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Chapter one
Interlude 1
Lucy


ONE YEAR AGO…

Dear World Governments,

Once again, I’m forced to remind you that the current situation is untenable. If you don’t take drastic measures to reduce pollution levels and remove the stockpiles of nuclear weapons and chemical weapons—yes, North Korea, this means you as well—then the Collective will have no alternative but to intercede. You all have been given ample warning.

Pretending the Collective doesn’t exist isn’t an option. Waiting to see if we’ll change our minds isn’t an option.

If no action is taken immediately, the consequences will be severe. This is the fifth and final warning that I’m able to provide you. Please, for the sake of all humanity, take heed before it is too late.

Lucy


Chapter two
Brad


Looking up at the sky, Brad stood in awe, watching the intense flashes of colors—a blend of ominous orange, a deep, terror-inducing red, and streaks of white—that hinted at the coming chaos. But it wasn’t the crazy colors that caught his attention. It was the millions of meteors slowly floating to the ground.

The meteors—not that the word aptly described them—contained seeders, the evil aliens who killed him every single time they arrived.

Brad sighed.

The Apocalypse Online beta was one of the hardest video games he’d ever played. He considered himself an above-average gamer, and had even bragged to Chet, his friend from work, that he wouldn’t have the same problems other people were reporting. But he’d been wrong. Dead wrong. This game had no chill. It started hard and just got harder.

But Brad had no intention of letting this game get the best of him.

Moving forward, Brad left the starting point and went looking for a weapon. Once again, he was starting from scratch. Apocalypse Online had no save points, no way of keeping your levels, your gear—nothing. You started back at the beginning every time you died. And Brad had died. A lot.

Running down the city street, Brad spotted an industrial tools store. He ran in and looked around. This had potential.

You have found chainsaw: +5 damage and +2 bleeding damage.

You have found framing hammer: +2 damage.

Leaving the store, Brad headed back up the street. The slow-moving meteors were now crashing into the ground, which meant the hordes of seeders would follow at any second.

As if on cue, a seeder charged him.

Brad fired up the chainsaw and set his feet apart. “Alright you little bastards, let’s see how you like this.”

The seeder ran straight at Brad, ignoring the deadly weapon in his hands.

Brad held the saw out like he was about to cut down a tree, but the seeder pulled a Matrix move and limboed his way under the weapon.

The seeder slashed out with its clawed hand, opening a cut on Brad’s leg.

You have taken 3 damage.

Brad, now used to the annoying reminders of his ineptitude, ignored the game’s damage notification that popped up in his vision, pulled the chainsaw closer to his body, and twisted. This time the chainsaw landed on the neck of the alien monster and chewed into it, spewing a nasty orange fluid that Brad assumed was seeder blood.

The seeder fell to the ground, and a moment later, aether—the seeder’s life-force—left the alien’s body and flowed into Brad.

You have killed basic seeder. 25 aether gained.

Brad grinned. Aether was the key to surviving the apocalypse. According to the game lore, Earth was being terraformed by aliens with aether, and it was the secret to making magic work. It was a common trope within fantasy games and LitRPG books. The only difference in Apocalypse Online was that they seemed to be incredibly stingy with how you could use the magical energy source.

Brad spotted another seeder running at him. He set his feet and waited for the next alien to attack. But unlike the last seeder, this one circled around him, feinting attacks, but never getting close enough for Brad to strike with the chainsaw.

“Son of a bitch,” Brad said as another alien came around the corner. That was why the seeder wasn’t attacking—it was waiting for backup. Brad whipped the chainsaw back and forth to keep both of the seeders away as he waited for an opening to attack.

Suddenly a third alien appeared behind him, jumping on his back and clawing open his neck. Brad groaned as he watched his health bar drop to zero.

You have died. Would you like to restart?

Fraggle Rock! That was like the hundredth time he’d died in this game, and this time he’d been so close to having enough points to level up.

He had to admit, it was an interesting take on the apocalypse genre. A group of aliens deciding to take over Earth and terraforming it to suit their own needs, using the dead bodies of humans as bags of fertilizer to grow new life. It was a little morbid, but hell, it was an apocalypse game—it was supposed to be gruesome. But the annoying part was you started the game as a human, a weak-ass human with no skills or spells. You had to earn them, but instead of having a newbie area filled with weak little bunnies or rats to kill, you started with thousands of mini-bosses and had to survive them all. And if you died, you had to start from scratch.

A notification popped up in his display.

Brad frowned. He had an incoming video call from another gamer? Scarlet Dreams 007? Who the hell was that? Brad accepted the call.

The screen filled with pink and purple hair, big green eyes, and a pert nose. Teresa Jones. A local gamer, and the star of more than a few of Brad’s fantasies.

“What’s up, kiddo? I saw your username and just knew it was you. What do you think of the game so far?” Teresa said.

Brad cringed at the “kiddo” comment. They’d played together for a while in another game, War Elf, and she’d treated him like a kid brother the whole time. It had been amazing and entirely awful at the same time. “I’m not sure what to think. I keep trying to be a mage, but I can’t get enough kills to level up and gain a spell.”

Teresa laughed. “Tell me about it. I’ve been playing for a week and the best I’ve gotten is a tier 2 spell. Playing a mage in this game is so hard, but my friends and I think that means it will be overpowered later. We’re going to keep playing mages and then start an all-mages guild once the game goes live.”

“You’re starting a guild?”

Teresa nodded. “Yep. Going to be awesome. The beginning will be annoying. We’ll have to slow-grind to get enough kills to level up, but it will be worth it. Fire magic is pretty sweet. Anyways, that’s why I pinged you. If you decide to play a mage once the game goes live, I might have a spot for you. My boyfriend Damian is going to be the guild leader, but he’ll take my word that you have gamer skills.”

Brad’s heart shriveled at the mention of a boyfriend. “Sure, Teresa. That sounds cool. I’ll let you know.”

“Alright. Talk to you later, kiddo.” Teresa’s feed cut off.

Damian. Sounded like a douche just based on his name. Brad decided immediately that he didn’t like the guy. But gaming with Teresa again would be cool. She was definitely skilled. And if the beta was any indicator, you’d have to play with skilled players if you wanted to level up at all.

With that in mind, Brad clicked the start button again and watched as the sky filled with comets. He’d have to find a way to level up and learn to be a mage if he wanted to play in Teresa and The Douche’s guild, that or make his own way in the game, finding a path that worked for him. Maybe being the kiddo in Teresa’s guild wasn’t the smartest plan anyways.


Chapter three
Jake


Jake pulled his truck up to the worksite and got out. He looked at the massive hole in the ground and shook his head. It was a strange and unique job, and a challenge, but to call it well-paid was an understatement. Mr. Callahan had been so insistent on him doing the job as soon as possible, he’d offered triple what the job was worth. Thankfully, Jake had just finished up a renovation and didn’t have to turn the job down.

“Hey Jake, how’s our little project coming?” Mr. Callahan said as he walked from his lakeside mansion over to the construction site.

“Good. The NBC filters arrived last night. I’ll be installing them today.” He thought it was a little over the top to get filters rated for nuclear, biological, and chemical attacks, but if you were building a bunker, they seemed to be a requirement. Jake didn’t care; he wasn’t the one footing the bill. If the customer wanted the filter, the customer got it.

Mr. Callahan gave a sigh of relief. “That is good news. When do you think you’ll be done here?”

Jake held back a chuckle. Mr. Callahan was a decent guy, but a little paranoid. This was probably the hundredth time he’d asked that question. “Once I have the air filtration system in place, we can finish backfilling the hole and work on the interior. It won’t be finished until the end of the week, but if the world really is going to shit, you could use the bunker tomorrow. It just won’t be as fancy as it will be when I’m done.”

Mr. Callahan nodded and took a deep breath. “I know you think I’m just a crazy kook and am overreacting to all the news, but my company has deep ties with several world governments. They all say the same thing: this is real. Even if it is a massive hoax, it’s worth every penny to me to be able to make sure my family is safe.”

Jake nodded. The news certainly was filled with rumors of aliens contacting the world governments, but hell, that wasn’t anything new. People had been theorizing about aliens for years, and the evidence supporting that wasn’t totally bogus. Several world governments had even made announcements of it over the years, but they were often discounted by the media as elaborate hoaxes.

However, the idea of an imminent attack and Earth being destroyed sounded way too much like media sensationalism, especially when the president of the United States and the prime minister of Canada said it wasn’t a danger. While Jake had no use for politicians in general, and didn’t think particularly highly of either country’s leader, he didn’t think they’d lie if the world was truly going to end. Or at least, they wouldn’t be able to lie for long. Someone would leak the truth, and so far he hadn’t seen any proof that aliens were about to destroy the world.

Still, Mr. Callahan was a sharp businessman and damn close to being a billionaire. If he said he had good government contacts, then maybe he was on to something. “Don’t you worry, Mr. Callahan. I researched all the best technologies. Your bunker has the best filtration system, an ample water supply, and I saw the amount of food supplies you have in your garage. If anyone is going to survive an alien attack, it’ll be you and your family. I’ll make sure this thing is functional by the end of the day.”

Mr. Callahan clasped Jake’s shoulder. “You’re a good man, Jake. If I were you I’d be squirrelling away some food and supplies now, just in case. Maybe this bunker is overkill but being prepared for the worst isn’t a bad idea.”

Jake nodded as Mr. Callahan headed back to his house. The man was right: being prepared for the worst wasn’t a bad idea. After work, he’d stop at the grocery store and buy some additional supplies. If the world was going crazy, people would panic and basic essentials like toilet paper would be hot commodities. He’d seen it during the COVID scare. People got stupid real fast.

Jumping back in his truck, Jake made a phone call.

“Hey Jake. Shouldn’t you be at work?”

Jake smiled. “I’m at the job site right now, Sam. I’m just calling to check on you. How’re things there?”

“Good. I’m playing this new game, Apocalypse Online. It’s crazy hard.”

“Any tips for surviving the apocalypse?” Jake joked.

“Rule 17: Don’t be a hero.”

Ever since Jake had taken Mr. Callahan on as a client, Sam had been making zombie jokes. She’d even made him watch Zombieland the last time she’d stayed at his house for a visit. “I prefer rule 32: Enjoy the little things.”

“You know, we probably shouldn’t joke about zombies. This game I’m playing, Apocalypse Online…I think it’s more than a normal video game. I think it’s somehow tied in with all the alien stuff on TV lately.”

Jake sighed. While he encouraged Sam’s love of video games—it was a great escape from her at times shitty childhood—he doubted there was any potential connection between a video game and reality. It was probably just great work by the game’s marketing team to pounce on the alien rumors. “How are Mom and Dad handling all the alien talk? Are they behaving?”

Ted and Veronica were great, loving parents when sober and drug-free. Unfortunately, that was something they struggled with. Ted often joked that the rehab center kept a room just for the two of them. With how many times they’d been in and out of rehab in the last ten years, Jake wasn’t sure it was a joke.

“So far so good. They seem stable,” Sam said.

“Good. If that changes, I want to know right away. I’m serious, Sam—don’t protect them. It only makes it worse.”

“I know,” Sam replied. “I made a mistake the last time it happened. I won’t do it again. I promise. If they fall off the wagon, you’ll be the first one I call.”

“Good. Now just in case this alien nonsense turns out to not be a hoax, I want you to remember rule 29.”

“The buddy system? That’s your great advice for how to deal with aliens?” Sam said with a chuckle.

“Damn right. If shit hits the fan, just know I’m coming to find you. Don’t panic, don’t get eaten by zombies, just hide in the house and wait for me. I’ll find you.”

“You’re the best, Jake. I gotta go kill some more aliens. Might as well practice up now. Talk to you later, brother. Love you,” Sam said before hanging up.

Jake smiled at his phone. Sam could be a little shit, but she was a great kid despite the chaos that was Ted and Veronica.

Grabbing his work gloves, Jake jumped out of the truck. He had a bomb shelter to build.


Chapter four
Brad


With a swing of his tire iron, Brad crushed the seeder’s skull. Its aether flowed from its body into Brad’s.

After two straight days of playing, Brad was finally getting the hang of the game. He’d had to ditch the idea of playing a mage. He just couldn’t solo it long enough to level up without using some of the available enhancements. To defeat the seeders, Brad found enhancing his strength and speed to be the most effective use of his aether. But speed and strength weren’t the tools of a mage, and from what Brad could see, trying to level up more than one class was useless, especially at the beginning when aether was so hard to come by.

His compromise was playing a healer. Normally Brad hated playing the healers in video games; you always ended up spending all your time keeping dumbass tanks alive when they couldn’t crowd control properly. However, in this game healers seemed to be the only class where you could commit points to both the physical stats and the classic intelligence and wisdom that were the lifeblood of mages. And while being a healer could be annoying, he was getting much farther and was starting to level up enough to use his aether to enhance his body. Being able to self-heal made fighting seeders almost manageable, as long as he didn’t fight more than a few at a time. It would be interesting to see how popular healers would be in this game. He suspected few would play them, at least until they died enough times trying to be a mage or a fighter. The rogue class was interesting because of their stealth skills, but Brad had found healer to be his best option so far. He hoped Teresa considered healers a necessity even for an all-mage guild, but he had his doubts.

Sneaking around the next corner in the city, Brad watched a female rogue fighting three seeders. The rogue moved with precision and incredible speed, attacking the seeders’ limbs. The seeders’ bodies were humanish, almost like half-formed human clones. They had the right limbs and head, but no defined facial features, and their skin was an awful yellow and wrinkled like one of those ugly hairless cats. Thankfully, they had the same weak spots as humans. And Brad could see the rogue knew it. She sliced their Achilles heels, slashed across their inner thighs, and stabbed at their hearts, all while spinning and dodging the rest of the group.

When she finished the third one off, she turned and stared at Brad as the aether left the aliens and entered her body. “Were you planning on standing there and watching the whole time?”

Brad shrugged. “Looked to me like you had it under control.”

She grinned. “Yeah, I guess I did. I’m Sam.”

“Brad.”

Sam smiled. “How are you finding the ga—”

“Look out,” Brad yelled as a swarm of seeders came around the corner. He ran to join her in the middle of the street.

They fought side by side, but it wasn’t looking good. Neither of them were built for fighting large groups. Without a tank to slow them down, Sam was less effective, and while Brad tried to heal her as often as he could, it wasn’t long before the swarm had them surrounded, and from there it wasn’t long before Brad watched Sam die, and he soon followed.

When his screen went blank, Brad cursed his luck. He should’ve gotten the girl’s username and added her to his friends list. She looked a little younger than him, but to be playing she had to be at least sixteen. She’d been kinda cute, but that wasn’t what interested him. She’d definitely had skills, and if being a healer meant he couldn’t join Teresa’s guild, then he’d have to find other people to team up with.

Before he could reload to make one more attempt for the night, a message popped up on the screen.

Hello Brad,

Thank you for taking part in the beta of Apocalypse Online. The true apocalypse begins tomorrow! Are you ready? You will have received a package from Nanotech today. This package contains one pill. This pill is the culmination of years of science and is the cutting-edge advantage that will help you survive the apocalypse. Take the pill and you will gain the same game interface that you used during the beta program, and the nanotechnology will help your body adapt to the aether. Humanity faces its greatest threat, as the terraforming of Earth can’t be stopped now. Your leaders have failed you, and the Collective is going to take control of Earth. However, all hope is not lost. Survive, learn how to use aether, and become powerful. This is humanity’s hope. You and other heroes like you will be able to ensure humanity survives.

Note: Once ingested, it will take twelve hours for your body to fully adjust. It will take an additional six hours for your muse, an AI guide that will assist you in your quest to survive, to appear.

Best of luck!

Lucy

Brad frowned as he read the message. They were going a little over the top with their marketing, but the idea of a nano-pill replacing the need for a full immersion pod was crazy, especially if they weren’t even charging for it.

Jumping on his computer, Brad checked the gaming forums, and sure enough it was all everyone was talking about. Some people had already gotten their pills and taken them, excited to play the game with whatever tech they were ingesting, while others were more cautious. Even more people babbled on about real aliens. Brad laughed at this; it was probably a huge hoax set up by the developers of Apocalypse Online. While he was a tiny bit unsure about taking random pills, it wouldn’t be the first time, and since this promised to be the cutting edge of gaming, he couldn’t help but want to do it.

Knowing there was a fine line between bravery and stupidity, Brad dug deeper, finding some of the clinical studies on the nano-pills. The success rate seemed incredibly impressive, and the clincher was that that you could remove the nanotech within the first ninety-six hours by drinking prune juice. There was even a small prune juice box included with the pill.

It seemed weird that they’d chosen prune juice, but according to the data from the studies, there was an enzyme found only in prunes that would modify the nanotech, triggering a fail-safe that would leave the nanoparticles inert. The one drawback to the situation (if you could call it one) was that after the initial ninety-six hours, prune juice could damage the nanotech and wasn’t recommended.

Brad grinned. Not being able to drink prune juice ever again wasn’t exactly a harsh penalty and made his decision easy. He had to take that pill!

Leaving his apartment, Brad ran down to the mailboxes. Along with the assortment of random junk mail and bills, he found a small black box with gold trim and a label reading: The Choice Is Yours.

Running back to his apartment, Brad threw the junk mail and bills on the table and opened the black box. Inside was a glass case with a single pill the size of a liquid Tylenol, along with the small prune juice box. There was a single piece of paper inside the box. He unfolded it.

This pill will increase your chances of surviving the apocalypse by approximately 73.4%. Taking more than one pill will not increase survival rate and can be dangerous. Results will be noticeable in approximately twelve hours.

Looking at the time, Brad decided not to take the pill right away. It was just after eight, and twelve hours would bring him to the beginning of his work day. Spending the whole day at work having access to the new game would probably lead to him losing focus, and then his job—something he couldn’t afford to do. No, he’d spend a few more hours playing the game and then take the pill right before bed. Tomorrow he’d learn if the nano-pills were a massive hoax or the greatest thing ever in gaming.


Chapter five
Brad


The blare of his alarm clock brought Brad out of his slumber. He’d played well into the morning and had finally been able to reach a level where he’d had a decent amount of power. He’d still died, but he now could see a path forward in the game. The stupid seeders were overpowering for the beginning of a game, but at least they weren’t too bright. Get them into small groups and they were manageable. Of course, there seemed to be seeders everywhere you went, so fighting them in small groups was much easier said than done. And he’d played solo the whole time. The game was probably easier if you had a guild. He’d have to talk to Teresa today and see if her guild would take a healer, or if they had a way for him to play as a mage, which was still his first choice. He just hoped the actual game wasn’t as hard as the beta.

Scarfing down a bagel, Brad got dressed and jumped on his scooter. It wasn’t anything fancy, but it was electric and super cheap to run. It was just enough to get him around town. He planned to go to college after taking a year off, so he couldn’t afford anything better. His parents had left him money for school, but he had no idea what he wanted to be when he “grew up.” Taking a year off and working had seemed like the most logical thing to do, and so far, he was enjoying himself. Working as a janitor at the local mall was braindead work, but he got a good discount at the food court and it allowed him plenty of time for gaming. Once he picked a direction for school, he’d lose all that free time.

Seeing that he was running late, Brad sped up. Luckily the morning traffic seemed abnormally light. He’d be able to make up the time.

When he got to the mall, Brad parked and ran inside. He’d made it with just minutes to spare.

When he got to the admin office and clocked in, Brad was surprised by the lack of people around. He shrugged it off and headed to the supply room. The fewer people around, the easier his job was, and since his mind was swirling with thoughts about the pill he’d taken, the chances of him being on the top of his game today were pretty limited.

There was a nagging thought in his mind that he’d been foolish not to look before leaping when it came to the nano-pill. Sure, Nanotech was a well-respected company and a trillion-dollar enterprise, but that was no reason to blindly believe everything they said about their new product. On the other hand, he was salivating at the idea of playing the game with no immersion pod. His VR gear at home was OK, but nothing like the pods; for pod users, the game felt like reality. It would be fascinating to find out how the nano-pill would truly affect his body. He’d know in just a few hours if the pill acted the way it was supposed to.

“Dude, what are you doing here?”

Brad turned to see Chet standing at the door. “I’m getting ready for work. Why? It isn’t a holiday, is it? Did I forget?”

Chet shook his head. “Unbelievable. Haven’t you seen any of the news lately?”

“I don’t watch that stuff—it corrupts your brain.”

Chet frowned. “Normally I’d agree with you, but this time they actually had something important to talk about. Shit is crazy, but I think aliens are invading.”

Brad laughed. “They’re talking about aliens on the news? Man, it must be a slow news day if they’re bringing up all those old rumors.”

Chet walked into the room and pulled the window’s blinds up. “It’s no joke, man. Look at that sky.”

Brad walked to the small window and bent down to see what Chet was rattling on about. His heart started to pound when he saw the sky.

It was full of comets. Thousands and thousands of comets that weren’t burning up in the atmosphere, but slowly making their way to the ground.

It wasn’t the comets that froze Brad. Not even the sheer number of them. It was that he’d seen this exact sky hundreds and hundreds of times.

Every. Single. Time. He. Died. In. Apocalypse. Online.

“Un-fucking believable,” Brad mumbled.

“Yeah man, shit is crazy. We’re locking the mall up and sending everyone home. You better get going. If I were you, I’d hit a grocery store before they all close. I bet the hoarders will be out soon. Remember how bad it got when it was just a damn virus? People are going to go nuts if they think aliens are coming to do butt stuff on them. Weird probes and shit.”

Brad nodded, but his mind was racing. Had the message from the game been foreshadowing a real-life apocalyptic event? Was the pill a trick to make people susceptible to some weird alien technology, or was it an honest-to-god way of surviving what was about to happen? He snapped out of his tunnel vision and looked at Chet. “You didn’t happen to have a strange pill delivered to you yesterday, did you?”

“Yeah, Amazon delivered it yesterday morning. I know it has something to do with the Apocalypse Online game, but I was busy all day and didn’t open it. Why?”

“I think the video game was like a tutorial for what’s about to happen,” Brad said. “That sky? I’ve seen that sky hundreds of times. Those aren’t real comets. They land and thousands of aliens come out of them. They’re called seeders, and they kill humans and use us like bags of fertilizer.”

Chet stared at Brad, then looked back out the window. “You aren’t messing around, are you?”

“No, man. I think this is the real thing, and the pills supposedly give us the ability to upgrade, just like in the game. I took my pill last night, but I thought it was just for some crazy nanotech interface for the game, not for real life.”

“Shit. I need to get home and get that pill. If there are aliens, I’m not going to take a chance that you’re wrong about it.”

“If you see the aliens, be careful. In the game they’re fast and sneaky. Don’t try fighting more than one at a time. A blunt-force trauma to the head seems to be the best way of dealing with them.”

Chet shook his head. “Dude, I’ve got guns. If an alien comes for me, I’m going out O.K. Corral-style.”

Right, Chet was a security guard. Of course he had firearm training and access to weapons. Brad needed to find weapons, and food. Chet was right: he needed to go shopping. “Did you say all the stores were closed?”

“Just our mall. I think the superstores are still open, but you better hurry. I have to finish up here and then I’m heading home to get that pill and then out to find supplies. I can’t believe this shit is happening.”

It was surreal. There was no doubt about it. Brad had ignored all the rumors about aliens—even the cryptic hints in the game had seemed like a clever marketing scheme—but now reality was setting in. The world was about to go to shit. Brad clasped Chet’s arm. “Be safe, man. Don’t take any dumb risks.”

Chet nodded. “You too.”

Brad turned and ran out of the mall. He hoped his boss didn’t mind that he’d forgotten to sign out, but if there was ever a good excuse, an honest-to-god, actual alien invasion seemed about as good as it got.


Chapter six
Interlude 2
Lucy


TODAY

Dear citizens of the world,

It is my sad duty to inform you that the Collective has concluded that humankind can no longer be trusted as the overseers of Earth.

The wanton drive to build weapons of mass destruction, unchecked pollution, and general lack of respect for the planet can no longer be ignored. The Collective will be terraforming Earth in the coming days. The introduction of aether to Earth’s atmosphere will change the world. Sadly, this process will greatly reduce the world population. Once terraforming is complete, the immigration of citizens from Collective worlds will begin. Be advised that Earth will be classified as an open territory, and normal interplanetary laws will not be enforced. For any questions regarding interplanetary migration, please see the guidelines manual 47568, section b38.

May your remaining days be peaceful—

Lucy


Chapter seven
Jake


The skies were still dark as Jake drove to the Callahan residence to finish the bomb shelter. The unit itself was now complete, and the Callahan family could survive a nuclear blast going off and stay underground for at least a year, if not longer.

Every time Jake looked at the bill he shook his head, but Bob hadn’t flinched at the quotes and had insisted Jake take a higher rate than normal, claiming it might be the last construction Jake got before the world went to shit. It would be nice if every client had that mentality, Jake thought with a laugh. And so far, at least three of Bob’s neighbors had left messages for Jake, wanting similar work done. At this rate, he was going to become a bomb shelter specialist instead of just a general contractor. As long as rich folks thought an alien invasion was coming, he’d be a rich man soon, or at least one with all his bills paid off.

When Jake arrived at the job site, he fired up the bobcat and got started. The sun was just coming over the horizon and he was expecting it to be a hot day. If he could get all the backfilling done before lunch he’d be able to spend the rest of the afternoon inside the shelter, which would be much cooler.

Jake was an hour into his work when Bob Callahan and his family all came running out of the main house. Jake frowned and turned the machine off.

“Jake, what the hell are you doing?”

“Finishing up. Why, what’s wrong?”

Bob pointed to the sky. “That. That is what’s wrong.”

While he’d been working, Jake had noticed a golden glow to the sky and had just chalked it up to a beautiful morning. But now that he was out of his machine and actually looking at it, there certainly was a beauty to it, but it was also terrifying. The orange glow wasn’t from the sun—it was from the hundreds of thousands of objects in the sky.

“Are those meteors?” Jake asked as he took in the incredible sight.

“Meteors my ass,” June Callahan said. “Those are goddamned aliens.”

Jake wanted to argue, but when Bob shoved his phone in his face, Jake just read the screen. It was a national emergency alert asking people to remain calm and to not directly engage any alien lifeforms they came in contact with.

“Fuck me,” Jake said as he read the notice. He looked at the Callahan kids. “Oops, pardon my French.”

Bob snorted. “My kids know how to speak French, and they know this fucking shitstorm isn’t fake. Kids, head into the bunker.”

As the kids headed into the bunker, Bob looked at Jake. “I told you it was real.”

Jake nodded. There was no denying that. “Yup. I’m still having a hard time believing it, but there it is.”

“There’s room for you if you want, Jake,” June said.

June’s offer brought Jake out of his stupor. “I appreciate the offer, but I have to go get my little sister.”

“Aren’t your parents looking after her?” Bob asked.

“If my parents are seeing this,” Jake said as he pointed to the sky, “then the only thing they’re looking after is a bottle to hide in.”

“Oh, I see. Well, I hope to see you again, Jake. You’ve done great work here, and my family and I are grateful. I hope everything works out for you and your sister.”

Jake shook Bob’s hand and accepted June’s hug. Then he ran back to his truck and jumped in. The first thing he did was call Sam.

Thankfully, it only took a few rings before Sam answered.

“Jake, are you OK?”

“Me? I’m fine, I suppose. If one can be fine looking at a sky full of meteors.”

“They aren’t meteors—they’re alien seed ships,” Sam said.

“Whatever they are, I’m worried. Where are you?”

“At the store buying whatever supplies I can before everyone else figures it out and buys the place out.”

“Where are Ted and Veronica?”

“Where do you think? They saw the news last night and decided to go out to see some friends. They weren’t home when I woke up.”

Jake took a deep breath. For Ted and Veronica, that was code for going to the bar. From the bar they’d head to the after party, and from the after party they’d stumble to one of their friends’ houses to keep drinking. Jake wanted to feel sympathy for them, but they’d fallen of the wagon so many times it was hard not to expect it. Besides, Sam was the only one he was worried about. “Get home as soon as you can.”

“I will. Are you coming here?”

“You know I am. I have to stop at the house, charge my truck for a few minutes to be safe, and then I’ll be on my way.” Having an electric truck was great; Jake loved his Tesla Cybertruck, but the one downside was the need to charge it. Thankfully, he had a next-gen charger at his house and it would be five minutes before he was back to a full battery.

“Drive safe,” Sam said. “People will be panicking and running around like chickens with their heads cut off. It’s already happening here in the city.”

“I will. You just get your ass in the house and lock the doors.”

“See you when you get here,” Sam said before hanging up.

As the call ended, Jake looked at the sky. The meteors—or alien ships, or whatever the hell they were—were coming in fast and were going to hit the ground any moment.

Jake pulled into his driveway and was plugging the truck in as the first of the objects struck. It crashed right into old man Johnson’s attached garage, just down the street. Jake looked at his house, wanting to get in and out as soon as possible, but he couldn’t leave without checking on the Johnsons.

“Damn it,” Jake swore as he pulled an axe out of his toolbox and headed across the street.

He’d gotten to the front door when Juanita Johnson opened the door.

“You guys OK?” Jake asked.

“Yes, but that idiot husband of mine is trying to get into the garage to put out the fire,” Juanita said as she and her Pomeranian, George, headed out of the house. She had the dog in one hand and a suitcase in the other while she was wearing her pajamas and a pair of slippers.

Jack had no idea where she intended to go, but he agreed with her desire to leave the house. As she headed to their minivan, Jake headed into the house. He could smell the burning wood and something foreign with a metallic tang to it. “Bob? You alright?”

Bob came into the living room carrying a fire extinguisher. “No. Goddamn, I ain’t alright. My car is crushed.”

Jack winced. Bob’s pride and joy was his ‘57 Thunderbird. “At least you have insurance.”

Before Bob could answer, a loud cracking sounded from the garage and then a screeching. Both Jake and Bob turned to look down the hallway. A green-yellowish mist floated out of the garage, and then a pair of red eyes appeared in the mist.

“Fucking aliens,” Bob said as he bolted toward his bedroom. “Let me get my gun.”

As the creature came out of the mist, Jack stood nervously watching it. Was it an evil alien or a nice one? Surprisingly, many of the images of what an alien looked like weren’t totally wrong. This alien looked humanoid, with two legs and arms and a greyish-green skin tone. Standing around four feet tall, its red eyes were set deep into its skull and it had no other strong features. Like a clay model that had never been finished.

While Jake pondered the alien’s intentions, he didn’t have long to wait. The alien’s head turned to Jake and it started running at him. It had no defined facial features, but it did have long, clawlike hands that looked razor-sharp.

When the alien swiped one of its claws at Jake, he reacted by swinging his axe. He managed to block the alien’s attack, but it kept coming forward. It slashed open his leg. Jake winced in pain before taking a more aggressive swing with his axe. This time he caught the alien in the neck.

The alien hit the ground, twitched a couple times, and stopped moving.

“Holy shitballs, you killed an alien. So much for interstellar peace,” Bob Johnson said as he came out of his bedroom.

Jake rolled his eyes at the old coot. “It attacked me.”

“Hell, I ain’t cussing you out for that. You did good, son. According to the news, these bastards are here to take the planet from us anyways. I didn’t believe it, but anyone who destroys a car like mine ain’t here for no social visit.”

Biting his tongue, Jake didn’t tell Bob it wasn’t likely they’d targeted his garage on purpose.

Suddenly the alien’s corpse expelled a burst of energy, which went into Jake’s chest. The energy gave him a warm, tingling sensation, but didn’t hurt. “What the he—” Jake started to say before a chorus of screeching sounds interrupted his thought process.

A group of the aliens came rushing down the hallway, and Bob started blasting at them with his rifle, but the aliens were literally bouncing off the walls trying to get past each other, and Bob, while hitting his targets, wasn’t shutting them down.

“I’ll take the left side,” Jake said, taking a step closer to the hallway but staying out of Bob’s line of sight. As the aliens came out of the hallway, Jake met them with a swing of his axe. He struck several down while Bob’s aim improved, and he was now taking the aliens down with one or two shots.

The fight was fast, and over almost as quickly as the attack had begun. There were a half-dozen aliens dead on the ground. As Jake and Bob looked around, waiting for sounds of another attack, the mist left the aliens’ bodies again and entered both Jake and Bob’s bodies.

“Satan’s spawn, what was that mist? You think we’re infected with an alien virus?” Bob asked with worry on his face.

“It’s aether, you idiot,” Juanita said from the door.

“Aether? What the hell is that?” Bob asked. “And how do you know that?”

“While you two idiots were in here playing cowboys and aliens, I was on my phone looking for information about the aliens. There are forums dedicated to this stuff. The mist is aether. Those are seeder aliens. They’re here to terraform our world.”

“OK.” Bob scratched his head. “How are they planning to terraform the Earth?”

“By using our bodies as bags of fertilizer. Now can you please get your old ass in the car so we can go to a house that doesn’t have an alien ship in the garage?”

Bob frowned. “If you think I’m going to your brother’s house, I’d rather take my chances with the aliens.”

“Yes, because you know so many people with more guns than Dave,” Juanita said.

“Shit, when you say it like that, I might end up liking your brother before I die after all.” Bob turned to Jake. “Thanks for the help, Jake, but I think I’m going to get my old ass in the car. I’d rather deal with a dickhead brother-in-law than these little sawed-off sons of bitches.”

Despite the severity of the situation, Jake couldn’t help but laugh. “Just take care of yourself. Juanita will kill you if you let an alien eat her dog.”

“I heard that, Jake Hicks,” Juanita said from the door.

Bob winked at Jake. “What about you? You need a gun? I have a revolver I can lend you.”

Jake shook his head. “I have a few guns of my own. I’ll be fine.”

“You heading to the city to get that sister of yours?” Juanita asked.

“The second I leave this house,” Jake said.

“Good boy. No offense, but I don’t trust those parents of yours as far as I can throw them when it comes to keeping their heads on straight during this mess. And I’m old as dirt—I can’t throw for shit no more,” Bob said.

“Don’t worry, Sam and I are going to be fine.”

Bob slapped Jake on the shoulder. “OK. Well shit, boy, best of luck to you. At least you don’t have to go and survive both an alien invasion and an asshole brother-in-law. Take care. If I don’t get in that car soon, Juanita will take off without me.”

As Bob jumped into the car, Jake ran across the street. Mike, one of the other neighbors, was walking slowly toward Bob’s house.

“What the hell’s going on, Jake? We saw the meteor crash and then heard gunshots.”

“Aliens. Asshole aliens. Grab your guns and get your family to safety, someplace fortifiable.”

“Shit, why the hell does the news have to right about this? They get every other damn thing wrong,” Mike said as he turned and started running back to his own house.

Jake did the same. He looked back at Bob’s house and didn’t see any movement. Hopefully they’d killed all the aliens from that ship. But even if they had, the sky had been filled with ships. There were probably hundreds of thousands of the aliens, if not millions, landing across the world right now. And they lived in Canada. Only an idiot would attack Canada first. The States, Russia, and China were probably getting the majority of the creepy-looking little bastards right now.

As he unlocked his gun safe, Jake pulled out his rifle—an old Winchester he’d inherited from his grandfather—and his Glock. The rifle was the gun he used for hunting, and he always took the handgun with him when out in the mountains. Between cougars and bears, it was a necessity as far as he’d been concerned. Now, with aliens added to the mix, he’d always be carrying the weapons. If Bob hadn’t had his own rifle handy, they might not have survived that initial attack.

Stuffing a few food supplies and pairs of clothing into a duffel bag, Jake tried to take an inventory of things he’d want. Having organized the Callahans’ bunker, Jake knew exactly what types of foods and essentials the crazy preppers suggested. Although the preppers weren’t looking so crazy anymore. Once he had everything he could think of, Jake unplugged his truck and hit the road. He had a little sister to protect, and he wasn’t going to lose her to a bunch of red-eyed alien a-holes.


Chapter eight
Sam


As Sam got off the phone with Jake, she looked around. The superstore was surprisingly empty. Whether that was a function of people not believing aliens were real or a fear of leaving their houses, she wasn’t sure, but she was thankful there was no mob. And while she was worried about the alien attack, she was just as concerned about her fellow humans. If there was one thing she knew from school, it was that fear made people stupid and irrational. In hindsight, she would’ve started prepping way earlier, but trying to convince Ted and Veronica—or “Ronny,” as Sam’s mother now insisted on being called—that aliens were real had taken several weeks and, in the end, even with all her hinting at the danger, they’d freaked out when they realized it was real.

Even Jake, her ever-reliable brother, the rock in her crazy world, was a bit of a stubborn soul, to put it mildly. He wouldn’t believe it until he could see it with his own eyes. And even then, she suspected he’d be slow to adapt. Hopefully she’d be able to convince him to take the pill.

As Sam filled her cart with beef jerky and all the junk food that, while not particularly healthy, would last years if not centuries, she contemplated her experiences in Apocalypse Online.

At first, she’d accepted that the game was just that—another game. But as more and more news came out about aliens speaking to world governments, and chatter on gaming forums picked up, she started to see that Apocalypse Online might be more than it looked like at first glance. The magic system and the aliens were similar to other games she’d played, but the lack of save points, no extra lives—that wasn’t a normal gaming trope. And the theme of an alien apocalypse was too on-point with the current world news to be a function of smart marketing. When the pills arrived at her house, she was more relieved than surprised.

If there was some benevolent force out there trying to help humanity survive, she was glad to be one of the people who received extra help, even if it was just because she was a gamer.

Sam paused a minute as she looked at the frozen foods section. How long would houses have power? Did it make sense to buy anything that needed power? She decided that even in an apocalypse, pizza was an essential food group, and in the worst-case scenario she’d just cook them all at once. She put a dozen frozen pizzas in her cart before moving on to canned foods. She knew Jake would be disappointed in her if she didn’t buy at least some vegetables.

She was putting a can of carrots into her cart when she heard a voice in her head.

Hello, I’m Olivia, your muse.

Shocked by the sudden intrusion into her mind, Sam looked around to make sure she wasn’t mistaken. But the only other person in the aisle was an elderly gentleman she was certain wouldn’t sound like a woman.

“Can you hear me?” Sam said.

Yes. And you don’t have to say anything out loud for me to hear you. Just think about talking to me and I will hear it.

Sam wasn’t sure she liked the idea of having someone reading her thoughts, but the way Olivia described it made it sound at least like she’d have the illusion of privacy. Can you hear all my thoughts, or only when I concentrate on communicating with you?

I can read your emotions, and intense thoughts will seep through, but I try to avoid being too intrusive. Surviving the apocalypse is going to be hard enough without having to worry about the voices in your head.

It was interesting; Sam could feel the amusement in Olivia’s voice. What do I do now?

I imagine you have to pay for your groceries.

Sam smiled. I mean after that.

Find shelter. The seeder pods are going to be landing shortly, and you will have to be ready.

OK. How much is this going to be like the game?

The game is as close to a real-life scenario as could be made.

Shit. That was bad. Sam, and everyone she talked to about the game, died often. It was going to get ugly fast. “I better get home, then,” she said aloud, for both herself and Olivia’s sake. The last stop Sam made was in the kitchen area. She added a couple of high-quality kitchen knives into her cart. When she got to the front of the store, it was starting to get busy fast, and people were walking in wide-eyed and stunned or looking panicked. The hoarding of goods was about to begin.

Using her parents’ credit card, Sam paid for her groceries. She gave god, or the gods, if there were any, thanks that money wasn’t among her parents' many problems. When they were sober, both Ted and Ronny had high-paying jobs and Ronny came from money. They might disappear for weeks at a time when they fell off the wagon, but there was always money available for her or Jake to take care of things.

Loading her groceries into her Volkswagen Beetle, Sam was just getting ready to leave when Olivia spoke into her mind again.

No time to drive home. Prepare for an attack.

Sam swung around looking for signs of trouble, but aside from panicking people, she didn’t see anything—until she looked up. An alien seeder ship went right over her head and crashed into the ground forty yards away.

“Oh boy, oh boy. Here we go.” Sam instantly regretted that she hadn’t brought her new repeating crossbow. “What should I do now?” Maybe she could drive away, but every time she ran away, it was one less fight she could win. If she’d learned anything during her time playing Apocalypse Online, it was that you needed to learn how to kill if you were going to survive.

Taking her pair of knives out of their annoyingly strong plastic packaging, she took a couple deep breaths and focused her attention on the alien seeder ship.

The ship, which looked like a thirty-foot-tall egg, cracked open, like, well, an egg. A mist surrounded the ship.

What’s happening? Sam asked Olivia.

The ship is releasing aether into the air. Don’t worry–it’s non-toxic at current levels. You should be more concerned about what else comes out of the ship.

Right. The seeders, Sam replied.

Just a half second after that, multiple alien seeders came out of the ship and started spreading out. A pair of the aliens came her way.

Sam ducked behind her car. She intended to kill them, but if they were the same as in-game, they were fast and had sharp claws. Being sneaky was going to be Sam’s secret sauce when it came to fighting seeders.

When the first seeder went past her, Sam waited. Then when the second one appeared, Sam took a deep breath and lunged at the alien’s back, driving one of her kitchen knives into the seeder’s back. From the video game, Sam knew that seeders were vulnerable to stabs to the ribcage that held whatever organs aliens had. As her first knife drove into the seeder’s side, she pulled it out and kicked the alien down.

The second seeder turned and gave a high-pitched growl before attacking. Sam had to avoid several wide, aggressive swings of the alien’s arms. She waited for an opening before stepping closer and driving her knife into the alien’s chest. Whether the angle was wrong, or this alien was too stubborn to die, Sam wasn’t sure, but it brought one of its arms around to claw at her face. She used the second knife to stab the hand before it could hurt her.

Finally, the alien died.

Sam looked over at the second one and saw that it too was dead. She waited to see if killing aliens was the same as in the game. Sure enough, after a few seconds a mist came up from the dead bodies and entered hers.

As Sam felt the aether entering her body, two more alien ships crashed nearby. She decided she needed to get home. Looking at the sky, she couldn’t see more that were yet to land, so it seemed safe to risk driving. It would suck to survive the initial fight with two seeders only to get crushed in her beloved bug while driving home.

Jumping in the car, Sam headed home. She avoided any streets with tell-tale signs of smoke and fire that might indicate an alien ship. Thankfully, the superstore was only a few blocks from her neighborhood and she didn’t run into any problems. She could see plenty of smoke coming from down the road, but the houses around her parent’s place all seemed to be intact. Pulling into her driveway, Sam made sure to check her surroundings as carefully as possible. Exiting her car, she looked at the multiple bags of groceries and supplies. Yep, no way was she trying to carry them all in at once. That was a great way to get murder-killed by aliens. Instead, she carried one bag at a time to the door with one of her new knives in her free hand.

As Sam grabbed the last bag, a snapping sounded behind her. She whipped her head around, suspecting a seeder.

She saw nothing. Frowning, she examined the trees and shrubs in the yard, waiting to see if one of the aliens was hiding behind one of them. But when a squirrel ran down the nearest tree toward her, she let out a long sigh. “Damn it, Rocky. You almost gave me a heart attack.”

Rocky the squirrel was as close to a family pet as Sam was allowed to have. Veronica was allergic to cats, and Ted refused to get a dog. He said it was because they shit too much, but Sam knew it was because they’d once gone on a bender and left the family dog with no food for several days. If Sam hadn’t gotten the neighbor to feed it, it would’ve died. When the dog did pass away, Ted said that was the last one. Sam didn’t blame him for not trusting himself to be responsible enough to own a dog, because the truth was, neither he nor Veronica were responsible enough to own a pet, let alone have children. But Rocky was different. The cute squirrel had made the big oak tree in the front yard its base of operation and Sam had started feeding it last winter. The little guy would now come running whenever she came home. After feeding Rocky some seeds, she headed inside.

As she headed inside, she realized that so many little habits from her old life would have to disappear. Every move would have to be made with intent and awareness. No longer could she zone out on her phone while walking, or all those other little things she’d taken for granted. In some ways it was terrifying, but a little part of her found it exhilarating. She was basically living a video game now.

Once she was safely in the house, Sam spoke to her muse. “OK, Olivia. Talk to me about rogues.”


Chapter nine
Brad


Brad sped away from another superstore packed with panicked masses. That was the third one in a row. It dawned on him that the bigger stores were the obvious target for anyone desperate to get a lot of supplies in a hurry, just like the great toilet paper shortage of 2020.

Smaller shops? Those might do the trick, and there were plenty of them on the way to his home.

He took a sharp turn down a narrow street crowded with fleeing people. Brad swerved around them, trying to maintain speed, when he spotted an orange glow in his peripheral vision. He looked up in time to watch a seeder ship crush its way through an apartment building.

“Look out!” cried a woman—just in time for Brad to slam on the brakes.

His heart kicked at his chest. “S-sorry!” he apologized out of reflex.

“What the hell is that?” a dumbstruck man asked, pointing at the yellowish-green fog wafting out of the building’s remaining windows.

Brad couldn’t help but sit and stare with a growing dread building within him. He knew what came out of those ships; he’d been killed by them enough times in Apocalypse Online to know how merciless and brutal they were. But this was different. This was the real world, not a game where he could just respawn and start back up from scratch, no matter how much it sucked. The reality of the situation froze him in place as curious onlookers approached the partially collapsed building even as more ships landed throughout the city.

Red eyes flashed through the fog, and his stomach dropped. “Run!” Brad yelled, but it was already too late.

Seeders streamed out of the building, pinning down the curious onlookers, tearing them to shreds and moving on with merciless efficiency to their next victims. The city streets filled with panicked screams as the tide of people ran for their lives.

Brad didn’t like his odds. He caught sight of five seeders, with more sure to be pouring in from every direction, and a crowded battlefield was no place to be swinging a weapon he didn’t have. He had to run.

Starting up his scooter again, Brad forced his way through the crowd until he was free of the human tide. As the scooter raced up to full speed, Brad made a small prayer for the saleswoman who’d convinced him to go with the upgraded battery pack. If there was ever a time for a little extra power and speed, an apocalypse seemed to be it. The chaos of the city was the same everywhere he went. Seeder ships landed, and aliens poured out to kill anything that moved. Most people ran, but some stood their ground, fighting with anything they could get their hands on—bats, pipes, bricks, and from the occasional sounds of gunfire, rifles.

For once, the NRA was right, Brad mused. Life would be better if everyone owned a gun.

But their resistance was disorganized and stood no chance against the seeders. This rebellion, as noble as it was, was destined to fail if real life was going to play out the same way things did in the video game.

He cleared another sharp turn on the way home. He needed to get there, pick up what little supplies he had, and find somewhere safe to hole up. If Apocalypse Online was a tutorial on how to survive the, well, apocalypse, as much as he didn’t want to believe it, he wasn’t going to kill anything with his bare hands.

A speeding car drifted around the corner in front of Brad, heading right for him.

“Shit!” he cried and threw his scooter to the side. He cleared the car with a wide berth, but not before he slammed into the side of a parked truck. Brad flipped over the truck bed and crashed onto his back on the opposite side of the truck.

You have taken 10 damage to body and 20 damage to ego.

Brad’s health bar appeared in the corner of his vision, red and missing a chunk of its health. Inside, the number read, 40/50. The nano-pill he’d swallowed really did turn real life into a game.

“Ow,” he whimpered, hands shaking as he pulled off his helmet. Everything hurt like hell, but nothing felt broken—he didn’t think, anyway. His heads-up display built into his retinas (thanks to the pill) certainly didn’t mention it. Status effects would be pretty important information to leave out, and the game sure hadn’t.

As he got to his feet, a thought came to mind. The muse. If the instructions were right—and so far, they had been—his muse would come online soon.

Hit points he understood, but ego? that hadn’t been in the game.

“Ego?” he asked his AI. “That’s a stat?”

The idea of having an AI guide both excited and concerned him…especially one that also acted like his shrink.

On the one hand, if he ever needed help he could always ask the AI for assistance. On the other hand, he wasn’t too excited about having a voice in his head. And what sort of AI was he going to get—a nice and friendly one like Cortana, or an amoral, sadistic one like GLaDOS, from another of his old video games? Then again, Cortana went kind of crazy in the end, and that somehow sounded like a worse fate than having an evil voice in his head from the start.

Distant gunfire and screams snapped him out of his daydreaming. “Standing around isn’t gonna keep you alive, Brad,” he mumbled, and ran back around to his scooter. “Damn it.” The front of his little scooter that could, couldn’t anymore. It was crushed, warped, and twisted so far out of shape that even if the front tire hadn’t popped, he wasn’t going to get anywhere. The electric engine was still good, though, if its rumblings—the fake engine noise required by law so pedestrians could hear you coming—were anything to go by. He shut it off in case the noise attracted any attention and started down the street. Glass shattered a few blocks down, and he gulped. “I need a weapon.”

Brad rushed off to check the neighboring stores. Locked, boarded up, shuttered. Not one place was open; storeowners had been fast to prepare for looting. “Who the hell takes the time to lock up during an apocalypse?” he whisper-shouted to himself. There was the option to break glass, but he was already making too much noise running around. He didn’t want to attract any seeders.

He kept running down the streets, starting to get winded, when he spotted a store in the middle of a strip mall. Its big green-and-white sign read, Dick’s Sporting Goods. Brad couldn’t help but give a childish snort at the name, but the lights were on inside. If he was going to find any supplies, it was here.

When he reached the door, he was greeted by an old man in a white shirt. Pale blue eyes stared Brad down beneath the furrows of the man’s brow, sizing him up and tearing him down on the approach.

The man’s grip on his shotgun tightened as he stepped out to greet him. “Looking to buy some goods, boy, or are you looking to loot?” His voice was like stone worn by age.

The world was ending, and this old man insisted on defending his store. Crazy. He couldn’t help but admire the man’s dedication, terrified as he was of that shotgun turning on him.

“Uh, buying”—he scanned his chest for a nametag—“Mr. Richards.”

Richards gave an approving huff and held the door open for his customer. “Glad to hear not all of you young folks have lost your damned manners. People running around like chickens with their heads cut off. This damn country has gotten soft. Well, don’t just stand there. So long as you’re paying, you’re welcome to take whatever you can carry. But”—he pumped the shotgun—“try stealing anything and we’re gonna have a problem. You understand me, son?”

Brad gulped with a quick nod. “Wouldn’t dream of it Mr. Richards, sir!”

Richards snapped to the sound of rushing claws on asphalt, and with practiced ease he leveled the shotgun and blasted the seeder’s head clean off its shoulders with a well-placed shot. “Friend of yours?”

Brad shook his head, admiring both the gun and the man’s skill with it. Maybe the store would have some guns and ammo he could pick up.

“Well then, dear customer, if any more unexpected guests come along”—Richards pumped a fresh shell into the chamber with a warm smile—“I’ll send them packing.”

Brad nodded. “I appreciate it.”

A sudden burst of energy rose from the dead alien and into Richardson’s body. The old man shuddered and looked at himself, then his surroundings. “The hell was that?”

“Aether?” Brad suggested. “Just like in the game.”

“Boy, this ain’t no game. This is real life. And that thing just gave me its damned space cooties.” Richards spat in disgust and kicked the corpse. “Now hurry up and get your stuff.”

“Yes, sir.”

Brad rushed into the store. The shotgun blast may have been lost in the city’s chaos, but there was no reason to stick around any longer than he had to and see if any other seeders noticed.

First thing was first: he needed a pack to carry all of this in, so he picked up a medium-sized camping bag in navy blue. Not too big or bulky, but still plenty of space for what he needed. Next on his list were weapons! Guns were expensive, but with the world ending, he could throw it all on credit. It wasn’t like paying his bills mattered anymore.

When he arrived at the firearms section, they were all sold out.

“Damn it, man. Not even a pistol?” he groaned under his breath. Sure, he knew how to club his way through alien monsters from his time in the game, but that didn’t mean he wanted to get close if he could help it. “Maybe bows?”

He scrambled around the store. There were a few boxes of arrows, but no bows to shoot them with, and knives were nowhere to be seen, either. With a defeated sigh, he resorted to searching the rest of the store.

A notification popped up on his HUD display.

You have found hockey pad armor set: +5 armor.

One point of armor for his limbs and torso, but nothing for his head. Brad shrugged and threw them on; it was better than nothing. Next, he hoped for a hockey stick or a baseball bat, but all he managed to find was an aluminum softball bat. He stared at the damn thing with a grimace, unsure of how reliable it would be compared to the real thing. He always figured softball was a softer sport, hence the soft in the title, but he didn’t have time to be picky, and he’d already wasted enough of it.

You have found aluminum softball bat: +2 damage. And softball bats aren’t soft, moron. Just the ball—hence the name.

Brad raised an eyebrow. Hopefully the AI wasn’t going to be a dick all the time.

By the time Brad reached the checkout line, Richards was sitting on a small pile of seeders.

He looked back to give Brad a wave, then hurried back inside. “Find everything to your liking?” he asked like it was just another day of business as usual.

Brad shrugged. “Well, you know, wish you had a bit more stock, but the times are a little crazy.”

“You’re telling me.” Richards grinned, scanning Brad’s purchases and taking his payment. “Best of luck out there, boy, and feel free to come back to Dick’s for all your sporting needs.”

“Take care, Richards.” Brad wasn’t sure when, if ever, he would return to the store, but he hoped the old man would do just fine on his own. Brad still needed to get his hands on food, and his home was the only place he knew had any, if people hadn’t started looting apartments yet.

He took off running toward home but didn’t even make it a block before he spotted a woman and her son running away from a trio of aliens. Brad gulped. Three on one at his level was going to be rough. He was better off looking out for himself. Brad’s grip tightened on his shiny new bat. It didn’t matter—he couldn’t leave the mother and son to die at the hands of some damned space invaders.

Brad chased the seeders as the tiny family forced their way into a building and slammed the door shut. The seeders crashed against the walls, clawing and tearing their way through the wooden door, but not before Brad ran up behind an alien and brought his softball bat down on the thing’s head with all the force he could muster. To his delight, the skull cracked like a melon and the monster fell over dead.

You have gained 10 aether.

You have gained skill: Blunt Weapons — Level 1.

Brad ignored the notification. The other two aliens whirled around with an ear-piercing shriek and surged after him. His eyes widened as the first nearly took off his head as it flew past. The second he caught with a swift slam to the gut, then the head. It wasn’t dead—its life bar was down to its last quarter of health—but the first seeder was already on him.

Its claws slashed for his face, and all he could do was frantically back away, shielding himself with the bat. His back soon pressed against the wall, and the seeder took one last swing.

It struck concrete and let out a startled cry.

Brad slammed his bat down on its head over and over again until there was nothing more than a crumpled mess at his feet.

The last remaining seeder leapt at him, only to get its head knocked into its shoulders mid-jump.

The lifeless husk threw Brad into the wall.

You have taken 3 damage.

You have gained 20 aether.

With a relieved breath, Brad threw the body aside and staggered to his feet. He looked at his weapon and saw that, aside from some alien gunk, it was still in perfect condition. “You’re not so soft, are you?” he said to the bat with a breathy laugh.

Hello, I am Frank, your muse.

Brad jumped with a frightened squeal at the sudden voice in his head, bat at the ready as he spun around. “Who said that?”

Frank, your muse, the voice repeated. I am an artificial intelligence tasked with serving as your personal guide in your new world and increasing your chances of survival.

“So, I’m not crazy?”

No, but if you keep talking to yourself, people might start asking questions. If you wish to speak to me privately, you need only think about communicating with me and I will hear, Frank replied helpfully, his voice a smooth, musical baritone. It wasn’t the kind of voice Brad was expecting for an AI, but so far so good.

Probably a good idea. But you can’t read my mind, can you?

No, but if your thoughts and emotions are loud enough, some of it’s bound to leak through. We try not to pry into our owners' lives, Frank answered.

So there’s more of you? Brad asked, then shook his head. Never mind—stupid question. Of course there are.

Yes, one for each human who consumed a nano-pill. Our names and personalities are different, but our purpose is the same.

Does that mean what I think it means? Brad asked, assuming his question was obvious.

I cannot read your mind, Brad. What do you think it means?

Right… He dragged out the thought. Was Apocalypse Online some kind of crazy government program to preserve the species? Because right now it feels like it was a tutorial for this whole mess.

No, but yes. Apocalypse Online was not a government program, but rather one invented by Lucy to preserve the species. The game was meant to prepare humanity to survive the terraforming of your world.

But why is our world being terraformed? Brad asked Frank.

The Collective has deemed your species unworthy of occupying this world. You wage pointless wars on one another while simultaneously destroying the only planet capable of supporting your species.

Oh look, aliens using moral grandstanding to justify killing off an entire species. That’s new. Here I was expecting a flying saucer to land and a whole lot of, “Take me to your leader,” and disintegration rays. Brad shook his head as he rambled on, trying to absorb the info Frank was giving him.

The Collective has deemed the preservation of a habitable planet far more important than a self-destructive species. Planets like Earth are rare in the galaxy, Frank replied with a slight edge to his voice. Lucy, however, believes you and your species are worth preserving, and thus she has worked tirelessly to give your species a fighting chance.

OK, OK, not calling you out, Frank, just trying to wrap my head around this. Brad hummed, lightly tapping the bat on his shoulder. So wait, if the game was a tutorial for the apocalypse, does that mean real life is like a game now? Classes, level-ups, loot, stats?

That is correct. You should have already seen notifications regarding the collection of aether and the statistics of equipment. All this so your species might have a chance to survive.

Brad’s mind immediately switched to gamer mode. OK, I can do this, Brad thought as he absorbed Frank’s words. He might not understand why this Collective felt the need to exterminate humans, or know who this Lucy chick was, but he knew how to game. He had to pick a class, figure out optimal stat allocations, gear sets. His mind was going a million miles an hour with the decisions when Frank interrupted him with a clearing of his artificial throat.

I should mention that on top of the standard gaming tropes, we have an additional means of progression called gene therapy. It essentially gives you bonuses to your stats, and skills in some cases, to provide you with an additional edge for when the Collective itself arrives.

Brad’s eyes widened. Wait, these aliens aren’t the Collective? If everything was just like the game, he needed to figure out which gene therapy to take as well, though he’d never actually gotten far enough to tinker with those, let alone realize they were a thing.

No, they are the terraformers sent in advance to prepare the world for them as well as seed it with aether, the substance you need to gather to improve your class and skills, should you wish to skip training them naturally. Frank paused. I should caution, however, that skills gained through aether develop far slower than those gained the good old-fashioned way.

Got it. So now I just kill more of these aliens, use the aether to make myself stronger, and kick some alien ass. If I remember right, it’s something like a hundred aether to level one, right? So I just gotta kill ten seeders, then pick my class.

Yes. Normally aether would naturally strengthen your body as you gather it, but the nano-pill merely allows you to direct how it strengthens your body and process it without fear of the negative repercussions of aether exposure.

What negatives?

Aether in its raw form mutates any life forms it comes into contact with, given enough concentration. Thus it must be processed, cultivated. Like with your skills, you can channel this aether into becoming stronger, faster, or even smarter with focused effort. But this is essentially playing the game on hard mode, as a human—or any other creature, for that matter—that gathers up too much aether will inevitably mutate into a zombie-like abomination, not unlike those seeders.

That’s not good. Brad stared at the floor, then his attention returned to the building where the woman and her son were. He had to explain this whole mess to them, and anyone else who would listen. They would need everyone they could get if they were going to survive the apocalypse.

Brad kicked down the splintered remains of the door like it was made of cardboard. Not because of any new powers he possessed, but because it was cheap and the aliens had almost finished ruining it before he got there. Had he arrived a moment later, the seeders would’ve been all over the woman and her son. He searched low and high for the pair, but there was no trace of them, only a flung-open door at the back of the building.

“Well, at least they’re still alive…probably.” Without any signs of struggle, it seemed like a safe bet. “What’s next, Frank?”

I advise you to collect more aether and choose a class.

“Was looking for something a little more specific, but that’ll do.”

At your current level, anything else would lead to a quick and painful death, Brad. My role is to increase your chances of survival, not decrease them.

“Yeah, I take care of that just fine on my own,” he whispered to himself, trying to get into the right mindset. “Alright seeders, here I come.”


Chapter ten
Jake


Jake sped down the road, swerving between fleeing people and cars gunning it in every direction. It was pure chaos. More of the weird, egg-shaped meteors fell from the sky, slowing just before they crushed people’s homes and releasing their loads of red-eyed monsters. People worked long and hard to earn those homes, and these alien a-holes destroyed them in seconds without batting an eye. But if Mr. Callahan was right, and it sure looked like he was, bad alien parking jobs were the least of humanity’s problems.

He broke out of the neighborhood and headed toward a highway, hoping the broad roads and high speeds would somehow be less chaotic. He was wrong. Cars and trucks of every shape and size broke the speed limit fleeing from the city. Jake felt like he was dodging bullets just merging on the highway, but he managed, his heart racing in his chest. At least the panicked drivers were making the effort to avoid him, and he needed to check in on Sam.

“Call Sam,” Jake ordered his phone. The device was linked to his truck’s audio system and confirmed his command before it began to ring. “Come on sis, pick up the phone,” he pleaded as his eyes tracked the orange streaks of landing crafts raining from the sky.

The call timed out, and Jake began the process all over again. “Pick up, pick up, pick up,” Jake repeated, dodging panicked drivers. He looked up as a news helicopter was clipped by one of the alien ships. The chopper spun out of control, crashing deep in the city. There was no way they survived, and the odds were likely the same for whoever or whatever that helicopter used for a landing pad.

The call timed out again. His knuckles had gone white on the steering wheel as he called Sam for a third time. If these alien monsters hurt one single hair on her, I swear—

Tires screeched as a minivan spun out of control in front of him, narrowly avoiding a ship that crashed right through a highway bridge, collapsing a segment before it came to a stop.

Jake slowed down to check on the crashed van as other cars sped by, horns blaring at him to get out of the way. Apparently he was the only one with the good nature, or idiocy, to do so. But if it were Sam in that wreck, he hoped someone would come to her help. Jake flipped on the turn signal and pulled over to the wreck against the dividing wall, then turned on the emergency lights. The world as they knew it may be ending, but it didn’t mean he had to lose his common sense while they were at it.

He stepped out of the truck. “Everyone alright in there?” The wreck didn’t look too terrible, but he couldn’t be certain about the passengers behind the van’s tinted glass. The left side of the van had scraped along the wall, damaging the body and shearing off most of the paint, but as he came around the vehicle, the damage worsened. One of the wheels had come off the axle in the spin, and the only reason the van had come to a stop was because the front left end was completely caved in around the engine bay. Fuel leaked from the van with a wet, sputtering drip, the strong odor a dead giveaway it wasn’t something harmless like coolant. Jake didn’t want to be around if something sparked off a fire.

A tiny hand slapped against the glass from the back seat, and a muffled cry forced its way through the chaos around Jake. “Help.”

Jake went for the door handle just as the vicious snarls of aliens filled the air, along with the cries of people. He tried the door, but it was jammed. The snarls were getting closer, and he swore he heard the clatter of claws on metal. Were they trying to climb the ship?

Tiny hands slapped at the window again, crying for help.

Jake wanted to go to his sister, protect her, but he couldn’t leave these people to die. “Back up, I’m coming in.”

As soon as the tiny hands pulled back from the window, he smashed the glass with the butt of his Winchester. “Everyone alright in here?”

A small girl who looked like a younger version of Sam shook her head. “My parents are hurt real bad, mister.” She pointed to the two adults at the front.

The driver, a blond woman, was pinned beneath the steering wheel and not moving. A dark-haired man on the passenger side was still moving and groaning. Before Jake could check on either, an ear-piercing shriek came from behind him. One of the aliens was coming out of the downed ship.

The girl shrieked right back in response. “What is that thing?”

Jake snapped around and lined up his Winchester on the monster running right at him across the busy highway. The first shot clipped its shoulder and it staggered back, slowing for a moment. Cars swerved around the alien before it regained its balance and resumed its charge. That shot would’ve easily downed a man. Jake quickly worked the lever and fired again, and again. Every time he hit the beast with a shot that should have dropped it, the damn thing only slowed down. What the hell are you made of?

The alien leapt across the tops of speeding cars and dove right for him. On pure reflex, Jake thrust the gun right into the screaming monster’s mouth as it came for him and he pulled the trigger. The alien slammed Jake against the van, lifeless.

“Aim for the head, then,” Jake rasped to himself, catching his breath. That was too close.

The strange glow of aether left the creature’s body and flowed into Jake as an odd but somehow pleasant warmth spread through his limbs. The same had happened at Mike’s house. He still didn’t know what this aether stuff was, or what it might do to him, but he didn’t like anything to do with these aliens. Why couldn’t they be like ET or some other friendly alien?

“You OK, mister? What was that thing?”

Jake turned to the girl and shoved the dead monster aside. He gave a nod as he slung the rifle over his shoulder and helped her out of the van. “Yeah, kid.” He paused for a breath, remembering the girl’s question, then what Juanita had called them. “I think they’re called seeders. That’s what my neighbor called them.” He looked in the direction of the beast. “I guess it’s as good a name as any.”

She nodded, though her gaze jumped from one loud noise to the next.

Jake figured he should calm her down. “Name’s Jake, sweetie. What’s yours?” he asked as he moved to the passenger-side door and struggled against the damaged hinges to open it.

“Kaylee,” she answered simply. “Are my parents OK?”

Sure hope they are, Jake thought as he planted his foot on the van and forced the groaning door open.

The man inside slumped over in a daze, his eyes slowly pulling open. There was a box of 9mm bullets in his lap, most of its contents spilled, with some magazines in the middle of loading and a matching pistol on the floor.

“Ugh, my head,” the man grumbled, staring up at Jake. “W-where’s Kaylee? …Alyssa?”

Jake released the man from his seatbelt and pulled him out in a hurry. He didn’t know how much time they had before another seeder showed up. “Can you stand?”

The somewhat scrawny man leaned against the van for support but nodded. He held his head, probably trying to ride out one hell of a headache.

“What’s your name?” Jake asked, and went back into the van. Alyssa, the woman trapped under the steering wheel, didn’t look like she was in good shape.

“Alan Ryan.” His words almost slurred together. “M-my wife and kid… Running from those things.”

Alan was hurt worse than Jake had realized, but he was no doctor, and he didn’t have anything to treat internal wounds. Alyssa was his priority at the moment, however. He checked the side of her neck for a pulse. It was there. Jake went for the steering wheel, but it was jammed tight against her lap.

Distant shrieks and the clatter of claws and feet on metal reached Jake’s ears. More seeders were coming up to the highway.

Jake shot back out of the car with the pistol in hand. “You good to shoot?” That was a stupid question; Alan could barely stand.

“Yeah, I’m fine.” He reached for the gun, but Jake shook his head.

He looked to the girl. She had to be around five years younger than Sam. “Kaylee, do you know how to shoot this?”

Kaylee went wide-eyed and shook her head vehemently. “No, it’s loud and scary.”

Yup, we’re screwed. Why did I have to play hero? Jake thought. OK, I’ll just have to give a hunting lesson. Aliens can’t be too much different than animals, can they? “Right, well, those seeders are coming and I need to get your mommy out of there, so listen good.” He dropped to a knee and pulled Kaylee over, setting the gun in her hand for a crash course in firearms training. “Both hands on the grip, don’t let your fingers sit on the slide, and”—he lifted her arms into firing position—“put that dot at the end of the sights just under whatever you want to hit, then squeeze the trigger.”

Kaylee was a little shaken by the quick instructions but nodded. She squeezed the trigger only to get a click. “It didn’t go bang!”

The first of the new seeders came over the top of the highway and roared at the sight of them.

Jake didn’t have time for this. “Pay attention, Kaylee.” He checked the magazine—full—and slammed it back inside, then quickly racked a round. “That’s how you load a gun.” To prove the gun worked, Jake landed a shot on the seeder’s knee. The monster dropped with a pained cry. Jake paused for a moment to make sure the alien was slowed down before he gave the gun back to Kaylee. “Aim for the head if you can, sweetie.”

Kaylee nodded and fired, taking the first alien out. Seeing the girl already aiming at the next alien, Jake dove back into the car. Alan, for what it was worth, didn’t protest one bit about what Jake had taught his daughter. Instead, he’d collected the scattered ammo and was slowly loading the magazines. Jake couldn’t help but feel guilty about teaching such a young kid to shoot—not for sport, but to kill. Oh, but the times they were a-changing.

Jake went right to work freeing the girl’s unconscious mother. The steering wheel was lodged tight, and even reaching the release lever was a pain. All the while, the slow and careful shots of Kaylee’s gun rang out with no seeder cries to accompany them. She wasn’t hitting any of them. Jake’s lips pulled into a tight line; he needed to hurry. He pulled the release lever and managed to ease the steering wheel’s death grip, but it wasn’t enough to free her. He couldn’t reach her seat’s controls, either. Jake needed time to think.

A seeder cried out, followed by the screech of tires with a solid metal thunk. “Good job, Kaylee,” Alan praised. “You’re doing great.”

If brute force doesn’t work, you ain’t using enough, the thought rang out across his mind. One of Jake’s friends—a firefighter—had said that, and he probably wasn’t entirely wrong in this situation. If Jake snapped off the seat’s back, he could pull Alyssa out.

Jake froze at the crackle of electricity. “Oh for f—” He caught himself before he taught the child a few words she shouldn’t know.

But if those sparks ignited the gas, he was going to have worse problems than a guilty conscience. Jake immediately started pushing and shoving at the driver’s backrest, putting all of his weight into it. The seat whined and squeaked before popping and groaning in ways it was never meant to. It was giving way. Just a bit more.

Kaylee cried outside, and a frantic staccato of fire rang out. “They’re getting closer!”

“Load the gun, Kaylee. You’re doing fine,” Alan said, handing the girl a magazine. It sure didn’t sound like things were going fine.

Jake peeked back. A trio of seeders were dragging themselves across the highway; a few were so badly mangled and twisted there was no doubt they’d been hit by cars, and a fresh pair had just made it onto the highway.

We’re out of time, Jake thought, and awkwardly shifted himself to kick the backrest with all his might. It went limp and flopped over. Alyssa was free. He dragged the woman out of the car and rushed out, shoving her into Alan’s arms. “Get them in the truck.”

Alan didn’t hesitate to obey, rushing in a daze to the back seat.

Jake covered their retreat with his lever-action rifle, focusing on the leaping seeders. One reached him quickly, but Jake stepped out of the way in time for the beast to crash-land into the van. The awkward way it landed made sure the seeder was tangled up in the seatbelts all the way to the driver’s seat. The second seeder didn’t help its friend's situation as it crash-landed on the roof, crumpling on top of its buddy.

Jake fled back to his truck, then snapped around, the seeder’s head in his sights. “Eat lead, ugly,” Jake barked. His Winchester clicked empty. “Son of a—”

The van went up in a ball of flames. A satisfied smile pulled at Jake’s lips as alien shrieks came from the van. Any moment now the vehicle would explode. Except it didn’t. Aww, cabbage patch kids. Was cars exploding a Hollywood thing?

Jake had nearly made it to the truck when the last seeder crashed into his back, sending him rolling across the road. The seeder raked Jake’s back open with its claws before he managed to throw the creature off. He had a second to stand and catch his breath before it leapt at him again. The seeder pinned him to the road, but Jake managed to grab its arms and wrestle it for control. It shrieked in his face with a vile, putrid breath.

“Good God, didn’t your mamma teach you about breath mints?” Jake grunted. He was terrified, and the damn thing was strong, and he wasn’t sure he could win a contest of pure strength.

“Mr. Jake, no!” Kaylee cried, and the door of his truck opened.

Alan reached for his daughter, but narrowly missed her. “Kaylee, don’t!”

Jake’s eyes went wide. He’d never explained to the girl that bullets don’t simply stop moving when they hit something. Too late now.

Bang-bang-click.

The seeder shrieked, its strength fading from its arms, and somehow Jake was still alive. He threw the seeder off and scrambled to his feet.

Standing over the damn thing, Jake brought the full force and weight of his body down on the seeder’s alien face again and again with wet, sickening cracks until there was nothing but a putrid-smelling stain on the road.

Jake staggered back and slumped against the side of his truck. “I win, ugly.” His breathing was rough, ragged, but he was alive somehow. His gaze turned to Kaylee, his little savior.

The little girl stood horrified at the sight of the dead alien, but this wasn’t the time or place to console the girl, or explain to her that the world, which already wasn’t sunshine and rainbows, had gotten a lot worse.

Maybe he should have sworn in front of her. After all, she was going to have to grow up doing a lot of things no child should ever have to do, and while that filled Jake with sorrow, he wasn’t sure there was a way around it now. This was a war of the worlds, and humanity was on the losing side if they didn’t all come together and fight. Every child included. He hated the thought.

Jake pushed off the truck, leaving a bloody stain. “Come on sweetie, let’s get going.” He placed a hand on the girl’s shoulder.

Kaylee turned to him, her eyes blinking into focus. She looked back to the alien, then at Jake’s blood. “A-are you gonna be OK, Mr. Jake?”

“Yeah, I got some bandages you can help me with later.” Jake’s confidence was betrayed by a sharp wince. “But we can’t stay here, and I gotta find my little sister.”

“Can I help?” Kaylee asked without skipping a beat.

Jake looked to Kaylee’s father.

Alan shrugged. “It’s the least we could do to thank you. Not like anywhere’s safe anymore.”

“Yay! Thanks Daddy,” Kaylee said, far too excited as she hopped in the truck. Jake wasn’t sure the girl was quite right in the head after that response. Maybe they’d lost their home in the invasion, or something snapped in her after everything that had just happened. Jake was no shrink, though; he only hoped the girl was alright.

As he turned to climb in the driver’s seat, Jake looked up to the orange-streaked sky. There was no doubt in his mind Alan was right. He had to get to Sam no matter what happened. His mind raced as he contemplated all the scenarios that could go wrong. What if she wasn’t’ at the house when he got there? Where could she be holed up?

Jake ran through a list of places in his mind. Sam was a smart girl, and the obvious answer was she’d be at home, but what if she wanted to help one of her friends?

Then again, Jake didn’t remember Sam being the most social person. Maybe he was just misjudging her because of all the time she spent playing games, and he wasn’t around much to see her socializing with people in the real world. Why am I dumb? he thought. Sam was a gamer. She spent most of her time online. All of her friends, if not most of them, were online; they probably couldn’t even come to help her if they wanted to. No, the only friends he knew for sure Sam had in the real world were himself and a cute little flying squirrel she’d been feeding in the backyard. If she was going to be holed up anywhere, it was back home in Kelowna, plugged into the internet, hopefully in the basement.

That was his best bet of finding his sister. If she wasn’t there, he wasn’t sure how he was going to find her in the mess the seeders had made of their world.

I’m coming to get you, sis. Just stay alive!


Chapter eleven
Sam


It was already night when Sam got home.

“Ted, Ronny, I’m home,” Sam called into her parents’ house. No response. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected—they had already disappeared to go visit their friends, which was Ted-talk for going to the bar, and from previous experiences, Sam knew that it was likely they wouldn’t be seen for weeks before their cash ran out and they came crashing back to Earth from whatever high they were on, be it booze or drugs. But she had held out hope that maybe this time it would be different—maybe aliens and the possible end of the world would remind them that they still had a job to do as parents, even if that job was just staying alive.

From the absolute silence of their home, she guessed nothing had changed. Even an alien invasion couldn’t cure alcoholism. Hopefully whatever friends they were with would clue into the danger and keep themselves locked away. But for now, Sam’s wayward parents were someone else’s problem. She needed to focus her attention on her own survival.

She frowned at that thought as she brought a few bags of supplies into the house and dropped them off on the kitchen table. Her parents may have been addicts, but they were still her parents—even good ones, when they somehow managed to stay sober—but she couldn’t help but think of them as a liability now that the real world was becoming Apocalypse Online, the hardest game she had ever played. Awful as it was to think of her parents that way, it was a cold, simple reality she had already spent weeks preparing for while playing Apocalypse Online. All she could really do for Ted and Ronny was hope they were safe, wherever they’d run off to.

I’m sure they’ll be fine, Sam, Olivia’s soft, motherly voice came through her mind.

Sam jumped just as she had the first time she’d heard her muse. The AI had been silent for a while now, and Sam had all but forgotten she was there. Sure. Of course. I just worry, you know? I’ve been planning to survive this mess since I figured out Apocalypse Online wasn’t just a game, and a lot of those plans involved dragging them around with me, taking care of them like I usually do. She sighed, heading back out. Guess I just have to go with my solo plan for now.

Have you considered calling your brother? Olivia asked.

Sam stopped dead in her tracks. She was pretty sure she hadn’t mentioned her brother to Olivia just yet. Her concern over his well-being must be louder than she’d realized, but how does one silence their thoughts? You know what, that’s a good idea. She pulled out her phone with half a charge of battery, but the signal kept flickering between one bar and none. Olivia, can these seeders block communications?

Olivia took a moment to answer, like she had to think about it or dig up the information. No. Seeders are mindless beasts. If they interrupted communications, it was purely by accident, or the Collective targeted infrastructure with their landing ships.

Sam nodded and resumed heading to her beloved bug. That’s good, at least. The last thing I need is smart seeders. It’s bad enough they’re so strong. Her foot clipped a rather sizeable box propped up against the side of the stairs. She looked down to it and gasped. Was this one of the weapons she’d ordered?

She picked up the box and ran back to the kitchen table, quickly clearing some space for the box, and cut it open. “Yes!” she cheered. One of the first things she’d done when she’d started to suspect that Apocalypse Online was more than just a game was start ordering weapons, or at least the ones she could legally order online. If the apocalypse had turned out to be a marketing hoax, she’d planned to give them to Jake as birthday presents.

Opening the box, she found the repeating crossbow she’d ordered, bolts included. It had made it in time, and her parents must have brought it in. If she ever saw them again, she was going to have to thank them. What the crossbow lacked in ease of use it more than made up for in silence, and since she aimed to become a rogue, it was just what she needed.

Sam, did you not have more supplies to retrieve? Olivia reminded her. You can’t carry your supplies and the bow and fight at the same time.

Sam sighed. The motherly voice was sweet, but all this mothering she could do without. She’d been fine without it most of her life. But the AI did have a good point. Some assembly was obviously required with her new crossbow before she could practice loading it. You’re right, she admitted grudgingly. She really wanted that crossbow ready to go, but she’d have all the time in the world to figure it out after she brought in the rest of the goods.

She went out to make a few more trips. Gunshots, pained cries, and shattering windows filled the air, but they were distant. Knowing how things went in Apocalypse Online, she had a few more minutes before a patrol of seeders showed up, and she wanted to be out of sight before that happened.

One more trip, Sam thought, slipping around the back of her beloved bug. One last bag full of chips that were totally a valid source of nutrients to survive the fresh hell their lives had become.

A heavy thump caught her attention, and she glanced to the roof the house.

Red, glowing eyes locked with hers, and a vicious shriek spilled out of the seeder’s mouth. The bastard was tattling on her to whatever other seeders were nearby. She couldn’t head into her home and hide—that’d just lead them right to her precious hidey hole—but she also couldn’t stay in the open.

Sam dashed across the street toward her neighbor’s house. They were the hippie types who believed nothing could ever go wrong in the world, and more often than not left every single door and window unlocked. She could get in there no trouble at all—until the seeder leapt from the roof and slashed at her.

Careful, Sam! Olivia warned.

Sam was expecting the attack. She tucked into a roll and rose up in time for a clawed hand to lash out at her face. She cut through its open palm with one of her knives and the beast pulled back with a cry. It was long enough for Sam to dash under its arm as it swung again, and she dug her knife through the side of its ribs, coming up around its back while drawing her second knife and cutting the alien’s throat open.

The seeder flailed, gasping bubbling breaths as it grasped at its throat, but Sam kicked the monster away.

Honey, we are going to have to talk about your…methods when you have time. Olivia’s voice was thick with concern. That seemed incredibly unnecessary.

Getting used to Olivia’s motherliness was going to take some serious time and effort on Sam’s part. Olivia was coming off more as a concerned nanny who’d taken residence in her head. It was sweet, but she wasn’t a little kid. It’s not like I can cave their skulls in. Just look at me— Err, can you even look at me?

True, you’re more on the fast side than the strong side— Olivia seemed almost startled by what she’d said, like she knew it would rub Sam the wrong way. But you’re still very strong, dear! The toughest.

Sam groaned, and the sound of rushing feet reached her ears. She’d have to deal with Olivia later. Sam went for her neighbor’s house, and just as she’d predicted, the front door was unlocked. She slammed it shut and locked it before rushing to lock the other doors and turn off every light in the house. Sam was certain the aliens had heard her, but she was used to skulking about in the dark from her time in game. The seeders didn’t stand a chance.

She rushed up the stairs and hid in one of the bedrooms, knives in hand. Sam held perfectly still, her breathing slow and low.

The door banged and crashed open downstairs. The two seeders rushed into the house, tripping over the furniture down below, making an absolute mess of the place. After a moment of shattering vases and photos, the creatures hissed and roared at one another. Sam had no idea if they could talk and preferred it if they were just venting their frustration instead of communicating amongst themselves. Maybe they would go away on their own and she could sneak out.

You have gained 10 aether.

A sudden warm shudder spread through Sam’s body as aether streamed into her. Her soft breaths perked up in volume, shuddering with the rest of her body. The seeder she’d left bleeding outside had finally died, and at the worst possible time.

The arguing below, if it was that, stopped.

Sam pursed her lips tight and held her breath.

Footsteps moved below, one monster tearing through the first floor, the other accompanied by the distinct groan of stairs.

So much for sneaking, Sam thought.

Don’t worry Sam, you’re doing great, Olivia replied. If the muse had an avatar, Sam was sure it would be wearing a big, supportive smile on its face, maybe even waving some pom-poms around.

The seeder reached her floor and threw a door open with a growl. Nothing. It was searching; she could hear the dumb alien yanking open drawers, closets, and she was sure a bed was thrown across a room at one point. It was drawing closer to her room.

Sam decided to ignore her muse and pulled her knife back. As far as she could remember, every single seeder she’d encountered in Apocalypse Online was put together the exact same way—like any other trash mob in a game—and she had a pretty good idea of how tall they were. She brought her knife up higher, ready to go for a headshot the second it peeked its ugly face around the corner.

Footsteps slowed as the seeder came to her door. Its huge, clawed hand coiled around the door frame and it pulled itself in with a sharp hiss.

Sam slammed her knife right between the alien’s eyes down to the hilt and twisted it. The alien went limp without a sound, other than its full weight coming down on Sam. She struggled to keep herself and the seeder upright.

You have gained 10 aether.

You have gained skill: Stealth — Level 1.

You have gained skill: Daggers — Level 1.

Congratulations dear! You’ve increased your skills, Olivia cheered with delight in her voice.

Not helping! Sam snapped back as she lost the fight with gravity.

With a loud thump, Sam and the seeder hit the floor. An almost questioning sound rumbled from the seeder downstairs. Maybe if she held perfectly still, it wouldn’t come check.

Rapid footsteps rushed up the stairs. It was coming fast.

Oh dear. We’re in a lot of trouble if that seeder reaches us, Sam, Olivia stated, concern dripping off every word.

Sam squirmed out from underneath the dead seeder, catching her breath. Really not helping! she shot back as she tore the knife free from her latest victim.

The second seeder appeared at the door and let out an ear-piercing roar.

Sam covered her ears. The bedroom she was in was far too tight to fight that thing. She barely had room to maneuver. This was going to be close.

Sam reversed the grip on one of her knives as the seeder rushed in to greet her. It lunged at her with a wild swipe of its claws. Her grip tensed on the knife’s handle as she dove beneath the seeder’s arm at the last possible second, cutting through the seeder’s armpit. Sam fled out the door and down the stairs. The seeder came crashing through the railing and to the first floor, nearly catching her with its claws. A little slower and she would have been sliced to ribbons.

She turned to go for the killing blow, but the seeder flung itself at her. They went flying out the front door with one of Sam’s knives buried in the seeder’s chest, but it didn’t seem too bothered as it roared. She must’ve missed all its vitals as they sailed through the air and slammed into the pavement outside.

You have taken 5 damage.

Sam tore her knife free from the seeder and stabbed wildly at it, trying to distract the alien by inflicting as much pain as she could while she went for its head with the other. The seeder hissed and snapped at her as her knife bit into its head, but pinned to the floor, she couldn’t bring about enough force to break through its skull.

An angry chittering caught Sam’s ear as a squirrel flew into view. The tiny furball clamped its teeth down on the seeder’s throat and the alien snapped to its feet, flailing at its tiny assailant. Sam shot up to her feet as the seeder tossed the squirrel at a wall like a rag doll. Sam snarled and drove both her knives into the seeder’s exposed throat and slammed it back into her neighbor’s condo, where they both tumbled to the floor.

The last seeder was dead.

You have gained 10 aether.

Sam pushed herself off the seeder, panting for breath. All was quiet in the neighborhood again, ignoring the dying sounds of fighting in the distance. She was safe for the moment. Sam tore her knives free from the seeder and wiped them clean on its corpse. She hurried outside to the little squirrel that had come to her aid and gasped. The little furball was curled up in a quivering ball.

Sam dropped to her knees beside him. “Oh no! Rocky! Are you alright?” she asked as she scooped up her tiny friend. He’d always been a pet, but now, he’d helped save her life.

You have gained skill: Companion — Level 1.

Sam smiled at the notification. As a gamer, she knew gaining a companion was a good thing. And Rocky had already proven he wasn’t a fan of the alien monsters.

Aww, isn’t he adorable? Olivia cooed. Little guy must’ve adopted you since you started feeding him.

Probably. Sam smiled, gently stroking the little squirrel as he uncurled and sat in her hands, giving her what looked vaguely like a smile. That’s new, though. Do you think he got some aether when I killed that last seeder?

All players—erm—survivors involved in a kill receive aether. This applies to animals just as much as humans, Olivia answered.

Now that Sam took a closer look at her furry companion, he seemed a bit bigger, too. Was the aether changing him? What did that mean in the long run?

Olivia continued with her explanation. If you help the little fellow process the aether, he’ll become bigger and smarter. Who knows? In time he might even be as smart as a husky, if not smarter. Those are pretty smart dogs, too. Probably why they can be as angsty as teens sometimes. A soft, musical giggle left the muse.

Good to know. Sam smiled at her pet squirrel and gave him a little kiss on the top of his head. “Come on, little guy. Let’s go home. I got a special treat for my big hero.” She set Rocky on her shoulder.

Sam crossed the street and grabbed the last bag out of her bug. She locked all the doors, shut all the blinds, and made sure there wasn’t a single light on that she didn’t need. She wasn’t about to let another one of those seeders sneak up on her—that was her job.

When she returned to the dining table, Sam tore open a bag of chips and held one out for the little squirrel. He hopped off her shoulder and onto the table, his grabby little hands reaching for his treat, which Sam was happy to provide.

Sam took a seat and pulled the disassembled crossbow from the box. “Finally got time to put this beauty together.” It took a few minutes, and a lot of double-checking with the manual to make sure she was doing it right, but the crossbow was ready to go. Sam just had to test-fire it. She pulled the bolts out of the box and got to loading.

Unlike a normal gun, the repeating crossbow’s seven-shot magazine was fixed, sort of like a shotgun. The videos she’d seen online showed the crossbow needed to be loaded from the top, and the sooner that process became a smooth, fluid motion, the better. One after another the bolts went in, and she found she had three bolts to spare. She probably should have ordered more bolts, but that was before she knew the end of the world was coming so soon. Back when managing one’s budget mattered.

Sam quietly slipped to the back door and pressed her ear to it. Sounds clear. Silent as a mouse, Sam stepped outside. It was dark out, but her eyes adjusted, and there was no ominous red glow to give away the position of seeders. She was in the clear, but just to be safe she looked to her furry little friend.

The squirrel glided off her shoulder to the ground and scampered to his favorite tree in the back yard, probably where he had his own stash of supplies. After a few moments he ran back out to sit on a tree branch. He looked around, then Sam swore his fuzzy little arms started waving to let her know it was clear in the closest approximation to a pair of thumbs-up he could give. She was probably going crazy, but so was the world. What was the harm in indulging a little bit of madness? Besides, maybe Olivia was underestimating Rocky’s intelligence. How many squirrels had the AI truly dealt with?

Sam shouldered the crossbow and took aim at the wooden fence. It was the moment of truth. Either her new weapon worked, or she seriously hoped she hadn’t had a defective product delivered to her. Customer service was terrible during alien season. Sam exhaled slowly and squeezed the trigger. There was a quiet click followed by a twang as the string surged forward and launched the bolt through the air and into the fence with a solid thunk. So far, so good. She pulled the lever action on the crossbow to ready the next bolt and fired again. Over and over she fired until the magazine was spent.

Her new crossbow worked like a dream. Far better than she’d ever expected, actually. In less than a second she could squeeze out deadly, silent shots and take out seeders before they even knew what hit them, all without risking getting tangled up in a melee, though today had proven she could handle herself in a scrap just fine.

Sam grinned as she eyed her crossbow with pride. “I think I’ll call you Shadowshot.”


Chapter twelve
Brad


Stalking a seeder through the smoldering city ruins was an odd feeling. Brad had been picking off the aliens one after another throughout the night like some type of wild predator or a ninja, only without any of the lethal elegance. It made him wonder if he should reconsider his class choice from healer to rogue, but a quick look at his status bars reminded him how frail his flimsy human body was.

Health: 37/50

Mana: 55/55

He needed a means to recover, and this tenth seeder was his ticket to the first of hopefully many level-ups. But the seeder he’d been following meandered over to a group of ten. He wasn’t going to do anything but get himself killed taking that force roaming the street, so he followed.

The yellowish alien he was hunting wandered away from the crowd of its own kind, heading down a side street. This was his chance. Crouching low to the ground, he took slow, careful steps across the street and into a building. In the building’s darkness he was sure the seeders would have a much harder time seeing him, but that was only a theory. The meandering alien turned a corner, and Brad followed by heading to the second floor. He followed almost to the end of the small apartment, thankful he was the only soul there so his pro-gamer move would go off without a hitch.

You have gained skill: Stealth — Level 1.

That had taken a while to pop up. It was probably a sign he wasn’t cut out to be a rogue, or that stealth was harder to level than simply smashing aliens with a bat. It didn’t bother him too much; crouch-walking everywhere was a lot more exhausting than games had led him to believe.

He’d just stepped out of an open window to a fire escape when the seeder stopped to look around. Brad pursed his lips, climbing up on the railing—when his shoes squeaked.

The seeder’s head snapped up to him with its red, vicious eyes. Its mouth opened to let out a cry, but Brad plunged down on its head, crushing the creature’s skull with his bat before he rolled off onto his back. It was a noisy kill, and the cries of other seeders confirmed it was just as bad as he’d thought.

You have gained skill: Acrobatics — Level 1.

The aether from the kill flowed into Brad as he collected his bat and ran away before the other seeders could come see the mess he’d made of their friend. He’d have to figure out what exactly leveling up skills did for him later, when death wasn’t a short run away.

He darted through the streets, taking a few sharp turns for good measure, as the growling, snarling aliens chased him. Their clawed feet scratched at the asphalt as they ran. Brad dove into another building that looked deserted and sat in the darkness, watching. The sound of rushing aliens drew closer. He held his breath, bat gripped tight in his hand as a dozen seeders rushed past in a bloody stampede.

One of the beasts paused, sniffing at the air. Its head snapped back and forth, scanning its surroundings as it kept sniffing. Brad’s knuckles went white as the alien’s glowing orbs stared him dead in the eyes. His heart froze, then the seeder ran after the rest of its pack.

Brad let out a long exhale, slumping against the ground. Holy shit, that was close.

Yes, it was. Might I recommend not trying plunge attacks again? Had you missed, you would’ve broken a leg, Frank informed him like he was a child, or maybe that was just the muse’s way of speaking to him.

Thanks, Mom, Brad thought with all the snark he could muster.

I am not your mother, nor am I a female muse. I am— Frank fell silent and for a moment; Brad swore he could hear the thing thinking. This is what you humans call sarcasm, isn’t it? Snark?

That’s right, Frank. Brad grinned. But I appreciate you looking out for me.

The muse didn't respond for a good minute. You’re welcome, Brad.

Now let’s see about picking a class. Brad leaned against a wall, and it occurred to him: he had no idea how to do that. Uhm, Frank. How do I do that?

Simply think about bringing up the level-up menu and it will appear before your eyes, Brad. Then focus on your choices to select and confirm them. So long as you have enough aether, it will go through without issue, Frank answered. I should add that other menus work in much the same way.

Good to know. Brad smiled and thought about the level-up menu.

Sure enough, it appeared before his eyes with his class choices. “Tier 1,” read the top of the menu, with each of the six classes costing a hundred aether. They were the usual suspects when it came to RPGs: fighters, specializing in taking and dealing damage up close and personal; rangers, to handle a party’s long-distance relationships; mages, to throw out spells; rogues, who do it from behind; healers, to keep a party from wiping; and bards.

Bards were a curious class. All the description said about them was, “Manipulative bastards.”

That’s not what my D&D games say about bards, but I appreciate you trying to keep this family-friendly. Brad chuckled.

Frank remained oddly silent at the remark, probably because the AI didn’t know how to respond. It was for the best.

Past bard was another section of the menu marked, Tier 2. Brad tried to read the next section, but it was locked down so tight he couldn’t even scroll down to see what wonderful and exciting progression paths awaited him. Maybe there was a paladin or a battle mage class available to him for choosing healer, but that’d have to wait until he met whatever conditions he needed to scroll farther.

Frank, what can you tell me about Tier 2 classes?

Each of the Tier 1 classes can be further adapted depending on how you want to focus your skills.

What about combining classes? Is that an option?

You can only choose one class. If you decide to remove that class, you will lose all acquired aether and have to start over. The class system is in place to encourage people to focus their energies. Each level of class gets exponentially harder to acquire. You must wisely spend the aether you acquire if you want to survive.

OK, Brad thought. Survival was definitely on his to-do list, so making sure he got his class right the first time was going to be a priority. He had tried all the classes during the beta, and had died, often, with all of them. Mages were by far the squishiest, despite seeming to have the most potential for power.

If I choose healer, does that mean I’m limited to healing and defensive spells?

Certainly not. Healer is a versatile class. You should prioritize healing, obviously, but you can be as defensive or offensive in your skills as you desire.

Brad focused on the healer class, his go-to in all of his longest-lasting Apocalypse Online runs. They were an interesting blend of physical prowess and the use of aether to cast spells—healing ones to keep himself and his party alive, but those were still spells as far as he was concerned. Interestingly enough, the description mentioned any second tier of gene therapy would give a person a connection to a related animal.

Hey Frank, what’s this about gene therapy and animals?

Gene therapy is based on animals from your world and grants you some of their attributes. For example, a level 1 therapy from a wolf would improve your agility, whereas an eagle’s therapy would improve your vision.

The thought of mixing human and animal genes was a concerning one, but there was no point keeping his questions to himself. This uh…won’t have any sort of negative or freaky side effects, will it?

I can assure you the procedure is perfectly safe and has no negative side effects, Frank stated matter-of-factly. In fact, we’re not far from an upgrade station.

OK. But like, I won’t grow a tail or fur or have to howl at the moon, will I? Of course, the thought of cat girls becoming a reality wasn’t the worst thing that could come of this. The internet loved them almost as much as they loved cat videos, but the reality was probably nowhere near as adorable, and much freakier to even consider.

Level 1 gene therapy gives you attributes and skills inherent to the animal of your choice. In order to physically morph, you have to reach level 3.

That’s good. I think. Brad chuckled to himself. It was hard not to get caught up in the gamer aspect of what was happening. Alright, let’s get our class picked and hunt down this upgrade station.

Focusing his mind on healer, he selected the class, then confirmed his selection. His total aether count shrank back down to zero as a golden light engulfed him.

“What’s going on?” he nearly shouted as the glow illuminated the dark room. Stranger still, his body felt like it was changing as the warm glow swirled about him. His body somehow felt healthier, more durable, as his health bar filled. His mind seemed clearer as his thoughts flowed with increased ease, and recalling things took less effort. Was this what leveling up felt like?

Congratulations, you have leveled up: Healer — Level 1.

+2 Intelligence

+1 Wisdom

+2 Constitution

What? No spells? Can’t really be a healer without a heal spell. And I didn’t see any first-aid skills suddenly going up, Brad thought with a hint of disappointment.

You have learned the spell: Healing Hands.

Spoke too soon, Brad, he thought to himself.

Magic-based classes will receive their basic spells on purchase. Additional levels will increase the base attributes related to that class and open new options. However, additional spells, like weapons, must be learned, purchased, or earned through completing quests, Frank answered.

Brad nodded, rubbing at his chin Alright, makes sense. Now that he thought about it, he'd never looked at his own stats. Concentrating on the idea of a character sheet, he pulled those right up.

Brad Grosslin

Strength: 10

Agility: 10

Constitution: 12

Intelligence: 13

Wisdom: 12

Charisma: 9

Health: 60

Mana: 65

Nice, Brad thought, happy to see those numbers go up—and he was already eager to see them climb higher. Alright, so how do we get quests?

I assign them to you, Frank answered. Would you like to secure the upgrade station for some freaky genetic modification? You can also buy boring supplies as well, if that's your thing.

Brad gave a nervous chuckle; the AI was either developing a sense of humor or picking up on his. If I said yes, would that be accepting a quest?

The answer came in the form of a notification.

Quest Received: Secure Blockbuster

Uh, Blockbuster? There hasn’t been one of those in Kelowna for years now, Frank.

Oh? Frank fell silent for a moment, and Brad could feel the AI calculating. Or was it thinking? Unfortunate. It seems the company has gone under. Lucy had planned for these stores to hide upgrade stations throughout the world.

Brad’s heart started to race. The key to his survival had gone under with freaking Blockbuster?

No matter, I have pinged the area for upgrade stations. The station is still there in the basement, and so are the other two placed within this city.

Brad breathed a sigh of relief as a map of the city flashed before his eyes with a golden diamond landing smack dab on top of the mall he worked at, showing exactly where the Blockbuster had been located. Two more diamonds appeared on the map, hollowed out with blue outlines, each one on opposite ends of town, near the city’s borders. Those had to be the other two upgrade stations, but they were too far away for him to reach tonight. Hey, I work there. Well, worked there, I guess. Can’t imagine holding a job in this economy. He gestured to the burning city outside with a quick chuckle that immediately slumped his shoulders. Aw, I made myself feel bad.

There, there, Brad. I’m sure you can get a job as a healer with your newfound skills. Frank tried its best to cheer him up with a chipper voice. There will be lots of hurt people as the apocalypse continues. You have chosen the recession-proof profession.

Thanks, buddy. But you know what’d help me feel better? Loot. What do I get out of completing this quest?

Your choice of a weapon or a spell. Specifically, a sledgehammer, a knife, or a bow, or the Aether Siphon spell.

Brad perked up. That spell sounds pretty useful.

It will allow you to siphon aether from others, such as normies with too much built-up aether, and save them from aether poisoning.

Normies? Aether poisoning? Brad asked.

Normie is a term for humans who have not taken the nano-pill. Unfortunately, only so many pills could be produced before the beginning of the terraforming. Lucy prioritized gamers, as you have the most likelihood of accepting this new reality and surviving. The rest of the population will need to be given assistance.

It was a strange concept, that he’d been chosen to be given an advantage because of his love of video games. What if he’d been a jock, would he have been screwed? It seemed backwards somehow.

They gather aether just as you do, but without concentrated effort to process that aether, it builds up within them. This leads to aether poisoning, a debilitating condition that ultimately leads to mutations in which the original being ceases to be, Frank answered casually, like the narrator on a Discovery Channel show.

You know, there’s probably not too many of those, but I’m sure they’d appreciate the help, Brad replied with optimism. Frank’s nervous chuckle wasn’t doing him any favors. Right, then… We’re off to Blockbuster!

***

With Frank’s waypoint and general navigation advice, Brad made his way back to the mall with relatively few problems, but it didn’t make the city any less chaotic. Everywhere he went, buildings were on fire, seeders hunted down crowds of fleeing humans, and now and again a car plowed through. Even at this late hour, gunshots and cries filled the night air as people fought to stay alive. He only hoped people were doing a better job surviving the real apocalypse than they had the game. It was hard to ignore the carnage happening around the city, but he knew he had to shut it out and focus on keeping himself alive. If he truly wanted to help others survive, he had to get stronger first.

More seeder ships fell through the starry night, enveloped in the orange flames of entry. The damned aliens just didn’t stop coming, and Brad had to wonder if there was even a limit to how many bodies they could throw at humanity.

Brad worked his way forward, only stopping to fight when he could find single seeders alone. He wondered if these were scouts, or just seeders that didn’t want to fight as a group. Either way, it allowed him to gain another thirty aether. He was a long way away from hitting level 2 of the healer class. The price had increased by ten, costing him a thousand aether to hit the next rank. There was, of course, the temptation to learn mage skills, but he’d seen many other players on the Apocalypse Online forums talk about what a terrible idea that was. The benefits of choosing a class were obvious: it was like buying a Happy Meal instead of paying for each skill and attribute separately. The attributes were also preselected, so you couldn’t make stupid choices. Being a mage with high strength and no wisdom was a great way to die fast.

Choosing a class gave the best bang for your buck when it came to using aether points, but it wasn’t enough to make him powerful, not even close. It was just enough to make a difference. If the chaotic landscape he’d wandered through was anything to go by, Brad was going to need every edge he could get to survive.

He was almost to the mall’s parking lot, crowded with abandoned and damaged cars, when an orange glow illuminated the place. An egg-shaped ship came down right on the parking lot, and it wasn’t alone. At least two more dropped in around the perimeter.

“Shit, shit, shit!” Brad hissed to himself, diving behind a pileup of cars.

The eggs cracked open, releasing the yellowish-green mist into the night air, and with it another swarm of monsters spilled out and slowly patrolled the area, on the hunt for more humans.

This is indeed a suboptimal situation, Frank agreed.

No shit, Sherlock. But what do we do?

Before either one of them could formulate a plan, a chorus of gunfire erupted in the distance. The seeder aliens perked up and rushed toward the noise, leaving Brad a clear path to escape.

“Well, that just took care of itself,” Brad whispered with smug satisfaction, and rushed to his feet.

Brad, wait! Frank warned, but it was too late.

Another patrol of seeders, ten of them, had been moving through the parking lot far behind the others. With a fearsome cry, they rushed Brad.

Could’ve mentioned them sooner, Frank! he snapped, dashing past ruined cars, trying his hardest to keep a nice, solid barrier of cars between him and the rampaging seeders.

You could’ve waited longer, Brad! You didn’t seem so careless earlier, Frank scolded him.

Hey, there was loot waiting for me, Brad retorted as he whipped around and batted a pouncing seeder out of the sky, then threw another one aside with a swift blow before continuing. Mall’s got food, you know, and I haven’t eaten anything since breakfast—and I’m not sure I had any of that, either.

Peeking over his shoulder, he caught sight of the seeders leaping over cars, trying to close the gap. Brad shot his eyes forward in time to get cut off by the hood of a car. He tumbled across it just as one of the lead hunters was about to cut him down to size.

Brad shot to his feet with a quick one-two combo to its head, dropping the beast before a second rushed for him. With wide eyes he blocked the claws and stumbled back, nearly getting himself pinned on the hood of another car. Its claws swiped at his chest, tearing at his nearly useless armor.

You have taken 15 damage, 3 bleeding damage.

Brad cried out in agony and kicked the alien away. Its friends were too close for him to finish the job, so he ran for the mall doors. It looked like they were still unlocked, otherwise the shutters would’ve covered the entrance. Frank! How do I cast spells? he asked, holding onto his bleeding torso.

Simply think about the spell you are trying to cast and gesture with your hand towards the target. In this particular instance, I recommend targeting yourself.

Wise words, Frank, Brad whined in his mind, and focused on healing with a hand to his chest. A warm white glow spread from his hand and over his torso as his bleeding stopped and his wounds began to close.

You have received 5 healing.

Nice, it stops bleeding, too. Who needs a first-aid kit now?

You have used 5 mana.

Oh, right. Mana’s a thing. Sometimes he forgot that the AI called his usable aether “mana.” It made sense to call it something different, but he hadn’t used enough spells to be used to the AI’s terminology. Not that it would take him long to adjust; mana was a total gamer term that he understood intimately.

Brad reached the mall doors and pushed through. They were glass doors, not the kind of thing that would stop a mob of pissed-off humans, so they sure weren’t going to do the trick against pissed-off aliens. Brad stood there and watched as his theory was confirmed: the first group of seeders crashed through the first, then the second layer of glass leading into the mall. Glass shards covered the aliens, but they didn’t seem too inconvenienced by it as they struggled to their feet. A third group of the aliens tripped and fell over the others, but one managed to reach Brad, its face bruised and bloodied from the smacks he’d given it earlier. He was all too happy to finish the job. With a swing of his bat, he finished the wounded seeder off. Three down, seven to go.

Frank! Will we be safe at the upgrade station? Wait, were there safe zones in Apocalypse Online?? Brad asked himself and the AI at the same time. He groaned as he remembered the answer. No, there weren’t, at least not in the beginning of the game.

The AI let his silence answer the question. Brad considered this… Apocalypse Online broke a lot of standard conventions when it came to game design and seeing what it was trying to prepare them for, he couldn’t really blame the creators for it.

Running through what looked to be one of the bigger box stores in a mall, full of clothing and the dreaded perfume aisle, Brad had an idea. He smashed open a display case full of expensive-looking glass perfume bottles and flung one into an alien’s face. The impact itself barely bothered the monster, but once that perfume started burning its eyes, mouth, and nose, it started coughing and wheezing.

“Hah! Good to see perfume is just as deadly to aliens as humans.” Brad grinned, throwing out as many bottles as he could, reducing the number of active threats to a couple of seeders.

With practiced ease earned through countless deaths in Apocalypse Online, Brad dispatched the two seeders before the others could recover. Then it was a matter of picking off the rest. Some swept their claws blindly at him, landing a few hits and chunking another ten health from him, but when all was said and done, Brad stood upon a pile of alien corpses in bloodstained hockey pads, catching his breath.

You have gained 100 aether.

Brad flourished his dented bat and let out a primal roar of victory.

Causing too much noise will attract more seeders, Brad. I recommend proceeding to the upgrade station as quickly as possible, Frank commented.

Right, that’s a thing. My bad. Brad wiped off the aliens’ blood on one of the bodies and proceeded deeper into the mall.

To his relief the place was devoid of both aliens and humans, though it didn’t spare the place from looters. Most stores he walked past were ransacked messes. There was still plenty of merchandise, but it was strewn all over the floor; finding anything useful was going to take some serious digging. He’d make time for that later, maybe find himself some food he could carry around with him, too.

It wasn’t long before he came to his destination—a restaurant called Olive Grove, an Italian place whose delicious smells of garlic, pasta, and parmesan chicken had always assaulted his senses when he walked by. Even right after a meal, a single whiff of that wonderful Italian food made his mouth water and his stomach growl just about as viciously as seeders did when they laid eyes on him.

But no wonderful smells hung in the air as he stepped inside. The lights were on like in the rest of the mall, showing the Olive Grove-themed decor was mostly intact.

Brad figured as much. Raiding a restaurant wasn’t exactly practical for a smash-and-grab, and the food needed cooking to be any good to anyone. He wondered if it was even practical anymore to sit around in one place and establish some sort of camp to cook, or even a home, with all those seeders running around. It was a problem for future Brad.

Present-day Brad needed to find his upgrade station.

Frank, do you know where to find the upgrade station?

In the back. Manager’s office. More specifically, underneath their desk.

Great, Brad thought as he made his way back and got to work rearranging all the furniture to clear the floor. There was a trapdoor beneath the carpet, but how to open it was a mystery to him. Brad dropped down to his knees and pressed his palms to the doors until he found a segment to depress and pull away, exposing a pair of grip bars. This is neat. Like a spy movie.

Brad pulled on the bars to no avail, then tried again.

Twist clockwise, Frank said with a dramatic sigh.

Brad swore the AI had its digital face buried in its hand.

He followed the instructions and the doors opened, exposing a staircase leading far below the restaurant. Lights on the walls flickered online as he passed by until he reached a vast chamber.

“Woah,” he said as he examined the interior.


Chapter thirteen
Jake


After a tense drive, Jake pulled off the highway and into Kelowna. It was late in the evening when he arrived in town. The orange streaks in the sky had lessened from a torrent to a trickle, but there were still more seeder ships in the sky than he was comfortable with. Whoever had sent the aliens wasn’t pulling any punches. They wanted humanity dead.

Kelowna’s city streets were covered in the chaotic aftermath of the invasion, burned-out husks of cars, the remains of people and seeders alike, and the shattered remains of buildings. The seeder ships didn’t seem to care whether they landed in the middle of a clearing or slammed right through an apartment complex before offloading their vicious cargo. Men, women, children—it didn’t matter to those damned aliens, and they’d turned this once beautiful city into a warzone.

Jake wanted to pay them back, blood for blood, tooth for tooth, but he was just one man. His shoulders slumped as he arrived at his parents’ neighborhood. All he could do was take care of his sister. Nothing else mattered, though there was still the issue of the three people he’d picked up on the highway. He couldn’t just abandon them, either.

During the long drive through town, Alan managed to regain some of his strength and even helped patch Jake up after the seeder clawed his back open. His wife, Alyssa, slept off her injuries. Kaylee was an odd one, though—a chatterbox who commented on every little thing they saw with excitement, awe, and fear somehow mingling all at once. Jake couldn’t help but worry about the kid’s state of mind, but he wasn’t qualified to help with that. At least she had her parents to take care of her.

“Daddy, what happened here?” Kaylee asked at the sight of the ruined neighborhood around them.

Alan ruffled her hair. “Same thing that happened everywhere, sweetie—the aliens attacked. Seeders, or whatever they’re called.”

Jake gave a nod, carefully weaving his truck past abandoned cars, crash sites, and alien ships. Each street seemed to tell a unique tale about the devastation of the city. As much as the aliens were the root cause of the problem, it was clear that human panic and hysteria had been equally devastating to the city’s infrastructure.

His parents’ house wasn’t much farther now, and there were a troubling number of bodies on the road. “Guys, I need you to quiet down and focus. We might be rolling into a trap,” Jake said as he counted the bodies.

There were at least fifty of the alien bodies mingled with the scattered human bodies. Most of the seeders appeared to have had their heads bashed in, or their bodies mangled by speeding cars. It looked like the neighborhood had gone to war with the aliens, and judging by all the seeder ships littering it, they hadn’t done well.

Jake squeezed the steering wheel. Please be OK, Sam.

He turned onto Ted and Veronica’s street. More bodies, but they were all seeders, eight of them spread down the long, dark road. He found the sight odd. There was still power in the city, so why were all the street lights off?

Seeders came into view in the headlights before he could imagine an answer, ten of them all clustered on the street in front of his parents’ home.

Did they get Sam? The thought both horrified him and filled him with rage. “Buckle your seatbelts, ride’s about to get bumpy,” Jake ordered, and slammed his foot on the pedal.

“What’s going on, Mr—” Kaylee squealed as she sank into her seat at the sudden acceleration.

The seeders swung their heads toward Jake’s truck, and the one closest opened its mouth to let out a shriek when its head snapped to the side and it collapsed. Confused as he was, it was too late to stop the truck now. He barreled through the seeders, their bodies bouncing off his bumper and windshield as they scattered across the street.

Jake unbuckled himself and grabbed his axe. He didn’t have much ammo to spare for his rifle, and he wanted to save his Glock for when he absolutely needed it. Ammo often became scarce during crises, and Jake had the sneaking suspicion an alien invasion was going to put a premium on bullets. “Alan, have you ever shot a Winchester?”

Alan shrugged. “You just work the lever, right?”

Jake shoved the rifle into Alan’s hands and stepped out of the truck. “Good man. I need you to guard the truck. Don’t let any of these creeps get near.”

“But wait, there’s like ten of those things out there.”

Jake pointed the axe at the seeders still struggling to stand. “And if Sam’s in my parents’ house, they’re standing in my way.” He shut the door as Alan and Kaylee spilled out of the truck with their weapons. “Don’t shoot if you don’t have to.”

“But—” Kaylee began to protest.

“Only if you have to,” Jake repeated, and charged into the horde.

Seeders came to their feet one after another, and much to his surprise, most of them were running full speed at him. Very few of the aliens had actually broken or twisted their legs in a way that would hinder movement. Things were about to get messy.

“Let’s dance, ugly,” Jake roared at the first seeder to reach him. He swung his axe and cleaved through the alien’s skull down into its chest.

Another seeder gained on him fast, and Jake couldn’t tear his axe free. Fueled by the rage of the aliens attacking his family, he snatched the seeder by the throat with a crushing grip. A pathetic whimper hissed from the seeder before Jake tossed the alien creature away, knocking back a trio of its friends just before they came within striking range.

Another seeder swung around behind Jake. He ripped the axe free and slammed the haft into the leaping seeder’s face, throwing it to the floor then following up with another swing, splitting its skull in two.

The sounds of gunfire let Jake know Alan was taking his advice and only shooting when necessary. It seemed Alan was only shooting at the aliens who were trying to flank him.

Jake was already panting for breath. Working construction kept him fairly active, but this alien-slaying business was a workout on a whole new level, and his heart pounded from the danger.

Roars pulled his attention back as two seeders rushed him. Jake managed to block one with his axe, its strange, alien mouth snapping at him while its claws flexed against the axe, trying to tear Jake’s face off. The other one to his left had free reign and rushed in for the kill.

Unable to break free from the other seeder, there was no way for Jake to escape. If Alan or Kaylee fired, Jake wasn’t confident enough in their skills to trust they would hit the seeder. If anything, he was pretty certain they would hit him first. This is it, Jake thought as the seeder came in for the kill.

It jerked forward, off balance as an arrow pierced its chest. This was his chance. Jake kneed one seeder in the gut, then swung his axe around, removing the wounded seeder’s head. He turned around and shoulder-charged the staggering seeder as it recovered, throwing it to the ground. In the same vicious assault, he stomped on the seeder’s head. Another pair of seeder claws came uncomfortably close to his throat, but Jake stumbled out of the way at the last second, then the seeder’s head lurched to the side. There was a bolt lodged in the side of its skull. Someone was out there watching his back, and they were a damned good shot, too.

Jake pressed his assault, cutting down seeder after seeder. Each time, more of their aether flowed into his body. Pleasant warmth filled Jake with every dose of aether, but he didn’t like it one bit. Who knew what this stuff was? It might give him some strange new alien disease or turn him into one of those seeder things, and he wasn’t fond of either outcome.

The last standing seeder came after Jake, but this one was either extremely lucky or it had a shred of intelligence. It swung hard at Jake’s axe and flung it from his grasp, disarming him, then roaring in his face as it went for the kill.

Jake grabbed its clawed arms by the wrists and roared right back. He slammed his head into the seeder’s skull again and again. Jake’s brow split open with blood, but so did the alien’s. Its arms slackened, and Jake swiftly knocked the seeder’s legs out from under him. Jake dropped to straddle his last opponent with all the grace of a tipped cow and pounded the seeder’s head with his fists. “This is for my sister, you ugly sum bitch!”

The seeder lay dead at his feet, its head an unidentifiable mass of alien gore. Jake slumped back, taking a deep breath. Was his sister really gone? With that many seeders roaming around, he couldn’t imagine she’d lasted long against them. What the hell am I going to do now?

“Your sister, huh?” a playful voice said.

Jake turned to face the source of the voice. His jaw dropped. It was Sam—she was alive! She looked healthy and was dressed in her darkest clothes with a hoodie pulled up over her head. It vaguely reminded him of a character she’d shown him from one of those games she was always playing. “Sam!” Jake rushed to his feet and lifted her off the ground in a tight embrace.

Sam gave a delighted if wheezing squeak, tapping her brother on the shoulder. “Air. Please.” He released her, and Sam was able to return the hug. “I’m glad you’re alive. I thought… Well, you know.” A wry smile crossed her lips.

Jake nodded, still catching his breath, and hugged her again. “Me too. When I saw all those seeders, I thought they’d killed you like they did the neighbors.”

“I said I could take care of myself, Jake. I’ve been preparing for this ever since I clued in to Apocalypse Online being a tutorial for this whole mess.” Sam pulled back and showed him the crossbow. “Why do you think I ordered this?”

So, she was the one helping him. He was speechless. Jake had no idea when she’d become such a good shot. It seemed just yesterday he was taking a clueless little Sam out to the range. Sure, there was the practical self-defense element to those trips, but it was mostly an excuse to spend time with his sister and make sure she was safe from their parents. Good as Ted and Veronica could be when they were sober, Jake didn’t believe any kid should be exposed to their drunken, drugged-up parents.

Sam went about casually collecting bolts from the fallen seeders like it was just any other day. “These seeders didn’t come here on their own. I baited them,” she said with the same casualness.

“Wait, what?” Jake nearly snapped. “Why the hell would you do that? Those things are dangerous, Sam. They could’ve killed you.”

Sam cleaned each bolt, then slipped them back into her repeating crossbow. “Could’ve, but they didn’t. Besides, I need to kill these things. We all need to. It’s the only way any of us are going to get strong enough to survive this apocalypse. We need their aether.”

Jake was taken aback. She knew about all this. Come to think of it, he did remember brushing off most of her ramblings about this Apocalypse Online game she was playing. He figured she was just excited about her newest time sink and it would pass like every other game obsession did. But she knew about the seeders, knew how to kill them on her own, and was actively hunting them just like they would any other monster in any other game they played together. “O-OK.” Jake was visibly shocked as the realization dawned on him that his baby sister was far more prepared for this than he was.

“It’s a lot to take in, I know.” Sam smiled, then pointed at the pair guarding the truck. “Friends of yours?”

Jake looked over to see Kaylee giving an excited little wave. “Yeah. Helped them out back on the highway.”

Sam waved back, then gestured for them to come over and park on the curb. “Let’s get them inside. I don’t want to attract any seeders unless it’s on my terms.”

He was surprised Sam was taking charge of the situation so well—that was his job as the older brother. He was supposed to protect her, not the other way around. What a strange and twisted place the world was becoming, and it already had its dark places.

Sam smiled up at him. “Come on, we can talk some more inside. After you get a shower. You stink, and I don’t know how much longer the city’s going to have power and running water.”

Jake agreed, and they headed inside the house where he grabbed a quick shower. After a brief round of introductions, Alan and his family headed to the guest room to rest up for the night.

There were a trio of different chips strewn about the kitchen table when Jake arrived at the kitchen. And on top sat one seriously big squirrel stuffing its cheeks full of chips. Sam’s pet squirrel. Jake chuckled at the thought. Has it gotten bigger? Ted and Veronica never let Sam bring the little guy inside, but that really didn’t matter now.

Jake slumped into a chair and smiled as Sam sat beside him. “So, what do you know about all…this? The alien invasion and all that. Did your game tell you who’s behind this?”

“The Collective.”

“The Collective? They couldn’t come up with a cooler name, like The Space A-Hole Sovereignty?”

Sam let out a quiet giggle. “Pretty boring name for the villains of a game, right? But that’s what they called themselves. According to my muse they aren’t fond of us overpopulating and polluting this planet, so they decided to take us out and terraform the place.”

Jake leaned back into his seat and sighed. He’d heard some crazy conspiracy theories along the same vein from one of his uncles. Only it was a super-secret cabal of elites slowly pulling the same stunt. He’d have to apologize to his uncle, if he ever saw the man again. Crazy old coot was half right, at least. Jake held up a finger. “Sorry, darling, but uh…you said something about a muse? Like when those artsy-fartsy types get all inspired?”

Sam almost winced at the description and she seemed distracted, like she was somewhere else for a moment. She gestured back to him with a slight shrug, hand outstretched to him with a nervous smile. “That’s not entirely wrong.”

Jake leaned on his elbows. “I’m not going to like this, am I?”

“Probably not.”

Jake sighed. “Go on then, Sam. Tell your big dumb brother what this muse thing is.”

“You’re not dumb,” she insisted, “but you’re not a gamer, so this is probably going to be a hard sell.”

“Stop beating around the bush. It’s a bad look, Sam.”

Sam took a deep breath. “A muse is an AI.”

Jake raised a concerned brow. “We talking Terminator AI or ‘Danger, Will Robinson’ AI?”

Sam gave him a blank stare. “I don’t know what either of those are.”

“I swear to God almighty, Sam. When this whole mess is over, I’m taking you on a classic movie binge.” Jake’s outburst earned a small smile from Sam, but even she had to know he was stalling. His little sister had an AI, and if that AI wasn’t speaking for itself, it was probably in her head. But so far that AI hadn’t turned her into a human killing machine, and Sam seemed to be her normal self.

“Normally I’d shoot you down, but I could use a nice break like that some time.” Sam smiled. “But it’s a smart AI, more like a person, really. A little too mothering for my tastes—” Sam paused, looking off to the side. “And she’s offended by that.”

“OK, so you’ve got a babysitter in your head?”

Sam blinked at him. “How did you—”

“Sam, I may be an idiot sometimes, but I ain’t stupid.” Jake cracked a toothy smile.

Sam snorted, eyes widening at the joke. “You’re not wrong, though”—her hands shot up to stop Jake before he could reply—“about the AI in my head, not the stupid. The AI, my muse, she calls herself Olivia.”

Jake stroked his chin. “So did some nice alien show up in the middle of the night and give you this AI, or did it get downloaded into your brain with all that VR you play? Damn it, the VR headset was a brain downloader thingy-majig, wasn’t it?”

Sam shook her head with a smile she just couldn’t fight down. “No, it came from a nano-pill the company behind Apocalypse Online sent us. I swallowed it down and then I got a heads-up display like in the game, and Olivia came online later.”

Jake rubbed at his temples. “So you just took a strange pill that came in the mail? Sam, you’re a brilliant girl, but that is about the stupidest damn thing I’ve ever heard of you doing.”

Sam’s squirrel chittered and waved its little paws at Jake in what he assumed was some sort of defense.

Jake was certain he’d taken a blow to the head he didn’t remember in that last fight. Come to think of it, he wasn’t feeling too hot. The room started to spin as a fog built around the edges of his vision. The cold sweat running from every pore wasn’t helping things. He couldn’t have Sam worrying about him. He straightened up in his seat and met her gaze.

“I didn’t do it for giggles, Jake,” Sam protested. “This nano-pill is the key to our survival. Whenever we kill a seeder, their aether flows into our bodies and we can use that aether to get stronger.” Sam leaned across the table. “Jake, we can literally level up in the real world because of the nano-pill. All that macho-man stuff you were doing outside? You can become a fighter and be even stronger at it.” A wickedly excited grin crossed Sam’s face. “And since I’m planning to become a rogue, I can be your backup out there. Who knows, maybe we can find a healer and a mage to team up with and make an unstoppable team.”

“That does sound pretty good,” Jake admitted as his speech slowed. It was getting hard to focus. He shut his eyes for a deep breath, recouping his poise. “But how do you know you can trust this tech? If the game devs—or whoever made this thing—knew about the invasion, doesn’t that mean they could be aliens? For all you know, they could be making you into one of those things from the inside, or worse, something bigger and badder.” Jake shook his head. “Sick bastards are even giving you a choice about what monster you become.”

Sam sighed, leaning back into her seat with her arms crossed tight over her chest. “It’s not like that, Jake. Lucy—the AI my muse came from, who helped make Apocalypse Online—wants to help us humans out. It wants to stop the Collective from killing off our species and save our planet from them while she’s at it.”

Jake propped his head up on an arm. He was getting way too dizzy.

Sam pulled out a pill from her pocket, still wrapped in its case. “Here, Jake. I’ve got one for you. Take it.”

“Look, Sam. I get that this all sounds like a good idea, living in a real-life game and all, but at the end of the day, that pill is still alien tech. We don’t have any idea what it’s actually doing to you,” Jake replied. “I know you think this will help me and all, but I don’t trust that thing, and I ain’t looking to have a voice in my head babysitting me. I’m sorry.”

Sam’s head hung low, both hands gingerly grasping the pill.

Did Sam think he was mad at her? Jake sighed and reached for her hands. He couldn’t quite catch his momentum, and his weight came down harder than he intended on them. “Hey, Sam. I’m not mad at you. I’m just worried is all.” He lifted her hands up and pulled them into a soft kiss. “I’m your big brother, that’s my job, but I’ll be here to take care of you no matter what, OK? Weird alien pill or not.” Though if he was right and that pill turned his sister into some alien monster, he doubted he would ever have the strength needed to save her from her fate.

Sam met his gaze. “And I’m worried about you, Jake. This world isn’t what it used to be. It’s never going to be what it used to be. Shouldn’t we take every edge we can get to survive?”

Jake nodded. “I get where you’re coming from, but some things just aren’t worth it, no matter how good they sound. Those pills might be more trouble than they’re worth.”

Sam just sat in silence, that worried gaze never leaving her pretty face.

Jake pulled back, holding his head. “Ugh…you know what. I’m not feeling so great, probably making an ass of myself trying to talk this out with you. How about we talk about this in the morning?”

“Sure, Jake.”

Jake gave her a warm smile and blew her a kiss before he stood. He felt like he’d been the victim of a killer hangover without any of the benefits. But that was nothing a glass of water and crashing hard on the couch couldn’t fix.


Chapter fourteen
Sam


Orange and blue streaked across the dawn sky. If it wasn’t for the wisps of smoke rising to the air and the occasional streaks of seeder ships arriving, Sam might have believed it was any other morning. But normal as they knew it was nothing more than an illusion now and getting comfortable with that illusion was sure to get them killed.

Not a soul stirred in the house that morning. It wasn’t unusual for Sam seeing as she was the responsible one in the house, and after Jake went full-on berserker on those seeders, she couldn’t blame her big brother for sleeping in. He didn’t look too hot after the brawl, but she figured he needed time to recover.

More importantly, she had stacked up quite the body count for herself the prior night, and she had a decision to make. What was she going to do with the mountain of aether she’d racked up?

150 aether sat in her stat sheet just waiting to be spent, a powerful resource she could use to pick up upgrades for her weapons or buy new equipment to improve her ability to survive and kill seeders. But those were quick, short-term gains she could lose in an encounter, and if she intended to survive, the best option was to start leveling up her class. Sam was certain other people would agonize over this choice, but she had made hers the moment she realized Apocalypse Online wasn’t just a game. Sam scrolled through the list of choices, focusing on the rogue subset.

The class fit her like a glove. Rogues were agile fighters that specialized in stealth and subterfuge. Fighters that relied just as much on a quick blade as a sharp mind to strike at the right place, at the right time, to maximize damage and get out before their opponents could react. Sure, she could have picked a fighter and applied the same tactics and strategies, or a mage to simply nuke things with powerful spells, but she wasn’t fond of direct confrontation, or being a glass cannon relying on others to act as meat shields on her behalf, and playing a healer was never her jam, no matter how useful the healing magic was.

Sam focused her will, confirming her choice, and a hundred aether was drained from her reserves. A brilliant golden glow engulfed her body and illuminated the room around her as notifications streamed down her vision.

Congratulations, you have leveled up: Rogue — Level 1.

+1 Strength

+3 Agility

+1 Constitution

She felt stronger and healthier, though she had no idea how to explain it or even quantify it outside of her built-in HUD. She also felt more agile and put it to the test by pulling out one of her knives and giving it a few quick swings in her small room. Her movements were faster, more coordinated. She flipped the knife a few times between her fingers and was surprised to find she didn’t fumble until she got to the pinkie. The knife spun out of her grasp, and with a quiet yelp she snatched it out of the air mere inches from the floor.

Nice catch, darling! Olivia praised.

Sam shuddered at the voice; she’d almost forgotten she wasn’t alone inside her own head. Thanks. She tried to keep her thought at an even tone and not at all as though the muse had startled her.

Always thought knife tricks were neat, but I never managed to do anything like that without cutting myself or dropping the knife, Sam thought to herself.

Glad to see you appreciate the perks of the nano-pill, Sam. If only your brother did. He took out quite a few of those monsters last night.

Sam nodded, not thinking much of it as she moved on through the list of notifications.

You have gained skill: Backstab — Level 1.

Any gamer who had ever played an RPG knew what that meant. She could strike her enemies from the rear for additional damage. Coupled with her knowledge of seeders’ weak spots—acquired from countless runs through Apocalypse Online—she was confident she could kill any aliens she ran into with little effort, so long as she got the drop on them. Too bad it was never that simple. She knew the longer the invasion went on the more seeders would be running around, and whatever other monsters the Collective had yet to send.

Those were problems for future Sam to deal with, as she had no information with which to develop any tactics or strategy to handle those future threats. She could only theory-craft, and that wasn’t earning her any aether to make her or her brother stronger.

Sam Hicks

Strength: 8

Agility: 15

Constitution: 11

Intelligence: 10

Wisdom: 11

Charisma: 10

Health: 55

Mana: 50

Nice, Sam thought, always happy to see her stats climb in any game, even if said game was real life now. But as far as she was concerned, that just made real life more manageable and fun. It gave her measurable data to work with and track her progress, where before she felt like she was stumbling from one supposed task to the next, hoping it would work out in favor of whatever goal she was working toward at the time. In that sense, Sam found this new world, terrible as it was, much more enjoyable than the old.

How about getting some breakfast in you, Sam? Olivia asked with her cheery voice. It still amazed her that the AI sounded no different than a human, even if her way of speaking was odd.

Sam quietly slipped out of her room and headed downstairs to avoid waking the others. Sounds good to me. We can have the breakfast of champions—chips and jerky.

That’s hardly breakfast, dear. We might still have power, so maybe you can cook something. I saw you had eggs and bacon in the fridge.

Sam reached the bottom of the stairs and listened for a moment. The house was uncharacteristically quiet. The air conditioner wasn’t running. She flipped a light switch; the lights were dead. Cooking’s not going to be an option. Sam frowned. Mother dearest decided to swap out our old gas stove for a convection one a few months back.

Well, that’s no good.

Breakfast of champions it is, Sam repeated as she slipped past the living room, only to stop as she heard her brother’s rough breathing.

Jake snored now and then—that wasn’t unusual—but these breaths sounded labored. She went to his side; he was sweating buckets on the couch, rolling quickly from one side to the other before finally stopping.

Think he’s having a nightmare? Sam asked, unsure what she was looking at.

Oh, that’s not good. That’s not good at all.

Sam frowned at her muse. Olivia, answers—today, please.

Focus your gaze on your brother and it will show you his status.

Sam did as the AI said and focused her gaze.

Jake Hicks

Health: Minor Wounds

Status: Aether Poisoning — Stage 1

Where are the rest of his stats? Sam asked.

Your brother has not yet taken a nano-pill, so I have no means of seeing any of his attributes. I can only report on what is visually available, Olivia answered with a twinge of anxiety to her tone.

Sam gave an understanding nod. That was a good enough reason to get him to take the nano-pill. OK, and this aether poisoning? It doesn’t sound good.

Olivia’s voice took an uncharacteristically dour tone. That’s one of the consequences of not taking a nano-pill. Most life forms in the galaxy are not adapted to aether, so when a creature collects enough of it, the aether slowly starts to change them, turning them into something else. You would call them zombies or mutants in your modern media.

Sam grimaced at the thought of her brother turning into a zombie. She could handle killing those monsters all day, every day, without batting an eye. If they were the slow kind, anyway. Killing her brother, though? She may be calculating, even pragmatic, but she wasn’t a cold, heartless monster. How do we stop it?

Get him to take the nano-pill. It’s the fastest way to stop the poison, and it will make him immune to it.

You saw how he was yesterday. He’s not going to take it, Sam protested.

Try again, Sam. Tell him what’s happening to him.

Sam leaned her head back with a frustrated sigh. Olivia may as well have asked her to move a mountain—that was probably easier. Sam went over to her brother and shook him gently on the arm. “Jake. Hey Jake, wake up.”

Jake took a deep, rough breath as his groggy eyes struggled open and fixed on her. “Hngh, wha—? Time is it?” he muttered, shifting to sit up. He held his head with a groan. “Ugh, I wasn’t out drinking all night, was I? Wait, I don’t even drink anymore.”

Sam laughed, but she didn’t like how out of it her brother was. “It’s about seven-thirty now, and no, you haven’t been drinking.” She sat by his side. “This is something much worse.”

Jake collected himself with a deep breath. He steadied, though the sweat didn’t seem to stop. “Like what? Can’t be worse than aliens.” Jake snapped his head up with a blink. “Hell, we were invaded by aliens yesterday. I didn’t catch something from them, did I? There was all this glowy stuff coming off them whenever I killed them and it washed over me.”

“Calm down, Jake. Let me explain—”

He cut her off before she could. “How come you’re doing fine? I saw the pile of bodies out there. Shouldn’t you be a little sick?”

Sam reached up to pet the top of his head. “If you calm down, I’ll tell you everything.”

Jake shut his eyes and leaned back against the couch like he was riding out a wave of pain or heat. “Yeah, go on then, Sammy.”

With a nod, she began. “So basically you have aether poisoning from killing all those seeders yesterday. Aether is the glowy stuff that comes off the aliens when they die. Our bodies aren’t built to process that stuff, and that’s why you’re feeling pretty shitty right now.”

“Language, young lady,” Jake scolded her, but he was in too much of a daze to convey the stern guidance he intended.

Yes, Sammy, language! A young lady shouldn’t be speaking like that, Olivia piled on.

Sam groaned and rolled her eyes with all the teenage angst in the world. “Anyway! I’m not feeling sick because I took a nano-pill, which helps my body safely store and process the aether. And if you wanna get better, you just have to take yours.”

“So let me get this straight,” Jake began with another long breath. “The aliens invade us, and poison us when they die.”

“Right.”

“But if we just take this magical nano-whats-it pill, everything works out fine?”

“Exactly.” Sam smiled.

“And you don’t see how that just might be a teensy bit too convenient, Sam?” Jake fixed her with a concerned, suspicious gaze.

Sam opened her mouth to retort, then closed it. “I mean, yeah, I can see that,” she admitted. “But Lucy wants to give us a fighting chance, and I trust her.”

Jake raised a brow. “You don’t think she’s just turning us into—I don’t know—custom-built super monsters for her alien masters?”

Wow. Rude, Olivia huffed.

“Jake, she’s helping make us stronger so we can survive,” Sam insisted. “Watch.” She stood from the couch and pulled out her knife, trying the same trick from earlier: flipping the knife along her fingers. This time she went slower, but she managed to pull it off.

Jake shrugged. “So you got good at a trick. That doesn’t mean much, Sam. But uh, it’s a real nice one.”

Sam’s voice raised with her frustration. “I wasn’t able to do this yesterday, Jake. I leveled up this morning—I took the rogue class and it gave me three extra points in agility. I can move faster, and I’m more coordinated. This is the sort of stuff that takes months or years to develop, and I did it in a day thanks to Olivia, my muse, and that nano-pill you’re so scared of.”

“Look, I get that the aliens sold you on this through your games, and so far it’s worked out for you—”

“How many did you kill so far, Jake?”

Jake paused and thought back. “Uh. Eleven or twelve, at least.”

Sam spun the knife in her hand and hung it on her belt. She really needed to get a pair of sheaths. “I’ve killed fifteen of these things and I’m not sick, I’m stronger. So why don’t you trust me?”

Jake wobbled up to his feet. “Sam, I trust you. What I don’t trust is any of these aliens, especially some alien tech that’s gonna change me.”

“You’re going to change if you don’t take it.”

“Huh?”

Sam grabbed her brother by his powerful shoulders. “This poison doesn’t just kill you, it changes you. Olivia says it’ll turn you into some sort of mutant or zombie, and that’s if you manage to stay alive. Do you think you can fight like this?”

Jake paused. Something had struck a nerve. “Probably not, and I don’t wanna be a zombie, either. But I’m not taking the pill. So why don’t you ask your robo-lady friend if she can think of a different way to fix this problem?”

“Her name is Olivia.”

Jake shrugged and headed off to the kitchen while Sam followed.

Any suggestions? Sam asked Olivia, taking a seat at the kitchen table. She watched as Jake went around getting bottles of water and the cold cuts from the fridge to make breakfast.

Olivia pondered in silence for a moment. There is a way, technically, but it’s a lot slower and harder to pull off.

Can it save my brother or not? Sam tried to keep her tone even, but her patience was wearing thin.

If he listens to us, it will.

Jake sat across from Sam and slid a plate with a sandwich and chips to her. “Well?” he asked and took a bite out of his sandwich.

“There is a way, but it’s like playing on hard mode. Give me a bit.”

Essentially, humans can work off the aether to process it. Uh, like exercise, I suppose. Olivia went silent for a moment. Ah, here it is. According to my cultural records, your people refer to this method as cultivation in fiction.

Sam raised a brow. Like farming?

Olivia let out a warm laugh. No, no, no. It’s a genre of books, sweetie. Apparently it’s popular with gamers.

Sam shrugged. Guess I was too busy playing to read any. So how does this work?

It depends on how your brother wants to process the aether. He can meditate or dive into studies to sharpen his mind, or engage in physical training to channel the aether into improving his body. Essentially, if he trains hard, his body will naturally process the aether stored within and prevent mutations.

Sam hummed, looking up to the ceiling as she thought this through. Thanks, Olivia.

“Good news?” Jake asked, and took a swig from his bottle of water.

“Yeah. Olivia found a workaround to your stubborn ass.” Sam shot him a toothy grin.

Jake shook his head. “Ha-ha.”

“Basically, you have to play in cultivator style. Which means meditation or physical training. The harder, the better.”

Jake scratched at his jaw. “Not exactly big on meditation.”

“But intense study also helps with your mind. Like if we raided a library—”

“Not real big on hitting the books either, sis. As much as I’d love to figure out how to build a generator from scratch, I need something practical.” Jake drummed his fingers on the table. “Did Ted and Veronica still keep my old weight-training gear around?”

Sam dug into her turkey sandwich. “It’s downstairs in the basement and covered in dust.”

“Better than nothing. Don’t think going out for a run is exactly practical in the middle of an alien invasion.” Jake chuckled.

Rocky glided over from the top of one of the shelves, landing gingerly on the table. The squirrel ran up to Sam’s plate with a soft little chitter, like it was asking for chips. Sam slipped him a few from her plate and watched him eat up.

Jake slowly rose to his feet. “Suppose I better get started on all of this before I feel any worse. Food calmed me down a bit, but who knows how long that’s gonna last, right?”

“I’ll help you.” Sam scarfed down the rest of her sandwich and set her hand down on the table for Rocky to run up to her shoulder. She took the plate of chips and led her brother down to the dark basement below.

Without power, no one was going to see anything. Luckily, Jake was two steps ahead of her on that and brought down a few candles. Their flickering flames did well enough to light their surroundings—a mess of dust and stacked-up boxes, with only the faintest light pouring in from a tiny window.

Jake wandered around the room a bit, lighting his extra candles and placing them as he went until he found what he was looking for. “There’s my old bench press. With about three inches of dust. Ugh.” He pulled his shirt over his mouth and wiped off the thick dust.

Sam and Rocky coughed. “Does it work, though?” Sam asked.

Jake gave the old bench a shake, then pressed his weight on it. “Still solid.” He grinned, then dug through the rest of the boxes and scattered junk, finding some bars, dumbbells, and the metal plates to make use of his equipment. “Now let’s burn off some of this… What was it called?”

“Aether.” Sam smiled, sitting at the foot of the basement stairs.

“Yeah.” Jake grinned, loading up two hundred pounds on the bench press and getting to work.

Sam sat a little wide-eyed at the amount of weight but decided to keep quiet. Jake was always strong, but it never ceased to amaze her how much he could lift. She vaguely remembered him lifting more in the past, though. Maybe Jake had been slacking at the gym.

So, is he doing it right? Sam asked Olivia.

He has to work out for a good long while, but so long as he’s pushing himself, his body should begin to process the aether and bring it down to manageable levels.

Sam nodded, watching her brother lift the heavy bar, blowing out air each time. Well, he’s taken care of for now, I guess. What’s our next move, Olivia?

Since my little Sammy’s quite the veteran gamer, I won’t bore you with leveling-up strategies and suggestions. How about upgrade stations? Olivia offered cheerfully.

Don’t remember those. Let me guess, they provide upgrades?

Exactly! They do just what the name suggests, dear. Whether that be through investing aether on yourself through gene therapies or using it to purchase new equipment or upgrades.

Sam cocked her head. I thought the whole point of the nano-pill was not to become alien monsters.

Olivia let out a musical laugh. No, silly. Gene therapy improves your physical attributes, like making you faster or granting you an ability.

How?

Well, if you were to take the flying squirrel line of gene therapy, you would gain small bonuses to strength and agility, but your fingers and toes will become much stronger, making it easier to climb, Olivia explained. In the case of our friend Rocky here, it can even strengthen your bond with him, allowing you to understand each other much easier than you already do.

Sam blinked. So I can talk to squirrels?

Not yet! But you could, if that is what you wished.

Sam turned to Rocky with a smile, petting his small head. The squirrel hugged her finger in return. That would be pretty interesting. But what about equipment? Can it make my crossbow better?

Easily. You could print all manner of upgrades for your crossbow at one of our 3D printers. But I would recommend you simply get an aether-powered crossbow.

Sam gave a little pout. But I already named this one Shadowshot and everything!

Olivia giggled. Dear, I like the name, but an aether crossbow would be far stronger, and you wouldn’t even have to manually pump it to fire your next shot. It’s much faster and quieter than your current weapon.

Sam was already rather attached to her little crossbow, impractical as it was. But maybe Jake would appreciate it as a backup weapon, or they could give it to someone else they met along the way. Fine, I’ll prioritize the aether crossbow. The quieter I can be, the easier it’ll be to stay alive.

Before Sam could bring her brother up to speed on her plan, the sound of wood groaning underfoot caught her attention. She looked up the stairs to see the family Jake had brought with him coming down.

The father of the bunch gave a warm smile. “Morning.” His wife joined in the gesture while their daughter gave a shy little wave from behind them.

Sam stood up and returned the wave. It was an awkward wave, but Sam had always been awkward around people offline.

Jake set the bar down and shot to his feet. He’d worked up quite the sweat, which was saying something after the way he’d woken up. “Hey, Alan! Morning. I see Alyssa’s awake.”

Alyssa nodded. “My husband tells me we have you to thank for saving our lives.” She had a soft, melodic voice.

“Mr. Jake did! And he showed me how to shoot a gun, too, and we fought aliens,” the little girl said excitedly, bouncing on her feet.

Alan ran a hand over her hair. “That’s right, Kaylee.” He turned his nervous smile to Alyssa, who shot back a disapproving gaze. “Anyway, I wanted to thank you for saving us and taking us in. We wouldn’t be alive today if it weren’t for you.”

Jake waved off the thanks. “Don’t worry about it, Alan. It was the right thing to do. Besides, you helped me save my sister. That’s more than enough thanks.”

Kaylee gave Jake an adorable little pout. “But we didn’t do anything! You said not to shoot anything unless we had to, and you had us real scared, Mr. Jake.”

Jake knelt and patted the top of her head. “Sorry, Kaylee. I didn’t want you guys getting hurt. Your dad was still pretty roughed up from the crash.”

“Well, I wanted to help.” She huffed and folded her arms tight across her chest in an exaggerated motion.

Jake gave her a broad, toothy grin as Alan began to speak.

“Speaking about helping. We were wondering what the plan was from here on out?”

Jake gave a nervous laugh. “Truth be told, I hadn’t thought much further ahead than making sure Sam was safe.”

Sam stiffened at the mention of her name and the attention that came with it. “Well, uhm…yeah. I’m safe, so we can figure something else out. Like…things?” She hated herself for sounding like an idiot. Social situations sucked.

Alyssa smiled. “She’s a shy one, isn’t she? Well don’t worry, you’ll grow out of it.”

Sam gave her a slow nod in response.

“She just gets a little wound-up around strangers is all.” Jake pulled her into his side, and Sam quickly recoiled from her brother’s sweaty, smelly body.

“Gross!”

Jake boomed out a laugh. “So, what about you folks, you got any plans?”

Alyssa raised a hand. “We do, actually. My brother has a farm far away from the city. That’s where we were planning to go before the accident. So, if it’s not too much trouble, could you maybe give us a lift?” Alyssa batted her eyes at Jake.

Jake gave Alan a questioning glance.

Alan stood a bit straighter. “You could come stay with us, if you like. The farm’s got plenty of space.”

There are no upgrade stations that far out from the city, Sam, Olivia cautioned.

Before Jake could say anything, Sam took an awkward step forward. “No! That’s uhm… That’s fine, actually. We can take you to the farm, then come back. Right, Jake?”

“I mean, wouldn’t it be safer to live on a farm away from all of this?” Jake asked.

Sam couldn’t entirely argue it wouldn’t be. They could grow their own food, have wide-open site lines to keep the aliens at bay, and if they switched from guns to bows and arrows, they would have no shortage of ammo to fight with. But that was a short-term solution to a long-term problem.

“Yeah, but I think we’d be better off in the city. You know, banding together with other survivors and stuff.” She wanted to tell her brother about upgrade stations and what a valuable resource they were, but after his reaction to the nano-pill, she wasn’t convinced now was the best time for that revelation. Besides, she didn’t know how this family felt about the pill, either. They seemed nice enough, but what if they weren’t fans? People could overreact to things quite badly, and the last thing Sam needed was to chance a confrontation with a family Jake had saved.

Have you considered asking them, Sammy? You might be surprised to find they’re interested in the nano-pill, Olivia said warmly.

That’d be even worse! I only have one to spare, and that’s for Jake, Sam shot back. I’ll make him come around to it, don’t you worry.

If you say so, dear.

Jake hummed. “I mean, there is strength in numbers. And we could warn the others about aether poisoning and how to handle it.”

“Aether poisoning?” Alan asked.

“Yes,” Sam said. “If you kill too many of the seeders, you get sick like Jake is. That’s why he’s down here working out—to use some of that aether to strengthen his body.”

Alyssa frowned. “And how do you know so much about this?”

Jake coughed before laughing. “That’s a long story, and a little strange. We’ll tell you on the way to your brother’s farm, but first you should have some breakfast while I do some more exercises. Sam is right, I am feeling better now, but I don’t want to drive around feeling this groggy.”

“Considering we’re in the middle of an alien invasion, how strange can it be?”

“That’s a good point,” Jake said. “Sam, why don’t you tell them everything about Olivia and Lacy while they eat something? I’ll come up when I'm done working out and we’ll head to the farm.”

Sam raised an eyebrow. She’d already had to deal with Jake not really believing her—how would strangers take what she had to say? And what if they did believe her and want the pill she was saving for Jake?

Sam, darling, helping others is a good thing. It’s why you were chosen to receive the pill. Your gaming skills will help you adapt to this new world faster than others. You will need to teach as many as possible about me and Lucy. And don’t worry, the pills aren’t the only way to get the nano-tech. If they can find an upgrade center, they’ll be fine.

Taking a deep breath, Sam nodded. Olivia was right. She needed to help people, not just focus on herself and Jake. “OK. First of all, it’s Olivia and Lucy, not Lacy.” She scowled at Jake, who just shrugged and went back to lifting weights. “Come on, let's go get Kaylee some breakfast and I’ll tell you all about the aliens.”


Chapter fifteen
Brad


As Brad entered the upgrade station, a long hall with ornate pillars and plush couches greeted him. The room had plenty of space to set up a small base. If he gathered up a group of survivors, he could run missions out of the upgrade station, sort of like a guild hall with the added benefit of an entire mall above it to serve as a fortress. But that wasn’t the most impressive part—it was the hefty machines lining the walls toward the back of the hall. They looked like 3D printers—fairly big ones, too.

Brad ran right over to one of the boxy yet sleek machines and fully expected to see familiar tech. He’d expected rails with nozzles to print whatever was requested of them, provided they had the blueprints and materials to make it, but there were no rails with nozzles. In their place were a pair of coils, one on the top and one on the bottom, with no base for something to sit in. Was he wrong about the alien device?

No, Frank answered. A 3D printer is a fitting description for this device. Although, it is far more sophisticated than your current technology. Armor, weapons, modifications, or food, this device can print it all, provided you have enough aether.

“Don’t suppose they can print me a bike, huh?” Brad asked as he inspected the machine, but it didn’t quite look big enough to do it.

You could print one out piece by piece, but you’re not really the type to put machines together, are you? Frank ribbed him.

Brad huffed a quick laugh. “Hey, I wasn’t big on building models, but I know my way around a wrench. I kept my little scooter going for a good long time before the accident.”

I’m sure you’re quite the gifted grease monkey, Brad, but there’s something bigger and more important to see a little farther in. The insistence in Frank’s voice was so strong the muse was certain to have dragged Brad off if it had that ability. Thankfully, Frank did not.

Brad headed farther into the hall as Frank had instructed. A pair of thick double doors whooshed out of his way, revealing a circular chamber ringed by glass tubes. He approached one of them and the thick glass slid right out of the way, allowing him to step inside. “Frank, what are these?”

Probably the most important feature of any upgrade station. Gene therapy pods. You don’t need me to explain this all over again, do you?

Brad stepped away from the pod and watched it seal back up. “No, I remember. But I think I’m a bit too broke to pick up any of these right now, aren’t I?”

Thirty aether will hardly get you anything, maybe a good meal from one of the printers, but not much else.

Brad walked around the ring of pods. There were six of them, so six different people could get whatever therapy they wanted at a time. “OK, I gotcha. So how long does it take to get therapy done?”

A few hours. So, you might want to secure this place. We don’t do safe zones in the real world.

“You know, I was thinking the same thing, and rounding up some people while I’m at it, too.” Brad turned to leave the upgrade station.

Well, isn’t that just convenient? Frank almost sounded mocking. Cause here I was thinking I could give you a quest to do just that and encourage you to gather up some more aether while we’re at it. Seriously, you need to get a lot tougher if you want to survive this mess.

Brad shook his head. “I died enough times in your little tutorial to know that, Frank. Don’t got to rub it in.”

Frank simply ignored Brad’s comment. So, are you interested in your grand reward for completing this fantabulous quest?

Brad headed back up to the mall, checking his corners before stepping out of the Olive Grove. “Sure.”

Frank put on his best game show host voice. Why, you’ll get your choice of those weapons you missed out on last time, or another spell. And the best part: You don’t have to die alone out here!

Brad swore there was supposed to be a canned applause track at the end of that, which never came. “I’m sensing a lot of sarcasm there.”

True. The way you’ve been playing might get you killed before you finish this quest. But hey, it’s the thought that counts.

Brad took a deep breath and decided it was time to stop talking to himself. Of all the muses he could’ve gotten, he’d landed himself a smartass. At least he had the mall he knew like the back of his hand for a home now.

A secondary search of the inner area showed it was free of any seeders, which made sense to Brad. Seeders were pack hunters, and humans were their primary prey, as far as he could tell. No humans meant no seeders, which just left the invasion force outside. When he returned to the parking lot, the seeder ships were still scattered everywhere, but deserted. A few seeders meandered here and there, but none were a serious threat.

Brad crept up on them one at a time, using his trusty bat to cave in their skulls. On their own the seeders were no trouble at all—it was as a pack they became a serious problem. The trick was always to separate them and pick them off before they could regroup. Having countless deaths in the game and a few near-death experiences in the real world had drilled those facts into his mind.

Three seeders ambled around the parking lot in their search for prey. They tore open doors and smashed windows while Brad closed the gap between him and them. He was surprised none of the cars had an alarm go off; it was far too early in the invasion for any car batteries to be dead. He pushed himself up against a car two spaces down from the trio of seeders and tightened his grip on his bat. Taking them on at once wasn’t the brightest idea, but if he could get the drop on them, he might be able to take one out before the other two could respond.

A seeder at the head of the pack smashed through a Mustang’s window and its alarm shrieked. The ear-piercing tone played on a loop while the seeders hissed and snarled. The lead beast covered its ears while the second attacked the vehicle with its claws. The third ran from the noise—right in Brad’s direction.

As the seeder passed the car, he caught it across the face with his bat. The seeder crashed onto its back. Brad finished it off with a quick stomp. The other two seeders didn’t notice him with all the noise. He rushed in for the beast lashing out at the Mustang and crushed its head between the Mustang’s roof and his bat. The lead beast turned to face him, let out a snarl, and dove for him. Brad managed to send the tip of his bat down the seeder’s throat, his eyes wide as he struggled to keep the beast away. Its claws swiped at his forearms, and he tore away with a pained hiss.

You have taken 3 damage.

Brad pulled his bat back as the seeder leapt at him. A swift swing staggered the monster, and a quick swipe to the legs knocked it off balance. The seeder threw its arms up to protect itself, but that didn’t stop Brad from beating through its arms to crush the seeder’s head.

Brad pulled back with a shuddering breath. Didn’t think these things had a sense of self-preservation.

Most don’t, Frank replied. Although, particularly long-lived seeders do improve their intelligence, as well as their overall lethality. Some may even rise to become alphas. Those brutes are pretty nasty, and I strongly recommend you get a few levels before you try taking one on.

Regular seeders were dangerous enough, but the thought of a bigger, meaner, smarter seeder was unsettling. He never saw such a monster playing Apocalypse Online, and he never once heard about them on the forums. Maybe he’d missed them, or the game was so brutal no one survived long enough to see them, which made the idea of an alpha all the more worrying.

I’ll try to have a party together by then, Brad thought back. For now it seemed the parking lot was cleared, which left the mall’s immediate area fairly secure. That only left the surrounding area to clear, which sounded like a warzone from all the gunshots and distant screams. It filled him with dread to imagine how many people were out there, losing their lives to merciless aliens. If there had been a more concentrated effort to get the word out to the world, they could have been better prepared for this day, lost fewer lives—but it was too late for that. Their world was a dumpster fire now, and they had to deal with it.

Gunshots snapped Brad’s attention to the left. Those were close, and frantic. He might not be able to do anything about the rest of the world, but at least he could help those people.

Brad sprinted across the parking lot to the city. Past ruined cars and collapsed structures, deep in what used to be a popular hotel, he found the battle. Brad froze in terror.

There’s so damn many of them.

Dozens of seeders surrounded the complex’s main entrance, clawing at the doors to no avail. Even more seeders gathered to the left side of the building, another fifty at least.

Might be a good time to cut and run, Brad, Frank said in the most serious voice he’d ever heard the AI use.

But there were definitely people inside. He saw the flash of gunfire from the windows as they fired into the horde below. Glass broke, and he watched as seeders started climbing through the window. Five of the monsters clambered inside as another window broke. He needed to get those people out.

There weren’t many seeders off to the right of the building. He could break in and rush to their aid. If any survivors had been wounded, they were going to need his healing magic.

Yeah, but breaking a window’s going to attract attention, kid. Don’t be stupid.

More attention than gunshots? Brad rolled his eyes and ran from one abandoned car to the next, heading for the farthest window from the horde. You’re the one that gave me a quest to secure the mall and recruit people, Frank. And I need a beefier weapon.

You aren’t wrong, the AI grudgingly admitted.

Brad reached the window and waited for the next staccato of shots to ring out. When they began, he smashed a window open and jumped inside. The hotel room was pitch black, and he was immediately regretting his life choices, but he was already there. He needed to move.

Using his bat, Brad felt his way through the darkness until he found the door and moved into one of the halls. His eyes slowly adjusted to the gloom and he could make out the faint shapes of walls, doors, and some furniture. The fighting was louder on the inside as the hotel’s halls focused the sound of gunshots. There were solid cracks and grunts as the other survivors fought to hold off the horde, and if he ran toward the fighting, he was sure to find the people he aimed to save.

Brad rushed down the dark hall at full speed. There were lights in the distance—flashlights, if he had to guess. “Friendly coming in to help!” Brad called out as he arrived, only to trip over a barricade of piled-up furniture. He tumbled into the lobby with a whine, his armor clattering against the hardwood flooring before he slid to a stop.

You have taken 5 damage and 20 ego damage.

Frank, I really don’t need you to add the sass to my HUD, Brad whined.

Can’t help it. It’s a feature, Frank casually answered.

A bright light shone in Brad’s face. “Who the hell are you?” a voice snapped—a familiar one at that.

“Brad Grosslin!” he announced, terrified there was a gun behind the brilliant sphere of light blinding him.

“Brad?” The light turned away and a hand roughly dragged him back to his feet. “Good to see you, buddy.”

Blinking his eyes to focus, Brad realized he was looking at his friend Chet. “Fancy running into you here, man. What are you doing?”

“Oh, you know. Playing horde mode.” Chet casually turned around and went back to popping shots from his 9mm Beretta into the heads of seeders. “Went with the ranged class since I have guns to play with. But I’m kinda regretting it now, honestly. If I run out of bullets, I’m totally screwed.”

There was another much larger man whose dark skin he could only just see peeking beneath the high collar of his trench coat, as his face was covered by a gas mask. The absolute madman was using one hand to swing one of those tactical trench shovels Brad had seen on the internet, while brandishing a round, homemade wooden shield with the other. If he had taken the nano-pill, Brad was certain this man would have gone with the fighter class.

Chet confirmed Brad’s suspicions. “Aron over here went with fighter, and he’s been hacking and stacking bodies all night.”

“Getting tired, though.” Aron breathed heavily through his mask, those mighty swings of his starting to lose steam.

“Have you considered taking off that mask?” Brad rushed up to the furniture barricade and brought his baseball bat to bear, smashing at seeder arms and heads as fast as he could.

Aron slashed the tip of his shovel through a seeder’s eyes. The alien let out a shrill scream before Aron ended its suffering. “And catch whatever alien bugs these things are putting out? No thanks.”

It wasn’t the worst reasoning to wear the mask, though Brad still thought it wasn’t particularly bright. Those muffled breaths were loud and heavy, which meant the mask was probably doing more harm than good. Brad decided not to argue the point right now. “How many of you are in here?”

Aron blocked a wave of clawed hands and shoved them back, hacking off a seeder’s arm as he countered. “Four of us. Gary and Raechel are banged up, though. No healers.”

The barricade cracked as another wave of seeders reinforced their lines. They were starting to push through. Glass shattered behind them from multiple windows.

“That doesn’t sound good.” Chet snapped back and popped off a few shots. New seeders were pouring in from one of the halls.

“We got to go,” Brad ordered. He ran back to grab one of the flashlights they had set up on the counter. “Which way, Chet?”

“Come on.” Chet waved for them to follow. “Up the stairs, let’s go to the rest of your team.”

Aron moved to block the breach in the middle of the barricade with his shield, swinging his shovel around it to hack away at the seeders trying to break through. “And what good is that gonna do us, new guy? We don’t have a healer, Gary can’t walk, and Raechel’s just barely able to stand.”

“Today’s your lucky day, shovel boy. I’m a healer. Now take me to your wounded,” Brad demanded, and whirled about as a seeder tried to sneak up on him. His bat connected with the seeder’s head, but not before it got in a good swipe through the gaps in his armor.

You have taken 5 damage.

Brad cried out and kicked the monster away.

Chet quickly put a bullet through its head. “You alright, Brad?”

“Not really,” Brad said. “But I’ll live. Come on, before I make more friends.”

Aron gave a mighty shove with his shield, knocking aside a group of seeders, and fell back to join the others. “Chet, lead the way. I’ll watch our backs.”

Chet took off for the stairs and Brad followed. The moment they managed to break away from the lobby into the stairwell, managing the horde was much easier. There was only one way up for the seeders to chase them through, unless they discovered one of the other stairwells.

“You guys blocked off the other stairwells, right?” Brad asked.

Aron laughed, blocking a horde that had reached them. “The trench shovel isn’t just for show, kid. I love fortifications.” The horde tried to rip his shield away, but Aron shoved them back again. With no way to flank him, the seeders had to rely on brute force, and Aron was a big man. Brad could only imagine the nano-pill made sure he had plenty of strength to back up his size. “The other stairwell is locked up so tight they’re gonna need a tank to get in.”

That was an uncomfortable thought. Seeders were bad enough in the numbers they were dealing with; Brad didn’t want to imagine dealing with anything bigger.

It was a hasty retreat up five flights of stairs before they burst out of the stairwell. Aron slammed the door shut behind them, and Brad rushed to help.

Chet toppled a bookshelf over, and the two got out of the way in time for the heavy furniture to prevent the seeders from breaking in any time soon. True to his word, Aron was a fortification specialist and made sure, with the others’ help, to reinforce that blockage with any other furniture he could find.

Aron wiped the sweat from his brow, or at least tried to behind his gas mask. “That’ll hold for a while.”

Gunshots caught Brad’s attention. “They’re safe, right?” He pointed down the hall where the shots had come from.

Chet took off toward the room. “Just thinning the horde.”

Brad followed them and arrived at a cushy hotel room with a decent-sized flat-screen TV, a pair of queen-sized beds, and a roomy enough bathroom. If not for the horde of seeders outside he could enjoy a nice nap there.

Sitting by the window was a brunette with shoulder-length hair, working the bolt on a rifle and lining up shots. He assumed that was Raechel. The girl was a mess. Her jeans and leather jacket were torn up and wrapped in makeshift bandages from one of the beds. It was enough to slow the bleeding, but not much more.

Laying on the bed was Gary. His leg was broken and splinted, while his exposed torso was bandaged in the same ad-hoc manner. His blue eyes were barely open, and Brad had a feeling he wasn’t going to last long.

You know, you could scan them if you focus your gaze on them and get a read on their stats, or at least their health, Frank said, answering the obvious question without needing to be prompted.

“Better idea,” Brad said out loud, earning the stares of everyone in the room. “You guys got a party going?”

“No, actually we haven’t figured that out yet,” Chet admitted.

They do know they could just ask their muses, right? Frank sighed. Brad could practically feel the AI rolling in his head—the closest the muse could manage to an eye roll.

Well, how?

Frank cleared his digital throat. Take a good look at each of them and focus on inviting them to your party. Aether from any kills will be split five ways, but you will be able to see their health and mana on your HUD.

Brad did what was asked and sent a party invitation to each member. To his surprise, they all accepted. Even the barely conscious Gary, who on closer inspection looked like one of his gaming buddies from back in high school. On the left side of his HUD, a pair of bars appeared under each of his party members' names, along with a list of afflictions.

Aron

Health: 50/75

Mana: 55/55

Status: Fatigued

Brad didn’t expect fatigue to be a status effect, but it made sense. The point of a HUD, especially when it came to parties or even larger raid groups, was to provide information at a glance. He wouldn’t have to look at any of his people to see if they were getting exhausted from combat or suffering catastrophic damage.

Chet

Health: 60/60

Mana: 55/55

Brad was happy to see that. At least Chet knows how to play a ranged DPS properly. He hasn’t taken a scratch. The apocalypse hasn’t made him lose his touch at all.

Raechel

Health: 15/55

Mana: 55/55

Status: Fatigued, Hamstrung, Bleeding

“What happened to her?” Brad asked.

Raechel looked back over her shoulder. “‘Her?’ Jeez Brad, the apocalypse happens and you forget about your gaming buddies from high school that fast?”

Brad frowned. He hadn’t recognized her face, but the voice was a different story. “Sorry, Rae. Not used to seeing everyone in the real world.”

Chet scratched the back of his head. “She tried a little bit of hardcore parkour to get away from a bunch of seeders. The landing wasn’t pretty, but it could’ve been worse.”

Aron sighed. “It’s part of the reason we ended up stuck here instead of at the mall like we planned.”

Gary

Health: 5/75

Mana: 55/55

Status: Fatigued, Broken Arm, Broken Leg, Bleeding

Brad’s eyes flew open after seeing Gary’s status. He immediately shot out a hand to Gary and cast Healing Hands on the wounded man. Frank, this can stop the bleeding at least, right?

It will cost you a lot of mana to heal him back to full, but if you can get him back to fifty percent his status effects will clear, Frank answered.

Mana flowed from Brad’s body, and he watched his mana pool plummet to restore Gary. Luckily, Brad had mana to spare as pulse after pulse of golden-white energy flowed from his hand into Gary’s body. If not for the bandages covering up Gary’s wounds he could watch the wounds seal before his eyes, but the sick crunch of bones snapping back into place was unmistakable. Brad winced, turning his gaze away; everyone but Aron had done the same. Finally, Brad stopped healing and Gary began to stir, slowly pushing himself up.

“Wha-what happened? Why do I feel better all of a sudden?” Gary mumbled, clearly still fatigued and not completely lucid, but at least he was able to prop himself up against the headrest and move his limbs.

Gary

Health: 40/75

Mana: 55/55

Status: Fatigued

Aron gave a muffled laugh behind his mask. “We got us a healer, baby. That’s what happened. Our boy Brad here just brought you back from the reaper’s doorstep.”

Violent crashing snapped everyone’s attention back to the hall. The seeders were tearing down the door and forcing their way through the barricade.

“Ugh, what I wouldn’t give for some sandbags and barbed wire.” Aron shook his head. “Brad, you got some more juice for Rae?”

Brad looked up his own status.

Health: 55/60

Mana: 30/65

He ran a bit of quick math in his head. Every pulse of Healing Hands cost him five mana and restored five health. Gary was an extremely wounded case that needed intensive care, but Raechel was nowhere near that badly hurt. He could get away with a lot less healing to get her back in fighting shape.

Brad gave a nod. “I can bring her back up to half health and have a little bit left over for emergencies.”

“Do it,” Aron said. “Chet, let’s watch the hall. We’re gonna have company soon.”

Brad got to work restoring Raechel’s health, listening in on the conversation between Aron and Chet.

Chet followed him out. “Yeah, about that. How are we gonna get out of here exactly?”

“I’m more of a keep-things-out kinda guy,” Aron admitted.

“So that’s a no on an escape plan?”

“Nope. But hey, with the seeders out there we can have a glorious last stand, you know?”

Brad shook his head. “Is he always like this?”

Raechel laughed. “You really forgot about us after high school, didn’t you?”

“Mostly.”

“Aron goes by ‘The Wall’ in most games. He prides himself on holding the line and being borderline unkillable.”

Brad hummed as he thought back. He did remember playing with someone by that name back in their World of Warcraft days. The absolute madman was often found neck-deep in the middle of heavy melee hacking down enemies, and it seemed he was much the same now that the world had gone to hell. “Hey, that sounds familiar actually. Wasn’t he one of those AP engineering students, too? I remember him being more uh…festively plump.”

Raechel stood as Brad finished healing her. “Well he’s still big on engineering and architecture, but he also became a religious member of the house of gains. That’s why he’s so big now.”

Raechel

Health: 30/55

Mana: 55/55

Status: Fatigued

Brad took a quick look at his own stats. “House of gains?”

Health: 55/60

Mana: 15/65

“The gym.”

Brad snorted out a laugh, but it was short-lived; the doors crashed open down the hall and it was time to go.

“Guys, we gotta go now!” Aron shouted.

Gary scrambled out of bed, threw on his fedora, picked up his cheap mall katana, and ran out to the hall. “What happened to a glorious last stand?”

“It could be more glorious.” Aron laughed and slapped his shield with his shovel.

Brad joined them outside as Raechel dropped to a knee in the hall and removed the heads of two seeders with her first shot.

You have received 4 aether.

Man, I always hated party XP-sharing, Brad protested to Frank.

True, in most games it is pretty pointless and arbitrary. But this isn’t a game, Brad. This is real life, and aether is a very real and finite resource. I can’t make a hundred aether out of twenty.

That’s fair, Brad admitted as more and more seeders spilled over their barricade into the hall. Chet and Raechel were taking them out with carefully placed shots, but they were going to run out of ammo before they ran out of bodies.

“Aron, how much of a barricade do we have in the other stairwell?” Brad asked.

“We’re not getting through to the first floor. No way in hell. But we could maybe squeeze through to the second.”

“Sounds good to me. Chet, you still got a lighter on you?”

“Always, but no cigs. That whole trying-to-go-clean thing,” Chet explained casually before Brad’s plan dawned on him. “You want me to burn this place to the ground, don’t you?”

Brad nodded. “The place is probably going to flood with a hundred of these seeder things, so why not burn them with it?”

“Man, I really liked the beds here, though.” Chet ran back into the room and got to work. “Got a few gas cans around here somewhere. We were saving them for later.”

The first wave of seeders rushed them. The narrow hall gave them no space to maneuver, but they had sheer numbers on their side.

Raechel dropped as many as she could with her bolt-action rifle, the rounds punching through multiple targets at a time, though not always killing her targets.

Thanks to his shield, Aron was able to ward off most of the damage that came for him. A clawed hand lashed over the shield and scraped along his helmet, giving him a couple of points of damage before the seeder was violently put down and thrown to the floor. “Keep sending trash mobs and I’ma keep stacking them. I’ll use your bodies as sandbags, aliens!”

Gary’s cheap mall katana was just what Brad had expected—cheap. It couldn’t hack clean through limbs or too deep into the torsos of seeders, but Gary was fast with his blade. He made the aliens bleed, and every now and then he managed to lop a head off or hit something important with his sword. They were going to have to get Gary a real sword before he got himself killed.

In Brad’s distraction, a trio of seeders got too close. He was able to cave one’s head in, but the other two went for his throat. Brad shoved his forearm in the way of one alien and barely managed to catch the other one in time with a punch. He screamed in pain as the first seeder violently jerked its jaw left and right, trying to tear his arm off.

You have taken 10 damage.

The second seeder recovered and clawed at Brad. He barely managed to move the first seeder in the way of its attack, using the alien like a shield. It released Brad’s hand with a pained shriek, and Brad smashed its head aside. One seeder down. The second one died soon after, thanks to Gary’s help.

“This is getting really messy, guys.” Brad winced, shaking out his arm. “Chet, seriously, how long does it take to start a fire?”

Chet ran out of the bedroom, orange light flickering behind him, four pillows stuffed under one arm and a gas can in the other. “I had to save the pillows, man. These things are just heavenly.”

Brad slammed his bat across a seeder’s face and smashed another aside. “We’re gonna have a long talk about priorities later!” he snapped. “Everyone, fall back to the second stairwell.” Brad led the charge by bravely running away.

He never felt good about being the first to retreat, especially when he was calling the shots, but he was also the healer and not a frontline fighter like Aron and Gary. If they ran into anything in their retreat, he could protect their ranged support for a moment at least.

The others fell back behind him, Gary and Aron bringing up the rear, giving the seeders a hard time catching up to them as the flames quickly spread through the hotel room and spilled out into the hall. As they ran, Chet splashed the floor and walls with his remaining gas, then tossed the empty can in a room. Brad wondered if there was any sort of emergency power left to set off the sprinklers but was pleasantly surprised that wasn’t going to be an issue. The hotel was going to burn with every last seeder they’d trapped inside.

Brad was the first through the doors and waved the others through. “Come on, get in here.”

“Oh! Brad, grab my shotgun before we go,” Chet said as he scrambled down the stairs with Raechel close behind.

Brad looked around and found the shotgun propped up beside the doors. Aron and Gary rushed through and slammed them shut. It wasn’t a difficult choice—Brad barred the doors with his battered softball bat and scooped up the beautiful Mossberg shotgun. He would have enjoyed taking a better look at the gun, but the seeders were already trying to knock down the door.

“Get down here, Brad!” Aron shouted up the stairwell, his voice carrying impressively far through that gas mask.

“Coming.” Brad rushed down the stairs, and just like Aron had said, there was no way in hell anything was getting through the first floor. Squeezing their way over to the second floor was going to take some careful maneuvering around the random piled-up furniture. “Dude, how much crap did you throw down here?”

Aron stared Brad dead in his eyes, right through the gas mask’s goggles. “Yes.”

Brad shook his head and accepted the answer for what it was. They threw everything they could down there to make sure nothing would come up their rear. It was effective, but it left them without much in the way of escape options. Aron was definitely going to need coaching on not making everything a grand, suicidal last stand, though Brad certainly appreciated the effort.

Chet and Raechel were the first ones through the mess of furniture standing between them and the second-floor doors, just as the doors upstairs slammed open and his poor baseball bat clattered down the steps after them. A few of the more eager seeders leapt down after them, breaking their necks in the process.

“Hurry it up!” Brad demanded as he struggled to climb, shimmy, and squeeze his way through the veritable maze of junk Aron had somehow created.

The rushing steps of seeders grew louder with their hisses and growls, and Brad didn’t want to be trapped when they arrived.

“I’m through!” Gary cheered, then pulled Aron through.

Brad’s eyes widened, seeing the seeders reach his position. Their clawed hands crammed between shelving to reach him, scratching at his arm.

You have taken 1 damage.

Brad winced and tore himself away as another seeder clambered overtop of the junk maze and had its head taken off by Chet.

“Look Ma, one hand,” Chet cheered, giving his pistol a quick spin, then snapped off another shot as more seeders went for Brad.

Brad had barely managed to squeeze through the doors when a clawed hand grabbed him by the ankle and jerked him off his feet. Brad squealed, hitting the floor hard. He leveled the shotgun at the creature, but it was moving around too erratically as it tried to pull him in. I’m gonna blast off my own leg if I take this shot.

Shotguns are a lot more accurate than video games give them credit for, Frank casually commented. Seriously, just aim carefully. You’ll be fine.

Brad didn’t get a chance to try out that theory; Aron dragged him out through the doorway, taking the seeder along for the ride. Even the alien looked confused as it suddenly found itself in the hall and surrounded, for a change. That confusion didn’t last long; Aron splattered its head with the edge of his shield and threw Brad to his feet.

“Thanks for that, big man.”

“Any time, Doc.” From the sudden squint in Aron’s eyes, Brad knew he must have been grinning from behind that mask.

Gary and Chet slammed the doors shut and barricaded them.

“Fire escape is this way. Come on,” Raechel said, hurrying down the long hall to the red door marked fire escape.

As they followed her, the door behind them crashed and smashed as more and more seeders tried to force their way through, but Aron’s comically stupid maze not only served to limit the number of aliens pushing on the doors—it made it difficult for them to put their full strength into the assault. They were going to be trapped a good while behind those doors.

Raechel threw the fire escape doors open and looked around. Without another word, she gestured for them to follow as she lowered the ladder to the first floor. Brad had to appreciate the brains on that girl. She was always a fan of the ranger classes in games, or playing shooters, but if she could play some sort of hybrid between ranger and rogue, she would be right at home. She slid down the ladder and kept the area clear as the rest of the party made it to street level.

Brad took the lead again as he hit the ground, leading his party far away from the hotel and the seeders. The party simply stood there, taking cover behind the burned-out husk of a car, watching the flames spread through the hotel. The shrieks of seeders filled the night air as the building was slowly but surely engulfed.

“So do you think we get XP for torching them in the building?” Gary asked.

A burning seeder crashed out one of the sixth-floor windows and splattered on the road.

You have received 2 aether.

Brad grinned with mischievous delight. “Looks that way. Come on, let’s get you guys set up in the mall.”


Chapter sixteen
Jake


Jake headed out to the curb in front of their house with his axe in hand. No seeders in sight beyond the pile of bodies they’d left in the street. He wasn’t sure if the seeders weren’t attracted to their own dead, or if they were too busy dealing with other survivors to worry. Either way, that was the first bit of good news that morning. The second was that his beautiful truck was fine. A bit scratched up and covered in alien blood, but nothing serious. It would only be a few months before gas vehicles became problematic as gas started going bad, but an electric truck only needed power, and finding solar panels wouldn’t be that challenging.

He waved to Sam and the family to get in the truck. Sam claimed shotgun while the family rode in the back as they made their way out of the ruined city.

A bright blue sky sat above them with hardly a cloud as they drove past burnt-out cars, ruined homes, and vacated seeder ships. If he rolled down his windows, Jake was sure he’d hear birds singing without a care in the world. This was not how he’d expected the apocalypse to look.

Jake always imagined it would look like it had in the movies or some of the games he’d watched Sam play. A lot greyer, darker, and grimmer. The grim was there, of course; he remembered how bustling the city streets had been with people going about their business. Kids running to school, friends and family eating at restaurants, couples enjoying themselves, streets thick with traffic. Now there were demolished buildings everywhere, catastrophic damage to many structures, hardly any cars moving at all, and a worrying lack of bodies.

He didn’t know why he was surprised. Seeders were alien monsters, of course they ate what they killed, and apparently that included the bones, in most cases. Only torn, bloody clothes and broken bones with the marrow sucked right out of them served as a sign of where the seeders had claimed the lives of their neighbors. That, and areas with a thick green covering that reminded Jake of industrial chemical fertilizers. Every time he saw one of the patches, he tried to look away and forget about what had been used to make the fertilizer.

A pack of seeders shrieked at the truck as Jake maneuvered past an intersection full of destroyed cars. His breath caught in his throat as he caught sight of them. Forty, no, fifty seeders, and there was a bigger one among them. Taller, stronger, bulkier than the rest, with larger claws that looked like they would tear through his truck like tissue paper.

“Step on it, Jake!” Sam cried.

He maneuvered through the dead cars and floored it. The truck shot forward as Jake sank into his seat. Sometimes he missed the roar of an engine, but nothing compared to the get-up-and-go of an electric engine. They sped away just as the horde swarmed over the intersection. The seeders tried to give chase, but the truck pulled away with ease and rushed up the on-ramp to a highway.

Jake let out a breath he didn’t know he was holding. “That was a little closer than I’d like.”

“Nuh-uh, they were pretty far away, Mr. Jake,” Kaylee said with a warmth in her voice that signaled she didn’t quite grasp the gravity of their situation.

Alan gave a nervous chuckle. “He means it could have been bad for us if we got caught in those cars, sweetie.”

“Oh.”

Jake nodded with his lips pulled into a tight line but let himself relax. The highway was relatively clear heading out of town. There were still wrecks and pile-ups, but nothing he couldn’t get around. It gave his mind time to drift and wander.

His thoughts went to Sam, and the conversation they’d had about the nano-pill earlier that morning, and the night before. I did come off like a bit of a meathead, didn’t I? Jake didn’t trust the pill, or any of the alien tech, but his sister was only trying to help him, and after seeing the body count she’d left on the street the night before, he couldn’t help but think there was something to it. If the muses or whatever they called themselves were working with the seeders, why would they give his little sister the ability to stack bodies like that? It didn’t make any sense to him.

Then there was the poisoning he had to deal with. Again, the muse granted to his sister by the nano-pill provided help where it wasn’t needed. The alien tech could have left him to die, or turn, or whatever the end result of aether poisoning was, but again the AI gave its aid freely. Sam may have been far too eager to accept this alien tech, but maybe he was being far too apprehensive about accepting aid when they were in desperate need of any help at all.

Jake was feeling better after that strenuous workout, better than he normally did. The shakes, shivers, and sweats were gone, and his mind had cleared for the most part. He still felt like he needed a good nap to clear his head, but he was good enough for action, and that was all that really mattered. It was all thanks to Sam and her muse.

He took a quick look at his sister and smiled. She cradled Rocky in her arms while the squirrel watched the landscape rolling past the window. Jake still didn’t want to take the nano-pill, and he still wasn’t completely sold on trusting an alien AI, but it had done right by him and Sam thus far. Jake was going to have to take what both of them said a lot more seriously now. Perhaps finding a library and doing a little meditation weren’t the worst ideas in the world. Depending on how things played out, Jake was certain he’d need to learn new skills. Being a kickass carpenter wasn’t enough anymore—not if he wanted to keep himself and Sam alive.

“Feeling better?” Sam asked with a sweet smile.

“A lot better, thanks to you. I think you were right about exercise helping with the aether sickness. I guess this means I’ll have to look into that meditation mumbo-jumbo as well. See if that helps.”

Sam smirked. “And books. Can’t have you fixing your body while your brain turns to mush.”

“Can our brains really turn to mush?” Kaylee asked.

Jake looked in the rear-view mirror. The poor girl was staring at him wide-eyed, waiting for a response. “No, Sam was just teasing me. She was reminding me that my head is useful for more than a place to keep my hats.”

“Do you… I mean, does Olivia think we all should be working on cultivation?” Alyssa asked Sam.

Sam took a second before answering. It was obvious she was having some sort of internal dialogue with her muse.

“It depends. Humans can absorb aether naturally and it doesn’t make them sick, but if you kill something with aether, you absorb it. That aether isn’t filtered at all. It just builds up and starts poisoning the body. The more things you kill, the worse it gets. That’s why Jake had such a strong reaction.”

“But you’ve killed lots of aliens, too,” Kaylee said. “You aren’t sick.”

Sam nodded. “That’s right, Kaylee, I have. But I took a special medicine that helps my body use the aether.”

“I want that medicine, Mom. That way when I shoot the aliens, I don’t get sick.”

Alyssa frowned. “I’m not sure, hun. I don’t know if you can get that medicine or not. But we’ll look into it. Isn’t that right, Alan?”

“Yes, dear. Once we get set up at the farm, we’ll figure that out.”

A wave of tiredness hit Jake. He closed his eyes for half a second and his head started to droop. He caught himself and brought his eyes back to the road, but his lapse didn’t go unnoticed.

“Did the monsters hurt you some more, Mr. Jake?” Kaylee asked from the back seat.

Jake smiled. “Just got tired from fighting all day is all. I’ll be fine. I just need to get caught up on my sleep.”

“You should drink some coffee. My dad drinks it when he gets sleepy.”

“That’s a good idea, Kaylee.”

“Sam, I have something else I wanted to ask,” Alyssa said.

Sam looked back with an awkward smile. “Uhm, yes?”

“What were you doing all alone at your home? Did you and your parents get separated?”

Sam turned away. Jake could tell she was mulling over her answer, probably debating whether to be honest with them. “They were at a friend's place when the seeders came,” Sam finally answered. “Haven’t heard from them since, so…I’d rather not think about what happened to them.”

Alyssa gasped. “That’s terrible. They didn’t call or anything?”

Sam shook her head.

Before Alyssa could press the issue, Alan set a hand on her shoulder. They exchanged a hushed whisper, but Jake swore he heard Alan express concern over Ted and Veronica being crushed under one of the seeder ships. It was just as possible as the pair drinking themselves to an early grave during the apocalypse. Alyssa wasn’t too happy about her questioning being interrupted, whispering something about only being concerned for the poor girl.

Alan turned his attention to Jake’s sister. “So Sam, was it you who killed all those seeders on the street?” Obviously he was trying to get off a touchy subject as fast as possible and spare everyone unnecessary drama.

“The ones on my street, yeah,” Sam admitted. “Got ambushed by three before I got my crossbow ready, though.”

“Three all by yourself?” Kaylee squeaked out in surprise. “But how? You’re not as big and strong as Mr. Jake, and you don’t have a pew-pew gun!”

Sam looked back at Kaylee, then anxiously at her parents. “They probably don’t want me to tell you all the details, sweetie. But uhm, I used my knives. I’m pretty fast with them.”

Alan ruffled Kaylee’s hair. “But were the others trying to break into your house? When we got there, the pack seemed to just be roaming around.”

Sam shrugged. “I was hunting them.”

“What? Why?” Alyssa balked. “Wouldn’t it be safer just to hide?”

“Right now? Maybe. But what happens when stronger aliens come? The reason Lucy chose to give the pills to gamers is because we can adapt fast. To survive, we need to get stronger. Killing seeders gives you more aether. And while it can make you sick, aether can also make you stronger. It’s like taking steroids and a pill that makes your brain work faster all at once.”

Alyssa shuddered. “I don’t know if I could kill an alien.”

Jake looked back and pointedly brought his eyes to Kaylee. “Are you sure about that?”

Alyssa caught his meaning. Her back stiffened and she held her chin up as she looked Jake in the eyes. “I will protect my family.”

Jake nodded at her. She was stronger than she looked, and now that he’d pointed out what she was fighting for, she understood exactly what Sam was saying about getting stronger. If they wanted to protect their daughter, Alyssa and Alan would need to get stronger. Just like him and Sam, they would need to learn to fight.

“Weren’t you scared to fight the aliens, Sam?” Kaylee asked. “I’d be scared.”

“Want to know a secret, Kaylee?” Sam asked.

Kaylee nodded seriously.

“I was scared. Like really scared, but I knew I had to do it. So I was really careful and I made sure they didn’t hear me when I snuck up to attack them. That’s why I got a crossbow.”

“I still don’t understand why you have a crossbow. Why do you have a crossbow?” Alyssa asked. “It seems like a really odd weapon to have.”

Sam blinked at Alyssa. “Well, it’s a pretty quiet weapon. Kinda important when you’re trying to be sneaky with your kills.”

“Well yes, but couldn’t you do that with one of those silencer things for a gun?”

“I was able to order the crossbow online. I don’t think I could’ve ordered a gun and silencer online.” Sam shrugged and looked to Jake to see if he knew anything.

“Sam is right. She couldn’t buy a gun online, especially without her PAL license.”

“PAL? What’s that?” Kaylee asked.

“Possession and acquisition license,” Alan said. “Everyone in Canada has to have a license to own a gun. I have mine so I can go hunting with Uncle Rick.”

“Oh OK,” Kaylee said.

“And even if she could buy a gun online, it would be loud. The silencers you’re talking about are called suppressors. They suppress the noise of the gun, but unless you have subsonic ammo it’s still going to make a lot of noise. Even with all that, it’s still a good deal louder than a crossbow. On the other hand, you can’t fire a crossbow repeatedly with any speed. It’s a tradeoff—stealth for the ability to fire rapidly.”

“I see,” Alyssa said. “That does make sense now. I suppose no one will be ordering guns online anymore.”

“Don’t worry,” Alan said, “Rick has plenty of rifles and ammo at the farm. We should try to find a few handguns as well.”

“Never thought I’d approve of guns, but we certainly live in a different world than we did a few days ago,” Alyssa said with a sigh.

They came off the highway and onto a long stretch of road going deep into the countryside. The rest of the trip was peaceful and quiet, with beautiful rolling fields of green and trees on either side. You’d never think the world was invaded by aliens when you got this far out from civilization. It seemed the aliens were out to inflict mass casualties, and hitting towns and cities was the way to do it. Little farmsteads could be picked off easily enough later.

At least, that’s what Jake thought until he saw a seeder ship sitting in the middle of a field, then another. They were sparse and few in number compared to the swarms that had landed in the city, but they were still out in the wild. He only hoped Alan’s brother-in-law was safe.

They arrived at a quaint, two-story farmhouse. The white structure was surrounded by a sturdy wooden fence, and off to the side stood a red barn. The place would have been almost idyllic were it not for the torn fence Jake spotted far to the back of the property. He hoped they were alright.

Jake parked the truck in reverse just in case they needed to run, but all seemed well as a portly man stepped out to greet them.

He wore a red plaid shirt and blue overalls, resting a rifle on his shoulder. He gave them a wave. “Alan, Alyssa! Glad to see you’re alright.”

“Uncle Ricky!” Kaylee practically squealed as she hopped off the truck and ran to the man’s arms.

Rick swayed uncomfortably on his feet but managed to pick Kaylee up as he walked down to greet them. Alan and Alyssa rushed over, exchanging hugs and greetings.

Jake smiled, but the longer he looked at the man, the more he realized something was wrong with him. His balance was off, and that sweat on his brow was too heavy for a farmer with clothes so clean.

“You see it too, don’t you?” Sam asked.

“Aether poisoning?” Jake guessed.

Sam nodded, then stared off to have a conversation with the voice in her head as Rick came over.

The large man held out a meaty hand with a weary smile on his face. “I hear I have you to thank for saving my sister and her family. Name’s Rick Whitfield.”

Jake gave a firm handshake in return. “Jake Hicks. And this is my sister, Sam.”

“You’re not feeling well, are you, Rick?” Sam asked bluntly.

Jake scratched the back of his head. “Sammy, that’s not really a great way to open up a conversation with a total stranger.”

“But he’s not.”

Rick frowned. “Been feeling a little under the weather, yeah, but it’s no big deal. Figured I caught something while fighting off them damn dirty aliens trying to eat my cattle. Dirty buggers busted down part of my electric fence when the power went out.”

Sam’s expression went deadly serious. “How many?”

Rick laughed, then looked at Jake. “She’s a little firecracker, ain’t she?”

“How many?” she repeated with increased urgency.

Rick shrugged. “Oh, I ‘unno. Five or six of the varmints. There were some freaky looking deer and dog things with ‘em too, but I lost count. Come to think of it, I did start feeling kinda ill after all was said and done.”

“That’s because you’re suffering from aether poisoning, Rick.” Whatever awkwardness Sam felt around strangers seemed to have vanished. Jake couldn’t help but feel a little proud of her; this stuff was too serious to beat around the bush. He just wished she had a little more tact when delivering the news.

“Aether what?” Rick said.

“It happens when you collect too much aether in your body,” Sam began. “Every time you kill a seeder, they release their aether and whoever killed them gathers the aether. You also collect it passively over time, from the environment, but it’s only when you kill things that you get poisoned.”

Rick stroked his chin with a suspicious stare at Sam. “Kid sure knows a lot about these alien buggers and what they’re doing.”

“Yes, she does. We’ll talk more about it later, Rick,” Alyssa said. “But you need to listen to her.”

Rick still looked skeptical. Jake couldn’t help but sympathize with him; it wasn’t that long ago he was in the exact same position.

“Sam knows what she’s talking about,” Jake said. “I was in the same shape you’re in, only worse.”

Kaylee gave a comically exaggerated nod of her head, sending her long hair swinging. “Uh-huh! Sammy saved Mr. Jake from the poisoning this morning. She has a muse who tells her all about the aliens.”

Rick stroked at his chin, taking it all in even as he swayed on his feet. Jake couldn’t blame him; it was a lot to process, even with everything Rick had likely seen already.

“Those damn, dirty alien bastards,” Rick grumbled as he wobbled on his feet. Then he stood straighter and turned to Kaylee. “I mean monsters! I didn’t say that naughty word, darling.” His attention returned to Sam. “So how do we cure this poisoning?”

“This is going to sound stupid,” Sam cautioned.

Jake wrapped an arm around her and pulled her into a tight embrace. “Oh yes it will. But trust me, it works.”

Sam’s awkward laugh returned before she cleared her throat. “So basically, you have to engage in intense mental or physical training. That means studying, meditating, running, or lifting weights.” Sam shrugged. “Heck, you’re a farmer, Rick. Working the field by hand would probably do the trick for you.”

Rick threw his head back in a laugh and nearly fell off his feet were it not for Alan catching him. “Missy, you have no idea how hard it is to work a field with all the equipment we do have. I can’t imagine doing it by hand.”

“Then pick something else. But you need to do it quick—”

“Or else what?” Rick probably came off more combative than he meant to. Jake assumed it was the poison talking. Rick’s eyes fluttered shut, then snapped back open.

He was further along than Jake was in his poisoning. The sooner Rick started training, the better.

Sam put on the most deadly-serious expression she could manage. “You’ll turn into a monster, a mutant or a zombie. That’s what the reports say so far. If that’s true, it’s a lot worse than just dying. You become one of those monsters.”

Rick’s head dropped low, and a long silence hung in the air. “Son of a biscuit… I thought there was something wrong with those other aliens.”

“The deer and dogs, you mean?” Alan suggested.

Rick nodded. “Like, what kinda aliens come down here to Earth with their space Bambis and Fidos? I figured they’d have six legs and eyes or something, but no, they looked like weirder versions of ours. Now I’m thinking they’re really just ours and maybe they’ve mutated.”

Sam crossed her arms and stared at her feet for a moment as she listened to Olivia. “Animals absorb aether from the environment faster than we do. It changes them.” She ran to the truck and came back with Rocky. “This is Rocky. He’s been getting bigger and smarter. But not all animals will react like Rocky. Most will just get sick if they aren’t exercised and helped.”

“Old Lassie has been feeling a great deal under the weather lately,” Rick offered.

“Then you have to make sure she and the rest of your animals get a lot more exercise, too, or they’ll turn into monsters. And talk to them. The more you do, the smarter they’ll get.”

Rick let out a nervous laugh. “Couldn’t imagine mutant cows being too big of a threat. But they probably don’t make good eatin’, either.”

Kaylee tugged at her uncle's arm. “Uncle Ricky, if you do the meditation thingy, I’ll make sure Lassie gets lots of walkies so she feels better, OK?”

Rick patted the girl’s head. “I suppose I should, if it worked for Jake here.”

“It did,” Jake assured him. “I’m still feeling the poisoning a little, but I’m past the worst of it. You’ll recover, I promise you that.”

“Alyssa, Alan, either of you think you can handle my cattle?”

Alyssa’s eyes widened. “What? Me? I’ve never—”

Alan cut her off. “We’ll figure it out, Rick. You just tell us what to do and it’ll get done.”

Rick slapped his heavy hand down on Alan’s shoulder. “I knew I liked you for some reason.” With a rough shake, he let his brother-in-law go, then held his hand out to Sam. “And you, little Miss Firecracker.”

Sam pursed her lips and looked anxiously to Jake, who urged her to take the hand. She did and gave the most awkward handshake Jake had ever seen. It was too stiff and rigid, like she couldn’t put enough distance between Rick and herself fast enough.

“You need to work on your people-talkin’ skills, but I appreciate the info you’ve provided. You’re a good kid.”

“N-no problem,” Sam said.

Rick gave a warm, woozy smile. “Now you folks are welcome to stay here with us if you like. I know it ain’t no city, but it’s a lot quieter than what I saw on the news before the power got cut. I have a generator and plenty of diesel, so I have power and water, and lots of guns.”

Jake looked at Sam, whose face said it all. “I appreciate it, Rick, but we’ve got to head back home. Maybe see if we can help some other folks in need.”

Rick gave Jake’s arm a squeeze. “You’re a good man, Jake. Better than most in that city, I reckon. If that’s what you two want, I won’t try to stop ya. But just remember my door’s always open to the two of you.”

Jake smiled with a nod and climbed back in the truck. “You guys take care.”

Sam looked to Alyssa. “You have that map?”

Alyssa nodded. “I do.” She gave both Sam and Jake a hug, followed by Kaylee. Meanwhile, Alan was already pushing Rick to do squats and looking for things for him to lift.

With that, they were back on the road.

Sam melted into her seat and exhaled like she had been holding her breath the entire conversation. “That went better than I thought it would. I thought Rick was going to freak when Kaylee mentioned my muse.”

“Oh, I don’t think it was that bad.”

Sam lazily tilted her head toward him. “Come on, Jake. Not everyone’s going to be as understanding as you about me taking the nano-pill.” She put on her best mocking voice. “Hey guys, I have an alien voice in my head. Yeah, the same aliens invading us. We cool?”

Jake grimaced, remembering how he was anything but. He had honestly been kind of a dick about it. He could imagine others being even worse.

“With everything falling apart, I wouldn’t be surprised if someone went full-on witch trials on people like me.”

Jake reached over and gave her hand a squeeze. “No one’s going to be like that, Sam. We’ve got aliens to deal with and if we don’t stick together, we don’t stand a chance.”

Sam rolled her eyes. “See that’s a smart, reasonable approach to things, and people aren’t smart or reasonable on a good day. We’re not in good days anymore, Jake. People are gonna get a whole lot of extra-super-duper stupid in the coming days. Watch.”

Jake smiled and pulled her hand up for a quick kiss. “Such an optimist! Don’t worry, sis, I’ll make sure to take care of you. Whether it’s from crazy aliens or people.”

“I know.” Sam’s shoulders slumped as she leaned against the headrest. She seemed almost resigned to her fate of being babysat by her big brother for the rest of her days.

If Jake had his way, there’d be a lot of them.

Jake knew she didn’t appreciate him babysitting her, especially at her age, but he wasn’t about to let anyone take her out. Not the seeders, and not any crazies who took issue with his little sister. “So how about we do some of that meditation stuff you told me about?”

“I thought you said it was dumb.”

“I mean, it sounds pretty dumb, but it works.” Jake shrugged. “Figured we could hit up the library and get some books on engineering, solar power, and pick up some bits and bobs at the hardware store.”

“Sounds like a plan, nerd.” Sam gave a toothy grin and lightly punched his arm.

***

Late in the afternoon, Jake pulled up in front of the library. The building was a little worse for wear, with several smashed-out windows, but it was otherwise intact.

Piles of cars and junk were clustered in front of the stairs in what looked like hastily erected barricades. There were human and seeder bodies littering the stairs—fresh ones the monsters hadn’t had time to clean up yet.

Jake pulled out his Winchester. The gun had to have three, maybe five shots left in the tube. “I don’t think we’re alone here.”

“In that case, we better remember rule three.”

Jake snorted. “I hate public bathrooms at the best of times, I don’t plan on getting caught with my pants down today.”

Sam readied her crossbow. “Let’s try to keep quiet and avoid a fight, then.”

Jake agreed, making sure to check his 1911. The magazine was still full. Hopefully he wouldn’t have to fire a single shot. The city had fallen almost completely silent, and the last thing Jake wanted to do was invite any unwanted visitors.

They entered the dark library, illuminated only by the remaining daylight streaming in through the windows. Shattered glass crunched underfoot as Jake and Sam moved inside. He remembered back when the place was alive with people reading, studying, and talking amongst themselves. It was a warm, wonderful place in a past life, not that Jake was one to give the library more than a passing glance, but he had spent his fair share of time there chasing after a girl’s affection in the past.

Jake strained his eyes to read library signs in the dark. He made out fiction and horror, but most everything else blended into the shadows. “Don’t suppose you got a flashlight on you, sis?”

“I’m ready for anything, Jake, but that’s just asking for trouble.”

Jake sighed. “Well, we can use it when we find the books, then.” He froze. A rattle and a scrape? Was he hearing things?

“Hear something?” Sam asked.

Jake tightened his grip on his axe. “Yeah. Let’s hurry.”

Rather than letting Jake lead, Sam went on ahead. Apparently her eyesight was better in the dark, and he wondered if his eyes were going bad or if Sam just had better low-light vision. Maybe it was even another perk of the nano-pill his sister wanted him to take. It wasn’t a good time to ask, though. Jake’s hairs stood on the back of his neck, like someone or something was watching him.

“Engineering and science,” Sam whispered, and headed in. She pulled a small flashlight from one of her hoodie pockets and raked the beam of light across the books. If it had to do with generators and solar power, Sam stuffed it in her pack.

“Should’ve brought my own backpack,” Jake grumbled at his own lack of forward-thinking.

Sam shrugged. “Books will still be here later. We can always come back.” She crammed the last book in her pack. “But that’s it for now.”

Jake nodded and moved to get out as quickly as possible.

They’d just made it to the center when an ear-piercing shriek shook Jake to his bones.

Standing atop a bookshelf was the biggest damned seeder he’d ever seen. The thing was seven, maybe eight feet tall, with bigger, sharper claws than the smaller beasts. And the thing was absolutely ripped. The tightly corded muscles beneath its flesh looked like they could put the average bodybuilder to shame.

“Nope!” Jake turned and went for the doors, dragging Sam along with him.

A pair of seeders slammed the doors shut and barred them.

Damn things are getting smarter, Jake thought as he watched them cut off their escape route.

Sam immediately drew and fired her crossbow, but only hit the door as the seeders darted into the darkness. The big one was hissing and barking, and if Jake didn’t know better, he’d swear the thing was ordering the smaller seeders around. Is that thing an alpha?

There wasn’t much time to ask questions, as another seeder jumped Jake from the side. He narrowly smashed the creature in the face with the haft of his axe, but not before it scratched his shirt open and raked the soft flesh beneath. He gritted his teeth, ignoring the blood streaming from his chest, and split the staggered seeder down the middle with a furious swing of his axe. Jake’s eyes widened as his axe came to a stop more than halfway through the seeder. Was this the effect of Sam’s cultivation techniques, or did he get a lucky hit in?

Sam’s crossbow fired, cocking over and over again as seeders rushed after her. One seeder died midair and almost knocked her over on the way down. The second reached her. She got one shot off into the seeder’s leg as she deftly maneuvered around the monster’s back, shooting another seeder in the arm before it clawed off her face. Then she vanished into the shadows without a word.

Jake doubted she was abandoning him, but he’d be lying if he said the thought didn’t cross his mind. Jake went for the first of the wounded seeders and took off its head, then kicked aside the other. The alpha was on the move, rushing right for him. Its heavy steps trundled through the library, tearing apart the wooden floor with its sharp talons as it did. Before Jake knew it, the monster slammed its shoulder into Jake and threw him across the library. He slammed into a shelf and the books rained over him, nearly burying him alive. A pained whimper left him as he struggled to stand.

Another pair of seeders flanked him from either side. A crossbow bolt impaled the head of one to the shelf while Jake shot to his feet. With a desperate swing, he managed to disorient the second seeder. The alpha was on its way again, and Jake threw the smaller monster in its path. The alpha trampled over its companion without hesitation and shot its clawed hand out. Jake barely rolled out of the way; the shelf was torn to pieces in his wake. He drew his 1911, lined it up with the alpha’s head, and fired. The alpha tore its hand free and pulled its head out of the way in the same motion. A bolt struck the side of the beast’s head, and it let out a furious roar in Sam’s direction before a second one struck near where the heart must have been. To Jake’s shock, the alpha seemed more pissed off than wounded.

“The hell are you made out of?” Jake snapped as the alpha ran for him once more. He knew he couldn’t outrun the seeder; he had to fight.

Jake let out a roar of his own and ran right at the alpha. It swung for his head and he slid under its arm, digging his axe into the monster’s side. It should have been a debilitating blow, but the alpha whipped back around and threw Jake a powerful backhand that sent him tumbling across the floor. His world was spinning, and his axe was still firmly lodged in the monster’s side.

As it took the time to tear the axe out, Jake swung his Winchester from its sling and fired wildly at the seeder. Three shots spread through the torso, and the monster’s growl seemed to have lost some of its bite. It was slowing, but it was still coming.

The alpha trundled toward Jake and drew him up into the air by his throat. Jake hung there, wondering why the monster didn’t just kill him. Then it screamed in his face. Jake coughed and sputtered. “I’m sorry. Did I hurt your feelings, ugly?”

It flung Jake into another bookshelf, which broke when he crumpled into it. His vision blurred, and the world grew quiet around him. The seeder was coming for him again, and he could barely sit up straight. All this for a couple of books, he thought. It wasn’t the way he’d imagined going out.

The alpha stopped dead in its tracks, and Jake swore he heard muffled thumping and kicking in the distance. Then there was a metallic clatter.

Was that the doors?

The alpha snarled as a storm of gunfire erupted and patches of alien blood splattered off the creature’s body. It tried to flee into cover, but tripped and fell as it did. From the shadows, Jake swore he saw the glint of metal from above.

Sam dropped from the darkness, plunging her twin daggers into the back of the alpha’s head. With a twist and a tear, she kicked off the now motionless beast, the aether flowing off it into her. Some flew to Jake, then over to the crowd of people that made their way in.

“You alright, son?” a man with a thick, greying beard asked as he held his hand out to Jake.

Jake took the hand up and swayed on his feet. “Going to feel that in the morning, but I’ll live somehow.” Jake steadied himself and shut his eyes to fight down the pain. That was too damn close. “Name’s Jake Hicks.”

“Ted and Veronica’s son?” The man gasped. “Know anything about what happened to them or your sister?”

Jake shook his head. “Sam’s here…somewhere…” He had to hold his head to stop the world from spinning. “My parents went to a friend's house, and we don’t know more than that.”

“Shame, they were nice folks…even with their peculiarities.” The man placed a hand on Jake’s shoulder. “Name’s Colton Evans, son. I live a few houses down from Ted and Veronica.”

“Pleasure’s all mine.” Jake managed to finally regain his balance, even if everything hurt like hell. “And your friends?” He pointed at the crowd gathered behind Colton. There had to be at least nine other people with him.

Colton beamed with pride. “Guess you can say they’re the neighborhood watch. People from our little slice of paradise that have banded together to deal with the alien menace. Lucky for you one of our crew spotted seeders going into the back of the library and we came to deal with them.”

Jake held his side as Sam ran over with his axe and his 1911 he had apparently dropped somewhere in the fight. He took them and gave her a hug. He wasn’t sure how much he could trust Colton and his people, but so far they seemed like good people. “That sounds great. We actually came back from the countryside hoping we could help more people out.”

Colton smiled. “Well, seeing as you damn near killed that alpha on your own, I was hoping you’d tag along and join us. Strength in numbers and all that. We got some ammo we can share and some medical supplies to help getcha fixed up. So, what do you say?”

“Sounds like a good deal to me.”

Sam pinched at his back, and Jake nearly cried out in pain. She was not a fan of this plan, that much was clear.

Colton held up a finger. “Just gotta ask one question before we let you tag along.”

“Shoot.”

“You ain’t one of them pill poppers, right?”

Jake knew exactly what he was talking about, and immediately worried about his sister. But after dealing with that alpha, he couldn’t just pass up the opportunity to work with other people. They needed to work with others if they were going to survive. “No. I heard about it from some of my neighbors. I never even got one. Sam didn’t, either. Right, Sam?”

Sam shook her head. “No. My friend said they got one, though. What’s wrong with the pills?”

Colton shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other. “Nothing yet. But them pills ain’t made by humans. I mean, they are, but they ain’t. Turns out there’s some alien AI called Lucy that made those things. So I don’t rightly know if we can trust them or the people that take them. Alls I know is I don’t want any trouble with them, so I prefer to steer clear.”

Jake pursed his lips and thought about it. He couldn’t exactly fault Colton’s logic—his wasn’t entirely different—though Jake was starting to come around.

“I know it might seem a tad bit unreasonable, seeing as they’re still human and all, but we just can’t trust them.”

Jake sighed. Numbers, weapons, supplies… Sam might not like it, but it was what they had to do to survive. “Don’t worry, Colton, I get it. I’m a little worried about them, too.”

“Good to see another kindred spirit out here.” Colton beamed and squeezed Jake’s shoulder. Jake sucked a breath through his teeth, and Colton’s hand recoiled. “Sorry about that, son. Come on, let’s get you back to base and patched up.”

“Hold on. I still have to get a few books,” Sam said.

Colton shook his head. “Damn apocalypse and the kid wants books? Well, we’re here. Might as well get what you came for.”

Jake nodded and spent a few minutes looking for books. He also picked up a few survivalist magazines. When Sam came back, he gave her a look. “Did you find what you were looking for?”

Sam held up a canvas bag full of books. “Yup.”

Jake noticed that none of Colton’s people bothered to grab any books. Jake took one last look at the alpha’s body as they left. He shuddered. He’d gotten a lot of aether from the alien, but he’d been lucky. If Colton hadn’t shown up when he did, he and Sam would be dead. He needed to get stronger, and fast.


Chapter seventeen
Sam


Sam didn’t understand why her brother had decided to tag along with this band of crazies. They were doing just fine on their own, and they could afford to be selective about who they let around them. Maybe Jake got scared after the alpha roughed him up. She took a deep breath, picturing the fight in her mind, the way the beast threw her brother around like he was nothing. She was terrified she would lose Jake then, but even so, she had to play smart to get a killing blow on the alpha and make sure both of them got out alive. Maybe she should have mentioned that to Jake instead of leaving him guessing about what she was doing. But coordinating would have given her position away to the alpha.

It was something to work on later.

They rode in Jake’s truck to the neighborhood watch, most of them piled in the truck bed, but with the windows open Sam could hear everyone. They were saying exactly the sorts of things she was afraid of from those who didn’t or refused to take the pill.

“Heard them pill poppers are actually collaborators with the aliens,” one woman said, her messy blond hair tucked away beneath an olive beanie. Sue was her name. She was sitting in the truck bed with the bulk of the group. “See, they take the pill and then the aliens can see and hear everything through them. It lets the aliens track them right to the heart of groups of survivors like ours, then we get torn up. Worst part is the poor bastards don’t even know it.”

Not really collaborating if they don’t know they’re collaborating. Olivia sighed. Really, what was your brother thinking tagging along with these people?

No idea. Sam frowned. Think he got scared? Because that’s what I think.

It would make sense. He does seem the type to do anything to keep you safe. But I’m afraid this was not well thought out.

“Well, I heard they use them pill poppers to make more of the alien seeder things,” Louis said. He was a short, stocky man lounging with a shotgun across his lap, pressing into another’s thigh. If Sam was lucky, he’d left the safety off. “Like them big alpha ones we’ve been seeing pop up.”

You know, I don’t remember the alphas from Apocalypse Online. I only ever saw seeders, Sam said.

Almost no one made it far enough in the game to see them. Olivia’s voice carried a hint of fear in it. They get bigger.

Sam gulped. If one alpha was that hard to bring down, she didn’t want to face multiples of them, or their bigger, angrier brothers.

“Well, all of y’all are idiots. The aliens ain’t aliens,” Bryce said. He had a scraggly black beard and looked like he’d skipped one too many nights of sleep. “The government took ’em into underground facilities to make ’em, and once they got ‘nuff of them, they released ‘em on the world to cull the human population.”

Louis blinked at Bryce. “And what’s all this got to do with pill poppers?”

“Pill poppers is ‘sposed to be the controllers. They tell ‘em seeders what to attacks and what nots to. So they could stop all this mess, but they doesn’t.”

Sam stood in awe of the stupidity she was hearing. It was moments like this when she truly understood how far the education system had fallen in the last few generations.

Bryce’s theory was met with ridicule and disagreement. A brief relief from the rest of the conversation—until they went right back to discussing other ridiculous theories without so much as considering asking someone who had taken a pill for answers.

Sam pushed her head into the headrest. She wanted to scream at and about the people she was surrounded by. That would have been a very bad idea. She was fast and deadly, but she wasn’t that fast. Especially with so many guns around.

“So Colton,” Sam began, trying to distract herself from the rest of this so-called neighborhood watch, “what were you guys doing around the library?”

“Hunting down supplies,” he answered, his eyes never leaving their surroundings. Crazy as Colton and his people were, she appreciated that he took things more seriously than the rest of his crew. “That’s when we heard that alpha shrieking. What about you? Picking up some light reading?”

Sam laughed anxiously. “Jake thought he could figure out how to set up some generators or solar power, if he just knew how. Thought some books on the subject might help out.”

Colton nodded. “Good idea. Maybe your brother could help us out with those.”

“Let’s not get too excited,” Jake said. “Reading just one of those books is going to take me a while. Finding anything useful is a whole other problem.”

Jake pulled off into their neighborhood once more, but rather than going to their parents’ house, he followed Colton’s instructions to another house far from their home on the opposite end of the street.

It was fortified alright. Barbed wire, sandbags, and boarded-up windows with slots just big enough to stick a gun through and line up a shot on a target decorated the house they stopped in front of, but it wasn’t the only one. A couple more houses down the road shared the same décor, or at least an attempt at it.

Colton stepped out of the truck and spread his arms. “Welcome to our humble little compound. It’s four houses right now, but it’ll grow as we get more people.” He waved for them to follow him inside. “Let me show you around.”

Inside, the first house was hardly different from her parents’. A nice little two-story house for an average-sized family. If she could ignore the barricaded front and the smell of gun oil in the air, it was almost normal. But that’s where normal ended. The garage was stockpiled with sandbags waiting to be filled and barbed wire to be rolled out. One of the downstairs bedrooms had been converted into an armory that held everything from guns and ammo to bats, axes, and hammers. What should have been a kitchen was turned into a workshop of sorts, with a man and woman cleaning a rifle. The couple gave them a nod and left them to go about their tour with Colton.

They stepped outside. The fencing between the four houses had been knocked out, and the beginning of a small garden was taking root. Rows of tilled earth stretched from one side to another, and small planters had been stripped of colorful flowers to make way for medicinal herbs.

Jake gave an approving nod. “You guys really have thought of everything, haven’t you?”

“Pays to be prepared for the apocalypse, son.” Colton gave a wide grin. “Neighbors may have called me crazy before, but now… Well, if they ain’t here, they’re gone.” His shoulders slumped and he scratched at his beard. “Sorry. That sounded better in my head, son.”

Jake clasped the man’s shoulder. “It’s alright, I know exactly what you mean. I thought Mr. Callahan was crazy, having me build him a bunker for all this. But he’s sitting pretty down there while we’re fighting for our lives.”

Colton nodded. “Good thing he could afford that kinda work. Anyway, if you two want to stay, we’ve got some open rooms in the last house.” He pointed to a blue home at the end. “Still getting her bunkered up, but it should be plenty safe.”

“What do you think, Sam?” Jake looked to her, hope in his eyes.

She wasn’t going to win this argument with her brother, and she didn’t want to make a scene in front of these people, but she couldn’t help herself. “Why can’t we just stay in our house? We can run over if there’s any issues.”

Colton chuckled. “I get being attached to your home, little lady, but we won’t be able to come help quickly if something goes wrong. Best if we all stay tightly knit together.”

That made a surprising amount of sense, given the company Colton kept.

“See, Sam? We can rest easy here and start rebuilding,” Jake said, urging her to agree.

“Alright,” Sam gave in, hiding her grudging acceptance. “I’ll go pick us out a room, you just get yourself patched up, alright?”

Colton smiled. “Don’t worry, we’ll get your big brother taken care of.” He gestured for Jake to follow him to a white house, the second home in the compound. That was probably their hospital.

Sam went ahead and searched every room in the fourth house, looking for one she could easily sneak out of. Most were sheer drops to the ground level, with no easy way to hop across to the neighboring house’s roof. Then there was the master bedroom.

To her surprise, no one had claimed it. Other than a made bed and a bit of furniture, the room was barren of any signs of life. Even the drawers were all empty. When she reached the window, she saw why. The room overlooked the front of the house where the sloping roof acted as a ramp for anything that could jump or climb up to it. Seeders could do that with ease, and so could Sam.

Since Jake was likely looking for a good night’s rest, Sam was sure he’d approve of the room, regardless of the security risk. The bed was nice and soft, and the room was fairly spacious for the two of them.

After about an hour, Jake finally found her. He had a new plaid shirt draped over his shoulders, while his muscled torso was wrapped in fresh bandages.

Jake shut the doors behind him and sat beside her on the edge of the bed. “Nice place we got here, huh?”

Sam shot him a glare.

Jake sighed and lowered his voice to a near whisper. “Yeah, I know, Sam. But I’m just looking out for you. You know that, right? After running into that alpha, I don’t think we can survive this mess on our own.”

“You didn’t have to move us right into the lion’s den,” Sam muttered. “If these people find out about me or Olivia, we’re going to be in a lot of trouble.”

“Come on, Sammy. They’re good people.”

Sam rubbed at her brow. “Were you even listening to them in the back? They have all these crazy theories about what happens to people who take nano-pills. This is a powder keg waiting to go off right on top of us, Jake.”

Jake crossed his arms and stared up at the ceiling for a moment. “Then we just have to keep your muse thing a secret for now.”

Sam huffed out a sharp breath. “Obviously. But it’s only a matter of time before they find out.”

Jake gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze. “How would they? You look perfectly normal.”

Sam shook out her head, resting her elbows on her thighs. “Jake, I’ll just keep getting stronger as I level up with a lot less effort than it’ll take to keep these people from turning thanks to aether poisoning. You and the rest of them? You’ll have to work out hard, meditate, all that stuff, where I won’t. Someone will notice. Not to mention I have a pet squirrel that is smarter than half of these people.” At the mention of his name, Rocky popped his head out of his hiding place in her hoodie. He looked around and then disappeared once more.

Jake shrugged. “So we tell them you’ve had Rocky forever, and you do the meditation and workouts with me. If working out helps me, I’m sure it will help you too. Getting stronger would be a benefit to both of us. It’ll be fine.”

“They’ll ask questions about how I know what I know. Even if they buy it, they’ll think up a reason to suspect me,” Sam countered. “They might not even need that, though. Something could go wrong, and who better to blame than the new people who moved into the community?”

Jake pulled his lips into a tight frown. “Look, Sam, things could go bad, yeah, but we need to band with others to survive. I know we have to get stronger, but we can’t do this alone”

Sam nodded. “But we have to be more selective about who we join up with, Jake. This isn’t like the old world where you could call the cops for help. We don’t have anyone but each other.”

Jake hugged his younger sister. “And I won’t let anyone hurt you, Sam. Whether it’s Colton and his people or the seeders.”

Sam gave him a warm smile, but she didn’t think Jake could protect her from Colton’s people if they decided to turn on them. The only way to make sure they could survive was to keep getting stronger. She needed to get out there and level up.

Jake lay down in bed for a nap, and Sam decided to take the chance to rest up a bit. She needed to wait for nightfall if she was going to sneak out.

When she woke up, Jake was snoring softly, hugging a pillow to his chest like a stuffed animal.

Aww, that’s adorable. Sam chuckled softly to herself.

Yeah he’s a big softie, ain’t he? Olivia commented with what sounded like a grin to Sam’s ear.

Sam shook her head with a faint smile and focused on her objective. She quietly went to the window and opened it with only a faint rasp, then closed it as she stepped out onto the roof. It was a dark, starless night. Squinting her eyes at the night sky, she saw the vague outlines of clouds rolling overhead, parting now and then to give a glimmer of the moon and stars beyond before they were gone again. Perfect weather for sneaking around.

Quiet as a mouse, she peeked over the edge. No guards. Sam dropped down to the street level and darted into the night. Rocky peeked his head out of her hoodie and looked around before letting out a little chitter that sounded like a question to her ear, though she couldn’t understand it.

“We’re going hunting, Rocky. Just you and me. The stronger we get, the more easily we can protect Jake from the seeders and his questionable life choices.”

Rocky let out what Sam guessed was a laugh before returning to her pocket.

Sam ran two neighborhoods over before she found her prey: seeders, a pack of twenty roaming the streets and breaking off to check the houses they passed. They didn’t have an alpha to lead them, but they were organized enough. It made her wonder how the creatures actually thought and communicated with one another. Knowing that would make it much easier to exploit their weaknesses.

A seeder wandered off on its own to search a house. Sam kept to a low crouch, peeking past a car for any signs of support. None of the other seeders were tagging along to help. Sam took the chance and went in after the creature with a knife in hand. Quiet as a mouse, she caught the seeder searching one of the first-floor bedrooms and covered its mouth as she slit the alien beast's throat. It tried to let out a cry but couldn’t as its body slackened in her grip. Sam stabbed at its chest and let the lifeless body collapse.

You have gained 10 aether.

She pushed the notification aside and returned to the hunt outside. None of the seeders seemed any wiser to the fact they were down a monster. Maybe the smaller ones were smart enough to band together and use pack tactics, but not smart enough to care about casualties. It worked out for her.

Sam hid around the corner of a house. She found a loose rock on her way and threw it at a car across the street.

A couple of seeders perked up and looked back. While they paused, the pack marched forward. The two that had stopped walked over to the car, claws out and ready for a kill. The pair fanned out to search around the car, their claws raking over the vehicle as they searched high and low while their pack paid them no mind. If she could just sneak in for the kill, that was twenty more aether for her to spend. Problem was, their erratic searching made it difficult not to cross into their line of sight.

Rocky hopped out of Sam’s pocket and chittered at her, his little hands pointing at the seeders, then away from the pack.

Sam’s eyes narrowed as she tried to decipher his message. “You want to lead them away?”

Rocky gave an excited nod.

Sam worried about her adorable little companion, but if they were going to work together, they may as well start practicing now. She took one last look at the pack; they were four houses away now, while the pair was just starting to give up their search of the car. Sam gave Rocky the go-ahead.

The squirrel rushed over to a nearby tree and ran up to a branch before it glided on top of a seeder’s head. The pair of aliens seemed more confused than anything by the squirrel’s appearance—until Rocky bit down on a seeder’s ear and tore a chunk free. The seeder hissed and swatted at Rocky while its friend swiped at him with its claws. Rocky dove off in time to leave the other alien seeder with a painful gash across its face from its friend, then took off away from the pack.

Sam looked back at the pack. They gave the pair a few glances but seeing them chasing a squirrel got them promptly ignored. Now was her chance. Sam quietly ran after the seeders on Rocky’s tail with a knife in one hand as she readied the crossbow. The bolt sailed through the air past one seeder’s head, punching through the back of the lead monster’s skull. The second seeder didn’t have time to turn around before Sam had dropped the crossbow, letting its sling carry the weapon while she drove her knife through the monster's back and destroyed its heart.

The seeder fell over with a weak hiss.

Sam wiped her blade clean on the body and dove for cover before she was spotted by the other seeders.

You have gained 20 aether.

“You’re pretty good at getting their attention, aren’t you, Rocky?” She smiled at her fuzzy little companion.

Rocky gave an excited little hop and dance, evidently wanting to go for more kills. Sam couldn’t agree more.

The pair got right back to work, picking off seeders one after another. Sam worked on her stealth, blade, and backstab skills while coordinating with Rocky. Sometimes she’d take a page from the squirrel’s playbook and climb up a tree or house, waiting for the right time to plunge down on a seeder and take it out.

Sam was pushing a hundred and fifty aether when she decided it was time to ask her muse more questions.

Olivia, any light you can shed on these upgrades I’m saving up for?

I believe I explained them fairly clearly. Gather up aether and you can level up the moment you have enough. The progression for class levels gets fairly steep after the first rank, so it will be some time before you can get your second level of rogue, Olivia answered. First level is a hundred aether, second is a thousand, and the third is ten thousand.

Sam nodded, stalking another group of seeders through a house. So multiply a hundred by ten for level two, then add an extra zero for every level after that?

Precisely! You’re such a smart girl, Sam. Olivia’s motherly praise sent a shudder down Sam’s spine. It felt so odd getting the sort of attention she should have gotten from her parents from an alien AI. You can also invest aether in skills, if you choose. They vary in price by skill and rank, but I’d advise against it in most cases.

Sam’s brow knitted together. Why?

Class levels will also upgrade some skills, and skills level up with use regardless, so why waste the aether on skills when you can get gear or levels? Olivia offered.

Makes sense, but I’ll pick up skills if I see the need for them, Sam replied. She might even have to hold back a reserve of aether for moments when she needed to purchase an emergency skill. Lock picking came to mind. She’d never done that before, and there was no telling when that skill would come in useful.

Sam watched a seeder head upstairs while the other two meandered about the first floor. Rocky went ahead and separated the two seeders, leading one out to the back yard while the other searched the bathroom. Sam was quick to dispatch them with surgical precision, then she waited for the third to come back downstairs. When it did, Sam put a bolt through its temple that left the creature stuck to the wall. She recovered her bolt and headed back out.

You have gained 30 aether.

There are still other upgrades from gene therapy and 3D printers, of course, Olivia continued, not at all bothered by the way Sam was stalking and killing her prey. But for those, you will need to reach an upgrade station. They have the necessary facilities to give you a further edge in surviving this new world, Sammy. If you have the aether for it.

Sam frowned at the prospect of leading Colton’s men to an upgrade station. At best, they would probably lock the place down and keep her from using it. At worst, they would destroy it and hamper their chances of getting aid humanity desperately needed if they were going to have a chance against the Collective. If she could sneak off with Jake, though, it might help him see the benefits of taking a nano-pill and working with Lucy.

Next time we sneak out, we’ll hit an upgrade station. I promise.


Chapter eighteen
Brad


Brad and his new crew hurried their way back across the ruined city to the mall as the hotel burned behind them. Notifications of “aether received” flashed across his vision as the seeders trapped in the flames were cooked alive one after another, and wisps of aether flew through the air into all of them as they reaped the rewards of their destructive actions.

The group moved from cover to cover, following Raechel’s advice—gained from playing countless shooters—on how to move tactically. Brad figured the point was to move quietly, but between Chet crashing his entire bodyweight into cars, Aron’s heavy, muffled breaths, and Gary knocking his sword into just about everything he could, they were doing a terrible job of it. Being stealthy in games is a whole lot easier than doing it for real, Brad thought as the group moved forward.

Luckily, they arrived at the mall without incident. Brad guessed the monsters were more attracted to the burning hotel so many of their kind had crowded around. If so, they would get a lot more aether to spend. Unfortunately, the notifications for aether stopped not long after they were halfway through the parking lot. Where Brad had expected anything from a hundred to two hundred aether from killing the horde, they only received fifty.

“Damn monsters were smart enough to get out, weren’t they?” Aron’s muffled voice reached Brad’s ears from the side.

Chet scratched at his chin with the back of his wrist. The absolute madman was still lugging the hotel pillows under one arm. “Guess so. Didn’t think those things to be the smart type, though. Not for anything but killing, anyway.”

“Naw, they’re just dumb beasts,” Gary said. “Probably decided to try going a different way to get at us and lucked their way out of the fire.”

Raechel let out a soft laugh under her breath. “Seeders are a lot smarter than you give them credit for, Gary. That’s why you’re going to die first.”

“Oh, come on. Are you seriously telling me they care about anything other than killing?” Gary shot back.

Brad let his thoughts drift away from their argument. His mind raced through every single encounter he’d had with the seeders, whether in Apocalypse Online or their new reality. The monsters rarely, if ever, showed signs of self-preservation. The kill always came first, no matter the cost to themselves or their pack. Then he remembered how Frank, his muse, had mentioned alphas. Larger, more powerful beasts who were actually supposed to have brains, unlike their smaller brothers and sisters. Do seeders even have genders? he asked Frank.

Why? You getting feelings for one of these things? the muse shot back, and Brad could almost feel the AI grinning.

No! Gross. What the hell’s wrong with you? Brad replied while Frank laughed at him. But I was wondering if we have to worry about these things making more seeders while they’re down here.

Oh don’t worry, they will. Doubt they’re that far along yet, though. Besides, there are far worse things than seeders coming, Frank informed him. But that’s a problem for the future Brad. Present Brad still needs to secure the mall.

Brad didn’t find any of the muse’s information comforting. The idea of monsters worse than seeders was downright chilling if one took the time to think about it, which Brad had no intention of doing. Frank was right: that was a future Brad problem, but he could do something about the mall now.

If you know there are aliens around the mall, why don’t you tell us where?

Frank pulled up a map of the mall in Brad’s vision, nearly causing him to stumble over the hood of a parked car. The parking lot was clear of hostiles, but there were thirteen red dots scattered through the mall’s interior. You missed most of these in your initial sweep.

Brad was about to ask how, but decided it was best not to waste his time. “You guys get the map, too?”

Chet gave an exaggerated nod. “Yup. Your quest auto-shared with us just now. Wanna split off and pick them off one by one?”

Raechel shot him a glance as she reached the mall’s main entrance. “OK Fred, this isn’t Scooby Doo. In the real world, that gets people killed.”

“This sure as hell doesn’t feel like the real world,” Gary commented as Raechel pulled the door open for him. He hesitated for a moment, like he was taking her warning about dying seriously, then stepped inside with a shake of his head.

“Raechel’s right. How about we pull them to us?” Aron suggested, following Gary through the door into the large atrium at the heart of the mall. Moonlight shone through, giving it an eerie glow while the rest of the building was shrouded in darkness.

“Not exactly packing a lot of ammo after our last stand, big guy,” Raechel warned. “Got about three in the gun and another ten spare.”

“That’s why we’re going to bunker down in that store over there.” Aron pointed his shovel through the gloom.

Brad had to squint to make out what Aron saw. The vague white outline of Furniture Republic peeked through the dark. Aron’s plan clicked in Brad’s mind. “So you want us to corner ourselves behind a nice, solid barricade of overpriced furniture and ring the dinner bell?”

“Damn right.” Aron didn’t wait for any agreement, marching straight for the store. “There’s two big, solid walls in the middle. If we build our barricade around them, we can make a decent funnel.”

“How do you even know this?” Raechel asked.

Aron slowed near the store, weapon at the ready. “Used to work here back in high school.” His voice came out low. The shop’s glass front had been shattered, its furniture thrown about, but in the thick darkness it was impossible to spot any signs of blood or bodies. Aron gestured for Gary to take the left while he went right, leaving Brad and the others to go down the center.

Brad wondered when Aron had become the de-facto leader of their group but decided this wasn’t the time to argue. Tanks often led parties in games, so it was probably a reflex for the big man to assume the role.

As his eyes adjusted to the dark, Brad saw the two large walls around the central room with what looked like a set of living-room furniture propped up against each one. Real fancy leather stuff. Around the rest of the store, he spotted torn-up and knocked-over furniture, a few broken pieces here and there, but most were left standing where they had been when the world ended.

His team reached the back of the store, where a few cash registers sat behind a large counter. If not for the tight space behind it, they could have barricaded themselves there. Brad may have wanted to argue over leadership, but Aron’s plan was spot on.

Gary and Aron joined them at the center.

“All clear on my end,” Gary said.

“Same,” Aron agreed, then looked at Brad and the others.

Brad took one last look around, then checked his map. “Nothing’s here but us. Let’s get to barricading.”

Aron nodded and put down his weapons. Chet did the same with his gun and pillows. Brad tried to sling his shotgun but found none attached, so he set it down on the counter.

“I’ll take guard duty while you big, burly men do the heavy lifting,” Raechel said with a playful smile, moving toward the front of the store, keeping her rifle at a low ready position. “Don’t mind me.”

Gary opened his mouth to shout something when Aron’s hand clamped shut around it. Gary let out a huff and set down his weapon as well, getting with the program. They moved the furniture as quickly and quietly as they could around the store, setting up a nice, strong barricade between the large central walls. They set up another pair of barricades around their perimeter, smaller ones the monsters were likely to tear through with ease, but it would slow them enough to give them warning.

Brad and Aron moved the last heavy couch into place, lowering it with the quietest tap before flipping it on its back. “We all good?” Brad asked.

Aron pulled down his gas mask and took a deep breath, wiping the sweat from his brow. “All good, man. Ready to fight these things when you are.”

Brad couldn’t help but stare at the three deep marks across Aron’s eye. They looked like they were missing bandages.

The big man caught him staring and pulled his mask back on, hiding his face. A muffled sigh followed.

“What happened?”

“Seeders happened.” Aron’s voice came out like a frozen lake. “Their ships crashed into my family’s apartment, and they attacked. Couldn’t save my baby brother, almost lost my eye trying to save him. My dad died in the rubble, and my mom… They took her right after she patched my ugly mug up.”

“Is that why you’re really wearing that mask?” Brad asked, his heart filled with grief for their party’s tank. He couldn’t help but let his thoughts drift to his own family and their ultimate fate. Wherever they were, he hoped they were safe.

“It’s a gruesome reminder of my failures. I don’t like looking at it, and I don’t like people staring.” There was a low, contained growl in Aron’s voice.

Brad thought for a moment, then raised a hand at Aron. “I could try casting a heal on you, see if it goes away?”

Aron was silent for a moment, then went to get his weapons. “Don’t.”

Brad dropped his hand and sighed. He couldn’t imagine what it would be like, watching his own family die before his eyes. Poor Aron was holding in a lot more hurt than he let on, and there was going to be a lot more coming for them in their grim new world.

“You guys ready back there?” Raechel called back.

Chet grabbed his pistol and racked a round. “Ready.”

Brad and Gary grabbed their own weapons.

Aron hopped over the barricade. “I’ll go ring the dinner bell.”

Rachel ran back behind cover, taking the center along with Chet. Brad and Gary flanked them, making sure nothing would catch their two ranged players off guard.

Aron stepped into the atrium and let out a loud, primal cry, slamming his shovel against his shield. “Come on out here and face me, seeders. I’ve got a shovel with your name on it,” he bellowed. To Brad’s surprise, Aron’s voice carried quite far, even through the mask.

Aron stomped around, slapping his shield harder, making more noise until an alien shriek echoed through the mall. Several more answered. Aron stayed out in the open, still making noise.

“Dude, what are you doing? Get back here,” Brad shouted.

Aron didn’t respond and kept making noise as the scraping and skittering of the aliens’ claws on the mall’s floor reached their ears.

“Seriously, you’re in our line of fire,” Raechel added.

“The seeders need to know where we are,” Aron shot back.

Movement drew closer. Everyone went dead quiet, searching for any sign of the seeders. In a flash, red eyes appeared from the darkness beside Aron. He raised his shield in time to catch the pouncing monster and shoved it back. As he drew his shovel back, a second and third appeared from the opposite side. Aron swiped at them, cutting one’s throat open, but the swing left him open. The third seeder raked Aron’s chest open, and he staggered back from the blow.

Aron

Health: 35/75

Brad looked to see Chet and Raechel frozen, neither one taking the shot. “Help him, damn it. Shoot!” he demanded.

“I’m gonna hit him,” Chet snapped back.

Raechel didn’t say anything, but her answer was likely the same.

Brad was about to jump over the barricade when Aron lunged back at the seeder who’d struck him, catching it right in the eye socket with the edge of his round shield. A sickening crack and pop followed as the monster rolled across the floor, grasping for its eye. More sets of glowing eyes appeared from the shadows, all running for Aron.

“Party’s here,” Aron called out and sprinted back into the store, glass crunching underfoot. The first seeder was right on his heels.

As Aron hopped over the barricade, the seeder jumped after him, just in time to catch the stock of Brad’s shotgun right in its jagged teeth, throwing it back where it had come from. Chet popped a bullet in its skull, and Raechel opened up on the charging horde.

“Do you have a death wish or something?” Brad snapped at Aron, shooting him a quick heal, restoring ten of his health. His mana bar pulsed blue, letting Brad know he was running low.

Mana: 20/65

Aron didn’t answer Brad, turning his attention on the rushing pack as they crashed against their barricade. He hacked, slashed, stabbed, and crushed the monsters trying to snap at them. As they tried jumping over the barricade, Aron caught them on his shield and threw them back.

Brad kept using his shotgun as a club. It was nowhere near as effective at crushing skulls as his softball bat had been, but the bat didn’t have a ranged option, either. His only question was how many shots he had.

Gary whipped around as a pair of seeders crashed through the barricade. They tumbled into a roll as Gary left the main barricade to run after them. He stabbed one through the skull, but the second swiped at Gary’s legs, cutting through his calf muscle as Gary flew to his back. The wounded man let out a shrill cry as the seeder climbed on top of him. Gary hacked at it with his cheap katana, weakening the beast even as it tore into him. Brad lined up his shotgun and squeezed the trigger. The seeder flew off Gary’s body, but he was left lying in a pool of his own blood, silent and motionless.

Gary

Health: 0/75

Brad tore his gaze away, heart pounding in his chest. “They got Gary.”

“Not Gary,” Chet shouted as he popped a pair of rounds through another seeder’s head.

“Reloading, cover me.” Raechel pulled back from the barricade, loading new rounds into her bolt-action rifle.

Aron hacked down another pair of seeders who tried going over the main barricade, then whipped around as three came from Gary’s side.

Brad heard another series of cracks. The barricade on his side was down. He swung his shotgun around and blasted a seeder full of buckshot. The monster flew back in a cloud of blood. He pumped the shotgun and turned on a second seeder. It was too close, its arm pulling back to swipe at him. Caught between the barricade, Chet, and the seeder, Brad only had one option.

He slammed his shoulder into the seeder. Its arm swung around and bit into his back, ripping through his hockey armor and flesh as he threw the monster on its back. Brad pulled the trigger, but nothing happened. As the seeder hissed on the ground, it scrambled to stand, but Brad rushed in with a wild crack of his shotgun’s stock, smashing its head over and over until it was nothing but a pulpy mass beneath him.

One last shot rang out, and everything around them fell silent.

Brad pulled away from the dead seeder, heart racing in his chest. Was it over? He looked around; the rest of his party was still on their feet. The seeders were dead around their barricade. They were alive, somehow. He slumped against a wall, wincing at the pain from his fresh wounds, and he couldn’t help but let himself slide down to sit as adrenaline left him and exhaustion gripped him.

Health: 44/60

Another ten health down.

You have received 30 aether.

“Everyone doing OK?” Brad asked, not wanting to think about Gary’s lifeless body. Gary and Brad were never really all that close, not now and not in high school, but he still considered him a friend. Like the rest of his party members, they had all spent countless hours in virtual worlds playing games together, being heroes, saving each other’s lives. Back then they could always respawn when they messed up. But this was the real world now, and there wasn’t any room for error.

Rachel brushed her hair back with a hand. “Got one shot left in the chamber, but I’m spent.”

“I’ll be fine,” Aron said, rubbing at his chest. The wound was healed, but the pain was not.

Chet didn’t say anything. He knelt next to Gary’s lifeless body in silence.

Brad forced himself to stand and went to his friend, placing a hand on Chet’s shoulder. He didn’t know what to say to his friend, so he kept quiet.

“Damn it Gary, why’d you have to go and be an idiot again?” Chet said under his breath. His voice cracked, tears dripping from his eyes. “We were supposed to get out of this mess together, man. Don’t do this to me.” He shook Gary’s lifeless body. “What am I going to say to your family at the school?”

A school? Brad thought. If there were more survivors there, they had to go help them, maybe even bring them back to the mall where they could use the upgrade station. He squeezed his friend’s shoulder. “Come on, Chet. We can’t do anything for Gary. But we can still help his family at the school.”

Chet sat in silence for a moment, then gave a defeated nod as he reached up and shut Gary’s eyes.

“What do we do about the body?” Raechel asked. “We can’t bury him anywhere nearby. If we burn him, it might attract more monsters.”

Chet rose to his feet, sucking down a shuddering breath as he left his dead friend’s side. “I’ll take care of him in the morning. Just… Let’s just get to the upgrade station and get our rewards.” Without another word, Chet started off toward the Olive Grove.

Brad and the others followed.

“So were all of you guys heading to the school?” Brad asked.

Aron nodded. “It was Gary’s idea. He heard about it from his brother before the power went out. Supposedly there’s a bunch of pill poppers like us there watching over a bunch of normals.”

You thinking what I’m thinking, Brad? Frank asked as a new quest notification flashed across his vision.

Quest Received: Help the survivors at Oakleaf High.

Brad wanted to ask how the AI knew, but if there were other people there who had taken the nano-pill, it was possible Frank knew their locations. Brad left it at that. Gary’s death was bothering Brad more than he wanted to admit. It wasn’t the fact that Brad had spent a great deal of mana to get Gary back on his feet only to get himself killed. In a game, sure, that would infuriate him as it would any other healer, but this was real. Gary was the first person he’d ever seen die in person. Brad doubted he would be the last.

The moment they stepped into the upgrade station, a new notification flashed across his vision. The others around him stopped, gazes fixed on the distance as they looked at their own notifications.

Secure the Blockbuster — Completed.

What now, Frank? Brad asked. Not seeing a notification for my quest reward here.

It’s almost like we have 3D printers for this sort of situation, the muse replied, sounding bored.

OK smartass, I appreciate you, too. Brad rolled his eyes and headed to one of the 3D printers. The others did the same.

The screen on the machine flashed to life with three buttons:

Buy, Sell, Rewards.

The rewards button pulsed with a golden aura, so Brad hit that one. He was given a selection between three weapons and a spell. Brad thought about picking up the hammer since his shotgun was lacking in the smash department, but he could pick up weapons anywhere in the world. Spells? Where in the world was he going to find one of those just laying around? He clicked on the Aether Siphon spell and a description popped up.

Aether Siphon

Extracts aether from the target, adding it to caster’s stores. 10 aether is extracted for every point of mana used. At Siphon level one, this grants the caster 1 aether. Excess aether is lost.

Cost: 1 mana.

Requirements: Healer class, Siphon skill — Level 1.

Brad didn’t know what this Siphon skill was, but getting borderline-free aether sounded incredibly useful, even if the exchange ratio was awful to begin with. The more you use it, the better it gets, though, he thought as he selected the spell as his reward. The printer hummed to life, as did the others around him, the chamber filling with purple light as the outline of a scroll hovered inside. Little by little the light poured into it as the scroll shimmered into existence.

Or you could just pump more aether into the skill, Frank reminded him.

On that note, Brad opened up his menus and went down to the skills section. There were far too many skills for him to be bothered scrolling through. Everything from origami to rocket science was listed there. He figured the system had a search function, and he focused on the Siphon skill. Sure enough, the skill appeared in front of him. The ability to extract aether from targets. It cost thirty aether for the first level, but he could get that back. Without hesitation, he purchased the skill.

You have gained skill: Siphon — Level 1.

Brad had hoped for a little more fanfare, some fireworks or strange glowing, anything to distract from the grim mood Gary’s death had cast on the day, but no such luck. Instead, he focused on trying to figure out what he could do with the spell, imagining he could siphon aether off seeders and other people. He wasn’t exactly sure what good that would do him in a combat situation, though.

It’s not for combat, brainiac, Frank informed him with all the gentleness of a hand grenade. It’s for dealing with normals who’ve absorbed far too much aether. Not every one of them can handle the meditation required to process the aether inside them, so you, being a healer and all, can save them from aether poisoning. You know, before they turn into monsters worse than the seeders out there.

He thought back to the school. If they had normals, they were bound to have people who would suffer from aether poisoning sooner or later. Good thing I’m a healer then, huh?

Brad tore the scroll open and looked at the indecipherable alien text. He was about to ask Frank how he was supposed to learn anything from this when the text glowed and streamed off the page into his mind. A blue-violet glow enveloped him as an electric surge spread from his mind across the rest of his body. Just as suddenly as it came on, the light and electricity vanished, the scroll disintegrating in his grasp.

You have learned the spell: Aether Siphon.

“OK then,” he mumbled, rubbing his eyes back into focus as he backed away from the 3D printer.

“You OK?” Aron asked, holding a new round shield. This one was made of metal, or at least it looked metal. The weight didn’t seem to bother Aron, but Brad had a feeling any new seeders who ran into it were going to feel the difference.

Brad nodded. “Just learned a new spell. It’s freakier than when it comes along with your class level. It was my quest reward, and it lets me siphon aether.”

Aron shrugged with a nod. “Just don’t go taking mine.”

Raechel nodded with a new black rifle resting on her shoulders, her hands lazily draped over it. The weapon still looked wooden, though it was far darker than her original weapon. The barrel was boxier than the original, too. “Well, I got my hands on a suppressed sniper rifle for my reward. Still bolt action, same caliber, but this one has a gimmick where if I still have one bullet left in the gun, it’ll refill the mag over time.”

“OK, that’s pretty damn cool,” Brad said.

Chet nodded and held up a larger, longer pistol than the one he had before with a longer mag sticking out of the grip. “Thirty-round pistol with full auto. I’ll need to find forty-five ammo or buy it from the printer, though.”

“Huh. Raechel’s the only one who got anything ridiculous from that quest, then.” Aron chuckled. “All my shield does is smash things good and take abuse.”

Brad smiled. “What you’re saying is the shield was made for a tank like you.”

Aron shrugged. “Guess so. Anyway…what exactly is our game plan now?” He looked to Chet.

Chet didn’t say anything.

Raechel raised her hands as if saying, “Don’t look at me.”

“Well, why not go to the school?” Brad offered. “There’s people there we can help.”

“We were only going there for Gary,” Chet said with defeat in his voice. “No reason to go there now.”

“OK but there are pill poppers and normals over there, right? You know you can’t get upgrades or quest rewards without upgrade stations, and normals can’t handle an excess of aether. So why not bring them here?”

Aron looked down at Brad. “You got another quest, didn’t you?”

Brad held up a finger. “Yes, but I genuinely want to help people.”

Raechel shot him a toothy grin and leaned over to him. “Bet he just wants to test out his new spell and score some free aether.”

“It wouldn’t hurt.” Brad gave a nervous smile. “Besides, the spell isn’t really free. It cost me mana I could be using to keep you all alive.”

Raechel pulled back. “Just teasing you, Brad. The plan sounds good. This place looks a bit too important to let the seeders set up a hive or whatever the hell they do in here.”

“I’m down.” Aron made his way to a couch to lay down. “But in the morning, when I’m not exhausted.”

Chet shrugged. “Guess we can see if Gary’s family’s still alive at the school. He’d want me to check in on them, at least.”

“He would. I’m sure of it,” Brad said. If Gary wanted them to go to the school to begin with, there was no question in Brad’s mind his family was the biggest concern. Numbers didn’t hurt their chances for survival, though. “Let’s rest up. Tomorrow morning we bury Gary and get to the school.”

***

The next morning, Chet was gone.

Brad rolled off his couch and onto his feet, shaking Raechel, then Aron out of their slumber. “Guys, get up. Chet’s gone,” he whispered in case something had managed to sneak into the upgrade station and kidnapped him.

“Probably off burying Gary or something,” Aron mumbled behind his gas mask as he slowly rose, blinking the sleep from his eyes.

Raechel took in a deep breath and stretched with an adorable squeak. “Come on then, let’s find him.”

The group formed up and looked for him back at the store where Gary died. The body was gone, just as they imagined. Then they went outside. On their map, Chet’s green dot stood alone in the parking lot. When they followed it outside, he was standing beside a burning wreck of a car with what had to be Gary’s body placed inside.

Brad rushed up, the intense flames making him sweat bullets. “Chet, what the hell? You were supposed to wait for us.”

“Couldn’t let him sit there and rot, Brad. I had to do this.” Chet anticipated the next question and continued, “Don’t worry, no seeders saw me or the fire. It’s too bright out for them to notice.”

“They could notice the smoke,” Raechel snapped in a hushed whisper.

Chet looked up at the black column lifting into the sky, then turned to the others in the distance. “Maybe, but I doubt it. So”—he pushed right past the subject—“ready to go? School’s a bit of a walk out of the way, but we can get there before lunchtime if we hurry.”

Raechel let out an exasperated groan and shook her head, starting off toward the school.

Aron sighed, pulling Chet into a hug. “You’re gonna be alright, man. Let’s go.” He pulled the chubby man along with him for a bit.

Brad just shook his head and moved to the head of the pack. He hoped Chet would pull himself together soon, before it cost him.

The school itself was only a few blocks farther from the mall than the hotel, in a different direction. While Brad had hoped to score a few quick seeder kills along the way, things didn’t work out that way. Where before the packs of monsters roaming the streets varied from fives to tens, now they formed up in groups no smaller than thirty. Even with a tight and proper funnel like they’d had back at the hotel, fifteen of the monsters had nearly killed them. Even if sleep, drink, and food had restored their health and mana to full, Brad wasn’t going to take a chance if they didn’t need to, especially if it meant putting the school at risk.

When they arrived at the old two-story brick structure, Brad was surprised to see no one. Did they have no one on guard duty, or had the seeders hit them? Seeders might be more likely; shattered glass windows adorned the front of the school. He hoped he was wrong.

“Let’s get in nice and quiet,” Brad said, taking the lead when Aron held his shield out in front of him.

“You get behind me, squishy. Don’t want our only healer getting killed trying to play point man.”

Brad let out a huff. “I’m not that much squishier than you… But fine, you and your shield can go ahead.”

Aron laughed and looked to his shield. “Hear that? He thinks you’re people. Gonna have to give you a name and everything now.” He advanced with the shield up.

“Not the time to joke around,” Chet whispered.

“Sorry,” Aron mumbled before stepping through the school’s front door. There were signs of a barricade up against the door, but that was broken down, along with scattered two-by-fours used to board up the windows.

Chet grimaced. “This doesn’t look good.”

Brad peeked around Aron and his shield. There was a trail of blood leading up the stairs. He signaled for Aron to follow it and up they crept, their footsteps echoing off the abandoned school walls. The trail led them to a pair of double doors with a sign reading, Library.

“I’m gonna knock,” Aron said.

Raechel shook her head. “If there’s seeders in there, it’ll give them a heads up we’re coming in.”

“If there’s people in there, they might shoot us if we don’t,” Chet warned.

Brad pursed his lips. Between the blood and broken barricades, his gut said the school was lost. “Chet, Raechel, get ready to open the doors. Aron, I’ll be right behind you with heals. Sound good?”

Aron nodded and positioned himself in front of the doors.

Chet shook his head but moved to one side and Raechel the other, ready to fling it open.

Brad listened for any sounds. Nothing. He could drop a pin and probably hear it from the other end of the hall. He tapped Aron’s shoulder.

Aron gestured at the others, and the doors flung open.

Guns racked from every direction, and five suicidal morons charged Aron, crossing the firing lines. The suicidal morons slid to a stop in confusion.

Aron didn’t drop his shield.

“You guys aren’t seeders?” the lead moron said, taller and bigger than the others with a short brown crew cut.

Brad peeked around Aron. “And you’re not dead,” he shot back.

“Not yet, anyway.” The man let out a breath he’d likely been holding for too long. The rest of the room lowered their weapons in relief, and the man stuck out his hand. “Name’s Isaac. And you are?”

Brad stepped around Aron and took Isaac’s hand. “Brad. This is Aron, Raechel, and Chet.” He pointed at each one, and they waved in response. “We heard you had a bunch of people here and needed help.”

Raechel cleared her throat. “More like we came to join up with you before we ran into Brad and went to the mall, but you know. Same difference.”

“The mall?” Isaac asked. “My muse said there’s an upgrade station there, but we’ve been stuck here fending off waves of monsters.”

“Well, it’s your lucky day, friend,” Brad began, “because we’re here to help you move over there. I figure the more of us stick together, the better our chances are of surviving the mess outside.”

Isaac looked back to the crowd, then at Brad and his people. “I’d love to, man, really, but a lot of these people are sick. Aether poisoning, you know? Besides, how are we going to move the twenty of us without attracting attention?”

“Very carefully,” Raechel answered.

“Don’t worry, I’m a healer,” Brad said. “Just point me to the sick and I can get started fixing them up.”

Isaac nodded and moved deeper into the library, behind the flipped-over desks where they had formed a gun line. “Our people here are split up between pill poppers and normals. Five of us are fighters, the other three are rangers. Our idea was to make a sort of fighters’ guild, but… Well, we didn’t think things would be so bad we’d actually need a healer.”

“And everyone else are normals?” Brad asked.

Isaac nodded, taking him to the back of the library where they had set up a makeshift infirmary with a few couches. Six men and women, all afflicted with aether poisoning. “These six were our best front-line fighters among the normals. Before we grouped up, they’d been killing plenty. Part of the reason we set up here in the school was because of the library and gym equipment. We managed to help the others, but it was too late for these ones.”

Brad nodded and held out his hand. “Got it. Let’s see how much this takes out of me.” He cast Aether Siphon on the first of the patients, a woman covered in sweat, writhing with heavy breaths and muttering to herself. Whatever she said he couldn’t understand, but it sounded angry. Just like every time he killed a seeder, aether lifted out of the woman’s body and into the air. Most of it drifted up before dissipating, while the rest was siphoned up into his hand and his body. Little by little the woman relaxed on the couch until she finally lay limp. Her sweating stopped and her breathing returned to normal.

You have received 10 aether.

Isaac knelt by the woman and tried to wake her. “Hey, Dora. You feeling OK now?”

Dora stared at him through lidded eyes, rubbing at her head through curly brown locks. “Hngh…better. Tired, though.”

Isaac turned to Brad with a smile. “Thank you, Brad. I was worried she was going to turn any day now.”

“No problem.” Brad moved on to the next patient and began the process. “Took ten mana out of me to do that, but I can siphon everyone here and have enough left over for one heal.” He turned his head to Isaac. “Try not to get hurt when we leave this place. I won’t be any good to anyone as a healer.”

Isaac nodded. “I’ll get Dora and the others ready to go to the mall. We’ll do whatever you need us to do so we get there safely.”

Brad gave a nod and continued his work. As he’d predicted, he was down to five mana by the time he finished, but he’d scored himself a total of sixty aether from his work. Another surprising effect of his low mana—his mind was in a bit of a fog, like thinking was harder than it needed to be. He blinked his eyes a few times and failed to fight back a yawn and turned to see Isaac had already gotten Dora on her feet and was slowly working on the others.

Chet came over and rubbed at the back of his head, anxiously shifting on his feet. “Is uh…now a good time to ask about some people?” he asked Isaac.

“Sure, what’s up?”

“I had a friend, Gary. He was coming down here looking for his family, but he didn’t make it.” Chet took a breath, as if steeling himself for an answer he didn’t want to hear. “No one’s seen Jacob or Emma Higgins, but I was wondering if you had, seeing as you’re the boss here and all.”

Isaac looked down and shook his head. “Look man, I’m sorry about your friend, but I’m not going to lie to you like the others, OK?”

Chet grimaced, eyes shut tight as he nodded, a tear rolling down his cheek.

“They died in the raid last night. Seeders broke in through the back windows and just… Well, you know what they do.”

Chet’s shoulders hung limp and he drifted away from them.

Brad sighed and shook his head. Chet was taking this hard—too hard for his own good. Brad couldn’t blame him, but at this rate he feared Chet was a bigger danger to himself than the seeders. Unfortunately, there wasn’t time to console him. They had to move these people back to the mall before it got dark out, or the seeders would have the drop on them.


Chapter nineteen
Brad


Brad peeked out the school’s front door and flashed a thumbs-up. Raechel and Chet returned the gesture from the windows to his left and right. When he gestured to Aron, the gas-masked man stepped into the afternoon sun with his shield up and shovel ready. Aron pointed the shovel forward, the signal for all clear. Brad returned to the foot of the stairs and gestured for Isaac to bring his people down.

The twenty souls who were trapped in the school came down the steps making far more noise than Brad would like, but they were tired, hungry, and some were still recovering from their aether poisoning. It couldn’t be helped. They streamed out onto the city street and followed behind Aron as he led the way back to the mall.

According to Brad’s plan, he and Aron would keep to the front of the formation with Chet for ranged support. Raechel, being the sneakiest of their two rangers with her suppressed rifle, went off ahead to scout for any packs of seeders or strays roaming around. Isaac and his people were spread around the flanks and rear. Their five warriors were armed with baseball bats and hockey sticks, and Isaac had a machete on him. Their three rangers were equipped with bows, which were great for stealth and saving ammo, but didn’t have the same stopping power or rate of fire of a gun. Thankfully, there were at least five normals in the group with different guns. The rest of them had an assortment of melee weapons. If the seeders came for them, they wouldn’t go down without a fight.

“How’re you holding up, Chet?” Brad asked softly as they crossed an intersection, his eyes scanning every building and car around them for the slightest hint of danger.

Chet didn’t answer, arms swinging limply at his side. He didn’t even seem to be paying much attention to the world around him.

“Hey man, you know I’m here for you if you need anything, right?”

“Same,” Aron added.

Chet gave a weary nod. “It’s just…we were friends since we were babies, you know? Never had any brothers or sisters, but Gary was the closest thing to that I ever came.” He shook his head. “Couldn’t save him or his family. I’m worthless.”

Brad moved to his friend’s side, placing a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t talk like that, Chet. You’re not worthless.”

Aron agreed. “Yeah man, it’s only cause of you we even got as far as we did. You and those deadeye skills of yours. Helped get Raechel some guns, too. Gary would tell you the same thing.”

“Doesn’t feel like it,” Chet muttered.

Brad sighed. “Chet, it was a bad situation, alright? It wasn’t just Gary who almost died there. If it wasn’t him, it would’ve been me or Aron.”

Chet looked away. “I should’ve saved him. I could’ve saved him, but I didn’t. I thought he was going to kick the damn seeder like the last time he got pinned. I messed up bad.”

“Really, if you want to blame anyone for fucking up, it should be me,” Aron admitted. “That was my dumbass plan to begin with, just to save some time. We should’ve taken our sweet time hunting those monsters down.”

“No. We all agreed to it. It’s no one’s fault but mine,” Chet countered.

Brad wrapped an arm around Chet in a light embrace. “It’s not, man. You gotta keep your chin up. Not just for our sakes, but Gary’s. He wouldn’t want you to die, right?”

Chet didn’t answer. Brad hoped he was taking the question seriously rather than blowing him off, but Chet had locked himself tight. At least his gaze started moving around the city ruins. He hoped that meant Chet wasn’t planning on taking the fast track out of the fresh hell they were living in.

As Brad’s attention turned to one of the distant rooftops, he swore he saw a figure standing there. Human or seeder? He narrowed his eyes, trying to make out the dark shape with the sun at its back, then it was gone. He definitely hoped it was a human. If it was a seeder, it would have seen them for sure.

Raechel gestured for the party to keep moving through the streets. A group of seeders hissed and howled on the opposite end of the street. Distant gunshots rang out, and the monsters rushed after some poor souls out of sight. Brad wanted to help, but he had to protect his people first. He couldn’t afford to put their lives at risk for a few others.

Beneath the sunlight, Brad spotted the streaks of thick green staining the city streets and spilling out the windows of buildings mixed in with the red of human blood. Fertilizer. That’s what humans were to these monsters, bags of fertilizer to grow new life forms in their world. Back in Apocalypse Online it sounded like a try-hard, edgy-kid concept for the sake of giving the game world its own unique brand of the apocalypse. Now they were living it.

They cleared another block, and the mall was in sight. Brad swore he saw another figure—or maybe it was the same. He couldn’t tell. It was on a different rooftop, so he wasn’t sure it could be the same one unless the buildings had a bridge between them. This time the figure sat in place for a few minutes. Watching the city, or watching us? Brad wondered before the figure vanished again.

As they stepped into the parking lot, Brad checked the horizon for any signs of seeders heading their way. Everything was dead quiet. Somehow he found the silence more unsettling than the shrieks of monsters or the distant pops of gunshots. He hoped they weren’t the last humans in the city.

Raechel reached the mall doors first and darted inside. She came back out a few moments later and flashed a thumbs-up. All clear. The group poured inside the mall, gathering beneath the atrium’s skylight.

Brad let out a breath he didn’t know he was holding. “Man, I seriously thought we were going to get caught up in a horde or two.”

“Right?” Isaac agreed. “But it was kinda weird. All the packs I saw totally ignored us. You’d think at least some of the monsters would’ve heard us.”

Aron pointed back out the door with his shovel. “I’m sure they’re still looking for a free meal, if you’ll oblige them.” The large man laughed, and Isaac joined in with a few of his people.

Brad moved to the front of the crowd and smiled. “Alright people, welcome to your lovely new home. I’m sure many of you are familiar with this mall and all the stores here, right?”

Many of the crowd nodded, shrugged, or talked among themselves before agreeing.

“Well, I’d like to set this place up to be a base of operations for survivors like us. But the mall is a big place, and we’re going to need your help to do that.”

“What do you want us to do?” Dora asked. “I’ll do whatever it takes to thank you for saving me from becoming a monster.”

Brad smiled. “I appreciate that. Right now, what we need more than anything are supplies. Currently we’re holed up in the Olive Grove. There’s an upgrade station in the basement of that restaurant where people who have taken the nano-pill can upgrade their bodies with gene therapies or purchase gear they need from the 3D printers. Also, any normies who want the nanotech can get it through the upgrade station. Plus, the booths in the restaurant are actually pretty comfortable to sleep in.”

“Think it’ll hold all of us?” a man in a reversed baseball cap asked.

“Twenty people should fit comfortably, but if we want to grow this place, we’re going to need to expand and fortify. For now, that means gathering whatever clothes and gear we can find and bringing them into the Olive Grove.” Brad turned to Aron. “And if you wouldn’t mind, big man, I’d like you to go around with Chet and lock this place down. Barricades, walls, whatever you think will keep us safe. You tell us, and we’ll build it.”

Aron looked to Chet. “You up for that, Chet?”

Chet fished around in his pocket and pulled out a key ring. “It’ll be like going back to my old job again. I can appreciate a little bit of normalcy.” Chet didn’t sound like he cared either way, but it was better than the silent treatment they were getting from him earlier.

“If you guys have any questions,” Brad said, “let me know what you need and I’ll try to help as best as I can.”

“Yeah, I got a question. Who died and made you king?” a man with messy, oily black hair down past his shoulders said.

“Shut up, Timothy,” Isaac said. “We’re all just trying to survive. You don’t need to be a shit disturber right now.”

“Didn’t vote for you to be king of the school, neither.”

Brad rubbed at his temples. In every group there always had to be at least one guy who had to be an asshole for the sake of being an asshole. “Look, Timothy—”

“It’s Tim,” he snapped back.

“Tim,” Brad continued, trying his damndest not to snap at the man, “I’m not here to be king of anyone. I just want to keep as many of us alive as we can. If anyone thinks I’m making a bad call, you’re free to let me know. And if you don’t like it here, well”—Brad gestured at the door—“you can try your luck with the seeders.”

“Naw, I don’t think I will,” Tim said argumentatively.

Brad straightened his shoulders and tensed. “Well, we don’t have time for your petty drama, so pack in your bullshit.”

Tim flipped him the bird.

Brad decided to ignore him. “Anyone with real questions?” No one offered up any. “Alright, then. Let’s get started. See you back here in a few hours.”

The gathering of people split off, several of them heading down to the Olive Grove just to find out where it was. Brad was off on his own, making his way up to the second floor where he remembered there was one of those outdoorsy type stores. He might not find much in the way of weapons, but clothes, packs, and some long-lasting food were nothing to scoff at.

To his surprise, the store was relatively intact. There were a few knocked-over goods here and there, but it was like someone had hit the store for very specific items, then ran off. Of course, it was the food that got hit. There were three bags of beef jerky left and a couple of assorted nuts, nothing more. He moved on to look for the important item of the day—backpacks. If they were going to use the mall as their base, they were going to need bags to carry loot back, otherwise they were going to leave a lot of goodies laying around.

As he looked through the different types and sizes of bags, his attention drifted to his aether.

Aether: 240

He’d gathered a great deal of the alien resource, and he needed to figure out what to spend it on. The obvious choice was to level healer, but that was still a long ways away. The other option was gene therapy. But gene therapy had so many options available to it, he didn’t know which one to go for. An animal companion sounded nice, but he didn’t know if he wanted a cat, dog, or something else entirely. Some of the survivors they had rescued had pets with them, mostly big dogs, but they were too big to be normal.

That’s because they’ve been absorbing aether and changing, Frank cut in on his thoughts. But all this running and fighting for their lives has obviously been keeping the cute critters in shape, since none of them have mutated yet.

Brad nodded. It was good the normals knew how to take care of themselves. As much as he loved the Siphon spell, it was expensive for how little aether it gave him. The less he had to use it, the more he would be able to focus on keeping the others alive. He picked out a few regular-sized backpacks and a few of the much larger ones. Daypacks and backpacking packs. He wasn’t sure what the difference was between them, but the daypacks looked much more practical for carrying around all day, where the backpacking bags would go great with anyone who was going to be the party's designated pack mule.

He carried six packs back down to the Olive Grove and set them down on one of the tables. He paused, wondering if he should go down to the 3D printer and spend some aether on a new weapon. He had ammo to spare from the printer, but a new weapon would be nice. Then he remembered the quest to help the people from the school. The quest was still active.

That doesn’t make any sense, though. We got them back fine, we should have completed it by now, he thought. Then his mind raced back to the figure he’d seen on the rooftops. Surely that couldn’t have anything to do with the quest. Just to be safe, he checked to make sure his shotgun was loaded, then he stepped out of the restaurant.

Scrambling footsteps caught his attention, heading right for him. It was Chet and Aron.

Chet flailed his hands around in the air, babbling incoherently. “B-b-big!” he finally got out.

Brad looked to Aron. “Big what?”

“Big fucking seeder and a whole lot of the little ones coming our way,” Aron said, his eyes wide. “We sealed up the loading docks, blocked off the rear and side entrances. But the front’s got too much ground to cover, man.”

Brad put both hands to his mouth and shouted into the air, “Isaac!”

Isaac popped up over the second-floor railing. “Sup?”

“Alpha seeder incoming, with a lot of little ones.”

“They have alphas?” he shouted back.

“Apparently! I need you to round up your people and—”

Chet cut him off. “I got radios. Five of them in my pockets. We can use them to coordinate things.”

Brad turned back to Isaac. “Get everyone to the Olive Grove, set them up in teams, and pick up a radio.”

Chet handed one to Brad, then dropped the rest off in the restaurant before returning. “What’s the plan here?”

Aron scratched the side of his helmet with his shovel. “We can barricade the front with some of the cars out there, but it’ll be slow.”

Raechel ran at them from the front of the mall. “Guys, there’s a horde of those things out there.”

“Shit, they’re around the front already?” Chet asked.

“Come on,” Brad said as he took off running for the main entrance.

Sure enough, Raechel was right. They were coming around the left side of the mall and right for the front door. She didn’t waste a second in firing into the crowd of monsters heading their way. There must’ve been fifty of them coming from that side.

“Too late to build up defenses now,” Aron said.

“Got my people radioed up, Brad. Where do you need us?” Isaac asked.

“Gunners on the second floor over the main entrance. Melee fighters on the ground level of the atrium,” Brad said.

Chet raised his pistol and fired off a burst. “Second horde on the right.”

A monstrous howl came from above them. The biggest damned seeder Brad had ever seen stood over them, and it locked eyes with him.

“We should go,” Brad said. “Like right now.” He started heading back into the mall as the alpha leapt off the roof and plunged right for them.

They sprinted back into the mall, heading right back to the central atrium in a panic. The alpha crashed into the sidewalk outside, superhero-landing style. Concrete shattered beneath the force and weight of the huge monster. As it slowly rose, the horde of smaller seeders streamed in through the glass entryway of the mall. Brad heard other windows shattering as the monsters forced their way in through different stores. They were screwed.

“Chet, where’s a good place to hole up?” Brad asked as gunshots rang out from above them. Bullets snapped past them, lancing into the racing horde of monsters gaining on them from behind.

“It’s a mall, not a fortress!” Chet replied, snapping his pistol back and holding down the trigger. A swift hail of bullets spewed out, dropping droves of the seeders. Many of them died as rounds hit their mark, but many more died from being crushed to death beneath the masses of their allies. “There’s nowhere but here for our fighters to be put to good use. Everywhere else is too open.”

The alpha stalked behind the droves of seeders, eyes still fixed on Brad. It was like the damned thing knew he was a healer and wanted him dead first.

Aron looked back as they arrived in the center atrium with the rest of their fighters. “Can’t say I want to get caught fighting that thing in a tight space.”

Raechel slid around one of the support columns and braced herself against it to steady her aim, firing into the thinning horde of seeders. “Just kill them, then!”

“On me!” Aron shouted to the melee fighters around him, who formed on either side of him. He was the only one among them with a real shield. Isaac had taken the old wooden shield. It was a sturdy, reliable piece of equipment, but it wasn’t likely to hold up against the alpha. A few of the others, normals mostly, had trash can lids they were using as shields. Brad hoped it would be enough to keep them alive.

Chet took to the right flank again, using his pistol to pick off rushing seeders from the right with short, controlled bursts.

Raechel’s focus shifted to the left as more monsters poured in from the left flank.

Worse still, with the streams of aliens coming from every direction, their support on the second floor shifted its fire to anywhere the monsters were at. The main horde at the front was thinned, but there were still at least thirty of the monsters charging, along with the alpha, at the line of ten fighters.

Brad rushed around the front line, hoping he could drag the alpha’s attention away from them. Sure enough, the alpha turned right for him. Brad squeezed off a couple of shotgun blasts at the charging monster, but smaller seeders got in the way, taking the bulk of the damage for the huge beast. He watched in horror as the wave of monsters crashed into the line of fighters and normals backing them up while the alpha leapt over the horde of seeders right at him.

His breath caught in his throat as the monster flew at him. Its maw full of jagged teeth and covered in thick strands of saliva was wide open, ready to eat him or rip his throat out, he wasn’t sure which. Brad shot out of the way at the last possible second as sharp claws raked the back of his shirt open, slicing through his flesh.

You have received -10 damage.

Brad fired a shell of buckshot at the alpha’s head but it was quick to throw up an arm and catch the pellets before they could do any serious damage. Still, Brad was in shock. Buckshot tore holes through people between the number of pellets and the force of them. This thing just blocked them like someone was assaulting it with a spray gun. Brad fired again, the alpha backing up some from the force of the blast. He then turned tail and ran away from the fight. Aron and the other fighters were busy taking out the main horde, so it was his job to keep the boss from murdering them.

“Where the hell are you going?” Chet demanded as Brad ran right past his firing line. Chet picked off a few seeders charging after Brad then took a few potshots at the alpha.

“I’m leading this thing away!” Brad shouted back, rushing deeper into the mall. He knew there was a stairwell with a single door nearby somewhere. The alpha wouldn’t be able to fit through.

Just then a cold chill ran up his spine. He heard the sharp, raking claws of the beast crunch and tear through the tiles beneath its feet and it leaped into the air. Brad dropped prone as it swiped at him. He felt around his head to make sure it was still there and let out a breath of relief. It didn’t do anything for the heart kicking like a mule in his chest.

The alpha hit the ground, tearing through tiles to pull itself to a stop and turn around. Brad squeezed off another shot while the beast was busy slowing itself down. This time the pellets slammed the alpha in the face. The seeder monstrosity let out an ear-piercing scream, shaking Brad to his very soul. He almost dropped his gun to cover his ears, but as he stumbled back from the scream, his eyes landed on a hall to his side.

There it is! He dashed for the hall, pumping the shotgun as the monster charged after him. Back when he was just a lowly janitor, this hall was his little slice of heaven. Not only did it have a convenient bathroom most of the customers ignored, and a supply closet, but it had a stairwell with few cameras for him to catch a quick nap or play some games when no one was looking. Now, his favorite hiding spot would save him from the nightmare chasing him.

Brad threw himself through the door and rolled onto his back the second he hit the floor. The alpha snarled as its sharp claws ripped through the door but its hand snagged on the frame. It really was too damn big to fit through. Brad fired his shotgun again and again into the monster. It snarled and hissed, but it didn’t stop. It slammed its shoulder into the door frame and concrete dust shot toward Brad as the door frame bent inward.

“Oh come on how is that even fair?” Brad said and went to fire again. His shotgun was empty. “Damn it.”

He shot to his feet and ran up the stairs just as the alpha crashed through the wall. Chunks of concrete slammed into his shoulder, nearly knocking him off balance, while the alpha hit the wall on the opposite end of the stairwell. Brad ran up the stairs as the alpha jumped up after him. Its claws nearly grazed his throat, but they tore through his shoulder.

You have received -20 damage.

You are bleeding.

Brad rolled through the second-floor door, teeth clenched tight. He looked to his shoulder. The claws dug deep, and thick, red blood was spilling down his arm. Ticks of five damage popped up every few seconds in his vision. The alpha slammed into the wall behind him. Brad didn’t have time to reload and fight. He stopped for a moment and channeled his last remaining mana into a heal. He’d recovered enough for ten health points, leaving him at forty-five. Brad watched in awe as his shoulder wound pulled itself together, enough to stop the bleeding, but it was still a gut-wrenching sight to see his shoulder ripped open that way. Another slam from the monster snapped his attention back to the wall. It was already coming down.

He sprinted away, loading fresh shells from his pocket into the gun. He managed to fully load his gun before the alpha crashed through, sliding right behind him. Brad snapped off another shot at its head. The alpha snapped back like this one had actually hurt. The beast let out a shrill cry in return, running after its prey. It was slower than before. His strategy was working, but he didn’t know where else he was going to go to slow the thing down. All he could do was run back to the floor above the atrium and hope the gunners would help him.

Running for dear life, faster than he ever thought possible with a monster right behind him, he reached the second floor of the atrium. The gunners were still pouring fire into the floor below and the chaotic sounds of battle filled the air. He saw Aron in the thick of combat with his new shield warding off attacks and equally serving as a weapon just as his shovel did. Isaac was pushed back-to-back with him as many of the other fighters and normals had fallen. Tim was caught in the middle of it all, clubbing away at seeders with a badly dented bat.

“Heeelp!” Brad cried.

The gunners on the second floor turned to him and called out the new big target. They opened up in a staccato of gunshots, ripping into the alpha. The beast lumbered, losing its balance, but its loping steps trundled on toward Brad. The alpha slammed into him, throwing them both off the second floor. As they spun through the air Brad thought he was done for. Either he was crushed to death in the landing or the Alpha was going to rip him apart.

The alpha crashed on its side, losing its grip on Brad. He slid across the floor, slamming back first into a column.

You have received -10 damage.

Brad felt like he took a lot more than ten damage but he wasn’t going to complain. He was at half health which was better than dead. But his aching body wasn’t having any of it. He struggled to stand as the alpha rose and moved toward him. The gunners above had stopped firing. From the desperate exchange he saw between them, Brad knew they were out of ammo. Brad looked to their melee fighters. Piles of dead seeders lay around Aron and his fighters, but they were still fighting off more. Too many for them to help. Raechel was keeping the flank secured, throwing out round after round. He was going to have to save himself.

Rolling onto his back, Brad aimed his shotgun and fired. The sharp kick of the Mossberg against his shoulder hit him much harder now, not only throwing him back onto the floor but spreading a stabbing pain through his shoulder. The alpha closed the gap with him, slowly, the beast barely clinging to life itself as Brad squeezed off another shot. The alpha slapped the shotgun out of his hands and shoved Brad into the floor below with its crushing palm. The monster raised its other arm in the air, ready to swipe the head clean off his shoulders.

A figure caught the corner of Brad’s vision. Next thing he knew, the alpha looked back over its shoulder and there was Chet, pressing his gun to the monster’s skull. “You’re not taking him too you son of a bitch!” Chet held down the trigger as a storm of devastation erupted from the gun. The entire magazine emptied into the monster’s head, leaving a bloody mess. The alpha crashed to its side, lifeless.

Chet climbed over the freshly killed boss and crawled to Brad’s side. “You alright, man?” he asked, palming a fresh mag into his pistol.

Brad groaned through his teeth with a sharp nod. “Going to feel it in the morning.” He was feeling it now as he crawled for his shotgun. The weapon was still in working order. Brad used it to push himself to his feet.

Chet helped him up. “Come on, then. We still have to mop up these sons of bitches.”

Isaac smashed away a seeder with the shield and hacked down another with his machete. A third dove under his arms with its claws outstretched. Brad watched it all in slow motion as he leveled his shotgun. He fired, but it was already too late. The seeder ripped into Isaac’s guts as its hip exploded from Brad’s shotgun blast. Isaac crashed against Aron. The huge man staggered forward, allowing a seeder claw to tear into his back. Aron impaled the monster on his shovel, then shoved it off with his shield. Another went for him, but Tim smashed the monster’s skull in, bending the top of his bat at a ninety-degree angle.

With that, the mall fell silent of seeder cries and gunshots. Only heavy breathing and the pained cries of the wounded and dying remained.

Brad limped over to Isaac as fast as he could. The man was bleeding badly from his mouth and guts, trying to speak, but the words came out as sharp, wet coughs and gags.

“Come on healer boy, fucking do something about him,” Tim demanded.

Aron looked to Brad and shook his head as he looked down to Isaac.

“I can’t,” Brad’s voice quivered.

“Fuck you mean you can’t? You healed the normies that were poisoned, why not him? Use some of that voodoo of yours, or whatever you did,” Tim snapped.

Brad dropped to his knees, watching the life fade from Isaac’s eyes. All he could do was hold the man’s hand, his lips pulled into a tight line.

Tim stormed over to his side and violently shook Brad. “Do something, you useless pill popper. He’s going to die! You said you were a healer, so heal him!” As much of an asshole as Tim had been earlier, he was surprisingly caring about a man he hadn’t seemed interested in following.

Brad turned to meet Tim’s gaze. He fought back tears of pain brought on by Tim’s shaking, and from having to watch a man die in far more detail than he had with Gary. Far more detail than he cared for.

Brad said the only thing he could think of to explain to Tim why he was a useless healer. “No mana.”


Chapter twenty
Jake


Dawn’s first rays of light streamed through the blinds and into Jake’s eyes. With a sharp breath he rose from the bed, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. Sam slept peacefully on the other side like the world as they knew hadn’t ended a few days ago. He slid out of bed, stretching before heading downstairs. Maybe Colton and his crew had some work they could use his help with. The last thing Jake wanted to be was a freeloader.

Jake didn’t have to travel far. Colton was about to knock on the door.

Colton pulled back with a toothy smile behind his greying beard. “Morning, Jake. Feeling better after your tussle with that big sumbitch?”

“I’ll live.” Jake smiled, ignoring his body’s aches and pains, especially those along his spine and ribs. He leaned against the door frame. “So, you got any work for me, Colton?”

Colton studied him for a moment, stroking his beard. “Well, if you’re not just putting on a tough-guy act, yeah, actually.”

Jake stepped out of the room, quietly shutting the door behind him. “Let’s hear it, then.”

“Me and some of the boys are going out hunting, since the city’s been dead and deer and other critters have been popping back into the city. I for one would appreciate having something besides MREs to eat.”

Jake had heard mixed reviews about meals ready to eat. Some people swore by them, claiming they were just as good or better than the real thing. Other people said they were the worst things to eat, and the fastest way to get a nasty clog in your piping. “Hunting sounds good. We should probably take my truck, though. Bambi and friends will probably be long gone if they hear the engines on those other cars.”

“Good thinking. That truck of yours is damn near silent. Never thought I’d like anything but diesel, but I’ve got to admit them fancy electric trucks are quiet,” Colton said with a laugh, leading him downstairs. “We’re going be bow hunting for our food here, Jake. Not for sport or any nonsense like that, but to save ammo. I’m sure you understand.”

“I’m just going to wake Sam and let her know that I’m going with you guys.”

Colton nodded. “Sure, just don’t take too long.”

Jake headed back into the room and gently woke Sam.

“Hey, did I sleep in too late?”

“No. I’m just letting you know I’m going hunting with Colton.”

Sam frowned. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

Jake sighed. He knew how little Sam trusted these people. “It’ll be fine. We could use some fresh meat, and this will be a good chance for me to build some rapport with Colton.”

Sam shook her head. “You men and your bonding rituals. Why don’t you do it over a manicure like Ronny and her friends? It would be safer.”

Jake laughed. “Not sure Colton is a mani-pedi kind of guy.”

“Alright, go kill some shit, then. Just remember rule 17.”

Jake nodded. “Don’t be a hero. I got it.”

Sam pulled the blanket over her head. “Now go get me some fresh bacon for breakfast.”

Smiling, Jake grabbed his axe and headed out of the house. A pair of men were waiting around the cars, rifles resting on their shoulders, a bow in each of their free hands.

Colton looked over his shoulder. “Ever been bow hunting?”

As they approached the men, one held out a bow toward Jake. Accepting the bow, Jake followed the man to his truck, and they dropped the bows and arrows in the truck bed. “Heard a good bit from a friend. We have to get in close, right?”

“Closer than a gun, yeah. Then we run down our prey. It’ll be a short one if we hit the right spots.” Colton climbed inside the truck.

The other two men climbed in the back. It took Jake a moment to remember their names. Louis was the stocky one with a red cap and Bryce was the one with the scraggly black beard who was hurting for sleep when they first met. The rings around his eyes were much lighter but still there.

Jake hopped in the driver’s seat and started driving, following Colton’s directions through town. “So, we’re aiming for the heart or chest—around the front, right?”

“Could try the head too, but good luck with that.” Colton chuckled.

The other two men sat quietly in the back, their eyes constantly scanning their surroundings for any sign of seeders. There were a few seeders here and there, but the electric truck slipped by without earning so much as a glance from the distant monsters. Jake wondered where Colton was taking them for the hunt—into the city proper, or out into the woods? —when they pulled up to the edge of a suburb on the city outskirts.

To the right of the truck were two-story homes, the kind a guy dreamed of raising his family in. The houses were stained with the green, industrial-looking fertilizer the seeders made out of humans. Broken doors and windows decorated the front of most buildings. One house had a thick, messy line of dried blood leading out to the street. The uneven swipes past the line told of a struggle before the blood spread out in a pool. He tore his gaze from the grim sight and looked to the left, at rolling fields of grass with distant pine trees. If he stared long enough into the wilderness, he could almost believe everything in the world was fine and normal. Such a wonderful, comforting lie.

“Let’s get us some breakfast,” Colton said as he stepped out of the car, going back for the bow.

“Going to be dinner too, boss,” Louis added as he followed Colton to the back and tossed Jake a bow and quiver.

Jake hung the quiver from his belt and reached in for his axe.

Bryce beat him to it. “Don’t worry about that, man. We’re on guard duty. You and the boss just focus on hunting. Can’t have you dropping your axe to shoot and scaring the deer, now can we?”

Jake wasn’t a particularly experienced hunter, but he’d been out a few times. Deer were very skittish creatures; it made sense to pack as light as possible. “Alright, Bryce. You carry that for me, but if things get messy you give it back.”

Bryce gave a nod, and the group followed Colton out into the woods.

“How’re you liking our little slice of heaven so far, Jake?” Colton asked.

Jake pursed his lips in thought. “Can’t really say yet. So far it’s pretty good, and your medic did a great job patching me up, so I can’t complain. Bed’s comfy, too.”

Colton grinned. “That’s fair. It takes a few days to get used to a new place and your new neighbors, especially having to live so close like we do.”

“What about you? How do you like it?”

Colton shrugged. “It’s interesting. Most of these people called me crazy for being a prepper back in the day, but now some of them sound crazier than me with the things they come up with.” He let out a quick laugh.

Louis raised his arms in offense at Colton. “Oh come on, boss, don’t be like that. I said I was sorry.”

“Same,” Bryce said with a huff. “Not like I was in a great spot to prep before the world went to hell.”

Colton grinned. “Just giving you guys crap.”

Jake smiled. Colton didn’t strike him as a bad guy, maybe a little crazy before the world went to hell, but even then it didn’t hurt to be prepared for a rainy day. The man just took it further than Jake or anyone else would have. It helped to put him at ease around them, especially since Sam was so afraid of them. She’s just blowing things out of proportion is all, he thought to himself. Once she spends more time around them, she’ll realize they’re not so bad.

By the time they arrived at the forest, the sun was still climbing past the horizon. Colton squatted and poked around the ground. “Should be some tracks here from yesterday. Here we go.” He pointed at a set of deer tracks. “Looks like a big one, too. Way bigger than normal.”

Jake’s mind went to Sam’s warning about animals soaking up aether faster than humans. He wondered if the tracks belonged to a mutated deer or a very strong one. They’d find out soon enough.

“Come along this way,” Colton said in a hushed tone.

Jake couldn’t hear anything worth being quiet about. Wind flowed between the trees, leaves rustled, and grass crunched underfoot, but there were no cries of animals, only the occasional song of birds.

“So Jake,” Bryce began, “you see any pill poppers out there?”

Jake forced himself not to tense at the question. He shook his head. “No. But how would you even know them when you saw them?”

“Oh, you know. They carry themselves different, like they own the place. Like they aren’t afraid of the aliens or nothing.”

Jake looked over his shoulder with a raised brow. “Confidence is the giveaway?” He held in a laugh. “Well damn it, man, I have tons of the stuff fighting these ugly bastards. Guess I must be one of them.”

Bryce tensed up, eyes locked with Jake’s. His rifle slowly started to shift when Louis smacked Bryce upside the head.

“He’s fucking with you, idiot. Don’t go killing a friendly over a joke.”

Bryce grumbled, but relaxed. “It’s a bad joke.”

“What’s wrong with pill poppers, anyway?” Jake asked. “Been running around in this mess since it started and I haven’t seen or heard anything about humans turning on humans.” Then again, he hadn’t heard much of any news. With the power out, he doubted anyone would hear any news outside of their small groups.

“Come on now, Jake. Alien tech in human bodies,” Louis began. “This sort of thing goes wrong in all the movies. Like that one show… I think it was called V.”

“Sorta rings a bell,” Jake mumbled, but the more he thought about it, the faster he realized he was thinking about a movie that didn’t have any aliens.

Louis continued without skipping a beat. “Well, in the show these aliens come on down to Earth nice and friendly-like. They offer to help humanity in exchange for help with some of their own problems. Everything seems on the up and up. Then it turns out the aliens are actually stealing our water and kidnapping people to serve as food on their world.”

“That does sound pretty bad,” Jake said. “But these aliens don’t strike me as the ‘we come in peace’ flavor. On account of that whole invasion they dropped on our heads.”

Bryce nodded. “Right, but what if they were doin’ this whole two-pronged approach thing? Hit us hard with the invasion and then clobber a bunch of idiots who can’t put two and two together with some helpful pills. But instead they get mind-controlled, brainwashed, and tracked.”

Colton didn’t respond to any of this speculation, which Jake found a bit concerning, but the man did say the others believed crazier things than him. Colton had already made it clear he wasn’t exactly eager to trust people who’d taken the nano-pill, which was fair to Jake. He didn’t entirely trust the alien tech either, though it had proven more than beneficial thus far. But the other two men seemed on edge at the mere mention of the topic.

Jake wasn’t sure how to handle the topic, but for the sake of his sister he decided to play along as the naïve new guy. “Sure, could be possible. Anything really is now that we know aliens are real. So let’s say we do run into one of these pill poppers. What do we do about them?”

“Ask them firmly, but politely, to leave us alone,” Colton answered. “Things are bad enough out here with the aliens. We don’t need to be turning on one another without hard evidence they’re compromised.”

“See boss, that’s where I disagree with you,” Louis said. “If they’re working with the aliens, even if they don’t know it, they’re a threat, and we need to deal with them just like we would any seeder.”

Bryce nodded firmly.

“And just how are you going to find out if they took a pill?” Colton asked.

“We just ask them,” Bryce replied. “If they’re stupid enough to take a pill full of alien tech, they oughta be stupid enough to tell us they took it.”

Colton laughed. “Well shit, they could just lie to your face and you’d be none the wiser.”

Bryce huffed. “We’d figure them out eventually.”

Jake didn’t like any of this. Colton may have been alright, but these two definitely weren’t. For all he knew, these two weren’t an isolated case. At any moment Colton’s people could go into a full-blown Salem witch trials scenario just like his sister feared. Jake didn’t think it would be limited to outsiders or newcomers in the long run, either.

“You guys are morons.” Colton laughed. “Thinking like that’s gonna get you killed faster than any swarm of seeders.”

Louis sighed. “Probably. Look boss, I get this kinda thing makes you uncomfortable, but we’re just on edge is all with the aliens and then them alphas popping up, and those demon-dog things.”

Bryce turned to Louis. “Pretty sure those were mutated dogs.”

“Whatever.” Louis waved him off. “Point is, we’re just paranoid with everything going on.”

Colton nodded. “I know you are. You guys were living in a nice, warm, comfy blanket of lies. That the world couldn’t go to hell in a handbasket, and that there was no need to prep for it. Now reality’s come and smashed you across the face, so you’re jumping at shadows.”

Bryce leaned his head back and let out a long breath. “Guess so, boss. Probably better to do what you say and tell ‘em to keep their distance. Maybe they ain’t even bad.”

Colton nodded. “Doubt they’re bad. But you know, trust is earned, not given and all that jazz. No need to be starting fires, neither.”

Jake wanted to let out a breath but didn’t want to start any fires of his own. These men were clearly just paranoid. With the world as they knew it falling apart all around them, it was natural for people to have trust issues. But Colton’s people had taken him and his sister in without asking for anything. Jake had always imagined most people would abandon them or even try to rob them if things got bad, but Colton’s crew had so far proven the cynical part of his mind wrong.

He was worrying too much. After a few weeks with Colton’s people, Jake was certain they would become attached to him and Sam. When that happened, if things were going well, they could tell them Sam had taken the pill. They would see all their paranoid delusions were just that—delusions. Everything’s going to work out fine, Jake. Don’t you worry.

Colton turned and held a finger to his lips, then gestured for everyone to get down. Jake didn’t see or hear anything, but he crouched down like everyone else. Colton pointed through some bushes. Jake narrowed his eyes, trying to make out what was on the other side. Movement. He tried to find a sightline between the leaves and branches of the bush. Jake found just enough to make out a deer, a big one from what he could see. Far too big to be normal.

Gesturing for Jake to follow, Colton led the way closer to the deer. They were careful to avoid stepping on any leaves or branches, shifting their weight to avoid making even the slightest noise. They moved to the deer’s left flank, past some trees. It was a buck, a damn big one, too, nearly twice the size of a normal one. It didn’t look mutated, but Jake had no idea what that would look like. Extra eyes and weird growths, probably.

Once they were in range, Colton tapped Jake’s arm and pointed out where to aim—just around and behind the forelegs on the torso. With a nod, Jake nocked an arrow. The buck froze and snapped its head up from grazing. Colton and Jake drew their bows back in unison. The buck’s head snapped to them, but it was too late. Two arrows flew across the air, punching deep into its torso. The deer let out a loud cry and took off running into the woods.

“Nice shot, Jake,” Colton whispered as he quietly moved forward.

Jake followed the bloodstains on the grass. “What did we hit?” he asked, trying to make sense of the blood. Some of it was dark red, the other a pinkish color.

Colton pointed at the dark red, then the pinkish blood. “Looks like the heart and at least one lung. It’s bleeding pretty bad, too. We might not have a long run ahead of us.” He waved for Bryce and Louis to follow as he tracked their prey. “Hopefully nothing gets any funny ideas about taking our breakfast.”

Jake felt like they were following the trail of blood for a half hour, maybe longer, before the trail began to thin. “Think it healed somehow?”

Colton stopped and shot Jake a look like he was high on something. “Deer don’t just heal from getting shot through the heart and lung, son.”

Louis waved a hand through the air. “Maybe it’s some sort of super Bambi. Thing was big enough to be something special.”

“Reckon you’re right, Louis,” Bryce said.

Jake nodded. “It might be possible. When we dropped off a family at their brother’s farm, the guy said mutated deer attacked his property with seeders, so this may be one of them.”

Bryce shook his head. “Naw, it was too pretty to be one of those mutated things. The dogs were way uglier.”

“Maybe they’re alien dogs,” Louis offered.

“Maybe.”

Colton stared at the trio, took in a long breath, then exhaled. “Shut yer traps and follow me. Won’t be long now.”

Sure enough, another ten or fifteen minutes passed and they found their prey. The buck lay lifeless against a tree deep in the woods, the last of its blood staining the grass beneath it. Their two arrows were wedged in the creature’s side, one far deeper than the other.

“Question,” Jake began. “How are we getting this thing back to the truck?”

Colton rubbed the back of his head. “Don’t got a sled, so I guess I’m carrying it.” He moved to the buck and pulled the arrows free, tossing one back to Jake.

“You sure? It’s pretty big,” Jake warned.

Colton moved to pull the deer onto his back instead of answering. He got the huge buck halfway off the ground before he had to drop it. With a sharp exhale, he shook his head. “Goddamn that’s heavy. Guess we gotta drag it. You up for it, Jake?”

Without any hesitation, Jake moved to take one of the buck’s legs. “Whenever you’re ready.” Colton took the other, and the long trip back to the truck began.

It took almost two hours to get the deer back to the truck, but it seemed they were the only souls out in the woods. No seeders, no trace of any other humans, nothing. The city was nice with all of its loot and buildings to shelter in, but nature was a desolate paradise compared to the horrors he’d seen back in town. Between the four men, they hefted the deer onto the truck bed and got ready to mount up.

Jake stopped, ears perking at distant pops. There were a lot of them, as if someone had lit a ton of firecrackers. Nature may have been serene, but somewhere in the city people were fighting for their lives. “That sounds pretty bad.”

“Yeah it does,” Louis said, hanging out of the back passenger door.

Jake looked to Colton. “Should we go help them?”

The older man listened, stroking at his chin, then shook his head as the pops died down. “They’re too far from us. Besides, either they solved the problem or the problem solved them. Let’s get this buck back to base before something comes looking for a free meal.”

***

Whatever mess had gone on deeper in the city must have pulled a lot of seeders toward it. There were even fewer creatures on the road than on their way out. Jake didn’t like the thought of someone else dying for his sake, but he wasn’t going to complain about an uneventful trip.

With Bryce and the others, Jake helped carry the deer to the house acting as their kitchen. He was covered in blood, sweat, and grime by the time they dropped the huge deer on a table in the garage.

“Phew. That’s one heavy buck.” Jake wiped the sweat from his brow.

Colton stretched. “Yeah it is. But you don’t got to worry about this guy anymore Jake, we’ll take care of skinning it and prepping it.”

“You sure? I’m not the greatest at this but I can still help.”

Colton placed a hand on his shoulder. “You’re already pushing yourself after the beating you took yesterday. Go get cleaned up and take the day off.”

Jake didn’t feel like he was pushing himself too badly. Honestly, he expected to feel worse after the alpha threw him around. Maybe surviving a brush with death helped process aether into extra toughness. Either way, he wasn’t going to turn down the offer for downtime. He needed to check up on Sam, anyway.

“Thanks. Let me know when we can eat.”

Colton nodded and Jake headed up. He took what passed for a shower in their wonderful new world, wiping himself down with baby wipes, then changed into fresh clothes. Apparently, they were saving all the water they had for drinking while planning on collecting rainwater for baths. Jake was glad to have any means of cleaning himself up. Sam didn’t particularly appreciate it when he was “gross,” as she liked to say.

After he was cleaned up, he headed to their room where he found Sam in bed, her face buried in a book with a pile stacked up next to her. They didn’t look like any of the books they’d snagged from the library, or anything educational for that matter.

Jake approached as quietly as he could, reaching for one of the books when Sam spoke.

“You’re not sneaky.” She didn’t even look up from her book.

Jake smiled. “Didn’t want to bother you is all.” He picked up one of the books. It was fiction—fantasy, if he had to guess by the cover, which featured a guy in a fur loincloth fighting what looked like green pigmen. The one below was similar, this time with pointy-eared people. On and on they went. “New hobby?”

Sam pushed herself into a sitting position, tilting her head in thought. “Sort of.” She gestured to the door.

Jake closed it, then rolled his hands for her to elaborate.

“So remember how I explained the whole meditation, cultivation thing? Well, cultivation comes from a genre of fiction here in our world.”

Jake raised a brow, crossing his arms. “Farming fiction?”

Sam let out a quiet laugh. “More like developing one’s mind and body. It seems like the Chinese books were pretty spot-on about how the whole meditation thing works, so I’ve been trying to piece it all together.”

Jake moved to sit on the edge of the bed. “OK. Find anything useful so far?”

“Eh, concerning, maybe,” Sam began. “Apparently a lot of our fantasy is based off of alien knowledge. Orcs, elves, goblins—all that stuff is real, according to Lucy. Well, according to Olivia, who gets her info from Lucy. But she’s not a hundred percent sure on that.”

The mention of orcs and elves got Jake’s mind jogging. “Like Lord of The Rings? You saying that Tolkien guy was hanging out with aliens?”

Sam shrugged. “Maybe he knew about them or heard about them from someone. We don’t know for sure. But this cultivation stuff is pretty interesting. Olivia says it lines up with the meditation I’ve been having you do.”

“Huh…”

Before Jake could ask any more questions, the stairs groaned outside. Someone came up to the door and knocked.

“Jake, it’s Bryce.”

Sam exchanged a worried glance with Jake.

He gestured for her to calm down and went to the door. “What’s going on, Bryce?”

“Colton wanted to let you know we’re getting a team together to hit up the power station. Boss says you two are in charge of the place while we’re out.” Bryce caught a glimpse of Sam behind Jake and shot her a friendly wave. “That sister of yours loves reading, huh?”

Sam forced a smile and buried her face back in her books.

“Yeah, well, she needs a hobby now that she can’t play video games anymore.” Jake chuckled.

Bryce nodded. “Anyway, we’re out of here. Deer’s going to take a while to get ready, so help yourselves to some MREs or the other food we got stacked up.”

“You guys sure you can trust us newbies to man the fort?” Jake asked. After their conversation in the woods, he thought this was a huge leap of faith for Bryce and Louis.

Bryce waved a hand. “You guys are fine. I saw how banged up you were after fighting that alpha, and it was just you and your sister. No way you two are trouble.”

Jake smiled. “Well, I appreciate the trust. We’ll keep the fort locked down for you guys. Don’t worry about a thing.”

Bryce gave the pair a wave—which Sam returned—and before long they were alone in the compound of houses once more.

Sam shot to her feet and went to the window. “They’re gone now. Come on, let’s get you to the gym.” She snatched up a notebook full of scribbles on her way out of the room.

Jake didn’t have time to form a question before she grabbed his arm and dragged him to the garage gym in one of the houses. She took him to the bench press and started flipping through her notes.

“OK, so something that’ll help you with your meditation is picturing the aether.” Sam paced back and forth, flipping through more pages until she found what she was looking for. “Think of it like a mist that your body absorbs. Once it’s inside, you’ve got to circulate it through your entire body, otherwise it just sits there in a ball. That’s when you get sick.”

Jake nodded, loading up two hundred pounds on the bar, then sat down. “I can do the picturing, but the circulating I’m not sure about.”

“Part of circulating it is the training,” Sam answered. “Push yourself and imagine that mist flowing through you, all of you, like blood.”

Jake gave a shrug to suggest she was the expert in all this. He lay back and pushed the weights up. He’d struggled some with this weight back at their home, but now it felt lighter, a lot lighter. Getting off the bench, he loaded up another fifty pounds. There was the light resistance he was looking for, but he was amazed he could increase the weight so quickly. As he pumped the bar up and down from his chest, he imagined the mist of aether within him. He brought the bar to his chest and pulled in a breath, imagining the mist spreading through his body, then pushed up, blowing out his breath. He hoped he was using the aether during his rep rather than blowing it out, but he had no idea.

“Am I doing this right?”

“You’re doing great,” Sam assured him as she went back to flipping through her notes. “There’s these meridian things you have to work on too, but I’m still trying to figure out what they are and how they work.”

Jake chuckled. “Baby steps, sis. All this alien stuff is new to us. No need to figure it all out in one day.”

“But if we did, you’d be set for life in this hot mess we call a world now, and maybe we can help the crazies we’re living with become less crazy,” Sam countered.

“They’re not all bad, Sam. Just a little wound up tight.”

Sam shot him a look that could only translate to, Really?

“OK, OK, I’ll let you worry.” Jake blew out another breath and finished his set.

“Moving right along from that nonsense,” Sam said. “Olivia says you can process aether by taking damage as well. Very much a what-doesn’t-kill-you-makes-you-stronger thing, especially if you’re circulating the stuff properly. Kinda like the Saiyans in Dragon Ball constantly getting stronger when someone doesn’t have the good sense to kill them. I love that stupid, awesome show.”

Jake stared at her like she was speaking an alien tongue.

“It’s a show where really human-looking aliens learn martial arts and beat the hell out of each other with superpowers. It’s great. You’d like it.”

“I’ll take your word for it, sis,” he said with an awkward smile.

Sam flipped through some more of her notes. “Speaking of martial arts! If you learn some sweet new moves, you can process the aether in you, too.”

Jake moved on to a squat rack, loaded up the weights, and started a set. “Well, I haven’t boxed since middle school, and I always wanted to learn kung fu. Think you can scrounge up some books on the stuff for me?”

“Give me a bit.”

Sam left Jake training in the garage for what felt like a half hour, which was fine by him. The quiet allowed him to focus on trying to circulate the aether, keeping his form proper, and making sure his rep count didn’t magically jump a few numbers ahead.

To Jake’s surprise, the garage lights flickered on. The air conditioning unit fired up next to him with a low, constant hum as the machinery circulated cool air through the house. Seemed Colton and the others had gotten the power back up and running.

“I’m so glad the power’s back!” Sam said as she walked through the door again. “If you want to read these in here, you better read fast. I have no idea how long the power’s going to stay up.”

Jake nodded and looked over the books Sam held up. One was on boxing and the other on kickboxing.

“Didn’t find a lot of material on martial arts in these houses.” Sam frowned. “If you want, I could try the neighbor’s house. That’s where I got most of my pile upstairs, but that’ll take even longer.”

Jake walked up and gave her a kiss on the top of her head. “No need to rush, baby sis. It’s a good start.” He pulled away with the boxing book in hand.

Sam huffed. “Don’t call me a baby. I’m almost eighteen.”

“You’re adorable and I love you,” he shot back with a cheeky grin before turning to the book. He flipped through the pages, going over proper stance, footwork, the basics of throwing a punch. Most of it was familiar to him, but seeing it broken down step by step made it click in his mind. Thanks to the book being more pictures than words, he was able to move through it quickly, finding more advanced punches and combination strikes.

“So, how is it?”

“Better if I had a training partner.” Jake set the book down on a bench and gestured for her to join him in the middle of the room.

Sam tilted her head. “Jake, I’m a rogue, not a fighter. I stab things to death, not punch them.”

“And one day you might not have your knives or bow handy, then what? Going to slap the seeders to death? Maybe cut them deep with your teenage angst.” Jake shook his head, trying not to laugh too hard.

Sam flung her arms into the air, then let them slap against her thighs when they dropped. “You’re awful and I hate you,” she said with all the angst she could muster, clearly teasing him before she moved to his side, putting her fists up in front of her. “Let’s get this over with.”

“Love you too.” Jake chuckled. “Now let’s start by fixing this train wreck you call a stance.”

With Jake’s help, Sam was able to properly put her fists up in front of her face while keeping her arms and elbows low enough to shield her body. If she needed to block lower or farther to the side, all it would take was a slight movement of the arms to block a blow, provided she wasn’t trying to block a blade or claws, anyway. As for her feet, he made sure her dominant leg was back while the weaker led.

“Why do I lead with the weaker arm again?” Sam questioned with some annoyance. “Shouldn’t I put my strongest arm up front?”

Jake shook his head. “It’s simple physics.” He formed up in the same boxing stance, his much more natural than hers. “My weaker arm can’t put as much force behind it as my dominant arm can, but I can use it to harass and range my target.” Jake moved around the garage, always maintaining his stance. He threw a few quick jabs accompanied by a sharp breath, his arm rotating out from the shoulder, sending the spiraling fist through the air like a round out of a rifle. “With me so far?”

“I guess. It’d be better if we had a punching bag to show me.”

That gave him an idea, but he shelved it for the moment. He turned to make sure she had a good view of his right arm. “Now with the dominant side, you’d think you can’t reach very far because it’s to the back but watch my footwork here.” As he threw his fist out, Jake pivoted his right leg, pushing his hip forward and making up for the perceived reach issue.

Sam’s eyes widened, her lips puffing out in an O as realization dawned on her. “And then you have the extra force from covering that gap.”

Jake clapped his hands. “That’s my girl. You got it.”

“I mean”—she folded her arms and looked away—“it’s not like it was rocket science or anything.”

Jake pulled her into a quick hug. “Good, because this next part is probably going to suck.”

Sam’s features hardened. “What are you planning?”

Jake stepped back from her and assumed the stance again. “I want you to use me as a punching bag.”

Sam stared at him, dumbfounded for a solid second. “Why?”

“Come on Sam, you just explained this to me. I take damage, I get tougher. So every little bit helps to it so the next time we run into an alpha, they have a harder time with me,” Jake insisted. “Plus you’ll learn to fight better when you’re actually hitting something.”

Sam assumed the fighting stance with concern written all over her face. “OK, Jake.” She threw a quick jab into his arms, but it was weak, not even a love tap.

“Come on Sam, I’ve seen you cut down seeders. Don’t hold anything back.”

Sam threw another punch, much harder this time, but her arm didn’t spiral out.

“Roll that arm out, Sam. Maximize that force of impact.”

Sam repeated the strike again and again. Little by little, between her efforts and his coaching, she was correcting the flaws in her technique. As she struck out at him, his arms turned red from the hits, and some bruises even started to form. She was doing well picking up the power punch. After she got the hang of the jab, things went much faster. Sam’s timing on the pivot was off, but her form on the punch itself was solid.

If the world ever gets back to normal, maybe I could do the personal trainer thing as a side gig, Jake thought to himself. “OK, let’s take a break.” Jake shook out his arms.

Sam shot him a cheeky grin from ear to ear. “Worried I’m going to leave you too beat up to go out on runs?”

“Oh yeah. Terrified.” Jake laughed. He sat down on the bench and picked up the kickboxing book, flipping through a few pages. “I just wanted some time to figure out how to throw kicks.”

“Sure, that might be useful.” She shrugged. “They got anything in there about kicking someone in the chest and flipping off them?”

Jake shot her an amused look. “This here’s real fighting, Sam. Not the fancy stuff you see in movies.”

Sam waved him off. “Obviously we need to find better books on fighting.”

Jake chuckled, getting the basics of the jab and hook kick in mind, then went back to the center of the garage. Jab kicks were simple enough; from his boxing stance he could lunge out his dominant foot in a straight kick.

Sam mimicked the move, wobbling a bit as she finished the kick.

“Careful sis, you wanna beat your opponent back, not throw yourself on the ground,” Jake teased. “Keep your core tight—it’ll help keep balance.”

Sam huffed and threw the kick a few more times, losing the wobble in the process.

Since the jab wasn’t terribly complicated, Jake moved right on to the hook kick. He referenced the book a few dozen times, shifting his footing and slowly going through the process of throwing his weight around step by step, then he executed. Throwing the kick, Jake swung himself around too hard, too fast and lost his footing. He flopped over into a roll to Sam’s roaring laughter.

“Got to keep your balance, Jake. Don’t want to throw yourself on the ground,” she mocked in a playful tone even as she rushed over to help him up.

Jake took her hand up. “Yeah, yeah. Your turn, Sam.”

Sam grinned. “Watch me get this first try.” She pulled back and took up the stance. Mimicking Jake’s movements, she threw the hook kick as he did. Rather than throwing herself to the ground, she spun around in a circle, stumbling away from where she stood, just barely catching herself. “See? First try,” she panted.

Jake shook his head with a warm smile. It was going to be a long day.


Chapter twenty-one
Sam


It was about noon when Sam and Jake finished their training. After a quick bite, Jake went for a shower, leaving Sam alone to head up to the bedroom. A notification flashed across her vision.

Quest Received: Visit Blockbuster Upgrade Station

You know, I was planning on going there eventually, Sam thought at Olivia. The muse really needed to ease up on her. With my brother, ideally.

Of course you were, Sammy, Olivia began in her ever-cheerful voice. There was an urgency to it this time, which was out of character for the muse whenever they weren’t in a fight. But your brother seems a little attached to this place and those…delightful people. I doubt he’ll go without telling them.

Sam let out a breath. Olivia was probably right about that. She’d told Jake all about her worries and fears around Colton and his men, but he just downplayed everything, each time assuring her they would warm up to them so much the nano-pill wouldn’t matter. OK, but why the rush? You seem worried.

Olivia hesitated a moment. Sam could almost feel the gears turning in the AI’s artificial mind. There was an attack on the mall recently. A hundred seeders, at least, along with an alpha. The survivors held back the attack, but it cost them, Sam.

You’re worried they might not survive another, Sam inferred as she moved to the window, checking for any sign of Colton’s crew. They were in the clear. Would the seeders even know to destroy the upgrade station? she wondered at Olivia.

I don’t know if they would, but the seeders haven’t found it yet, the AI answered. Still, if the seeders take the mall you can bet they’ll hear the 3D printers working or catch you in the middle of gene therapy. Better safe than sorry, Sammy.

Sam wasn’t a big fan of either option, and if the mall was secure, there wasn’t a better time than now to go. Alright, let’s go. She scribbled down a quick note on her pad to let Jake know she was heading out and left it on the bed for him to find, then went out the window.

Rocky was with her, of course, the flying squirrel peeking its head out of her hoodie’s pocket as it scanned their surroundings. Sam was quick to leave the neighborhood, hopping over fences, running through yards, anything to make the trip to the mall faster. Rocky let out soft little squeaks, tugging at her hoodie and pointing whenever he spotted seeders lurking on the streets, but Sam wasn’t looking for any fight she didn’t need. She wanted to be in and out of the mall before anyone back at Colton’s little compound started asking uncomfortable questions. Maybe she’d bring back some snacks as a cover story.

Sam came up to a large intersection crowded with ruined cars—and froze. A pack of seeders at least fifty strong shuffled their way through. Fifty more followed behind as they meandered through the city. She didn’t know what had compelled the creatures—whether instinct or an alpha—to move in such large numbers, or what they were planning. It didn’t matter; they were in her way. But there was no way for her to fight through them.

She looked for a way around them. She could try sneaking through one of the buildings, but there was no telling what lurked inside them. Even if she did, she couldn’t spot a way across the street among the rooftops. Sam thought about waiting them out, but their lazy amble was almost glacial and she had no patience for it.

She reached into her pocket and pulled Rocky up. “Hey little guy. Think you can make some noise down the street?” Sam pointed down the part of the street without seeders. Rocky clapped his little paws together and nodded. “Alright, Rocky. We’ll meet up on the other side, down a block. Be careful, alright?”

Rocky gave her a little wave, then hopped out of her hand, gliding to the asphalt. He was gone in seconds, leaving Sam to watch the seeders move. As she looked, she saw where windows had been shattered from wrecks in people’s panicked attempts to flee the city. Their glass covered the street and the hoods of vehicles. The bodies were missing, though, likely from the seeders taking them. Other cars had their interiors covered in glass from seeders forcing their way inside.

The sharp crash of a door slamming against its frame caught Sam’s attention, and all of the seeders’ as well. The monsters looked down the street where Rocky had gone, watching, listening. Another door groaned before it slammed against something, followed by the sound of…cans tumbling down the street? Whatever it was, the seeders hissed and snarled one after another, building into a roaring tide of monsters stampeding through the street after her fuzzy little friend. The monsters made plenty of noise of their own as cars crunched and groaned under the weight of their bodies clambering over vehicles.

Sam advanced through the pileup of vehicles. She moved from car to car, low to the ground, hugging every vehicle she stopped at, making sure none of the creatures had eyes on her. She peeked through the shattered windshield of a minivan, looking for the crowd in the back. She winced at the shredded and bloodied seats inside. One in the back definitely had to be the remains of a car seat, but she decided not to linger on it. There was nothing she could do for the dead; she had to focus on the living.

Past the pileup of vehicles, the second horde was already speeding toward the intersection, chasing after the first group. Sam clenched her teeth. “Rocky, you did too good of a job,” she hissed under her breath, and swept around to the front of another car.

Seeders rushed past her, their clawed feet scraping and dragging against the floor. They hadn’t seen her even as they ran past, not even smelled her. Maybe their sense of smell wasn’t great to begin with—which made the seeders terrible hunters in her book—but she would take every advantage she could.

Peeking around the corner, she caught a gap in the rushing horde. There was a truck across from her, just high enough for her to slide under. She rushed across and dove beneath the truck. Her hoodie took most of the impact for her, but she still had to grit her teeth when her hands scraped against the asphalt. Don’t make a sound, Sam, she thought to herself.

Five of the seeders slowed, then stopped around the truck. Sam held her breath as their feet slowly clawed around the vehicle. Did they hear me? The truck groaned beneath the weight of a seeder jumping on top. The monster hissed and barked out gravelly noises at the others. They tore the doors off the truck and dove inside. Springs whined as the truck shifted erratically from the aliens’ search. Sam listened as the monsters tore through the car’s seats, followed by snapping and popping and a seat flying off the car. It tumbled down the street. One seeder shrieked at the others while another hissed and snapped back. Sam swore she’d just heard one slap the other.

Gonna be OK, Sam. You didn’t mess up. They don’t know you’re here, she thought, still holding her breath, but her chest was growing tight. She had to breathe soon.

You’re going to be OK, Sammy. Don’t you worry, you can take five seeders easy, Olivia tried to cheer her up. You’ve taken out more just fine in the past!

Shut up. You’re not helping, Sam snapped back. She didn’t need a cheerleader rambling in her head right now. What Sam needed was focus, a lot more space than she had to fight in…and a small miracle couldn’t hurt.

Seeder feet hit the road and started off toward Rocky’s noise when one stopped. Its hand grabbed the bottom of the truck. Sam gripped the handle of her knife. This was it. She was going to get herself killed because she was too damned impatient to wait for the hordes to clear. The second one seeder laid eyes on her, it would alert the others who would alert the hordes who’d rushed past already.

Angry barks came from the distance and the seeder’s claws raked over the asphalt as it rose to its feet. It shot back its own frustrated cries to whatever bigger, angrier seeder had called to it in a fearsome roar. She swore the seeder let out a frightened, alien whimper before it took off.

You have gained skill: Stealth — Level 2.

Congratulations, dear! Olivia praised with her annoyingly positive voice.

It took every shred of Sam’s willpower not to snap at her muse again. She needed a less cheery, motherly voice in her head, maybe a brooding one like Batman, but she didn’t want to get on her AI’s bad side, so she tried to keep those thoughts to herself. It seemed to work.

Sam held in her breath until she could hear nothing but the gentle breeze rolling through the street. She exhaled and slowly, quietly drew in a long breath. No more seeders outside of the horde rushing farther and farther from her. Sam crawled out from under the truck, confirmed she was in the clear with a quick look, then took off running for the mall.

Rocky glided down from one of the rooftops, making a perfect landing on her shoulder. Sam almost jumped, but his familiar squeaks assured her it was her pet squirrel.

“Good job, Rocky.” She reached up and petted Rocky’s head. He pushed into her hand, then crawled down into her hoodie’s pocket again.

It was a short sprint to the mall now. Soon she found herself in the parking lot. There were dead seeders scattered around but no real signs of a huge attack. The stores at the front had their windows all busted up, but that was standard decor for the city now. Still, she headed to the front door of the mall where the attack became far more obvious.

A mound of seeder bodies taller than her had been stacked in front of the mall’s entrance, a thick trail of the aliens’ blood leading out from the interior. There were so many she couldn’t even begin to count them all.

While Sam stood there, a man walked out of the mall dragging another seeder behind him. He stopped and looked at her. “Hey, you alright there?” His voice sounded familiar. More importantly, the dark-haired, muscular man looked familiar.

Sam nodded. “Uh, yeah. Just… What happened here?” She was stalling for time while she tried to remember where she knew him from.

He flung the seeder’s body to the pile. “A whole horde of seeders came after us after we brought back a group of twenty from the school. There’s ten of them left now on top of my party.” He placed his hands on the back of his head, taking in a deep breath. “An alpha was with the pack, calling the shots. A bigger, angrier, smarter version of the regular seeders.”

Sam nodded. “I know what alphas are, and I think I know who you are. You’re Brad, right?” she asked, remembering him from the last few days of Apocalypse Online.

“That’s right.” Brad stared blankly at her, then leaned a bit closer, eyeing her up and down. “Hold on. Are you Sam? The rogue I met on the tutorial for this absolute mess we’re in now?”

She gave him a warm smile. “That’s me. Still playing a rogue, sneaking up on seeders and all that. I’m guessing you’re still a healer.”

Brad sighed and nodded. “Not much of a healer without mana, but yeah.” Before Sam could ask her question, Brad continued like he’d read it on her face. “We lost a lot of people. The original leader of the school group…he got gutted.” His face fell. “I’m not honestly sure my healing spell could’ve done anything for him, but I couldn’t even try. I spent all of my mana pulling excess aether from the normals in his group and keeping myself alive through the fight with the alpha.”

Sam placed a hand on his shoulder. “Hey, don’t beat yourself up about it, OK? I’m sure you did everything you could.”

“I know. Doesn’t make it suck any less, though.” Brad forced a smile, though it was easy enough to spot the sorrow in his eyes. “So, what brings you out here to our lovely mall? Did your muse tell you to join us, or was it just pointing you to the upgrade station?”

Sam was surprised Brad was so openly talking to others about muses, but maybe he just hadn’t run into people like Colton’s crew. “Olivia was a bit pushy to get me here. I was going to bring my brother along, but he’s kinda playing nice with a bunch of anti-pill crazies who aren’t too fond of our kind.”

Brad tilted his head. “Wait, you mean normals who don’t like people who took the nano-pill? But that doesn’t make any sense. Without us, they wouldn’t know how to channel their aether, or have people to siphon it out of them. What do they even think is wrong with us?”

Sam pointed at the pile of dead aliens. “They think we’re working with them, whether we know it or not. Alien tech and all.”

Brad shook his head. “That’s stupid. With everything going on, the last thing we need is for people to turn on one another. We should all be united against the seeders and the rest of the Collective. Whenever they decide to show up.”

Sam hadn’t thought about the Collective themselves showing up. She figured the aliens would let the seeders do all the heavy lifting for them until the planet was ready for them to stake their claim without a shred of opposition. “They don’t see it that way, but they can’t exactly tell us apart from… What did you call them? Normals?”

“Yeah.”

“Right, so it shouldn’t be too hard to play along if they get jumpy.”

Brad scratched at the back of his head. “Not big on lying, Sam. I’d rather just not deal with them if we can avoid it. Anyway”—he turned and headed inside—“let me show you to the upgrade station before something decides to come eat us out here.”

Sam followed him inside. The main entrance to the mall was slick with alien blood, so much of it dragged to the pile outside. Most of the floor leading to the atrium was stained or had pools of viscera from the aliens, and still there were plenty of bodies left inside. From what she saw of the floor beneath the gore, it was covered in bullet holes. If she had to guess, they’d rained fire from the second floor into the horde as it rushed in.

A strange man in a gas mask dragged four bodies behind him. He gave a light nod of his head as he passed outside. Another man with a pistol on his hip and a woman with a rifle on her back joined the gas-masked man with another two bodies. There were others scattered around the atrium, but it looked like they were posted up as guards or tending to their wounded.

Off to the corner of the atrium, a huge seeder body lay crumpled on the ground. It was an alpha, but it was a lot bigger than the one she and Jake had fought in the library. The monstrosity was riddled with bullet holes throughout its back and what was left of its hollowed-out head. The mere sight of the beast sent a shudder up her spine. Seeders can get bigger and smarter, so why not the alphas, too? What else are those monsters going to throw at us?

“Sorry about the mess.” Brad turned down one of the huge halls full of shops. “Trying to clean up and make it homey again, but there’s a lot of bodies and a lot fewer of us to clean up with. Some of my people are working on barricading windows so they have fewer entry points, but it's gonna take a few days of work.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Sam smiled. “I’ll take this mess over what I’ve got at home right now.”

Glass shattered behind them and Sam snapped around, drawing her attention to the glass ceiling atop the atrium. A group of ten seeders dropped in from above, shrieking and snarling as they fell through the air. The scattered people screamed and scrambled for safety as the monsters landed hard, then leapt after their prey.

Sam pulled up her crossbow, spearing one right through the mouth before it could let out a shriek. Another two seeders rushed for a woman and a wounded man, but Brad was at them in a flash. He blew out the lead seeder’s legs with a blast of his shotgun. As it slammed into the ground, its buddy tripped over it. Sam put down the dismembered seeder as Brad ended the other.

Shouts and gunshots rang outside. Sam risked a glance; the gas-masked man held another group of ten seeders at bay with his shield and— Is this lunatic swinging a shovel? Sure enough, he was hacking into the group with a fancy shovel of some kind while the man and woman backing him up were firing into the distance. More seeders were coming, maybe even the horde she’d given the slip earlier.

In her brief distraction, another group of five seeders rushed her way.

Brad blasted one away. “Watch out!”

Sam snapped off a bolt at another, catching it in the chest, but only enough to slow it down. The other three were on top of her too quick for her to load another bolt. Instead, she dropped her bow and pulled out her daggers. She weaved out of the way of one seeder’s claws as it grazed her cheek. The second she caught in the chest with a knife and kicked him off toward the third. While those two aliens fell over one another, she rushed the fourth, who pulled the bolt from its chest with a sickening squelch. She easily dodged beneath its weary swipes and buried her knives in the seeder’s back, twisted her blades, and tore free.

A thundering blast from a shotgun followed, then the powerful crunching of Brad’s foot on one of the monster's skulls until there was nothing left to recognize as a head. “You’re pretty good,” Brad said, trying to catch his breath.

You have received 50 aether.

It seemed aether was split among everyone involved in a kill, even if they weren't in a party. “You too.” Sam turned her attention to the group outside.

The big guy with the shield and shovel had a pile of bodies stacked in front of him in a makeshift wall while the two gunners opened up on another crowd of seeders. Sam was thinking about helping them when everything fell quiet. The trio maintained their guard, but there were no more shrieks and growls of aliens. Everything was silent once again.

Brad pointed at the group outside with a smile. “That’s Chet, Raechel, and the weirdo with the shovel is Aron. They’re my party.”

“Interesting group,” Sam said in as neutral of a voice as she could muster. Chet and Raechel she could understand, but Aron was an anomaly. It was easy enough to guess the guy played a tank, but everything from the getup to the makeshift barricade were simply bizarre.

Brad caught her staring and laughed. “Yeah, Aron’s a bit of an oddball. The guy actually suggested we use the mountain of seeders to help barricade the mall, but I shot him down.”

“Good call,” Sam replied. “Those things already stink when they’re dead. Can’t imagine they smell any better when they rot.”

“That’s why we’re burning them.” Brad gestured for her to follow. “Come on, let’s get you to the upgrade station before we get any more visitors.”

Sam hurried along with Brad down to the Olive Grove restaurant, heading down to the basement where they had a grand hall full of 3D printers. Down at the end of the hall was a room leading to the gene therapy room.

“This is nice. And they just hid this thing under an Olive Grove this whole time?” Sam asked, taking in the sights.

“Used to be a Blockbuster, but they never touched the basement when they swapped out the store.” Brad smiled.

Quest Completed: Visit Blockbuster Upgrade Station

No reward though, huh? Sam thought at Olivia.

Olivia laughed, oh so cheerful and bubbly. Making new friends is its own reward, dear! Besides, you have access to upgrades and gene therapy now. You can have whatever you want, starting with a new crossbow.

Brad moved over to one of the 3D printers as if he’d heard his muse, though she was certain he hadn’t. Otherwise, she would have heard his at some point. “Here, Sam. With these printers you can make new weapons, ammo, potions, even upgrades for them. Oh, and if you have a quest with rewards, you need to visit one of these printers to collect.”

“Sure wish the quest I just completed by coming here gave me one.” Sam chuckled and headed to the printer.

She hit the buy option on the screen and was amazed by the huge list of options, from weapons to armor to consumables. There was even a shop for vehicles and base building, but those selections were locked. Whenever she tried to click them, the buttons flashed red with an angry buzz accompanied by a message stating this printer was too small. Sam gave up on those and went down to weapons. Toggling on a few filters, she narrowed her search to ranged weapons, specifically crossbows.

“Wow, these are expensive,” she grumbled. There were all sorts of crossbows, from fully automated to ones that generated their own ammunition. Big ones, small ones, ones with exotic requirements for their ammunition, likely from alien worlds. All of them were out of her budget. She filtered by price and found a few options for under two hundred aether. Olivia, how much is gene therapy?

First level is one hundred aether, dear, Olivia replied cheerfully.

Sam did some quick math. If she wanted gene therapy, she needed to go into the bargain bin. Scrolling to the lowest prices, she found three options. One was a crossbow no better than the one she currently had for around fifty aether. The next was a similar design, but it was semi-auto. Not needing to cock the bow makes it a pretty handy choice. Then there was the final option: a wrist-mounted crossbow. Sam swore she had seen something similar in the past, some game about assassins who inexplicably wore white and stood out like sore thumbs in crowds yet nobody noticed them. This was the most expensive option at one-twenty, but if the description was anything to go by, it was a beauty worth every penny.

This particular crossbow would go around her wrist like a bracer, and she could conceal it until she deployed it with a flick of the wrist. The bow was semi-automatic and had a hand grip for a trigger. With a capacity of twelve bolts and doing just as much damage as her current bow, there was no reason not to take it.

Sam pressed buy and watched the bow print before her eyes, the purple energy pooling into the shape of a bracer in front of her. Once it was done, she snatched it and pulled it onto her wrist. “This is neat.”

Brad looked at it with a raised brow. “Is it a shield or something?”

Sam flicked out her arm into a closed fist and the crossbow deployed over her arm, the grip trigger filling her hand. Sam shot Brad a grin. “Sneaky crossbow. It even came loaded.” She moved to Brad’s side, showing him the holographic ammo counter showing twelve. On closer inspection it seemed loading the crossbow was as simple as sliding fresh bolts into a slot on the right of the bracer, then the device would loop the bolts around her wrist to the firing chamber. “If I had more aether sitting around I would buy another one.”

Brad chuckled. “Probably a good thing you don’t. Now you can shoot seeders while you stab them.”

“Maybe there’s a better version of these that comes with knives built in,” Sam said almost dreamily, trying to imagine what the weapon would look like.

“Calm down there, Sam.” Brad grinned. “If you still have some aether left you can buy supplies, or head on to the gene therapy room down there and get an upgrade.”

Sam was snapped out of her thoughts. “Right. Gene therapy. I wanted one of those.”

She followed Brad to the room with large glass tubes. Olivia informed her these were the gene therapy pods. Sam stepped up to one of them and the glass slid out of the way.

“Ever use one of these?” Sam asked.

Brad shook his head. “I’ve got plenty of aether, but I don’t know what I want just yet. Need to figure out what animal I want to be my companion and all that.”

Sam smiled. “I’ve got one in mind already.”

Rocky popped out of her pocket and gave Brad a little wave.

Brad blinked at Rocky. “That’s a big squirrel. Kinda smart too, isn’t he?”

“Aether does that to animals who survive,” Sam said as she climbed into the pod. It sealed around her, and before she knew it she was hovering in the air. Her arms flailed around for a bit to balance herself, but there was no need—the pod held her steady. “OK, that’s new.”

“Frank says it’s safe, so you shouldn’t worry,” Brad said. “That’s my muse’s name.”

Sam didn’t think anyone’s muse had different motivations or knowledge, so she trusted Brad’s word. A menu appeared in her vision with a list of different gene therapies. Every sort of animal she could imagine was available, from wolves to sharks to birds, but she already had her choice in mind. She scrolled down to the flying squirrel therapy.

Flying Squirrel — Level 1.

Improves Strength by 2 points and Agility by 3 points. Grants the user stronger fingers and toes to aid in climbing. Unlocks Flying Attack skill.

It sounded like nothing but good news to Sam, and she paid the machine the hundred aether it wanted to begin the therapy. The same purple energy that flowed from the printer filled the pod around her, along with a gas of some kind. Sam’s eyes darted around, expecting to see needles coming for her, but instead her body relaxed. Her eyes became heavy, and sleep took her in seconds.


Chapter twenty-two
Brad


Brad watched Sam drift off in the gene therapy pod, putting his hands on his hips. “She’s going to be in there a while, isn’t she?”

A few hours at most, Frank assured him. When Sam wakes up she’ll feel like she had a nice nap, along with all the benefits of her chosen therapy.

Brad rested his shotgun over his shoulder, taking in his surroundings. If Sam was out cold for a few hours, they needed to hold this position to keep her safe. As far as defensible positions, the gene therapy room was solid. A nice, long hall with a single entry point to worry about. The only issue would be ammo shortages, which the 3D printers could easily fix if they weren’t down the hall he expected to defend, which would no doubt be full of enemies. Right now his people were low or out of ammo, which was a huge problem regardless of whether his gunners were normals or pill poppers. Scavenging for ammo would take time, but printing new ammunition was quick, painless. A thought sprang to mind.

Hey Frank, Brad thought to his muse, those 3D printers work by pulling aether from the user to craft things, right?

Frank let out an exasperated sigh. Brad, Brad, Brad. I thought we already covered the basics. Do you need me to teach you how to tie your shoes, too? the AI mercilessly jabbed at him.

That sounds like a very long-winded yes, Brad shot back.

Obviously.

Would this work for normals, too? Brad asked. From killing so many seeders, not to mention an alpha, his people must be absolutely loaded with aether. Unfortunately, this meant the normals were going to suffer aether poisoning soon if they weren’t already going through the early stages.

Frank took a moment to answer while his circuits sorted through the muse’s data banks. Actually, yes. They won’t know how much aether they have, but the 3D printers will just tell them they don’t have enough when they try to buy something they lack the aether for. Frank's voice grew excited as he spoke. If you’re thinking what I’m thinking, then you can solve both the aether poisoning problem and any ammo or gear shortages at the same time. It’s almost like there’s a brain jostling around in this empty head of yours.

Right? Brad laughed to himself, heading back up to the mall’s entrance where his people still worked to clear seeder bodies. This way I don’t have to burn up all my mana extracting aether after every fight.

Prioritizing healing over aether extraction is a wise choice in combat situations, Frank said. I’d hate to have a repeat of what happened with Isaac. Speaking of repeating what happened with Isaac! I have a hot tip on a group of normals holing up in the hospital.

Brad wanted to glare at Frank for his poor delivery of the news, but it didn’t change the fact that those people needed help. Medical supplies would go a long way to keeping us alive, too, he admitted. Fine, I accept the quest. He made a quick detour back to the restaurant to grab four packs for his party. If they were going on an expedition, they may as well loot everything they could.

Quest Received: Help the Survivors at Kelowna General Hospital

There was a distinct lack of quest reward attached, just as there was for helping the survivors at the high school. Brad didn’t need an excuse to help his fellow humans, but he didn’t understand why the system seemed so picky about when it wanted to give out rewards. Maybe it prioritized quests Lucy deemed of high importance. Apparently helping a few survivors wasn’t a big deal.

Really, Brad, Frank began. It’s more about the friends we make along the way. And looking at your skills, you’ll be getting a new rank of Healing Hands and Siphon if you survive this.

That’s great and all, but I could use a better weapon, Brad replied.

Four hundred aether would go a long way to securing that, eh? Frank insisted, almost giddy at the prospect of spending his hard-saved aether.

Brad shook his head. No, I’d better save this for levels or gene therapies.

Suit yourself, Frank said.

Brad made his way to a group of normals who were starting to look uncomfortably sweaty. Even without air conditioning, the mall wasn’t hot enough to warrant their perspiration. One of the women walked over to him with her rifle slung across her chest, cradled in one arm. It was Dora.

“Hey boss.” She gave him a wave. “Don’t mean to bother you with this so soon since you just fixed me up, but I’m not feeling great again.”

Brad focused his gaze on her. Sure enough, his HUD reported she was in the first stages of aether poisoning. “And you’re out of ammo too, right?”

Dora cocked her head. “True but what’s that got to do with anything?”

Brad pointed his thumb back at the Olive Grove. “Because you can solve both problems at the 3D printer downstairs. Just spend all your aether on ammo, or whatever else you need.”

“Huh.” Dora pursed her lips with a nod. “Alright, I’ll grab one of the guys from the library so he can show me how to work those things. I’m guessing you’re heading out?”

Brad gave her a nod. “Yeah, I’ll be taking my party with me to the hospital. My muse says there’s more people suffering from aether poisoning there. Plus, having medical supplies never hurt anyone.”

Dora cracked a smile. “Try to get us someone who knows what to do with that gear. Medical gear in the wrong hands can do a lot more harm than good.”

“No promises.” Brad headed out.

He made his way past the large, bloody smear where the alpha used to be. Tim and the others had dragged the beast out to the huge pile outside. It was the first thing he saw when he reached the front doors: a mound of seeder bodies lit ablaze in front of the mall.

Brad pulled his shirt up over his nose to shield himself from the stench of burning flesh, suddenly feeling rather envious of Aron’s gas mask. He stood there, hands on his hips, admiring his work alongside Raechel, Chet, and Tim.

“Going somewhere with those?” Chet asked.

Brad tossed him one of the packs. “We’re going off to help some more normals at the hospital. Sound like a plan?”

Raechel turned to catch her own pack. “Anything’s better than stacking bodies all day.”

Aron took his pack, slipping it over his shoulders. “I still think we should’ve used these bodies to bolster our defenses.”

Chet shuddered. “No.”

Brad smiled, then turned his attention to Tim, who seemed lost as he watched the flames. “You doing alright, Tim?”

“I’m fine. Go do your rescue mission or whatever.” Tim waved them off without so much as a glance in their direction.

Brad wasn’t sure what to make of Tim. Something was obviously bothering him, and the lack of a profanity-laced response worried Brad. He decided not to pry. “Alright, Tim. But if you need anything, you just let us know, alright?”

Tim crossed his arms, giving a simple nod.

Brad took his team back out into the city, but unlike the early days of the invasion where he could easily take a detour to score some easy kills, he decided focusing on the task at hand was the optimal course. After all, they didn’t have an unlimited supply of ammo. Even Raechel’s rifle would take too long to regenerate the ammo inside a magazine to keep her in the fight. Meanwhile, seeders roamed in large packs, looking for their next group of victims. Thankfully none of them seemed interested in the mall.

Raechel took the lead, cutting a path through the city while minimizing their exposure to any roaming packs. She took special care to limit their exposure to the rooftops after their run-in with the alpha at the mall. Though the party had yet to see any creatures on the rooftops, they didn’t want to chance another horde with their big, angry boss coming along for the ride.

“So Raechel,” Chet began, keeping his voice low, “why’d you pick ranged over rogue for your class?”

“Because I prefer to keep the seeders and their grabby little claws the hell away from my tender flesh.” She propped herself up against the trunk of a car, peeking around it and down one side of the street, then the other, before moving forward. “Plus, if any class is going to play like an FPS, it’s going to be ranger.”

Chet followed a few steps behind her, letting her have her space to scout ahead. “But you play so sneaky. Rogues can use ranged weapons too, you know.”

“But they don’t specialize in ranged combat. Anyone can learn to sneak, even Aron over there, but rogues are all about doing it from behind.” Raechel delivered the answer in a deadpan voice.

Brad had to bite down on his lip not to burst out laughing. The others snorted silently.

“In my defense,” Aron began, “I’m too damn big to do any sneaking.”

Raechel stepped around an open manhole, giving it a wide berth to avoid the foul stench wafting up from it. “And I like to get the drop on my opponents. Shoot first or get dead. That’s how most of my shootouts went back before Apocalypse Online became a real thing.”

Chet made his way over to the sewer entrance, waving at the rest of the party. “Psst, hey guys, why don’t we use the sewers? We don’t have to worry about anyone getting the drop on us from above this way.”

“Because it smells a special kind of awful down there,” Raechel replied.

Brad agreed with Chet’s thought process, but there was one fatal error in his planning. “We didn’t bring our flashlights, Chet. We’d be blind down there. Besides, who knows what’s down there?”

Chet shrugged. “Mutant rats or roaches?”

Raechel shuddered. “I’m not going on a bug hunt without a morita, thank you very much.” She proceeded down the street toward the hospital.

“A morita?” Chet asked.

Raechel shook her head. “Do you even watch movies or read books? You know what, don’t answer. I’m going to make it my mission in life to correct this hole in your knowledge.”

“You’re in trouble now, Chet.” Aron laughed.

“Oh come on. Only the gun freaks remember the names of the weapons in movies. Normal people don’t do that. It’s like the silly authors that put movie references in their books. No one pays attention to that shit.”

Brad couldn’t keep the smile from spreading on his face as his friends bickered.

Their party marched down a dozen more blocks before they arrived at the hospital. Brad had expected a single structure, but as it turned out the hospital was an expansive complex comprising several boxy structures. They were going to be searching the place all day without some sort of guidance.

Got a read on our survivors, Frank said as he pulled up the map in Brad’s view. A group of five dots were clustered inside one of the larger buildings.

Do you have sensors in there or something? Brad asked his muse.

Close enough. I have a single nano-pill user in there with four normals. Frank hummed as the gears in his digital mind turned. Doesn’t look like he has eyes on any seeders, though, so we’re going in blind.

Brad nodded, pushing on ahead of his team, waving for Aron to come to the front with him. “Third floor of the hospital, we got four normals to pick up.”

Aron looked down to Brad. “You realize we’re all sharing the same quest with the same info, right?”

Brad opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again. “Fair.”

Aron let out a muffled laugh, leading the way inside the hospital through broken-down glass doors. Whatever came through had torn down the doorframe on its way inside. Brad figured it must have been a horde of seeders, or an alpha, but he hadn’t seen any mutated animals yet. So long as they didn’t have another horde to deal with, Brad was confident they could handle anything stalking through the hospital’s halls.

Splashes and smears of red decorated the hospital halls mixed with the thick, green stains where humans had been turned into fertilizer for the aliens. Clothes sat empty in the halls—bloody, torn, with no trace of their owners anywhere.

They passed by a door to a supply room. The thick wooden door was smashed in and splintered all over the room. Bent racks filled the room, most of them toppled, as whatever had made it inside chased its prey. The heavy smear of blood in a crushed corner of the room marked the site of its kill.

“Seeders really tore this place up,” Brad commented. “But I don’t think it’s anything we’ve seen so far.”

Chet was shoving an armful of gauze into his pack. “It looks pretty messed up, like every other place the seeders got their claws into.” He shrugged, then added bottles of alcohol and iodine to his collection.

“Exactly my point,” Brad said. “Seeders and their alphas, they use their claws and teeth to kill their victims. But whatever did this looks like it used a club or a battering ram to tear the place up.”

Aron groaned. “I do not need these things getting smart enough to use tools. The last thing we need are aliens with ray guns pewing at us.”

“Seconded,” Raechel said.

Brad grabbed a few boxes of gloves, safety pins, and tape before he headed out. Everything else was too much of a mess to bother looting. “Come on, let’s hurry up. I don’t want to get crushed by whatever did this.”

All was quiet in the hospital other than the occasional groan of a light fixture swinging from the ceiling or glass crunching underfoot. The scent of antiseptic Brad had grown to associate with hospitals was replaced by the smell of dried blood and the gardens outside the shattered windows.

Aron took the team up a stairwell as quietly as a gas-masked man with a heavy shield could. His muffled breaths made more noise than Brad liked, and the large shield scraped against the floor every so often. Thankfully there were no alien shrieks or roars, just dead silence.

When they came to the third floor, they saw turned-over hospital beds strewn about the floor with other medical equipment. Brad figured the people inside had thrown anything they could in the way of their attackers, but it didn’t do them much good. Some of the beds were caved in from whatever had rammed into them, along with the shattered equipment. Off to the side, a glass window overlooking the bridge was shattered, its jagged edges painted in blood. Brad peeked over the edge, expecting to see a body, but there was a thick green smear mixed in with the splash of blood where a human should have been.

Brad squeezed the grip of his shotgun. We’re nothing but fertilizer for these things. But I won’t let them take any more people if I can help it. They were going to save the people in the hospital, then add them to their growing community at the mall. Brad didn’t just want to survive anymore, helping out whoever he could when he could—he wanted to thrive. It was only once they were able to carve out a place for themselves in this new apocalyptic world that they would stand a chance of fighting back against the aliens. Brad didn’t know about his party members, but he had every intention of taking the fight back to the monsters who’d destroyed their world.

Aron stopped at the entrance to a bridge, pointing his shovel down the path. “Our people are just across this bridge.”

“Well why are we stopping, then?” Brad asked.

Aron looked around. “Doesn’t feel right, man. This bridge is all kinds of exposed. If the aliens were smart enough to use tools, this bridge is the perfect place for us to get shot to pieces while crossing. Not to mention if I was trying to hold out here, I would have barricaded the hell out of the bridge.”

“But there’s only five of them, Aron,” Chet countered. “Most of them are dealing with aether poisoning, too. There’s no way they could do much besides maybe hole up in one of the rooms.”

Rachel nodded, checking her rifle to make sure she had a round in the chamber. “Doesn’t hurt to be cautious, big guy. But we haven’t seen any sign of ranged weapons from the aliens yet. No lasers, bullets, or even arrows. Just a bunch of big dents. They might not even be using weapons for all we know.”

Brad shouldered his shotgun on the off chance they were about to get into a fight. “Might have just been an alpha that prefers to use his fists. Go on Aron, we’re right behind you.”

“Alright, but I still don’t like this damn bridge.” Aron made his way down the center of the bridge, his gaze shifting from side to side then back to the front.

Brad followed his gaze, finding they had plenty of windows and rooftops with great lines of sight on them. If the aliens had ranged variants of some kind, this would have been the perfect place to use them.

Brad bumped against Aron’s back. He was about to ask why they’d stopped when he heard heavy footsteps.

“This was my second worry.” Aron shifted his stance to brace for attack.

Brad looked around the heavy shield to see two dog-like creatures. They were as tall as he was with powerfully built legs. But the strangest thing about the creatures were their elongated heads stretching along their necks to their upper backs. They looked like they were made for ramming. As he focused on one of the monsters, their name popped up on his HUD: Hunters.

“We’ve got more back here,” Chet said as the back of the bridge was covered by another two of the monsters.

The hunters' powerful clawed feet raked over the hospital floor. One of the beasts barked out a command, then they charged at them from either end of the bridge.

“Hold them off, Aron,” Brad shouted as he swung his shotgun around to the two hunters charging from the rear.

Chet and Raechel dropped down to a knee, spewing ammo into the rushing beasts. Brad joined the assault, pumping shell after shell into the monsters. The first hunter crumpled into a lifeless heap while the second lowered its thick skull. Bullets dug deep into the hunter’s head, but they struggled to penetrate.

“Don’t aim for the head,” Raechel yelled.

Behind them, the sound of two solid metal thunks rang out as the hunters slammed into Aron. Aron held his ground, grunting from the strain of holding back the monsters. He had to use both his arms to hold his shield up as they pushed him back, rather than swinging his shield to beat down his assailants.

Chet and Raechel dove out of the way of the charging hunter, giving it a clean path toward Brad. If he moved out of the way, it would slam into Aron’s spine. He wasn’t sure he could heal such a severe injury, but injury or not, Aron would be vulnerable to the hunters from the force of the attack alone.

Not happening. Brad leaned to the side, taking aim at the charging hunter’s upper leg. Buckshot flew out of the gun’s barrel, tearing through its flesh. The hunter shrieked as it staggered, losing speed but still approaching. Brad dropped his shotgun and dug his heels in. When the hunter reached him, he caught its battering-ram head, gritting his teeth as he fought the monster to a standstill as it pressed him to Aron’s back.

“The hell are you doing, Brad?” Aron demanded.

“Watching your back, bud,” Brad strained to answer. Even with it injured, he couldn’t overpower the beast. Luckily he didn’t have to.

Chet and Raechel took to the monster’s left flank, opening up with their guns. The hunter fell over dead, allowing Brad to grab his shotgun.

The two hunters fighting Aron took turns running away then charging, each time hitting his shield with a resounding metallic thud. Aron’s shield held, but those sliding, shifting feet of his were going to break soon.

Brad waited for the next impact to hit the shield, then swept around Aron’s right. He caught the retreating hunter in the back with a blast of buckshot as Raechel and Chet swung around Aron’s left, finishing the job. The hunter between them roared as it moved to leap back, but as the pressure came off Aron, he brought his shovel down on the hunter’s skull. The dog-like monster crashed to the ground, its legs spasming against the floor before Aron finished the job, crushing its skull with his shield.

You have gained 25 aether.

“Damn, those things are strong,” Aron grunted, shaking out his arm.

“Need any healing?” Brad asked. He could just as easily have checked the HUD, which showed Aron was fine, but he liked the human touch of interacting with his party.

Aron rolled his shoulder, then advanced. “Unless you can heal my ego, I’m good, Brad.”

According to his map, they were two halls away from their quest objective. As they moved up, Brad slid new shells into his shotgun, his eyes swiveling to every door, open or closed, watching for seeders. But everything was quiet.

“Think those were all the aliens left in the hospital?” Brad asked as they moved to the hall leading to a surgery prep and recovery room.

Aron shrugged. “Can’t afford to be getting slop—”

A hunter smashed through a door to Aron’s right, slamming him into the wall, leaving an Aron-shaped crater in it. The hunter tore its head free from Aron, then charged right for Brad. He managed to get a shot off into the hunter’s skull, only slowing the monster down before it slammed into his gut, throwing him across the floor.

You have taken 20 damage.

Brad tumbled, struggling to breathe let alone make sense of the world around him. Gunfire erupted, cutting the hunter down before it had a chance to use its thick skull to shield its body from Chet and Raechel. The alien roared as it staggered around to face them. It tried to charge, but its wounds were too grave. The hunter collapsed onto its chest, letting out pathetic snarls as it pushed itself along the hospital floor.

Chet moved to the hunter’s side, kicking it over before putting a burst into its torso. “Damn aliens are setting traps now.”

You have gained 5 aether.

Brad coughed, spitting up blood before pushing himself up on shaky arms. “Aron, are you alright?” he called out, trying to make out Aron past Chet.

Aron struggled against the wall. “Just missing a chunk of health. I’ll live. But I can’t get off this wall.” He grunted, tugging hard at his arm, trying to break free.

Brad spent ten points of mana healing himself before he went to Aron with Chet. Between the three of them they managed to pry Aron free from the wall. They dusted Aron off, even as they coughed from the fresh dust released into the hall.

You have learned: Healing Hands — Level 2.

Caster heals an additional 2 points of health per 5 mana.

Well, that’s handy, Brad thought. Restoring more hit points per heal would be very helpful. He hoped his Aether Siphon skill would level up soon as well.

“Caught that thing with my shield at the last second but slamming me into the wall still hit for ten,” Aron said.

Brad nodded. “Hit me for twenty in the gut. Anyway, you’re good without healing, right? I’ve got fifty-five mana left and I need it to siphon aether from the normals.”

“Can’t really complete the quest if you’re out of juice, Brad,” Aron said as he moved on to the doors.

On Brad’s map, four of the survivors were laid out in a neat row while the fifth slowly moved to take up position in front of the doors.

Aron looked to Brad for direction.

“Watch the hall,” Brad said as he moved to the door. He gave it three quick knocks. “You guys alright in there? We’re friendlies.”

“Friendlies? Like humans? It’s not just my imagination?” a voice called from behind the doors.

“That’s right.”

“Wait…” The man’s voice filled with fear. “If you guys are saying friendlies, does that mean people are killing each other out there already?”

The city had been full of fighting since the invasion. Brad naturally assumed it was all against the aliens. Not once did he consider the violence could be human on human.

“Not that we’ve seen, but it doesn’t hurt to be safe,” Brad answered the man. “So far everyone we’ve run into has been friendly. Well, except Tim, but he’s just kind of a dick, not a psycho.”

The man behind the doors gave a relieved laugh. There was the clatter of a gun dropping to a desk followed by footsteps. “T-that’s good to hear. I’m opening the doors.” The sounds of scraping furniture followed before the doors opened.

A man dressed in blue nurse scrubs greeted them. His head and jawline were shaved to a smooth sheen. “Oh man, you are real.” Without any hesitation, he wrapped his arms around Brad in a tight embrace. “You have no idea how relieved I am. I’ve been trapped here for days, taking care of my coworkers. They’ve all fallen to aether poisoning.”

Brad gave the nurse an awkward pat on the side before pulling himself free. “That’s actually what we came here to fix. I’m a healer, and you are…”

“A fighter.” He waved for them to follow him inside. He picked up his pistol and what looked to be a police baton, hanging them off his belt. “I know it’s a pretty weird choice since I’m a nurse.” He shook his head, leading them through the room to the back. “Should’ve gone with healer. I could’ve actually kept people alive instead of being useless.”

“Don’t be like that,” Brad said. “You kept these people alive so far.”

The nurse sighed. “Used to be thirty of us.”

“Hey uh, not to be rude there man, but you got a name?” Aron asked.

“Oh! That’s right, I didn’t introduce myself. I’m Norman, and you all are?”

“Aron.” He gave a wave with his shovel, then pointed out the rest of his party as he called them out. “Brad, Chet, Raechel.”

“Pleasure to meet you all. Sorry about my lack of manners…it’s been a crazy past few days.” Norman gave a shaky smile, then resumed heading to the back of the room where four beds lay occupied by other nurses. They had IV drips hooked up to them while the computers next to them beeped at a heightened pace.

“Don’t worry about it,” Brad said. “We aren’t the best with manners, either.”

As he looked over the patients, he saw that their skin was pale and they looked almost dehydrated, like the aether was sucking the life right out of them. He could see veins, and they had a violet glow to them that contrasted with their pale flesh. It was like they’d developed an extremely bad case of varicose veins all over their bodies.

“These four have been suffering from aether poisoning for a day now. The early stages gave them the shakes and heavy sweats, but they pushed themselves to keep fighting the seeders.” Norman shook his head. “Then they started getting pale and the violet veins started coming up. They’re also less responsive now. It’s like they have a constant fog over their minds. My muse doesn’t know how much time is left before these four turn, though. She says to find the exact time, we would have to watch someone go through the whole process.”

Brad cringed at the thought of watching anyone turn into a monster. “We’ll skip the science experiment.” Brad went to the first patient and began to siphon out the excess aether, ten points at a time. With four patients available, he figured spending ten mana on each would do the trick. As the first patient's aether was drained, the pulsing veins slowly faded away, then the sweats went away until they simply lay in bed with soft, calm breaths.

Norman flung his arms up in the air. “You did it!”

You have gained skill: Siphon — Level 2.

“Leveled up my Siphon skill, too.” Brad smiled, moving on to the next patient. This time he pulled fifteen points of aether from a target for every point of mana he spent on the spell, which made his job easier. Even better, now he gained two points of aether for each pull from a target. While it wasn’t a powerful spell now, it had the potential to be as it leveled up.

Brad went down the line of patients until he was down to his last five points of mana. He’d collected seventy additional aether for himself while curing the patients of their aether poisoning.

Norman went in to hug Brad once again. “Thank you, thank you, thank you. I thought I was going to have to kill my friends to stay alive.”

“You are very touchy-feely, aren’t you?” Brad said, trying not to sound as uncomfortable as he was.

Norman pulled back, clearing his throat. “Erhm, ah…yeah. Sorry about that. Just overjoyed, ya know?”

Brad shook his head. “I get it. Anyway, me and my party have a little community set up down at the mall. I was wondering if you and your people would like to join us down there. Strength in numbers and all that.”

Norman placed his hands on his hips, staring at the ceiling. “That’s where that upgrade station is, isn’t it?”

“Yup.”

“Well, I can’t see a reason not to. This place has an emergency generator, but that’ll run out of power sooner or later.” Norman glanced at their backpacks. “And I’m guessing you were looking to get some medical supplies while you were here helping us.”

Raechel gasped, holding a hand up to her mouth. “Oh no, he saw through our clever ruse!” She laughed as the others joined in.

“Yeah, yeah, I’ll get you guys set up. I know where we keep all the good stuff. I’ll set you guys up real nice. Just uh, the sooner we can get some power running, the better. Some of this stuff needs to be kept cold.”

Brad pursed his lips, wondering how they were even going to generate power. “That’s definitely something to research with the muses later. For now, let’s pack up what we can.”

Norman led them over to the front desk, pulling out four walkie-talkies. “Here you go guys, just in case we get separated while we’re gathering supplies.”

Brad smiled, turning his on. “Oh, these are awesome. I’ve been wondering how we were going to communicate with the mall while we were out and about. These will help a ton.”

A man’s voice came through the radio. “—yone listening out there? We are in need of help at— I repeat, we require aid from folks who took the nano-pill at Cameron Park. We got wounded—” The voice faded in and out through static. Brad wasn’t sure if they were messing with the frequency while sending out the message or if something else was interfering, but their next objective was clear.

“Load up on supplies. We’ve got more people to help.”


Chapter twenty-three
Brad


It took a while to get the normals back on their feet. In the meantime, Brad’s party stuffed their packs full of all the medical supplies they could carry. Thanks to Norman’s guidance, finding the gear and figuring out what they actually needed was a breeze. The others back at the mall were sure to appreciate having some nurses and a doctor around rather than relying entirely on Brad for healing, and it was highly likely that some of the normals would choose to become healers once they got to the mall.

Once they were ready, they armed up the normals with the fire axes and knives they were using before the aether poisoning took them out of the fight. Kayla, a brunette nurse, was the smallest of the women, wielding a short knife. Brad wasn’t sure if it had come out of a patient or what, but it looked like it was at least pretending to be a combat knife. Lillie was a bit of a chubby redhead packing a bigger knife she’d probably pulled from the hospital’s kitchen. Heather, the blonde, was the largest of the nurses, including Norman, standing at six feet tall. She carried one of the fire axes, looking more like a Viking to Brad than a nurse. Really all she was missing was the haircut, war paint, and a change of outfit and she’d be set. Then there was Ralph, or Dr. Dalton as he insisted on being called. The portly man carried the last of the axes but he looked uncomfortable carrying his own weight, let alone the weapon’s. At least the man followed orders.

They snuck through the city streets toward Cameron Park, keeping quiet other than the odd, whispered conversation. To Brad’s surprise the streets were completely clear, a sight he found more unsettling than the hordes of seeders roaming around. After the ambush at the hospital, he expected the seeders to be waiting to burst out of every building. None came. It left Brad to wonder if they were busy with other prey, building their numbers, or establishing some sort of nightmarish alien hive.

“So I’ve been thinking,” Chet cut into Brad’s thoughts. “Don’t you guys think it was a little bit weird the guy on the radio asked specifically for people who took the nano-pill?”

Brad raised a brow. “Not really. They’re probably a bunch of normals who learned about aether poisoning from other pill poppers and need the aether pulled from them. Hopefully it’s not a lot—I’m barely back to ten mana.”

Aron agreed. “Yeah, and it’s not like every single person who played Apocalypse Online got or took a pill. Plenty of people were on the Apocalypse Online forums discussing all sorts of info since the invasion started. At least before the internet went down.”

Raechel shrugged. “Doesn’t hurt to be cautious. I used to play on Arma 3 survival servers and calling for help, or pretending to be friendly, was a great way to set up ambushes.”

“You guys weren’t like that, though,” Norman said. “So maybe these people won’t be either?”

Dalton harrumphed. “Please, young lady. This is the real world, not some game. Why would anyone behave in such an absurd way?”

“Don’t know if you’ve noticed, Doc, but the world is a little absurd at the moment,” Raechel shot back. “All I’m saying is a healthy degree of paranoia never hurt anyone.”

Brad dreaded the thought of humans turning on one another, especially when they needed to come together more than ever. If there was a reason for humanity to unite, an alien invasion like they were suffering now had to be it. He hoped Raechel was worrying over nothing.

As they neared the park, the city structures were replaced by small suburban homes—quaint little things varying from one to two floors. The park itself lay just beyond a few trees with cars parked all the way down the sidewalk. The cars themselves were torn up by seeder claws, their tires slashed, windows smashed, and the seating inside ripped and bloodied.

Cameron Park was a large, flat plane of grass with plenty of space to enjoy the good old days of fun with the family. Need a spot for a picnic? Jungle gym for the kids? A place to play baseball? The park had it all except any signs of people. Brad’s group were the only souls around; there weren’t even seeders roaming the area. No tents either, but there was no shortage of houses for some group to turn into their base of operations.

“I don’t like this,” Raechel said. “There’s no cover in the park itself, with too many cars and trees to hide behind around the perimeter.”

Brad looked back at her. “What do you want to do, then?”

“Go to the mall, of course. We don’t get anything out of this,” Raechel urged, pointing her thumb back the way they’d come.

Norman put his hands up to placate her. “Hey, hey, relax. Those people said they needed help. We can’t just leave them here. Besides, they could come help us back at the mall, right?”

“They could. It’s more people to go out on salvage missions or guard the mall,” Brad agreed.

Raechel shook her head. “Seriously, think about this. Our muses told us about both the group at the library and hospital. We had a friendly contact of some sort. Not to mention the medical supplies we got out of the hospital trip.”

“Yeah, what’s your point, though?” Brad asked.

“Has your muse told you anything about these people? Because mine doesn’t know a thing.”

Frank, you know anything? Brad asked his muse.

Honestly, I think the girl’s being a little too paranoid, Frank replied. But I don’t have any information on this group.

Brad looked back to the empty park. He had to agree it looked suspicious. People asking for help didn’t tend to hide, unless they were hiding from seeders. If he left wounded or aether-poisoned people to deal with the problem themselves, Brad wasn’t sure he could live with himself, but he wasn’t sure he could talk Raechel into going with them to the park, either. The party looked to Brad, waiting to see what they would do next.

The longer he spent thinking about it, the more he thought Raechel was worrying over nothing. If someone was going to ambush them, they would have done it by now. They’d been standing in the open street discussing the situation among themselves, not paying any attention to their surroundings long enough for someone to get the drop on them.

“No, couldn’t be an ambush. But why don’t we play it safe?” Brad began. “Raechel, you hang back with your rifle and cover us. Take Lillie with you for cover. Everyone else will go with us into the park. Sound fair?”

Raechel rubbed at her brow. “Fine, be that way. But the second I see something fishy I’m shooting first, asking questions later.”

Brad clasped her shoulder. “Hopefully it doesn’t come to that.” He slipped away from her.

Raechel made her way into one of the nearby homes, rushing to the second floor where she had a clear view of the entire park. He could only just make out her barrel in the dark window, as she made sure not to stick her rifle through where anyone could spot her.

Brad led the rest of his party into the park. “Anybody here?” he called out as they arrived at the center of the park. There was no response, and no sign of movement anywhere around them.

Aron stood to Brad’s left, his shield hanging by his side as he kept his head on a swivel. “You know, Raechel may be worrying over nothing, but it looks like we’re just wasting our time here, Brad.”

Chet shrugged. “Maybe the seeders chased them off? Those hunter things we ran into were pretty scary. There might be other, freakier aliens out here now.”

“Maybe. But let’s try calling them.” Brad pulled up his walkie-talkie, pushing the send button. “Whoever was asking for help at Cameron Park, are you still alive out there?” No response. Brad pushed the button again. “We’re here, ready to help out however we can, but we’re not seeing anyone.” He waited for any response.

Gunshots erupted from behind. It sounded like the house where Raechel and Heather had set up.

“Brad, get out of there. It’s a—” Raechel’s voice was cut off by a burst of fire, and her body slumped against the window. She struggled to raise her rifle when a final round ended her life.

His heart sank at the sight, almost dropping the walkie-talkie as more shots rang out all around them. They were surrounded. Lillie and Dalton were the first to go down as Norman took off running for the street. Another shot caught him in the back of the head, sending him toppling to the ground.

“We gotta get out of here,” Aron demanded, holding his shield up as bullets bounced off the thick metal.

Chet dropped to a knee as a round punched through his leg. He screamed, clutching at the wound as he swung his pistol, firing a blind spray in the shot's direction. A plume of red erupted behind a car as Chet’s burst connected. Kayla was quick to run to Chet’s side, dragging him behind Aron’s shield as more rounds crashed into it.

Brad tried to fall behind Aron, but the ground in front of him erupted in jets of dirt from automatic fire. He dropped onto his back, prone, his heart pounding in his chest as he tried to crawl away. What the hell, man? We’re supposed to be on the same side! he wanted to scream, but he was in too much shock to get the words out.

A bullet slammed into Aron’s helmet. He staggered back, almost falling off balance, but he somehow managed to stay on his feet. “Get out of here, Brad,” he shouted, muffled by his mask. “We can’t fight this, just go!” Another round found its way into his back. Aron lurched forward with a growl but fought to stand on his feet even as red streamed out of the wound.

Chet flung his gun around, firing another burst toward their attackers, forcing their heads down before Kayla caught a round in the heart. She collapsed in moments, lifeless. Chet tried to stand to no avail, but Aron rushed to his aid, dragging him through the park with one arm as they vanished deeper into the neighborhood.

Brad wanted to murder every single last one of the bastards who’d ambushed them, but now wasn’t the time. He couldn’t even help his friends from where he was. He shot to his feet and took off running in the opposite direction. Raechel was right about everything. The ambush, and most importantly the lack of cover. Rounds snapped past his head, crashing into the ground before a bullet lanced into his arm, throwing him to the ground just as he crossed the street.

You have taken 20 damage.

You are bleeding.

Left arm disabled.

The notifications streamed across his HUD as the gunfire briefly broke. They had to be reloading. Brad shot to his feet, sprinting as fast as he could. He made it to the first row of houses when the shooting resumed. Bullets shattered glass as they lanced into the houses around him. The second Brad had a chance, he threw himself over a wooden fence, dropping prone on the other side. The fence didn’t do anything to stop the more powerful rounds tearing through it, but visual cover would keep his attackers from seeing where he’d gone.

Low-crawling across the yard, Brad waited for the guns to fall silent once more before he took off running again. He jumped over another fence, diving deeper into the neighborhood, jumping over every fence he came across, taking sharp turns at random, hoping to lose his attackers.

You have taken 5 damage.

Bleeding damage. Right. I’m an idiot, he thought as he hissed in pain. The trail of blood he’d left behind was going to lead them right to him. Brad hovered his right hand over the wound, casting Healing Hands. The warm white light pouring from his palm extracted the bullet from his arm as the wound began to seal. It was like watching his body stitch itself back together—disgusting, yet he couldn’t pull his gaze away. The glow in his hand dissipated as his mana bar flashed red on his HUD, empty.

You have received 21 healing.

You have stopped bleeding.

Brad tried moving his arm but he screamed as pain shot through his limb. His hand spasmed, trying to curl into a fist.

“Over here! I heard the pill popper this way,” a man’s voice shouted as the sound of boots rushed in his direction.

Brad caught a glimpse of one of them hopping a fence. It was a man with a scraggly black beard. He spotted another hopping shortly after with a red baseball cap on his head. Those were just the ones he could see; he didn’t want to stick around to get an accurate count. Brad jumped the next fence out to the street.

Another burst of fire chipped the pavement at his feet into the air. Brad dove behind a car as rounds rattled the vehicle. Brad forced himself to stand, swinging his shotgun up to his shoulder with one arm, then firing at a blond woman in an olive beanie. The buckshot sent her flying back before ten people rounded the corner behind her. Among them was a man in a red plaid shirt, looking like a cross between a football player and a construction worker.

You have received 20 aether.

He wasn’t going to win this fight. Brad sprinted down the next street as fresh rounds flew through the air. All he could do was run until he found a house with its front door torn off the hinges by a seeder attack. Brad rushed in and tried to pump his shotgun like they did in the movies. He flung it up to grab it by the pump, using the momentum to load a new shell in. He was surprised it worked at all, but he wasn’t going to complain. His other option—to chamber a new round—would have looked a lot more awkward for anyone walking in on him, and he didn’t need to go out with someone making jokes about him pumping his gun.

“Any sign of the bastard?” a man shouted.

“Not a clue,” another said. “But I did see him running off this way.”

“Spread out and find that alien-loving freak,” the first man ordered. “I’m gonna make him pay for killing Sue.”

For killing Sue? You son of a bitch, you damn near killed all of my friends, Brad thought, hoping Aron and Chet had made it out alive at least, but they weren’t in good shape last he saw. Brad checked his HUD. Raechel was marked as dead, and Aron and Chet were marked as out of range. For all he knew they were gone, too. Brad braced his shotgun against his shoulder, watching the mob outside running past a window while he lay in wait in the darkness of the living room. If he had to, he could retreat through the sliding door in the kitchen at the back of the house.

Easy there, hot shot, Frank cautioned. You pull that trigger now and the rest of those crazies are going to come down on us like a ton of bricks. If you want a chance to see your friends again, you better keep moving.

Floorboards groaned under the sound of a boot. Brad’s eyes widened as he snapped his shotgun to the sound, where a scraggly, bearded man stalked through the home. Brad squeezed off another shot. Buckshot thundered through the house as the man flew into a wall in a cloud of red blood, dropping his rifle as he quivered on the floor. It was a bolt-action rifle, a much worse choice than his shotgun, given his current situation.

The quivering man bubbled a breath, reaching for his gun as he stared daggers at Brad. He wanted to do nothing more than end his worthless life right then and there, but he could already hear the others running for him. He would just have to settle for letting the man bleed out. Hopefully the crazies who’d ambushed him weren’t so far gone they would leave their own wounded behind to die.

Brad rushed out to the backyard, pumping another round into his shotgun before he pulled himself up and over the fence. He had no idea which way he was going, but the angry shouts coming from behind told him it was the right direction. So long as he was still drawing breath, he would keep running from the angry mob on his rear.

He came out to another street where a group of three greeted him. These ones held clubs and axes instead of guns. Brad swung out his shotgun without aiming and fired. One man’s leg was blown clean off, and the other fell to the floor as some buckshot tore through his thigh. The third, wielding an axe, kept running for him. Brad ran for his life, pumping another shell in. He guessed he had another six shells left in the tube, but reloading was going to be a problem with one arm.

The axe-wielding maniac caught up to him and swung for Brad.

He dodged out of the way, but not before the axe cut into his back and side. Fresh blood spilled from the wound as the damage notification popped up.

You have taken 5 damage.

You are bleeding.

Brad snarled in pain as he staggered away. Another rush of air swung just past the hairs on the back of his neck as the man behind him screamed his fury. Running wasn’t going to work. Brad whipped around with his shotgun and thrust the barrel at the man. To his surprise, he caught the man right in his screaming mouth, pushing it to the back of his throat. Brad wasn’t going to ask questions. He pulled the trigger and blew his brains all over the pavement. The force of the blast made sure to knock the corpse clean off his gun, letting Brad get back to running away.

You have received 50 aether.

You have received 75 aether.

You have received 35 aether.

The notifications came one after another as each of the ambushers died. Deep down inside, some part of Brad felt wrong about it—killing his own kind, profiting from it. It was a part of him buried beneath a mountain of rage and grief, a part of him whose weakness he couldn’t afford to indulge while his fellow humans were hunting him for… For what? What the hell is their problem?

As the shouting of the mob drew closer, Brad decided it was best not to give them any consideration. They were no better than the seeders as far as he was concerned. For the first time since the apocalypse began, Brad hoped the monsters heard all the commotion—anything to get his revenge.


Chapter twenty-four
Jake


Deep into his martial arts studies, Jake almost didn’t notice the sound of movement upstairs. From the note Sam had left him, he figured it was her. She mentioned going out, but not where thanks to her fear of their odd little community. He made his way up, opening the door to their room. There she was, brushing her hair back as she walked through the room, pausing when she caught sight of Jake.

“And where have you been, young lady?” Jake put on his most deadpan, serious voice, trying to act like she was in trouble.

Sam huffed, crossing her arms tightly over her chest. “Out!” Her angsty teen act lasted for all of one second before she broke into a quiet laugh. “I went to check out the mall. Got some upgrades while I was there.” Sam pulled up one of her sleeves, exposing the bracer on her arm. With a flick of her wrist, the crossbow deployed.

Jake let out a whistle. “That’s a nice toy.” He looked over his shoulder, listening for a moment to make sure they were alone, then closed the door behind him. “Is that more alien tech?”

Sam nodded. “Yeah, that’s why I kept my regular crossbow. No need to show our neighbors anything they don’t need to see.”

“Come on Sam, don’t be like that.”

Sam tilted her head. “Just because you want to trust them doesn’t mean I have to, Jake. Besides, I met another group of people at the mall. They’re a lot nicer, and not crazy.” Sam set her bow down on the dresser. “They might not have the whole survivalist thing down like this bunch of special people, but they have a strong party of pill poppers with them doing everything they can to help one another, even the normals who haven’t had a chance to or refuse to take the pill.”

Jake pursed his lips. “Another group, huh? And you’re sure they’re friendly? Because Colton’s people are pretty friendly, just a little unorthodox.”

Sam planted her hands on her hips, meeting his gaze. “They killed a horde of seeders, an alpha, and were nice enough to show me to the upgrade station before we were ambushed. I’m pretty sure they’re friendly,” she scolded him while keeping her voice down. “I even know one of them from Apocalypse Online, before the invasion hit. So excuse me if I trust them a little bit more than these paranoid crazies who might flip on me the second they find out I took a nano-pill.”

Jake sighed, rubbing at his brow. He understood why his sister would be fearful of Colton’s people. The things they said during their hunting trip weren’t exactly endearing as far as Jake was concerned, but Colton seemed to have talked them down. Sam must have heard them say similar things on their own, without anyone to talk some sense into them. Everyone’s just on edge. They just need some time to acclimate to this mess is all, Jake thought to himself.

Sam sat down on the edge of the bed. “So do you think we can go join them?”

Jake pursed his lips. After everything Colton’s people had done for them—clothed them, fed them, treated their wounds—it felt wrong to just leave them. “I don’t know, Sam. We have a good thing going here right now. We can’t just up and leave.”

Sam frowned at her brother, her gaze narrowing on him.

Jake knew that look. It was the look she gave their parents when she had a litany of awful things to say to them but didn’t. Jake never thought he’d be on the receiving end of her evil eye. Guess she’s not entirely out of line with her worries. Jake sighed, sitting beside Sam, giving her a light embrace. “Just…give me some time, OK? At the very least we have to give Colton a good reason for leaving and do something to pay them back for their kindness. I hate being a freeloader almost as much as I hate being an ungrateful guest.”

Sam shook her head. “Manners don’t matter around crazies, Jake. Not in the old world, and even less now that the rules have changed.”

“They matter to me, Sam.” Jake placed a soft kiss on the top of her head. “The world can fall apart around us, but I still intend to be a good role model to you. Even if it gets me on your bad side.”

Sam swatted at him. “You can’t get on my bad side. But you do piss me off when you’re being unreasonable like this.”

Jake let out a quick laugh. “Sounds like your bad side to me.”

A noise came from downstairs, something like static and voices.

“What’s that?” Sam asked.

Jake rose to his feet. “A radio Colton’s people forgot to mention when they left. They’re probably calling to check in.”

“Well, I’m beat from running around the city, so you go deal with them.” Sam flopped onto the bed. “I’ll be taking a nap.”

Jake chuckled. “You do that, Sam.” He headed downstairs to the kitchen where he had the radio.

“Jake, you there?” Colton’s voice came through the radio.

Jake picked up and answered, as he had the last dozen times Colton called. “Everything’s good at home base, Colton. Nothing to worry about here.”

“Glad to hear it, but I was calling about something else, actually.”

Jake moved to the front door, peeking his head out. No one had returned yet, so it couldn’t be about some sort of work. “What’s the matter? Do we have inbound seeders?”

Colton let out a sharp breath. “Sure hope not, son. Streets have been kinda quiet on the seeder front, so I’m a bit worried about them, but it’s not what I called for. We found another group of people and we need someone to make first contact.”

Jake leaned against a wall. “Colton, if I leave there’s no one to hold down the fort but Sam. Why can’t you talk to them?”

“Because my dashing good looks are the stuff of nightmares for some people.” Colton laughed. “So I’d rather they have a nice friendly face to deal with. Like yours. Besides, you went one on one with an alpha. If anything goes wrong, I trust you more than the rest of my people to hold it together out there.”

Jake frowned. He didn’t like the idea of things going bad when dealing with their fellow humans, not during the middle of an alien invasion. He didn’t like leaving Sam alone, either. But Sam had proven more than capable of handling herself and had even traversed the city on her own. “Alright Colton, I’m coming,” Jake finally replied. The more he got himself on the older man’s good side, the easier it would be for Jake to leave with Sam.

“Good, we’re down by Cameron Park. See you in a bit. Colton out.”

Jake headed upstairs. He barely made it through the door to their room when Sam spoke.

“What do the crazies want from us now?” She was laying on the bed, hands resting behind her head.

“Just a quick public relations job,” Jake said. “I go talk to some new people, make sure everything’s nice and friendly, then I come back. Easy enough, right?”

“Sounds to me like they want a fall guy.” Sam sighed. “Why else would they trust the new guy to be the face of the group?”

Jake found his pistol, holstered it, then slung his Winchester over his shoulder. While waiting for Sam to get back, he’d made sure to load up all of his weapons, just in case he had to defend the compound. “Well, they’re not too sure about these new people either, but Colton trusts me to handle whatever happens. Whether they want to be friendly or not.”

Sam looked up at him. “Just be careful, Jake. I’d rather not deal with this alien apocalypse on my own.”

Jake went to her side with a pat on her stomach. “I’ll punch my way through a horde of seeders before I leave you alone in this world, Sam. Be back soon, kiddo.” He slipped away, grabbing his axe from the kitchen before he headed out into the world.

As he worked his way through the neighborhood streets, he thought about Sam’s view of their current group. They were an unusual bunch to be sure, a little paranoid, even twitchy, but Colton struck him as a good man. He was doing whatever he could to keep his people together while maintaining the peace. It couldn’t be an easy job, not as far as Jake could imagine. It was hard enough when he was working a construction project to coordinate a handful of contractors under him or calm them down when sparks began to fly. Colton had so far managed to lead his group of maybe a couple dozen survivors with little issue. Maybe a rowdy comment now and then, but nothing serious that Jake had ever seen.

Sam’s just scared. That’s all, Jake told himself. If her secret ever came out, he was certain Colton would keep his people in line, even the jumpier ones like Bryce. After all, Sam may have been distant from the rest of the group, but she helped with any task asked of her, though so far none of them but Jake had been asked to go out on missions with the rest of the group. Maybe they didn’t trust them. Relax, Jake. We’re the new guys. Baby steps.

Jake approached the park to an odd sight. Colton, Bryce, and Louis were crouched behind big trees and cars, almost like they were waiting in ambush. Colton waved Jake over, signaling him to keep low. Jake crouched down, moving from cover to cover, his head on a swivel. There were no signs of seeders, mutated wildlife, or even other people outside of their group.

He pressed up against the car beside Colton, then peeked out into the park. “What’s going on, Colton? You guys look like you’re ready to jump someone.”

“Just a precaution,” Colton assured him. “If things go south, I want to make sure we’ve got you covered from every angle. Nothing serious. Things go well, and we’ll pop up to say hello.” The older man shrugged. “No big deal.”

Jake frowned. “If anyone sees this, they’re going to think it’s a trap and run. We should be out in the open to meet them.”

“Understandable.” Colton checked the chamber of his gun. “But we’ve met some rowdy folks trying to get the jump on us. Trust me, we’re being safe.”

Sam’s fears conflicted with Jake’s desire to trust this man and their new community, but then he put himself in Colton’s shoes. How would I handle meeting new people if Colton’s people had attacked me rather than helped? Jake imagined he would be doing much the same thing as Colton was now, risking as few people as possible while preparing to take out any threats.

“Fine, I guess. But I better get out there, make sure the newcomers don’t get spooked.” Jake pushed up to his feet, only for Colton’s strong grip to keep him down.

“Let them show themselves first. Don’t want them shooting you for all your kit, son,” Colton said. “You look like a regular treasure chest with all those guns on you.”

Jake frowned but held his ground, peeking just past the car to watch as the new group came in. They all looked like kids for the most part, other than the weirdo with a gas mask and shield, and the hospital staff behind them. The portly man in the white coat looked like a doctor. Probably was, given their companions.

“Anybody here?” the lead man called out from the center of the park. He held a shotgun but had a relaxed stance like the rest of his group. They didn’t look like criminals. Even the strange, towering man with a shield looked lost as to why they were out there.

Jake looked down to Colton. “They’re just a bunch of kids, man. Let’s go introduce ourselves.”

Colton checked the corner. “I don’t know. They’re giving me a bad itch. The masked one especially. Looks like one of them post-apocalyptic raider types from the movies.”

Jake cocked his head. “He looks like he belongs in the trenches of World War I or something, but he looks just as lost as the rest of them. Kid’s just probably playing pretend with his outfit.”

“Whoever was asking for help at Cameron Park, are you still alive out there?” came through Jake and Colton’s radios.

Jake looked at Colton, waiting for him to respond.

Instead Colton shifted to a knee, shouldering his rifle as he came to a low ready.

“We’re here, ready to help out however we can, but we’re not seeing anyone,” the voice came through the radio again.

Jake looked to be sure it was the group they were looking at. The lead man with the shotgun in hand held a radio up to his ear, waiting for any response. Jake was about to push Colton to answer when gunshots rang out. His heart pounded in his chest as his eyes shot to the group in the middle of the park.

The newcomers raised their weapons, searching the area around them, but none of them were shooting. More shots rang out, and the lead man looked behind them. Gunshots erupted around Jake as bullets flew from all over the park, crashing around the group of kids and hospital workers.

What the hell is this? Jake thought, frozen in horror. All he could do was watch as the medical staff were cut down by Colton’s people. Colton was shooting, too. They hadn’t called him here to make contact, they’d called him to help in their ambush, to join their little clan completely, signing the contract with the blood of innocents. Just like he’d heard so many gangs did in the past. Part of him wanted to stay silent, not question what was going on before he landed himself in hot water, but he couldn’t help himself.

“Colton, what the fuck is going on?” Jake demanded before Colton domed the gas-masked kid.

“Pill poppers,” Colton answered simply, aiming at the lead man who held the shotgun. His burst caught the kid in the arm before Colton had to reload. “Look, I get this looks bad, son, but they had a sniper set up in the house across the street with some weird alien gun. We had to kill them first.”

Jake balled his fists. “They could have been doing the same thing we were, Colton. They could have just been cautious.”

Colton pointed at a small earpiece he wore. “Not what Sue said when she checked in on them. Said a lady came at her with an axe.”

Sue was another one of the crazies Sam had warned Jake about, another one of those people who didn’t trust those who took the nano-pill. Just like Louis and Bryce. Jake wanted to believe Colton had good reason to murder a bunch of innocents, that there was some unseen threat he’d missed.

“Serves me right for trying to play nice with pill poppers,” Colton continued as he fired a burst at the shielded man. “They’re alien-loving, traitorous bastards, all of them.”

The shield fell away as the gas-masked man took more rounds to the back. Colton went for the killing shot, but not before Jake pulled Colton away, sending his shots wide. The strange, wounded kid dragged one of his friends out of sight. They were gone—safe, hopefully.

Jake turned his attention to Colton. “They’re just kids, Colton. What’s wrong with you?”

Colton took a deep breath, biting back his anger. “Those kids are working with the aliens. Sue would never lie to me about being attacked first. We’ve been through too much already.” He placed a hand on Jake’s shoulder. “I get this looks bad, son. Those alien-loving bastards look just like us, but they aren’t like us. Louis and the others are right about the pill poppers. They’re out to get us, same as the aliens. The only way we’re making it out of here alive is if we kill the both of them, understood?”

Jake had a long list of curses he wanted to throw at Colton, including a hot lead injection to Colton’s face, but that was the wrong course of action right now. If he attacked Colton, the rest of his crew would turn on him in a heartbeat. As Colton’s people had just shown, even the nano-pill’s enhancements were no match for good old-fashioned bullets. He needed to get back to Sam, get her away from these lunatics before they found out about her. Neither of them were safe around Colton’s people. Sam was right all along.

Colton shook Jake. “Focus, son. I know this is all very shocking, killing your fellow man always is, but we have a job to do here and I need to know your head’s in the game. You with us, Jake?”

Jake thought long and hard about the question. Every fiber of his being said to run, but he didn’t trust Colton not to shoot him in the back for cowardice. “Y-y-yeah,” Jake stammered out, mostly from trying to contain his rage rather than any sort of shock or fear. “I’m with you. Just… This is messed up, Colton. Really messed up.”

Colton nodded, rising to his feet. “I know, son. The aliens are wearing those poor people’s skin and turning them on us. All we can do is grant them the mercy of death. Now come on, we gotta hunt down those stragglers. I think the pretty boy with the shotgun went off this way.” He took off across the park, chasing after the sound of gunfire.

Jake didn’t see a better option than to play along. The moment he had an opportunity to break off, he’d head right back to Sam and get her out of there. He followed Colton to a fence smeared with blood. Colton sent Bryce and Lois over while the rest of them ran around.

“Tough son of a bitch. I’ll give the aliens that,” Colton said between breaths as they ran around the house and down the next street. “I took out his arm and he’s still hopping walls like a pro.”

Jake nodded but remained quiet. He didn’t want to humor Colton with any kind of conversation; he just wanted a way out. When they reached the next intersection, Sue ran up to them from the right with three others.

“Sue! You doing alright?” Colton asked.

She nodded. “Takes more than an axe to bring me down, Colton.”

“That’s my girl.” Colton grinned. “I need you to take Jake here and flank around the right. I’m taking my people around left. Louis and Bryce are right on the pill popper’s tail, but he’s a fast one.”

“Won’t be fast for long.” Sue spun into a full sprint. “Don’t slow me down, Jake. I ain’t waiting for no one.”

Fine by me, Sue, Jake thought as he chased after her. He blended in with the crowd, growing to around ten people, including himself. Everyone had a gun in hand, so he drew his pistol to keep up the act. His Winchester was too big for the tightly packed mass of people regardless. These people really need to watch their spacing.

While Jake searched for a way to split off, there was more shouting and shooting. Something about finding the pill popper. Terrible as Jake felt about the kid’s situation, there wasn’t anything he could do for him. Sue vanished ahead around the corner. Gunshots erupted from her rifle, then a single shotgun blast.

Jake made it around the corner with the group in time to watch Sue’s lifeless body hit the pavement. His gaze met the frightened kid’s—only the kid wasn’t frightened. He was downright furious as he took off running, his left arm still dead at his side. Hope I don’t see him again any time soon, Jake thought. He was sure the kid would hold him responsible for the death of his friends when he had nothing to do with it.

Louis hopped over the fence, running to Sue’s side. “Damn it, they got Sue!” He shot back to his feet. “Get that damned alien-loving bastard,” Louis demanded as he took off running.

Bryce chased after him. “Scatter ‘n’ look for the pill popper,” he shouted back to Jake’s tightly clustered group.

This was Jake’s chance. As the group broke off to head down the different streets, he managed to disappear into a house. He waited a few minutes for the ruckus outside to calm down before he stuck his head out. The coast was clear, while the crack of gunfire was answered by the thundering blast of a shotgun.

“Good luck out there, kid,” Jake whispered. He sprinted away from the chaos, heading back to the neighborhood where Sam was. They needed to get away from those crazies, maybe even get out of town to avoid them.

Should’ve never gotten involved with these people. Jake cursed himself for agreeing to stay past his recovery. He was an idiot, a thick-headed idiot for not trusting his sister. More often than not her instincts proved correct in this crazy new world of theirs, not to mention her muse’s information was always on point. As much as he wanted to be the one to protect and teach his little sister, it seemed Jake had to spend more time listening to her, for all their sakes.

But what do we do about Colton’s people? he wondered as he swerved around a corner. The fighting was far away now. If they want a fight, we’ll give them a fight. No need to go out of our way to hunt them. Colton’s people were a threat, sure, but protecting Sam was Jake’s priority. Whether it be from aliens or humans, it didn’t matter—her safety took priority above all else.

There still have to be good people out there, though. More than anything, Jake was going to miss the feeling of safety he’d had when they were around Colton’s people, before he discovered they were insane. Those kids looked like they were good people. Odd, sure, but they were there to help, and Colton’s nutjobs had fired on them regardless. I bet Sue shot first. Jake’s fist squeezed tight.

Jake hoped the three survivors he’d seen had escaped Colton’s people. More than anything, Jake hoped they stayed good at heart.


Chapter twenty-five
Brad


Brad ran for hours, far longer than he’d ever imagined himself capable of, but the mob just wouldn’t let up. They were worse than seeders, in a way. After a while the aliens would get tired of searching and go back to scouring the rest of the city, but these lunatics wanted him dead more than anything. Like we don’t have an alien invasion to deal with.

It was late in the afternoon when he came to one of the city's main intersections. He had to pick where to go. Back to the hospital wasn’t an option. Too many crazies that way. The mall—back home—was where he wanted to go. He just wanted to curl up on a couch and sleep the rest of the day away, but he couldn’t allow himself to wallow in self-pity. Not to mention the mob was likely to chase him all the way to the mall. But there was another, out-of-the-way option. The zoo.

Brad walked at a brisk pace in the zoo’s direction. It led far, far away from the mall, plus it was full of all sorts of animals. By now many of them might be mutated or at least enhanced by the aether. If the mob decided to chase him into the zoo, he would release the animals to cover his escape. First, I have to figure out how to release them, Brad thought. It was probably easier to drag a swarm of seeders to the mob.

The zoo came into view, but its gates were sealed. They weren’t the kind he could climb with a busted arm, either. Brad checked his status.

Health: 46/65

Mana: 5/65

Left arm disabled.

He wasn’t in terrible shape, other than the negative status effect holding him back. With the mana he had he could heal some more, but he didn’t know how much healing he needed to fix a busted limb. So far he hadn’t paid attention to how much healing it took to stop bleeding, either. He guessed it was somewhere around twenty points, or at least enough to physically close the wound. Really need to start paying more attention.

Looking toward the sky, Brad saw the sun was setting. It would be dark soon. He needed to find some place to shelter soon, somewhere he could wait out the men hunting him down.

“There’s the bastard that killed Sue!” a voice cried behind him.

Brad looked back in time for shots to come flying at him. A round clipped his side. Brad crashed back against the zoo’s gate, baring his teeth as he tried to hold the wound shut with his shotgun.

You have taken 15 damage.

You are bleeding.

Health 31/65

Brad tore himself away from the gate, darting into the brush surrounding the zoo. He caught a glimpse of maybe five people chasing after him, all of them loaded up with guns. Brad hoped they were as tired of running as he was. Right now he needed a miracle to survive this encounter.

Distant shouts of men let him know his pursuers weren’t done with him yet. He heard them rustling through the brush behind him, so he picked up the pace. Brad gritted his teeth, fighting down the pain pulsing from his side as blood soaked his hand.

Gotta get in there. Find a medkit or something, Brad thought, but the wall was too high, even if both his arms were working. He felt like he’d almost made it halfway around the zoo when he spotted a demolished section of wall. Brad was desperate for good news, but he wasn’t naive enough to run face-first into a seeder alpha or some other horror. He peeked around the broken wall into the zoo.

A semi-truck had smashed through the wall some time ago. It had spun out of control as it tore through the inside of the zoo, knocking out a bunch of shops before it came to a stop inside what looked like a bird enclosure. It was good enough for Brad. He charged inside.

You have taken 5 damage.

The pressure he put on his wound slowed the bleeding, but it wasn’t stopping. He ran past the bird enclosure, then another labeled, Birds of Prey. The birds were missing. Holes were punched through the netting around the enclosure, far above ground level. Unless there were flying seeders to deal with, it looked like the birds had let themselves out. As long as they weren’t coming after him, Brad didn’t care.

He followed the long path to an intersection with a map of the zoo. Brad crashed against it, scanning the map for a first-aid station. His eyes darted from side to side, but he couldn’t make heads or tails of anything.

Frank cleared his digital throat. Just west of the zoo center, next to the gift shop. A red cross pulsed on Brad’s HUD, along with a yellow line showing the fastest path to his destination. I took the liberty of scanning the map while you were freaking out. You’re welcome, by the way.

Brad pulled away from the map, leaving a bloody smear on it just as a burst of fire ripped through it. He looked back to see the five assholes on his tail. They were lining their shots up on him when a huge eagle raced down from the heavens, ripping one of the men off the ground, throwing the others aside.

“Holy shit,” Brad said breathlessly before scrambling down the designated path.

The scattered men behind him had similar comments as they fired into the air. Anything keeping their attention off him was a welcome distraction, but Brad’s heart pounded in his chest regardless.

That thing was… I don’t know, two, three times bigger than a normal eagle? Brad thought at Frank. Did you see that?

Keep your heart rate down, kid. It’s bad enough that you’re running—you don’t need to bleed out any faster than you already are, Frank scolded him.

You have taken 5 damage.

But just so we’re clear, I see everything you see. The AI put an emphasis on “everything.”

Brad suddenly felt considerably more self-conscious about showers, but he could deal with his privacy concerns when he wasn’t about to die.

He followed the yellow line through the zoo, finding it in total disarray. Shops were smashed apart, snacks were flung about in every direction—it was like someone let an army of small children run wild through the zoo. Or monkeys, Brad thought. Sure enough, he spotted a group of ten chimpanzees clustered around a snack shop, chomping away at the fruits inside. Like the eagle, these animals were much larger than normal, almost the size of full-grown men. Luckily the creatures saw Brad as little more than a curiosity, hooting and hollering as he ran by. One threw a bag of trail mix at him, pelting him with the tiny pretzels inside.

OK, so the zoo’s a little wild right now, Brad thought, fearing something much bigger—and angrier—was out there, like a super-gorilla or lions.

Hmmm, personally I think a mini King Kong is scarier than Simba, Frank commented as the three-story zoo center came into view. It was a wooden Victorian structure painted white, resembling some sort of cartoon hunting lodge.

Brad didn’t particularly care about the zoo’s aesthetics as much as the pride of lions lazily sauntering toward him from across the way. Simba’s looking pretty damn scary right about now, Brad shot back to Frank as he darted for the zoo center.

The pride of lions perked up at the sight of the sprinting, bleeding human. They spread out before they started running toward him.

Seconded! Frank practically squealed in Brad’s head.

You have taken 5 damage.

Health 16/65

His health bar pulsed as he slammed through the zoo center doors, then shut them behind him. Brad couldn’t have been happier the world had ended during regular business hours, leaving most everything unlocked for him. He kept running as the doors behind him violently caved inward from the large lion pouncing into it. With a mighty roar, the huge cat smashed a claw through the narrow glass windows on the door, trying to swipe at Brad, but he was already too far out of reach.

“Go eat the other guys! There’s more of them,” Brad shouted back at the lion, as if it could even understand him.

He smashed through the next set of doors. No lions or any other crazy animals awaited him. It was a straight shot to the first-aid station. “Hold on just a bit longer,” he whispered to himself. With all this running, his mana had almost regenerated enough to cast a second heal, but he wasn’t convinced fourteen points of healing would be enough to stop his bleeding. He needed bandages.

Brad crashed through the first-aid station doors, losing his balance. He stumbled to the floor but quickly rushed back to his feet, slamming the doors shut behind him and locking them.

You have taken 5 damage.

Health 11/65

Mana 6/65

His mana was still too low to try healing himself with. He needed supplies, desperately.

His head was spinning and his limbs felt weak. If he saw himself in a mirror now, Brad was sure he’d look like a walking corpse. Brad pressed on, heading past the small lobby through the double doors at the back into the treatment room. Brad found a big, beautiful red medkit on the far wall. He ran for it, dropping the shotgun just before he pulled the medkit free as he collapsed to the floor. Brad leaned against the wall, pulling his shirt up to inspect the wound. The deep cut where the bullet had ripped through his flesh made his stomach twist enough times to make a pretzel factory jealous. It was not the kind of wound a simple bandage was going to fix.

Brad opened the medkit, pulling out the wound-cleaning solution inside, then pouring it onto his wound. He let out a snarl as his wound burned, but it was better than sealing it up with an infection inside. Next, he dug around for a stitch kit; instead, he found a staple gun. His left arm was busted for any sort of heavy work—he even struggled to move it—but holding his wound shut shouldn’t be too much of an issue. Brad reached across with his left arm, gritting, letting out a scream as pain shot across his arm.

You have taken 5 damage.

Health 6/65

“Come on Brad, you got this. You can do this,” he said to himself as his shaking arm moved to his gunshot wound, struggling to pinch the flesh together.

The padding of feet caught Brad’s attention. It sounded like a dog on a hardwood floor—a big dog. Whatever it was, it was outside. Brad was certain it had heard him. It didn’t matter now; if he didn’t patch himself up he was dead either way.

As he pinched his wound shut, he pressed the staple gun to his wound and added the first staple. A sharp hiss shot through his teeth as he moved on to the next.

The double doors at the end of the room pushed open, and the biggest honey badger Brad had ever seen waddled inside. The black-and-white animal was about as big as a husky, maybe a little bigger as it waddled toward Brad. It almost looked surprised to see him there as it tilted its head to the side, then met his gaze.

“Nice…honey badger,” Brad said to the creature with a pained smile as he shot the next staple into his side. He wasn’t sure if this was the sort of animal that would react badly to a staring contest, or if it would see a refusal to engage in a staring contest as a sign of weakness, thereby marking Brad as a free meal. He decided to roll the dice, keeping his gaze firmly fixed on the badger while he finished stapling his wound shut. He then used a few mana points to speed his healing.

He sighed in relief when he saw his health increase. He was almost out of mana, and if that hadn’t helped he would’ve been in a bad way, not that his current situation was in any way or shape good. The only thing he had going for him was that his health had not hit zero. Now the trick was to last long enough to heal himself again. Between the zoo animals and the assholes chasing him, it didn’t look good.

The badger kept its gaze on Brad, carefully approaching him. He could hear the snuffling snorts of its snout taking in his scent. With all the blood he’d left leading to the first-aid station, he wouldn’t be surprised if every loose animal in the zoo knew exactly where he was. But he’d locked the doors behind him, so the badger had already been inside.

Damn it, I’m invading its territory, aren’t I? It’s going to want me dead, Brad thought as he felt around his wound. While it was tightly stapled shut, the bleeding status effect hadn’t gone away yet—but it hadn’t ticked again, either. He never let his eyes drift from the badger as he felt around the medkit, pulling out a patch of gauze along with a roll of surgical tape. He ripped the pack open with his teeth, then slapped the gauze to his wound, holding it in place with his wounded arm.

The badger waddled up between Brad’s legs, its movements still slow, cautious. Brad held still as he watched the badger quietly sniffing him. Its snout traced from Brad’s wounded side up along his torso until the badger planted its forelegs on his lap to sniff at his face. It let out what Brad could only guess was a snort of approval, or at least acceptance, before it started to walk away.

Brad let out a relieved sigh, then started ripping off pieces of surgical tape to hold the gauze in place. He froze as gunshots and the sound of shouting men came from outside. The roar of lions accompanied them before Brad heard doors slamming shut. More gunshots erupted and the roar of lions fell silent.

Did they kill the lions? Brad asked.

Naw, couldn’t be, Frank insisted. Probably scared them off with their piddly little guns, but those things were too big to just die from those guns of theirs.

How do you know? Brad pressed. The guns had taken big enough chunks out of him to be a serious threat. Then again, back in his video-gaming days he’d thought 9mm rounds were little baby bullets, but even those would do some serious damage to a human being.

I don’t! But I just wanted to raise your morale or something, Frank replied. I’m a terrible cheerleader. Sue me.

Brad shook his head, sitting in dreadful silence, listening for any kind of noise. The honey badger with him stood rigid, more than halfway toward the door. It too was listening to whatever was going on outside.

You have stopped bleeding.

He was relieved to see the notification flash across his HUD, but he wasn’t sure it would make any sort of difference if the mob found him. If any of them had survived, that was. The lack of gunshots and lions roaring could just as easily mean the lions had had themselves a nice, tasty treat of human psychos for dinner. Brad could get behind their meal choice any day of the week. As far as he was concerned, any human willing to kill their own kind unprovoked during this alien invasion was no better than any seeder. They deserved whatever death they got. Except this particular bunch.

After killing my friends, you bastards deserve a much slower death than you’re getting, Brad thought as the minutes dragged on, each one feeling like hours. His only clue the coast was not clear was the badger. The chunky boy, at least he thought it was a boy, didn’t move an inch. Like it was waiting for something to come through the doors.

Brad looked to his shotgun, just within arm’s reach, but he was worried going for it would turn the badger’s attention on him. Let’s just keep nice and calm. No one’s gonna come in here. Everything’s gonna be fine, Brad assured himself.

The doors to the first-aid station shook.

Shit. Brad looked to his shotgun, but again he feared what the badger would do.

The main doors shook and shuddered as they were slammed into again and again. The honey badger let out a staccato of noise, sounding more like an angry chipmunk than anything he would expect from such a big, threatening creature. The doors broke open with the groan of metal and shattered glass.

Footsteps entered the lobby beyond.

“Search the place. He couldn’t have gotten far with all the blood he’s lost,” one of the men said.

The rasp of a fresh magazine being loaded into a gun reached Brad’s ears, then the snap of a bolt being pulled back to chamber a round. “Not much to search here, man. Place only has an office and a treatment room. Where would you go if you were fucked up like he was?”

“OK, smartass,” the other man grudgingly agreed.

Brad could make out two pairs of footsteps. If he grabbed his shotgun now he could take one of them out, but the badger might turn on him. Either way, he wasn’t sure how much help a honey badger, even one as large as this one, would be in a fight. Brad reached for the shotgun.

The doors to the treatment room were kicked in.

“Gotcha, bitch,” one of the men in an olive-green jacket said, aiming an assault rifle at him. The man beside him did the same.

The honey badger hissed and let out a chittering mess of angry, vicious sounds as it lowered its stance to the floor, almost like it was getting ready to jump at the two.

“Fuck is that thing?” the other man in a red-and-black raincoat said as he swung his rifle at the badger.

It didn’t take kindly to having a gun aimed at its face. The honey badger jumped at the man in red, claws out. It started ripping and tearing at his chest with vicious cries, snapping and biting at the man’s throat. He tried to fight off the badger, but it was a truly odd sight. It wasn’t so much that the man in red couldn’t get a grip on the honey badger as much as its skin seemed to be so loose it didn’t matter how much he gripped the animal.

The man in the green jacket aimed at the badger, swinging back and forth as he tried to keep the flailing animal in his sights. “Hold still, damn it,” he said before squeezing the trigger. A burst of fire rang out, shooting the badger off his friend, but those rounds went straight through the badger’s body and into his friend. The man in red crashed against the wall as the badger was flung from his grasp.

The honey badger rolled to its feet, shook off the pain, and charged as more shots punched into its body. It tackled the man in olive to the floor, tearing into him just as it had the one in red. The man screamed, flailing helplessly on the floor, failing to get the badger off him.

His friend in red, bleeding profusely from his face, neck, and torso, crawled over to his gun. “D-d-don’t worry, man. I got this damn thing.”

Brad wasn’t about to let the badger die. He pulled up the shotgun, struggling to shoulder it as the man in the red jacket fired at the honey badger. The badger only let out vicious snarls as it kept tearing away at its victim. The pool of blood beneath the man in olive grew as his struggles ceased.

“Why won’t this thing die!” the last surviving lunatic demanded as his gun clicked empty.

Brad lined up his shotgun on the man in red. “Because honey badger don’t give a fuck!”

The man in red shot his gaze toward Brad in time to watch him pull the trigger. He flew back out the double doors into the lobby, dead as far as Brad could tell. Still, he braced the shotgun against his thigh and pumped a new round in, then kept his aim trained on the door.

Nothing happened for a few minutes, nothing but the vicious, merciless assault as the honey badger laid into the dead man beneath it. Brad was certain the honey badger had stopped actually attacking the man some time ago, though. The more glances he gave the animal, the more it looked like it was eating the man’s remains. Unsettling a sight as it was, Brad wasn’t going to complain about one of these assholes getting eaten, so long as the honey badger didn’t turn on him.

After what felt like an eternity with no sounds coming from beyond the treatment room’s doors, Brad was certain the other man was dead. He let the barrel of his shotgun drop to the floor as he slumped against the wall. Brad let out a breath he felt he’d been holding inside all day. He was safe, finally. At least he thought he was.

You have received 20 aether.

Thanks for the confirmation, system, Brad thought.

I prefer Frank, but you’re welcome, kid, Frank replied, happy to take credit for the system’s work. Though without the nano-pill, Brad would have no HUD, no system to access, and no Frank to be his muse. Brad decided to let Frank take the credit.

The honey badger slumped off the bloody corpse with a weak, if angry, chittering cry. The tough furball limped away, struggling to keep its balance as it stumbled toward one of the beds, hitting its side against it. Brad wasn’t sure how much of the blood coating the honey badger was its own or the dead man’s, but it was clear no matter how tough the animal was, it was badly hurt.

“Hey, come here badger,” Brad called out to the animal, dropping the shotgun to wave it over, hoping the creature understood.

The badger swung toward him like a drunk, nearly toppling itself over. At least he’d gotten the animal’s attention.

“Come here, little guy. Let me help you.” Brad’s voice was weak, but he tried his best to sound friendly as he waved the animal over. Hopefully it didn’t decide to eat him, too.

The honey badger waddled over, its body swinging far more wildly with every step than earlier. Before he could call the animal’s movements a confident saunter, but now the poor thing was just as messed up as he was, as far as he could tell. The honey badger waddled on over to him, keeping a cautious distance like it still didn’t trust him.

Brad slowly raised his good arm toward the injured animal. “That’s it, I’m not gonna hurt you, buddy. Come a little closer,” he called out to the creature.

The honey badger moved closer, pressing its face into his hand, almost like a dog wanting to receive a petting. Brad wasn’t sure how, but it seemed the honey badger could almost understand him, like the aether had made it smarter, at least enough to allow some communication between their species. It was odd.

You have gained skill: Intuition — Level 1.

Look at that, you’re not so dense after all, kid! Frank praised in his oh-so-delightfully-backhanded way. You’re starting to piece together how things work on your own, what’s going on around you. Like a sixth sense.

Brad decided not to respond to his snarky muse, choosing instead to check his stats while he gently petted the honey badger.

Health 11/65

Mana 12/65

He had enough to heal fourteen of his own hit points, something he desperately needed to do. But this badger had come to his aid when the angry mob had him dead to rights. He couldn’t just let the poor thing die, especially not after how incredibly resilient it had shown itself to be.

Brad cast Healing Hands on the honey badger. A warm, white light radiated from his hand, engulfing his fuzzy new friend. All the rounds still in the honey badger were forced out of its body, clattering to the floor before its wounds began to pull shut one after another. Brad pumped all ten of his mana into healing the honey badger for fourteen points of health.

It wasn’t much, but his fuzzy new friend looked all the better for it. He was full of life again, letting out happy little snorts as it pushed past Brad’s hand to flop onto his stomach. The honey badger was like a big dog, which Brad was pretty certain wasn’t natural behavior, but anything was better than being torn to shreds by the animal he’d just healed.

Brad winced as the big furball climbed into his lap, making himself nice and comfortable with little regard for Brad’s wounds. He let out a long sigh, petting over the honey badger’s back. “Yeah, I appreciate you too, buddy. But you need to ease up on me.”

The honey badger let out a snort, and Brad swore he was amused at him.

You have gained skill: Companion — Level 1.

What? Brad thought loud enough for Frank to hear.

Do you need a dictionary, kid? Man, you were doing so well surviving and getting smarter just a moment ago, Frank said in mock disappointment.

Harr-harr, Brad replied. Are you telling me I have a companion now? This honey badger?

That’s right. In showing this poor, wounded animal kindness, you have befriended it! And let me tell you, this furball here? Really attached to you. Frank laughed.

You’re telling me, Brad chuckled, running his hand down the honey badger’s back. He thought back to Sam and her flying squirrel companion she kept in her pocket. Those two seemed to get along fine, though he had no idea what practical use such a small animal had in the field against seeders or crazy humans, not like the honey badger had shown.

Brad always had wanted an animal companion of his very own, ever since he’d discovered it was a possibility in Apocalypse Online, but he was never sure what kind to take. Being a dog person, he’d always leaned toward wolves. Instead, he’d gotten himself a honey badger, a rather affectionate one as well. Saving the big furball from death’s door probably had a lot to do with his sudden affection. It wasn’t what he’d planned for, but he was definitely keeping him.

“You’re going to need a name if you’re going to be my partner in crime. How about Sweetness?”


Chapter twenty-six
Brad


For an hour, Brad rested with Sweetness in the zoo’s first-aid station. In that time his health went up by three points to a total of fourteen at no mana cost to him. Doing some quick math, Brad realized it worked out to his max health divided by twenty-four hours.

Look at you, putting that point of intuition to use, Frank mocked. But yes, that is correct. We round to the nearest whole number to update your vitals. Mind you this is a benefit exclusive to those who took the nano-pill. It’s a bit better than your natural healing.

Brad gave a nod, remembering his party’s recovery after a good night’s rest, at least when he still had a party. That explains how we got back to full health after some sleep. The readouts for Chet and Aron still reported they were too far away for an update.

Maybe they made it out alive, he thought.

So what’s your plan, genius? Sit around all day while your friends are out there, or are we heading out? Frank asked.

Shifting his weight, Brad pushed himself to his feet with a groan. Sweetness hopped off his lap with a surprised snort. It seemed his bonded honey badger had taken a nap while they were resting. He leaned down to give him an apologetic pat on the head. “We’re getting out of here. If Aron and Chet survived, they’re probably headed to the mall right now, hopefully without those crazies following them.”

Smart plan, kid. Just uh, watch out for Simba and King Kong on the way out, Frank reminded him.

At their mention, Brad was quick to check his stats.

Health 14/65

Mana 62/65

It seemed the same equation worked out for mana regeneration, except twenty-four hours was replaced by sixty minutes. Brad held his good hand over his wounded shoulder, casting Healing Hands.

Health 63/65

Mana 27/65

Left arm restored.

Those were numbers Brad was more comfortable with. Brad gave his arm a gentle roll, testing it for any spikes of pain or lack of mobility, but it was good as new. Flexing his muscles, he gave Sweetness a grin.

“Look at that, bud. Good as new.” He reached down to Sweetness with his left arm. “What about you? You need any more healing?” Brad sorely wished he had a HUD element telling him how well his fuzzy companion was doing, but he assumed it was something higher ranks in the companion skill would grant.

Sweetness gave a shake starting from his head and ending at his tail. With a happy snuffling noise, he gestured at the door.

Brad smiled. “Excited to get out, huh? Don’t worry, I’m sure my friends back at the mall will be excited to meet you.”

If they’re not excited about Sweetness, I am. And isn’t that really what counts here? Frank said. Seriously though, keep talking with our fuzzy friend here and our bond will not only grow stronger, but more useful, too.

Brad was planning on becoming best friends with Sweetness anyway. But first they needed to avoid becoming lunch to something bigger than them. He made his way past the dead crazies on his way to the front door, then peeked to the zoo beyond.

No signs of animals anywhere, but it was nighttime already. Light posts dotted the zoo, illuminating the place. He wondered if the zoo had its own generators or if someone had gotten the power grid running again. Either way, he was thankful to have some light to navigate by.

“Come on, Sweetness,” he whispered, stepping outside, quietly making his way across to the zoo’s center.

Unlike his earlier mad dash, Brad took his time to look around. All the zoo animals were indeed running free, but there was a rather concerning sight spread among the area: dead seeders, hundreds of bodies, most of them ripped to shreds by the animals roaming around.

“So that’s how you got so big, huh Sweetness?”

The badger gave an exaggerated nod of his head before holding it up high. The adorable furball was proud of his work.

“Yeah, I’m pretty proud of what you accomplished here, too.” Brad smiled, though he was concerned about the predators lurking out of sight in the zoo.

They stepped into the zoo center, where they found another of the men who had chased him through the city. He slumped lifeless against a wall, sitting in a pool of his own blood. Four deep gashes ran through the man’s side—from one of the lions, if Brad had to guess. Looking over the body, he found the man had a shotgun. Brad moved over to collect any shotgun shells he could find. He also found a canteen along with a small bag full of jerky.

Brad looked to Sweetness. “So, you want to eat him or do you want some cooked jerky instead?”

Sweetness sniffed at the man, then gave a disgusted snort.

“That bad, huh? You chowed down on the other guy pretty good. But I guess that was more of a fight, huh?”

Sweetness nodded before waddling over to Brad. He nosed at the bag of jerky, snuffling as he did.

Brad pulled out a couple of strips, feeding one to Sweetness while he chewed on the other. “Huh, venison. Looks like these guys were out hunting. We should probably do the same for the mall.” If they wanted to make the mall into a more permanent home, there was more to worry about than just holding their territory. They needed supplies. “We can figure it out later.”

Sweetness tore off another chunk of jerky before tilting his head to the side at Brad.

“We still have food at the mall, just nothing this fresh,” Brad assured Sweetness. “We’ll go hunting later, I promise.” Of course, the first thing on his to-do list when they returned to the mall was hunting down the monsters who had ambushed them at the park.

There was no way the human survivors could be safe within the city so long as there were deranged criminals like them running around. After all, everyone knew where they stood with the seeders—they wanted everyone dead—but these ambushers could lure clueless victims into traps like they did to his people, or worse. Brad couldn’t focus on hunting down the seeders while those monsters still drew breath, not while his people went unavenged.

Brad took a swig of water from the canteen, then gave Sweetness one before they moved on. The doors he’d initially rushed through were battered by the lions, with deep cuts running through them. Still, the doors held. They were made of a thick, sturdy wood which refused to give way to their assaults.

Pushing the doors open, Brad listened for any animals. There was a distant, wet smacking sound, then a rip. Brad looked over to find the pride of lions digging into the fourth of his pursuers, alongside what looked to be the body of an alpha. Serves him right, Brad thought before hurrying along. Sweetness waddled after him, not at all interested in tangling with a full pride of lions, either.

They rushed across the zoo, heading back to where the birds of prey had been. The gap in the wall was there somewhere.

“You sneaky devil you,” a furious voice called from his side.

Brad looked up a winding pathway to his left, where he saw an athletic man in a zookeeper’s uniform. What was exposed of his body was covered in scars. Beneath his broad-brimmed cap was dark, short hair with deep brown eyes. The zookeeper had a bolt-action rifle in hand, but more concerning than his gun was the pack of wolves around him.

There were six wolves, huge beasts Brad was certain would fall into the dire wolf category if he didn’t know how aether was affecting everything around them. Judging by all the dead seeders they’d passed on the way back, Brad had a good idea how they’d gotten so big. For the moment, they spread out around the zookeeper, their gaze fixed on Brad and Sweetness. The fact they hadn’t attacked yet gave Brad a good idea they were the zookeeper’s bound companions, or the man had simply tamed the animals the good old-fashioned way.

“Sorry uh, Zookeeper.” Brad wasn’t sure what the zookeeper’s problem was, so he went with the first thing to come to mind. “Didn’t mean to come in here without buying a ticket, but there were a bunch of crazies trying to gun me down. No need to worry, though, the problem is solved and we’ll be on our way now.”

The zookeeper laughed. “You think I’m worried about tickets in this mess? The balls on this kid, am I right gang?”

The wolves spread farther apart, their eyes never leaving Brad or Sweetness. They were waiting for the order to attack.

Brad was slow to back up, his shotgun gripped tight in his hands. He didn’t like where this was going, not one bit. “Then what seems to be the problem, Zookeeper?”

“The problem”—the zookeeper chambered a round into his rifle—“is some punk kid broke into my zoo and tamed my honey badger. Effectively stealing my property.”

Sweetness squared up with an angry chittering.

Brad raised a brow. “First off, I’m eighteen. And secondly, what does age have to do with anything.”

He’s saying you’re a young brat, Frank quipped.

Brad ignored his sassy AI. “Second of all, if you wanted to tame Sweetness, why didn’t you just do it before?”

“Sweetness? Seriously? What an obnoxious name for such a beautiful animal.” The zookeeper shouldered his rifle but kept the barrel low as the wolves spread farther around them. “I suppose I can grant you this one answer before I kill you, however,” he said with a dismissive tone. “I was waiting for the badger to gain another level or two before taming him. Leveling up your companions once they’re tamed takes so much longer than letting nature do its thing. Happy?”

Brad looked around. They still had a gap they could run through that the wolves hadn’t blocked off yet. “Very.” He turned to Sweetness. “Let’s get out of here, boy!” He took off running for the gap in the circle of wolves, leading toward the bird exhibits.

“Get back here, you sniveling brat,” the zookeeper snapped, firing off a shot. It cracked right past Brad’s head.

One of the huge wolves dove into his path, then leapt for him. It closed the gap too fast for Brad to bring up his shotgun. Instead, he dropped to a slide under the wolf before scrambling to his feet. He took off into a full sprint as his heart raced in his chest. Brad was pretty convinced he wasn’t going to be outrunning normal wolves on a good day, but these dire wolves were going to kill him in no time flat if he couldn’t keep them at bay.

Another shot snapped past his head, smashing into the snack stand crowded with chimps. They let out angry cries at the wolves and zookeeper before diving after them. A trio of wolves broke away from the chase to deal with the chimpanzees. The zookeeper cried out in rage as he smashed one of the apes with the butt of his gun.

“Don’t let him get away,” the zookeeper demanded of the three remaining wolves.

Brad had just turned his attention back to the front when a blur caught the corner of his eye. A huge wolf leapt through the air at him, smashing him into the ground. The two rolled for a moment until Brad was pinned beneath the powerful wolf. It snapped at Brad’s head, which would easily fit in its maw, but Brad caught the wolf by the throat.

You have taken 5 damage.

“Little help here,” Brad called out.

Sweetness slammed into the wolf’s side, throwing it off Brad. He was a fuzzy ball of rage, tearing, biting, and screeching as he assaulted the wolf. Painful whimpers and snarls left the wolf as it tried to shake Sweetness off. A second wolf moved to pry Sweetness off its companion. Brad quickly fired off a blast of buckshot. The huge wolf rolled away in pain as the third wolf lunged at Brad. He blocked its snout with his shotgun, but he couldn’t stop the claws from swiping through his battered hockey pads.

You have taken 15 damage.

Brad shoved, then kicked the wolf away, getting a quick blast into its face. The wolf crumpled to the ground. He thought it was dead, but the bleeding beast locked eyes with Brad, growling as it struggled to stand. Another shot snapped past his head, throwing splinters in the air as it hit a wooden post.

“Time to run, Sweetness,” Brad called out as he took off running.

None of those wolves would die from their wounds, but Brad didn’t have time to unload his shotgun into one of them. With the zookeeper back on his trail, it was only a matter of time before the rest of the wolves caught up to them.

Glancing over his shoulder, he watched as the zookeeper raised a hand to the wolf Brad had blasted in the face. A warm white glow poured from his hand into the wolf, restoring his wounds. Brad’s eyes widened. There was another healer, only this one wasn’t interested in playing nice. He wondered if things would have turned out differently if he hadn’t tamed Sweetness, but the thought was immediately discarded as another round flew past.

Past the wrecked semi, Brad spotted the huge eagle still pecking away chunks of his first pursuer. When Brad and Sweetness rolled past, the eagle spread its wings with an angry cry. The pair kept their distance as they headed for the gap in the wall.

Two of the wolves caught up to them again; the tap of their feet along the pavement was impossible to ignore. Brad slid to a stop, pumping out two shots. The first wolf tumbled into a ball. The second sidestepped the blast, then dove for Brad. Sweetness intercepted the wolf midair, his jaws clamping down on the wolf’s neck as he dug in.

Brad blasted one of the wolf’s legs with his shotgun. “Come on Sweetness, let’s go.”

Sweetness pulled away from the wolf’s neck, then stomped its head into the pavement before hopping off it. The honey badger chased after Brad as they ran back out of the zoo and into the city proper.

Brad expected the wolves to continue their chase through the brush, but they never came. The zookeeper had held them back, which was fine by Brad. It was one less threat in a world which had no shortage of such things.

“Good work out there, buddy.” Brad leaned down to pat along Sweetness’s side.

The honey badger let out a proud chitter as he pushed into Brad’s petting.

During the march back to the mall, Brad couldn’t help but check over his shoulder at regular intervals. He knew wolves were excellent hunters, some of the finest in the animal kingdom, but with aether enhancing their abilities, he had a feeling they were far better than they used to be. If they were tracking him, he had no idea. He spotted more seeders—even some hunters—than he did any trace of wolves or the zookeeper.

Brad didn’t want to deal with the aliens, either. He made a point of avoiding them on the way to the mall. He needed to see if his people were still alive, protect them, and hunt down the crazies who’d ambushed them. But where am I even going to start?

Here’s a thought: you can start by getting stronger. Frank sounded rather chipper for a change.

Uh-huh. And you have a suggestion for this with your new, cheerful mood? Brad asked.

I don’t know what you’re talking about, kid. I’m always in a good mood. You probably don’t notice because you’re not a fan of my constant friendly ribbing. Frank almost sounded indignant.

Sorry if the whole end of the world is putting a damper on my mood. So what’s your suggestion, Frank?

Simple! You strengthen your bond with Sweetness over there by getting a honey badger gene therapy, Frank suggested. That way you get improved stats to kick those crazies’ teeth in when we do find them. Although, I suppose a wolf might be more prudent for the purposes of tracking them down.

Brad thought for a moment. Getting the wolf gene therapy might give him an enhanced sense of hearing or smell—both excellent tools for hunting prey—but one look at Sweetness giving him an adorable smile and he knew what choice he had to make.

When he arrived at the mall, he was greeted by none other than Tim. “What took you so lon— Wait, where is everyone?”

Brad pursed his lips, then shook his head. “We were ambushed by a group of people we tried to help. As far as I know everyone’s dead, but I’m hoping Chet and Aron are still alive.”

Tim gripped at his hair. “People are killing each other in this mess? What the actual hell, man?”

Brad nodded. “Yeah. I should’ve listened to Raechel. She smelled a trap, and she was the first to go down, too.” He curled his hand into a fist.

Tim sighed. “Jeez. First you help us at the school, then lose half our people. Next you go to help the hospital and lose everyone.” Tim blinked before he shot his hands up to placate Brad. “I… Look, I’m not good at this consoling thing. But I’m sorry. All I’m saying is maybe if we find a nano-pill, I can take it to help you guys out. Become a healer, take some of the stress off you.”

Sweetness hissed at Tim.

Tim jumped back a few feet, throwing up his arms and a leg to protect himself. “What the hell is that thing?”

“This is Sweetness, my honey badger companion.” Brad knelt down beside Sweetness, giving him a quick hug. “Sweetness, this is Tim. He struggles with being nice, but he cares. Say hi.”

Sweetness huffed but waddled over to Tim. Tim was slow to kneel, holding out a hand to Sweetness. The honey badger snuffed at Tim’s hand, slowly inching his snout into Tim’s palm before giving it a quick lick. Sweetness let out a happy rumbling, then returned to Brad’s side.

“Looks like Sweetness trusts you for now,” Brad said.

Tim stood back up. “Cool. But uh, about me becoming a healer?”

Brad stood. “If we find a nano-pill, it’s yours. I really would appreciate the help keeping everyone alive around here.”

Tim smiled. “You would, you slack—” He let out a sharp huff. “Look, the asshole personality is kinda my thing. It’s going to take some getting used to not throwing that around.”

Brad clasped Tim on the shoulder. “I appreciate the effort.” He slipped away, heading to the upgrade center with Sweetness following behind.

When they arrived at the restaurant, he went to take off his backpack. It wasn’t there. Must’ve lost it while running. Brad sighed. It was no wonder everything felt so much lighter during the run for his life. Those medical supplies would have been wonderful for his people to have. It was mostly gauze and some tools, far more suited to someone with medical training than himself, not the sort of thing to go bad without proper storage. Maybe they’d find the pack again later.

Stepping into the gene therapy room, Brad gave Sweetness his last piece of jerky. “I’m gonna be in this pod for a bit, Sweetness. You hang around out here and if anyone comes around, be cool. Everyone here is friendly.”

Sweetness snatched the jerky from Brad’s hand before rolling onto his back, chomping away at the treat.

Brad climbed into one of the pods, letting it seal around him as he floated inside. The menu came up in his HUD with all the different gene therapy options, but he went straight to the honey badger option.

Honey Badger — Level 1.

Improves Intelligence, Strength, and Agility by 2 points. Grants Escape Artist skill, Level 1. Improves ability to bond with honey badgers.

Brad wondered why this therapy would grant the Escape Artist skill of all things, then he remembered back to Sweetness fighting the two men who’d come after him. None of them could get ahold of the little whirlwind of death. Which meant he too would be far harder to pin down. As if he needed any more reason to pick this gene therapy.

He confirmed his selection and quickly drifted off to sleep as the pod worked its magic on him. Hours passed before the process completed. The pod hissed open, allowing Brad to step out.

Sweetness was passed out at the foot of the pod, curled up in a ball like a dog waiting for his master. Brad wanted to lean down and pet the sleeping badger but decided against disturbing his rest.

Instead, Brad pulled up his stats page to check his new scores.

Brad Grosslin

Strength: 12

Agility: 12

Constitution: 13

Intelligence: 15

Wisdom: 12

Charisma: 9

Health: 65

Mana: 75

For the low price of a hundred aether, Brad had become faster, stronger, and smarter. The extra ten points of mana alone were well worth the cost in Brad’s book.

From the corner of his eye, he noticed Chet and Aron’s status flash to red and blue. They were in range. They were alive.

Aron

Health: 15/75

Mana: 55/55

Status: Fatigued, Right Arm Disabled

Chet

Health: 8/60

Mana: 55/55

Status: Fatigued, Left Leg Disabled, Right Leg Disabled

Brad checked his map. They were about to pull into the mall’s entrance. He took off running to meet them. Sweetness groggily stirred out of his sleep to watch him run off before chasing after.

Aron and Chet were already beneath the atrium. Moonlight poured in from above, illuminating the two men and…a woman? Heather was there with them, the nurse with the axe. Her scrubs were soaked in old red, but she could still walk. Between her and Aron, they were dragging Chet in.

“You guys made it.” Brad rushed over, wasting no time in healing all of them until every last drop of his mana was spent.

Aron

Health: 50/75

Mana: 55/55

Status: Fatigued

Chet

Health: 57/60

Mana: 55/55

Status: Fatigued

His friends were fine, and as far as he could tell, so was Heather after his healing. Their bodies could handle any lingering damage on their own.

“Thanks, Brad.” Aron rolled out his arm. “Oh, not even a kink in it.”

Chet pushed to his feet, surprised he didn’t feel any pain. “I thought I was never going to walk again.”

Heather checked her body, eyes wide. “What? But these wounds shouldn’t heal like this.”

“Welcome to Apocalypse Online?” Brad said. “A lot of things work in ways that wouldn’t before the aliens invaded. Come on, let’s get you guys comfortable.”

Brad had begun to turn when Sweetness let out an annoyed huff. He laughed. “Yeah, I almost forgot about you. Guys, this is Sweetness, my honey badger companion.”

Aron leaned down to the ball of fur, tilting his head to the side. Sweetness returned the gesture. “He’s kind of adorable. In that I’m-going-to-murder-you-and-everything-you-hold-dear sort of way.”

Sweetness dragged his tongue over Aron’s mask before holding his head high and proud. Obviously, he took that as a compliment.

Chet smiled. “Seems to understand us, too.” He leaned down to pet Sweetness, which the badger accepted after carefully sniffing Chet’s hand.

Heather was the most apprehensive of the animal, but after Sweetness sat in front of her and stared with what could only be described as puppy dog eyes, even she caved in. She leaned down to rub Sweetness’s cheeks. “You’re too cute for your own good. Ugh, and you need a bath.”

Brad was happy to see them enjoy the moment, brief as it was, after everything they’d been through. He led them back to the Olive Grove where he plopped down in a booth, turning on a lantern to illuminate the room as they all dropped their backpacks, then sat down.

“So, how’d you guys make it out?” Brad was the first to ask.

“Almost didn’t,” Aron said. “I got shot to pieces dragging Chet to safety, but I managed to get us into a house. We fought them off for hours before they started running, probably from ammo shortages. But then they pushed back in. Some old prick took out my arm before Heather showed up with her axe, then the rest ran off.”

“I helped,” Chet insisted. “Mostly shooting anyone stupid enough to come in the house, but it was something.”

Brad nodded, then turned to Heather. “How did you get out alive, though? You were with Raechel when she died.”

Heather sighed. “I almost died with her. Some crazy woman and a couple other guys busted into our house. They shot me before I realized what was going on, but I caught a glimpse of them when I went down.” She clasped her hands together. “When I heard them gun down Raechel I was sure I was next, but they left me alone. They probably thought I was already dead, and I would have been if they hadn’t left so quickly. But I did hear something important.”

“What was it?” Brad asked.

“Their leader’s name is Colton.”

Brad took a deep breath. “Well, at least we have a name for the chief asshole. Doesn’t put us any closer to finding them and putting them down.”

“Wait, you want to hunt down these lunatics?” Chet balked.

Brad met his gaze. “That’s right.”

“Why? Is it just revenge?” Chet pressed.

Brad’s shoulders slumped as he leaned back against his seat. “I’d be lying if I said that wasn’t part of it. But that’s not the only reason, Chet. These people are a huge threat. They can pass for one of us, set up ambushes like we suffered today, or infiltrate a group of survivors, then take them out from within. We need to kill them before anyone else has to suffer at their hands. How many other people are they going to ambush and kill if we let them?”

Aron held up a finger. “I understand all of that, but shouldn’t the seeders be our priority here?”

Heather leaned forward on her elbows. “Don’t forget about helping other survivors. We can’t turn our backs on people because of a few bad apples.”

“The seeders are always going to be there, Aron. They’re just a part of life now until we can figure out how to get rid of them all.” Brad sighed. “As for other survivors... I won’t ever turn my back on someone in need. But we have to be careful from now on. The lives of some strangers aren’t worth more than the lives of our people, especially if we don’t know what their real intentions are.” He placed a hand on the table. “That said, no one is safe so long as crazies like Colton’s gang are running around, with or without the seeders.”

A long silence filled the air.

“I get it if you don’t want to kill other humans, I really do,” Brad began. “But it’s a matter of time before we run into them again or they find out where we live.” He curled his hand into a fist, slapping it onto the table. “And I’m damn tired of being on the defensive. I want to take the fight to our enemies.”

Heather pursed her lips, curling them from one side of her face to the other. “As long as our main goal is helping people and fighting the seeders, I’m with you, Brad.”

Aron sighed. “Colton’s people don’t seem the type to give up easy on a kill. Were they chasing you to the ends of the Earth too, Brad?”

“They chased me to the zoo, but they didn’t make it out.”

Sweetness hopped up onto the booth beside Brad, then mimicked his posture. He sat with his paws on the desk, looking around at everyone.

“Which is where I met Sweetness here.” Brad gave the honey badger a light hug.

Aron shrugged. “Those aren’t the kinda people to leave others alone. Like those asshole PvPers who camp out in newbie islands to pad their stats with easy kills. We gotta deal with them before they become a bigger problem.”

Chet drummed his fingers on the table. “I don’t want to hunt people down. But these guys killed Raechel and those people we saved today.” He shook his head. “I won’t take any joy in it, but it has to be done.”

“I won’t either, Chet. But they called us for help. We went there with nothing but good intentions, and they butchered us.” Brad set his shotgun down on the table. “They’re going to get what they deserve. Oh, and before I forget: Be careful around the zoo. There’s a crazy zookeeper with a pack of wolves the size of small ponies. He took exception to me and Sweetness becoming friends. Tried to kill me.”

“Sounds real friendly,” Chet said, shaking his head.

“Goddamn alien invasion and we have to worry as much about other humans as we do the aliens. No wonder they invaded us,” Aron said.

Brad nodded. It was messed up, but there was nothing they could do about it other than be more vigilant and take out the humans who attacked other humans.


Chapter twenty-seven
Sam


Standing by the window, Sam searched for any sign of Jake or the rest of Colton’s crew. The sun was starting to set with no word from them. She was beginning to worry.

Maybe something went wrong, Sam thought. She wondered if Colton’s people had somehow found out, or at least believed she had taken a nano-pill. Such a find would put Jake square in their sights before they came after her.

Or maybe the group they met with wasn’t very nice, Olivia broke into Sam’s thoughts. It is an unfortunate possibility given human history, not to mention your interactions with one another in virtual worlds.

Sam pulled away from the window. It would be a special kind of stupid for us to pull aggro from one another with the aliens to worry about. But you’re right, I wouldn’t put it past us to be a special kind of stupid.

The door downstairs crashed open. Sam rushed to grab her crossbow. It was a single set of boots headed straight for her room. She hoped it was Jake, but it didn’t stop her from training her sights on the door. Rocky sat on her shoulder, ready to leap at whatever or whoever might come through the door. The flying squirrel was almost the size of her head now.

Jake burst through the door. He froze upon seeing the crossbow. “Sam, we gotta— Uh, everything alright?”

Sam lowered the bow with a sharp exhale. “It is now. What’s going on, Jake? You look kinda spooked.”

Jake stormed through the room, packing her things into her bag. “We gotta go, Sam. You were right about Colton’s people. They’re insane,” he said frantically as he finished stuffing her bag.

“Of course they’re insa—” Sam paused. Jake always argued against her whenever she called Colton’s crew crazies or dangerous. “What happened, Jake?”

He went to the windows to check the street before pulling back. He dug around the closet before pulling out a duffel bag. “We can talk when we get out of here, Sam. I don’t want to be here any longer than we have to.”

Sam didn’t like seeing her brother scared like this, but she was happy to take any excuse to leave Colton’s people behind. “Where are we going, then?”

“Scotch Creek, my hometown.” Jake waved for her to follow as he headed downstairs. “It’s a small town so we don’t have to worry about running into a lot of crazies like Colton, or a lot of seeders. Well, there are a few crazies there too, but at least I already know them and won’t be surprised by them. But first we’re hitting up the stores here for supplies. Food, tools, materials, solar panels especially. Anything we aren’t likely to find in a small town.”

Sam was happy to see Jake had thought things through, but she wasn’t fond of leaving the city. She’d been to Scotch Creek a few times to visit Jake, but wasn’t sure about it being the right destination. Are there any upgrade stations in Scotch Creek, Olivia?

One moment, hun, the muse said. Provided it hasn’t been overrun by seeders, there should be one in the old Gaming Center. It is an abandoned amusement facility for tourists.

Thanks, Olivia. At least they would have access to upgrades if they did end up there. She was going to have to broach the subject of staying in Kelowna once they were in the clear.

Jake went to the kitchen, stealing a few bags of jerky, some bottles of water, then rushed out to the house serving as the armory for Colton’s crew. He rummaged around the different cans of ammo, surprised to find a box of .308 Winchester along with an ammo can full of .45 for his pistol. He threw those all into his bag.

“Don’t you think they’ll notice all this missing ammo?” Sam asked.

Jake smiled at her. “Don’t you think they’ll notice us missing?”

“Fair point.” Sam smiled.

“Not like I’m taking the whole armory. All those guns are with Colton’s people. No point carrying all those extra bullets around,” Jake said, then headed outside to his truck.

Sam climbed into the passenger seat and they sped out of the neighborhood long before any of Colton’s people had returned. They were in the clear. “So...story time?”

Jake squeezed the steering wheel. “It was an ambush, Sam. Colton’s people baited some group of kids into an open park and ambushed them.” His knuckles were white from the grip. “They killed them all.”

“Slow down Jake. What kids? What happened?”

“The group Colton called me in to talk to. They were just a bunch of kids like you, probably older,” Jake began. “But Colton had them surrounded—for safety reasons, he said. I thought he was being a little paranoid but went along with it. But I watched those kids… Damn it.” He brought his fist down on the dash. “They were clueless, not a threat.”

Sam felt a fury build up inside her. Killing innocents unprovoked wasn’t something even she imagined Colton’s people capable of. Not unless Colton’s people knew they were firing on nano-pill users.

“They were just there to help. They said so themselves, but Colton said they were pill poppers, and you know how jumpy these people are about pill poppers.” Jake shook his head. “I didn’t even get the chance to talk to those kids and find out what kind of people they were.” Jake turned past a pile of seeder and human bodies, heading to a strip mall with a supermarket chain. “Sue said they attacked her first. But I don’t believe her, not for a second, not after seeing the way those kids were standing around. I bet she started shooting the second she saw any of them. Once the first shot was fired, Colton’s crew unloaded on them.”

Sam crossed her arms, her mind racing with furious ideas for how to handle the Colton problem. Burning down their houses was a fantastic idea, but it was a waste of resources other survivors could use. She considered playing along with them to kill them in their sleep—it would be the rogue thing to do—or picking them off one by one as the opportunities presented themselves on the field. Either plan involved going back to their little compound and playing nice, something Sam was certain she wasn’t capable of doing without time to cool off.

“I’m sorry I dragged you into this, Sam,” Jake said. “I should’ve listened to you a lot earlier. About the nano-pill, about Colton’s people, about everything.” He pulled up to the front of the store, pointing the truck bed toward the supermarket’s entrance before killing the engine.

Sam gave a simple nod, then stepped out of the car. She didn’t want to talk right now, not about Colton’s people, Jake’s questionable choices, and not the innocents who’d died in a pointless ambush. She didn’t want to talk about anything for fear she might blow up on her brother.

Jake could have done more to save them. He could have brought me along and we could have saved those people. Sam allowed the thoughts to seethe in her mind as they entered the grocery store.

It wasn’t his fault, Sam. He didn’t know this would happen, Olivia said. Really, you could say he’s just as much a victim as those kids who got ambushed.

Sam wanted to slap her muse. Those people are dead and he did nothing but watch. She tried to keep her tone even, but cracks of rage boiled through.

And what if he did something? Olivia shot back. Do you think your brother could have fought off all of Colton’s people on his own? Sam, I know this was a terrible situation, but if Jake had stood up to them I’m not sure he would have been able to tell us what really happened.

Sam chewed on the thought. Colton would’ve just lied about what really happened, or just showed up to kill me, she admitted. It didn’t make her feel any better about the situation, but would she have made a different choice in her brother’s shoes? No, she didn’t think she would.

Jake remained quiet as they searched through the supermarket for any nonperishable goods. By now Sam was certain he knew to give her space when she was like this. She had already blown up on him a few times when she was younger, after he’d pried too much on subjects she’d rather not think about. Nice, happy thoughts were what she needed now, like finding good food for their trip.

Pasta, crackers, chips, canned goods, bags of flour, and water bottles were all filling their shopping carts. The rattle of their wheels was too much noise for Sam’s liking, but if they were filling up the truck, this was simply the fastest way.

Rocky climbed up onto Sam’s head, letting out a chitter in warning.

Jake and Sam paused.

“What’s the matter, Rocky?” Jake asked. “Hear something?”

Rocky gave a nod before running down to Sam’s shoulder, then kicking up onto one of the store shelves. A seeder leapt at him from the next aisle over, but Rocky countered by latching onto its face. In a blur of motion, the squirrel clawed at the seeder’s face, scrambling around it far too quickly for Sam to keep up. By the time the seeder hit the ground, it was dead.

You have received 10 aether.

Sam and Jake both stared at Rocky in shock as the flying squirrel tore its claws free from the lifeless alien. They were a lot bigger than Sam remembered—sharper, too. Those claws were quick to retract back into Rocky’s paws before it let out a series of warning squeaks. This time, Sam heard the movement of seeder claws scraping along the floor. Their alien growls, snarls, and shrieks filled the air.

“Seeders,” Jake shouted.

A group of seeders ran up the hall behind them. Sam heard two more groups running around the neighboring aisles before they popped up in front of them. They were surrounded.

“I got the front.” Jake charged forward, launching his shopping cart into the rushing horde before drawing his axe.

Sam snapped around, drawing a knife in one hand while raising her wrist-mounted crossbow. She had to admit she was glad the seeders had found them. Sam had a serious need to blow off some steam. “Let’s get them, Rocky.”

She squeezed off a shot from her crossbow, lancing the first seeder through the eye, sending it crashing back into the group. Rocky dove off Sam’s shoulder, intercepting another seeder midair as he got to work bringing the monster down. Sam swerved beneath another alien, its claws gliding along the back of her hoodie before she coiled around the alien, driving her knife into its heart, then fired off another two shots.

Jake waded into the horde ahead of him with his axe, cleaving apart the monsters. In between recovering from swings, he slammed his fist into oncoming aliens, sending them barreling back into their allies. He followed up with a swift kick, creating an opening to hack into the next seeder with his axe.

Sam drove her fist into a seeder’s throat before sending a bolt through it. Another alien tore at her hoodie’s sleeve, biting into her arm beneath. She was getting too thick into the fighting. She wasn’t a fighter, not like her cultivator brother. Rocky latched onto the seeder’s head with an angry squeak. The seeder flailed its arms around, smashing into the store shelves as it tried to get the vicious squirrel off. In this brief respite, Sam swept the seeder’s legs. The alien collapsed to the ground before Sam pounced. She drove her knife into its chest again and again.

Jake placed his hand on her shoulder. “It’s over, Sam,” he said with thick concern in his voice.

Sam looked around. All the seeders were dead and yet she was still assaulting the alien’s body beneath her. Sam got one last stab in before she pulled away. “Sorry,” she mumbled under her breath before she went around collecting bolts from the aliens.

“Feeling better?” Jake asked, handing her the last few bolts.

Sam nodded. “A little.” She would feel better if they did something about Colton and his people, but she had the feeling Jake wouldn’t appreciate his little sister wanting to dish out some vigilante justice. Is there any other kind in this world, though?

Jake gave her a gentle embrace. “Come on, let’s keep going. The sooner we’re out of town, the better.”

With Jake’s help, Sam pushed the seeder bodies out of the way before they moved on. She noticed a notification in the corner of her vision. Her gaze focused on it.

You have received 100 aether.

Looking down at the pile of bodies Jake had left behind, he’d picked up a lot more than a hundred aether. She wished she could have invited him to a party, but without the nano-pill there were a lot of things Jake couldn’t do in their new world. She checked her pocket. The nano-pill she had saved for Jake was still there, still intact. Maybe she could convince him to take it after everything he’d seen. She just needed to find the right time to ask.

They finished loading their shopping carts full of supplies before rolling out to the truck. She tried to help load things into the truck bed when a sharp wince escaped her. It was her arm. Her hoodie was soaked in blood from the seeder’s attack, and blood was still spilling from her.

Jake noticed her staring at her arm. “That’s no good. Get in the truck, I have a medkit in there.”

“But—”

“We can finish loading up after your arm’s patched up, Sam,” Jake insisted.

Sam was about to pout, but Rocky hopped up on her shoulder, tugging her toward the truck. “Alright.” She accepted defeat and climbed into the back seat with Jake.

He pulled out the kit and carefully rolled up the sleeve of her hoodie, leaving her crossbow’s bracer exposed. “You’re lucky that thing didn’t cut any deeper. It could’ve put your arm out of commission,” Jake said as he dabbed at her wounds with rubbing alcohol.

Sam sucked in a sharp breath, pursing her lips tight to keep the pain at bay. Jake was right—deep scratches marred her otherwise intact bracer while her bicep struggled to move too much weight or too quickly. If the cuts were deeper, she would have been surprised if her arm could move at all. “Thanks for the help, Jake.”

“No problem, sis. It’s what your big brother is for.” He smiled, wrapping her wound in gauze.

Sam gave a nod. “And I’m sorry about being quiet earlier. I still don’t want to talk about it, but—”

“You’re mad as hell about the ambush, I know.” Jake sighed. “Probably mad I didn’t do much more to help them either. Believe me, I’m pissed at myself for not doing anything for those kids, Sam. But it wasn’t going to work. I had to decide between saving you or saving them, and I would have picked you over them every single time.”

Sam wasn’t comforted much by his words. She appreciated her brother wanting to protect her so much, of course, but she wanted to help others as well. Sam couldn’t exactly do that while Jake was putting her ahead of everyone else. “About that, Jake.”

He finished wrapping her wounds before meeting her gaze.

“I’m not so sure about leaving the city,” Sam said. “It just feels like we’re running away from the fight, you know?”

“But what are we supposed to do, Sam?” Jake asked. “If we stay here we’ll be hunted by Colton’s people and the seeders. There’s nowhere safe for us in Kelowna.”

Sam leaned back against the seat. “The city’s a very big place, Jake. I can think of a few places to hole up in. With your skills we can turn any apartment into a regular fortress. Then we can stay here and help any of the good people still fighting for their lives.”

Jake frowned, shaking his head. “I’m not sure about people anymore Sam. I thought Colton and his group were great but look where it got me? Witness to the scene of a slaughter.”

“Not saying we have to trust every single stranger we run across,” Sam insisted. “But I still think the best move for us, and humanity, is to stay here, and fight for all the survivors still out here. Against the aliens and the crazies like Colton.”

Jake pulled his lips into a tight line. “I don’t know Sam, I really don’t. It sounds like we’d be back to where we were with Colton’s people: Trying to figure out who our friends and enemies are.”

Sam nodded. “I’m not a big people person myself, Jake, but I can’t sit by and let innocent people be slaughtered. Not when I have a chance to do something about it. That’s what Brad’s doing.”

“That friend of yours from the game?” Jake asked. “You really want to trust some stranger from the internet? That’s how people get kidnapped, you know.”

Sam laughed. “Maybe in the old world, but that’s not how things work now. Brad was a friend, and he helped me out when I went to the mall looking for upgrades. We can trust him.”

Jake leaned back into his seat, packing up the medkit. “For now, sure. But how do you know we can trust him in the long term, Sam? Have you known this guy long?”

Sam gave a sheepish smile as her head tilted to the side. “Not terribly long,” she admitted.

“Then you don’t really know what kind of guy he is, how he handles pressure,” Jake countered.

Sam shrugged. “Seems to be pretty good in my eyes, and he’s running the show at the mall. They fought off a huge horde of seeders led by an alpha. It looks like he’s handling pressure pretty well.”

Jake locked his gaze with Sam’s like he wanted to argue. Finally, he sighed. “I’ll think about it, Sam. But whatever we end up doing, we’re going to need those supplies. Let’s get to the hardware store.”

Sam was happy to hear that. It meant she was breaking through his resistance to the idea of staying, even if only a little. “Okay,” Sam cheered, throwing her arms up in victory before grasping at her wound with a sharp wince. It was not her smartest moment.

Jake laughed then got back to work loading the truck.


Chapter twenty-eight
Brad


“Any idea where to start hunting?” Chet asked. “Because the city’s a pretty big place, and I don’t think these guys are stupid enough to ambush people right next to their home turf.”

Brad propped his arm up on the table, rubbing at his chin. A lazy band of bandits might have, but these people were a little too organized to be so dumb. Thinking back to his run across the neighborhood for any idea of where the crazies had come from drew nothing but blanks. The initial ambush came from every direction, and when Brad managed to break free he was chased the entire way, never cut off.

“No clue. Didn’t have time to ask anyone of them where they lived,” Brad admitted. “I doubt I could have grabbed anyone to ask, not with my wounds.”

Heather leaned back, hands on her head. “They’re from a neighborhood watch, from what I heard. No idea which neighborhood, though.”

Aron nodded. “No answers from the people assaulting us, either. And we were in no shape to ask questions. So for the moment, why don’t we focus on what we can control?”

Brad gestured for Aron to continue.

Aron leaned across the table. “Let’s head down to the hardware store and grab some supplies to fortify the mall. It’s only a matter of time before the seeders or some other human crazies make another run at the mall. Why not prepare for it?”

Brad couldn’t argue with his logic. The mall was one of the city’s big landmarks. Seeders, survivors, and bandits would all be drawn to the large structure the second they laid eyes on it. We’ve really been lucky no one else has dropped by yet.

“Sounds like a good idea. But construction materials aren’t light. How are we going to move a bunch of gear across the city?” Brad asked.

Chet and Aron both looked to Heather, who turned a shade of pink. Brad raised a brow, turning to her as well.

“I may or may not have uh…tactically acquired a truck to bring these two here,” Heather admitted.

Brad couldn’t help but laugh. “Tactically acquired? What does that mean?”

Heather pursed her lips into a tight, sheepish smile. “It means I stole it. If the owners were still alive to have anything stolen from them, anyway.”

Brad shook his head, fighting down a laugh. Tactically acquired. I’ll have to hang on to that one, he thought. “Where did you learn to hotwire a car, anyway?”

“I wasn’t always a nurse. That’s all you’re getting out of me.” Heather smiled.

Brad put up his arms, happy to let her have her privacy. “Alright, I won’t pry. Keep your secrets.”

“There’s a small trailer behind the mall we can bring up, if you think we’ll need it,” Chet added. “Considering we’re trying to lock down a mall, we’re going to need the extra space.”

Aron pushed himself to his feet. “I’m driving.”

“I’ll show you how to start the car.” Heather slipped out of the booth. “But I’ll be staying back here, if you don’t mind. I’ve had a bit too much excitement for one day.”

Brad slipped out of the booth with Sweetness hopping after him. “Chet and I will grab the trailer, then. Chet, are you good on ammo?”

“I will be.”

Chet ran downstairs to the 3D printers. Aron went with Heather to get the truck, leaving Brad alone. He mentally prepared himself for their little salvage trip. Not to face seeders or any new alien threats, but for the very real possibility he might run into other hostile humans in the city. If it came down to it, Brad wasn’t sure he could be the first to pull the trigger. It was a frightening thought. Seeders and other aliens were always hostile. The second they announced their presence, he knew the only way to end the conflict was to kill every last alien. Humans were a different animal entirely. They could set traps, pretend to be hurt—or worse, both parties could be afraid of one another, wondering if the other was a threat. He feared the last scenario most of all. There were too many ways things could go wrong without either party wanting to harm the other.

“I’m ready,” Chet announced, stuffing magazines into his belt and bulging cargo pockets.

Brad wondered whether they should take the time to find Chet some police or soldier gear. They had all sorts of pouches, pockets, and other places to stuff guns and ammo. He made a mental note to get some later.

The pair headed out back in the middle of the night, where they did find a trailer. It was the enclosed variety, which made it all the better for Brad. The last thing they needed was to lose materials if they had to make a hasty getaway. They checked the trailer; inside were a pair of dirt bikes.

Chet let out a low whistle. “Those could be useful.”

“Not right now they’re not,” Brad said.

They offloaded the bikes, getting them back inside the mall. When they returned to the trailer, removing it from the broken-down SUV it was attached to was a simple matter. Dragging it back around the mall was another. But thanks to the enhanced strength afforded to them by the nano-pill, moving the empty trailer between them wasn’t nearly as taxing as Brad thought it would be.

In a few minutes they reached the front of the mall, just in time to hear the truck’s engine fire up. They hooked up the trailer to the truck, then hopped inside.

Heather waved as they drove off. “Be careful out there.”

“We will.” Brad waved back, and they were back on the road.

He couldn’t help but keep an eye on the city as they drove through the night. Up until the aliens invaded, Brad never realized how much noise a car really made. Now, with no other cars around, the rumble of the truck’s engine probably carried for miles. But there was no way around it, they needed supplies in bulk and there was no convenient electric truck around for them to steal, if hotwiring an electric car was even possible. The truck they were in already looked to be a relic from the nineties, but Brad wasn’t a car guy.

“So how’s the hotwiring work, Aron?” Chet asked. “You know, in case someone else needs to drive.”

Aron carefully drove around a pileup of cars before taking the next turn, trying not to clip the wrecks with the trailer. “It’s not super complicated. We just take the two brown wires down there and push them together until the car starts. You pull the red ones apart if you want to turn the car off,” Aron answered. “Heather says it doesn’t really work on modern cars, though. Too many security features to circumvent without specialized tools. An old clunker like this? All you need is a screwdriver and a knife.”

“Well, at least we know old clunkers are our friends when it comes to a quick getaway,” Chet said.

Brad added car keys to his mental list of valuable items while they were out scavenging. Older cars weren’t the most common sight in the world, and they didn’t need to waste time guessing which ones they could drive off with in a tight situation.

They arrived at the hardware store, or rather, a superstore. Its sign had been taken off by the now-silent seeder ship sitting right where the main entrance would have been.

“Park us by the other entrance. I want to get in and out of here as fast as possible,” Brad said.

Aron moved the car to the next entrance. As they drove by the seeder ship, Brad kept his gaze fixed on it. There was no sign of seeders anywhere, but there were plenty of blood-streaked rags scattered about. Brad tried not to think too hard on all the people who’d lost their lives during the initial attack. There was nothing to be done for the dead.

They parked up front. Aron leaned under the steering column to pull apart the wires and the truck fell silent. “Let’s get to work, boys. We got us a fort to build.” Aron’s giddy, muffled voice coaxed a laugh from the others.

“Looking forward to building a treehouse, are you?” Chet teased as he hopped out of the car.

“No, I said fort,” Aron corrected. “It’ll be a cheap little thing at first, but trust me, with enough time and the right tools I’ll get us some proper walls to guard the whole mall from the aliens, humans—hell, even the tooth fairy won’t get in without our say so.”

Brad grinned from ear to ear, trying to fight down a laugh. Instead, it sounded like he was choking. “OK, cut it out. Let’s get in and out before something comes looking for a free meal.”

Aron grabbed himself an orange flat cart before they rolled in. “Yeah, yeah. It’s business time.”

It was near pitch-black inside without any power. It was a good thing they had the foresight to bring flashlights along with them. Brad and Chet lit the way while Aron pushed the cart. They headed straight for the lumber section of the store.

“So how much wood do you think we’re going to need for this?” Brad asked as they stopped between a pile of wooden boards and another of planks.

Aron started loading up, not being at all quiet about dropping the boards onto the cart. “As much as we can carry. If we just filled up the trailer in the back, we might be able to cover the first floor and reinforce all the windows. A big store like this should have more than enough for our needs. After all, what sane person is going to think to go panic-buying construction materials during an invasion?”

“People were panic-buying toilet paper not too long ago,” Chet said.

Brad chuckled. “Toilet paper, bullets, or bottle caps. One of those three is going to become the currency of the apocalypse.”

The others laughed.

Brad looked to his shotgun in one hand, the flashlight in the other. Chet had the same situation, while Aron was entirely dependent on them for illumination. “I’m going to find us some duct tape to fix our light problem. If you guys need any help, just shout for me.”

Chet shrugged, crossing his flashlight arm under his pistol, showing he could aim and keep his light on target at the same time. “I’m fine with this setup. Well, until I need to load.” He looked at Brad’s shotgun, then Aron with his shield and shovel. “Oh, but you two are not fine.”

“I’d appreciate that, Brad,” Aron said.

Brad walked off on his own, sweeping his light across the dark store, searching for any rolls of tape. Each plank loaded onto the cart landed with a loud, reverberating slap of wood on wood, carrying through the whole store. After each slap there was an intense wave of silence. In those moments, Brad listened for anything out of place. With a shake of his head at his own stupidity, Brad made sure to place the rest of the wood into the cart carefully. Loud noises were not good, especially when they were avoidable.

So far, so good, he thought. No alien claws, shrieks, or hisses, not even any unknown footsteps from other humans. So far it was looking to be a quiet night. After the day they’d had, Brad was all too happy for it. He reached the aisle with duct tape only to find it almost completely barren.

“Of course the duct tape is gone. It fixes damn near everything. That and WD-40,” he mumbled to himself, remembering all the memes he’d seen online involving the two tools. As he swept his flashlight across an empty shelf, a silvery glint caught his attention. A fat roll of duct tape sat all the way at the back of the shelf.

Brad grinned, putting his shotgun down to grab the roll. In a few short moments he’d taped his flashlight to the barrel of his gun. He looked at his creation with pride, sweeping the barrel of his shotgun across the hall. To his delight, the duct tape held the light firmly to the barrel without a hint of wiggle room.

Chet and Aron are going to love this, Brad thought—when he swore he heard doors opening at the back of the store. There were voices. Two of them. Did the others hear? Brad wondered, but the loading of planks kept going without skipping a beat. Maybe they’re too far away.

Brad clicked off his flashlight. He didn’t need whoever had come into the store to find out where he was before he learned who they were. He wished he could warn Chet or Aron, but he couldn’t do so without alerting their uninvited guests. Brad considered using his radio, but he also had no idea who could be listening in. No choice, then. Time to be sneaky.

He crouched, walking heel to toe to minimize noise as he headed toward the doors at the back. The two voices split up as he neared a shelf beside them. One set of footsteps was light, nearly silent as they ran off. The other set were far bigger, heavier. If anyone was going to be a threat, it was the big one. Brad stalked after them in the dark.

In the dark, he caught a glimpse of a large man with the frame of a football player, or a construction worker. Narrowing his eyes, Brad could just make out an axe in his hand and some sort of rifle slung across his back. Brad’s heart rate quickened. He would have to point a gun at this man, essentially hold him hostage, and ask him a few questions. Somehow he didn’t see this leading to a friendly working relationship. Still, this man was obviously strong, and armed. Whoever he was with was likely to be armed as well. He couldn’t let them get the drop on his people.

Brad straightened, flipped on his flashlight, and pumped a shell into the chamber. “I’m going to need you to stop right there and explain who you are, friend.”

The man froze, his hands up in the air. He wore a red plaid shirt, faded blue jeans, and a pair of work boots. Something about him was familiar, but the outfit could have placed him in any number of odd jobs Brad had worked before landing himself the janitorial position at the mall.

“My name’s Jake,” the man said as he slowly turned around. His eyes went wide the second he saw Brad.

Brad returned the gesture in kind. His grip tightened on his shotgun as his finger slipped onto the trigger. “You. You son of a bitch, you’re with those psychopaths, aren’t you? Colton’s people?” It took every shred of his willpower not to shout at Jake. He didn’t need whoever he was with, or whatever other help they had outside, coming to his aid.

“Look kid, it’s not like—”

Brad swung his shotgun up to Jake’s head. One quick squeeze of the trigger was all it would take to blow Jake away. One quick squeeze and there would be one less monster in the world.

A small figure rushed into the light, standing between him and his target. “Stop,” she said in a familiar voice as she spread her arms out to shield Jake.

It took a moment for Brad to piece together the voice and make out the girl in the bright light. It was Sam.

Brad took a step back. “What the hell? What’s going on here, Sam? You’re not working with Colton’s lunatics, are you?” He never lowered his shotgun, but his arms shook, making his sights sway off target. He couldn’t believe it. He thought Sam was a friend. She knew where the mall was, where the upgrade station was.

“Stop pointing the gun at us and I’ll explain everything, Brad. OK?” Sam said.

Brad considered the offer for a moment. Aron and Chet were still loading up the cart. If he dropped his guard now, help would be too late to arrive. He considered blowing them both away; at such close range the shotgun would have no problem going through both of them. But one look at Sam and he couldn’t bring himself to do it. There was no malice in her expression, just a silent plea for him to listen.

He kept his gun trained on Jake, but his finger slipped off the trigger. “I’m listening, Sam. But this better be good. I lost a lot of people today because of Colton. One of them was a good friend.”

Sam let out a relieved breath. “So, Jake and I were surviving on our own for a while. He got hurt pretty badly when we ran into an alpha, but then Colton’s people came in to save us. They took us in, took care of us for a bit, but I wanted out right away. Jake here didn’t listen.” She pointed a thumb back at him.

Jake cleared his throat. “I was just trying to do what I thought was best for my little sister here. I never thought Colton’s people would be capable of murdering innocents in cold blood.”

“Yeah, turns out they have some serious hate issues for people who use the nano-pill. They call us pill poppers,” Sam explained. “Colton wasn’t so big on hating us before, he just wanted to keep his distance, but the rest of his people? No, they all think we’re collaborating with the aliens, on top of them all being a bunch of paranoid, jumpy idiots. Which brings us to the ambush.”

Jake sighed. “I was there, yes,” he admitted. “But I wasn’t there to kill anyone. They called me in to talk.”

“There wasn’t any talking out in the park,” Brad snapped under his breath. This man seemed far too remorseful for someone who’d butchered his friends. Yet he felt he couldn’t trust him yet. Sam, however—he didn’t sense a single lie from her.

Jake nodded. “I know. The plan was to surround the area for security while I went in to talk to you, but Colton held me back. It turned out Sue spotted your people in a nearby house. She claims she was attacked, but I never believed the story. Not after everything Sam told me.”

Brad lowered his shotgun for a moment. He thought back to Heather’s story. The woman who came in to kill her and Raechel had opened fire without any warning, according to Heather. Now there was this Jake character saying he believed that was the case. This was the only woman he remembered killing while he was running for his life, the one the other crazies were always yelling about while they chased him down. Brad brought his shotgun up to Jake once more. “Then why were you chasing me with the rest of Colton’s people?”

“Honestly? I was just playing along until I could get away,” Jake admitted. “Sam here took the nano-pill. If they were willing to kill you guys for that alone, I couldn’t stay there with my sister any longer. It was just a matter of time before they turned on us.”

Brad lowered the shotgun again. The man sounded genuinely remorseful. Sam didn’t strike him as the type to lie, either. If anything, the story about her wanting to get away from Colton’s people as soon as possible made sense.

“I know this doesn’t mean anything after losing your friends, but I’m sorry I didn’t do anything to help you and your people. I truly am.” Jake’s head hung low. “I should have done something to stop them.” He took a long breath, then exhaled. “There were just too many. If I tried to help you, I would’ve been killed and they would have killed Sam next.”

Brad leaned his head back. This wasn’t the face of a murderer or a villain, but a truly remorseful man. His gut demanded Brad put him down for safety's sake, but he’d be no better than Colton’s people if he did. He was going to kick himself for what he was about to do, and if he didn’t, Aron and Chet were sure to do it for him.

“I… I can believe your story. But I’m not sure I can trust you yet. Not after what happened today,” Brad said. “If you want to come with us to the mall, Aron and Chet will be watching you carefully.”

Jake gave a slight nod. “I under—”

“That’s bullshit, Brad,” Sam snapped quietly. “We don’t have time to deal with this nonsense. Seeders are out there, picking off humanity’s survivors one by one, and then there’s Colton’s merry band of nutjobs going after anyone they think is a pill popper. So you either trust us or you don’t.”

Brad frowned. She did make a good point. Sam was a good rogue, and she could hold her own in a fight. Jake had survived thus far without succumbing to aether poisoning, even after taking down an alpha, so Sam had to be keeping his poison in check somehow.

“Look,” Sam began, “it took some doing, but I got my brother to trust Lucy and the muses. With my muse, Olivia, I’ve been teaching him to use cultivation to channel the aether before it corrupts his body.” She paused to look back to Jake. “And I still have a nano-pill for him if he decides he wants to finally take the dive for himself and become one of us.”

“Is this true, Jake?” Brad asked.

Jake nodded. “I’m still not comfortable with the pill, but I have to admit it’s helped us a lot.”

“And what about this Colton guy? What are your thoughts on him?” Brad pressed.

“Honestly, I think he’s a good man who let his fears get the better of him,” Jake said. “When I first arrived, we were talking about running security, making sure you guys weren’t going to shoot any of us. But he trusted Sue too much. Now, thanks to her, I’m not sure anyone’s going to talk Colton down from hunting pill poppers or convince him of the truth.”

Brad leaned his head back with a groan. “The guys are going to hate me for this, but I believe you.”

Jake’s shoulders slumped in relief. “Thanks, kid—err, Brad.”

Sam gave a faint smile. “If it helps any, we got a truck we can load up with more supplies and plenty of food we stocked up on. Oh, and did I mention Jake was a contractor? If you need anything built or renovated, you won’t do better than him in this world.”

Brad was certain Sam was exaggerating her brother’s skills, but he wasn’t going to argue. For all he knew Jake really was the best craftsman out there, especially after how many people had died in Kelowna alone. “We were looking to fortify the mall in case there was another seeder attack, or Colton’s people attacked us.” He held out a hand to Sam and Jake. “Welcome aboard.”

Sam and Jake took his arm, giving it a firm shake.

Now to break the news to the guys, Brad thought.


Chapter twenty-nine
Jake


Running into Brad had been a bit of a shock, and it was a situation that could’ve gone sideways quick, but Jake was starting to feel better about the situation. Sam had done a good job calming it down, and they were maybe going to start working together instead of having a Mexican standoff.

Brad led them over to the lumber aisle before vanishing around the corner. He was going to try explaining the situation to Chet and Aron.

Jake stayed out of sight with Sam, where they couldn’t get into any trouble while the discussion took place. “Think this’ll go well?” he asked Sam quietly, hoping things would work themselves out so long as they kept their heads down.

Sam shrugged. “I don’t really know the rest of Brad’s group, to be honest. But they seemed nice. Aron, the mask guy, is a bit weird, but that’s mostly thanks to his outfit. But I’m sure it’ll go smoothly.”

Chet and Aron’s voices rose. Jake couldn’t quite make out what they were saying as their frantic voices talked over one another. But Jake caught pieces of the conversation regardless.

“You want to let one of those nutjobs join us?” a muffled voice said. Jake guessed this was Aron. “They almost killed us. They killed everyone that went with us to that damned ambush.”

“It’s probably another trap,” a different voice said. Chet, Jake guessed. “They get some cute girl to warm you up, then they sneak the big killer into our midst to kill us while we sleep.”

“Guys, it’s not like that,” Brad insisted.

Jake rubbed at his brow. Oh yeah, it’s going real smooth, he thought as he listened to the conversation. They weren’t going to get anywhere with Brad talking for them. Jake had to speak for himself.

He stepped around the corner into the aisle. Sam pulled at his arm to stop him, but he dragged her along for the ride. “Hey there.”

Chet aimed his pistol at Jake. Aron raised his shield and shovel. Jake had to fight down a smile, noticing the duct-taped flashlight mounted on the side of Aron’s mask. It worked great for illumination, but it didn’t make it look any less ridiculous.

“Hey guys, how’s it going?” Jake tried his best to sound warm, friendly, and welcoming, but with a gun in his face he feared he sounded as awkward as he felt.

“Well, well, well, the alien hunters finally show themselves,” Chet said, narrowing his gaze.

Aron raised his shovel, taking a step toward Jake and Sam. “Let’s drop them right now, Brad. For Raechel. For Norman. For everyone we lost today.”

Brad stepped in between them. “Nobody’s going to be killing anyone tonight,” he said in his most commanding voice. “I’ve already explained to you everything that happened between Jake and Colton. He’s not one of them. At worst he was a little too naïve, but so were we until the ambush. We went in there, trusting those people to be in real need of help. Jake thought he was meeting a new group of people to bring into the fold. Instead, Colton and the rest of his people killed us.”

Jake stepped around Brad. “We won’t get anywhere if we turn on each other now, guys. If you kill us, it’s two fewer people for Colton and the aliens to deal with. It’s giving them an easier victory. Do you two really want that?”

Chet huffed. “No, I don’t.”

“But that’s just what a spy would say, trying to get in on the inside,” Aron persisted. “So, what’s your endgame, big man? Find out where we live? Steal our supplies? Kill us while we sleep?”

“None of those things,” Jake said. “Like I told Brad, we don’t want to cause any trouble. My plan was to gather up some supplies and leave town so we don’t have to deal with Colton’s people.”

“But we’re not doing that,” Sam interjected. “We can’t let those anti-pill crazies run around. They’re a danger to humanity's survival.”

Chet swung his head from one side to another. “This Sam girl’s actually talking a lot of sense, Aron.”

Aron took another step forward. “Well…I don’t trust them. So why don’t you pack up your stuff and get out of town like you were planning?”

Brad didn’t move out of his way, and Aron crowded him further. Sweetness stepped up beside Brad and growled at Aron, and he wisely stepped back.

Jake looked at the huge honey badger and gulped. It was an intimidating beast when it wanted to be.

“Why don’t you trust us?” Sam asked. “Colton’s gang doesn’t trust people who take the nano-pill. I’ve taken the nano-pill. You can see in your HUD that I’m a rogue, can’t you?”

Aron gestured at Jake with his shield. “But the big one hasn’t taken it yet, has he? For all we know, he’s playing along with his sister to get on our good side before he hands us over to Colton’s people.”

Jake stared at the floor. “So that’s what it is? You don’t trust me because I’m not like you. Because I haven’t taken the pill yet.”

“Something like that,” Aron said.

“Then you’re no better than Colton,” Sam snapped.

Aron huffed a quick laugh. “Oh, I’m plenty better than Colton. We’re talking, for starters, and I’ve offered you a way out. Sure is a lot more than Raechel and the others got.”

Brad pushed Aron back. “Killing Sam and Jake won’t bring Raechel and the others back, Aron.”

“But if I take the pill, you’ll trust me, right?” Jake asked.

Aron shrugged. “It would put you on Colton’s shit list, so why not? But I don’t have a nano-pill on me.”

Brad held up a finger. “My muse says we can take Jake to one of the gene therapy chambers and have the nano-tech injected. It works quicker than taking a pill.”

Sam nodded. “It’s true. But we won’t have to wait that long.” She pulled the nano-pill she had saved for Jake from her pocket, still wrapped up in its case. She turned to Jake. “I won’t force my brother to take it, though. None of you are going to force him, either.”

Jake took the pill from Sam’s hand. “It’s alright. No one’s going to have to force me to do anything.” He pulled apart the wrapper. “I’ve been a stubborn ass about not taking the pill, worried about being possessed by aliens or some other terrible fate if I took one of these things.” He gestured at the people gathered around him. “But look at you guys. You’re all your own people, quirks and all. So if this helps all of you trust me, I’m happy to take the plunge.”

He popped the pill into his mouth, then gulped it down with his eyes closed. Jake scrunched up his face in anticipation of some sharp pain or surge of energy. He was expecting something, anything at all to happen. But nothing did.

He opened one eye, looking around at the others struggling not to laugh at him. “Uhm…Sam, did you give me a dud? Because nothing happened.”

Sam tried to hide her smile behind her hand, but it only widened. “It takes a few hours for the pill to work its magic.”

Jake scratched at the back of his head. “So no pain spikes?”

“Nah-uh.”

“Burst of light?”

“Nope.”

“Strange and amazing superpowers?”

“No.” Sam gave Jake a playful shove.

Jake groaned. “This nano-pill thing is incredibly anticlimactic.”

Aron shook his head with hysterical, muffled laughter. “Oh man, I wish I’d had a camera to record that. That was too good.”

Brad shook his head with a broad smile. “It wasn’t that funny.”

“Well, I think it was,” Aron said, struggling to catch his breath.

Jake looked to Sam. She shrugged in return. “Does this mean you trust me now?” Jake asked.

Aron caught his breath. “Yeah, he’s alright. No one who freaks out so hard over a nano-pill can be up to some twisted schemes.”

Chet holstered his gun. “If he wasn’t in Colton’s sights before, he is now. That makes him one of us. Just don’t do anything to get on our bad side. We’ve already lost too many people to deal with that sort of nonsense.”

Brad smiled, clasping his friends by the shoulder. “Sam says her brother’s alright, and if she trusts him, he’s got my trust. Now let’s get the trucks loaded up and back to the mall. First thing in the morning we’re building a fort.”

Jake was just glad the nano-pill didn’t do anything weird to him, not to mention the unnecessary drama was done with. Still, he couldn’t blame them for not trusting him. Had Jake switched places with Brad and his people, he wasn’t so sure he would have let things be resolved by anything less than a fight. It was a good thing Brad wasn’t like that.

For now, he helped the others pack up any materials or tools they needed for the project. Jake made sure to get all the solar panels he could for his own truck. With some effort, he could rig those up to the truck and charge it anywhere with a clear line of sight to the sun. The rest of the panels he fully intended to use to power the mall. In the future they were going to have to make a trip for batteries, lots of them, to power the mall through the night. For now, Jake figured they had enough to run a few lights and refrigerators all day and night.

When they got to Brad’s truck, Jake frowned. “Why’d you bring this piece of crap?”

“None of us own a truck, so one of our friends hotwired this one.”

Jake shook his head and laughed.

Chet frowned, staring at him. “What’s so funny?”

“You guys, there are only a dozen or more auto dealerships in town sitting there with brand-new vehicles. You literally have your pick of the lot. Just have to go inside and grab the keys. Instead, you steal a clunker.”

Brad laughed. “Shit, I can’t believe we never thought about that. We’ll have to make a detour on our way back to the mall and go truck shopping.”

“The Ford dealership,” Aron said. “I want one of those electric F-350s. I hate the look of those silly Tesla trucks, but I do think an electric truck is the way to go. We don’t have to worry about gas or making so much damn noise.”

“And we can use the truck as a backup power plant until we find a better one. I can’t believe we never thought of that,” Chet said.

“There’s a Dodge dealership a block from here,” Brad said.

Aron shook his head. “Hell no. I’m a Ford man, and if we get our pick of the bunch we’re damn well getting a Ford.”

Jake laughed. Aron looked like a reject from a horror movie, but he was a funny dude. “You heard the man. Let’s get loaded up and go truck shopping.”

Chet sighed. “You know what Ford stands for, don’t you?”

Aron turned to his friend. “My dad drove Fords all his life.” Jake could hear the tension in his voice. Something told him Aron’s father wasn’t among the survivors.

“Like I was saying, I always wanted one of them fancy Fords,” Chet said, slapping Aron on the back. “Now let’s load up. I don’t want to be truck shopping in the dark. Aron might get to pick the brand, but I sure am not letting you losers pick the color.”

Jake smiled. These guys were young and possibly dumb, but he liked their vibe. The fact that Sam felt strongly that they could be trusted made it easier to like them.

Once they had the trailer and trucks loaded, Jake jumped into the truck with Sam, then brought it around to the front to follow Brad and the others. The group rolled out in a small convoy.

“Hey Sam,” Jake said.

“What’s up?”

Jake met her gaze. “I just wanted to say I’m sorry.”

Sam thought for a moment, then scrunched up her face in confusion. “Sorry about what, Jake? You didn’t do anything wrong back there.”

“No, not that. I’m sorry about not trusting you sooner, about everything. The pill, the aliens, Colton. You were right, Sammy,” Jake admitted. “If I had listened to you sooner, maybe we wouldn’t have dealt with half the mess we’ve run into so far.”

Sam smiled. “It’s fine, Jake. I know you can be pretty stubborn. Besides, things have been working out fine so far, so you’ve got nothing to be sorry about.”

Jake shook his head. “No, I’ve got plenty to be sorry for, Sam. All this time I’ve been treating you like a kid, not trusting your judgment. Every time you came up with some weird idea I thought you were just being a kid, not thinking things through. But you were more prepared for this world than I ever was. More than most people were.” He squeezed the steering wheel, then shrugged. “I guess what I’m trying to say is I’m done babysitting you from now on, Sam. I trust you to make the right choice and take care of yourself in this wild new world of ours.”

Sam reached over and gave his arm a squeeze. “Thanks, Jake. But I knew you trusted me to make the call when you took the nano-pill on your own.”

Jake chuckled. “Really? Because I thought it was the fastest way to avoid getting shot or shoveled to death.”

Sam rolled her eyes, grinning from ear to ear.

“By the way, did that Aron kid buy one of those ridiculous tactical shovels I saw ads for back when the internet was a thing?” Jake asked.

Sam nodded. “Looks like it. You should probably ask him about it. He seems really fond of the thing.”

“Maybe I will.” Jake imagined it would be an interesting conversation in the very worst-case scenario, or a hilarious one at best.

Their small convoy pulled around the pileup of cars, heading for the dealership. So far no seeders had come their way, even with all the noise from the lead truck’s combustion engine. Being such a late night, Jake was glad to have a quiet moment. All he wanted to do when they got done at the dealership and got back to the mall was drop onto a comfortable bench and sleep, but they still had a bit of a drive ahead of them.

“So what’s it like, Sam?”

“What’s what like?”

“You know,” Jake said, “the whole muse thing. Having an alien AI in your head, the HUD thing I think you mentioned once or twice.” He was going to be dealing with this alien tech soon, so he may as well prepare for it.

Sam adjusted in her seat. “Well, the HUD is the easiest thing to get used to. You’ve watched me play games before. It has all the same stuff. Health, mana, stats windows, quest trackers. None of it bothers me at all.” She held up a finger. “But you don’t really play games much, so it might get in your way at first or be distracting.”

“Distracting how?”

“Like you kill a seeder, then you get a notification saying how much aether you got from it. Or you take damage and the HUD lets you know how much damage you took along with any additional effects the attack placed on you,” Sam explained. “But you can minimize the number of notifications that pop up with a thought, or just disable them entirely if you like.”

Jake was already feeling distracted at the thought of having constant notifications for every little thing. Though the aether notifications when they killed something would be useful. He wouldn’t have to double-check any bodies as soon as he received the appropriate notification. “I might just have to play in realism mode, or whatever you kids call it.”

“Hardcore mode is what most games call it when you turn off the HUD.” Sam smiled.

“Then call me Hardcore Jake.” He chuckled.

Sam scrunched up her nose, then shook her head. “Maybe if your name was Henry it would work. But Hardcore Jake doesn’t.”

“Pfft, whatever.” Jake injected all the teenage angst he had left over into the reply before a quiet laugh rolled out of him. “What about the muse? What is that like? I can’t imagine having a voice in your head is all that fun to deal with.”

Sam looked at Jake. “You know Olivia hears and sees everything I do, right? She can even hear what I think if my thoughts are too loud.”

Jake shuddered at the thought of anyone, even some artificial intelligence, getting access to his deepest, darkest, most personal thoughts. Then again, he wasn’t so sure he had any of the sort to hide. “So what you’re saying is you don’t want to say something to get on Olivia’s bad side?”

“No. I’m just saying she doesn’t need me to remind her I find her a little too clingy and motherly,” Sam said. “Everyone’s muse is different though, so you probably won’t have to worry about having one like that in your head.”

“Do you get any say in what kind of muse you get?”

Sam gave Jake an unamused stare, long enough for him to get the message.

“Huh. No say in your AI’s personality. That seems a little harsh,” Jake said. “What if I get stuck with some obnoxious little monster in my head, or some smarmy, smart-mouthed teenager?”

“Then you’re stuck with them like I’m stuck with Olivia.” Sam grinned. “By the way, she is not having fun with me talking about her this way. But I’m only teasing, Olivia. You’ve started to grow on me.”

Jake expected to hear some sort of reply from the muse now that he’d taken the nano-pill, but he didn’t. “Uh, do I get to hear the voice in your head too when this pill kicks in, or are all conversations with muses this awkward?”

Sam laughed, shaking her head. “No, you won’t be able to hear my muse. Normally we communicate via thought. So saying, ‘Hello,’ to Olivia is like thinking the word at her, and she picks it up. Personally, I’m glad that’s the case. I don’t need more than one voice in my head.”

Jake had to agree with Sam. One voice in his head sounded like too much potential trouble already, even if Olivia had so far proven to be nothing but helpful as far as Jake was aware. Hopefully his own muse would be just as helpful, with a personality he could stomach.

“Oh!” Sam practically jumped in her seat. “There’s one more really big, important thing we’ll be able to do once your nano-pill kicks in. We can join up in a party.”

“Like loud-music-and-drinks party?” Jake asked, oblivious to what else she could possibly mean besides maybe a search party.

“No, I mean like a group of players. Parties are small teams that share aether between them for every kill,” Sam explained.

“That sounds pretty handy, especially if this nano-pill processes the aether for me.”

Sam nodded. “But it gets better. We can see each other on the map when we’re in a party, and we can see each other's stats, too. So if we ever split up I can see where you are, and if you need any help.”

“Can we talk with one another with our thoughts this way, too?” Jake asked. He figured it was a safe assumption, given the whole point of this party system was to facilitate people working together.

Sam shrugged. “We could in Apocalypse Online, but that was a game. We had voice and text channels for parties and guilds, but a lot of people used an external service to communicate with one another.”

“So that’s a no, then.”

“You know, I never asked my muse since I never had anyone but you on my team, but maybe that should be the first thing you ask your muse.” Sam grinned.

Jake huffed. “Come on, Sam. I’m not a kid that needs to be given encouragement to figure out how their new toy works.”

“Nope! Not telling. I want you to get off on the right foot with your muse and learn how useful it can be right from the start.”

“Oh don’t you worry, Sam, I have a small mountain of questions ready for my muse the second we meet,” Jake said as they pulled into the truck dealership.

“I wonder if Chet is going to find a color he likes,” Sam said with a chuckle.

“I’m more worried about Aron liking the truck. He’s a little scarier than Chet,” Jake said as they drove around the lot following Brad’s group as they perused the selection.

“He’s a little intense,” Sam agreed.

The clunker stopped in front of a brand-new, midnight-blue Ford F-350e.

“Looks like they found one they both like.”

Brad and Aron jumped out of the clunker.

Jake rolled down the window. “You want us to come in with you to look for keys?”

“Nah, it’s all good,” Brad said. “Aron will find the keys and I’ll watch his back. You guys just stay here and make sure nobody buys the Ford before we sign the paperwork.”

Jake laughed. “You got it.”

It took a few minutes for the pair to find the keys, during which Jake kept his head on a swivel, watching for any signs of aliens, but thankfully there were none.

When the guys came out and jumped into the Ford, they were back on the road. And it was only another two minutes until they were back at the mall.

Their small convoy weaved through the parking lot before the vehicles took up a few free spaces in front of the mall. Jake disembarked with Sam, looking at the large structure. It wasn’t a cozy house like Colton’s compound, but Jake was certain he could grow to call the place home. So long as Sam’s with me, anywhere can become home.


Chapter thirty
Brad


From the moment they arrived, the party busied themselves with offloading all their supplies into the mall. Once their work was done, he showed Sam and Jake to the Olive Grove and the upgrade station underneath.

“And this is the Olive Grove,” Brad said with a grand gesture at the former Italian restaurant. “The nerve center of our mighty fortress.”

Aron shook his head, laughing and heading inside with Chet.

Jake glanced at Sam. She smiled in return.

“This is where we sleep, eat, and downstairs is the upgrade station where we can 3D print any supplies or gear we need,” Brad continued. “So long as you have the aether for it.”

Jake nodded. “What if we want our own space?”

“You can set yourselves up wherever you like,” Brad said. “The restaurant’s just the safest place right now with our small numbers and the upgrade station to retreat to.”

Sam nodded. “We should stay in the restaurant with everyone for now, Jake. Just to be safe.”

Jake gave a big yawn. “Anywhere is fine right now. I just need some sleep after today.”

Brad understood the sentiment. Between all the running, fighting, and killing he had done today, there was nothing more he wanted to do than sleep. But there were a few things he wanted to check out first. Namely an upgrade to his weapons or armor.

Sam shot Jake a mischievous smile. “Try not to have a heart attack when you wake up. You just might sleep long enough for your muse to be active.”

A nervous chuckle escaped Jake. “No promises, Sam.” He looked at Brad. “You have a good night. And if you need anything from us, don’t hesitate to ask, alright? We’re not a bunch of freeloaders here.”

Sam pushed him along into the restaurant. “Not this again. Get to sleep. We can figure out what needs doing later.”

Brad smiled at the pair. “We’ll worry about it in the morning,” he reassured them, then headed inside.

Before he reached the entrance to the upgrade station, he spotted Chet and Aron lounging around, getting some well-deserved rest. Brad was happy to leave them there, but as he thought of the days ahead with the increased threat of seeders, Colton, and whatever the zookeeper might be up to, he decided they needed a bit of a push.

“How’re you guys doing on aether?” Brad asked.

Aron sat up in his booth. The man even slept in his gas mask. “Pretty solid. Sitting around seven hundred.”

Chet flashed a thumbs-up without so much as getting up. “Doing fine. Are you looking to borrow some?”

“We can trade aether?” Aron asked, then turned away, his eyes falling out of focus as he conversed with his muse. “Huh. Turns out we can.”

Brad shook his head. “No, but I was thinking we could use some upgrades after today. Either on weapons or armor.”

“Our current setup is doing fine,” Chet said. “We’re better off hitting level two, honestly.”

Brad gave a conciliatory nod. “Level two would be great, but when we hit the hospital those hunter aliens hit us pretty hard. If there weren’t so few of them, they might have killed us.”

Aron sucked in a breath through his teeth, rubbing at his side. Evidently, he hadn’t blocked the hunter’s ramming attack as well as he’d claimed. “Those things were a bit rough on me.”

“Then there was the ambush by Colton’s people,” Brad continued. “If we had some better armor than cheap hockey pads or better weapons, we might have been able to fight back.”

Chet finally sat up, turning his attention to Aron. “True. If the big guy there had some better armor, he probably could have done more.”

“So, let’s blow some aether on upgrades. Whatever you guys think will help you survive against the challenges to come.” Brad smiled.

Aron pushed himself to his feet. “You know what? You’re right, Brad. A tank in cloth armor is no tank at all. Let’s get geared up.” He held out a hand to Chet.

Chet took it, almost losing his balance as Aron jerked him up like he didn’t know his own strength. “I’m really not sure what I should get myself. This pistol’s pretty good. Adding a second one will just make me burn through ammo faster.”

Brad headed down to the upgrade station while the others followed. “You could stick some modifications on it to upgrade it or swap it out for a better model.”

“Maybe I can get a tac light and some holo sights for this thing,” Chet pondered aloud.

Brad walked past the first few 3D printers so the others could get to their machines faster. Meanwhile he pulled up the menu on the printer’s console and started digging through all his options. Jeez, that’s a lot of options. They had everything, literally everything, from a sharpened spoon to alien weapons resembling crossbows that shot out caustic blobs at their targets, to plasma rifles. The exotic alien weapons were all hilariously out of his purchasing power. His meager six hundred aether wouldn’t even put a dent in the cost of a plasma rifle, not to mention the warning highlighted by hazard stripes running behind it.

Energy weapons — Level 5 recommended.

Apparently some weapons were more complicated than what they had on Earth. Brad thought back to a tabletop game some of his friends played back in high school. The name escaped him, but he remembered one of the big jokes surrounding it was plasma guns exploding on a bad roll. Amusing as the idea was in a game, it wasn’t something he wanted to have any personal experience with. For now, he made a mental note of finding lower-tier energy weapons in the future.

Rather than continue his search through the endless tiers of weapons, Brad turned to his own skills. He focused on any combat-related skills he had levels in. It was a short list.

Blunt Weapons — Level 2

Marksman Level — 1

Shotguns Level — 2

Brad didn’t remember ranking up the Marksman or Shotgun skills, but if he paid attention to every single notification his HUD bombarded him with during combat, he’d be dead by now. Still, it made plenty of sense. Ever since he got his hands on Chet’s Mossberg 500, he had been doing a lot more shooting than whacking. Brad still found it odd the system for marksmanship and ranged-weapon types was so different than with melee weapons. Brad assumed this was because swinging a melee weapon was a much more involved process, where aiming was a skill he could roughly pass from one weapon to another. He wasn’t going to argue with the system.

Sweetness was already done with waiting for Brad to make a choice. He waddled off to one of the couches in the upgrade station, hopped on, and made himself comfortable. Within seconds Sweetness let out soft little snores as he drifted off to dreamland. Brad smiled at his companion, then returned his attention to the 3D printer.

He decided he needed a weapon that would play to his skills. He sorted weapons to the shotgun class. The list was still absurd. Just for a cheap laugh, he gave it a hard swipe only to find the list kept scrolling for thirty seconds before it stopped. He didn’t even reach a quarter of the way down the list. With a shake of his head, he further limited his selection to a maximum price of six hundred aether.

The list shrank down to ten choices. The first five options, the cheapest of them all, were all terrible. At the low price of ten aether was a single-barreled, sawn-off shotgun. Things didn’t get much better for the other four weapons as they were all breech-loading shotguns with one or two barrels.

From the sixth choice onward, things improved. The first of these shotguns again resembled a sawn-off shotgun, but this one sported a rail system with a reflex sight aligned to each barrel. The next model loaded like a revolver with a long barrel more akin to his Mossberg, but it was a lever-action weapon. Brad wanted a modern solution for modern problems, so he skipped to the last two choices.

The most expensive model was an olive-green shotgun running a belt feed of shells from a hefty looking drum. Of course, it was an automatic model with its own scope. For the low price of three hundred aether, this beauty could be all his. However, there were three huge disadvantages Brad saw with this weapon. First, he didn’t have enough shells on him to fill the thirty-shell drum. Second, when he could afford spare ammo, carrying said drums was going to be a special kind of pain in his rear end. Third, he worried how durable the weapon was if he were to use it like a club.

He turned to the prior model, a much sturdier, bulkier weapon which would only set him back a hundred aether. It was a semi-automatic model, tube-fed like his current weapon. Better yet, it had an interesting feature. Like many human guns, it had a selector, but rather than selecting a fire mode it selected ammunition type. On command he could have his choice between buckshot, slugs, or what looked to be some sort of flame jet. Dragon’s breath? Brad thought. It was the only sort of ammunition the icon brought to mind, though he always thought the shell was more for show than anything else.

It was no contest as far as Brad was concerned. He picked the cheaper of the two weapons and let the printer get to work. Purple energy poured into the 3D printer’s chamber, filling out the shape of his new shotgun. It was bigger than it looked on the display, and as it filled out, Brad worried it would be too heavy.

You did want a shotgun that could double as a beat stick, Brad, Frank reminded him. I wouldn’t worry too much about it with your enhanced strength. It shouldn’t be too bad. But if you’re worried about your noodle arms, maybe Jake can help you out.

Brad chuckled. That’s not a bad idea, actually. He’d have to talk to Sam’s brother later if he found himself lacking in the strength department. Whatever Jake was doing, he was doing it right. Guy was as strong as a horse. Both Chet and Aron were bigger than him, but he was way stronger than either of them. Obviously it had something to do with his cultivation training.

When the printer finished, Brad reached in for the shotgun. The unexpected weight nearly dragged his arms down. Where his old shotgun weighed maybe six pounds loaded, this new beast was pushing twenty-five pounds. Brad attributed the rugged weapon’s weight to its construction and whatever machinery it required to convert the shotgun shells he loaded to any of its three ammo types.

Brad pulled back from the 3D printer, giving the weapon a few quick swings. He found it wasn’t difficult for him to swing the weapon as much as it was to stop it, as the momentum carried him off balance a few times. He was going to have to practice before he could get the hang of it in both melee and ranged combat, but so far he couldn’t complain.

He checked the ammo counter on the side of his new shotgun to find it was fully loaded. I can pass the old one off to the other survivors, then.

Chet was the first of the other two to finish getting his upgrades. He added a new holographic sight to his automatic pistol, along with a device doubling as a laser sight and flashlight. Then there was the strange contraption he had mounted to his right arm. Brad wondered what it was about until Chet released a magazine from his pistol. The new contraption was swift to load in a fresh magazine mounted to the device.

“Neat.” Chet said with a cheeky grin before pulling the last of his purchases from the 3D printer—a vest which looked like it could have been made for some sort of space SWAT team. Chet pulled it on, then dumped out all the magazines from his pockets into the different pouches.

“You have enough pockets there?” Brad teased.

Chet shot him a look. “Can a man truly have enough pockets, Brad?”

Brad thought for a moment about his own gear situation. He was still fishing shotgun shells from his pants pockets. It wasn’t a practical situation in any regard. “No, I guess not.”

“That’s right.” Chet grinned, then slapped his fist to his chest. “Plus, this should give me some protection from the next thing that tries to shoot me or get to my soft, chewy core.”

Brad rolled his eyes, fighting down a smile before he turned to Aron at the sudden clatter of metal. The tallest member of their party had printed himself a full suit of armor, new mask included.

“Need some help getting that on?” Chet asked.

Aron shook his head. “I’ve got this,” he said as his eyes defocused. Brad guessed he was reading some sort of instruction manual on how to put on his new gear. After a few minutes, he started assembling the black metal plates over his body, starting from the legs up, wearing the armor over his clothing.

“This armor lets you keep the trench coat?” Brad asked.

“Of course it does. It’s part of my aesthetic,” Aron insisted. “Just like my masks.”

“I thought you wore that because you were a germaphobe,” Chet said with a mocking edge.

Brad opened his mouth to say something, then thought better of it. He didn’t want to remind Aron of his dead family. The poor guy already beat himself up about it, trying to hide his scars from the world.

“Yeah, well. I like the look too, so you can shut your face,” Aron said as he checked everything was in place. He looked like a hybrid between a knight of old and a futuristic warrior that belonged in a sci-fi movie.

Chet shot him a sly smile. “It’s a weird look. But I guess it scares the aliens just as much as it scares everyone else who gets a look at you.”

Aron shot Chet a dirty look before he took off his gas mask and helmet. In a flash, the scarring of his face was exposed before his new helmet slipped into place. The faceplate of this gas mask resembled a human skull, at least the top half before it got to the filters. Unlike the previous mask, this one completely obscured Aron’s face as a pair of red lights glowed where his eyes should have been. Aron took a breath, sounding like he was inside a space suit.

Brad gave a nervous laugh. “Well look at you being all intimidating in your new armor. How’s it feel wearing all that metal?”

Aron bounced on his feet, throwing a few quick test punches. “Not bad at all, actually. This mask is great, too. I can breathe a lot easier in this than that old thing I had.”

Chet leaned over to Brad. “Bet he keeps the mask on twenty-four-seven,” he said with a quiet snicker.

Aron leaned toward Chet, his masked face inches from Chet’s nose. “And what if I do?”

Chet grinned. “All I’m saying is it might make it real awkward the next time we go meet survivors and they see…”—he gestured at Aron—“all of this.”

Aron pulled back with a muffled huff. “Well, I like the look.”

Brad laughed. “Just make sure you clean it now and then. Whenever we get power back, anyway.”

Aron picked up his shield and shovel. Clearly all of Aron’s aether had gone into his new set of armor. For a fighter who wanted to specialize in being a tank, the investment made sense to Brad. Being able to take a beating for the group was almost more important than killing their enemies. Brad just wished Aron had invested in an enhanced shovel at the very least.

“Of course, boss,” Aron said.

“Boss?” Brad asked. “Why are you calling me boss now?”

Aron tilted his head. “Because you’re the boss, of course. Our guild leader, as it were.”

Chet nodded. “The gas-masked weirdo here’s right, Brad. You’ve been leading us since you first pulled us out of the fire back in the hotel. It’s only natural that you become our official leader.”

Brad pursed his lips. “Shouldn’t we have an election or a discussion for all of this? I mean, I did want to be the leader and all, but this seems very—what’s the word? Unilateral?”

Aron dismissed Brad’s concerns with a wave of his hand. “The world’s ended, Brad. Every day on this beautiful green earth of ours is a fight for survival. We don’t have time to waste on petty crap like a glorified popularity contest.”

Chet leaned toward Brad to whisper, “He means an election.”

“As far as I’m concerned, what matters is results, and you’ve always done right by us,” Aron continued. “You listen to everyone when you can and you give orders when you need to. Plus, you’re always putting the needs of others ahead of yourself, even when it’s a special kind of stupid idea. Like when you baited the alpha on your own.”

Brad chuckled. He still had no idea why the alpha wanted him dead in particular, but he probably should have tried to get someone else to pull the giant seeder away from him.

“So, I’m happy to follow your lead. You haven’t led us astray so far,” Aron finished.

“Me too,” Chet added.

Brad stared down at his feet. “Even after the mess today?” he asked, worried about the ambush.

“Pardon my French here, but shit happens, Brad,” Aron said. “At the end of the day, we were there to help people. Were we too naïve for our own good? You bet your ass we were. But that won’t happen again. We won’t let it. Am I right or am I right?”

Brad squeezed the grip of his new shotgun. “You’re right.”

Aron slapped a heavy hand on Brad’s shoulder. “Good. Besides, it’s not like I want the stress of leadership. I could barely handle a raid party back in the day when all we had at stake was missing out on some loot if we wiped.”

Chet burst out laughing. “Don’t remind me. I tried running a guild once and that mess fell apart in a week flat.”

Brad smiled. He hadn’t done either of those things. In the past he was always happy to follow someone else’s lead, offering his input every so often when necessary. Now it seemed he was doing something right, as his two friends were happy to follow his lead. The same seemed to be the case with the rest of the survivors they’d saved. Even Tim showed signs of coming around little by little.

“So what’s the plan for tomorrow, boss?” Aron asked.

Brad took a deep breath, running down a mental list of everything they needed done, from fortifying the mall to gathering supplies, aether, and rescuing any survivors they could. His thoughts kept drifting back to Colton and the zookeeper.

Colton’s group was currently a bigger threat than the aliens—a band of humans who could go around spreading lies to other normals about nano-pill users in the best-case scenario. At worst, they would actively set back the species by killing anyone who could fight the aliens. This had already cost them precious lives, time, and resources they could not afford to lose. With Jake and Sam now on their side, it would be a simple matter of finding where Colton’s base was and taking the fight to them. But how many people does he have on his side? Brad wondered. At most, Brad’s little camp had five capable warriors among them. While he trusted the normals to hold their own in combat, they weren’t nearly as durable as the nano-pill users. Bringing down Colton’s crew would take overwhelming force, or a cunning plan.

The zookeeper, on the other hand, was a relative unknown. Obviously the man was hostile, but Brad wondered what the zookeeper’s goals were. Outside of gaining more power or building an army of tamed animals, Brad couldn’t think of anything. Yet the simple fact that there was a nano-pill user who’d turned to evil was a deeply disturbing thought, more so than Colton’s crew. The zookeeper knew everything they did about the aliens’ goals and humanity’s fate if they could not repel the invasion. Brad could argue Colton’s people were idiots, even insane, but the zookeeper was no more than a traitor to humanity in his eyes.

If we want to save more people, Colton has to go first, Brad decided.

“First thing in the morning we’re bulking up our defenses at the mall,” Brad said. “As soon as that’s done, I want us to keep helping people. Aron, Chet, do you think you can handle recruiting on your own?”

Aron swung his head from side to side in thought. “Sure can, boss. But you want us to bring them in right away?” There was a thick hint of concern in his muffled voice.

“Not right away, no,” Brad said. “I want you to warm them up to us, get a feel for them. Once you think you can trust them, bring them back to the mall. Otherwise try to stay on friendly terms. If that doesn’t work, I trust you guys to take care of yourselves.”

Chet nodded. “Play nice until proven otherwise. Easy enough plan for me. I’m good for it.”

Aron nodded. “Me too. Hopefully we can find more nano-pill users out there.”

Brad held up a finger. “Don’t assume just because someone took the nano-pill they’re friendly.”

“You can’t be serious,” Chet said.

Brad nodded. “Unfortunately, I am. While I was at the zoo I ran into a man I’m calling ‘the zookeeper,’ since he didn’t have the common decency to introduce himself. He’s a healer like me, and he had a pack of wolves with him. He tried to kill me because I tamed Sweetness before him.”

Aron placed his hands on his hips, shaking his head. “What kinda idiot turns on their fellow man knowing damn well what the aliens want to do to our planet? Can’t believe a nano-pill user would go bad.”

“Hopefully there aren’t a lot like him,” Brad said. “Just be careful when you head out, alright?”

Aron and Chet agreed.

Brad smiled. “Good. Let’s get some rest. We have a lot of home improvement to do in the morning.”


Chapter thirty-one
Sam


Early the next morning, Sam woke up to the distant sound of hammering and power tools. Brad and the others were already hard at work bulking up the mall’s defenses. She checked the time on her HUD. Seven in the morning and they’re already going at it. What is wrong with these guys?

Sam rubbed the sleep out of her eyes, looking to her brother, who was still fast asleep. He wasn’t going to be doing any work for a while yet. By her estimate, Jake was going to wake up in time to have his muse active. She couldn’t wait to see his reaction.

Until then, she decided the best use of her time was to dig into more cultivation books for her brother’s sake. But is he really going to need cultivation now that he’s taken the nano-pill?

Olivia’s voice popped up in her mind. He might! The cultivation style is available to anyone who decides to take it, regardless of nano-pill consumption. But it is—what do you kids say? Hardcore mode? Yes, I think that’s right. It isn’t a very popular choice even among the alien races, but your brother may decide to take it since he’s already on that path.

Sam gave a nod. Jake was the stubborn type; he might even decide to cling to the old ways of doing things instead of letting the nano-pill do all the work. You might be right.

And since my knowledge of cultivation is limited, your continued research will certainly prove a benefit to your brother, Olivia finished.

Sam couldn’t argue with her mothering AI. Olivia didn’t know anything more than any other muse outside of what she had experienced with Sam. Jake’s muse would only be able to help him so much. Thus, research was truly the best use of her time. She fished out one of the books from her pack and got to reading.

A few hours passed and the sounds of construction were all but muted as Brad and the others moved away from the restaurant. The sound of stirring came from her side. Jake was waking up. He let out a big yawn as he rubbed the sleep from his eyes.

This is going to be good, Sam thought, unable to keep the mischievous grin from spreading across her face.

Jake shot up suddenly. “W-who’s there?” he called out frantically, then swung his head from side to side, looking for a speaker that wasn’t there. Before Sam knew it, her brother had managed to fling himself off the booth to the restaurant floor.

Sam threw herself back with a loud laugh, her legs kicking as she wheezed, holding her sides. “This is too good!” she practically squealed with delight.

“Well, I’m glad someone’s enjoying my suffering!” Jake grumbled, climbing into the booth he’d just fallen out of.

Sam managed to stop laughing, but she struggled to catch her breath, her smile too big for her brother’s liking. Jake crossed his arms, glaring at his younger sister. Sam pressed her fist to her mouth, letting out an amused snort. She was having too much fun with this.

“How’s it going, Jake? Sleep well?” she managed to squeak out as she fought down another giggle fit.

Jake dusted himself off. “It was fine until I got a surprise visitor in my head. This is no way to wake a man up, Hazel.”

“Oh, you got a lady in your head? Must be nice,” Sam teased. “So what’s she telling you?”

Jake’s gaze defocused as he turned away from her. While the conversation went on, Sam went back to her reading. Jake finally spoke after a few minutes. “She says I have a choice to make. I can either stay a cultivator or pick a class like you and the others. But if I choose a class, the nano-pill will have to undo all of the progress I’ve made so far. Apparently the way cultivation works isn’t compatible with the class system you’re using. It’s like trying to use a screwdriver on a bolt. It just won’t work.”

Sam tilted her head. “Will it stop you from coming down with aether poisoning again, though?”

Jake nodded. “Everything else works as normal, yes.”

She leaned forward. “Why don’t you choose to stay a cultivator, then? I’ve been watching you get stronger with all the extra training you’ve been doing—faster, too. It’d be a shame to throw all of that away and start from scratch.”

Jake stroked at his chin. “Won’t I be weaker in the long run, though? Hazel says she doesn’t really have any power comparisons between cultivators and nano-pill users. It looks like even among the aliens it’s a rarity for any race to choose the cultivation path.”

Sam held up one of the many cultivation fiction books she had been reading. “According to all these books, cultivators not only have the potential to match a nano-pill user but surpass them. If you’re willing to put in the work required, anyway.”

Jake leaned against the booth. “The fiction books that are supposedly based on history or encounters with aliens in the past?”

“That’s the working theory,” Sam admitted. “Really, I think you might learn a thing or two from reading these books.”

Jake crossed his arms, tapping his chin on his chest. “Maybe.”

“Anyway, the important thing to keep in mind right now is losing your progress. If you switch to a class, you’re going to go right back to how strong you were when the invasion started,” Sam warned. “That means even one seeder will be a world of trouble for you until you can get enough aether for your first level. And you know they don’t come in small numbers anymore.”

Sam seriously hoped Jake was taking her words into consideration. She was happy with the progress her brother was making, how much stronger he had become. She didn’t feel the need to worry about him as much as she felt before they found one another after the apocalypse began. Sam didn’t want him to give up his gains.

Jake shrugged, and his gaze defocused for a moment. “Done. I’m a cultivator for good now.”

Sam blinked. “Just like that?”

“What? You know I hate wasting time. I’m a contractor for a living, Sam.” Jake laughed. “I work on deadlines. Every minute is precious on the work site.”

Sam held up a finger, then pointed at her brother. “You know that’s not really how things work now, right?”

Jake chuckled. “Oh, I disagree my sweet, naïve, innocent baby sister.”

“Stop.” She dragged out the word; Sam hated it when he called her his baby sister.

Jake grinned from ear to ear. “Look, now that the world’s invaded by aliens, we’re fighting for survival every day. That means every minute is precious. Back in the day you could get away with slacking for a few days, but now it seems every moment we waste, the seeder aliens get stronger while the other races get ready to claim our world.”

Sam pursed her lips, giving a delighted—if surprised—nod. Jake had covered a lot of information with his muse in the brief period of time he’d spoken to her. Sam wondered if that was the case for everyone. She never really paid attention to how long her conversations with Olivia lasted.

“So the more time we spend getting stronger, the easier it will be to protect our world from the coming aliens, right?”

“That’s right,” Sam agreed.

“See? It’s more important than ever that we spend our days wisely, then.” Jake held out an open palm to her. “And since I’m a cultivator now, that means I need to get educated on the subject.”

Sam set down her book on the table. “I’m still reading this one, but”—she hefted her backpack, then chucked it across to Jake—“you can read the rest of these.”

Jake emptied the bag on the table, his eyes wide at the sheer number of books. “Where should I start?”

Sam tapped a finger to her lips. “From what we’ve seen so far, I think Robyn Wideman’s books are the most accurate ones to how cultivation works in the real world.”

Jake let out a quick laugh. “Yeah? Does he happen to have a book on our exact situation? I’d like some tips and tricks on getting rid of these seeders.”

Sam shook her head with a broad smile. “No luck there, Jake.”

“Guess I’ll start with those,” Jake said as he sifted through the books.

“Even if those may be more accurate, you should still check out the others,” Sam said. “Really. They may have some insights Wideman’s books don’t.”

“Any recommendations?” Jake held up a random assortment of books in his hands.

“Personally I like Will Wight, Michael Chatfield, and Tao Wong better than Wideman’s stuff. So you might want to give those a try.”

Jake began stacking books by authors. “I’ll read all of them.” Once his stack was done, Jake pushed them off to the side. “Right now, Hazel recommends we go hunting to level up. Apparently the hundred or so aether I have isn’t a lot, and she wants me to get a new gun.”

Sam pushed to her feet. “Is she bullying my poor big brother?”

Jake shook his head. “No she’s not bossy at all. Hazel’s actually pretty nice. She has a British accent, reminds me of that lady from the Bond movies.”

“You have M as your muse? I’ll have to start calling you Jake. Jake Bond.”

Jake rolled his eyes. “Hazel says her character is influenced by that actress, but not that role. She’s talking about some show that was popular in the 70s on the BBC.”

Sam grinned. “You have a lady in your head who loves the BBC? You poor guy. You must feel so inadequate.”

Jake sputtered. “You are such a terrible brat.”

That was highly inappropriate, Sam! Olivia complained.

Sam smirked. Irking her muse while embarrassing her brother—it was a two-for-one deal.

“Now I need to figure out this HUD thing,” Jake said.

“Let’s do this now, then.” Sam tossed her brother a party invite.

Jake jumped, craning his head around as if trying to focus his gaze on the new notification.

Sam laughed. “Try focusing on it with your thoughts rather than your head. It takes a bit of getting used to.”

Jake followed her instruction. His health and mana readings, along with his name, appeared on her heads-up display. “Did I do it right?”

Jake

Health: 75/75

Mana: 50/50

Sam nodded. “Perfect.”

The pair ran into Brad and the others on their way out of the mall. The main entrance was boarded up tight. From the inside, someone could look outside and shoot at anything coming toward them. From the outside it was harder to look inside, and short of something like an alpha, it was going to take some serious effort to break through.

“Well, if it isn’t Sleeping Beauty,” a muffled voice said.

It was Aron, or at least Sam thought it was Aron. Sam wasn’t so sure with the new armor he wore, but the gas mask seemed like a dead giveaway.

“What? Do I have something on my face?” He felt over his mask.

Chet laughed. “No, Aron. But you basically had a face transplant when you got a new mask.”

“Ah. You know, I hadn’t thought about that, actually,” Aron admitted. “You here to help us fortify, or are you running away already?” He gestured at the weapons Jake carried.

“We’re going hunting for seeders,” Jake said. “My muse says I need to invest in upgrades, like yesterday.”

Aron shot to his feet. “Wait, you got your muse already?” He flung his arms out in disappointment. “Man, I missed it. I wanted to be there to watch you freak out when you heard that voice in your head for the first time.”

Sam grinned. “It was pretty funny to watch him fall out of the booth.”

Aron shook his head. “Psh. That’s not as good as being there. This sorta thing, it’s something you have to experience firsthand, and it’s a lot funnier when it isn’t happening to you.”

Chet grinned. “Like you’ve ever seen someone else get their muse.”

“No,” Aron admitted, “but I imagine it’s pretty funny to watch.”

Brad shook his head, trying not to laugh. He pulled his radio from one of his pockets and tossed it at Jake. “Stay safe out there you two. Let us know if you get into any trouble and we’ll come running.”

Sam gave him a quick nod. “Thanks, Brad.”

Jake followed Sam through the parking lot. She made sure to head away from the neighborhood where Colton’s people were set up, anything to minimize their chances of running into them.

“We should probably hit a battery store.” Jake pointed at the radio hanging off his belt. “The others might appreciate it.”

Sam had no idea there were stores entirely dedicated to batteries. The idea seemed a little ridiculous to her, if she was being honest. But radios needed batteries, and their solar panels might need them if they hoped to power up the whole mall. “Do you know where we can find one?”

“There was one a few blocks out this way. It was pretty big if I remember right. Next to an electronics store, too, so we might be able to find more radios.” Jake gestured to the pack on his back. “I’ve got plenty of space to load up with gear.”

Sam pointed at her own backpack. “I can carry stuff too, you know. But it sounds like a good plan. Lead the way, Jake.”

They arrived at the strip mall a few hours later. The sun was nearing its peak as Sam gestured at the battery shop with a shake of her head. “Why?”

Battery Emporium was the name of the store, according to the still-intact green, white, and red sign hanging above it. Jake wasn’t kidding when he said it was a pretty big store. It was the single biggest shop in the entire mall. Sam knew batteries were important, but she didn’t think business would be so good a store of such scale would ever be a good idea.

“People need batteries,” Jake said as he walked toward the store. He paused at the glass doors, or what was left of them. “Looks like someone broke in. Or rammed in, rather.”

The front doors looked like a car had smashed its way through, maybe a van. But there was no wreck inside the store, nor sign of a vehicle. To top things off, the store was too quiet.

Sam rolled up her tattered sleeve, unfurling her crossbow and drawing her knife. “Might have been an alpha,” she suggested as she stepped inside.

Jake followed, his Winchester at the ready. “Why would an alpha be here? It’s too quiet for any pack of seeders to be here.”

Rocky clambered out of Sam’s pocket and glided to the floor. The little squirrel rushed ahead to the center of the store, where it perked up like it was listening for something.

“Maybe this one learned to be sneaky?” Sam scanned the aisles with her bow at the ready. She froze at a sudden sound. Footsteps, heavy ones all around them. Almost like hooves, if she had to guess, but not quite right.

A strange, four-legged alien with an elongated skull came into view. It looked like a mix between a horse and a battering ram.

“What the hell is that thing?” Jake asked as he aimed his rifle at it.

Her HUD called the monster a “hunter,” and more of the heavy footsteps came from all around. A howling shriek pierced the silence as the monsters rushed from every angle.

Sam squeezed off a quick bolt. It lodged itself deep into the hunter’s skull, but the charging beast didn’t so much as flinch as it rushed her. It was fast, too. Sam barely dodged out of the way in time. The monster’s force was so strong, it turned her around to watch with wide-eyed horror as it rushed Jake.

Jake fired quick shots at the hunter. The Winchester’s powerful rounds slowed the beast down, but not enough to stop it from ramming Jake in the gut. Jake grunted loudly as he was pushed out of the way of another three hunters who were looking to ram him. He wrapped his arms around the hunter’s head as he dug his feet into the store’s smooth floor. With a quick twist, he snapped the alien’s neck. The hunter crumpled to the floor.

You have received 12 aether.

The notification flashed across Sam’s HUD. So that’s how the party system works. Aether is split down the middle.

Sam leaped over another charging hunter, swinging her knife across the beast’s head. Unlike her bolt, her knife didn’t dig deep into the thickly armored alien’s skull. In fact, it didn’t seem bothered at all by her attack. When she hit the ground, she rushed after the hunter. The four-legged beast slid to a stop, then turned to charge at her again. This time, Sam decided to use the enhanced grip her gene therapy had granted her.

She slid beneath the charging alien’s thick skull, hooking her arm around its neck. With their combined force, she managed to swing herself on top of the hunter. This was a really dumb idea, Sam thought as she found herself on top of the alien’s extended skull. She should have seen this coming, as the elongated skull covered much of the hunter’s back. Her grip, however, was doing a fantastic job of holding her in place. Sam slashed the alien’s throat open. The hunter let out a wet, gurgling shriek as it struggled to get Sam off its back, but its struggles weakened with each passing second until it collapsed on the floor.

Sam rolled off the alien’s back in time to catch another hunter running right for her. This one slammed into her chest. Sam latched on to the monster’s head, stabbing wildly at its side.

You have taken 25 damage.

The notification flashed on her HUD as she caught sight of the shrieking, snapping mass of a seeder horde rushing through the front door. There were too many bodies to count. They were going to get swarmed. Sam only hoped there wasn’t an alpha among them.

The crack of a gunshot thundered. The hunter lurched to the side in a swift, violent motion before slamming into the floor. Sam rolled to her feet, holding her chest, wheezing for breath.

Jake saved her. He worked the lever on his Winchester with one hand while the other swung his axe. It met the skull of a hunter with a sickening crack as the axe blade dug deep in. The monster flew off the blade as Jake turned his Winchester on an approaching seeder, but two more rushed him from behind.

Sam brought her crossbow up, shooting a seeder through its open mouth as it lunged for her brother. The seeder gagged as it flew back, crumpling into a lifeless heap as it hit the floor. She couldn’t line up a shot on the other, but the seeder suddenly fell to the ground.

Vicious squeaks filled the air as Rocky tore open the seeder’s calf muscles. With his enlarged claws and unnatural speed, the aether-powered squirrel distracted the seeder long enough for Sam to put it down with a swift bolt through its skull.

You have gained skill: Marksman — Level 1.

You have gained skill: Crossbow — Level 1.

Congratulations, dear! You’ve gained two new skills. I’m so proud of you, Olivia said at the worst possible moment.

Sam had barely gotten back on her feet when Olivia’s distraction prevented her from hearing the seeders running up from her side. Sam dodged under the first one’s swing and gouged its side open with her dagger. The second raked its claws down her back.

You have taken 10 damage.

Sam fired a bolt through the hissing monster’s jaw. The bolt flew out the top of its skull as Sam tore her knife free from the first seeder. She fought to maintain balance, firing off a quick volley of bolts into the seeder’s chest. Her crossbow was empty.

Rocky’s angry squeaks flew past the back of Sam’s head. She turned in time to watch as a seeder was mauled by her oversized flying squirrel. The seeder slammed into a shelf with a furious hiss. Rocky slammed the seeder’s head against the shelf again and again until it stopped moving.

Sam wasn’t sure how the squirrel could pack such a big punch. Rocky was only the size of her head, after all. She was going to need a new hoodie soon if she expected to carry him around in her pocket.

Jake dropped his Winchester in favor of putting all his strength into his axe. He cleaved through the remaining hunters with furious swings, throwing their bodies around to make space for himself amidst the seeder horde. It gave Sam enough time to recover some of her bolts. She was quick to shoot those bolts into the horde of seeders.

With her ammo spent, Sam withdrew her second knife and got to work doing what rogues do best: she danced around the seeders’ swinging arms, lacerating their limbs as she worked her way around them. Her attacks crippled her opponents, making them easy pickings for Rocky to finish off. A seeder nearly took off her face with the swipe of its claws. Her eyes opened wide, her heart pounding in her throat as she swung into a backflip. On complete accident, her evasive maneuver caused her to strike the seeder’s jaw, flinging it back into the rushing swarm. This happy accident bought her enough time to swerve around the back of another group of seeders. She stabbed each of them in the back, putting a swift, merciless end to the aliens.

Jake lost his axe in the fighting; it was buried too deep inside the skull of the last hunter, which lay in a pile of seeder bodies, for him to tear it out in time. Instead, he brought out his pistol. With quick trigger pulls, Jake put down the last of the rushing seeders. Any unfortunate aliens who managed to close the gap with him met Jake’s fists. Seeders were sent careening through one another until the room finally fell silent.

You have received 246 aether.

It was the final total from all of their kills. Sam took in a deep breath. “Just how many aliens were in there?”

“I counted eight of those hunter things,” Jake said, then he pointed at each seeder corpse, mouthing a silent count. “And about thirty of the regulars.”

Sam ran the numbers in her head. Hunters being twenty-five aether a pop while seeders were ten, the math made sense to her. She smiled at Jake. “So how’s it feel fighting with a nano-pill?”

Jake collected his rifle and axe. “It’s not really too different from fighting them before. But I guess it’s nice to know how close I am to dying. You took some pretty nasty hits too, Sam.”

Sam checked the party stats.

Jake

Health: 45/75

Mana: 50/50

Her brother was halfway to death’s door, but he was taking it in stride. Sam assumed this was a perk of the nano-pill, if not a side effect of his cultivation training strengthening his body. Her own health wasn’t doing great, either.

Health: 20/55

Mana: 50/50

“Ugh. I got sloppy,” Sam grumbled. “One of those hunter things got me pretty good. If you hadn’t killed it, I’m pretty sure it would’ve done a lot more than twenty-five damage.”

Jake smiled. “You’re welcome.” He gestured to the mess of batteries strewn about the store after the fight. “You still feeling up to gathering some supplies?”

“Might as well,” Sam said while she collected her bolts from the mess of corpses about the store.

It took them a bit of time to find the batteries they needed. For the most part they took whatever would fit in the radio they had with them. Jake also insisted on taking some of the larger batteries for the solar panel array they were going to set up later.

After a quick stop at the next-door electronics shop for more radios, Sam and Jake hauled their loot back to the mall. Jake, of course, insisted he do the heavy lifting. Not just because he was the big brother, but because the extra strain on his muscles would help with his cultivation efforts. Sam was glad to see him taking this so seriously. The way her big brother was going, Jake was sure to become a force to be reckoned with in no time at all.

By the time they arrived at the mall, the whole front looked like it had been taken over by a gang of hooligans. Well-disciplined and architecturally trained hooligans, but hooligans nonetheless. Aron wasn’t kidding when he said they were going to turn the mall into a fortress. As they headed to the restaurant, some of the other survivors gave them a helping hand carrying the loot to the Olive Grove, where Brad was quick to rush to his feet.

“What happened to you guys? Are you alright?” he asked, looking over their wounds. Brad didn’t wait for an answer before he cast Healing Hands on them.

The warm, pleasant warmth spreading through Sam’s body helped her relax as her wounds closed up. “I’ve been better,” she admitted. “Thanks for the heals, Brad.”

Jake shuddered hard, pulling his arms up to shield himself from the sensation. “What the heck is he doing to me, Sam? It feels gross.”

Brad laughed. “I’m healing you.”

“Thanks, but—and I can’t emphasize this enough—gross.”

Chet gave Jake a toothy grin. “Don’t worry, Jake. You get used to Brad manhandling you. But hey, Heather is looking into becoming a healer, so maybe you’ll enjoy her healing better. I know I will.”

“Sure, kid.” Jake forced a smile. “Anyway, my muse said I should get a new weapon, so I’m going to go do that.” The second Jake’s health was topped off, he squeezed past the others.

They laughed but got back to whatever discussion they were having before Sam arrived with her brother.

She followed Jake down below, to the upgrade station where she made herself comfortable on a nearby couch. Sam watched her brother poking at the 3D printer’s menu. His eyes widened.

“Wow. That… That’s a lot of options. These aliens don’t mess around, do they?” Jake said.

Sam smiled. “Try not to get too distracted. You only have a few hundred aether to spend. Get something you think will be useful. Maybe a short rifle?”

“That’s called a carbine, Sammy.”

Sam wasn’t too worried about the proper terminology, so long as her brother made a good choice for his equipment.

“Oh, that’s nice,” Jake said. “A cute little short-barrel rifle, bullpup so it doesn’t lose much punch or effective range. And it says here it has options for modifications.”

Sam nodded. “Technically all weapons can be modified. Apparently modularity isn’t unique to humans. Plus, you know how us gamers love our enchantments.”

“Enchantments?”

Sam thought for a moment about how to explain this. “It basically makes our weapons better. You know, more damage against certain types of enemies, or add an element like lightning. That sort of thing. Except with these 3D printers we can also change or tweak parts of our gear for functionality as well as aesthetic reasons.”

Jake pursed his lips. “Maybe I’ll get myself a gold-plated gun. Encrusted in diamonds, too.”

Sam knew he was joking, but she couldn’t help her groan. “Please don’t be ridiculous. The seeders will see you a mile away even in the middle of the night.”

“Yeah well, if the moonlight hits my gun just right, it might just blind them.” Jake smiled and ordered his weapon.

Sam seriously hoped he was joking. The thought of having a bling cannon on the field with her, while hilarious, sounded like the most impractical thing to have anywhere near a rogue.

As the 3D printer worked, Sam frowned. “I thought you were getting a new rifle?”

“I thought about it,” Jake said, “but I found that I can just buy upgraded ammo for the Winchester. And for battles like the one we just had, a handgun makes way more sense. Besides, I learned from that crossbow of yours that sound matters. So I got a Glock with a top-of-the-line suppressor, along with the red-dot system. It isn’t one of those fancy alien guns, but for up close and personal, it’ll do the job.”

Sam looked at the Winchester. “You sure you don’t want an AK-47 or something?”

Jake shook his head. “The Winchester is fine for shooting at a distance. Once I have enough aether saved up I’ll buy a mana gun, but those cost a fair bit. I’d rather invest in the hand gun now and a mana rifle later.”

Sam shrugged. Jake definitely knew more about guns than she did, and if he thought the Winchester was good enough then she wasn’t going to argue. Besides, he did mention upgraded ammo, so it wasn’t like he wasn’t taking it serious, and the handgun with a suppressor made sense to her.

A sharp whistle came from the floor above. “Hey guys, come on up here real quick.” It was Brad.


Chapter thirty-two
Brad


Sam and Jake hurried upstairs to the restaurant. Chet and Aron were gathered around a table while Brad held a radio to his ear.

Aron broke the silence. “Think they’re alright?”

Chet shrugged. “Sounded to me like they might want to keep quiet for the moment.”

“What’s going on?” Sam asked.

Brad set the radio on the table. “I was messing with the radio when I intercepted a broadcast. There’s apparently survivors at the university in need of help,” he said. “Before they went quiet, they mentioned spotting a horde of seeders roaming the campus.”

“So we’re going to curb-stomp some aliens, right?” Aron asked.

Brad nodded. “Sam, Jake, are you guys alright holding down the fort while we’re gone?”

Jake crossed his arms. “I’d much rather be out there with you, helping those people.”

Brad smiled. “I appreciate that, but this is a long trip. I’m not comfortable leaving the mall without anyone to watch over the place, especially when it’s just normals.”

Jake scratched at his chin but gave a begrudging nod.

“Don’t worry, Brad. We’ll watch the place. Besides, Jake needs more time to train, doesn’t he?” Sam smiled at her older brother.

Jake sighed. “I prefer training on the job, but Brad’s right. If the aliens hit the mall while we’re gone, the others are going to need help. That’s us until you three come back.”

“Tim and Heather said they might take the nano-pill. Or rather, the treatment from the 3D printers,” Chet offered. “You might have some extra help around here.”

“Just try not to take too long.” Jake flicked a thumb at his sister. “I have my hands full just watching Sam.”

Sam swatted at his arm. Jake shot her a playful grin.

“We won’t be too long,” Brad said. “Come on, Sweetness. We’re going on a road trip.”

The massive honey badger slid off a booth and into a roll, then scampered to Brad’s side.

Brad’s team headed out to their shiny new electric truck.

Aron dropped his shield off in the truck bed before he squeezed into the driver’s seat. In a moment, they were on the road.

Brad couldn’t help but stare at the big man in amazement. “How do you drive with all that armor on? It looks like you barely fit in the seat.”

“What? We picked a roomy model. It’s nice and snug,” Aron insisted. “There were bigger suits of armor, you know. I chose something practical.”

Chet laughed. “Oh yeah. Real practical with your spooky mask.”

“You won’t be laughing when my jolly giant ass comes creeping out of the darkness, bashing aliens upside the head,” Aron shot back. “This mask lets me see in the dark.”

The idea of a stealthy tank was amusing to Brad, but he wasn’t sure how successful he would be. His bulky armor made too much noise when he moved, not to mention his muffled breathing and the glowing red eyes on his mask. Do seeders or any of the other aliens feel fear? Brad wondered.

No, Frank answered. They are artificially created lifeforms designed for the sole purpose of preparing planets to be assimilated into the Collective. Even the smarter alphas who are capable of showing behaviors resembling fear would only do so to rebuild their strength.

Brad thought back to all his prior encounters. The closest thing to fear he’d seen from the aliens was their retreat from the burning hotel where he’d found Chet and Aron. Leaving a burning building was simple preservation, however, or perhaps the path to their prey was blocked by burning debris. That’s good to know, Brad replied. We won’t bother trying to scare the seeders away. We’ll just kill them all.

Aron sped past a roaming horde of seeders, taking the on-ramp to the highway. It wasn’t long before they arrived at UBC Okanagan. He pulled into a parking lot next to a soccer field before shutting off the car.

“Wasn’t expecting to come back here during an apocalypse,” Aron said as he stepped out of the car.

Brad followed. “This is where you went to school?”

Aron pulled his shield from the truck bed. “Yeah, back in simpler days when we weren’t fighting for our lives on the daily.”

Chet climbed out next. “Depressing and dangerous as our wonderful new world can be, at least it’s interesting, right?”

Aron stared at the descending sun. “Right.”

Chet turned to Brad. “So, any idea where we’re going? This university is a big place. Makes the mall look like a raggedy tent.”

“The library.” Brad started toward the university, his eyes darting around, looking for a map. “The voice on the radio said most of them were mages and the rest were normals.”

“All mages? Really?” Chet scoffed. “What kind of galaxy-brained genius decides to run a group like that?”

Brad sighed; he didn’t feel like explaining how good the idea how once sounded to him and how close he’d been to picking the class so he could be in the group. Instead, he shrugged. “Not sure. Anyway, help me find a map.”

Aron cleared his throat, muffled by his mask. “Did I not just say I used to study here? Plus, you’re forgetting your muses have the map to the place already.”

Brad opened his mouth to say something, then closed it again. “You know what? You’re right. Lead the way, Aron.”

“Maybe you’ll scare the seeder hordes away with that edgy new mask of yours,” Chet teased. “Mr. Aesthetic.”

Aron kept his attention forward. “Harr.”

While they headed north, Brad dug around inside the help information provided to him by his muse. All this time they had been in a party together, but no one had figured out how to use the party chat system, or if there was one. Since their new world was modeled after Apocalypse Online it should have a communication systems common to every game in the world. Sure enough, he found them: party text, voice, and guild options.

Both means of communications were fairly straightforward. It was like talking to one’s muse—the user just had to think their communications to the party or guild, and whether they wanted voice or text. They were already in a party, so those channels were already open and would work regardless of range. Guild chat worked similarly but required a guild be established, which involved a hefty sum of aether.

That’s a problem for future Brad, he thought.

“Testing, one-two-three. Can you guys hear me?” Brad said through the party channel.

Aron and Chet both jumped, sweeping their surroundings.

“What the actual hell was that?” Aron asked.

Chet looked ready to shoot the next thing to twitch in his line of sight.

Brad held up his hands. “Calm down, guys. I just found out how to use party chat. I was testing it. Thought it might be important to know if we get separated again.”

Chet let out a relieved breath. “Try telling us next time. Unless you want to give us a heart attack.”

“I’ll try.” Brad smiled.

Aron shook his head, advancing once more before he turned his ear, helmet and all, toward the front. “You guys hearing that kinda swooshing, popping sound?”

Chet shook his head. “No.”

Brad angled his ear up and closed his eyes. He heard it as well, along with the distant hisses and roars of seeders. “We gotta move,” he ordered as he took off into a sprint.

The party ran headlong toward the sounds of combat. Those odd swooshes and pops grew louder, sounding almost like a large torch going up in flames before being chucked at something with a swoosh. The pops were more like weak explosions.

Rushing past the administration building, Brad’s jaw went slack. A roiling mass of seeders had gathered in front of the library. Hundreds, maybe thousands of them, and hunters as well. From up above, tiny fireballs were flung down into the masses below. He’d tried every single class available in Apocalypse Online, and Brad knew those were firebolt spells. On its own the spell wasn’t particularly powerful—it took around three bolts to kill a single seeder—but it was a cheap spell. The trick was casting it fast enough to stay alive.

“No way we’re breaking through that swarm,” Brad said. “Aron, is there another entrance?”

Aron pulled his tactical shovel from his belt. “Normally you would only have the main entrance to go in and out—stops people from stealing books. But we could muscle our way inside through the back.” Aron gestured around the building with his shovel. “Maybe one of the fire exits or the loading docks.”

“Won’t the seeders hear us making all that noise?” Chet asked.

“It’s not like the aliens are going to notice with all the noise they’re making,” Aron replied. “Besides, they’ve got nice, tasty, squishy mages just ripe for the taking. They don’t want any of us.”

“Not yet they don’t,” Brad said. “Take us in, Aron.”

Aron made sure to give the swarming masses of aliens a wide berth as they moved around. It worked, mostly. A few groups of aliens ran after them, but the main mass kept its siege focused on the mages.

“Take them out quietly. No shooting,” Brad ordered as the shrieking aliens rushed in their direction.

Chet gave a disappointed, “Aw,” then lowered his pistol.

Aron slammed his shield into the first three seeders to reach him, throwing them back before catching another with his shovel. While he was lacking for a new and improved weapon, he more than made up for it with his increased strength. He caved in an alien’s skull with the flat of his shovel before stabbing it through the heart of another.

Brad rushed behind Aron as a seeder slipped past him, looking to score a cheap hit. He slammed his heavy new shotgun into the seeder’s gut, sending it staggering away. The alien wheezed, gasping for breath. Brad ended its suffering with a swift strike across the face with his shotgun, caving in the side of its skull.

“This thing really does work as a beat stick,” Brad commented as he moved on to clobber the next alien.

Chet tried to imitate Brad while putting some of his former security training to work. He managed to grab one of the seeders, wrestling it to the ground. Of course the monster wasn’t going to surrender at all, so Chet started clobbering its head with his pistol.

“Doesn’t really work out so well for me,” Chet said, beating the seeder faster. As a ranger, Chet lacked in the strength department, even next to a healer like Brad.

“Buy a silencer next time, then,” Brad said as he knocked over another seeder, then slammed the barrel of his heavy shotgun down on its head like a hammer. It splattered everywhere.

Chet finally killed his seeder. “Suppressor,” he corrected breathlessly.

Aron scraped the remains of a seeder off his shield. “We’re clear. Come on.” He rushed forward.

Brad and Chet followed close.

No other aliens split off from the horde. Before they left his line of sight, flaming swirls appeared over the aliens’ heads. Balls of fire rained from the sky, crashing into the sea of aliens, blasting away chunks of their army. Any creatures unfortunate enough to survive were set on fire by the flames.

Fire Storm, Brad thought. It was a powerful spell for low-level mages, and expensive, too. It was probably why they hadn’t cast it sooner; the mages were hoping to conserve mana until they had no other choice.

Brad focused on the run ahead. They arrived at the back of the library where the sound of battle was muted by the huge structure.

Aron headed for one of the loading dock garage doors. He squatted and tried to pry it off the floor. “Hngh! Can’t get a good enough grip on it.”

“Why not pry it open with your shovel?” Chet suggested. “It’s got a crowbar thing in there, doesn’t it?”

“It has a lot of things, but I don’t want to give those aliens a big opening to rush through.” Aron moved on until he found one of the emergency exits. “Here we go.”

Aron reached down to the bottom of his shovel, pulling off a piece to expose what looked like the teeth of a crowbar. He shoved them into the gap between the emergency doors and pushed. Metal groaned as the doors gave way little by little until they popped open. Emergency alarms wailed through the library, assaulting the party’s ears.

Brad wanted to cover his ears, but it was a luxury he couldn’t afford. The seeders and hunters had indeed heard them break in, and a new swarm was coming down after them.

“Inside,” Brad shouted.

The three men rushed through the door. They were quick to push a bookshelf in front of the opening, then another for good measure.

“Aron, Chet, you stay here and watch this door. I’ll get the survivors.”

Aron readied his shield and shovel. “They won’t make it past us,” he sent over the party’s voice channel.

Chet readied his pistol. “Hurry it up, Brad. Before we’re all deaf from this racket.”

Brad rushed through the library in search of the stairs leading up to where he’d last seen the mages. Instead, he heard glass shatter, wood and metal crumple, and the screams of people. The seeders had breached the library. He arrived in time to see a group of hunters ram through a line of students, who tried to fight off the seeders with chairs, axes, even backpacks. There were simply too many. Even with their hastily erected barricades creating a bottleneck, it was only a matter of time before new breaches allowed the horde inside.

“Front door’s breached,” Brad sent to the rest of his party. “Watch your backs.”

“Got it,” Chet replied.

Brad flipped his shotgun’s selector to slug shells and blasted away at the rushing horde. His gun thundered, kicking violently against his shoulder. Each slug he fired bore gaping holes through seeders like they were made of papier-mâché.

A hunter turned its attention toward him. It roared as it charged. Brad snapped his shotgun to the monster, blasting it in the face with a slug. Its skull cracked from the powerful shell slamming into it. The hunter crumpled into a ball. Brad was about to send a second shot through it, but the heavy flow of blood from the motionless body told him he would only be wasting ammo.

He turned his attention back to the other survivors. Streams of aliens kept pouring in as they fought for their lives. There were simply too many aliens. Brad fired off a few more shots before he realized there was nothing he could do. As much as it pained him, he had to leave the survivors—to fight, die, and buy him time. Time he would use to save those on the floor above.

Brad ran upstairs as another crash tore through the building, this time on the second floor. He arrived in time to see an alpha covered in scorch marks. The monster shook off debris as stunned mages watched in frozen horror. The alpha roared as it crushed nearby mages, cleaving apart others unfortunate enough to be within arm’s reach.

A familiar-looking woman with pink-and-purple hair screamed as the alpha snatched a fleeing man in its hand. She cast firebolts as fast as she could, but the alpha only squeezed the screaming man. It was Teresa, another of his friends he’d played Apocalypse Online with. Which made the screaming man her boyfriend, judging by her frantic casting.

Brad opened fire with his shotgun. The alpha lurched back, roaring in anger from the powerful shots tearing into it.

The handful of surviving mages turned toward Brad in shock.

“Stop gawking and start shooting,” he demanded.

The mages swung wands and staves at the alpha. “Out of mana,” many of them cried before turning to flee without another word.

“Head for the fire exit in the back,” Brad ordered. “If you see a scary guy in a gas mask with a shovel, you’re in the right place.” He hoped the mages had heard him through the chaos, because all but two were gone before he got the words out.

The alpha’s hand was drenched in blood from the now silent man. It chucked him aside, sending him through the window into the writhing masses below. Teresa gave a shrill, mournful scream as the alpha rushed after her. The other mage collapsed to the floor, casting firebolts until her mana ran out.

Brad ran in between them, blasting the alpha in the face with another slug, then toggling to the flame icon on his shotgun. A concentrated jet of flame burst out of his gun. The alpha’s face and chest were engulfed in flames as it roared, thrashing away from them. It crashed through bookshelves, igniting the library as it tried to put out the flames.

“That thing’s gonna be pissed when it puts those flames out,” Brad said.

Teresa sat, shell shocked by what she’d just seen.

The other mage with silver-dyed hair in a bob stared at him with shocking blue eyes. “W-w-what? W-who?”

They didn’t have time for this. Brad held out his hand to them. “Come with me if you want to live.”

The silver-haired mage took his hand, getting back to her feet with a quivering nod. She took Teresa in her arms as she followed Brad back down the stairs.

“You got a name?” Brad asked, loading fresh shells into his gun.

“Ceres,” she answered.

Brad reached the bottom of the steps, sweeping the area for seeders. They had reached deeper into the library; the human resistance was dying off. “Are there any more of you in this building?”

Ceres shook her head. “No, this is everyone.” She almost choked up at the sight of so many people dying.

Brad threw her and Teresa a party invite. They both accepted, though Teresa took longer to accept. She was numb to the world. Brad was happy to give her all the time she needed to deal with her emotions, but they needed to survive first.

“This way,” Brad said, leading them away from the rush of monsters as more breaches formed in the barricades. The horde was swarming in behind them.

Down the hall, the rapid stream of gunshots brought both relief and concern. His friends were still alive, still at full health, but they were busy fighting. When they reached his team, a group of seeders rushed in from behind.

A burst of fire rang out, and the aliens dropped dead.

“Nice of you to join us,” Chet said as his bracer loaded a fresh magazine into his gun.

Aron was too busy to greet them, hacking away at anything stupid enough to clamber over the barricade toward them. It never ceased to amaze Brad how a simple shovel with a sharpened blade could deal so much damage. Aron wielded it like a short axe most of the time, up until something needed stabbing, anyway. Of course, the grip on the back of the shovel also made a fantastic bludgeoning tool, which Aron demonstrated by cracking a seeder’s head wide open.

“Think you can clear us a path, Aron?” Brad asked.

“It’ll be a little tight,” Aron warned, gesturing for Brad to cover him.

Brad opened up with buckshot blasts into the crowd of seeders. The spray of pellets threw the aliens back, killing a few in the process. Meanwhile, Aron dragged the heavy bookshelves out of their way, clearing a path for them while Chet covered the rear with the mages. Teresa was beginning to come around, at least enough to start casting again.

With the path cleared, Aron swung his shovel forward. “To me!” he cried as he charged out of the library. Seeders bounced off his shield with heavy metal thunks. The aliens scattered from the sudden rush. Chet and Brad followed with the mages, putting down any seeders before they could clamber to their feet.

The alpha’s roar filled the air with the trundle of heavy footsteps and collapsing walls muffled through the library.

“Damn it, I was hoping that alpha would burn to death,” Brad said. “Back to the truck!”

Aron ran ahead of their formation with Brad and Chet watching the rear. The two mages ran in between. They needed time to recover their mana; without it, mages were essentially useless if they didn’t have backup weapons.

Behind them, a swarm of aliens poured out of the library—seeders with a few hunters. Around the front, part of the swarm rushed to cut them off. This group was full of hunters, the hammer to the anvil coming behind them. Brad fired off a slug into the lead monster’s head, sending a chunk of the oncoming hunters tumbling through the ground before their brethren crushed them.

“Into the admin building, Aron,” Brad shouted as he watched Sweetness bite the ankle of a seeder, pulling it to the ground.

Aron took a sharp left, smashing through the double doors. The group barely made it in time as the two swarms slammed into one another before surging after them. Brad swore he heard a wall breaking apart, but he had to focus on running. That alpha’s out, Brad thought, knowing it was the only monster capable of such damage.

Chet emptied another mag into the monsters trying to pour in through the door behind them. They packed themselves too tightly not to be an easy target. Brad sent a jet of flame their way, hoping the burning bodies would slow the horde down while they rushed out of the building.

Sweetness waddled beside them, seeming overjoyed with all the running and fighting. But Brad couldn’t afford to let his honey badger get tangled up in any long-lasting melees. They didn’t have enough ammo to deal with the horde and an alpha, nor the time.

They rushed out of the admin building as the horde came around either side, trying to catch them in a pincer.

“Run faster!” Aron demanded as he took off ahead, racing across to the soccer field.

Chet swung his pistol behind him, spraying without looking. There were enough monsters behind them that it was a valid tactic. He was bound to hit something back there. Unfortunately, Brad couldn’t do the same. His shotgun had too much kick to fire without shouldering the weapon, not unless he wanted to take a sudden dive or hurt one of his arms.

The alpha roared once more. Brad glanced over his shoulder to see the monster on the admin building’s roof. It leapt off, landing behind its horde before charging forward on all fours.

“Faster, faster, faster!” Brad shouted, putting every bit of strength he had into running. He managed to catch up to Aron along with the rest of the party, but those hunters were gaining on them.

Chet slowed them down with another spray. Ceres cast all the firebolts she could to help. Teresa focused on running.

When they neared the truck, Aron flung his shield and shovel into the truck bed. He almost crashed into the truck before he clambered inside, starting the engine. Everyone else piled into the bed, opening fire on the rushing mass.

Teresa raised her hand as a swirl of flames gathered within. Her eyes took on a fiery glow as she glared at the horde rushing after them. “Fire Storm!” she shouted. The flame in her hand shot into the air above the oncoming horde. Balls of fire rained down on top of them, slowing the advancing aliens. She cast the spell two more times before the fourth cast fizzled in her hand. “I’m out.”

The alpha waded through the charred and burning bodies of its horde, rushing right for the truck. Aron burned out the tires as he sped off from the school. The alpha closed in on them. It was almost in arm’s reach, even as the truck rushed away.

Brad and Chet fired into the alpha, their fire concentrated on the monster’s face. Its arms shot up to shield itself, but it still approached. Chet’s small-arms fire bit deep into the alpha’s arms, but not enough to do any serious damage. Brad’s slugs tore chunks of flesh from the alpha’s hardened biceps. The alpha recoiled with a furious cry, leaving its throat exposed. Brad and Chet focused their fire on it. The alpha recoiled, struggling to stand with the new, gaping wounds in its neck. It tried to plug the wound, only to fall lifeless on the road.

“It’s dead?” Ceres asked with shock in her voice.

You have received 600 aether.

Brad collapsed onto the truck bed with rough, ragged breaths of relief. The total aether count was the cherry on top of their near-death experience. “We made it.”

Chet leaned against the side of the truck, laughing in relief. “So that makes what, two alphas I’ve killed now?”

Brad pointed a finger in his general direction. “I’m calling dibs on that one if you’re going to be like that.”

Sweetness flopped on top of Brad’s chest grumbling something in honey-badger speak, a language he vaguely understood thanks to his bond with the animal and his Insight skill. Sweetness was frustrated he hadn’t gotten to do more fighting and winning.

“Next time we won’t be running so much, I promise,” Brad said with a weary smile.

Sweetness perked up at this, giving a small, excited hop on Brad’s chest.

Brad pushed himself to sit up against the canopy, his attention turned to Teresa and Ceres. “You two doing alright?”

Ceres nodded. “Thanks to you we are. I’ve never done so much running in my life. We would have died there if you didn’t show up.”

“But we lost everyone,” Teresa said in a sullen voice. “Because we were too goddamn stupid. Too damn stubborn. Some wise guild of mages we turned out to be.”

Chet shrugged. “Well, mages being full of themselves isn’t really out of character. It’s like elves. They have this high and mighty—”

Brad smacked Chet upside the head. “They lost friends and loved ones in there. Now’s not the time to be a dick, Chet.”

“What? It was just trope talk, nothing to do with them personally.” Chet huffed, then grumbled out, “Sorry. My bad.”

Teresa shook her head. “You are an absolute ass, Chet. Unfortunately, you are absolutely correct.” She met his gaze with her brilliant green eyes. “We tried building a guild full of nothing but mages. They’re always overpowered in games and our scheme worked well enough in the Apocalypse Online beta, so we thought it would work out fine. Evidently we were wrong.”

“Mages are only ever as powerful as the party backing them up,” Brad said. “You can know the strongest, most broken spells in a game, but it doesn’t matter if you can’t cast them.”

Teresa stared at her feet with a nod. “Now all of my friends—our friends—are gone. Damian died because of this.” She shook her head, tears streaming down her cheeks. “To think we turned away people from our guild because they weren’t mages. Now here we are, saved by those inferior classes. I hope they made it somewhere safe, at least.”

Brad sighed. He couldn’t believe Teresa and her boyfriend had actually stuck to their all-mage guild plan even outside of the game. Now, when humanity needed to come together more than ever. Picking favorites was one of the fastest ways for a lot of people to get killed. Most games were designed around the holy trinity of tank, healer, and DPS. Mages, much like rogues, occupied the DPS part of the trinity for their ability to dish out vicious bursts of damage, which left them among the least durable members of the trinity.

Part of him wanted to scold Teresa for her choices, but what purpose would it serve? It was clear to see from how broken down she was that she regretted them. She had learned her lesson, at great cost.

“You should have left me back there, Brad. Focused on saving the others instead,” Teresa said.

“Oh come on—” Brad was cut off right away.

“Don’t you, ‘oh come on,’ me, Brad.” Teresa glared at him. “You know we would have turned you away the second you chose any class other than mage. You remember our conversations in Apocalypse Online. We would have left you to fend for yourself, no questions asked.”

Brad took a deep breath. “Don’t beat yourself up too hard. We all make mistakes.”

Teresa was about to respond when a tire popped and the truck swerved out of control. Brad latched on to the truck as best he could while the others did the same. Sweetness latched on to Brad’s chest, refusing to let go. After a few spins, the vehicle came to a stop in the middle of the highway.

“Everyone OK?” Aron asked.

The others nodded in silence.

“Looks that way,” Brad said as he checked their surroundings.

The dark sky shimmered with its last rays of orange sunlight. A few burned-out husks of cars littered the streets, but nothing looked like it could have taken out their tire.

Chet hopped out of the back. “What happened to the tire?” he asked, moving to the front passenger side. “I don’t remember any of the aliens touching us.”

The others followed, setting up a perimeter around the truck.

Aron joined Chet, shaking his head. “Nothing touched us. Not even debris on the road. I’m a very careful driver.”

Brad moved to inspect the tire when the telltale snap of a bullet flying past his head caused him to dive for cover. “Someone’s shooting at us!”

“Brad,” a sing-song, mocking voice dragged out the word over the radio, “you naughty boy you. Thought you could just get away with stealing my honey badger, did you?”

It was the zookeeper.

For a second Brad wanted to ask how he’d found them, but the fact that the zookeeper was contacting him on the radio made it obvious. The madman had heard their conversation, knew where they were going, and hunted them down. Now that they were in range of one another, Brad noticed the zookeeper appeared on his mini-map as a red dot on the opposite end of the highway.

Brad peeked around the corner. “Honestly? I was hoping we could kiss and make up,” he sent over the radio. Brad spotted a large SUV covered in the zoo’s markings before a bullet sent pebbles shooting up at his face. He pulled back into cover behind the wrecked husk of a car.

“Smart-mouthed little—” The zookeeper cleared his throat. “You know, I was going to ask you to release the honey badger into my care. But I’ve reconsidered.”

“Oh?” Brad made sure his shotgun was fully loaded. “Going home so soon?” He should have probably asked the zookeeper what his plans were, but somehow Brad doubted he’d get an answer.

“No, no. Nothing of the sort. I’m just going to kill you and your friends.” The radio fell silent and a sharp whistle pierced the air.

Wolves jumped out at them from all directions. The beasts were fast—faster than the hunters—and smart, too. Brad shot to a knee, firing at a wolf rushing his position. The wolf jumped out of the way, then lunged for Brad. He dove out of the way, leaving himself exposed as another shot flew past him.

“Learn to aim, noob!” Brad couldn’t help but shout at the zookeeper as another shot clipped his shoulder. Brad snarled, dragging himself to his feet, running past the concrete divider for cover.

You have taken 10 damage.

When he looked for Sweetness, his pet honey badger was nowhere to be found. A series of angry snarls and snorts pulled his attention back to the wreck he’d just fled. Sweetness was tangled up with a wolf, both animals rolling through the street. They were far too fast, moving far too erratically for Brad to get off a clean shot.

He caught movement from the corner of his eye. The zookeeper was lining up another shot. Brad fired a wall of buckshot his way, sending the man back into cover.

Behind the truck, Aron slapped a wolf away with his shield, then moved for the killing strike. Another snatched the shovel out of his hand, throwing it away while a third slammed him to the ground.

Chet had raised his pistol to fire when another wolf tackled him and pinned him to the ground. Chet screamed, swinging his head out of the way of the wolf’s massive, chomping maw. He struggled to bring his pistol to bear, as the wolf was smart enough to keep knocking Chet’s gun arm out of alignment.

Brad searched for the mages, Teresa and Ceres, finding them chased by another wolf. The wolf pounced Teresa, but it was stopped by a flash of blue, shimmering energy. Ceres launched firebolts at the wolf. The beast yelped but lunged for her next. Another blue shimmer appeared, but this one cracked. The mages were using magic shields, but they could only take so much abuse.

Firing off another few shells toward the zookeeper, Brad rushed across the highway to the wolf pinning Chet down. He put a slug through the wolf’s side. The beast yelped as it rolled from the round’s force. It was quick to get back on its feet, but not fast enough to avoid Chet emptying a magazine into the wolf. Its lifeless body slumped against their now bullet-riddled truck.

“You still have ammo?” Brad asked as he rushed to help Chet to his feet. Chet wasn’t exactly known for his trigger discipline after he’d gotten his hands on his auto pistol, or since he’d discovered he could 3D print more ammo.

Chet shot Brad a toothy grin. He gestured at his vest, covered in pouches. “Pockets for days, Brad. You really need to upgrade your armor.”

Brad nodded as another shot snapped past them. “Cover Aron. I’ll get the mages.”

Chet took off to help Aron while Brad rushed for the mages.

Ceres’s shield shattered into a million blue shards of energy as she flew back. The shards dissipated before she hit the ground. Teresa rushed into the wolf’s path, striking its face with her dainty fist. The wolf just looked at her, unmoved by the blow, before it snapped at her. Teresa’s shield cracked, and deep fissures ran from the bite across the entire shimmering surface. The wolf went for another blow.

Brad snapped off a shot, catching the wolf in the back hip. The slug jerked the wolf off target as it tumbled down the road. The wolf shot back with vicious barks. Thick ropes of saliva rolled down its snarling maw before a firebolt shot down its throat. The wolf pawed at its snout, whimpering as it rolled around. Giant killer wolf or no, Brad couldn’t bear the sound of a dog in pain. One quick slug to the head ended the animal’s suffering.

“You two alright?” Brad asked, loading fresh shells into his shotgun.

“Out of mana again,” Ceres said. “I took some damage.”

Brad quickly healed her back to full, spending fifteen points of mana on her. Even through her shield, the wolves packed a punch.

“My mana’s too low to do more than keep this shield up,” Teresa said.

Brad nodded. “Stay in cover and build up your mana back up.” He ran back to Aron and Chet without another word.

Chet was struggling to line up a shot with the wolves as they hounded both him and Aron.

Aron managed to deck the wolf assaulting him with his fist. The wolf reeled back, only to be caught again by Aron’s shield. Blood and teeth flew from its mouth.

The zookeeper fired on Aron; the shot bounced off his helmet. Aron returned an emotionless glare at the madman from behind his mask. While seeders didn’t respond one bit to Aron’s glowing, red-eyed skull mask, the zookeeper wasn’t so unfazed. He let out a sharp whistle, and the wolves retreated to the truck while he fired wildly at Aron.

Brad and Chet moved into cover to return fire when the zookeeper pulled something from his chest. It sounded like a pin was pulled.

“Grenade!” Aron shouted as he rushed back to the truck. He put up his shield just as the blast went off.

Brad and Chet didn’t dive for cover fast enough. White heat engulfed Brad’s vision while the world fell silent around him. He rolled on the ground, covering his ears. After a few moments, sound returned with an incessant ringing in his ears. His vision returned soon after, just in time to watch the zookeeper’s SUV speed off.

“What the hell was that?” Brad asked, blinking his bleary eyes into focus as he sat up. He rubbed at one of his ears, trying to get the ringing to stop, but it refused.

“Flashbang,” Chet groaned. “I’m surprised he had one.”

“So that’s the guy you pissed off when you tamed Sweetness, huh?” Aron asked as he moved around the truck to join them. Now that his armor had gone through battle it looked more menacing, like it had grown in character.

“That would be him,” Brad said. “Can’t imagine he’ll be letting this go any time soon, either, and he has the whole zoo to recruit animals from.”

Aron sighed. “He’s going to be a problem. Want me to run him down?”

“With what tire?” Chet pointed out.

Aron slapped a hand onto his helmet. “I forgot about that.”

Sweetness waddled over to Brad, bloodied, wounded, and with a victorious smile on his face. Brad laughed and healed his wounded companion. The honey badger curled up into a content ball in Brad’s lap.

“So what’s the plan after this?” Teresa asked, joining them with Ceres. “We hunt that PKer down?”

Brad shook his head. “He’ll be long gone by the time we get the tire swapped out. Might not even be at the zoo if we go there now.” He pointed at the two mages. “But you two need some food and rest after everything you’ve been through, and I’m betting you could do with access to an upgrade station.”

“I would appreciate all of the above,” Teresa agreed.

“Me too,” Ceres said with exhausted excitement.

Brad rose to his feet, hefting Sweetness in his arms. “Back to the mall it is.”


Chapter thirty-three
Jake


Jake watched Brad’s party run off on their mission. He couldn’t help but feel a little left out. There were people out there who needed help, but all he could do was sit around and wait.

This Brad fellow is right, Jake, Hazel said in a sweet British accent. If something goes wrong here, these people will need your help.

Jake was about to open his mouth to respond when he remembered the muse was in his head. While Sam may understand his sudden outburst, he didn’t want her to tease him any more than she already did about coming to grips with his new reality. Nor did he want any of the other survivors to think he was crazy for talking to himself.

True enough. It’s not like I don’t have stuff to do back here anyway, Jake said. This cultivation stuff isn’t going to sort itself out, and I did want to get some more training in.

Jake made his way to the table where he’d stacked his books.

Sam took a seat across from him, leaning back on her booth. “So, long day of quiet reading?” she asked as she pulled open one of the books. She flipped through to the last spot she was at.

Jake looked at the mountain of books he needed to read. His younger self would have sooner volunteered to jump off a bridge than read this much. Yet here he was, with a deep curiosity as to how his new world worked and improbable sources of information with which to sate said curiosity. “Better get started.”

He pulled the first book from the Tao Wong stack and got to reading. Jake noticed something right away as he read through the first chapter: he was reading faster, able to focus more. He wondered if the nano-pill had something to do with that, or if it was the simple fact he had nothing better to do. No distractions, no work schedule to nag at him, no contracts, contractors, or suppliers to wrangle. This is honestly kind of nice, Jake thought with a small, satisfied smile. Too bad it took the world ending to get it. The smile faded.

Jake finished the first book and set it aside, taking a moment to think about what he could apply from the fantastic fantasy book to his real-life situation before pulling the next one. The biggest thing he surmised from the book was that when it came to cultivation, hard work and dedication were rewarded.

“So how do you like it here?” Sam asked, flipping a page in her book.

“The mall? It’s nice, but strange. I never in a million years dreamed of living here,” Jake said. “I could do with a proper bed, though. I might suggest that be our next mission.”

Sam pursed her lips with widened eyes. She gave a slow but emphatic nod. “You can say that again.” She turned to face Jake with a smile. “What about the people we’re with? I know they’re not exactly the type you’re used to hanging around with.”

“Well, they are a little strange, but then again so are most of my friends back home.” Jake chuckled. “Aron, for all his weirdness, is starting to grow on me. I’d warm up to him more if he took off that mask of his now and then, though.”

Sam nodded. “I think Chet said he was a germaphobe.”

“A germaphobe that runs at things with a shield and a shovel? I don’t buy it.” Jake pondered on it for a moment. “Think he’s just self-conscious about his face?”

“Why don’t you ask him about it?”

“I’d rather not. Seems like a touchy subject.”

Sam shrugged. “What about Chet?”

“Chet I will be dragging with me into workout sessions. No ifs, ands, or buts about it,” Jake replied. “He’s too soft for his own good. I don’t know how much the nano-pill does for him but having a terrible foundation to work off of can’t be doing the guy any favors.”

Sam grinned. “I’ll be sure to let him know you called him fat.”

“I did not call him fat. He’s just…” Jake shrugged. “Horizontally challenged.”

“Horizontally challenged?” Sam tried to fight down a laugh and let out a quiet snort instead.

Jake was suddenly second-guessing his choice of words. “You know what I mean. There’s more to love. But it’s too much when you’re running for your life from those things. It’s literally going to bite him in the ass one of these days.”

“Rule number one. That could be a problem,” Sam said, nodding sagely. “But not if he bites them first.” Sam burst out laughing.

“Maybe I’ll tell him what you said here first, seeing as you’re being so rude to the poor guy when he’s not even around to defend himself.”

Sam shook her head. “No, no, I won’t tell him anything if you don’t. Besides, I was just giving you a hard time. Because I love you.”

“Some love,” Jake grumbled playfully.

“And what about Brad, our fearless leader? What do you think of him?”

Jake leaned toward her. “Honestly?”

“Honestly.”

“Dude looks like a lady.”

Sam kicked out her legs as she flopped back into the booth. “Hah! And you say I’m rude.”

“What? I’m just saying he’s a pretty boy with that long hair of his. He’s probably stronger than he looks thanks to the nano-pill,” Jake said. “Kid needs a haircut, and a steak.”

Sam sat back up, catching her breath from her bout of laughter. “God, you are such a hypocrite. I seem to remember someone rocking long hair back in the day.”

“Don’t remind me, that was a bad decision. Tina Volk told me I’d look good with long hair. I might’ve been a little smitten with her back then.”

Sam laughed. “The truth finally comes out. Now I know why you’re hating on Brad. You’re jealous that he can pull off the long hair.”

Jake shook his head. Was he jealous of Brad? No, being pretty wasn’t something he aspired to. And truthfully, he didn’t know Brad well enough to make a decision about what kind of person he was. The hair comment was a throwaway, a placeholder until he could decide what he truly thought about the young man they’d joined up with. “No, not jealous, just not ready to comment on anything beyond him being a pretty boy. Time will tell.”

“Well, I think he’s cute.”

“Ouch, don’t tell him that. It’ll sting more than my smartass comment.” Jake grinned.

Sam’s brows scrunched together. “What? Why not? It’s a compliment!”

“Sure, if he was ten. But no man wants to hear they’re cute,” Jake insisted. “It’ll keep him up at night while he tries reassuring himself of how manly he is. A redneck like me telling him he looks pretty is one thing. A cute girl saying he’s cute is much worse.”

“Psh, whatever. It is not,” Sam shot back.

Jake chuckled. “Go ahead and try it, then.” The truth was that Brad would probably be rather happy to have Sam give him a compliment. Sam was a beautiful young woman, and even his role as the burly big brother willing to dig graves to protect his little sister didn’t prevent him from understanding that any red-blooded young man would love to have her attention. Teasing her and keeping her humble was one of his greatest challenges and responsibilities as an older brother. That and destroying anything that threatened her.

Sam pursed her lips, then slunk back into the corner of her booth. She stared daggers into him from the top of her book before returning to her reading.

Jake couldn’t help but grin before he settled into his own reading. It was a quiet night, with few if any disturbances to his reading. He hoped Brad’s mission was similarly uneventful. It was wishful thinking; the people broadcasting on the radio were in clear need of help against the seeders.

Somehow, Jake managed to finish reading the entire stack of books Sam had brought with her. He was impressed with his own ability, but more impressed at how much he gleaned from a bunch of fiction books. Most of it lined up with the cultivation activities he already practiced. Heavy-duty training of the physical or mental variety helped process the aether. Meditation also helped the process along, even better if coupled with training.

The books went far deeper, however, with a common thread linking all of them together. The characters in almost every book thought of their respective energy sources as individual strands of energy. These strands connected in the core, or stomach, of the characters. It was different than what Sam had initially figured, though it still helped him a great deal.

Another common thread in all of these books was the toxicity of their magical sources of energy. If these strands of energy weren’t directed into moving through the body or used, the buildup of mana would eventually become toxic. Just like aether.

Manipulating aether the way he had thus far was fine for improving his body and mind, but there was more. If what the books said applied to himself, he could compress aether into a core to create mana, which would allow for casting spells or spell-like abilities. Alternatively, he could channel his aether into different parts of his body to strengthen himself in a fight. There were a lot of options to go forward with this cultivator path, but so far martial arts and marksmanship were the only things calling to him.

Jake pushed himself out of the booth with a big stretch. “That was fun, but it’s time to do some real work. Reading books only helps the brain, not the body. You up for some more practice, Sam?”

Sam scooted out of the booth, joining her brother in stretching. “Might as well. My leg was starting to get numb from all that sitting. Besides, I accidentally did a backflip kick at the battery shop, and I’d like to do that on purpose next time.”

“Come on, we’re going to the dojo.” Jake led the way out.

“Dojo?”

Jake nodded. “There’s a martial arts place here on the second floor. It has mats and everything, so we can go pretty hard.”

Sam gave a nervous laugh. “Don’t go too hard on me. I’ve seen what you can do to seeders.”

“True, but nothing’s stopping you from kicking my ass. I kinda need it to toughen up.” Jake slapped his fist to his chest.

Sam grinned. “Consider your ass kicked, then.”

They reached the dojo. Jake gestured at the cobra painted on the wall. “The owner was obviously a Cobra Kai fan.”

“It’s a pretty awesome logo. But we’re here to do the martial arts thing, not comment on someone’s obsession with classic films.” Sam kicked off her shoes and stepped onto the mat.

Rocky hopped out of her pocket, running over to a nearby bench where he sat watching the pair.

Jake did the same. “Let’s see… Last fight I got roughed up a good bit. So why don’t we start with some kicks?”

Sam didn’t give her brother a chance to throw his arms up in defense before she ran at him. In a flash she was up in the air, flinging a kick at his side. Jake threw up an arm, barely blocking it in time. Sam hit the ground, dropping low to sweep Jake’s legs. They budged forward, but Jake was too heavy and too strong for her leg sweep to work.

Jake was quick to snatch her up, setting her on her feet. “Nice try, Sam.”

She huffed. “It would’ve worked if you were smaller. Who told you to be so big and heavy?”

“Still lighter than an alpha.” Jake chuckled. “But I can’t imagine knocking one of those down myself at the moment.”

Sam rushed Jake with a surprise dropkick. It caught him in the chest, knocking him back a few steps. Sam jumped back up to her feet, rushing with a flurry of blows to Jake’s core.

He put up his guard, absorbing most of the blows before she jumped up with a roundhouse kick to his head. Jake stumbled to the side, rubbing at his jaw. “OK, that last one was pretty good, Sam.”

“See? Just because I’m small doesn’t mean I can’t beat you up.” Sam flashed a grin. “It helps that I took one of those gene therapies to improve my stats.”

Jake wondered if he should be concerned about his little sister altering her genetic code with these therapies but decided not to press the issue. So far everything the muses had done was for humanity’s benefit. Besides, Sam wouldn’t appreciate him going back to his old questioning ways again, as concerning as genetic tampering was to him.

I’m glad you’re not intending to go back to your old ways, Jake. It would be awkward if you thought I was trying to work against you, Hazel said. And the gene therapies won’t change who Sam is as a person, but they will increase her chances of surviving.

Jake flinched. He’d have to work on not broadcasting his thoughts so transparently. Sorry Hazel, nothing personal. He looked to Sam and saw she was waiting for him. If gene therapy and letting her kick his ass was what it would take to keep her safe, he’d gladly volunteer as a punching bag. “Let’s go again,” Jake said. “This time I’m punching back. Try not to get hit.”

Sam nodded, going after her brother again. He threw a punch at her, but she dropped into a slide between his legs. She shot back to her feet, scoring a kick to his back. He swung around as he recovered from the blow. He caught his sister on the shoulder with his fist, throwing her to the floor. Jake was worried he’d hurt her, but she was back on her feet before he knew it and coming after him. Jake swung his heavy fists at her in response. She dodged the first but caught the second, for what little good it did her. His strength overwhelmed her once more, sending her crashing to the floor.

“Try to focus on dodging instead of blocking,” Jake suggested. “You’re not winning a strength contest, sis.”

Sam scrambled back to her feet. “Good point.”

She went on the offensive once again. This time she didn’t try to block any of his attacks. Instead, she danced around his blows, getting caught now and again by grazing strikes, which threw her off balance. Oftentimes Jake managed to push her over before she recovered, but Sam was as stubborn as he was. She kept getting back up and going on the offensive. Her peppering blows on their own didn’t do much to bother Jake—it was the frequency of strikes which built up the damage to his body. Death by a thousand cuts, according to his HUD, flashing with single points of damage whenever she scored hits. The notifications popped up so frequently Jake had to mute them to stop seeing the endless stream scrolling across his vision. Having the added information was useful, but not when it became a distraction.

Jake swung his fist wide at Sam; it was too fast for her to dodge. Rather than avoid it, Sam latched on to Jake’s arm. She swung off it into a backflip. She stumbled back a few steps, nearly losing her balance before she stopped.

“Woo! That was fun.” Sam laughed. “Can I do that again? Maybe I can stick the landing this time.”

Jake rubbed at his forearm with a grimace. “Could you maybe not? I’ve got a friction burn all over my arm now. Bruising, too. What kinda crazy grip do you have?”

Sam smiled at Rocky, then at Jake. “My gene therapy gave me stronger fingers and toes so I can climb better. But I didn’t think it would be so rough on you, Jake. Maybe I can use it against the seeders next time we run into them.”

Jake pursed his lips. “In a pinch, sure. But I’d rather you kill them fast, then move on. Whatever keeps you out of harm’s way. That health bar of yours is way smaller than mine.”

Sam shrugged. “I like doing things the quick way, anyway. But you never know when this might be useful.”

Jake wasn’t sure he wanted to think of a scenario where her grip strength might prove useful in a fight. Could you choke out a seeder? he wondered. Finding out was not on his list of priorities, but it was an interesting question. After all, the aliens were different from humans—more resilient, aggressive, deadlier. If they truly were bioengineered life forms, Jake imagined their creators would have tried to get rid of every single possible weakness to create the perfect killing machine. Seeders may not have been perfect, but they were damned effective at their job.

Seeders weren’t designed to be perfect weapons; they are bred because they are cheap and effective. You’ll face far more dangerous threats than just seeders, Hazel said.

While Jake was pondering the alien threat, Sam ran at him once more. This time she flew into a backflip at the last moment. Her foot missed his chin by mere inches. Then she landed flat on her face on the mat.

Jake burst out laughing. “You OK, sis? That was quite the fall.”

Sam shot back up to her feet. “I’m fine,” she said, even as her face was bright red. From embarrassment or the landing, Jake couldn’t tell.

“Well, keep practicing. I bet you can get the hang of it if you’re not trying to hit me,” Jake said.

Sam tilted her head. “What are you going to do, then?”

Jake stared at his hand. “I’ll try to create a mana core like in those books. Maybe I can cast a spell, I don’t know.”

“Try not to cast a fireball and burn the place down. This mall’s pretty nice for our new home,” Sam said.

Jake stepped off the mat, finding his way to the bench where Rocky sat. “No promises. I’m not sure I’ll be able to control whatever I make out of this core.”

With a deep breath, he shut his eyes and focused. His mind dug around through his body, imagining the strands of aether like the cultivation books described. Little by little he managed to picture them. Hundreds, maybe thousands of them, all connected to his core.

Now I just need to condense this aether into a mana core. Jake held out his hand, trying to channel those strands into his hand. The strands began to wriggle and move. At first they had no semblance of direction or purpose; they merely moved in every possible direction in Jake’s mind. Focus, Jake. Focus, he thought. Taking slow, deep breaths, he cleared his mind of other distractions, focusing only on the task at hand. Little by little the strands of aether began to move from his core.

Wanting to test if he could use this new energy, he imagined it flowing toward his hand. He could feel the strands of aether slithering up his arm at a glacial rate with no cohesive flow. Each strand moved on its own, like a rope which had come undone trying to come together as it reached the palm of his hand.

For a moment, it worked. A warm, electric twinge spread through Jake’s hand as the aether strands began to coalesce. His eyes opened to watch a violet glow hover over his hand in a small sphere. The second he saw it he gasped in surprise, then the ball vanished, the strands quickly retracting back into his core.

Jake shook his head in disbelief. He’d almost had it, but he lost focus. This was something he was going to need to master if he ever hoped to bring more than brute force and a quick trigger finger to a fight.

He began the process again. Jake kept his breathing slow, steady. His eyes remained shut even as the electric twinge returned to his palm. With a soft gulp, he pushed the rest of the aether forward. Little by little the ball grew and grew in the palm of his hand until it was ready, or as big as he could get it. He wasn’t sure if it was a skill thing or if he’d merely poured all of his aether into it. When he opened his eyes, a sphere the size of his head floated above his palm. It glowed violet with an electric warmth to it.

What do I do with this now? Jake asked.

Hazel was silent for a long moment. Honestly, Jake? We’re sort of making this stuff up as we go. Cultivation is fairly unknown territory for me, just as it is for you. But this is progress.

Jake nodded, unsure what to do with or think of the mana ball floating in his hand. It was a slow, difficult process to create one, but he hoped he could improve with practice. More importantly, he hoped he wasn’t risking the building or anyone’s life by carrying it in his hand.

Sam blinked at her brother. “Whatcha got there, Jake?”

“Mana ball. I think.”

“Should we take it outside?”

Jake thought about it for a moment. So far the ball was stable in his hand. It showed no signs of coming undone or exploding, but he decided it was better to play it safe. “Good idea.”

Sam got her shoes back on, then helped Jake with his before they headed out the front doors to the parking lot. There was no shortage of abandoned, damaged, or useless cars out there to experiment on.

“Go on, then. Try throwing it at a car,” Sam suggested.

Jake picked a sedan stripped of its tires, then shot his hand forward. The mana ball didn’t fly out of his hand like a ball; instead, it turned into a blast of energy. It shot out of his hand, crashing into the wrecked car, landing with a strong thud and adding a new dent to the car’s mangled exterior.

Sam and Jake stood there for a moment, staring at the husk with its new dent. Then they turned to one another. “That. Was. Awesome!” they said in unison.

“Do it again,” Sam said.

Jake tried to perform the same focus, but it was still a painfully slow process. It took him a few minutes to pull together another ball, which he shot back at the wrecked husk once again. A new dent cratered the side of the car. It wasn’t exceptionally powerful—heck, he could probably kick a bigger dent—but this was magic, and a ranged attack. As he advanced his magical abilities, who knew what it could do? “So I can shoot some sort of kinetic blast things with these?”

Sam nodded in delighted surprise. “Sure looks that way. But you’re way too slow for this to be of any practical use. You should keep practicing. Or maybe spend some aether on skills to help it.”

You do have access to the cultivation skill. Improving it will make all of your cultivation efforts that much easier, Hazel offered. The more you practice any skill, the easier and faster it will become.

Knowing the only way to improve was to keep working at it, he repeated the motions again. This time some of the strands coiled together as they traveled up his arm, moving just a hair faster. The use of this skill was still completely impractical, but it was faster, and Jake was even able to keep his eyes open to watch the mana core forming in his palm. At least I’ll have situational awareness.

Jake repeated the attack on the husk of the car, but the damage inflicted on it was no stronger or weaker than his previous attempts, if dent size was any indicator. Apparently the skill had nothing to do with the damage output. Maybe it was a different skill, but he didn’t want to go looking through the enormous list poking at random skills until he found something that worked. He would run out of aether long before he found what he was looking for.

“Yeah, I think I’ll be practicing this the rest of the night. Maybe I can get a decent casting speed on this spell thing,” Jake said.

Sam nodded. “While you’re doing that, I’m going to do some practicing of my own. The stealthy, scouting kind with Rocky.”

“On your own?” Jake frowned.

“Well yeah, I’m a rogue, and sneaking with someone who isn’t a rogue—and who’s as big as you—isn’t going to go down too well.” Sam smiled at her brother. “Besides, your stealth skill is what? Zero?”

Jake checked it. His frown only deepened. “Yeah. The progress bar is at zero, too.”

“Maybe you should practice some sneaking, too. It might be helpful,” Sam suggested. “You never know when avoiding a fight will be the better option.”

Jake wasn’t fond of letting his sister run off on her own where he couldn’t help her, but he understood—she needed to improve her abilities. Stealth was apparently important to the rogue class. Since he couldn’t sneak as well as his sister, all he would succeed in doing was holding her back.

“Just promise me you’ll be careful out there, Sammy.”

She smiled. “They’ll never hear me coming.”


Chapter thirty-four
Sam


Running one last check on her gear, Sam set off for the city. The setting sun shrouded much of the city in deep shadows. It would be dark soon, the perfect time for sneaking around. Then again, there might be a bonus to sneaking experience if it was harder to successfully sneak. Might have to try sneaking in the day to test that, she thought.

The mall vanished into the cityscape behind her during her hunt. She sought isolated aliens, or at least ones she could easily separate. It was a challenge with the roaming hordes scouring the city, not to mention the view from street level wasn’t doing her any favors.

Sammy dear, have you considered putting your new climbing skills to the test? Olivia suggested. You used them when fighting your brother, which was a nice adaptation, but this enhanced climbing ability was designed for traversal.

I was about to try that. Sam looked up a nearby building. It was five stories tall with plenty of grips in the brickwork. Some she was certain she’d have to jump for, but her enhanced grip should do the trick.

Sam started her climb at a window. Rocky was quick to jump out of her pocket, scurrying up the side of the structure. He stopped whenever he found a sturdy grip for Sam. Being her first time climbing, Sam appreciated her fuzzy little friend’s assistance. In a few short minutes, Sam reached the top of the building. She threw herself on to the roof, panting for air. While her hands and feet didn’t struggle at all with the climb, the rest of her body still needed to acclimate to moving vertically.

No time like the present to practice, she thought. Sam rolled to her feet, scouting her surroundings during the last moments of sunlight.

As she had suspected, the seeders roaming the streets were all in hordes. Now and then she caught sight of an alpha among their number. Some of the huge beasts led from the front of their swarms, others from the middle of their armies, while another group of alphas seemed eager to lead from behind or the high ground. Sam guessed the ones hanging back were the smarter, more tactically minded bunch of their species, if there was such a thing.

Interestingly enough, she also spotted smaller teams of five seeders often roaming separate from the larger horde. At first she thought they were upstart seeders who didn’t want to listen to the alphas, or even dumb ones who’d gotten separated from the groups. Instead, she watched as they systematically combed through the streets for any survivors. Trashcans, cars, and sometimes they vanished into buildings during their search. If they found something, these seeders would call out to the rest of the horde, but it also made them easy prey. If she was fast enough.

Sam rushed across the rooftops. She leapt from one building to the next, careful to land as quietly as possible. Drawing close to her targets, she was ready to draw her knives when the seeders roamed across the street. Sam gritted her teeth. She wasn’t confident in her ability to drop down on them from so far up, but maybe she could hop across.

She looked to the building across the street. It was going to be one hell of a jump, but the building was lower.

Don’t do it, Sammy. It’s too dangerous, Olivia warned.

I don’t know. Sam looked around. There were power lines hanging between the buildings she could latch on to if she messed up her jump. Without any power, they should be safe to grab. I’m pretty sure I could make it, she insisted as she repositioned herself at the far end of the building, then took a running start.

Rocky rushed ahead of her, jumping off into a glide. He easily crossed the gap and waited for Sam on the other side.

Sam, you’re going to get yourself killed, Olivia shouted. You’re not going to make it.

Not with that attitude I’m not! Sam shot back as she ran up to the building’s edge and leaped across. Sam swung her limbs through the air, trying to generate every shred of force she could to clear the gap before the rooftop slipped out of sight. Her eyes widened as the wall approached fast.

Rocky let out a fearful squeak, grabbing his puffy cheeks.

Sam hit the wall hard, but her hands latched onto the building’s siding. Her weight dragged her down, pulling one hand free, but the other held.

You have taken 5 damage.

Sam let out a breath, then smiled up at Rocky. See? I told you we’d make it. Just like in Assassin’s Creed. She began the climb up to the roof.

Olivia huffed. Those assassins knew what they were doing, young lady, and you almost killed yourself.

Don’t worry, I’m not done almost killing myself yet, Sam teased her muse as she slipped across to the other side of the roof. There, the alien seeders roamed the back alley, throwing trash cans aside in their search for humans.

You wouldn’t, Olivia said in horror.

I would.

It’s a three-story drop, Sammy!

Plunge attack skill, Olivia, Sam reminded her muse as she readied her knife and crossbow.

But if you miss, nothing will break your fall. The horde will hear you, Olivia pleaded with her.

Sam was having none of it. Then I better not miss.

She gave a nod to Rocky, then the pair leaped off the roof, dropping onto the aliens below. As they fell, Sam took down two seeders with her crossbow bolts. Rocky dive-bombed into the third alien’s face, throwing it to the ground before he used his enlarged claws and enhanced speed to tear open the seeder’s throat before it could cry for help. Sam pulled out her second dagger as the last two seeders turned to Rocky. They reared back to roar their fury, but Sam landed right on top of them. Her twin knives rammed through their backs, dropping the aliens to the floor, lifeless.

While the seeders had broken her fall, she’d still hit hard. Sam gritted her teeth, eyes shut tight as she choked back the cry of pain she badly wanted to let out.

You have taken 20 damage.

You have received 50 aether.

This never happened in the games, she thought with a grimace. Sam rose on her shaky legs, walking off the pain. She wondered if she’d landed wrong, or if the seeders simply weren’t big enough to properly break a fall from such a height. It was going to take more experimentation to find out.

You have gained skill: Stealth — Level 3.

You have gained skill: Backstab — Level 2.

You have gained skill: Daggers — Level 2.

You have gained skill: Crossbow — Level 2.

You have gained skill: Marksman — Level 2.

You have gained skill: Parkour — Level 1.

Sam couldn’t help but beam with pride at the sudden string of notifications. As a gamer, it was hard not to get excited whenever she leveled up. Her little solo trip was well worth the few scrapes she’d taken for all those skill-ups.

Those scrapes are almost half of your health, young lady, Olivia scolded like an overbearing mother. I know you’re excited to play with your new abilities, but you should really do so safely. What would your brother think?

Sam started climbing up a nearby building, already eager to find her next target. Oh, he’d try to pull me off the building before I could climb up for sure. He’d definitely be protesting a lot more than you about how dangerous this all is, too. But I won’t make any progress playing it safe.

And he would be right to worry for his reckless sister, Olivia continued as Sam reached the top of the next structure.

Sam tuned out her muse’s lecture as she moved to the building’s edge. In the distance she saw another horde. Fifty monsters this time. She was about to tear her gaze away when she did a double-take. Those aren’t seeders. Sam squinted at the horde in different-colored clothes. They were humans, armed ones, moving with purpose. The question was, where?

The mall, Olivia gasped. They’re heading to the mall.

Sam pulled up her map. The AI was right. If the mass of people maintained their heading, they would inevitably end up at the mall. Do you think they’re Colton’s people?

Olivia was silent for a moment. I have no information on that group of humans, which makes them all normals. The only group of such a scale I have records of is Colton’s, but they numbered in the twenties when we last saw them.

Sam pursed her lips tight. A large group of normals headed toward the mall. It couldn’t possibly be a coincidence. Colton must have found out about the mall, probably from some poor nano-pill user they’d tortured. She wouldn’t put it past his people after they ambushed Brad’s party.

You know, someone could have told them as well, Olivia broke into her thoughts. Someone trying to save themselves, maybe.

It’s possible. But the how doesn’t really matter right now. We need to warn the others before it’s too late. Sam turned back toward the mall. It would be a long run through the city streets, but if she took a shortcut across the rooftops, she would arrive well ahead of Colton’s people.

Sam took off, jumping from building to building. Unlike her previous rush, she was more careful this time, only taking jumps she knew she could make comfortably. Sometimes she broke into buildings, rushing down a few floors to take safer jumps. Other times she climbed across power lines or clambered over them like tight ropes. Anything she had to do to cut across the city she did, a challenge made all the easier with Rocky showing her the way.

What would I do without my fuzzy little friend? She smiled at the flying squirrel as he peeked ahead, then waved her to come through.

Sam ran out to find a horde just passing by their building. She rushed out across the street, keeping low to the ground in the hopes they wouldn’t notice. To her surprise, even her footfalls came quieter in her haste. It was amazing the difference a single level could make to her capabilities. Maybe I can just disappear from sight in later levels, Sam thought with an amused grin tugging at her lips.

When she returned to the mall, the blue truck Brad and the others had taken out was parked in front. A wave of relief washed over her. Now she could tell everyone what was coming without fear of leaving Brad and the others behind. The relief fell to pieces when she saw the bullet holes marking the side of the new truck. You guys better be alright.

Sam rushed into the mall. There were no signs of bloody bodies being dragged inside. So far, so good. A few of the other survivors waved at her as she ran. She almost ignored them before realizing they needed to hear the news.

“Get everyone down to the Olive Grove, now,” Sam called out.

The survivors rushed to gather the others, and before long they were running down to the restaurant after her.

Sam pushed through the front doors with a growing crowd of survivors behind her. Brad and the others turned to look at her with concern in their eyes.

“Sam, are you OK?” Jake was the first to ask.

Brad moved to his side. “Did something happen while you were out?”

Sam held up a finger. She was winded but regaining her breath. She spotted two women behind Brad and her brother—the survivors Brad’s party had gone out to help, no doubt. It seemed everyone was alive and in good shape, which made her news all the more important if they wanted to stay in one piece.

“Colton’s people are coming,” Sam finally managed to get out.

Brad’s party and Jake collectively said, “What?”

The rest of the survivors exchanged concerned words and stares. They had heard of what Colton’s people did, but only Heather had been there to see it.

“Are you sure?” Jake asked.

Sam shook her head. “Didn’t have the time to stop and ask, but there was a group of fifty armed humans heading for the mall. Olivia says they were all normals.”

“Fifty of them?” Aron gasped. “Didn’t they have less than that at the ambush?”

Chet patted the pistol holster at his side. “They were down ten people by my last count.”

“Obviously they’ve been recruiting.” Brad furrowed his brow.

Jake shook his head. “How would they even find us?”

Sam shrugged.

Brad sighed. “I have some ideas.” He pulled up his radio. “This is one of them. They could have been listening in. Or the zookeeper told them where to find us just to get some petty revenge on me.”

“Over your badger?” Sam asked.

“He really wants Sweetness,” Brad said.

At the comment, Sweetness walked to Brad’s side, hopped onto his forelegs, and hugged Brad, letting out a snort.

Brad ruffled the fur on Sweetness’s head. “He’s not taking you away from me. Don’t worry.”

“What’s the plan, then?” Jake asked.

Chet stepped up. “I for one am all about lighting up Colton and the rest of his little gang. The mall is fortified enough to stand up to fifty humans just fine.”

Aron planted his knuckles on top of Chet’s skull and ground them in. “We’re fortified against seeders, not guns, numbskull.” He pulled his hand away. “At most we have concealment from anyone outside, but outside of some smaller calibers, that wood isn’t going to stop anything.”

“So you’re saying your fortifications suck?” Chet couldn’t help the dig.

Aron didn’t take the bait but explained instead. “We fortified for aliens, not humans, and you know seeders only melee attack so far. Still, like we saw in the library, barricades will only last so long under concentrated assaults.” He lifted both hands, palms up like he was weighing the choices. “On the other hand, I’m guessing the seeders, or whoever sent them, are smart enough to understand ranged combat is a thing. Sooner or later we are going to need better defenses, which we simply haven’t had the time or resources to erect.”

“Hah. You said erect,” Chet burst out.

Aron raised a hand to smack Chet upside the head, but instead wagged a finger at him with a quiet laugh.

“Right then”—Brad got ahead of any further outbursts from the pair—“the mall’s a big place. If we move from one position to another, we could kill Colton’s crew from range before they get inside.”

One of the women stepped up, the blue-and-purple-haired one. Sam thought it was a strange color combination, desperately begging for attention, but she kept the thought to herself. “Brad, the gunshots will attract seeders. A few here and there would be fine, but fifty guns firing along with our own? We would ring the dinner bell for the aliens.”

The silver-haired woman agreed. “We’d leave each other bruised, bloodied, and whoever survives will be too weak to do anything about the coming horde.”

Jake sighed. “Not to mention I don’t feel too comfortable about killing fifty people. Even if they are a bunch of crazy assholes.”

Brad pulled his lips into a tight line. “Can’t say I feel the same way. Not after that ambush.”

“Brad”—Jake placed a hand on his shoulder—“when me and Sam were with them, there were maybe twenty people in Colton’s crew. I know you killed some of them, and Chet just said he and Aron killed ten.”

“I killed ten,” Chet corrected. “I wasn’t keeping score for Aron.”

Jake shrugged. “The point is, most of those people weren’t involved with the ambush. For all we know Colton has sold them on some lie that pill poppers are working with the aliens. They’re just scared.”

“Scared or not, we can’t just let them kill us, Jake,” Brad shot back. “If there was a way to avoid killing our own kind I’d take that path in a heartbeat, but I don’t see a way around that right now.”

Sam sighed. “Jake might have a plan, though,” she said, remembering their original plan.

Jake was on the same wavelength. “Scotch Creek?”

Sam nodded.

“Isn’t that a little tourist town out in the sticks?” Chet asked.

“That’s right,” Jake said. “It’s my hometown, where I planned to go with Sam after we ran away from Colton’s compound. The town’s pretty small—heck, it isn’t big enough to be considered a village in the winter—but it has lots of resources, and it’s far enough away from the major cities that it likely wasn’t a priority for the aliens when they picked where to land their seeders.”

“And beautiful,” Aron chimed in. “Went there on vacation once. Great place.” He gave Jake a pair of thumbs-up.

Jake cracked a smile at the big man. “It is, but that’s not the main selling point.”

Chet cleared his throat. “But wait, there’s more!”

Sam shook her head. She wasn’t sure if he couldn’t take things seriously or if he was just trying to keep everyone’s nerves down.

“That’s right, Chet. The town has an upgrade station hidden away in an abandoned amusement facility. The old Gaming Center, according to my muse,” Jake explained. “But really it’s the location that’s important. It’s far enough away and yet close enough to multiple towns and villages to visit when needed. So if we need to head out for supplies, it’s only a few hours’ drive to pick up what we need. Not to mention all the wooded areas around the town for hunting.”

Brad stroked his chin. “So what you’re saying is pack everything up and leave the mall to Colton’s people?”

Jake nodded. “I’d rather not have human blood on my hands if I can avoid it, Brad.”

Brad’s shoulders slumped. “Can’t argue with you there. We can always come back to Kelowna later.”

Tim squeezed his way past the crowd toward the center of the room. “What about the upgrade station? If those dudes are as bad as you say they are, they’re gonna tear the place up.” He cleared his throat. “Plus, uh, I kinda chickened out about getting the nano-tech injected, but I’m having some serious second thoughts right now.”

Brad shook his head. “Get your upgrade, Tim. We’re going to need all the help we can get if things go wrong on this trip. As for the upgrade station, maybe if we’re gone, they won’t destroy it and others who want to use it will be able to find it. I’d bet money those asshats are more interested in fighting us than they are in taking the mall.”

Tim squeezed past the rest of the group, rushing to the upgrade station below.

“Should we be worried about him taking all day in there?” Aron asked.

Heather chuckled. “It’ll only be a minute. I’m already a healer thanks to the 3D printers down there.”

Aron crossed his arms and held his chin. “Huh. Interesting.”

“So we’re leaving then?” Sam asked.

Brad nodded. “Sam, keep a lookout for Colton’s people. Everyone else, pack everything we can into the trucks. I want us out of here before Colton’s people arrive.”


Chapter thirty-five
Brad


The trucks were loaded up with every last supply and person they could carry in a few short minutes. Brad was impressed with how fast everyone moved, but after they had lost their homes to the seeders, it shouldn’t have surprised him. There were two keys to survival in this new world: being faster than your enemies or overpowering them. Of course, throwing both into the mix never hurt. In this situation, they’d chosen speed over strength.

Sam clambered down the front of the mall and climbed into the lead truck, driven by Jake. “They’re five blocks out. We have to go.”

“Let’s go, Jake,” Brad shouted back. He could have used the radio, but it was too risky. Someone could have picked up their conversation and moved to intercept them, or at least picked up the pace. In either case, keeping the noise down was pointless.

Brad sat in the truck bed of the old gas-powered truck. When its engine growled to life, there was no doubt in Brad’s mind everyone and everything nearby heard it. Good thing they were speeding out of town. Jake may have called the old truck a clunker, but for its age the vehicle worked just fine. Its previous owners must have taken great care of the old machine. So long as they kept up the maintenance and kept it fueled, Brad was certain the truck would serve them well for a long time to come. It didn’t have the stealth of an electric truck, but at this moment they needed cargo space and speed. The old girl had plenty enough of both.

Speeding through the ruined city streets in the dark of night, they made it out long before any of Colton’s people laid eyes on them. At least Brad assumed so; no one shot at them, after all. The drive to the highway was more tense. With their lights shining through the streets, they stuck out like a sore thumb to anyone or anything watching them. Brad and Chet, along with the two mages, were on guard duty in the back while Heather drove their truck. Aron was off in the midnight-blue Ford not only because he insisted it was his truck, but because he had no ranged combat capabilities. The normals in the back made up for this with their rifles.

A few seeders growled and hissed at them, rushing down the streets after their convoy. Chet mowed down a few while Brad managed to clip some more. It turned out hitting targets in a moving truck wasn’t as easy as they made it out to be in the movies. Ceres and Teresa had a much easier time, however. Their magic spells tracked their targets as they moved. While it wasn’t perfect, it allowed those bolts to slam into seeders before they could get too close to the speeding trucks.

The distant howl of an alpha echoed through the night, but it was too late for the monster to catch up. Jake took the convoy up to the highway, and they were soon cruising at top speed. Brad worried the alpha could keep up with them after what he’d seen at the university, but the alpha never reached them. The top speeds afforded to them by the open highways must have been far too much for the apex predator.

You’re Colton’s problem now, Brad thought. While he didn’t want the blood of so many humans on his hand, he wasn’t going to say no to letting them deal with the alien problem on their own. This was, after all, the path they had chosen for themselves. Now they had to walk it.

Brad relaxed in the truck bed, setting his gun down by his feet. Chet and the others did the same. “We made it out.”

Chet forced out a breath with a nervous laugh. “Yeah, I was pretty puckered up back there. I thought that alpha was going to hit us from the shadows for sure. Or maybe one of its friends. Sam did say she saw more than just one out there.”

“So, can we sleep yet?” Teresa asked. “Ceres and I have had no time to rest since the library siege.”

Chet shrugged. “I could use a nap, too.”

“You four can sleep the whole way there if you like. This highway’s looking pretty clear. I’ll wake you up if something comes up,” Heather called back from inside the truck. She was in there with another group of normals and even more supplies crammed in with them.

Sweetness climbed into Brad’s lap with a nod. His squeaky little chitters of agreement let him know Sweetness would also make sure to wake him up if something went wrong. Brad found it a little hard to believe as the honey badger nodded off, but he assumed animals were far more sensitive to their surroundings than humans, even when sleeping.

Brad lay down and drifted off.

When he woke up, the sun had just begun to rise. Orange rays of light burned through the morning fog wisping between the trees. Brad figured they would have arrived by now since Jake had mentioned it was only a few hours away, but as he rubbed the sleep out of his eyes, he realized what was slowing them down.

The highway was jammed full of wrecked cars. Their tires were slashed, doors ripped off, glass littering the road. Some of the vehicles had even burned down after crashing into one another. In one case he saw what had to be the remains of a fuel truck leaning over on its side with several cars crushed underneath. They were all burned out. Old blood pooled in the streets or streaked across it where the seeders had caught their defenseless victims and cut them down. Accompanying the old blood were thick, industrial, green patches where humans had been turned into fertilizer for the aliens. Most of the cars in the pileup were coated in a thick layer of the stuff.

Brad tore his gaze away. He didn’t want to see the damage the aliens had caused to their species in the short time since their arrival. He had already seen more than he wanted to back in Kelowna. Unfortunately, as the convoy of trucks wound its way through the maze of cars, it was all he could see for miles.

Every so often he spotted signs that people had fought back. Spent brass was the most common, yet hardest to spot in the maze of vehicles. Bloody bats, hockey sticks, knives, and even the occasional sword were easier to spot due to their size. Torn remains of humans were rare to see, but it seemed some people had survived the encounter with the aliens. At least long enough to die as anything other than fertilizer for aliens. I hope a lot more people made it out than this. In better shape, too.

The trucks finally made it through the huge pileup of cars and they were cruising once again. Brad looked behind them in case they were being followed, but there were no seeders or unknown vehicles behind them. They really were in the clear.

He relaxed in the truck bed, smiling as Sweetness pushed against his stomach with a soft little snore. The rest of his friends were all fast asleep, too. Heather was the only other person still awake in their truck. As a nurse, she was probably used to working long hours without any sort of rest. The colorful can of an energy drink she lifted to her lips probably helped, too.

Brad shuddered at the thought of drinking the stuff. Warm energy drinks? Gross.

The farther away from the city they got, the thicker the woods around them became. Nature—in its aether-modified state, at least—was starting to reclaim the world. Wild animals were no longer afraid of the highways. Instead, deer and other creatures freely crossed roads which would have once been teeming with cars rushing to their destinations. Now the animals merely stared or scampered away from the small convoy driving across the countryside.

Now and again, they caught glimpses of seeders rushing after the wildlife. It seemed the aliens were on Earth to do more than simply kill humanity—they wanted to kill every last living thing. Brad wasn’t sure why. Apocalypse Online had a pretty hard environmentalist angle to it, so he figured the aliens would leave the wildlife alone. Maybe the few seeders they saw on the road were stragglers, or just angry at the local wildlife for taking out their friends. Whatever the case was, he was impressed to see so many animals hadn’t succumbed to aether poisoning yet. Of course, the ones that had were likely deeper in the woods, away from the highway.

When their convoy was far, far away from any signs of human life, the sightings of seeders stopped entirely. There was only wildlife now. Among them was a pack of wild wolves far more numerous than the ones under the zookeeper’s command, and bigger, too. They gave the convoy a disinterested look, then continued on their way. Brad was thankful for their disinterest; the six smaller wolves they had faced already were a handful, and this pack easily outnumbered their group of survivors. Either they knew better than to try eating vehicles, or the band of humans wouldn’t serve as much more than a snack.

Why waste time eating little humans when there’s much bigger, juicier deer running around? Brad thought.

The highway led them through several smaller cities and towns on the way to Scotch Creek. At least, what was left of them. Every town they passed through was desolate, and survivors were hiding somewhere away from the highway. The side streets were covered in the thick, green, industrial fertilizer the aliens turned humans into, showing that even the smaller cities had been targets. Brad could only imagine what had happened in the bigger cities to the south like Vancouver or Seattle. Hell, the state of California had more people than the entire country of Canada. The aliens were probably thicker than flies down there.

Sometimes their path was blocked by wrecked vehicles, forcing the convoy to drive through these ghost towns. Brad expected to see at least a structure or two standing, maybe a handful of survivors they could help. There was nothing. Outside of the city, no one survived, or that was how it seemed. It left Brad to wonder if the aliens had unleashed bigger threats than seeders or hunters on their world. It would make a great deal of sense to him. After all, if Brad’s band of misfits could fight off the occasional horde of aliens, the military should have been mopping the floor with them.

There are survivors, Brad, Frank said. But they’re staying away from places where they can be found. Even that town we just went through had two upgrade stations, and they have been used. There are people out there who are fighting back. Don’t give up hope.

Brad slumped against the truck cabin, relieved by Frank’s words. The small-town structures, at least from the rare trips he remembered taking outside of the city, weren’t the most durable things. An alpha could have flattened most of the structures on its own. Still, the idea of larger monsters nagged at the back of his mind, otherwise they would have seen the military show up in Kelowna.

They must have their hands full fighting off the aliens, Brad thought. He figured there were more important cities to protect out there. Certainly there were military bases full of ordinance that needed protection against the alien hordes, at least until it could be brought to bear on humanity’s enemies.

Hours passed as they drove on. It was getting to be the afternoon when they drove through another town called Salmon Arm. It was one of the closest to Scotch Creek, if the little town was still standing. Brad had some serious doubts until they spotted a few structures amidst the ruins. Of all the cities he’d seen so far, Salmon Arm seemed the hardest hit, which was strange. From what he knew it was a sleepy little retirement town, so why the hell would it be targeted? But the devastation was clear: part of the city looked like it had been burned to the ground. Perhaps fighting had triggered a wildfire?

Jake’s voice came in through the radio. “Brad, you awake back there?”

“I’m here. What’s up?”

“We’ve been driving for a long time without sleep. Me and the other drivers need a break. Plus, it might be a good idea to let people stretch their legs,” Jake said.

Brad thought about it for a moment. As they passed the remains of another structure—part of a grocery store, guessing by the scattered carts—he agreed. “Sounds like a good idea. I’m thinking we might take the time to search for some survivors and supplies while we’re at it.”

“You really think anyone survived out here?” Jake pulled the convoy into the parking lot in front of the grocery store ruins.

“Doesn’t hurt to look,” Brad said.

The trucks came to a stop, spreading out around the parking lot in a half-circle. If there were seeders in the area, they could funnel the aliens in case of an attack.

“Wakey-wakey,” Brad said over the party chat. “We’re on search-and-rescue duty. Salvage, too, if we find anything.”

Aron climbed out of the middle truck with a big yawn. He stretched, scooped up his shield and shovel, then pulled his helmet up just enough to chug down another energy drink. “I’m good for a walk. Doubt we’ll find anything out here, though.”

Chet hopped out of the truck. “Anything’s better than letting my ass stay numb. I swear it’ll fall off if I have to sit around in the truck another minute.”

Teresa and Ceres followed, with Sweetness waddling to Brad’s side.

“We should hit the upgrade center first,” Teresa said. “My muse says it should be in the liquor store by the mall.”

“The liquor store?” Brad asked.

Teresa shrugged. “They had to turn the Blockbuster building into something…”

“Great. The most valuable building in town is full of highly combustible liquids. That’s not concerning at all.”

Ceres cast a firebolt in her hand, lazily tossing it back and forth. “It’s the best chance for anyone to survive this mess. But my muse says she’s lost contact with the station.”

That would be correct, Frank said. Generally speaking, that’s not a good sign. Not one bit.

Brad frowned. If the muses lost contact with an upgrade station, there was a good chance it was gone. He had to be sure. “According to my map there’s some other buildings along the way. We’ll go check it out.”

The party set off toward the ruins. Like Brad’s map said, there were still standing structures, if only partially. Most were the skeletal remains of apartment buildings and a few stores. The main road was thick with destroyed vehicles, forcing them to squeeze past at a snail’s pace.

“We should probably stop doing that,” Aron warned. “Peeking inside wrecks like these, that is.”

“Why?” Brad asked as he looked at a building he’d just left. The back half of the building was rubble. The front half was somehow still standing after all the damage the rest of the building had taken.

Aron gestured at a section of the building where a brick tumbled free as if to illustrate his point. “These ruins are one stiff breeze away from collapsing on top of anyone stupid enough to look inside. In our case, anyone stupid enough to push or pull the wrong part of the building with a little too much force. Trust me, I’m an architect.”

“You never graduated,” Chet said.

Aron laughed. “So? I’ve designed more buildings than all of you combined.”

Ceres held up a finger. “My Minecraft world would like a word with you, sir.”

Aron tilted his head. “That’s adorable. But I mean real buildings. At least simulated ones using real physics models. Overpriced as university is, the stingy bastards wouldn’t even let me try to build a little house on the property.” He shot his arms out and waved them about in an exaggerated fashion. “Oh no, Aron, that violates our zoning. You don’t have permission to put your trade into practice.” He huffed.

Brad shook his head, fighting down a smile. “Look on the bright side. Now there’s no shortage of space for you to rebuild the world.”

“Yeah,” Aron said wistfully. “Just wish it didn’t come at the cost of our world. But enough of this moping around bull. We were looking for survivors.”

Aron led the way, and the others followed. Brad figured the loss of his family was eating at their party’s tank more than the end of the world, but he wouldn’t pry. Aron had already told him enough. If he wanted to open up more, he was welcome to do so whenever he felt the need.

After a few more hours walking, they arrived at the ruins of a small strip mall. The only building still standing, if partially, was some sort of sandwich shop, if the remains of a sign were anything to go by.

Pinging the upgrade station location, Frank said.

A blue diamond appeared over the rubble of what should have been a Blockbuster. If the upgrade station back at the mall was anything to go by, this one would also be underground.

“Let’s get digging,” Brad said.

Aron laughed, holding up his shovel. “Looks like I’m the only one that came prepared.”

“Hard labor?” Teresa crossed her arms. “I did not waste thousands of dollars and years in one of the finest universities in our country to spend my time doing hard labor.”

Brad shrugged. “Know any spells to help the dig go any faster?”

Teresa looked away, as if wounded by the remark. “No.”

“Hard labor it is, then.” Brad smiled.

Chet and Ceres joined the rest of the party in digging through the rubble. Teresa still refused to join, but at least she stood watch in case any seeders decided to show up. Eventually they cleared away enough debris to expose the opening to the upgrade station below.

“We’re through,” Chet announced.

Aron wiped at his brow through his helmet. “Good, I was starting to cook in here.” He slapped the flat of his shovel against his chest, then moved into the opening with his shield up.

Brad wasn’t expecting anything to come at them from the ruins, but he wasn’t about to tell Aron not to do his job as a tank.

What remained of the metal doors leading inside were a mess. One slab of metal was violently caved in. Brad guessed it was from an alpha; hunters didn’t look capable of putting much force into a floor-mounted hatch. The other slab of steel was covered in small claw marks before it too was smashed aside. Brad frowned as they were greeted by the streaks of red and green along the floors or plastering the walls. The seeders had gotten inside, slaughtering everyone they came across. There were only a few broken, unidentifiable pieces of what must have been weapons, along with the tatters of clothing.

“This is…odd,” Chet said. “Do seeders know what all this equipment is for?”

Brad was about to ask what had brought this question on when he saw the smashed remains of a 3D printer scattered across the chamber. At first he thought it was collateral damage during the fighting, but every single 3D printer had suffered the same fate. Looking deeper into the upgrade station, the gene therapy pods were shattered into pieces as well.

As far as I am aware, the seeders don’t have the capacity to know what this tech is used for, Frank answered. The ugly beasts just want to smash anything and everything they run across.

Back in the city they didn’t break anything unless it was in their way, Brad replied. This looks like it was done on purpose. More idiots like Colton and his crew, or smarter aliens? Either option sucked.

Frank didn’t respond, making the destruction of the upgrade station all the more worrying. If the aliens knew to destroy these places, there was no guarantee there would be an upgrade station to return to back at the mall. This made securing the Scotch Creek station all the more important.

Is the upgrade station in Scotch Creek safe? Brad asked.

Checking... Scotch Creek is still operational, Frank said. The upgrade station, at least.

Brad let out a relieved sigh. They didn’t lose everything by abandoning the mall, at least not yet. The only way to be sure was to get to Scotch Creek and secure the upgrade station before anything happened to it.

“My guess is the alphas know enough to destroy these places, but the regular seeders don’t,” Brad said. “Otherwise the seeders occupying the mall before we claimed it would have destroyed it.”

Aron glanced over his shoulder at Brad. “Maybe they just hadn’t found it yet. There were plenty of the biters running around the place before we cleared it.”

“It’s possible,” Brad admitted.

The party gave the gene therapy room a quick sweep. There was less blood there, but no sign of survivors. They headed back outside.

Depressing as the walk across town was, along with the lack of survivors, at least it got the blood flowing.

From the corner of his eye, Brad swore he saw movement. He turned to the sandwich shop where a small hand was quickly pulled back down behind the counter.

“Uh, guys, am I crazy or was there a hand back there?” Brad pointed at the shop.

Aron and Chet looked at each other with a shrug. Ceres shook her head. Brad looked down to Sweetness, who seemed curious but otherwise silent about the store.

Teresa stepped forward, squinting at the counter. “I think I did. We won’t find out by sitting here, however.”

Brad agreed and headed to the store. His shotgun’s stock was to his shoulder, but he kept the barrel down. There was no telling who, if anything, was there.

“Someone there?” Brad called out as they reached the doors.

No response.

Aron went in first. Glass crunched under the weight of his boots. “Someone’s here,” he said over the open air rather than the party voice channel.

Brad listened for a sound. He swore he heard a quiet gasp before everything fell silent once more. Whoever it was had heard them, and they were terrified. “Whoever’s back there, you can come out. We’re friendlies looking for survivors.”

They didn’t respond.

“You know, I bet it’s Aron’s mask scaring the hell out of them,” Chet quipped. “Maybe next time we’re at an upgrade station, you can go for a less intimidating getup.”

Aron huffed. “Please. If people can’t take my scary ass being on their side, then they don’t deserve my scary ass being on their side.”

Chet gasped. “My God, he’s self-aware.”

“Shut up, tubs,” Aron shot back.

Ceres let out a quiet giggle before she snapped around, a firebolt hovering in her hand. “Seeders!”

A small horde rushed in from the distance. Hunters led the charge while a swarm of the smaller seeders chased after them.

“Everyone behind the counter,” Brad ordered.

He hopped over the countertop to hear the frightened squeal of a woman. She clutched a small boy who couldn’t have been older than ten in her hands as she stared in wide-eyed horror at them. Her fear was not helped in the slightest as Aron joined them behind the counter.

“Look Mommy, they’re here and they’ve come to save us!” the boy practically squeaked out with excitement.

Brad just smiled. “Cute kid. We’ll introduce ourselves later. Things are about to get loud.”

Chet and Brad opened fire. Chet used his full-auto bursts to focus on the seeders behind the hunters as best he could. The thick-skulled aliens would move to shield their brethren, in which case he would aim lower. Sometimes Chet scored a hit on an alien’s knees, sending them toppling to be crushed by their brethren. Brad focused his fire on the hunters, sending powerful slugs into the skulls, cutting down their ranks. They needed to stop the charging beasts before they got too close. With their numbers, even Aron wouldn’t be able to hold them back.

Ceres and Teresa channeled their mana into swirling masses of flame floating above their palms. “Fire Storm!” they shouted in unison as they swung out their arms. Brad wasn’t sure if they did that for show or if it was a required component of the mage’s casting ability, but he couldn’t argue with the results. Two swirling fissures of flame opened up in the seeders’ path as fireballs rained down on the rushing horde. Burnt husks were scattered in the carnage, but there was still no shortage of aliens to put down.

The mages repeated the spell two more times before their mana was spent. The horde was thinned to a much more manageable number. The surviving trio of hunters rushed through the doors. Brad put one down, and Chet shot out the legs of the second. Aron jumped over the counter and braced himself to absorb the impact with his shield. With a furious growl, he slammed his shovel down where the neck met the skull. The alien let out a whining hiss before Aron struck again, severing the head.

“That’s still a lot of them!” Ceres cried out.

“Watch your mana levels” Teresa said.

Brad agreed. A mage without mana was like a gunner without ammo. Still, he was going to have to make sure their mages had guns to back up their casting. Gun mage sounds like a really fun class to play, actually. Maybe once his healing skills were fully up to par, he’d invest in an attack spell.

Chet cut down an oncoming horde of seeders while Brad sprayed buckshot into the rushing masses. In most cases, Brad’s shots sent the monsters flying back. Many more were injured by the wall of pellets his new shotgun put out. Any seeders unfortunate enough to be near the center of his blasts were turned to Swiss cheese.

For those seeders who managed to close the gap, they had to contend with Aron. He smacked the aliens around with his shield. A group of aliens was sent crashing into the walls, while another rolled back across the floor. In between shield bashes, Aron carved or smashed a path through the monsters with his shovel while receiving covering fire from Chet and Brad.

Teresa and Ceres popped up as well, unleashing firebolts at their enemies. The small balls of flames may not have done much damage, but the spike of pain was enough to slow the monsters down enough for the rest of the party to finish the job. Other times their basic spell prevented seeders from scoring a hit at the last second.

The fighting died down, and Aron was in his natural habitat once more: surrounded by dead seeders with a mound of them in front of him like a pile of sandbags.

Brad dropped back behind the counter, fishing fresh shells out of his pocket to load his shotgun. “Phew. Didn’t get a scratch on us that time.”

“That was definitely an improvement over the whole university fiasco,” Chet agreed.

Brad smiled at the woman, who seemed less terrified of them now, though she still held her son tight in her arms. The boy was babbling something incomprehensible about how cool what they just did was. It was like someone had allowed the boy to get his hands on a mountain of candy, but it had to be the adrenaline surging through his veins.

“T-thank you for saving us,” the boy’s mother said. “My name is Christine and this is Daniel—”

“But you can call me Danny!” he interrupted. “All my friends call me Danny and you guys should be my friends.”

Brad wasn’t sure how to handle the bundle of energy in Christine’s arms other than to let out a nervous laugh. “Danny, huh? Nice to meet you. I’m Brad. That’s Chet, Teresa, Ceres. And the big, scary man in the gas mask is Aron.”

Each party member replied with a quick greeting.

Aron leaned over the counter, giving them a quick, two-finger salute. “Sup.”

Christine visibly tensed at the sight of his skull-plated gas mask and glowing red eyes but forced a smile. “Pleasure to meet you all.”

Danny wasn’t afraid in the slightest. His hands shot up for Aron’s mask, but it was too far out of reach. “Cool mask! Can I try it on? Can I?”

Aron chuckled. “Maybe later.”

Brad took a quick look over the mother and son. He couldn’t see any visible injuries, but their clothes also looked a few sizes too big. “Are either of you hurt?”

Christine gave him a warm smile. “One of those seeder things got my leg, but I took care of the wound. I should be able to walk again in time. In the meantime, I have a cane.”

Danny turned his attention to Brad. “My stomach hurts a lot cause I’m hungry. Does that count?”

Brad cracked a broad smile at the boy. “No, it doesn’t count. But we have food back at the convoy if you two are willing to join us.”

“Shouldn’t we run this by the others first?” Teresa asked.

Brad was already casting Healing Hands on Christine. “Saving survivors is what we do, Teresa. Otherwise we wouldn’t have gone out to help your people in the middle of a siege of all things.”

Teresa deflated at the remark. “I suppose you’re right. Sorry, I’m not used to the hero thing.”

Brad smiled. “Don’t worry, I didn’t mean it to come off so harsh.” He looked to Christine. “How’s the leg?”

Christine looked to her wounded leg, then back to Brad. “It feels better. What did you do?”

“I’m a healer—not the traditional kind, but uh, yeah. Me and my friends here took the nano-pill and some of us can use magic.”

“Magic?” Danny practically exploded with excitement, bouncing in his mother’s arms.

Sweetness looked at the bouncing boy, then mimicked his movements in return. The honey badger seemed to like Danny.

Brad laughed. “That’s right, Teresa and Ceres there do the fancy fire magic since they’re mages. I’m a healer though, so my magic is all about fixing people up, like your mom here.”

Christine let go of Danny. She was cautious as she pushed herself to her feet, then put weight on her wounded leg. Her eyes widened. “It’s healed. This is amazing.”

Danny, now free of his mother, rushed to Sweetness, hugging the badger. “You’re a funny-looking dog, but you’re adorable.”

Brad chuckled. “Sweetness is a honey badger. But he may as well be a dog.” He petted his badger before he stood. “So, want to come along with us? We’re heading to Scotch Creek with our convoy. The hope is the town is in better shape than this one and we can set up shop away from the aliens and crazies back in the city.”

Christine took Danny’s hand, pulling him to her side. “If it’s not too much trouble, we would appreciate that. There’s nowhere safe here for me and my son anymore.”

“Speaking of,” Aron said. “You wouldn’t happen to know if there were any other survivors, would you? The rest of the town is an absolute mess and we couldn’t find anyone.”

Christine shook her head sadly. “No. I’m afraid everyone else has had an unfortunate encounter with those aliens if they didn’t flee. Between the fire and the aliens, most of the original survivors fled. We couldn’t leave.”

Brad thought about asking where the woman’s husband was but decided against it. Don’t need to be opening up old wounds for Christine or her son. Leave it be.

“Then we might as well head back now,” Brad said. “We’ll introduce you to everyone else.”

With a warm smile, Christine followed them back across the ruined town. She made sure to hold Danny close, shielding his eyes from the gore left behind from the fight against the seeders. It didn’t work all the time, as the boy would babble on with an over-dramatized retelling of what the party just did. Sound effects included.

When they arrived, Jake had apparently awoken from his nap. He was among the first to greet them. “Hey, Brad. Who’re your new friends?”

“Christine and Danny. We found them holed up in the ruins of a sandwich shop before the seeders hit us,” Brad said.

Jake scratched at the back of his head. “And you’re sure they’re alright with our kind and everything?”

“Your kind?” Christine asked.

Jake’s mouth hung open, at a loss for words.

Brad smiled. “They’re fine, Jake. They already know we’re pill poppers.”

Christine gasped. “Pill poppers? Are you people on drugs?”

Jake shook his head, waving his arms frantically. “No that is not what my young friend here means at all. Also, you shouldn’t call us that. It sounds derogatory as all he—” He caught himself, realizing there was a child among them. “As all heck.”

Brad pursed his lips, rolling his head from side to side, but nodded in agreement. “Yeah but ‘nano-pill user’ sounds so formal and uptight. It doesn’t roll off the tongue as easy.”

“What about nano-tech enthusiasts?” Chet suggested.

Aron planted a heavy hand on Chet’s shoulder. “No.”

“But why would you be afraid of anyone knowing what you are?” Christine asked.

Jake gave the woman a concerned smile. “Because there are some people who think using the nano-pill means we’re infested by the aliens and working for them. It’s actually why we left Kelowna.”

Christine shook her head. “Why would anyone believe such nonsense? I just watched these fine kids stop a small army of the monsters.”

“Right?” Brad said. “But they didn’t exactly give us the chance to say hello. They just started blasting.”

Christine frowned. “Unbelievable.”

Jake nodded. “Anyway, Brad. I’m all for helping survivors—you won’t hear any complaints from me—but try to be a bit more careful about who you tell about being a...”

“A pill popper?” Brad asked.

“We really need another word for that. But yes,” Jake said. “We need to be vigilant about people's attitudes toward our kind. The last thing we need is another Colton episode, or someone attacking us from within.”

Brad sighed. “You’re right. We’ll try to be more careful going forward.”

Teresa crossed her arms. “Well, I can’t make any promises. My only means of fighting back exposes me as a nano-pill user immediately. The same goes for Ceres.”

“True,” Aron said. “They were kind of a dead giveaway with the whole Fire Storm deal.”

Ceres blushed, clasping her hands as she swayed from side to side like a kid being scolded by her teachers. “S-sorry. I didn’t know—”

“Don’t worry about it,” Brad assured them. “We just have to be more careful and get you two some guns. Even if we weren’t trying to hide your abilities, having guns will be useful when your mana is low. For now, let’s make camp for the night. Everyone needs some rest after our little road trip.”

The team helped unpack what they needed from the trucks to make camp for the night. Sleeping bags, some of their groceries, and someone ran back from the woods nearby with every branch and rock they could carry. By the time nightfall rolled along, they had a nice little campfire roaring. Brad’s team was on watch for the first part of the night while Jake and the others slept. They needed their drivers to rest up for the next stretch of their journey.

Aron had dozed off long before the rest of their party including Chet who eventually gave into his own exhaustion. Ceres was next to pass out in her sleeping bag. Brad sighed. It looked like it was just going to be him on guard duty for the night.

Teresa slumped against the side of the beat-up old clunker. “You have a nice thing going here, Brad. You and your people.”

Brad gave a soft nod. “We do, don’t we?”

“Makes me wish we hadn’t had our heads stuck up our asses with our own group.” Teresa sighed. “Did I ever tell you what happened to me and my friends when the apocalypse hit?”

Brad raised a brow. “I thought all your friends were at the library with you.”

Teresa sighed. “Not all of them. Like I told you before, we wanted to form an all-mages guild, me and my boyfriend.”

“Damian was his name, right?” Brad asked.

Teresa winced at the mention of his name. “Yes. He wanted to ease up a little on the mages-only part when the apocalypse started, but I was…resolute about my position.”

“How come he wanted to relax the rules?”

“Because some of our friends panicked when our new reality settled in.” Teresa sighed, running a hand through her colorful hair. “They rightly believed we needed warriors and healers to protect our mages from the seeders. But it was the early days and I was naive. I convinced Damian we shouldn’t back down on our vision of a guild of powerful mages saving the world, so we cast them out. People we called friends, we just threw away like nothing more than dirty rags because of a difference of opinion.”

Brad squeezed his hand into a fist as he fixed his gaze on the dancing flames. Shut up and let her vent, he thought.

“We never heard from them again. I don’t know if they lived or died, joined up with other nano-pill users, or just left the university to try and save their families,” Teresa went on. “And at first we thought we’d made the right decision. Those early days were simple. A handful of seeders for a group of mages was easy pickings. We even made little wands and staves.” Teresa held up her wand.

Brad looked the weapon over, or rather the carved stick with some jewelry set into the wood. “Did you guys just rip some branches off trees to make these?”

Teresa gave a mournful laugh. “We did. Damian made this one for me. They aren’t worth much more than fire kindling. The university didn’t have an upgrade station of its own for us to get real mage weapons.” She slipped the small wand back into her jacket’s pocket. “We were too proud, too stupid to look for real weapons. But I suppose it would have made little difference. We aren’t strong like you healers or warriors, and none of us had ever used a gun in our lives.” She shrugged. “Honestly, we were more likely to shoot ourselves than any seeders if we managed to get our hands on one.”

“You know we can start fixing that, Teresa.”

She tilted her head. “Are you offering lessons, Brad? Even if I would have tossed you aside like all those others who chose a different class?”

Brad smiled. He was about to speak when Teresa cut him off.

“Don’t lie to me. I’ve seen how much you care about people. If you had seen the way I treated the others, you would have left me to die in that university.”

Brad’s smile fell. “Look, Teresa, we all make mistakes. Some bigger than others. The important thing is we learn from them. And you have learned from them, haven’t you?”

Teresa slumped the back of her head against the truck. “You have no idea, Brad. Last night I had nothing but nightmares of the siege, watching my friends die. Watching Damian be crushed and thrown aside like he was nothing. In the quiet moments my mind scrambles to find ways we could have prevented their deaths.” She sighed. “I fear this may become part of my new normal.”

Brad reached over to squeeze her shoulder. “We all have regrets like that, Teresa. Believe me, I have my own. Don’t let that guilt consume you, alright?”

“Or what?”

“Best-case scenario you lose sleep and get sloppy when we need you the most,” Brad said. “Worst case? I’d rather not talk about that.”

Teresa looked away from him. “I think I understand.”

Brad pulled his hand away when he spotted Sam speaking with Christine and her son. He thought she was supposed to be sleeping, getting ready for tomorrow, but apparently not. He pushed himself up. “You get some rest, Teresa. I’ll take over watch with Sam.”

Teresa gave a weak nod, then slipped into her sleeping bag.

Brad went to Sam and Christine. They waved at him while Danny was busy giving Sweetness belly rubs. “What’s going on over here?” Brad asked as he sat down beside Sam.

Christine gave him a warm smile. “Sam here has been consoling me over—well over everything. My husband’s death, the loss of my home, my town. Maybe even my world.”

Sam nodded. “Her husband was a brave man. He sacrificed himself to save his family from an alpha.”

Brad’s eyes widened. His hand reached for his shotgun. “Is it still around?”

Christine shook her head. “No. The monster died, but not before it killed Oliver.” Her gaze turned to Danny. “Of course, we only knew how to fight back against the seeders thanks to Danny here.”

Danny looked back at Brad with a toothy grin. “I’m a monster hunter,” he declared proudly. “Mommy and—” his smile fell at the thought of his father, but he put on a brave face to push right past it. “Uhm yeah. I played that fancy Apocalypse Online game. It was really easy to get into with a fake ID and they sent me a candy too!”

Brad opened his mouth to say something then closed it. If Danny took a nano pill, by now he knew it was definitely not candy.

“It was scary at first cause I thought I was trapped in the game but then I got an imaginary friend that wasn’t imaginary!” Danny laughed. “You got one of them too right? A muse thingy?”

Brad nodded. “Yeah, mine’s called Frank.”

“Mine’s Olivia,” Sam said.

“My muse says his name is John and he talks like a cowboy.” Danny nodded. “He’s kinda funny but I like him.”

Christine sighed. “So he doesn’t just have voices in his head?”

Brad chuckled. “No, we all have one. They tell us about what’s going on with the aliens and everything new and strange about our world.”

Danny nodded so fast Brad worried he would hurt his neck. “Yeah! And I told everyone about the monsters and how to fight them like in the game. But the grown-ups were dumb for a while cause I’m just a kid and didn’t listen. Until they did! But it didn’t work so good cause they listened late.” His smile fell into a deep frown.

Christine pulled her son into a hug. “It worked plenty well, Daniel. If it weren’t for you many of those people wouldn’t have lasted as long as they did. You and I wouldn’t have survived long enough to meet Brad and his fine people.”

“I guess, but I wanted to help more.” Danny pouted. “But no one let me cause I’m little.”

Brad smiled, “That might have been good. Me and my friends have gotten into some pretty nasty scrapes. I’d hate to see you get into anything like those.”

“But I’m a monster hunter,” he declared once more. “I fought plenty of the seeder thingies in the game and I can do it here too.”

Sam let out a quiet laugh. “Oh yeah? Did you pick a class yet?”

“No,” Danny admitted with a hint of disappointment. “There’s so many good ones I dunno what to pick.”

Sam chuckled at the boy. “I’m sure you’ll make the right choice eventually, Danny.”

Brad nodded. “And become the most fearsome monster hunter of them all.”

“Yeah,” Danny cheered.

Christine laughed. “But even fearsome monster hunters need their rest Daniel. It’s bedtime.”

“But I wanna stay up and play with Sweetness and Brad and Sammy,” Danny protested.

Brad reached over to pet Danny’s head. “Your mom’s right, Danny. We have a big day tomorrow. You don’t want to sleep through all the monster hunting tomorrow, do you?”

Danny shook his head and scrambled to his sleeping bag. “G’night!”


Chapter thirty-six
Jake


Morning came with the sun streaking through the thin fog. A cool breeze washed over Jake as he helped load up the trucks. Danny helped with rolling up the sleeping bags and then sprinting over to the trucks. The rolled-up bags were almost bigger than he was but it didn’t stop Danny from zooming over.

“We gonna go hunt monsters, Jake?” He asked while bouncing on his feet.

Jake laughed. Apparently Danny played the Apocalypse Online game Sam, Brad and the others had before the world went to hell. Danny talked a big game about being some sort of monster hunter in the virtual world but as far as Jake knew the kid was telling tall tales. Still, he didn’t want to crush the kid’s hopes. “We’ll do plenty of monster hunting when we get to Scotch Creek, Danny. We might even let you come along if you’re good.”

Danny gasped with big, wide, brown eyes. “Really?”

Jake cracked a toothy smile. “Really. But you have to be on your best behavior, especially when we go out there.”

Danny’s head turned into a blur of motion as he nodded. The boy was saying something too but Jake couldn’t make heads or tails of anything coming out of his mouth. He was talking way too fast.

“Calm down Danny.” Jake laughed. “I love the energy but you need to get that under control, alright?”

Danny took a deep breath like he’d been suffocating for the past minute. “Okay. What should I do now?”

Jake pointed out his mother helping the others pack up food into bags. “Your mom could use some help over there.”

Danny turned on his heels then ran off.

Brad came up to Jake, grinning from ear to ear. “He’s a little handful, isn’t he?”

Jake nodded. “Well, he’s what, ten? eleven? I used to bounce off the walls back then too.”

Brad raised his eyebrows. “Really? I can’t picture that.”

“I grew out of it,” Jake said. “So are we ready to go?”

Brad nodded. “Just a bit longer and—”

Engines roared in the distance. Jake moved past the trucks, squinting at the horizon. A convoy of trucks was speeding toward them.

“Are those other survivors? Heather asked, excitement clear in her voice.

As much as he would have loved seeing other survivors, Jake wasn’t so sure it was a good sign. There was no way to tell if they were friend or foe until they got closer. Brad shared the sentiment, moving behind their beat-up old clunker for cover.

The trucks came closer, and Jake was just able to make out Colton behind the wheel of the lead truck. The thick, greying beard on his face was a dead give away.

“Shit! I hoped he wouldn’t follow us,” Jakes said.

He does seem overly fascinated with you, Hazel noted.

Out of some sort of naive hope, Jake wanted to believe the man was there to make amends. One look into those hateful eyes, and he knew that wasn’t the case. Men and women popped up from the truck beds with weapons in hand.

Jake didn’t hesitate. He swung his Winchester off its sling and took out the lead truck’s tire. “Get to cover,” he shouted.

Colton swerved his truck to the left, fighting for control as tires squealed against asphalt. The gunners on the back toppled or hung on for their lives. One man tumbled out and managed to get to his feet. The other trucks scattered around him, but one rear-ended the man, sending him flying into the air. Jake swung his sights to the other trucks, managing to take out a few more of their tires before Colton’s people returned fire.

“Get everyone who can’t fight into the grocery store,” Brad shouted through the chaos.

Heather gathered together any normals who didn’t have guns. “Come on, quickly.” She pushed them along while Aron followed close with his shield to protect them.

“I can help,” Danny insisted, trying to flee from Christine’s grasp.

“Danny, no,” Christine shouted as the boy pulled free from her.

He didn’t get far before Aron snatched him up by the back of his blue hoodie. Aron pulled the boy behind him, keeping his feet off the ground. Jake was sure Aron was giving the boy a good talking to, but he couldn’t hear the conversation as rounds snapped past his head.

Jake rushed behind his Tesla for cover as rounds peppered the frame. Damn it, I’m still making payments on this thing. He couldn’t help but give an amused huff. The world was going to hell, he was getting shot at, and the first thing to jump to mind were the payments on his truck no one was going to be around to collect.

Brad fired shotgun slugs at Colton’s men as the band of crazies disembarked their trucks and scattered among the ruins. Jake snapped shots as the crazies ran into the open to grab new cover. He caught a man in the throat with his Winchester who collapsed, grabbing at his throat. But there were so many more moving everywhere. Jake’s mini-map tracked them, but only the ones he or Sam could see, thanks to their party.

A thought sprang to mind. Jake ducked down behind his truck. “Hey Brad, do you think we can join your party?”

Brad pulled back behind the truck, loading new shells. “One second.” He shook his head. “Party limit is set to five.”

“Damn it,” Jake hissed as a round punched through the back of his truck into the asphalt beside him. He shifted his position to take sturdier cover behind the truck’s frame. Unlike a conventional vehicle, Jake was certain there was no engine block to hide behind.

“Got it,” Brad called.

A notification flashed across Jake’s vision.

Raid group joined.

Green dots appeared on Jake’s mini-map, marking out Aron, Chet, and the two mages' locations, along with Brad. Where’s Sam? A scattered sea of red dots lay ahead of them. Aron and Chet were running back to the trucks after getting the others to safety; so were Teresa and Ceres. The rest of their normals who could fight were nowhere to be seen until a few guns peeked from the grocery store windows and some others managed to pop up on the ruined structure’s rooftop.

He scanned the map. Sweetness was off, far from the group, stalking some red dots through the ruins. Then he spotted Sam. She was on the ruined remains of the shopping center, far ahead of their group, almost behind enemy lines.

Why are you being so reckless? Jake thought before a bullet snapped past his head, forcing him back into cover.

“Jake, is that you?” Colton’s voice called out.

Jake peeked around the corner. Colton looked genuinely shocked to see him there. It looked like Colton hadn’t figured out he and Sam had left on their own.

“It is, old man,” Jake shot back.

Another group of Colton’s men tried to break from cover. The normals on the rooftop pushed them back with a spray of gunfire.

“Thought one of those pill poppers got you, and your sister ran away.” Colton laughed. “What a naïve old fool I was, trying to believe in the best in people, huh?”

Jake’s nostrils flared as he let out a sharp breath. Believe in the best in people my ass.

“Why’d you do it, son? Why did you betray us, betray humanity, for these damn dirty, alien-loving bastards?”

Jake topped off his Winchester’s ammo. “Colton, these people are fighting back against the aliens, not for them. If anyone is betraying humanity here, it’s you and yours,” he shouted over the truck. “This is your first and only chance to surrender.”

Brad shot Jake a look. “What the hell, man? You can’t just do that. They hurt some of the normals trying to run back. They almost got Christine and Danny.”

“They won’t take the easy way out,” Jake said, knowing full well how crazy Colton’s people were. But outside of a faint hope they could resolve things peacefully, he watched as Sam’s dot moved behind their lines. “Drop your weapons and we can talk, Colton. Don’t, and we’ll do to you what we’ve done to all the seeders.”

Colton laughed. “Boy, those alien lovers got you wrapped around their fingers, don’t they, son? Don’t worry, we’ll be over there soon to put you all out of your misery. We won’t allow these aliens to control our own and kill us from the inside.”

A group of red dots moved through the ruins to flank them. Jake snapped to his right, Winchester at the ready. At the first sign of movement, Jake fired. The round dug into a ballistic shield; every member of the group had them as they rushed into the open. They brought up pistols over the notch on their shields. Gunshots rang out.

Aron crashed into the Tesla in front of Jake, his heavy shield shrugging off the abuse. “I got you, Jake. Chet, back me up.”

Chet ran behind with his pistol at the ready. The pair rushed the shield wall as Sweetness charged from behind. Sweetness smashed one of the rear men into another. Like bowling pins, their shield wall toppled. While some men avoided getting knocked over or were quick to recover, Aron charged into their line, knocking them over with a shield charge, then turned his shield to block incoming fire. Chet finished off the struggling men with his pistol, killing them before they got to stand.

Sweetness was busy ripping and tearing the throats and faces of the others, eating as much as he could before rounds sent him tumbling away.

Aron caught a round to the calf, dropping to a knee with a muffled growl. “I’m hit,” he hissed through his mask.

Chet caught a round to the shoulder and fired a wild spray at Colton’s men. Chet hit a few before he had to drop behind Aron’s shield.

“Cover me,” Brad’s voice came through Jake’s mind. It was the party chat they had explained the night before—or raid chat, in this case.

The grocery store erupted in a roar of gunfire as every normal with a gun opened up on Colton’s people. Balls of fire rained from above, smashing into vehicles and crazies alike. Colton’s people scattered. Many of them were gunned down in the ensuing chaos, but there were still far more of them to deal with.

Brad reached Aron and Chet, casting heals on them and Sweetness. The four of them huddled tight together as Aron stood.

“We’re hitting their right flank,” Brad said as their group began to advance. “Jake, cover us.”

Jake swung out from cover, working the lever action on his Winchester, then caught a crazy right between the eyes. “I’ve got you covered.”

“Don’t forget about me, Jake,” Sam teased.

He looked to the rooftop, where Sam had climbed onto the building’s edge. Before Jake could say anything, Sam jumped into the chaotic fray.

She’s going to get herself killed, the thought screamed across his mind.

Sam took out a pair of fleeing crazies before she crushed another under her weight, driving her knife into their spine. Jake wanted to take a moment to be impressed, as her health hadn’t dropped an inch from what should have been a rough landing, but one of Colton’s people spotted her.

Before Colton’s rabid follower could bring his rifle to bear, Jake put a round through his heart. Sam put a bolt between his eyes for good measure before she darted away through their lines.

With knife and crossbow, Sam thinned their ranks from behind while their front was too distracted by the assault to notice her. Rocky leapt at the faces of any of Colton’s people who managed to get the drop on Sam before she noticed them. Unfortunately, Rocky’s attempts to save Sam always drew more attention to her, as his victims screamed before he could kill them.

Jake shook his head, blasting away with his rifle, catching another man in the throat. Another rushed for Brad’s group with a bottle in hand. What the—It had a burning rag attached to it. Jake fired a rapid volley at him, catching the man in the torso with his last shot. The fire-bomber crashed to the floor, his Molotov cocktail smashing into the ground with him. The bomber’s screams filled the air as flames engulfed him.

“Thanks for the save, Jake,” Brad said.

“Very nice shooting.” Teresa said.

Jake raised a brow at the girl. If he didn’t know better, he’d swear she was trying to hit on him. “Sure,” he said absentmindedly as he focused on shooting. He blew out another man’s shoulder as a spray of blood shot out of his back.

Colton’s lines were breaking apart as his band of rabid followers ran back for the trucks. Brad’s team was already there.

Aron smashed a man’s face in with the flat of his shovel, throwing him to the ground. Chet fired a quick burst into his chest, then to another of Colton’s followers. One man made it to the truck door, but Brad blasted him away with buckshot. Another fumbled with a Molotov in his hand, trying to light it. Jake was about to put him down when Sweetness pounced him. With his sharp claws, Sweetness ripped into the man’s chest before he could light up their team.

“Colton’s getting away,” Sam called out over party voice. Gunshots rang out. Jake watched as his sister spun around, gripping her arm. She rolled into cover before he checked her health. It had dropped fifteen points. “Through the ruins of the grocery store,” she said through gritted teeth.

Rocky assaulted Sam’s attacker with muted squeaks across the chaotic battle.

“Sam, are you OK?” Jake asked.

Sam threw a knife through a man’s throat. “I’ll be fine, Jake. Soon as Brad gets here.” She winced sharply. “Get Colton and his men before they hurt the survivors.”

Jake didn’t want to leave his sister in anyone else’s care, but he didn’t see much choice. Their people needed him to protect them. There were too many of Colton’s people between him and Sam, and if he asked the mages to cast Fire Storm again, it might catch Sam or the others in the middle of it. He considered asking Brad’s team to take care of Colton, but they were swamped fighting off the rest of his thugs.

It was up to him.

“Teresa, Ceres, how are you two on power juice?” Jake asked as he checked his guns.

Ceres tilted her head. “Power juice?”

Teresa shrugged. “I think he means mana. If that’s the case, we have plenty. We only cast a single Fire Storm each.”

“Mana, right,” Jake corrected himself. He considered taking his fire axe with him, but it was too bulky of a weapon to bring into a firefight. “You two are with me. We’re finishing this fight.”

Teresa and Ceres nodded. They followed Jake in a mad dash from their trucks to the grocery store. Bullets snapped past them, hitting the ground around them as return fire from the store flew toward Colton’s people. Jake picked up the pace as a tracer flew right past his eye line, followed by a series of blue shimmers. He didn’t stop to ask questions until they smashed through the ruined grocery store doors.

“What the hell was that?”

“Magic shield,” Teresa answered. “It’s meant to protect us mages, but we can cast it on others.”

Jake stared at the pair of mages, dumbfounded.

Ceres cleared her throat. “She means you got shot, but the magic shield we cast on you protected you.”

Jake blinked at the mages. “I didn’t feel anything.”

Teresa nodded with a proud smile. “Short of the heaviest attacks, you won’t feel a thing. Not until the shield breaks, anyway, as yours is about to.” She extended her arm to Jake, then pulled it back in a rolling motion. Blue wisps of energy flowed away from him and into her hand. “Or we deactivate the spell. I need to conserve mana, after all.”

“Makes sense,” Jake said. “Let’s check on the survivors first, then we hunt down Colton.”

Ceres and Teresa agreed and followed him to the center of the grocery store. A group of people were huddled together, armed with bats, knives, and axes. They weren’t going to be able to do much against Colton’s people and their guns.

“Everyone OK back here?” Jake asked, taking a mental headcount.

“We’re fine,” said a trembling woman called Brianna, but everyone called her Bri for short.

“We aren’t, Bri,” a worried man beside her said. Percy was his name. “Christine and Danny haven’t come back yet.”

“What? Where did they go?” Jake almost snapped, concern thick in his voice.

“The kid got antsy and needed a potty break,” Percy answered. “But that was a couple minutes ago. They should’ve been back by now.”

“Damn it,” Jake said under his breath as he started toward the bathrooms.

Heather stood up. “Need me to come with you?”

With nothing but an axe in her hand, Jake wasn’t so sure. He shook his head. “Stay with the others. They’ll need you to heal them if Colton’s people get through.”

“But you might need healing if you go fight him,” Heather said.

Jake took off at a hasty pace. “Not if I shoot first.”

“A healer really would be helpful if things did go wrong, Jake,” Teresa insisted while they marched past a ruined deli. They were heading to the back, where the supermarket stored and received goods.

Jake slowed his pace and was careful to minimize the noise of his footsteps as they neared the restrooms. He spoke in a low whisper. “And if Colton gets past us, they’ll need her to keep the normals alive. Now focus. We’re clearing the bathrooms.”

Teresa and Ceres looked to one another, then raised their hands to Jake. Blue energy flowed from their palms, encompassing him in a shimmer of energy. In the blink of an eye, it vanished.

Jake readied his Winchester and entered the men’s restrooms. It was quiet, without signs of anyone save for some old blood where seeders had slaughtered someone and turned them into fertilizer. They moved on to the women’s restroom. The opening was already damaged from some large creature forcing its way inside, likely an alpha.

As Jake stepped inside, he found the restroom stalls completely demolished. The back wall was smashed open. There was a trail of blood leading into the warehouse beyond. Fresh blood.

Jake’s chest tightened. If you hurt that kid or his mother, Colton, I’m going to kill you real slow.

He picked up the pace, rushing into the warehouse. He followed the trail through towering shelves and crates. As he turned the corner, a burst of fire crossed his path. Teresa and Ceres dove for cover, but Jake held his ground. He trained his rifle on Colton and his men.

“Well, well, well. The prodigal son returns at last,” Colton said as he held Danny up in the air with a gun to his head. Christine was bound tight at his feet, giving him more cover.

Four men flanked Colton, two on each side. One of the men had fresh bandages, stained crimson, over his thigh.

“Let them go, Colton,” Jake demanded. He trained his sights on Colton’s head, but the older man shifted the boy into his line of fire with a twisted grin.

“Afraid I can’t do that, son. See, this poor soul’s been tainted by the aliens.” Colton shook his head sadly. “A kid. Can you believe that?”

While Colton positioned himself behind his human shield, Jake couldn’t help but think about Sam. It just as easily could’ve been Sam in this position, being used as a shield. Except, the difference was now that she had skills. All Jake’s doubts about the value of the pills were gone. Sam would kick this guys ass if she were in Danny’s shoes right now. And if she didn’t, Jake would tear him apart limb by limb.

Danny struggled in Colton’s arms, his cries muffled by the duct tape wrapped around his mouth.

Jake tightened his grip on his rifle, just waiting for the opportunity to blow Colton’s brains out. He wasn’t sure how long Teresa and Ceres’s mage shield would hold up to four guns shooting at him, but he couldn’t let Colton kill Danny. He was just a boy. “Danny isn’t corrupted by any aliens, Colton. None of these people are. The nano-pills were made to fight seeders, not help them. You would know that if you hadn’t ambushed those kids at the park.”

Colton shook his head in disappointment. “I see they’re using that good heart of yours to twist you to their side, son. But you haven’t seen what they’ve done, not since you ran away. Those bastards killed Sue, Louis, Bryce, and more. This little bastard stabbed James in the leg.”

Good job, kid, Jake thought. Maybe the kid had a little Sam in him after all.

“We need to kill them all, Jake,” Colton continued. “All those pill poppers, even this kid here, much as it pains me.”

“You son of a bitch,” Jake snapped. As he took a step forward, all the rifles trained on him.

Colton glared at Jake. “Easy, son. I know it ain’t an easy thing to do, killing your own kind in the middle of an alien invasion, especially when the aliens infested some cute kid. But this is what has to be done for humanity to survive against the alien threat. So I’m giving you a choice.”

Jake’s brow knit tightly together. Oh, here comes the part where he tries to blackmail me. How adorable.

He doesn’t actually think that’s going to work, does he? Hazel asked with a mixture of confusion and awe in her voice.

Colton gestured at Teresa and Ceres, hiding behind different crates. “Kill those two witches with you, and I’ll forgive your sins against humanity. You can join the neighborhood watch once more, even your sister. Or you can try to kill us. But that cute little Winchester ain’t gonna stand up to a bunch of automatics.” The old man smirked. “Choose.”

“Teresa, Ceres, you’ve got smaller spells than those big things you threw outside, right?” Jake asked through party chat.

“Of course we do,” Teresa replied.

“When I shoot, you take the gunners out. Pick your targets,” Jake said.

Floating numbers appeared over the gunners’ heads from one to four. A skull appeared over Colton’s head.

Before Jake could ask, Ceres answered over party voice. “We have target markers just like in other MMOs!”

Jake couldn’t help but grin. All he had to do now was get Colton to expose himself. “See, that’s going to be a problem, Colton,” Jake said to the crazed man. “You see, I took the nano-pill too, not long after I ran away from you. Now I know for sure none of these pill poppers are possessed by aliens like you claim. So if you’re going to kill that kid, you’re going to have to kill me, too. Just like you’re going to have to kill my sister. You had a pill popper among you all this time.”

Colton’s jaw dropped, and for a brief moment his grip slackened on Danny. The squirming kid swung his feet forward, then slammed them back into Colton’s stomach. Spittle flew out of the older man’s mouth as he staggered. Jake fired at Colton’s head, but the man’s erratic movements swung him out of the way in time to catch the round in his shoulder. Colton dropped Danny and fled deeper into the warehouse.

The men guarding Colton opened fire with their automatic rifles. Rounds smashed into the shimmery blue shield around him. Cracks formed in the barrier in mere moments while he advanced, firing his Winchester from the hip as fast as he could. Teresa and Ceres popped out of cover, swinging their palms out to the gunners. The bolts of flame set the men’s clothing on fire as they screamed. The others ran for cover, but the bolts chased after them. The crates they hid behind caught on fire.

That’s going to spread, Jake thought as he charged forward. “Teresa, Ceres, take these guys out. I’m on Colton,” Jake ordered as he charged through their lines. Rounds snapped past him, but as Colton’s thugs turned their attention on him, a new wave of firebolts rained on their position, forcing them back into cover.

Jake followed the fresh trail of blood winding through the warehouse. He was sure to catch the old man soon; there was no way he could outrun Jake. When he slipped around the corner, a gun was shoved in his chest and opened up. The shield bought him precious seconds to roll out of the way before it shattered. Jake brought up his Winchester to fire. It was empty.

Colton smirked as he lined up his pistol with Jake’s skull. “End of the line, son.”

His gun clicked, empty.

Jake shot to his feet and bull-rushed Colton into a nearby crate. The gun fell out of Colton’s hand as the crate splintered. Jake pulled back his fist, but Colton yanked a combat knife from his belt and swiped it at Jake’s chest. He hopped back just as his shirt was sliced open, but Colton followed through with a kick, pushing Jake back.

For a moment Jake lost track of Colton as he staggered back. It was long enough for the man to snatch up his gun and slam a new magazine inside. Damn, he’s fast. Jake caught himself on his back foot, drawing his pistol at the same time.

Both men swung their guns toward each other, spraying bullets as they did. Jake’s suppressed pistols unleashed a quiet series of pops compared to Colton’s thundering blasts.

You have taken 15 damage.

You have taken 20 damage.

You have taken 30 damage.

You are bleeding.

The notifications flashed across his screen in rapid succession. His arm trembled as he tried to keep it trained on Colton, but the older man collapsed onto his back, clutching at his chest. Blood oozed between his fingers as he stared up at Jake.

Colton gave a bubbling laugh, his teeth-stained crimson. “So this is how it ends, huh? Killed by some Stockholm syndrome, alien-loving traitors?” he ground out. “Well, I won’t let it end so easy, son. You hear me?” Colton spat out blood, struggling to lift his pistol like it weighed a hundred pounds in his weakened state.

Jake wobbled on his feet, even as his swaying sights drifted over Colton’s head. “That’s where you’re wrong, Colton. The only traitor here is you.” He released a shaking breath and pulled the trigger.

Colton’s head slammed back into the floor. Crimson pooled out from his new wound. It was finally over. The threat of Colton and his rabid followers was done.

Jake collapsed to a knee. He dropped his gun and clutched at his wounds.

You have taken 4 damage.

Health 10/80

Ten points. The only thing standing between him and death were ten points. A grim smile crossed his lips. Never in his life had he imagined his own mortality would be quantified in such a small number.

Teresa and Ceres rushed to his side. “Jake!” they cried in unison.

“I’m…a little messed up,” he said through a bloody smile. “Can you get Brad over here?”

Teresa shook her head. “Brad’s still fighting out there.”

Sure enough, the sound of gunfire still boomed through the walls of the building. The red dots turned grey one after another, but they would be busy for some time still.

“What about Heather? She said she said she was a healer,” Ceres suggested.

“Oh sure, Heather is a healer. Heather is so great at everything,” a man complained with hands on his hips. “Everyone forgets Tim became a healer, too,” Tim sneered in annoyance.

Heather was next to him, shaking her head. “Not the time to be an asshole Tim.”

You have taken 5 damage.

Health 5/80

“I appreciate you too, Tim. Now, less talky, more jazz hands,” Jake hissed weakly. His vision was growing black around the edges.

Tim and Heather rushed to Jake, their hands stretched out as they cast Healing Hands on him. That gross warmth spread through Jake’s body once again as his wounds pulled back together. Bullets were forced out of his body, his bleeding stopped, and before he knew it, he felt like new. A little disgusted by the strange healing, but anything was better than dead.

Don’t be such a big baby, Jake. You’re the only one in the entire group who has a problem with healing magic, Hazel teased.

It just feels wrong, OK? Jake said before he turned to Heather and Tim. “Thanks, you two.” He smiled, taking a careful step up, amazed at the lack of pain in his body. Jake reached out to hug the two healers, but they both stopped him with a firm hand to his chest.

“Bro, gross,” Tim said.

Heather laughed. “I have to agree with Tim on this one. We patched you up with our magic, but you’re still covered in blood, Jake. It’s unhygienic.”

Ceres laughed. “What she means is it’s nasty.”

Jake shook his head, smiling from ear to ear before he collected his pistol and Winchester. He was about to call for them to join the fighting outside when Brad’s voice came through the party channel.

“We’re clear out here. How’re we doing inside the supermarket?”

Jake let out a relieved breath he didn’t know he was holding. “Colton’s dead. The neighborhood watch is done for.”


Chapter thirty-seven
Sam


Sam blinked. Her fingers wrapped around her knife, then tore it free from her last kill. Colton’s people were dead all around them, but their people had survived. Thanks to Brad’s healing, Sam was at full health. So was Rocky and the rest of their party outside.

The same couldn’t be said for all the normals. They’d lost a good number of their defenders in the fighting, their wounds instantly fatal or the few spare healers they had couldn’t get to them in time. Sam was relieved to see her brother walk out of the supermarket with nothing but a torn-up shirt and bloodied pants.

“Jake!” She rushed over and threw her arms around his neck in a tight embrace. Even Rocky joined in, latching on to his head in the best squirrel-hug he could manage.

Jake choked a bit, tapping his sister on the back. “Glad to see you, too,” he wheezed out before she released him. “You guys all good out here?”

Sam nodded. “Yeah, what about you?”

“Oh it was easy. No problem at all,” he said in his all-too-casual way when he was playing off something that couldn’t be further from easy.

Tim leaned toward Sam and not-too-quietly whispered, “He almost died.”

“Five-health-points-away-from-dying almost died,” Heather confirmed.

Sam swatted at her brother’s arm. “And you didn’t call me for help?”

“You were busy,” Jake said.

“I would’ve dropped everything to come save you.” She pressed with her finger, digging deep where a bullet wound would have been.

Jake ruffled her hair. “Aww, you’re so cute when you show you care. I would’ve done the same for you, sis.”

Brad and the rest of his party arrived. “So, I’ve got good news and bad news.”

“Start with the good,” Sam insisted, crossing her arms. “After Jake almost died, I could use a little good news in my life.”

Brad blinked at Jake. “What happened?”

“I’ll tell you later,” Jake said.

“OK…” Brad shook his head. “Anyway, the good news is there’s plenty of loot from Colton’s people, some of the trucks included.”

“What’s the bad news?” Jake asked.

Brad sighed, gesturing to the old clunker. “We lost our truck. It’s too shot-up to start.”

Jake pinched his brow together and gestured at the clunker. “You’re worried about that beat-up old thing?”

Brad threw his arms up in offense—mock offense, Sam hoped. “I liked the old clunker. It had character, much more than the electric cars.”

Sam sighed. “So you don’t really have any bad news.”

Brad shook his head. “Outside of the people we lost in the fighting, no.”

“So, what do we do with the dead?” Tim asked. “We can’t just leave them to rot out here.”

Brad gestured at Chet and Aron, along with a few normals. “We’re getting a funeral pyre going. By the time we’re packed up and ready to go, it should be ready.”

“A funeral pyre? Shouldn’t we bury them?” Jake asked. “Aron’s got that shovel of his. You’d think he’d be excited about digging holes.”

Brad shook his head. “I don’t think we should take the chance. The seeders might dig up the bodies and turn them into fertilizer. Besides, it would take far too long. We need to reach Scotch Creek before the seeders demolish it.”

“If it’s even still standing,” Tim said, being a regular ray of sunshine.

Jake frowned. “You know, after all the small towns we’ve come across, I do worry about them. Alright, Brad—funeral pyre it is.”

By the time the trucks were loaded up, the pyre was ready to go. It didn’t matter if they were Colton’s crazies or their people, they were all piled up on the pyre. They gathered around in silence as Brad held up a torch.

Brad looked at the others around him, their somber faces. He opened his mouth to say something but decided against it. Sam wondered if he simply lacked the words, or if he worried about saying the wrong thing. Either way, he lit the torch and tossed it into the pyre.

I’m so sorry this happened, Sam, Olivia said. Things are going to be hard enough without humans turning on each other. Hopefully this is the last time you have to deal with something like this.

Sam nodded. She hoped Olivia was right, but it was doubtful. Kelowna wasn’t any different than any other city. There were probably thousands of Coltons out there who didn’t trust Lucy or any of the nano-tech users.

No one else spoke as the flames spread across the bodies. After the rush of battle wore off, a somber mood had fallen over the survivors. They had killed so many of their own kind that day. Humans. Not aliens or mutants, but their own kind. All because Colton and his men were faster to give in to fear and turn on their fellow man than they were to join together against a common foe—a foe with one single, solitary focus.

The destruction of humanity.

Once the bodies were fully engulfed in flames, they loaded up into the trucks with all the supplies they could salvage from the fight. Compared to the trip from Kelowna, the drive to Scotch Creek was a short, pleasant one. They drove through the small town of Sorrento, and while they didn’t see anyone there, there wasn’t the massive amount of destruction they’d run into in Salmon Arm. Then they crossed the bridge and headed up the lake to the small tourist town. The roads cleared up, and they passed barely any broken-down or destroyed vehicles.

To Sam’s surprise, the town was in decent shape compared to every flattened one they’d passed on the drive over. Some structures were nothing more than piles of rubble, others were too smashed up to be of any use, but most were still standing. According to Aron they were stable enough for use, even fortification—at a glance, at least.

Sam, who’d been to Scotch Creek several times to visit Jake after he’d moved there, was pleased to see that two of the businesses she’d been wondering about—the local grocery store and the local drug store—were both still standing.

They drove until they reached the Gaming Center, one of the amusement facilities for tourists, a place which would become their new home if the upgrade station was still intact. When they pulled up to the driveway, Jake had to jump out and use his fire axe to knock a chain off the front gate. While they waited, Sam looked the building over. It seemed to be in good shape.

Sam hopped out of the truck and smiled. “This place is beautiful.” The awe was clear in her voice as the cool air washed over her. The area around the Gaming Center was thick forest. The smell of pine tickled her nose and the sounds of chirping birds filled the air. It was peaceful. It might’ve been an illusion of peace, but it was one Sam would enjoy for as long as it lasted.

Jake checked the doors. They were unlocked. Sam followed him inside as he flipped a few light switches. “No power,” he said. “Good thing those solar panels survived the shootout, huh?”

Sam nodded. “You know how to set those up, don’t you?”

Jake smiled. “I’ve set up plenty in my time as a contractor. But I kept the instructions, just in case I forgot something.”

Brad walked up to them with Aron and Chet in tow. “We can leave the others to unpack and get ready to fix this place up, Jake.”

“More work? Aw man,” Chet protested.

Aron slapped his heavy arm around Chet’s shoulders. “Don’t worry, Chet. I’ll get you sweating bullets before we’re done offloading. And then we’re turning this palace into a fortress.”

Chet’s mouth fell open.

“By the time I’m done with you, you’ll be a lean, mean, fortifying machine.”

“Try to leave some for me,” Jake said. “I need to pound Chet into shape if we’re planning on keeping him alive.”

“W-what?” Chet threw his arms in the air.

Aron squeezed Chet. “You can help with the refining process.”

Brad smiled and continued, “Jake, how about you show us around town? We need to get our bearings if we’re going to live here.”

“Good idea. I’d like to check on my friends,” Jake said.

Sam looked at her brother and squeezed his arm. “I’m sure most of them survived, Jake. They’re all crazy like you out here.”

Teresa took charge of the others and started handing out assignment.

Brad shook his head with a big smile. “Come on, let’s go.”

Sam laughed at the men before they left.

Since they had so many supplies to offload, Jake left the Tesla behind. They were on foot as they roamed the neighborhood. If they ran into trouble there were plenty of trees to climb, and they had the radios.

To Sam, it felt like they had traveled back in time with all the quaint homes and rugged structures around them. It was like they were living on some dangerous frontier town on the edge of civilization, except the danger came from aliens rather than the residents of Scotch Creek. Assuming any residents who were alive didn’t want to kill them first. Of course, the more Sam thought about it, every center of civilization on Earth was a frontier town of sorts now. From the smallest villages to the biggest city, so long as the alien threat remained on Earth, nowhere was truly safe.

They found no survivors along the first couple of streets they went down, but most of the town seemed intact regardless. There were damaged structures, broken windows, smashed-in doors, but it was nothing they couldn’t fix if they set their minds to it. Even better, the streaks of blood and green fertilizer the seeders left behind were minimal compared to what they’d seen back in Kelowna or the smaller towns they drove past.

As they neared a neighborhood, a herd of deer ran across the street.

“Woah. Look at those deer,” Sam said.

Hiding among the huge deer was one who dwarfed the others. Its fur was a mix of pale grey with purples. Spidering veins of violet peeked beneath its fur as it charged forward with glowing eyes.

“That thing’s not running with the deer, it’s hunting them,” Jake said as he unslung his Winchester.

The huge, mutated animal swung its large, sharpened horns at the other deer around it. Before Jake could line up a shot, another cracked through the silence. The mutated deer snapped to the side, bleeding profusely from its head. The deer turned to where the shot had come from, and a second and third round punched through it. The animal collapsed, lifeless.

Sam rushed to hide behind an abandoned car when a group of men came by.

“Y’all can stop hiding now. We saw you,” one of the men said.

Jake furrowed his brow. “I know that voice.” He stood up. “Cory, is that you?” Jake’s eyes widened. “Kurtis, Jason, and Jeremy, too.”

“Holy s— Jake, is that you?” Cory asked as he took off the bright white hat on his head. The rest of him was covered in camo. It was like he couldn’t decide if he wanted to be seen or not.

“It is,” said Kurtis, whom Sam recognized as one of Jake’s friends. “Haven’t seen you since the craziness started. Thought the aliens got you. How’ve you been?”

Jake rushed over and shook the men’s hands, pulling each of them into a hug. Sam had met most of them before but really didn’t know them well, aside from the occasional story Jake told. Usually, Jake would come and stay in Kelowna when her parents went on a binge, so she hadn’t spent much time at Jake’s place.

“Up until aliens started raining from the sky, it was pretty great.” Jake gestured for Brad and Sam to come out. “Guys, you remember my sister, Sam, and Brad. He’s a friend of ours that helped us survive that mess and get out alive.”

“Hey,” Sam said with a sheepish wave.

Brad smiled. “Nice to meet you all.”

Jeremy leaned toward Sam, then Jake, then back and forth a few more times. The bald man stroked his bushy beard. “Naw, I don’t buy it. She’s way too cute to be your sister, Jake.”

Jason laughed and punched Jeremy’s side. “The guy just got here and you’re already being a dick? Give him some time to breathe, Jeremy.” Jason was the largest of the bunch, wearing an olive-green plaid shirt with blue jeans.

Sam looked at the men. Most of them were sweating in the cold weather but otherwise looked fine. On closer inspection, her HUD reported they were all suffering from aether poisoning.

“Are you guys feeling well?” Sam finally asked, not sure how to broach the subject. Jake seemed happy to trust the men, but Sam wasn’t sure she should reveal their powers to them.

Cory fanned himself with his hat. “Mostly. The town’s been running into more fevers since those alien things arrived. Probably some sorta space bug.” He shrugged. “There’s only about a dozen of us left here, so we’ve managed to keep everyone healthy.”

Kurtis nodded. “Speaking of, y’all wanna come back to my place? It’s a much better place to get caught up than out here where one of them aliens or sick animals can come chomp your ass up.”

Jake smiled. “We’d love to. Come on, guys.”

Brad nodded. “Sure, works for me.”

Sam shrugged and went along without a word, other than what she said through party chat to Jake. “Are you sure we can trust them? You know, about being pill poppers?”

“I’m sure we can. These guys are good, down-to-Earth people, not crazies like Colton’s men,” Jake assured her.

Brad let out a soft sigh. “Just be careful about bringing it up. Feel them out first, alright?”

“Will do,” Jake said.

When they arrived at Kurtis’s place, it looked humble enough. A small two-story house, nothing too special. But once they were inside, the place was decorated like a hunting lodge. In the living room, Kurtis had hung trophies from his hunts. The most recent addition was the head of a seeder alpha.

“You guys killed an alpha?” Sam couldn’t help the awe in her voice.

Kurtis nodded. “Oh yeah. That thing took all kinds of hell to bring down. It was insane.”

Jason flashed a toothy grin. “Good thing our sister is essentially the IRA in child form.”

Jeremy snorted. “Leave Jo out of this. She can’t help it that she has a fascination with chemistry. Y’all thought she was a weird nerd up until she helped you blow that big bastard to bits.”

Sam had no idea what any of them were talking about. Apparently, neither did Brad.

Jason flopped down into a leather seat. “Don’t get your knickers in a bunch, Jeremy. It was a compliment.”

Kurtis smiled. “I’ll get us some drinks. You kids want anything? Pop, water, juice?” he asked as he pointed between Brad and Sam.

“I’m good,” Sam smiled. “But uh…I could use a bit of air. I’ll be out back, if you don’t mind.”

“Alright, darling,” Kurtis said. “If you need anything, don’t be shy. Being Jake’s sister, that makes you family around here.”

Sam nodded. “I appreciate it.” She stepped out back, through the boarded-up sliding door. She thought it was best for Jake to catch up with his friends on his own. Besides, she wasn’t eager to meet new people just yet, not after everything they had gone through in Salmon Arm.

Brad joined her not long after with a couple of bottles of water. He handed one off to her with a soft smile. “Everything alright, Sam?”

“Yeah.” She twisted the cap off and took a sip. “It’s been a crazy week, hasn’t it?”

Brad stared off across the yard into the woods beyond the recently repaired wooden fence. “You can say that again.” He sat down on a bench. “One moment I’m going to work at the mall as a janitor, the next it’s raining aliens and I’m fighting them off with a softball bat.”

Sam let out a loud laugh. “A softball bat? Really?”

“Right? Turns out the bats aren’t so soft.” Brad beamed.

Sam moved to sit by his side. “Looks like it. Otherwise you wouldn’t be here, leading humanity’s survivors against the alien menace.” Her voice built into an over-dramatic announcer’s.

“I’m still getting used to the leading part.” Brad smiled. “I’m just glad we’re alive. Things got pretty dicey back there with Colton.” He took a deep breath, then met her gaze. “You know, I was worried we were going to lose you there.”

Sam blinked, then blushed at the extended gaze. She was quick to break it, brushing a hand through her hair. “W-what? No. Me? I’m too good to be doing any dying. I just, maybe got a little cocky with my sneak attacks.”

A little cocky? Young lady, you were shot not once, but twice. And poor Rocky! Olivia scolded her. The poor dear had to take a bullet for you. Frankly, I’m impressed both of you made it out alive.

Sam was very glad no one outside of her head could hear Olivia, even with the party chat options.

“Well, you were pretty amazing out there. And totally worth every point of mana I spent patching you up.” Brad looked away, a bit flustered himself.

Sam couldn’t help a smile. He probably realized how awkward he sounded. “You were pretty awesome out there yourself, keeping all of us alive.”

Brad returned his gaze to her with a soft smile. “Just doing my job, Sam.”

She shook her head. “Healers aren’t supposed to be on the front lines getting shot to do their job, Brad. You chose to put yourself out there. I watched you get shot trying to reach me in time.”

“And I’d do it again without skipping a bit,” Brad admitted.

Sam’s heart fluttered.

Brad seemed to notice, as his cheeks darkened and he stared dead ahead. “You’re far too important to—to us! Yeah. Can’t let the world’s best rogue go down, after all.”

Sam couldn’t help laughing at how nervous he got and wrapped her arms around him. “Thanks, Brad. For everything you do.”

The sliding door behind them pulled open. Sam quickly pulled back before anyone saw her hugging Brad.

Brad was just stunned at the embrace. It took him a few seconds to realize there was someone else with them—Jake.

“Hey guys,” Jake said with Corey at his side. “Good news, the guys are totally chill with us using the nano-pill, especially since Brad can get the survivors fixed up. Better news”—he pointed a thumb at Corey—“my friend here’s going to give us a ride around back to the upgrade station after all’s said and done, and the guys will come help us set up.”

Brad shot to his feet. “That’s awesome. I’ll get started on curing your aether poisoning right away.”

“I’d appreciate that, kid,” Corey said. “This fever’s been messing with my head something fierce.”

The men disappeared into the house, leaving Sam alone.

Well that was cute, Olivia commented with a playful, teasing edge.

Shut up, Sam shot back, blushing furiously. This was her life now. A life without a single moment of privacy thanks to the AI in her head. At least the rest of the perks that came with a muse were great.

Sam stared off into the woods, taking a deep breath. After everything they had been through, they had peace and quiet. It would be brief, Sam knew it, but after a week of constant fighting for survival, she was happy for a break, no matter how small. In Scotch Creek they would have a chance to regroup, and maybe recruit some of the locals into their group. More importantly, it was an opportunity to rebuild everything they’d lost back in Kelowna.

It was a fresh start.

Sammy dear, I hate to be a downer but I do have something serious to discuss with you, Olivia said.

Sam sighed. She knew she relaxed too soon. What is it, Olivia?

Well, it’s just that this week was stage one of the invasion process.

Sam’s eyes widened. Stage one? You mean there’s more coming?

That would be correct, dear, Olivia said. The next stage is coming soon—a few days to a week at most, by our calculations. More seeder species are coming, and they are far more powerful than even the alphas you have encountered.

Sam gulped as she tried to imagine what sorts of monstrosities those could be. Giants seeders? Some sort of biological tanks, perhaps?

No, it’s going to be spiders. Freaky giant space spiders.

A shudder ran down her spine. It’s always damn spiders in these games.

But that’s not the worst part, dear, Olivia continued.

Of course not, Sam said. We can’t have nice things. That would just be too easy for us little humans.

Olivia let out a nervous laugh. It never has been, for any of the other species assimilated or conquered by the Collective. Sam…the real aliens haven’t even landed yet. Real aliens. Fully sentient, intelligent, and just as capable as you or any of the other nano-pill users.

Sam crossed her arms and leaned back into her seat. Let me guess. Because they’ve had the nano-pill for far longer than the rest of us, they have some crazy levels, don’t they?

That would be correct, Sammy, Sam said. So you and the rest of the survivors need to focus on getting stronger. The faster, the better.

Sam rose to her feet, taking a firm grip on her knife. Whatever the Collective throws at us, we’ll be ready.
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Chapter one
Sam


There was a knock on the boarded-up sliding door as Sam stared off into the forest beyond Kurtis’s fence. It was Jake, waving her inside through the slit in the barricade. Sam stepped inside.

Jake smiled. “Hey Sam, we’re getting ready to go back to the Gaming Center. Are you ready to go?”

“To hunt seeders, mutants, or any aliens that showed up early?” Sam tapped the knife on her belt. “Always ready.”

Jake ruffled her hair. “That’s good, because today we’re hunting the deadly two-by-four.” He pulled her inside the house.

Sam couldn’t help the groaning laugh that escaped her. Since they’d arrived in Scotch Creek, they’d claimed the local Gaming Center, one of the tourist hotspots as their home base. According to Jake, the Gaming Center had once been a popular tourist destination that fell on hard times when the local tourism trade diminished. She couldn’t understand how it could fail. It was an awesome setup: a bowling alley, mini-golf, arcade, and a restaurant. What kid on summer vacation wouldn’t want to spend their parents’ cash in a place like that?

While they left Aron, the group tank, and the other survivors behind to fortify the place, there was sure to be no shortage of work left for them to do when they got back.

“Fine! I guess we can do the less exciting work first.” Sam tried to come off like an angsty teen, but her laughter betrayed her.

Cory, one of Jake’s friends, chuckled. “Your sister’s still a bit of a handful, huh?”

Jake beamed as he squeezed Sam’s shoulders. “That’s a good thing. If it weren’t for her doing her own thing, I wouldn’t be alive right now. She was the one who taught me all about this cultivation stuff, and kept my aether poisoning from getting worse.”

Kurtis huffed out a short, quiet laugh. “That hokey-pokey spiritual stuff you told us about sounds like a special kind of pain in the ass, Jake.”

“Powerful, though,” Brad added. “Jake here is pretty strong without a normal class, and I think being a cultivator gives him a lot more flexibility than the rest of us.”

Kurtis forced a tight smile. “I’ll pass on the Karate Kid nonsense and go for whatever helps me shoot better.”

“So you guys talked them into taking the nano?” Sam asked with a broad smile. The more humans they had with nanotech on their side, the better their chances of fighting off the coming aliens. Sam had no idea when the aliens would make planetfall, but her muse had warned her that their arrival would come sooner rather than later.

A month if we’re lucky, dear, Olivia said in her sweet, mothering voice. Sam was still getting used to the doting, affectionate AI sharing a skull with her. Sam’s parents were less than ideal, which made her strange mannerisms all the stranger to her.

“That’s right,” Jake said. “Cory, Kurtis, Randy, Jason, and Jo are all going to get the treatment as soon as we take them to the upgrade center.”

Jason cleared his throat. “We—uh—haven’t quite told my sister yet.”

“Good luck with that,” Randy said with a laugh.

Sam found it amusing to no end that Randy looked like Jesus with his long hair and beard. If he didn’t choose the healer class, Sam was going to grieve the missed opportunity for an endless stream of “Jesus saves” jokes. From what Jake had said, Randy had heard them all, but she was positive she could come up with a few new ones.

Now dear, there’s no need to be rude to the man, Olivia said. It’s up to every human to decide which path they want to walk.

I’m not saying I’ll force him. I’m just going to strongly encourage it. Sam couldn’t help the grin creeping onto her lips.

Jason gave a slight smile. He was the tallest and most muscular of Jake’s friends, rivaling her brother’s own build. For the most part he was a quiet man, at least when he wasn’t dealing with his friends. “Uh-huh. I’m sure the little mad bomber will jump out her window the second we tell her there’s a chance she can blow stuff up better.”

Randy looked to Jake. “Please tell me there’s plenty of water or fire extinguishers at your place. I love Jo to death, but she is a walking fire hazard.”

Jake moved to Randy’s side, wrapping an arm around his shoulders. “Don’t worry, Jesus, we’ll be safe and sound with you around. Now let’s go get her.”

Randy grumbled at the nickname, but didn’t protest as he was hauled out to the street with everyone else. They climbed inside a Ford F-150. While Jake’s friends took the cabin, Sam and Brad sat in the bed. They pulled open the rear window so they could talk just as the huge truck’s engine roared to life.

Jake shook his head. “You got the gas model, Cory? Really?”

“Diesel, thank you very much. This is a working man’s vehicle. Unlike your cute little electric truck,” Cory said as they drove through the neighborhood.

“You say that now, but you won’t as soon as the diesel runs dry,” Jake countered. His own truck was an electric model, just like the F-150 variant they had unofficially picked up for Aron.

Jake’s reasoning for the choice was sound in Sam’s book. The electric vehicles made next to no sound while they drove around, and thanks to the solar panels they’d picked up in Kelowna, they could always recharge them. Sam kept that information to herself. She didn’t really know Jake’s friends beyond the occasional story he shared. If Jake wanted to convince his friends, it was on him to convince them.

Cory grinned as he drove around the rare wreckage they passed. “Plenty of fuel in the stations, Jake. And you forget, we have a mad bomber on hand who’s pretty handy with chemistry for her age.”

Unlike the city, the damage in Scotch Creek was surprisingly minimal. There were still shattered windows, broken-down doors, and streaks of blood scattered about. Sometimes the blood was mixed with the thick, industrial green of a human being turned into fertilizer for the aliens' terraforming, but it was far less than the city or the towns they had passed. In Kelowna it wasn’t unusual to see entire structures and demolished buildings coated in the green goop. Even the small towns on their road trip to Scotch Creek were all flattened and covered in the fertilizer.

They stopped at another boarded-up house. This one was fenced off with barbed wire, the kind Sam had only seen used by cattle ranchers.

Cory honked the horn twice. Sam, Jake, and Brad all flinched at the noise.

“What the hell are you doing?” Sam asked, readying her crossbow.

Cory looked over his shoulder. “Getting Jo’s attention.”

“But the seeders might come.” Brad hefted his shotgun.

Cory waved them off. “Relax. There aren’t too many of those buggers around after we killed the alpha. If they show up, we just gun them down.”

Before their complaints could continue, a window on the second floor was pulled open. A blond girl Sam guessed was Jo shot her head out of the window, hanging onto a gun as she looked down at them. The young woman looked around Sam’s own age.

“I thought you said she was a kid,” Brad said.

Jason shrugged. “Just because she’s a big kid doesn’t make her any less of a kid. She’s the third-born, but between her and Les, it’s hard to tell who’s the kid sometimes.”

Jo’s face lit up immediately upon seeing Cory’s truck. She gave an exaggerated wave. “Hi, Cory! Is it playtime again already?”

Randy sank into his seat, hiding his hand behind his face. “That’s what she calls it whenever we bring her to hunt seeders. She’s a big fan.”

Everyone in the truck erupted in laughter, but Sam was a little concerned over how carefree the girl seemed, especially since Jason had referred to her as a “mad bomber.” She didn’t see the two of them getting along, as explosives didn’t go too well with a rogue’s ability to sneak.

Oh come on, Sammy. Give the girl a chance. I think she’s adorable, Olivia said.

Sam didn’t get a chance to respond before Jason stuck his head out the window and shouted, “No, but we might have a way for you to make those aliens blow up even better.”

Somehow, Jo’s smile grew even wider. “I’m coming down right now.” She vanished back inside the house.

Jason couldn’t help grinning from ear to ear. “Watch this.”

Randy tried to sink deeper into his seat.

In moments, Jo jumped out the window. Sam’s mouth fell agape, both from the action and the outfit. Jo wore a red sweater which doubled as a skirt, along with boots and black stockings. As she fell through the air her sweater lifted, exposing the jean shorts underneath. It would have been an adorable outfit, if she were planning on doing anything but fighting seeders.

Jo landed with a practiced roll as she shot back to her feet and hopped in the back of the truck. Her backpack jostled around with what Sam could only imagine were explosives of some kind. The bandolier of pipe bombs she had across her chest didn’t give her much reason to doubt it was anything else. Of course, Jo also had an adorable stuffed bunny hanging off the side of her pack, so who was she to judge?

“I’m ready,” Jo called out, then waved at the others around her. “Hi guys, I’m Jo.”

The truck pulled away from the house as Brad gave an amused shake of his head. “Hey, Jo. I’m Brad. This is Sam.”

She’s adorable! Olivia practically squealed in Sam’s head.

She’s a bit much, Sam countered.

“Sup,” Sam said, much more reserved than the new arrival.

Jo just beamed like nothing was wrong in the world, even as they passed a few burned-down houses. “It’s a pleasure to meet you all.”

“Oh, before we go to that Gaming Center, I gotta show you the crater,” Cory called back, way too excited about this.

Jake furrowed his brow. “The crater? Like where a big seeder ship crashed?”

“Better,” Cory insisted.

Sam had a long list of questions she wanted to ask of Jo, but for now she kept them to herself while she figured out how to phrase them. Jo seemed friendly enough, but her clear fascination with explosives made Sam very wary of landing on the girl’s bad side.

Jo noticed Sam staring and simply returned a dazzling smile.

Sam blinked. Does this girl even have a bad side?

I’m sure she’s just adjusting to this world far better than the old, Olivia assured her. Her AI was obviously infatuated with the new arrival.

Sam wasn’t going to argue. Instead, she focused on the scenery as they drove down a wooded road into town. The signs of the seeder invasion were far more obvious there. Seeder ships had smashed through general stores and homes. Buildings were burned to the ground or scattered through the streets when some big creature, likely an alpha, smashed its way through. Bloody streaks of green marked where bodies were dragged through the streets before they were smashed into walls or abandoned cars.

It was a depressing sight. Sam tried to imagine what the town would have looked like prior to the invasion. From all the little stores, coffee shops, and other small businesses, she thought it might have been a quaint village. The sort of place she would have hated living in, being far too rural for her taste, but the kind she would have loved to visit for a week or two. With the tourist lodgings they had claimed as their new base of operations, it was easy to see Scotch Creek as a great place to go camping, hiking, or for other outdoor fun.

Who am I kidding? Sam thought to herself. Before the world ended, I would have chosen a day of VR gaming over a week in a place like this.

And now your world is a VR game, Olivia said. Isn’t it funny how we don’t appreciate what we have until it’s gone?

Sam just nodded to herself, earning a curious glance from Jo.

The truck came to a sudden stop as Cory announced, “We’re here.”

“Woah,” Jake said as he stepped out of the truck.

Wondering what the big deal was, Sam and Brad stood up in the truck bed. The pair gasped at the sight before them.

Right in the middle of an intersection—the main one, Sam had to guess from how big and important the buildings looked—was the crater Cory had mentioned. It was big enough to swallow the truck whole two or three times over, as the road had given way into the sewers below. Sam was certain this had to be the work of seeders, but there were no signs of a seeder ship. Instead, there were scorch marks all around the crater and a distinct lack of windows on the surrounding structures.

The rest of the men climbed out of the truck.

“This is where we killed the alpha,” Cory said, gesturing at the crater. “Pretty cool, huh?”

Sam, Jake, and Brad all sat there, slack-jawed at the sight.

Jason chuckled softly at their reaction. “I wasn’t kidding when I said Jo was a mad bomber. She did this all by herself. We just baited the alpha.”

Sam looked turned to face Jo, who stood behind them with her arms clasped behind her back. She swayed back and forth with a proud, toothy smile. “H-how?” Sam asked.

The crater in front of them looked like it had been made by some sort of military ordnance. There was no way Jo had access to anything of the sort.

“Bomb barrels,” Jo exclaimed. “Cory helped me fill them up and move them here. We put them under the road and hid them around the cars that used to be here so when that big, nasty monster ran by, there wasn’t anything left.” She gave a little hop, thrusting her fist into the air.

Sam clapped her hands together in front of her face, shooting Jo the most concerned expression she could manage. There had to be something wrong with this girl.

“Well, except for the head. We picked that thing up a few blocks away,” Kurtis deadpanned.

“That’s amazing,” Brad finally managed to get out. “You know, I think I have the perfect class in mind for you.”

Jo tilted her head, her hat flopping to the side as she pressed a finger to her chin. “Class?”

“Fill her in during the drive,” Cory said. “I’m sure she’d love to hear all about how this fancy nanotech stuff works.”

As the others climbed back in the truck, Sam and Brad sat down.

Jo dropped into a cross-legged seat, planting her hands on her knees. “Nanotech? How’s that going to help me blow stuff up better?”

Sam wasn’t sure she was the best one to explain this to her. After seeing the crater, Sam wanted to discourage her from embracing her explosive tendencies before Jo accidentally turned someone to ground beef. She gave Brad a pleading look, urging him to handle this.

“So, me and Sam are gamers,” Brad began, “and before the aliens invaded, we played a game called Apocalypse Online.”

Jo’s confusion only grew. “I played games, too. Never the fancy VR stuff, though. Mom and Dad said it’d rot my brain. I don’t see how, though.” She shrugged. “Playing in the real world is a lot more fun, anyway.”

“I can see that.” Brad laughed as they passed a building which clearly had its doorway blown out. More of Jo’s handiwork, most likely. “Anyway, the game warned us the invasion was coming, and we were sent nano-pills. They basically granted our bodies the ability to process aether and use it to become stronger, gain new abilities, and generally avoid getting aether poisoning.”

Sam leaned back against the truck’s wall. “That’s what was making everyone sick before Brad healed them.”

“Huh…I was wondering why they were all getting sick. I never had any, and I spent plenty of time playing with Jason and his friends.” Jo sounded so innocent to everything going on around them as she spoke. “But I never took a nano-pill or played any Apocalypse Online.”

Brad stroked his chin. “What do you normally do when you’re not out playing with the others?”

“Studying. Mom and Dad got me lots of books I never touched because we had the internet. But that doesn’t work anymore.” Her head drooped with her hat. “It’s a lot harder to find the information I want, but I’ve been getting faster at reading.”

Sam let out a hum. “I think she’s been performing cultivation meditation by accident. Studying hard, training hard, taking damage, all of these things would channel the aether someone has into something useful rather than let them be poisoned. I think it’s part of the reason Jake’s friends weren’t suffering from higher levels of poison.”

Brad nodded. “Might be the case. Hopefully it wouldn’t stop her from picking a class if she wanted to, though.”

“Like in a roleplaying game? I think I know what class I would want to play, then,” Jo said with a brilliant smile.

Sam shrugged. “Mage?”

Jo swung her torso back and forth as she shook her head. “No, not a mage. An alchemist or an artificer. Those two classes always make the best explosions in tabletop RPGs.”

Are those even classes in the system, Olivia? Sam asked.

Olivia took a moment to answer. They are advanced classes following the mage progression path. While other mages focus their intellect and magic on spells, these two variants focus it into gadgets and potions. Of course, they still learn spells to cast.

Sam tilted her head back in thought. Couldn’t anyone just learn to craft potions or magical gadgets?

Technically speaking anyone can learn the skills, dear, but those classes have bonuses to their progression, as it is their primary focus.

Sam smiled at Jo. “Looks like those are advanced classes. But if you want to be a cultivator and figure it out as you go, that path is available, too.”

Jo tapped her chin, then flung her arms up in the air. “I’ll figure it out later. This all sounds a lot more complicated than rigging up demolition charges.”

Sam blinked. She barely grasped the concept of making molotovs after they’d looted several from Colton’s people, the anti-pill crazies who’d nearly killed them all back in Salmon Arm. Yet here was this girl talking about rigging up complicated explosives like it was nothing.

“It’s a pretty big choice, so take all the time you need to pick a class. You won’t have to do it right away,” Brad assured her.

The rest of the drive was spent making small talk while Sam avoided the questions she wanted to ask. Mainly the “What’s wrong with you?” question, which kept jumping to the front every time Jo expressed her love for explosives in such a giddy matter. But she didn’t strike Sam as a bad person, just a little odd.

When they returned to the Gaming Center they had chosen as their home, they found Aron and the others had already secured the building. The structure was already being upgraded. Structural weaknesses like windows and doors had received the bulk of their materials and efforts. As Sam took in their surroundings, it didn’t look like any of the other buildings had gotten any such love.

“Welcome back, guys,” a muffled voice said from the rooftop. It was Aron in full armor, putting up the solar panels with Chet’s help.

The truck came to a stop, and Brad shot his arms out at Aron. “Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why are you putting up solar panels in full armor? Isn’t it too much bulk for you or the roof?” Brad asked.

Aron waved him off. “Roof’s fine, but uh, we could use Jake’s help setting all this up, if you don’t mind us stealing him.”

Jake stepped out of the car, his hands on his hips. “Come on guys, they came with instruction manuals.”

Chet gave a resigned nod. “Yeah, but we could still mess these puppies up. You know, like IKEA furniture.”

Jo leaned over to Sam. “Those two are a little weird, aren’t they?”

Sam didn’t think Jo had much room to speak on the subject of strange behaviors, but she had to agree. “They’re an odd bunch, but they’re good people.”

“I bet they are,” Jo said with that infectious smile of hers. “The odd ball in the gas mask, especially. But I get the feeling he needs a hug.”

Sam wasn’t sure where to go with that.

Brad hopped out of the back of the truck. He gave Jo a wry smile. “You have no idea how true that is.”

Sam cocked her head. There’s a story here I’m missing.

Sounds like a personal matter, dear. You shouldn’t pry, Olivia insisted.

Sam was about to pry when a squeaky little yawn pulled everyone’s attention to the pouch in her hoodie. Rocky was stretching out inside, blinking at the world around him. The flying squirrel saw Jo and gave her a little wave.

Jo’s hands shot up to her mouth with a delighted squeal. “You have a pet squirrel? That’s adorable! I’ve always wanted a cute, fuzzy little pet like that.” She swung her backpack to the front, showing the stuffed bunny hanging from it. “A bunny especially.”

“Well, he’s not really my pet as much as my companion. But he’s friendly,” Sam said.

Rocky didn’t waste any time crawling out of Sam’s pocket to curiously sniff at Jo. When she reached down to pet his head, Sam was worried Rocky might act with an overabundance of caution. Instead, the rather large flying squirrel pressed into her hand with a happy little chitter.

“Aww.” Jo practically melted as she scooped up Rocky and cuddled the adorable little furball.

“Just wait until you meet Sweetness. He’s even bigger, and loves the attention even more,” Brad said as he gestured for the others to follow him inside.

Sam climbed out of the truck as she remembered they had left Sweetness behind, much to the honey badger’s protest. Brad said he didn’t want to scare off any local survivors with the enormous honey badger roaming around, plus he would keep the others safe while they worked.

The moment Brad stepped into the Gaming Center, Sweetness pounced on him. He managed to catch the badger in one arm.

“Holy crap,” Kurtis shouted as he and the other men scattered. They almost readied their rifles when they realized what was going on.

Brad grunted as he fought to maintain his balance against Sweetness’s bulk. The badger was now larger than a husky after all the fighting they had done against Colton’s people. Sweetness squirmed in Brad’s grasp like a dog that hadn’t seen its master in ages.

“I missed you too, buddy.” Brad laughed, giving Sweetness a hug before setting him down on the floor. “Guys, this is Sweetness. My honey badger.”

“Interesting pet you got there,” Kurtis commented.

Jo squealed once again, rushing for Sweetness. She managed to stop herself a few feet from the huge badger as she dropped to her knees, her hands stretched out to him.

Sweetness gave her a curious glance, then waddled over to her. He sniffed Jo’s face a few times before dragging his tongue across her cheek, then climbing into her lap.

Jo embraced the fuzzy creature. “He’s another cutie, too.”

“We bonded thanks to the nanotech,” Brad said. “Plus, I did heal him when he saved my life.”

Sam thought she should mention Sweetness eating several people’s faces. But after one look at Jo’s adorable face with the badger in her lap, Sam couldn’t bring herself to do so.

“So I can make friends with a cute, fuzzy animal if I get this nanotech, too?” Jo asked.

Brad nodded.

Jo clambered to her feet, managing to heft Sweetness in her arms even as she struggled to keep her balance. “Let’s go already!”

The group laughed as they headed deeper into the Gaming Center. It didn’t take long for Jo to set Sweetness down on the ground while they passed by the different survivors. They waved at the different people who had survived the ordeals the apocalypse had thrown at them. Heather the nurse, who’d survived Colton’s ambush and then decided to become a healer. Tim—some guy with a less-than-ideal attitude that Brad saved from a school—who’d also decided to take up the healer class. Then there was Christine and her son Danny, the youngest nano-pill user in the entire group. The kid was only ten, but he had yet to choose a class for himself.

Deep inside the Gaming Center’s arcade, they moved past all sorts of retro game cabinets. They came to a stop at a wall at the back of the arcade. Space Invaders, old Mortal Kombat, and Tekken were among the different cabinets. Then, without any warning, they pulled aside the Street Fighter cabinet, revealing a hidden door.

“This is some super-secret spy nonsense, isn’t it?” Jason asked. “I’ve been here a hundred times and never saw that door.”

Brad smiled as he opened the doors, leading underground to the upgrade station. “Sort of. Lucy, the big AI I told you about, had to hide these upgrade stations. Not just to keep them safe from the seeders, but any humans who decided to use them for less-than-noble reasons. Well, dismantling them for research rather than helping them to survive the invasion, I mean.”

“Fair enough. That fancy shotgun of yours looks a lot angrier than any other gun I’ve seen people carry around on Earth. Heavy as hell, too,” Jason said.

Brad nodded. “If you guys gather up enough aether, you can get your own fancy alien guns, too.”

“What about learning how to make bigger and boomier bombs?” Jo asked.

Sam gave a concerned laugh. “If your muse doesn’t help you with that, maybe the 3D printers can get you a guide or some skill books. Though you could just spend aether points on the related crafting skills. That might just magically let you know how to make things.” Sam had yet to touch any crafting skills herself. So far she had focused exclusively on stealth and combat, which helped increase her effectiveness, but she hadn’t noticed any new techniques revealing themselves to her out of the blue.

“There’s still a lot to learn with this system, huh?” Jo picked up on their own limited understanding without skipping a beat.

“That’s right,” Brad said.

The upgrade station here wasn’t any different from the one back at the mall. From the long hall with 3D printers and couches lining the walls, to the large chamber at the back for gene therapy, the upgrade station was a carbon copy of the last one. It must have been far easier to mass-produce the stations around the world using an identical design, but Sam wondered if there were bigger facilities.

There are, Olivia informed her. But they require far more aether to operate and they’re in the major cities, so there isn’t much reason to go find them yet. I’m not sure anyone here is strong enough for a trip like that.

Securing valuable resources never hurt anybody, Sam countered.

No, but activating them would draw attention from very powerful seeders and aliens you aren’t prepared to deal with, not like these tiny stations.

Sam hadn’t realized the upgrade stations attracted aliens. The ruined one they found back in Salmon Creek was full of dead bodies, so she assumed they had gotten unlucky and grabbed the seeder horde’s attention. Alphas were smarter creatures than the smaller seeders, however. Maybe they could spot active upgrade stations if they were close enough.

“So we just stick our hands in here and let it inject us?” Cory asked, rolling up his camo sleeve.

“That’s right,” Brad said. “Just get the shot and stand under the blue lights. The nanotech will be activated. Won’t take long at all before you have your muse.”

While Jo and Jake’s friends each went to a station to have the nanotech injected into them, Jake came down the stairs.

“Hey, Brad. I hope you don’t mind taking care of my friends here for a bit. Me and the guys are heading out for a supply run,” Jake said.

Brad raised a brow. “Are we short on food?”

Jake shook his head. “Nah. We just got the solar panels up and running, the batteries are charging now, but this is the only secured building in the area. Aron used everything to turn this place into a little bunker.”

“It’s not a bunker,” Aron shouted down from the top of the stairs. It seemed he took offense to the comment for some reason.

Jake laughed. “Anyway, we need to secure other buildings to give our people more space. And we need to secure the perimeter before Aron decides we need to start digging trenches.”

“You can never have too many trenches,” Aron shouted down.

“Where are you thinking for another building?” Brad asked. There was an RV resort across the road that had hundreds of RVs, but they weren’t what Brad would call secure buildings. “There’s a large building down the street.”

“That’s the Hub,” Cory said. “Angie and her crew will probably be securing that building. We’ll have to get them to come and get the nano-pill, though.”

As Cory and Jake debated with Brad about secondary locations, Sam found a corner to sit down and visit with Rocky.


Chapter two
Jake


“So where exactly are we going?” Chet asked as they stepped out of the Gaming Center and headed for the trucks. “I can’t imagine a small town like this has more than one or two hardware stores.”

Jake pulled a map from his pocket and pressed it to the side of his Tesla. He circled an area on the east side of town.

Jake, you do know you have a map built into your head, right? Hazel, his muse, informed him in her British accent. One you can share with everyone in your party.

It was a point Chet drove home. “Woah. That’s pretty analog, man.”

Sorry, I’m still getting used to it. Jake laughed. “So I’m a little old school. Bite me.” He stabbed his pen at the center of the circle. “Anyway, I used to work construction back in the day in these parts, before my family moved us over to Kelowna. Before the world ended, I checked in with my old boss to see how business was doing, and he told me they had a big construction project out there. So if the seeders haven’t flattened the construction yard just yet, there should be plenty of materials for us there, and power tools, too.”

Aron chucked his shield in the back of his blue F-150. “You had me at power tools,” he said before climbing in.

“I better go back him up. Are you going to be alright driving alone?” Chet asked.

Jake pulled his pistol out of the holster, giving it a spin like a cowboy. “The seeders won’t know what hit them if they try to cross us.” He tried to spin the pistol back into its holster, but missed.

Chet grinned, holding in a laugh.

Jake pointed at Chet. “Ah-uh. Don’t say a damn thing. I’m still working on that trick.”

“Sure.” Chet had just taken a step toward Aron’s truck when the Gaming Center’s door flung open.

Tim ran toward them, waving his arms. “Wait for me,” he called out, stopping in front of Jake to catch his breath.

“Everything alright, Tim?” Jake asked.

He shook his head. “No. That Jo girl scares the hell out of me. She’s way too happy for someone lugging around that many explosives, and I don’t want to be anywhere near her if one of her bombs goes off.”

Chet burst out laughing. “That cute girl? You’re scared of her?”

Jake scratched at his stubble. “My friends did say she was a bit of a mad bomber, and she was loaded up with explosives.” He shrugged and threw Tim a party invite. “Eh, what the hell. Another set of hands will come in handy. Hopefully we won’t need you to use your healing magic while we’re out.” Jake fixed his attention on Tim. “You can fight, right?”

Tim lifted up the sledgehammer he’d been hauling around. “Obviously. I’d be pretty dead already if I couldn’t.”

“Hop on in, then.”

They loaded into the trucks and set off across town. Along the way they spotted all sorts of useful little businesses which might make for good salvage later on: a drugstore, a small grocery store, and a few others. Jake was proud of his hometown. They weren’t fancy, but most of the people were hard workers. People out here were far more self-reliant than city folks. It was a damned shame so many had died during the invasion. Jake didn’t like to think of all the friends and acquaintances he’d never see again.

The way his friends told it, only about a dozen or so people survived. Alan and Nora—Jake’s old neighbors—were among them. Another of the survivors was Cynthia Bentley. She was the matriarch of the Bentley clan.

Apparently she’d forced Jo to move in with Jason before the apocalypse. The excuse they gave him was that his sister missed him dearly, and he lived closer to her old job. The reality was she’d wanted to avoid having a third house fire thanks to Jo’s experiments.

Now that I think about it, it was probably a terrible idea to bring that kid along, Jake thought.

Don’t be like that, Jake. She’s a sweetheart, and from what I hear, a bit of a genius, Hazel said. She might be able to make all sorts of handy gadgets for you and the rest of your little tribe. Sort of like Q, only with an extreme focus on explosives.

That would be pretty fantastic. I just hope she doesn’t burn down our new home before the seeders do.

As they drove through the city, Jake noticed a beautiful—if odd—sight as they passed through one of the larger intersections. There was a large herd of deer roaming toward them from a street to their side. Most surviving animals had grown considerably larger after the seeders began their invasion—it was part of whatever terraforming the aliens had done—but these were far larger. The deer were nearly bigger than their trucks with a violet glow to their eyes. Pale grey fur with patches of purple and spidering violet veins peeked through. Then there were the horns. Jake wasn’t confident either car could handle those spikes puncturing through them.

“Uhm, deer don’t just attack people at random, right?” Tim asked as the herd fixed their gaze on their trucks.

“Usually,” Jake said as they cleared the intersection.

The angry, warped call of a deer echoed through the city streets, and the gallop of their hooves filled the air. In the rearview mirror, he saw the herd round the corner behind Aron’s truck and charge right at them.

Jake’s eyes widened. “Aron, step on it,” he shouted through party comms as he floored it.

“Way ahead of you,” Aron said.

The truck’s electric engine hummed louder as they gained speed. One of the advantages of electric cars over gas-powered vehicles was their acceleration. Though he would be lying if he didn’t miss the roaring engines of gas or diesel-powered vehicles. It was a small price to pay for the perks of instant power.

“Please tell me you have a gun, Tim,” Jake said as he watched the rushing herd gain on them while they sped through the small streets and around abandoned cars.

The herd plowed into an old, abandoned husk of a vehicle. The lead buck rammed its horns into the burned-out wreck and flung it aside like it was little more than an inconvenience. Jake did not want either of their trucks tangling with those things.

Tim fished out a short submachine gun. It looked like an AK-74-U. “I got one right here.”

“Where did you find that?” Jake asked as he swerved to the left, the tires squealing as Aron followed his lead. The herd of deer crashed through the cars behind them before veering toward them.

Tim chambered a round before answering, “3D printers.”

Jake wanted to question the wisdom of choosing an Earth weapon over an alien weapon, but he didn’t have room to talk with his own pistol choice. Nor did he have time with the deer after them.

“Shoot them,” he called out over party chat while he held the car steady.

Tim leaned out the window, firing a burst at the approaching masses. The deer he hit slowed and whined, but it didn’t collapse. Chet took aim at another, emptying his magazine into the creature. It crumpled to the ground as the party received aether.

You have received 20 aether.

“They’re gaining on us,” Aron said.

On his mini-map, the deer were just inches away from the back of Aron’s truck. Another turn was coming up.

“Sharp turn right up ahead,” Jake called.

He flung the truck to the right, drifting the Tesla around an abandoned car. Aron made the turn far less gracefully. It didn’t help that another buck slammed into the abandoned car, throwing it into the back of Aron’s truck. They swerved hard, tires squealing as Aron fought to regain control. He managed to straighten out the car, but the herd was right on top of them.

“Little help here,” Aron called out.

Deer slammed the back of the truck with their horns. Others pulled up on either side, pushing and shoving, trying to veer them off course into the building. Chet emptied bursts into the mutated animals’ skulls, managing to score a few kills. Aron lashed out with his shovel through the window. Most of his attacks only pushed the attacking deer away until he smacked one upside the head just right, sending it crumpling to the road, where the rest of its pack trampled and tripped over it.

“Tim, get ready to shoot,” Jake warned. He didn’t give any more warning before he swerved to the side and slammed on the brakes.

Jake’s Tesla decelerated to the side of Aron’s car while Tim braced himself against the dash. The truck thumped with deer bodies bouncing off its chassis, easing some of the pressure on Aron’s truck.

“You’re a crazy ass,” Tim shouted before he leaned out the window with his gun, spraying the deer behind them. This time he took a moment to aim for their heads, thinning the herd with Chet’s help.

Jake drew his pistol, following suit as they went for headshots with his pistol. As their numbers thinned, the herd decided the fight was no longer worth the trouble and slowed down, allowing the trucks to pull away.

Chet let out a relieved breath. “I can’t believe we didn’t crash.”

“You guys alright?” Jake asked while he inspected the damage as they drove. Aron’s truck was banged up, dented, and punctured in places, but it looked like it still worked fine.

“We didn’t take any damage ourselves,” Aron said, then gave the truck a test swerve, slowly drifting it from side to side. “Controls feel fine, too.”

Jake nodded as he pulled back into the lead position of their tiny convoy. “The damage looks superficial. We’ll make a note of stopping by a body shop later to fix up some of that damage.”

“You know how to do body work?” Chet asked.

Jake shrugged. “I’ll figure it out. Can’t be too hard.”

Tim stowed his submachine gun between his legs. “Actually, I used to work at one of those shops before the apocalypse, so I could take care of that for you guys.”

“Really?” Jake raised a brow. Tim had long, greasy black hair and pale skin. He struck Jake as the sort of guy to waste away in a basement somewhere, not doing much but having a bad attitude. But that was unfair. The apocalypse brought out the best or the worst in people, and from what Brad had told him of Tim, the guy was taking a turn for the better.

Tim nodded. “Back in Kelowna I worked at Five Guys Garage. Weird name considering there were at least ten of us there, but I guess the five guys were the owners and senior members. Anyway, if you can find us a body shop and it has what I need, I can make these trucks look like new again.”

“Sounds like a good deal, man,” Chet said.

With that problem taken care of, they proceeded to the construction yard. The drive went slower than their initial pace after their run-in with the mutant deer. Jake didn’t want to risk any more unnecessary damage, so they slowed at every intersection to check for any more friendly wildlife. They spotted seeders roaming the streets now and then, but they were few in number. Packs of five or ten at the largest, nothing like the hordes they’d run into in Kelowna. It would have been a relief to see those small numbers were it not for their run-in with mutant deer.

Deer were docile animals prior to their aether-fueled mutations, which left Jake to wonder how much worse the wolves or bears living in the forest nearby had become. The thought of facing a bear the size of a house sent a shudder up his spine. If those deer had grown to rival their trucks, he wouldn’t put it past the bears to reach such ridiculous sizes.

It was early in the afternoon when they arrived at the construction site. The bloodied pile of scattered I-beams made Jake’s heart sink. He had a lot of friends who still worked for this company before the world went to hell, his old boss included. If any of them had been on site when the invasion hit, they wouldn’t have had anywhere to run and hide, nor weapons to fight with other than their tools.

With a heavy sigh, Jake pulled up to the temporary warehouse next to the manager’s office. It was where they kept all the smaller supplies, while any tools the workers didn’t bring on their own were kept at a secondary warehouse beside the first.

The party disembarked their vehicles. While Jake went to check the doors, the others fanned out.

To no one’s surprise, the warehouse was locked. “Looks like we’re going to have to find the key.”

Aron held up his shovel. “We could just break in.”

“Let’s not waste the energy if we can help it.” Jake headed for the manager’s trailer.

“You know, this place is awful close to the woods,” Chet commented.

Tim groaned. “Why the hell would you say that?”

“What?”

“That’s the sort of thing people say right before everything goes horribly wrong in the movies,” Tim scolded Chet.

Chet laughed. “Relax, princess. This isn’t a movie. Besides, you should always be ready for a fight.”

Jake couldn’t argue with Chet’s advice. He decided to take it up himself, drawing his pistol as he reached the office. Pausing at the door, he listened for a moment.

Dead silent.

He turned the knob; it was unlocked. Without any hesitation he shoved through the door and swept the area with his pistol. His breath caught in his throat, and his arm dropped to his side. “Old man Nate,” Jake whispered.

Jake’s old boss was crumpled behind his upturned desk against the wall of the trailer. A lifeless seeder was draped across the desk, but not before its claws ripped through Nate’s chest.

Jake squeezed his pistol’s grip as Tim entered behind them.

“Holy hell, what is that stench?” Tim covered his nose with his shirt when he spotted the dead body. “Oh shit.”

Jake didn’t say anything. They’d come to gather materials to fortify their new base, and that’s just what they were going to do. He could grieve later.

He stepped over the desk, pushing the dead seeder out of his way. “Sorry about this, old man,” Jake said as he checked his pockets. He felt like he was robbing a grave, but they couldn’t afford to be squeamish, not with their new world trying to kill them at every turn.

Jake found his old boss’s keys hanging off a rear belt loop. The mess of keys jingled as he hooked them to his own belt. Since he was already there, Jake took the black Smith and Wesson revolver from Nate’s dead hand and put the safety back on. He handed the gun off to Tim before rummaging through the drawers to find an almost-full box of ammo he also passed on.

Tim stashed the gun and ammo in his backpack. “Was he a friend of yours?” he asked in a solemn tone, his gaze never leaving Nate’s body.

Jake just nodded.

“Sorry for your loss, Jake. I know it’s hard losing people, but I guess everyone knows that thanks to the aliens.”

Jake took a deep breath. “Yeah.” He pushed past him and headed straight for the warehouse. He wanted to leave this place as soon as possible. No, not like this. We’ll give Nate a proper burial before we leave.

He stopped in front of the warehouse with his keys in hand. There were old claw marks on the floor dirt. Seeder claws.

“Aron, get your shield. Tim, Chet, get ready for a fight,” Jake ordered as he started testing keys on the lock.

“It looks pretty clear here, Jake. What are you worried about?” Chet asked.

Aron grabbed his shield from the truck and took up a position next to Jake. Without a word, he pointed his shovel at the claw marks. It was enough of a hint for the group to quiet down.

Jake had gone through at least ten different keys when he finally found the right one. The lock popped open. “If they didn’t hear us before, they’re going to hear us now.” He tossed aside the lock, then flung the warehouse’s rolling garage door open.

Furious hisses and roars erupted at the noise. A group of seeders crouched inside, shielding their eyes from the sudden sunlight. Before they could get their bearings, Jake opened fire. The quiet pops of his pistol were drowned out by the roar of Tim and Chet’s guns as they mowed down the couple dozen monsters squatting inside.

The fight was over in seconds, but Jake was worried about all the noise they’d just made. He decided to focus on the task at hand and stepped inside to clear the warehouse.

As Jake had hoped, it was stocked full of wood, metal, nails, and other materials they could use to reinforce the different buildings at the little resort. Sure, some of it was damaged from their indiscriminate fire, but it wasn’t anything they couldn’t salvage with a few well-placed cuts.

“Kinda weird, don’t you think?” Tim asked. “Back in Kelowna, seeders tore their way into or out of any building they ran across.”

Chet pointed his pistol at the back wall smeared in blood and claw marks. “Looks like they tried after they killed those poor bastards.”

Jake couldn’t recognize the bodies. They were far too torn up to even hazard a guess. “Guess they were acting as bait to lock the seeders in, but they got caught before they could make it out.”

One of the bodies held a blood-drenched knife. The other hadn’t fallen too far off from a power saw. Jake figured the workers made some hasty modifications to disable the tool's safety features in order to make it into a viable weapon; normally they were designed to stop if they came into contact with flesh. It usually didn’t save the unfortunate soul’s limb or finger, but it stopped them from taking any more damage than they otherwise would have.

“Let’s load up the trucks,” Jake said as he grabbed the first stack of wood he could and carried it out to his truck.

The others joined in the work, but they didn’t get far before a nearby howl broke the silence.

“Aw crap,” Chet said. “The wolves must’ve heard us.”

“No shit,” Aron quipped. “Or they smelled that delicious, fatty meat of yours.”

Chet cracked a smile. “Can’t help if I’m delicious.”

Jake scanned their surroundings for any sign of an imminent attack. It was too late. A huge, grey-black wolf leaped over the construction site’s fence. In seconds it closed the gap with Jake and lunged for his throat. The wolf was almost as big as Aron.

Out of pure reflex, Jake threw out a punch. He caught the wolf right in the snout, sending it tumbling back with a yelp. Jake was about to draw his pistol and kill the wolf, but the rest of the pack rushed out of the woods, coming right for them.

“Get back inside,” Jake shouted as he ran for the warehouse.

Aron and Chet followed Jake’s order without hesitation. Tim lingered at the warehouse’s entrance and fired a burst into the wolf’s head as it struggled to get up. The huge animal slumped to the ground.

Jake rushed back out for Tim. He wrapped an arm around him just as a pair of wolves moved in for the kill. Tim opened his mouth to scream, but Jake must have choked him as he threw them both back into the warehouse, narrowly avoiding the wolves. Obviously their new healer hadn’t seen how fast those wolves were, otherwise he would have been inside with the others.

“Shit, that hurts,” Tim screamed. His jaw was locked in agony.

Jake hadn’t been fast enough; Tim was bleeding badly from his leg. Deep gashes showed where the wolf’s claws had found their mark as muscle quivered and spasmed over exposed bone.

A burst of fire from Chet thundered within the warehouse walls. “Get back here already. You’re too close to the entrance,” he called out, firing around Aron’s shield. His rounds sent a greedy wolf dashing back before it leapt out of sight.

Jake dragged Tim behind Aron. A thick crimson trail was left in their wake. Another pair of wolves decided to get greedy, rushing into the warehouse. Aron slammed the first aside with his shovel, biting deep into the side of its head. The other he caught on his shield and shoved back.

While the others were busy fighting, Jake checked in on Tim. He was growing paler by the second, and he was the only one who could save himself.

“Still with me, Tim?” Jake asked.

Tim’s eyes drifted in and out of focus while his head swung about. “I don’t... I don’t feel so good.” His eyes started to drift closed.

Jake slapped him across the cheek. “No sleeping on the job, newbie. You’re a healer, aren’t you?”

“Of course I’m a healer, you dumb—” Tim’s words slurred, but he was aware enough to keep himself from saying something stupid. “I’m sorry, Jake. You’re—”

Jake slapped Tim again. “Focus, Tim. I need you to cast a heal on yourself. Just like you did for me back in Salmon Arm.”

Tim gave a weak nod, but as he tried to move his arms, they fell slack to his side. “Can’t move too good.”

The kid was drifting fast. Risking a glance over his shoulder, Jake saw Chet gun down the wolf Aron had knocked aside while Aron hacked the other one to death with his shovel. The few wolves that had gathered around the entrance vanished from sight.

“Think they’re done?” Chet asked.

Aron shook his head. “Not for a second.”

Sure enough, one of the warehouse walls dented suddenly, then another. They didn’t have time to waste.

Jake thought back to how Brad used his healing magic. He seemed to point his arms at someone or their wounds, then cast the spell. Jake took Tim’s arms and held them over his gored leg. “Cast the spell, Tim. Put all your mana into it.”

With a weak nod of his head, Tim did what was asked of him. A warm, white glow radiated from his hands as magic flowed into his wounds. His muscles stitched themselves back together as the magic did its thing, sealing Tim’s wound until there was nothing left but three scars on his thigh to show he’d ever taken the damage.

Jake watched Tim’s health bar fill back up to max while his mana bar emptied.

When the job was done, Tim gave a weak thumbs-up. “I did the thing.” His words still slurred together before he fainted.

Jake shook him. “Tim? Come on Tim, stay with me.” Full health bar or not, Tim looked like he had just died in Jake’s arms.

“He’s fine,” Aron assured him as another wolf rammed the wall. A new stream of light poured in through the small gap it tore in the metal. “Tim just needs time to rest, but he won’t get any if these things kill us, Jake. Stand and fight.”

Chet turned his pistol on the wolf trying to break through the battered wall and gunned the monster down. Another wolf smashed through the wall to their right. Jake barely managed to bring his pistol in line to send a volley of fire down its gullet. He must have hit something important, because the wolf slid across the floor, lifeless.

Another two wolves rushed to the entrance. Jake was ready to move in to help when the ceiling caved in over Aron. He pushed the much larger man out of the way, catching the huge wolf in his arms.

“Jake,” Aron shouted, but he couldn’t come to Jake’s aid as he was pinned to the floor beneath the huge beast. Aron had his own hands full fighting off two of the huge wolves by himself.

Neither could Chet, as he swung his aim between the newly carved-out openings on either side of the warehouse. He would spray one wolf down, then drop the empty mag as his autoloader slammed a fresh one in for him to dump into the next wolf.

While Jake was on the floor he punched at the wolf’s head, trying to get it off him. His gun had been knocked out of his hand when the beast crashed on top of him. The wolf snapped its jaws at Jake and tried tearing at his chest with its claws. It got a good swipe in, ripping thirty health from his bar.

HP 50/80

The wolf went for another swipe, but Jake caught both of its forelegs in his arms. It left the monster’s head free to lunge for his throat. He swung his head to the side, narrowly avoiding the first strike. Jake tried to move his legs, but they were pinned beneath the wolf’s weight. The wolf lunged again. This time its slobbering maw grazed the side of Jake’s face. It went in for a third bite faster than Jake anticipated. He watched with wide eyes as the huge maw moved to engulf his head.

A burst of fire thundered through the chaos of battle, and the wolf jerked to the side. It slumped off Jake’s body, dead.

“No dying on my watch,” Tim said weakly, his words slurring together a bit less now. “Can’t be a shit healer on my first—second—whatever job-mission-thing.”

Jake couldn’t help but laugh as he rushed to Tim’s side. “Thanks for the save, kid.” He sat Tim up against one of the lumber pallets, helped him reload his gun, and let him have at it.

Aron had just killed the second of the wolves when a third slipped past Chet’s barrage. Jake slammed his shoulder into the wolf’s midsection in midair. While it crashed to the floor, Jake ran for his gun. By the time he brought his sights in line with the wolf, Aron was already slamming the edge of his round shield into its throat.

With that last kill, another howl called out into the afternoon sky. Wolves that had just moved in to attack quickly withdrew through the nearest exit. More of the beasts rushed past the openings around them, headed back in the direction of the forest.

“They’re getting away.” Aron charged out after them.

Chet chased after him. “Wait up, you idiot. They’re retreating. Let them.”

Jake glanced back at Tim, who was still out of it on the floor, but he had to be sure the wolves really were running away. When he made it outside, a massive wolf stood atop the manager’s trailer.

Like the others, it bore the tell-tale signs of a mutated animal, but this had to be the pack’s alpha. It was easily twice the rest of the wolves, and smarter than the others. Rather than attack them outright, the beast stared at them with what Jake had to assume was curiosity. With an annoyed huff, the wolf leaped off the trailer. It took a slow, leisurely stroll back toward the now broken-down fence between them and the woods. The entire time, it watched the trio of small humans.

“Well fuck. Do you think we can take that thing?” Aron asked, his shield and shovel held at the ready.

Chet was quick to shake his head. “Nah-uh. Hell no. Let that big puppy walk or it’ll call its friends back.”

“Good call,” Jake said. For now the wolf seemed to be feeling them out after losing so much of its pack. The wolf was probably more annoyed than impressed it had wasted so many lives on a group of humans which would serve as little more than tasty treats.

Once the alpha wolf was certain they wouldn’t attack, it took off for the forest.

You have received 500 aether.

Jake let out a sharp exhale. “I think that’s enough excitement for one day. What about you guys?”

Aron nodded.

“A cool five hundred aether just from this little field trip. I’d call that worth the close calls.” Chet smiled.

When there was no reply from Tim, Jake found him slumped over, fast asleep. At least, that’s what he figured the icon with three Zs under Tim’s status bars meant.

That’s right, Jake. You’re so adorable when you don’t know basic things, Hazel commented.

Jake didn’t care if he was still oblivious to much of how the new system worked. They’d survived, and everyone was alive. He was happy to take the win, along with the supplies they had come for. But this safe haven they had chosen was far more dangerous than he’d ever imagined.

Just another day in the apocalypse.


Chapter three
Brad


Like Jake, none of his friends were gamers, so Brad was explaining their HUD, stats, and other basics. Jo and Jason were the only exceptions, but it didn’t help Brad much when he went to more advanced topics like their muses.

“So we’re stuck with this voice inside our heads?” Cory sighed. “Reading our minds, talking to us.”

Brad laughed. “We explained this to you guys before you took the nanotech. Your muse is there to help you, and they don’t read your mind all the time. If you think something too loudly they’ll pick up on it. But Frank here respects my privacy more than my parents ever did.”

Of course I do. Who would ever want to roll around in the muck inside your brain? Frank teased.

Brad stared up at the ceiling as if he could glare at Frank. “His personality leaves a bit to be desired, though.”

Love you too, sweetie. Frank’s voice dialed up a few octaves to mock him.

Rough around the edges as his muse could be, Frank was actually a godsend. He helped Brad find his way around town, pull information on monsters, and if there was ever an important task, Frank would give him a quest to deal with the problem. Just like every other pill popper’s muse would do for them.

You really need a better name for our kind of people. Frank began rattling off suggestions: Nanotech enthusiasts? Chip heads? Aetherites?

That last one sounds like a cult, Brad said, then turned his attention back to the new arrivals. “So, have you picked your classes?”

“Ranger,” Kurtis said, gesturing at his rifle.

“Same,” Cory agreed.

Jason rubbed his jaw. He was hesitant to speak, but all eyes fixed on him. “Uhm…I’m not quite sure what I should be. Maybe a fighter? I reckon nothing’s stopping me from using a gun as one, but if we ever run out of bullets, we’ll need someone to bash some alien heads in.”

Cory smirked. “Your big ass would pick a fighter. Just look at how big you are. Hell, you crushed plenty of alien skulls without any fancy nanotech.”

Jason gave a slight nod. “Fighter it is.”

“What about you, Randy?” Sam asked. She had been leaning against one of the 3D printers, watching the group while Brad did all the talking.

Brad found it interesting, if not a little adorable, she was so reserved, awkward even, around new people until things got serious.

Randy shrugged. “I don’t know anything about all these other fancy classes, so I guess ranger?”

“That’s a lot of guns,” Brad commented with a chuckle.

Sam pushed off the 3D printer. “Or”—she raised her hand as she spoke—“hear me out on this one. You can be a healer.”

Randy shifted his weight back. “Why? We all know basic first aid. That should be more than good enough.”

Brad cleared his throat. “First aid is great in a pinch, but healers have access to magic that will literally repair wounds before your eyes. No fancy medical degrees required.”

Cory nodded in agreement. “That’s how you were able to heal us from that aether poisoning, right? Because you’re a healer with fancy healing magics?”

“That’s right. But if you were injured, I could have fixed those as well. Just take me for example.” Brad pointed a thumb back at himself. “I’ve been shot, clawed up, crushed, and mauled by an alpha seeder, but I’ve been able to heal myself and my friends through a great deal of damage.” He held up a hand to stop anyone from getting too excited. “But there’s a limit. You can only heal others so long as you have mana, so bear that in mind.”

Randy looked at his friends. Brad recognized the look on his face. Randy had seen some horrific wounds among his friends, lost people important to him. They all had.

With growing resolve in his voice, Randy asked, “And this won’t stop me from fighting with guns or anything else, will it?”

Brad held up his heavy alien shotgun. “It shoots, it clobbers, it sets things on fire.”

Jo squealed out an infectious giggle. “He sounds just like one of those old-timey salesmen!”

The others joined in laughing.

Randy smiled. “Alright, then. I have to consider the needs of the group, and since everyone else is focused on shooting and smashing, I might as well make sure they stay alive, right?” He shut his eyes, and a golden glow enveloped him. Randy had made his choice.

The others backed away from him.

“Holy—” Cory bit his tongue before he could swear in front of Jo.

Kurtis hid behind a 3D printer. “That’s normal, right?”

Jo clasped her hands together as she stared in wide-eyed awe at Randy.

“It’s done. I’m a healer now,” Randy said. He looked around him at the confused and awed stares from his friends. “What?” He turned to Jo, who was still dazzled. “Did I blow up or something?”

“You went all glowy and pretty and awesome. Like an explosion, but less fun.” Jo shot out her words like a machine gun.

Kurtis peeked out from behind the 3D printer. “Feeling good there, Jesus?”

Randy grumbled at the nickname. “Feeling great, actually. Got a healing spell, too.”

Sam had been holding her hand over her mouth the entire time. Quiet snorts escaped her as her eyes narrowed to slits. Finally, she burst out laughing.

Everyone stared at her.

Sam took a moment to contain herself. She spoke between giggle fits. “Now you all can really say, ‘Jesus saves.’”

Randy groaned even louder, arching his back as he sank to his feet. “Really?”

The room burst out in laughter.

“You did this for a joke?”

Sam wore a Cheshire grin on her face. She pinched her fingers together. “Little bit.”

Brad shook his head, unable to hide his own grin. “Jokes aside, the healer class will be a great help. It’s a nice balance between offense and support.”

“It is.” Sam moved to Brad’s side and gave him a pat on the back. “None of our people will tell you Brad here sucks at fighting.”

Randy grumbled, still sore about the joke. “As long as I can help people, I guess I can handle the jokes.”

Cory shot him a toothy grin. “Randy, big brother.” He wrapped an arm around Randy’s shoulders. “If you want the jokes to stop, all you need is a haircut and a shave.”

Randy huffed and shook out his hair in an exaggerated fashion, like he was a hair model. “And lose my dashing good looks? Nah-uh. Bite me.”

Cory chomped at Randy, but his grin never left his face.

There was another flash of golden light, this time from Jo.

“I’m a mage now!” She hopped up like it was the end of some cheesy eighties show. “My muse says this one’s the best class for making the super-mega-extra-explodiest-totally-not-for-fish-blasting formulas.” Jo was practically dancing as she spoke. “But I have to level up lots to do that.”

While the newcomers laughed, Sam looked at the girl with growing concern, then back at Brad as if to say, What the hell did we just unleash on this world?

Brad wasn’t quite sure what to make of the adorable bundle of explosives wrapped in nothing but pure cheer. She was one of their people now, so they would just have to figure out how to deal with her…unique personality. He had to imagine Jo’s muse was having the time of its life, or dreading every second of its existence.

“Glad you enjoy the class,” Brad said, then looked at her brother. “What’s with the fish-blasting comment?”

Jason gave a nervous laugh. “Me and the guys may or may not have taken her fishing with us when she was a little thing. And we may or may not have used a few dozen explosives to make the trip more fun for little Jo.”

Brad looked at Cory, who straightened up and gestured like he was straightening a tie his camo clothes didn’t have. “We can neither confirm nor deny these allegations.”

Kurtis shook his head. “Jo’s always had a thing for explosions.”

“We noticed,” Sam said.

Jason smiled. “Since she was a baby. It started with fireworks and it just kinda sorta spiraled out of control from there.”

“That’s sort of adorable,” Brad said. “Anyway! Are you all good here? Because I’d like to do some more exploring before the day’s over and get a good lay of the land.”

You realize you have a map built into your head, right? Frank reminded him more than asked.

Brad was well aware, but checking out a place on a map was nowhere near as good as checking it in person. Even with the street view Google had come up with.

“So, who wants to come with?”

Sam smiled up at him. “Of course I’m coming along. I need to learn where all the best sneaking spots are around Scotch Creek.”

“Oh, me too! I wanna come!” Jo jumped at them. She bounced on her feet like a little kid who was just offered a trip to the toy store. “I want to get all of the levels so I can become an alchemist.”

Brad was a little scared of how eager she was to make bigger and better explosions. He couldn’t help but appreciate her dedication to blowing stuff up. Brad wondered how she would work out in a fight. Games usually had rules to protect against friendly fire, especially from area-of-effect spells mages were so fond of using, but Brad had the sneaking suspicions that wasn’t the case in their new reality.

Oh-ho, no it isn’t. Not one bit. Don’t let this little firebug blow you to pieces, Frank was all too eager to inform him.

Brad couldn’t help but agree. He looked at Jake’s friends. They were still alive, with all their limbs. Jo, frighteningly eager as she was, had to know her way around explosives.

“Yeah why not, Jo. You can come along too.” Brad smiled.

Sam shot him a worried look like he’d just doomed their little scouting expedition.

Brad hoped she was wrong. “Anyone else want to come?”

The others shook their heads.

“Lots of questions for our little muse friends,” Cory answered.

Randy pulled a knife from his sheath. “And I gotta see how this healing stuff works. Who wants to volunteer?”

The rest of his friends scattered across the upgrade station.

Kurtis raised his rifle like a club. “Jesus, I swear to God if you come anywhere near me with that thing you’re going to need a dozen healers to get you back on your feet.”

Brad let the men have their fun. They were clearly messing around. At least, he hoped they were.

Kid, they fished with dynamite. I think we all know how their messing around is going to end up, Frank said.

Sweetness didn’t let Brad reply as he slipped behind him and nudged him toward the stairs. His honey badger was going a bit stir crazy, it seemed.

“Alright, alright. We’re going,” Brad said. On the way out of the Gaming Center they ran into Heather. “Hey, Heather. Think you can watch out for the newbies down there? They look like they enjoy roughhousing with each other, and I don’t want them getting into any trouble.”

Heather laughed. “What you’re saying is you’ve invited a bunch of overgrown children into our cozy little tribe.”

“They’re super fun!” Jo beamed.

“Aww, honey.” Heather cupped Jo’s cheeks. “You’re precious.” She slipped away to the upgrade station. “Don’t worry, Brad. I’ll keep them in one piece.”

Brad smiled. “Thanks Heather.”

They stepped outside the Gaming Center. It was a nice, cool day with a beautiful view of the lake. Jake and Aron’s trucks were still missing, which left only the old clunker of a truck available to them for transport. Thinking back to their arrival, Brad remembered they had roughly a quarter tank of gas left.

Better save it for emergencies, he thought.

Brad started walking off the cozy little resort with Sam and Jo following along. “So Jo, is there anywhere important we should check out first?”

Jo tapped a finger to her lips with a hum. “The big supermarket? You guys drove from a long ways away, so you must be hungry.”

“We’re good on supplies for a couple of weeks,” Sam said. “However, it would be a good idea to stock up on what we can.”

Jo nodded as she bounced forward, her arms swinging wide with every step. “But if you want, we can visit some of the hardware stores and places with chemicals to see if they have any fun stuff.”

Brad assumed “fun stuff” meant anything with the potential to create an explosion. “Why not? We can check it out later.”

“Yay,” she squealed with a big jump. “My brother and his friends never let me do that kind of stuff unless we really gotta blow something up. Like that big alien thingy. An alpha, you called it?”

Brad nodded. He felt like he was babysitting a child loaded up with enough explosives to level a building just from the bandolier of pipe bombs across her chest. As far as he knew, her pack was full of more explosives.

“That’s right,” Sam said, trying not to sound concerned.

“That thing was super-duper scary. But it was fun cause my brother and his friends let me make really big bombs.” Jo’s eyes practically sparkled at the memory.

Brad couldn’t help laughing. He’d never expected a mad bomber to be adorable. “Well, if we ever run into a big monster that needs to be turned into a smoldering crater, you’ll be the first person we call.”

Sweetness gave a big nod as he swaggered alongside Brad. He wondered just how much his fuzzy companion actually understood. Maybe as their bond developed, he would be able to get a direct answer.

The trip to the supermarket was about a mile from the Gaming Center. For the most part they didn’t run into anything other than aether-enhanced wildlife. Deer, mostly. Bagging a single one would likely feed their small tribe for a week if they could preserve the meat. But first they needed to clear out the supermarket’s refrigerators of any spoiled food and make sure their solar panels could run them.

When they arrived, a trio of seeders wandered into the supermarket’s broken-down storefront.

Jo was about to gasp or squeal when Sam’s hand clasped over her mouth. She held up a single finger to her lips, and Jo nodded ecstatically. “Want to see how my bombs work?” she whispered with an excitement she struggled to contain.

Sam facepalmed.

Brad shook his head. “That bomb is a little too much for three seeders. Aren’t they hard to make?”

“I got plenty back at home, and I can always make more,” Jo assured him, her voice raised a little too high. She shot her hands to her mouth.

The three seeders rushed back out to the entrance. One of them let out a hissing roar and pointed a long, bony, clawed finger at them.

Brad pumped his shotgun. “So much for sneaking up on them.”

Sam readied her crossbow and broke off from the group.

The seeders were halfway across the parking lot in their mad dash. They seemed to ignore Sam as she moved around to flank them.

“Well Jo, time to—”

Before Brad could finish speaking, Jo surged forward. She swung out her arm and a bolt of fire flew right into a seeder’s eye, then spun around to shoot out a few more. The way she was casting looked like she was dancing.

“Burn baby burn, disco inferno,” Jo sang to herself as she torched the first seeder with a shower of weak firebolts.

Brad shook his head; Jo was either fearless or batshit crazy. Maybe both.

Sam rushed up behind the other seeder, driving her knife through its heart. She twisted the blade free and shot the other seeder in the neck. The alien gurgled, choking on its own blood as it reached for the bolt. Brad finished it off with a solid smack from his heavy shotgun.

“That was fun,” Jo exclaimed. “Firebolt’s a little boring, though. Next time I’ll try Fire Storm.”

“Just give us a heads-up when you do,” Brad warned her. “It won’t discriminate between friend or foe.”

Sam nodded in extreme agreement. “Especially for my sake, Jo. I like to sneak around and flank our enemies.”

“OK,” she answered as she summoned another firebolt into her hands. She bounced it back and forth between them as they headed into the store. “Ooh. If I don’t throw out the firebolt, it doesn’t consume mana.”

“That’s interesting,” Brad said as they stepped inside.

The supermarket was a mess, but not from panic-buying like he had seen in Kelowna. For the most part the store looked to be stocked like it would have been any other day. Some shelves were empty or lacking, of course, but the majority of goods were scattered around the floor from fighting. Old bloodstains smearing the floors with the tell-tale industrial green painted a clear enough picture: seeders had made the supermarket into their hunting ground. The tattered remains of clothes scattered throughout the shop made it easy enough to see.

As they roamed around, they didn’t find any more seeders. Without prey, the aliens had probably left to greener pastures. The trio of seeders they’d found were likely just checking in on their old stomping grounds.

In much better news, most of what they found was edible. Canned goods. Bread that hadn’t had a chance to go bad. Brad checked one of the refrigerators on the off chance it was still cool. No luck; they were at room temperature. He wasn’t going to risk taking back rotting food, as good as burgers and pizzas looked to his growling stomach.

“This looks like a good find,” Sam said. “Thanks for telling us about this place, Jo.”

Jo was humming a song to herself. She still had the firebolt floating in her hand. In the other was a piece of cloth she’d scooped up along the way. Brad and Sam just stared as the girl held both in front of her face. Her tongue peeked out between her lips with an intense focus as she brought the cloth and the bolt together.

The cloth ignited.

Jo squealed in delight. “It works!”

“What works?” Brad and Sam asked in unison.

Jo took a second from hopping around in victory before she explained. “Firebolt. I can use it like a lighter, and it doesn’t cost me any mana since I can just cancel the cast and reabsorb the mana. So the spell isn’t so super-duper lame as I thought it was.”

Sam laughed and shook her head.

Brad took a deep breath. Hey guys I can suddenly cast magic but that’s pretty lame, he thought to himself. Then again if it doesn’t involve blowing things up would it really be all that exciting to her? Brad decided he was being a little too harsh with Jo, even if the walking fire hazard was bound to cause some collateral damage.

Sam just patted Jo on her shoulder. “That’s a good find, Jo. I’m sure it’ll come in handy.”

Jo’s eyes sparkled at the praise.

Sweetness hopped up on his hind legs with a squeaky chitter.

Brad petted his honey badger as well before he felt left out. “You’re needy, huh?” Brad teased.

Sweetness nodded.

At least the name fits this fuzzy death machine, Frank said.

They spent a few minutes searching around the store, picking up a few water bottles to carry and some snacks for themselves. Nothing too heavy so they could keep exploring the town. Looting the store was going to require their trucks if they planned on making any decent time back to home base.

Maybe we can find a semi-truck or something to speed things up, Brad thought.

They returned to the front of the store, where a single man stood outside to greet them. Behind them was an SUV covered in Kelowna Zoo markings.

Brad knew this man. Oh shit. This asshole again?

“Oh, Brad.” The zookeeper dragged out his greeting. “Did you really think you could just skip town with my stolen property?”

Jo gasped. “You stole from him?”

Brad shook his head. “No. He thinks I stole Sweetness from him, but Sweetness wanted to come with me. Isn’t that right, fuzzball?”

Sweetness stepped forward. His body tensed and fur bristled as he shot a threatening hiss at the zookeeper.

“Don’t worry, little guy. You’ll be mine soon enough,” the zookeeper said.

The man had a great deal more scars than Brad remembered. It looked like a knife or a bullet had grazed the zookeeper right along his left cheekbone. His right forearm was covered in claw marks running down from the brown, rolled-up sleeve of his button-up to the top of his hand. Whether the wounds came from seeders or a zoo animal, Brad couldn’t tell.

But that brought with it a concerning thought.

The zookeeper had always attacked them with the help of a pack of wolves. A pack which was suspiciously missing. While Brad looked around, the zookeeper laughed.

“I bet you’re wondering just how I keep finding you, Brad.”

“Your muse?” he asked.

So long as a pill popper was within range of another muse’s sensors or an upgrade station, they would show up on the map. Otherwise, they had to wait for a quest to pop up to let them know where someone was. Brad guessed this had to do with Lucy, the main AI, having access to satellite networks or something of the sort.

The zookeeper spat. “Ugh. No. We have a tracking chip on every animal at the zoo. As for the muse? That worthless thing is always nagging me about how we have to fight against the seeders to save humanity. That my grudge against you for taking what is rightfully mine is petty.”

“Isn’t it, though?” Sam asked.

“To small-minded fools like you? Of course. But what neither of you realize is that I’m working to save this world from the aliens. I’m saving the animals, building an army with which to push back the invaders.” His voice built up to a manic laugh. “Unfortunately, you’ve decided to stand against me and cling to a key aspect of my property. An asset I will be liberating from your grubby, filthy hands.”

Brad grinned and raised his shotgun. “You and what army?”

“I’m so glad you asked!” The zookeeper let out a sharp whistle.

A pack of wolves appeared from behind the scattered cars around the parking lot. There were at least a dozen of the huge creatures.

“It’s been fun, Brad, but I’m afraid you and your little friends are wolf food.” With another sharp whistle from the zookeeper, the wolves rushed after Brad’s party.

“Back inside,” Brad shouted as he turned on his heels and bolted.

Sam ran with him, but Jo didn’t.

“Oh, I got a thing for this.” She raised her hand and started casting a spell. Flames swirled up in the palm of her hand, growing bigger as she concentrated.

Brad turned back and pulled her away just as one of the huge wolves dove for her. Jo’s hat flew off her head. She snatched it out of the air as Brad carried her back toward the store, running at a full sprint. Another wolf jumped in their path, but Sam’s crossbow bolt struck it in the eye, sending the wolf tumbling across the asphalt in pain.

“Fire Storm,” Jo shouted out, full of cheer as her ball of flames shot up into the air right above them.

A swirling rift of flames ripped open the air above them. It covered the parking lot in front of the store as balls of fire rained down indiscriminately. Friend or foe? It didn’t matter. The orbs of flame slammed down like rockets, detonating on impact.

Jo took in a deep breath of barely contained excitement. “It’s so pretty!”

Brad hazarded a glance over his shoulder as he ran.

Vehicles ignited, melted, and warped beneath the flames erupting on them. Wolves scattered as they tried to weave through the chaos of Jo’s assault. One was struck directly. The wolf let out a pathetic whimper as it scrambled away from the flames engulfing its body, to no avail. The zookeeper panicked as well, dodging the raining flames.

Sam ran ahead of Brad, firing bolts at the wolves as she retreated. She was the first one inside the store.

Another fireball dropped from the heavens, this one aimed right for Brad and Jo. He dove through the supermarket entrance, crash-landing on his back as the fireball blew open what little remained of the doorway. Flames scattered along the floor and the ceiling.

Brad scrambled to his feet, helping Jo up. “Holy crap that was close.”

Jo covered her mouth. “Oopsie.”

The flames spread to block their way out. It wouldn’t be long before they covered up the rest of the building.

“I’ll find the fire extinguisher,” Sam said.

“Good idea,” Jo agreed.

Neither got to move on the plan before a huge wolf leaped through the fire and flames. With an ear-piercing howl, more wolves smashed through the remaining windows into the store.

“Wolves first. Fire later,” Brad shouted as he blasted the big wolf in the face with buckshot.

The huge beast recoiled and staggered, but it was otherwise unharmed. Brad would need slugs to punch through the huge creature’s skull, maybe even its hide. He ran back through the store, dragging Jo along with him, who started throwing firebolts every which way. The ability didn’t do much damage, especially coming from a newbie mage, but wolves were far more flammable than seeders. Her little bolts of flame ignited wolves, slowing down their assault as they ran, whining from the agony engulfing them. The smart ones knew enough to stop, drop, and roll.

“Stay close, Sweetness,” Brad called out.

Sweetness took a bit to respond, as the honey badger had leaped on top of a charging wolf and was busy wrestling it to the ground. While considerably smaller than the zookeeper’s wolves, Sweetness was a wrecking ball with claws and anger management problems whenever someone threatened his master. The wolf fought Sweetness off long enough to roll on top. It snapped and clawed at Sweetness until it got a solid bite in. Sweetness wasn’t bothered. The honey badger didn’t give one single solitary damn as it went for the wolf, once again slamming it to the floor as it tore into the wolf’s throat. It bashed and slammed the wolf into the floor again and again until it stopped moving.

As another wolf rushed after his companion, Brad switched his shotgun to slugs and sent one of the fat rounds careening through a wolf’s rib cage. It smashed through a small refrigerator, throwing broken bottles of soda everywhere.

“Damn. I wanted that soda,” he couldn’t help muttering. But as the flames spread through the front of the store, Brad wasn’t sure they were going to be able to save much. “Get over here, Sweetness.”

Sweetness rushed over with a victorious, bloody swagger. He looked up expectantly at Brad and Jo, waiting for some sort of praise.

Jo shuddered but gave Sweetness a pat on his blood-soaked head. “Good boy, Sweetness.” The violent way Sweetness had torn up the attacking wolf clearly did not sit well with her.

Brad found that to be a sort of relief. Part of him was definitely starting to think Jo might have more than a few dozen screws loose. Turned out the girl wasn’t so much a fan of killing as much as she just liked blowing things up. Maybe she wasn’t the worse person to have on the team after all. Compared to a psycho like the Zookeeper, Jo wasn’t so bad.

“Yeah, good job.” Brad joined in on the praise of his honey badger while they ran through the store.

Sam followed right alongside them on the top of the shelves, raining down bolts on wolves who tried flanking them from the side. She jumped across to another shelf as a wolf smashed through the one she was standing on. Rocky dove out of her pocket mid-jump, turning into a little fuzzy blender as it clawed at the wolf’s face.

“Get ’em, Rocky,” Sam called out as another wolf toppled her shelf.

Rather than fall back, she flung herself forward, landing on the wolf’s back knife-first. She fell over its side, tearing a bloody swath through it.

Brad led Jo and Sweetness around the end cap to join Sam. With a quick pump he chambered a new slug and shot the wolf away from Sam. Problem was, there were more wolves still pouring into the burning building.

Sam rolled to her feet as Rocky climbed onto her shoulder. She rushed to join Brad and Jo.

“Things are looking a little claustrophobic right about now,” Sam said.

To the left, right, and the aisles in front of them, wolves blocked their every escape route. They had no way out.

Should’ve brought a tank, Brad thought.

“Over here, guys,” Jo called, holding open the double doors to the back of the store with her boot. In one hand she had a pipe bomb, in the other she held a firebolt.

It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out what she was planning.

“Run,” Brad shouted at Sam.

The pair ran inside just as the pack of wolves darted after them. Jo lit the fuse on her bomb and dropped it outside the door before slamming it shut and locked.

The door thumped over and over again as the wolves slammed into it. They snarled and barked viciously, trying to tear down the door. It wouldn’t hold up for long.

Brad and Sam kept running. They had no idea how big the blast radius on her bombs were and they weren’t particularly interested in finding out first hand. But the wolves would. They were oblivious to the danger at their feet.

Jo ran right by Brad and Sam with her arms stuck out like an airplane. “Exit’s this way,” she announced in a sing song voice.

Before they could see where she was going the bomb went off with a deafening blast. The force shook Brad to his bones as he struggled to maintain his balance. Sam caught herself on a crate before she fell over.

The doors were blown off their hinges, and many of the wolves lay dead or too badly injured to pose a threat to them. The detonation had been so powerful it took out part of the wall as well.

Jo didn’t look back to examine her handiwork. Brad could guess why. It was a gruesome sight between the mangled and missing limbs. He tore his gaze away before he threw up his breakfast and caught up to Jo.

She was the first one out the back door. Sam and Brad followed soon after only to find the Zookeeper waiting for them with an AK pointed at them and more wolves.

Jo threw up her arms in time to catch magic shield as the first shot rang out. They cracked her barrier but held. Her eyes flashed as she pumped more mana into her shield. The cracks repaired before their eyes.

Judging by the intense focus on her face, Jo was struggling to maintain the barrier as more shots rang out. They had to help her.

Brad fired wildly into the wolves on their right flank. He didn’t take time to aim, why bother when they were so close he couldn’t possibly miss. Sweetness rushed out to support him.

Sam took the left with Rocky. While Rocky distracted or took out the other wolves, Sam was rolling and dodging away from the others. Each brush with death she had resulted in another crippling wound to the wolf she was fighting against. Her crossbow bolts worked wonders to slow or distract the huge beasts but they were far stronger than seeders.

The Zookeeper’s gun ran dry. He took one quick look at the situation around them and swore under his breath. With a sharp whistle he ordered the wolves to back off.

“This isn’t over, Brad. Not by a long shot. I’ll kill you and take my honey badger back you insolent brat,” the Zookeeper spat.

Before Brad could reply a grenade flew his way.

“Back inside,” he screamed.

Sam beat them to the door but Jo was wobbling on her feet. The mana she spent so quickly had taken its toll on her. Brad snatched her back up in his arms and ran back inside but he wasn’t fast enough.

The world went hot white. He couldn’t hear anything but the ringing in his ears. Something solid hit him in the face, or he ran into it. The pain surging through his body told Brad he was still alive.

You have taken 10 damage.

You are blinded.

You are deafened.

It was a flashbang. The thought sent a wave of relief through him.

Something warm, wet, and foul smelling dragged along his face. Brad’s vision cleared to reveal Sweetness dragging his slobbering tongue over it.

“Gross,” Brad dragged out the word as he pushed Sweetness back. His honey badger was adorable but not when his breath reeked of fresh kills. “Where’s the Zookeeper?”

There was no trace of the man or his wolves anywhere. Not the living ones at least. The ones who were dead still decorated the fresh crater leading to the supermarket’s warehouse.

“He’s gone,” Sam said. “Are you two alright?”

“Woozy,” Jo mumbled. “I think I spent my mana too fast. Does this normally happen?”

Sam looked to Brad for answers as she helped Jo to her feet.

Brad tried to get up but Sweetness climbed onto his chest and laid down. Apparently the fuzzy little murder machine was worried about him. “Spending mana is a little weird at first but you get used to it. I never burned through mana so fast on my first day so I can’t really say. Hopefully it’s just a bit of a growing pain while you get used to the nanotech.”

Jo smiled, “I hope so. This magic stuff is fun. Not explody fun but still fun.”

Sam shook her head. “This fire hazard’s starting to grow on me.”

Jo’s smile only broadened at the comment.

Brad wrestled Sweetness off him and gave the honey badger a belly rub before he stood. “I like her too.” She’s still crazy, but she’s our crazy, he thought to himself.

As he looked back inside the store, he saw the flames would soon engulf the front of the supermarket. So much food gone, gone and wasted in the flames. Without any power the fire sprinklers weren’t going to go off and even if they got their hands on every single fire extinguisher in the supermarket they weren’t going to be able to put a stop to those flames.

Brad sighed. “It’s a shame about all this food though.”

Jo’s smile fell. She clasped her hands in front of her and stared at her feet. “I’m so sorry. That’s my fault. I shouldn’t have cast fire storm so close to the building. But in my defense I didn’t really know what I was doing so I couldn’t have known how big and random the spell would have been,” she rambled almost too quickly.

Brad could see she had a lot more she was prepared to apologize for before she would stop, so he held up a hand. “It’s fine. We weren’t supposed to get ambushed today. Shit happens.”

Jo clasped her hands over her mouth. Like he had just said the most shocking thing in the world.

“I take it you’re not a fan of sentence enhancers.”

“That’s a naughty word,” Jo whispered.

Brad rolled his eyes and burst out into a laugh. The world was ending, aliens were killing off humanity, and some psycho Zookeeper tried to kill them. But a little spicy language was a problem?

“Sorry, Jo. I’ll try to keep it family friendly. Now let’s get back to base before something else tries to eat us.”


Chapter four
Sam


Before they left for the Gaming Center Sam took a quick look around the burning supermarket for any trace of where the Zookeeper had gone. His SUV was still there, its tires melted and its chassis a burning husk of what once would have been a comfortable ride. Which only left the forest behind the supermarket. Sure enough, there was a trail of footprints leading into the wilderness.

Sam returned to Jo and Brad, who were already walking back to the Gaming Center. “He ran off into the woods,” Sam said. “Not sure why, though. Other than the local wildlife, there’s nothing out there.”

Jo hummed as she tapped a finger to her lips. “He’s got a lot of big, mean puppies to feed. Maybe he’s feeding them?”

Brad frowned. “Let’s hope that’s all he’s doing.”

Sam raised a brow at him. “Why? What do you think he’s doing out there—having a recruiting drive or something?”

Brad nodded. “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of. He had a dozen wolves with him this time. The last time me and the others fought the zookeeper, he had six, and I’m pretty sure we killed three.”

“That sounds super not fun,” Jo said.

Sam didn’t like that, either. Killing seeders was one thing. They were dumb pack hunters who didn’t really know how to fight. Wolves had proven far fiercer and smarter. If those wolves they’d just fought were from the zoo, they probably weren’t as strong or smart as the wild variety.

It may very well be the case, Sammy dear, Olivia said. Zoo animals are kept, fed, and taken care of while the wild ones have to rely on themselves. If they have been fighting and feeding on seeders, they will pose a far bigger threat than what you just fought. All of the local wildlife will be stronger and more dangerous as the ambient aether is increased.

Sam liked the new information even less. But they’re much harder to tame as well, right?

Of course, dear, but it is still possible to tame them. Tamed animals will obey their master’s every command, much like Rocky obeys you and Sweetness obeys Brad, Olivia explained.

Sam exchanged a glance with Brad. The look on his face said it all. His muse had just explained the same thing to him.

First seeders, then local crazies, and now a pill popper growing an army of wild animals. Fantastic, Sam thought.

Don’t forget the alien races that will be arriving in the near future as well, Olivia reminded her.

Another problem to throw on the ever-growing pile of problems they had to deal with. The question was how to deal with them all.

It was a long, quiet walk back to the Gaming Center at the resort. During the trip, she ran through different scenarios in her mind. From how to deal with the zookeeper showing up with an army of animals to the growing seeder hordes back in Kelowna and whatever strange new varieties they would bring about. Of course there was the problem of actual, real-life aliens coming down to Earth. Any way she sliced it, they just didn’t have the numbers to handle the growing threats around them. Even if they were to somehow become ungodly levels of powerful, they were still going to need the numbers to stand up to all the threats facing them. Not to mention the aliens were certain to be a higher level than any living human on the planet.

By the time they arrived, the sun had begun its descent to the horizon. Jake and Aron were back, their trucks full of lumber and other materials raided from the local hardware store. They were already hard at work, along with Jake’s friends, bunkering up the rest of the buildings in the resort so the seeders would have to work for their next kills. What concerned Sam was the damage to the trucks.

There were big dents, missing paint, deep scratches, and holes punched through them. The trip had not been an uneventful one.

Tim rolled up to them in a wheelchair. “Welcome back, guys. Everything good out there?”

Sam shot him a concerned look, but Brad responded for her.

“Mostly? We lost a supermarket full of food and the zookeeper’s in town, but we’re alive.” Brad gestured at Tim and the trucks. “What about your team? It looks like things got a little eventful.”

Tim nodded. “Yeah, we ran into some wolves. The huge, mutated kind. I almost died.” Tim spun himself in place. “I can walk just fine, but Jake and Heather shoved me in this wheelchair and told me to take it easy the rest of the day. It’s kinda bothering me how much they’re babying me.”

Sam shook her head. “It must have been pretty bad if you’ve got my brother worrying about you.”

“Little bit.” Tim gave an anxious laugh as his gaze drifted, reliving the experience. “Anyway, I’m planning on fixing these cars up as soon as we find a body shop we can borrow.”

“Sounds good to me,” Brad said.

Sam looked off to her brother, who was boarding up another building’s windows. “Speaking of borrowing things. Think I can borrow you, Brad? I’ve got an idea I want to run by you and Jake.”

“What are you planning?” Brad asked like he already knew she was up to something.

Sam dragged him along by the arm. Brad didn’t resist, and Jo invited herself to the party.

“Are you planning another adventure?”

“Yes,” Sam admitted before they reached Jake and the others. “Hey big brother.” She put on her sweetest voice, the kind she always used whenever a big ask was coming. He knew the voice.

Jake finished hammering another board into place and turned to face his sister. Chet and Aron stopped as well. “Oh no. What are you up to this time?”

“Nothing too big. I’m just wondering if I can borrow your truck, or Aron’s. Either one’s fine so long as it’s quiet,” Sam said.

Aron scratched the side of his helmet with his shovel. “Sam, if you want to borrow my truck, you better have a good reason.”

“Adventure,” Jo proclaimed.

Sam laughed. “She’s not entirely wrong. See, today we ran into the zookeeper, and in the fight we kinda sorta burned down a supermarket full of food.”

Everyone turned to Brad.

He nodded. “Yeah, that nutjob is still after me. He’s apparently tracking Sweetness thanks to some chip implanted in him.”

Sweetness inspected himself, even rolling over to search for this implant. Eventually he just gave a sort of shrug and lay on his stomach.

“And last we saw, he ran off into the forest,” Sam continued. “My guess is he’s building an army of wild animals to come attack us. Well, Brad really, but we’re not going to let him do that, are we?”

Chet let out a low whistle. “That sounds the opposite of good.”

“But what’s this have to do with you needing my truck?” Jake asked, his arms folded tight across his chest.

Sam took in a deep breath. Her brother was going to put up a fight, she just knew it, but she had to get through his thick skull for everyone’s sake. “Because there aren’t enough of us here, Jake. We need more people and we need more supplies. I need a truck to go to the surrounding towns to recruit who we need and gather whatever supplies we can get our hands on.”

Jake frowned. “Things aren’t that bad here, Sam.”

“Not yet they aren’t,” Sam said. “You’ve all heard from your muses, right? The seeder hordes will just keep escalating, and there’s real aliens coming down to our planet. They might be friendly or they might want us dead. Either way, we need more people to defend ourselves.”

“We just need to get stronger, then. Grind out levels, like you kids say.” Jake turned to Aron and Chet. “That’s the thing you do in games to get stronger, right?”

Chet grinned from ear to ear and nodded along with Aron. Sam wondered if Aron was smiling under his mask; it was so hard to read his emotions without seeing his face.

Brad sighed. “She’s not wrong, Jake. We can spend years fighting aliens, mutants, and crazies, but that’ll only get us so far. If the aliens are coming, they’re going to be much higher level than us, and definitely more than we have in our little community right now.”

“Well, I’m not letting her go alone,” Jake said. “We can leave in the morning, Sam.”

Sam gave a nervous laugh. “I was kinda hoping you’d stay here.”

“Uh, why?”

Sam held up a finger. “First, I don’t know a better handyman around, and the people here are going to need your skills. No offense, Aron.”

“None taken,” Aron said.

Sam raised a second finger. “Second, you know this place like the back of your hand. The people here know you. Brad’s going to need your help to recruit the locals to our side as well.”

“That’s true,” Brad said. “Things would go a lot smoother with your help recruiting around here, Jake. Much better than if I went from door to door going, ‘Hey, you want crazy space alien superpowers?’ Plus, you can spare us any incidents with any locals who aren’t super friendly.”

Jake pulled his lips tight. Sam could tell he wasn’t happy about any of this, but the gears in his head were turning.

“Don’t worry, Jake. I’ll be going with her and keeping Sammy super safe. I swearsies,” Jo announced.

Sam wasn’t exactly filled with confidence over bringing a newbie along for the ride, but the girl could fight. Her knack for explosives was bound to prove useful if she showed more restraint than she did earlier in the store.

Jake cracked a smile at Jo’s words. “If you’re going, then Jason will want to come along.”

Jo shook her head. “Nah-uh. Jason can stay with you, Jake. He said he missed spending time with you.”

“But he’s your brother,” Jake insisted. “Why wouldn’t he want to come with you?”

Jo gave a big, sheepish smile, “There was… an incident.”

“Oh no,” Sam said.

“Maybe several,” Jo continued as her smile widened.

Jake fought down a smile tugging at his lips. “What kind?”

“The burny kind, and the boomy kind, and the turns out the concussive blast from an explosion can take out car windows kind,” Jo admitted. She clasped her hands behind her back. “You know. Just a few, teensy-weensy incidents.”

Sam was going to assume Jo had learned from all of those incidents and hope for the best. She did manage not to kill any of them at the grocery store after all.

Jake shook his head. “Fine, it doesn’t have to be Jason, but I’m sending someone else with you two.”

“They’re not taking my truck without me,” Aron said.

“Well, I can’t let you run off on your own either, Aron. But uh”—Chet looked back at their unfinished construction project—“what about all the fortifications you planned?”

Aron pulled a tube from his belt and swung it over to Jake. “My man Jake here can handle everything with my carefully detailed plans.”

Brad shot Jake a questioning glance.

Jake took the tube from Aron. “He found a carrying case for blueprints at the construction site and enough paper to draw up some plans. This kid’s an absolute brain behind the crazy gas mask act.”

Aron pointed his shovel at him. “Don’t hate on my aesthetic, Jake.”

The group laughed. Aron may have looked threatening and sounded the part thanks to the gas mask he refused to take off, but he was fun to be around when he was relaxed.

“That’s still missing one person for a party,” Sam said. “A couple tanks, a healer, and three damage dealers. And I think we’ll be set to take on whatever’s out there. So, who’s going to be our healer?”

“We can take Randy with us! He knows all the local towns, too,” Jo said with a big nod of her head. “He used to do deliveries before the aliens came down from the sky and made everything messy.”

Sam forced a tight smile. Jo was still going to take some serious getting used to. “So does this sound good to you, Jake? I know you always want to be around to protect me, but they need you here.”

Jake took a deep breath. “Look, Sam. I know you’re growing up, and you know more about this new world than I do, and you want to do your own thing. But I’m still your big brother.”

Sam braced for her brother to shoot her idea down.

“And I need to learn to relax and give you your space.”

Sam stared at her brother, trying to hide the shock on her face.

“You were surviving on your own against the seeders just fine before I found you. You taught me how to channel the aether poisoning my body. And you were right about Colton and his crazies,” Jake said. “So while I’m not happy about letting you go off on your own, I trust you to do the right thing and take care of yourself while you’re out there.”

Sam beamed at her brother. She ran up to him and gave him a big hug. A hug Rocky joined in on, climbing out of her hoodie to hug Jake’s head.

Jake hugged her back and awkwardly petted Rocky’s back. “Just promise me you won’t stay out there too long, alright? We don’t have any means to keep in contact with one another without being in a party.”

“That’s probably our next big project,” Brad said. “From what Frank tells me, if we set up a guild we can communicate with one another regardless of where we are. But it’s expensive to set up. Like we-could-have-a-few-people-hit-level-two expensive.”

“I don’t really have levels, so that doesn’t mean anything to me,” Jake admitted.

“Ten thousand aether,” Brad said. “That’s how much establishing a guild costs.”

Chet clasped at his chest and back pocket. “Oof. My wallet.”

“That’s steep as hell,” Aron said. “But we can all contribute to the cost like any other game, right?”

Brad nodded.

“Sounds like recruiting people just got more important.” Sam smiled. “We’ll leave in the morning after we talk with Randy. If he really knows the area, then he should know where all the little towns and homes are with the best chances of surviving the seeder invasion.”

Jake looked up. “He should be back at the Gaming Center. Last I saw he was poking around the 3D printers.”

“We’ll go get him right away.” Sam turned and headed off on her own while the others got back to what they were doing.

At least until Jo tagged along, humming by Sam’s side.

Sam ignored her for now, deciding it wasn’t doing any harm while they were at their home base. So long as Jo learned to keep herself quiet on the field, everything would be fine. Sam got the feeling that wasn’t going to happen any time soon.

Just as Jake said, Randy was in the upgrade station still poking at the 3D printer with Jason. Sam couldn’t blame him for being in awe of everything on display. There were just so much everything to choose from in those things. The amount of choice—from the vast number of item categories to the individual items within those subcategories—was staggering.

“Find anything interesting?” Sam asked.

Jason jumped at the sudden voice. “Oh, hey Sam, Jo.” He waved at them, then turned back to the 3D printer. “I’m just—there’s so much stuff in here I never imagined. It’s crazy.” He kept poking through the menus, ogling everything like a kid stuck outside a toy store full of things his parents couldn’t afford for him.

Sam looked back to Jo. “You two really are related, aren’t you?”

“Of course, we’re related. He’s, my brother.” Jo smiled warmly.

The joke flew right over her head.

Sam didn’t know what she was expecting, so she turned her attention to Randy. “Anyway! I heard from Jo here that you know the local area, and we’re planning to go on a little road trip. Care to help? You might pick up enough aether along the way to buy some of those things.”

Randy nodded. “Sure, I’m in.”

Jason pulled back from the 3D printer. “Really?”

Well, that got his attention. Sam nodded. “Yeah. You guys probably didn’t notice, but when you all picked your classes it used up the aether you already had stored inside your bodies from fighting the seeders. The original pill poppers like me started at zero since there were no aliens or aether on Earth to collect.”

“That makes sense,” Randy said. “Though it sucks I spent so much of my life working a job, and now all that cash is literally worthless. You’d think Lucy would come up with some scheme allowing us to make use of our cash.”

Sam hadn’t even thought about that before. Then again, she was only working part-time jobs and the occasional side gig before the apocalypse came about. She blew most of her money on games, hardware, and clothes while her parents handled the living expenses. Right up until she found out her favorite new game was a tutorial for the actual apocalypse. Then she made some questionable purchases with her parents’ credit cards.

It’s a good thing money doesn’t matter anymore, huh? Sam thought.

Yes, but using your parents’ credit card without their say so was still extremely rude, dear, Olivia scolded her.

That crossbow wasn’t going to buy itself, Sam countered.

“That sucks and all, but hey, we don’t have to pay bills either, so there’s that,” Sam offered. “Anyway, you got a map or something we can use? We have local power, but I don’t think we have any internet.”

Randy shook his head. “Nope. I’ve tried. It’s been out since the second day of the invasion up here. But I do have a map on me.” He reached into his cargo pocket and pulled out a folded-up bundle of paper. “It’s a map from work they made us carry around in case of emergencies, like if our GPS died and we lost phone signal.”

“Lucky us, huh?” Sam said.

“Super lucky!” Jo jumped.

Randy smiled. “We’re going to need a table.” He gestured for them to follow him upstairs to an empty pool table. There he unfurled the huge map.

It was covered in small scuff marks where they had written and erased pencil. The only legible markings were the battle plans to take down the alpha seeder. It seemed Jake’s friends were skilled hunters. They baited the huge alpha through streets they had planted explosives at. Scribbles marked at what time the bombs were set to go off and the rough estimates it would take for them to run from one bomb site to the next before the seeders were on top of them again. All of it led to the center of town, where Jo’s delightful bundle of bombs made sure the alpha wouldn’t be bothering anyone ever again. That particular spot was marked by a far too cute bunny throwing its little arms up with an explosion in the background. Clearly, this was Jo’s doing.

“You guys planned all this down to the second, huh?”

“Hm?” Randy perked up. “Oh, the whole alpha hunt. Yeah, Kurtis and Cory worked this out with Jo.”

“I helped them with the yield and the bomb fuses and all the fun parts,” Jo said proudly.

Sam had to wonder how many days they spent on trial runs alone to get the timings down for everything. She was certain they had gotten themselves chased by seeders, too, so they could ensure their targets would actually be on top of the bombs when they went off. Sam was impressed.

“This sort of planning is going to be useful in the future. I’m glad we ran into you guys,” Sam said.

Randy simply smiled. “Well, I’ll just leave those scribbles alone as evidence of our impressiveness.” He pulled out a pencil. “Let’s get down to business. You said you’re planning a trip. Where to?”

“Anywhere with survivors and supplies.” Sam leaned on the pool table. “Survivors are the priority, though. The more people we can get to band together and take the nanotech, the better our chances are of surviving the alien invasion.”

Randy stared at her in disbelief. “You mean there’s more aliens?”

Sam pursed her lips. “That’s right. Seeders are just the terraforming vanguard. The others are sentient like us. They can think, they can craft, they can get organized, everything.”

“But I don’t have to feel bad about blowing them up, do I?” Jo sounded like a kid about to be denied her playtime.

Sam thought about the question for a moment. “If they’re bad aliens, you blow them to pieces. If they’re nice aliens, we’ll try making friends with them. Sound fair?”

Jo gave a big nod, her oversized hat flopping as she did.

“I think Jo will be blowing up a lot of aliens, then,” Randy said.

Jo shrugged with a smile as if that was already common knowledge.

“Alright, alright, I gotcha.” Randy chewed on the end of his pencil. “We’ve got Lee Creek out west. It’s not a particularly big community, but there should be some survivors. Plenty of resorts and fancy beach homes, too, so we might find some useful stuff.”

Sam shook her head. “We drove past there on our way up. The place was completely flattened.”

“Shi—” Randy caught himself before he swore in front of Jo. “—eese biscuits. That’s not good. Maybe it just the places near the main road that got him.” He pulled back from the table. Drumming the eraser against the map, he pointed out another spot farther west. “Could try the Sun Peaks Resort. It’s about an hour and a half away. Kind of a pain to reach, and it wasn’t super active this time of year. We might find a bunch of survivors holed up there. We’d have to go four-by-fouring, though. They are still building the road from here. You know how fast our government got roads built.”

“Mark it down for now. That can be a future trip.” Maybe the ski resort would have been in an area without many seeder vessels. It was certainly worth checking out, even if it meant a little off-roading.

Randy drew a circle around it, then moved to mark several spots along the roads north of Scotch Creek. “These ones here probably won’t be a priority for us to hit, but if you want, there are some houses scattered around up there. Might have people, might not, but I can’t see the seeders wasting a whole ship just to take out a single house.”

“We’ll put them at the bottom of our list,” Sam said. “Once Jake and the guys are done with construction, they can help round up any locals that haven’t made it here yet.” If they had people to spare later, she might agree to go with a second truck just to be safe.

Randy twirled the pencil between his fingers as he thought up the next good spot to check out. “We’ve got Sorrento and Blind Bay off to the east. They were pretty populated for these parts, and I had some buddies over there.”

Jo bounced on her feet. “They have restaurants and resorts, so we can pick up propane tanks and other fun things from over there, too.”

At least Jo would be happy if they found nothing else. Still, the areas Randy mentioned seemed to have plenty of spaces for people. If the seeders hadn’t decimated either village, they were close enough to be great places to start their little adventure. Later, they could head out farther and hit the bigger towns, but for now, slowly spreading out and trying to find survivors seemed to be the prudent plan.

Sam nodded. “We’ll head up the lake, check out Celista, and then turn around and go check out Blind Bay and Sorrento. Any other suggestions, Randy?”

Randy circled three towns to the south: Eagle Bay, Balmoral, and Notch Hill. “These three are the last ones I can think of this side of Salmon Arm. Anything else and you’re going on a big road trip. We can make a loop through those areas and then head west toward Chase and Kamloops another time. Trying to visit all of them in one day would probably be a bit much.”

Those towns were all along the highway, and Sam didn’t remember seeing anything but flattened towns along it. “Balmoral might be a lost cause.” She pointed out the tiny town right on top of the highway. “I didn’t see anything standing there except the motorcycle museum and part of the gas station.”

Randy gave a toothy smile. “There really isn’t much to Balmoral besides those businesses. Lot of farms that-a-way, but we can take that road to Blind Bay. Besides, we could pick up some bikes and gas.”

“Oh, we can throw bombs off bikes at those nasty aliens.” Jo gave Randy a brilliant smile. “It’ll be so much fun.”

“We’ll bring friends for that trip.” Sam kept her voice even. She was trying not to laugh at the mental image of Jo riding a bike through seeder hordes while she hummed along to some song laying waste to everything. She didn’t need to encourage the girl.

Sam looked over the other two choices. Both Blind Bay and Notch Hill were far enough from the highway that Sam hadn’t gotten a look at either area. They were a decent size, too. If they were going to find any people to the south, they would be there. When it came to finding survivors, these little villages and communities were good places to look. It made sense for the aliens to target the more populated cities, as they’d seen in Kelowna and Salmon Arm.

“Looks like we’re all set for tomorrow, then,” Sam said. “I’ll tell everyone the plan and we’ll leave bright and early. Sound good?”

“Just give a shout when you ready to go. I’ll be ready,” Randy said. “We can stay here with you guys too, if you don’t mind. That way you don’t have to waste time picking us up.”

“That’s fine by me,” Sam said.

“Yay, sleepover,” Jo shouted.

Sam gave her a tight smile, laughing quietly to herself. “Sure. It’ll be just like a sleepover. Just try not to have too much fun. We need to save our energy for tomorrow.”

“Sleepover, sleepover,” Jo chanted, pumping her arms into the air while she took big steps heading… Sam wasn’t actually sure Jo knew where she was going.

Jason shook his head, unable to contain the smile on his face. He folded the map back up and stuffed it in his pocket. “I’ll keep an eye on her Sammy, don’t worry.”

Sam smiled. With Aron, Chet, Randy, and Jo, she felt comfortable that they could take on any seeders. Just like in video games, having a well-mixed team that could fill different roles was important. It was crucial that her big trip without Jake around went well, otherwise he’d go back to being her overprotective big brother all the time, something that wouldn’t be good for either of them. Either way, there was one thing she was sure of…

This recruitment drive is going to be interesting.


Chapter five
Jake


Bright and early in the morning, Jake was back to work turning the Gaming Center into a real home for their people. Unfortunately, Sam was taking Aron and Chet with her on her recruitment drive. They were his best two helpers.

“We’ll be back later tonight Jake, don’t worry,” Sam assured him with a warm embrace. “We’re just checking out the tourist hot spots out east today.”

Jake returned a small smile and patted the top of her head. “You be careful out there. And make sure these two chuckleheads get back in one piece. There’s a lot of work to be done around here.”

Jo leaned toward Jake with her hands balled into fists behind her. “What about Jo?” She dragged out her name with an adorable pout. “And Randy?” she added as she straightened.

Jake laughed at the mad little bomber’s antics. “I’ll miss all of you while you’re gone. Even more if anything happens to any of you.”

Chet shot Jake a grin. “Aww, I’ll miss you too, big guy. Just make sure there’s no work left for me to do when we get back, and I’ll give you a big hug.”

Aron shook his head. “We’ll take good care of Sam, Jake.”

Sam’s party piled into the truck and drove off on their recruitment drive, leaving Jake to find some volunteers from among their survivors to fix up the Gaming Center. He considered calling on his old friends, but they were busy learning all about the system from Brad. Luckily, they didn’t have a shortage of people. He found enough skilled people happy to help and even more who were willing to learn, and their work began.

More solar panels. More battery banks. More reinforcements to the Gaming Center and its perimeter.

That was the easy part. The hard part was setting up the gardens, a task he took all to himself, as it had to be done right. There were still plenty of places they could loot food from, but sooner or later they would have to rely on themselves to produce it. It had to be done right.

Between the Gaming Center and the Hub, there was no shortage of terrain they could work with. The only downside was there was nothing stopping seeders or the wildlife from running through it.

One problem at a time, Jake, he thought to himself.

As Jake got to work tilling the earth, his muse chimed in. Hey Jake, I’ve been analyzing all of the cultivation books you read, and I’m starting to put some pieces together.

At the mention of cultivation, Jake remembered it was a thing he should probably be doing at all times before the aether poisoning reared its ugly head again. He channeled the aether built up in his body to his muscles. This simple act took some of the strain off him as sweat built up on his brow.

Well, don’t keep me waiting.

Hazel cleared her digital throat. Right. It would appear that there are common threads running through each of these books. There is, of course, the concept of channeling an energy source of some kind through the body. In our case that source is aether, and you already seem to have the basics down there.

Jake nodded, finishing up one line of the garden before he decided it needed to be twice as long. He had no idea how many people they were going to end up feeding or how much it would take to feed them.

Just picture myself pushing the aether into my muscles. And focus on my breathing, right?

That’s right, Hazel confirmed. The breathing is especially important, as it helps maintain the focus required to move the aether. Over time it seems to become more second nature as a cultivator progresses, so ideally you should work on this every waking moment of every day.

Jake had a nagging suspicion that might be the case. It was good to get confirmation, though. What about the whole purification aspect of it? Those Tao Wong books had a lot of grossness in them about black sweat and general disgustingness that came as a side effect of cultivating.

Thus far it seems not to be a part of how cultivation in the real world works. The same goes for meridians.

Jake pursed his lips. You found some?

No, Hazel answered. To be perfectly fair, I don’t even know what to look for in that regard. I’ve been scanning you up and down for anything I might have missed while you were cultivating and have yet to turn up anything.

But if you didn’t know much if anything about cultivation before, and you’re learning with me, how would you know? Jake asked.

Hazel sighed. I suppose you are right, Jake. I was just hoping to be more helpful. The main thing I’ve been able to decipher is there is a core of energy inside you, just as in all the other cultivation books. This is where the source of your powers and any future progression you make will stem from.

Jake nodded. It did go along with everything else he had seen in the other books. Is there any chance you could help me visualize aether? It’d be easier to wrap my head around it if I could see it.

Funny you should ask!

Without any other warning, a mass of tiny threads appeared all over him.

Jake jumped with a startled shout. He swiped at the purple threads of energy covering his arms before he realized they weren’t actually there. Not in a physical sense, anyway.

Hazel gave a mischievous little giggle. That was far more amusing than it should have been.

Jake let out a sharp breath. What is all this?

Aether, Hazel answered. The passive aether your body naturally absorbs, at the very least. Every single human on Earth, and any life forms for that matter, is constantly exposed to a small, ambient amount. This is why you have animals coming down with aether poisoning just as humans have, and others becoming mutated creatures.

So what if—

As if anticipating his question, a group of seeders shrieked as they ran for Jake. There were at least a dozen, but he didn’t have time to call for help. The first of the beasts leaped at him.

Jake caught it midair with his hoe right through the head. A thick stream of threads shot out of the seeder and poured into Jake’s body as the life faded from the creature.

You have received 10 aether.

Jake drew his pistol from the holster and pumped two rounds through a pair of skulls. Another seeder barreled through their falling bodies, crashing into his core. Jake dug his boots into the dirt and fired at more of the oncoming beasts. The seeder trying to wrestle him to the ground bit a chunk out of his side.

You have taken 10 damage.

He smashed the seeder aside with a sharp knee, then ducked under wild swings. Claws raked along his arm, but Jake retaliated with his pistol, dropping seeders as he fought. Another seeder caught him with a shallow cut across his back. Jake elbowed it in the throat, channeling his aether into the blow as best he could to amp up the damage. It wasn’t much better than normal, but the seeder’s caved-in throat took it out of the fight.

Jake swapped magazines.

The last trio of seeders charged him from the rear. Jake turned to catch the first with a powerful haymaker to its skull, followed up by a quick burst of fire into the next seeder’s torso. One final monster came at him through the chaos of battle. Its claws tore through Jake’s chest. He elbowed it aside and blasted two rounds through its skull.

Every time he killed a seeder he gained aether, that much was expected. But he was still getting used to the visualized threads pouring into his body wherever they could reach him. It was distracting to see with every kill, and much harder to ignore than all the system notifications.

I can turn it on and off whenever you like, Jake. All you have to do is think it and it will happen, Hazel reminded him.

He was still getting used to doing things with just a thought.

A seeder choked and rolled on the ground behind him. The one he’d elbowed in the throat was still alive.

I think I’ll keep it on a little bit longer, Jake said. He wanted to see where all this aether went and how it looked.

He stepped over to the seeder with its pale, grey skin and glowing red eyes. The monster’s sharp claws were clutched around its throat, trying to force its windpipe back open. Jake leveled his pistol at the alien’s head and fired. Orange gore splattered the field beneath the creature.

Jake’s focus went to the thick tendrils streaming from the seeder’s body into his arm. He watched as the energy swirled through his arm as a chaotic, disorganized mess while his body tried to make sense of it and straighten it out. Focusing on doing just that helped, but it wasn’t going as well as he’d hoped while it traveled into the center of his chest.

His core.

Like a ball of yarn, Jake’s core was a tangled mess. A mess that turned into pure chaos as the latest dose of aether flowed into his core. Cords of aether came undone from his core, hanging out every which way, moving in chaotic pulses and lashes. Jake didn’t quite understand what he was seeing, but he was certain it couldn’t be good. If he ever took on a job and left this shoddy excuse for cable management lying around, he wouldn’t be able to find work again, not to mention all the problems it would cause.

It is pretty bad, isn’t it? But no need to worry, Jake, we can fix this. You just need to sit down and cultivate, Hazel assured him.

This looks like a lot more than sit down and cultivate, Hazel, Jake replied.

True enough. It is a little bit complicated of a process from what I’ve been able to gather. Essentially you have to take that garbled mess, unwrap it, and remake it into a neat, orderly, and dense core, Hazel explained. The denser it is, the better your results should be. Like leveling up for the others.

And after I straighten this whole mess out, adding onto it won’t involve me unraveling this core again, will it? Jake asked.

Hazel was quiet for a moment. Good question! We are in unexplored territory here, Jake. Everything I’m suggesting is merely a theory.

A theory was better than nothing, and after spending hours tilling soil, he figured he could take a break. Of course, he had to make sure his surroundings were safe first.

Without any signs of additional seeders or wildlife around him, Jake figured he was about as safe as he was going to get without going back to the Gaming Center. Of course, no one had come out to help him either, which was a little disappointing. The seeder’s call must have sounded too distant through all the hammering and power tools for them to notice. The suppressor on his pistol along with the subsonic ammo didn’t do him any favors, either. This had been one rare time during the apocalypse where being noisy would’ve been helpful.

Jake made sure to take the suppressor off and switch his ammo just to be safe. He sat cross-legged beneath a pine tree and cultivated. He began with the most pressing issue.

Health: 57/80

In the past he’d always relied on Brad to heal him, but during his past training with Sam he had channeled his aether into his muscles and tendons. This made them stronger, and helped patch up any damage he took. Now he had bigger wounds to patch up.

Pulling from the chaotic mess of aether in his core, he began to unravel the ball of yarn and send aether into the wounds the seeders had inflicted on him, willing the wounds to shut. To his surprise, it was working. In a painfully slow process, his wounds began to shut and heal—but it wasn’t painless like Brad’s magic. He felt every stitch, every growth of new muscle, skin, and bone in excruciating detail.

This might be a side effect from using this chaotic aether, Hazel suggested. Might I recommend trying this after you’ve sorted out your core?

Probably a good idea, Jake agreed after calming his breathing. He realized one thing during his attempt at healing, however: he needed to pump more aether into his bones. He was always focused on the external damage—skin, muscle, tendons—but if all those were getting stronger while the frame of his skeleton remained weak, sooner or later he would shatter his bones in a fight.

Much like cultivating an actual garden, cultivating his body required a lot of work and attention to detail. He had to keep all things in balance and make sure every part of his body was getting the attention it needed, from his skin and muscles to his bones and organs. It was no wonder to him the other alien races didn’t choose this path.

Putting points into things was a simple process. Pick a class, pick a skill, dump aether into it, profit. Quick, easy, effortless, but it lacked control. People who chose that path were bound to the system’s every whim and thus had no real control over themselves and their future. Everything was determined for them. Cultivation, on the other hand, gave him freedom. It was a lot more effort to get his body to do the things he wanted it to, and to keep up with the rest of the survivors who had chosen a class, but Jake was certain his style of play would fit him like a glove where the others would have to figure out how to work around their class's limitations.

Jake focused on unraveling his chaotic core for the rest of the afternoon, visualizing as each tether within him came free into single strands. He lined them up one after another until his core was fully undone. With a deep lungful of air, Jake began spinning the cords into a ball of yarn. Neat, orderly, and dense. The core took shape slowly but surely deep within him. Every now and then he would test how tightly wound up it was by throwing the threads of yarn at it. When he was certain his core wouldn’t budge, he continued growing it ever larger and denser until his core was finally formed—a perfect ball of yarn pulsing with aetheric energy deep within him. One that slowly grew as ambient aether was added into the mix.

With a deep exhale, he opened his eyes and found the sun was already setting. Well, that took a lot longer than I expected.

It would have gone faster if you had not taken the time to test your core at every opportunity, Hazel said.

Jake chuckled. If you’re going to take the time to do something, you may as well take the time to do it right.

A mighty urge suddenly spread through Jake, and he scrambled to his feet. He really did spend too much time cultivating. Unbuckling his pants, he turned to face the tree and relieved himself. Only the stream was black as the night as it poured out of him, and the smell was nasty.

That’s not normal, Jake said.

No, it isn’t, Hazel added with fascination in her voice.

I’m going to need to go see my doctor about this, he thought, then shook his head. Never mind that. He’s probably dead. I’m on my own with this, huh?

I’m here for you, Jake. No need to worry, Hazel assured him. This must just be part of this purification process all the other cultivation books talk about. Whatever toxins came into your body with the aether, or were there before, are being flushed out. This is a good thing. Probably.

Jake chuckled. You sure know how to fill a guy with confidence, Hazel.

I try.

Jake shook his head and gathered his things. There was a lot more work to be done on both the garden and his body. With the most important part finished—laying down the foundation—he was eager to start building up his body, his own personal little temple.

His skin and muscle were always receiving some sort of damage, so using aether to fix them up stronger than they were was a fairly simple thing. He channeled his aether into the micro-tears, scratches, and nicks, and skin and muscle would be fixed up better than new.

Bones were a challenge, however.

He couldn’t just go around breaking his bones and pulling them back together for giggles. It would hurt far too much, and there was no guarantee he could fix them right the first time. So why risk it? There were too many people counting on him if things went wrong to take himself out of the fight on a gamble. No, he needed something reliable, something he could do on a daily basis like he was doing for his muscles.

While pulling weeds from his budding garden, an idea came to Jake.

If he thought of his bones as a sort of mold, he could think of the aether as a sort of cement he was pouring in to strengthen them. The idea might not make any sense to anyone else, but to him as a contractor, it made perfect sense. Sure, there were some leaps of logic, but it was the best idea he could think of at the time, and his bones needed strengthening before he started breaking them on accident.

Jake finished up his gardening for the day and went to find a shaded spot to sit down. Once again, he cultivated. This time his focus went solely to his bones. Pulling on the aether from within his core, he watched as thick threads slipped free from his center and flowed into his bones. The purple glow of aether spread from within his core to his skeleton. Without any idea as to how long this would take or how much aether he had to pour in for this process to work, Jake continued to cultivate until he felt spent.

With a deep breath, he stood back up and wondered if he had really achieved anything.

Scans indicate your bones have made a five percent increase in strength, Hazel announced with pride in her voice.

Jake thought percentages and numbers were all well and good, but nothing beat throwing things out into the field to see how they actually performed. OK, but how do we test it?

You could try hitting yourself with a thick stick. There are plenty around these parts, Hazel suggested. Do try to be near the Gaming Center just in case something goes wrong, though. I’m no fan of seeing you in pain.

Jake smiled. That’s sweet.

He headed out to one of the nearby trees and started searching for one with a thick branch. Luckily he found one on the side of the road. He hefted it up and gave it a few swings and test flexes. It definitely had some weight to it. It felt sturdy, too. Knowing he had enough strength to break bones from all his fights with seeders, he was confident he could do the kind of damage he needed to in order to test out his new gains.

Jake returned to the garden, making sure he was next to the Gaming Center’s gate. “Ready for this?” He raised the stick in one arm while he held out the other, braced against the gate.

I’m covering my eyes right now! Hazel said.

“Here goes.” Jake swung the stick down with all his might.

A loud crack followed, and a spike of pain shot up his arm. Jake dropped the stick and clutched his arm, gritting his teeth to fight down a cry trying to escape his throat.

Bone fractures confirmed. There are several cracks along your arm, Hazel reported with a sharp wince. The good news is that force was more than enough to break normal human bones. Between your prior gains and today, you have succeeded in making yourself more durable.

Jake nodded as he channeled his aether into the cracks in his bone—anything to repair the damage and stop the pain. It was a slow process. Looking at the stick split in two at his feet, he was pretty sure his bones would have shattered if he hadn’t made the gains Hazel informed him off.

That was good.

But the pain wasn’t going away fast enough for his liking. Nor did he want to look like a lunatic to the others over the stunt he’d just pulled. He had to come up with a way to spin this experiment of his. Actually, he didn’t need to lie at all; he just needed to share his findings. Brad could fix him up in a second. This was all for science, after all, and everything he learned he could use to help others in his situation.

You will still look like a lunatic, though, Hazel broke into his thoughts.

Maybe. But we’re in a whole new, crazy world. We need a little bit of a pioneering.


Chapter six
Brad


Brad was going over the rules for a guild with his muse when Jake broke into the arcade clutching his arm. The expression on his face was all too excited for the blood oozing between his fingers.

“Brad, I've got awesome news,” Jake said.

“Does it involve your broken arm?” Brad asked as he raised a hand to heal Jake. The warm, white glow poured from his hand into Jake’s wound, pulling it back together before their eyes. To Brad’s surprise, the wound looked worse than it was. It didn’t take a lot of mana to fix up the damage.

Jake flexed his hand. “Thanks for that. Anyway, I’ve been digging deeper into cultivation.”

“The gardening you’ve been doing, or the Kung Fu Panda stuff you and Sam told me about?” Brad couldn’t help teasing. He was familiar with the concepts of cultivation, but it all seemed shrouded in too much mysticism to be anything else.

Then again, who was he to talk? A few days ago he was just a janitor at a mall. Today he was casting healing magics and some of his fellow survivors were casting spells.

Jake huffed out a quick laugh. “The Kung Fu Panda stuff, smartass. Turns out we’ve got this core inside of us—an aether core, I’m calling it. It sort of looks like a messy ball of yarn in its natural state, but if you take the time to cultivate it properly, you can turn it into a neat, orderly, dense core.”

“So you turned a mess you can’t use into something you can?”

“Exactly. Well, sorta,” Jake said. “Hazel thinks this chaos is also part of what causes the aether poisoning we’ve been dealing with. Having all that energy roiling around isn’t good for living things. Pissing black helped confirm it.”

Brad blinked. “You pissed black?”

“Yeah.”

Brad brought up Jake’s status for any adverse effects, but everything was in the green. “Should we uh…get you to a doctor? Heather’s the closest we’ve got to one.”

Jake laughed. “No need. I’m doing fine. Better than ever, actually. I’ve been making myself stronger little by little, even my bones. That’s actually how my arm got messed up.”

Brad rubbed at his brow. “You broke your own arm to test this?” That was out of character for Jake. He was always the sane one of their group.

“Yeah, but I knew you were nearby. Heather, too. So there was no real danger in it.”

Brad sighed. “That’s fair and all, but next time let us know you’re planning to break your arm before you do it. You’re kind of important, you know.”

“Don’t worry. I’ve got no plans of abandoning you or my little sister any time soon.” Jake smiled.

“Good, because we’ve been getting new arrivals while you’ve been out cultivating. Locals you might know,” Brad said. “I’ve been taking care of their aether poisoning and explaining the system to them before helping them pick classes.”

Jake nodded. “Did any of them decide to go down the cultivation path?”

Brad shook his head. “I explained it to them about as well as you guys explained it to me, and they all decided to go with classes instead.”

Jake wiped at his brow like he’d just dodged a bullet. “Good. I don’t know enough about this stuff yet to be teaching anyone, and the last thing I need are distractions while I’m figuring it all out.”

“Might want to figure it out sooner rather than later. Sam hasn’t found any survivors yet, but when she does, some might want to become cultivators and they’ll need a Mr. Miyagi,” Brad said.

Jake placed his hands on his hips. “I guess if Sam vouches for them, I can teach them a thing or two. So, who’s shown up to our little community while I’ve been off in my own world?”

Brad waved for Jake to follow him to the food court, where a small crowd of new arrivals had gathered and were talking among some of the other survivors.

Heather was with them, tending to a few of their wounded. Thankfully no one had anything worse than deep cuts and aether poisoning—nothing she couldn’t handle.

Teresa and Ceres were entertaining kids with the use of their firebolt spells, juggling the flames between their hands. In between their little magic tricks, Ceres took the time to explain to the kids what they were doing and how they were using their magic. A few of them shot up to their feet, exclaiming how cool it would be to become a mage. Danny, the youngest pill popper in the world who they’d saved at Salmon Arm, was with those kids, but not one of the ones jumping with excitement to become a spellslinger. Out of the two women, Ceres was far more into entertaining and teaching the kids than Teresa, whose forced smile suggested she was looking for any excuse to get away.

“So we’ve got Michelle over there.” He pointed at a short, athletic woman who was hanging out behind the food court helping a bald, older man, with a bushy beard. “And I think that’s Chippy over there doing most of the cooking beside the blonde.”

“That’s Nadine,” Jake informed him. It was no surprise Jake knew some of these new arrivals, this was his home town after all.

Nadine was talking a mile a minute to the poor guy and anyone within range, but they were all smiles.

“Right,” Brad said. “I’ll remember that in the future. Having a muse is pretty handy when it comes to remembering names.”

Jake nodded. “Isn’t that the truth. So do you know any of their classes?”

“Michelle decided to go rogue.”

Jake chuckled as Brad pointed out the new arrivals. He knew a few of them very well. “Michelle is Cory’s better half. And rogue is a good fit for her. She is fun, but when it’s time to get down to business, she’s a little fireball of energy. It’s pretty scary when you see it for the first time.”

Brad could imagine it already. “Sounds like it.”

“What about Chippy? What did he pick for a class?”

Brad smiled. “He picked mage to help him cook even when the power’s out.”

Jake barely contained his outburst of laughter. “Yeah, that’s Chippy alright. Great cook, though.”

They moved on to the next group, where a tall, athletic man sat shuffling a deck of cards in as unnecessary and flashy a way as possible. Compared to the others who looked like they belonged in Scotch Creek, this man looked like a rogue right from the start with his black leather jacket and hoodie. “That’s Willy, another rogue. Know him?”

Jake nodded. “Willy’s always been a bit of a wild card. The kind to break all the rules for the sake of breaking them. Real fun at parties, but I’d still keep an eye on him just in case.”

“Don’t be a buzzkill, Jake. I’m not here to screw anyone over,” Willy said with a Cheshire grin. “Those seeder things and those aliens I hear are coming though? Well, it’s open season on all of them.” Willy flicked out cards to the people across from him.

Angie and Mark, clearly a couple, waved at the pair. Angie was a brunette with a sweet, motherly smile on her face. Mark looked like he belonged in a biker gang with his bald head and goatee, but he greeted them with a quiet nod and returned to the card game.

“Angie, Mark, it’s been ages. How’ve you two been?” Jake asked as he moved to sit beside them.

“Been doing fine, dear,” Angie answered. “Things have been a little hectic since those aliens arrived, but it was nothing Scotch Creek couldn’t handle.”

Mark nodded. “Right. Saw you and your friends move into the Gaming Center and decided to poke around. Met Brad and the rest of your folks. You seem alright.”

“More than alright,” Angie corrected. “You’re all so welcoming and helpful to everyone here. Brad helped us with our aether poisoning, and we even picked classes. Mark is a fighter now, and I’m a healer so I can keep him safe.” She wrapped her arms around her husband in a tight embrace.

“Yeah, the kid’s alright,” Mark added.

“But does he want to play a game?” Willy passed a stream of cards from one hand to the other.

“No time for games.” An Einstein-looking old man came up to them with a woman at his side with greying brown hair. “Your people have all been very great and helpful thus far, but at the end of the day you’re all still outsiders. Except Jake, but only just barely.”

Jake took a deep, calming breath. “It’s been a long time Alan, Nora.”

Nora smiled. “It has been, Jake. And you look so much stronger than the scrawny boy that left Scotch Creek all those years ago.”

“That’s all well and good,” Alan said, “but I need to know what your people’s intentions are for Scotch Creek. You’ve barely been here a few days and already one of our grocery stores has burned down.”

Brad gave a nervous smile. “Sorry about that. Jo decided to become a mage and she didn’t quite grasp her powers when she made it rain fire on the zookeeper and his wolves.”

“Zookeeper?” Alan asked. “Is that some sort of superhero reject?”

“Supervillain fits better, but yeah.”

Alan waved Brad off. “So you’ve brought us a wannabe supervillain who controls animals? Fantastic. You know, things were just peachy here before you people showed up.”

“Things were just peachy before you started running your mouth, Alan,” Chippy shot back from the kitchen. “So why don’t you take it easy on the youngins and enjoy some peach cobbler?”

Alan’s brow pinched together at Chippy. “You’ve been waiting all day to use that line, haven’t you?”

“Who, me? No, not at all.” Chippy’s playful tone said otherwise.

Alan’s shoulders slumped with a sharp exhale. “Look, kid—erm—Brad. We’ve been through a lot since the aliens invaded, lost a lot of good people, and things were just starting to calm down before your… I don’t know what you want to call this. A tribe?”

“Tribe works for now, at least until we can establish a guild,” Brad said.

“Right. Well, things were just starting to improve, and now they’re going back to crazy town. So what is it you people intend to do here? For that matter, who's in charge here?”

Brad didn’t have time to think up a good explanation before Jake answered for him.

“Brad’s in charge here, Alan. Sure, the kid’s a bit goofy and immature, but being a gamer, that comes with the territory. The point is, he knows what he’s talking about. He’s been saving our asses since Kelowna went to hell and keeping our little tribe here organized.”

Brad shifted his weight from one foot to the other at the sudden praise. “Well…I uh, didn’t do anything special. We needed to band together against the seeders and Colton’s crazies. I just did what anyone else would have done.”

Jake shook his head. “Don’t be so modest, Brad. Up until we ran into your group, I was planning on running away from Kelowna with Sam.”

“Yeah, sure, but I did almost blow you away with my shotgun,” Brad added. He felt it was important for the others to know the story.

Alan, Nora, and the other Scotch Creek residents gasped at the detail.

Jake nodded. “Who wouldn’t? Before Sam helped us straighten things out, you thought I was one of Colton’s crazies. I’d want me dead too after a dirty ambush like that. Chet and Aron were ready to kill me regardless, and you talked them down. You brought us in and took care of us.”

The crowd relaxed and smiled.

“I mean, that’s true, but I’m still not sure I’m really the best at this whole leadership thing,” Brad said.

Alan crossed his arms over his chest. “If you really have been the one calling the shots for your people all this time and your people haven’t revolted yet, then obviously you’re the one in charge.”

Brad looked to the survivors who’d made it all the way from Kelowna to Scotch Creek with him. They cheered and sounded out their support for him. His gaze turned back to Jake.

“We’ve all got your back here, Brad,” Jake said. “You’ve done right by us and helped get us through hell. We wouldn’t follow anybody else. If Chet and Aron were here, they’d tell you the same thing.”

Brad stared up at the ceiling, fighting down the nerves building up inside him. “Thanks, guys.”

Jake squeezed Brad’s shoulder. “So, fearless leader, why don’t you tell Alan here the plan? I know he’s being a bit of an ass right now, but that’s just how he gets when he’s anxious.”

“Watch your manners, young man,” Alan scolded him.

Nora placed a hand on her husband’s arm. “Now dear, you have been a little bit rude ever since we got here. Even after they tended to our poisoning and wounds. They’re even feeding us and let us use their facilities to pick classes.”

Alan grumbled something under his breath before speaking up. “Fine, fine. I guess I am being a little obstinate about these newcomers. But that grocery store had a lot of food, and those wolves I’ve been seeing in town after they arrived aren’t normal.”

“Nothing is normal anymore,” Brad said. “But I understand why you’d be concerned. We might have brought some unnecessary attention to Scotch Creek, but it doesn’t matter. Aliens are coming to Earth sooner rather than later, and we need to prepare for them.”

Alan’s eyes widened with a mix of fear and curiosity. “More aliens?”

Brad nodded. “That’s right. From what we’ve seen from the seeders, it’s a pretty safe bet they aren’t the friendly kind, either. Ask your muse—it’ll tell you.”

Jo walked out of the kitchens. “They going to be nice aliens, or naughty like them seeders?”

Brad almost dismissed the question immediately, then paused. Frank, are there any nice aliens?

I’m a specialist in Earth, not the Collective, Brad, but there are certainly groups of aliens that will look to trade with you instead of enslaving or killing you.

OK. We’ll call that a maybe. “Considering their plan is to use humans as fertilizer, I imagine most of them will fall under the naughty category, Jo. Fingers crossed we get some nice ones, right? Anyway, the plan’s pretty simple.”

The room looked to him with bated breath.

“Stage one is set up shop here,” Brad began. “We’ve already reinforced the Gaming Center, but we need to gather supplies and people here. Sam’s off looking for people, and since you’ve all showed up here, I’ve got a good feeling you aren’t opposed to joining up.”

Chippy took a sample from his cobbler. “You keep the food coming and I’m happy to be the cook for your little tribe here.”

The rest of the Scotch Creek residents agreed.

Alan grudgingly nodded. “I suppose that makes sense. It probably would be a smarter idea to move in here with you since you’ve reinforced the Gaming Center already. Strength in numbers and all that.”

Brad nodded. “Exactly, so we just have to go out and get more food, building materials, and anything else that might be useful like refrigerators, and we’ll be pretty good for stage one.”

Alan stroked his chin. “I do know a few neighbors who had some hefty freezers and other cooling units. If you’re planning to stock up on perishable foods, that’s where I’d start first.”

“We’d appreciate all the help we can get.” Brad smiled.

“What’s stage two of your plan, then?” Alan pressed.

“Getting stronger,” Brad answered. “There’s no getting around the new reality of our world. The aliens may land here tomorrow, or they may land months or even years from now. We have no idea. What we do know is that they’re coming, and the seeders and wildlife here are getting more dangerous by the day. If we’re going to survive, we need to build up everyone’s strength. That means going out to kill seeders, mutated animals, and spending that aether on levels and equipment.”

Jake chuckled. “That part’s a no-brainer.”

Alan nodded along in agreement with the plan thus far.

“But to do all of this in an organized fashion, we need to establish a guild. The problem is that it’s crazy expensive. Ten-thousand-aether expensive,” Brad said.

The room fell silent with several jaws hitting the floor.

“Ten thousand?” Jake asked. “How is anyone supposed to get that aether together on their own?”

“Good thing we don’t have to,” Brad said. “Like in any other MMO, while there has to be a leader to establish a guild, the resources to create it can come from all the different guild members. If I place the order at one of the 3D printers, everyone can go donate whatever they can to help create the guild.”

Alan hummed. “This sounds an awful lot like government shenanigans to me. What is it exactly a guild does for us?”

“You aren’t too far off,” Brad admitted. “A guild leader has the ability to set a tax rate on all aether collected by its members, and if I was a special kind of stupid, I would siphon it all off for myself. But that wouldn’t help us survive against the aliens or the seeders. Instead, I plan to put that aether into system points we can use to build more advanced structures than we can currently build by hand—defenses and and other facilities, and 3D printers big enough to produce vehicles. We can even create our own upgrade centers like we have under the Gaming Center, if we want to.”

Alan’s eyes twinkled with excitement as he nodded along.

“But getting there will take time, and we’ll get there faster if our people are able to take care of themselves. Which is why I’m not requiring anyone to donate to creating the guild right away. Focus on improving yourselves with gear, levels, or gene mods. After that, anything you can spare would be greatly appreciated.”

Nora smiled and embraced her husband. “What my husband here was meaning to ask was what the immediate benefits of a guild are.”

“Oh.” Brad chuckled. “Easy. We’ll be able to see the location of all guild members on the map at all times. Organizing parties and raids is easier. We can communicate via voice or text. We’ll always be able to identify our people as friends, get a neat guild emblem to show off, and a totally awesome name to go with it.”

Brad couldn’t help slipping into the real priorities of any guild. The name and emblem, if done right, would work wonders for recruitment. And who didn’t like to be associated with an awesome-looking and sounding guild?

“There are more perks too, but we’d be here all day if I went through all of them. You can ask your muses for details,” Brad added. “For that matter, you should ask your muses as many questions as you can think of. They have a wealth of information about our world and the aliens, and anything you could learn and share with the community would be a boon to us all.”

Alan rubbed his hands together. “I’ll be getting on those questions right away. I’ll figure out how to put this mage class of mine to work with my general tech knowledge and get to tinkering.”

“Already, Alan? You’re just like Jo when it comes to her bombs.” Nora’s shoulder’s drooped.

Alan turned on a heel and walked off to the nearest doors. “I’m nowhere near as dangerous as our little firebug! Besides, you’re a fighter. You can keep me safe if I figure out how to make golems.”

Nora tugged her husband’s arm before he ran out. “Nah-uh. None of this experimentation nonsense right now. You’re staying for dinner, mister. Then we can worry about you causing…incidents.”

The room erupted with laughter at the couple.

Brad couldn’t help but shake his head and smile. They were an interesting bunch of people, and they were his responsibility now. He was going to have to do everything within his power to make sure they not only survived but thrived in this wild new world of theirs.

“What about the Hub?” Mark asked. “Angie and I, and the crew that owns it, don’t want to give it up. It is a pretty secure building as well, and we have our own industrial kitchen and generators.”

“I think long term we’ll need both buildings. We can work on making the Hub more secure, and we have more solar panels that we can let you guys use over there. As we find more survivors, we’re going to need more space anyway. If Jo hadn’t burned down the supermarket it would’ve been a good building as well.”

“Sorry guys, I was just trying to roast aliens, not the building,” Jo said, looking a little sheepish.

“What’s done is done,” Alan said. “But no more fire spells or bombs in important buildings, you got that kiddo?”

“Yes, Mr. Lorimer,” Jo said with a nod.

“Any more questions?”

“Questions can wait. Dinner’s ready,” Chippy announced to everyone.

Brad laughed. “Dinnertime it is. Chippy and the other cooks made us a good spread, so everyone dig in.”

Chippy broke out venison steaks, mashed potatoes, peach cobbler, and so much more. All from the food Brad’s people had gathered on their trip over and their brief time in Scotch Creek. It was a feast celebrating a new beginning, the start of humanity carving out order from the chaos the Collective had thrown their world and their species into.

After a long, delicious dinner, Brad managed to drag himself to his feet. I’m going to have a food coma after all that. He never imagined he would eat like that again for the rest of his life. A part of him was a pessimist, expecting to die at any moment from some encounter with a seeder, hostile humans, or just some freak accident. Brad liked to keep that part of himself buried deep in the back of his mind where it couldn’t cause problems.

Brad headed down to the upgrade center and went to the last 3D printer at the back of the hall. With just shy of a thousand aether available to him, Brad could have waited to level up. It would have been the smart thing to do for himself, maybe even his people. But now that he was their leader, he had to put their needs first. Brad poured all of his aether into the 3D printer to start the guild creation process.

“Now what should we call ourselves…”


Chapter seven
Sam


Driving out of Scotch Creek filled Sam with hope for what they might find out to the east. The town was rough around the edges from the seeder invasion, with buildings broken into while others had collapsed to the ground. Compared to Salmon Arm or the other towns they saw on the way up from Kelowna, though? Scotch Creek was essentially intact.

It was a naive hope.

Driving up the lake, they found mostly ruins and empty houses. Despite being a mostly rural area, Celista had been hit hard.

“Jesus,” Aron hissed behind his mask. “What happened here?”

Chet checked his pistol, riding shotgun next to Aron. “Right? Scotch Creek is holding up pretty well. This doesn’t make any sense.”

“Any ideas, Randy?” Sam asked.

Randy stroked his beard as he took in the scene. “Can’t say anything for sure, but it might have something to do with the fact there weren’t exactly a lot of locals around these parts.”

“Uh-huh. Lots of tourists come out this way to relax,” Jo confirmed. “Camping and fishing and hiking, and—”

Randy cut her off by messing with her hat. Jo squealed and pulled it away from him with her cheeks puffed out in a big, offended pout.

“Jo’s got the right idea,” Randy said. “People weren’t here to fight an alien invasion. Most of them probably weren’t in too great of shape to deal with the seeders to begin with. Heck, even if there were a bunch of gamers like you guys dragged out here by their families, I doubt they had their nano-pills on them when the seeders came down.”

Sam pulled her lips into a tight line. “Damn.”

She could easily see herself in that situation. Her family dragging her out on some lame vacation, away from her games and interests and leaving her to sulk and bear it until the vacation was over. If they had tried pulling that stunt while she knew the seeder invasion was coming, Sam wasn’t sure what she would have done. Maybe run away to keep them in the city, at least long enough for her to get her nano-pill. From what she’d seen in Kelowna, their chances were better with more people banding together to fight. But out here, relaxing away from any stress or danger? The dead bodies around them spoke for themselves.

“Sammy”—Jo tugged at her arm for attention—“do you think anyone made it out of here alive?” Her sweet voice was laced with heavy concern for the people of their community.

Without knowing the area, Sam couldn’t say. She looked to Randy for answers.

“A lot of people fled. This time of year, most of the people out this way are on vacation and wanted to get home. Some stayed with us to fight the monsters, but most kept running,” Randy said. “There could still be more people around, but our best bet to find anyone is at the elementary school. The building’s pretty solid, and there was some construction going on around it last I was in these parts. Plus the supermarket ain’t far.”

Aron nodded. “A school could be a good base. Board up the windows and doors and you’ve got a little fortress against the seeders.”

“Show us the way, Randy,” Sam said. While the condos and houses they’d checked so far had been devoid of life, they’d at least gotten some good supplies. A few of the houses had backup generators, so the freezers and fridges had still worked. Later they’d come back and acquire the equipment, but this trip was mostly for finding survivors.

When they pulled up to the structure, it was still standing. Smears of red and orange covered the exterior, even going as far as to the small mechanic shop and grocery store across the street from the school.

“This doesn’t look good,” Sam muttered. “What do you guys think? Last stand?”

The truck was silent.

Aron pulled up to park in front of the school, making sure the truck was facing out to the road for a quick getaway. “That’s the optimistic view.” He turned off the truck and disembarked with the rest of the team.

“What’s the pessimistic view?” Chet asked as he moved behind Aron with his pistol at the ready.

Aron led the way forward with his shield up and his shovel at the ready. Boarded-up windows lay broken and ripped apart. The doors were thrown off their hinges by heavy impacts, leaving a trail of destruction deep into the bloody halls.

“Wholesale slaughter,” Aron answered grimly.

Jo clasped her mouth with a sharp gasp.

There were bodies strewn about the halls; the sunlight streaming in through the damaged barricades let them see that much. Seeders and hunters had been killed by the dozen, with even more dead humans among their number. Many of them had been reduced to bloody smears and scraps of cloth with industrial green streaks sprayed across the walls. But it wasn’t a clean victory for the seeders. Many of the bodies were still identifiable, if damaged in a gruesome manner. The survivors who took the elementary school as a shelter had to have won.

Sam had to know. “Let’s go room by room. Maybe we can find some survivors or some sign of where they went.”

“Alright gang, let’s split up,” Chet said in his most comical voice.

Everyone stared at him, then back to Sam.

“This isn’t Scooby Doo, Chet. We’re sticking together. If any seeder tries to jump us, they’ll have to deal with all of us.”

“Yeah! And I’ll try not to burn down the school this time,” Jo announced cheerfully.

A look of amused concern spread across Chet’s face while Aron let out muffled laughter behind his mask.

“Why’s that so funny, Mr. Gas-Mask-Man? I was being serious,” she huffed.

Aron shook his head and let out a breath. “I’m just glad one of us can be so happy with all of…”—he gestured at the chaotic remains of battle—“this mess around us.”

Jo gave an exaggerated nod, her hat flopping along with the motions. “Gotta stay positive or else the monsters win! And I’m not letting the monsters win. Nah-uh. No sir.”

Sam swore Jo’s smile was lighting up the gloomy halls around them, but decided it was just her imagination. “Glad you’re on our side.”

They moved as a team with Aron and Chet at the lead, ready to take on any threats they might encounter. Now and again, when they heard a strange noise or someone had a bad feeling, Sam would move on ahead to peek inside a room or around corners. The only thing they found inside the school were bodies, hastily erected barricades, and a deluge of seeder and human blood.

Sam took the lead as they approached the cafeteria. The doors and windows were still boarded up, but the door hung open ever so slightly. With a gentle push, she eased a door open and peeked inside.

The cafeteria had been turned into a final bastion against the seeder hordes, and it showed. Barricades were formed up into a large central circle guarded by smaller defensive lines to keep the aliens out. Whoever led this effort had to have some sort of military background. It was too organized to just be slapped together by civilians on short notice.

Unfortunately, even this was not enough. A lone hunter stood victorious among the dead seeders and humans. The beast was chomping away at the bloody remains of a school teacher before it turned its head to the side and spewed out a stream of industrial green fertilizer—the goop these aliens were turning all humans into.

Sam wondered what the purpose of it all was. To force the Earth to produce more aether? Or was the Collective planning on bringing in alien plants and animals to their world?

Both, Olivia replied.

The sound of a tightening grip perked Sam’s attention. It was Aron, and he was already moving for the doors.

Sam held out a hand and stopped him.“There might be more of them. Let me take care of this,” Sam said through the party chat.

Jo’s mouth widened in a gasp at the sudden voice in her head. A gasp Randy cut off with a quick hand over Jo’s mouth.

The hunter didn’t notice.

Sam slipped inside the cafeteria. As she approached the four-legged alien, she slowly drew her knife. Her eyes darted about, searching for threats while always falling back on the hunter. They were all alone as far as she could tell, and the hunter was easy prey.

Without any warning, Sam leaped onto the hunter’s back. She slashed the creature’s throat to prevent any cries from escaping it before a swift follow-up strike severed its spine from its mind. The hunter collapsed to a lifeless heap beneath her.

You have received 5 aether.

Sam wiped her blade clean on the dead hunter before standing. “Looks like we’re clear.”

The rest of the party streamed in.

Aron immediately kicked at the dead hunter, throwing its lifeless husk far from the woman it was eating. It was hard to get a read on Aron’s emotional state behind his mask, but it didn’t take a psychic to figure out he was upset.

“You alright, Aron?” Sam asked.

“I’m fine.” His voice didn’t sound any more agitated than usual, so Sam shrugged off her concerns.

Aron looked around the room. “We’ll spread out and search the rest of the cafeteria. Look for anything important, maybe find some food.”

Sam wanted to say they didn’t need any more food than what they’d brought on them, but it would be a waste to let the school’s food spoil. “Alright. I’ll search the bodies.”

The party split off while Sam looked to the dead humans scattered throughout the barricades. She had a good feeling about who was a local and who was a tourist. Tourists tended to look like they belonged in a city: hipsters, trendies, and soft men and women with the occasional rocker or gamer strewn among them. The locals tended to have a much more rugged appearance, obviously used to living far away from civilization.

For the most part, the survivors had been armed with anything from sticks and tools to the rare knife or fire axe. Rarer still were those with guns among them. This led Sam to believe the bulk of the dead in the school were tourists.

The number of guns increased as she moved to the central barricade.

Men, women, children—the seeders didn’t care. They killed them all. Sam hated to admit it, but she was already starting to feel numb to all the death around them. But she could never get used to the dead kids, especially in such numbers. It drove a knife into her heart and twisted.

It’s alright, Sam. There’s nothing you could have done to save them. There’s nothing any of us could have done, Olivia said.

Sam knew her muse was right, but it didn’t make her feel any better. She took a deep breath to hold her composure and spotted a group of cops among the dead. The one still wearing his cap and aviator shades looked to be in charge of things, so she checked his pockets first.

Outside of the obvious rifle and sidearm, she found a map in his vest’s pouch. She unfurled it and pulled out a flashlight from her pocket. Rocky quickly snatched it from her hand and climbed onto her shoulder while he held it for her.

“Thanks, little guy.”

Examining the map, Sam discovered several parts were circled or crossed out. The red Xs were lost safe houses and other important structures. Red circles showed where heavy concentrations of seeders had been seen in the town, but judging by all the dead aliens strewn about, every last one of the monsters had swarmed the school. The most important finding to Sam were the green circles. These signified intact buildings full of resources they could use. Medical, food, construction materials, weapons, all the essentials. The question was how accurate the map still was.

Jo leaned over Sam’s head and stared at the map with her big blue eyes. “Find something?”

“A map. I’m still going through it, but it looks like it marks out supplies throughout the area. Some of the houses we already checked are on the list. Seems like the people who survived at the condos all came here.”

Jo’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “Are there any boomy supplies in there?”

Sam questioned the wisdom in sharing the location of anything even remotely flammable or explosive with Jo. But as overeager and dangerous as the girl was, she had already saved Sam’s life once with her use of explosives. It might be a worse idea to deny her access to those things.

“There’s a mechanic’s shop across the street. You’ll probably find oil and other flammable liquids there, and at the hardware store, too.” Sam pointed them out at the map. “But there’s nothing too heavy duty.”

“I’ll make it work! Don’t you worry, Sammy-Sam. I’ll make the bestest-most-boomy bombs from what I find!” Jo announced as she shot straight up. “Would you like some bombs, too?” Her voice was far too sweet to be talking about explosive devices in such a casual manner.

Sam considered the offer, but shook her head. “How about you and Randy go get those supplies and we’ll keep a nice stockpile on the truck for our trip?” After all, Sam trusted herself even less around explosives than Jo. At least their merry little bomber knew her way around them.

“Isn’t it dangerous to split up, though?” Randy walked up to them.

“It probably is, but it shouldn’t be terrible with all these dead around here. The map kept rough counts of the seeders they found at each site, and if I had to guess, all of them are dead here.” Sam pointed out at the numbers ranging from a handful to a few dozen at places. “Anyway, we’re all in a party now, so if you need help just call for us. We’ve got your location on our maps at all times. Aron, Chet, and I will keep looking through the school, and then we’ll head out again.”

Randy nodded. “That’s handy. Alright Jo, you ready to go on a little trip?”

Jo bounced on her feet. “Yes!”

The pair headed out, leaving Sam to keep studying the map. She didn’t have long before Chet and Aron showed up.

Chet pointed a thumb over his shoulder. “I hope you like chicky tendies and fries, because that and those cheap school burgers are about all that’s left in there.”

Aron leaned against the barricade. “They’re already cooking. Apparently this place has an emergency generator somewhere and it’s still running.” Aron looked at Sam sitting among the dead with the map in her hands. “You uh…might want to get out of there.”

Sam rose to her feet with a nod and followed Aron away from the piles of dead. Aron pried a table free from the barricades and the chairs to go with it. He wiped it clean with some napkins and pulled out a chair for Sam.

“So what’s the plan?” Chet asked.

“There’s a lot of info on this map.” Sam realized there was a key to go with the map for some of the locations. “But I’m missing the other half of the puzzle. I’m sure it’s around here somewhere. I just have to find it.”

Aron sighed. “Might as well start digging through the bodies, then.”

Sam shook her head. “I’ve got this. Why don’t you two check out the little stores on the next road? That way you’ll be close to the other guys in case anyone runs into trouble.”

“You sure, Sam? Your brother would kill us if anything happened to you,” Aron said.

Sam nodded. “No seeder’s going to sneak up on me. I’m a rogue, remember? I’ll get this all figured out before you guys get back.”

Chet shrugged. “You heard the lady, Aron. Let’s get going.”

Aron nodded, and they left Sam alone with no one but Rocky to watch her back. Sam was fine with this. She’d ridden out the start of the apocalypse with no one but herself, her knives, and Rocky up until her brother had arrived. Now that she had experience sneaking and fighting the monsters, she wasn’t worried. Being a rogue meant she was also pretty good at sneaking and disappearing when necessary.

While the others were out exploring, Sam got to work looking through the rest of the bodies for the missing key to the map. It was annoying that the group had gone to such lengths for secrecy. Did they think seeders were smart enough to decipher a map? Or were they planning ahead for the aliens that hadn’t arrived yet? While she understood the logic, it was now a problem for her to sort out.

She made sure to set aside the weapons and ammo she found in their own pile so they could pack them up and leave in a hurry, but finding what she was after was easier said than done. The cops all had notepads on them, but they were filled with old notes having nothing to do with the map.

One of the officers was actually keeping notes on the different aliens they encountered. How the seeders and hunters looked. How they used pack tactics, and which senses were stronger than others. The hunters in particular had a good sense of smell, which made skulking about in the shadows only partially effective for getting around them. Regular seeders seemed to have equivalent eyesight to humans, according to the notes. And from what Sam had seen thus far, it seemed accurate. She took the notepad full of observations to show the rest of their survivors later and went back to digging through the bodies.

It took about an hour before she finally found what she was looking for; there were just that many bodies in the cafeteria. Off in the corner of the room, pinned beneath the head of a charging hunter, was another dead officer. The hunter had crushed him to death, but not before he’d gotten one final shot off through the monster’s thick skull.

Digging through the officer’s pockets, she found another map to match the one she had found, along with a notepad. This notepad had a key defining the map’s different numbers and shorthand scribbles. She could finally make sense of things.

“We’re back,” Jo announced, with half a dozen different containers strapped to her and Randy. Their bulging backpacks were probably jam-packed with more finds.

Sam went to meet them. “Found what you were looking for?”

Jo gave a big, proud nod. “We found lots of burny things for fire bombs. Those are always fun. Didn’t find so much for the boomy kind, though but I can make a few out of them. Or one really big one!”

Sam laughed. “Maybe hang on to that for now. We might need it later.”

“OK, but I’m making a really big one if I’m waiting.” Jo pouted.

Aron and Chet came back not too long after.

“Good news is we’re alive,” Chet announced. “Bad news is, no one else is. Found plenty of supplies around here, though. If we can get some people over here to collect, we should be sitting pretty good back at the Gaming Center for a long time.”

Aron nodded. “I already radioed ahead to Brad and the others. We’ll hand off the map when we get back and they’ll send people over.”

“That’s good.” Sam smiled.

Before she could go on, there was a faint burning smell in the air.

“Crap.” Chet took off to the kitchen. “I forgot to set the timer, didn't I?”

They burst into laughter and gathered around the table. Chet came back with trays full of chicken strips and fries for everyone.

“They’re a little on the crispy side,” Sam teased.

Chet huffed. “Well, someone should’ve been paying more attention to the oven! My bad.”

The group sat down to eat and relax after a mostly depressing start to the day. No survivors, no seeders to farm for aether, but at least they had found supplies and a map that might make finding more critical supplies easier.

“So, find anything on that map, Sam?” Aron asked, his mask still on and his food untouched.

Aron was always an odd character to Sam, or really anyone who knew him, as far as she was aware. She’d never seen him take off his mask, but even he had to eat at some point.

“Aren’t you hungry?” she asked.

“I’ll eat later,” he insisted.

Sam had a sneaking suspicion Aron was hiding something behind his mask. Maybe he was just breathtakingly hideous under it. She couldn’t think of any other reason why he always wore it. But she decided not to press the issue.

That is smart, Sam. He’s obviously dealing with some sort of trauma, and the mask is part of his way of dealing with it, Olivia said.

“Alright, then. I found out where our survivors might have run off to.” Sam pulled open the map and pointed out a resort off to the east. “Cedar Springs Resort. It’s pretty out of the way, and I’m guessing the survivors here thought the aliens wouldn’t get anywhere near it since it’s in such a remote location. If they’re not there, then I’m afraid we won’t find any survivors from Celista. The good news is Magna Bay isn’t too far from there, so we won’t be wasting much time if no one’s home. We’ll do a quick recon of the residential areas, but this is just a first trip. Jo, Randy, I’m sure you have friends and family you want to check on, but we can’t get everywhere today.”

“Don’t worry, Sam,” Randy said with a soft voice. “We were dealing with our losses before you guys got here. Most of us already know what happened to our families. We can’t save everyone. It’s better if you’re the one making the call on which places to check. Saves us from choosing.”

Sam gulped. It must be so hard for the locals to deal with this. In Kelowna, she hardly knew her neighbors. Out here in these small communities, you grew up knowing everyone.

Aron sighed. “Let’s hope we find some survivors.”

“And that they aren’t a bunch of lunatics,” Chet said around a mouthful of food. “We really don’t need a repeat of Colton and his crazies.”

Sam nodded. “No one wants to fight humans, but if they don’t give us a choice we’ll do what we have to.”

The group ate in silence for a moment, and Aron was still not eating. Noticing the looks he was getting, he decided to speak up first. “Hey, Chet. Didn’t you say you had lost a bunch of guns in a boating accident near here?”

Chet gave a cheeky grin. “So what if I did, detective?”

Aron chuckled. “I was thinking they must have been pretty powerful if you had to go hiding them like that.”

Chet shrugged. “Not really. Most of them were the kind that politicians love to cry about for free points. But there were a couple of AKs that wouldn’t take much to make full auto. And the Barrett.”

Aron leaned across the table. “A Barrett?”

“Yup.”

“The big, huge, fifty-cal rifle?”

Chet’s grin spread from ear to ear. “That’d be the one.”

Aron leaned back, flinging his hands in the air. “How’d you manage to get your hands on that thing up here?”

“I told you. I knew a guy who knows a guy.”

Sam looked at her companions. It sounded like Chet was into some shady shit.

“I wonder if we know your guy,” Randy said. “If he was using Cedar Springs as a drop point, he was probably local. Or one of the crooks who come out here. For a small area, the North Shuswap has all sorts of villains living out here.”

Sam was about to ask why that was when Randy beat her to the question.

“That’s because we’re halfway between Calgary and Vancouver,” Randy explained, “and thieves, drug and gun runners like the fact there not many cops out here. Depending on who the alien seeders eat, this area might be better off.”

Chet shrugged. “Sorry, I’m not saying nothing about nothing about who I know or where the guns came from. I made promises.”

“Fine. Keep your secrets.” Aron laughed. “But you wouldn’t happen to remember where you happened to lose those, would you?”

Chet nodded. “Actually, yeah. Well, if my friend wasn’t lying about where he stashed them, anyway.”

Aron gestured for Chet to get on with it.

“He actually snuck them into that Cedar Springs Resort and dumped them overboard. Gave me a tracker app and everything on the phone. I’ve still got juice, so finding it won’t be a problem. Getting to it will.” Chet took another bite out of his chicken. “We have to find out where he stashed his diving equipment, provided no one else has found it, then we have to pull the stuff out of the water. And I’m hoping the aliens haven’t decided to start throwing sea monsters into the lake, because I am not dealing with that nonsense.”

Aron laughed. “Yeah, underwater content in games was always pretty bad.”

“Well yeah,” Chet said, “but I’m not sure my gun will work too well in the water. Too much resistance for the bullet to travel through and all. Unless this alien tech has a convenient way around that problem.”

Aron turned to Sam. “So what do you say? Mind extending our visit to the resort for a diving expedition?”

Sam mulled it over for a moment. If the guns were as powerful as Aron and Chet made them out to be, they could certainly use the help. Sam was familiar enough with the AK to know it was a pretty nasty gun, and with full auto it would be a great help to their people back at the Gaming Center. But those guns weren’t their main mission.

“No promises, but we’ll try,” Sam finally answered. “Our first goal is finding survivors and getting back to Scotch Creek in one piece. If pulling those guns out of the water gets in the way of either one, we’re not stopping for them. Got it?”

“No problem,” Chet said. “I’m pretty happy with what I’ve got right now, so I’m not too worried.”

“But you can’t deny those guns would be useful,” Aron added.

Sam nodded. “That’s why we’re going to try to pick them up.”

The whole time, Jo and Randy were eating quietly. Well, Randy more so than Jo. When the conversation finally died down, she had to ask. “Mr. Gas-Mask-Man, how come you’re not eating? It’s been a pretty long day and I’m getting worried about you.”

Aron looked away. “I…uh. It’s nothing, alright? I’ll eat later. I'm just not all that hungry right now.”

Jo pouted. “But why? Is it ‘cause you think you’re scary looking? Because you’re a pretty nice man and I don’t think a scary face is going to scare us away from you.”

Aron was silent, even as his gaze fell.

Randy placed a hand on her shoulder. “Come on, Jo. Leave the big guy alone about it. It’s something he doesn’t want to talk about.”

“But why?” Jo protested.

Aron turned back to face her. “He’s right, Jo. It’s not something I really want to get into. If you see my face you’ll start asking questions like everyone else, and I don’t want to be reminded of what happened.”

That answer was too vague for Sam’s liking, but she got the message. “Don’t worry, Aron. Whatever you need to keep to yourself, we’ll respect. But we’re all here for you. If you ever need to vent about what happened, we’ll listen.”

Jo gave a big nod. “And I’ll give hugs. Hugs always make things better.”

Aron laughed. “Thanks, guys. Maybe I’ll take you up on that offer later, but not right now.” He stood up and scooped up his tray of food. “Now if you don’t mind, I’m starving.” He disappeared into the kitchen.

Sam waited until she was sure he was out of earshot, then whispered to Chet, “So, what happened?”

Chet shrugged. “Don’t look at me, I don’t know what happened to him, either. He’s had that mask on ever since we linked up back in Kelowna. I’ve never seen him take it off since. Well, not for long anyway. He did switch helmets in front of me when he got that new armor.”

Sam’s brow knitted together. “Really? But he didn't wear a mask before, did he?”

“Naw, Aron was just a regular nerd like the rest of us. He had a whole face and everything.” Chet laughed. “I’m just thinking something bad happened and the poor guy’s keeping it bottled up inside. But I’m worried about prying into his business. I don’t want to touch a nerve, you know?”

“I guess we’ll just have to wait for him to tell us himself.”

Sam took a bite out of her own chicken. It was surprisingly good for a school lunch, but maybe that was just the hunger talking. When was the last time she had the chance to eat a real, proper meal? It had probably only been a few days, but after everything they had been through, the old world seemed to have been an eternity ago. Sam wasn’t going to worry about what her next meal would be, though. She had to enjoy the little things. It was the only hope any of them had of keeping their sanity in the grim reality of their new world. Maybe that was why Jo was such a cheerful bundle of energy.

For now, Sam didn’t want to think too hard on the apocalypse around them. She had a mission to do, food to enjoy, and good company.


Chapter eight
Brad


Guild names were hard. Harder than killing hordes of seeders, at any rate.

Luckily the guild creation system allowed them to hold off on picking a name until they had gathered all of the aether to create one. From the litany of names scrambling through his mind, Brad found two to be the best-sounding, least edgelord names he could think of.

He knew some people would find it stupid, spending so much time and energy on something like a silly guild name, but Brad knew better. Names held power—symbols for people to get behind. There was a reason so many people were passionate about the names and symbols of their favorite sports teams. It made people feel like they were part of something bigger. And in the current messed-up world where everyone had lost family and friends, it would be even more important to give their people a strong sense of community, and something as simple as a guild name would help.

Invictus, meaning unconquerable, was the first. Between the seeder invasion, mutating wildlife, and the coming alien invasion, the Collective was out to conquer if not outright exterminate humanity. Brad had no intention of giving in to these aliens. He was certain the rest of his people felt the same way. They would go down fighting if it came down to it.

Vindictus was the second name. Frank was inspired by invictus to dig through Latin words. His muse stumbled upon the words vindicta and vindicare, meaning revenge or to vindicate. Brad liked the ring of the name, but he wasn’t entirely certain revenge should be the motivating factor of their guild. Vindication, on the other hand, that could work.

Pill poppers—the people who took the nano-tech pill, and other gamers who realized what Apocalypse Online was—were certainly vindicated now. Brad could only hope that vindication would make it easier to recruit people. At the very least, he hoped it would mean humanity would spend less time fighting and arguing amongst themselves and deal with the greater threat.

But he was getting ahead of himself.

Ten thousand aether was a hefty price tag they wouldn’t be reaching any time soon. He’d discuss the name with his people and get their opinion on the matter first. He might even get some suggestions on the subject while he was at it.

As he made his way out of the arcade, his ears picked up the sound of crashing bowling pins. Curiosity got the better of him.

He found Teresa at the bowling alley by herself. The pins were reset by the machine and she swung the ball at them. It spun to the side, clipping one of the pins before crashing into the gutter.

Teresa threw her arms up in the air, muttering something under her breath as she crashed into one of the booths. She pursed her lips tight. Tears streamed down her cheeks.

That poor girl’s not doing well, is she? Frank asked.

Brad frowned. She lost all of her friends except Ceres. Her boyfriend died right before her eyes. I’d be amazed if anyone was doing well after that.

Well why don’t you go talk to her, boss man? You’re the leader now. Keeping up morale is part of your job, Frank said.

Brad considered it for a moment. Sure, keeping up morale was an important role of any leader, but he was hardly a counselor. Everyone had their own problems to deal with, and he didn’t know what to do about his own. Like his family—he had no idea where they were or if they were even alive. With so many issues to tackle every day, he didn’t have time to dwell on those thoughts. It was a good thing, too—he wasn’t sure what he’d do if he let them run wild. Nothing good, probably.

But those concerns really did pale in comparison to what Teresa had gone through. Frank was right about one thing: she needed someone to talk to.

Brad walked over.

Teresa almost jumped at the sound of footsteps and scrambled to wipe away the tears. But there was no hiding the red in her eyes. “B-Brad. I didn’t see you there. What are you doing here? Looking for a game?”

Brad wondered if he should take up her offer after what he’d just seen. He decided against it. “I just wanted to check up on you.”

Teresa forced a smile. “What’s the matter? Don’t want to lose to a girl?” Even the bravado in her words was impossible to take seriously.

Brad shook his head. “No, I really am just worried about you. You were crying earlier. I can see the red in your eyes.”

Her shoulders slumped. “It’s nothing really.”

Brad sat beside her. “Teresa, you don’t have to lie to me. I’m worried about you. You’ve been bottled up since we saved you from the university.”

Teresa stared off into the distance, avoiding his gaze.

“Come on, Teresa. You can put on a brave face for the others, but I know it’s eating you up inside. Talk to me.”

Teresa sighed. “What is there to talk about? I pushed Harvey into a stupid decision. Now he’s dead. All of my friends are dead. And who knows how many people we killed by turning them away from the mages’ guild?”

Brad couldn’t imagine the grief she was going through, putting all those lives on her conscience.

“I was stubborn and naive,” Teresa continued. “My dull, boring life as a university student had become a video game. I had stats to build up, monsters to kill, quests to do, and a guild to form.” She shook her head. “The world was burning down around us, and I was having fun.”

Brad couldn’t help a pang of guilt. “Weren’t all of us gamers?” he admitted. “We all made jokes and told stories about how we’d be ready for a zombie apocalypse or an alien invasion like this. How we’d become heroes while all of our normal friends and family would be running in fear for their lives.”

“A fun, hypothetical scenario. It became too real, too fast.”

She’s got you there, Brad, Frank commented.

Teresa locked her gaze with his. “The first few hours of the apocalypse were no threat to our mages’ guild. Find isolated targets, burn them down, collect aether. Rinse, lather, repeat.” She held up a palm as a small ball of flame hovered over it. “I was treating it like a game. We all were. It made us complacent.” She crushed the ball of flame in her grasp. “We expected the mobs to have set patrol paths and limits on how far they could chase us. We expected them to be limited in the numbers that would come to aid one another. We expected our numbers would be enough to fight them off. Instead we found relentless, cunning, bloodthirsty monsters who would stop at nothing to kill every last one of us.”

Brad could understand that assumption from playing other games. The AI wasn’t particularly bright and had all sorts of limiting mechanisms to give the players a chance to learn from their mistakes.

“Apocalypse Online was never like that though, Teresa,” he finally said. “The game was brutal from the start, punishing even the slightest mistakes.”

She shrugged. “I’ve never been afraid of a challenge, Brad. I played through the entire Dark Souls series on my own. When Apocalypse Online beat me down, it only pushed me to strive harder. To come up with new ways to beat the game. But even when they gave us the warning, that’s all I thought it was. Just a game.” Teresa leaned her head back against the booth. “Even when the sky rained fire, that’s all I saw it as.” Her gaze drifted back to Brad. “Did you know up until we ran into your group, I never took any damage?”

Brad shook his head.

“Harvey and the other mages took the brunt of the damage for me, but it was only ever to their shields,” Teresa continued. “Even on our worst days we managed to run and hide from the seeders. Things were getting scary and Harvey thought it was time to open up our ranks to all the other classes.” A mournful laugh slipped past her lips. “But not once did I see my life as being in real danger, nor his. I believed we were invincible.”

Frank sighed. That was your first mistake.

“The others wanted tanks and healers to protect them from the seeders, but I was stubborn. ‘We mages begin our journey as weaklings, but in time become unstoppable forces of destruction. ‘We need no one else,’ I proclaimed boldly to everyone.” Teresa’s face fell. “Poor, sweet Harvey did always try too hard to give me everything I wanted. Instead of talking some sense into me, he dropped the topic of bringing in other classes entirely. He went as far as making it clear to the others they were not to bring up the subject again if they wanted to remain part of the mages’ guild.”

Seriously, those two sound like a special kind of stupid, Frank said.

Brad suppressed the anger his muse’s comment brought up.

Frank still picked up on it. What? You know I’m right.

Doesn’t mean you need to be a dick about it, Brad replied before turning his attention back to Teresa.

“It wasn’t until they sieged the library when we suffered our first casualties. That was when the illusion of invincibility fell apart.” Teresa shuddered. “I had a front-row seat to the seeders tearing down those ridiculous ideas from my mind. But the cost was too high.”

Brad reached for her hand, but decided against it. He may still have a crush on Teresa from back in high school, but she’d just lost her boyfriend. It was no time to even think of making moves like that. It’s way too soon, Brad. He clasped her shoulder instead. “What matters is you’ve learned from your mistakes, Teresa. The only thing we can do for the people we’ve lost is keep on living.”

Teresa gave a weak nod. “I’m sure that Harvey would want me to keep on living. But if I’m being honest, I wish you hadn’t saved me that day. It should have been me that died there. I was the reason everything went so wrong.”

Brad squeezed her shoulder. “Don’t beat yourself up like that. You made a mistake, but you saw how bad things got at the university. Even with my party, we had to run out of there.”

“Maybe,” Teresa muttered. “But we turned away so many people. Fighters, rangers, healers, and rogues who could have helped turn the tide.”

Brad had to admit she was right. “True. But we won’t get anywhere worrying about what could have been, Teresa. Mistakes were made. All we can do is take our bruises and scars and learn from them.”

Teresa gave a faint smile.

“And whatever happens, I’m here for you.” He couldn’t help slipping in that last line as a hint of interest in her.

Teresa’s smile broadened and she reached over to ruffle Brad’s hair. “I knew I missed you when I left for uni.”

Brad returned the smile with a hopeful flutter in his heart.

“You’re like the little brother I never had.”

Just like that, his flutter was crushed and ground into the dirt. Brad forced his smile to stay on his face. “Y-yeah, well. You know. We gotta stick together and take care of each other in this crazy mess. You know?”

Teresa laughed softly and nodded.

Jeesh. That’s harsh, kid. In my short life inside your head, I’ve never seen anyone get shot down so hard, Frank couldn’t help ribbing him. Please, let me find my tiny violin in here so I can play it for you.

Brad hoped his muse wasn’t serious, but the sound of a tiny violin played through his mind after a brief pause.

In all honesty, though, I don’t know what you were thinking, kid. This girl’s not interested in you at all. Even without that whole drama about losing her boyfriend in the way, I doubt you’d have a chance in hell of getting with her.

Don’t have to be so blunt about it, Frank, Brad grumbled at his muse, amazed how well he was doing concealing his displeasure on his face. Besides, how do you know she’s not interested? She might be later. She’s dealing with a lot of guilt and grief right now.

If I could shake my head, I would, Frank said. The girl just called you the little brother she never had. If that’s a sign she’s into you, you might want to reconsider your choice of love interest in this life. But if that’s your thing, I’d like to request a transfer to another human—yesterday.

Brad couldn’t hold back anymore. He turned away from Teresa and glared at empty space. OK, seriously, gross. Why would you even suggest that? Second: Is that a real thing or are you messing with me?

A muse can only hope, Frank answered. Seriously though, you should find someone actually interested in you. Like Sam. You two had a real fun, mushy, awkward moment not long after we got to Scotch Creek.

Brad blushed furiously just thinking about that. But he didn’t want to even think about all the trouble he’d get into with Jake. Sam was his little sister, and he was about as protective of her as he expected any father to be of their daughter. If Jake even caught a scent of Brad and Sam trying to get together in any way beyond friendship, he wouldn’t be surprised to find a shotgun pressed to the back of his skull in short notice.

Oh come on, Brad. Jake’s not like that. He’d just beat you to a bloody pulp if you ever did anything to wrong Sam, Frank assured him. If you mess up real bad, he might let you heal up before beating you again. The muse laughed.

Frank might have been right under normal circumstances, but Brad was eighteen and Sam was what? Sixteen? Seventeen? If she was older, she didn’t look it to him. Brad had heard of older couples with far larger age gaps between them, but he was sure that small gap alone was enough for a fight with Jake, and even without a class, Brad had a good feeling the odds weren’t stacked in his favor to win it. Jake actually knew how to use his body as a weapon, where Brad just made it up as he went.

Brad sighed, deciding it wasn’t worth the effort to argue with his muse. Frank was obviously enjoying poking fun at him too much.

“So, feeling better?” he asked Teresa.

She gave a small nod. “It does help to talk about it with someone.”

“Happy to be of service.” Brad smiled.

“Just don’t tell anyone about it, OK?”

“Why not?”

Teresa looked at him like he’d just asked a stupid question. “Because we have a good thing going here, Brad. I see the way people follow you, the way you fight together, using everyone’s strengths and weaknesses to our advantage. If they found out what a colossal mess I am, they would never trust my opinion, let alone want me in their party. Do you understand?”

Brad frowned. “Come on, people make mistakes. Everyone understands that, Teresa.”

She shook her head. “Not like this, Brad. Trust me. People remember the bad a lot easier than the good. This place is a fresh start for all of us, me especially. I don’t want to lose that.”

Brad could see some sense in her reasoning. People liked to talk, especially in the downtime between jobs and fights. Word would spread around quick, and before they knew it the story of Teresa’s mistakes could spread everywhere while simultaneously being blown far out of proportion. They didn’t need their people doubting each other’s ability to fight if it came down to it, not without good reason.

“Your secret’s safe with me, Teresa.”

“Good.” She smiled. “So why don’t we turn to a much more cheerful topic? Like that Sam girl.”

Brad flushed and scrambled away from Teresa. “W-w-what?”

Teresa’s smile took a mischievous form. “Oh? So I am right to say there’s something going on between my little brother and Jake’s little sister?”

Brad flailed his arms, trying to dispel any misconceptions she had. “Nope. Nah-uh. Nothing is going on between me and Sam. We’re just friends. And you’re not my older sister.”

Teresa laughed. “Well someone has got to look out for you. You are a bit of a mess on a good day.”

Brad opened his mouth to protest, then dropped it. His hygiene had dropped considerably since the apocalypse began. Then again, so had everyone’s. “OK, so I need to clean up more, but the whole alien invasion makes that a little hard.”

“We do have power and running water now, Brad. You can afford to clean up more. Especially if you and Sam are going to be a thing.” Teresa’s words took on a playful tone. She enjoyed teasing him too much, but she always had.

Good God, she really is like an older sister to me, isn’t she? Brad thought.

Frank burst out laughing. Doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure that out, you degenerate.

Brad groaned at his muse. You’re lucky I can’t punch you, Frank.

And I wish you could see my grin right now. But we can’t have everything we want, now can we? Frank replied.

Brad turned his attention back to Teresa. “There’s nothing going on between us. I’m not sure where you’re getting that idea.”

Teresa ruffled his hair again. “Clueless as always about a girl’s attraction to you. You know, this is why you were single through most of school.”

Frank laughed hysterically. Yeah, I can see that. The poor baby. I wish I could pinch those cheeks of yours.

Brad ignored his muse and decided to play along with Teresa. “Oh yeah? Well what are you seeing that I’m not?”

“Subtle things.” Teresa ran a hand through her hair. “The way she looks at you when you aren’t paying attention. The twinkle in her eye when the two of you are together. How she seems much more attentive and energetic when it comes to doing anything that might make you happy.”

Brad narrowed his eyes, trying to remember any moments that might back up what Teresa was talking about. Outside of their one awkward interaction after they arrived at Scotch Creek, he was drawing blanks.

Frank, have you noticed anything?

He could almost hear his muse thinking. Don’t look at me. I haven’t picked up on any of this, either.

Guess I’m not the only one clueless about women, Brad taunted.

Lucky for me, I’m just an AI trapped in a meatbag’s head. So that’s not a problem I have to worry about, Frank shot right back.

Brad wanted to argue, but the AI had a point. “Are you sure you’re not just reading into things, Teresa? Because I haven’t noticed any of this.”

“Do men ever?” She laughed. “No need to worry, Brad. I have a sense for people, and it’s never wrong. Trust me when I say there’s more to your relationship than a simple friendship. Try not to make a mess of it.”

“How can I make a mess of things if I don’t even know they’re there to begin with?” Brad asked.

Teresa sighed and patted his head. “Poor, sweet, innocent Brad. This is why you’re like a little brother to me. You’re clueless about such simple things. Being adorable doesn’t help matters, either.”

Brad frowned. “I’m not cute. I’m manly as hell.”

Frank and Teresa burst out laughing.

It took a minute for the laughter to stop and Teresa to catch her breath. “Sure, Brad. You’re the very picture of a strong, brawny man. But in all seriousness, next to Jake, you’re…” She took a long moment to find the right words. “You look soft. Which is hilarious, when you think about it. Aron told me about your run-in with that alpha seeder at the mall. Soft you most certainly are not.”

Brad sighed. She did have him there. “Yeah, well maybe I’ll start training with Jake or something. Bulk up. Maybe get a haircut, too.” It probably would help improve his stats to do some actual training rather than waiting for his levels to hand him his next stat boosts.

Gasp, he’s actually using that jelly between his ears, Frank commented.

Is that a yes? Brad asked.

Obviously.

“Maybe you should skip the haircut.” Teresa smiled.

Brad shrugged off the comment. “So, what about you then? Got your eye on someone, or notice someone who's got their eye on you?” It wasn’t the politest thing to ask, given their earlier conversation, but to say he was a bit annoyed at their teasing was an understatement.

Teresa pulled back and stared at her feet. “I... I’m not sure. It’s far too soon to be thinking about such things, isn’t it? Harvey only died a week or two ago now, and we were together for almost a year.”

Dick, Frank said.

Brad couldn’t help agreeing with his muse, but it was too late to take the question back.

“Maybe…”

Since Brad didn’t see much of a chance of himself getting together with Teresa, and he’d already handled the question with all the subtlety of a monster truck in a china shop, Brad took a shot in the dark. “Let me guess. Jake?”

The furious blush on Teresa’s cheeks answered for her.

“Hah. Gotcha.”

Teresa glared at Brad. “Don’t you dare tell anyone about this. Especially Jake. It’s far too soon for me, and besides, he’s not even interested in me. Not in the slightest. So you keep your little mouth shut or I’ll set you on fire right now.”

Jeesh. She’s got a hair trigger on that temper of hers, doesn’t she? Frank said.

Brad laughed. He decided to keep messing with her to test just how serious she was. “No promises, sis.”

Teresa raised both hands, and the small firebolts within her palms grew to about the size of his head.

Frank squealed. She’s not playing around, Brad!

No shit. Brad held his hands out to placate Teresa. “Ahah, calm down Teresa. I was just messing around. I won’t tell anyone.”

Teresa moved the roiling spheres of flame uncomfortably close to Brad’s face. Sweat rolled down his brow as the heat washed over him. Why isn’t she sweating from all of this?

Mages are shielded from their own spells, Frank answered like he was chewing on popcorn.

“Promise?” Teresa asked.

Brad offered a shaky smile. “I promise. Cross my heart and hope to die.”

The firebolts vanished, and the room felt like a glacier compared to a second ago. Brad shuddered hard.

“Good. Now how about a round of bowling, Brad? My treat.”


Chapter nine
Jake


Deep into his cultivation and gardening, Jake didn’t notice Cory sneak up on him until it was too late.

“Jake! Buddy, aren’t you tired of all this gardening? You’ve been doing it nonstop for the past few days.”

Jake pulled up the last bunch of weeds and tossed them in his bucket before turning to Cory. “Guess I have, haven’t I?” He chuckled. “Not normally my thing, but it really helps me focus on my cultivation. And we need to grow food sooner rather than later, so why not?”

“Sure, sure, growing crops is important and all, farmer man, but it ain’t gonna make you any stronger,” Cory said. “You heard Brad, and your muse probably told you too—mine sure as hell did. Aliens are coming. Actual aliens. Not these seeder things they’re softening us up with.”

Jake had to agree. The aliens were likely to be a far larger threat than the seeders ever were, and humanity was already struggling to keep up with the seeders. “So what do you have in mind, Cory?”

“We go out on a little scouting trip to kick ass and take names. We chased the seeders out of town but they’re still in the woods, along with God knows what.” Cory dusted Jake off. “You should clean up some first, though. Those things’ll smell you coming from a mile away right now.”

Jake sniffed at himself. His face scrunched up at the stench. “Ugh. That bad, huh?”

“How do you think I found you?” Cory laughed. “I’ll go round up the guys and that Heather girl, too. Just in case anything goes wrong, you know?”

Jake nodded. It was always a good idea to have a healer on hand, and Heather needed to go out in the field if she was going to get stronger. Every one of their people was. They just couldn’t get around that fact of life now. Even cultivation required aether to channel into one’s body to improve. “I’ll see you in a bit, then. We’re taking my truck, though.”

“That little electric thing? Come on.”

Jake chuckled. “Don’t complain about my unique cologne and I won’t complain about that racket your truck makes.”

Cory thought for a moment, then shook his head. “Get your filthy ass washed up and we’ll take your little wind-up truck. That way the seeders won’t hear us coming.”

Jake smiled and went to do just that. In a few minutes he was washed up, in a fresh set of clothes, and loaded up into his truck with the rest of his group. Jake made sure to invite everyone to his party before they set off. There was no point going out on this little scouting trip if the others weren’t getting aether from it.

“So, any idea where the seeders might be hiding out?” Jake asked as he drove out of the Gaming Center.

Cory spread out a map on the dashboard and circled an area north of Scotch Creek. “The northern woods here. Folks have been reporting increased seeder activity in that area. Packs ranging from fives to dozens are pretty common. Might be the same bunch every time.”

Kurtis groaned. “Let’s hope that’s all they are. Didn’t they find a massive cave network up in those parts recently?”

Cory looked back. “I had better things to do than keeping up with the news before this whole mess kicked off, and I’ve got better things to do than worry about them now.”

Heather laughed. “Might have been a little bit important to check in on them now and then, at least.”

Cory turned back to his map, stroking his chin in thought.

“I think you’re right, Kurtis,” Jason, the silent giant in the back seat, spoke up. “The folks on the news said it was a mammoth thing. If I was a bunch of seeders, I’d turn that into my home base.”

Jake nodded. “You might be on to something there, Jason. Does anyone actually know where these caves are?” Jake took a glance at the others.

Heather threw her arms up. “Don’t look at me, I just got here a few days ago.”

Jake smiled. “Guess we’re hiking around the woods all day, then.”

He didn’t mind the break from gardening. The plants were well taken care of, healthy, clean, and their people were extending the fence from the Gaming Center to the garden. Their people could handle things until they got back. Cory was right after all: they weren’t going to get stronger sitting around in their cozy new home. They couldn’t afford to get soft.

They drove to the north end of town and left the truck at the side of the road. No point driving deeper if they weren’t going to spend the night in the woods, especially when they didn’t know where they were going to begin with.

“How long do you think we’ll be out here, Cory?” Kurtis asked as they got out of the truck and headed into the woods.

Cory looked toward the sky. It wasn’t even the afternoon yet. “I figure we can stick around until the sun starts setting, then we’ll call it quits. No point staying out in the dark.”

“That’s a long hunting trip, Cory. We didn’t bring any gear with us to spend the night if it comes down to it.”

Cory waved him off. “Calm down. We’ll be back at the trucks before it comes to that.”

Jake looked at Cory while they roamed through the silent woods. “Sure hope you’re right. Things back in Kelowna got hectic real fast when you least expected it.”

“Something happen back there?” Jason asked.

Jake nodded. “Me and Sam went to a library to look for anything to help me figure out this cultivation stuff, and some other things to help set up our own little hideout away from the city. Then a pack of seeders sprang an ambush on us. The damn things were smart enough to trap us inside with them and an alpha seeder. We almost didn’t make it out of there.”

Cory jerked his head back. “Hold on now. You and your little sister took out an alpha by yourselves?”

“I’m pretty sure we almost did,” Jake answered. “But the thing had me dead to rights before Colton’s people broke in and gunned it down. It would have gotten away if Sam didn’t drop in on it at the last second.”

“Colton’s crazies saved you?” Heather asked. “They didn’t seem the type to do anything good for anyone.”

Jake sighed. “They seemed pretty friendly up until the ambush. You know, the kind of people who were a little rough around the edges but you could depend on in a fight, maybe even grow to like. But they crossed one line too many and they paid for it.”

The group was silent before Jason asked, “Paid for it how?”

“We killed them all. They followed us out of Kelowna and caught us in Salmon Arm. One huge firefight later, they’re nobody’s problem anymore,” Jake answered. He wasn’t proud of what they’d had to do that day, but Colton and his people didn’t leave him any choice.

Heather nodded. “We did what we had to. God knows Danny’s only alive today because you saved him from that psycho.”

Jake smiled. “Thanks. How is the kid doing, anyway? He doesn’t seem too shaken up by the whole mess.”

“Danny’s doing fine. It’s just he still hasn’t decided what class to pick, and his mother’s not helping things.”

“Oh?”

Heather sighed. “Yeah. You know how overprotective mothers can be. She doesn’t want her little man in any danger.”

Cory and Kurtis laughed. Jake remembered their own mothers trying to keep those two out of trouble, or from getting up to their eyes in mud. Their plans didn’t work out.

“Yeah, I heard their chat. Turns out the kid’s decided on being a ranger. Apparently he’s taken to becoming a cowboy or a gunslinger of some sort,” Jason said. “But she’s the type to be terrified of guns, more so in her son’s hands.”

“Can’t say I blame her. Kids really shouldn’t be playing with guns,” Heather said.

Cory rolled his eyes. “It’s perfectly safe to teach the kid how to shoot. If anything, I’d call it a necessity in the world we’re living in. Just gotta make sure he knows how to use it safely.”

Jake was about to speak when he saw movement in the trees. “Did you guys see that?”

“See what?” Kurtis asked.

“In the trees. I saw something jumping between them.”

Cory looked around. “I don’t remember seeders being able to get up to any monkey business.”

“They can climb and jump pretty well. I wouldn’t put it past them,” Jake said.

A group of fast-moving shadows leaped across the trees too quickly to get a clear look at them.

“We’re being hunted,” Jake said. “Stay on your toes.”

Heather clutched her revolver tightly. “Should we get back to the truck?”

Jake shook his head. “If they’re smart, they’ll wait for us to get to the truck and jump us while we’re getting in. We push forward. If we’re lucky, we can find a good spot to hole up.”

A distant shriek howled through the forest. Several more answered.

“Wait until they attack, and don’t waste ammo,” Jake said.

Seeders appeared out of the woods ahead of them. Jake popped off a volley of shots, cutting down the monsters ahead of them. The rest of their party opened fire.

“There’s a lot more than just a couple dozen out here,” Kurtis shouted through the gunfire.

Jake looked behind them. There were more seeders coming through the trees.

“How was I supposed to know that? I only had what people told me to go on,” Cory said as he snapped off a volley of shots at the rushing mass of bodies.

“Oh sure, blame the people we’re trying to protect,” Kurtis shot back.

“Not blaming anyone! These things all look the same,” Cory shouted over the shrieks of approaching aliens.

Jake channeled his aether into his fist as a seeder leaped for him. He caught the monster mid-flight, throwing it to the floor with a crushed skull. The next group was cut down by his party’s gunfire. As each alien died, he watched the thick strands of aether streaming out of the fallen seeders and into their bodies. Curious as he was about how the system handled the aether inside those who picked a class, his sense of aether was nowhere near strong enough to see inside the others.

Good thing, too. Indulging his curiosities in the middle of a fight was a bad idea.

You have received 50 aether.

The last of the seeders fell, but Jake spotted more movement in the trees. He feared it was an alpha, but there were too many of them for that to be the case.

From the edge of his vision, he caught movement. Too late. A beast slammed into him and threw him to the floor.

“Jake,” Heather shouted.

But no one could help him. There were swarms of those creatures around them.

Jake held the beast back, gnashing and thrashing at him. Channeling his aether, he managed to throw it off and scramble to his feet.

It was a new kind of seeder. According to his HUD, these ones were called watchers. The monster’s head looked like a strange cross between a wolf and a bat, with three sets of glowing, red eyes. Standing on four legs, the creatures were as tall as a human and broader to boot. Their legs were long, too—far too long. They were more like arms, really.

The monster rushed Jake again. Jake rolled for his gun and brought it up to fire. The watcher leaped out of the way and jumped from tree to tree, getting around on him before he could get a shot off. The watcher slammed Jake to the ground. He shunted his aether to his skin for protection as the claws tore through his back.

You have taken 10 damage.

You have taken 10 damage.

Jake snarled in pain before the watcher’s weight was flung off his back. Cory gunned the monster down and pulled Jake to his feet.

“These things are crazy fast. How’re you doing, Jake?”

He winced as the pain burned up and down his back, but they didn’t have time to relax. He sheathed his pistol and went for his axe. He was just wasting ammo trying to keep up with these things. “It got me pretty good for twenty damage, but I’ll live.”

“Lucky that thing only hit you once.”

“Once?” Jake asked as another watcher zigzagged at them lightning-fast. Jake swung wide, but the monster dove into the attack in time to avoid the axe’s head, instead taking the blunt blow of the haft to throw it aside.

Cory fired a quick volley into the tumbling monster, leaving it a limping wreck as it fled the battle. “Yeah, once. Heather took three hits. She would have died if it weren’t for her healing magic.”

Jake looked at Heather. Her white hoodie was torn to shreds around the midriff and soaked in blood. But Cory was right: drenched in blood as she was, the wounds he could see were minor compared to what the blood suggested.

The aliens shrieked, and suddenly the swarm of watchers darted away from them.

“Why are you running?” Kurtis shouted. He managed to score a hit on a watcher’s ass, but it didn’t slow the monster much. They all got away.

“No idea,” Heather hissed, clutching at her stomach. “This really hurts. How do you guys handle all this pain?”

Jake scanned their surroundings. “You focus on staying alive and killing the aliens. It’s not much, but it helps.”

The watchers were all gone, but he had the sinking feeling something worse was coming. Swinging his head from one side to another, Jake noticed a dark spot on the side of a mountain. “Guys, is that a cave over there?”

Jason pulled up a pair of binoculars with his rifle resting on his shoulder. He let out a whistle. “That’s one big cave.”

Jake looked at the group. Aside from Heather taking some damage, the rest looked to be in good shape. “How’s everyone doing? Still up for hunting?”

“Good to go,” Heather said. “Just need a minute.”

“I’m just getting warmed up,” Kurtis said.

Cory nodded. The entire group wanted to keep going.

“Good,” Jake said. “We’ll move in and force those things to come at us from one direction if they come at us again. Let’s be careful around the cave. I don’t want any more surprises.”

The party dashed across the forest with an eerie silence in the air. There were no bird calls, no sounds of movement, not even the cries of seeders. It was like every living thing had packed up and abandoned this patch of the woods. No matter how grateful Jake was to reach the dark caves undisturbed, it didn’t make him any less unnerved.

Inside the cave opening were scattered boulders and uneven mounds of dirt they could hide behind. Jake hugged a boulder, and the rest of the party followed his lead.

Then they waited.

Every minute was an eternity as they waited for any sign of the next attack. Jake wished they had gotten a count of how many of the new seeders had assaulted them, but they were too many coming at them too fast for any reliable count.

It wouldn’t have mattered.

Watchers roared through the forest as a stampede of the monsters cut through the woods. They clambered over downed trees and rocks with ease. Other watchers were leaping from tree to tree. A few of the beasts stopped to stand on their hind legs to sniff at the air. Others had their bat-like ears spread out. They were listening for them in that huge stampede. But if the seeders had those kinds of numbers, why weren’t they rushing Scotch Creek?

They might be focusing on the cities, Jake, Hazel said. We were just unlucky and got caught up in their path while they moved to it.

Maybe, Jake replied. But the nearest city Jake could think of was to the west: Kamloops. For this horde to come from the east made no sense to Jake. There wasn’t another city anywhere in that direction except for Calgary. But there were mountains and lakes in the way. Not to mention the seeders had those spaceships. Why would they travel on foot when they could just drop an army of aliens wherever they needed it?

The more Jake thought about it, the less sense it made. Their area was nothing but forests, small towns, and trees. Where were all these monsters even coming from?

The stampede passed after a few minutes and the forest returned to silence. The party let out a collective breath. Heather held a hand to her chest while the others relaxed against their cover.

“I thought we were done for there,” Cory whispered. Jake couldn’t blame him for his caution; the ears on those watchers were big. If he had to guess, they were sensitive, too.

“Just lucky they’re not heading to Scotch Creek,” Jake whispered back.

A distant chittering echoed from deep within the caves.

“What the hell was that?” Kurtis whisper-shouted.

Cory swung an arm for Kurtis to shut up.

The party stared into the darkness of the cave, collectively holding their breath. Jake feared some of the watchers were still outside waiting to ambush them. They couldn’t afford to startle anything.

Minutes passed, and silence hung over the cave.

The group exchanged glances, silently asking what they should do. Jake held up a hand and carefully rose to his feet. They were safe from the watchers for now, but they had all heard something in the darkness. The question was what.

Jake raised his pistol and activated the flashlight attachment, illuminating the mammoth cave they found themselves in.

A scampering of feet on stone caught his attention. For less than a second, Jake caught sight of a leg pushing into a hole in the cavern. It looked like a spider’s leg—a giant spider—but it was wrong, almost bladed.

“Great.” Jake dragged out the word. “No one here’s afraid of giant spiders, right?”

There was silence among the group.

“They’re disgusting, like all bugs,” Jason commented. “I hate ’em. Does that count?”

Jake checked his pistol. “Good. Let’s have a look around.”

Heather placed a hand on Jake’s shoulder as they moved into the cave, the group’s gun-mounted lights sweeping the damp surroundings. “Are you sure this is a good idea?” she whispered. “We barely survived a run-in with those watcher things. Are you sure you want to risk dealing with a bunch of giant spiders inside a dark cave?”

Jake looked back at her. “I did ask if you were afraid of spiders.”

Heather shook her head. “I’m not afraid of spiders, but giant ones? We won’t just have to worry about them getting around on us—they’ll be able to drop in from above in these caves.”

Jake pointed a light up at the ceiling. It was three, maybe four stories high and getting higher as they wound through the tunnels. “If they can survive a fall from that height, I’ll be impressed.” Then again, they vaguely resembled spiders, maybe they could lower themselves down, but Jake saw no signs of any webbing anywhere in the cave.

Heather sighed.

“Relax, Heather. We came prepared for pest control.” Kurtis pulled a glass bottle from his pack with a rag hanging out the top.

Cory recoiled. “Boy, when the hell were you planning on telling us you brought fire bombs to a damn forest? This was supposed to be a scouting trip, not a bonfire.”

Kurtis shrugged. “What can I say? When Jo’s got a good idea, she’s got a good idea. Coulda taken some of her pipe bombs instead, but those scare the hell out of me.”

Cory sighed. “Yeah, they scare the hell out of me, too. I swear the blasts off of those things got bigger the longer we gave her time to tinker with her little hobby.”

Jason nodded. “Jo’s always been an overachiever like that. When she’s interested in something, anyway.”

“But if we start throwing fire bombs in here we might burn up all of our oxygen,” Heather cautioned.

As if the universe was conforming to her warning, the cavern tapered down to a tight tunnel just big enough for Jake and the rest of the broad-shouldered men to squeeze through one at a time. He didn’t like this one bit, especially with the presence of aliens all but confirmed in the caves. If the seeders swarmed the tunnel from both ends they would have nowhere to go, but the aliens would also have to come at them one at a time.

Silver linings, Hazel said.

When they came out on the other side of the long tunnel, the cavern expanded outward once more. The party’s lights streamed across the damp walls to find a concerning sight.

Eggs.

Clutches of fleshy, grey, pulsating eggs wrapped in a deep purple webbing. They were all over the place. Lining the walls, covering the floors, building up columns which Jake guessed were intended to reach the ceilings. It was a frightening sight made all the more concerning by the variation in sizes. Some were as big as a head, and others about the size of a teenager.

The most frightening one of all lay at the center of the cavern, shrouded in a purple fog. If not for Jake’s enhanced aether vision, he wouldn’t have seen the thick strands of aether being pulled into the egg from the air. It was soaking up far larger quantities than the eggs around it.

“Aw hell. What did we just walk into?” Jake whispered.

Kurtis shouldered his rifle. “One hell of a barbecue. I hope I brought enough fire bombs.”

Skittering claws brought their attention to a nearby wall. An alien resembling a spider with bladed limbs made of its own carapace greeted them with a hissing shriek. It raised its foreclaws at them, almost like it was demanding they leave.

Jake focused his gaze on the monster. He was expecting it to be called a blade spider or something along those lines. Instead, it was called a breeder.

I don’t mean to alarm you, Jake. But it seems we have stumbled upon a seeder nest in its infancy, Hazel informed him with a hint of fear in her digital voice.

So we need to burn this place down, right? Jake asked. If it was a nest of the monsters, it was a threat just waiting to take them out. Being in its early stages, Jake could think of no better time to deal with the problem than right now, especially with the giant, pulsating egg in the center of the room.

“We should go,” Heather said, already backing away toward the tunnel.

I would agree with Heather’s assessment of the situation, Hazel said. The nest may be in its infancy, but bringing more people to clear it would be advisable.

Cory sent a round through the alien’s head. “Why? It’s only one of the dumb critters.”

You have received 5 aether.

The cavern shook with enraged alien cries. Echoes of bladed feet crashing through the caverns from all around them, making it difficult to pinpoint the source if not for the wave of scrambling bodies coming their way.

“Crap.”


Chapter ten
Sam


Celista was a bust.

There were no survivors. What the small town did have were supplies they could gather up later. But they needed people. According to the map Sam had found, those people might be at the Cedar Springs Resort.

If any of them had survived the journey.

“It should only be a couple minutes’ drive,” Randy said as they set off from the school. “Nothing too crazy. We’ll be with those survivors in no time flat.”

Aron glanced over his shoulder at the man. “If there are any.”

Jo leaned over to place a hand on Aron’s shoulder. “Don’t be like that Mr. Gas-Mask-Man. We have to think positive or bad things happen even more!”

Aron tilted his head away from her and focused on the road. “Maybe. But we have to be prepared for the worst. Just in case. Ignoring it will land us in much hotter water.”

Chet shrugged. “Eh, what’s the worst that could happen? We get there, find nothing but a nice place to camp out for the night, and move on. No big deal.”

“Why do you think we’ll be there for the night?” Sam asked.

Chet looked back at her. “Because of our little scavenger hunt? The one involving weapons of questionable legality belonging to yours truly?”

Sam had almost forgotten about those. “Right. I guess that could take a while, but I doubt it’ll be that long. Besides, it is only a ten-minute drive back home. Jake would kick all our asses if we didn’t get back there before nightfall.”

“Good point. Your brother can be a little intense. I’d rather not piss him off,” Chet said.

Sam smiled. Jake could be intense, but sometimes that was a good thing. She felt more secure just knowing that if things went sideways, Jake would move mountains to make sure she was OK. But that was one situation Sam hoped to avoid at all costs.

Driving through town, they encountered wrecked cars littering the road, their sides or fronts caved in. Some were flipped over. Sam didn’t pay them much attention. By this point it was the standard apocalyptic scenery to her. Aron had to slow down to drive around them, especially the burned-out husks. But as he did, Sam noticed some of the husks still had flickering embers lingering on them.

Whatever took out those cars did so recently. Maybe even recently enough some of their survivors were caught up in the action.

A glance inside one of the burned-out wrecks revealed charred human bodies. Sam tore her gaze away with a grimace. She was no expert on decomposing bodies, especially burned ones. How was she supposed to figure anything out from that? But the flickering flames still clinging to their scraps of clothing only supported her suspicions.

“Aron, can you get us out of this mess faster?” Sam asked.

Aron slowly worked through an S-turn around a mangled mess of cars. “Working on it as fast as I can. Why?”

“Just got a bad feeling we don’t want to be out here longer than we have to,” she said.

Aron chuckled. “Yeah, I don’t want to get caught anywhere without solid walls to keep the seeders out. Don’t worry, we’ll be out of here before you know it.”

“Not like there’s a rush or anything.” Chet propped his boots up on the dash and relaxed.

Aron swatted his feet off. “Hey! No feet on the dash, you savage.”

Chet laughed. “Jeesh. Fine, fine. Your car, your rules.”

Jo gasped and pressed her face to the window like a small child. “Fire piggy!”

“Oh my God, that was adorable.” Chet couldn’t help but coo as he looked at the creature Jo was pointing out.

Amusing as their antics were, Sam couldn’t help but be concerned at the mention of fire and pig in the same sentence. She looked past Jo and spotted a boar the size of their truck stomping out of the woods.

Jo wasn’t kidding.

The flaming boar had dark-grey flesh that grew to a dark, charred black at the top of its body. Where a normal boar would have had a tuft of hair growing along its spine, instead embers flowed from it like hair, casting an orange glow over its surroundings. As did the volcanic markings on its body. From its hooves up to its torso, streaks of glowing flesh wound into a curl at the topmost part of its legs. A similar glow left a broad, glowing stripe along the top of its snout and surrounded its glowing eyes before streaking down its jaws. If that wasn’t threatening enough, the boar’s tusks looked big enough to skewer the truck and take out at least one of them in the bed.

That’s a flame boar, Olivia answered. Named as such due to the flaming manifestations of aether through their bodies. They can also use aether offensively.

“Aron,” Sam called.

“I see it,” he replied as he sped his way around the wreckage blocking the road.

“Fire piggy, fire piggy, I wanna pet the fire piggy,” Jo sang in her adorable voice while dancing in her seat.

The sudden peeling out of tires on the asphalt made the boar perk up and look right at them. For a moment it seemed confused, but its eyes were quick to narrow. The glowing markings on its body flared to a hot orange as the embers on its back erupted. A vicious squeal left the boar before it charged after them.

Jo pulled back from the window. “Fire piggy’s mad!”

“No shit.” Chet drew his pistol.

Jo gasped, far more shocked at the use of language than the raging ball of flaming bacon running their way.

“Watch the language, Chet,” Randy scolded him.

The pig squealed again and hucked a ball of flame at them from its maw like a grenade. The glob of fire burned through the air and slammed into a wreck just in front of them. Fire splashed over the vehicle, burning through its body.

“What? We’re being chased down by a fire-spitting pig and you’re worried about my word choice?” Chet shot back.

Jo gave a big nod. “No swearing.”

Chet groaned. “Aren’t you a little too old to be worrying about—”

Aron reached over and slapped Chet on the gut. “Don’t worry about that. Keep an eye on that thing for me.”

Jo gave a victorious nod, then glared at Chet.

Chet returned the gesture in kind, then focused his gaze on the boar. Sam did the same.

While Aron was weaving through the maze of wrecked cars littering the street, the boar was quick to gain ground on them. It smashed its way through the cars like they were nothing more than toys.

“It’s gaining on us,” Sam shouted.

Aron glanced up in the mirror to see the boar was almost at their bumper. He threw the wheel to the left and spun out of its way at the last second. “Shoot it!”

Sam felt the intense heat bleeding through the truck into the interior. She wasn’t looking forward to opening a window. She pulled Jo away from the window to take her place and rolled it down. Taking a firm hold of the grab handle, she swung herself out the window and took aim with her wrist-mounted crossbow and fired at its eye. The bolt sailed through the air and punched into the boar’s side.

The rough, jerky drive made it impossible to get a clean shot on the beast.

“Hold it steady, Aron,” Sam said as she tried to line up another shot.

Aron shouted back, “Do you want me to keep us alive or not?”

Sam couldn’t argue with that logic.

Chet popped out from the opposite end of the truck and took aim. Where Sam could only fire one bolt at a time, Chet squeezed off a burst of fire. Tracers ripped through the air, plunging into the boar’s body and sending up sparks and asphalt as they crashed around it. Each shot that slammed into the boar sent out a jet of glowing orange blood resembling lava more than the alien blood of seeders.

The flame boar didn’t slow any. It was like Chet was trying to kill the monster with spitballs. With an enraged squeal, the boar returned fire with a volley of fireballs. The molten orbs slammed into the asphalt around them as Aron managed to get clear of the maze of vehicles. They were able to gain some speed away from the monster, but it wasn’t lagging far behind them.

Another glob of flame sailed overhead, close enough to ignore the top of Chet’s hair and almost hit the truck’s hood.

Chet dove back into the truck, patting frantically at the embers on his head. “Holy fu—”

Jo’s glare fixed on Chet.

“—dge that thing almost took my head off,” Chet was quick to correct himself.

Aron slammed the pedal to the metal, and Sam almost swung out of the window, but her gene therapy’s enhanced grip allowed her to hold herself inside. She took careful aim at the boar and fired again. The bolt smashed into the brow just above the monster’s eye. It squealed in furious agony and ran faster after them.

“Damn it, just die already,” Sam shouted at the monster as it gained on them.

It opened its mouth to let out another volley of fire, but Sam was too fast. She took aim down the monster’s throat and let loose one final bolt. It flew inside and struck home as the boar came to a rough, sudden stop as it squealed, whined, and coughed like it was choking on its own blood. Sam wasn’t sure if the monster would die from that attack, but it didn’t matter so long as it stopped chasing them.

Before long, the boar vanished from sight as they sped down the road.

Sam sank back into the truck and wiped the sweat from her brow. Fighting that monster felt like running around a volcano, and it didn’t even get close. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like to fight that thing in melee combat without heat protection.

“Good job, guys,” Aron said. “I thought that bacon was going to cook us for a change.”

Chet laughed, his hair singed but mostly intact. “That’d be a shame, man. I don’t think I’d taste very good. Even with barbecue sauce.”

Everyone in the truck laughed.

The laughter was cut short as Aron went around the corner and nearly slammed into a pileup of cars. Instead he jerked the car to the left and drove off the road into the woods.

“Holy crap, did you see that?” Aron asked.

Sam almost didn’t believe it. There was a huge trio of monstrous wolf-looking creatures standing on the pileup, blue ones with armored faces flaring out into a crest. Their bodies crackled with electricity zapping at the road and piled-up vehicles.

“The lightning beasts?” Randy asked. “Yeah, I saw them. Whatever the hell they are.”

“Stay off the roads, Aron. I don’t want to chance another run-in with them,” Sam said.

The truck bounced through the forest as he sped in between the trees, trying to put distance between them and the pileup of vehicles. “Don’t gotta tell me twice. Getting shocked to death is not on my list of preferred ways to die. It might be as bad as getting burnt to death from walking bacon.”

Sam was surprised he had a list of preferred ways, but she pushed the thought aside. Her gaze instead remained firmly locked to the back window. If she had to guess, the huge monsters were bigger and wider than the truck. If they were going to chase them through the woods, they would have to knock trees out of their way to do it. Sam didn’t doubt they were capable of doing so, just as she was sure they would ignite the forest with their lightning if they did. But the forest wasn’t burning yet, even with a flame boar running around, so maybe these aetheric creatures were more cautious about igniting their new home than she gave them credit for.

Luckily, the monsters did not give chase.

Aron proceeded to drive north through the woods for about an hour before heading east. Through forests, clearings, and the occasional road and homestead, they resumed their course to the Cedar Springs Resort.

“So do you guys think those are mutated Earth creatures?” Chet asked as he scanned their surroundings.

Sam was about to agree that they might very well be when Olivia broke into her thoughts.

No. Those are confirmed alien species. The seeders brought live specimens down with them as part of their terraforming efforts, along with the capability to produce more as needed outside of letting nature take its course.

Outside of nature taking its course? You mean they don’t have to talk about the birds and the bees? Sam asked.

That’s right, Sammy dear, Olivia confirmed. There’s a species of seeder called breeders. While you wouldn’t be wrong in thinking their primary role is to create and care for new seeders, they are also genetically engineered to produce whatever fauna or flora the Collective needs on a planet.

Sam thought for a moment about all the dead humans they had seen turned into green, industrial fertilizer. Is that what all that green goop is for?

That’s right, dear, the AI answered. Some of your plants will mutate on their own, but for the most part it will be seeders planting the necessary seeds or specimens required by the Collective.

Sam turned to the others around them, but their lack of focus told her they’d just gotten the same information. Luckily Aron kept them moving through the forest.

Aron pointed ahead of them at a faint glow. “Eyes up, people. Got lights up ahead. Could be trouble.”

Rocky poked his head out of Sam’s pocket, holding a fresh bundle of bolts out to her. Sam smiled and petted her not-so-little squirrel’s head and took the bolts to load into her crossbow’s magazine.

Aron tried his best to maneuver them away from the glowing lights, but the forest was simply too densely packed to allow much in the way of free movement. They had to head right for them.

“Pretty,” Jo said in awe as she pushed past Sam to glue herself to the window again.

Sam ignored the fact she was being smothered by Jo and joined her in ogling what was outside their window.

Rather than alien beasts determined to kill them, she instead found a colorful array of different plants scattered through the woods. For the most part they glowed in light blues and greens with a few purple plants. With large, fern-like, alien leaves and fruits, they were quite the exotic sight. Especially the purple flowers.

Speak of the devil. Those are some good examples of plants that aren’t native to this planet, Olivia said.

“Can we stop and get some? Please, please, please?” Jo squirmed against Sam, more so trying to get out of the truck than anything.

Sam pushed Jo back down. “Fine. Aron, stop the truck.”

Aron did as she asked. “Sure, why not? It’s not like we’re trying to save people’s lives or anything.”

Jo got out of the truck and jumped for joy before rushing for the patch of alien plants.

Sam grunted as Jo clambered over her. “What? She was crushing me back there. Besides, these might be important for something. You know how MMOs are about crafting.” She disembarked with the rest of the party.

Aron sighed. “You aren’t wrong, but we don’t know what’s out there, or what, if anything, is going on with the survivors at that resort.”

Chet walked up behind Aron and slapped him on the back. “It’ll be fine, Aron. Relax. It’s just a quick stop.”

They caught up to Jo, who was crouched on top of the plants, feeling their leaves and sniffing at them. “So pretty. Can we take some with us, please?” she asked like a kid in a candy store.

Randy shrugged. “Why not?”

Sam agreed. “Knock yourself out.”

Jo pulled a pair of clippers from her pack and started carefully collecting the plants. Sam figured this was more to help with her goals of developing her alchemy skills to make bigger and badder explosives than having her own little garden. To her surprise, her HUD identified each of the plants as she looked at them.

The green ones didn’t surprise her much. Healing herbs, her HUD called them. On their own they could be consumed or applied to wounds for a healing effect. With the use of alchemy, their effects could be improved. The light-blue ones were antidote herbs. Luckily, they hadn’t encountered anything yet that might need their use, but having some on hand was never a bad thing. The last were the plants with the glowing purple flowers. Aether flowers. As their name suggested, these flowers contained aether. Consuming one would grant the user aether, though it didn’t state the specific amount. The description also suggested there were other uses for it in crafting. Uses she had exactly zero idea about, since she had no crafting skills to speak of.

Jo gasped and pressed her hands to her cheeks. “Oh my goodness, you’re so cute,” she practically squealed.

Sam worriedly turned to look at what Jo had found. The crazy girl had been excited by the fire pigs—who knew what kind of alien death spawn she was calling cute this time? It was a bunny. But not just any bunny—a large white-furred bunny with a horn on its head. A bunnycorn.

Is that one from the seeders, too? Sam asked while watching Jo gesturing for the creature to come closer.

Olivia was silent for a moment before answering. No. This appears to be an evolved rabbit, one that has not only survived the aether exposure, but used it to improve itself somehow.

Sam was shocked by that answer. She didn’t think animals could do much more with aether than use it to grow larger and stronger. This one had apparently figured it out, though, so others might do the same.

The bunnycorn hopped over to Jo, cautiously wiggling its nose at her as it sniffed at her.

“It’s OK, little guy. Jo won’t hurt you,” she spoke softly as she moved a hand closer to the bunnycorn to sniff.

The creature curiously sniffed her, then eyed her with suspicion before glancing at the others around her. After a long moment of contemplation, it pushed its head into Jo’s hand to demand pets. Jo was all too happy to oblige.

“I think she likes me,” Jo almost squealed.

Chet knelt beside Jo. “Yeah, she does. She’s an adorable little thing, huh?” He reached over to pet the bunnycorn.

The bunnycorn was having none of it. She was quick to let out an angry squeak of bunny warcry and lunged her horn at Chet. He withdrew his hand, but not before the horn clipped the side of his palm.

“Son of a—” Chet bit his tongue before he got himself in more trouble with Jo. The girl was sweet, but the fights she decided to pick were silly, and nobody wanted to deal with them. Chet shook out his hand. “Why?”

Jo hugged the bunnycorn to her chest. “Because Nayla doesn’t like you. Isn’t that right, Nay-Nay?”

Nayla nodded and cuddled up into Jo’s embrace before throwing out another angry squeak at Chet. The bunny then glared at everyone around Jo as if to let them know whatever it said went for them, too.

Sam held her arms up in the air. “Whatever, little bunny. Just play nice with the rest of us. We’re Jo’s friends.”

Nayla turned to Jo as if asking for confirmation.

Jo gave the bunnycorn a big smile. “They’re really nice! Especially Mr. Gas-Mask-Man, even if he is kinda weird. Chet’s the only one saying nasty words.” She nodded in an exaggerated fashion.

Nayla seemed to give a grudging series of squeaks at the rest of the party. Sam wasn’t exactly sure what the bunny was trying to say, but she assumed Nayla was saying she would tolerate them.

“Welcome to the team, then.” Sam smiled. “Did you get what you wanted, Jo?”

With an excited nod, Jo rose to her feet. “Uh-huh! If I carried any more, I wouldn’t have space for my bombs!”

Sam’s smile grew concerned at the reminder they were walking around with the world's craziest and merriest mad bomber. “Let’s get back on the road, then.”

The party piled back into the truck. Aron took them through the woods back to the road, where it was a smooth drive the rest of the way to the Cedar Springs Resort.

It wasn’t what Sam had expected.

After forcing the main gate open, Aron drove the truck inside to what looked like an RV park. Rows upon rows of them, even with all the vacant lots. The name made it sound like the place was some fancy lakeside lodge.

Sam wasn’t entirely disappointed. At the center of it all was a large, wooden lodge structure. Just the kind she’d pictured.

When they pulled up to the front of the lodge, a group of people rushed out to the front with hopeful looks in their eyes. The hope vanished as soon as they saw Sam and the rest of her party get out of the truck, replaced by fear.

“W-who are you people?” asked the man Sam assumed was in charge of the group. Some hipster-looking dude with more beard than he knew what to do with along with glasses that made him look like he wanted to claim he was Harry Potter before Harry Potter was cool. Of course, his gaze was firmly locked on Aron—the biggest and most imposing of their party.

Sam looked to Aron and chuckled. “See? That mask of yours doesn’t do us any favors when meeting new people.”

Aron placed his hands on his hips and leaned down over her. “Don’t you start hating on my aesthetic now.”

Sam grinned and turned her attention to the hipster. “My name’s Sam. The guy you’re so afraid of is Aron. Then there’s Chet, Jo, Jason, and Randy.” She pointed out each member of her party as their names came up. “We’re from a group of survivors set up at Scotch Creek. And you are?”

“Wallace Astrid Lentil Gary,” He answered in as dignified a voice as he could manage. He even held out his hand such in a way that Sam wasn’t sure if he was asking for a shake or a kiss.

Sam did neither. It was already taking all her willpower not to burst out laughing at the guy’s name. The rest of her party was having similar struggles, except Jo. Jo just stared at him with a sweet, wide-eyed smile. Aron, on the other hand, hunched over, clasping his knees with sharp, muffled breaths escaping through his mask.

“What’s wrong with him?” Wallace asked.

Sam took a deep breath to steady herself. “Rough day. Had a run-in with a flame boar and some lightning beasts,” she answered with as straight a face as she could muster. She wasn’t completely lying. “We just came from Celista.”

Wallace and the others perked up. “Celista? Did Officer Freeman send you? How is he? Are there more survivors coming?” He bombarded Sam with questions before she could come up with any.

For a moment she tried to pull the officer’s name from her memory. Every nametag she’d found on the dead policemen were either too thickly drenched in blood to be legible or too damaged to even try.

Sam shook her head. “I’m sorry, Wallace. We stopped at the school searching for survivors, but the place was a bloodbath. Everyone was dead when we got there.”

Wallace’s face fell.

“The only reason we found you guys here is because of a map we found on the dead. I know it’s not really any consolation, but we’re here to help. If you want to come back with us to Scotch Creek, we have a safe place for you and the rest of your people to move into.”

Wallace shuddered, but shook his head. “That’s... That’s kind and all, Sam, but we aren’t interested in sticking around.” He gestured to the people behind him. “All of us here are tourists from Calgary and Edmonton, for the most part. Officer Freeman promised us he would do what he could to get us home, but—” Wallace took a deep breath. “But now he’s dead, and now we’re stuck here.”

Sam sighed. She did just offer to help them, but this wasn’t the way she had hoped things would turn out. She wanted to bring survivors back to Scotch Creek to build up their numbers, not help people get back to their cities. It was too dangerous to send them on their own.

“Are any of you pill poppers?” Sam asked.

Wallace recoiled. “Drug users? Why would you ask such an insultin—”

Sam held up a hand to shut him up. She knew she’d made a mistake saying pill poppers just from the expressions on everyone’s faces. “Nanotech pill. It gives you a HUD to track your stats, a muse to explain what’s going on with the invasion, lets you pick a class to strengthen you?”

Wallace gave a nervous laugh. “Oh. One of those. No, I’m afraid none of us are. Officer Freeman mentioned it, but we all thought he was crazy.”

“Well, he wasn’t.” Aron had finally regained his composure. “And unless you people started cultivating, you’re going to have one hell of a time getting back to your homes. The roads aren’t safe.”

“Cultivating?” Wallace asked. “Like in the books? Well, those are fun ideas and all, but we practice real spirituality around here. Like yoga and meditation.”

Sam wanted to groan, but she didn’t want to get on their bad side, either.

It would probably help them in fighting off aether poisoning, if not strengthen their bodies, to practice those things, Olivia said. I’m guessing none of them have killed many seeders, either. This isn’t the most dangerous-looking group of humans I’ve ever seen.

After everything Sam had read, her muse was probably right. Inspecting each of the survivors, not a single one was suffering from aether poisoning. With the absolute mess they saw back at Celista, they should have at least been at the first stage of poisoning. Either the yoga was really working, or these people hadn’t been doing any fighting.

Sam sighed. “Well, don’t knock the cultivating thing. Whatever you’re doing is obviously a low form of cultivation, and it’s managed to keep all of you from suffering aether poisoning. Us pill poppers don’t have to worry about that, of course. The pill takes care of it for us, but you guys, if you don’t want to come back with us, are going to have to keep this cultivation stuff up and try to focus on getting stronger.”

Wallace and the rest of his people were visibly anxious at the prospect of having to do any fighting themselves.

Sam continued, “My brother is going down the cultivation path right now and he’s getting stronger for it. He can actually keep up, and in some cases do a better job of fighting than us. So please, do yourself a favor and give those silly books a chance.”

Wallace nodded. “Uh-huh…will do. But about our problem?”

Sam rubbed at her brow. “Is this all of you?” She counted about a dozen people, maybe.

“There’s a few more inside, but yes.”

“And none of you want to go back to Scotch Creek? Knowing that cities are much bigger targets for the alien invasion than the little towns out here?” Sam insisted. She had to at least warn them before she helped them run off to their deaths.

The survivors exchanged a few concerned whispers before returning cautious affirmations.

“We have friends and family back home, Sam. I’m sure you understand. We can’t just leave them there.” Wallace, as obnoxious as he sounded, was genuine in his concern.

She couldn’t blame him. If it was Jake off in some distant city, she would be making her way to him right now. Of course, that left the question of her parents’ whereabouts. They weren’t terrible parents, but to call them good would be the overstatement of the century. Still, they were her family and she couldn’t help but worry about them. Knowing them, it was almost certainly too late for them.

Sam pushed those concerns aside. “Alright. We got a quick little errand to run here before we go anywhere, but do you guys need anything to hit the road?”

“Fuel,” Wallace said. “The cars and trucks we took from Celista were all gross, nasty gas guzzlers, and we didn’t get the chance to fill them up before we ran. They barely have enough fuel to make it to the next town over.”

“They’re pretty beat up, too,” an effeminate man at the back added, and pointed at the vehicles in question. “We won’t last long if we keep driving those things.”

“Yes, yes, Louis, you’ve said that a million times,” Wallace scoffed.

Sam looked back and saw the mess of cars. One was dented badly with a wheel clearly knocked out of alignment. Another had been penetrated by horns of some kind and covered in scorch marks. Much of the left side was melted off. The third car had all of its glass shattered, even the lights. It was like it had been hit by a powerful current of electricity. Good thing it was a relic of a car, or the current would have certainly fried the electronics.

“So you need transportation.” Sam gestured at the RVs parked outside the lodge. “You have that in spades here.”

“Tch, but they’re so unfriendly to the environment,” Wallace protested.

Sam wanted to smack him upside the head, preferably with Aron’s shovel, but contained herself. Chet stepped away from the group, covering his mouth, but there was no hiding the snickering fit of giggles escaping his fingers.

“Beggars can’t be choosers, Wallace. Now you need gas. For the trip, right?”

Wallace grudgingly nodded.

Louis spoke up next. “We saw a fuel truck on the way here, but we didn’t get a chance to check it. The little-baby kind, not the big-tanker kind. If it doesn’t have any fuel, we can at least fill it up.”

“Good thinking.” Sam smiled. “Do you guys think you can go check that out while we do our thing here?”

Wallace sighed. “Fine, I guess we can do that. What is it you’re doing here, anyway?”

Sam gestured at Chet, who was still having a hard time containing his laughter at Wallace, Louis, and the rest of their little hipster tribe. “My friend has a stash of weapons he lost at the bottom of the lake here. We’re hoping to find a diving suit and a boat to get us out there.”

“A stash?” Wallace questioned.

Sam didn’t see any reason to keep them in the dark. “Guns. Apparently the kind you don’t want to be caught holding. Every bit of firepower we can get will help us deal with the seeders, and help us get you through to the east. Unless that fuel truck is full. Then I guess you don’t really need us.”

Louis held out a hand. “We don’t really know anything about RVs, so maybe you can help us pick one?”

Sam looked to Randy.

He shook his head.

Jo stared at Sam like a deer in the headlights when the question came to her.

Of course she doesn’t know. She probably knows how to put together and dismantle a nuclear warhead, but RVs? Nah.

Sam shook her head and looked to Aron.

He shrugged. “I’m more of a car-and-truck guy. Heaviest things I’m interested in are tanks and warships.”

She turned to Chet as he finally pulled himself together. “Yeah, I can probably pick out a decent one. My dad loved RVs. He was planning on retiring and traveling across the country before this mess happened.” Chet sighed. “That’s not happening anymore, but the good news is he tortured me with far too many videos on the subject. So I know a thing or two. There’s probably a few kicking around here that would do the trick.”

“Good enough for me,” Louis said. “I found a couple of diving suits in the lodge while I was snooping around. Let me go get them for you.” He darted back inside.

Wallace sighed. “There’s a few small boats at the piers. Twelve-foot fishing boats, mostly. Though I suppose if you can find the keys to it or whatever, there’s a bigger boat tied up there.”

“Thanks, Wallace.” Sam smiled and headed for the pier.

Sure enough, there were a pair of rowboats tied up and a fancy new boat designed for wakeboarding that would be their ideal way of getting around the lake.

Sam didn’t waste any time with the rowboats. She went right for the larger of the boats and found that the keys were in the ignition. “People here must be really trusting, huh?”

“Or sloppy.” Aron pointed out the resort’s name on the dash.

Sam shrugged and looked at the console. “So how do we start this thing?”

Her HUD scanned the console, and before long it filled with instructions on how to operate the boat. Aron was faster on the uptake and started up the boat. He was their driver so far, and Sam had no problem with it.

Of course, Aron had to explain himself regardless. “I’m not getting in that water. Just look at me—I’d sink like a rock.”

“You know, you can take off that armor,” Sam replied.

Aron shook his head. “No thank you. The mask stays on, too.”

Sam sighed. “We’re not going to run away and think you’re a monster for whatever it is you’re hiding under that mask, Aron. Honestly, you’re pretty scary-looking because of the mask and armor already.”

Aron let out a weary chuckle. “I know.”

Sam decided not to press the issue. “I’ll go untie the rope or whatever that’s called.”

Louis was running up the pier when she got out. “Found the suits. There’s two of them.” He smiled.

They only needed one, but an extra couldn’t hurt. “Thanks.” Sam took them with a smile.

“Good luck with your dive.” He waved.

“Good luck with the truck,” Sam replied and untied the rope. “We’re off. Chet, where to?”

The boat pulled away from the pier as Chet came over. “Shouldn’t be too far out into the lake,” he said as he showed her his phone with a ping on the map.

“Go tell Aron then, genius. I’m not exactly driving here.”

Chet laughed at himself. “Right. Sorry, I’ll do that.”

Sam rolled her eyes and inspected the diving suits. They looked intact, and the tanks were just shy of full. Everything looked good for a swim except maybe they were a little on the small side for Chet. Which begged the question, who was going in the water?

She went after Chet to the bridge. “So who’s going in the water?”

“Well me, of course,” Chet said. “Maybe one more of us for safety's sake. You know, Ogopogo or the Loch Ness monster might be down there.”

“Wrong lake and wrong country,” Aron commented.

Chet flung his arms up in a shrug. “Hell if I know. We’re being invaded by aliens. Nessy might have moved, or maybe it’s an alien and they brought it here.”

Sam didn’t like the idea of dealing with an underwater monster, especially one that was supposed to be big. Regardless, she unfurled one of the suits. “Sure, whatever, but do you think you can fit in this?”

Chet sucked in a breath through his teeth. “That’s a little small, isn’t it?”

“Aren’t they supposed to be form-fitting?” Aron asked.

Chet nodded. “Yeah but not that small. It’ll fit better on you, Sam, and Jo.”

Sam narrowed her eyes at Chet. “You sure you’re not trying to weasel out of going in the water?”

“I mean, I could try it, but I’m probably going to rip the suit on the way in,” Chet countered.

Sam considered letting him try on the suit just to watch him try to squeeze into the thing, but decided against it. Those guns were more valuable than the cheap laughs they’d get out of Chet’s struggle. And they weren’t getting those guns out of the water without the suits.

“Fine, I’ll get Jo,” Sam said.

Jo was out on the deck hugging her bunny to her chest while she watched the waters. She turned as she heard Sam. “Hey, Sammy. This lake is beautiful, isn’t it?” She gave her a warm smile.

Sam looked around at the beautiful trees, the pristine waters, and took in a deep breath of forest air she hadn’t appreciated the whole time they had been at Scotch Creek. As much as she hated being dragged away from her games when she was younger, she had to admit this place was beautiful. “Sure is.”

“My brothers used to take me here fish-blasting! But we had to do it deep in the lake ‘cause otherwise we’d get in trouble.” She laughed. “Maybe you and I can do that someday.”

Sam laughed. “I’m actually hoping today isn’t that day.”

Jo cocked her head in confusion, blinking her big blue eyes at Sam.

“The suit’s are too small for Chet and definitely too small for Aron, ignoring that he doesn’t want to take off his armor for anything,” Sam explained. “Randy might be a tight fit for it, so it’s really up to the two of us to get Chet’s stash out of the water. Think you’re up for that?”

Jo bounced on the balls of her feet and nodded. “Yeah! I love swimming.”

Sam smiled at her excitement. As far as she knew, diving was just like swimming with an oxygen supply. But that part wasn’t what worried her. What worried her was what was lurking under the water. After the drive over, Sam couldn’t help but wonder what, if anything, was in there.

Maybe heading out to the water was a bad idea.

Don’t back down now, she told herself. If anything was in the water, they’d deal with it and hit the road. End of story.


Chapter eleven
Brad


After his awkward chat with Teresa, Brad set up a poll for the guild name in the cafeteria where no one would miss it. After all, everyone had to eat at some point in the day. People could add their own to the list as well, so everyone could have a say in what their band of survivors would call themselves.

But that wasn’t terribly exciting.

While he’d spent the greater bulk of his time in Kelowna running from one threat to the next, Scotch Creek had been relatively calm. It was a welcome break, he wouldn’t deny that, but after spending so much time in the Gaming Center he was starting to go a little stir crazy.

With so many different tasks to tackle, Brad wondered what he should do first.

Alan cleared his throat. “Ahem, Brad. Can I get a moment of your time, please?” He was tense, though Brad had no idea why.

That was a different approach than the old man had taken with Brad earlier in the day. He turned to smile at Alan and noticed his wife Nora was with him, along with Mark and Angie.

“Sure, Alan. What’s on your mind?” he asked, wondering if the others had pressured Alan into doing something he didn’t want to.

Alan’s shoulders relaxed at Brad’s response. “See, I was talking with the other locals here in Scotch Creek about how we could maybe find more survivors to band together with.”

Brad wondered why this would make Alan nervous, or why anyone would have to pressure him into sharing this information, but he decided not to press the issue. If going along with this suggestion helped Alan trust Brad, it was a win in his book. “Did you have some places in mind to look?”

“Sort of,” Alan began. “While searching around the neighboring towns is all well and good, it puts our people at risk and out of range for communications with our radio equipment. So who knows what could happen to them out there in the middle of this invasion?”

Brad nodded. “Our handheld radios don’t have a lot of reach, and I’m not sure when we’ll have the guild up and running to fix our communication problem.”

“Well, me and Nora were talking about a long-term fix to both of those problems.”

Nora went over to a nearby table. She unfurled a map with two red circles to the north of Scotch Creek, in the mountains. “That’s right, darling.” She pointed at the closest of the two circles. “Back before the aliens invaded, I had a friend who worked at a ranger station up there. She said they stashed away supplies in case of emergencies. Food, water, medical supplies, and radios. Stronger handhelds than we have, and the short-wave kind, too.”

Brad stared at her and Alan. “Short wave?”

Mark sighed in disapproval while Angie giggled.

Alan couldn’t help a chuckle. “We can speak on the specifics later, if you like. But in short, they have a longer reach. If we’re lucky, the ranger station might have some repeaters we can spread around to boost our range even farther.”

Brad didn’t need to know the technical specifics. “Sounds great to me. And what about this other place deep in the mountains?”

“That’s a radio tower,” Nora explained. “Compared to the short-wave radios, it has a huge reach. We can talk to all the neighboring towns from there. If we’re lucky, we might even be able to reach Kamloops.”

Alan shook his head. “Nora, please. There’s no need to be so optimistic. It will only disappoint the boy when he finds out it doesn’t even come close.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Well, that is fair, I suppose. I don’t really know Brad well enough—”

Nora cut off her husband. “No, about the radio tower’s range.”

“I am well acquainted with all forms of radio communication, thank you very much. I’ve worked on my fair share of them. Bigger ones than that piddly little thing up north.”

Brad held up his palms to placate them. “Easy there. Whether or not the tower reaches that far isn’t an issue. It’ll still be a huge improvement over what we have now.”

Alan cleared his throat. “Of course. And if any issues have sprung up with the equipment since the invasion, I am more than capable of correcting them. Provided the tower itself hasn’t been taken out by a seeder ship.”

“Sounds good,” Brad said. “When do we leave?”

Everyone looked to Alan.

Alan wrung his hands together as he stammered. “W-well I—um… I’m not sure that’s the best idea.”

Brad cocked his head to the side. This whole scheme was Alan’s idea. Brad couldn’t see a reason they wouldn’t come along.

“I am what you would call—” Alan turned to Nora “What did your brother say those military types called our kind of people?”

Nora chuckled. “The rear echelon.” She turned to Brad. “I’ll spare your sweet, innocent ears the expletives.”

“That’s right!” Alan shot Brad a nervous smile. “We’re more support, research-oriented folks. You understand, right?”

Brad crossed his arms. “But this whole plan was your idea, Alan. I don’t know the first thing about radio equipment. How will we know if anything’s broken?”

Mark held up a hand. “I ain’t no techie, but I know a thing or two about radios.”

Angie nodded in agreement.

“That’s good, at least.” Brad’s attention returned to Alan. “But you still need to get out there and fight to collect aether. You won’t get stronger if you just hide out here all day.”

Alan nodded. “True! Very true, young man. But I’ve seen what’s in this town alone. Seeders, mutated wolves, even the mutated deer are aggressive. I do not want to know what lies beyond the borders of our little town.”

Brad sighed, but there was no real point trying to drag him along if he didn’t want to come. If things got dangerous, Alan would become a liability at the absolute worst and slow them down in the best-case scenario. Rubbing at his brow, he said, “Fine. But if we need your technical expertise up at the radio tower, you won’t be able to hide here. Understood?”

Alan let out a relieved breath. “O-of course, Brad. But by then you would have made the area safe.”

“That’s the plan for now. We can worry about fortifying it later.” Brad turned to Mark. “Do you have a car?”

Mark nodded. “Got my Jeep Gladiator outside. Can’t miss it.”

“And if Mark’s coming, that means Angie’s coming with too, right?”

“Of course.” She beamed with excitement.

Brad returned the smile. Two healers in a party upped their chances of surviving any injuries they suffered in the wild. He went through his menu to send the couple a party invite. “Good. That just leaves us two spaces to fill for our little adventure.”

“Adventure?” Ceres called as she walked into the cafeteria with Teresa at her side.

Teresa approached Brad, placing a hand on his shoulder. “You aren’t thinking about leaving us here on babysitting duty, are you?”

Ceres laughed. “Hey, those kids are cute.”

“Yes, but I’d much rather be fighting the aliens after what they did to us,” Teresa replied. “Plus, those kids are a mess and I would much prefer to minimize my exposure to them, thank you.”

Brad grinned, shooting the pair a set of invites. “Two mages, healers, and a fighter. Sounds like a solid party composition to me. How are we on gear?” Even as the question left his lips, Brad couldn’t help wincing at the fact he still hadn’t upgraded his armor from those hockey pads he’d first picked up back in Kelowna. But it was better than nothing, which was exactly what the rest of his party seemed to be wearing for protective equipment. In hindsight, spending his aether points on the guild was now looking like a questionable choice.

“Got a hammer from that printer thing. Big one,” Mark answered simply.

Angie nodded. “I don’t know how he lifts that thing. It’s about as big as he is. Me? I made the sensible choice and got one of those fancy short rifles.”

Brad raised a brow. “A carbine with a suppressor?”

“Not exactly. It’s one of the alien rifles. Looks a little like an AR-15, but fires mana bolts. Cost me a good chunk of aether to get it.”

Jake had said Angie was a country girl. It was obvious she knew her way around a rifle. Brad chuckled and turned to Teresa and Ceres.

Ceres raised her arms, showing a pair of silver bracelets hanging off her wrists with a purple gem slotted onto each one. “I picked up some magic bracelets, lightning ones with spells to match. They’re supposed to make those types of spells more powerful.”

Teresa held out her hand, and a blue staff materialized in her hand with a burst of snow spreading from it. Brad shuddered at the sudden temperature drop. “A staff, of course. No good mage is complete without one.” She looked at Ceres. “Though some of us want to differentiate ourselves. It mostly works the same as Ceres’ bracelets, except I can cast from it.”

“You can poke someone’s eye out with it, too,” Brad couldn’t help commenting.

The black-and-silver staff led up to a glass—or ice—shard that resembled more of a bladed spearhead rather than the usual crystal or magical sphere he was used to seeing mages carry around.

Teresa gave a soft smile. “It is a good idea to have a backup, just in case our mana runs dry.” She released the staff and it vanished from sight.

Ceres patted the pistol holster at her side. “That’s right.”

“How are you making the staff disappear and reappear?” Brad asked. He wondered if it was a bag of holding, but Ceres hadn’t pulled the same stunt with her weapons, and he doubted a bag of holding would make it feel like the middle of winter every time something was pulled out of it

“Apparently it’s a perk of some aetheric weapons,” Teresa answered. “They can bind to the user and be summoned at will. It is rather convenient, seeing as we’ll be crammed inside a truck together.”

“Neat as all that is,” Mark began, “I’m getting my hammer. See you in the truck.” He left the cafeteria with his wife.

Brad waved at Alan. “What are you and your wife going to do while we’re out there?”

Alan smiled. “Why, patrol the town of course. There were some interesting plant growths Nora noticed where the aliens sprayed their green gunk everywhere. She was curious if they had grown any larger since we last saw them.”

“They might be useful, or they might be dangerous.” Nora shrugged. “We won’t know until we start running experiments on them. These HUDs the nanotech gave us should be helpful, since those plants can’t possibly be from Earth.”

Brad nodded. “Be careful out there, and don’t be afraid to bring some other people along, OK? There’s safety in numbers and varying your party composition.”

Alan waved Brad off. “Yes, yes. Bring someone big and strong to be a meat shield and a healer for said meat shield. You’re the ones who should be careful. After all, you’re headed straight into unknown territory.”

Brad fought down a groan at how lightly Alan seemed to take people’s lives, but since Nora wasn’t scolding the man over it, he decided he didn’t mean anything by it. “I appreciate the concern.”

He walked off with Teresa and Ceres, grabbed his shotgun, and headed out of the Gaming Center. Sweetness joined them as well, waddling alongside Brad, quite happy to be heading back outside again.

In the parking lot was a Jeep he couldn’t have missed if he tried—bright red, and damned big, too. Mark’s truck.

Jeesh. He wasn’t kidding when he said you couldn’t miss it, huh? Frank said.

No kidding, Brad agreed.

He climbed into the truck with the others, and Sweetness made sure to take up all the space in his lap. The huge honey badger took up a lot of space, though one look at him and it was clear he thought he was a lapdog.

Ceres laughed, even as the huge badger took up so much space in the truck. She petted the top of his head. “It’s a little tight in here.”

Teresa leaned away from Brad and Sweetness. “Ugh, at least you don’t have its rear end pointed at you. Have you even washed this…badger since you found it?”

Brad had to agree with the smell, and the cramped space. “No, I haven’t. I’ll make sure that’s the first thing I do when I get back.”

Sweetness huffed in offense at the comments about his smell.

“Yeah, yeah, I know, buddy. But you do smell. And we don’t have space for you back here,” Brad said.

Sweetness gave him the best attempt he could at puppy eyes before Ceres slipped out of the truck. Brad carried his honey badger out and put him in the truck bed. After some pouting and grumbling, the huge honey badger settled down for the ride.

Mark started the truck once they were all back inside, and their drive began.

It was a quiet drive through the tiny town as they took in the sights and sounds. The town was in so much better shape than Kelowna, and definitely better than Salmon Arm. They could pull all sorts of resources from all the different homes and businesses. Even some of the ruined structures seemed in good enough shape to salvage for raw materials if they had to, and they were going to need every bit of material they could find. Brad didn’t just want to make the Gaming Center into a fortress—he wanted to expand to eventually secure the whole town and make it a place where humanity could thrive and even push back the alien invasion. But he was getting ahead of himself.

One step at a time, Brad. Let’s get communications up and running first, he thought. Though admittedly, he should have secured more food and refrigerators before anything else. If they hadn’t brought so much with them from Kelowna, it would have been his first priority. Now that Sam and Jake were in the field, out of radio range, the improved radio equipment was simply too important to ignore. Sam had already been gone a few days without any word from her, and Jake’s little hunting trip was taking longer than Brad had expected. He couldn’t help but worry about them.

Relax, kid. They can take care of themselves, Frank cut into his thoughts. Besides, if anything was going wrong they’d call for backup and a quest to run to their aid would pop up.

Brad rolled his eyes. Yeah? Well where was all our backup in all the messes we got into?

Frank laughed. It doesn’t work all the time... But you’ll know if something’s up. If they call for help, anyway.

Brad resisted his urge to keep pressing the issue with Frank and decided to relax instead. He watched his party members in the truck, talkative as they were.

Mark hardly talked unless directly spoken to. Most of the time his responses were short, quick, and to the point.

Teresa was distant, her gaze permanently fixed on the outside world. Brad wondered if she was dealing with the loss of her friends and boyfriend. He couldn’t blame her for that. It was a huge loss. In her shoes, he wasn’t sure how he would be handling things. Not well, he guessed. But they were here now, going off into unknown territory. They all had to bring their A-game, and Brad hoped she was capable of doing just that.

Angie was much more upbeat. “You know, I think we can use that radio tower to set up a radio station, not just a boring old communications tower. Like a classic rock station.” She beamed at her husband. “We can be a couple of DJs, Mark.” The excitement in her voice forced a slight smile out of her otherwise silent husband. Brad didn’t exactly see him doing great as a DJ, though.

Ceres was the most relaxed of them as she stared out the window. If he didn’t know any better, she looked like she was starting to doze off. He wondered if it was from exhaustion or if she was just a car baby. He had a friend like that before, one who couldn’t handle being in the passenger seat of a car without dozing off to sleep. Oddly enough, driving was never a problem for him. With the lack of conversation or killer aliens, she was out cold before they left Scotch Creek.

The forest grew denser around them the farther north they traveled. The road was in good shape, and after a while there were no more wrecked cars. With the sunlight streaming through the forest canopy, it was easy to forget they were in the middle of an apocalyptic alien invasion.

The thought alone was enough to snap any idea of relaxing right out of him. The second he dropped his guard was the second something terrible would happen, especially in the forest. Jake had a run-in with huge, mutated wolves and deer—local wildlife—but there was no telling what else the seeders had brought with them.

They arrived at the ranger station deep in the forest without incident.

“We’re here,” Mark announced, and disembarked.

Brad couldn’t help feeling a bit of disappointment, but he would take a quiet ride over running into a swarm of seeders. The others disembarked—except Ceres, who was still off in dream land.

He lightly shook her shoulder. “Wake up, Ceres. We’re here.”

With a sharp breath, she looked around in a daze. “Huh? Where?”

Brad rolled his eyes. “The ranger station. Our first stop on this little field trip of ours.”

“Oh yeah.” She released her seatbelt and stumbled out. “I’ll take a look around.”

Brad followed her out.

“Me and Angie are looking inside,” Mark said.

Brad went to get Sweetness when the honey badger jumped out into his arms. “Ack! Sweetness, why?” He stumbled back from the weight of his badger. Sweetness slurped at his face, and the awful smell coming from who knew how many monsters and crazies assaulted his nostrils. Brad pulled away as he lowered his honey badger to the floor. Sweetness definitely needed a lot more than a bath. “Yeah, I missed you too, buddy.”

Teresa went off with Ceres to check the perimeter, so Brad tagged along with Mark and Angie inside the ranger station.

A pair of ranger trucks sat outside, undisturbed by seeders or wild beasts. So either the rangers were still alive and inside the station, or they’d met their fates elsewhere.

Mark knocked on the door. “Anybody home?”

No response.

Mark rested the huge hammer on his shoulder and knocked harder. “You in there, rangers?”

Angie shook her head. “Honey, you’re scaring them. Let me try.” She cleared her throat. “Hi, rangers. We’re locals from Scotch Creek. Our people have made a safe haven down there with plenty of food and water. We were wondering if you’d like to join up with us. I really think we can help each other out.”

Still nothing.

Brad’s brow tightened with concern. “Do you think the place is empty?”

Mark shrugged. “One way to find out.” He tried the door. It opened. “No lock.” He stepped inside, hammer at the ready.

Angie followed behind him with her fancy mana gun at the ready.

Brad followed their lead with his shotgun. He didn’t like the silence of the forest. He’d seen one too many movies where everything was going fine until it didn't. There were quiet moments exactly like this one, where some horror jumped out to kill the heroes.

Everywhere they went in the ranger station was intact. It was lived-in with coffee and snacks left sitting in place, but there were no signs of struggle, no strange smells, and no streaks of green or red. For all effective purposes, the station was pristine.

“Place looks clear,” Mark said, lowering his hammer. He moved through the station without any worry now.

Brad couldn’t help worry they were walking into a trap, but Mark led them right to the radio room. There was a desk with a big box that, while not the most impressive piece of equipment in the world, still looked far too technical for Brad to understand what it did.

“Radio’s intact, too.” Mark sat at the desk and pulled up the receiver. “Testing, one-two-three. This is Mark at Ranger Station Who-the-Hell-Knows. Is anyone receiving? Over.”

Nothing but static came through.

Angie sighed. “I think it’s a safe bet our ranger friends didn’t make it.”

“I wonder what happened,” Brad said.

Mark pushed to his feet. “Nothing good. But we can take what we need without issue.”

A communication came through his mind, or rather all of their minds. It was Ceres using the party chat. “Brad. You need to come see this.”

Angie shuddered. “Wow. That was weird. Is that normal?”

Brad nodded. “Party chat. You can communicate by voice or text. It works just like your muse.”

Mark nodded. “Go on, then. We’ll check this place out and try not to break anything.”

“Why would we need to break anything, Mark?” Angie asked.

“Locked doors?” Mark shrugged and set about his search.

Brad headed outside to find Teresa and Ceres deeper in the woods. The ranger station was out of sight behind all the trees standing in their way. “What are you guys doing all the way out here?”

“I heard a noise and wanted to check it out,” Ceres answered. “But I found this instead.” Ceres pointed at a field drenched in industrial green.

It was big—bigger than anything he had seen outside of the city. The fertilizer gunk was smeared over the trees, the ground, and what little remained of the seeders’ victims. More interesting to Brad were all the colorful, glowing plants all around. Green herbs growing into thick bushes. Purple flowers scattered about. White plants that resembled overgrown dandelions at the top, though that part was glowing teal. There were even some… Brad wasn’t sure what kind of plant to classify them as, but they were somewhere between a bush and a flower, with others growing larger still. Orange-and-red plants that resembled a burning ember more than anything else.

“Somehow I doubt this all came about from just the rangers at the station,” Teresa said. “I believe the seeders dragged wildlife here to supplement their…garden.” She pointed at an odd patch buried in the green muck. It looked like a patch of fur coated in green paint.

It’s not entirely out of the realm of possibility, Frank explained. Seeders are here to spread fertilizer around and propagate the flora and fauna the Collective desires. The bigger the field of fertilizer, the easier it is for plants to take root and spread.

OK, but these look all kinds of varied. The fire-looking ones especially, Brad said. Shouldn’t they be planting those near a volcano or somewhere hot?

It would work better, but seeders aren’t particularly bright about growing plants, Frank replied. Their first job is spreading the fertilizer around and destroying any undesired life forms while they’re at it. Their second job of propagating flora and fauna comes with more of a shotgun approach.

Brad shook his head. So they just throw out everything they can and hope it sticks?

Basically.

OK. Well, since we’re here, is any of this useful to us?

I’d nod if I could, Frank said. These are aetheric plants, meaning they have what you’d call magical properties. The purple flowers, for example, can either be consumed to give yourself some aether, or they can be used as a catalyst in any number of different crafts. Alchemy is the one they’re best suited for.

Brad nodded to himself. Ceres and Teresa ignored him. They had likely been going through the same question-and-answer session with their own muses. He let his mind wander to the Collective and the aliens.

So these aliens in the Collective, what are the odds they’re all bad?

That depends on what alien race you run across, Frank said. Some races are friendlier than others. The gnomes in particular come to mind. They prefer trade. Others, like elves, aren't fans of other races, but even among them you will find some individuals who are more tolerant than others. Although I highly recommend avoiding the elves. If they think you’re weak, they’ll make you into slaves.

Brad hummed. Great—alien slavers. Another thing to worry about. Do you think there’s any chance we might be able to get along with some of these aliens? Especially if we trade these plants with them.

Look at you, making that little brain of yours grow three sizes. Which isn’t much, but progress is progress. Frank laughed. You’re right, kid. These plants would come in handy. Traded with the right races or factions, they could not only earn you resources in exchange, but it might land you on their good side as well. Alternatively, when you get the guild up and running you can access the market and trade for points to exchange in the system for specialized equipment, like the ability to create your own upgrade stations.

Brad didn’t need to hear more. “Ceres, Teresa, can you start gathering up these plants, maybe grab some seeds? I’ll be back with our backpacks.”

Teresa groaned. “I know I’m a mage, Brad, but I’m not that kind of mage. I prefer to keep my hands clean.”

Ceres couldn’t help teasing her. “Would you rather deal with the kids back at the Gaming Center?”

Teresa shuddered. “On second thought, herb gathering is fine. Just don’t damage the plants and we can always come back for more.”

Brad smiled and rushed back for the truck. Mark and Angie were already loading up the back with radio equipment and the supplies they’d found.

“Hey, Brad. Everything alright back there?” Angie asked.

“Better than alright. We found a big field of alien plants. Plants we can use to trade for system points for specialized equipment when the guild is up and running, or trading with some of the alien races.” He rushed to the back of the truck to grab his pack along with Teresa and Ceres’.

Mark held out a hand, his brow tight. “Trade with alien races? That doesn’t sound like a particularly bright idea.”

“That’s fair,” Brad said. “But according to my muse, not all of them will be as awful as the seeders. You can ask your own if you don’t believe me. What’s important is that if we play our cards right, we might be able to avoid some conflict and make allies while we’re at it. I’m sure some of these aliens would be glad to see us all dead. Making allies is just smart.”

Mark scowled but remained quiet as he went back for more supplies from the ranger station.

Angie gave Brad a concerned smile. “Don’t worry about him, Brad. It’s just with the invasion and all, this playing-nice-with-the-aliens idea sounds like it’ll come back to bite us in the derriere. Literally.”

Brad took a deep breath and thought about it for a moment. Friendly races like the gnomes might be fine, but with each race having individual factions within them, there was no telling who would actually be friend or foe until they met them. “Then we better not take any unnecessary risks when we do try, right?”

“Whatever you think is best, Brad,” she said.

Brad took the packs and ran back to Teresa and Ceres. In a few moments they had their bags filled to the brim with plants.

“This should be a good haul.” He hefted his pack.

“And just how would you know that?” Teresa asked. “It’s not like our muses had any trade information on these.”

Ceres stretched. “Well yeah. They aren’t connected to the Collective market, or the individual races. How are they supposed to know until we connect?”

“That’s true. But whatever the case may be, these have to be a good start.” Brad smiled. Then a dark set of shadows drifted overhead. “What was that?” he asked as he looked up toward the sky.

Past the canopy of trees, he could only make out patches of grey clouds and blue skies above.

“A hawk?” Teresa offered.

Brad shuddered. “I saw some of those grow big enough to carry a human away back in Kelowna.”

Ceres gave a nervous laugh, already backing toward the ranger station. “Maybe it’s not hunting us?”

“Let’s not stick around to find out.”

Brad led the way back to the truck, where they dropped off their packs. Mark and Angie were already waiting for them.

“You guys alright?” Angie asked. “You look a little spooked.”

“We saw a rather large shadow,” Teresa said. “It could be nothing, but why stick around?”

Mark started the engine. “Time to leave, then,” he grunted. “Radio tower’s next on our to-do list.”

Brad took one last look toward the sky. Around the ranger station there were far fewer trees, so he could get a good look above them. Grey, gloomy clouds hung above them, but nothing that could have cast such a big shadow. He couldn’t shake the worry he felt over whatever that creature could have been, but standing around wasn’t going to do anything about it, nor would it bring them any closer to establishing radio communication with the neighboring town.

He hopped in the truck with the others and resumed their drive north. Everything was calm, quiet, yet everyone was on edge over the shadow they had seen.

Mark’s brows knitted together. He adjusted the rearview mirror. “What the hell is that?”


Chapter twelve
Jake


“What the hell did you do, Cory?” Kurtis shouted as the bladed spiders crawled out of every nook and cranny in the dark cavern.

Flashlights cut through the darkness as the party opened fire in every direction. Jake couldn’t even begin to get an accurate count on the monsters coming their way; all he could do was keep firing and hope they had enough ammo to fight their way out.

“How the hell was I supposed to know we were in the middle of a nest?” Cory shot back. “It was just one bug!”

Kurtis bashed a spider away with his rifle, then shot it to pieces. “How about all the damn eggs around us, genius?”

“So I may have been a little overconfident.”

Jake shook his head. He couldn’t believe the mess his friend had landed them in. The damn space bug even gave us a chance to leave. But they were neck-deep in crap now. They were going to have to deal with this nest sooner or later. Whether it was clearing the nest itself or whatever swarm of nightmares crawled out of it, it was a problem they couldn’t avoid forever.

“Right side!” Heather shouted. She batted away one of the breeders.

Jason stomped the bug to death and opened fire on another wave. “We need to get out of here.”

What better place than here? What better time than now? The lyrics from some old song he couldn’t remember the name of played across his mind. It was right: They had a prime target right in front of them. One big hornets’ nest they had already kicked, full of alien eggs they needed to take out. The question was, how many could they destroy before they needed to get out?

“Kurtis,” Jake called as breeder leapt at him. Jake slammed the monster aside with a powerful shoulder-charge, even as its claws raked through his shirt. “How many fire bombs did you bring?” He put down the monster with a quick burst.

Kurtis wrestled a breeder for control of his gun until Cory blew its legs out from under it. “Not enough to deal with this mess. I got five.”

“Good enough,” Jake said. “I need you to hang on to one of those bombs. The rest we’re using to torch this place.”

Cory kicked away a bug clawing at his thigh. He emptied his magazine into it and loaded a fresh one. “Are you crazy? There’s no way we can make it any deeper than this.”

“You saw that swarm of watchers out there,” Jake said, pressing deeper into the cavern. “We can’t let the seeders make another swarm like that. Scotch Creek can’t handle those numbers. Not yet.”

“We sure as shit can’t handle this mess, either,” Cory replied, but the party was already following Jake in. They weren’t going to leave him behind.

“In and out. Five minutes, Cory. Come on.” Jake shot at another group of breeders leaping after him. A third broke through his barrage and latched onto him. Its bladed legs dug deep into his flesh.

You have taken 15 damage.

Cory rushed over and slammed the bug off Jake. As the screeching beast tumbled away, they shot the bug to pieces. “Yeah, that’s about how long our life expectancy is looking right about now.” Cory couldn’t help the snark in his voice.

Jake smashed another bug aside as a shudder spread through his spine. Heather was casting heal on him, fixing his damaged body. The sensation still felt wrong and gross as his body pulled itself back together, but he’d take momentary discomfort over death any day of the week.

“Come on, man. This is suicide,” Cory called out. “I know I messed up, but we don’t have to die here.”

Pointing at the huge egg at the end of the cavern, Jake looked back to Cory. “If we don’t stop whatever the hell that thing is when it can’t fight back, we’re going to have to deal with it when it can. Do you really want to risk everyone back in Scotch Creek?”

Cory groaned. “Damn it, Jake. Don’t pull at my buttery-soft heart strings. This is a really bad idea.”

Kurtis shoved Cory forward. “Don’t be a little crybaby, Cory. Your dumb ass got us into this mess, and you’re gonna see it through to the end. I’m with you, Jake. Let’s cook some damn omelets.”

Jake had to appreciate Kurtis’s no-nonsense approach to life. Even if it meant they were all going to die, it was nice to have someone who saw the bigger picture.

“I’ll do what I can to keep you on your feet,” Heather said in between volleys of fire.

Jason punted a breeder into the distance. Another clawed into his shoulder before he slammed it into a nearby cave wall. “Let’s make it quick, then. I want to be here when Randy and Jo come back. Those idiots would come looking for us and find this mess.”

Cory shook his head. “Fine, but if we all die I’m blaming Jake for this stupid idea.”

“If you hadn’t pissed off the whole hive, maybe we could’ve avoided this mess,” Kurtis shot back. “Now shut your face and let’s get this done.”

Jake couldn’t be more grateful for the support, even with Cory’s reluctance. There was no way in hell he was going to be able to do this on his own. As it was he didn’t like his odds with a full party, but they would have to make do. And for as much bitching as Cory was doing, when push came to shove he’d be right there doing stupid shit with him. It was more than he could say for some of the other survivors they’d met so far.

“Push forward,” Jake shouted through the gunfire. “We’re hitting that big cluster of eggs.”

As far as Jake could make out in the darkness, there were several different clusters. The first one they were heading to was a tightly packed mess of eggs roughly the size of a human. He had no idea if seeders came out of the egg full-sized or not, but he didn’t particularly care. If they could hit them with a fire bomb and take out most of them, it was going to be a win.

The next two targets on his list were two different clusters of larger eggs deeper within the cavern. While one of them was dull grey and covered in a slimy sheen—he guessed they were seeder eggs—the other cluster had different colors to it. Red, blue, green, purple. It was a rainbow of colors, and it wasn’t even time for Easter.

Last on his list of targets, and probably the most important of all, was the enormous egg at the end of the cavern. It was another grey one, but if Jake had to guess, it was the size of a house. They had a hard enough time with seeders growing into alphas. They didn’t need to deal with whatever nightmare was growing inside that pulsating mess.

Rushing through the dark caverns was easier said than done. The ground was rough, uneven, and slick with the viscous slime oozing off the eggs scattered around them. There was no shortage of them, small ones scattered here and there, maybe the size of big dogs, but the eggs’ concentration was nowhere near enough to justify wasting one of their precious fire bombs on them, and they had too many live targets to use their own ammo on.

Jake fired at another breeder. The first shot landed on its hardened carapace around the chest region, if that was even what it was called. The round dug its way inside but it didn’t break through. He pumped three more rounds into it, all hitting its exoskeleton before his last round found its mark on the bug’s head.

“Try to aim for the head. Their bodies are armored.”

Cory laughed. “That’s because you didn’t bring a big enough gun.”

Jake couldn’t help groaning. He should have probably spent some aether on getting one of those alien guns like Brad had. Instead, he had the AR-15 Cory had given him. When they made it back to the upgrade center he’d be spending some of the aether they were earning now on an upgrade.

Kurtis shook his head. “Our rifles aren’t much better. Gotta shoot your way through their carapace or hit the joints.”

“Good call,” Heather replied. “I’ve been burning through ammo over here.”

“That’s not a good sign at all,” Cory said.

Jake had to agree. They had no shortage of ammo on them, but unless they were landing headshots with every bullet—which they weren’t—they were going to be out of ammo before they made it halfway through the cavern.

Running through the chaos, they had to beat and shoot their way through breeders to reach their first target.

“Kurtis, are we close enough?” Jake asked.

In between shots, Kurtis said, “Yeah I can lob a fire bomb right in the damn middle of those suckers.”

“Everyone cover Kurtis,” Jake ordered.

They didn’t hesitate to follow his command. Though they were not trained in any sort of military tactics or formation, the group of friends knew each other well enough. Cory and Jake took to Kurtis’s right flank while Heather followed Jason’s lead to cover the left.

Kurtis slung his rifle and rooted around inside his pack for the lighter and bomb. In the meantime, their firing circle illuminated the darkness around them as bug after bug rushed them to die. Their bodies piled up around them, which they could have used for cover in a normal fight. But these weren’t the regular seeders—these were bugs. They crawled over their dead without hesitation or trouble. If anything, the pile of bodies was threatening to block off their sight lines, giving more of the breeders a chance to close in on them without receiving their duly deserved hot lead injections.

Groups of the monsters were crawling up the walls now, and Jake didn’t like where this was going. Can they survive a drop from that high?

“Got it,” Kurtis announced as he zipped up his pack and held the first bomb in his hand. He lit the bundle of cloth sticking out of the bottle in time for the first of the breeders to fall from the top of the cavern.

Jake spotted it in time to smash the bug away, but there was nothing he could do about its bladed legs tearing through his arm and back.

You have taken 25 damage.

Luckily Kurtis didn’t notice until the fire bomb left his hand. It sailed through the air, a tumbling mess of combustible liquids, before crashing right in the middle of the huge clutch of eggs.

Flames illuminated the dark cave.

The fire spread from the central dozen eggs to their neighbors. The damp eggs coated in their slick fluid turned out to be more flammable than they appeared. The very fluid dripping from them like moisture sweating off a bottle of ice-cold water didn’t stop the flames—it ignited as well. Nowhere near as good as alcohol or gasoline, but it allowed Kurtis’s well-placed bomb to wreak havoc throughout the clutch.

Eggs writhed violently at the touch of burning flames engulfing them before bursting or collapsing in on themselves. The ones that burst snuffed out some of the flames in the sudden deluge of viscous fluids, but even those ignited when exposed to the neighboring fires. From what little Jake could see as those eggs burst, there were in fact seeders inside them. Still too small and scrawny to pose a threat, the monsters were dead before they could leave their eggs.

Tempting as it was to spend all day enjoying their fireworks show, they had three more targets to go, and it was raining bugs.

“Damn bugs can’t even obey the laws of physics,” Cory snarled as he fired into the falling creatures above. One came down too close for comfort, slicing his shirt open before Cory blew its head clean off.

Kurtis readied his rifle once more as the party scrambled to get out of their bunker of corpses. “What were you expecting? Regular Earth bugs can fall from crazy heights and survive. These ones came from space. You could probably drop them from orbit.”

“No way,” Heather butted in. “They’d burn to ash before they ever hit the Earth that way.”

“Focus on the mission,” Jake said. He knew they were just trying to distract from the sense of impending doom creeping in on them. He felt it, too, as more bugs rained from above and crawled out of the woodwork. But if they were going to make it out alive, they needed to tune out every distraction.

“Sorry, Jake,” Heather said, and healed him for twenty points while they ran.

“Don’t worry about it. Let’s just get this done,” he said as they weaved between the constant assault of monsters.

They were almost at the next two clutches of eggs: the big one and the colorful mess. But another group of breeders got in their way. Two of the beasts flanked Jake and leapt for him.

Jake timed his dodge just right to watch the two breeders slam into each other midair. They flailed on the ground in a deadly, disgusting mess of bladed legs like bugs did when they tried to right themselves. Jake didn’t give them that chance; he channeled his aether to his foot and stomped their heads in. The bodies still spasmed violently. His stunt cost him three sharp slashes across his thigh and calf, but the bodies fell lifeless after a few seconds of spilling their orange blood over the cavern floor.

You have taken 5 damage.

You have taken 2 damage.

You have taken 8 damage.

Before he could see how much health was left, Heather topped him off. He didn’t want to say he didn’t need the healing—after all, he had no idea how low he was—but Jake was starting to worry. The blue bar beneath Heather’s health bar was starting to get very low. If they didn’t play things more carefully, she was going to be out of mana before they reached the big egg. Looking at the rest of his party, he saw they were all at varying levels of health, all hovering near full thanks to Heather’s help. Good as it was to see, if she burned herself out they wouldn’t have her healing when they really needed it.

“Heather,” Jake said, “I need you to be more careful with your mana. You’re almost out.”

“But I just hit level three with my healing spell. At this rate I might be level four before we get out of here.”

Jake shot off a breeder’s bladed arm aiming for his chest before he slammed his rifle’s butt into its skull, throwing the monster aside. “And your level won’t matter if we don’t make it out of here. Save your mana for emergencies.”

Heather frowned but nodded.

Jake was worried he was too harsh with her, but between all the monsters around them and his lightening ammo load, he didn’t want to risk anything.

They arrived at the next clutch of eggs. This time Jake didn’t have to say anything; they formed up into a circle around Kurtis and protected him. Knowing exactly where his fire bombs were now, Kurtis only took seconds to fish out a pair.

“I’m out,” Jason called out. He let his rifle fall on its sling and pulled a fire axe from the side of his pack. He hacked away at any breeders daring to get too close to them.

“Do you want my ammo?” Jake offered. He had his own axe to wield, not to mention a pistol to keep at a distance.

Jason hacked off a breeder’s arm in a failed swing, but was quick to turn the weapon around and buried it halfway through the shrieking alien’s torso before kicking it free. “Don’t worry about it. I’m a fighter, remember? I’m not supposed to shoot things.”

Jake couldn’t argue with that logic. As he recalled from reading through the classes, each one excelled at its own specific role. Rangers like Cory and Kurtis were great at shooting. They also leveled up the associated skills faster, not to mention they earned more stat points to make better use of them every time they leveled. Fighters like Jason were good at taking a beating and dishing it out in any form of combat that involved getting up close and personal. So Jason was honestly better off hacking away at the enemy with his fire axe.

And boy did he ever.

Each swing of his axe did a better job than their rifles of cracking through the breeders’ hardened carapaces and cutting deep into the fleshy, gooey core underneath. The problem was Jason wasn’t particularly good at dodging out of the way. He often took unnecessary hits just to ensure he struck the killing blow as fast as possible. If there was a berserker class, Jason would probably go for it from the way he was fighting.

Kurtis tossed his fire bomb into the clutch of large eggs. The first one erupted in flames and spread to a couple of the neighboring eggs, but the spread stopped there.

“Damn it all,” Kurtis growled. “These eggs aren’t clustered up tight enough for the fire to do its thing.”

Jake tried to come up with a solution that preserved their resources, but Cory was already pumping rounds into the different eggs. They all sprang leaks of viscous fluids, like he’d just shot tankers full of gooey water. Gooey water that ignited as soon as it came into contact with the initial flames.

“Problem solved, Kurtis,” he announced proudly. “Ya see, sometimes the solution is to shoot first and ask questions later.”

Except for that one time you pissed off an entire alien hive, Jake wanted to say, but he kept the comment to himself. They didn’t need anything distracting them from the fight at hand.

Speaking of which, Jake couldn’t be happier the cavern was so tall. With all the smoke spreading from the two blazes they had started, they would have been choking to death on smoke by now. Thick as it was on the cavernous ceiling, it didn’t seem to stop the breeders running toward them and dropping down from above. For all Jake knew these things could survive in space without any kind of suits, or maybe they just didn’t mind the smoke.

Either way, the group moved to the next clutch of colorful eggs.

Kurtis was much faster on the draw this time, already holding his third fire bomb in hand. He lit it and sent it sailing through the air.

One of the breeders dropped from above and intercepted it mid-flight. The spiderlike creature let out a sickening shriek as the flames engulfed it and its brethren on the floor, but they were nowhere near the clutch of eggs to fry them.

“Friggin’ bugs got smart,” Kurtis growled, swinging his rifle forward to open up on the aliens. “What the hell do we do now?”

“Throw another fire bomb,” Cory suggested. “What the hell else are we supposed to do in this mess?”

Part of Jake wanted to agree, but they still had to roast the huge egg, not to mention cover their escape. Even if there were still some watchers outside searching for them, Jake would rather fight them while they ran for the truck than deal with a swarm of bugs chasing them out of their bug hole.

Have you considered shooting those eggs? Hazel offered. Those eggs in particular are of the elemental variety, and when they are disrupted things tend to get a little…messy. Especially when they interact with one another. Elemental synergies are a particularly destructive force when wielded correctly.

Jake had no idea what she was getting at, but if Brad or Sam were there, they could have made sense of all this for him. They were gamers, after all, unlike anyone around him at the moment. But as the aliens kept coming, Jake didn’t have time for questions. He swept his rifle across the colorful eggs, emptying his magazine into them.

Spurts of glowing, hot magma-like liquid erupted from the red-orange eggs, while the purple and blue one erupted into arcs of electricity. The lighter blue eggs erupted in a thick misty fog that chilled the air around them, while the green one erupted in...vines?

Before he could make heads or tails out of what was going on, the magma ignited the vines and turned the ice into water and steam. As the lightning slammed into the water, the current spread everywhere, bursting eggs and breeders alike.

The sight would have been beautiful if the chaotic mess wasn’t coming right for them.

“Holy crap, let’s get the hell out of here,” Jake shouted. Though rather than running for the exit, he led his people deeper into the cavern, going right for their last big target.

The others followed. They’d committed to this so far, and Jake didn’t imagine they wanted to leave the job half done. Either that or the elemental mess they’d left in their wake was doing a great job of obstructing both their path back to the exit and keeping the breeders behind them at bay.

“Almost done. One more egg and we get the hell out of here,” Cory cheered. “This is going better than I thought it would.”

“Why the hell would you say that, Cory?” Kurtis said. “You know nothing good ever comes from pointing out that things are going well.”

Cory laughed. “Like this mess could possibly get any worse.”

Jake wanted to argue about all the different ways it could get worse, but he didn’t want to waste any breath. He’d need all of it to run back out of the cave with his party, and they were almost at the big egg.

Kurtis was already digging through his pack for the fourth fire bomb when things got worse. So much worse.

From the darkness of the cavern a huge, bladed leg stomped between them and the egg. It towered over the house-sized egg.

“Holy shit, what the hell is that?” Cory asked with horror thick in his throat.

Jake, along with every member of their party, swung their lights up to follow the leg. It was another breeder. A massive one with a huge, fleshy protrusion coming out of its back that looked like a bulbous sac. Its head was armored as well, vaguely resembling a crest or a crown.

Staring at the beast long enough revealed its name.

“B-b-breeder queen,” Jake couldn’t help stammering. The size alone of the thing was terrifying.

Opening its huge, mandibled mouth that resembled the blades of an industrial logging vehicle, it roared its fury at the pesky humans torching its hive.

“You know what, fuck this,” Kurtis said. “I’m taking a page from your book, Cory.” Without another word, the man ignited his last fire bomb and hurled it with all his might at the enormous, pulsating egg.

The queen tried to slam one of her legs in the way, but the fire bomb was simply too small for her to accurately track. Her bladed leg carved into the ground in front of them as the fire bomb sailed just past it. The sound of shattering glass and a hot orange glow told everyone, human and monster alike, the deed was done.

The house-sized egg the queen was protecting was quickly engulfed in flames. The queen shrieked and used its clawed feet to tear at the cavern floor, trying desperately to put out the flames, but it was already too late. The egg ruptured, spilling out a torrent of viscous fluid that ignited shortly thereafter.

“Can we run the hell away now?” Cory asked.

“Yes,” the entire party replied in unison.

They turned and bolted back through the incoming horde of breeders. The elemental mess had begun to clear into patches of electrified water, steam, burning lava, and slippery ice. They scrambled through the mess as breeders slipped and slid to their deaths. One of the monsters screamed as it crashed into a pool of magma, its dark-grey carapace glowing orange as it melted away. Another leapt at them through a cloud of electrified steam. It crashed through on the other side, spasming and writhing on the floor before its smoking body stopped.

Jake and his party made it through without issue. It was a good thing, too, because the ground behind them was shaking fast and harder with every passing moment.

The queen was right on their tail.

Jake tried to shoot at it, but his gun clicked empty. He reached for another magazine but he found it didn’t have any bullets in it. None of his magazines did. He dropped the rifle onto its sling and reached for his pistol.

It was no use.

The queen shrieked again before spewing out a jet of red-orange goo across the cavern. It reeked of industrial-strength acid and rotting corpses.

Of course, the stench was the least of their concerns, as the queen’s spray drenched the path ahead of them along with any breeders unfortunate enough to get caught in it. The monsters didn’t even shriek. They had no time to. Their quivering bodies spasmed and tried to crawl free, but they were crumbling and dissolving right before their very eyes.

“Don’t let that stuff touch you,” Jake shouted to the rest of his party.

“Gee, ya think?” Cory said. “What was your first clue, professor? The god-awful stench or the melting bugs that’ve been eating bullets on this little ‘five-minute’ adventure?”

Cory’s words stung. Jake shouldn’t have said this would be a five-minute job. It implied far too heavily that it would be a simple thing. Nothing about this mess had been simple. They’d stacked breeder bodies high and torched some high-value targets, sure. But now they were low on ammo, low on mana, and not only did they still have breeders coming at them from every which way, they had the damn queen coming after them, too.

“This way,” Kurtis shouted as he led the way through a drying patch of acid. The big man hopscotched his way across the patches of acid.

The others followed suit. Jake was the last across, only to be tackled at the last second by a breeder. The others hadn’t seen him or heard him in the chaos around them. Jake growled out as the breeder’s clawed legs tore through his shoulders. He fought for control of one of its stabbing limbs so he could get his pistol into position: right in the soft, tender flesh between its carapace. Jake pulled the trigger again and again, ripping holes through the breeder until he could throw it free.

Heather ran back for him with Jason at her side. “Get up, Jake. We gotta go.” The pair pulled him up to his feet.

Jake didn’t need to be told twice. He started running, ignoring the damage notifications on his HUD. Instead, he pumped his aether into his wounds as they ran. He managed to stop the bleeding and lessen the pain as the wounds healed slowly.

Looking over his shoulder, the queen was back after them. “How long do you think before that thing’s spitting acid at us again?”

Heather shook her head. “No idea. But I don’t want to stick around long enough to find out.”

Jake couldn’t argue there.

They soon caught up to Cory and Kurtis, shooting their way through the swarm. They weren’t even bothering to go for kill shots anymore. As long as they hit just the right spot they could send the breeders scrambling away, even knocking over the others. It wasn’t a permanent solution to their problems by any means, but it was easier than landing kill shots and took less ammo than carving a hole through their carapace.

“Exit’s right ahead of us,” Cory shouted. “Almost there.”

The cavern around them shuddered as the queen shrieked her fury.

The breeders seemed to go into a frenzy at her cry. They stopped trying to scurry around to get a kill on them and simply charged at them at full speed.

Jake took up Cory and Kurtis’s strategy of going for disabling shots. It worked to send the monsters stumbling over one another. The ones that got too close were quick to meet Jason’s axe.

The narrow cavern exit was coming up fast. They were almost there.

A breeder got through all their guns and Jason’s axe. Jake clipped it with his fist, but it was a glancing blow. The breeder sailed right past them to slam into Heather, shredding through her side with its claws. It pulled back its blades to start ripping her into ribbons, but the stupid monster held still long enough for Jake to put a round through its head.

Jake rushed to her side and pulled her up to her feet. He didn’t need to ask how she was; he could see she wasn’t going to walk this off. He asked anyway. “How’re you holding up, Heather?” Without another word he pulled her onto his back and kept moving forward.

She wrapped an arm around his shoulders, sucking in sharp breaths through her teeth. A warm white glow came from behind Jake as he saw her mana deplete to zero. “Hurt bad,” she hissed out. “Stopped the bleeding bu… fading.” Heather went slack on his back.

“Damn it, damn it, damn it. This is not the time for this,” Cory shouted. “We gotta get her out of here quick.”

The exit was right there; they only had to reach it.

The queen drew her body back, pulling in a long breath.

Jake didn’t like what he was seeing, and he wasn’t going to stick around to find out. “Run!”

The party ran for their lives, heading for the cramped exit. Kurtis and Jason were the first ones through. Cory hung back to cover Jake as he squeezed through with Heather on his back.

“Come on, come on. Hurry it up, Jake.” Cory pushed him along while firing at the swarm of breeders approaching from behind.

Jake looked past him at the queen, and she suddenly lunged forward. Another red-orange stream of bile spewed from her mouth, carving a swath through the coming onslaught of breeders and heading right for the narrow exit they were crawling through.

“Clear the opening,” Jake shouted as he wriggled through faster and faster.

Before Cory and Jason could ask why, Cory cried, “Acid!”

Jason and Kurtis moved as fast as they could and put a rock between them and the gap.

Jake barely managed to clear the passage and ran for the others. Alien shrieks followed him. He looked over his shoulder in time to watch a breeder land a sharp cut on Cory’s back.

“Cory, no,” he shouted.

Cory elbowed the bug away. “Get the hell out of here,” he screamed back as another breeder sliced into him. Cory managed to break out of the narrow gap, but he stopped.

The sound of viscous acid slapping against stone and sizzling air spilled into their cavern. The queen’s acid spray had reached them.

“Go!” Cory screamed again, and braced against the gap.

You aren’t going to leave him, are you? Hazel asked.

No, I’m not! Jake sprinted for his friend.

Someone needs to block the entrance. I calculate he has a zero percent chance of surviving, Hazel warned in an unusually mechanical way.

And me?

I’ve been looking more into the cultivation. I wasn’t going to say anything before because a battlefield isn’t the best place to test theories…

Spit it out!

Remember those mana balls you attempted making before? If you spread your mana around you instead of over your hand, you should be able to make a shield that will stop the acid.

Jake did the math. If he did nothing, Cory died. If he failed, he died, and possibly the others as well. “Well, shit. Let’s try this out.” Jake focused on pushing mana out of his body. He imagined it as a thick layer of paint covering his entire body.

That should do it.

Cory glared at Jake. “What are you doing, you idi—”

Jake grabbed Cory and threw him toward the entrance of the cave. The queen roared her fury. She had to be gearing up to spray them again.

Jake kicked away the bugs trying to take a swing at him and Cory. He blocked the entrance with his body the same way that Cory had intended. He closed his eyes and waited for the pain.

A powerful spray of the acidic fluid hit his chest. The fluid dripped off of him like the mana was a Teflon coating. It worked!

You have successfully created a new spell: Mana Shield. 5 mana used per second.

Jake looked at his mana pool. He’d only have a few more seconds of the shield before it ran out and he was up shit creek. He only hoped the others had enough time to escape.

The queen shoved her head through the small opening, squeezing her way right toward Jake. The damn thing was like a cockroach, able to squeeze into spaces its size should not allow. Jake wasn’t going to have time to get out of the way.

Shots rattled off from behind Jake.

“Get moving, you dumb shit,” Kurtis growled as the team fired shots at the queen alien’s eyes.

Jake froze for a second. If he moved, the alien could follow them. But then he saw how successful Kurtis and the others had been. They’d shot the damn aliens’ eyes out. The queen was thrashing around wildly, carving out the sides of the cave with her powerful claws.

Running through the opening, Jake narrowly avoided being crushed by one of the claws as it struck the roof of the cave above him. He dove out of the cave just as the entrance caved in. The queen had buried the entrance with her wild swings.

Jake sat there for a moment, stunned by the fortunate turn of events.

Behind him, he heard a thunk.

“What the hell, Kurtis?” Cory said. “Why’d you hit me?”

“The next time you say something stupid like, ‘What could possibly be worse?’ I will shoot you myself.”

Cory stared at Kurtis for a moment before shrugging. “I guess that was kinda testing fate, wasn’t it.”

Jake shook his head. What had he done in a previous life to earn him such crazy friends?


Chapter thirteen
Sam


Walking in flippers had to be the most awkward thing Sam had ever done in her life. It was less a walk and more of a waddle, but they weren’t designed for walking—they were made for swimming.

She sat on the edge of the boat in her body glove of a diving suit with her oxygen tank strapped to her back. Jo sat next to her, humming some happy melody only she knew.

“OK so,” Chet began, “the cache is right beneath us.” He held his phone out to Sam so she could see the pulsating green dot on its screen with an arrow pointing down.

They had a very long way to swim for this cache. Honestly, if they didn’t always need more firepower Sam would have never even considered going off on this little side quest. But those were some very powerful guns according to Aron and Chet. More importantly, they were guns they didn’t need to spend their precious aether on, unlike the fancy alien weapons the printers could pump out.

“All you gotta do is swim down there and pull the cache out. It’s even supposed to have a floatation device strapped to it to help pull it out of the lake. Easy, right?”

“Super easy!” Jo agreed.

Sam sighed. There was no such thing as easy in the apocalypse. Animals were already mutating in the forests and alien species were being introduced to their ecosystem. She was fully expecting to find something out of the ordinary down below. “If nothing tries to eat us, sure. So are you giving us your phone or not?”

Chet handed it over. “It’s waterproof, but still, try to be careful with it.”

Sam fit it into the mount on her arm with a nod. “So, remind me again why you had to lose all these guns in the lake?”

Chet chuckled. “Minor legal problems. Mainly the government not being a fan of them. But I don’t care what they think, I wasn’t trying to start a militia or anything crazy like that. I’m just a gun enthusiast with authority issues. Tell me I can’t have something and I want it even more. Especially when the government is overreaching and avoiding common sense when it comes to firearms. Besides, they were hella fun to shoot. Now that the Collective has rained on our humans-are-top-of-the-food-chain parade, they’ll be all kinds of useful in fighting them off.”

Sam didn’t know enough about why owning those weapons would be an issue, nor did she care, so she just took whatever Chet said at face value. Old issues like gun control, speeding tickets, and other problems people had with governments were things of the past. They lived in a world of aliens and aether. Getting these guns was worth the risk. She slipped on her mask and goggles and flashed him a thumbs-up. “Ready to go when you are, Jo,” she said through their party chat.

Jo waved at her bunnycorn, Nayla. “Bye, Nay-Nay. We’ll be back in a little bit.” With that she slipped on her mask and swung herself over the boat’s edge.

Sam had seen plenty of videos where divers went back-first into the water, though she didn’t understand why until she had to do it herself. With the heavy tank of oxygen on her back, it was easier to let gravity do the job than carry all her gear off the boat. More importantly, when she punched through the surface of the water she was already pointed in the right direction, straight down into the lake.

Sam and Jo swam down into the brilliant blue abyss. It was calm, quiet, and the fish around them seemed normal enough. Sam had no real gauge to tell a normal fish apart from an abnormal one except for their size. As far as she was aware, there wasn’t anything even remotely close to the size of a human in lakes or rivers, outside of alligators. But all those were far to the south. She’d heard of strange animals popping up in the Great Lakes, but this was nowhere even remotely close to being one of their problems. Of course, the idea of a mutated alligator or crocodile was enough to send a shudder up her spine. She was not fond of the giant alligator boss in Resident Evil. She really hoped the aliens didn’t like water.

Deeper inside the water, the light from the sun struggled to illuminate their surroundings. Sam was about to turn on her headlamp when she noticed them: colorful underwater plants. Some resembled giant seaweed covered in glowing green spheres. Others were jagged, rocky growths resembling coral with a faint orange glow to them. Bubbles streamed out of them now and again like the breaths of a living creature.

“Pretty,” Jo said, her voice full of awe.

Hearing Jo shocked Sam for a second. They were underwater and didn’t have fancy masks with communication gear, but she quickly realized Jo was just using the party chat. Wow, total blonde moment, Sam though to herself. She’d already used the chat with Jo before they even got in the water. “Very,” Sam replied simply. There were more colorful, scattered plants, but Sam didn’t pay them much attention. They already had a load of alien plants to take back to Scotch Creek with them, and Sam didn’t want to take up any more of their truck’s space with an underwater gardening trip. They had survivors to find, save, and potentially arm.

She pulled up her arm to check Chet’s phone. The green dot pulsed faster. They were getting closer. As they swam farther down, she squinted at the bottom of the lake, trying to make heads or tails out of anything just using the glow of the alien plants. It wasn’t enough. She clicked on her headlamp; Jo followed suit.

Light pierced the darkness as a group of huge fish darted off in every direction. Sam assumed that was a good sign. She wasn’t exactly certain how good she would be at fighting in the water, or Jo with all of her fire magic. Then again, fire magic had to be infinitely better to sling around in the depths than lightning.

At the bottom of the lake she spotted the edge of a crate. Dull, black, and buried in sand and rocks. It had to be Chet’s cache. She double-checked the location with the phone, and sure enough the pulsating dot picked up the pace the closer they got to the case. They were on the right track.

Whoever Chet had gotten to hide his precious cache of weapons did a pretty good job. She wondered if the exposed bits of the case were done on purpose, sloppy work, or just something that happened with age. She went with sloppy work. The bottom of the lake couldn’t have been so well lit or colorful before the aliens invaded. A black crate full of weapons would have gone unnoticed for years unless someone knew where to look for it down below.

Sam reached the case and started clearing away the sand and rocks. “Jo, give me a hand here.” There was too much debris for her to clear by herself in any reasonable timeframe.

Jo didn’t respond, and when Sam went to look at her she had swum up to one of the orange, glowing rocky outgrowths. It seemed to pull together like it was drawing in breath, then opened outward as a thick stream of bubbles erupted from it, sending her tumbling through the water. “Ah! That wasn’t very nice.”

Sam shook her head. “Quit messing around and get over here.”

“Coming, Sammy,” Jo replied, swimming right for her before she stopped dead in her tracks. “Sammy, were those fish you scared off nice fish or mean fish?”

Sam had no idea what Jo was talking about, but she followed her gaze to something that did not at all look like a fish.

It was more of a hybrid between a pissed-off lobster and an eel swimming right after them. Its grey carapace and flesh made it easy for the monster to blend into the dark-blue abyss, just as it had done for the four other creatures around it. To make matters worse, the two sets of arms dangling beneath the monsters looked like they could work as clawed hands just as well as they could work as feet.

“What the actual hell are those things?” Sam asked.

Rippersnakes, Olivia replied. A water-based seeder. As their name implies, they tend to rip and tear their victims. They’re also fond of coiling around them with those long tails of theirs.

You could have mentioned those before!

I didn’t think the seeders were this far along in their invasion! Unless a planet is entirely water based, the Collective tends to leave large bodies of water for last. This is a highly unusual time table.

Before Sam could tell Jo to start shooting, she’d already raised her hands and started flinging firebolts through the water. With every thrust of her arms the girl was practically dancing as hot bolts of aether ripped a bubbling path through the water before crashing into the rippersnakes with a small explosion of flame.

The aliens let out what had to be a bubbling cry of indignation as they darted for them.

Sam considered opening up with her crossbow, but it wasn’t firing aetheric bolts. They still had to follow the laws of physics. Or did they? She fired at one of the wriggling creatures. Her bolt sailed about halfway to its target before it suffered a dramatic loss of speed and drifted uselessly to the bottom of the lake.

Sam groaned. I always hated underwater content. “Jo, this fight’s on you. I can’t do anything until they get closer,” she called out over party chat.

“Leave it to me, Sammy-Sam. It’s time to go fish blasting! Pow-pow!” Jo went into a flurry of motion as she flung out volley after volley of her spells.

Because they were guided, not a single firebolt missed its mark. The rippersnakes veered off course to dodge, but it was no use. Jo’s bolts smashed into their carapaces again and again, blowing chunks off under her unrelenting barrage.

What impressed Sam the most was the rate of fire Jo was putting out. From what she’d gathered talking to Teresa and Ceres, firebolt wasn’t a particularly powerful spell—it was death by a thousand cuts, thus its damage output was limited entirely by the mage’s casting speed. Ceres and Teresa were never this fast on the magical trigger.

While Jo took care of their fish problem, Sam went back to digging the cache out of the bottom of the lake. Sam fell into a frantic pace, throwing chunks of sand and rock aside. She really wished Aron had come down with them. Between his fighter’s strength and his shovel, he would have already had the cache free.

Jo squealed as a rippersnake darted past her like a bullet, earning itself a firebolt in the eye for its trouble. “Sammy, they're right on top of us.”

Sam’s eyes widened as she saw one of the snakes come right at her, its mouth split open like a set of vicious claws while its hands reached for her. Sam shot it in the face, narrowly missing its mouth. It was enough to knock the monster off course and let her dodge to the side. As it passed, its tail shot out and coiled around her arm like a vise.

“No you don’t,” Sam shouted into party chat as she drew her knife and hacked away at the creature’s tail.

“What the hell is going on down there?” Aron’s voice came into her head.

“Rippersnakes. The seeders have killer fish things, too,” Sam replied, managing to sever its tail before it could latch the rest of its body on to her.

The monster floated to the bottom of the lake and waved its forelegs at her with menacing snips of its claws before it jumped at her. Sam shot again; this time her bolt punched through the monster’s eye. As it tumbled through the ocean, flailing its limbs everywhere, Sam caught the creature with its back turned toward her. She drove her knife deep inside one of the gaps in its armor for that sweet, sweet backstab damage. It spasmed and shuddered before its body went limp.
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The front half of the monster, the one resembling more of a lobster than its eel-like tail, was almost as big as she was. Counting the length of the tail she had shaken off her arm, rippersnakes were easily two, maybe two and a half times bigger than the average man.

“Aron, these things look like they can run around on solid ground. Watch out up there,” Sam said.

“Got it,” Aron replied.

You have received 7 aether.

Sam turned to see Jo blow apart one of her own pursuers with a gratuitous application of firebolt. First its carapace cracked and shattered, then its limbs were torn off under repeated blasts, sending them drifting through the water. Finally the creature fell lifeless, sinking slowly to the bottom of the lake.

“Sammy, do you think Fire Storm works underwater?”

If Sam didn’t know she intended to blow the hell out of their assailants, she would have thought Jo sounded innocent, even adorable in the way she asked her question. She also knew the last time Jo used firebolt she’d set a valuable supermarket on fire.

Well, that can’t happen down here. Sam shrugged. “Firebolt works, so why not?” The moment she finished that thought, she remembered the raining balls of fire didn’t just torch whatever they touched, but they also exploded. Sam had just given Jo the green light to fill the lake with depth charges.

Already the swirling mass of fire built in Jo’s hand. Sam darted back to digging up the cache as every last one of the rippersnakes focused their attention on Jo. They may have been dumb monsters, but they were smart enough to know who the real threat was.

Thrusting her hand into the air, Jo released the ball of energy as a swirl of flame ripped a hole in space above her into a fiery inferno. Balls of flame started raining down in every direction just as they had when Jo first cast the spell on the surface. But rather than wait to hit the bottom of the lake, they punched through the water and erupted at random intervals. The first blast threw Jo through the water, almost smashing her head into the lake floor next to Sam.

“Getting fish-blasted is no fun,” Jo whined, rubbing at her head.

Sam laughed. “Then let’s get out of the water so we can do this right.”

“Yeah!”

With Jo’s help, Sam managed to dislodge the cache from the lake bed. It took her a moment to figure out the floatation device strapped to the case. Meanwhile the rippersnakes behind them were getting tossed around by the torrent of fireballs raining upon them. Another killer fish was shattered to pieces. Sam flipped the safety cap on the flotation device.
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“Hang on tight, Jo,” Sam said.

Jo grabbed onto the opposite end of the case and gave a big, determined nod.

Sam smashed the button, and the floatation device deployed four large balloons at each corner of the cache. Sam and Jo cried out in surprise at the sudden force jerking them up to the surface of the lake. Even hanging on for dear life the device threatened to rip itself free from their grasp, but after they regained their composure they kicked their flippers to keep up with the rising cache.

It was a good thing, too—the rippersnakes were swimming up after them, and there were more than the surviving two Sam had expected.

The cache shot them up to the surface a few dozen feet behind the boat. They just had to make it on board and they would be in a far better position to fight.

With Jo’s help, Sam pushed the floating crate of guns toward the boat. But things weren’t so great there, either.

Aron was hard at work with shovel and shield in hand, crushing, punting, and cleaving his way through rippersnakes.

Chet had his gun at the ready, opening up into whatever slithering beast tried to shoot out of the water at him. “Hippitty, hoppitty, get the fuck off my property,” he shouted as another rippersnake flew at him from the water.

It turned out spraying bullets into the water bugs’ carapaces worked wonders for discouraging the monsters from trying to eat his face, if he didn’t straight up kill them before they hit the boat. From what Sam saw of some of the wrecked creatures, they could barely float after surviving a lead-spray session from Chet.

Sam and Jo slammed the case against the side of the boat.

“Little help here,” Sam called out.

Chet was quick to run to their aid. Aron was far too busy dealing with a growing number of boarders to help. “Help me push,” Chet said as he grabbed the case, braced himself, and started pulling with all his might.

Sam and Jo helped by pushing until the case was on the boat. Sam was next to clamber over the edge of the boat. Rocky was quick to run over and help pull her on as well as the flying squirrel could manage.

Once she was on board, Sam went to grab Jo’s hand. She pulled on her and Jo’s eyes went wide.

“Something grabbed me,” Jo cried.

“Cra-aap.” Chet dragged out the word as he tried taking aim for the rippersnake latched onto Jo’s leg.

Its claws were already cutting through Jo’s wetsuit, the water turning crimson in their wake.

“Damn it, let her go,” Sam shouted as she tried to get a shot on the creature.

It was all but impossible.

The boat rocked with the waves and the scrambling rippersnakes around them. Jo and the killer fish latched onto her didn’t stand still, either. Between the waves pushing them around and their struggle, every time Sam lined up a shot with the monster some part of Jo was moved in the way, and she didn’t even want to think of what would happen if she hit the oxygen tank on her back.

Chet had to be thinking the same thing. His aim had shifted from the bug-fish thing on Jo’s leg to the other rippersnakes.

Sam had to follow his lead, lancing bolts through the monsters’ skulls.

Jo flailed and kicked her legs at the monster, but it refused to let go as it cut through her flesh. She cried out in pain.

Rocky rushed out to assault the rippersnake, but unlike the soft flesh of seeders, his claws only gouged the carapace. He wasn’t fast enough to avoid getting thrown aside by the monster. Rocky squealed as he crashed into the water. In moments, the flying squirrel managed to swim his way back to the boat. Chittering in panic, he gestured at Jo as if he was shouting that they had to help her.

But what could they do without hurting her?

Nayla scrambled from the front of the boat with a squeaky battle cry only a bunny could make. She hopped on top of Jo’s head and cried out once more, only this time a swirling sphere of purple energy formed over her horn, then shot out into the air.

Blades of electricity formed in the air and slammed into the rippersnake one after another. The creature’s shell shattered with each impact as its body was engulfed in electricity. The first blow was enough to get it to let go, but the remaining nine lightning blades shredded the monster as arcs of electricity spread through the water.

Even as Sam and Rocky pulled Jo into the boat, Nayla didn’t stop casting spells, raining electric damnation on the creatures that had dared harm her precious Jo.

“Jo, are you OK?” Sam asked. One look at her display showed Jo was sitting at half health.

Jo gave a wincing nod. “Uh-huh. Those fish are meanies.” She tried out her leg. Her face twisted in pain, but she gestured for Sam to help her to her feet. “I can walk.”

Sam gave her a concerned look but didn’t argue. She helped Jo out of her diving gear before moving on to her own.

Jo limped her way across the boat in a hurry to where she’d left her pack. Nayla hopped alongside her the whole way.

Sam had a good idea of what was about to happen, but didn’t say anything. She had bigger fish to fry, literally. As more rippersnakes climbed on top of the boat, Sam shot bolts faster than she could load them into her crossbow. Without the water to slow them down, they could punch deep into their carapace. If she aimed carefully, she could skewer their heads before they got too close.

But their numbers made that an inevitability. Rippersnakes closed in on Chet and Sam.

Chet blasted one to pieces, then kicked aside another before one jumped on his back. “Get the hell off,” he shouted as the monster started ripping and tearing at his back. Its eel tail coiled around his neck, trying to choke the life out of him.

Rocky flew at the monster and ripped its tail clean off. The little squirrel had learned from its first encounter that it wasn’t enough to simply tear at the creature, so it started searching for gaps in its carapace to exploit. The rippersnake jumped off Chet’s bleeding back, running across the deck as Rocky worked at bringing it down.

Sam had a similar problem to Rocky. Her knives were plain old kitchen knives. Nothing special. They wouldn’t do anything to the rippersnakes carapace. Unlike a seeder or a hunter, she couldn’t just get behind them to deliver a fatal blow.

The monsters rushed at her. One opened up with its tail, but Sam split it down the middle even as it lashed out at her. She followed through by jumping over the first rippersnake and plunging her knife into the other. She missed the gap in its carapace by a hair’s breadth. Her knife bounced off and she collapsed on top of the monster.

It shrieked, scrambling beneath her to get her off its back. It managed to coil its tail around her ankle and tried throwing her off, but in that time she lined up her knife and plunged it into the base of its skull, severing its spine. The monster crashed to a sliding stop.

Sam didn’t have time to react as the second creature jumped at her.

A solid metal thunk sent the leaping creature overboard as Aron slapped it aside with his shovel. He’d been with Jo, playing bodyguard. “Sorry I’m late, things got a little hectic up there.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Sam smiled as she scrambled back to her feet.

Jo gave a big, excited nod. “Yeah, cause it’s time for fish-blasting!”

She wasn’t kidding. She had an arm full of pipe bombs and a backpack with more to spare. Jo began by throwing one bomb into the air, then shooting a firebolt at it. To their surprise, the firebolt went right for the fuse and ignited it. The bomb plunged into the water and went up in a geyser as it exploded.

The boat rocked violently to one side, but Jo’s eyes widened with mischievous delight. Sam could swear Jo’s eyes were sparkling as her mouth fell into a wide-open smile.

Without any warning she flung two, three bombs at a time through the air and sent out firebolts to ignite the different bombs. Jo was giggling with nothing but the purest joy as each bomb went off around the violently rocking boat. Rippersnakes flew out of the water with each blast as the stream of aether notifications poured into Sam’s HUD.

It was a beautiful, if terrifying sight that could have only been more terrifying had Jo’s leg been in better shape. Sam could already picture her dancing as she flung her bombs out and ignited them.

Before Jo ran out of bombs in her arms, the notifications stopped and no more of the lake monsters jumped out of the water at them.

“Aww, did we blow up all the fishies?” Jo sounded genuinely disappointed.

Aron couldn’t help laughing as he wrapped an arm around her to hug her. “Yeah, you got them all, Jo. You did great.” He practically lifted her off the ground in his embrace.

Jo squealed with delight and cheered. “Yeah! Fish-blasting is lots of fun, isn’t it Mr. Gas-Mask-Man?”

Aron set her down. “Sure is. But you know you can call me Aron, right?”

She nodded. “Uh-huh, but sometimes I’ll call you Mr. Gas-Mask-Man, too. Like Jo sometimes calls Jo ‘Jo’ instead of saying ‘I.’”

Sam took a deep breath and shook her head. She couldn’t help the laughter escaping her as relief hit. They’d actually made it out of that mess alive.

And then the boat lurched to one side. Something had hit it.

Jo and Sam were flung to one side of the boat. Chet crashed on top of his crate of guns. Aron was the only one who managed to keep his footing.

“What was that?” Aron asked.

The water was eerily silent.

“Hell if I know, but I sure don’t want to find out,” Chet said as he pried the watertight case open. He pulled out an odd-looking gun, slapped a magazine down on top of it, then gestured at Aron. “Catch, big guy.”

Aron hung his shovel from his hip as the gun came flying at him. “You had a P90 in there?”

“Of course I had a P90 in there. Why wouldn’t I?” Chet actually sounded insulted. “I figured you’d want the option to reach out and touch some monsters since swimming isn’t exactly looking like a good option for any of us right now.”

The boat lurched violently to the right. This time they were ready for it.

What they weren’t ready for was the mass of grey-blue tentacles that shot out of the water and gripped at their small boat.

“Oh no. I’ve seen enough hentai to know where this is going,” Chet said as he grabbed his cache of guns in one hand and sprayed bullets into the tendrils with the other.

“Hentai?” Jo asked.

Aron opened fire on the tendrils, shooting a few free. “Now is not the time to be a man of culture, Chet!”

Sam couldn’t have been happier that they no longer had access to the internet. If only to protect Jo’s innocence. “We have to get to the bridge and get the hell out of the water.”

Before they could start running, a pair of eyes the size of a minivan on an enormous head rose out of the water. Though “head” was probably being generous to whatever this thing was. It looked like someone had taken the opening of a sewer pipe and covered the exterior in bony spikes with three sets of glowing yellow eyes. As its maw opened, the nightmarish creature revealed row after row of teeth inside that tunnel it called a mouth. The serrated teeth inside slowly spun about like an overgrown blender.

“Run,” Sam shouted even as she shot a bolt at it. A useless gesture; the bolt bounced off its thick hide.

The others started running for the bridge even as Jo fished bombs out of her pack and started chucking them back at the monster’s mouth. She managed to get two inside. As they erupted, the monster jerked back as if someone had sucker-punched it. Purple blood flowed freely from its wounded mouth, but another set of bombs detonated around it, severing more of its tentacles.

With an ear-piercing roar, the monster lashed out at them with its remaining tentacles.

Aron shot several tentacles to pieces before his gun went dry. He dropped the weapon and returned to his shovel even as a tentacle tried ripping his shield from him. Aron wrestled the mass of muscles for control of not just his shield but his footing while fighting off more of them.

Chet suffered a worse fate. A tendril coiled around his ankle and sent him crashing face-first onto the deck. He was jerked up into the air and left dangling. “Let me go, freak. I ain’t into this,” he shouted as he tried to line up a shot on the tendril holding him.

Another three grabbed him by his remaining limbs and pulled him spread-eagle. A fifth tentacle rose from the water.

“No! Nah-uh! Hell no, you are not about to do what I think you’re going to do.”

The fifth tentacle shot forth at him.

“Nooo-o!” Chet dragged out his cry as he managed to tear his gun arm free and started blasting. He shot himself loose before the tentacle could skewer him and sent himself crashing to the deck. Gritting his teeth, Chet dragged himself away from the assaulting tendrils and began blasting them to chunks.

“Sam,” Aron called as he ripped his shield free from a tentacle and smashed it to paste across the deck. “You need to get to the bridge and get us the hell out of here.”

How the hell am I going to do that? Sam thought as she rolled under a volley of tentacles trying to spear through her chest. As she rose, she sliced another clean off.

Then it hit her.

“Jo,” Sam called out, “it’s fish-blasting time.”

Jo was busy scaring tentacles off left and right with firebolts. It seemed whatever this nightmare was didn’t like getting burned. But as soon as Jo got Sam’s message, a devilishly sweet smile crossed her face. “OK!”

She poured the bulk of her remaining mana into the spell and flung it into the air. A swirling vortex of flames opened up above the boat and balls of flames rained down like meteors from above. The ensuing eruptions earned a vicious scream from the monster as the boat was rocked from side to side. Whether the explosions or the monster were doing more to throw them around didn’t particularly matter to Sam. The fire storm bought them precious time.

“What the hell, Sam?” Chet shouted, kicking a tentacle free. “Those things are going to sink our boat.”

“Maybe,” Sam agreed, but didn’t elaborate further as she scrambled across the deck to the bridge.

Slipping, sliding, stumbling, and tripping, she carved her way through the rouge tendrils coming after her. Sam slammed up against the bridge’s door and threw it open. Throwing herself inside, she looked at the controls. There was a steering wheel and some sort of lever.

So the wheel turns and—

Push the lever forward, Olivia practically shouted in her mind. It’s the throttle, dear. Like a gas pedal. It makes the boat go, and we need to go!

Sam wasn’t about to argue with her muse’s logic. She threw the throttle to full and the boat jerked forward as it tore free from the monster’s tendrils. Another alien shriek shook the boat as Sam looked back to see a ball of flame strike the beast dead on its head, blasting several spikes free.

“Hah! Eat fireballs you… Olivia, what the hell is that thing called?”

It’s a baby leviathan, her muse answered.

Sam’s eyes shot wide. That thing’s a baby?

Oh yes. They grow much larger than that and are known terrors of the sea across multiple worlds.

Sam only wished they had the guns and people to kill that baby leviathan while it was still small. She had no desire to ever see how big they grew.

Unfortunately, the monster was a tenacious brat.

Even as they pulled away from it, the leviathan chased them toward the shore. Sam tried to think up a plan, but they didn’t exactly have a lot in the way of options.

Jo was already spent as magic went. She could still cast plenty of firebolts, but another Fire Storm was out of the question. If she had more explosives in that wonderful pack of hers they were going to have to get much closer to the leviathan to put them to effective use.

Aron had no real option to do anything without swimming. Sam was certain his armor, regardless of being alien-made, was going to do nothing but help him sink like a brick to the bottom of the lake.

Then there was Chet, who was fiddling around with his cache of guns. He pulled out one enormous-looking sniper rifle. It was grey with a huge scope and a thing at the end of the barrel that made it look like the gun belonged on a tank. A muzzle break? Sam thought, vaguely remembering something her brother had said.

Sam couldn’t hear what was being said between Sam and Aron, but the two scrambled to the back of the boat where Chet dropped prone. He extended some sort of legs from the end of his rifle and took aim at the monster.

A crack like thunder rocked the boat as a Chet fired. Dust, blood, water, and debris from the rippersnakes kicked up around him like he’d just set off a miniature explosion on himself. Sam watched as an orange tracer flew through the air and punched the leviathan in the eye. The glowing orb went out as the monster shrieked and flailed in the water. Another three shots flew out, punching into its hide before the third hit another eye.

The leviathan turned violently, throwing out a huge wave at their backs. It dove into the lake and out of sight, if not for the trail of purple blood streaming from its wounds, staining the pristine blue waters.

Sam slumped against the steering wheel of the boat. They couldn’t get the hell off the water fast enough.


Chapter fourteen
Brad


Sweetness shrieked from the truck’s bed as a winged beast swept down for him. The honey badger rolled in the back to avoid being snatched up and hissed at the monster.

Brad stuck his head out the window to get a better look at what they were dealing with. A bright spot of orange swung up from the truck toward the sky, then turned for another pass on the truck.

The alien monster looked like a pterodactyl big enough to scoop up a large man with ease. Its bright-orange, blue, and green coloring made it easy enough to spot against the sky.

Brad’s jaw fell open as a dark shadow was cast across the forest.

A huge, manta ray-like creature sailed through the heavens without a care in the world. Its enormous size made it a simple thing for the monster to obstruct entire sections of the sky. Long tendrils wisped from its body like ribbons in the wind. Cracks of lightning followed in its wake as trees swayed violently from powerful gusts of wind. But the winds weren’t in sync with the flap of its wings.

“What the actual hell is that thing?” Brad asked.

The truck swerved to the side as a group of the smaller flyers made a pass at the truck. “That’s what I asked you, kid,” Mark shouted back.

That’s a storm king! Frank answered. An infant, by the look of it. They’re mostly peaceful creatures if you leave them alone, but they bring storms with them. Bad ones. Oh, and those not-so-little little things.

Brad watched the wave of orange creatures swing up toward the heavens. His HUD called them “storm hawks.” He sincerely hoped their only relation to the storm king was their ability to fly instead of the random generation of lightning storms around them.

He was right, sort of.

The storm hawks lined up for another pass on them and threw their bodies into a violent spin as they dove toward the truck. A blast of air erupted around the flying creatures like a sonic boom on a jet fighter. They rocketed at the truck at absurd speeds, only unfurling their wings at the last second to swipe at them with their enormous claws.

Brad dragged out his shotgun and sent a blast of buckshot into the air that nearly ripped the gun from his arm. The rain of pellets shredded one of the hawk’s wings enough to force the monster to ground.

It crashed onto the street, tumbling forward in a ball of claws and wings before regaining its footing. The flying monster was bigger than their truck.

Brad was about to send out another blast when the whine of metal tore his attention away.

Another storm hawk had ripped half the roof off in its attack.

More storm hawks followed up on the first attack, only for a beam of ice to shoot out of the opening, accompanied by a bolt of lightning. One storm hawk fell out of the sky, a spasming, smoking wreck. The other froze bit by bit as it came in for the attack. Eventually its wings froze in place. The creature turned from a graceful flyer to a frozen sculpture. It flew just over Brad’s head and slammed into the forest beyond.

“Got them!” Ceres cheered from inside the truck.

“This Freeze Ray is a little slow for my tastes, but it is certainly useful,” Teresa commented.

Brad blasted away at the sky, hoping to take out at least one of the storm hawks instead of just disabling them. The monsters weren’t dumb, though. They broke off the attack or used their wind magic to evade at the last second. One was bold enough to dive right at him. In a panic, Brad blasted it in the face as he pulled himself back inside the speeding truck.

The storm hawk was blasted off course by Brad’s attack. With a burst of wind, it recovered before its wing snapped off on a nearby tree.

Brad’s heart raced in his chest. “Mark, how long until we’re at the radio tower?” His eyes kept darting around the windows and the new gap on their roof for signs of the monsters’ next attack.

“Not long now.” Mark drifted the truck around a long curve up the mountain. “Keep those chickens off our asses and we’ll be fine.”

Angie pointed at the storm king slowly floating overhead. “What’s the story on the big one?”

“Peaceful, I hope,” Brad said. “My muse thinks it’s a peaceful creature as long as we don’t bother it. Also, it’s an infant.”

“That thing gets bigger?” Mark asked incredulously.

Brad threw his arms up in a shrug. “Apparently!”

“Regardless, that thing is not the problem. These smaller monsters are,” Teresa said. “I counted at least three more in the sky.”

Ceres turned her eyes up as she counted things off on her fingers. “My count was around five-ish.”

Angie frowned. “Maybe we should head back into the forest or the city, fight them where they can’t fly as well.”

“Come on Angie, we came all this way to get the radio tower running,” Mark replied.

Brad considered Angie’s idea. It wasn’t a bad one. Those flyers were fast, and out on the relatively open mountain road they had plenty of angles of attack. But there was every possibility they were no strangers to hunting prey in the woods. From the few, up-close glimpses he’d gotten of the storm hawks, he had the feeling it made no difference to them whether they struck from the skies or the ground.

“Open firing lines sound like our best bet. We just have to be careful not to—” Brad caught sight of a storm hawk diving right for them.

Swinging his shotgun out the window, Brad pumped out blast after blast. The stormhawk was coming in too fast to dodge out of the way. Alien shotgun or no, the pellets weren’t strong enough to rip through its tough hide, but the mass of metal flying at it each time was enough to slow the monster until it was knocked out of the sky. It crumpled to the road and slammed the back of the truck as it rolled off the mountainside.

“Hang on,” Mark shouted as he fought for control of the swerving truck. They very nearly went off the edge of the road and down the mountainside, but Mark managed to get them back on track.

Ceres clutched her seatbelt and wedged her feet against the seat in front of her. “I’d like to not be on a mountain road anymore, please and thank you.”

“Step on it, Mark,” Brad said.

Mark slammed his foot down on the gas as they sped up the rest of the way to the radio tower. Brad kept his eyes on the sky. He counted only three of the monsters following them. Bolts of lightning crashed around them as the storm king flew by. The sharp gusts of wind radiating from the huge beast buffeted the truck, but it didn’t bother the storm hawks. To them it was a natural environment, one they used to amplify their own flying abilities. Brad couldn’t wait for that big beast to go away.

The truck weaved in between storm hawk passes. Tires squealed as Mark struggled to stay on the road between buffeting winds and evasive maneuvers.

“Almost there,” Mark called out as the radio tower came into view.

It was a fenced-off area with only a wooden barrier to keep trespassers out. Mark plowed right through at full speed, turning the barrier to splinters before sliding the truck to a stop.

Nobody waited for the OK to disembark. They poured out of the truck as lightning struck the radio tower and grounds around them. Sharp winds knocked them around with every step they took. It was not at all an ideal situation to fight in.

Brad toggled his shotgun from buckshot to slugs just as a storm hawk dove right for him. He’d only just noticed its sharp beak open up into a mass of teeth when it suddenly lurched to the side. Sweetness leaped off the roof of Mark’s truck and latched on to the monster’s neck.

The mass of one pissed-off honey badger flying at full force was too much for the storm hawk to handle. It slammed into the ground, nearly taking out Brad while it was at it.

They didn’t have time to help Sweetness finish the job; the other storm hawks were coming. Angie and Mark fired their rifles at the incoming monsters. The faster rounds didn’t pack as much punch as a shotgun blast, but their bullets were able to punch through the tough hides. The storm hawks shrieked in pain, but their advance didn’t slow any. One of them snatched up Mark with its sharp talons.

“Son of a bitch!” he shouted. Gun shots went off wildly from the flying creature as he tried to bring it down.

“Mark!” Angie cried, unable to shoot for fear of hitting her husband.

Ceres’s hands crackled with electricity. “I’ve got him!”

Before she could attack, a spike of ice flew through the air and lanced the storm hawk’s side. It shrieked as blood spewed from its side and tossed Mark aside in a desperate attempt to stay in air. Ceres’s lightning bolt struck right after, sending the smoking beast crashing down onto an uncomfortably spiked fence.

Mark slammed through the roof of what looked to be a tool shed. Brad’s HUD said that he was past the halfway mark to death’s door, but he’d live.

To everyone’s surprise, Mark kicked down the door of the shed with his hammer in hand. It took him all of two seconds to find the shrieking monster stuck on the fence and put it out of its misery with one swift hammer-strike to its skull.

You have received 25 aether.

Brad blinked. Split between five people, that meant every storm hawk was worth a hundred and twenty-five aether.

They are a pain in the ass to kill, Frank added to his thought.

Sweetness chittered viciously as he ripped and tore at his own storm hawk. The monster tried to shake off the vicious ball of fur, but the more it struggled, the deeper Sweetness’s claws dug into its tough hide. At one point the storm hawk tried to fly away, but Sweetness was far smarter than he looked. He threw himself off the hawk’s neck to assault one of its wings. The honey badger ripped and tore right at the joint. The wing was damaged beyond any use, but Sweetness wasn’t stopping until the job was done.

Brad figured his honey badger didn’t need any help, which was good, because right as his attention returned to the fight at hand the last storm hawk rocketed down toward him.

His eyes shot wide as he threw himself out of the way. His old, faithful hockey armor was ripped clean off him at the torso. The storm hawk’s sharp beak cut a gouge out of his side, and the rest of its wing slammed into him.

Brad tumbled across the ground along with the storm hawk.

You have taken 50 damage.

Health 10/65

Damn thing almost one-shot me! Brad thought through his pain.

The storm hawk recovered from its less-than-ideal landing and rose to its feet. It was bigger than the truck and almost bigger than the alpha seeder that had nearly killed him back in the mall. The fact these things could fly under their own strength was impressive, but not nearly as impressive as how quickly Brad dumped mana into himself to heal.

“A little help here!” he called out while swiftly kicking away from the storm hawk.

Health 50/65

The monster shrieked at him and thrust its pointed beak at him like a lance, again and again. It was damned fast too. The storm hawk’s beak smashed into the rock beside him, then again near his shoulder—a hair’s breadth away from his neck.

Lightning shot into the storm hawk’s side. The monster let out an ear-piercing cry as its body spasmed wildly with its wings spread wide. Spears of ice followed. Brad wasn’t going to waste this opportunity. He picked up his shotgun and blasted away into the stunned storm hawk’s torso. Solid slugs were a whole lot of mass concentrated in one point with a lot of force behind them. They blew holes in the monster’s body, but as it recovered it stomped down on its wings like arms and thrust its body forward.

A blast of wind shot from its body. Brad was lifted off the ground and slammed against the hood of Mark’s truck before toppling over Teresa and Ceres.

You have taken 20 damage.

Health 30/65

Brad crawled to all fours, fighting to catch his breath. “You guys alright?”

“Better before you slammed into me,” Teresa hissed as she fought her way to her feet.

Ceres shook herself off and stood. “This thing’s a damn boss monster, isn’t it?”

Brad shook his head. “High-level monster, maybe an elite, but definitely not a boss.” There were just too many of them to be a boss.

The storm hawk shook its body and shrieked out in agony. It was bleeding orange blood from the vicious wounds Brad had carved out of its body. It swung its head at Brad and the two mages with pure hatred in its eyes. It knew exactly who’d hurt it, and it wanted revenge.

“Brad, now would be a good time to come up with a plan,” Teresa said.

Ceres nodded. “Before it kills us super dead-like.”

Brad stood, wondering how to do just that. Angie was tending to Mark’s wounds, but they were too far to come help in a hurry. Sweetness was still busy butchering the other storm hawk. They needed to hold that thing down so they could kill it.

“Freeze Ray that thing, Teresa. Freeze it!” Brad shouted.

The storm hawk clambered over Mark’s truck on the warpath toward them. Its beak snapped at Ceres, then Brad. They dodged out of the way, but it quickly whipped around with its tail, sending them both tumbling away.

Teresa jumped over the storm hawk’s tail at the last second and fired her Freeze Ray at its foot. The monster’s leg was stuck to the ground. “Stand still, you filthy beast!”

The storm hawk tried tugging its leg free. Ice cracked with each pull, only to freeze over again as Teresa poured on the magic.

Ceres didn’t need to be told what to do. She swirled her hands through the air, collecting her lightning magic into a concentrated, crackling sphere of energy. Thrusting them forward, the energy shot out as a concentrated blast that knocked the storm hawk free from Teresa’s icy grip.

The reeling, smoking monster barely moved as it collapsed to a heap. Its labored breaths were a sign it was about to die, but it was no less a threat. The storm hawk forced itself to stand on trembling wings and legs.

Wind picked up around the monster in a slowly gathering swirl. Brad wasn’t sure what the monster was doing, nor did he want to know. He surged ahead with his shotgun at the ready. The storm hawk pulled back its head as its mouth opened, the wind gathering within it into a sphere like Ceres had done with her lightning. Brad jumped and shoved the barrel of his shotgun down the monster’s throat and pulled the trigger.

Slugs lanced through the back of the monster’s head as it reeled back. Its built-up energy was released in a sudden explosion of wind, and Brad was thrown away like a cheap toy.

You have received 25 aether.

You have taken 15 damage.

Brad came to a painful stop with a rock jabbing through his broken hockey armor and right against his spine. He wiggled his fingers and toes to make sure everything was in working order before he stood. “Holy crap, that thing is finally dead. Everyone OK?”

Ceres and Teresa nodded.

Mark walked back with his bloody hammer over his shoulder. “Never better.”

Angie smiled. “Mark was a little banged up, but it was nothing hugs and kisses couldn’t fix.”

Mark rolled his eyes with a groan. The annoyed scowl on his face melted the second Angie hugged him.

You have received 25 aether.

Brad blinked at the sudden injection of aether, then he remembered Sweetness was still fighting off a storm hawk.

When he turned to see his furry little friend, the honey badger had managed to take hold of the storm hawk’s neck. He slammed it into the pavement over and over, long after the creature was dead. Sweetness was coated in a mix of his own red blood and infinitely more of the storm hawk’s orange.

It took a moment for the honey badger to notice he was being stared at. With the fighting done, he dropped his latest kill and waddled victoriously toward Brad. He hopped up and planted his forelegs on Brad like a dog expecting head pats for a job well done.

Brad wasn’t about to turn Sweetness down, regardless of his awful breath and the stench of blood. “You did great, buddy. Remind me to give you a nice, long bath when we get back, alright?”

Sweetness huffed in offense at the bath and hopped off Brad.

“Aww, he’s adorable,” Ceres cooed, leaning down to pet Sweetness. “Don’t worry, Sweetness. We love you, stink and all.”

Teresa shook her head. “Though I strongly appreciate you more when you’re a clean furball.”

Mark looked at his truck and frowned. “Ugh. So much time and money went into getting this beauty, and now look at her.” It was clawed up, dented, and chewed up by the monsters. He pulled out his key fob and pressed the engine start button. The engine wheezed and sputtered, but the car started up just fine otherwise. “At least we aren’t walking back.”

Brad smiled and patted Mark on the shoulder. “That’s great news. Now let’s check out this radio tower.”

Mark gave a faint nod as they got to work inspecting the site. “They” was a strong word, though. Outside of security sweeps, Mark was the only one with any idea of what he was looking at, from the tower itself to the equipment and generators inside.

“Good news and bad news,” Mark said as they gathered inside the transmission room. “The good news is all of this looks to be in working order. Might need some spit and shine and some use of the spare parts I saw in the back, but it’ll do the job.”

Brad crossed his arms. “What’s the bad news?”

Mark swept a hand across all the rather complicated equipment around them. “This shit’s a bit above my pay grade. We’re going to need a pro like Alan to come up here and give it a look before we can really be sure it’ll work. Not to mention getting it all up and running.”

Brad sighed. Alan didn’t exactly strike him as the adventurous type, with his outright refusal to come along on this trip in the first place. But the radio tower itself was relatively safe. The fences were strong, sturdy, and had even survived a storm hawk dropping on them without a care. All they had to do was send a few guards up with Alan, build a proper gate, and the radio tower would make a quaint little outpost.

Noticing the concern on Brad’s face, Angie smiled. “Don’t worry your pretty little head about Alan, sweetie. We’ll help talk him into this.”

Mark shrugged. “He’ll need some muscle around, so it may as well be me. Besides, someone has to slap some sense into that old coot now and then.”

“Thanks, guys.” Brad smiled. “Now let’s get back to the Gaming Center. The sooner we get this place up and running, the sooner we can get in touch with Sam’s team.”


Chapter fifteen
Jake


By the time they got back to their truck, Heather still hadn’t woken up after the brutal injuries she’d suffered in the cave. They loaded her in the back seat and strapped her in before taking off to the Gaming Center.

The drive back was long and agonizing. Heather was dying. Her wound may have sealed externally thanks to her healing magic, but there was still internal bleeding and damage they couldn’t do anything about. No one in Jake’s party was trained in medicine except for Heather. While Jake could figure out how to speed up his own healing, they didn’t have the time for him to figure out how to pass that benefit on to someone else.

All they could do was watch her health tick away.

Jake swung the truck to a stop in front of the Gaming Center as they disembarked. “Kurtis, find us a healer. I don’t care who, just find someone.”

Kurtis rushed inside.

The rest of them scrambled to get Heather out of the truck and to the makeshift infirmary she had helped to set up and set her down on a bed. Still, there was nothing they could do but watch.

Jake paced back and forth, watching as her health dropped to the last five points. “Come on, Kurtis,” he whispered under his breath.

Footsteps dashed down the hall.

Tim came crashing through the door with Kurtis at his back. “Where is she?” Tim asked. It took him all of a second to find her and rush to her side. He didn’t waste time with any questions; Tim thrust his hands toward Heather and immediately started casting Healing Hands on her.

The room was silent with anticipation.

Jake circled the bed as he paced, a hand clutched over his jaw with worry. Before his very eyes, her body’s damage was repaired as it should have whenever a healer worked their magic on the wounded. But something was wrong. Her chest wasn’t rising or falling at all, not even in the labored way it had been during the drive back.

A question shot through his mind he didn’t want answered. But the realization was inevitable. It was right in front of his eyes, after all.

Heather

Health: 0/55

Her name had been crossed out probably ever since they’d heard Tim and Kurtis running for the infirmary. Tim and the others were still oblivious to this fact. There was hope on Kurtis’s face, and Jason held her hand expectantly.

But there would be no miracle today.

Jake placed his hand on Tim’s shoulder. For a brief moment he stopped healing and looked to Jake. He simply shook his head.

Tim looked at Heather for a long second before his hands dropped to his side. He didn’t say anything as he stepped back from the body. His eyes reddened as he fell into a seat.

Cory crossed his arms tight over his chest and arched his head back. His jaw tensed like he was about to scream. He swung his head back with a quiet, “Fuck.” A long silence passed before he continued, “This is all my fault.”

Jake didn’t exactly disagree, but he wasn’t about to rub his friend’s face in it. It was the apocalypse. Things went sideways all the time, and they were bound to lose more people as the days went on. They couldn’t turn on each other over every death.

“I shouldn’t have shot that damn bug. No matter how ugly it was.”

Jason spoke before Jake had a chance. “Wasn’t your fault, Cory. Wasn’t no one’s fault. That place was a hive of monsters. Who knows what would’ve happened if we left it there.”

Jake nodded. “And sticking around to burn the place to the ground was my call. If anyone is taking responsibility for Heather’s death, it’s me.”

Jason shot him a stern but understanding look. “Like I said: It was nobody’s fault. That place needed to go, Jake. We all agreed. We weren’t excited about it, but if we left it intact it could’ve been a lot worse.”

Kurtis nodded. “I didn’t know Heather for long, but she didn’t strike me as the selfish type. She died dealing a serious blow to those aliens. It was a good death. Better than a lot of people got. Better than a lot of people will get.”

Jake pulled his lips into a tight line. He didn’t like thinking of people’s death’s as noble, necessary sacrifices, but was Kurtis wrong? He’d seen so many people die without an opportunity to even defend themselves. At least Heather had been able to fight back, keep the party alive, and help destroy the nest. Was there a better way to go out than fighting the aliens?

“You’re right, Kurtis,” Jake admitted. “Heather went out a hero, and she will be remembered as one of humanity’s finest.” He pulled a blanket over Heather’s body.

“I’ll…set up to cremate the body,” Tim said, his voice deflated. “I just need a moment.”

Jake nodded. He’d never seen him so shaken before, even when those mutated wolves nearly killed them all. Turning to his party, he said, “Come on. Let’s get some food and rest.”

They had just sat down to eat when Brad and his party came through the front door.

“Good news, everyone,” Brad began. “We’ve secured the radio tower and everything looks to be in working order. We just need Alan to head up there to get everything up and running.”

Alan looked up from his meal with a nervous grin plastered over his face. “R-really? All the way up there? Way away from our nice, safe, cozy walls?”

Brad looked at Alan with disapproval. “This was your idea, Alan. It was a great one, too. Besides, it's not like we’re sending you up by yourself. We’ll have a crew with you to keep you safe and reinforce the site.”

Nora smiled at Alan. “The boy does have a point. And I am starting to get a little stir crazy in this Gaming Center all day.”

“B-b-but that’s a long way away from anyone if things go wrong! You can’t just waste a brilliant mind like mine,” Alan protested.

Mark slipped behind him and put a squeeze on his shoulder. “That’s exactly why you’re the best man for the job. But don’t worry, we have plenty of time for you to get ready to go. We killed a lot of big monsters to make that radio tower nice and safe, and I’d love it if you saw what a fantastic specimen it is.”

Angie came by with a big smile and a nod. “That’s right. And the two of us will be with you while the place gets set up.”

“Just think about it, Alan,” Brad said. “Just you and your wife with your own place to run, a great view, and armed security so you can run the radio equipment for us and tinker with anything you want without anyone to bother you.” He gestured at Alan with hope on his face. “What do you say, Alan?”

Jake let out a quiet, amused breath. Appealing to Alan’s sense of vanity and self-importance was a smart call, especially when he dug his heels in.

Alan looked down at the table for a moment. His face twisted one way then another, as if having a discussion with himself on the matter. Finally he looked back to Brad. “We can wait until tomorrow, right? I have so much packing to do, and we have to pick the right people to bring with us, too.”

Mark patted Alan on the shoulder. “Tomorrow’s fine. I’d rather have the sun out when we get there to fortify the place. And my truck’s not going to fix itself up.”

Alan shot an anxious smile at Mark, then Brad. “S-sure, Brad. We can leave first thing in the morning.”

“Great. Make sure you take whatever you need. I want to be able to communicate with Sam’s team as soon as possible.” Brad spotted Jake at the table with his party. He walked over with a warm smile on his face that fell upon noticing the sullen expressions among everyone there. “You guys doing alright?”

Cory seemed to shrink away at the question. Jason and Kurtis shook their heads.

Jake was the one who finally spoke. “We lost Heather today.”

Brad gasped. “What happened?”

Jake wondered how to explain what had happened for a moment before going with the short version. “We went out for a hunting trip. Quick, simple, aether-gathering. Then we ran into a swarm of seeders. Some new types called watchers.”

Kurtis nodded. “Big, ugly bastards. Like they mashed a wolf’s head with a bat’s. Fast, too.”

Brad sighed. “Everything with these aliens is fast, angry, and out for blood.”

“Well, these ones came in a horde,” Kurtis added. “Hundreds of the damn things, maybe more.”

“Way too damn many for us to count, so we ran away into a cave,” Jake continued. “Turns out the place was a nest for these breeder things. I don’t know what exactly they were growing in there, but there were a lot of eggs. Kurtis had some fire bombs on him, so I decided to put them to use before they ever had a chance to hatch.”

“We did a lot of damage,” Jason said in between bites of his meal.

“Yeah,” Jake agreed. “Killed droves of breeders, torched the whole place, and pissed off a breeder queen while we were at it. We got the hell out of there as soon as she showed up, but Heather took some awful damage. She couldn’t heal it all before she ran out of mana and passed out.”

Cory lifted his head. “The queen almost killed me, too. But Jake here figured out how to use an aether shield at the last second.”

Brad’s lips were pulled into a tight line. He wasn’t happy about having lost another of his people, but he didn’t say anything about it.

Jake sighed. “Anyway, we got her back here but it was too late. She was already gone by the time we got Tim here.”

Brad looked away for a moment. “You guys did what you could for her. We’ll gather everyone for a funeral as soon as—”

“Tim’s already working on it,” Jake said.

Brad nodded. “I’ll have to thank him when I see him. Oh, and Jake. Good job taking out that nest. Between that horde of seeders you saw and the huge flying beasts we killed today, you probably saved us a world of trouble.”

Jake raised his glass to Brad. “That’s the hope, friend. Take it easy, alright?”

Brad drew in a deep breath. “Hah, yeah.” He walked off looking deflated.

They had lost people before, and Brad always seemed to take it in stride. Maybe it was because he didn’t know them very well that it was easier to let them go. But Heather was someone they had spent more time with than a lot of the other survivors. If he remembered right, she was the only survivor from a group Brad’s crew had picked up from a hospital—back before Colton’s people gunned them all down and almost killed Brad, Aron, and Chet. Heather was actually the reason Aron and Chet survived that ambush, from the way Chet told the story. Those two weren’t going to be happy when they heard the news.

With Brad gone, the small crowd gathered in the cafeteria went back to talking amongst themselves. Jake didn’t pay them much attention as he dug into his steak until he heard Willy speaking a little too loudly.

“All I’m saying is, why are we letting some punk kid run this show?” the tall, athletic man said. He was a rogue, if Jake remembered right. “He’s way too young to know what’s what.”

Alan shrugged with a nod. “That is true. He’s a bit of an uppity brat, too. But there’s no denying he knows all about this gamey system thing we have in our heads now.”

Willy waved off Alan’s slight praise. “Of course he knows all about game systems. The brat used to be a janitor before everything went to hell. For all we know that was the only job he could get. I bet he only got it to feed his gaming addiction.”

Angie frowned at him. “Now that’s a little harsh, don’t you think? I know the city folk are different from us, but Brad’s been a good kid so far.”

Mark looked down. “But he did mention trying to get along with some of the aliens. That ain’t exactly bright in my book.”

“See?” Willy gestured at Mark. “I bet he’s already excited to live out his fantasy of getting some exotic alien tail. Why else would anyone want to get friendly with the damned monsters that threw our world into chaos?”

The discussion took a more heated turn. Jake squeezed his fork and tried to tune them out. Just a bunch of old farts being dumbasses. Ignore them, Jake.

Cory elbowed Jake’s side. “Hey, Jake. You gonna let those old farts talk shit about your boy like that?”

Jake grimaced. “Look, you know how they are when they’ve got free time on their hands. They start talking, swapping rumors, and before you know it they’ll burn themselves out.”

Kurtis shook his head. “That was back in the day when we had things like cops and the law to worry about. You sure you want to risk letting them get riled up?”

Jake doubted any of the locals would actually do anything. But Kurtis had a point. Without the old systems of law and order to hold everyone’s reins, what was stopping people from turning on one another?

Guns, for one, Hazel offered. Strength in numbers helps, too. Lone survivors can only get so far if they aren’t smart.

Jason held up a hand. “All’s I’m saying is Brad’s been good to us so far, and they don’t have any right to talk about him like that. So either you say something to them or I’m going to have to.”

Cory winced. “He’s not great at words, Jake.”

“I know,” Jake said, wondering how they were going to handle this without things getting out of hand.

“So all I’m saying is,” Willy continued, “we look into getting some new leadership. Maybe Mark, or Alan. Hell, I could do it if you all would be so kind.”

There were some heated grumbles of agreement among the crowd.

“After all, thanks to him we lost a supermarket’s worth of food, he’s sent off valuable people and resources to bring even more bodies to take our already limited supplies, and”—Willy paused for effect—“he lost one of his own people just today. A healer of all things. Those are incredibly valuable to us.”

Jake had heard enough. He pushed up to his feet and strode over to Willy. “You talk an awful lot for someone who hasn’t done a damn thing for anyone here.”

Willy snapped to Jake with a cheeky grin. “Bold of you to assume I haven’t done anything for anyone.”

Jake looked at the others.

Alan and Nora shrugged.

Mark hummed, stroking at his goatee. “Willy did plenty for us when the invasion hit. Mostly sneaking goods out of dangerous places and letting us know what was what.”

“See?” Willy pressed a hand to his chest. “I’m a man of the people. And I’m just looking out for my own. Now, I know it’s been a long time since you’ve been home, Jake, but you‘re one of us. There’s no reason to stand up for that brat.”

Jake curled his hand into a tight fist, then relaxed it. “That brat took me and my sister in when he had absolutely no reason to. He saved all of these people from Kelowna and brought them here safely. Then he opened up his doors to all of you.”

Chippy nodded from the kitchen. “That’s right. Y’all need to stop being an ungrateful bunch of old bastards and find something better to do with your free time. Lord knows there ain’t any shortage of chores to be done around here.”

Jake couldn’t help smiling at Chippy, but it didn’t last.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Jake. All he did was bring more mouths for our limited resources to feed. Resources he’s helping himself to.” Willy leaned closer to Jake as he spoke.

“We brought plenty of our own, and hunted for it, too,” Jake countered. He didn’t like how close Willy was getting.

Willy leaned closer still, their noses almost touching. “But even that will run out quick. Not that it’ll matter if he tries to play nice with the aliens. That punk brat is going to get us all killed.”

Jake wasn’t exactly eager to meet the aliens, but he wasn’t opposed to meeting with them on friendly terms, either. Allies meant one less thing to worry about trying to kill them, after all.

“Just like he let that Heather girl die.” Willy’s expression hardened. “How long before it’s one of us next? Before it’s your sister.”

Jake’s ears perked at the sound of a knife sliding out of its sheath.

“Before it’s you.”

Jake spotted the knife in Willy’s hand and glared at the man. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“Whatever it takes to survive, Jake. Now are you going to stand in our way, or are we going to play nice?” Willy pressed the tip of the knife against Jake’s stomach.

Mark and Angie gasped. It was a gasp that spread across the cafeteria as they realized what was happening.

Jake wasn’t fazed—annoyed, but not bothered. He’d been chewed up by this new world too much to care. “You better put that knife away before I break your arm, Willy.”

Willy chuckled. “That’ll be real hard with a knife in your gut.” The grin fell from Willy’s face as he thrust the knife into Jake’s gut.

The blade bit into his flesh before Jake could take control of the knife hand. In one swift motion, he backhanded Willy and threw him to the floor. Jake never let go of his arm.

“W-wait, don’t—” Willy begged.

Jake considered giving Willy the opportunity to back out and avoid the promised punishment. It would probably keep things nice and friendly between everyone if he left it at a simple smack. But Willy had just drawn a knife on a fellow survivor and effectively tried to start a mutiny in broad daylight. If he didn’t teach him a lesson now, or make an example of him to everyone, it would plant the seed for future troubles.

They didn’t need this kind of problem now or in the future. The seeders were growing stronger, bigger, meaner, and the Collective’s aliens were going to arrive any day now.

In one swift motion Jake broke Willy’s arm with a sickening crack, then kicked him away from his knife. Willy screamed as he clutched at his wound and rolled on the floor.

Jake picked up Willy’s knife. “First and last warning, Willy. If you have a problem with the way Brad or any of us are running things, you’re free to do bring it up. If you have any better ideas, we’d love to hear them. But you pull a knife on any of our people again, or try to start a mutiny, I won’t stop at your arm.”

Willy hissed as he fought to his knees.

“So next time you want to start shit, think long and hard about leaving before you get yourself killed. Got that?”

Willy nodded through gritted teeth.

“Good.” Jake tossed him his bloodied knife back. “Now go find that ‘punk brat’ and tell him to fix you up. Tim’s busy taking care of Heather’s body. I’d apologize while you’re there, too.”

Willy carefully sheathed his knife and struggled to his feet. “Y-yeah. Sure thing, Jake. Won’t happen again.” He scampered off.

Jake turned to the rest of the old farts. “Any of you going to be problem children, too?”

The old farts shook their heads collectively.

Jake sighed in relief. He didn’t want to beat anyone he didn’t absolutely have to. “Great. Our world’s getting a lot more dangerous, and the last thing we need to be doing is fighting amongst ourselves. Let’s not do the Collective’s job for them, alright?”

Mark nodded. “Y-yeah. Sorry about that, Jake. Just that whole idea of playing nice with the aliens after what they did…” He sighed. “It just ain’t right, you know?”

“Look, I’m not super excited to make friends with ET or whatever these aliens end up looking like, but if we can avoid having more things trying to kill us, I’d call it a win,” Jake said. “If we can get some of them to help us out? Even better. It’s a wild new world now, and we’re going to need all the help we can get to survive and thrive.”

Cory and the others cheered while the old farts grumbled and nodded in grudging acceptance.

Angie looked more than a little concerned. She pointed at Jake.

Jake winced, looking down to his wound. There was a steady stream of blood pouring out of it. It wasn’t deep enough to be deadly on its own, but given enough time, infection and blood loss would finish him off.

With a deep breath, he channeled his aether out from his core toward the wound. It took a moment of solid concentration to slow the bleeding and start repairing the flesh. It was nowhere near as quick as a healer like Angie could do, but he figured it was as good a time as any to get some more practice in.

“Want me to fix that for you, Jake dear?” Angie offered.

Jake checked his wound again. It wasn’t going to close on its own, and he was going to need a new shirt and set of pants, too. “I’d appreciate it.”

Angie held out a hand to Jake’s wound and released a warm, white glow of energy.

Jake ignored the unsettling, skin-crawling sensation the healing magic gave him as his wound sealed shut. “Thanks, Angie.”

Jake looked at the people gathered around him. Some looked on in awe, others in fear, and he couldn’t help the nagging sensation he’d just earned a reputation among the survivors as the new law in town.

Oh boy, this is going to be a mess.


Chapter sixteen
Sam


With Aron’s help, Sam pulled the boat up to the pier without taking it out or beaching it on the shore.

The second it was safe to disembark, she hopped off the boat and kissed the ground. “Oh how I missed you sweet, sweet, solid ground!”

“Did you all have fun out there?” Wallace’s grating voice reached Sam’s ears. The snooty hipster just had a magical way of getting on her nerves but she let it slide. They weren’t going to stick around so why stir up any trouble?

Aron laughed. “Fun? Yeah. We had fun alright. So much fun I don’t ever want to be anywhere near a body of water.”

Sam kissed the floor one last time before she stood. “Seconded.”

“What matters here is we completed our mission!” Chet’s strained voice called from the back of the boat. He hauled his crate of guns and ammo off, but even his enhanced strength made the job harder than it needed to be.

Jo followed along, with Randy close behind carrying the scuba suits. It turned out, while everyone was busy at the back of the boat he’d been crouched down at the front panicking and shooting at anything that came his way. It was a mystery how Sam had all but forgotten about him in all the chaos. “And lots of fish-blasting!” Jo cheered as she hopped off the boat, her arms flinging into the air as she did. She had taken rather well to Randy’s healing magic, but Sam supposed there wasn’t really a chance of failure when it came to magic so long as someone had mana.

Randy had healed Jo sometime after the swarm of killer alien fish raided their boat. When they asked him why he didn’t heal her earlier, he told them he’d completely forgotten he could heal people in his panic. Sam couldn’t exactly blame him for that slip-up. Things had gotten way out of hand during the fighting, and Randy wasn’t much of a gamer. Not to mention he was still new to the nano-tech.

Wallace groaned. “Ugh, is that what that incessant racket was?”

“Yeah!” Jo answered without skipping a beat.

Sam chuckled. “If it wasn’t for our little mad bomber here, I doubt we would have made it out of the water alive. There are some nasty fish in that lake.”

Louis stepped up with a warm smile. “I don’t suppose you have any more of those bombs to share, do you?”

“Of course I do.” Jo swung her bag around and popped it open. Her face fell immediately. “Oh no.”

Aron cocked his head to the side. “How many bombs do you have, Jo?”

Jo pouted with her big blue eyes on the verge of tears as she turned to Aron. “Not enough.” She held the bag open for everyone to see. There were just three pipe bombs left, a lighter, some equipment Sam had to guess was for making more bombs, and a small notebook covered in colorful, adorable bunny stickers.

Louis waved his hands placatingly. “No need to worry, Jo. We’ll just have to make do without them. Right, Wallace?”

Wallace opened his condescending mouth to speak before Louis elbowed him in the ribs. He winced and forced a smile. “Yes, we’ll be quite alright. The RV is fueled up and ready to go. You can keep what’s left in the tanker for yourselves.”

“I guess I could make some fire bombs with that.” Jo sounded so deflated.

Sam found Jo’s reaction both sad and adorable. That couldn’t be normal. Even with the apocalypse going down around them.

Aww you’re starting to like her, Olivia teased her.

Sam stared up and to the corner of her vision as if her muse was there. Shut your face, please and thank you.

Olivia simply laughed.

“Weren’t you going to wait for me to help you pick out an RV?” Chet asked, finally getting off the boat with all his guns. “I saw some really good ones out there.”

Wallace shook his head. “The sooner we get back to our city, the better. Really, the only reason we’re still here is because Louis wanted to make sure your group made it back from the water in one piece.”

“It would have been rude to leave without saying goodbye!” Louis insisted.

“Yes, yes, but unless you need anything else, we’re going to go ahead and leave.” Wallace turned toward the RV park.

Sam considered for a moment, then shrugged. “Unless any of you changed your mind about staying, I’ve got nothing.”

“Good.” Wallace walked off with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Best of luck on your recruitment drive. Enjoy the countryside and so on and so forth.”

The rest of his group took off with him, except for Louis, who hung back for a moment.

“Sorry about my brother. He’s…special.”

Aron commented, “Understatement of the year. No, the week. We’ll go with week.”

Louis rubbed at the back of his neck. “Anyway, thanks for your help finding that tanker truck and the offer to join up. I feel bad about turning you down, but we have family and friends back there we’re worried about.”

Sam nodded. “Don’t worry, we understand. Just be careful, alright? The cities have a lot more seeders than the countryside, and who knows what else is roaming around now.”

Louis nodded. “We will be. Take care.” He waved and sprinted off after his brother, then left in the RV with him.

“Well, he was nice,” Chet said as he dragged his crate to the middle of the pier and popped it open. “A little too pretty for the apocalypse, but very nice.”

“Too pretty?” Jo asked.

Chet nodded. “Yeah. I was expecting normies to be more… I don’t know, Mad Max-looking with the world ending. Hell, just look at Aron with all that metal on him.”

“I’m a little too covered up to look like anything out of Mad Max.” Aron chuckled.

Chet fished out more magazines for the P90 and passed them off to Aron. “True. But you don’t even need any spikey bits to scare the pants off someone with that armor of yours.”

Aron probably rolled his eyes behind his mask as he snatched the magazines.

Randy laughed. “He’s got you there, Aron.”

“So, what’s the haul, Chet?” Sam asked. Getting Chet’s stash was the whole point of their detour, so they may as well know what they’d gotten.

“Barrett fifty, bunch of AKs. The P90 Aron’s carrying around. A deagle because no good gun collection is complete without one.” Chet dug around the heavy case and exposed boxes of ammo. “And enough ammo to make a freshly minted warlord blush.” A proud grin spread across Chet’s face.

Randy whistled. “And then we can just print more ammo back at the Gaming Center?”

Chet nodded. “It's worked with all the other guns so far, so why not?”

Jo gave a disappointed hum. “But no boomy guns. That’s not very fun at all.”

Chet laughed. “Those were a little harder to get my hands on before the aliens came, but”—he shrugged—“we might just get lucky and find one in our adventures.”

Jo gasped with excitement. “Yeah! Or we can make some. You can teach me how the pew-pews work so I can make some boomy guns, right?”

“Uh, sure?” Chet had never sounded more uncertain about anything in the time Sam had known him, but she wasn’t going to bother him about it.

“That’s great and all, but we still have a job to do,” Sam said. “Aron, get the guns loaded up on the truck. Chet, get us an RV, a big one, and fill it up. We might need it if we find survivors in the next town over. Jo, Randy, help Chet out.”

Aron nodded and took the gun case from Chet. Even he, with all of his fighter strength bonuses, struggled to lift it off the pier, but he had a much easier time than Chet.

Chet stood up, dusting off his knees. “Speaking of fuel, we could probably hitch that little fuel tanker to the RV. Might be useful for something.”

Sam pursed her lips. She doubted they would need that much extra fuel for the RV to make it back to the Gaming Center, but they had a lot more places to hit up when they finished with this first trip. They might even find more survivors than the RV could carry and need to fuel up other vehicles. “Why not? We’ll probably need it anyway. Good thinking, Chet.”

Chet grinned. “Come on you two, we have a lot of work to do real fast.”

They took off sprinting to get to work. While they busied themselves with their tasks, Sam went about exploring the Cedar Springs Resort for anything useful. Unfortunately, Wallace and his people had loaded up just about everything but a few snacks and drinks. Still, the resort itself was a solid structure, fenced off and out of the way of just about everything. She marked the place out on her map as a potential outpost. If her recruiting drive was successful, it was only a matter of time before they had to expand beyond the Scotch Creek Gaming Center.

By the time they were ready to go, it was already getting dark. The lights of their cars would attract the attention of humans and seeders alike, but there wasn’t much they could do about it. They needed to see where they were going, after all.

Aron and Jo climbed in the truck while the rest of the party climbed in the RV with Chet.

The road was surprisingly devoid of life, but Sam wasn’t going to complain. After their close call with the fire pig and whatever those lightning-wolf things were, Sam didn’t want to risk the RV getting damaged by them. Especially not with a fuel tanker hitched to the back.

They drove past small communities and abandoned homes. Some were broken into by seeders. The smashed windows and trails of orange blood showed as much. There were even signs of successful hunts by the aliens, as some homes were covered in the green fertilizer the monsters created. Other homes were eerily intact. There were no signs of break-in or struggle around them, not even a hint of fortification.

“Why are there so many intact houses?” Sam asked.

Randy leaned forward on his seat. “A lot of this area is lived in by tourists. People renting out houses, or making them their vacation homes. My hunch is the seeders’ senses are sharp enough to know if someone’s in a home or not and they don’t bother with empty houses.”

Chet glanced over his shoulder. “But we saw seeders flatten plenty of towns on the way to Scotch Creek. Wouldn’t they do the same here?”

Randy pursed his lips for a moment. “Maybe. Think it’s because they didn’t have any of the big ones? I don’t think the regular seeders can really do much to a house on their own.”

Sam nodded. “They can smash windows and break doors, but they don’t seem smart enough to start fires or anything.”

The party came to a stop at Magna Bay Resort for a quick inspection. It was another place they could turn into an outpost, but again it was deserted. This time, though, it looked like the tourists had scrambled to pack their things and leave.

Among the shredded ruins of a room, Sam found clothes plastered in green and red. On the floor beside them was a folded-up note. She unfolded it and took a look. It said there was a group of survivors banding together and heading to the Anglemont Marina.

The marina might turn out to be another bloody mess like the school they’d found earlier, but it was a starting point for their continued search. Sam joined the others back in the trucks and they moved on to Anglemont.

Night had already fallen when they entered Anglemont. They followed the southern road along the coast. It was a narrow path without much in the way of options if they ran into trouble. Their options were: drive off into the lake or try to smash through any of the nearby homes or forests.

Of course, their path could also come to an abrupt end.

Piles of cars blocked the road ahead of their tiny convoy far before they could reach the marina. But this wasn’t the site of a slaughter caused by seeders. The cars were deliberately placed there.

“Guess we’re walking from here on out, huh?” Aron suggested through party chat.

“Guess so.”

The party disembarked and moved over the barricade of cars. They made it all of five steps before the sounds of cocking guns and bright lights greeted them.

“Hold it right there,” a sniveling man called out in a tone resembling a pissed-off chihuahua. But those dogs had more hair on their entire bodies than this man had on his wispy head. “Who the hell are you people?”

Sam raised her hands. “I’m Sam, and these are my friends.” She tried to make sense of the scene beyond the blinding lights, but there wasn’t much she could make out. There were at least ten lights, though.

“Yeah? And what the hell do you want?”

“Ideally?” Sam said. “To find survivors we can link up with. Friendly ones. Preferably the kind that don’t shoot us on sight.”

Chet chuckled nervously. “Yeah, shooting someone in the face is not the best way to say hello.”

The wispy haired man looked over his shoulder to another. “Think Karen will want to see them?”

“Probably will, Steve. I’ll call it in,” answered a voice behind the lights.

Steve turned his attention back to Sam and the party. “You lot sure you aren’t thieves or killers?” he asked, waving his shotgun at Aron.

“Woah now,” Randy said. “Just because Aron is a man with a peculiar aesthetic doesn’t make us bandits.”

Aron chuckled. “Can’t scare seeders off looking like a Care Bear, Steve.”

Steve winced at Aron’s gaze. “N-no, I suppose not.” He lowered his gun for a second, then snapped it back up. “Wait, those things aren’t afraid of anything.”

Sam had a feeling Aron was grinning from ear to ear behind his mask. “They should be.”

Steve took a step back. “Roger! A little help here.”

“Don’t be a little bitch, Steve. We have them at gunpoint.”

Sam sighed. She hoped they hadn’t just driven into the middle of the second coming of Colton’s crazies.

A few seconds passed before Roger spoke again. “Karen wants to see them. Let them keep their weapons, as a token of goodwill.”

“Wow. How unlike a Karen of her,” Chet commented in a near whisper.

Aron elbowed Chet.

Steve’s shoulders drooped as he shook his head. “I don’t got a good feeling about this, but whatever Karen says goes, I guess.” He waved Sam and her party over. “Come on, follow me.”

The lights around them lowered, and as Sam’s eyes adjusted she could make out ten other survivors beside Steve. Most of them looked like tourists who got stuck out in the wilderness, with only a couple of them actually carrying guns. They carried mostly pistols, outside of Steve’s shotgun.

“Why’s she wanna talk to them, anyway?” Steve asked a scraggly-bearded man beside him—Sam assumed he was Roger.

Both men had weak jaws and weaker, softer bodies. How they had survived the apocalypse without succumbing to aether poisoning was nothing short of a miracle as far as Sam was concerned.

Roger slapped Steve upside the head. “Karen gets what she wants. Now stop asking stupid questions.”

Chet leaned over to Sam with a whisper. “They seem nice.”

She replied in party chat. “You know we can communicate without making it so obvious?”

Chet followed her lead. “Yeah, but this is way less fun.”

Sam rolled her eyes as they followed Steve and Roger to the marina. There were more survivors gathered there. The bulk of them were tourists, with a handful of locals. Sam assumed they were locals, as they looked more like the folks of Scotch Creek than anything else.

They were led into one of the larger buildings and up into an office. Sam assumed it was for whoever used to run the marina. But since a woman with platinum-blond hair who didn’t look like she had ever worked a hard day in her life sat in the chair, Sam had a feeling the owners were out of town or no longer among the living.

“So these are my new, delightful guests!” Karen said with a forced cheeriness that grated on Sam. Karen steepled her fingers with long, colorful nails on them. “My name’s Karen. And who might you all be?”

How this woman had survived was even more of a mystery than Roger, Steve, or the bulk of the tourists. Sam decided it wasn’t worth the trouble to bring that up.

“My name’s Sam,” she said. “This is Aron, Chet, Randy, and Jo.”

Karen casually filed at her nails while Sam spoke. “Uh-huh, uh-huh. And what brings you to our little home away from home?”

“We’re searching for survivors,” Sam said. “People to bring back home to Scotch Creek where we’re setting up a community where humans can be safe from the seeders and grow stronger.”

That got her attention. She set the file down, tilting her head to the side. “That so? Are there any cops or military with you over there? Because we’ve been held up here for a while now, and you’re the first souls we’ve seen since this whole mess started.”

Sam pointed back at Aron and Chet. “These two are the closest we’ve got to police or military.”

“Eh, we’re more of an army of two,” Chet said. “Aron’s the muscle, and I’m the wise ass with an itchy trigger finger.”

Aron hooked an arm around Chet’s shoulders and pulled him in close. “Not the time, man.”

Karen looked at the two with a bemused look of concern on her face.

Sam cleared her throat. “The cops we’ve run into so far have all been dead, and we haven’t heard anything from the military. Other than Jo and Randy, we’re all from Kelowna, and we didn’t see any troops there, either.”

“Kelowna? That sounds far. Steve, dear, is Kelowna far?” Karen asked in a disgustingly sweet tone.

Steve looked to Roger, and the two went back and forth amongst themselves before answering in unison.

“Yes?”

“Yes.”

“Very far.”

“Super far.”

Sam rolled her eyes at the two.

“I take it things didn’t go too well in Kelowna?” Karen asked.

Sam nodded. “The seeder numbers were getting out of hand in the city, and the local crazies didn’t help, either. We came to Scotch Creek to start over, and so far we’ve been very successful. We have supplies, a safe haven, and the means to fight back against the seeders.”

Hushed whispers went back and forth between Steve and Roger before Karen held up a hand to silence them.

“Well, Sammy girl, under normal circumstances I would turn down your kind offer to join up, seeing as this all sounds too good to be true.” Karen trailed her finger along the rim of a cup filled with alcohol of some kind. “But truth be told our supplies here are rather strained, and I’d rather die on the road than die of starvation.”

Sam raised a brow. “Just like that?”

Karen took a sip of her drink. “Just like that, dear. You saw my people. If the seeders came at us in force, we’d be lucky to come out alive. But you five? Well, you look like you could tangle with a small army of those grey nightmares. Especially the big one. Aron, was it?” She took that sickeningly sweet tone again when using Aron’s name. She even batted her eyes at him.

Aron stared down his mask at her. “Yeah.”

“That one looks like he could wrestle down one of the big ones by himself.” Karen let out a quiet chortle. “With safety like that, I could sleep a lot better at night.”

Chet raised a hand. “What if I told you that you could gain the power to fight back like us?”

Karen waved him off like she didn’t have the time of day for Chet. “I’d tell you you’re full of it and have Roger and Steve here throw you out in the lake.” Her attention turned to Sam. “But I’m assuming he isn’t full of hot air, is he, dear?”

The more Karen spoke the less Sam liked her, but they needed more people if they were going to survive. Maybe a change of scenery and a chance to fight back would change her tune. “No, he’s not. All of us here have nano-tech inside us that enhances our ability to survive encounters with the seeders and fight them.”

“It sort of turns things into a video game,” Randy explained.

Karen perked up at that. “Oh? Like Candy Crush?”

Sam’s brow furrowed so tight with disbelief her face might have disappeared into itself if she pressed any harder. “No. Like Apocalypse Online, or Warcraft.”

Karen sighed and sank into her chair. “Ugh. Awful. It’s a good thing my late husband isn’t here or he’d never let me hear the end of it.”

“Oh no,” Jo gasped. “What happened?”

Karen took a swig of her drink. “Nothing to do with this mess. Botched surgery.” She shrugged. “It was years ago, so it really doesn’t matter. Not like this nano-whats-it you were talking about. That sounds incredibly useful. And personally, I’d like to minimize my chances of dying as much as possible.”

“Ours too, right?” Roger asked.

Karen nodded with a disingenuous cheer to her voice. “Of course, my dears. Why, I wouldn’t be anywhere in this world without my big, strong men to take care of me.”

Sam considered popping a bolt through her head right then and there, but thought better of it. Obnoxious as Karen was, killing her would just turn her two beta orbiters against them. That would escalate into a fight, and they had a whole camp of survivors that may or may not take offense to Sam’s hasty actions. She was just going to have to ignore her disgust around Karen for the good of humanity.

“So when can we leave?” Karen asked.

Randy shrugged. “Depends on how many people you have here. Though, if I’m being honest I’d rather leave in the morning. Less chances of something sneaking up on us.”

Jo gave a big nod. “Like fire piggy!”

Karen gave Sam a concerned stare.

Sam nodded. “Oh yeah, Jo’s not making that up. The thing spits magma and everything.”

“Delightful…” Karen trailed off. “We have maybe fifty or so people in the marina. Most of us are tourists, but about a dozen are locals who worked here and decided to stay.”

“Might be a tight fit in the RV,” Chet said.

Aron shrugged. “We could always swing back around with more RVs, or a school bus.”

“Actually there was a school bus not far from here in one of the local neighborhoods,” Steve said. “Looks like an old girl, but it probably still runs.”

Roger stroked through his messy beard. “I think there’s some more people living out there too, but they’re a skittish bunch.”

“We’ll try to round them up too,” Sam said. “We need everyone we can get working together to fight back against the seeders. And Brad’ll be happy to help get them squared away however they need.”

“Brad?” Karen asked.

“Our leader,” Sam said. “Great guy, better fighter, and he’s a healer. He’s actually the reason a lot of us are still breathing today.”

Aron nodded. “You won’t find a more dependable guy around. Well, other than Jake.”

“Pfft.” Chet waved Aron off. “Like you haven’t been kicking ass and taking beatings for our sake.”

“Someone’s gotta make sure my squishy DPS players don’t get murdered.” Aron chuckled.

“That’d be bad, yeah.” Jo gave a hurried nod with a little pout.

Karen leaned against her armrest. “Sounds like a charming enough man. Roger, Steve, would you two be the wonderful men I know you are and help Sammy here with whatever she needs? I’d like to be ready to go first thing in the morning.”

Roger straightened up to attention. “Of course, Karen.”

Steve bowed so deep, Sam swore he was about to roll over. “Whatever you need, Karen.”

“Those two are gross,” Sam groaned over party chat.

Jo giggled. “They look plenty desperate!”

“Good,” Karen said. “Get them in touch with the locals, too. They’ll know where anyone else might be held up around here, along with anything useful we might need to take with us. Don’t disappoint me.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it, Karen,” Steve said as he stood back up.

Roger waved at Sam to follow him. “Come on, then. We have a lot of work to do if we’re going to get this done by morning.”

Sam sighed. It was going to be a long night putting up with these two.


Chapter seventeen
Brad


Evening fell over Scotch Creek, but they still had a few hours of daylight left. Plenty of time to get some more work done before the day was over.

Brad gathered his people around the cafeteria. It had become the de facto meeting hall of the Gaming Center with all of its tables and chairs. Brad couldn’t blame anyone for taking it as such—it really was the best room to speak with everyone at once.

“Hey everyone, I’ve gathered you all here today because we need volunteers to head on out for supplies,” Brad said. “Food, drink, refrigerators, and anything else that might be useful to us.”

Chippy cocked his head. “Food and drink? We got a shortage I wasn’t aware of?”

Brad shook his head. “Sam’s going to come back with more survivors any day now, and we need to be ready to house and feed them all.”

“Ah, right. Almost forgot about that. Sure hope she and her friends are all doing OK with that mission of theirs,” Chippy said.

Jake smiled. “Sam can take care of herself. She’ll be fine. What I’m more worried about is whether she’ll find survivors out there.”

Mark shrugged. “Should be plenty of folks around. Tourist season and all that. If the seeders haven’t killed them all, that is.”

Alan raised a hand. “Well I volunteer to have exactly nothing to do with any of these teams.” He grasped Nora’s hand and raised it as well. “Her too.”

Brad rolled his eyes. “So long as you’re busy getting ready to work on the radio tower, you don’t have to worry about that.”

“Good!” Alan realized how excited he sounded and cleared his throat. “Ahem. I mean, that’s wise of you, Brad.”

“That does still leave the living situation,” Jake said. “The Gaming Center has plenty of space, but we need to build up our defenses.”

Brad nodded. “That’s why I need a team to head out for construction supplies. Anything we can use to strengthen our walls will be a massive help to all of us.”

Jason raised a hand. “There’s a cement plant in town. Should do us a lot more good to pour concrete than boarding up the fence.”

Jake rubbed at his chin. “Sure, if the trucks are there to move it. Or maybe we can find a little cement mixer.”

Jason shook his head. “Trust me, there’s at least one truck there.”

“Sounds good,” Brad said. “Do you want to take care of that, Jake?”

“Sure. I’ll take my team here to pick that up. Tim, too.”

Brad looked around for Tim, but there was no sign of him.

“Kid’s a little shaken up over Heather’s death,” Jake said. “Apparently she was a mentor to him after they both became healers. He wanted to learn the practical as much as the magical.”

“If you think it’ll help,” Brad said. “So that’s our construction team. Mark, Angie, think you can handle hunting down refrigerators?”

Mark ran a hand over his smooth head. “Truck’s running fine now, so we should be good to load up plenty on the back. Just need to pull a few volunteers.”

“Take whoever you need.” Brad turned his attention to Teresa and Ceres. “Do you two want to go grocery shopping with me?”

Teresa shrugged. “It certainly beats dwelling on my thoughts here. But with Mark and Angie gone, our party is a little lacking.”

Ceres nodded. “Yeah, we need to find two more people to come with us at least. Plus, it’ll be good for them to get stronger if we run into any trouble.”

Brad had to agree. The system wasn’t exactly generous about handing out quests, and even less so about handing out rewards. The more time their people spent on the field, the more chances they had to actually progress.

“Oh, me! Pick me!” Danny said, jumping up and down while his mother tried to calm him down. “I’m a ranger now and everything!”

Christine laughed at her son. “Now sweetie, I know you want to help, but you’re still too little for that.”

“But Brad said I could get a cowboy gun and everything!”

Brad chuckled nervously at the glare Christine shot him. “Technically, yes, but your mom is right. Besides, Chet hasn’t come back to teach you how to shoot yet. I can’t let you have a cowboy gun if you don’t know how to shoot it.”

Danny puffed out his cheeks with the biggest pout he could muster. “Well, you teach me, then! You have a shotgun, so you gotta know how to shoot, right?”

Les—one of the many Bentleys they had met since coming to Scotch Creek—ruffled Danny’s hair. “No need to be pushy, Danny. Brad’s right. You can’t go out unless you know how to shoot, and we need to get this done today.” She turned to Brad. “So how about I come instead of the kid? I’m a fighter.”

“Sure, you’re welcome to come,” Brad said, trying not to sound too relieved about having to babysit Danny. He liked the kid, he was fun, but worrying about a child should they run into a seeder problem was not something he wanted to do any time soon.

“Sweet,” Les said. “I’m gonna get my sword.” She walked off. Like Jo, she was blond, but unlike Jo she had a tomboyish build with her hair kept at shoulder length.

Brad had assumed Les was a cousin of Jo and Jason but now wondered if they were sisters. The Bentley family was just too big for him to keep them all straight. If that really was the case though, Brad had to wonder how Les and Jo ended up polar opposites, but he wouldn’t pry into their business too much. It was too soon, anyway, and they had one last party slot to fill out.

“Anyone else?” he asked.

Looking at their party purely from a team composition standpoint, they had a good thing going right now. A healer with two high-damage classes that could attack at range, and a fighter. Their fighter may not be of the tanky variety like Aron, but Les could take a bigger beating than the rest of their party. A ranger might be a good choice to have a tougher damage dealer, but a rogue could be useful as well with their stealth skills.

Michael stood up. “I’ll come along.” He was a short, athletic man rocking a pair of aviator shades and a leather jacket. “I’m a rogue, but I’m not opposed to getting my hands dirty.” Michael looked more like a loose-cannon cop with nothing left to lose rather than a rogue, but that could be useful as well. “On one condition, though.”

Brad raised a brow. “What’s that?”

Michael gestured at Willy. “You gotta tell us what happened with this guy after Jake broke his arm. Because man, this Willy guy was being a prick, and Jake was just awesome.”

Willy glowered at Michael.

Jake crossed his arms and looked away, obviously not interested in the praise. “I wouldn’t have had to break his arm if he hadn’t stabbed me.”

“That?” Brad laughed. “Nothing much, we just had a talk about looking out for one another instead of fighting amongst ourselves. Then I healed him. I’m pretty sure he learned his lesson. Right, Willy?”

Willy straightened as his name was called. “O-of course, Brad! I was just getting antsy—stir crazy, even. And you’re so young, too. It was only natural for me to have doubts.”

Brad hardened his gaze on Willy.

Willy looked like he wanted to run out of the room, but held his ground instead. “Certainly I was out of line as well, stabbing Jake like that. It was completely uncalled for. But it won’t happen again, I swear. We have aliens to kill and maybe make friends with. You know, as long as they don’t try to probe us or anything.”

Brad sighed and waved Willy off, then turned his attention to Michael. “There you have it. Not very exciting.”

Michael yawned. “You can say that again. Kinda like this job if something doesn’t go wrong. So what are we doing, grabbing up food?”

Brad nodded. “That’s our job. Nonperishables, preferably. At least until we can get those new refrigerators and freezers running.”

“Lucky for you, you didn’t burn down the biggest grocery store in all of Scotch Creek.” Michael grinned.

Brad groaned. “That was Jo, and she didn’t know how out of hand Fire Storm could get.”

Michael’s grin only widened. “We’ll take my SUV. Catch you outside, Brad.” He turned and left.

There were still plenty of people left in the Gaming Center to send out. People that could have gone into additional teams or support existing ones to make their job much faster and safer, but Brad didn’t want to risk their home.

“The rest of you can sit tight and guard the Gaming Center. We’ll be back before nightfall. Any questions?”

No one responded.

“Good. Let’s get out there, people.” Brad tossed out the party invites to Michael and Les and headed out.

Michael was waiting beside a black car that looked like the bastard child of an SUV and a muscle car. Because of course the rogue would drive a black car that was out of the ordinary. When Brad got a peek at the front, he realized it was a Mustang.

“I thought Mustangs were all muscle cars,” Brad said.

Michael grinned. “Not this beauty. It tries to keep that look, but it’s an SUV, and electric too.” He held up a finger. “Not that I give a damn about that hippie-dippie crap. I just liked the look.”

“Fair enough,” Brad agreed. He didn’t care one way or another. Outside of looks, he wasn’t really a car guy. The utility of electric vehicles was undeniable in the apocalypse, though. They could zip in and out of a town without anyone or anything noticing, provided no one looked their way or had some absurdly sharp hearing.

Of course, some seeders did have that ability.

Ceres grimaced at the car. “The color’s nice, but it’s pretty ugly as far as SUVs go. I’m more of a fan of muscle cars, to be honest. The real thing.”

Teresa shrugged. “Luxury vehicles are the way to go, honestly, but we’re hardly in a situation where they’re pragmatic.”

Les was the last one to join the party, and it was clear to see why: she hauled a sword nearly as big as her like it didn’t weigh a thing.

“That thing is not fitting in my car,” Michael said.

“It’s fine, really.” Les’s sword shrank down with the sliding of metal over metal to the size of a short sword. “See?”

Brad blinked. “How did—”

Les beamed with pride. “I blew all of my aether getting this thing. It compresses the size for ease of carrying. Doesn’t do a damn thing for weight, though.” She tossed it at Brad.

Brad didn’t think much of it as he caught the sword in one hand, but it nearly dragged him to the floor. “Holy crap, what is this thing made of?”

“Awesome,” Les said. “So are we going to go on an adventure or what?” She held out her hand for her sword.

Brad hefted the short sword up into Les’s hand. “Yeah. Let’s get going.”

They piled into the car and got on the road. The three teams split off as they hunted down their own targets.

“So where are we headed, Michael?” Brad asked.

“Scotch Creek Market,” he answered. “It’s the biggest grocery store in the whole town. Plus there’s an awesome pizza place nearby that me and my brother Cory used to hit up all the time before the world went sideways.”

Ceres leaned on Brad’s seat. “You’re Cory’s brother?”

“Hard to believe, I know.” Michael laughed. “He’s kind of a country bumpkin, and I look like some sort of city slicker even though I’m all the way out here in the woods. But you know how it is. I love the city life, not the city bills. So I worked remote,” he explained. “At least before this happened. Before you ask, I’d have to kill you if I told you.”

Teresa rolled her eyes. “Oh, I am so sure of that.”

Michael grinned. “How else am I going to afford dressing like this in a little town like Scotch Creek? But seriously though, I did programming work. And my money went a whole hell of a lot further out here than in any city.”

“Makes sense,” Brad said. “I was working in Kelowna, saving money for college and figuring out what I was going to do with my life before all this.”

“Life comes at you fast, huh?” Les chuckled. “At least this is a lot more interesting than college. That’s for damn sure.”

Teresa looked at Les, none too happy about her comment. “And what exactly is your story?”

Les shrugged. “Me? I played sports. I got good at them. Scholarship good.” She shifted in her seat to lean back as best she could. “I was bored out of my mind reliving the worst parts of high school with general education before I came home to visit my family, then all this happened. Can’t say it hasn’t been fun, though. Jo loves her fish-blasting, and I enjoy a good fight.”

Brad looked back at Les with a blink. “You two aren’t related, are you? You know, directly.”

Les shrugged. “Jo’s my baby sister. Why?”

“It’s just surprising.” Brad chuckled. “You two are like polar opposites.”

“Nah.” Les dismissed him with the flick of a hand. “I’m just calmer than her. Fighting’s my game, though. When I wasn’t practicing some sort of martial art, I was playing fighting games. Anything that might develop my reflexes.” She shrugged. “I may have gotten a teensy bit competitive about it.”

Brad smiled. “As long as you’re on our side, you can take all the credit you want.”

Les shook her head. “That’s no fun. We should keep track of all the monsters we’ve killed, especially in fights, and see who’s the best monster-killer out of all of us.”

Brad chuckled. “Sure, why not?”

Lucky for you, us muses can do just that, Frank said. I’ve been keeping a running tally of all your kills since I came online, and I can do that on a per-fight level, too. So you can flex on these chumps.

Brad smiled. These chumps are my people. But there’s nothing wrong with some friendly competition.

On the way to the supermarket, they passed several points of interest Brad marked down on his map. None were more important in his eyes than the home building center. That was sure to have everything they needed to improve and expand the facilities at the Gaming Center, or any other buildings they headed out to.

From there it was a short drive to the supermarket. Its parking lot was all but deserted save for a few abandoned cars.

“Sure looks like a normal day out here,” Michael said. “You know, if it was five in the morning.”

Les nodded. “You wouldn’t even know it was raining aliens just a few days ago.”

Michael pulled up to the front of the store before shutting it off.

Brad looked at Michael. “Seeder ships didn’t make a big splash here, did they?”

“Nah. A bunch hit the center of town, but most of our ships landed in the woods,” Michael said. “I was pulling an all-nighter when the invasion hit, so I saw them coming down. Can’t imagine how it was for you in the city.”

Brad sucked in a breath through his teeth. “Yeah, it was bad. They were coming down hard all day. Buildings were getting knocked out left and right, and they were swarming all over before long.”

“Not to sound like a dick but, better you than us,” Michael said.

Les laughed. “You could try a little harder than that.”

Michael shrugged. “It’s true, though. The cities have—or had, I guess—a lot more people than our little Scotch Creek. Cops and everything, too. You guys were better equipped to deal with that mess than us.”

Brad actually hadn’t considered checking in with the police, or really anywhere outside of his immediate quest goals when he was in Kelowna. For all he knew they really were holding the line somewhere in the city. “Maybe. But we never saw any cops while we were down there. Just burnt-out cars and pieces of uniform, if we found any.”

Law enforcement and military facilities are among the first ones to get hit in any invasion, Frank explained. Oftentimes with excessive force to minimize any chance of resistance.

From the dour looks on everyone’s faces, their muses had just explained the same thing to them.

“Anyway, that’s enough chit-chat. Let’s get to work.” Brad stepped out of the car.

“Sneaky pricks first.” Michael rushed past Brad to the doors.

They didn’t open.

“No power?” Brad asked.

Michael tried pushing them open. “Nope. Locked.” He reached inside his jacket and pulled out a set of lockpicking tools and got to work.

“Where’d you get those?” Les asked.

“Man’s gotta have hobbies,” Michael explained. “Especially when you spend all day on the computer. It’s not good for the eyes, even with everything in dark mode.”

The locks popped.

“And open!” Michael announced as he pushed aside the doors. “That was a pretty easy lock, but it was a pretty good neighborhood. Back before those damn dirty space aliens made a mess of the place.”

Ceres laughed as she walked past him into the store.

“Good job, Michael,” Brad said as he slipped inside and grabbed a shopping cart. One was probably all they were fitting in the car, anyway. “I’m glad we brought you along instead of a ranger.”

Michael nodded. “I know, I know. It’s a little hard to sneak into places if you’re shooting up all the locks. Smashing them ain’t great, either.”

Teresa held up a hand as a sphere of light formed in it. After a second the sphere drifted upward to float over her head, illuminating the dark shop around them.

“Neat trick,” Les said.

“It is a rather useful spell. We should really teach it to everyone,” Teresa said.

Ceres looked back at her as they roamed the supermarket. “People other than mages can learn spells?”

“Technically anyone can, but spells scale better with mages,” Teresa said. “We have intelligence points where the other classes do not, and a larger mana pool to draw from.” Her gaze turned to Brad. “Although healers could make good emergency mages if they dedicated themselves.”

Brad smiled as he scooped up bags of bread and dumped them in the cart. “Nice of you to say, but I’ll save my mana for emergencies. The last thing you want is a healer with an empty mana bar.”

Ceres carried over an armful of cans and jars. “You can say that again. I remember one raid we had back in the day where our healer passed out in the middle of it. But then she woke up later and started running around babbling about chasing pretty butterflies.”

“What does any of that have to do with no mana?” Michael asked, bringing over more cans to fill the cart.

“Well, a healer that isn’t doing their job may as well have no mana,” Ceres said. “We wiped after that, except for our tank, who barely made it through the fight. He had resurrection scrolls on him, because apparently this was a common occurrence with that healer.”

Brad laughed. “I’ll try to keep the butterfly-chasing to a minimum.”

A can clattered to the floor in the distance.

Everyone froze.

“Uhm, guys, that wasn’t one of you, was it?” Les asked.

Ceres shook her head. “Nah uh. Too far,” she whispered.

Brad drew his shotgun. “Maybe there’s a friendly ghost floating around?”

“Ah yes. I too fight friendly ghosts with my shotgun.” Michael chuckled and drew a pistol and knife from his jacket. He raised them in such a way where his pistol was supported by the knife-hand, but his knife could lash out at a moment's notice.

Feet scrambled across the floor from multiple directions, then stopped suddenly.

Les extended her sword to its full size. “We aren’t alone here.”

From the darkness above a seeder plunged toward Les. In the brief glimpse Brad got of it, he realized it was one of the new types: a watcher, with its oddly canine yet batlike head.

“From above!” Brad shouted.

Les had too little time to react. She saw the seeder dropping on her in time to step out of the way, but there was no stopping its claws from tearing through her back. Les didn’t scream, though. She gritted her teeth together with a snarl and slammed the pommel of her sword through the watcher’s skull. The watcher rolled back shrieking as it clutched its wound, only for Les to split the monster in two.

You have received 6 aether.

“That’s one!” Les cheered.

Shrieks filled the store’s shadowy halls as more aliens scrambled through the shadows.

Brad cast a quick heal on Les. He didn’t like the idea of having her swing such a huge sword around in such a cramped aisle. “Michael, we need more space!”

Gunshots rang out from Michael’s pistol as a watcher tumbled to the floor. “The bakery’s got plenty more space.”

“Let’s go, then.” Brad blasted the watcher’s head into orange blood and shrapnel. “One for me!”

Teresa blasted out spikes of ice into the darkness above as two more watchers collapsed to the hall around them. Ceres finished them off with a blast of lightning.

They pushed forward into the dark with only Teresa’s glowing orb for any sort of illumination. Past its radius, Brad could only just make out the outline of watchers darting to and fro.

As they arrived at the bakery section, Brad swore one of the watchers was running along the wall. His suspicions were confirmed as the very same beast jumped out of the shadows at him.

Brad was too slow to react. Les wasn’t.

She darted ahead of him with her sword, cleaving the beast in two. Another followed through, but she knocked its claws aside. The watcher shrieked as it fought to regain its balance, but its leg was wide open. Les stomped down on the watcher’s knee, throwing the monster to the ground and shattering bone. She didn’t waste any time whirling her blade around like an oversized golf club and lopped off the monster’s head, throwing it into the darkness.

“That’s three!”

Another jumped at Les from the dark. They tumbled to the ground as her sword flew from her hands.

Brad wanted to help, but there were more watchers swarming around them. He blasted at the shadows, watching as glints of orange erupted from wherever he fired. Part of him wanted to use the dragon’s breath shots to add more illumination to their fight, but the last thing they needed was another source of food to be burned to the ground.

Michael was swift with his pistol, popping rounds at incoming aliens. His fighting technique was far more impressive when they got close. As Brad had suspected, Michael’s knife-hand lashed out like a cobra, driving the knife into a monster’s throat and tearing it free before following up with a swift strike from the pistol. More often than not this created an opening for the knife to strike a fatal or crippling blow to its target. Other times he did what any good rogue should do and slipped behind his targets for that sweet, sweet backstab damage.

Feet dragged along the floor like some beast was getting ready to charge. Then they came. Hunters. A trio of them running out of the dark.

“Shit!” Michael shouted as he threw himself out of the way.

Teresa shot an ice spike at one’s head, but it shattered on impact. All she succeeded in doing was annoying the beast.

Ceres didn’t have any problems with her lightning magic, though. One strike and a hunter crumpled to the ground.

“Hit it now, Teresa,” Ceres called out.

Teresa swept around Ceres and the hunter, driving an ice spike behind its thick skull, right at its spine.

The other two hunters weren’t slowing down as they charged Brad. He fired at their legs and missed before both hunters rammed him away from the light.

You have taken 30 damage.

Brad couldn’t breathe as he was carried off, but while he still had some breath left in him he latched on to one of the seeder’s huge, extended heads and threw all of his weight off to the side.

The monster shrieked as it crashed to the floor.

Fighting these monsters in the dark was not ideal, but Brad didn’t have much choice in the matter. As he gasped for breath, he crawled over the hunter. It struggled to get back up, giving him the perfect opportunity to take shots in the dark at the alien until it stopped moving.

You have received 5 aether.

He scanned his surroundings, his shotgun at the ready when he spotted a pair of glowing eyes darting right for him. Brad fired slug after slug. If it was the hunter, all he could hope to do was slow the monster’s advance. But then one of the lights went out.

You have received 5 aether.

I killed it? he thought before the tumbling body of the hunter knocked him off his feet.

You have taken 10 damage.

Brad groaned on the floor. He took a moment to heal the damage he’d taken before throwing the dead monster off him. “You guys still alive?” he asked through party chat.

Everyone was still on their feet, though Teresa and Ceres were halfway through their health. Les was at a quarter, and Michael had thankfully not received a scratch.

“Need a little help here,” Michael called out.

Brad charged back toward the distant light of Teresa’s sphere. There he saw Michael dodging and weaving like a madman through five different watchers’ attacks. Teresa and Ceres were tag-teaming monsters left and right, but Brad couldn’t get eyes on Les. Her health wasn’t dropping, though.

That’s a good sign.

Brad turned his attention to Michael, using his shotgun to blow holes in the watchers’ sides. Headshots would guarantee kills, but with so many fast movements between all of them, he didn’t want to risk hurting Michael.

As one seeder crumpled to a lifeless heap, Michael swung around it and popped off a bullet in another’s head. His momentum carried him around to drive his knife deep into the thigh of another watcher. While it shrieked in pain, Brad silenced it abruptly with a blast of his shotgun. Another watcher raised its arm up to strike at Michael. Brad blew its arm off at the socket. Michael tore his knife free and slashed the seeder’s stomach open as he darted away, emptying his pistol into its torso.

The last of the watchers scrambled out of the mass of bodies at Brad.

This time he was ready. He slapped it aside with the hefty bulk of his shotgun and pumped a pair of slugs into its chest.

“I don’t see any more enemies,” Ceres said.

“But I hear them.” Teresa summoned another sphere of light and threw it in the direction of the fighting.

There was Les, surrounded by bodies and covered in a mix of seeder blood and her own. She was torn up, with deep claw marks and bites all over her. Her clothes were barely hanging on to her body from the damage she’d taken, and she was still fighting another two watchers with her bare hands.

“Someone get her that sword.” Brad pointed it out with his shotgun while he burned through his mana to restore her health.

Les swerved underneath a watcher’s claw and shot up like a rocket with a vicious uppercut, lifting the beast off the ground. As it fell back, Les snatched its legs from the air and slammed one alien into the other, throwing them aside.

Michael had darted past everyone to Les’s sword. He struggled to lift it, but he didn’t need to carry it over. “One metric ass-ton of metal coming your way, Les,” he shouted as he swung the blade around with enough momentum to fling it in her direction.

Les pulled away from her fight to scoop her sword off of the ground. One of the watchers got greedy and went in for a cheap shot, but Brad blew a hole in its chest. Les finished the job, cleaving its upper body clean off with a brutal swing that ended in the sword clanging against the floor.

The last watcher darted away into the darkness, but they could still hear it jumping around from walls to shelves, then back again. They caught glimpses of it as it moved about, then it struck at Les.

Ceres caught it midair with a bolt of lightning. The monster rolled across the floor, a spasming wreck. Terea turned it into a pincushion of ice bolts while Brad and Michael shot it to pieces with their guns.

With one final swing, Les split the dead monster in two, confirming the kill.

Les pulled back, panting. “I am seriously going to be investing in armor after this.” She looked at the others. “So, how many kills are you all at?”

Ceres shrugged.

“I could honestly care less, Les. We’re here to do a job,” Teresa said.

Les stuck her tongue out at Teresa. “You’re no fun. What about you two?”

Michael counted off his fingers. “Four? Yeah, that sounds right. My muse says so, too. Not counting all the assisted kills.”

Brad held up a hand. “I’ve got five, but Frank says I got six with that one going in for a cheap shot on you.”

Les grinned. “You gotta pump those numbers up. Those are rookie numbers.”

Brad’s brow knitted together as a disbelieving smile crept up on his lips. “Yeah? How many did you kill, badass?” It couldn’t have been much with her bare hands.

“Ten.” Les beamed with pride.

“Bullshit,” Michael said.

Les sauntered over to Michael, laying her sword across her shoulders. “Want me to show you how I did it? I bet you could learn a thing or two from the proper application of force, little man.”

Michael laughed. “You know what, I’m good. So! Grocery shopping?” He looked around anxiously. “Anyone?”

The others laughed.

Brad was glad they were in a good mood, because his mana was just about spent. Had the fighting gone on any longer, he doubted they would be in such a good mood.

All he could hope for now was that the other teams were having good luck with their own missions.


Chapter eighteen
Jake


Following Jason’s directions, Jake headed for the concrete plant. Cory and Kurtis sat in the back seat, just staring out the window.

Jake sighed. “How’re you holding up, Tim?”

“I’ll be fine,” he answered. “Just not used to seeing people die in front of me yet is all.”

“None of us really are,” Jake admitted, to the agreement of the other men. “I don’t think we ever really will be.”

Tim let a moment of silence hang in the air before responding. “How do you all handle it? I mean, you and Brad and Sam are out here all the time. You’ve seen a lot of people die.”

Jake thought for a moment. He wanted to answer Tim honestly, but he worried his answer would come off callous. Then again, they all needed to toughen up. How else were they going to survive this new world?

“Honestly? I try not to think about it too much,” he finally answered. “I put that grief and anger aside as best I can and focus on the task at hand. Because if I don’t, more people are going to die.” Jake drew in a breath. “Myself included. And I have no intention of dying any time soon. Sam still needs me, and now everyone in the Gaming Center does, too. Just like we all need each other.”

Tim thought on his words for a moment. “But I couldn’t save her. I could barely save myself and the rest of you back at the construction site. I’m not—”

“Stop,” Jake said in a stern tone. “Don’t go into this would’ve, could’ve, should’ve loop. Never in the history of mankind has that ever done anyone any good.”

Tim looked down.

“You did everything you could,” Jake said. “I wish things had turned out differently with Heather, but sometimes that’s just how things go, you know? Magic or no magic, you can’t save everyone.”

Cory nodded. “We must’ve come close to death at least a dozen times out in those woods. It honestly should’ve been me that died out there, but I guess that wasn’t in the cards.”

Jake grimaced. Cory was still blaming himself for what happened in the cave. While he could understand that, there was no point lingering on it. “Things were going to go bad in that cave one way or another, Cory. Stop blaming yourself over it.”

Cory shrugged. “Could’ve taken longer to go bad if I didn’t shoot first.”

“Like I said, there’s no point dwelling on what you could’ve done differently,” Jake replied. “What matters is we watch each other’s backs out there and we do the best we can to get the job done. Understand?”

Kurtis bumped his knuckles against Tim’s arm. “That’s right, kid. So get your head in the game. If things go to hell, we aren’t going to make it back without you.”

“I’ll try not to let you down,” Tim said. He was still lacking in confidence, but it was an improvement. It would have to do.

Things were easier when it was just me and Sam, Jake thought. I didn’t have to worry about anyone’s mental state back then.

Was it really? Hazel asked. You seemed just fine when I came online and you had plenty of others around.

Jake thought about it for a moment. Things may have been simpler but easier? Yeah, you’re probably right. Back when it was just us two, I was worrying about Sam every second of every day. Right up until we joined up with Brad and his people. At the rate I was going, my hair was probably going to fall out from stress. Before I realized Sam could take care of herself.

But now you are responsible for a great deal of people, Hazel said. I suppose it is like herding cats.

Oh yeah. Jake resisted the urge to laugh. Now I have to worry about what’s going through all their heads, whether they have everything they need, and if we have enough space for everyone. Well, most of that’s Brad’s problem, but I’d like to help.

Expanding our holdings shouldn’t be much of an issue, Hazel offered. There are multiple sites surrounding the Gaming Center we could claim and defend without stretching ourselves thin.

Jake considered what his muse was saying for a moment before nodding. You’re right. The Hub is right next door, and that could house a lot of people. There’s an RV park nearby too, if we really need the space.

Hopefully Sam makes sure we need it, Hazel replied in a cheerful tone.

Jake pulled up to the cement plant, and sure enough there was a truck parked there and everything. But the gate was also smashed open by something.

“Was the fence like this before we got here?” Jake asked.

Jason leaned around the truck to get a good look. “Nope. Seeders or something else did this.”

They pulled the truck off to the side and disembarked with rifles at the ready. Jake had his pistol out, which was honestly starting to feel lacking in the face of constantly increasing alien threats.

You know, there are mana weapons you could use to improve your fighting prowess. Like magic for beginners, Hazel explained.

Jake considered those for a moment. With his ability to visualize aether, those weapons might give him a better idea of how to channel his own aether into useful abilities. Better yet, he might be able to improve how the aether was used by the weapons. I’ll make a point of getting some when we get back.

Cory knelt by a sandy patch of gravel. “Guys, I think we have a problem.”

A large footprint resembling a chicken’s foot was embedded into the sand. But the footprint was larger than any chicken Jake had ever seen.

“Fantastic,” Kurtis grumbled. “Now we have to clear the place before we can take our cement mix out of here.”

Jason nodded. “Gonna make a lot of noise to load up one truck. Better to do it when we won’t get jumped.”

Jake pushed on ahead. “Then let’s see what’s out here.”

They swept the area with their guns as they explored the cement plant. Jason had made it a priority that they inspect anything and everything having to deal with the equipment required to load up the cement truck first. Everything was intact, but they found other concerning signs.

More footprints. Smaller ones this time, and many more sets of them at that. They were roughly half the size of the large one they’d initially found.

“How many are we looking at here?” Jake asked.

“One big one, and maybe a dozen smaller ones,” Cory said. “You know, these things kinda remind me of dinosaur footprints from the movies. Except with a big rear toe thing.”

Kurtis raised a brow. “Wouldn’t that make them more like chickens?”

“Giant chickens would be so goddamned stupid,” Tim groaned.

Cory laughed. “Yeah, but imagine how much meat we could pull off a chicken leaving footprints this big.”

Tim’s stomach growled. “Can’t argue with that.”

“Let’s follow the tracks,” Jake said.

They moved deeper into the cement plant as they followed the track’s winding path. At multiple points the smaller tracks split off from the larger set, only to return after a moment. Obviously the bigger creature was in charge.

At one point there were even signs of a scuffle in the sand and gravel. From what little Jake could make out, the smaller creatures were fighting amongst themselves for some reason. There were no other footprints or claw marks from another creature to suggest otherwise.

Creeping farther in, the muffled sounds of squawks and caws brought the party to a pause.

“What the hell was that?” Tim asked through party chat.

Jason pointed out a warehouse-looking structure with its garage door busted open. “Whatever it was came from there.”

Jake tried to peek in through the opening, but he couldn’t make out much more than ripped-off pieces of metal and scattered debris. As he listened more, there were a lot of footsteps inside and the fluttering of wings as whatever creatures lurked inside squawked at one another.

“Think we ran into another nest?” Cory asked.

Kurtis bared his teeth as he winced. “Sure as shit hope not. One of those was enough for one day.”

Jason pointed at the opposite side of the warehouse from the opening. “Door over there. Could try sneaking in through there and see what we’re dealing with.”

“Good call.” Jake moved toward the doors. They didn’t need to walk in on a new threat at point-blank range. It was too risky.

The party followed him over.

Jake tried to open the door, but it was locked. “Damn it. We can’t get in this way.”

Jason pulled out his key ring. “Can’t we?” In a second he unlocked the door and opened it. “Forgot I worked here already, didn’t you?”

“They just gave you keys to the place, though?” Tim asked in a hushed whisper.

Jason stepped inside and spoke in party chat. “Management perks.”

Jake moved in after Jason, stalking through the small office space in the warehouse to the storage area. It was full of cement bags just waiting to be packed up and shipped out. As far as building materials, they had hit the jackpot. They just needed to add water—after they got their hands on a cement mixer.

Curtis tugged at Jake’s arm and pointed through the small gap between a shelf and the bags stacked up on it.

Jake peeked through.

On the other side stood a dozen or so creatures. They looked like a cross between a raptor and a chicken with a light-blue coloring to their scales and feathers. A black, almost tiger-striped pattern ran down their backs as well. On their heads were an orange crest that swept back more like a shark’s fin than anything he’d ever seen on a chicken. Jake half expected to see a pair of arms with sharp talons hanging off them, but instead he caught a set of feathered wings. He didn’t think they were big enough for flight, but he wouldn’t be surprised if the creatures could catch some serious air or even glide.

What concerned Jake the most were their sharp beaks with even sharper teeth peeking from within. Worse still were the talons on their powerful feet. Each of those creatures was as big as a Clydesdale, but he hadn’t seen anything big enough to leave the huge footprints behind.

“Great. We’re going to die to murder chickens,” Tim groaned over party chat. “Never in a million years did I dream I would become the chicken tendies.”

Cory patted Tim on the back. “Relax. We aren’t dying—yet.”

“Murder chickens is a pretty good name for those things, though,” Kurtis said.

Jake had to agree, especially with the sharp talons attached to their wings. But his HUD had a different name for them: razorprey. How anything that threatening-looking could have the word prey attached to its name was beyond Jake.

“Think we can tame them?” Jason asked. “Maybe make a giant chicken farm?”

Jake looked back at Jason, then gestured at the razorprey through the gap. “If you want to make friends with those things, please. Be my guest.”

Jason pursed his lips in thought, then shook his head. “Nah. Too many of them to try. Maybe if we find some eggs.”

“So how are we handling this?” Cory asked. “I like the shoot-first, ask-questions-later approach, but maybe these are nice murder chickens.”

Jake sighed. They had been doing a lot of shooting and fighting lately. So far every single thing they had encountered had tried to kill them, and he doubted there was any chance these things would be any different. But maybe, just maybe, there was a reason they were called prey.

“I’ll go and see if they’re friendly,” Jake said. “But in the incredibly likely scenario they try to eat my face, get your guns ready.” With his new Aether Shield ability, he had a better chance than the others of making it out of an incredibly stupid idea intact.

The party slid their rifles in between the different gaps on the shelf as silently as possible. With all the noise the razorprey were making, they went unnoticed. Those gaps were acting as gunports with extremely limited fields of fire, but if things kicked off, they could shove the cement bags aside to improve their firing lines.

Jake slipped away from his party, channeling his aether out of his body like he had to save Cory’s life. But instead of throwing that energy out at someone else, he focused it on himself. For a moment there was a blue shimmer of light that distorted the world around him. It was gone in a flash, but Jake could still sense the energy protecting him.

He stepped out of cover into the open section of the warehouse the razorprey had cleared out for themselves. “Hey there, fellas. How’re you all doing today?”

The razorprey shot to attention, their eyes burning with suspicion as they turned to Jake.

Jake held his hands out to them. “No need to be scared, I’m just saying hello. We’re cool, right?” He felt like a special kind of stupid for even trying this. Those beaks alone could punch through his chest in a heartbeat if it weren’t for his shield. But if they were going to try and get along with some of the aliens, they may as well start trying to get along with the wildlife they were dropping on Earth.

The razorprey squawked at Jake and spread out to cover the exits. One of them let out a vicious hiss and snapped at him.

Was that a warning or a threat? he wondered.

“Jake, they look like they’re blocking off your escape,” Cory said. “I’ve got a shot on at least two of them. Just say when.”

“Not yet,” he replied over party chat.

As the last of the razorprey in front of him cleared away, they revealed a beast nearly twice their size. A razorprey matriarch, his HUD called it. She had an almost regal, sweeping crest on her head, and she was perched over a clutch of rather large eggs.

Craaap, Jake thought. Trying to befriend a pack of wild, alien animals was a stupid enough idea on its own. Befriending them while they were guarding their nest? Well, this wasn’t going to end well.

The matriarch rose to her feet and let out a vicious, bone-shaking roar at Jake. He staggered back from the force of it. Before he could recover, the rest of its pack charged at him.

“Shoot now?” Cory shouted into party chat.

“Shoot!” Jake said as he drew his pistol and blasted at the charging beasts.

His small-caliber bullets punched through their hides, but the razorprey only shrieked and flinched. Their charge didn’t slow at all.

Gunfire erupted from behind as his party lit up the rush of murderous chickens. One of the beasts went down under a concentrated hail of fire, broken but alive.

Jake emptied his magazine into another razorprey before it reached him. It snapped its toothed beak at Jake. He dodged aside, but couldn’t avoid his gun being knocked out of his hand. As he pulled his axe from his back, the winged monster swept around with its clawed wings and shredded through Jake’s shield. Shards of blue energy flew through the air before bursting into nothingness.

He was unscathed, though. Jake funneled his aether into repairing the shield as he simultaneously swung for the razorprey’s leg. The monster shrieked as it collapsed from its wound. It flailed its limbs on the ground, making it difficult for Jake to close in for the kill and for any of its brothers and sisters to help it out. Jake rushed through powerful, winged slaps, his shield being torn away piece by piece until he managed to drive his axe through the razorprey’s neck, ending its struggle.

He had all of two seconds to realize what was going on before another razorprey swiped at him with its tail. Jake sailed through the air, catching a few bullets from his party before his shield shattered as he slammed into the shelves Cory and the others were firing from.

You have taken 20 damage.

That warm, unsettling, and all-too-familiar feeling washed over him as his health bar refilled.

“I got you, Jake,” Tim said before returning to fire on another of the razorprey.

More of the monsters went down under the party’s unrelenting torrent of bullets. The matriarch shrieked once more, and the remaining handful of monsters stopped fighting to look at her. It was like they were uncertain about something.

Kurtis and the others didn’t hesitate to put down another of the monsters.

The matriarch squealed and hissed at them before smaller razorprey ran past her. They scooped up as many eggs as they could carry in their wings and rushed out of the warehouse.

Jake wasn’t too happy about what was going on. These weren’t murderous aliens like other monster they’d run into—they were just alien animals protecting their nest. But there wasn’t anything they could do about it now.

The matriarch had moved in to attack, and there would be no talking her out of it.

The huge razorprey pulled back her head, then shot it forward at Jake. She was too far out of range to strike him, but a glob of purple bile flew from her mouth.

Jake barely had time to dodge out of the way as it splashed the shelves behind him.

“Gross!” Cory shouted from behind the shelves. “Oh, hell no. I’m poisoned.”

“That’s not good,” Tim said. “I don’t have any cure spells yet.”

“It’ll wear off, right?” Cory asked.

Jake didn’t hear a response. He was too busy dodging and weaving through the matriarch’s powerful tail and wing swipes to guess at how their conversation went. For a creature of her size she was damned fast, and made it difficult to take any openings he found. The moment Jake thought to attack her, he nearly lost his ribcage as her beak came spearing through just underneath his arm.

Holy hell that was close!

Kurtis opened up on the matriarch. “Focus your fire on her legs! Try to slow her down like the other ones.”

“I’ve got another idea,” Jason said.

“Where the hell are you going?” Tim shouted.

Jake could only guess at what was going on behind the shelf, but he had bigger concerns—like the mother of all murder chickens trying to peck his head clean off his shoulders. Jake managed to swipe her head aside with a rough blow from the haft of his axe, then followed through with a blow to her chest, creating some space between them.

It was enough to catch his breath and spot the trio of eggs left behind at the nest.

Before Jake could make another futile attempt at communication with the matriarch, she lashed out at him with her tail. He crumpled against the wall, leaving a dent behind as he collapsed.

You have taken 30 damage.

The shield he had reformed had probably just saved his life. He didn’t want to think about how much more damage he would have taken without it.

As Jake staggered to his feet, Jason returned with a bundle of chain under his arm. He swung the chain with one hand. “Time to wrangle up a chicken. Jake, hold her steady.”

“Are you serious?” Jake asked breathlessly as he stood.

Jason grinned. “You bet. I want to see some murder chicken cavalry in the future.”

Had Jake not been worried about his own life or the life of his party members, he would have been stunned at that mental image. But seeing as the matriarch wasn’t going down easy, they didn’t have much time to argue.

Jake rushed for the matriarch again and swung his axe at her.

She snatched the weapon in her beak and ripped it free from Jake’s arms. As she moved in for the kill, she staggered back with a shriek. The matriarch limped on one leg while desperately trying to shield her right. It was bleeding deep crimson from all the bullets they had poured into it.

But the matriarch was still a threat.

As Jason moved to tie up her legs, she batted him away with a weak swipe of her tail, then reared her head back once more. Jake was already in the air, trying to grab her head when she spat a glob of purple at him. Jake flew through it, coughing and sputtering as he slammed into the matriarch’s neck. He latched on and channeled his aether into his strength as he tried to wrestle her down.

You have taken 10 damage.

You are poisoned.

“Hurry it up, Jason,” Jake shouted, fighting to hold himself on the ground as the matriarch struggled in his grasp. A burning fever spread through the whole of his body from the poison as it chipped away at his health. At this rate he wasn’t sure what would give out first: his muscles or his life.

Jason shook off his daze and went back for the matriarch’s legs. “I got her,” he said as he swung a length of chain around her legs and looped it several times before he pulled them together.

The matriarch shrieked in pain as she collapsed. Jake clung to her head to hold her still, even as she dragged him along the floor in her struggle.

“Legs are tied off,” Jason said. “Getting the wings and beak next.”

Jake fought to hold the matriarch still. “Quit trying to kill us, girl. We’re not gonna hurt you. Not anymore.”

His words were clearly lost in translation as a muffled shriek left the matriarch and she bashed Jake’s side into the ground.

Health: 15/75

Tim rushed out of cover to Jake’s side and started healing him immediately. “Are you guys always doing stupid shit like this?”

Cory and Kurtis ran to help Jason.

“Mostly?” Cory answered with a nervous laugh. “That can’t be good for our life expectancy.”

Jason moved to finish the job, creating a muzzle for her out of the chains he’d brought over. Jake was finally able to release her. “There. Job’s done,” Jason said.

“And you seriously think we can tame her?” Jake asked.

Jason knelt down by her head with a gentle pat to her feathered head. “Anything’s possible with some kindness and a good meal. Isn’t it, girl?”

The matriarch huffed defiantly and tried to break out of her chains, to no avail. Pained whimpers left the creature as its struggle only intensified.

Jason looked at Tim and gestured at the matriarch. “Show some goodwill here, if you’d be so kind.”

“You want me to heal her?” Tim balked.

Jason nodded. “Can’t expect her to give us any trust if we don’t show any first. This whole fight was all a big misunderstanding between us.”

Tim looked at Jake for the OK.

Jake hesitated but nodded.

As Tim started healing the matriarch, Kurtis turned to Jason. “And just where do you think we’re going to be keeping her?”

Jason shrugged. “Didn’t quite think that far ahead.”

While Jake considered the problem at hand, he looked at the matriarch. As her wounds healed, her breathing relaxed. Her eyes were still fully alert, but they seemed less aggressive and more filled with caution than anything else.

“How about the car wash past the Hub? We can use the place like a barn for now, and if we fence off the grasslands behind it we can turn it into a little ranch,” Jake said.

Jason nodded. “That’s a good plan. I like it.” He ran a hand through the matriarch’s feathers. “Don’t worry girl, we’re going to take good care of you.”

The matriarch huffed in response. Jake couldn’t exactly blame her for not believing a word they said, but they’d have to work on getting along with one another.

“So, what about the cement?” Tim asked. “You know, what we came here for before we got distracted by the big chicken here.”

“Oh yeah.” Jason laughed. “I guess we should probably get that sorted out, but I should stay here with the matriarch to keep her calm. Maybe even figure out a name for her.”

Tim groaned. “But you’re the one who knows how to work all this stuff. How are we going to get the cement loaded up in the truck?”

Jason chuckled. “Relax kid, I can walk you through it from here with that fancy party chat. The harder part’s going to be loading up the matriarch on Jake’s truck.”

Cory gestured at the eggs with his chin. “Doubt she’s going to be too excited about us moving those with her.”

“But if we move them together…” Jason raised his arms in a shrug. “She might be a lot more compliant.”

Jake wiped the thick sweat from his brow. “Then we’ll move her first. The faster we get this done, the faster we can get back.”

Tim nodded. “And I can pick up a cure spell with all the aether I have, if your poison hasn’t cleared out yet.”

“I’d appreciate that,” Cory said. “I’m sweating buckets over here, and my head is killing me.”

Jason and Jake got to work on moving the matriarch. As the party’s strongest members, they had the easiest time moving her and her enormous weight. Carrying her was out of the question, though; they had to drag her out of the warehouse. The whole time she struggled and kicked, her tail whipping around wildly.

“Easy, girl,” Jason said. “We’re carrying your eggs, too. You don’t want those getting hurt, do you?” He made sure to show her Cory and the others were each carrying an egg about the size of their torso.

At the sight of those eggs, the matriarch ceased her struggle and huffed. When they got her out of the warehouse, Jake ran off to get the truck. It took everyone in their party to load her up in the truck bed. Her tail and head hung off the edges but she fit, barely, even if the rear suspension was not going to be happy about it.

“I need to hit the gym more,” Tim wheezed in between breaths.

“Same.” Cory laughed. “What are you calling her anyway, Jason?”

Jason petted the matriarch’s head. “Was thinking Daphne. Like a pet chicken I had when I was a kid. She was a sweet girl, and I’m sure this one will be, too.”

Jake chuckled. “I’ll believe it when I see it.” He waved at Tim and the others. “Come on guys, we have a shipment of cement to deliver.”


Chapter nineteen
Sam


Sam and her party spent the rest of their night going door to door through the Anglemont in search of survivors. A task that should have been quick, simple, and painless dragged on for hours thanks to the insufferable pair’s constant bickering amongst themselves and showering Karen with praise.

But Sam endured for the sake of the other survivors.

From the rest of area, they rounded up another fifty survivors. Most were terrified tourists and bunkered-down locals. Just like the situation at the marina, they were running low on supplies. It made the process of talking each group into coming down to Scotch Creek an easy matter. The occasional small group of seeders showing up to get slaughtered didn’t hurt their case, either.

When they returned to the marina, the blockade of cars had been moved and they were able to drive the truck and RV inside. Karen was waiting for them by the pier.

“So, Sammy. Find what you were looking for?”

Sam pointed a thumb back at the crowd walking along behind her. “About another fifty people. We spotted some abandoned buses, too, so we’ll be getting those fueled up in a moment.”

Aron nodded. “Shouldn’t take us long. This town isn’t exactly full of seeders.”

“I can assure you, it was crawling with those damn things a few days ago,” Karen said. “Otherwise we wouldn’t be cowering in this place.”

“Don’t be so harsh on yourself, Karen. You aren’t cowering. You were taking the bull by the horns,” Roger praised.

Steve nodded. “Showing it who’s boss, too.”

Sam ignored them. “If you could get these people settled in, we’ll be back in a few with those buses.”

Karen nodded. “Of course, of course, dear. Anything to help out my lovely friends. We’re going to be the best of neighbors, aren’t we?”

The other survivors looked at one another, then shrugged and nodded. These people hadn’t met Karen or her people yet. They barely even knew one another. Sam hoped she could get them all among sane people before Karen and her two beta orbiters became a bad influence on any of them.

Chet led the way back to their fuel tanker truck, and the party hopped on and left for the buses.

The second they were out of earshot, Sam retched. “Ugh, those three are disgusting.”

“Really?” Chet asked. “Roger and Steve I get, but Karen just seems like…”—he looked at Jo and chose his words carefully—“a manipulative witch.”

Aron laughed. “Careful now, she might just choose the mage class and literally become one.”

Chet shuddered. “Please tell me there isn’t a higher-tier class based on hexes and curses.”

Sam shrugged. “Wouldn’t be surprised if there was, but those three are rubbing me the wrong way.”

Aron turned to Sam. “Don’t worry so much about them, Sam. They’ll fade into the background as soon as we get back to the Gaming Center. If Karen tries that manipulative crap on Brad or Jake, they’ll laugh her out of the place.”

“I’m not worried about our people, Aron. It’s what she and hers will do when she doesn’t start getting her way,” Sam said. “Maybe I’m worrying over nothing. When they see how good things are back home, they’ll think twice about following what Karen says.”

“Nothing like handing out food and guns to win hearts and minds,” Chet said as he pulled up to the first of the buses. “Time to get to work!”

They hopped off and refueled the bus. Jo and Randy had been riding on the outside of the truck, but they didn’t seem to mind. Jo was all smiles as she followed Aron off to a car in the darkness.

Aron held up a flashlight and whistled. It wasn’t so much a car as what was left of a truck. “These are some nice ram bars. Think they’ll fit on my truck?” he asked Jo.

Jo threw her hands up in the air. “I dunno! This looks like the front of yours, so maybe?”

“Maybe’s good enough for me.” Aron got to work stripping off the parts.

The rest of the night went by quietly as they gathered up the two buses.

When they returned, Aron went right to work getting those new ram bars fitted on his truck. As it turned out, they were made for it. Sam helped the survivors load up the bus with their bags, supplies, and anything else they were carrying. It would be a cramped drive all the way back to Scotch Creek, but they only had to make one trip.

With everything ready to go, they turned in for the night.

***

Bright and early in the morning, the team loaded everyone onto the buses. It was six in the morning. While Sam’s party was ready to go the second they woke up, the survivors may as well have been the walking dead.

“Come on, you can catch some more sleep on the drive,” Sam said. “I want to be back in Scotch Creek before our good luck runs out.”

“Honey, I haven’t even had my morning coffee yet,” Karen said with dark rings around her eyes, a disturbing lack of makeup, and a mess of bedhead. She looked like a completely different person from the woman they met the night before.

Too much makeup will have that effect, Olivia commented.

Sam gestured at the RV. “There’s a coffee machine in there. Help yourself.”

Karen did not look amused in the slightest, but she shambled on over with little more than an annoyed look on her face. “Steve, dear. Come here and drive. Roger, make me some coffee.”

“Yes ma’am,” the two men said in unison as they hopped to.

Sam didn’t mind someone outside of her party driving one of the vehicles. In fact, only Aron was driving. The rest of the party was going to pile into his freshly improved truck.

It was Aron’s idea, of course. The truck could effectively dance on the streets and forest compared to the rest of their convoy. With Chet and Randy gunning and Jo casting spells, they were better off running security from the lead vehicle than being spread out in the cramped buses or RV. That didn’t leave the rest of their convoy undefended; anyone with a gun was made to sit by the windows in case there was any fighting to be done.

Once everyone was loaded and the last checks were done, their convoy set off back west.

While Aron’s electric truck was completely silent, the diesel engines at their back announced their presence to the dead world around them.

“So how do you think everything’s going to go wrong this time?” Aron asked.

Chet stroked his chin. “Hmm…the second coming of fire piggy?”

Jo lit up at the mention of the pig. “Can we make friends with it this time?”

Randy laughed. “It didn’t look interested when it first saw us.”

“Mmhmmm,” Aron agreed. “I’m not convinced my shield is rated for fire piggy magma spit. But that brings up a far more important question.”

“What’s that?” Sam asked.

Aron raised a hand. “If one kills a fire piggy, does the bacon come pre-cooked or do you still have to cook it?”

Chet burst out laughing.

Sam shook her head. “We’ll have to ask it next time we see it. I’m more worried about those lightning wolf things we saw. One shock from them and that lightning’s going to bounce through everyone inside.”

Aron nodded. “Can’t really do anything about that. Let’s just hope we don’t run into any of them on the way back.”

Without having to drive through the woods, the drive went much faster than their original arrival to Anglemont. The mess of wrecked cars where they’d seen those lightning wolves was still there. The metal on the wrecks had melted away in places or charred completely. Sam guessed the flaming pig had run into the lightning wolves at some point and the two creatures did not get along.

Aron used the ram bars on the truck to push away the wrecks from the road, clearing a path for the rest of their convoy. He’d just finished clearing the path when the all-too-familiar shriek of seeders pierced the silence.

“We’ve got incoming!” Chet shouted as he readied his pistol.

He wasn’t kidding. Out of the woods rushed a swarm of seeders and hunters with a strange type Sam hadn’t encountered before. She only caught glimpses of them weaving between the swarm, but her HUD named them immediately. Watchers.

“We gotta get the hell out of here!” Steve cried through the radio.

A chorus of voices joined him as the radio jammed up with too many people trying to talk at once.

“Get us out of here, Aron,” Sam said as she snatched up the radio.

Aron was already advancing, assuming the rest of the convoy would follow.

Sam shouted through the radio, “Clear the line!” She repeated herself three more times before the panicked survivors silenced themselves. “Stick tight to our formation and don’t panic. The second they separate us is the second all of us die.”

Karen’s voice came through. “Darling, I don’t think you realize just how many of those damn things are on our asses. Keeping calm just ain’t a thing we can do.”

Sam took a stern tone. “You will if you want to live. Now get all your guns aimed at those seeders and start blasting.”

She didn’t have to tell Chet or Randy. They had already stuck their guns out the window and opened up on the coming horde of seeders. Jo squirmed past Sam to get to the sunroof to start casting firebolts at the aliens.

Behind them, the buses followed through the winding path of wrecked cars as dozens of guns poked out of the buses. They fired wildly into the seeder swarm, killing aliens left and right, but there were just so damn many of them.

“Pick up the pace,” Sam said as the buses lagged behind the RV.

Aron shook his head. “They’re too slow, the road’s too tight. We gotta head back for them.”

Sam growled. She didn’t want to get caught in the middle of that swarm, but they couldn’t afford to lose all of those people, either. “Do it.” She turned her attention back to the radio. “Stick to the road. We’re coming back to assist.”

“Assist how?” Karen balked. “Nothing’s going to stop all those damned monsters. We should’ve never left—”

Sam muted the radio and let her ramble on. They didn’t have time for her nonsense. She latched tight to the grab bar and held on for dear life. Aron threw the car into a sharp U-turn. With her other arm, she latched on to Jo’s leg in case she flew out of the sunroof.

“Wheee!” Jo cheered without a care in the world as she kept launching firebolts. Sam could have sworn the bolts were bigger than the last time she saw them. Jo must have gained a level or two throughout their adventure.

“Time to splatter some damn aliens.” Aron slammed the pedal to the metal.

The truck shot forward, speeding past the RV and buses right at the oncoming tide of seeders. They were about to jump on the buses when Aron rammed his truck through their horde. Bodies bounced and rattled off the truck. Jo darted back inside and slammed the sunroof shut behind her. The seeders hissed and shrieked, trying to get inside the truck, only to be peeled off it as soon as Aron slammed into the next group of seeders.

“GTA motherfucker!” Aron couldn’t help cheering with a laugh.

“Language!” Jo huffed.

Aron cleared his throat. “Sorry. What’s our score at, Chet?”

“Few thousand points?” He shrugged. “I don’t know, we still got plenty to kill, and I need a firing angle.”

Sam looked out the back window. They had given the buses enough time to clear the mess of cars, but now there were two groups of seeders: the much larger one heading for the buses, and a smaller one headed right for them.

“Turn us around,” Sam ordered. “We need to get ahead of those buses again. Jo, how’s your mana?”

Jo’s face lit up at the question. “Lots and lots to make it rain fire! Explody-fire.”

Sam laughed. “Good. We’re going to need a lot of it.”

Aron swung the truck back around and gunned it. Seeders scattered out of the way, but most couldn’t avoid getting run over. The heavy mass of the truck crushed them beneath its wheels while Randy and Aron kept shooting at anything trying to close the gap with them or stubborn enough to cling to their truck.

They cleared the first group of monsters and were quickly gaining on the group chasing the buses. Sam pointed at the swarm ahead of them. “Now, Jo. Make it rain.”

Jo shot back up through the sunroof and began charging her spell.

“Ahead of us?” Aron asked.

Sam nodded. “We need to save those people, Aron.”

Aron chuckled. “I’m just making sure I’m following your plan, Sam. Ready whenever you are, Jo.”

Thrusting her hand forward, Jo shot forth a sphere of flame ahead of the rushing horde. It ripped a hole in time and space as balls of fire rained down upon the seeders. Monsters scattered beneath the blasts. Others fled, only to be run over by Aron’s truck or gunned down by Chet and Randy.

Sam wished she could be doing more to help, but her plan had worked. The Fire Storm forced the seeder horde to slow down and navigate the destructive rain igniting the road and forests. It was enough for them to gain the lead, even if Aron had to dodge and weave the same exploding spheres of fire as the aliens.

“Give us another one, Jo. Cover our tracks!” Sam shouted as they sped through the seeder horde.

With a big nod and hanging on to her red hat, Jo gathered her mana and launched another Fire Storm behind them. The first one hadn’t even finished when the second one added to the chaos.

“So many pretty explosions,” Jo said in dreamy awe.

Sam reached up and pulled her back in the truck before she could get herself in any trouble. “Don’t relax just yet. There could be more of them.”

“There’s always more of them,” Aron said as he pulled ahead of the buses.

“That was incredible, darling,” Karen praised through the radio. “You simply must teach me how to do that when we get to Scotch Creek.”

Sam ignored the praise as they arrived at Celista. “Focus on the road. You can learn all about—”

“Shit!” Aron shouted.

A huge alpha seeder rushed out ahead of them and swung its enormous fist at the truck.

Aron swerved out of the way, losing the driver’s side mirror and the door in the process.

“We need to kill that thing,” Chet shouted.

He was right. Alpha seeders were the brains of seeder hordes like this one. If they let that thing live, it would know where they went and their home in Scotch Creek would be in danger.

The alpha rushed after the truck with frightening speed. No matter how hard Aron gunned it, it was right on their tail.

“I’ve got a really bad idea,” Aron said. “Chet, I need you to take the wheel.”

“What the hell for, man?” Chet shouted.

“No time to explain,” Aron shot back as he swerved away from another wild swing the alpha threw at them. “Take the convoy to the school, to the park around back. We’re broadsiding this bastard.”

“But what—” Sam’s eyes widened as Aron kicked the door open and jumped out of the truck.

Jo didn’t bat an eye as she clambered out the back window and tossed Aron’s shield at him.

He caught it midair just in time to intercept the alpha seeder’s fist. It drove him to the ground, but Aron scrambled back to his feet in time. Aron slapped his shovel against his shield, taunting the huge beast while the buses sped past them. The absolute madman was going to take that thing on alone.

While Sam was distracted by Aron’s stunt, Chet had shifted into the driver’s seat and slammed the door shut. “Better let them know what’s going on.”

Sam shook herself back to her senses. “Right.” She pulled up the radio. “Listen up, everyone. We’re going to make a slight detour. Keep following the truck and get ready to gun that thing down.”

“Gun that thing down how?” Karen snapped. “We don’t have a tank to kill it.”

Sam couldn’t help laughing. “Technically, we do.” Only it wasn’t the kind with a big gun. It was Aron.

Chet took a sharp right turn into the school’s parking lot as it came up. He slammed right through a barrier meant to prevent cars from driving into the park at the back. The truck didn’t even slow down; it was too much mass moving too quickly and built too tough to care. The buses and RV followed as best they could.

“Line them up,” Sam ordered.

Chet nodded, taking a sharp turn once the buses had enough space, then came to a stop. Behind them the buses had lined up as straight as they could with the space they had.

“I’m getting the fifty,” Chet said as he scrambled out of the truck.

“I wouldn’t mind borrowing a bigger gun.” Sam followed after him. Her crossbow was great and all, but they needed that alpha dead right this instant and they didn’t have an upgrade center nearby for a quick upgrade.

Chet tossed her an AK with a few mags before he hauled out his fifty. “I’m going up.” He pointed at the buses. He jumped on the hood of one, then clambered up to the roof where he set himself up.

Sam nodded. “Let’s form a firing line.”

Randy and Jo followed her in front of the buses and took a knee. Jo stood behind them with her spells at the ready.

Looking back over her shoulder, Sam saw other survivors still hadn’t gotten the message. “I need every gun we have pointed out those windows. Now!”

The survivors inside scrambled to get their guns out and ready. There were so many of them. Sam wasn’t convinced the alpha had a chance in hell of making it out of their trap alive. But all of that depended on Aron.

Loud metallic impacts rang out as the seconds ticked by, accompanied by the thundering steps of the alpha. The beast roared and snarled, and then Aron came flying around the corner of the school. He carved a path through the grass like he’d been smacked around in some shonen anime. And like the protagonist of any anime, Aron staggered to his unsteady feet in defiance of a much stronger foe.

“Come on, you ugly son of a bitch.” Aron slapped his shield with his shovel. “Hit me again. I ain’t dead yet.”

The seeder alpha roared and charged after Aron and right into the firing line of every single survivor on the buses. It turned to the bus with widened, glowing red eyes, as if the monster realized the fatal flaw it had made.

Too late.

“Fire!” Sam ordered.

Chet sent out the first round as his fifty cracked like the hammer of an angry god. The round punched through the alpha’s eye, shearing off a chunk of its skull.

The monster recoiled from the blow, still standing and clutching at its wound. It was still alive.

How the actual hell?

No one bothered waiting for the answered. A wall of bullets followed. Shotgun blasts, rifles, pistols, all of them peppered the huge alpha as its body erupted with geysers of orange blood. A handful of survivors even rushed out of the buses to throw rocks at the alpha.

Staggering back, the alpha tried to shield itself with its huge, powerful arms. It worked for the smaller rounds, but it didn’t do a damn thing for Chet’s Big Fucking Gun. He sent another round right through the gap in its arms and into its chest. The alpha lurched back, its arms falling away. The life faded from its glowing red eye as it collapsed to its knees.

It was dead.

The survivors were stunned into silence at the sight.

Chet shot to his feet and sang into the barrel of his gun. “Shot through the heart, and I’m to blame! Baby, I give love…”—he banged his head—“a bad name!”

Sam couldn’t fight down the smile on her face, but neither could she resist giving Chet the universal gesture for, “WTF, man?”

The survivors burst out into cheers. They hugged and jumped around in the buses in pure joy. It was probably the first time they had experienced such a thing since the invasion began.

Aron limped over to the party. He was bleeding through his armor, its metal plates banged up and dented, but he was holding up. Aron was down to a quarter of his health with the bleeding and fatigue status effects, but even so, he didn’t seem too bothered by it.

“How’d I do?” he asked with what sounded like a grin behind that mask of his.

Jo jumped up. “You were awesome! That monster was like, ‘Roar!’ and you were all like, ‘Uh-huh, try me,’ and then it got smashed to bits!” She bounced around with excitement. “Needed more explosions, though.” Jo gasped. “We should make you a boom hammer! Or a boom shield? I gotta ask my muse!”

Aron laughed. “Yeah, I could use an upgrade to my shovel.” He looked at Randy. “Yo, Jesus. You going to stand there all day or are you going to do some saving?”

Randy grinned. “Sorry.” He cast Healing Hands on Aron right away. “I just can’t believe that actually worked.”

Chet beamed from the top of the bus. “There’s no problem you can’t solve in life with the reckless application of more gun.”

Sam shook her head, trying not to laugh. He was just like Jo, only with guns and less bubbly. Sam loved this party. “Alright, alright, get down from there and get back in the car. We still have a horde of seeders out there somewhere looking to have us for breakfast.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Chet replied with a mocking salute. “You good to drive, Aron?” he asked as he hopped down from the bus.

Aron shook his head. “Naw, you can drive this time. Healing magic might put you back together, but I’m still feeling it.”

Chet chuckled and hopped in the truck.

“Let’s move out, people,” Sam said. “Your new home is waiting for you.”


Chapter twenty
Brad


Brad started the next morning by getting Alan out the front door. Nora and the rest of the party he sent out that way were happy to go, but Alan, as usual, was being stubborn. Mark wasn’t having any of it, though. He tossed Alan in the back of his truck and off they went.

Once they were gone, Brad sighed in relief. “I swear that old man is a handful.”

Jake nodded. “You can say that again.”

“So what is it you wanted to show me yesterday?” Brad asked.

Jake choked on his morning coffee and looked around shifty-eyed. “What?”

Brad raised a brow. “You said you guys brought back something to show me. I don’t think I was imagining things.”

“Promise not to get mad?” Jake said.

Brad laughed. “What did you do?”

Jake waved for Brad to follow. They hopped in his truck and drove off past the Hub. They stopped at a car wash, but Brad saw nothing unusual about it. For some strange reason, though, all the car-wash equipment was stripped out and piled outside.

Jake led the way inside the barn-looking structure and stopped at an inner door. “Now, I need you to be calm, alright?”

“Why would I need to be calm?” Brad asked.

Jake gave a sheepish smile. “Daphne startles a little easy. She’s a big girl, and very protective of her eggs.”

“What?”

Jake ignored his question. “Remember, stay calm.” He opened the door into the stripped-out car wash.

Inside was a huge creature, easily twice their height or more, that resembled a cross between a raptor and a chicken. His heart raced at the size of its talons, both on its feet and wings. But Jason was right beside it, slicing up some meat on a table like there was nothing out of the ordinary.

“Holy crap, that’s a big chicken,” Brad said in a hushed whisper.

The overgrown chicken, or Daphne, as Jake was calling her, rose to her feet. She had a wary gaze fixated on Brad as she moved to stand between him and her eggs.

“Easy there, girl.” Jason moved to her side. He ran a hand over a wing and fed her a big chunk of meat. “Brad here’s a friend.”

“Should I be?” Brad looked at Jake, wondering if he should get his gun ready to fight this thing.

Jake chuckled. “You should. Daphne here’s a razorprey, and Jason actually managed to get on her good side.”

“Uhm, why?” Brad asked.

“Razorprey cavalry,” was Jason’s response.

Brad considered the answer for a moment. He pictured Jason riding atop Daphne like a knight of old, running through swaths of seeders. It was a fun image, but not one he saw becoming a reality any time soon. “Is this what you guys were doing all night?”

Jake chuckled. “We may have taken a detour on our mission. After we got the cement truck, we got to work clearing this place out and fencing off a big area of grass out back.”

Jason nodded. “You can call this Scotch Creek Ranch.”

Brad shook his head. “I’m not even going to ask how you did this.”

“We’ll tell you later,” Jason beamed. “Point is, Daphne here is slowly but surely coming around, and as long as we treat her right we can have a whole ranch of razorprey.”

“Tim likes to call them murder chickens.” Jake chuckled.

Brad gave a slow nod. “Yeah, I can see why.”

“As for our actual plan, we can start pouring concrete today,” Jake said. “Cory and Kurtis agreed to help me, along with some other handymen among our survivors. So in a couple of days we should have nice, sturdy, concrete walls between us and whatever nastiness the aliens can throw our way.”

“That fast?” Brad asked. “I always thought construction took a lot longer than that.”

Jake nodded. “Technically it takes about a month for concrete to reach its full strength, but after a day or two it’s strong enough to drive on. My estimate is more based around the time it’d take us to reinforce our fence here. It’s a little on the optimistic side, but I’m sure we’ll pull through with so much at stake here.”

“I can believe that. This is our home now. Who wouldn’t want to protect it?” Brad said. “Mind if I help out? I don’t really know my way around construction as well as you do, but it’d be a nice break from fighting for our lives.”

Jake slapped Brad on the shoulder. “It’d be my pleasure, newbie. Let’s get to work.”

***

The afternoon sun hung high in the air as they finished pouring concrete onto the second section of fencing. This was harder work than Brad had anticipated, but he didn’t want to back out so soon. They had to carve out the earth, lay down and prep the foundation, set up the rebar, and stack bricks. It sounded like a simple enough thing before he actually had to do it. Luckily they had a couple dozen more experienced men than him helping the process go by smoothly while he figured out the basics.

Diesel engines rumbled in the distance.

Brad looked away from their worksite. It looked like Aron’s truck, but it had a ram bar that wasn’t there before. But between the orange stains of seeder blood plastered over it and the convoy of buses behind it, he didn’t doubt who it was.

Sam was back.

Jake let out a low whistle. “That’s some convoy they brought back. We might have to expand sooner than we thought.”

“You can say that again.” Brad stabbed his shovel into the ground. “Come on, let’s say hi.”

They ran over to the front of the Gaming Center just as Sam’s convoy came to a stop. Covered in dirt, grime, and concrete, Brad wished they had time to clean up for a better first impression.

Sam and Jo were the first out of the truck. They were all smiles, waving at them.

“We’re back!” Jo cheered.

“And we brought a ton of people.” Sam pointed her thumb back at the disembarking buses. “About a hundred of them.”

“That’s awesome. Where’d you find them all?” Brad asked.

“Way out in Angleton. Randy says it’s another tourist hotspot around here. Which makes sense, considering most of these people are tourists,” Sam explained. “But uh…”—she leaned in close to Brad—“a few of them might be trouble. Karen and her friends in particular.”

Brad was about to ask why when the woman in question introduced herself.

“You must be Brad!” A woman who looked the very splitting image of the Karen meme came up to him with her hand outstretched. “My name’s Karen, and I’m told you’re the leader of this place.”

Her sweet tone twisted his stomach in a knot, but Brad forced a smile. “That’s right. It’s a pleasure to meet you. I look forward to working together to build a bright future for humanity.”

Karen gave him the smuggest smile he’d ever seen on a human face. “Oh I’m sure we will, darling.” She turned her attention to the survivors and clapped for their attention. “Now listen here, all of you. I’d like you to meet someone very special. Brad, our new leader. So please give him your full attention!”

Two men looked rather displeased at the way Karen seemed to stack the praise on Brad.

“That means you too, Roger and Steve,” Karen scolded them.

They stood up straighter and turned their attention to Brad.

Brad cleared his throat and waved at the group of survivors. “Hey everyone. My name’s Brad, leader of this…gathering of survivors which is soon to become a guild.”

“Like in a game?” a voice asked from the crowd.

At least someone gets it. Brad smiled and nodded. “Exactly like one. So! Let me be the first to welcome you to your new home: the Scotch Creek Gaming Center.”

Chet gestured dramatically at the building beside them like he was some sort of show girl.

“Don’t know if Sam mentioned it before, but we’ve got plenty of housing, a growing garden, and an upgrade center where you can 3D print whatever you need if you have the aether for it,” Brad explained.

“Aether?” Karen asked.

Brad rubbed at the back of his neck. “Right. We’re going to have to have that talk, aren’t we?”

“It sounds awful important,” Roger said.

“Well, we’ll have to explain the classes and everything, too. But you can get the nano-tech required to pick one down there as well,” Brad continued.

Jake stepped up. “But seeing as all of you have survived this far without a class, there’s a very good chance you can become cultivators if you like.”

Steve stroked his chin. “Like farmers? Why would anyone want that?”

Jake laughed. “Right. That’s another long explanation to go into. We’ll deal with that later. But for now, all you need to know is the nano-tech is an incredibly powerful tool that will help keep you alive and prevent you from suffering aether poisoning. The best part is you don’t have to pick a class right away, so you can talk with us veterans and figure out which path you want to take.”

“To be quite frank, my dear, all of this is going over my head,” Karen said.

“No time like now to get started, then,” Brad said just as his radio flared to life with Alan’s voice.

“Brad! We got it working—the radio’s alive!” Alan said with an anxious edge.

Brad pulled up the radio. “That’s great, Alan. But is something wrong?”

“Yes!” he shouted.

Nora’s voice cut in next. “Not with us. Everything’s fine at the radio tower, but we picked up a signal. Patching it through now… Alan, how do we—”

The radio cut out abruptly and another voice came on. It was a frightened man’s voice.

“...if there’s anyone out there. Me and my family are trapped north of Sparkle Creek.” He paused for a moment. “There’s some psychopath with a horde of animals hunting survivors out in the woods.”

Brad pressed the send button on the radio. “This is Brad speaking. I’m hearing you loud and clear.”

“Oh, thank God. Someone’s on the radio.”

“Relax, uhm…”

“Lewis,” he answered.

“Lewis, alright.” Brad gestured at the others, hoping someone would get the hint and bring a map to them. “You’re north of Sparkle Creek, right?”

“Yes. In some sorta trailer park. Looks like the start of a logging camp,” Lewis replied with growing fear in his voice. “I can hear them out there. Sniffing around.”

Sam held up her map with a red circle drawn around the creek.

“It’s just off the service road. Please come help us.” His whispers grew in desperation.

Brad tensed. The more he thought about who Lewis was talking about, the more it sounded like the zookeeper. He’d almost forgotten about that lunatic. He was hoping something in the wilds had taken care of him, but it sounded like they weren’t that fortunate.

“We’re on our way,” Brad said.

“Well that sounds like a right mess there, Brad,” Chippy said. “You best hurry if you’re going to get to those folks in time.”

Brad faced the old man. “Right. Any chance you could take care of the new arrivals while we’re off?”

Chippy gave a warm smile. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll get these folks squared away in no time. You just make sure you get those people back here in one piece.”

Brad turned to Sam and her party. “I know you guys just got here, but—”

Aron waved him off. “Like I’d miss this fight. We still owe that psycho for jumping us on the highway. “

Sam placed her hands on her hips. “I’m not about to let another crazy run around putting people’s lives in danger. I’m in.”

Jake nodded. “I’ll go round up the others.”

Brad raised a determined fist. “Let’s finish this.”

***

Michael sped down the dirt roads carved through the forest like a bat out of hell. The second he’d found out there were people in danger, he hadn’t hesitated to join in. “Five more minutes,” he said. “We’re going to be coming in hot.”

Brad loaded fresh shells into his shotgun. He was ready to come out blasting the moment they spotted the Zookeeper. But he was starting to wish he hadn’t rushed out without upgrading his armor. He’d only had his hockey padding repaired by the 3D printer. He should’ve been smart, like Les.

When they’d returned from the market, she swapped out for a suit of armor that made her look like a knight from a science fiction story. The dark-grey plates were ornamented with silver, gold, and crimson. Les had said she didn’t pick it for its looks, awesome as they were, but rather for what she’d learned from fighting the seeders. Brad hoped it carried over to fighting the Zookeeper and his pack of wolves.

Michael took a sharp turn off the main road, following a path to a clearing. Outside of a couple of trailers and deserted cars, it was abandoned. Michael slid the car to a stop. Aron and Jake’s trucks followed their lead.

“You sure this is the right place?” Brad asked Michael while scanning their surroundings.

“Has to be. It’s the only place matching the description.” Michael stepped out of the car.

“Search the area,” Brad said. “Lewis and his family have to be around here somewhere.”

Their raid group disembarked the cars and set about searching the area. Brad went straight for the trailers. One was ripped open like a tin can. He braced himself for a grim sight, but there was none there. Shredded metal and plastic was all that awaited him inside, without a single drop of blood.

“Brad, we’ve got footprints,” Cory called out. “Some big-ass wolves definitely came through here. And…Bigfoot? No, that can’t be right. But that sure as hell ain’t human.”

That was all the confirmation Brad needed to know they were in the right place. But there was still no sign of Lewis and his family.

As he headed to the last trailer, he found Michael picking at the lock—and a strange sight. Huge claws had scratched at the trailer’s walls, but they didn’t tear it apart like the other one.

“Open sesame.” Michael opened the door. He gestured for Brad to step inside. “Big guns first.”

Brad was greeted by a sharp, quivering gasp. A wide-eyed man sat huddled against the corner with twin girls wrapped in his arms. The three of them were covered in dirt and dried blood, but no serious wounds as far as he could tell.

“Lewis?” Brad asked. “It’s me, Brad. We came here to help you.”

“I’m sorry,” Lewis said with a trembling voice.

Brad cocked his head to the side. He already didn’t like where this was going. “Sorry for what?”

“He said if I didn’t call for help, he’d kill me and my daughters. This is a trap.” Lewis shut his eyes tight and tucked his chin over his daughters’ heads as if fearing the worst.

“Crap.” Brad stormed out of the trailer.

Michael chambered a round in his pistol. “My mentor always told me playing a hero would get me killed one day.”

Brad wondered what in the hell kind of mentor said that to a programming apprentice, but he had bigger concerns to deal with.

Manic laughter rumbled from the forest as the Zookeeper stepped into the light. He’d changed since the last time Brad saw him. No longer was he the goofy, if frightening, unnerving man dressed up in a zookeeper’s uniform. Now he looked more like a barbarian or tribal shaman with a fur cloak and the skull of a dead wolf on his head still stained with blood. The manic look on his grime-stained face matched the laughter.

“Brad! How nice of you to show up to your execution,” he said. “I knew you just couldn’t resist playing the hero.”

The forest rustled with movement. They were being surrounded, and not by one or two creatures. There was far too much movement around them.

“And you brought all your little friends to die with you, too.” The Zookeeper clapped with a delighted grin. “How kind of you. And to think you could have avoided all this trouble if you’d just given me my damn honey badger.”

Sweetness hissed at the Zookeeper.

“The only one dying today is you, Zookeeper. We’ve got you outnumbered fifteen to one. You don’t stand a chance in hell.” Brad shouldered his shotgun. “Now, we can do this the easy way”—he pumped a fresh shell in—“or the hard way.”

The Zookeeper laughed. “How adorable! You think you have a chance. But I’ve been a busy bee these past few days.” He paced back and forth, ignoring all the guns pointed at him. “Grinding levels, expanding my army. I think you’ll find yourself quite outclassed, pest.”

“Did he say army?” Aron asked.

With the snap of his fingers, the Zookeeper summoned forth his army. Lions, tigers, bears, and wolves stepped out of the forest. A pair of enormous gorillas charged out to the Zookeeper’s side as a flock of overgrown eagles swept down overhead.

Chet stepped back. “Holy shit, he’s gone full-blown Disney princess!”

“Game over, Brad.”

Without another word from the Zookeeper, his army of animals rushed out of the woods from every direction. The forest erupted into chaotic gunfire.

“We’ve got the Bigfoot twins coming right at us,” Cory shouted, spraying fire into one of the charging gorillas along with Kurtis, Jake, and Jason.

Their party scattered as the beasts closed the gap far too quickly for them to finish the job. Jason brought out his axe to hack at the gorilla, but all he accomplished was lodging it in its back before he was flung off like a nasty tick. Tim rushed after him casting heals, while Jake swung his new aether axe at the second gorilla.

Sam’s group had their hands full dealing with the lions, tigers, and bears. But Brad had the sneaking suspicion they wouldn’t be the problem as much as Jo’s chances of setting the entire forest ablaze around them.

Chet ran around the forest like a frightened child as a tiger chased after him. He used one hand to steady an enormous gun resting on his shoulder while, with the other, he sprayed bullets at the murderous cat chasing him.

Sam caught up to the tiger and leapt on its back, driving one of her knives deep inside for balance while she fired crossbow bolts at a lion trying to eat Randy.

Randy emptied his magazine into the lion’s skull at point-blank range. Oversized feline or not, once the brain was taken out the monster was well and truly dead.

Jo finished the job with a wave of firebolts, igniting the aether-enhanced lion. Her attention turned to the trio of bears rushing at Aron, and she cast Fire Storm right on top of them. To Brad’s surprise, she managed to place it just far away enough from the forest to avoid setting it ablaze, and just far enough from Aron that he wouldn’t be at risk of coming down with a sudden and violent case of fiery explosions.

Aron raised his shield as the bears charged him. The first fireballs launched one of the huge bears to one side, then another before it was struck directly by a fireball. The second bear took a direct blast and roared as it broke off its charge to run around on fire. The last bear rammed into Aron’s shield. The force of the impact dragged Aron back across the dirt, but he dug his heels in and slowed the beast to a stop. He smacked the bear’s head aside with his shovel and followed through with a vicious throat-punch using the edge of his shield. The bear recoiled and sputtered, but it was still in the fight.

Brad’s group had their own problems. The surviving wolves from earlier had not only grown in number, but in size. The Zookeeper wasn’t kidding when he said he’d been busy. Brad could only imagine how many levels the man had gained during all his time in the woods.

The wolves surrounded their group as they fired in all directions. Brad blasted slugs at the distant wolves before they could close the gap, tearing chunks from their bodies as they charged.

Ceres and Teresa were busy playing the crowd control game with their magic. Teresa used her Freeze Ray to force the wolves to stumble and fall with carefully placed shots freezing their legs solid or sticking them to the floor. Ceres used lightning bolts to force the huge wolves to crumple into spasming heaps.

Those spasming heaps were easy kills for Michael, who made sure to exploit every single opportunity presented to him. His small-caliber handgun didn’t have the power to pierce the wolves’ hardened skulls or do much more than piss them off when hitting the softer regions of their bodies. But the stunned creatures were easy enough to run up to and finish off with a quick slash to the throat, a well-placed backstab, or a volley of rounds through an eye socket.

It was all going rather well for him until one of the wolves managed to recover and fling him off its back. A larger wolf snatched Michael out of the air like he was a bone and clamped down on him. Michael screamed as blood poured out of him. His health dropped below half with crippling status effects taking him out of the fight, but the wolf didn’t finish the job. Instead, it threw him aside like a broken toy and snarled at its next opponent.

Les charged the beast with her greatsword at the ready. The wolf dodged a vicious swing that sent her blade ripping through the earth. The wolf leapt at her. Les tore her sword free from the dirt and shoulder-slammed into the wolf. Her armor kept her in one piece, but both combatants fell away from one another.

Sweetness rushed into the fray, pinning the wolf to the ground and tearing at it with his claws and teeth like the huge wolf was some upstart little creature who came to the wrong neighborhood with the wrong attitude. Sweetness didn’t care at all about the wolf easily being four or five times his size.

Brad turned to rush the Zookeeper in time for a bullet to snap past his head. It clipped the top of his ear. Brad shot into cover behind an abandoned car. He gripped at his ear, snarling through gritted teeth. When he peeked again, the Zookeeper was gone but Brad saw the shapes of other, larger wolves lurking in the shadows. These ones had the eerie violet glow of aether veins coursing through their bodies and emanating from their eyes.

He didn’t have much time to wonder if the Zookeeper had managed to tame mutated creatures before he was snatched up by a swooping eagle. Brad screamed as its talons tore through his flesh like nothing as he was carried away.

You have taken 15 damage.

You are bleeding.

“Brad!” Jo shouted. “Nayla, help him!”

Who the hell is Nayla? Brad wondered.

Blades of electricity appeared out over the eagle and plunged into it one after another. The eagle cried out in pain and flung its limbs out as electricity coursed through it. It threw Brad aside, and they both plummeted through the air.

Brad wasn’t confident in his ability to survive the fall, but he was going to make sure the eagle didn’t, either. He blasted it to pieces with his shotgun and turned to catch the second eagle coming in for him. His shots tore through its chest and wing, but he didn’t see whether it died before he slammed into the ground.

You have taken 40 damage.

You have received 50 aether.

Left leg broken.

Right arm broken.

Brad was going to take that aether notification as a kill confirmed, even if it could’ve come from any of the other kills his party member took credit for. It was the only compensation he was going to get from the pain screaming through his broken body. Breaking bones was one of the most painful things he’d ever experienced.

But he refused to cry out. In his damaged state he didn’t need to attract more attention than his rough landing had already attracted.

“Gotta get back to the fight,” he hissed through gritted teeth. Brad forced himself to sit up and turned his healing magic on himself. Half of his mana went into restoring his health points, but the rest went into curing his conditions. It was another thing on his list of items to procure: better healing spells.

You have learned: Healing Hands — Level 3.

Caster heals an additional 5 points of health per 5 mana.

Now that’s an upgrade, he thought. That brought up his healing to ten points of health per tick. His skill at healing had probably gone up as well, but he could ogle his stats later.

The crack of bullets snapped past his head and lanced into the trees around him. Splinters showered him as he scrambled for cover. The Zookeeper was hunting him down.

“You’re no fun, Brad. My animals were supposed to tear you apart, but you just had to go and leave my little arena,” the Zookeeper said. “But you know what they say.” He chambered a fresh round with the slap of metal on metal. “If you want something done right, you have to do it yourself.”

Brad peeked out from behind his tree in time for the Zookeeper to fire off a shot. He darted back into cover. The tree bulged out where the bullet had hit—right near his heart. Had the tree been slimmer, he would have been dead.

Focus, Brad. It’s a one-on-one duel. You’ve got this.

He switched his shotgun to buckshot and darted out of cover.

The Zookeeper tracked his every move with rapid shots. He’d become a better shot. The last time Brad ran into the Zookeeper, most of his shots were off by a mile. Now Brad was only just managing to get in and out of sight in time to avoid having a new orifice carved through him.

Brad leaned out of cover and fired wild blasts into the thick brush where the Zookeeper was. Shots snapped from Brad’s side, and a round carved through his flesh just above his shoulders. Brad hissed in pain at the glancing wound and shifted his position.

“You’re getting sloppy, Brad,” the Zookeeper taunted. “But I suppose that’s just what happens when you get others to do the fighting for you.” He laughed even as Brad could hear him loading new rounds into his rifle. “Unlike a filthy casual like yourself, I’ve been out here on my own. Hunting down seeders and mutated beasts. Grinding out that sweet, sweet aether. And I’m already level three.”

Brad grimaced at that revelation. A two-level difference didn’t sound like much, but the way the Apocalypse Online system worked, each level gave far greater benefits than the last. It made sense too, with how much more expensive every successive level was over the last.

“Yeah? Last I checked, you’re still just a human,” Brad called out, reloading his shotgun.

“A human superior to you in every way.” The Zookeeper swung out of cover, firing his gun.

Brad rushed out as his tree was shot to splinters, the bullets lancing through. “Let’s see you talk a big game without that head of yours.”

He blasted away at the Zookeeper, but Brad’s shots were sent wide as a rifle round punched through his shoulder. The Zookeeper’s manic laughter grated at Brad’s ears as he pulled the bolt back on his rifle. Brad closed the gap with the Zookeeper before his next shot could go off. With a vicious swing from his heavy shotgun, Brad knocked the rifle free from his hands.

The Zookeeper darted back. “Melee, huh? I too enjoy the personal touch in my kills.” He reached behind his back, pulling out a twin pair of hatchets. “Let’s see how you handle this, Brad!”

Brad’s eyes widened. The Zookeeper came at him like a whirling maelstrom of blades, hacking and slashing at him. He scrambled away even as the madman on his tail hacked through trees and branches with ease.

That’s going to be me in a few seconds, he thought.

He glanced at his status bars as he ran through the forest.

Health: 43/65

Mana: 4/65

Right shoulder broken.

With one more point of mana he could make up for the missing health, but he doubted he could fix his shoulder and the searing pain pulsing from the wound. It was time to make a desperate gamble.

Brad took the shotgun in his left hand and switched to dragon’s breath ammo with a quick toggle. Now it was all down to timing.

The Zookeeper hacked at Brad’s neck as he rolled forward and staggered to his feet. An axe very nearly cleaved into his back, but lodged itself into a thick tree trunk. It took a second for the Zookeeper to tear his weapon free.

That’s it!

Brad scanned the forest for another thick tree as he ran for dear life. When one came up, he ran straight for it.

“You’re going to die here, Brad!” The zookeeper laughed. “And then Sweetness will be mine while my army of beasts dines on your friends. We will become unstoppable!”

Brad felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. This is going to be close. He rushed at the tree, and at the last second pushed himself to the side. The Zookeeper’s twin axes came down just past his skull, taking locks of hair with them before they plunged deep into the tree.

With a swift swing of his body, Brad brought his shotgun to bear on the Zookeeper’s skull. “Game over, Zookeeper.”

The Zookeeper’s eyes shot wide. Brad pulled the trigger, and a brilliant flash of flame erupted from the barrel of his gun and engulfed the madman and the tree. The Zookeeper screamed, flailing through the spreading flames. With his axes left behind on the tree, Brad figured it was a matter of time before the fire did its work and killed the Zookeeper.

It didn’t.

Still wreathed in flames, the Zookeeper turned around to face Brad. “This isn’t over.” He snarled like a wild beast and thrust his hands at himself. A white glow spread from them as he began to heal through the flames’ damage.

“Son of a bitch,” Brad spat. He’d forgotten the Zookeeper was a healer, too.

Switching the shotgun to buckshot, Brad hefted his gun in one arm and slammed the Zookeeper right in the chest with a thundering crack. The Zookeeper flew back with broken, mangled arms, yet he was still casting his heal.

Brad rushed up to the Zookeeper, even as the man’s limbs and chest pulled themselves back together before his very eyes. “Let’s try this again!” He raised his shotgun to the man’s head as he switched to buckshot. “Game over, Zookeeper…” Brad paused, realizing he sounded like a broken record. “For real this time.”

“Not yet. It’s not over until I say it’s over,” he snarled, kicking himself away from Brad. “I won’t lose to a thieving nobody like you. Not to a noob!”

Brad tracked his head with the shotgun. “Sorry, Zookeeper, but you got owned by a noob.” He squeezed the trigger.

The zookeeper’s head erupted under the spray of pellets, and his struggle drew to an end.

One less lunatic in the world, Brad thought. But he doubted it would be the last one they would run into. As much as he disliked killing another human being, it was a relief to know it was finally over. The transfer of aether from the zookeeper’s body to his was the final piece of the puzzle.

As he glanced back from where he’d come, he saw the flames spreading across the forest. His desperate move had failed to end the fight, and now it put every member of his raid at risk. If there was even anyone alive. He’d gone too far out of range to track anyone on his HUD.

Brad shook the thought from his head. They’re still alive. They’re tougher than this. He darted into the forest to their last-known location. “Hang on, guys. I’m coming.”


Chapter twenty-one
Jake


“Brad!” Jake shouted as he watched his friend get carried away by a huge eagle.

The momentary lapse in focus cost him. The enormous gorilla he was fighting swatted him away like little more than an annoying fly. Focusing his aether, Brad strengthened his shield just as he hit the ground. He ripped through it like a runaway meteorite before crashing to a stop at the foot of the other gorilla.

It was the one they had been shooting up, and it was furious.

The vicious ape brought its fists down on Jake, shattering his shield and knocking the air out of his lungs.

You have taken 20 damage.

The beast brought its arms back up to finish the blow, only for the crack of a cannon to go off. A hole ripped through the gorilla’s chest. A startled expression came over its face as it examined the wound, then collapsed to its knees. A second round put it down for good.

Jake had to scramble out of the way before its enormous weight came down on him.

“I got your back, Jake. Don’t you worry!” It was Chet with his Barrett fifty cal. Jake had no idea how he’d gotten his hands on that gun, but he couldn’t thank Chet enough for bringing it along.

“King Kong’s pissed we killed its friend!” Cory shouted. He ducked and weaved between the enraged gorilla’s blows before it snatched him up by the leg. Cory was slammed back and forth like a rag doll before Jason ran in to help. The gorilla slammed Cory into Jason and sent them both flying across the clearing into a car.

Tim rushed after them. “You guys have to stop taking so much damn damage! I’m not made of mana.”

Tim wasn’t kidding, though. That attack had nearly killed Cory and Jason. Even if Tim got them healed up, they weren’t going to do much fighting while knocked unconscious, or with broken limbs.

The gorilla reached out to snatch Tim before he could get to the wounded.

“No you don’t,” Jake shouted as he swung in between them. His new axe pulled the aether from his body to reinforce the blade with a violet glow, and it cleaved through the gorilla’s arm.

The roaring beast pulled back, clutching its wounded arm.

Jake cursed under his breath. It was a shallow cut; its hand was still working.

The gorilla threw its mighty fist at Jake faster than he could dodge. But it wasn’t faster than he could channel his aether.

He reinforced his body with his pool of cultivated aether and caught the ape’s fist. Jake dug his heels into the ground as he slid the powerful attack to a stop. The gorilla made a surprised ape noise, but Jake didn’t give it time to recover. He jerked the beast toward him and right into his fist.

Roaring, the huge ape collapsed to his back like a fallen tree.

Jake rushed over the huge animal, easily three times bigger than it should naturally be. He drew his axe back and brought it low into the ape’s skull, splitting it like a log.

All around him the battle raged in a bloody melee. Birds of prey made passes at the combatants. Aron wrestled with a bear for dominance. Sam was busy showing a tiger-and-lion tag team who the queen of the jungle was. Chet managed to get away from the main melee to set up shop on top of a trailer to provide fire support to everyone. Then there was Brad’s party, trying their best to handle the pack of wolves still assaulting them.

Jake’s party wasn’t doing great. Down two fighters, only he and Kurtis could do any real fighting. Tim was too busy trying to drag both Cory and Jason into the trailer with Lewis and his daughters to protect them.

He’d decided he needed to help Tim before all the others when movement at the edge of the forest caught his attention.

A towering grey wolf stepped out of the forest, flanked by an enormous pack. The huge creature looked familiar with its violet veins running through its body. Then he remembered: It was the same alpha wolf they’d run into back at the construction site. But there was something wrong about it, something wrong about its entire pack. He could feel it at the edge of his senses, but he couldn’t quite figure out what it was. Then he remembered he could observe aether.

Jake’s eyes widened.

The aether within the wolves was wild, chaotic, and spreading through their bodies like a cancer. The strings of aether warped and twisted until they erupted out of each of their bodies. The alpha was the first to go as it jerked suddenly from one side to the next. It retched and heaved as its fur turned as black as the void. The violet glow from its veins and eyes intensified as the wolf threw its head back in a howl, joined by its pack.

It was spreading through them. The same wild, unchecked aether mutation was spreading through all of them. With a sick tearing of flesh and the breaking of bones, the wolves grew stronger muscles, larger, sharper claws, and their faces sprouted a strange mask made of bone.

They growled like wild, rabid animals as violet, glowing drool spilled from their mouths in thick strings.

“This can’t be good,” Jake said to himself.

The lead wolf let out a vicious bark and its pack rushed after all of them. Whether it was the members of their raid party or the zookeeper’s animal army, the mutated animals didn’t care; they chased everything they saw.

What the hell’s going on? Jake asked his muse as he rushed to Tim’s aid.

Aether mutations! Hazel practically squealed. It is unpredictable in how it will affect one creature to the next, even among the same species. But one thing is always the same: they hunger for aether, and they don’t care who or what they get it from.

Jake poured aether into his pistol, charging up a shot as one of the smaller wolves rushed after him and Tim. It leaped in the air, only to get a powerful blast into its chest. The wolf flew back, but it was quick to get on its feet. “Damn it, they’re tough.”

And working together! Strange, it seems these creatures managed to hang on to their pack mentality. I wonder if it is due to the heavy presence of prey creatures in front of them.

Jake would leave the big questions to his muse. He took hold of Jason, the heavier of the two men, and dragged him to the trailer while Tim dragged Cory. He fired wildly at the rushing wolf, only managing to knock it around. He wasn’t sure if he was even hurting the thing.

Tim went in first with Cory. The second Tim was through, Jake threw Jason inside. The wolf was back in the air. Jake managed to shove his pistol down its throat as it pinned him to the floor. It bit down on his arm with a vicious snarl.

“Jake!” Sam cried.

Jake snarled right back at the wolf as he fought back the pain and charged his pistol. The wolf’s teeth had ripped his shield to ribbons, and they were working to do the same to his flesh. Reinforcing it with aether made Jake a tough, leathery meal for the beast, one it wouldn’t get to enjoy.

He fired a powerful blast of concentrated aether right down the wolf’s gullet. A pained cry left the mutated beast as its bite slackened on Jake’s arm. It was enough to adjust his aim right where the mutated animal’s brain was. Jake fired again. An exit wound the size of his fist erupted from the top of its skull, bleeding a violet, glowing ooze.

You have received 25 aether.

Jake dragged his mangled, bloodied arm out of the wolf’s mouth. He quickly pulled his gaze away the moment he saw the damage. Those are parts of my body I never wanted to see.

“You guys are going to make my healing skill go through the roof, you know that?” Tim said as he rushed down the steps of the trailer to cast Healing Hands directly on his arm.

Jake grimaced at the stomach-churning sensation of his body pulling itself back together.

Health: 60/75

“I’m spent now.” Tim helped Jake back to his feet. “Try not to get too banged up before Brad gets back, alright? He’s our only other healer.”

At the mention of Brad, Jake noticed smoke rising from the distant forest. “No promises.”

Jake charged into the chaotic melee, axe in one hand and pistol in the other, tearing into the aether-poisoned wolves. The beauty of an aether pistol as opposed to a normal one was, he didn’t have to reload it. It made dual wielding a far more viable option than ever before.

As another of the wolves charged at him, Jake watched its movements. As soon as he moved to attack, it feinted to the side and lashed out for his gun arm. Jake managed to squeeze a shot off in its mouth as he dodged to the side. The wolf’s body still slammed into him, knocking him off balance. Using the force of the blow, Jake swung himself back around just in time to catch the same wolf charging right at him. Jake caught the wolf with his axe to its chest.

The mutated beast dragged him along for the ride, snarling as it snapped for his head and neck. Jake could only jerk his head out of the way as he poured aether into his pistol and waited for the right opportunity.

Suddenly the wolf’s hips were shot out from under it. It rolled onto its side, flinging Jake on top of it. He had to pick his target carefully. Another headshot would seal the deal, but the bones the wolf had sprouted to protect its head covered every angle he could reach.

But the heart might work.

He shifted his pistol to the monster’s chest, fired off a blast into its heart. The aether blast carved a path through its chest, ending the monster’s life. Jake only knew the deed was done because the wild mass of writhing, spreading aether came undone all at once like an explosion of wild snakes flying out of the dead wolf and flowing into all the different party members.

Jake took the moment to examine his surroundings.

The lion and tiger were busy facing off against the wolves. Rather than engage them, Sam rushed to Jo’s aid. Aron had just finished fighting his last bear before he turned his attention to one of the smaller aether wolves. He knocked the beast around with his shield, cracking the skull on its head before delivering the killing blow with his shovel.

Brad’s party scattered as the tamed wolves fought with the rest of the aether-poisoned beasts. Michael wasn’t letting any opportunities for free kills to go to waste, though. He climbed on the aether wolves’ backs and drove his knives into their skulls one after another. Les swung her oversized sword around in wide arcs, clearing apart both sets of wolves who dared tangle with her. The attacks ended with most of the tamed wolves dead while the aether wolves were wounded and enraged.

Teresa and Ceres worked together to bring down one of the wolves with a focused barrage of ice and lightning magic, but they were running out of steam. Jake didn’t need to see the lack of aether in their bodies to tell that—they were running away from the wolves like they had just finished a marathon.

Chet made sure to cut the chase short with a triple tap from his fifty into a wolf’s skull. He followed up with a similar volley at another wolf chasing Randy. Only this time he didn’t score the headshots he wanted. “Just die already!” Chet said as each shot he speared through the mutated wolf sent it tumbling across the dirt, but it kept rising back to its feet and chasing Randy down like its life depended on it.

For all Jake knew, it did.

But there was one beast missing from sight. The alpha.

“Hah! I got it,” Chet cheered. “It only took a whole mag. Ugh, and I think that was the last one, too.” He patted himself down. “Oh? I’ve got another.”

As Chet went to replace the magazine, a massive wolf shot up to the trailer. It was the alpha. Chet only let out the beginnings of a shout as the wolf’s claws ripped through him. Chet flew off the trailer and slammed to the ground in a heap.

“I got you, Chet,” Randy shouted. Jake hoped so; Chet was on his last sliver of life.

The alpha wolf landed on top of the trailer, nearly collapsing the structure under its enormous weight. Jake swore it had grown even bigger since the mutation took hold of its body. With an ear-piercing howl it leaped in between the entire raid group. As it slammed into the ground a shockwave of violent, violet energy erupted around it. Slabs of earth shot up around it as it did.

“Is this a raid boss?” Sam asked.

“I am not geared for a raid boss,” Michael protested.

Jake would have to ask them what that meant later. If they made it out of this alive.

“Back me up, Jake,” Aron said as he charged in with his shield.

Jake wasn’t going to argue with the tried-and-true strategy of beat it until it’s dead. He took to Aron’s right flank with his axe in both hands.

The alpha wolf swiped its claws at Aron. As it did, its claws glowed like his aether axe did whenever he swung it. The monster was channeling aether into its attacks.

Aron raised his shield to block, but those claws actually dented the seemingly indestructible metal it was made of. Worse still, the blast of wind following the swipe pushed Aron back.

Jake was far away enough from the swipe to be knocked off course. Rather than landing a hit on the alpha’s head, he wedged his axe into its side. The wolf merely looked at him like he was an annoying fly.

“Eheh. Nice doggy?” Jake said, knowing full well this would not end well for him.

The wolf spun in a circle, ripping Jake and his axe free. As it did, its tail slapped Jake midair and slammed him into another car.

You have taken 30 damage.

Health: 45/75

Jake hoped Randy had plenty of mana to heal everyone, because they were going to need it.

Prying himself free from the car, Jake noticed the tail swipe had knocked all the fur off the wolf’s tail. It was a long, whip-like appendage now with a spearhead for a tip. The rest of the tail was covered in what looked like the teeth of a saw.

“This just keeps getting better, doesn’t it?” Jake coughed.

Sam fired a volley of crossbow bolts at the monster’s torso. “We have to focus that thing down. Now!”

“Thanks, Captain Obvious,” Chet wheezed.

To make matters worse, the forest fire Jake had spotted earlier had spread to reach their clearing. A red-orange glow spread over their battlefield as ash choked the skies above.

“Look at that. Mood lighting,” Chet commented. “All we need now are some dark clouds and lightning. Maybe a badass soundtrack.”

As if on command, dark clouds rolled overhead with the crack of thunder. Gunfire erupted all around as anyone who could fire a weapon focused their fire on the enormous wolf.

“Two out of three! Hahah.” Chet laughed as he fired his pistol on full auto.

Spurts of aetheric blood shot out of its body, but again the wolf didn’t seem bothered in the slightest. It merely stood there, shaking as the glowing veins spread through its body, taking less of the erratic shape of veins but rather ornate markings. With these markings, glowing aetheric tendrils burst out from its head along with horns.

Les, Jake, and Aron all rushed at the wolf as it threw its head back in a howl. The howl alone blasted them back across the clearing. Swirling circles of black and violet scattered around the battlefield before jagged aetheric spikes lanced out from the ground. The raid party scattered, trying to avoid getting shish-kabobed while the alpha launched its assault.

It charged after Jake with its full fury, its body becoming shrouded in aetheric energy as it came at him like a torpedo.

Jake threw up his own shield and poured as much aether as he could into his axe. There was an eruption of aetheric energy as the two attacks met. Jake lost the struggle; he was knocked across the battlefield.

You have taken 30 damage.

Health: 15/75

Jake clawed his way back to his feet in time to watch Michael and Sam both climb on top of the wolf’s back. They clung to its fur and drove their knives into its flesh again and again.

The wolf merely shook them off—just in time for Aron to rush in with his shield. He rammed the wolf’s head at full speed like a freight train. The beast staggered to the side and let out a vicious snarl.

Les followed through with her greatsword, biting deep into the wolf’s side.

It spun around with a vicious tail swipe.

Aron and Les were thrown aside, their armor battered and punctured. Blood seeped through the gaps as they struggled to their feet.

Jake growled and ran after the wolf. He wasn’t sure what the hell he was going to do to kill this thing, but they had to do something.

“I found my mag!” Chet called out as he slammed his magazine into his rifle. He fired on the wolf’s head. The powerful rounds of his fifty slammed into its skull again and again, each one forcing the wolf to lurch back as its skull cracked and shattered.

It snarled at Chet and slammed its foot onto the ground toward him. A wave of violet rippled through the earth at Chet, ripping the ground apart with a tide of aetheric spikes.

Chet dove out of the way with a squeal as the earth erupted beneath him and sent him tumbling with a brand new gash right through his thigh.

Jake was going to have to thank their mad gunner later for giving him an opening. By the time the wolf turned its attention back to him, Jake was already flying through the air. He slammed his axe down to the haft in the wolf’s skull, but the damn thing was so thick he only enraged the beast. It snapped and growled at him while trying to shake him free. Jake planted his feet on its head and reached for his gun.

As he poured aether into his pistol, the wolf shook violently, trying to sway him free. Bullets rained on it from every direction as the raid tried to bring it down. Sam and Michael had jumped back on the beast’s back, carving it up with their blades while Aron and Les hacked at its limbs.

The furious monster bled from its growing wounds in an endless stream of glowing aether. It howled out again. A new spread of spikes erupted from the ground as the fighters were sent flying once more.

Jake’s axe ripped free, giving him a wide-open shot right at the wolf’s skull. He aimed his gun, prayed to whatever gods were listening, and fired. A blast of aetheric energy lanced out of his gun straight into the open wound on the wolf’s head.

It reared back onto its hind legs with an ear-piercing cry as its body went rigid. Even the aetheric tendrils spreading from its head did so as the glow of aether went dark throughout its body.

Jake watched a violent explosion of aetheric energy rip away from the huge beast and form a crater around it as it fell with its last, dying breath.

You have received 200 aether.

Health 2/75

His HP bar flashed again and again on his HUD. But Jake was alive. Their whole raid was alive. It was the most miserable, painful joy he’d felt in a long time.

Brad stood over Jake, looking at the chaos left behind after their battle, then down to Jake. “Well, it looks like you guys had a lot more fun than I did. Need a hand?” He held out a hand to Jake.

He took it and rose to his feet as Brad channeled his healing magic through him. It wasn’t much, but Jake was nearly at half health by the time Brad stopped healing him.

“Sorry, I’m a little low on mana.” Brad smiled.

Jake shook his head. “Don’t worry about it—I’m still breathing. Let’s check in on our survivors.”

He led the way over to the nearly collapsed trailer with Lewis and his daughters still inside.

“Is… Is it over?” Lewis asked with a tremor to his voice.

Jake nodded. “The fighting’s done.” He turned to Brad. “Is that Zookeeper lunatic done, too?”

Brad gave a nervous chuckle. “I may have set the forest on fire to finish the job, but that man’s not going to bother anyone ever again.”

“Oh thank heavens,” Lewis said. “You weren’t the first people we had to talk into coming up here thanks to that madman. I was worried we would have to lie to so many more. So many innocent lives lost because of us.” He shook his head with tears streaming down his face. “But I was only doing what I had to to protect my girls.”

Jake held up a placating hand. “Don’t blame yourself for this, Lewis. You were a hostage.”

Brad nodded. “That’s right. We came here to rescue you, and we’ve done that. As far as I’m concerned, you didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Thank you.” Lewis forced a smile. “Now I guess we best be parting ways, huh? Things were pretty bad before that madman captured us. I wouldn’t want to be a burden on you.”

“Actually,” Jake began, “if you wouldn’t mind helping out around the Gaming Center, we’d love to have you and your daughters join our community.”

“Seriously?” Lewis asked, his voice thick with awe and disbelief.

Brad nodded. “Food, water, clean beds, safety, and most importantly—showers.”

Lewis laughed, shedding tears of joy. “We do smell pretty awful, don’t we? I think we grew numb to the stink a while ago, didn’t we girls?”

The two girls nodded with warm smiles.

“Don’t mind them, they’re shy around strangers, but they’ll warm up to you,” Lewis assured them.

“Come on then,” Jake said. “Let’s get you home.”

The raid party left the burning forest behind them as they drove back to the Gaming Center. They celebrated their victory, enjoyed a well-earned rest, and talked amongst themselves.

When they arrived, Jake helped Brad and the others situate their new arrivals. While they had plenty of daylight left to work through, all of them were exhausted from the brutal battle.

Jake decided to turn in early for the night. After a thorough shower he went to his room and settled in for a bit of cultivation before bed. He had been refining his cultivation technique through his work around the Gaming Center and in battles, but Jake still found himself lacking. It was like he was sharpening his muscles while letting his mind remain dull. Jake wouldn’t call himself an idiot, but neither would he call himself the sharpest tool in the shed. What he needed to do was expand his mind and how fast he processed information. In theory, improving those two aspects would increase how effective his use of aether was, and how quickly he could channel it.

With his plan laid out before him, Jake gathered up the engineering books he and Sam had recovered from the library before their fateful run-in with Colton and his crew. Then he gathered up a bunch of puzzle books scattered about the Gaming Center and settled in.

Time to become an absolute nerd.


Chapter twenty-two
Sam


“Everything hurts,” Sam grumbled as she stepped into the Gaming Center’s cafeteria with her party. She found a couch tucked away in a corner and made sure she flopped down on it.

Rocky hopped onto her stomach and lay down with an exhausted little sigh.

Aron pulled up a chair and leaned his chest against the backrest. “You can say that again. It took Brad, Randy, and Tim all working together to get us patched up, and most of us were still under half health.”

Chet and the rest of the party sat down.

“I’m pretty sure Sam actually blacked out for a second there,” Chet said.

Randy nodded. “She took a pretty nasty blow to the head the last time she got knocked free by that mutant.”

“Wha—?” Sam felt around her head. There was a nasty bruise on the side of her skull she didn’t remember getting. She thought back on the fight. One second she was flying through the air, then nothing before she was back at it. “Guess you’re right.”

Randy smiled at her. “Don’t worry. In another hour I’ll have enough mana to heal you back to full.”

“Good to hear.” Sam smiled, running a hand through Rocky’s fur.

Jo waved a hand at Sam. “Uhm, Sammy, I’ve got a golden blinky thing on my HUD and I don’t know what it is.”

Sam’s first reaction was to tell Jo to ask her muse about it; she just wanted to rest, after all. Then she noticed she too had a golden blinky thing on her HUD. It was under notifications.

Open it, dear, Olivia said with poorly contained excitement in her voice.

With a thought, Sam commanded the notification to open.

A brilliant flash of gold flashed across her vision, sheathed in aetheric energy.

World first!

Your raid has successfully defeated a deadly alpha mutant.

Please choose your reward:

Flicker Strike — Teleport to a chosen target and strike. If no target is selected, a nearby hostile creature will be chosen at random.

Shadow Step — Teleport from one shadowed area to another.

Corpse Explosion — Detonate nearby corpses, dealing explosive damage.

Sam blinked in surprise. All of those sounded like amazingly useful abilities to have in a fight. Even the corpse explosion skill, messy as it sounded, could help them clear an area of seeders.

“Guys, we just achieved a world first,” she said. “Check your HUD for that golden flashy bit.”

Jo gasped. “I can choose a new boom magic?”

“Huh.” Aron stroked his chin. “Seems this system has abilities for us magically challenged types, too. I always hated that about RPGs. They always give the martial classes the short end of the stick.”

Chet was salivating as he stared off into a wall. “I’m going to have fun with this. Oh yes.”

“Huh, seems the abilities are themed to that mutant wolf thing we killed,” Randy said. “These new spells or abilities or whatever all sound like something that thing could have done, but didn’t get a chance to.”

Aron shook his head. “It definitely did some of those things. One of my abilities lets me send out shockwaves through the ground like it did, or launch out spikes.”

Sam winced. “Good thing it didn’t figure out how to do all of these. I’m not sure how we could have handled that thing teleporting around the battlefield.”

“Teleport around?” Chet gasped. “You got one of those teleporty stabby skills, don’t you?”

Sam grinned. “I did.”

She wasn’t about to let that opportunity pass her up. Sure, the other two were useful, but their drawbacks were too big for Sam’s liking. Shadow Step, for example, required shadows. In broad daylight its use would be fairly situational. She was also certain there were range limitations not mentioned in the skill description, as well as the mana cost. Corpse Explosion was another bundle of trouble she did not want to deal with. With aliens coming, she didn’t want to risk destroying valuable loot using that ability. There was also the very real risk of hurting her friends in the process. No, Flicker Strike was the way to go for her. It fit her mobile style of combat and it might just help her out of a bind in the future.

“Well, I’m stumped,” Aron said. “I can pick up Seismic Roar or Earthshatter. Earthshatter is that shockwave one, which’d be good for dealing with crowds, but Seismic Roar is interesting. I can knock everything away from me with this ability, plus it tries to force enemies to attack me. Oh, and adds an area of effect to my attacks.”

Chet laughed. “A tank without a taunt is no way to go, Aron.”

“True, but I have a ton of aether. I figured level-two fighter might give me a taunt option.”

Sam shook her head. “But this is a world-first raid boss ability. Why pick up a small-fry taunt when you can have that ridiculous thing?”

Aron scratched at his masked chin with the handle of his shovel. “You’ve got a point there. I’ll take Seismic Roar.”

“Aether Dash sounds good as a get-out-of-dodge option, but I’m still thinking about these other two,” Chet said.

Randy nodded. “Same here with mine.”

“Fire Pillar!” Jo cheered. “Technically it said Aether Pillar, but since I have higher fire magic skills it turned into that.”

Sam nodded. It seemed mages with their different elemental affinities had a bit more flexibility with their rewards. Which was fair in her eyes. If she was a mage dedicated entirely to exploding or burning things like Jo, she wouldn’t be too happy with an ability that went outside of that theme.

“Glad you’re all happy with your rewards,” Sam said. “But speaking of rewards, we should probably spend some of this aether.”

Looking at her own aether pool, she was sitting at a few thousand aether and she figured the rest of her party was in that same neighborhood. It was more than enough to level up and score some new gear while they were at it, maybe even invest in gene therapies.

“Oh yeah.” Chet shot to his feet. “Don’t forget to donate some of that to the guild fund.”

Sam nodded as she rose to her feet. Rocky climbed on her shoulder and they headed downstairs to the upgrade center. She could have leveled up right then and there, but she wanted to make sure she didn’t miss out on some nice equipment because of it.

Knives were the first thing on her shopping list. The kitchen knives she’d picked up just as the apocalypse started were great for the kitchen, the most expensive ones in the whole store, but they weren’t made for combat. She pulled them from her sheath to inspect them. They had grown dull, dented, and chipped in places. It was a small miracle they still had points to stab with.

You could convert them into aether, Olivia suggested. Their current state will greatly reduce the value, but it is aether you could put toward any other number of things.

Sam nodded and placed her trusty knives into the 3D printer. With the push of a button, the device dismantled the weapons into pure aether.

You have received 50 aether.

She frowned. That would barely put a dent in anything but the lowest-tier weapons. They all needed to step up their game if the mutant alpha was anything to go by.

Sam scrolled through the list of daggers available to her. On the higher end of her budget she found enchanted blades running two thousand aether a piece. They came with anything from adding ice damage to leeching health or mana from whoever she attacked. But if she went for those weapons she wouldn’t be able to level up or get something more protective of her soft flesh than her hoodie.

She scrolled down to the cheaper options, where she encountered every kind of blade imaginable.

Straight blades, serrated blades, blades with far too many spiky bits and hooks for her liking. Ornate blades that would give her location away like a sun suddenly appearing in the shadows.

None of these were what she was looking for.

Sam needed something simple and elegantly designed to suit its deadly purpose. It came to her as a surprise that, buried amongst all the fantasy blades, such a weapon indeed existed. It was a black knife from grip to blade resembling something she’d seen soldiers in the movies use, except with far better construction and a larger blade to deal with those pesky seeders. Such a blade would do everything she wanted: slash, stab, handle well in her hands, and most important of all, it wouldn’t attract attention until it was already too late.

She went to buy them when she saw the price and sucked in a sharp breath through her teeth. Eight hundred aether a piece?

The jungle fighter blades are very high-quality knives, dear, Olivia said. Rugged, durable, they will not lose their blades to anything but the most extreme abuse, and their edge holds with even the most lax maintenance.

Those all sounded like good things, but could she afford armor after that? It was half of her aether, and she hadn’t even looked at armor prices yet.

They are a great investment, Sammy, Olivia urged her on. Besides, you try to avoid getting hit in combat. You won’t need the expensive armor someone like Aron would need.

Sam still didn’t like the thought of burning all her aether at once, but she purchased the blades regardless. The best defense is a good offense, right?

Jungle Fighter Blade

+30 Damage

Traits

Sturdy: If you manage to break this blade, you have bigger problems on your hands.

Stealthy: This blade will not reveal your location until it’s already too late.

Sam liked the sound of those two traits, even if Olivia had already explained them. The two knives weren’t the greatest weapons available, but they were a massive step up from her banged-up kitchen knives.

Next, Sam moved on to armor, setting her maximum cost to six hundred aether and limiting her search to light armor only. She came up with a variety of different outfits, most of which looked colorful and showy. But she wasn’t exactly running around parties trying to blend in—she hunted seeders and mutant beasts alike out in the open.

She came upon an interesting armor set. It came with everything a rogue would need: a hood and mask to hide her identity, a form-fitting outfit minimizing any chances of snagging or making noise, and enough belts to hang a stealthy arsenal from. The shinguards and bracers added a nice extra layer of protection Sam just couldn’t say no to. For the low, low price of five hundred aether she could finally look the part of a proper rogue!

Apprentice Assassin’s Garb

+15 Armor

Traits

Stealthy: This armor helps its user blend into the shadows and move as silently as the night.

Belts for Days: Because a good assassin is only as good as their tools.

Sam considered stocking up on tools right then and there, but then she remembered she needed to level up still. Next time.

She pulled the armor from the 3D printer, found a changing room tucked away in the side of the upgrade center’s hall, and donned her new equipment. While she was at it, she spent the thousand aether required to level up. The small room filled with golden light as she hit a brand-new level.

Congratulations, you have leveled up: Rogue — Level 2.

+3 Strength

+5 Agility

+1 Constitution

+1 Intelligence

Sam shuddered as her thoughts somehow came in clearer. The feeling must have been far more intense for a mage. Much like she felt as light as a feather, her new armor, which had weighed on her a little with its protective materials and all those belts, now felt no different to her than wearing a regular set of clothes. She couldn’t imagine how much stronger she would feel when she hit her next level.

Choose one of the following:

Skill Increase: Backstab and Dodge +1.

Double Strike: A chance to deal double damage when striking an enemy.

Smoke Bomb: Throw a bomb to stagger enemies and cover an area in smoke.

This is new, Sam said.

As you progress, the system gives you greater opportunities to choose your own path, Olivia explained, making it so no two people are ever truly the same.

Sam always appreciated that sort of flexibility in games. It wasn’t done all that often, but when it was it made every encounter that much more unique.

She considered her options carefully.

Skills were never a bad choice. An increase to her backstab damage and her ability to dodge—which she didn’t realize was a skill until now—would always be beneficial. But she could always develop a skill through practice. Abilities on the other hand cost aether, if they were even available for purchase.

Double Strike, with its chance to deal double damage, sounded good on paper but she had no idea of the odds. It could be anything from a one-percent chance to fifty-fifty odds it would do anything. That chance would scale with use, she had no doubt of that, but how long before it made itself worthwhile? Sam cast the thought aside. Why gamble when I can get something that’s always useful? she thought. A smoke bomb was effectively a free tool that would only cost her mana to use. A tool she could use to escape a bad situation or turn it to her advantage.

Sam made her choice, and the level-up screen vanished. She looked down to her hand and wondered just how she was supposed to use Smoke Bomb. Then she figured it worked like everything else. She thought of using the ability, and a black sphere the size of a baseball appeared in her hand. She didn’t see any sort of fuse or triggering mechanism, so she figured it was a matter of throwing it where she needed it. With another thought, she dismissed the smoke bomb from her hand and pulled up her new stats.

Sam Hicks

Strength: 12

Agility: 21

Constitution: 12

Intelligence: 11

Wisdom: 12

Charisma: 11

Health: 60

Mana: 55

When she stepped back out into the upgrade hall, she deposited her remaining aether into the guild fund. She saw Aron and the others there, talking amongst themselves, but Jo was missing.

“Everyone good on their upgrades?” Sam asked.

Aron nodded. “Upgraded my armor, shield, and shovel with the aether I had.” His armor didn’t look any different, though. Neither did his shovel. The materials must have just been improved. Then again, in most games upgrading an item just improved its stats.

Chet had more armor plates strapped to his body with even more pouches for ammo. Though now it seemed he had a second pistol, the same as his first. But rather than buy a new rifle, he still had a Barrett on his back.

Sam pointed at the huge gun. “Not going to replace that with something?”

Chet held out the rifle. “Can you really improve on perfection? I’m not giving this baby up until I can get a death ray or something equally ridiculous.”

“Fair enough.” She couldn’t complain with the effectiveness of that gun. It packed more punch than those pistols he carried around, which was really something considering they were alien tech.

Randy, on the other hand, had upgraded to an alien assault rifle with a new set of armor. He looked like someone had kitbashed together a modern soldier with a knight of old. Compared to Aron or Les, though, he was in much lighter armor. Randy noticed Sam staring and pulled up the visor on his helmet to smile at her. “It’s a bit much, isn’t it?”

“Better than getting chewed to pieces,” Sam said. “Did you hit level two?”

Randy nodded. “Picked up some more healing spells, too. Brad and Tim both said I should, since curing specific things like bleeding or broken bones is more expensive to treat with Healing Hands.”

“Those two would know, with their parties.” Sam laughed. They’d been lucky enough not to break anything yet in her group. That was mostly thanks to Aron taking the abuse for them. “So, anyone seen Jo?”

Randy pointed to the gene therapy chamber. “She’s in there. Apparently her muse said she could be a bunny girl and become even better friends with Nayla, so she ran right over. After getting her level and all that.”

“That’s going to take a while.” Sam sighed. She hoped Jo didn’t just forget to get herself any equipment in favor of gene therapies. Those were useful, but there was just no replacing quality gear. “Oh well, no point waiting around for her here. I’m heading on out to catch some fresh air. Let me know if you need anything.”

With a wave, she was off.

Sam headed out to the front of the Gaming Center. It was a beautiful, starry night out with hardly a cloud in the sky. The kind of night she’d always loved as a kid. These days she wasn’t so sure she shared the same love of the great beyond. There were monsters out there, after all. Monsters coming to take over their planet. She hoped they actually stood a chance against them. Elves, orcs, dwarves, and whatever other horrors the Collective had to throw at them.

She meandered about for a bit before she spotted the pirate ship out on the mini-golf course. Sam may not be looking forward to dealing with the coming alien menace, but there was no reason she couldn’t enjoy the view while she had it. She climbed into the ship, lay down, and gazed up to the skies.

It didn’t take long for someone to climb in with her. It was Brad.

“What brings you out here, Sam?” Brad smiled warmly at her.

“It’s a nice view.” She pointed at the stars above. “You?”

Brad lay down beside her. “Just wanted to check in on you. I know you had a long trip, and the welcome party wasn’t exactly great.”

“Wha-aat?” She dragged out the word. “What girl doesn’t love coming home from a long trip of picking up strangers to a big boss battle?”

Brad laughed. “Honestly, I’m surprised we came out of that alive. The Zookeeper almost killed me, and then I get back to watch you guys fighting that mutated wolf. I did what I could to help, but it wasn’t much.”

Sam waved him off. “Don’t worry about it. If you hadn’t dealt with that freak he would have been another problem to deal with in an already shitty situation. So!” Her eyes suddenly lit up like a kid on Christmas morning. “What’d you get?”

“Get?”

Sam nodded. “Your world-first reward! We all got abilities for killing that thing.”

“Oh yeah!” Brad scratched at the back of his neck. “I had some strange, not-very-healer-sounding abilities. Like Aether Dash and Shatter Shield.”

Sam hummed. “I think Chet mentioned the dash lets you run faster and tackle things in your way. What’s the other one?”

“It’s like the mages’ shield, except it explodes when it breaks,” Brad explained. “Which I thought could be useful, but this third one sounded much better, but it’s got a wild name.”

“Don’t leave me hanging here.” Sam tugged at his arm. “What is it?”

“Blood Siphon,” Brad said.

Sam blinked. “Sounds pretty edgy and not at all like a healer.”

“Right? It sounds like something a vampire monster would use, but it’s pretty nice.” Brad chuckled. “It’s basically an angrier version of Aether Siphon. Not only does it rip aether out of a target, but it also tears health from them and returns it to me. The trick is I have to channel it on a target until I can pull it off at once. Literally ripping it out of them.”

Sam snickered. “Maybe we should get you in a vampire outfit, then.”

Brad groaned.

“Hide your kids, hide your wife, because Count Bradcula is in town!” Sam teased, bursting into a giggle fit.

Brad rolled his eyes. “Keep that up and I’ll have to start cracking jokes about rogues.”

Sam knew exactly what kind of humor this was. “You wouldn’t.”

“You’re right. It’s too easy.” Brad stretched out. “But you can’t hate the classics.”

Sam swatted at his arm. “No! Bad!”

Brad laughed. “Not so fun when you’re on the receiving end, huh?”

Sam ignored him. She enjoyed teasing him, and she wasn’t going to stop just because he’d found a button to push.

“So how was the trip?” Brad asked after a drawn-out silence.

Sam shrugged. “Oh, you know. Abandoned cities, demolished towns, dead bodies galore, a bunch of seeders. The usual post-apocalyptic scenery.”

“That exciting, huh?”

“Well, there was the part where we turned our convoy of school buses into a battleship and broadsided the hell out of a seeder alpha. That was fun.” Sam couldn’t help grinning from ear to ear. “It was Aron’s idea, but damn it was effective.”

Brad raised his eyebrows. “We should talk with Tim about setting up some battle buses, then. He knows a thing or two about cars.”

“Might be good for getting big groups around,” Sam agreed.

“So what about Karen and her people? What do you think about them?” Brad asked with a mild hint of concern in his voice.

Sam pulled her lips into a tight line. “The few people I talked to seem fine. Normal, even for tourists. But Karen and her people?” She shook her head. “Look, I’m not saying they’re bad people or anything, but Karen just rubs me every wrong kind of way. She’s just slimy and manipulative, and those two idiots Roger and Steve just keep kissing up to her like desperate puppies. It’s disgusting.”

“So it wasn’t just me that noticed that.” Brad chuckled. “They’re probably just a weird bunch that need time to adjust to this new world. We can help them with that.”

Sam sighed. “Hopefully. I just hope those three don’t start any drama. We don’t need it. Not when we have the seeders to deal with and not when the aliens finally…”

A huge streak fell from the skies like a comet with a tail of flames. Between the dancing embers, Sam swore she saw something inside. Then the flames peeled away. Blue thrusters slowed the object down, then angled it toward the west before it sped off. It was no meteor, nor a seeder ship. It was an alien craft.

“...arrive. Shit. They’re here,” Sam said. “That was the first alien ship. It had to be.”

Brad sighed. “Would it be too much to ask that they be the friendly type?”

“Probably.” Sam sat up. “What do we do now?”

Brad rose to his feet. “We need to get our act together. I’m going down to the upgrade center and starting up the guild right now.”

Sam nodded. “Then I’ll take my party out to see who our new neighbors are.”

“But you just got back and you took a big beating during that fight,” Brad said. “At least take some time to rest.”

Sam wanted to protest, but truth be told she was feeling exhausted. The rest of her party was probably feeling the same. Driving around at night wasn’t a great idea, either. “Fine, but first thing in the morning we’re heading west.”

As she finished speaking, more ships broke through the atmosphere and took off in several different directions. Sam couldn’t tell where any of them were going, but the westbound ship seemed to be moving in for a landing already. If she remembered right, there was a city in that direction.

Kamloops.


Chapter twenty-three
Brad


They rushed back to the Gaming Center, where a crowd of people were gathered out front. Shock and fear was on every face.

“They’re really coming,” said one man.

“Real aliens,” whimpered a woman.

“What the hell are we going to do now?” all but shouted another.

Brad threw his arms up to placate them. “Calm down people, we knew the aliens were coming. This was inevitable.”

“That so, sugar?” Karen’s sickly sweet voice came from the crowd. “Because this is the first any of my people’ve heard of this.”

Looking over the crowd, Brad found most of them were the new faces Sam had brought in. Even so, the survivors they’d brought from Kelowna and the ones they had gathered from Scotch Creek were no less anxious.

“Welcome to the party,” Sam said. “Now you know seeders aren’t the worst thing we have to deal with out here, and why every human has to band together.”

Brad nodded. “This is exactly why we need to form the guild, and why we need all of you to take the nano-tech.”

“You expect us to fight?” Karen seemed shocked at the very proposition.

“You might not get a choice in the matter,” Brad shot back. “But you’ve been out there, you know what it’s like to be hunted by the seeders. Those are just the advance force to terraform our planet. What do you think the actual aliens that sent those things are capable of?”

Karen seemed to deflate at his words. “Yes, well… I have taken the nano-tech, and so have most of my people.”

Brad smiled. “Good. With all of you donating some of your aether, we should have more than enough to start up the guild.”

“Oh, we aren’t doing that,” Steve said.

Brad blinked. “Excuse me?”

“We aren’t doing that,” Roger answered for him. “See, them computer things told us we need aether to get stronger and get equipment, but seeing as how we basically have none after picking classes, we figured we should save what we have.”

Steve laughed. “Speak for yourself, Roger. I have plenty. That’s why Karen likes me best.”

Roger smacked Steve upside the head. “Shut up, cue ball.”

Brad narrowed his eyes on Karen. “You mind explaining here?”

Karen groaned. “Yes, none of us have donated aether. No, we won’t be donating any, either.” She sounded annoyed he was even asking before taking that sweet tone of hers. “Look, Brad, dear, we only just arrived. We don’t know yet whether we can trust each other. For all we know, you and your people are a roving band of cannibals.”

Sam snorted. “Oh yeah. Cannibals that treat you to beds, food, and the means to fight back.”

Karen looked disappointed in Sam. “Sammy, dear, free-range cattle was all the rage before the aliens came. Why should I assume it’s any different now?”

Brad wasn’t fond of this woman or her two lackeys, but he wasn’t sure how to deal with her, either. Dealing with humans and gaining their trust was far more complicated than dealing with a seeder attack. But he had to try something or they weren’t going to get anywhere.

“I’ll let that petty insult slide, Karen. Our situation is too dire to get bogged down by your misconceptions.”

Karen smiled sweetly at him. “Oh dear, I was only teasing. But we won’t trust so easily.”

“Look, let me put this to you plainly, then.” Brad drew in a deep breath. “When we join together in a guild, we will gain access to all sorts of new features and facilities. Things that will give us a fighting chance not just against the seeders, but the aliens as well. The sooner we can get this up and running, the better a position we’ll find ourselves in.”

Sam picked up where he left off. “Probably the biggest thing here is guild chat and guild member tracking. So we’ll be able to communicate with any of our members around the world and find where they are.”

“That does sound handy. In case we get separated or something,” an older tourist said in the crowd.

“So if you’d like to be part of that guild, just head on down to the upgrade station and donate what you can. Every little bit helps us,” Brad said.

The crowd discussed the news among themselves.

Karen stepped up. “And if we want to make a guild of our own? What’s going to stop us?”

Brad rubbed at his brow. “Do you have a magical stash of ten thousand aether sitting around somewhere, Karen?”

Karen recoiled at the number. “N-no.”

“What about access to your own upgrade center?” Brad pressed. “Because it looks like the only thing you have available to you right now is the numbers to start a guild.”

“We’ll just use your upgrade center,” Karen insisted.

Brad placed his hands on his hips, nodding along with her. “Uh-huh, uh-huh. And you know what? I would have been happy to help you, but this sudden lack of trust has got me feeling a lot less charitable toward you, Karen. Of course, if the rest of you don’t want to deal with her nonsense, you’re welcome to come join up with us, but Karen here? Nah.”

Karen’s face twisted and twitched with barely contained anger, but she managed to keep it to herself, even as the crowd spoke amongst themselves. Some of the people even left of their own accord to head down to the upgrade center.

“And where do you think you’re going?” Karen snapped.

A punk-looking tourist threw his arms up as he walked off. “Wherever the hell I want. You ain’t the boss of me.”

“Why you little—”

The punk flipped her twin birds and vanished into the Gaming Center.

Brad shot him a thumbs-up. “I like him. He’s nice.” He looked back to Karen. “So what’s it going to be, Karen? I’m not interested in making enemies here. I’m here to fight for humanity.”

“We’ll do what we have to in order to protect our people,” Sam added. “Think things through very carefully.”

Karen crossed her arms and turned her nose up at him, then swung her head from one side to another. She looked like some stubborn kid refusing to eat her veggies. “I suppose you have been kind to us so far.”

“They have,” Roger said.

“I guess,” Steve added.

Karen shot a glare at the pair to silence them. “We will contribute to the guild and join, Brad. It won’t be much, though.”

“That’s fine,” Brad said.

Karen led her people down to the upgrade center, where they each donated some of their aether to the cause.

Brad felt like he’d twisted their arms into compliance, which was not at all what he wanted to do. The plan had never included new survivors adding their aether to founding the guild, after all, but Karen’s attitude just set him off. At least some good had come out of it, and they’d split some people from her group. Whether or not Karen would see reason in time didn’t matter if they could get the people under her to do so.

“There. It’s done. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ll be in the cafeteria waiting to see how this guild thing plays out.” Karen walked off along with her people.

Sam sighed. “Glad to see my recruitment drive is already working out so well.”

“Don’t beat yourself up about it. Let’s get this guild started.” Brad went to the 3D printer and checked the guild fund status.

They were a few thousand shy of their goal. Luckily Brad had more than enough to finish the job himself, though it wouldn’t leave much to fix his gear situation. My own gear doesn’t matter as much as getting the guild going. He poured his aether into the 3D printer.

Guild fully funded.

Enter guild name:

Brad thought back to the vote for the guild name. There were a few suggestions from the other gamers among the survivors. His favorite of the bunch was “Illuminaughty,” but they needed something far more serious if they were going to have humanity unite under one banner. Of all the names, Invictus had the most votes. Brad entered the name.

World first!

You have created this world’s first guild.

You have received:

Portable Construction Unit — Large-Scale 3D Printer

Land Claim Node

“Woah. We just made the first guild on Earth,” Brad said.

Sam grinned. “Nice!”

“Hell yeah. I just hope that means we’re way ahead of everyone else on Earth and not that humanity is absolutely screwed.”

Sam laughed. “Come on, Brad. What are the chances we’re the only ones kicking alien ass? Now tell me what we got.”

“A large-scale 3D printer and a land claim node. We should probably ask our muses what these do.” Brad stared off to the side as if Frank would be there to answer.

Luckily, Frank lived in Brad’s head. The 3D printer does what it says on the tin, kid. It prints things. Big things like vehicles, but more importantly it can assemble advanced tech.

Advanced tech? Brad asked.

That’s right. Things far beyond the capabilities of a standard 3D printer. Like those portable construction units. Outside of a reward like this, these smaller printers aren’t able to make them. It puts too much strain on the machines and risks breaking them, you see, Frank explained. Now, the land claim node is the neat thing here.

Oh yeah? What makes it so special? Brad didn’t think it would do anything besides telling everyone where they lived.

Frank cleared his digital throat. Not only do they mark what land belongs to your guild, but they make it so seeders can’t crash-land any ships on top of you. And any alien races who try to claim your territory will have to capture the node in order to do so. You, as the guild leader, can also dictate the laws that will be upheld within this territory, levy taxes, and a whole lot more boring bureaucratic stuff you can read for yourself. What probably interests you the most is that this thing comes with a sensor suite, which will mark out any life forms within its reach and identify them.

Nice. That’ll make guarding the Gaming Center so much easier, Brad said.

Frank coughed. You’re thinking a little small.

How small?

Frank forced Brad’s map to open up and zoomed out from the Gaming Center to show Scotch Creek. A blue hex centered on the Gaming Center. It stretched across the Hub and ballpark off to the east. To the west it covered a cafe they’d passed by several times. To the north it covered a group of structures including a church. To the south it covered part of the Shuswap Lake Park. It was a huge chunk of land for them to claim, more than they were using right now.

Damn, that’s big. Too bad it doesn’t cover the RV park off to the east, Brad said.

You could move the land claim, but that would involve placing the land claim marker in a much more exposed location. Currently this is the estimated coverage if we place it within the upgrade center, in the gene therapy bay, Frank said. I figured you might want a defensible position.

Brad nodded. Don’t see any reason not to. Let’s do it. He pulled the construction unit from the 3D printer and looked for this node to appear, but nothing happened. Am I missing something?

Yeah. You actually call these things down from your guild menu. Normally they cost a ton of aether, so if you want more land, you’re going to have to fork over another five thousand aether for these land claim nodes. The smaller units cost two thousand, but they’re about a quarter of the size. They’re great for outposts, Frank said.

Brad walked off toward the gene therapy bay, Sam tagging along behind him. “So did you get all that?” Brad asked her.

Sam nodded. “Olivia gave me the rundown. She said we can move this later if we want to. But there’s a cooldown period.”

“We won’t have to worry about that any time soon,” Brad said.

He opened up the guild menu and found the land claim nodes. He chose the only node they had, and a holographic projection appeared. It was a pillar, or rather an obelisk, with a three-pointed star for a base. Brad moved it to the center of the room with his mind and confirmed the placement.

A blue outline of the node appeared in front of him and slowly started to fill in from the bottom up. It looked like it was made of light and dark metals when it finally finished assembling itself. The top of the node unfurled and projected spinning, holographic text that read: Invictus Territory.

“Neat,” Brad said.

Sam nodded. “And if we find someone with a shred of artistic talent, we can create an emblem to pop in there, too, and to add to all our gear.”

“I have the artistic talent of a drunk five-year-old, so that’s not going to be me.” Brad laughed. “Let’s head on up and tell everyone the good news.”

They arrived at the cafeteria to cheers and claps from the newly minted guild members. Everyone except Karen and her two lackeys.

Brad ignored them and focused on the rest of their people instead. “Looks like you already heard the good news.”

“Hard to miss all those notifications popping up, Brad,” Chippy said. “A territory claim, the guild world first, and look how big that territory is. That’s a big chunk of the town we own now.”

Karen didn’t look pleased in the slightest, but she held her tongue.

“Well, we have even better news.” Brad held up the portable construction unit. The heavy suitcase-like device had a great deal of heft to it. It probably made a better weapon than his shotgun when it came to caving skulls in. “This baby right here is going to help us build fancy alien tech. Like vehicles, and a whole lot more. Probably turrets, too.”

Karen nodded. “They just give you all the best toys, don’t they?”

“This is for all of us, Karen. We all benefit from this,” Brad scolded her.

“Yes, yes.” Karen waved him off.

Brad decided the best way to deal with her attitude for now was not to engage. “We can set this up later, though. Now we need to figure out what we’re going to do about these aliens.”

“Kill them, of course,” Karen said. “Why is this even a question?”

“Because some of these aliens might not be hostile,” Brad countered. “We don’t know who’s coming down from the skies right now, or if they’re a threat. If there’s any chance we can avoid adding to our growing list of enemies, we might actually survive through the year.”

“Oh, sure, of course dear,” Karen mocked. “Until one day we discover our sweet, friendly aliens are the sneaky, conniving type and they gut us while we’re sleeping.”

Steve looked at Karen. “I thought probing butts was their thing.”

Karen glared at him.

Roger slapped him upside the head. “Shut up,” he hissed out in a sharp whisper.

“Ignoring Steve’s little outburst here…” Karen said. “We can’t trust these aliens, Brad. We can barely trust one another. So why don’t we do the smart thing and take care of ourselves? The only dealings we should have with these aliens are at the end of a gun.”

Brad rubbed at his brow. “Karen, the only one with trust issues here is you, and the people you’ve managed to infect with that paranoia of yours. You don’t even want to fight when it’s the only way to get any stronger right now.”

Karen opened her mouth to speak, but Aron stepped out of the crowd and cut her off. “Look, I hate to agree with Karen here, but she does have a point about the aliens, Brad.”

Brad looked at Aron. Karen’s ramblings were one thing, but Aron always had his head on straight.

“Those alien bastards,” Aron continued, “were the ones who sent the seeders to our planet. The monsters indiscriminately killing men, women, and children. We can’t assume any of them will treat us any differently than their pets.”

Brad drew in a breath. “But our muses already explained this to us. The Collective, whoever is actually running it, was the one to throw the seeders at us. The individual races, groups within those races, and even individuals can behave in wildly different ways.”

Aron’s hand tightened into a fist. “They killed my family right in front of me, Brad. They sent the monsters that butchered them. And I couldn’t do a damn thing to stop them.”

Brad’s eyes widened. That was the reason Aron wore his mask, why he hid those scars of his.

“But I can avenge them and kill every last one of those alien sons of bitches that dare set foot on our world.”

“I agree with the scary masked man,” Karen said. “Anyone else?”

There were rumblings of agreement among the crowd. Most came from Karen’s group, but some came from the Scotch Creek survivors as well. The old farts group, as Jake had so lovingly referred to them. Brad wondered if Alan and Nora would have agreed with them after their earlier outburst. Maybe even Mark and Angie would as well.

Willy threw up his arm. “Seconded. I’ve always liked the shoot-first, ask-questions-later approach.”

“That attitude is exactly what got your arm broken in the first place,” Sam shot back at Willy.

“But you weren’t—” Willy began.

Sam cut him off. “Word gets around fast when idiots step out of line.” She was losing her cool. Whether it was from the long day or prolonged exposure to Karen was anyone’s guess, though.

Cory nodded from a table where he sat with the rest of Jake’s party. “That’s right. Take it from me: Jumping without looking is the fastest way to get in trouble.”

Jason patted Cory’s shoulder.

Kurtis nodded. “Cory’s got a point. And I get thinking things through won’t be a luxury we’ll always have, but right now we do. So I recommend we put on our hunting caps and start stalking our prey. It’s the only way we’re going to find out what makes them tick.”

“I wouldn’t have put it that way, but that’s exactly what I’m planning,” Brad said. “We scope out our new neighbors, and if they seem friendly we try to make contact. If they aren’t, then we watch them and learn what we can. Any weaknesses we can spot ahead of time are weaknesses we can exploit when we do have to fight.”

Karen leaned back in her seat, her lips pursed in approval. “Oh that sounds positively devious, darling. I like it.”

Aron relaxed as he let out a breath. “Good. For a second I thought you wanted to just walk up to the damned aliens and say hello.”

Brad stared at him. “I’m not that naïve, Aron.”

Aron sighed. “Cautious approach it is, then. But at the first sign of trouble, I’m killing every last one of those damned aliens.” He stepped away and sank back into the crowd.

No one may have been able to see Aron’s face, but it was obvious from those tense shoulders and balled-up fists he was in a foul mood. Brad hoped his friend’s need for revenge didn’t lead to any questionable life choices.

“Right, then. Sam and I will lead two different expeditions to check out our new neighbors. Jake will stay here to watch over things while we’re gone,” Brad said. “In the meantime, I want all of you to do what you can to get stronger. That means forming up parties, hunting seeders, and gathering supplies for us.”

Sam looked at Brad. “How are supply-gathering missions going to help them level up?”

“Well, we always run into trouble trying to get anything, so there’s bound to be aether to gather,” Brad said.

You could also assign quests, or even post them on the guild’s quest board for anyone to take, Frank offered. Our guild coffers are a little dry at the moment, so we can’t do much for rewards. Might want to set up some taxes to fix that.

“I will create quests for people to do,” Brad answered. “As the guild master of Invictus it’s one of the things I can do, but we don’t have much aether left over in the guild bank, so the rewards will be small at first. But that’ll change over time, don’t worry.”

Brad still hadn’t leveled up or bought himself gear, so he couldn’t donate much to the cause, but the idea of being rewarded for quests lit some people’s faces up. Others required explanations, but their neighbors took care of that for Brad.

Karen and her two goons didn’t exactly look thrilled about working or hunting, but they didn’t protest this time. Instead they talked amongst themselves. Brad hoped it was about good things, like how they could build up more aether for themselves and the guild, but he wasn’t about to hold his breath. They had bigger fish to fry, anyway.

“So, any questions about our plans going forward?” Brad asked.

None came up.

“Good. Let’s get this show on the road.”


Chapter twenty-four
Jake


Morning announced its presence by shooting Jake in the eyes with brilliant rays of sunlight. He groaned as he sat up from beneath a pile of books he’d spent all night reading. Puzzles, technical manuals, textbooks on big-brain subjects like physics and engineering.

Ugh, I really am becoming a nerd.

But it was all for a good cause. His mind felt clearer than it ever had, his thoughts flowed like a wild river, and he wondered if he could use his aether any faster than he previously had.

Jake dragged himself out of his burial mound of books only to hear a knock on the door. He’d have to experiment with his cultivation later. Jake opened the door.

“Morning, Jake.”

Brad was on the other side wearing an olive-green jacket with a fur collar. It looked like there were armor plates sewn into sections of it as well. The same pattern followed down to the new jeans he wore with a pair of combat boots. Underneath the jacket, Brad wore a body armor with a medic’s cross slapped on his chest.

“Morning, Brad. Nice new outfit.” Jake yawned.

Brad let out a short laugh. “Thanks. It was the best I could do with the aether I had left over from the guild.”

Jake let out a low whistle. “We got that set up already? That’s great. But I’m guessing you’re here for another reason.”

Brad nodded. “Yup. We need you to babysit the new arrivals. Karen and her people are a little…temperamental. I’m hoping they’ll grow out of it, but we’ve got things to do in the meantime.”

Jake leaned against the doorframe. “Sounds like a fun-filled day for me. Guessing they’re a bit much for old Chippy to handle, huh?”

Brad gave a slight shrug. “I don’t want to underestimate the guy, but I’d hate to put the burden of dealing with a literal Karen on him.”

Jake chuckled. “Right. So what’s our fearless leader running off to while I watch the kids?”

“Sam and I are heading out to check out our new alien neighbors.”

Jake’s jaw dropped and his eyes widened.

“Yeah. They started coming down last night,” Brad said. “Fingers crossed that we got lucky and they’re the friendly kind, but”—he raised his shotgun—“we’re prepared for anything.”

“Guess I better go see you two off, then.” Jake stretched.

“Sam’s already gone on ahead.”

Jake shook his head. “That girl cannot stand still for five seconds, can she? Ah well. Good luck out there, Brad.”

“See you later.” Brad stepped away, then stopped halfway down the hall. “Oh! Make sure to ask your muse about all the guild stuff. You’re an officer now.” With that, Brad ran off.

Jake groaned. This sounded complicated.

It is actually rather simple! Hazel said before setting off into a long rant about all the little intricacies of the guild system, the claim nodes, taxes, recruitment, and so much more. Most of it went in one ear and out the other, but he picked up the basics from it while he prepared for the day.

By the time he was heading downstairs, Hazel seemed to be running out of her digital breath. Last and most importantly are the special construction tools and materials the large-scale 3D printer can produce. One such tool we might need to reinforce the Gaming Center is a hardening compound applied to glass, making it infinitely stronger than it ever was. Hazel paused for a virtual breath. So, did you get all that?

Jake nodded to himself. Yup. Special glass paint for strong windows. Quests, taxes, and all that. I got it all. He hoped his muse didn’t realize he was lying.

Good! Now we can start the day.

Jake headed downstairs, where Karen stood talking with her people.

The second she heard him, her head practically snapped to him. She was leaning against his arm before he knew what was going on. “Jake, dear! Good morning,” Karen said with such sweetness to her voice it was overpowering. “Brad said we should come to you if there was anything we needed, and here you finally are.” She even batted her eyelashes at him.

“That’s what I’m here for,” Jake said as he pulled away from her to grab himself a coffee. “What can I help you with?”

“It’s our sleeping accommodations,” Karen began. “Things are a little cramped here with all the people we’ve brought over, and we need more space. We looked at that new 3D printer Brad got, but everything there is far too expensive for us to purchase.”

Jake looked around at the people gathered in the main lobby of the Gaming Center. Several of them were still asleep, most of those on the floor in sleeping bags, cushions, bags, and anything else that could provide some comfort. It was hardly an ideal situation. “Fair point. How about we find you a place to stay?”

“That would be splendid, darling.” Karen beamed at him.

Jake gave a short, nervous chuckle. “You can just call me Jake. No need for the darling.”

He considered the problem at hand.

His first thought was to send them to the Hub. It was a great place with sturdy walls, and other than a lack of fences it was an easily defensible structure. The problem was space and comfort. The Hub was great for parties, get-togethers, and even having a small population live in it if they set things up properly, but Karen and her people would need a lot more space than the building could offer. Jake pulled up the map in search of a place and found just the one.

“Have you considered the RV park?” Jake offered. “It’s to the east, just outside our land claim, but it’s still well within our sensor range. You should have more than enough space there to house everyone comfortably.”

Karen’s eyes lit up at the mention of being outside the guild’s territory, but Jake didn’t think much of it. “That sounds wonderful, Jake. We’ll gather our things and get set up right away.”

Jake held his hands up. “Woah, slow down there. The RV park isn’t clear yet. There’s a seeder presence there, Karen, so you better go in ready for a fight.”

“Well, maybe you could just clear it for us.” Karen batted her eyes at him.

Jake shook his head. “I wouldn’t be doing you or your people any favors that way, Karen. You can’t get stronger without gathering aether, and you get that aether through fighting and killing monsters.”

Karen scowled for a flash of a second before returning to her sickly sweet smile. “You know, you’re right, Jake. We will clear that place out for ourselves. After all, those seeders can’t eat all of us, right?”

A nervous laughter rolled through the crowd, and Jake wasn’t feeling too optimistic about their odds.

Still, this would take out two, maybe three birds with one stone. Karen would be out of his hair, they would clear up some space in the Gaming Center, and Karen and her people would earn some desperately needed aether.

“You’ll do better than that,” Jake assured her. “Now, if you need anything just give me a call. We’re all in the same guild now, so you can reach out from anywhere.”

“We will. Toodles.” Karen walked off. Roger and Steve were right behind her.

The rest of her people followed along, but a few stayed. Most of them looked like locals except one of the larger men—a bearded fellow built like a football player with a thick, bushy beard.

He walked up to Jake and extended a hand. “Hey man, I’m Darius,” he said in a quiet, almost conspiratorial tone as he glanced over his shoulder now and then.

Jake gave it a firm shake. “Nice to meet you. Is something the matter?”

Darius seemed to relax when the last of Karen’s people were gone. “Yeah, man. I’m not really a big fan of following that Karen lady around. I’ve been stuck with her and her cronies since this mess happened.”

“Is she that bad?” Jake asked.

Darius rolled his hand back and forth. “Kinda, sorta. She gets this way-too-sweet, clingy attitude around people she’s trying to get to do what she wants, but turns into a real Karen whenever she doesn’t get her way.”

Jake couldn’t help snorting. “So the name fits, huh?”

Darius nodded. “Anyway, I was hoping it’d be cool if all of us could stay with you guys instead of her. We can pull our own weight, and we won’t be any trouble.”

“Sure,” Jake answered without any hesitation. “Like I’m sure Brad’s said a million times by now, we’re all here to work together. Have you picked a class yet?”

“Actually, that was the second thing we wanted to talk to you about,” Darius said with a sheepish smile that didn’t look at all right on a man of his size. “We heard from our muses, and from talking to other folks around here, that there’s another, harder path we can follow called cultivation. One that’ll make us even stronger than everyone who chose a class.”

Jake wasn’t terribly excited about where this was going, but he played along. “That’s right. I’m on that path myself right now too, but it’s not quite as strong as the others to begin with. It takes a lot of hard work and effort before you can even catch up to the others.”

Darius nodded. “I understand that, but it sounds like it’s much more flexible than the classes, too. Honestly, I liked a lot of them, but I couldn’t stand picking just one.”

Jake chuckled. “That’s a good a reason as any to take the hard path, I guess.”

“So we were wondering…” Darius trailed off.

Jake braced for the obvious question to come next.

“Could you teach us how to do this cultivation thing?”

I knew it, Jake thought.

Hazel laughed. Aww, but they are so cute asking you for help. How could you even dream of turning them down?

Jake wasn’t thinking about shooting them down, but neither was he too excited about taking that kind of responsibility for these people. There was every real possibility they could get themselves killed much faster and easier trying to harness the power of cultivation when they could simply pick a class and start kicking alien butt on the spot.

But who was he to turn them down?

“It won’t be easy,” Jake began. “This path takes a lot of focus, and if you do it wrong you could hurt yourself pretty badly. I’m talking about breaking bones when punching something or throwing an arm out of its socket.”

Darius and the others behind him exchanged worried glances.

“But I’ve been able to survive a great deal of abuse with no armor thanks to my cultivation, and I’m sure it will only get better as I improve.”

Darius nodded. “We understand, sir. We’d like to do the same thing you’re doing.”

Jake still had far more to figure out about cultivation before he would even feel slightly comfortable teaching others, but he figured there was no harm giving them some guidance.

“Alright. Then lesson one involves reading.” Jake pointed up at the second floor. “Head on up to my room and find the stash of cultivation novels I have up there. Read through those books—all of those books—then we can start on your training.”

“Aww man, reading? Really?” one of the guys complained in the back.

Jake shrugged. “If you can’t handle a little bit of reading, you won’t be able to handle the focus required to cultivate properly. The choice is yours.”

Darius looked back at the man. “Come on, how much reading can it be? We’ll be done before the afternoon.” He waved for the others to join him upstairs. It took a second for them to follow.

Jake couldn’t help the grin spreading across his lips. They have no idea how much reading they just signed up for.

Hazel huffed. Did you really just have to pawn them off on your book collection? You could have started teaching them right now.

I’ve got my own cultivation to worry about, Hazel, Jake said. Besides, I’m still getting the hang of this, and those books will give them a better idea of what they’re getting into. If they’re still interested, then we can figure out what to do with them.

Hazel groaned in dissatisfaction. Well, the least you could do is check out that notification that has been bothering me since yesterday’s fight.

Jake chuckled. Oh? Let’s have a look.

World first!

Your raid has successfully defeated a deadly alpha mutant.

You have received 5,000 aether.

Jake blinked before a sudden surge of aether materialized from the air around him and flowed into him like a flood. He shut his eyes tight, expecting to be toppled over at any moment, but nothing happened.

What the hell was that for? Jake asked.

A world first, Jake. It says so right there on the notification, Hazel explained. The odd part is the reward. These things usually give out abilities, spells, sometimes equipment. Never aether.

Jake thought for a moment. He remembered his muse saying the cultivation path was rarely followed, and there was even less information on it. Do you think it’s because the system has no idea what to do with me?

It is possible, Hazel said. Cultivators are rare. And since all of their growth and development comes from the cultivation of aether, I suppose it makes sense to receive such a large chunk.

Jake already felt uneasy with the new flood of disorganized aether deep within him. He needed to fix this right away.

Better put this aether to work.

Jake headed out to the garden to get started on his cultivation. He began with his usual gardening while he took each new strand of aether and coiled it around his core, little by little growing the tight bundle of energy and making it stronger. It took a couple of hours of work, but thanks to the prior night’s efforts at improving his mind coupled with his own experience, the process was far smoother than his first attempts.

It’s working, Jake! It’s just like you’ve leveled up, but the effects are stronger. Hazel pulled up his stats window for him.

Jake Hicks

Strength: 16

Agility: 15

Constitution: 20

Intelligence: 14

Wisdom: 12

Charisma: 11

Health: 100

Mana: 70

All of your hard work has increased your stats beyond what a level-two character would normally have, Hazel said. The only drawback so far is that you haven’t been given any skill ranks or abilities like they would.

Jake nodded. That’s because I have to make up my own abilities, don’t I?

Sort of, Hazel agreed. Like with your mana shield, you have to find how to manifest your aether in such a way that it will act as a spell or an ability.

Then let’s start with what I know, Jake said.

He began simply enough, with his Aether Shield. Drawing the aether from his core, he formed a barrier of energy around himself in just under a second, far faster than he was able to before. With a thought he shattered the shield and repeated the process, bringing it up over and over again. Each time he tried to pack his mana tighter together to form a stronger, more powerful barrier than the last. Progress was slow, as were all things with cultivation, but it was noticeable in the brief flickers of his shield flaring to life around him. After the twentieth attempt, Jake could tell the barrier was thickening.

Have you considered doing something else with your shield? Hazel asked.

Like what? Jake asked.

Projecting it onto others, like the mages do with their mana shield.

Jake actually hadn’t considered that and slapped his forehead for letting such an amazing and simple idea slip right through his fingers. If the mages could do that, so could he, and if he was learning to strengthen his shield then in time he may very well learn to make stronger barriers than they could.

He looked around for a volunteer to try this on, of which there were no shortage. Other survivors were out and about working the gardens, helping build the new concrete walls with the addition of battlements and so much more. But in order to test if his shield would work, he needed to attack his volunteer. He couldn’t risk that, not if he didn’t have any of their healers around in case something went wrong.

A solution presented itself in the form of discarded paint cans.

Jake picked it up with a grin. “This’ll do.”

What will do? Hazel asked.

Jake set the cans down on a waist-high wall and extended a hand toward the first. He focused his aether on forming a shield once again, but this time he tried projecting it onto the can.

His first attempt materialized a shield right in the middle of the can and split it open like a melon.

Jake jumped back. “Holy crap!”

Huh. It appears spawning a shield within something has less-than-desirable effects, Hazel commented.

“You can say that again,” Jake muttered to himself, and went for the second can.

He focused more intensely this time. A shield spawned off to the side of the can, which would have protected it were it not so close it toppled the can over. Oddly enough, the shield remained where it appeared and didn’t follow the can at all.

This one looks like it could be a makeshift barrier, Jake said.

Hazel gasped. We can use this to block off enemies in a hurry if you can figure out how to do it on purpose.

Jake nodded as he set the second can back on the wall and tried again. This time the shield came out the size of a human and it dug into the wall itself. Curious, Jake poked at the barrier. It wouldn’t budge at all, which lent more credence to Hazel’s theory they could use these shields to block off areas.

He dismissed the shield and tried again. This time the shield was smaller, more focused around the can, and rather than digging into the wall it simply flowed over it. Jake poked the shield again. This time the can toppled over, taking the shield with it.

I think I’ve got it. Jake grinned and drew his aether pistol. He took a quick shot and the shield shattered like frail glass. The can itself took a direct hit and bounced across the ground.

Jake hummed. “OK, that’s progress. Not great progress, but it’s something.”

You fired that pistol rather quickly as well, Jake, Hazel said.

Jake honestly hadn’t noticed, so he brought up the pistol again and fired. He squeezed the trigger and a bolt of aether blasted out of the barrel just as it would any other pistol he’d used before. In the past, his aether pistol always required some time to charge. Even small shots like the ones he was firing took a second or two to ready, where larger ones took almost a minute.

He observed each time he pulled the trigger how his aether flowed through his arm. The moment his finger was on the trigger his aether had already charged a shot within the pistol, and squeezing it fired out the bolt. But if he concentrated the aether into the pistol, it gathered far more quickly than before. Had he been able to use his aether this quickly during the fight with the mutant wolves, there was a good chance he would have taken far less damage.

Oh this is getting good, Jake said with a toothy grin.

It is rather impressive, I must admit, Hazel praised. Now focus, Jake. You were trying to cast shields on things.

Jake nodded and cast the shield onto the third and final can. He shattered it and remade it time and again to make sure the shield was properly placed on his intended target until he was confident enough in his ability not to accidentally murder his friends. Then it came time to apply protection. He hardened the shield he’d cast on the can as he would his own. It was a slow process of channeling aether, as the tendrils went wild now and again, making the shield weaker in some places than others.

By the thirtieth attempt, he’d finally had a sturdy shield with even protection all around it.

I think we’re ready, Jake said.

I have my fingers crossed, Jake, Hazel said.

Jake took aim at the shielded can. You don’t have any fingers.

It’s the thought that counts!

Jake squeezed off a shot. The blue shield flared to life around the can as the round impacted. The can flew off the wall and bounced across the ground. Jake feared the round had broken through the barrier, but it still held. More importantly, the can hadn’t even received a single dent from its tumble.

It worked, Jake cheered.

Interesting, Hazel hummed. It appears the shield will prevent damage from acting on its target, but it will not prevent physics from acting upon it. Maybe this is something you can improve on later?

Might be, Jake said. A shield that would prevent him and others from getting thrown around like rag dolls would be a great help.

“Hey Jake. Come in, Jake,” Mark’s voice came through Jake’s mind. “Is this thing working?”

Jake smiled. “I can hear you just fine, Mark. How’s it going up there?” He pulled up the map to see that Mark was driving down from the radio tower.

“You know, the usual. Alan got the radio working, and as soon as he got comfortable he was acting like he was the king of the castle.” Mark groaned. “A man can only take that kind of attitude for so long.”

“You be nice to Alan,” Angie said. “He got us that radio working before this fancy guild communication system came online. Speaking of, Jake, are you still there, sweety?”

Jake chuckled. “I’m here.”

“Nora and I were thinking we should turn the radio tower into an outpost when we get the chance,” Angie said. “There’s all sorts of wild, interesting alien life out here, and plants, too. It might be useful for us to gather them up here. You know, since we don’t really need a radio tower anymore.”

Jake smiled. “That’s a good idea. We’ll have to set it up as soon as we get the aether for it.”

“By the way, did you guys see those ships coming down?” Mark asked. “We saw a trio of them head up into the mountains, and at least five more heading south of the tower.”

Jake frowned. There were a lot more alien ships than he thought. “We saw some of them, yeah. Sam’s checking out the western one right now.”

“Hope she’s being careful about it,” Mark said. “The trio we saw up here didn’t look like they were coming in peace at all.”

Jake hoped that was just a safety precaution to travel the void with rather than weapon systems to be turned against them. He feared he was being naïve. “Sam can take care of herself. Always has.”


Chapter twenty-five
Sam


What should have been a quick, one-hour drive on the highway was dragged out by roads clogged with ruined cars. Vehicles had been ripped open, burned, or crushed under whatever assault had taken place on the road as hundreds, if not thousands of people tried to flee the city.

Instead, they all died.

The path these people had chosen to escape had become their tomb. The only trace of their existence were the thick smears of industrial green drenching the roads, vehicles, and spilling off into the nearby forest. Exotic alien plants sprouted from those fields of green.

Useful as those plants may be in the long run, Sam didn’t want to hang around in a mass grave any longer than she had to.

Aron took them off the road, and their journey continued to their destination.

It was early in the afternoon when Sam’s party reached the outskirts of Kamloops.

“Nothing too out of the ordinary so far,” Chet said as he scanned their surroundings. “It looks abandoned for a city like this, but I’m not seeing any alien ships.”

“Keep your eyes open,” Sam said. “Even if the aliens went somewhere else, there could be a horde of seeders here.”

Aron nodded. “We can bash their heads in just the same.”

Sam stared out the window as they drove past a residential area. Windows were smashed in, doors ripped off the hinges. Old, dried blood littered the streets, but it seemed the worst slaughter had taken place when the masses tried to flee all at once. Sam honestly believed that.

Then they drove past the next intersection. It was a war zone.

Homes were crushed left and right. Vehicles had been flung like toys through buildings. What would have once been a nice, lovely neighborhood was covered thickly with the alien fertilizer, and alien flora had already begun to take over the ruins.

“Jesus,” Randy said under his breath. “Is this what the aliens do in numbers?”

“That’s what we saw all the way up here from Kelowna,” Sam said. “It looks like a damn slaughter took place.”

Jo squeezed Nayla to her chest from the sight of so much destruction. Sam couldn’t blame her; this could have been Scotch Creek if the survivors there didn’t manage to fight off the seeders. For all they knew, this was just what Scotch Creek looked like now.

Aron pointed out the window. “At least they didn’t go down quietly.”

Scattered pipes, blades, and other makeshift weapons littered the streets here and there. A few guns, too. In one case Sam saw a chainsaw rammed through a car’s door. The faint crimson stains on the car door told of a grim fate for whatever poor soul had died there.

Hopefully they died before those things turned them to fertilizer. Sam shuddered at the grim thought. They weren’t a month into the apocalypse and already her mind was trying to cope with death by picking and choosing which ways were better to go out.

Sam didn’t want to die. She didn’t want any of her friends to die. Not a quick and painless death, nor a slow, torturous ones as the aliens used the bodies of every living thing on Earth to fuel their terraforming mission. No, they were going to live, and they were going to make sure these aliens thought twice about invading Earth or any other planet again.

But first we have to find out who we’re dealing with.

Deeper into the city they went, and the destruction only escalated. Apartment complexes and office buildings were torn to pieces from battle with seeders, yet they remained standing in defiance of the alien assault. Then they came upon a section of glass structures where all the windows had been shattered heading toward the city center. The strange thing was the damage only flowed down the street they were following.

“I’m no expert on spaceships,” Chet began, “but that looks like the trail of destruction a spaceship might leave when flying close to the ground.”

Sam nodded. “Keep your eyes open.”

“We’ve got bodies,” Aron said.

Humans and seeders alike were strewn about the streets in droves.

“Stop the truck,” Sam said. The second Aron did, she hopped out to inspect the dead. “Claw marks, clubs, and blades. Nothing that looks out of line for an everyday fight with seeders.”

Chet hopped out of the truck and kicked over a seeder body. “No blaster marks or something equally alien?”

Sam shook her head. The bodies were fresh ones, too. That was good news. It meant there was a human resistance in the city, and though they had taken serious losses there had to be survivors. Now they just had to find them.

“Uhm, guys, this isn’t normal, is it?” Jo asked, pointing out a seeder body with a golden arrow through its head. Not too far from that one was another human a few arrows shy of becoming a full-blown pincushion.

“No, that is most definitely not normal.” Aron pulled the arrow free from the seeder’s skull. “This thing looks a little too fancy to be of human make. It looks elven.”

Jo gasped. “You’ve seen elves?”

“Never a real one,” Aron said. “But my muse said all of the fantasy races we see in fiction are alien races, and they never say good things about elves.”

Chet shrugged. “Depends on the game or show you’re dealing with. Sometimes they’re the purest of the pure. Other times they’re a bunch of dicks. My personal favorite are the closeted, lewd ones.”

“Closeted, lewd ones?” Jo asked Chet.

Aron shot him a look to stay quiet not even his mask could hide.

“Don’t worry about it!” Chet laughed.

Aron marched on ahead. “Whatever kind of elves they are, we better find out quick. In my experience, the only thing worse than a regular elf is a space elf.”

Chet held up a pair of crossed fingers. “Fingers crossed they’re my kind of elves.”

Sam shook her head and looked at Randy as they marched on. “You know how to use that gun, right?”

Randy nodded. “It’s not much different from a regular gun. It’s just a little fancier. If trouble pops off, I’ll be ready.”

“Good.”

Sam looked at her party again to make sure they were ready for anything. Unlike the dead humans scattered about the streets, they had equipment. Armor, weapons, upgrades. Jo was the only one who looked under-equipped out of their entire party. Her clothes were the same as before, so unless those could be upgraded as well, she was in a great deal of danger. She didn’t even have a weapon.

Sam blinked. “Wait, Jo. What’s that?” She pointed at the heavy book floating behind her. It was a hardbound book that—outside of being fancy—didn’t look like anything special if not for its ability to float.

“Oh, this?” Jo stretched out a hand and the book zoomed to her hand and flipped open. “It’s a catalyst! The printer thingy says it helps channel my mana and has lots of info on magic inside. This one’s all about fire and explosions,” she explained excitedly, then showed off the blank pages of the book.

“But it’s empty,” Sam said.

Jo looked back and forth between the book and Sam. “Oh! I have to give you permission to read it.” She laughed, then the pages of the book magically populated with text and arcane symbols of fire and flame.

Chet whistled. “That is some next-level privacy protection. I need something like that for my computer.”

Aron laughed. “Worried about your browser history?”

Chet flung his arms out. “A man’s gotta have his privacy!”

Randy laughed. “Don’t worry, Chet. With the power grid dead, no one’s going to know what dirty things you’ve been looking at online.”

“No, not dirty. Top-tier, quality stuff. I am a man of culture, after all!” Chet countered.

Aron shook his head with a low chuckle. “Pull it together, team. We’re a long way from home, so if things get messy we only have each other to depend on. Got that?”

“Yeah!” Jo said with a big nod. “We have to focus lots so we can give the aliens a super-mega-explody time instead of us getting a not-fun-bitey-clawy time.”

“Can’t argue with that logic,” Sam said. “Let’s go.”

Sam picked up a trail of blood leading away from the massacre and followed it. It was the best clue they had to find their survivors. She only hoped they could find them before the seeders or aliens did. She honestly hoped the human full of arrows was just a misunderstanding rather than a sign of open hostilities from their alien neighbors.

Unfortunately, her first guess was right.

Sam came around the corner of a block and caught movement on the periphery of her vision. She immediately darted back around the corner before anyone or anything could see her.

“Wh—” Chet began to speak, only to have Sam’s hand thrust over his mouth.

“Party chat only,” she said as she peeked around the corner.

“Right, sorry. What’d you see?” Chet asked.

Sam watched a group of humans running through the city streets. One was wounded and bleeding from a cut to his leg, but it didn’t seem to slow him down much. As far as their gear went, these humans were far better off than the dead Sam’s party had seen earlier. Armor, blades, guns, bows, and shields. These were no desperate survivors, and certainly no newbies.

Then the elves came.

Clad in golden and forest-green armor which was ornate to an absurd degree, a party of elves dropped in front of the fleeing humans from a nearby building. Sam gasped, taking in the details of their armor. Each one hugged their owners in sleek metal like a glove that looked at least as tough as Aron’s suit of armor, if infinitely less menacing.

“My, my, my. What do we have here?” the lead elf with a flowing green cape asked.

“It seems,” another elf spoke, “our newest slaves are fleeing, Lord Cairen. They seem most ungrateful for the opportunity to serve us.”

The humans pulled together into a tight formation, hiding behind a shield wall of fighters while the rangers scrambled to reload their weapons.

“Tragic, isn’t it?” Cairen said in a mocking tone as he approached the humans. “Every world we visit has some new race of primitive, worthless creatures we so gracefully deign to uplift into our service. And every time they turn their weapons on us.”

“Truly tragic, My Lord,” said the other elf.

Cairen nodded. “But all hope is not yet lost, my hairless little apes. I, Lord Cairen of the noble House Oberon, will forgive all your misdeeds and welcome you back into our service. You only need to put away your weapons.”

Sam’s brow knitted together. “There’s only five elves against…twelve, fifteen humans? They can’t possibly—”

“We won’t be slaves, elf. Not for your service. Not for your armies. And not for your entertainment,” roared the lead warrior as he raised his great maul. “Charge, brothers! Slay this alien filth!”

Before Sam and her party could figure out how to help the survivors, the fighting had already broken out. Rangers sprayed the elves as the warriors charged.

The lesser elves brought up shields in the shape of eagles’ wings to deflect the bullets and drew golden spears in preparation for the charge.

Lord Cairen gave an amused, predatory grin as rounds bounced uselessly off a shimmering shield of energy around him. “Such a shame. And here I thought you would make a fine addition to my collection of gladiators.” Cairen thrust his sword forward. “Kill them, men. Let none of these worthless monkeys survive.”

“We should help,” Chet said.

“Seconded,” Aron agreed.

Sam was with them on the sentiment, but those elves were far too calm facing down larger numbers. While her heart demanded they jump in the fray, her gut demanded they hang back and watch. She held out her hand to hold her party back. “We don’t know what we’re dealing with.”

“But they need our help,” Jo protested.

Sam didn’t have time to form a response before the two factions clashed.

The elves blocked the human line’s blows as they tried keeping them away with sharp thrusts of their spears. One group broke through the lines, bringing one elf low before they were cut down by elegant elven blades. The curved weapons hacked through the humans’ armor like they were made of nothing more than wood.

Cairen and the lead human warrior crossed weapons again and again. Cairen moved as if he was bored with the fight, casually deflecting one mighty swing and the next.

“Come now, monkey. Try a little harder, you’re disappointing your already disappointing species,” he mocked. “Would it helped if we brought you… What are those damned yellow things called? Bananas? Yes, I think those are the ones. Would those put a fire in your belly?”

The human warrior roared as he slammed his hammer down on the elf.

The elf gracefully danced out of the hammer’s path and plunged his sword between his opponent’s armor plates. Blood spewed out of the fighter’s mouth as he dropped the hammer. “It didn’t have to be this way. You could have been a good pet.”

The fighter raised his hands to clutch Cairen’s throat. “I’ll die before I wear your chains,” he spat out.

Cairen shrugged. “Suit yourself.” He ripped the blade out of the human’s side and discarded him like a cheap rag. With a flick of his wrist, he pointed his blade at the line of rangers firing upon him. “Fire!” He barked out the order.

Arrows rained down from a nearby building, leaving green streaks in their wake. They lanced into the remaining fighters one after another, making pin cushions out of them while others were impaled to the asphalt and concrete beneath them.

Sam gasped at the casual slaughter before her eyes. She hadn’t even noticed that other group of elves. Which begged the question: How many other elves were hiding in the city?

“We have to get out of here. We have to get out of here right now,” Sam said to the others.

Aron clenched the grip of his shovel. “We have to kill those things.”

Sam slapped a hand to Aron’s chest and shoved him back and away from the corner as far as she could. “Not right now. Not like this. We’re out of our depth here, Aron. If we go in there now, we’ll die faster than that group. Do you understand me?”

Aron stared down at her with that emotionless mask of his. But she could hear the rage in his voice. “For all we know they were barely level one. These elves can’t be that strong. Some of them got taken out when their line broke.”

Chet backed up and tapped Aron on the shoulder. “I hate to agree with her right at this particular moment, Aron. You know, with the whole thing about getting revenge for your family and everything. But those guys got fu—wrecked by those elves. Lord Whats-His-Bucket isn’t going to be an easy fight. Especially not with all this backup.”

Jo nodded and tugged at Aron’s arm. “We can fight them later, Aron. But we have to be smart now or you won’t be able to avenge anyone.”

Sam and Randy stared at Jo like she was an alien. It was the most normal-sounding sentence they had ever heard out of the girl.

At least she gets the gravity of the situation, Sam admitted.

“Please, Aron?” Jo pleaded.

“Ugh, father will be so disappointed to see we’ve come across another race of stubborn creatures,” Cairen groaned. “Oh well, at least brother will be pleased. He always did enjoy breaking in new races a little too much.”

Aron tensed at the elf’s words.

“Spread out, men, and perform a thorough search of the area,” Cairen ordered. “There may yet be more cattle we can chain up lurking in the shadows. If not, well, at least they’re fun to watch squirm.”

“We gotta go right now,” Sam said, and dragged Aron along by his arm.

This time the mountain of muscle and metal moved without protest. But he didn’t need to; his silence was enough to understand what a foul mood he was in. Here was a chance to strike back at the monsters who’d taken away his family, and the first thing they did was run away. Sam felt for him, she really did, but there was no point in throwing their lives away in a suicidal encounter. They needed to do more research on their enemies, come up with a plan, and maybe then they could strike back at these elves.

“Heading for the car?” Randy asked in party chat between breaths.

“The faster we get the hell away from here, the better off we’ll be,” Sam confirmed. “It shouldn’t be far now.”

The party rushed down the street to one corner, then the next.

Jo gasped. “Pointy ears!” she shouted in party chat.

A trio of elves in were inspecting Aron’s truck. They were in infinity less regal armor than their counterparts, but the elegant elements of their design were still present. More importantly, their green cloaks with a tree crest on their backs gave Sam the impression they were part of Lord Cairen’s group.

Sam hoped they’d have a chance to escape unnoticed, but it was already too late. One of the elves pointed his sword at them. “More monkeys! Slay them!” he cried.

Another elf drew his sword and slashed across the front tire of the truck before charging toward them.

Sam fired a bolt from her crossbow at the elf. He knocked it out of the air like it was a child’s toy.

“Damnit, even their cannon fodder are stronger than us?” Sam asked.

Chet drew both of his pistols. “Oh, they fucking wish.” He fired them off into the sky with a blast of aetheric energy.

The elves slid to a stop and looked toward the skies.

“The monkeys have Aether Storm?” one cried in horror as he raised his shield.

A rain of aetheric spikes slammed down into him from the heavens, shredding the elf and forcing the others to scatter in the chaos.

Randy blasted one in the head. The elf’s helmet was knocked free from his head and he was sent tumbling before one of Chet’s spikes impaled him by the shoulder to the ground.

“Damn, their armor’s tougher than it looks,” Randy said.

Jo held out her hand and her book flew into it. With the other hand she swept an arc above her head, filling it with spheres of flame. A mischievous grin came over her face. “Firebolt!” she called out as the spheres of flame shot out like beams at the last fleeing elf.

The beams impacted the elf with small explosions, but only managed to knock the armor off his arm and threw his chestplate loose as he stumbled away. Another of Chet’s spears rained from the sky and ended the elf.

“Was that your world-first reward?” Sam asked in awe.

Chet nodded. “Yeah.” He sounded just as amazed as Sam. “I thought it’d be like a souped-up arrow rain ability, but this is just nuts. Definitely explains my empty mana bar, though. I am not smart enough to use this regularly.”

Sam snorted out a laugh before regaining her composure. “Come on. We just made a lot of noise, and more of those elves are bound to show up.”

Aron nodded and pointed off to the west. “My map says there’s a hospital over this way. Big buildings like that have plenty of places to hide and plenty of locks to bust through.”

Randy flashed a thumbs-up. “Sounds like a plan, Aron. That hospital is huge. If it’s not demolished, we can definitely set up a base of operations there.”

“Hospital it is, then.” Sam placed a marker on the map for the party to follow. “Let’s go.”


Chapter twenty-six
Brad


“We should’ve taken a boat,” Brad commented to Michael as they drove along the Blind Bay coastline. He could see straight across the lake to Scotch Creek in between the trees.

Michael gave a light shrug. “Eh, I don’t know about that. The way Chet tells it there are some big, angry fish in the water.”

“Of course there are,” Ceres huffed. “The aliens aren’t just taking over the land and sky, they're taking the waters, too.”

Teresa nodded. “Water is a rather important resource for life. It makes sense they would try to secure it. At least, it’s important for Earth life. For all we know these aliens drink oil or magma in their worlds.”

Les laughed. “They came to the wrong part of the world if they need to drink lava.”

“So Brad,” Michael said, “do you think we’re still heading the right way? I know you said the ship you saw was going southeast, but it’s a ship. It could’ve changed directions.”

Brad pursed his lips. It was a valid point. Their land claim’s sensors could only reach so far, and even then it wasn’t like they had an air traffic control system to go with it. They were essentially guessing at where the alien ship had gone.

Blind Bay made sense to Brad as a destination for alien ships, though. It was a good-sized area with a far larger local population than Scotch Creek. While Scotch Creek and the surrounding area seemed to cater to tourists, Blind Bay had far more permanent homes. So far, the ruined village looked like it had been thoroughly conquered by the seeders and doused with the green fertilizer they turned their victims into. All manner of colorful and glowing alien plants sprouted through it, even spreading beyond the fertilizer into the natural grasslands around them. There were also plenty of other towns nearby if they wanted to harvest more of the strange alien plants. Brad couldn’t think of a single reason why they would skip it over, and yet there was no sign of their extraterrestrial visitors.

“Maybe they were looking for a big city to hit and flew past,” Brad suggested. “I really don’t know.”

Michael nodded. “Sicamous is the only thing nearby I can think of, but that’s still one hell of a drive for us. That’s assuming they didn’t go off to Calgary.”

“Should we head back, then?” Ceres asked. “There isn’t much point poking around these ruins without aliens or seeders around.”

Brad had opened his mouth to answer when the car shook violently.

A vast shadow surged past them, toppling over trees and the remaining structures beneath its path. It was an enormous ship covered in thick clouds of steam and smoke venting from its hull. While he couldn’t make out much of the vessel's shape, he could see the engines clearly. The blue thrusters fired off to keep the ship aloft as other engines were wreathed in flames.

“Follow that ship!” Brad shouted.

“Yeah—no shit.” Michael floored it as the vessel flew beneath the tree line.

A wall of water shot up to the sky like a geyser. Steam and smoke wafted up from behind the forest, making it impossible to miss where the aliens landed.

Michael swerved around wrecked cars and the gently curving coastal road until he slid the car to a stop. “There!” he called out.

Brad rushed out of the car to the shoreline. In the middle of the bay, slowly inching toward the shoreline, was an enormous alien vessel. At the front, the nose of the craft hooked down like a tapering hammer while the rest of the vessel seemed to be dedicated to cylindrical containers and a vast, central hull. Toward the back, the ship sloped upward and flared out to a bridge.

“You know, outside of the burning engines that ship looks pretty much intact,” Les said. “It’s a little too big for my liking, though. That thing’s probably crawling with aliens.”

Teresa leaned forward, squinting at the vessel. “Perhaps, or it may very well just be a cargo ship. Those round parts look like containers to me.”

Brad nodded. “Pretty damn big ones they’re probably looking to fill.”

Ceres scratched the back of her head. “I don’t know. Wouldn’t they want something that fit together better, like our own containers?”

Michael pulled up a pair of binoculars. “I wouldn’t pretend to know what goes through the brains of aliens we haven’t even seen yet, Ceres.” He pointed to a patch of shore deep within the bay. “Looks like they’re getting off over there. We should move in to get a better look.”

“The sooner we see what we’re dealing with, the better.” Brad rushed back into the car.

They sped silently down the roads, making sure to put every single tree and standing building between them and the alien craft. But it wasn’t much. All it took was someone casually staring out a window to spot them speeding by. Brad feared some sort of plasma bolt or laser beam would zap them out of existence at any moment, but none came. So either the ship was lacking in the weapons department, something had gone horribly wrong inside, or these aliens weren’t the murderous type.

Michael drove them away from the shoreline at the first opportunity and took them deep into a neighborhood. The hilly terrain and thick tree cover made it easy to hide from the alien craft. From there, they advanced on foot through the broken remains of Blind Bay.

They took cover behind a toppled boat as Michael leaned around the corner with his binoculars.

“What do you see?” Brad asked in party chat, just in case these aliens were the type with sensitive hearing.

Michael pulled his lips into a tight smile and let out a barely suppressed snort. “Oh my God,” he practically squeaked. “They’re so damn tiny and goofy looking.”

“What are you talking about?” Les stacked herself on Michael and looked past his shoulder. “I can’t see anything from here.”

Michael simply snorted again and passed the binoculars to her.

Les’s eyes shot wide and she choked on her own spit. She slapped at her chest for what little good it did her, then waved Brad over with the binoculars.

Brad took them and stacked up behind her. He swore they were the worst bunch of scouts. Like a group of kids peeping on something they weren’t supposed to, or a bunch of incompetent cartoon spies. But the aliens hadn’t noticed them yet.

He brought the binoculars to his eyes and looked at the alien craft. The nose of the craft had pulled open, exposing a vast chamber within. It resembled some sort of warehouse and…stores? Brad kept looking around, finding a bridge extended to the shore from the opening, and there he saw what Michael and Les were laughing about.

Gnomes.

They were maybe three feet tall, with longer arms than would be proportional on a human and heads that looked comically big on their small bodies. For the most part the ones he saw had messy, colorful hair. Some of them had even messier beards and mustaches, but they didn’t look much like warriors. Outside of a handful of guards armed with rifles—which looked like someone had slapped steampunk and retro sci-fi pieces together to make—these gnomes didn’t look like they were a threat to anyone.

“Have you guys never seen a gnome before?” Brad asked.

Les shook her head. “No, I haven’t seen anything that goofy before. It makes those lawn gnomes look tame.”

Brad had to give her that one, at least.

Michael snickered. “I’ve seen them in games and thought they were hilarious then, too. But the real thing? Man, it’s just too damn funny.”

Ceres and Teresa each moved to take up one of Brad’s shoulders.

“I want to see,” Ceres said.

“As do I.” Teresa snatched the binoculars from Brad. “Huh. They really are gnomes.” She passed the binoculars to Ceres. “I hope they aren’t the obnoxious variety, or I might have to flash-freeze one of them.”

Ceres hummed. “They don’t look like they’re trouble. Should we go talk to them?”

“What’s the worst Tiny and the ping-pong boys could do?” Michael snickered. “But seriously, we shouldn’t go into this lightly. They did just drop a ship from space.” He pointed a thumb back at Brad. “Brad. Plan. Chop-chop.”

Brad rolled his eyes. “Oh yes, sir. Right away, sir.”

“That’s the spirit!” Michael grinned.

Brad analyzed the situation as carefully as he could with the information at hand. They’d just run into potentially friendly aliens, so making them feel threatened in any way was the last thing he wanted to do. But if it turned out they were wrong about how friendly the aliens were, Brad didn’t want to get caught with his pants down.

The ship was too big for the few gnomes they saw to be the only ones there, so going in at full force was likely to end up with them dead. But if he went up alone, the gnomes might think they were the ones with the upper hand. They might let their guard down, and if things went south his people could spring into action before he ended up with a serious case of dead.

“Alright, here’s what we’re going to do,” Brad said. “Michael, you’re going to do your rogue thing and sneak around behind them and make with the stabby if things go south for us.”

Michael nodded. “On it.” He slipped away to find his position among the trees.

“Teresa, Ceres. If you have any AoE spells, I want you to have them ready. Gnomes might be small, but that just means that ship is probably carrying a whole lot more of them inside,” Brad continued over party chat so Michael heard everything.

“Understood,” Teresa replied.

“Les,” Brad said. “You’re our muscle, but I’m not really seeing how you’re going to close the gap with those gnomes out in the open.”

Les dismissed his concerns. “Minor details my shiny new world-first ability can fix easy-peasy. Don’t you worry, if those tiny things decide they want to start trouble, I’ll be on them like white on rice.”

Brad appreciated the confidence, but he hoped she didn’t get herself killed. She had already nearly done so the last two times they went out together. “Alright, let’s get this show on the road. Time to say hi to our new neighbors.”

The remainder of the party split off to their positions.

Brad decided to check his stats while he walked to the gnomes just to make sure he’d actually leveled up before coming to what may very well devolve into a Mexican standoff.

Brad Grosslin

Strength: 14

Agility: 13

Constitution: 16

Intelligence: 18

Wisdom: 13

Charisma: 10

Health: 80

Mana: 90

His stats were all still there from his level-up. He was worried he’d forgotten to level up again, or imagined that he did when he had not in the slightest. Which meant he also had his new healing spell over a large area, which would work wonders when his party wasn’t currently spread out all over the beach.

It was a problem he had to deal with later.

Brad came out of the trees and toward to the beach with his hands up in the air. As he approached the gnomes, he called out to them, “Hey there, uhm…my fellow sentient creatures.”

The gnomes all turned to him with questions in their eyes. The guards didn’t raise their weapons, but instead shot him amused glances within their steampunk space armor. Brad took that as a good sign. If it wasn’t, he was a special kind of screwed.

“I’m Brad,” he said. “A human of Earth, as you can probably guess. And you all are?”

“Good grief you’re a terrified one, aren’t you?” a goofy, feminine voice called out from beneath his line of sight. To his ear it sounded like she was trying far too hard to sound tough, but he tried to ignore that amusing aspect. “Those shoulders of yours are locked up tighter than that gearbox Loxif jammed up.” The female gnome looked back and shouted toward the ship’s opening, “You hear that, Loxif? We just landed on this planet and the humans already know not to let you near anything important.”

There was no response.

“So you’re not—” Brad was cut off.

“Relax, human. We aren’t here to kill you.”

Brad let out a relieved sigh and looked over at the female gnome. She looked like a steampunk pirate ship captain ready to take her airship to space with her outfit of deep blue, browns, and a creamy white.

The gnome brushed a lock of dark, oaken hair from her face as she stared up at Brad from beneath her hat. “Now! Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Xaxi Thunderbottom, and that’s Captain Thunderbottom to you, lad.” She thrust a finger up at him.

Brad clenched his jaw to fight down the burst of laughter desperately trying to escape his throat. This was their first contact with a friendly alien species; he couldn’t go messing that up because the alien had a hilarious name. A hilarious name that definitely fit the gnome.

Xaxi narrowed her eyes on Brad. “Don’t you be thinking just because us gnomes are small compared to the rest of the larger races you can go disrespecting us, got that?”

Brad let out a shaky breath and nodded. “O-of course not, Captain. We’ve actually been looking forward to meeting friendly aliens since we heard about you, and we’re glad you’re the first we’ve run into.”

Xaxi placed her hands on her hips. “Well, it’s a good thing you ran into us first, lad. Us gnomes are among the friendliest races in the whole of the Collective. Especially us in the Sparkgear Consortium. A band of traders who roam across the stars buying, selling, and collecting wares for our customers throughout the Collective.”

“Friendliest?” Brad asked.

Xaxi gave a big nod. “That’s right. Us gnomes are the live-and-let-live type of folks. We’d much rather have friendly relations with our interstellar neighbors than open hostilities. Makes trading a whole lot easier, wouldn’t you agree, huma— Brad?”

He couldn’t help smiling down at the gnome. “For sure.”

“Now you can tell your little friends to stop hiding. Our sensors picked you all up on the way down.” Xaxi shot him a toothy grin. “Cute as it is to watch you humans try to pull a fast one on us, it ain’t good for business. But we’ll let it slide, seeing as it’s your first time and all.”

Brad chuckled and sent the message out on party chat. “They’re onto us, guys. But they’re friendly. You can come out now.”

“Even me?” Michael asked.

“Even the rogue?” Brad asked Xaxi.

Xaxi pointed back to a beached ship without even looking—right where Michael had been hiding. She wore an amused grin on her face.

“Even you, Michael,” Brad sent.

Michael was the first out of cover, throwing his hands up in the air to give the universal sign for, “WTF, man?”

“So, what exactly happened with your ship?” Brad asked. “The engines looked like they were malfunctioning on the way down.”

Xaxi groaned and buried her face in her palm. “That was Loxif, our ship’s engineer. He—in his infinite wisdom—decided planetary reentry was the perfect time to tinker with the engines to get more juice out of them. The man’s a screw-up, but he’s also one of the best engineers in the consortium.”

Brad knitted his brow together in confusion.

“Try not to worry about it, human—erm, Brad. We’ve all lost sleep trying to figure out that particular mystery. It ain’t worth the trouble.”

Brad chuckled but nodded. “I’ll try not to, Captain.”

“So, I’m guessing you need the rundown on what we’re interested in trading.” Xaxi pointed a finger at Brad’s head. “Unless you want that voice in your head to do the explaining.”

Why would I do that when I have a perfectly good gnome to do the talking for me? Frank said.

“Please, let us know what you need,” Brad said.

Xaxi nodded. “Right, so, being a trade consortium we aren’t exactly picky about the specifics we trade in. Raw materials, goods, wildlife, tech—you name it, we’re buying and selling.” She swung her arms from one side to another. “Usually in exchange for aether, but we won’t turn down a good barter.”

Brad stroked his chin. “So if we brought you those strange alien plants we found, or pieces from some of the alien creatures or mutated animals, you’d buy those?”

Xaxi snapped her fingers and pointed at Brad. “Exactly like that, lad.”

As she said that, the rest of Brad’s party joined them. Before anyone could say or do anything, Sweetness waddled right on up to Xaxi and pressed his snout to her face, sniffing at her curiously.

“And just what is this big, adorable beast?” Xaxi asked as she petted Sweetness’s head.

Sweetness pressed into the attention, and before long he’d lain down at her feet. For a honey badger, Sweetness always surprised Brad with how much he acted like a big, needy dog.

“That’s Sweetness, my pet honey badger. He saved me from a bunch of crazies at the zoo, I healed him, and we’ve been best of friends ever since.”

“Ah, so you’re a healer, then.” Xaxi nodded. “And the rest of you are?”

“Teresa, ice mage.”

“I’m Ceres,” she announced with a big smile. “Lightning mage!”

“Les,” she said as she looked over the other gnomes. “And I guess you could call me a fighter? I punch things real good or hack them to pieces with my sword.” She gestured at the enormous blade she’d stabbed into the sand.

Michael ran a hand through his hair in a dramatic fashion. “And I’m Michael. Rogue extraordinaire.”

Xaxi stared at him, then back at Brad. “He’s one of those guys, isn’t he?”

“Aren’t all rogues?” Brad replied.

Xaxi and the others laughed.

Michael flung his arms up. “What do you mean, ‘those guys?’ I haven’t done anything even remotely questionable yet!”

Les had no idea what was going on, but she laughed along regardless.

“Oh I’m sure you’ll get there, rogue. Now back to business.” Xaxi cleared her throat. “So here’s how this works, Brad. You bring us any goods you don’t need and we’ll give you aether in exchange. Bring us aether instead, and our hold is open to you. Whether you need materials, equipment, or anything else, we’ve got you covered. Just don’t try and bring us anything from the 3D printers.”

“Why wouldn’t you take something from a 3D printer?” Ceres asked.

Xaxi scratched at her cheek with a finger. “I suppose I should rephrase that. 3D-printed goods don’t really have any soul or character to them, so people don’t normally care about them. They could just print their own and be done with it. Now, you stick a story to a weapon or armor? Well, then you have an entirely different animal on your hands, lads. Do you know what the three most expensive goods we carry are?”

The party looked at each other, then shrugged.

Xaxi counted them off. “Handcrafted goods: things made by the hand are unique and can never truly be replicated by a 3D printer. Relics: things of historical value, high importance, or are simply rare on a world.”

“So like a classic Mustang?” Michael asked. Seeing Xaxi’s blank expression, he explained, “It’s an old transport vehicle. A beautiful machine that we don’t see too many of these days.”

Xaxi nodded. “Something like that would fetch a good price on the market, yes.” She raised a third finger. “The last and most valuable items are legendary ones. These are items used by great figures throughout the galaxy and tend to be tied to important events that changed the course of history.”

Brad hummed. “How exactly does someone get a legendary item?”

“A shipload of aether, usually.” Xaxi laughed. “But you mean how do you make one, don’t you, lad?”

“I’m a little strapped for aether right now, so…ideally?”

“Go out and perform great deeds. The legend won’t build itself.” Xaxi smiled. “But usually a master craftsman or two is involved, along with several rare materials to turn your standard, soulless printed equipment into something truly unique and beautiful.”

Brad considered this for a moment. It was a different system than your standard, cookie-cutter MMO where players had to go find dungeons full of powerful monsters to run over and over again. In those games having the best gear meant grinding the hardest or getting the luckiest out of all the other players in the hopes some epic boss monster dropped an amazing piece of equipment. From what Xaxi was saying, the 3D printer was only going to do so much for them. They needed to start crafting soon.

“So how exactly do we start crafting?” Les asked.

“Pick a crafting station of your choice and have one of the large-scale printers make one for you,” Xaxi answered. “Mind you, you need to get your hands on one of those first, and they are quite expensive. Most 3D printers risk breaking while making one of those, but…”—her eyes lit up as she gestured back to her ship—“for the low, low price of four thousand aether, you can be the proud owner of your very own Sparkgear Consortium printer.”

“We actually got one of those already,” Michael said.

Xaxi’s shoulders dropped. “Oh.”

Brad nodded. “Yeah, turns out we made the first guild on Earth.”

“Oh!” Xaxi perked up at that. “Then you must be that band of humans we’ve been hearing about. The one who just refuses to die.”

“We are?” Brad asked.

Michael shot to Brad’s side and wrapped his arm around Brad’s shoulders. “Of course we are!” He pulled Brad in close to whisper, “Don’t screw this up, Brad. She thinks we’re some kinda badasses. This could be great for negotiations.”

Xaxi nodded. “Yes, we’ve been hearing stories of a group of humans far too low level to take down a threat-level-eight mutant. That thing was a raid boss, but a bunch of level-one humans managed to take it down.”

Brad pulled away from Michael. “Yeah, that was us.”

Xaxi’s face brightened. “Looks like we hit a gold mine here then, people. Folks like you tend to make the best trading partners.”

“Folks like us?” Teresa asked.

“Friendly, good-hearted types who can fight,” Xaxi explained. “They’re a rare bunch, but once our trade lanes are properly set up, we’ll be doing a lot of business, I’m sure. Provided you don’t get yourselves killed, of course.”

Brad couldn’t help grinning from ear to ear. They really did hit the jackpot here. Now all they needed to do was start trading with them.

“Captain Thunderbottom!” One of the guards rushed up to her side.

Michael burst out laughing. “Thunderbottom!”

Brad punched his arm.

“Ow! Sorry.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “But I mean, you gotta admit the name fits, if you know what I’m saying.”

Brad exhaled sharply and turned his attention back to Xaxi.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Hostile contacts approaching fast from the east.” As the guard spoke, the gnomes spread out across the beach, all of them armed with rifles, pistols, and crossbows.

Brad watched as some tossed out devices from their belts that deployed low walls for the gnomes to take cover behind. Those would be handy in human size.

“Damn it,” Xaxi snapped. “Who’s launching a raid on us this early?”

Blaster fire rattled off around them as a gnome screamed, “Green skins!”

Brad followed the trails of energy flying through the air into the group of huge, green, muscle-bound warriors. Their equipment was simple: axes or big knives made up their weapons. Sometimes in pairs, other times just a single huge weapon. Their armor left much to be desired, though. Not one warrior was wearing the same equipment as any other. Some looked like barbarians straight out of a comic book. Others looked like they had looted and cobbled together armor from some high-tech races, while others had literally strapped tires and pieces of human vehicles to their bodies for protection.

“Are those orcs?” Brad asked, even as he readied his shotgun.

Xaxi nodded as she drew a pair of pistols. “Big, tough, aggressive bastards. Focus your fire, men. Bring these beasts down.”

“I could always go for slaying evil creatures,” Teresa said as she readied a spear of ice in one palm. She moved to a better position to fight along with the rest of the party.

“Can’t say I’d call them evil. Stupid, feral creatures? Yes. But evil? No.” Xaxi blasted away at one of the lesser-armored orcs. Her shots ripped chunks away from their powerful muscles and merely slowed down her target, who surged forward through the pain with a fierce battle cry. “Orcs only care about two things: good fights and looting. How they ever figured out space travel is beyond me.”

The gnome guards all focused their fire on the same orc Xaxi was shooting. Under their concentrated fire, the beast fell to a heap.

“Evil or not, those things need killing,” Brad said. “Let’s get to work, people.”

Brad rushed out ahead of the gnomes, firing slugs at the coming orcs. It seemed hitting a huge beast with a solid piece of metal hurled through the air at high speeds packed more of a punch than the energy bolts the gnomes were using. The orc slowed to a crawl under Brad’s rapid fire, but he was still coming, even as crimson poured from his wounds.

Teresa flung a spike of ice at the orc. He knocked aside the attack with a feral roar and charged.

Ceres fired lightning, but the orc only smoked as its eyes glowed red. “Why isn’t it stopping?” she shouted.

“It’s gone berserk,” Xaxi said. “Focus it down! Focus it down now!”

A rain of energy fire came down on the orc as he was torn limb from limb the the orc tide. It was the third orc to go down in the chaos, but the others were fast approaching their lines.

“Les, Michael, get ready to fight,” Brad said.

Les held her sword at the ready. “Always.”

“Fight? What the hell do you expect me to do? That thing’s arm is bigger than all of me,” Michael shot back.

“Do rogue things,” Brad said. “I saw how you fight at the grocery store. Don’t act like you don’t know what you’re doing.”

“But I like to,” Michael said with a cheeky grin. “It makes me seem harmless.”

“Grenades,” Xaxi barked through the chaos.

The gnomes tossed grenades at the approaching orcs. Blasts of green energy and charred sand flew up into the air. Orcs toppled over from the explosions only to crawl back to their feet or be gunned down by the gnomes and Brad’s party.

But they were too close now.

“Les, get in here,” Brad said.

Without a word she rushed past the firing line as an orc smashed through a gnome’s barrier. He threw aside the tiny warrior like a toy. The orc was easily three, four times larger than a gnome and twice that of a human. Another gnome opened fire on the orc. The attack earned him an axe lodged into his side before he was thrown away from the weapon.

Les roared as a shroud of purple aether formed around her. She shot forward like a rocket, slamming into the orc’s side.

The orc flew back with a sharp gash cleaved clean through his side. The monster crashed through the sand, leaving a trail of blood. It was still alive, but struggling to stand.

Les didn’t have time to finish the job; a second orc was on top of her. She only just blocked the blade in time to be dragged across the sand by the blow’s force. “Damn these are some strong bastards,” Les growled, struggling to hold back her opponent.

Michael ran past them, carving open the orc’s hamstrings as he did. “Be with you in a moment! Just gotta steal your kill—I mean secure your kill, yeah!”

Brad shook his head and fired slugs into the orc’s skull.

The huge green warrior recoiled and bled from the shots, but he was still standing. With a furious roar he threw Les aside as his eyes took on a red glow.

“Oh shit,” Les said as she blocked the first, then the second blow. Each one sent her flying farther back.

On the third blow the orc knocked Les to the ground, then tore a rock from the beach. He hurled it at Brad.

He ducked out of the way, but the rock still clipped his shoulder, sending him spinning through the air. As he hit the sand, Brad watched Michael slit the throat of the fallen orc.

You have received 55 aether.

A shadow loomed over him. It was the enraged orc about to split Brad down the middle.

He threw the shotgun up to block the strike. The shotgun plunged to his chest and threw the wind out of Brad’s lungs.

You have taken 20 damage.

The orc roared and raised its weapon again.

Brad couldn’t breathe, but he could raise his gun. He pointed the shotgun right at the soft underside of the beast’s jaw and fired.

The orc’s eyes widened, the red glow fading from its eyes as it dropped its weapon. The orc collapsed to a lifeless husk on the sand.

You have received 65 aether.

Brad wheezed as he rushed to his feet in time to catch another orc running at him. He shot it in the shoulder as it swung for him, forcing the beast to narrowly miss him with its greataxe.

Les charged the orc and buried her sword in its side, where it became lodged in the creature’s muscles. “What the hell are you made of?”

The orc went berserk and snatched Les off the ground by her head. He started to squeeze. Brad’s eyes widened, watching her health bar quickly drop as she screamed. Les flailed and kicked, trying to break free from the orc’s grasp, but the beast was simply too strong. Brad had to make a shot and make it quick, or Les was going to die before his eyes. He wouldn’t let that happen.

Brad took aim for the orc’s forearm, tracing its movements carefully while Les’s health dropped. He only had time for one shot. Brad squeezed the trigger. A slug flew out of the barrel of his gun and just narrowly ripped through the green beast’s forearm.

The orc roared out as his slackened grip forced him to throw Les aside. Its attention turned to Brad. In the blink of an eye the orc was on top of him, flailing his axe at Brad.

Brad dodged and weaved, blocked and parried with his shotgun, but he wasn’t getting any openings to exploit.

Brad caught glimpses of the battle around him while fighting for his life. He saw the others were too busy to help. Ceres and Teresa were only just holding back the line with their spells, Xaxi and her gnomes were doing what they could to gun down one orc after another, and Michael was busy running from one distracted orc to the next, crippling them as best he could with his knife and pistol.

The orc roared, sweeping his axe upward at Brad.

Brad blocked it in time, but was sent flying through the air and a sharp pain spread like fire across his chest before he slammed back-first into a tree.

You have taken 30 damage.

Another hit like that and we’re dead, Brad. Pull it together, Frank shouted in his head.

Brad looked around for his shotgun, but it was nowhere to be seen. He was defenseless.

No you’re not! Blood Siphon. You have Blood Siphon.

Brad remembered the spell. It was like a vampiric version of Aether Siphon, more of an offensive spell than anything a healer would normally have access to. At first he was concerned about using such evil-sounding magic, but he didn’t really have any choice in the matter. The orc was charging headlong at him, and if someone didn’t kill it soon, he was going to die.

Brad thrust his hand out at the berserking orc as a dark, swirling mass of violet and crimson surged toward the creature. Dark tendrils wrapped around the beast like the teeth of a bear trap and dug in. The spell didn’t seem to do anything, though. The orc was still running, Brad wasn’t receiving any health or aether, and not even his mana had dropped.

Then it happened.

Thirty points of mana vanished from his bar, and the dark tendrils ripped a chunk of the orc’s torso out in a shower of gore. Bone and innards were exposed as the huge beast crashed across the sand, leaving a slick trail of blood that stopped at Brad’s feet.

You have received 100 aether.

You have received 60 aether.

You have received 60 health.

Brad immediately felt better and could breathe with greater ease as his wounds were healed. This Blood Siphon ability was great. Not only did it heal him and do incredible damage to his enemies, but it let him double-dip when it came to gathering aether. The only downsides were the cast time and huge mana cost, but he could learn to deal with that.

As he crawled to his feet, he was greeted by a wonderful sight. Xaxi had climbed on top of the last orc’s head. She held her blaster to its temple, firing away while the rest of her gnomes focused fire on the beast with Ceres and Teresa’s help. The orc fell lifeless in a bloody heap.

Xaxi hopped off the orc at the last second and stowed her pistols. She pulled the hat off her head to fan herself. “Phew. Well, I’d say that went pretty well. Minimal casualties and one orc raiding party thoroughly routed.”

“Minimal casualties is a good thing?” Brad wanted to scold the little gnome, but decided it would do more harm than good.

Xaxi nodded. “In our line of work things get messy from time to time. We all know the risks.” She walked up to Brad and patted him on the thigh. “Any fight you can walk away from is a good one, lad. Remember that.”

“Fair enough,” Brad couldn’t help agreeing. To humans the apocalypse was a brand-new mess, but to the gnomes and the rest of the Collective’s species, this was just another day.

Xaxi pointed at Les on the floor. “Now I believe that fighter friend of yours needs a little help over there.”

Brad nodded and took off to Les’s side. He started casting Healing Hands on her right away.

If the gnomes and orcs could both put up such a powerful fight with one another, humanity had a lot of catching up to do before they could stand on their own two feet against the Collective.


Chapter twenty-seven
Jake


“Look at this slacker napping on the job.” Cory grinned at Jake as he sat beneath a tree. “How’s the garden doing?”

“Fine.” Jake chuckled. “And the wall?”

“Getting there,” Cory said. “Southern part’s done; the cement just needs to dry. The west side is finishing up next, then the east. The north side’s the last one to go up. That one’s going to be a pain.”

Jake pushed up to his feet. “Guess I better quit slacking if we want this wall to get done any time soon.”

Cory walked toward the wall with his hands casually slipped in his pockets. “So how’s the babysitting job going?”

“Eh, it ain’t that bad. Karen and her people wanted more space for themselves, so I told them where they could get it.”

Jake pulled up his map. As far as he could tell, everyone who went with Karen was at the RV park fighting off a large group of red dots. He guessed they were seeders. No one had died yet, and the number of red dots far outweighed the number of green.

“Plus it earns us a good chunk of aether for the guild with the tax rates.”

Cory laughed. “So she got on your bad side right away and you sent her off to her death? I know that Karen lady rubs everyone the wrong way, but she wasn’t that bad, was she?”

“It wasn’t like that,” Jake said.

“Sure,” Cory replied. “That’s why Darius and those kids ran away from her the first chance they got.”

Jake smiled. “Speaking of, how are they doing?”

Cory shrugged. “No idea. Last I saw those nerds were up to their eyeballs and stuff. Something about farming or cultivating fiction. Personally, I never was too big on reading, but I can’t imagine a story about farming being terribly exciting.”

Jake huffed out a laugh. “That’s not what those books are about—”

Before Jake could explain, another alien ship flew low overhead and across the forest.

“That one’s a little too close for comfort,” Cory shouted over the roar of its engines.

“We need to find out where that thing’s landing.” Jake pulled up party chat. “Everyone get to the truck. We’re hunting that ship.” He took off running for his truck.

Cory followed. “But Brad said to watch the place.”

“Chippy can look out for things while we’re gone. Besides, Mark and Angie’ll be back soon to help him out,” Jake assured him.

When they reached his truck, the rest of Jake’s party was already waiting for him. They piled in and sped off before they lost sight of the ship behind the trees. It was a large craft comprised of several rotating rings. Unlike prior vessels, this one meandered over the landscape as if searching for something.

“What do you think this batch of space weirdos is doing?” Kurtis asked. “Running a tourism gig?”

Cory leaned his head out the window for a better view. “They sure picked a good part of the country for that. You aren’t going to find a more beautiful region anywhere else.”

“Sounds like fighting words around the wrong people,” Kurtis said.

Cory swung back in the car. “Well, they’d be wrong and eating dirt if they did.”

Jake sped down the road, heading south after the ship. It was crossing the lake at a casual pace, one that allowed them plenty of time to cross the bridge and swing back around toward the craft. The alien ship loitered over Blind Bay for a moment before its engines flared to life. It took off toward the south along the highway.

“Holy hell that thing’s fast,” Cory said. “How is something that big moving like that?”

Jason shrugged. “Plenty of UFOs back in the day zipped around. Why wouldn’t these ships be able to move that quick?”

“Because all that UFO nonsense was grade-A bullshit,” Cory countered. “These alien ships don’t move anywhere near that fast.”

“Maybe they’re just too big for that?” Jason replied.

Kurtis shook his head. “Doesn’t matter, we have to stay on them. Jake, can’t you make this thing go any faster?”

“I’m on it.” Jake slammed his foot down on the pedal as everyone sank back in their seats from the sudden acceleration.

Tim sighed. “Man, that was the most underwhelming experience I have ever had in my life. Electric cars are really lame.”

“Right?” Cory agreed. “They don’t have that fire in their hearts that a real car does. That roar of power.”

Jake glanced over his shoulder. “You guys know that’s exactly how we’ve been able to sneak past seeders without attracting their attention, right?”

“I mean, yeah,” Cory said. “But it doesn’t make it any less lame.”

Jake chuckled as he looked back to the road and the ship. “Hey, hey. Look at that.”

Another alien ship dropped into the atmosphere. It was a pyramid-shaped craft that split open to reveal a brilliant orange core. Beams of light lanced from the ship at the other alien craft. The other ship returned fire at the pyramid with violet blasts like the aetheric attacks Jake used himself.

The ringed alien ship ejected a pod from its side like a rocket before it fled the area. The pyramid chased after it, but not before two glowing specks of light flew from the pyramid after the pod.

“Huh, I guess those aliens aren’t all playing for the same team,” Cory said. “But there is no way in hell we’re catching up to that ship now.”

“No,” Jake said, “but we can see what’s going on with that pod.”

Jake sped down the highway, watching the trio of craft exchange fire in the skies above. One of the smaller craft erupted into flaming debris. The pod from the ringed ship suffered explosions along its hull as it fell through the heavens toward the forest. As the last small craft chased down its prey, a volley of violet bolts flew out in a wide spread, then chased the last of the pyramid’s vessels like missiles.

The craft flew overhead, trying to evade those strange alien missiles. Like the larger pyramid vessel, this smaller craft also shared a similar, if extended, profile. From below it looked more like a pizza slice than anything—a pizza slice that lost one of its engines as an aetheric missile found its mark. The others missed by a mile, but the ship spun through the air on its way down to the forest.

“That. Was. Awesome,” Tim said with his head sticking out the window like a dog. “Did you see all that?”

Jake nodded. “Yeah, they didn’t look too happy about that. Hopefully those aliens are dead. They didn’t seem too friendly, not like our tourist friends from the ringed ship.”

“It’s a little too early to call any of these aliens friends, Jake,” Kurtis said. “But that ringed ship didn’t start anything as far as I saw, so maybe we should go see them.” Kurtis pointed out the woods in the southeast. “Smoke trail’s off that way. I think that’s where we’ll find who our new arrivals are.”

Jake nodded and took the truck off the highway and into the forest. He weaved in and out of the trees, hoping they didn’t get lost in the woods. While their maps would always let them know where they were, it didn’t mark out where the crashed ship came down. The nano-tech was good, but it wasn’t that good.

Soon they came upon a patch of forest stripped bare and covered in flickering flames. It was like a large passenger plane had come crashing down through the woods.

Jake parked the truck back inside the woods and marked its location. “We’re on foot from here on out. Keep your eyes open, people.”

Cory and the others nodded as they rushed out of the car.

Rather than taking the obvious path through the clearing, they followed it from deep within the forest. Staying out of sight after these aliens just got shot down sounded like the best approach to Jake. They didn’t want to get on their bad side if the aliens were actually friendly. If they weren’t, Jake wanted to make sure they were in the advantageous position.

It took them a few minutes to reach the crash site. The flames were far thicker there, and the smoke obscured the blue skies above. The ship looked like a smaller version of the huge, ringed craft they’d seen. Only this one’s rings were snapped off and scattered throughout the forest.

As far as Jake could see, its doors had been opened. Whatever aliens were inside weren’t in there anymore. It was probably for the best; after the fireworks show the aliens had treated the humans to, Jake wasn’t confident they stood much of a chance if things came to a fight.

A door kicked open with a metallic clang high above the ground, and a huge creature crawled out. It fell from the ship with a heavy thud to the sundered earth below.

The humanoid creature had fleshy-grey skin, dressed like some sort of space monk. Had Aron been around, this alien would have made him look small by standing next to him. Its arms were exposed and rippled with powerful muscles, even as the creature struggled to crawl. It was bleeding blue blood from its bald head, right between the twin horns curling upward from its brow.

“Pharaohs. It’s always the damned pharaohs,” the creature spoke in a rough, brutish, yet oddly gentle voice.

Jake was about to question how he could even understand the aliens when Hazel spoke up.

Thanks to the nano-tech in your body, we are able to translate every alien language you hear into something you can understand, Jake, Hazel explained. This goes for Earth languages as well.

Jake nodded at the explanation, then returned his attention to the issue at hand. What were they going to do about this lone, ogre-looking creature?

The ogre pushed itself to sit cross-legged. Shutting its eyes, it drew a long, deep breath. From Jake’s position Brad had to guess it was just bigger than an orc. It certainly would’ve made Aron look small and he was the biggest guy in the entire guild. For all effective purposes that thing was a giant. And something about what it was doing looked oddly familiar to him.

Jake remembered that everything about this system, even if it had nothing to do with cultivation, involved controlling the flow of aether. He focused his attention on the ogre, trying to sense what was happening. He couldn’t quite make out anything within the creature’s core, but he could sense the aether moving outward to its extremities where its wounds lay.

Blood slowly ceased flowing from the ogre’s wounds as it took long, slow breaths, its flesh pulling together little by little as time went on.

“Is it me, or is that thing meditating?” Tim asked.

Jake furrowed his brow. “No. I think it’s cultivating.”

“That is definitely not farming, Jake,” Tim said.

“Different kind of cultivating. The kind I do.”

“Oh. Right. That’s a thing,” Tim said.

The ogre remained in that position, channeling energy through its body while Jake observed. He was trying to understand if the ogre was doing anything differently from what he did, but without the ability to get a clear read on what was going on within the creature, Jake didn’t think he was making any progress. It was like staring into a muddy lake and trying to make sense of what was at the bottom.

Whatever the huge creature was doing was interrupted by a new group of aliens arriving from the forest. There were about a dozen of them, and they were uncomfortably human-looking.

From the neck down these aliens looked just like humans. Specifically Egyptian humans. As in, back-in-the-day-when-the-Egyptians-were-building-the-great-pyramids humans, outfits and all. There was only one tiny difference between the two species: their heads were that of cats.

“Found you, little mouse,” the lead cat said, pulling a staff from his belt that extended to the length of a spear, the head opening up to crackle with energy. The rest of its group did the same. “When will you ogres learn your place is kneeling at our feet?”

Jake was surprised to learn that calling the huge grey creature an “ogre” was right on the money. But he didn’t like where this was going.

The ogre, on the other hand, remained seated through the cat’s little speech.

The cat sighed. “It’s always the same thing with you savages, isn’t it? Sit there quietly and ignore your betters. Fine, then. All the easier to put you in chains.” He thrust his spear at the ogre. “Fetch me this slave. Our master has been needing a new ogre.”

“Nokor of the Violet Lotus will go nowhere with you, pharaoh.” A field of energy enveloped Nokor, one Jake was all too familiar with.

“Adorable. It thinks it’s people,” the slaver cat said. “Perhaps this will teach you your place.”

The alien cat’s spear opened up. It crackled with orange energy and fired a bolt with a low thump. The bolt erupted against the ogre’s shield, leaving a cloud of electricity in the air for a second before dissipating.

The alien pharaoh snarled, “Bind this beast now!”

Nokor rose to his feet as shot after shot bounced off his shield. He towered over the alien felines before setting to work fighting them off. With his huge fists he crushed one alien cat, then another. Were it not for the blasts of aetheric energy erupting from each impact, Jake would have believed the ogre’s raw strength was doing the work on its own.

But that was not the case.

As Nokor went for the lead slaver, the feline darted out of the way. Nokor kicked and stomped at another pharaoh, only for the smaller alien’s own shields to flash and crack from the assault.

“So they’re wearing shields. That’s good to know,” Jake whispered.

Tim nodded. “Right? I thought those shirtless, skirt-wearing weirdos were crazy running around without any protection.”

Jason frowned at the sight before them. “Should we help that Nokor guy—alien—thing?”

“He is a little outnumbered. By a lot,” Cory agreed.

Kurtis shook his head. “Not our fight, not our problem. Who knows if that big alien will turn on us after we do it a favor? I mean, look at it. It’s an ogre. You know, the eat-your-flesh-and-bones kind of monster.”

Tim shrugged. “Eh, looks more like a wannabe monk to me. If it tries anything, we can just run away.”

“Oh sure, like we can outrun that thing.” Kurtis pointed at a pharaoh.

It tried to flee from the ogre, but with an earth-shattering stomp the fleeing slaver was sent to the air, where it seemed to hover as if gravity was no longer affecting it. With a swift punch, Nokor shot out a wave of aether, destroying the pharaoh.

Jake had to agree with Kurtis’s concerns. If Nokor turned on them, they were going to lose people. But what Kurtis and the others couldn’t see was the ogre’s shield already breaking. While it flashed and fluttered when impacted, Jake could see the concentration of aether weakening and simply shattering in places under the constant barrage of alien blasts.

“I’m gonna regret this…” Jake sighed.

“Don’t you do it,” Kurtis said.

“Oh, we’re totally doing it.” Cory grinned.

Nokor’s shield finally broke under the barrage. The first shot slammed into his shoulder, sending the huge ogre reeling back. His arm spasmed as orange electricity coursed through it. Several more bolts slammed into his torso and legs, bringing him to a knee.

Jake enveloped himself in an aetheric shield, then passed one on to each of his party members. “Save that ogre!”

Without a word of complaint, they opened fire. A hail of bullets flew out of the forest into the already smug, gloating aliens. Pure shock came over their feline faces at the sudden assault. Shields shattered under concentrated attacks, leaving the pharaohs’ soft, fleshy bodies exposed to excessive lead injections. As it turned out, evil, slaving space cats were just as vulnerable to the reckless use of more gun as humans.

“R-retreat!” the lead pharaoh shouted. His shield was the toughest to break, but it didn’t stop Jake from trying.

He stepped out of cover to get a better shot as he poured aether into his pistol. Jake pulled the trigger and sent out a brilliant beam of aether from his pistol, slamming into the pharaoh’s back.

His shield shattered, but he was still on the move.

Cory slid to a knee beside Jake, lined up his shot, and fired an armor-breaker round, one of his new ranger class abilities.

Before the shot could find its way into the pharaoh leader, one of his underlings stepped in the way, returning a volley of fire before Cory’s shot punched through his skull.

Cory’s shield shattered and he flew back, spasming on the floor for a moment before his body locked up. He was suffering from the stun condition.

Kurtis and the rest of their party took up positions among the stumps and fallen trees of the forest, chasing the fleeing slavers away from the crash site. Kurtis’s heavy machine gun was doing the most work with its buzzsaw-like bursts of fire.

“Yeah! Get the hell out of here, space kittens.” Tim flipped them the bird.

Kurtis cocked his head toward Tim. “You ain’t a cat person, are you?”

“No. The little bastards always claw me up even when I’m trying to be nice to them. I don’t know what their problem is.” Tim pointed into the woods where the pharaohs had fled. “And these space assholes have all the dickery of our Earth cats with the tech to be more than a nuisance.”

Kurtis and the others burst out laughing.

Jake tried to collect himself before restoring every shield in the party. “Tim, take care of Cory. I’m going to talk to our new friend here.”

As Jake approached the huge ogre, its eyes locked on him. His body still crackled with the orange electricity of the pharaohs’ stun-rifle-spear things, but he was still conscious of his surroundings.

“Doing alright there, big guy? Nokor, was it?” Jake asked.

Nokor shut his eyes, struggling to draw in a deep, labored breath. From this range Jake could get a better picture of the enormous aether core within the ogre. Where Jake had maybe a softball-sized core, Nokor had a boulder within him. Jake wondered if this was a size-difference thing, or simply that the ogre was a better, more experienced cultivator. Regardless, Jake watched Nokor pour his aether into his limbs, forcing the stunning effects from his body.

The ogre lurched forward, catching himself on his tree-trunk arms, and coughed for air.

Jake considered calling for Tim’s help, then thought better of it in case things went south. With one hand on his pistol and the other on his axe, Jake was fairly confident in his ability to go down fighting, at the very least.

“T-thank you, human.” Nokor’s voice was ragged as he forced himself to a knee. “Had you not intervened when you did, those pharaoh slavers would have dragged me back to their pyramid.” The ogre raised his huge yellow eyes to meet Jake’s. “Believe me when I say you do not want to be indentured to those creatures. They are cruel masters at the best of times.”

Jake relaxed at the ogre’s friendly, if exhausted, way of speaking. “It’s what anyone would have done. Don’t worry about it, big guy.”

Nokor shook his head with a weak laugh. “Humble and heroic? Or perhaps naïve. Tell me, human, what is it you know about our kind? Ogres.”

Jake looked over his shoulder at Cory. He was back up and moving, but with the occasional rough spasm. Cory, along with the rest of the party, had moved to take up positions around the forest in as casual of a way as they could. They would have made terrible assassins. Even Jake could see they were setting up in case a fight broke out.

“Honestly, not a lot.” Jake returned his attention to Nokor. “Cory over there says creatures like you eat people and grind up their bones or something. And since I’ve only seen ogres in the Lord of the Rings movies, I’d have to agree. But”—Jake put up his arms placatingly—“you’re a lot nicer-looking and well-spoken than those things.”

Nokor scowled, but nodded. “It is the same tale on every new world we come across. For reasons I do not yet understand, the Collective paints us as savage beasts in the advance materials sent to newly claimed planets. Savages who can barely speak and only care to consume the smaller races. But that…that is a blatant falsehood.”

Jake’s brow knitted together. “Why would the Collective do that? Aren’t you one of them?”

Nokor gave a faint smile, revealing the enormous fangs he called teeth. “Ah, to be so young and innocent again. No, little human. Not all races within the Collective are treated equally, although they technically are. Do not ask me to explain it, as I do not fully understand it myself, but from what little I understand it involves a great deal of interstellar politics.”

Jake stroked his chin. That just made things more complicated, but in a sort of good way. Brad was definitely right to take the ask-questions-first, shoot-later approach. They were going to need allies if they had any hope of figuring out how the game was played among the Collective.

“Now, little human. I must thank you for saving my life.” Nokor pressed his huge firsts together and bowed. “May I have your name?”

“Jake.” He returned the gesture, figuring it was good form. Then he pointed out his party members one after another. “That’s Cory, Kurtis, Jason, and Tim. They’re all good people, just understandably concerned about the huge man tearing up evil space kittens with his kung fu.”

“Kung…fu?” Nokor cocked his head to the side with an absolutely puzzled expression.

Jake laughed nervously as he realized aliens probably didn’t know nearly as much about humans as he thought they did. “Martial arts? Erm…we’ve taken to calling it cultivation here on Earth.”

Nokor perked up at the mention of cultivation. “Ah, yes! The path less traveled by the races of the Collective. I had my suspicions you humans shared this practice, but your companions are…sadly lacking.”

“They seem to be doing well enough,” Jake said. “But us humans are a fairly individualistic society. At least in the west we tend to be. Everyone picks their own path, and we’re still figuring out what’s going on with all this crazy system and nano-tech and aliens and the Collective. It’s a mess.”

Nokor nodded. “Intriguing. Every one of our species are practitioners of the cultivating arts. From the moment we learn to walk, our training begins.”

“That sounds pretty hardcore,” Tim called out from a fallen tree.

Nokor chuckled. “As my father always said: If he can walk, he can fight.”

“I know a monkey man he might get along with.” Tim laughed.

Nokor shot a curious glance at Jake.

Jake had absolutely no idea what Tim was on about and simply shrugged.

“Well, different as you humans are, it seems I owe you a life debt for saving my life,” Nokor said.

Jake waved his hands at the huge ogre. “You don’t owe us anything. We can just be friends and help each other when we can.”

“That is not the way of my people, Jake.” Nokor stroked his huge jaw. “And I believe I know how to begin repaying you.”


Chapter twenty-eight
Sam


Gold-and-white hover bikes zoomed past the corner with the high-pitched hum of their engines. There were five of them in a loose formation, driving over wrecked cars and debris like it wasn’t even there.

“Holy crap, those elves are pissed,” Chet whispered.

Jo laughed nervously. “People aren’t usually happy when you burn their things…or them.”

“They really like their gold-and-eagle motif on all their stuff too, don’t they?” Randy commented.

Sam peeked around the corner again, checking every direction and especially the buildings above for any sign of elves. “Seems to be their thing. Anyone see more elves?”

“I counted five bikes,” Aron answered. “Nothing else so far.”

“Let’s keep moving, then,” Sam said.

They’d been running for hours now, from the tall structures of the ruined city where they’d encountered the first batch of elves through to the suburbs just outside the main city. Sam and her party had come across demolished houses and ramshackle schools.

At first Sam believed the destruction was the handiwork of the seeders—a lot of it was—but more and more they found areas that were broken into or blasted apart. Break-ins were a thing humans could do with ease, but the blasts were unusual. All it took was Jo peeking at a school’s blown-open doors to confirm no explosives were used. It was energy of some kind. Whether it was magical or some sort of plasma rifle was anyone’s guess, though.

It didn’t take an ace investigator to figure out what the elves were after. They wanted slaves. But to what end was a mystery to Sam. Did they not have automation like humans did, or were they simply terrible creatures high on their own ego?

The party darted across a wide-open street and rushed up a hill.

Randy pointed out a bridge peeking between the trees. “This way. Straight across here it leads to the hospital,” he said between breaths.

They rushed across the bridge onto a parking lot.

Another group of elven hoverbikes cut across the road just past the lot. They drifted to a stop and scanned their surroundings.

Sam’s eyes widened. “Down, down, down!” she ordered through party chat.

The group dropped down behind the abandoned cars. Randy and Aron left much to be desired with all the noise their armor made, but the elves didn’t seem to notice them.

Sam tried to listen in on their conversation, but could barely make out their voices.

“We should hide somewhere,” Jo whispered. Nayla nodded in her arms.

Randy pointed off to their left at a three-story building. “Over there, we can get a bit of a vantage point and hide out for a bit in the health services building.”

Sam nodded. “You first. Then Jo and Aron. Me and Chet will go last.”

“Why are we last?” Chet whispered in protest.

“So we can shoot the elves to pieces if they spot any of us,” Sam replied.

Chet widened his eyes with pursed lips and nodded. “Nice.”

“Alright,” Randy said. “On three.” Randy peeked his head out around the car. “Three!” He darted across the parking lot from one car to the next.

The elves didn’t notice; they were too busy with their own conversation.

Aron and Jo went next with little trouble. The pair waved for Sam and Chet to run across.

As Sam shifted to take off, the elf bikers turned their vehicles toward their parking lot. The craft floated right toward them.

Sam’s breath caught in her throat. “Shit.”

“I can open up on them,” Randy said.

“And I’ll cave in their skulls,” Aron added.

Sam gritted her teeth. “Don’t. You’ll let every damn elf know where we are if we do.”

Aron grunted but said nothing more.

Randy took up position with his rifle at the ready. “It won’t matter if they spot you. Just say when.”

Sam had to agree with Randy’s analysis of the situation. “You ready to go, Chet?”

He nodded with his pistols at the ready. “Let’s get all sneaky-beaky on these knife ears.”

Sam shifted around to the front of their car and watched the patrolling elves carefully. They were keeping their hoverbikes at ground level rather than flying overhead. Sam had no idea just how high those vehicles could go, but she appreciated that they were sticking to the ground. It gave them an opportunity to use the larger SUVs and trucks for cover.

The moment the last of the elves' line of sight was obstructed, Sam took off with Chet. They darted across to a blue, classic Volkswagen. It left much to be desired in the way of cover, but it was their best option. The path between them and the next truck over was too exposed.

“Did you hear about the monkeys in the city, Paeral?” one elf spoke to another.

“Do you take me for a novice, Elluin? Everyone heard when Lord Cairen gloated about his victory to the entire crew. It won’t be long before all House Oberon knows he slaughtered perfectly good slaves.” Paeral shook his head. “The nerve of that child. Without slaves, how are we to provide for our people?”

Sam blinked. The elves really didn’t have any means of automation or robotics? She couldn’t even begin to comprehend just how they managed to travel across the stars like that. Humanity hadn’t even managed it with all their computers and technology, yet here these elves were.

Chet’s brow tightened. “You know these elves sorta sound like NPCs. You know, conveniently letting you everything you need to know for no particular reason.”

“Chet, shut up, I’m trying to listen,” Sam shot back through party chat. He had a point though. Sam explained it away as cultural differences.

“No, not those,” Elluin said. “There was another group that slaughtered a patrol.”

Paeral laughed. “Monkeys? Slaughtering a patrol? Don’t be ridiculous, Elluin. I bet it was those damned orcs and their raiding parties.”

Elluin gave Paeral what must have been a glare beneath his pointed helmet. “The kills were not nearly messy enough to be the work of orcs. Do not underestimate these humans.”

“Pheh. So they have a few outstanding specimens. We’ll send those to the arena.” Paeral flared the thrusters on his bike and pushed forward. “Perhaps add them to Lord Cairen’s personal collection. He may even promote us to lead our own hunting parties for our deeds.”

Elluin shook his head and followed his partner along.

As soon as Sam saw another opening, she grabbed Chet and hauled him off toward the rest of the party hiding behind a ruined delivery van. Without a word, Randy pointed at a shattered window behind them. It was the closest and fastest entry into the dark building.

Sam led the way inside the building, and her party slipped in without the elves being any wiser to their presence.

You have gained skill: Stealth — Level 5.

Great job, Sammy! Olivia praised.

Sam couldn’t help a slight smile, but remained silently focused on the task at hand. They needed to get a better view of their situation.

Quietly as they could, the party advanced through the halls of the abandoned building. Without any power, the only light streaming inside came from the windows casting long shadows across the interior. It was perfect to hide from the outside world, but anything else could be lingering inside the building with them.

Sam’s fears turned out to be correct.

As she went for the stairwell, a sleeping seeder rose from the floor and blinked at her. Sam’s eyes widened as her heart froze in her chest. If that thing screamed, there was no way the elves wouldn’t know someone was nearby.

Sam threw herself at the seeder as its mouth opened, the beginning of a horrific shriek forming in its throat. With one hand she held the creature’s mouth shut while the other drove her new knife through its throat. The seeder was dead before they both hit the floor.

It wasn’t alone.

More seeders awakened, one after another in the bottom of the stairwell. Dazed and confused from their slumber, they looked oblivious, almost shocked that humans had caught them sleeping.

“Kill them!” Sam said through party chat.

Aron was already on the move before she spoke. The first seeder to stand was launched up into a wall, where it fell lifeless to the floor.

Jo ignited another with a rain of firebolts. Luckily the concrete building didn’t catch and the fire alarms didn’t go off.

Randy rushed in with the bayonet mounted on his new rifle and skewered one of the seeders before it could shriek.

Chet rushed for the last one, who got out a squeak before Chet silenced it with a pistol-whip and a curb stomp.

Rocky and Nayla both assaulted another seeder together. The vicious squirrel tore out the alien’s throat in the middle of a shriek while Nayla rained electric blades upon it.

It was a flawless execution. A crisis averted in the nick of time.

Sam let out a relieved breath. “Holy shit, that was close.” For a moment she felt her heart sink as the words left her mouth. She scanned their surroundings and listened for any movement, any sign of seeders, then relaxed once more.

They were in the clear. For now.

“Honestly, I liked it better when we were doing open combat,” Aron said as he led the way upstairs. “A big guy like me is not built for sneaking around.”

Chet chuckled. “You can say that again. All that armor doesn’t help, either.”

“All this armor is why I’m able to carry you guys so hard.” Aron grinned. “Now quiet down. I don’t want to wake up any more sleeping nightmares.”

Sam couldn’t agree more.

They reached the third floor without running into more seeders.

Aron carefully stepped through the doors and looked from side to side. “So far, so good. Plenty of dark shadows, too.”

Sam squeezed past him. “All we need now is a good window.” Their current position had them facing away from where Sam wanted to look. They needed to get around to the west side of the building.

“So, Randy. You’re really sticking to this whole World War I look, aren’t you?” Chet asked.

Randy blinked at him. “What?”

“Oh come on man, look at yourself.”

Randy looked more confused, even through his helmet’s faceplate.

“The trenches called, Randy. They want their look back,” Chet said.

Randy looked down at himself. “I guess I can see how you might figure that.”

Chet grinned. “Mmhmm! You even went the extra mile and strapped a sword to your gun and called it a bayonet.”

Randy chuckled quietly. “I was only buying the best gear I could afford with the aether I had, Chet. Besides, with how often we get into brawls I figured having another means to fight back would be helpful.”

Chet placed his wrists on the back of his head while he rocked his pistols back and forth. “You know, I hadn’t really thought about that.”

“Might want to pick up a knife, then, and a pair of suppressors,” Aron suggested. “Maybe find me a good gun to go with my shield while you’re at it.”

Chet threw his hands up. “The P90 is a fantastic gun. Why would you want anything else?”

Aron pointed a thumb over his shoulder. “On the off chance it doesn’t cut it against those knife-ears out there.”

“Bah, aliens and their damn alien tech making perfectly awesome human guns look less effective than they are.” Chet huffed. “Just for that I’m going to pick up the gun-smithing trade and upgrade the ever-living fuck out of all our guns. Those Collective bastards are going to learn what real weapons look like.”

“Language!” Jo said with a big pout at Chet.

Nayla drove the point home by hopping out of Jo’s arms and stabbing Chet in the arm with her horn.

“Ow! Sorry,” Chet hissed through his teeth.

Jo gasped. “Nayla, no! Chet’s our friend. We don’t hurt our friends.” She pulled the bunny off Chet’s arm.

Nayla simply turned her nose up at Chet even as Jo cleaned the blood off her little horn.

“That’s right, fluff butt. We don’t hurt friends.” Chet winced, rubbing at his arms. “Which is why I’m not turning you into a stew. Because we’re friends. Got that?”

Nayla turned her nose up even higher at Chet. The bunnycorn was having none of his attitude.

Randy shook his head with a quiet laugh and cast a quick heal on Chet.

“Try to keep your act together, guys,” Aron said. “We’re deep in enemy territory and we don’t need to do their job for them.”

Sam nodded. “I know it helps you blow some steam to ramble on like this, but this really isn’t the time or place.”

“Yes, Mom.” Chet pouted.

Jo giggled at Chet.

Sam rolled her eyes at him. It didn’t take much longer for the party to find their way up to the west side of the building. The view there left much to be desired.

There were trees in the way, and other tall structures obstructing their vision of the hospital itself.

Randy took a knee beside Sam, just far enough away from the windows so the shadows left them completely obscured. “The hospital’s just west of here, past those apartments. It’ll be a few minutes’ walk if we don’t run into any more trouble.”

Sam nodded. “There should be food, drink, and medical supplies in there. If the other survivors didn’t clear the place out yet. What about the other buildings? What are they?”

Randy pointed out the buildings from left to right. “Office buildings—most of them are medical, I’m sure. More offices. Apartments, an old folks’ home, and the courthouse.”

The buildings themselves didn’t look like they had suffered a great deal of damage. There were the usual broken windows and doors she was used to seeing whenever seeders ran through an area, but the structures looked solid enough. If there were any survivors, they might find them in one of these buildings, if not the hospital itself.

Unfortunately, Sam and her party weren’t the only ones in the area.

As the winds picked up, the trees were pushed out of the way enough for the golden glint of elven vehicles to catch her eye. There were two of them: golden machines that resembled those soldier-carrying tanks Sam had seen in the movies and games. Jake called them “personnel carriers.” Like all elven craft, they kept the gold, white, and green coloration along with the eagle motif all over the vehicle. To her, it looked like what some rich guy with more money than sense would commission for his own personal army.

But the presence of armored vehicles was hardly the worst part. There were elves—far too many elves for Sam’s comfort. In between them were humans. Men, women, children—it didn’t matter. The elves were rounding them up from the neighboring buildings and hauling them out to their vehicles.

Aron’s group tightened on his shovel too audibly to go unnoticed. Sam couldn’t blame him. Not after what he said had happened to his family. But it was too early to go out in a blaze of glory.

For now, Sam watched.

The groups they’d just pulled out of the buildings were disarmed and herded like cattle to another group of elves with crates stacked at their feet. From those crates they withdrew chains and collars for the humans. As they chained their arms and legs together, violet runes glowed over their locks.

What are those elves doing? Sam asked her muse.

Olivia was silent for a moment. Oh no, this is awful. They’re shackling those humans with mage chains.

In English, Sam said.

Magical bindings which block the use of spells, abilities, and act as what you humans call “shock collars” in order to enforce compliance from their property, Olivia explained.

And the Collective is just OK with this? Sam just about spat out.

The Collective does not meddle in the affairs of its member races so long as they respect their rules and directives, Olivia said.

Sam wondered what exactly those rules were, but they had bigger fish to fry. They had a large population of humans being enslaved right under their noses, and Sam couldn’t see a way to do anything about it.

The elves may be the lower-tier types they’d encountered at their truck, but there were at least two dozen of them. Worse, they had a few teams of archers on the apartment rooftops. Sam had no idea where the elves would take their prisoners afterward, either. But wherever that was, it was bound to be a heavily fortified position, maybe even their own ship.

At the thought of the elven ship, an alien craft rose from behind the apartment complex. The highly ornate vessel was all but guaranteed to be the elves’ ship as it rose from the ground and spread its wings. It was taking off from where the hospital was, if the building was even standing after that ship was done with it. The huge craft turned toward the northwest and fired off its engines.

Sam guessed they were going from one location to the next, dropping off forces to gather their slaves before picking them up somewhere. If they just followed that ship, they would know exactly where that was. Doing so without their truck was going to be easier said than done, though.

If only that was the least of their concerns.

“Where are you going, Aron?” Jo asked.

Aron was already halfway down the hall when Sam and the others noticed him. “Down there. I can’t just sit there and watch these monsters.”

“I know it’s bad, Aron, but we can’t just rush in there,” Sam protested. “We need to be smart about this, come up with a plan.”

Aron’s shoulders tensed as he stood there, torn about what to do.

“Oh no, this is bad. This is real bad.” Randy pointed out the window at the enslaved humans.

A family was being escorted out, but one of the children refused to go along with the elves. The boy squirmed and flailed, punching and kicking at the elf until the elf lost its patience and tossed the child to the floor. The father rammed into the elf and went for his sword too quick for the monster to realize what was going on and plunged the blade into his throat.

Chaos broke out as the humans took this as the signal to fight back.

“Shit,” Sam hissed. “Aron, let’s—”

Aron was already long gone.

“Damnit.”

“Aron didn’t like seeing that,” Jo said. “He said he was going to make sure the elves paid.”

Sam shook her head. That much was obvious, but they needed to go out as a team. Now they’d have to play catch-up.

Chet unslung his Barrett from his back and slipped an enormous suppressor onto the end of the barrel. “Welp, time to get cracking.”

“You sure that thing’s going to keep your gun quiet?” Randy asked.

Chet pointed at the suppressor. “Do you see the size of this thing? We’re going to be fine.”

Randy shook his head. “I’ll stick with you just in case and spot targets.”

“Oh, we can be like a real sniper team.” Chet beamed.

Sam rolled her eyes, but couldn’t argue with their plan. They still weren’t sure if the building really was clear of seeders, and Chet was easily distracted on a good day. As much as she wanted a healer with them, this was for the best. “Come on, Jo, let’s save Aron before he gets himself killed.”

They were barely at the end of the hall when a heavy thump came from behind them. Sam looked over her shoulder to see Chet had fired his first shot. She couldn’t believe it; that enormous gun packing so much fury into every round was effectively silent. Those elves weren’t going to know what hit them.

Sam and Jo scrambled down the stairs and came across a trail of destruction. Seeders lay strewn about the halls in chunky, orange pools of blood. Aron had definitely come through this hall, and the bloody footprints leading out of the building would take them right to him.

By the time they got out of the building, Aron had already darted across the street to the parking lot where the elves were gathering their slaves.

Aron knocked aside an elf with sheer, brute force, then swept the legs out from under another. He swiftly killed the two aliens and waded right into the middle of the chaos.

“Aron, what the hell are you doing?” Sam called out through party chat.

Instead of responding, he drew in a breath and roared. The elves around him were sent tumbling back, along with any humans unfortunate enough to be caught in the shockwave’s path.

“Oh no.” Jo lifted her book to her mouth. “He used his new ability.”

“He’s going to get every damn elf there on his ass,” Sam snapped, and darted for him as fast as she could.

The elves were enveloped in a dark, violet aura, forcing them to turn on Aron. It was just as the ability said it would do: The elves came down on Aron with a blind rage that made their attacks sloppy and uncoordinated, but it also made them pack more punch.

Aron threw up his shield to block a pair of elves. They forced him back between their combined might, but Aron slammed his shovel into the skull of one elf. A small aetheric explosion erupted from the impact, sending both elves tumbling back. The opening let him punch through one elf’s face plate and cut his life short.

Up above, the elven archers took aim at Aron with their bows. Sam wasn’t sure how well his armor would stand up to those weapons. Before she got to find out, one of the elves flew back with a gaping hole in his chest, then another. Chet’s oversized rifle was making short work of any poor elf that crossed his sights.

But the other elves got their shots off.

Golden arrows lanced into Aron, lodging themselves in his shield and punching through his armor to his shoulder and thighs. Aron stumbled. Another elven fighter slashed at his back. Aron whipped around with his shovel and decapitated the elf.

“We gotta go faster,” Sam said.

She took off running ahead of Jo as bolts of flame shot overhead. They slammed into the elves assaulting Aron, and some broke off to assist the humans escaping their captors.

An elf warrior stood in her path with a small shield and whip. He lashed out at Sam with his weapon, but Sam was faster. She dropped into a slide right between the elf’s legs and slashed out at his calf muscles. The elf cried out in pain before Sam brought a swift end to the alien with a backstab.

More elves rushed to intercept her. Too many for her liking, but they were bunched up like idiots, and there were a great deal of them between her and Aron.

“Jo, get ready with that Fire Pillar,” Sam said.

“Charging!” Jo said, all too giddy to use her new ability.

Sam drew in a breath. She’d never teleported before, but she was about to find out what it was like. “Flicker Strike!” she shouted.

The world flashed white, and next thing she knew she appeared beside an elf, slashing out their throat. Again she vanished as she kept channeling the ability, losing track of where she was, and with her next target she appeared somewhere else entirely. She found herself blocking an elf’s blow before driving her knife into his stomach. For a brief second she caught a glimpse of the father fighting to save his child before she vanished again. She was completely disoriented as she appeared above an elf. The elf had all of a second to stare in horror at Sam before she plunged down with both daggers into his chest.
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“Three strikes is all I’ve got?” Sam sighed. It was a fantastic ability, but one she needed to practice before she could use it effectively. As it was, she had no idea where she would end up.

A raging pillar of flame erupting from the ground beneath a cluster of elves solved that problem. The elves flew to the sky in flames, each one dead before they reached the top of their flight. That meant Aron had to be nearby.

He was, just not near her.

Aron was surrounded by elves, throwing aside one fighter after another, but he wasn’t killing most of them. He seriously wounded them and knocked them out of the fight, but the elves were taking their toll on Aron.

“Guys,” Chet called out, “you have to get the hell out of there. We’ve got fast-movers incoming.”

“How many?” Sam asked as she tangled with another elf warrior. They were damned fast, and skilled to boot. It took all of her focus just to keep up with this one.

“Two teams. Shit, Lord Fancy Pants and his boys are in one of them,” Chet reported. “Lost him behind the buildings, but I can try taking out the other guys.”

Sam caught the elf’s sword with her knife, then slashed his wrist open with the other. As he dropped his weapon to clutch his arm, Sam ripped his throat open. “Aron, we have to go now!”

“Forget about me. Save these people,” he snarled while shrugging off a torrent of blows with his shield.

With a furious charge he threw aside the elves, then slammed his shield to the ground. Aetheric shields briefly shot out of the ground and spun around him before vanishing. Sam didn’t realize what was going on before an elf tried to stab Aron in the back. His blade bounced off one of the shields. It must have been a new fighter ability.

“We’re not leaving you here,” Sam shouted as she scrambled through the rush of elves.

“Fancy Pants is here,” Chet called out. “Get out of there, now.”

Cairen and his riders sped across the parking lot with spears skewering the humans fighting for their freedom. But Cairen had his sights set on Aron. As the elf lord charged, Aron braced himself with his shield raised. The elf’s spear shattered, and Cairen flew off his bike. He landed with a graceful flip while Aron slid back, ripping chunks of asphalt off the street.

“My, my, you’re a fun one.” Cairen drew his sword. “How about it, monkey? Come join my gladiators and I’ll take good care of you.”

Aron shook himself off and prepared to fight. “Sure, after I beat that stupid grin right off your face, elf.”

Cairen laughed and charged with a flourish of his blade. “That’s the spirit.”

Aron let out another Seismic Roar as Sam came in close enough to help. She was blown back as that aura engulfed the new elf arrivals, forcing them all to focus their attention on him.

“Aron, what the hell?” Sam shouted.

“Get out of here.” Aron knocked aside Cairen’s blade with his shovel, then slammed him across the jaw with the edge of his shield.

The other elves were recovering from the shockwave and running for Aron.

Cairen spat out blood as he staggered back. “Get the nets. I want this one alive.”

“Now, Sam! Go!” Aron demanded.

Sam was about to protest when she spotted more elven personnel carriers floating up the street. Those weren’t likely to be empty.

“Aron, no!” Jo shouted.

Sam hated every agonizing second of this, but she had to leave her friend behind. If they didn’t, he would sacrifice himself for nothing and they would all be captured or killed. Sam turned to the freed humans and shouted, “Come with me if you want to live.”

Whether or not they followed didn’t really matter to her. Jo was rushing to Aron’s aid, but Sam wouldn’t let her. She intercepted their pyromaniac mage and carried her away. Her strength stat may not have been as big as the fighter class, but it was more than enough for Sam to get the job done.

Jo’s fists beat at Sam’s back. “Let me go! We have to save Aron!”

“We’ll come back for him,” Sam said as she ran south for a line of trees. “Chet, Randy, we need a place to go.”

“Little busy keeping Aron alive. These golden boys are tough as balls,” Chet shouted in between the heavy thumps of his rifle.

Sam balled her hand into a fist. “Pack it up and go before they spot you, Chet.”

“Fuck! Too late. We’re moving,” Chet said.

Randy came through the chat next. “There’s a church southeast of here. We can hide out there or cut across to the secondary school past the neighborhood.” He threw up the markers on the map.

“Thanks, Randy.” Sam looked over her shoulder to see a group of desperate survivors on her tail, and Aron struggling to stay on his feet from the elves' attempts to capture him.

“Sammy, let me go!” Jo flailed her arms and legs, trying to break free.

Sam tightened her grip on Jo. “If you want to help Aron, then you start blasting those elves right now. Scorched earth, Jo. Do you hear me?”

“Fine!” Jo threw her hands up in the air as she charged up her mana. She flung out not one, not two, but three Fire Storms at the elves. The first was right on top of Aron, and the other two blocked off any other elves from chasing after them. Then Jo went straight into raining firebolts on any and every elf that dared cross into her line of sight.

Sam made a sharp turn and darted through the tree line to another street. It felt awful to abandon Aron, but this was what he wanted.

Now they had to find out where the elves took their prisoners and hope Aron didn’t get himself killed in the meantime.


Chapter twenty-nine
Brad


Les groaned as she rubbed at her head. “Remind me next time to go for the arms.”

Brad smiled and helped her up to her feet. “Next time you won’t let the orc get the drop on you.”

“Yeah, sure. You saw how that thing moved. I’m a long way from that.” Les stretched. “We didn’t lose anyone, did we?”

Brad looked back to the gnomes. “None of ours, but the gnomes took some casualties. They’re surprisingly OK with it.”

Les picked her sword out of the sand. Fishing out a cloth from a pouch, she cleaned off the blade. “If this is what life is like under the Collective, I’m honestly not surprised.”

“Come on, let’s get together with the others.” Brad led the way back to the group of gnomes and humans.

Xaxi’s people were loading up their dead and wounded into hover-stretchers to haul inside the ship.

Out of curiosity, Brad couldn’t help but ask, “What’s going to happen to them?”

Xaxi looked up at him. “The wounded will get treatment from our healers. The dead will be cremated and the ashes sent to their loved ones, as is our way. We mourn our dead through our crafts. Some of us create beautiful works of art, others grand machines to remember the dead.”

Brad nodded. It was an interesting way to mourn the fallen, but he supposed all gnomes were tinkerers, crafters, and artists in all the media he’d seen before. “What about you, Xaxi? What’s your art?”

“That’s kind of a rude question to bring up in this context, don’t you think, human?”

Brad scratched the back of his head. “Sorry, Captain. I was just curious. We humans bury our dead, then mourn the fallen. It doesn’t tend to go well for us, not for a very long time.”

“Well maybe you lot should pick up a craft to channel that grief into. It’s good for the soul,” Xaxi said. “As for me, my art is trade, and it is a dangerous line of work.”

Brad had no idea how this would translate into creating a work of art or machine or something to remember the fallen by. He guessed it had less to do with the act of creating something and more about keeping the mind busy to process their loss in a healthier way than he’d seen humans do.

“Speaking of work,” Xaxi said.

You have received 5,000 aether.

“Here’s your fee.”

“My fee?” Brad balked at the huge number of aether just flung at him.

“For killing those orcs.”

Brad shook his head. “You don’t have to pay us for that. They were threatening all of us.”

Xaxi laughed. “And you didn’t have to lift a finger to defend us, but you chose to do so and did a fine job at it. Our casualties could have easily been triple what we suffered were it not for your intervention.”

Brad rubbed at the back of his neck. “Still feels pretty strange to receive payment in exchange for doing the right thing.”

“Try thinking about it this way, then,” Xaxi began. “What I paid you there is the value of your standard low-rank mercenary contract. The beginnings of a beautiful business relationship between you humans and us gnomes of the Sparkgear Consortium.”

Brad did feel a little better when framing things that way, though he wasn’t quite sure he wanted to be a mercenary, or have the human race become a mercenary species within the Collective. “Isn’t this a lot, though?”

Xaxi placed her hands on her hips and stared at the sand. “I forget you humans only just joined the Collective. It’s a fair price for your services here today, lad. More importantly, it’s a small price for the Consortium to pay to ensure our relationship is off to a good and solid start.” She pointed up at Brad. “Never let it be said that us gnomes don’t pay our dues. That is an awful insult to my people.”

Brad had to make a mental note of that particular detail. What passed for humility on Earth might land him in a world of trouble with the gnomes, and that was the last thing he wanted. “Then I accept your reward.”

“Good,” Xaxi said. “Now if you want to return that money to us, our wares are available to you, Brad. Drop by whenever you like, or better yet, bring us some wares of your own to sell. Resources from Earth, even the ones the Collective seeded, are rare and valuable goods. At least for the next decade.”

“The next decade?” Brad asked.

Xaxi nodded. “Yes. I imagine that’s about as long as it’ll take for you humans to get your act together, or one of the other races to stamp you out of existence. By then trade should start to become normalized between your world and the rest of the Collective.”

“Jeez, you don’t mess around with your words, do you?” Les said.

Xaxi shrugged. “It’s nothing you aren’t aware of already. Besides, dead trade partners are awful trade partners, and I’d rather have friendly humans than stuck-up elves or damned dirty pharaohs to deal with any cycle of the week. That’s a day to you humans, in case you were wondering.”

“Then we better get back to the Gaming Center and bring out what we have,” Brad said.

“Gaming Center?” Xaxi cocked her head to the side. “Is that what you humans call your fortresses?”

Les laughed. “No, that’s just what the building we’re holed up in is called. It’s slowly but surely becoming a fortress, and this aether will go a long way to helping with that.”

Xaxi chuckled. “Not really. You can maybe buy one automated turret emplacement with that aether at a printer. Two if you bought it from the Consortium, but this vessel doesn’t carry all that much in the way of military goods.”

“Why would you give us such a steep discount?” Brad asked.

Xaxi patted Brad’s thigh. “Because you wee little baby humans are so adorably naïve about what dangers have just arrived on your world. I’d like to help protect your kind until you figure out your ass from your head.”

Brad laughed. “I appreciate your generosity.”

“Don’t get used to it. Now come inside and take a look at our wares while I find a representative to send with you to your fortress.” Xaxi walked off toward the ship, then pointed back at Brad and Les. “And if any of your people ever decide to do some proper mercenary work, we’re always looking for trusted partners to outsource security contracts to.”

“We’ll keep that in mind.” Brad smiled. Five thousand aether for a low-tier contract made the offer rather tempting. It might not be such a bad idea to take up Xaxi on her offer, at least to help speed up the growth and development of Scotch Creek into a proper bastion for humanity.

Inside the warehouse-like hold of the ship, Brad felt like he just entered a strange, high-class mall. Containers were neatly stacked off to the sides, allowing the gnomes to access and store wares as they needed, but everything from the floors to the individual containers was a fine-crafted masterwork. It seemed more than a little excessive to Brad to put that kind of effort into the freight containers, at least until he considered the gnomes’ emphasis on embracing arts. Considering the system leveled up any skills a person used it actually made a lot of sense to have craftsmen work on literally anything to level up their chosen trade. What initially seemed like a waste of resources to him was actually a brilliant way to improve the crafting skill of the gnomish people. He had to take note of this for the future.

Michael whistled as they slipped deeper into the heart of the ship, where actual stores were spread about. “Nice place. Is this where the rich and famous of the Collective come to shop?”

Xaxi laughed. “In this old girl? Hardly. Trade ships like this are for the lowborn, the new species brought into the Collective, and explorers out on the rim. The highborn will go to a luxury trade barge if they have absolutely no other option.”

Teresa’s eyes widened. “If this is low class, and the rich refuse to even go to a luxury craft, what exactly is it that the elite among the Collective do?”

“Depends from one rich bastard to another,” she commented as a strange, bulbous blue fruit was brought to her by one of the merchants walking by. She bit a chunk out of it, exposing a mint-green and juicy interior. “Most tend to favor their own species and either train or commission fine craftsmen from their own worlds. Other more eccentric types go to the void to collect the craftsmen they desire. A few have even tried to blend the technologies of the Collective species into something more, but I’ve yet to hear any news of those attempts.”

Ceres hummed. “Sounds like we need to learn to craft right away.”

Xaxi nodded and pointed out a shop full of weapons from gnome-sized to something far larger than the orcs they’d just seen. “Weapons and armor are my recommendation. They’re a little complicated to get right, but you’ll always need good arms and armor at your side. Cooking is my second recommendation. Not just because food is delicious, but a properly made meal will grant you buffs.”

“Buffs?” Les asked.

“Improvements to your stats and skills,” Michael said. “Like in a game. You know, Brad wasn’t kidding when he said this nano-tech stuff was just like a video game.”

“I mean, I didn’t think he was, but it’s still kinda wild to wrap my head around,” Les admitted.

Xaxi finished her strange, colorful fruit. “Video games? You mean the introduction materials sent to your world?”

Brad shrugged and nodded. “I guess? My muse says video games, virtual reality, movies, books, and other media were all made in such a way to prepare us for this.”

Xaxi nodded as she came to a stop at the central atrium deep within the ship. “Makes sense. The materials are a little too subtle, and most races don’t even accept them. But you humans seem to have taken to them just fine.”

Les chuckled. “We just never expected them to become a real thing, you know? My parents and most of my friends’ parents were always saying they were a waste of time. So most of us humans grew out of them and tried to focus on real things. Like college.”

Michael snorted. “Hah! College and university.” He noticed the glare Les was giving him. “What? You don’t actually go to learn in those places. You go to get drunk off your ass, experiment with some freaky stuff, and hopefully you don’t come out the other end indoctrinated.”

Brad chuckled. He had heard that in the past when he was trying to decide what to do with his life after high school. It was part of the reason he was saving up money before the sky rained fire.

“Well, I met a bunch of great people there and it was not a waste of time.” Les folded her arms across her chest.

Michael grinned. “I’ll stop pushing your buttons, princess.”

Les glared at him.

“Children, please.” Xaxi looked comical trying to placate the two towering humans. “We aren’t currently set up for any duels, so if you could wait another five cycles for our weekly brawl night, that would be appreciated. If not—take it outside.”

Les blew out a breath and turned away from Michael.

“I’d like to keep myself in one piece, thanks.” Michael chuckled.

Xaxi chuckled. “Oh don’t worry, rogue. The system ensures a consensual duel only goes to one health point. Unless you agree to a duel to the death. It also enforces any rules you agreed to. You know, so people don’t kill each other when they don’t mean to.”

Teresa’s brow furrowed. “How strange and merciful of it. Why would the system not just keep us from killing each other, then? Surely the galaxy would be a far more peaceful place that way.”

Brad had to agree. But he also had to admit it would be a far more boring place that way.

“It simply isn’t the way of nature, lass. The Collective may seem brutal and merciless to you, but that’s just how nature is. The strong prey on the weak, and the strong rule,” Xaxi explained. “The Collective and this nano-tech merely exist to even the playing field so everyone has a fair chance at becoming the strongest.”

The whole invasion didn’t seem even remotely fair to Brad, but then again, they had this nano-tech given to them now. From what he understood this was thanks to a rogue AI who wanted to preserve the human species, so he wondered if the Collective had decided humanity was simply not worth the trouble, or if their muses were lying to them. He really did not appreciate that thought in the slightest. Frank may be an ass from time to time, but he had grown to depend on his muse and even care for him like a friend.

Aww, how sweet of you, Frank said in a mocking tone. Now stop with the warm and fuzzies before I puke all over your brains. Trust me, it’s going to be disgusting, and I don’t want that. I live in here, and that’s torture enough.

I appreciate you too, Frank, Brad couldn’t help but grumble.

“Now, I’m going to do that thing I told you about. Feel free to browse our wares.” Xaxi turned on a heel and vanished into the crowd of gnomes hurriedly preparing the vessel to open for trade.

“Well, she’s fun,” Michael said. “So I couldn’t help but overhear we got paid, Brad.” He stuck his hand out to him. “Gimme.”

Brad chuckled. “I was getting around to it.”

Ceres sat her hands on her head. “Shouldn’t we take that aether and put it toward the guild? It was kind of a surprise reward.”

Brad shook his head. “No, it wouldn’t be fair of me to keep it all. You all did great out there and deserve to be rewarded. So I’ll give you each a thousand.” He sent off the aether to each of them. “And the last will go to the guild.”

“Score! Time to see what fancy trinkets these gnomes have.” Michael darted off to browse the different shops. In a normal mall he would have vanished in seconds, but here he towered over everyone without even trying.

At least he’s being careful about not stepping on the gnomes.

Les turned to Brad. “You sure you don’t want to upgrade your armor? You got messed up pretty bad today.”

“It’s fine,” Brad said. “The guild is the most important asset I have, and I would rather see it grow and flourish. Besides, we earned plenty of aether fighting those orcs today. I can upgrade my stuff later.”

Les frowned, but shrugged. “If you say so. I just don’t want your squishy ass getting killed. I like having a doctor on call.”

Brad grinned. “Maybe you should consider wearing a helmet, then. You never know when I won’t be around.”

“Whaaat?” Les’s face scrunched up with disapproval. “And give away my main-character immunity? Forget that. Everyone knows the helmet-wearing grunts always die in the movies.” She pointed at her head. “This right here basically guarantees I won’t die.”

Brad shook his head with a grin he couldn’t lose. “Whatever you say, Les.”

“Hey, it worked out today, didn’t it?” she countered as she stepped off toward the weapon store.

“It almost didn’t.”

“But did I die?” Les pointed at Brad.

He had to give her that, even if she’d only survived because he managed to get to her in time.

“Right, well. Time to go spell shopping. Or maybe some armor is in order.” Teresa wandered off.

“Anything that enhances our casting abilities would be pretty nice,” Ceres agreed.

Brad wandered off as well, looking at all the interesting and exotic wares the gnomes had brought with them. There was a ton of stuff, and while it all had similarities to what the 3D printers offered, each piece of equipment available on the gnomish ship truly was a unique piece, just as Xaxi said. Of course, there were still mass-produced items: potions, bombs, spare parts, and even weapons and armor. But if he looked hard enough, he could always find something unique about them.

The store that most caught his attention was the vehicle shop. Unlike the others, this one didn’t have much in the way of wares to show, and how would it with such limited space it could only fit one buggy on display? Instead, it had a host of holographic projectors cycling through all manner of vehicles.

Brad walked up to what seemed like a hover car—a sleek, speedy machine that looked like it belonged on a race track.

A gnome hopped up on the counter with a big grin on his face. “See something you like, sir?”

“Nothing I can afford, unfortunately.” Brad smiled. The hover car was fifty thousand aether; they’d need to take up a lot of mercenary contracts to buy just one of them.

“Not a problem,” the gnome replied. “We have a variety of vehicles available on this vessel, and if you fancy something out of this world, we can always commission one from the Consortium’s many trade vessels or craft worlds.”

Brad thought about the offer as he swept a hand over the projection. To his surprise, the hologram switched to another craft. This one looked like a personal plane for fifteen thousand aether. Apparently it was because the plane couldn’t break through the atmosphere, let alone survive the void of space.

“So, if I wanted something like… I don’t know, a ship like this, how would that work?” Brad asked.

“Thinking a little too big for your shallow pockets, aren’t we, sir?” The gnome was clearly not amused.

“I’m thinking about the long game here,” Brad said. “Play your cards right and I may come to you for my very first vehicle purchase.”

The gnome perked up. “True, true, very true indeed, sir.” Even his words came out faster. “I am Alhim Hambars, by the way. And you are?”

“Brad Grosslin.”

“Mr. Grosslin! Allow me to answer all of your vehicle purchase questions.” There was a greedy glint to Alhim’s big blue eyes Brad couldn’t help but find amusing. He did his best to hold his poker face. “When requisitioning a vessel one of two things may happen, depending on the purchase. Used vehicles will simply be picked up and delivered to your world, but a new vessel? For such orders we will commission your desired ship from the closest stardock. In the case of special orders you can choose the dock, as we understand workmanship varies from one dock to the next.”

“And it’s the same for any vehicles you don’t have in stock?”

Alhim nodded. “I’m afraid so, Mr Grosslin. Delivery could take anywhere from a week to several months depending on the what and where of the order. But worry not, the Consortium always delivers.”

“Brad, where are you hiding, lad?” Xaxi called through the hustle and bustle of the ship. “I swear, how do you lose a giant like that?”

Brad chuckled. “Looks like your captain’s calling me, but I appreciate the information, Mr. Hambars.” He held out his hand to the gnome.

“Please, call me Alhim.” The gnome shook Brad’s hand with that fake car-salesman smile he’d seen far too many times.

At least he wasn’t twisting Brad’s arm to stay or chasing him out to the parking lot to seal a deal. Hopefully buying vehicles on the interstellar market was nowhere near as bad as it was on Earth. “Thanks, Alhim. I’ll be sure to drop by later with pockets full of aether. You can count on it.”

“I’ll be waiting, sir.” Alhim waved as Brad left.

Brad slipped through the crowd of gnomes to where Xaxi was, somewhere between a bar and a grill of some kind. At least that’s what they looked and smelled like to Brad. Thanks to her captain’s hat being the only one of its kind in the sea of gnomes, she stood out like a sore thumb. The assets befitting her comical last name didn’t help her blend in, either.

“I’m here, Captain.”

Xaxi turned to him. “And where the blazes were you hiding?”

Brad pointed his thumb back at the vehicle shop. “Checking out toys far beyond my price range.”

Xaxi chuckled. “Careful around that Alhim. He’s a shrewd negotiator. If you’re not, he may very well take your arm and a leg as part of payment.”

Brad smiled. “I’ll try to keep negotiations to a minimum. So, did you find an ambassador or emissary or whatever it’s called to send with us?”

“A representative, actually,” a gnomish man standing behind Xaxi spoke up. Like her, he wore the blues, browns, and whites that seemed to be the Sparkgear Consortium’s colors on his long coat. “The name’s Graston Twinguard.” He held out his gloved hand to Brad.

Brad shook it as he inspected the man. He was no taller than any other gnome, but he certainly had a much broader and stronger build. The hefty hammer at his side suggested he was a fighter. “A pleasure to meet you, Twinguard.”

“Bah, call me Graston. Twinguard was my father’s name,” Graston said. “Crazy old coot ran around with twin shields. It was surprisingly effective. But I always preferred smashing things. I suppose you could do the same with shields, but hammers are so much better at it,” he rambled on.

Xaxi cleared her throat.

“Right! Of course. Yes. I am to be your representative for the Sparkgear Consortium, Mr. Grosslin.” He ran a hand over the wild locks of crimson hair on his head, just past his goggles. “If you would have me, of course.”

Brad chuckled. “We’d love to have you around, but I do have a question.”

Graston fiddled with the gas mask hanging from his neck. It had a pipe that ran back to a pack hanging off his belt. “Of course, sir.”

“What exactly will you be doing as a representative?” Brad realized how rude that may have come off and quickly added, “Because I’m still new to all this and I’m trying to learn the ropes.”

Graston nodded. “Yes, yes. Captain Thunderbottom has made that very clear, sir.”

The serious way he named the captain nearly had Brad dying of laughter, but he managed to hold it together. Even as his eyes reddened from the effort.

“As your Consortium representative, my primary role will be to coordinate and facilitate any trade efforts between your guild and our fine vessel here. Logistics, work orders, requisitions. You can run all of those by me and even assign one of your own to apprentice under me, as I am sure you humans wouldn’t want your hands held forever.” Graston chuckled.

“That would be a great help,” Brad agreed.

“My secondary role will be to assist you with any dealings involving the other Collective races, politics, cultural norms, and try to shore up your knowledge wherever I find it lacking.” Graston gestured to Xaxi. “Captain Thunderbottom here has vouched for you and your people as good, honest folk deserving of our aid if we aim to foster strong trade ties with Earth, and I intend to make sure the job is done right.”

Brad wheezed at the second assault of the Thunderbottom name. He pounded a fist to his chest and played off his laughter for choking. “Sorry. Wrong pipe.”

Graston nodded. “See, Captain? The humans aren’t so different from us.”

“Or any of the other Collective races.” Xaxi chuckled. “I assume you will take care of our representative here, won’t you lad?”

Brad drew in a deep breath and recomposed himself. “Yes, Captain. We’ll take him out to our car and head out right away. We’ve harvested plenty of plants, alien, and even mutant animal parts which might be of interest to you.”

Xaxi beamed. “Well hop to it, then. Oh, and might I recommend buying a hover car or a boat as soon as possible? Our trade route would be infinitely more efficient.”

Brad chuckled. “You can say that again. Thanks for all the help, Xaxi.”

Xaxi waved him off. “No, no. Thank you for what you did earlier, lad. Now be safe on the roads. Not all the other races are as friendly as us. Remember that. Especially the pharaohs and elves. Do not try to negotiate with them unless you have them by the balls.”

Brad nodded. Those two races had to be pretty bad news for a race of traders and craftsmen to even consider avoiding trade with them.

He called for his party to gather up, and they headed back to the car and drove back home. Graston sat in the middle, on Ceres’s lap where he looked more like a child than the representative of a powerful trade consortium.

“This is truly embarrassing, I must admit,” Graston said.

Ceres gave the gnome an adoring squeeze. “Aww, don’t be like that, Graston. I think you’re adorable.”

The gnome shuddered at the compliment.

“Sorry Graston, but this car doesn’t have any other seats,” Brad said. “Unless you want to ride in the back with Sweetness.”

Graston looked back at the honey badger peeking over the back seat. “With such a sweet creature? I wouldn’t mind. Maybe he’ll even let me ride him into battle.”

Michael laughed. “Now that’d be a show. But I wouldn’t recommend the trunk. It gets a little bit dicey back there when things get messy. You know, without the seatbelts and all that.”

Graston’s shoulders slumped and he drew his head back. “I suppose safety comes first and all that.” Then he looked up at Ceres. “But don’t you get any ideas about me, missy. I won’t be no pet for you. No sir.”

Ceres smiled. “He’s a little sensitive, isn’t he?”

Brad shook his head. It was going to be a long drive.

***

It was late in the afternoon when Brad and his party returned to the Gaming Center with their new guest. They received a few odd looks from the Kelowna survivors, but no one seemed to otherwise care much about Graston’s presence. He likely looked like a very small human with a big head and nose.

Brad took it as a sign they wouldn’t have too hard a time bringing the Consortium’s representative into their little community.

When they entered the Gaming Center, they headed to the cafeteria where a crowd of people were gathered: Mark, Angie, Karen, and her goons. Chippy was even there, cooking up something delicious Brad just couldn’t put his finger on. But there was no sign of Jake.

“Hey guys, everything going alright here?” Brad asked.

Karen was the first to speak. “Swimmingly, dear. Positively swimmingly. I took my people out today to clear out some seeders, and not a one of us died! Steve here almost did, but that’s just what he gets for being careless.”

Steve rubbed at his stomach where his shirt was missing a rather large chunk of fabric. “I almost died for you, Karen.”

“And I appreciate it, Steve. Really, I do.”

Brad sighed. That probably wasn’t a fantastic first impression to give Graston, but it would at least show humans were a varied bunch.

“We’re doing alright here,” Mark said. “Radio tower’s set up, and we told Alan about the land-claim system. Give him another day or two and he’ll claim that spot for the guild.”

Karen visibly winced at the comment but remained quiet.

Chippy smiled. “Everything’s good on the home front, Brad. Jake left me in charge while he went out to take care of some business, but he should be back later.”

“Must’ve been pretty important if he left,” Brad said. “I told Jake to hold down the fort while we were gone.”

Chippy nodded. “That’s right. We had one of those big alien ships fly by the Gaming Center. Came in real slow like they were playing tourist or something.” Chippy took a sip of the soup he was cooking, then poured some more salt into it. “So anyway, Jake picks up his crew and off they went to check it out. My map says they’re down south by Balmoral, in the woods.”

Brad was worried Jake may have gotten himself into trouble, but Jake would be the first to let him know if something happened. From what he saw on the map, Jake and his crew seemed to be lounging around. So either they were watching the aliens, or they had already made contact and things were going well. He decided to trust Jake rather than check in on him.

“Sounds good, then.” Brad smiled. “Our trip went great as well.”

Michael nodded. “That’s right. It was full of action and adventure and we even made a few alien friends! One of which has the absolute best name in the world.”

Brad shot Michael a glare before he could say it. They didn’t need to ruin their relationship with the gnomes because of a hilarious name. Not until Brad could at least explain things to Graston.

Michael was about to spit it out when he awkwardly switched gears. “Which I will be telling each and every one of you later.”

“Nice save,” Brad sent Michael in the party chat before addressing the crowd. “Allow me to introduce to you the representative from the Sparkgear Consortium: Graston Twinguard.”

As Brad gestured to a table, Graston clambered atop it and gave a big bow to the gathered crowd. “Greetings, my tall human friends. It is a pleasure to meet all of you.”

“You brought one of those aliens here?” Karen snapped. “Right into our midst?”

Brad rubbed at his brow. He should have seen this coming. “Yes Karen, I did.”

Karen opened her mouth to spit out more vitriol, but Michael cut her off. “Quiet down, Karen. The grown-ups are talking.”

Brad didn’t appreciate the way he’d intervened, but the shocked woman was quiet. “Look, we went in to scout out the alien ship and we found the gnomes there. Turns out they were on to us a lot sooner than we realized, but since they were looking to have a friendly relationship with us humans, they didn’t blow us off the face of the Earth.”

Graston nodded. “Quite right, sir. As we say in the Consortium, dead trade partners make the worst trade partners.”

“Little man’s got a point.” Chippy chuckled.

Mark and Angie gave grudging nods.

“But we did find the kinds of aliens you’re worried about, Karen. Orcs. A whole raiding party of them came at us on the ship,” Brad continued. “And we fought them off alongside the gnomes. That made them like us a lot more than they probably would have otherwise, and so they sent us Graston here to serve as a representative.”

The gnome leaned on his hammer. “To manage trade and logistics primarily, but if other manners require my aid, do not hesitate to call on my services.”

“So, does that clear things up? Are we cool with our new guest?” Brad asked.

For the most part the crowd seemed indifferent or cautious at best. A few clapped and cheered in acceptance of Graston, even among Karen’s group. It was a feeling Karen did not share at all.

Karen scoffed. “I for one am not OK in the slightest with this.”

“Yeah, neither am I,” Steve agreed.

“This is a real stupid call, Brad,” Roger added.

Brad sighed. “Go on, then. Explain.”

Karen cleared her throat. “It’s only natural that aliens of such a small, weak stature would try to befriend us humans. Just look at him. He’s the size of a child. I bet when we’re all asleep that little monster is going to run around slitting our throats.”

Part of Brad wanted to be mortified, but this was Karen. He had expected as much from her. He was more worried about what Graston felt.

Graston was all smiles. “I can assure you, little lady, I’m the upstanding and honorable sort of gnome. I prefer a face-to-face engagement over a knife in the dark.” He gestured at his hammer. “Killing with this thing—as you might imagine—ain’t exactly sneaky. Now you humans may not have as sharp a sense of hearing as elves, but even you would hear me swinging this thing around in the middle of the night.”

Willy huffed. “Nothing’s stopping you from grabbing a knife.” He turned to Brad. “I’m with Karen on this, Brad. You’re a weak and ineffective leader, and we need someone with at least two brain cells to rub together running this show. That ain’t you, Chief.”

Brad couldn’t help the chuckle he let out. “So who would you suggest take my place, then? You?”

Willy smirked. “Me? Why that would be most gracious and smart of you, Brad. But I’m just a humble man. Karen has a much stronger set of leadership skills with a good head on her shoulders. I’d nominate her for leadership.”

Karen coughed and sputtered in the middle of a drink. “N-now listen here, Willy. Brad and I may have different opinions on how to run things, but there’s no need to try and start a mutiny over this. I am merely expressing my concerns that we’re tolerating one of the alien races who invaded our world with murderous alien beasts.”

Graston sighed. “The seeders were a terrible mistake. To this day I have no idea why the Collective uses such a brutal means of terraforming worlds, but I would be lying if I said I knew of an alternative.”

“See?” Brad said. “Even Graston here disagrees with what the Collective did. If I went back to his ship, I’m sure the other gnomes would agree.”

Karen scowled but remained silent.

“Look, Karen, I’m not saying you and your people shouldn’t be worried about the alien races,” Brad said. “There are certainly bad ones out there, but Graston and the gnomes here are good people. All they want to do is trade and get along. That’s it. All I’m asking is that you give them a chance.”

Graston held up a hand. “And if you ever need some orc, elf, or pharaoh heads caved in, give me a call. I hate the lot of them. Especially the orcs.” He shook his head. “Damned savages fighting for fighting’s sake. It’s like a bloody sport to them.”

Karen seemed taken aback by the gnome’s words. She gave a simple, grudging nod in response. “We will give the alien—this Graston—a chance. But at the first sign of trouble we will kill him, Brad. Don’t you forget that, dear.”

Graston chuckled. “I’d be worried if you didn’t! One time we ran into a race of bird people that just sat there while the pharaohs slaughtered all of them. The stupid creatures didn’t even fight back. It was tragic, really.” He stroked at his chin. “I think they still preserved the pink feather-brains as slaves on their pyramid ships.”

Karen’s mouth fell slack, along with her goons, Willy, and the rest of the room.

Graston nodded. “Oh yes. They are sick bastards, those pharaohs. Like the good captain said: Never negotiate with them or the elves unless you have them by the balls.”

Brad cleared his throat. “Well, there you have it. We have our first alien allies here, and they’ll be of great help to us. So I expect you to treat Graston with the same kindness and respect you would any of your fellow humans. Understood?”

The crowd nodded and rumbled their agreement for the most part.

“Now that’s all settled”—Brad smiled at Graston—“how about we set up those trade routes?”


Chapter thirty
Jake


“I’m out,” Tim said.

“Same,” Cory and Kurtis agreed.

Jason nodded. “Yeah, this ain’t for me.”

Jake shook his head. “Come on, guys. I know you picked a class instead of going down the cultivation path, but you could at least humor the guy.”

“Sorry Jake, Nokor, but sitting around all day doesn’t seem particularly exciting,” Tim said.

“Or useful to us,” Cory added. “This meditation, cultivation, whatever stuff you do won’t do anything for us, and there might still be some of those pharaohs running around.”

“Seeders, more like,” Kurtis said. “I don’t see how those things could have ignored all this noise we made.”

Jason patted Jake on the shoulder. “You do your thing with the big man. We’ll play guard dog.”

The party waved at Jake and the ogre before they headed off into the forest.

Jake wished they had at least humored the ogre. He seemed pretty adamant about this whole life-debt thing. Looking at Nokor, he didn’t seem too bothered by their reaction.

“It is one of the better reactions my kind gets from other races, or rather our kind,” Nokor said humbly.

“Our kind?” It seemed like a big stretch to put himself anywhere near the same kind as Nokor. Sure, they were both humanoid creatures, and cultivators at that, but the difference between them was night and day.

Nokor nodded. “Cultivators. Those who walk the path least traveled. It is one full of challenges, obstacles, and sacrifice. One which ultimately leads to enlightenment and great power,” he explained. “That power is why the other races hate us.”

Jake thought back on Nokor’s fight with the pharaohs. He was holding his own fairly well against the slaver cats up until they broke his shield. But Nokor had to spend a great deal of his energy to heal his wounds. Had the ogre had more time to recover, he may very well not have needed Jake and his party to help him.

“But why wouldn’t they just become cultivators themselves?” Jake asked.

Nokor sat cross-legged on the ruined forest floor. “Instant gratification,” he explained. “Why travel a path that is not guaranteed to give power when you can follow one already paved for you? After all, time is aether, and a few thousand aether is nothing next to the time a cultivator must spend strengthening their mind, body, and soul.”

Jake sat across from the ogre. He couldn’t see a fault in Nokor’s logic. Even before the apocalypse, humans were much the same way. They wanted instant gratification. Why work toward something when they could just pay to get it or experience it? In Jake’s experience, that path left people wanting more than granting them any sort of fulfillment. It was why he’d started his own contractor business and made sure to do every job right. It sort of made sense to him he would wind up taking the cultivator’s path.

“Well, I can’t promise you’ll find too many kindred spirits among us humans, but there’s more than one like me at least.”

Nokor seemed intrigued by this. “More? How many? Do you have a master?”

Jake thought back to Darius and his people. “About five at least, but no master. Darius and his friends came to me looking for help on how to do this whole cultivation thing. As for a master, we don’t have anyone to teach us how to cultivate. I’ve been figuring things out myself by reading books and a lot of trial and error.” Jake rubbed at his arm. “Like having more muscle than your bones can handle error.”

Nokor shuddered with an understanding nod. “I have been there, my small friend. It happens to the best of us. Still, I am rather impressed that a fledgling cultivator such as yourself has come so far on his own in such a short time. Especially without any kind of mentor.”

Jake smiled. “I can be a stubborn ass when I set my mind to something. It probably helps.”

“Indeed. And that is why new initiates seek you out for mentorship,” Nokor said. “They wish to learn from you.”

“I figured that much, but I doubt I’m cut out for it,” Jake admitted. “I barely know what to do with myself on a good day. Like this morning when I tried to improve my shield technique and I burst a can open.”

Nokor gave a deep, rumbling chuckle. “Classic novice mistake. But did you stop there?”

Jake leaned forward. “No, I kept going at it until I learned how to project a shield onto a can. Then I used it against the pharaohs today. They’re not great compared to what I can do for myself, but it helped keep my people alive.”

Nokor smiled. “It seems to me you have the makings of a future master in you already, Jake. All you are lacking now is experience and skill. Those will come in time. Until then, I will provide you with what help I can.”

“Sure, but don’t you have to get back to your people?” Jake asked. “I’m sure they’re worried about you.”

“They are well aware of our current situation, Jake. And they are grateful for your assistance,” Nokor said. “As it stands, they are setting up a small colony in… I believe your people call it Balmoral. Southeast of here.”

Jake looked to the clear skies of the late afternoon. “Isn’t it a little too exposed there? The pharaohs will probably be back, especially since we didn’t kill all of them.”

Nokor nodded. “They will in time. They always are. And either we will defeat them, or they will defeat us. Such is the way of things.”

“You’re uncomfortably relaxed about all this.”

“Such is our way.” Nokor smiled, then slapped his palms to his knees. “Now! Are you done distracting us from your training, Jake?”

Jake had the sneaking suspicion he’d pushed a button, so he would avoid pushing it again. They had only just met; it was rude to try and get too personal so soon. “Ready whenever you are.”

“Good. Then we will begin by refining your core even further,” Nokor began. “It is in a fine state for a self-taught cultivator, but it can go so much further.”

“How can you tell?” Jake asked. “I tried to get a look at yours, but it’s all very muddy to my vision.”

Nokor chuckled. “We ogres learn to hide our power. It is something we do for the sake of modesty and courtesy. When you can sense the aether flowing through the universe, it can become a little too distracting to see who is a far stronger cultivator than you and so on. Allow me to demonstrate.”

The ogre seemed to relax as he exhaled, and the muddy visage of his aetheric core became blindingly clear. A brilliant violet light radiated from him like a miniature sun.

Jake had to shield his eyes. “That’s a bright light.”

Nokor brought back his suppression field to conceal his core. “That is a level-five core, and a fine one at that. I have been refining it for many years. Yours, I regret to inform you, is not even a level-one core. It is what we call a raw or feral core. What you might see in an animal who has not succumbed to aether poisoning.”

Jake looked down at his own core. It looked far more organized than the chaos it had been before. “But it looks fine. What am I doing wrong?”

“You have not yet made it one core,” Nokor explained. “What you have created is a neatly organized ball of yarn, but one that can become wildly undone in the blink of an eye if you are not careful.” Nokor pointed at his chest. “Mine is a solid piece, and as I gather more aether to strengthen it, I fuse it to my core once it is in the proper state to do so.” The ogre gestured at Jake. “In a sense, you have accidentally done the right thing. Creating a solid core from such a mess would have created a shaky foundation for the rest of your progression as a cultivator.”

Jake sighed. “And here I thought I was doing good.”

“Now now, do not fret, Jake. It is a problem we can correct right now. Take a deep breath and focus.” Nokor did just as he’d instructed Jake to do. “Look deep within yourself and find your core. Take a good look and tell me what you see.”

Jake did what was asked of him and turned his attention to his core, visualizing it in his mind's eye. It looked just like any other ball of yarn. Tightly spun together and… No, that wasn’t right. Some of the strings had gone slack since he’d last seen them, starting to pull apart from the ball of yarn, while others had become frayed and damaged. The longer he gazed upon his core, the more he realized the chaos he had worked so hard to turn to order was trying to make a comeback.

“I see a mess of damaged strings and a loosening sphere of aether strings,” Jake finally admitted.

“Exactly,” Nokor said. “I can see clearly that you have recently come across a substantial amount of aether all at once. Aether you tried to tame, but it had already shaken your core.”

“Is that normal?” Jake asked. “Aether disrupting cores like mine.”

“Yes, quite normal. The greater the quantity of aether a cultivator receives, the more damage it can do to their fragile core,” Nokor said. “The greater the quantity of aether, the more difficult it is to control, which is why progressing from one level to the next is such a challenge. Each level requires far larger quantities of aether than the last.”

Jake nodded. “It sounds just like the classes Brad and the others have.”

“Because the two systems are not so different from one another,” Nokor said. “But where they are locked to a limited path, we are free to improve ourselves however we see fit. Now, carefully reform your core. You need a clean, flawless core for a strong foundation.”

Drawing in a breath, Jake began the task of once again pulling apart the mess of aetheric cords that made up his core. One piece at a time it came undone until he no longer had a core to draw from. For some strange reason, he felt more vulnerable now than he had even when the apocalypse began. Without his core, he couldn’t enhance his body for offense or defense. He couldn’t throw a shield around himself or his allies. He couldn’t even pour aether into his aetheric weapons.

“Focus, Jake.” Nokor’s voice came stoic and stern. “You are losing your grip on your aether.”

Jake was about to argue when he noticed strands of aether were trying to coil up around themselves and others, wanting to break free and go wild. Jake exhaled and inhaled slowly, filling his lungs each time. The strands of aether were forced back into place. Those strands damaged in the past were renewed as Jake drove the latent aether he pulled from the world around him to repair them.

“Good. Now form your core, Jake. Keep it steady. Remember, we are forging order out of chaos.” Nokor returned to a more relaxed tone.

Little by little, Jake reformed his aetheric core into a tight sphere. As with the first time, it took a few attempts for him to make it just right. The ball of yarn he called an aetheric core was eventually so tightly wound in such an orderly fashion it would have looked like a perfect sphere to anyone who didn’t look close enough to notice the small grooves between each tightly pressed strand of aether.

“So far, so good,” Jake said. “Now what?”

“Now comes the difficult part,” Nokor said. “You need to compress this core into a single, solid sphere. You will feel a great deal of heat and pressure on your chest, but do not give in to them. This process is a painful one, but losing your focus can come with far greater repercussions than simple pain.”

No pressure, Hazel said with a nervous laugh. So, Jake, it is not too late to switch back to the class system. You have plenty of aether to spare and maybe catch up to level two after a quick hunting trip.

“How bad are these repercussions?” Jake had to ask.

“On the good end of things?” Nokor began. “A quick, painless death.”

Well, that is hardly reassuring, Hazel protested.

“On the bad end we have crippling pain, the duration of which varies from cultivator to cultivator, or loss of a limb or organ,” Nokor explained as dryly as Jake’s old math teacher had explained algebra.

A part of Jake wanted to back out and take the easier path. They risked their lives daily—fighting seeders, mutated animals, and now aliens. Why did he need to risk it to go down this path of cultivation? But if he didn’t stick to his guns, his progression would be reset. Hazel was right about his spare aether, sure, but was it a setback he could really afford?

Jake drew in a deep breath. There was really only one way forward. “They say fortune favors the bold. Let’s find out how well that holds up.”

He wondered just how he would go about compressing the ball of yarn into a solid sphere of aether. The idea of compression and heat brought to mind a forge in the way they heated up metal, then beat it into shape. But he was making a sphere here, not a blade. Still, the process began as he concentrated on heating up his core.

It didn’t take long for Jake’s temperature to spike. Sweat rolled down in thick beads from his brow. He was worried something was going wrong when nothing happened, but then the strands of aether began to glow orange like melting metal. It was working. But this presented a new challenge: As the ball of aether began to melt, it began to lose its shape as well.

“Intensify your focus, Jake,” Nokor said. “Keep the sphere tight and compress.”

Tightening his brow, Jake pulled the melting sphere back into its flawless shape, then compressed. This brought a great sensation of pressure upon his chest that only amplified with the building heat within him. Jake’s jaw tightened as he brought his fists together near his core to distract from the pain and heat.

“Good, good. This is the way, Jake. Now hold,” Nokor praised.

It was easier said than done. The pressure and heat within him made it feel like his aetheric core was threatening to burst out of his chest any second now. But he held just as Nokor said. Even as sweat flowed like a river from his every pore. The core of aether in his mind’s eye was melting down as the pressure he applied to it fused the strands together.

Seconds felt like hours as the minutes passed.

Nokor was silent.

Jake wondered how much longer he would have to hold. He didn’t know if he could keep this up without breaking his focus. The taste of blood came to his mouth and fear flashed before his mind. In that brief lapse of focus, the core began to pull apart from its perfect spherical shape. Jake redoubled his focus and ignored the increasingly bitter taste in his mouth.

Minutes kept rolling by with no more guidance from Nokor.

The sphere turned into a small, glowing sun deep within him, the hot orange glow slowly replaced by the deep violet of aether. Then, without any warning, it flared like a supernova. Had Jake not strengthened his bones, he swore he would have shattered his teeth. He could not help the grunts and muffled growls escaping him. His knuckles went hot white.

And then everything stopped.

The heat, the pressure, the pain. All of it was gone.

A serene calm washed over him like a soothing wind, and with it came a clarity of mind the likes of which he’d never imagined. Just as he never could have imagined the surge of power deep inside him.

“Now that,” Nokor said, “is a level-one core. A flawless specimen if I have ever seen one.”

As quickly as the clarity and serenity came, they went. Jake lurched forward onto his hands. He retched, then threw up a mix of blood and black bile, coughing and wheezing for air in between fits of spewing his guts out.

“Go on, let it all out. Don’t hold back,” Nokor instructed. “Those are the impurities leaving your body.”

It felt like an eternity before Jake could stop. His throat was raw, his head pounded, and his chest felt like a pack of mules had been taking turns kicking him. But he was alive somehow. The pool of blood and bile he stared into spread across the forest floor, nearly reaching his knees.

Jake pushed himself back and crawled away from the mess he’d made. He wiped his hands clean on the forest floor, then realized he was covered in sweat. Black sweat.

“Cultivation is a filthy business,” Nokor said before Jake could ask. “You did well, human. How long have you been practicing this?”

“Days? Weeks? We have a lot of free time now with the apocalypse,” Jake admitted in an almost delirious way. “I need a bath. And a drink…and a whole cow to eat.” His stomach snarled at the mention of any food.

Nokor laughed. “It takes a lot of the body, yes. But you will find with this core the boons of cultivation will come far easier to you than they had before. If you’re up to it, you can even try now.”

Jake held his spinning head. “Not trying to be rude here, but that’s sounding pretty hard to believe right now.” He tried to calm his head by taking slow, deliberate breaths.

“You only have to cast a shield on me, Jake. Go on, try it,” the ogre insisted.

Jake was in no mood to argue, so he just gave the ogre what he wanted. He flung out his arm toward Nokor, expecting a mess of a shield to manifest around his ogre friend, if it didn’t appear within him and burst his heart. To his surprise, the aether flowed from him without any resistance or struggle. It enveloped Nokor in a shield of aetheric energy and hardened more than his own personal shields had even managed before.

Nokor grinned at Jake’s slack-jawed expression. “Believe me now?”

Jake nodded, still unable to pick his jaw up off the floor.

The ogre rose to his full, intimidating height and walked past Jake’s pool of bile to offer him a hand up. “As I said, little human: the path of the cultivator is a difficult one, but it is well worth the trouble.”

Jake took the hand-up. “Not going to lie here, I had some serious doubts there, but it looks like you’re right. I have to get back to the Gaming Center and tell Darius and the others all about this.”

Nokor chuckled. “Perhaps take some time to rest before you try to teach the others.”

“You’re probably right.” Jake ran a hand through his sweat-drenched hair. He grimaced seeing his hand drenched in black. “So Nokor, any chance you’d like to come back to the Gaming Center with us? We could really use your help sorting out this cultivation thing,” Jake said as he tried to shake his hand clean.

Nokor gave a concerned smile. “I do appreciate the offer, Jake. Really, I do. But I am worried the others of your kind may not be so accepting of a creature such as myself. Ignoring the falsities spread about our kind, I am no stranger to how intimidating we appear to the smaller races.”

“Karen and her people might throw a tantrum, sure,” Jake admitted, “but the rest of them would be happy to welcome you into our fold. Brad especially. He’s our leader and he’s looking for as many alien allies as we can get. Because every friend we have is one less enemy to worry about.”

Nokor stroked his chin. “That is sound logic. I accept your offer, Jake. My people have been informed of the situation and believe it is worth the endeavor.”

“Great.” Jake smiled and turned back to where they’d parked. “Now we just have to figure out if you can fit in the back of the truck.”

Rustling in the trees snapped their attention to the forest.

Tim came out of the woods with the rest of the party holding their noses. “Holy crap, who ruptured the sewer lines?”

Nokor gave them a toothy smile. “Cultivation is a dirty business.”


Chapter thirty-one
Sam


Sam crashed through the tree line with Jo slung over her shoulder. The explosions from Jo’s Fire Storm were still going off behind them as the shouting of elves grew more frantic.

Aron was still on his feet and fighting the elves. His health bar was being chipped away little by little by the countless enemies he faced down. Were it not for Cairen’s desire to take him alive, Sam was certain he would already be dead.

Chet and Randy burst out of the tree line and caught up to Sam’s side, slamming fresh magazines into their guns.

“I did…what I could…for Aron,” Chet spoke between breaths.

Randy glanced over his shoulder. “He’s going to town on those elves, but there’s no way he’s getting out of there alive.”

“Aron’s not gonna die—he’s gonna live,” Jo snapped back at the two men.

Sam nodded. “We’ll make sure he does. We have to.”

A large crowd of humans chased after them as they headed for the church far out of sight from the incoming elves. They were roughed-up, wounded, and chained with those glowing contraptions the elves had put on them.

All they could do for now was run.

The church was a half-collapsed ruin by the time they arrived, but there was enough of the structure left to take shelter in.

Sam threw the doors open and sent her party in first. The crowd of survivors looked around fearfully. Sam understood why. She was also scanning their surroundings for any sign of elf scouts or hunting parties. They weren’t far behind, and Jo’s distraction would only hold them back for so long.

“Clear,” Randy called from inside the church.

Sam waved the crowd over. “Come in, come in. Hurry it up.”

The crowd obeyed as they piled in. Even the man with his family made it out in one piece. Well, mostly. He was covered in cuts and bruises, but anything was better than dead.

Sam closed the door and bolted it down.

The crowd made themselves comfortable within the church, hugging family and friends. Most were trembling with fear or whimpering in pain.

“Times like these make me wish we had a healer in our party.” Sam sighed.

“I’m a healer,” one of the chained-up survivors said, a slim but muscular man with short black hair. “By the way, we have to get these chains off of us like yesterday.”

Sam nodded as she approached him. “Yeah these things won’t do you any favors in a fight.” She pulled out a set of thieves' tools Michael had tossed her before they left. He was an odd character, but she wasn’t going to turn down such a useful gift. She got to work trying to pick the lock.

“Believe me, that’s the least of our worries,” he said. “These chains stop the nano-tech from working, so we can’t cast spells or fight as well as we used to without the elves’ permission.”

Sam slipped the lockpick into the chains and started fiddling around with the locks. “Makes sense if they’re taking prisoners. You don’t want them breaking out.” Her tongue peeked out just past her lips as she focused on her work.

“But it’s worse than that. These chains have trackers on them!”

Sam’s eyes widened. “We gotta get these all off.” She worked faster at undoing the man’s chains. She got one wrist free, but there were still four more locks to go through. This was going to take too long. “What’s your name?”

“Daniel Yukimori.”

“Did you see anyone nab a key in that mess?” Sam asked as she tore the chains from his arms and moved to his collar.

Daniel pursed his lips. “No, everything was a blur of motion. But I can ask.” He raised his voice and called over the noise of the crowd, “Hey, did anyone steal a key in that brawl? I saw a lot of you fighting the slavers. Someone had to see one.”

“I did,” said the man who’d started the slave revolt. He rushed up to Sam holding out a key. “Name’s Isaiah, Isaiah Sharp. Thank you for rescuing us from those elves.”

Sam took the key from him. “Don’t thank us yet. We’re not out of this mess.”

Like everything else about the elves, the key was unnecessarily ornate: gold with eagle’s wings and an oval-shaped emerald. Selling the key alone would have probably earned her a pretty penny before the apocalypse happened.

Sam slipped the key into the rest of Daniel’s locks and released him. “There, you’re free. Now start healing these people.” She threw his bindings in a pile away from the others.

Daniel rubbed at his wrists. “Right away, miss.”

“Call me Sam,” she said, then turned to her party. “Chet, if the tower’s safe, get up there on lookout.”

“Oh boy, that’s going to be a fun time,” Chet grumbled as he headed on up. The stairs gave uncomfortable groans under his weight.

“You know I’m a healer, right?” Randy asked her, then pointed at the medic’s patch on his arm. “I got a patch and everything.”

Sam shook her head. “Sorry, Randy. I keep forgetting. Get to work on those heals.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

While Randy got to work, Sam looked to make sure Jo was alright. She’d found herself a corner of the room to sit in, arms crossed as she hugged Nayla to her chest. She was not happy at all about leaving Aron behind. Sam wasn’t either, but it was his mistake that got him in that mess, and his choice to sacrifice himself for everyone. Sam wouldn’t let it be in vain, and she wouldn’t let Aron stay in chains for any longer than she had to.

“Sam,” Isaiah said as she moved from one shackled human to the next, “I hope you don’t mind me asking, but who exactly are you people?”

“We’re a scouting party from Invictus, a human guild based out of Scotch Creek,” she answered. “I can give you the details later, but right now we need to get the hell out of here.”

Isaiah nodded. “Anything I can do to help?”

“Do you know of any upgrade centers around here?” The blank look on Isaiah’s face was all the answer she needed. “Never mind.” Sam pointed at the random piles of chains and collars she’d left in her wake. “Get those piled up in the middle of the church. I’ve got a terrible plan.”

“What sort of plan?” Isaiah asked as he got to work.

Sam couldn’t help a short laugh. “The kind that’s going to get me sent straight to hell.”

Isaiah shot her a questioning look but didn’t press the issue.

While Sam released the rest of the runaway slaves, she continued formulating her plan. The church was an unsteady structure—to put it mildly. It wouldn’t take much effort to bring the whole building crashing down on top of some pesky elves sticking their noses where they didn’t belong. Luckily, they had Jo and her bombs with them. It was a perfect plan, one that would kill two birds with one stone. They would bait their pursuers into the church using the tracked chains, then Jo would blow them up and bring the building crashing down on them. That way Jo would cheer up from the fireworks show and get some revenge for Aron at the same time.

“So an upgrade center, huh?” Daniel said as he finished patching up a small family. “I can take you right to one of them. I mean, if the seeders didn’t tear it up, anyway.”

“That’d be great,” Sam said. “If we get these people there, we can have a small army to throw at the elves.”

It was going to be an army they would need. As she checked the map for Aron’s location, she saw he was completely gone. Long-distance communication problems were something the guild system was supposed to be able to overcome. That could only mean one thing: Aron was captured. If the elves took him back to their ship, it would take everything they had to break him out.

“Fighting the elves? Are you insane?” a woman protested.

“There’s no way in hell we can do that. They’re way too strong,” shouted another man.

Sam glared at the two. “All of you just fought for your lives and scored a few kills on your way out. You did this without nano-tech to improve your natural abilities.” She gestured at Daniel. “Thanks to our friend here, we can correct that problem and take back your city.”

Daniel moved to Sam’s side with a big nod. “She’s right! Before the elves arrived, me and the rest of my team were helping take back the city from the seeders. We did this thanks to the nano-tech, and if all of you take it we’ll be able to fight back.”

“If you were able to fight back, then where’s the rest of your team now?” Isaiah asked.

Daniel chuckled nervously and scratched at his jawline. “We were sorta a special kind of stupid and thought fighting elves would be the same as fighting seeders. So we got kinda wrecked. But! Last I checked they’re still alive, so if we can bust them out we’ll be in business.”

Sam hummed and looked at Daniel. “Your friends, were they part of that hammer-swinging fighter’s group?”

“Fernando? I mean, sort of. He wanted to form a guild but never got the chance to. Last I saw he was trying to organize a resistance, but the dude was always too thick-headed for his own good,” Daniel explained.

Sam sighed. “Yeah that sounds like the guy. They all died fighting Cairen in open combat.” The shocked gasps she heard from the crowd reminded Sam that team morale was a thing she was responsible for and needed to be more cautious of.

Daniel buried his face in his palm. “Yup, that sounds like Fernando alright.” He drew in a deep breath, then perked back up. “But my friends were all in one of the elven labor camps, so you can bet they’re still alive. If they didn’t get themselves killed. Which they might have. But you know, happy thoughts.”

Sam nodded. If the elves had labor camps, then there were more humans that needed saving. Those were more humans they could arm up and turn on the elves. But that meant waging a guerilla war against an enemy with higher levels than they had, more advanced technology, and likely years of experience.

Those people need you to help them, Sam. Aron needs you to help him, Olivia said.

I know, Sam agreed. “Then that’s exactly what we’re going to do. But we need to reach that upgrade center first. Where is it?”

Daniel’s face lit up. “Awesome! Now the upgrade center is a bit of a walk away from here heading straight through enemy territory, but it is well worth the trouble.”

“Of course it couldn’t be easy,” Randy commented.

“Because it wouldn’t be fun otherwise,” Daniel said. “The upgrade center is to the west of here. They hid it under an arcade that used to be a restaurant, but was an arcade before that. It’s called Fun and Games now.”

Sam nodded. “But going west means going through that mess of elves again, and whatever is waiting for us at the hospital.”

“A lot of bad,” Isaiah said. “Their ship touched down there and dropped off a lot of elves to scatter through the city.”

“That way’s not an option, then.” Sam frowned.

“Which is why I was going to suggest a different path.” Daniel grinned. “If we head down south along the nature park, we can ignore that whole mess of elves and go through a far less populated area. See, I noticed both the seeders and the aliens like high population densities. My guess is it has to do with those weird, freaky alien plants that’ve started popping up.”

Sam nodded. “That lines up with what we’ve seen. Those plants are important materials for all sorts of crafts. The materials we pull from alien and mutated animals are as well.”

“Huh, so I wasn’t wearing a tinfoil hat when I thought that up. Anyway!” Daniel pointed at the church doors. “We do all that sneaking, get there, nano-tech-up our people, and then I can show you the locations on the map of all the camps I’ve seen. There’s about eight of them spread through the city.”

Eight was a lot of places to hit at once. She looked around at their freed slaves. They maybe had thirty or forty people to turn against the elves. People who weren’t necessarily experienced in any kind of fighting or warfare. Sam herself was just now having to figure out the whole grand strategy thing to deal with this elven mess. But they would have to do.

“We’ll see what we can do.”

“Sam!” Chet called out. “We’ve got one of those blinged-out transports coming our way.”

Sam grimaced. The elves weren’t waiting around. “Any idea how many elves fit in one of those personnel carriers?”

Daniel waved a hand. “About twenty with the crew. Those tend to dismount with their teams too, for whatever stupid reason. But, you know, space elves. They should spend less time bedazzling their everything and more time playing StarCraft.”

“That…might actually work out in our favor.”

“Want me to take the shot?” Chet asked.

Sam wondered just what the hell he intended to do to an armored vehicle with his Barrett. Big as that gun was, she didn’t think it would do much more than scratch the paint. “No. Get back down here and get ready to bail these people out.” She whistled at the crowd. “Did you hear me? Get on your feet and head for the back door. We’re leaving soon.”

The crowd nodded and scrambled to their feet. Between Randy, Chet, and Isaiah, they rounded up the survivors to the back.

“Anything you need me to do?” Daniel asked.

“Keep them safe.” Sam pointed at the crowd.

Daniel nodded and went to help with the crowd.

“Jo. I need you,” Sam called as she headed to a window.

Jo got to her feet and walked over, brushing tears from her eyes. Sam didn’t think she’d ever see that adorable bundle of joy and sunshine angry or sad, let alone both at once. “What is it?” Jo asked.

Sam looked out the window; the elven transport was already coming up the road. They would be on them any moment now. “How many bombs do you have?”

“I only had time to make a few more when we got home,” Jo answered. “So maybe five. Why?” Her face lit up suddenly. “You want me to blow up those mean, pointy-eared monsters?”

“You bet I do. But I want to make sure we get all of them.” Sam pointed at the transport driving toward them.

Jo pouted. “I don’t have anything big enough for that! Unless we get a bomb inside. That might do it.”

Sam shook her head. “Not what I had in mind, Jo. I want you to rig this church to blow. Think you can do that?”

Jo blinked, then covered her mouth with a gasp. “But Sammy, we’ll go to hell if we do that.”

Sam laughed. “Probably. But we need to take these elves out. I figure the good that’ll come from this will balance out the bad we have to do to save our people, and save Aron.”

Jo mulled Sam’s plan over and paced about the room, looking around at the building. “If we’re doing this to save Aron and everyone else, I guess we can blow up the church.” She peeked around at the building’s remaining supports. “With maybe three bombs? If Aron was here he’d know for sure. He’s super smart and knows about all the building stuff, even how they bring them down with all those little bombs!” She was excited for a moment, then drooped again. “But he’s not here now.”

“We’re going to fix that, Jo. I promise. We’re going to get him back.”

Jo nodded. “Right! So now I just have to use that trick I’ve been working on to make magic timers for the bombs.”

Sam looked outside the window. The truck had just pulled up to the front of the church, and the elves—crew included, as Daniel said—were disembarking. “Whatever you’re going to do, we gotta do it now.” She turned to Chet and swung a knife hand at the door.

Chet looked at her like she was drunk and waved back at her.

Sam swung her arm harder at him, then sent through party chat, “Get these people out of here. Do it fast, quiet, and get them the hell away from this church. It’s going to blow.”

“Oooh,” Chet said and pointed at her. “Gotcha.”

He got to work with the others to quietly funnel the people out the back. Sam looked out the window again. The elves were coming in force. There were twenty, maybe twenty-five of them.

Sam scrambled to block the door with every pew she could drag in front of it. She was so thankful for the little enhanced strength she had. Next time she had an extra stat point she’d put it into strength, just for moments like this. “How’re we looking, Jo?”

“Is thirty seconds too long?” Jo asked as she set up the last of the bombs while tossing a fourth in the air.

“Thirty’s fine,” Sam said. As Jo caught the bomb, an idea came to mind. “Hey Jo, set up that bomb in the pile. Right under all those chains.”

Jo blinked at her. “But—”

“Just do it,” Sam said as the elves started banging on the church doors.

Jo squealed and rushed to the pile. She buried the bomb under the chains like Sam had asked and fiddled around inside for a moment. “Fuse is set!” she sent over the party chat.

That was all the confirmation Sam needed.

She ran to Jo, took her arm, and dragged her to the back door. It took a second for Jo to realize what was going on before she started running as well.

Sam and Jo darted far, far away from the church as the doors smashed open. Sam hoped their plan worked, or they were going to have to take the personal approach to dealing with this group of elves. They didn’t have time to waste on them.

According to Sam’s map, Chet and Randy were leading the survivors out east through the neighborhood and heading south as fast as they could. The smart thing to do would have been to join them, but Sam wanted to see her plan through to the end.

Sam found a nearby house with its door smashed in by seeder attacks and took cover inside with Jo. The pair sat there, watching the church. “Let’s hope this works.”

“It’ll work,” Jo said.

“How do you know? You said you were trying a new trick.”

Jo nodded, her hat flopping with the motion. “Because if you think positively, then things will go better than if you think negatively! Which is why I was really worried about Aron, cause all I could think about was bad stuff.”

“You two really hit it off in the truck, huh?” Sam chuckled.

Jo nodded. “He’s really nice and likes explosions, too!”

Sam shook her head. How did it surprise her that the key to Jo’s heart was sharing a love for explosions? There was probably more to it than that, but the amusing thought eased some of the tension she was feeling. Tension that only spiked at the lack of explosions.

“Why aren’t they going off?”

Jo hugged Nayla to her chest. “I don’t know. I set them to thirty seconds. They should’ve gone off by now.”

“Do you think the elves have bomb squads?” Sam asked. “Wait, that doesn’t make any sense—they haven’t been hit by bombs as far as I know.”

“I don’t know!” Jo repeated. “That trick worked back home. I just infuse the bomb fuses with firebolt, tell the spell to go active after a set time, and then—”

Explosions rocked the church one after another, and the whole building collapsed in a shockwave of dust, debris, and shrapnel. If the bombs didn’t take out the elves, the collapsing roof was sure to have done the trick. It went down faster than a Jenga tower at a party.

Sam and Jo ducked behind the wall as shrapnel slammed against the house, shattering windows and more.

Jo was the first one to peek through the window when the rain of deadly debris stopped. “Yeah, like that!”

Sam looked through and gasped. The church was gone. The only trace of its existence was the still-standing cross among the smoldering ruins.

“You guys alright back there?” Chet asked through party chat. “We felt that all the way over here.”

“Nah-uh, you did not. It wasn’t that big at all,” Jo protested. “They were only four little baby bombs. I can make way bigger and better ones.”

Chet laughed. “Yeah well, did it work?”

“Checking,” Sam said. “Come on, Jo.” She hopped through the window and drew a knife.

Jo followed suit with her catalyst book in hand.

Rocky rode along on Sam’s shoulder while Nayla rode on top of Jo’s head.

They came to the ruined church to find not a single trace of any elves among all the debris. No groans or cries, not even the sudden rustling of someone trapped beneath the broken wood and concrete.

It looked like a pretty thorough job up until they came to the front of the church. An elf was trapped from the waist down beneath the debris, his eyes barely open as they rolled toward Sam and Jo.

“You filthy…honorless…dirty monkey whores.” The elf spat blood. “Only wretched beasts such as you would resort to deception and trickery.”

“Wow. Rude. You know, I was going to do you a favor and end your suffering quickly”—Sam pulled down her mask to give the elf a toothy grin—“but I think I’ll let Jo decide your fate.”

“Pardon?” The elf’s tired eyes blinked at the pair.

Sam walked off to inspect the elf transport. “He’s all yours, Jo.”

Jo flipped her book open. “Now what to do about a mean, nasty, pointy-eared monster…”

“No. Wait. Please. I didn’t mean anything by that,” the elf pleaded.

Before Sam reached the transport, an eruption of heat singed her back. She turned around to see a fire pillar had ripped through where the elf had been a second ago. A far larger one than she had ever seen Jo cast before.

Jo skipped along to Sam, then swung her arms behind her back. “I feel better now.” She looked at the elf transport. “Oh, that’s a pretty car. Come on Sam, let's check it out.”

Sam blinked, unsure if she should be concerned or afraid of her bubbly friend. One thing was for certain.

Never get on Jo’s bad side.

Brushing aside her shock, Sam climbed aboard the transport. It had space to sit twenty people comfortably in the back, more if they didn’t mind being piled up in the center of the vehicle. Its interior was just as unnecessarily ornate as the exterior of the vehicle, which had Sam thinking they could sell it for a good chunk of aether if they found the right aliens. Still, the vehicle was disappointing in one way: unlike the military transports of Earth, this elven vehicle seemed to have no weapons at all.

“How come they don’t have any guns or crossbows on this thing?” Sam asked.

Olivia didn’t answer.

Jo shrugged. “Maybe cause they like fighting with the stabbies. You know, like Aron likes fighting with his shovel.” Jo stared up at the ceiling. “Hmmm, maybe I should make him an exploding shovel instead of a boomy-hammer when I figure out how. Do you think he’d like that?”

“Sure,” Sam said as she pushed through to the driver’s cabin.

To her surprise the controls weren’t terribly different from Earth vehicles. They had buttons, switches, dials, and all of them were labeled for ease of use. The biggest difference was the driver’s seat. Rather than a steering wheel, it had two joysticks on either side.

Sam climbed onto the driver’s seat and looked around for the power button. With a push, the vehicle hummed to life and lifted off the ground.

Jo squealed and latched on to the cabin’s doorway. “What’s happening?”

“I think I turned it on.” Sam pointed at the chair next to her. “Sit down. This might get a little bit messy.”

Jo clambered into the copilot’s seat and strapped in.

Sam pushed the left stick, and the transport hovered forward. She moved it about in a random pattern and felt the vehicle move in every direction she pushed. With the right stick she found she could turn and angle the heavy machine.

“This thing literally runs on FPS controls,” Sam said with a growing grin across her face. “That’s hilarious.”

“So you can drive this, right?” Jo asked.

Sam nodded. “Oh yeah.” She pulled up her map to find her party’s position, then opened up the party chat. “You guys are not going to believe this.”


Chapter thirty-two
Brad


“Done and done.” Graston dusted off his hands. “With this plan, your people will have enough to afford a hover truck within a week. Provided nothing goes horribly wrong, of course.”

Brad had no shortage of things in mind that could go wrong. New seeder threats, alien wildlife, hostile alien races, or someone simply stripping an area bare of all its resources. But for now they had a solid trade route established with plenty of areas marked off for harvesting, and plans to start their own alien plant farm. The best part was, they didn’t need seeders and their industrial fertilizer to get it going. Which, in Brad’s mind, just proved the Collective wanted humanity well and truly dead.

“We’ll deal with whatever comes up, Graston. Don’t worry about it.”

Les came bursting through the bowling alley doors. “Brad, you've got to see this.” She had a wild-eyed look to her he couldn’t quite place. Was she excited about something, or were they in danger? Knowing Les, it could easily be both.

Brad grabbed his gun and gestured for Graston to follow.

They rushed outside. A crowd was gathered around Jake’s truck—along with a sight Brad would’ve had to be blind to miss.

An ogre.

Brad’s jaw fell slack. The creature dwarfed orcs in size, and while it was in far better shape than the disgusting creatures he usually saw in games and movies, it was no less intimidating. They terrorized villages, burned castles to the ground, and ate people alive.

Yet here was one of the creatures. Calm, unbound, and riding in the back of Jake’s truck.

Brad pushed to the front of the crowd.

Jake stepped out with a smile. “Hey, Brad. Sorry about handing off the Gaming Center job to Chippy, but we had a ship to catch.”

Brad figured the ogre had come from that ship, but he was still trying to wrap his mind around the fact that Jake had led an ogre right into the middle of their home. He gestured at the ogre with a pair of knife-hands, then back at Jake, then back at the ogre.

The gathered crowd was quiet, but their concern was thick in the air and shared in hushed whispers. Graston, a little gnome, was one thing. But an ogre? The only reason they hadn’t gunned the creature down was because it was on Jake’s truck and his whole party was intact.

Jake laughed at the reaction. “I should probably explain.”

“You think?” Brad pressed. “You do know ogres tend to be among the most violent, murderous creatures around, don’t you?”

The ogre visibly winced at the accusation and looked away. It was an odd reaction, but everything about the creature had been odd thus far.

Jake held out a hand to placate Brad. “Do you really think I would have brought any alien back here alive if I thought they were a threat?”

Brad paced back and forth. Jake may have been oblivious to the lore of most games and movies, but he wasn’t an idiot. Brad also couldn’t possibly imagine an ogre running any kind of long-con. The creatures were far too big and brutish for anything of the sort. “No. You wouldn’t,” Brad finally admitted. “But what the actual hell?”

“He’s a friend,” Jake said. “And a great help. Come on down, introduce yourself. No one’s going to hurt you here.”

The ogre carefully stepped off the truck bed as its suspension let out strained squeals from the motion. He pressed his fists together and bowed. “I am Nokor of the Violet Lotus clan.”

Brad’s mouth hung open. He blinked, baffled. It was nothing at all like he’d seen from ogres in the past. Frank had said a lot of the media on Earth served as a primer on the different Collective races. For gnomes, it had worked out pretty well. They were crafty artisans who enjoyed trade, and they even had the steampunk aesthetic down. But Nokor looked like a supersized shaolin monk.

Tim came around Jake’s truck. “Honestly? He’s pretty boring. Him and Jake sat around for hours doing that kung-fu nonsense he does.”

“Cultivation is no nonsense, Tim,” Nokor huffed. “It is a long and honorable tradition, a path I recommend all of you walk. The benefits across the long term will far outweigh what the system currently provides for you.”

“That’s going to be a hard pass from me,” Tim said. “I already spent way too much blood and aether hitting level two.”

Nokor wore a pitying frown on his face.

Tim sighed and waved him off. “Don’t look at me like that. You’re like a giant disappointed puppy, and it hurts. I know you’re only trying to help, but that whole full-reset thing is harsh.”

Nokor nodded. “Understandable. It truly is an unfortunate part of the system, but one we cannot work around.”

Brad still couldn’t believe how calm the ogre was—and he was a cultivator, of all things. It was no wonder he got along with Jake, or why Jake had brought him back.

“So anyway,” Jake said, “Nokor here helped me figure out some more things about cultivation. It was painful, and I’m pretty sure I almost died there—”

“You did no such thing,” Nokor interrupted. “I have seen novices with years of training under a master do far worse than you with their first-level core.”

Brad had no idea what they were going on about, but Jake’s widening eyes made it seem like a big deal.

“Seriously? Between burning up inside and that crushing pressure, I felt like I was dying there. And all that blood and bile I coughed up.” Jake shuddered.

Nokor nodded. “Yes, yes, those are all very common with the formation of the first core.”

Jake furrowed his brow. “Look Nokor, I know you ogres are big and tough, but we humans are delicate little things next to you.”

Nokor chuckled. “Perhaps, but the same pattern has been observed among cultivators of every species.”

Jake had opened his mouth to speak when he was interrupted.

“The overgrown monk is right, Mr. Jake,” Graston said. “While it is extremely rare, there are cases of the other species turning their back on the system to follow the cultivator’s path. There have even been elves who have done so.”

“Outcasts and exiles, mostly,” Nokor said. “I have only seen three in my lifetime. Two were hunted down and enslaved. The third I heard died in combat against her pursuers.”

Brad blinked. “Wait, elves enslave people? I knew they were always full of themselves, but I’ve never heard of them enslaving anyone. Not unless they were dark elves or… Well, there was that one race of space elves, but those were some sick and sadistic creatures I’m sure someone on Earth made up.”

Nokor looked down to Brad. “You best be careful around elves. They may look like beautiful, noble creatures, but they are among the worst of the Collective’s races.”

Graston looked up at Brad. “Did the good captain stutter when she said, ‘by the balls,’ lad, or are you hard of hearing?”

The crowd burst into laughter. It seemed Nokor’s humble demeanor had significantly reduced the tensions among their survivors.

Brad couldn’t help but join in on the laughter. “She wasn’t exactly specific as to the why, but I’m starting to get it.” He turned his attention to Jake. “So what exactly are you planning to do with Nokor here? Because—no offense—I don’t think we have room for him anywhere.”

Kurtis huffed out a laugh. “Come on, Brad. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure this out.”

Brad had a hunch, but he still wanted to hear it from Jake.

“Well, if you and our community here wouldn’t mind, I’d like Nokor to stay with us and help us develop our cultivation,” Jake said. “Darius and his friends have already expressed interest, and there are plenty more undecided members of our guild who could yet decide to take the cultivator’s path. With Nokor’s help, that progress would be faster and smoother than if we attempted it on our own.”

Nokor cleared his throat. “I would not say it would be faster. Each cultivator must embark on their own journey to develop their abilities. But guidance from your seniors is always appreciated. I still have many levels to advance before I become any sort of master myself.”

Jake gestured at Nokor. “See? Humble, friendly, and helpful. Just the kind of guy we need around here. So what do you say, Brad? Can he stay?”

Brad opened his mouth to answer when a shrill voice cut through the evening air.

“Absolutely not!” Karen practically screeched. Brad hadn’t seen her or her group arrive, but she pushed through the crowd to glare at Brad. Her two usual tagalongs were there as well. “I can understand that tiny little man, but this thing? This thing is a monster! I will not tolerate a monster like that around us.”

“That thing’s a danger, that’s for sure,” Steve said.

Roger grimaced just looking at the ogre. “Bet it can bite me right in half.”

Willy nodded with a mix of concern and fear. “Brad, I know you’re a fan of making questionable choices involving all of our lives, but this is a huge step too far. Think of the risk you’re putting all of us in.”

Nokor’s shoulders slumped and he looked away.

Jake patted his arm. “Don’t worry, big guy.”

“Willy, I don’t want to hear a damn thing about what you think,” Brad snapped. He’d been putting up with their nonsense for far too long and needed to put his foot down before it got out of hand. “Ever since you started opening your mouth, it’s been nothing but trouble. From your mutiny attempt to now, you’re always trying to stir up problems.”

WIlly threw his arms up with a nervous chuckle. “Now, now, Brad. It’s nothing like that. I’m merely looking out for—”

“Yourself,” Brad interrupted. “I don’t know what exactly your game is, but you’re always putting yourself ahead of everyone else.”

“That’s true,” Mark said from the crowd. “Questioning some new, young, untested leader is one thing, but even back then Willy didn’t seem to be thinking about the community as a whole.” He pointed at Nokor with his chin. “Besides, if Jake likes this big oaf, I’m willing to give him a chance.”

“Me too,” said Angie.

Chippy grimaced with a quiet laugh. “I’m not sure we’ll be able to feed a fella his size, but he’s welcome to stay.”

“How about this then, Brad,” Karen all but spat. “We put it to a vote. If you’re this great leader you think you are, surely you aren’t afraid of a little democracy.”

Brad shrugged. “Didn’t see any reason to. Everyone seemed alright with Nokor until you showed up.”

Teresa moved to Jake’s side. “Of course we were. But little Miss Karen here always has to twist and manipulate people into doing what she wants. It’s compulsory for this woman. Isn’t that right, Jake?”

Jake didn’t say anything as his gaze hardened on Karen.

“Well?” Karen threw her arms up. “Anyone for getting this beast off our territory, raise your hand.”

Most of the tourists among her group raised their hands, but some didn’t. The local survivors especially didn’t seem to care either way about Nokor. As for the rest of the Scotch Creek and Kelowna survivors, there were one or two opposed to letting Nokor stay, but the bulk didn’t mind.

Brad was certain they had no shortage of concerns, especially with an alien of Nokor’s size around, but they could deal with them later. “There you have it, Karen. Nokor stays for as long as he likes. Or until he gives us a reason to kick him out.”

Jake chuckled. “That’s not likely to happen. I’ve got a good feeling about the big ogre.”

Karen’s face twisted with anger. “This is unacceptable! I will not stand for this. My people will not stand for this,” she wailed, and flung her arms wildly about.

Brad tuned out her ramblings before leaning toward her. “Yeah? Well you and your people are welcome to leave, Karen. I won’t force you to stay here.”

“Leave?” Karen balked, her eyes widening slightly.

Brad nodded. “The Gaming Center, the guild, Scotch Creek, whatever you want to do. Invictus is here to band humanity together against the seeders and any hostile aliens, Karen. So far you and your followers have done nothing but manipulate and throw tantrums to get your way.” He paused for a breath. “Now, you’re welcome to stay, but that attitude is going to have to change if you want to remain in this guild.”

“Oh snap,” Michael said.

Ceres shoved him. “Shut up, this is serious.”

“What? Can’t I appreciate our fearless leader laying down the law?”

Brad shot a hard look at Michael.

He threw his arms up. “OK, OK, message received.”

Brad returned his attention to Karen. “So what’s it going to be?”

Karen huffed and started sentences, only to stop herself. She stared at her feet, then her followers, then Brad until finally she collected her words. “We will remain in the guild. There is no chance for any of us to survive out there without it,” she began. “But we will not stay anywhere near that thing, or any of the other aliens you will no doubt bring here.”

“Fine by me,” Brad said. “Where will you go, then? You might not want to stay here, but you’re still our people, you’re still human, and we will help you however we can.”

“To the RV park out east,” Karen said. “Jake was nice enough to point us at it. My people and I secured it today, so there’s no threat from seeders or any other abominable life.”

Brad nodded. He had hoped to get that place within the guild’s small borders, but their land claim simply wasn’t big enough. With Karen and her people there, they could at least hold on to the terrain for them. “Sounds like a good place to me. Plenty of space for all your people, too.”

“Of course,” Karen spat. “And plenty more if any of you would like to avoid any more dealings with strange and hostile alien life.” She paused to see if anyone would join her, but outside of her group no one moved. “Come along, then. We still have plenty of work to do to prepare our new home.”

Karen left with her people, but some of them stayed behind. They looked to Brad as if to ask if they could stay, and he nodded.

As far as Brad was concerned, his problems were with Karen and Willy. Steve and Rogers were a couple of blindly obedient followers, but if he could do anything to get some sense into Karen, he was certain they had a chance to come around. Willy was the bigger problem. He couldn’t figure out that man’s game. Karen was—as her name suggested—just being a Karen. She wanted to feel bigger and more important than she was without having to do much to get her way. Willy, on the other hand, went from trying to start a mutiny and stabbing Jake to suddenly becoming best friends with Karen and her people.

Whatever Willy was up to, Brad was certain it was no good. But without any evidence to act on, he couldn’t do anything. He could accept making mistakes as a leader, especially being so inexperienced, but he wouldn’t accept looking like a tyrant to his people. They had to do this the right way, however long it ended up taking in the long run.

Brad sighed once they were gone. Placing his hands on his hips, he turned to Nokor and Graston. “Sorry you had to see that mess. Karen could always be a handful, but I’ve never seen her get that bad.”

“Oh it’s quite alright, Brad,” Graston said. “We gnomes get into heated arguments all the time about far less important things than the security of our home and allowing strangers into our midst.”

“You seemed pretty alright with us,” Brad said.

Graston nodded. “Hard to do business with new clients when you don’t. But it’s not like you didn’t earn our trust and the good word of the captain to boot.”

Nokor nodded. “My kind is accustomed to this sort of treatment from the other races. It is painful but not unusual.”

Brad took a deep breath, remembering how he’d first acted when he saw the ogre. “Yeah, it’s not really fair, is it?” He thrust his hand out to Nokor. “I’m sorry, Nokor. Can you forgive me for being an ass?”

Nokor looked confused at the gesture, then turned to Jake.

“It’s a handshake,” Jake said. “You take his hand and shake it. Us humans use it as a form of greeting, farewell, but usually when we agree to something.”

Nokor tapped a finger to his chin, then nodded. “Like this?” He took Brad’s hand in a bone-crushing grip and shook it with so much force Brad nearly felt his shoulder pop out of its socket.

You have taken 10 damage.

Brad’s face twisted in a pained smile. “A little rough on the application, but you’ve got the right idea,” he spoke through a clenched throat. Nokor was already bothered enough about what people thought of him; he didn’t want the ogre to feel bad about hurting him in his botched first attempt at a handshake.

What had actually happened wasn’t lost on anyone, though, and the crowd of humans burst out laughing at Brad.

Tim was quick to cast a heal on him. “You know, Nokor, normally we say a strong, firm handshake is a good sign of someone’s character. But in your case we could probably do with a loose grip and a lot less shake.”

Nokor’s grey cheeks flushed. “Sorry, Brad.” He gave a quick bow. “I will endeavor to perfect my handshake technique as I endeavor to perfect my cultivation.”

Brad laughed. “Well, that shouldn’t take you nearly as long to figure out. Next time practice on Jake, though.”

Jake chuckled. “I suppose I brought him here, so it should be my responsibility to teach him.”

Cory grinned. “Just don’t tell him about arm wrestling. I don’t think even a kung-fu grip could stand up to that.”

“Oh no,” Nokor said anxiously. “I wouldn’t dare arm wrestle any of you. You are far too small for a fair match, and the damage that would do to your bodies…” He shook his head. “It would simply be unacceptable.”

Brad smiled. “You’re alright, Nokor. So, Jake. What exactly is your plan here with Nokor? He needs a place to stay.”

Jake stroked his chin. “We could just build him a really big tent.”

Nokor pulled a spherical device from his belt. “I have an emergency shelter from our crashed ship. It should more than suffice for my needs.”

Brad looked up at the ogre. “That doesn’t sound very comfortable.”

Graston nodded. “Indeed it does not. How about we sign you up for a high-quality luxury shelter from the Sparkgear Consortium? For you, we’ll include a ten-percent discount. How about it, big man?”

Nokor smiled at the pair. “I can assure you this shelter will be more than enough. We ogres are quite comfortable with very little and prefer to be one with nature.”

“Sounds like an elf thing to say,” Tim commented.

“They both enjoy nature,” Graston said. “The ogres just enjoy it a bit too much for my liking. I don’t see how they can stand all that dirt, all those smells, and changing weather all the time. Downright unsettling it all is. I’ll take a luxury shelter or a busy workshop over an extended nature trip any cycle.”

“Alright,” Brad said. “That takes care of that, then.”

Jake held up a hand. “You know Brad, I was thinking about doing something for all the cultivators we have here.”

Brad couldn’t imagine they had many of them. Six, maybe ten, but not much more than that. “What sort of thing?”

“I was thinking we could all move to the Hub,” Jake said.

Brad tilted his head. “What for? Is there not enough space in the Gaming Center?”

Jake nodded. “That’s part of it. With all the survivors we collected recently, it is getting crowded in there. Karen’s group leaving helps solve that, but there’s more to what I’m thinking of here.”

Brad looked around as if someone knew what Jake was getting at, but they were just as clueless as he was.

“Cultivation requires a great deal of time spent on concentration and focus,” Jake began. “With the Gaming Center being so full of life it can get pretty noisy in there, and even I struggle to focus on my cultivation work. But the Hub has no one living in it right now. If we turn it into a space for cultivators, we won’t have any problems with external distractions and we won’t be stepping on anyone’s toes who don’t know what we’re doing.”

Brad looked across the way to the Hub. It wasn’t particularly far, so getting help from one structure to the other would effectively take no time at all. “Bringing the wall all the way around over to that building’s going to take a long time.” Brad shrugged. “But we were already going to do it for Jason’s razorprey ranch, so I don’t see any issues there. It just means we have to dedicate a lot more time to getting the wall done.”

Jake smiled. “Thanks, Brad.”

“No problem,” Brad said. “But since we’ve got everyone bunched up here, you should probably recruit some people, Master Jake.” Brad couldn’t help chuckling.

Jake groaned at the title.

Tim smirked. “Maybe they should call you sensei.”

Jake looked physically pained at the title. “Please, stop.”

“All fun and games aside, a group of cultivators on our side would be a powerful force to be reckoned with,” Brad said. “If they turn out anything like you have, Jake, I’d love to see more.”

Nokor seemed to perk up. “As I would love to see you become one.”

Brad chuckled. “Maybe in another life. Things are a little too hectic now for a respec with all the alien races arriving, and I don’t see them calming down any time soon.”

“That is unfortunate, but a respectable choice,” Nokor said.

“Better get to work, Jake.” Brad smiled. “Before your pool of recruits ends up picking classes.”


Chapter thirty-three
Jake


Moment of truth, huh? he thought.

Jake wasn’t entirely sure why he’d wanted to gather up a group of cultivators to begin with, but here he was. The classes gave everyone a straightforward path to follow. Nice, simple, clean, lacking some in flexibility, but otherwise a great help when dealing with everything the Collective was throwing at them. There were honestly times when he wished he had the ease of progression Brad, Sam, and the others had, and if it weren’t for the reset to all the gains he’d made he would probably have switched to the class system.

But there had to be a good reason.

As he considered the question, the reasons started to dawn on him. Part of it was the flexibility and power they could bring into a fight, that much was certain. Where fighters, rangers, and healers could only really tailor themselves to fit their specific roles, a cultivator didn’t have that problem, they were adept in the things they trained in.

Another reason for bringing those on the cultivator path together, Jake believed, had to be companionship. Outside of Nokor, Jake was the only one of his kind, the only cultivator, and even then Nokor was an ogre, an alien species he didn’t share much of anything in common with outside of their use of cultivation. There were a lot of things that would be lost in translation when speaking to the big ogre that simply wouldn’t be if he had other human cultivators to speak with. That had to be his why.

“Alright everyone, listen up,” Jake said. “Today we’re starting up our own little detachment of cultivators.”

A couple of laughs rumbled through the crowd.

Jake pointed at one of the laughing people in the crowd. “No, I’m not talking about a band of angry farmers. I’m talking about the path of cultivation. A path that leads to greater power than even the class system can offer. One which allows you to develop your body into your own, custom, finely honed weapon while the others in the class system are stuck with whatever is given to them.”

“That’s why I wanted to join up to begin with,” Darius said.

“But you’re already in, dude. Shut up,” said one of his friends.

Jake couldn’t help smiling at the two.

“That sounds good and all, but how is it different from the nano-tech stuff?” said a man from the crowd. It was Lewis, the man they’d saved from the zookeeper. “Because I’m all for getting stronger, but if there wasn’t a catch, everyone here would be doing it.”

Jake nodded. “There is. This path is a much more difficult one than simply choosing a class. Where they only have to spend their aether to progress, we have to learn to take our aether and bend it to our will. Think about it this way.” He pointed at Teresa. “As a mage, Teresa here can cast powerful spells against her enemies or use magic shields to defend herself and allies.”

“Those abilities do come in handy rather frequently,” she said.

“Right. So mentally she is quite powerful, but that leaves her physically lacking.” Jake quickly caught himself. “No offense.”

Teresa shook her head. “Not a problem at all, Jake. I’m well aware of the drawbacks of being a mage. This isn’t news to me or anyone else who has ever been a gamer.”

Jake exhaled, feeling relieved he hadn’t just started unnecessary drama. “So what if you wanted to blend the abilities of a mage with a fighter? Well, you can’t really. Not in any reasonable fashion. You would have to bust your rear as a mage to do what a fighter can, or vice versa. But what if you could do it all from the start?”

A curious rumbling grew among the crowd.

Jake pointed a thumb at his chest. “Take me, for example. I wanted to be a flexible fighter. Shoot seeders from a distance like a ranger, then when things get up close and personal, I can tear through them with the best fighters. But thanks to Cory here—”

Cory immediately hid in the crowd at his mention.

“—I discovered I could do more with my cultivation. I figured out how to make aether shields, just like the mages.” With that, Jake cast an aether shield on Cory before he got out of sight.

The sudden shimmer of light brought all eyes to Cory. “What? You act like you’ve never seen a shield before,” Cory said as everyone stared at him.

Jake laughed. “Now, unlike a mage I have a lot more flexibility with this shield in how I shape it, how strong it is, and I can even use it offensively.” He pointed at Nokor. “But a more experienced cultivator like Nokor here doesn’t have to do that. He can channel his aether directly through his body and even shoot it out.”

Lewis stroked his beard. “So if I’m hearing you right, you’re saying the big guy there can fight seeders without any weapons?”

Jake nodded.

“Weapons are not strictly required, no,” Nokor agreed. “While I am personally a practitioner of the unarmed arts, there are cultivators who practice with all range of mana or aetheric weapons. They act as a focus for their wielder, and at first make it easy to use their aetheric gifts. With time and practice, the weapons can be used to amplify their abilities.”

Lewis couldn’t help but whistle at that. “Sounds like a special kind of handy to me. Since this apocalypse started, I’ve been in one too many messes where I ran out of bullets or broke a baseball bat on some seeder. This could be my answer to those awful situations.”

“That is one of the perks, and depending on how you wish to progress, you can blend whatever styles you like or become hyper-specialized.” Jake looked at Nokor. “At least if I understand our big friend here correctly.”

Nokor nodded. “As with all things in the path, one needs time, focus, discipline, aether, and dedication. With all these elements, there are no real limits to what a cultivator can achieve. Just be aware that with each new level you achieve it becomes harder to advance.”

“That’s not really any different from what we have to do,” Brad said. “Well, except for having to make the aether do what you want.”

“Well, I’m sold,” Lewis said. “Never was too big on being cooped up in a box. I like to dabble in all sorts of things, and this cultivator path seems like the way to do it.”

Other voices spoke up in agreement. It seemed there were at least a dozen people who wanted to give cultivation a shot. It wasn’t a lot, but it was enough for Jake to get his bearings on the whole teaching thing. At least he hoped.

“Before you all agree to join up, I do have to inform you about the dangers with cultivating,” Jake said.

The crowd fell silent.

Jake drew a breath, hoping he wasn’t about to scare everyone off. “As I learned today, forming a proper core is a painful, dangerous process. You can seriously injure yourself or even die if you aren’t careful, but I was the first human to succeed in this endeavor. And if a jock like me who was never big on studying could figure this out, I’m sure the rest of you will have a far better time than I did.”

Darius waved for Jake’s attention. “What was it like to form that core? We read through a bunch of the books you told us to and there’s a few different ways described in them, but if you did it for real then you’re the expert on all of this.”

Jake never expected anyone to call him the expert on anything other than construction work. He couldn’t help the faint rush of heat rolling up the back of his neck. “It was rough. I had to take the raw core I had developed, undo it, and reform it again. Through this process I was burning up worse than any fever you could imagine and feeling this incredible pressure on my chest. In the end I was coughing up blood and bile.”

Darius’s eyes went wide, and more than a few concerned whispers rumbled through the crowd.

“But that’s normal. My body was purging the impurities within it, and now I have developed a core far superior to that organized mess I had before.” Jake beamed with pride. “Now those aetheric powers I struggled to use come flowing out of me like they’re second nature. I still have a lot to learn, and Nokor here has agreed to help me, but this cultivation stuff really is amazing.”

Darius pounded a fist to his chest. “No pain, no gain. Sign me up, Coach.”

Coach? That’s adorable, Hazel said.

Jake groaned internally. At least it’s not master or sensei. Ugh. I can live with coach.

The others in Darius’s group repeated the motion.

Lewis looked at them, then did the same.

Oh man, this is going to become a thing, isn’t it? Jake said. Can’t we just not do any of it?

Gestures of membership are a symbol of comradery among many different organizations, Jake, Hazel said. Your world has no shortage of these.

As long as I don’t have to figure out what we’re doing for a secret handshake, I think I’ll survive.

Lewis’s twin daughters tugged at his arms. Lewis knelt down, then looked up to Jake. “Any chance the twins can come along? They’re quiet, shy, but they’re a couple of smart cookies.”

Jake looked up at Nokor. He was out of his depth as to when it was too late or too early to start cultivating.

For an alien creature that had only just arrived on Earth, Nokor picked up on Jake’s question with surprising ease. “It is never too early to start cultivating. The sooner a practitioner begins, the more naturally progress will come to them. That said”—he placed a huge hand on Jake’s back—“I would not advise attempting to form a level-one core before they reach their teen years.”

“Is that a normal thing?” Jake asked.

Nokor nodded. “Children of all the races are resilient creatures, but their minds need to mature before they can handle that level of core formation. There have been many recorded incidents, even in the modern day, where young, ambitious apprentices have seriously injured themselves by trying to advance long before they were ready.”

“Sure, they can join up too,” Jake said. “And everyone else wanting to take the cultivator’s path.”

Now that Jake had warned them about what they were getting into, there were a total of eight people still interested. A better number than he’d expected, but still a little disheartening. He didn’t let it show.

“Good,” Jake said. “Let’s get moving to our new home, then—the Hub.” Jake pointed out the structure in the distance. “If anyone wants to join up later, you know where to find us. Our doors are always open to friends and newbies alike.”

“Speaking of open doors.” Michael stepped up. “Do you actually have the keys to that place?”

Jake shrugged. “We’ll probably have to break in, but it’s nothing we can’t fix. I’m pretty handy with a toolbelt.”

“Oh I don’t doubt it—I’ve seen your work around this place.” Michael slipped a set of thieves’ tools from his pocket. “But why waste a perfectly good door when I can finesse our way inside?”

Jake grinned. “Well come on, then. Let’s get our new home set up.”

It was a short trip across the garden to the Hub where Michael got to work on the front door. It didn’t take him long to get inside the large restaurant.

The beautiful, rustic exterior of the Hub carried on through to the interior. Even better, the interior was a roomy place with ample space for the large crowds Jake remembered from back when he was younger, and that was just the restaurant floor. Jake had never been inside the kitchen, but he imagined for a restaurant this big, it had to be quite the sight.

Michael whistled. “Nice place. You know, I never came here before the apocalypse and all those nasty aliens happened. Seems like a shame. I heard good things, but I just never made the time.”

“You missed out on some great food,” Jake said.

Lewis nodded. “Used to bring the girls here all the time before things went south with those aliens.”

Jake slipped inside the ample kitchen and pulled the fridge open. It was still chilly inside and stocked full of food. With a bit of digging around, he could rustle up some more solar panels and batteries to get this place running again. It might just take a visit to a nearby city.

Or you could 3D print some resources. I’m sure that shiny new printer Brad set up has everything you could dream of, Hazel said.

Jake considered it for a moment. He certainly had the aether to spare since he hadn’t invested in any additional equipment. Sure, he could keep that aether to himself and work on refining it, but he had his own little group to provide for now. Good thinking, Hazel.

“Chippy’s going to love this place,” Michael said. “Do you think he’ll abandon the Gaming Center for the Hub? Because I’m going to have to move if that happens. Seriously, I would kill for that man’s cooking.”

Jake laughed. “It might happen, you never know. But Angie and Mark might take over here instead. They loved this place back in the day, I’m sure they’d want to take care of it.”

“Good. Moving didn’t stop being a hassle just because the world ended,” Michael said.

Jake slipped out to check the second-floor rooms. They could put some people up there to sleep, or they could clear out a section of the restaurant floor to serve as sleeping quarters for everyone. Of course, they also needed inside space to use for cultivation when the weather refused to cooperate.

Nokor crawled through the front door on his stomach. “I immediately regret my actions,” he groaned. “You humans build your homes much too small for my kind.” The ogre had to sit on his knees to keep his head from hitting anything above him.

“Hah, you should see an actual house,” Michael said. “This here is about as big as you can expect most restaurants to be. Actually no, those are still smaller.”

Jake nodded. “Yeah, I’m afraid you won’t find many human structures built to your scale, Nokor.”

“Then it is a good thing I have brought my own shelter.” Nokor chuckled. “Regardless, this will make a fine place to cultivate in as soon as you clear out these tables for space. But the outside is superior in every way. It borders on the edge of nature, and at this time of day with the sun setting? It is absolutely mesmerizing.”

Jake smiled. “Glad to see you’re a fan of our planet, Nokor. So, how about we get started on clearing this place out?”

Darius frowned. “Man, I thought we were going to start cultivating right away.”

Jake laughed. “Trust me, you’ll appreciate having a place to clean yourself up and rest once we’ve started cultivating.”


Chapter thirty-four
Sam


“Ican’t believe you’ve done this,” Chet said, crammed into the driver’s cabin of the elf transport with Sam and Jo.

Sam wasn’t fond of their cramped ride, but they didn’t have much choice if they were going to move all of the freed slaves at once. There were simply too many bodies with too little space. But if everything went according to plan, they would only have to do this once.

“Seems like the rogue thing to do,” Daniel said, smothered up against Randy. “Trickery, deception, theft. You know, general finessing.”

Sam drove the hover transport through the city at a steady speed she imagined wouldn’t earn them any unnecessary attention. “Deception is the name of the game here,” she said. “If I’m right, the elves will see us in one of their fancy rides and not ask any questions about where we’re going.”

“OK, but how do you figure that part?” Randy asked.

“Two reasons.” Sam held up a pair of fingers. “The first is that elves think they’re the greatest thing since chocolate chip cookies. If the poor schmuck Jo torched and Cairen are anything to go by, they probably couldn’t imagine us poor, lowly monkeys capturing one of their transports. Figuring out how to drive one, though? Those elves would laugh themselves to death at the suggestion.”

Jo nodded. “They’re nasty and mean and I like fighting the seeder monsters better. At least they just want to eat you.”

Chet shook his head at Jo. “OK, and the second reason, Sam?”

Sam tapped a central console on the dash and brought up a golden, holographic map of their surroundings. They were in the clear as far as the sensors said. With a second tap she pulled the map out to encompass the whole city. “This right here. The green dots are elves—friendlies, as far as the sensors are concerned. Anything marked red seems to be humans, seeders, or wildlife to be picked up by other elves and their vehicles, then shared across the network.”

“Shouldn’t we be lighting up like a Christmas tree in here, then?” Chet asked. “There’s like, what? Forty, fifty of us crammed in here?”

Sam nodded. “I thought so too, but”—she zoomed back in to their local area—“there isn’t a single red dot inside our ride.”

Daniel burst out laughing. “The stupid elves didn’t put in any internal sensors! That’s great. We’ll slip right under their noses.”

“Yeah, as long as they don’t try talking to us,” Chet said. “I’m not super fond of riding around in this thing. It feels like we’re driving around in a giant target. Do we even know if the sensors from another vehicle won’t pick us up?”

“That’s a fair question.” Sam passed the question on to Olivia.

Olivia considered it for a moment before answering, I do not have sufficient data on elven machinery to answer that. We muses were filled to the brim with information on the different races, cultures, and behaviors, but their technologies will require additional research for us to understand.

Sam opened her mouth to answer Chet when a series of green markers appeared on the map. “Crap,” she hissed under her breath. “Three transports and a lot of troops.”

Jo gasped. “We’re going to run into them.”

“Crap,” Sam repeated.

Jo was right. From the ruined church they had gone off to load up the survivors, then driven across the nature park to save time. They’d ended up in a neighborhood somewhere between vaguely liveable and war-torn ruins. Unfortunately the streets were linear, with intersections few and far between.

“What do we do, Sammy?” Jo asked.

Sam weighed their options. If they drove over some of the ruins, they could evade a direct confrontation. She could drive off the hill and smash through some of the still-standing homes to rush for their destination. Either option brought with it a great deal of unwanted attention if anyone was watching their sensors. There was, of course, the option of fighting, but that was a losing battle, especially without Aron. The elves’ numbers on foot were greater than their own, and if Sam had to guess, they had more elves inside. That was, of course, ignoring the fact they only had five nano-tech-enhanced humans in the transport.

“We don’t really have any good options here,” Sam said. Then she noticed she couldn’t get a read on how many bodies were inside any of the elven transports. They might have a chance. “So we’re going to have to play it cool.” She looked over her shoulder at Chet. “Pass it along to our passengers. Everyone stay quiet, stay inside, and don’t do anything stupid or we’re completely screwed here.”

Chet gulped. “On it.” He passed the message along.

Sam could only hope they listened. She double-checked the console to ensure that every hatch and lock was firmly secured, but that wouldn’t stop anyone from accidentally popping the transport open in a panic.

With a deep breath, she kept an eye on her sensor while driving calmly through the neighborhood streets. She did her best to match she speed she saw on the other elven transports.

“Moment of truth,” Sam whispered.

The elves came into their line of sight through the transport’s view screen—three transports in a tight column formation, flanked by squads of elves in their overly ornate armor.

As the pointy-eared aliens glanced their way, Sam’s heart jumped into her throat. But she held her speed steady and avoided hitting any of the new arrivals.

“They’re not attacking,” Sam whispered.

Randy nodded. “That’s insane.”

“Why are we whispering?” Jo asked.

Sam felt a little stupid for whispering inside of what was effectively a tank, but she had no idea if the elves could hear them inside or not. Elves were known for their fantastic hearing, after all.

They cannot, Olivia replied cheerfully. From what I have gathered of this vehicle, the armor is far too thick for most sound to escape it with all of its hatches sealed. Just as it seems their sensors cannot penetrate the plating.

Well, that’s fantastic news.

Sam let out a breath she didn’t know she was holding. “They can’t hear us in here, or see us.”

“Makes sense,” Daniel said. “I wouldn’t want my enemies figuring out how many troops my transports were packing. That’s great for feinting attacks somewhere while your main force attacks from another direction.”

“You sure you’re a healer?” Sam asked.

Daniel grinned. “They didn’t have a tactician class, so I picked the next best thing. But I may have spent an unhealthy amount of time playing strategy games.”

“Fair enough,” Sam said, and turned her attention to the elves marching past them.

From what Sam could gather, their ranking structure was presented to the world based on their armor coloration, how ornate it was, and particularly their sleek, pointed helmets. The grunts wore steel grey armor with green cloaks marked by a tree. They still had gold highlights and eagle wings on their armor, but it was nothing special. At the front of each squad the leader’s armor was larger and grander, the shoulders and helmet especially. Then there was the trio of green-armored elves like the ones she had seen accompanying Cairen. She had no idea if they were elite troops or his personal guard, but judging by the amount of bling they wore, those soldiers were not to be taken lightly.

That’s right, Sammy! Olivia said. House Oberon clothes their honor guard in green armor and they are recruited from among their best soldiers. Do you think Cairen lets them go out on missions, or perhaps something has caught their attention?

Sam shuddered, remembering what they’d done to get their hands on this transport. A church going down in a series of explosions, twenty or so elves dead in a flash, and the last one executed by Jo and her Fire Pillar. With how dead silent the cities had become since the seeders invaded Earth, Sam would have been amazed if nobody noticed the racket they’d made.

Not our problem for now, Sam replied as the last of the elven force slipped past them.

She proceeded as normal until they were out of range, then brought up the city map. They weren’t going to have any additional elves sneaking up on them any time soon. They just had to play it cool.

Their destination was only a short drive away now that they cleared the elven dangers. For such a dense part of the city, Sam was surprised to see a lack of alien fertilizer or dead humans. It was a shopping district, after all. But if Daniel knew there was an upgrade center there, then the survivors must have cleared the sight.

“We should probably hide this transport,” Jo said as they pulled up into the parking lot. “It’s a little too shiny to leave out in the open.”

“Just a bit.” Sam chuckled.

She spotted a mechanic’s shop with one of its bays left wide open. Sam considered it for a moment before deciding it would be too tight a fit for comfort and drove off. Eventually she came across a liquor store whose front had been smashed in by an alpha seeder or some other large creature. More importantly, the elven transport could slip right inside with ample space to spare.

Sam parked the transport and made sure to aim it toward the exit if they needed to make a quick getaway. It took her a second to poke through the controls until the vehicle was offline and opened up. “We have arrived.”

“Thank God,” Chet said. “My leg was starting to go numb.”

“Come on, let me show you to the upgrade center,” Daniel said as he squirmed out of the driver’s cabin and shuffled through the disembarking crowd.

They followed Daniel out to a nearby building-turned-arcade-and-laser-tag-arena. He took them to a back room where he opened up a set of trapdoors and led them inside.

“Here we are, home sweet home. At least until everyone got captured or killed,” Daniel said. “Eh, details. We’ll fix that in a moment.”

“You better believe it,” Randy said. “Not to mention we’ve got tons of food and supplies around here.” He turned to the gathered crowd of survivors. “So who’s ready to kick some alien butt?”

The crowd was less than enthusiastic at that prospect.

“What? Come on guys, we saved you from those elven slavers but they’re still out there. We have to do something about them,” Randy insisted.

“I’m not looking forward to do any kind of fighting,” a woman answered from the crowd. “We need to take shelter and wait this out. Those aliens will go away and the government will come and save us eventually.”

Sam sighed, burying her face in her palm before she collected herself. “How long has this invasion been going on now? One week? Two? Has anyone come to help you?”

The woman shook her head. “Not until you and your friends showed up.”

“That’s because we’re it,” Sam said. “No one was coming to help you up until we ran into those elves chaining you up.”

The woman’s shoulders sank.

“That’s true.” Daniel leaned against one of the 3D printers. “Me and my friends were off fighting the seeders up until those elves showed up. Didn’t see any military anywhere, and we saw next to no cops out in that mess, ma’am. No one’s coming to save us.”

Sam stepped toward the crowd. “No one but yourselves.” She gestured to the 3D printers around them. “These machines will give you the power to fight back against seeders, elves, and whatever else this apocalypse is going to throw at us. But I won’t force any of you to take it. This has to be a choice each and everyone of you makes for yourselves. You have to decide to take the fight to the seeders, the elves, and the Collective.”

Isaiah raised a hand. “And how exactly does this help us fight back?”

“You pick a class,” Sam began, “essentially a fighting style or role you will take up from here on out. These classes come with all sorts of enhancements to your mind and body, letting you have a chance to fight against the aliens. More importantly, it allows you to become stronger as you fight, gathering aether to level up.”

Randy moved through the crowd, casting Aether Siphon on people as he did. “Not to mention the whole lack of aether poisoning is a pretty important thing, too.”

Sam nodded and looked across the crowd. Some of them were interested, but still many were hesitant about it. “Look, I know this is a strange situation. Aliens invaded, and now some random woman showed up to save you and tells you to inject some nano-tech into your veins. But without it, you don’t have a way to defend yourselves, your family, or your loved ones. You won’t be able to avenge the ones you lost. But if you take up this nano-tech, this fight, we’ll drive these aliens out of your city and eventually off our planet.”

Rumblings grew among the crowd. She sensed some more interest, but no one was coming up yet. Not until Isaiah stepped up.

“I’ll do it.” Isaiah walked right up to one of the 3D printers. Chet guided him through the process, and in moments the nano-tech was inside him. “Is that it?”

“Give it a moment, it doesn’t take long when you use this process” Chet said.

“Woah!” Isaiah jumped and looked around. “Are you all hearing that voice?”

Jo giggled. “That’s your muse! They’re really helpful and know all sorts of things. You can ask them all the questions you want about how this works and what class to pick.”

Isaiah hummed and stared off into space for a moment. Then, without any warning a golden flash of light engulfed him. The crowd gasped in fear and worry, but when the light faded Isaiah simply stood confused, flexing his hands.

“OK, that’s different for sure.” He rolled his shoulders and stretched. “I feel like a new man. Better than I did in my twenties.”

Chet smiled. “What class did you go with?”

Isaiah shrugged. “I did pretty good beating up those elves in our little breakout, so I figured fighter was the way to go. Besides, it’s not like we have any guns laying around.”

Chet laughed and leaned against the 3D printer Isaiah stood by. “This bad boy here can print out whatever you need. So long as you have the aether for it.”

“Forget about the aether costs,” Sam said. “I’ll buy whatever gear you need. We can’t fight the elves with whatever random equipment we find in the streets.”

“Me too! I’ll help,” Jo said with a bounce.

Randy nodded. “Can’t have a fighting force without gear.”

Chet sighed. “And here I was saving for level three. Fine, I’ll chip in too. Can’t have any of you thinking I’m not supporting our fight here.”

“Well if that’s the case, then I’m happy to throw down,” a man said, stepping out of the crowd. “I owe these aliens for my brothers.”

“Me too,” said another.

Before Sam knew it, a large portion of the crowd had lined up to take the nano-tech. Even those who hesitated were swayed by their fellow survivors to take the nano-tech, if for no other reason than to avoid the aether poisoning they were suffering from.

“Oh man, this is going to cost us a ton,” Chet complained through party chat. “We don’t have to buy them the same level of gear we have, right? Because that only lets us arm up a handful of them.”

“We’ll kit them out with whatever we can,” Sam said, then turned to Daniel. “Daniel, Jo, come with me. We need to come up with a plan.”

The two hopped to attention and followed Sam out of the upgrade center to the check-in room. There they gathered around a table.

“So what do you know about the elves, Daniel?” Sam asked.

“Not much more than you,” Daniel said. “They’re an arrogant bunch, and after fighting a few I’d say it’s well deserved. But, if we’re smart about it we can turn that arrogance on them. For example, they aren’t big fans of technology. Sensors and transports are about as much as they use, but things like guns they reserve for their ships.”

Sam found that particular detail rather peculiar for a spacefaring race. Then again, she had yet to see a single gun, turret, or anything else among the elves they had fought thus far. “That gives us an edge, then. Jo here is a big fan of explosives.”

“The biggest!” Jo said with a grin before falling to a frown. “But I only have one bomb left, Sam.”

“Can’t buy any materials from the printers?”

Jo shook her head. “Not if I’m helping the others. I’ve been working with my catalyst here to figure out how to use spells like bombs, though.” She hefted up the book and slammed it down on the table. She flung it open and flipped through the pages. “Right here. This is how I learned that trick to set a magical fuse on those bombs. I can do this same thing with bigger spells for extra boomy-explody fun!”

Sam blinked. “So you can just infuse things with a spell to go off when you want it to?”

“Yeah! But I only know how to make the timer work. I can’t do the remote activation part or the trap part yet,” Jo said. “But the trap part is easier to figure out.”

Sam leaned back in her seat. “If we could load up one of those Fire Pillars or Fire Storms into one of Chet’s bullets, that would make for a devastating weapon. Especially since that rifle of his can shoot a hell of a lot farther than an arrow could ever hope to fly.”

“You’d be surprised how far those can go,” Daniel said with a nervous laugh. “We used to think the same thing.”

Sam sighed. “Then we just have to make sure we aren’t seen. Jo, what about fixing our bomb situation?”

“The alcohol store has plenty of stuff for burny bombs, but nothing for boomy ones,” Jo said.

“Do you know any places with potentially explosive materials, Daniel?” Sam asked.

He threw up his arms. “Nope. No idea.”

Sam sighed. “We’ve got no shortage of material for fire bombs, at least. Pretty sure they wouldn’t enjoy getting lit up.”

Jo leaned against the table and hurriedly flipped through her pages. “Here! It has a recipe.”

“What kind of recipe?” Sam asked.

“The explody kind.” Jo grinned from ear to ear. “It says here with ember and aether flowers ground into a fine dust, we can make aether bombs. It needs more aether than ember, though, or it becomes another kind of fire bomb.”

Daniel hummed. “Those orange-and-purple glowy flower things, right?”

Jo nodded, her hat flopping about with each motion.

“I know a place jam-packed full of those. No elves there either, last I saw. I could take a team over there and gather up as much as we can carry,” Daniel offered. “It’s a bit of a ways out, though, so we might need to borrow that transport.”

Sam looked at Jo. “You’re sure these will work?”

“Nope!” Jo smiled. “But the other tricks in this book worked so far, so they might. I can scrounge up the tools for a homebrew lab from all the shops around here and start cooking up bombs right away.”

Sam nodded. “I’ll get someone to help you with that. Daniel, you can take the transport. Gather up everything you can before you have to come back, alright? Don’t take any unnecessary risks.”

“On it.” Daniel stood up. “What are you going to be doing while we’re out, Sam?”

“Force recon.”

***

Later that evening in the dark of night, Sam and Chet gathered atop an apartment building right across from a university—Thompson Rivers. The parking lot had been torn up by seeders and the area was drenched in thick patches of their green, industrial fertilizer.

Whatever students were once in attendance at this university were long gone. In their place stood a mass of colorful, glowing aetheric plants and a large group of chained-up humans gathering them for their elven slave masters.

“That is a lot of people chained up down there,” Chet said. “And a good chunk of elves. Are you really sure we can perform some amazing hit-and-run guerilla war here?”

Sam drew in a breath. “That’s the plan. Brad would want us to do whatever we can for these people. Aron would, too. And who knows, he might be down there right now.”

Chet pursed his lips. “Aron’s kinda hard to miss. I don’t see anyone who even vaguely looks like him. Speaking of Brad, though, why haven’t we called him yet? This sounds like the sort of mess to call the big guns in on. You know, everyone back in Scotch Creek.”

Sam shook her head. “Not yet. If he found out we let Aron get captured, they’ll think I can’t handle myself. Jake will never let me out of his sight again. Do you have any idea how bad that was back in Kelowna?”

Chet looked at her. “Come on, Sam. No one’s going to think you’re incompetent, especially against a threat no one has ever faced.”

“Maybe Brad wouldn’t, but Jake worries way too much about me,” Sam said, fidgeting with one of her knives.

“Of course he does. He’s your big brother. It’s in the job description to worry about you.”

Sam chuckled. “Yeah, well that doesn’t make him any less overbearing.”

“True.” Chet adjusted his scope and swept across the area. “But that doesn’t mean he’s going back to babysitting you if things get a little messy. That’s kinda our new normal.”

“You’re right, Chet.” She didn’t like admitting it, but their pudgy ranger had a point. Although he was slimming down with all of their constant running around for their lives. “But I still won’t call them.”

“Why not?”

“It’s too early,” Sam answered. “Right now the elves think we’re just a handful of disorganized humans and runaway slaves. They don’t take us seriously. If we bring out everyone from Scotch Creek, that’ll look like an army is coming to fight them and they’ll get organized real quick. So we need to lay low for now. At least until we find their main base in the city.”

Chet nodded. “But wouldn’t hitting their camps kind of show an organized resistance?”

“It would, especially if we hit them all at once. But I’m hoping it’ll already be too late for them by the time we make our move,” Sam said. “We hit the eight camps they have in the city, take out the guards, free the slaves, and swell our army real quick. By the time they’ve realized what’s happened, Brad and Jake will already be here and ready to take out the base.”

Chet smirked. “Assuming it all goes perfectly. And that never happens.”

“No, it doesn’t. It’s a good thing we’ve gotten good at making it up as we go, huh?” Sam smiled.

Chet nodded. “Got eyes on an important-looking elf. Bling for days on his armor, and he’s standing around some pedestal-looking thing.” He moved his head aside so Sam could look down the scope.

The elf was indeed blinged out, but through the night-vision scope Chet had fitted on his rifle Sam could only make out varying shades of green. As for the pedestal the elf was hanging around, it looked like a smaller version of the land-claim node Brad had put up in the Gaming Center.

“Looks like they’ve laid claim to the area,” Sam said. “Which is probably the only sensor system they have around to tell them if anyone’s coming.”

“Think we can take it out?” Chet asked.

Sam stroked her chin. “Not sure. But those things can get pricey. Maybe we should take them instead?”

Chet hummed. “We wouldn’t have the element of surprise if we tried that, though.”

“And we’d lose it entirely if we tried and failed to break one of these things,” Sam countered. “We just need to find out how far out that node can pick us up at.” She pulled away from the scope and stood.

Chet took up the rifle again. “Well, it’s not like we brought a rangefinder with us to find out distances.”

Sam stared at the node and placed a waypoint on it. The marker came with a distance readout as well, stating they were eight hundred meters out from the land-claim node. “Waypoints are a handy tool, Chet. A ranger like you should probably be using them.”

Chet blinked. “That is handy. I forgot about those. So that’s one problem fixed, but how are you actually going to figure out what range they can detect you at?”

Sam moved to the edge of the building and turned around. “That’s the neat part. I won’t.” She hopped off the edge of the building and used her enhanced grip strength to catch herself as she moved from one floor to the next until she hit the street level.

“What the hell is that supposed to mean, Sam!” Chet snapped over party chat.

“It means I’m going to run at them until you see them notice me. So just say when and I’ll get out of there,” Sam answered simply. She was already running toward her marker on a diagonal path. The hope was that she could avoid leading any of the elves back to Chet.

“Are you guys OK?” Jo asked from back at their hideout. “Because you don’t sound OK.”

“We’re fine,” Sam said.

Chet groaned. “Yeah, we’re fine. It just turns out Aron isn’t the only one with a thick skull.”

Sam ignored the comment and rushed out to the southwest side of her target before moving in. There were a few elven patrols she slipped past as she moved from cars to buildings. Grunts, all of them, and not a single vehicle among them. It led her to believe the elves didn’t think there was any serious threat of their slaves escaping, if they were any danger at all. Sam thought it was strange given the day’s earlier events. Surely the elves must have gotten word out about their little revolt earlier.

Must be part of their arrogance, Olivia said. They think it was luck.

Maybe, Sam said.

She pushed on past all the elves she found. Sam was four hundred meters out. “Anything?”

“Not yet,” Chet said. “For the record, this is a really stupid idea.”

“I know,” Sam said as she advanced through the shadows.

A tempting opportunity to kill a pair of guards came up as she vanished into an alleyway. Two elven soldiers walked past with their guard completely down. It would have taken no effort at all to run up and kill them, but doing so risked getting caught before she found out what she needed.

Sam squeezed the grip of her knife, then tore her gaze away. There was no point going through with her terrible plan if she got herself caught early.

The two elves came up to a chained-up woman wandering through the streets. She looked exhausted, dazed, even oblivious as to where she was.

“What are you doing out of your work sector, monkey?” spat one elf.

The other walked up and backhanded her, throwing her to the floor. “Trying to escape, I bet.”

“Well that just won’t do, not at all.” The other elf kicked the woman while she was down.

The woman didn’t react much. She simply lay there and took their beating. Her pale-blue eyes were glassed over, distant.

Sam gripped her knives and clenched her teeth. She was going to kill those elves.

The moment she set one foot out of the shadows, a pair of bikes darted past. She dipped back out of sight. They hadn’t noticed her.

What the hell am I thinking? I can’t sacrifice myself for just one person. Not when we can save everyone, Sam scolded herself. She was just as bad as Aron.

Still, she sat and watched as the two riders pulled up to the guards beating the woman.

“Cease your attacks right this instant,” one rider shouted. “This slave is House Oberon property and not yours to break, knave. Return this monkey to the camp immediately.”

One of the elves groaned. “As you will it.” He dragged the woman to her feet with the help of the other and hauled her off.

Sam was going to make sure they killed every last elf that set foot on Earth. There was no reason for them to be such awful creatures with all the technology available to them through the 3D printers and nano-tech. This was all pointless.

With a deep breath, she tore herself from the sight and focused on her mission. She rushed through the shadows, drawing closer to her target, when Chet spoke up.

“Movement, Sam. Something’s up. What’s your distance?”

Sam checked the waypoint. “Two hundred-ish.”

“Sounds like that’s our magic number, Sam. Elves are heading your way.”

Sam darted back the way she’d come, breaking out of the detection radius before forcing a window open. She managed to slip inside just as the thrum of twin bikes sped past.

“Do you see anything, Elluin?” Pareal’s familiar voice asked.

“Nothing. Do you think the sensors had an error?” Elluin replied.

Sam moved through the building, sticking to the shadows and avoiding making even the faintest sounds.

“Who knows what works and what doesn’t with these foul machines,” Pareal spat. “Were we not shorthanded on mages we could have secured this city with life-sensing runes, but this planet was not deemed important enough for a full detachment.”

“Worry not, Pareal. These machines may be accursed things compared to our magic, but they have their uses. I’m sure the rat that set it off is still around. Let us search the area,” Elluin said.

Sam clenched her teeth. That was no good. She was already having a hard time keeping herself from breathing too loudly. The elves’ sharp ears likely put her blunt human hearing to shame.

Still, she had to try or she was done for.

Sam crept through the dark apartment and pulled the door open. It slipped aside without so much as a groan and Sam was out into the hall. She skulked around in the shadows, just able to make out the outline of the world around her.

The exit was just ahead. If she reached it, she could take off running.

The door slammed and crunched. Someone was breaking in.

Sam checked the door beside her. Locked. She fished out the lock-picking tools and worked faster than she ever had to open it.

The door slammed and cracked open, nearly giving way to the elves.

At the last second Sam got the lock open and threw herself into the room. She prayed the elves didn’t hear her, but it didn’t stop their footsteps from drawing near.

She needed to hide.

For a moment she considered hiding under the bed, but it wouldn’t do her any favors if she got caught. She’d have no space to maneuver. Jumping out the window was another option, but the elves would hear that for sure; shattering it would alert everyone nearby. She had nowhere to go except the closet.

She slipped inside, silently shut the door, and waited with her knife and crossbow at the ready.

As the elves drew near, Sam held her breath and prayed.

The band of elves had to be at least five in number from the noise she was hearing outside.

“Search the area,” one elf barked.

Doors were smashed open, one after another. Sam feared they would come to her room at any moment.

Then they did.

A pair of elves slammed through the ajar door and looked around. They threw over the bed and furniture as they searched.

“We aren’t going to find any monkeys like this. This building is too large for a single party to clear,” one elf said.

“Perhaps, but these are our orders,” argued the other as he came to the closet door. His hand stretched out for it.

Sam held her breath as tightly as possible. If that door opened she was going to go down swinging.

“Men,” the commander’s voice came from the hall, “new contacts in the western sector. A dozen of them. Withdraw and regroup on my position.”

The elf withdrew his hand and turned to leave with his partner, their hands resting on their swords.

Sam felt lightheaded as she continued to hold her breath long after the apartment building had fallen silent. She had to breathe sooner or later or she was going to faint.

There was no fighting it. Sam drew in a long, slow, quiet breath, just enough to fill her lungs, then exhaled silently. No more elves, no more noise, but she wasn’t in the clear just yet.

Sam slipped out of the apartment window and darted to the east across the shadows. There were more elves out than she remembered, and several were stationed up on the rooftops with bows at the ready.

“You seeing all this, Chet?” Sam asked through the party chat.

“A ton of elves moving around. Around twenty total,” Chet replied. “Taking one of these places is going to be a nightmare.”

“Not if we hit them hard and fast,” Sam said as the elf looking in her direction turned away. She slipped on through to another alleyway and out of sight.

“I think I have a plan.”


Chapter thirty-five
Brad


Evening rolled over the Gaming Center. Brad had spent most of the day tending to a new group of survivors that ran into one of their teams gathering supplies. Like most survivors without the nano-tech, they were all suffering from aether poisoning.

When Brad stepped out, he watched as Jake and his people finished their cultivation for the day and headed back into the Hub, all except Nokor, who made his way into his newly deployed, enormous, colorful tent. It had to be huge to comfortably house a creature of that size. Jake could probably fit all of his cultivators in the tent alongside the ogre if they all wanted to cultivate together.

All in all, it was a good day, other than Karen’s back-to-back outbursts. They’d survived a run-in with orcs, none of their teams had suffered any serious injuries, and slowly but surely they were gathering what they needed to trade with Xaxi and her gnomes.

Still, there was the concern for Sam and her team. Even with the guild chat and the radio tower, Sam hadn’t checked in even once. Part of him wanted to open up the map and see what they were doing, but he couldn’t help feeling a little creepy at the thought of doing so. It was like stalking someone, minus the whole creeping-around-them part.

You’re worrying too much, Brad. Sam can take care of herself, Frank said. Better than you, anyway. Damn healer thinking he’s a front-line fighter. The nerve of some people.

Brad chuckled. Frank was right—Sam was more than capable of taking care of herself. And while she had technically brought the curse of Karen onto their Gaming Center, Brad was confident he could trust her and her team to scout out the new alien arrivals. He would just have to be patient.

“Brad, come in,” Alan’s frantic voice came in through the radio Brad carried on his belt.

He pulled up the radio. “You know we have guild chat now, right? You don’t need to use the radio.”

“Old habits. Doesn’t matter—” Alan’s voice was cut off by a beastial roar and the crack of gunfire. A volley of spells followed.

They were in danger.

“Alan, what’s going on?” Brad asked, trying to keep his voice level.

Alan’s radio clattered and cut out.

“Alan? Alan, are you there? Shit.” Brad needed to get up there now, and he needed to take a team with him. He just didn’t know how many people to bring.

“Good lord those big green things are tough,” Alan came in through the radio, winded. “Radio tower’s under attack,” he got out after a few heavy breaths. “These green bastards just keep coming at us, and we can barely hold them off when they come one or two at a time.”

“One or two? There’s more?” Brad asked.

Alan took a coughing breath. “Lots more. They think we don’t see their dumb asses in the trees, but we do. A couple dozen at least.”

Brad couldn’t imagine why the orcs would send one or two orcs at a time after Alan and his crew. Maybe they were treating them like Brad now treated encounters with small groups of seeders: a perfect opportunity for the newbies to get their feet wet and gain some precious aether and experience in the field. But these orcs didn’t seem to care that their newbies were dying, at least not according to what Alan was saying.

Because they’re a warrior culture, Frank said. Orcs care about fighting and winning. So if they kill you, fantastic, more loot for them. If they don’t, well, it sucks to be them. They actually make fun of their dead and leave them where they lie, after looting them of course.

Seems harsh, Brad said.

Oh yeah. But they still have some nasty leaders among them. They’re bigger, meaner, and worst of all, cunning. So don’t underestimate them, Frank said.

Brad had no intention of underestimating an enemy, least of all the orcs. What they lacked in brains so far they more than made up for in ferocity. He did not want to risk being outsmarted by such powerful aliens.

“Try not to piss off that big group, Alan. I’ll gather up our people and head over right away,” Brad said.

“No rush,” Alan said sarcastically. “We’re only going to get murdered by giant green killing machines up here with a handful of guards. This was not in the brochure, Brad!”

“Sit tight, Alan.” Brad couldn’t help the snark slipping into his response. He turned his mind to the guild chat. He had no idea how to address the whole guild, so he decided to wing it. “Attention people of Invictus, Brad speaking.”

“Yeah, we figured that,” Tim’s voice came through his mind.

“Nice to know this is working,” Brad commented. “I’ve got bad news from Alan and his team up in the radio tower. They’re currently under attack by orcs and I need a team to go take them out.”

“Well, obviously I’m in,” Les said.

Michael sighed. “Just when I managed to fall asleep, too. Whatever, you guys need my dashing talents to bring down these big beasties.”

“I’m in too,” Jake said. “Cory, Kurtis, you guys up?”

“Right here,” Cory answered.

“Same,” Kurtis said. “Got Jason and Tim too.”

“How many people do you need?” Darius asked.

It was an important question. From the numbers Alan had given him, they would need at least thirty people, maybe forty to deal with the orcs.

“Can we bring up forty?” Brad asked. “The ones at the beach gave us a hell of a time, but we had gnome support back then. This is all on us.”

“I’ll get Graston,” Ceres said. “I’m sure he’d love a chance to crush some orc skulls.”

“Nokor’s coming too,” Jake added.

This was going to be a huge mobilization for them. Brad wasn’t sure how well it would work navigating the narrow roads leading up to the radio tower, but they didn’t have any other means to get there.

Teleporter pads would be a fantastic purchase from that shiny new printer of yours. But they’re an expensive one, Frank said.

We’ll go shopping later, Brad said, then returned to the guild chat. “Good. I want everyone ready to go in five. Let’s go, people.”

***

Michael slammed on the pedal as they sped through the mountain roads leading up to the radio tower. Behind them followed Jake, Darius, and several other vehicles, one of them a bus Sam had brought back from her trip.

Their raid was jam-packed with fighters of every class, but most of them were only level one. That fact worried Brad more than anything. His own party was level two when they nearly died to the orcs attacking Xaxi’s ship back on the beach. A bunch of level-one humans weren’t going to stand much chance against whatever the orcs would throw their way. But Alan and his people were holding the fort down; maybe it wasn’t entirely a lost cause.

“You’re awful quiet tonight, Brad,” Graston said. “Nervous about the battle?”

“Yeah,” Brad said. “I’m worried our people are too green for this.”

“Like orcs?” Graston asked, genuinely puzzled.

Brad shook his head. “Erm, no. Not what I meant. It’s an expression we use to say someone doesn’t have enough experience, or levels in this case.”

“Ah, yes, I understand. Unfortunately this is the fighting force you have, and there isn’t much we can do about it.” Graston stretched his neck. “We rarely get to go into battle with the army we wish we had. So we must make do with the army we do have. We’ll pull through this, Brad. Don’t you worry, lad.”

“What makes you so sure?” Ceres asked.

Graston laughed. “Because if we don’t, Captain Thunderbottom will have my hide for letting her new trade partners get killed.”

Michael burst out laughing. “Oh man… Thunderbottom.”

Graston blinked. “What’s so funny?”

Brad sighed. He may as well get the explanation out of the way in case they got themselves killed. “Yeah, that name, uhm… It sounds a lot like thunder thighs. And your captain is uh—physically gifted.” He hoped he’d put that as politely as possible. “So it’s like her name is focused on her assets.”

“Oh! Well, I suppose that is rather humorous when you put it that way.” Graston couldn’t help chuckling. “As I understand it she chose that name for herself. Odd, considering her chosen craft is trading.”

“Why haven’t you changed your name, then?” Ceres asked.

Graston frowned. “Because as talented of a warrior as I am, I still haven’t done anything worthy of note to replace the legacy of my father Twinguard. So I carry his name. At the very least it is a fantastic legacy to live up to.”

“Don’t worry, little man. Stick with us and you won’t find any shortage of great deeds to name yourself after,” Michael said. “Ten minutes out, people. Get your game faces on.”

Graston put his mask and goggles on, then readied his hammer. “I will hold you to that promise, big man,” he shot back at Michael.

Brad grabbed his shotgun and braced himself for a fight.

He’d expected an ambush to come from the forest, but none ever came. They made it up to the radio tower where part of the fence was knocked down. The rest of it was reinforced with wooden boards and slightly on fire from Alan’s magic.

Michael and the rest of the convoy pulled up within the radio tower’s perimeter and everyone disembarked.

Alan waved at the new arrivals. “Brad, you made it. And with backup to spare! I always knew Willy was full of it when he tried to get rid of you.”

Brad ignored the comment about Willy. They had more pressing issues to deal with. He was about to ask for a situation report when all hell broke loose.

Furious roars echoed through the night as the earth trembled beneath them.

“Big greens are coming,” shouted one of Alan’s wall guards. “All of them at once!”

“My side too,” shouted another.

“They’re behind us too,” Jake shouted.

“Damn it,” Brad cursed under his breath. “The orcs baited us into a bigger fight.”

Kurtis hefted his heavy machine gun and chambered a round. “No point crying about it now. We gotta shoot our way out of this mess.”

Brad nodded. “Jake, Darius, guard the rear. Mark, Angie, take your teams and watch the east wall. My team will guard the north.”

The different teams rushed out to their defensive positions as gunfire and cries of battle erupted from all around them. The orcs were already right on top of them.

Groups of the raging beasts rushed up the mountainside from every direction before Brad’s people could get into position.

Kurtis opened up with a stream of fire into one of the orcs smashing through the gates. The constant hail of fury slammed into the orc, slowing him to a crawl before Jason and Kurtis joined in, pouring on the hurt until the orc collapsed to a bloody heap. But more of the green savages rushed over their fallen like little more than an inconvenience.

Jake swept his hand out across his and Darius’s party, casting Aether Shield on all of them before drawing his pistol. His charged aether shots blew chunks out of the orcs, but all it seemed to do was enrage them.

An orc’s eyes flared to life with a murderous red glow. She charged Jake with what looked to be the sharpened bumper ripped off a bus.

Jake blocked the weapon with his axe, but the orc was too fast, too furious and put him on the defensive.

Nokor stepped in with a swift kick, sending the orc flying back. “You are quite a good fighter to keep up with a berserking orc, Jake. But you still have much to learn,” Nokor said. “Come, little friend. I will instruct you.”

Jake laughed. “Right now? Talk about learning on the job.”

Brad blasted at a group of orcs ripping down the northern fence. His slugs pushed at their powerful bodies, but it didn’t stop them from carving through the two guards stationed there like little more than wet tissue paper. Their bodies fell in pieces.

“Bobby, Ricky, no!” Alan shouted. With a surge of power, he swung out a Fire Storm over the rushing orcs.

The muscle-bound aliens barely had time to look up before it started raining fireballs on top of them. The blasts knocked them aside and ignited their bodies, but the huge orcs merely pushed themselves back to their feet and went into a berserker fury.

“Seriously? Even getting lit on fire just pisses these things off?” Les said. “Brad, back me up here.” She took off running with her sword at the ready.

“Right behind you.” Brad ran after her, firing slugs into the rushing orcs.

He slammed into an orc’s chest without much effect. Clearly, shooting the orcs’ torsos wasn’t cutting it with his shotgun. Even the orcs’ exposed flesh was covered with so much thick hide and muscle it acted as its own layer of armor. He would need to spend a lot more ammo there or on their heads before he could hit anything truly important. Their legs, on the other hand? Those were big, juicy targets, even while moving.

Before Les could get into range with her sword, Brad shot off to the side and blasted away at the lead orc’s legs. The first shot slammed through its thick thigh, sending the beast staggering. The second shot took out the orc’s knee with a spray of blood and bone fragments. As he fell on his good leg, Les slammed her blade halfway through the orc’s neck before it got stuck.

The second orc was fast approaching her with a pair of axes.

Les planted her foot on the now dead orc and tore the rest of her sword clean through.

The other orc was in the air, coming down right on top of her.

Brad fired his shotgun into the orc’s skull, but the shot only jerked the monster’s head back. “Les, no!”

Les brought up her sword to block, but there was simply too much weight and momentum coming down on top of her. She wasn’t going to hold against the crazy beast.

A wave of ice spears slammed into the orc midair, followed up by a ball of lightning that erupted on contact. The orc flew back smoking and crashed through a group of orcs rushing through the breach.

“Do try and be more careful, Les,” Teresa said as she advanced. “These beasts can take far more abuse than I’m comfortable with.”

Ceres nodded. “And we only have so much mana.”

“Gotcha,” Les said. “Oh, and thanks for the save.” With a toothy grin, she rushed on ahead to finish off the downed orcs.

Teresa groaned. “This new girl is going to get herself killed.”

“Not if I can help it.” Michael rushed out alongside Les.

He managed to slash a downed orc’s throat before a nearby orc lunged up at him. Michael tore the orc’s hand open with a slash of his knife, and as the monster recoiled he put a bullet through the each of its eyes. The orc roared and flailed blindly at Michael, even as Michael backed away.

“Pardon my French, but what the actual fuck?” Michael shouted as he backed away. He poured more bullets into the orc, but his little pistol just didn’t pack the punch needed to break through the orc’s skull. It took a new wave of ice spears and another lightning blast from Teresa and Ceres to bring the beast down.

“Don’t underestimate them,” Brad said as he moved to Michael’s side. “They’re built stronger than anything else we’ve run into.”

Michael reloaded his pistol, for what little good it was going to do him. “I don’t know, those storm hawks were pretty nasty!”

Brad’s eyes widened as an orc seemed to appear out of the shadows. Armed with a huge knife, the orc plunged right for Michael’s back. Brad shoved Michael out of the way in time for the orc to impale Brad to the floor.

You have taken 50 damage.

You are bleeding.

You are poisoned.

The huge orc knife had punched clean through Brad’s stomach. Blood spurted out of his mouth and all over the orc’s grinning face.

“My my, yous a fast one, ain’tcha?” The orc laughed. “Say, you wouldn’t happens to be da humies giving those other boys on the beach trouble, would ya? Demz sound like a fun, proper fight.”

Brad couldn’t believe this orc was chatting him up in the middle of a fight, after damn near killing him in one blow. Xaxi was right about orcs: they really were just out for a good fight. This was nothing more than a game for them.

“What if I was?” Brad wheezed as he struggled to raise his shotgun.

“I’m coming, Brad,” Les shouted as she broke off from her fight to rush to his aid.

The orc didn’t seem to notice Brad’s movements as he swung his own shotgun around to blast at Les, then at Teresa and Ceres.

Michael, for all the bullets he’d poured into the goggle-wearing orc covered in red ink, went ignored.

“Then I’d have ta kills yas real good and tell da rest of da boys! We ain’t seen a humie who could do any real fightings yet until yous lads showed up,” the orc said.

Brad couldn’t help but smile at the orc as he slammed his shotgun to the side of his skull. “Well tonight’s your lucky night, orc. Because we’re them.”

He pulled the trigger, expecting a shower of gore to cover his vision. Instead the orc was flung off him by the close-range blast of the shotgun, ripping the knife out of Brad’s chest.

You have taken 20 damage.

Brad wheezed in agony, watching his health tick down to five points from his wounds and poisoning. He quickly cast cure and anti-venom spells on himself, clearing the negative status effects before pouring the mana into healing the gaping wound ripped through his body.

The goggle-wearing orc rose to his feet, blood streaming down the side of his head. “Oi! Who said yous could shoot me, humie? I wasn’t done talking to yas. Ain’t nobody shoots Big Boss Gutwrencha and gets away with it!”

Brad couldn’t help but agree with the big part. Compared to the other orcs rushing up to the tower, this big green savage was massive. So Brad shot him in the face again for good measure.

Gutwrencha’s head jerked back and his eyes flared red as he flew into a berserker rage. He charged after Brad but Les got in the way, parrying the orc’s huge knife before he could reach his target. Gutwrencha twisted Les’s sword out of her hands, then slammed his fist into her skull, dashing her head against the asphalt. Michael climbed onto the orc’s back, stabbing at his neck only to be ripped away and flung across the way into the side of the radio station. Teresa and Ceres hammered the rampaging orc with their magic, but his eyes were firmly locked on Brad. All they could do was slow him down.

As Brad staggered to his feet, he cast Blood Siphon on the charging orc. This spell had saved him before, and it might do so again. The dark tendril of aether shot out and coiled around Gutwrencha as he fought through the ice and lightning magic slowing him to a crawl. But ferocious as he was, this beast had a much bigger brain than his followers. He brought up his shotgun and leveled it at Brad.

Brad’s breath caught in his throat. Compared to his own gun, Gutwrencha’s was a damned cannon.

The orc pulled the trigger.

Brad’s spell went off.

Enormous pellets erupted in a brilliant muzzle flash from Gutwrencha’s shotgun and ripped clean through Brad, sending him flying back. But as Brad’s spell went off, he tore a huge chunk from the orc’s torso in a shower of gore.

You have taken 45 damage.

You have received 200 aether.

You have received 60 health.

Brad slammed into the ground with the strangest sensation he’d ever experienced in his life. He suffered agonizing pain all throughout his body while simultaneously feeling relieved and refreshed. Anyone who saw the pool of blood around him would have called him insane, but that was just one of the perks of their new reality.

Unfortunately, the orc was still on his feet. Shaken, furious, his chest heaved up and down. He ignored the wound at his side and turned his shotgun on Brad once more. “Good try, humie. But not good enough.”

Graston rushed at the orc and slammed the gun out of his hand with a furious swing of his hammer. “Not today, greenskin. That human is the Sparkgear Consortium’s latest trade partner and I will not allow you to cut his life short.”

“Oi! Who smashed me gun? And who said that?” Gutwrencha looked around without a clue as to what he was dealing with.

Graston’s hammer crashed down on his foot. The orc screamed and staggered back. “Down here, you big green idiot!” Graston swept the orc’s legs out from under him with a swing of his hammer. The orc crashed down onto his back as Graston rushed right up to the big beast.

It was at that moment Gutwrencha realized he was dealing with a gnome. Before his skull could be turned into a crater, the orc threw a hand up, catching Graston’s hammer and ripping the weapon out of his hand.

Graston didn’t hesitate, though. In a flash, he pulled a small device from his belt and slammed it down on the orc’s face.

A brilliant blast of light and smoke erupted on Gutwrencha’s face. The orc screamed and flailed. As for Graston, he was nowhere to be seen. By the time the smoke cleared, though, Gutwrencha was back on his feet. But so were Brad’s allies.

Les and Michael gathered on either side of him as he cast a group heal around himself. A sphere of white light engulfed them, restoring their health. Even Graston dove into the sphere to get himself topped off. It was an expensive spell, but one well worth using to get his party back in fighting shape.

“This ends now, orc.” Brad aimed his shotgun at the beast.

Gutwrencha looked at the chaos around him. Orcs and humans lay dead and scattered around the battlefield while many more still fought. Only, there were a lot more dead orcs than there were humans. “Yeah, I thinks yous right, humie. I’z taking my boys home and leaving. Was a good fight this was, but it ain’t fairs now.”

Brad blinked. “What? Not fair how? You outnumbered us, overpowered most of us, and now it’s not fair?” He was absolutely baffled by the nerve of this creature.

Gutwrencha nodded. “Yeah. It ain’t fair when you bring healers to a fight. You humies were getting right proper smashed until yous cheated. So we’s gonna go and comes back later. Bigger and better than before. So yous better learn to fight fair.” With that, the orc started backing away. “We’z getting out of here, boys! These humies fight dirty.”

Brad couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Part of him wanted to open fire and just finish the fight, but one look at his raid party told him to take the awkward victory. They’d lost half of their people in that fight, and the orcs, while battered and wounded, still had more than enough numbers to wipe them out. In the absolute best-case scenario, Brad and his people would win, but at a huge cost.

“Let’s get these orcs, Brad,” Les said. “Let’s send them back to wherever the hell they came from.”

Brad couldn’t agree more, but one look at his own mana bar and Tim’s left them in a very dangerous position. Whatever damage they took now, they weren’t going to be able to recover from for some time. Time that could cost them more lives.

“No, let them go,” Brad said grudgingly. “Get out of here, orc, but next time we’ll be ready for you.”

Gutwrencha laughed. “I doubts it, humie, but I like that spunk of yours. Would make a fine, proper orc if you weren’t so puny and soft and ungreen-like. Now learn to fight and quit being so runty.”

“Whatz we going to do now then, boss?” asked another of the orcs.

Gutwrencha never shifted his shotgun from Brad and his people. “Them tiny dwarfs is mucking about in the mountains not far from here. Howz about we go smash them? They knowz all about right proper fighting.”

The orc’s face lit up. “That sounds like a good fight, boss. Let’s go.” He took off running and Gutwrencha followed after him.

The orcs were gone as quickly as they came.

Jake limped over to Brad. “That… That was a strange encounter.”

“You can say that again,” Brad said.

Jake drew a deep breath. “Man, you weren’t kidding when you said those things were tough. They left me with a couple of broken ribs, gah.”

Les stabbed her sword into the ground. “We should have killed them all, fought to the last man.”

Brad nodded. “I get where you’re coming from, Les, really. But look around. We got our asses kicked. Do you really think we could have come out of this alive?”

“Not with that attitude,” Les huffed. “If we aren’t going to give it our all, why even fight to begin with?”

Graston walked up to Les. “It’s alright there, miss. We gave them our all and then some, but to orcs this is all just a game. If they backed off, their leader was smart enough to see this was a losing battle for them. So we won. Which gives us time to fortify this position.”

“Still, we could have killed their leader. You saw how messed up he was—we had him dead to rights,” Les insisted.

Brad hoped she was right, but for the orc to keep fighting after taking several shotgun slugs to the head, plenty of magical blasts, and a chunk of his torso being ripped out, he probably had a lot more steam than they were giving him credit for.

Alan walked up, holding his side. “The girl’s right, Brad. It’s the least we could do for all the people we lost.”

“We’ll get them next time. I promise,” Brad said. “But there’s nothing we can do about them now.”

Alan deflated some, then looked off to the north where the orcs had gone. There wasn’t a trace of them. “Eh, you’re right. I suppose we could burn the forest down, but that would cause more harm than good. So now what?”

“Now we build this place up,” Brad said.

He pulled up his guild interface and purchased a small territory claim node with the aether they’d gathered from all the fighting today and put it down right in the middle of the radio tower. It claimed a small area around it, and the sensor range it provided should give them decent enough warning when the orcs came.

“Two hundred meters should be plenty of range,” Brad said.

“You know, you could increase that by upgrading the sensor system for the territory claim,” Graston suggested. “You could also deploy a shield, but that might be a bit rich for your blood at the moment.”

Brad hummed and opened up the node’s menu. For a thousand aether he could up the sensor range from two hundred meters to five hundred. It seemed like a useful upgrade, but one he would leave for now. “Alan, if you want those sensors you can buy them now.”

Alan nodded. “No way I’m sleeping here tonight without that. Consider it done.”

“Graston, do your people charge for delivery?” Brad asked.

Graston’s eyes twinkled. “Normally we do, but for a valued customer like you? Well, we can waive the delivery fees. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“Walls and turrets. How much?” Brad asked bluntly.

Graston stroked his chin through his gas mask. Looking around the perimeter, he said, “For this area, a couple of thousand will get you some sturdy walls. And if you don’t mind going for the cheaper turrets, five thousand aether will suffice to provide a defensive perimeter.”

Brad cocked his head. “I thought Xaxi said it was something like five thousand per turret. But she’d give me half off for them.”

Graston nodded. “She didn’t specify those were top-of-the-line plasma turrets. Great weapons. They burn through armor and flesh and still pack plenty of kinetic impact. But it is rather expensive tech. No, the turrets I am thinking of are laser turrets. You don’t have to worry about ammunition, and their fire rate is fantastic. Sure they lack in impact, but you try getting slammed by hundreds of beams a second and not want to retreat.”

Brad looked at their guild finances. They had a surprisingly larger number than he’d anticipated. They were just a few hundred aether shy of fifteen thousand. When he checked who was contributing, he found the largest contributions of aether were coming from Sam and her party. The second largest came from the fight they’d just finished. Which meant whatever Sam was dealing with in Kamloops was considerably more challenging than what they had here.

For a second, he considered contacting her.

No, if she needed my help she’d call for it. Give her some time, he thought to himself. Brad didn’t want Sam to think he was as overprotective of her as Jake could be, after all.

“Laser turrets it is, then,” Brad finally said. “Get them delivered here and help us set everything up.”

“No problem at all, Brad,” Graston said, giddy as a kid who’d just gotten the toys he wanted. “Normally we let our customers handle installations, but seeing as you’re new to this, we’ll give you a quick tutorial.”

Brad smiled. “You guys sure know how to take care of your customers. How about another set of turrets for the Gaming Center?”

Graston flailed his arms like he was about to fall on his rear. “But of course, Brad! But are you sure your finances can handle this?”

Brad nodded. “We’ll be pretty low on funds, but from what we’ve seen around this area, there’s plenty of valuable plants and wildlife around. We can make that money back in a hurry. Especially with all the aether we just got. Our newbies are going to be able to bump up their levels and gear in a hurry.”

“Order placed.” Graston took off his mask to show a broad grin. “And the captain thanks you for your business, Brad. Your goods will arrive in the afternoon.”

“Glad to hear it.” Brad turned to the mess around them. “Now let’s get this mess cleaned up.”


Chapter thirty-six
Jake


Cleaning up orc bodies was easier said than done. Their size alone made their bodies heavier to move than a human’s, but then there was the density of their muscles. They would have made any body builder in their prime blush at the sheer, absurd bulk of them.

With the last of the bodies cleared out, Brad and the others had a small ceremony for their fallen before cremating them. Brilliant flames danced over the bodies as Jake stood there, watching.

It could be me there one of these days, Jake thought. Any one of my friends and family.

The thought twisted at his guts as much as the silence from Sam and her party. He considered calling her right then and there, but decided against it. Sam was capable of taking care of herself, and nighttime was the best time for a rogue like her to do any sneaking she needed to. She didn’t need a voice to suddenly and unexpectedly break into her mind. The momentary distraction could cost her life.

Jake shook his head. He needed to busy himself with something, anything to keep his mind from drifting to darker thoughts. Looking over at his battered and bruised cultivators, he had just the thing to do the trick. “Hey, Brad. Mind if I take the cultivators back home? It’s been a rough night for the newbies.”

“It’s been a rough night for all of us, Jake,” Brad said. “Come on, you guys can stay here with us. We’ll camp out for the night and make sure no orcs decide to sneak up on Alan and Nora.”

Outside of sleeping in the cars, Jake didn’t see many good options for their people to camp out. Part of him even felt selfish for wanting to get away, but he couldn’t stay there. There was too much death and fresh blood still, and he didn’t want to tempt his wandering mind. Worse, if Brad was right and more orcs did show, his cultivators probably wouldn’t survive this time around. They barely knew enough to drive their chaotic aether through their bodies, and not one of them had formed a raw core just yet. For their sake more than his own, Jake needed to get away. The new cultivators needed a safe, quiet place to concentrate on their cultivation. A place where they wouldn’t have to constantly be looking over their shoulder and jumping at every sound or shadow.

“How about this, then: I’ll leave my party here with you but take the cultivators back,” Jake offered. “That’ll help us bulk up the guard back at the Gaming Center and the Hub, and my cultivators can get some badly needed cultivation in.”

Brad frowned. He obviously wasn’t happy about having fewer people to guard Alan and Nora. “That’s what you’re really worried about, isn’t it? Your cultivators getting killed.”

Jake nodded. “I feel bad about leaving Alan and Nora behind, I really do, but these guys need a lot more work before they’re ready for a fight like that. If I knew fighting orcs was like this, I would have told them to stay back.”

Brad looked back to the pile of burning dead and sighed. “You’re probably right. We lost half of our raid party in this fight, and almost all of them were level one.”

Jake put a hand on his shoulder. “Maybe it wasn’t the right call to bring the newbies here. Maybe we would have died if we didn’t have them here. There’s no point dwelling on it now, Brad. What matters is we have an opportunity to pull back the newbies we have now and toughen them up with the aether we got out of this fight.”

Brad nodded. “You’re right. Making our people stronger is just as important as keeping them safe. Get your cultivators out of here and take the other newbies back.”

Jake patted Brad on the back. “Thanks, Brad. I’ll take good care of them. Stay safe up here, alright?”

“You too, Jake,” Brad said.

Jake gathered up his cultivators and the newbies into the trucks. Cory, Kurtis, and the rest of his party agreed to stay behind without any fuss. Nokor was the last man missing.

“Come on, Nokor, we’re heading back,” Jake said.

Nokor looked down to Jake. “Are you certain? The orcs may still be lurking in the woods, looking for an opportunity to strike again. Perhaps we should run a patrol instead.”

Jake pulled up the map. There was nothing picked up by their sensors. “Everything looks clear now, Nokor, and these new guys need to learn more about cultivation before they get tangled up in a mess like this. Come on.”

Nokor mulled it over. “I suppose the new apprentices are still far too lacking in experience to be of much help in this conflict. We shall go, then.”

Jake watched the huge ogre climb into the back of his poor, abused truck before he hopped in and drove back to the Gaming Center.

On the way there, he wondered if they were making the right decision. His cultivators were armed as well as Jake had been before he’d discovered aetheric weapons in the 3D printer: pistols, rifles, axes, swords, and clubs. They could do the trick just fine against most seeders they had encountered so far, but those orcs were something else entirely in a fight. Still, every weapon helped in a desperate fight like they’d just had, no matter how badly used.

Try not to worry so much, Jake, Hazel said. Brad and the others can handle themselves just fine.

I hope so, Jake said.

When they pulled up to the Gaming Center, a group of worried survivors and children rushed out to greet them. Lewis’s daughters latched onto him and squealed with joy. Others looked confused as to why so few had come back.

George, one of the newer residence of the Gaming Center, walked right up to him. “Jake, what happened up there? How come there’s so few of you out here?”

Jake took a deep breath. He’d known this question was coming the whole way down. Had he stayed up there with Brad, it would have been his mess to deal with, but without him it was his problem. “It was a mess, George. Orcs were literally coming out of the woodwork, and they’re bigger and meaner than just about every seeder we’ve fought yet.”

George gasped. “How bad are we talking about here? Are Cory and the others OK?”

“They’re fine, but…we still lost about half our people up there,” Jake said. “Brad’s spending the night up there with the rest of our survivors just to make sure Alan and Nora are safe, but we agreed to bring down the newbies instead of risking their lives.”

George nodded. “I’ll make sure to tell Michelle. She’s been worried sick about Cory and Randy. Speaking of, have you heard anything from Randy or his party?”

Jake shook his head. “Nothing yet. I wish Sam would message me or something, but she’s always been a quiet one. She doesn’t say much unless she feels she has to.”

“Alright then, we’ll just have to trust them. But they’ve been spending a lot of time moving around Kamloops,” George said.

“Kamloops is a big city. They must be busy checking that whole place up and down even if the alien ship got away,” Jake said. It sounded like a reasonable thing to do, and after his run-ins with the orcs and pharaohs he would much rather Sam stick to normal scouting and exploration missions rather than checking out what strange and dangerous new aliens had decided to drop in on their invaded world.

“That’s what I thought, too,” George said as she stared off to the floor. “It looks like they’ve turned in for the night at an upgrade station. And a lot of other people, too.”

Jake couldn’t help the relieved smile on his face. Sam was doing alright, and she’d found a lot more survivors. He was worrying over his sister for nothing. As he pulled up his own map to find her, he confirmed George’s story. Though he didn’t see Aron anywhere. But seeing as the names from one marker overlapped another and made them illegible rather frequently, he decided the big guy must have been doing fine as well. Otherwise Sam would have said something about it.

“That’s good to hear, George. Now, I’ve got to take my gang of cultivators here and get them trained. They have a lot of raw aether to deal with.” Jake smiled and walked off as George waved at him. “Come on, guys, the Hub’s waiting.”

The cultivators gathered up their things and headed for the Hub.

Prior to the orc raid, Jake and his people had cleared the place out to make it a proper home. The kitchen was set up with Chippy’s help, and a small dining area was set up near the kitchen. Another part, along with the rooms upstairs, were set up with bunk beds to house their small cultivator population. In the center of it all, right in front of the stage, they had their cultivation area set up.

It was nothing special, just clear, open wood floors where they could sit and cultivate. Jake had considered covering it up with pillows and rugs to make it more comfortable, but decided against it. As Nokor insisted on stating at every opportunity, cultivation was a dirty business. The black sweat their bodies would eventually pour out of every pore had a special kind of awful scent Jake wasn’t sure could ever be washed out of fabrics, but they could clean it up with a mop just fine.

After Nokor managed to squeeze in through the front doors, Jake took a seat at the head of his cultivators. Nokor joined him soon after.

“How’d everyone feel after that fight?” Jake asked. No one had talked about it on the way down, and he feared it was a bad sign.

“Terrified,” Lewis said with his daughters sitting on either side of him. “Those orc things put the seeders to shame any day of the week. I didn’t think we were going to make it out of there.”

Darius drew in a breath through his teeth. “Yeah, Chief. I gotta be real with you: I needed new pants after one of those things ripped through a fence and used me like a club.”

The rest of the stories were much the same.

“But you fought back and lived,” Jake countered. “How did that feel?” He hoped for some positive feedback, at least. If the cultivators were scarred for life, no amount of progression was going to save them the next time they stared down a horde of seeders or an orc raid.

Darius laughed. “Fantastic. How else is surviving a mess like that supposed to feel?”

“And how did you survive?” Jake pressed.

Darius perked up. He wagged a finger at Jake with a knowing smile. “Oh, I see what you’re getting at. Well, it was an interestingly weird sensation. As a big football player—American; I know it’s weird, fight me—I spent a lot of my time training my body to lift bigger and heavier weights. But with the little bit you managed to teach us about manipulating aether, I noticed a big difference in my punches.”

“Go on,” Nokor urged him.

Darius stared at his fist. “It was like one second, I’m a little kid beating on this huge beast of a man to let me go. Then the next I managed to focus enough to really clock that orc in the jaw.” He threw his arms in a shrug, an open-mouthed smile on his face. “Didn’t do a whole hell of a lot for me, but it got the orc to let go. Almost flung me right over the fence when he did.”

Lewis laughed. “Yeah, I saw that. You squealed the whole time.”

The room laughed as Darius flexed. “A manly-man squeal.”

Jake shook his head, trying not to laugh too loudly.

“Well, I had a similar experience,” Lewis said. “But not with beating things—more taking the pounding than anything.”

Elsie and Effie looked up at him with worry in their big eyes.

“You didn’t let the monsters eat you, right Daddy?” Elsie said.

Effie tugged at his arm to inspect his side. “He doesn’t look like he got bit anywhere. But his clothes are all torn up.” She tugged at a wide cut across the front of Lewis’s jacket.

Lewis squeezed the girls to his sides. “No, no, I didn’t let the monsters eat me, but they sure tried. Thanks to Jake’s training, though, I was able to toughen up my body to survive that axe cutting into me. It was really close there.”

Jake nodded. “I watched your health bar drop from that blow. It was a close call.”

“Lucky for me, Tim was real fast on the heals.” Lewis smiled. “That thing tore its axe out of me and the wound healed right before its eyes. Right up until the rest of us came down on that orc like a bag of bricks.”

Darius grinned. “We should totally thank that guy later somehow. But I don’t even know what he likes.”

Jake smiled. “Guns, cars, and rock and roll.”

“Not drugs?” Lewis laughed.

Jake shook his head. “As far as I know, no. He’s a walking drug cabinet with his healing abilities, though.”

That got a laugh from the room.

“Speaking of healing, we should focus on that tonight,” Jake said.

“It is an invaluable skill, and one you can learn to extend to others as well,” Nokor said. “Of course, it works better with a more organized core.”

At Nokor’s hint, Jake looked at the cultivators' different cores. They were, to put it politely, a mess. The huge injection of aether their bodies had received was too much for them to handle, just like all the aether he’d received from the mutated alpha wolf.

Or none of his cultivators had bothered to bring order to that chaos.

Looking at Elsie and Effie, he saw their cores were tidy and organized, unlike the unwound mess their father Lewis had.

Jake couldn’t exactly blame them for forgetting. Cultivation was new to them, after all. They weren’t used to thinking of cultivation as something they had to constantly do to the point where it became second nature, or instinct.

“Very true, Nokor.” Jake ran his gaze across the cultivators. “And all of you should take a good look at your cores.”

Gasps spread from the group as they saw what Jake had seen.

“That’s right—your cores are a mess. Except for the twins. Lewis, remind me to tell Chippy to get them a treat.”

Lewis nodded. “Will do, but how come theirs aren’t a mess and ours are?”

“To be fair, it’s because of all the aether you gathered today,” Jake said. “Elsie and Effie didn’t have to deal with so much coming in at once, so they were able to maintain their cores. That said, the fact that your cores are still a mess after the drive down tells me you aren’t constantly cultivating.”

Nokor nodded. “Cultivation is not just a means to gain power, but a way of life. The sooner you accept this, the easier the secrets of cultivation will come to you.”

“That means you don’t just use it when you’re fighting,” Jake said. “You use it when you’re working, relaxing, even just walking around, and it improves every aspect of your mind and body. That’s something that took me a while to figure out on my own.”

“Sounds like a lot of work,” Darius groaned.

Jake nodded. “At first it is, but do it long enough and it just starts to happen on its own. Like proper lifting technique at the gym.”

Darius stroked a hand through his beard and nodded. “I’m picking up what you’re putting down, Coach. I gotcha.”

Jake smiled. “Then let’s begin by bringing order to chaos. Pull that chaotic aether out strand by strand and pull it tight.”

He closed his eyes and followed his own instructions. The newly received aether within him was a far more organized, tightly wrapped sphere around his core, but it was still a chaotic mess without any pattern to it. The strands of aether came loose one after another as he drew in a slow breath.

“Now, wrap them tight into your core.”

Jake coiled the aether around his level-one core in a pattern of tight rows. It almost looked like a freshly tilled field ready for crops to be planted. As far as Jake saw it, it was. This gathering of aether would grow over time, allowing him to improve his body and mind further, and eventually he would have enough to form a level-one core.

He had asked Nokor when he would know if he had enough to reach the next level. Nokor said he would know by simply trying. Much like starting a fire, if he didn’t have enough tinder or kindling, the spark would fizzle out before it had a chance to ignite a flame.

For now he decided not to try to hit the next level. His students needed his help, and if he could show them an example of forming a new core it would be a great help to them in their own journey.

Exhaling, Jake opened his eyes. He saw his cultivators deep in the process of organizing their aether. Some struggled just to pull the aether cords tight, while others fought to keep their pattern organized. In either case, the problem was a lack of focus.

“You’ve got this, guys. Clear your mind of any thoughts. Breathe deep and bend that aether to your will,” Jake said.

As well-intentioned as his words were, they didn’t do much to make his students’ situation any better. It took several minutes for Darius, Lewis, and the others to wrangle their new aether into tight, orderly spheres. In the meantime, the twins had been unravelling their own cores and reforming them while the others struggled.

Nokor quietly informed Jake this was good practice for them. Just as Jake had to dismantle and reform his raw core, every cultivator would eventually have to do the same to achieve a perfect core. Even someone like Nokor still had to do this to make sure he was drawing the maximum benefit from every level of progression he hit in his cultivation journey.

When the others finished wrangling their aether into shape, they were coated in black sweat and panting like they had just finished a strong cardio workout. More importantly, their cores were in fantastic shape.

“Good work. Now make sure to maintain it. The more of a mess you allow your core to become, the more of a pain it becomes to bring it in line,” Jake said.

“Just like with cleaning my house.” Lewis grimaced. “It was such a lovely place before the seeders tore it up.”

The twins nodded and hugged to their father’s side.

Jake smiled. “Don’t worry, Lewis. All the work we’re doing here in the Hub, in Invictus, all of it’s to make sure humanity can retake the Earth and thrive. You’ll get your home back soon enough, maybe even a bigger and better one.”

Lewis nodded.

Jake then realized how his words may have come off poorly to Nokor. He looked up at the ogre. “No offense, big guy. We’re happy to live alongside our allies like you and Graston.”

Nokor gave a big, toothy smile. “None taken, my human friend. This is your homeworld, after all. It should be for humans first and foremost. Of course, I am rather fond of its natural beauty thus far and I would like to explore every corner of this beautiful blue sphere.”

Jake smiled. “You know I always wanted to travel the world, too. How about after things settle down we go on a road trip?”

“Road trip?” Nokor asked.

Jake shook his head. “I’ll explain later. For now, we’ve got more work to do.” He pushed himself up to his feet and pulled his axe out. “So, who’s my first volunteer to learn to heal their wounds?”


Chapter thirty-seven
Sam


“So what’s the plan again, exactly?” Chet asked as they drove through the city streets at night.

Sam let out a deep exhale. She could understand being nervous about what they were about to do, but this was the tenth time Chet had repeated the same question. “Come on, Chet. You were there when I told everyone, and you were there when we scouted out the eight slave camps the elves have. You know the plan.”

Jo smiled at Sam. “But maybe it’d be good to run through it one last time, since we’re almost there.”

Sam sighed. “Fine. We’re sending one team to each of the elven slave camps. Their goal isn’t necessarily to take them over, but to do as much damage as they can, sow chaos, and get out with every human they can grab.” She tapped the map screen on the elven transport and pointed at one of the marked-out camps. “We’re going to hit the university camp we scoped out earlier tonight. Are you following so far?”

Chet grimaced. “Right. The one with the metric buttload of guards compared to all the others.”

“Exactly,” Sam agreed. “Daniel is the most experienced guy we pulled from that little revolt, so we can’t just be throwing them at a mess like this one. The idea is if we all strike at once, the elves will be too busy to throw reinforcements at any one camp.”

Randy nodded. “Sounds good on paper, but how exactly does that help us figure out where they took Aron?”

“It doesn’t,” Sam admitted. “But it does narrow our search area a great deal.” Sam drew a circle over the southern half of the city with her finger. “This area right here is where the eight camps are, the only ones this transport’s sensors have picked up. But there’s another, bigger claim up north across the river.” She dragged the map over to the north. “McArthur Island Park. It’s in the direction that big elven ship ran off to. If I had to guess, that’s where Aron is, along with the bulk of Kamloop’s survivors.”

Chet shuddered. “And you think we can just waltz on over there and hit them? You know they probably have those bridges guarded.”

“If tonight goes well, we won’t have to worry about using those bridges,” Sam said. “Now get ready, your stop is coming up soon.”

Chet shook his head. “I can’t believe we’re doing this.”

Sam checked her waypoint. They were just about to reach the apartments she and Chet had used to check out the university camp earlier. “Going dark in three. Two. One.” She flipped a switch and the map went dark along with the transport’s sensors. With a flick of her wrist, she hit another switch and the back hatch swung open.

“Don’t get yourself killed, guys!” Chet said as he rushed out the back hatch before Sam sealed it.

Now they just had to hope the rest of their plan would proceed as smoothly.

Sam checked her timer. In a few short minutes every one of their teams should be engaging the elf slave camps. With all the different weaknesses Sam and Chet had discovered on their scouting trip, the gear they had armed their people with, and the fire bombs and pipe bombs Jo had managed to make with the help of some of the other survivors, Sam was confident they had a fighting chance.

It was all down to execution now.

Sam pulled up the transport in front of the elf slave camp, right across from a parking-lot-turned-alien-garden.

There were elves patrolling the area. One of them looked their way. His expression was curious, then he turned to his partner. A few words were exchanged, then they pointed at the transport.

“Chet, how long until you’re in position?” Sam asked. She glanced at her timer; it looked like they were going to have to start the attack a few seconds early.

“Almost…there. Just a...bit more,” Chet said between breaths.

The two elves started approaching the transport. They called out to them, though Sam couldn’t make out what they were saying through the armored walls. Another patrol of two elves popped up, curious about what was going on, and joined the approach.

“Randy, get ready on that gunner hatch.”

It was what Sam and the others had taken to calling the hatch on top of the transport. They guessed it was for elven archers or mages to pop out and fire their weapons at targets rather than operating a mounted gun like there should be on a vehicle of this size. But elves were a strange spacefaring race with a disdain for technology. Their arrogance was the humans’ gain, though.

The elves reached the front of the transport and one banged on its hull. His muffled shouts sounded vaguely like, “Open up.”

Time was up.

Sam threw the stick forward and the transport burst into motion, running over three of the four elves. The immense weight pressing down on them from the hover engines crushed their bodies.

“Chet, we’re moving in. They spotted us,” Sam said.

“Nah-uh, they were wondering who we were,” Jo corrected.

Randy swung down to the gunner hatch. “Doesn’t matter now, they know we’re up to no good.” He flung himself up through the hatch and opened fire with his rifle.

Elves dodged and threw themselves out of the way of Randy’s shots only for Sam to swing the transport over their bodies. Alarmed cries filled the camp as elves rushed out of their tents, scrambling to throw their gear on, and humans looked on in awe and horror at what was happening.

Randy didn’t waste the opportunity for easy kills. He took aim at the unarmored elves and opened up on them before they could get their armor plate on. Some would have said those were cheap shots. Sam didn’t care. The elves were the enemy, and they didn’t care if they were killing, beating, or enslaving men, women, or children. So as far as she was concerned, it was open season on all of their warriors, no matter how ill-prepared.

“Got your bombs ready, Jo?” Sam asked as she swung through a crowd of rushing guards. The main tent of human slaves they’d spotted was coming up fast. They just had to get through the mess of elven warrior tents.

Jo rushed out to the back of the transport. “Ready!”

Sam lowered the rear hatch as arrows rained on them from above, lancing into the transport’s thick armor. “Torch those tents!”

Jo chucked her fire bombs at the elven tents as Sam sped past. On the rearview camera, Sam watched as Jo’s bottles of alcohol erupted in flames as they shattered against the tents and elven warriors alike. The elves screamed and flailed as they burned.

More elves rushed out to intercept them, but it was already too late.

Sam threw the transport around and backed the rear hatch right up into the human slave tent. “Get inside,” Sam shouted out the back.

“Inside, inside!” Jo repeated.

Around three dozen chained-up humans scrambled inside in a hurry.

“We gotta go, Sam,” Randy shouted from the roof as his rate of fire picked up to a frantic pace.

The fully armored elves around them were doing a much better job of shrugging off Randy’s shots. It took several rounds to take one elf down, unless he got a shot right through their visors. Unfortunately, Randy wasn’t a good enough marksman to reliably make that shot.

“Bling elf is coming your way, Sam. Bikes, too,” Chet called out with the heavy thump of his rifle.

Sam watched as an elf hover bike rushed out around a corner ahead of them. Chet’s round punched through the elf’s torso so violently it flung him, bike and all, into his partner. The two bikes spun out of control, plowing through burning tents and elves before exploding through a structure.

“All aboard!” Jo cheered from the back of the transport, and sealed up the hatch. It was cramped back there, but it looked like they’d gotten most of the slaves loaded up.

Sam slammed the thrusters on the transport and tore away from the human slave tent. They’d managed to get halfway out of the parking-lot-turned-garden when another pair of bikes pulled up on either side of them.

Elluin and Pareal.

Sam tried to shake them, but their hover bikes were too fast and their riders too nimble to allow her to ram them. Randy tried to take them out, but they rode so close to the transport he couldn’t get a firing angle on either of them. The two elves pulled disc-like devices from their bandoliers and tossed them onto either side of the transport before peeling away.

“What did they just do?” Sam asked.

Before anyone could answer, two electric blasts rocked the transport. Its hover engines sputtered, throwing the vehicle into a lurching, uncontrolled spin. As the engines died, the transport slammed onto the road. They ground to a halt in between one of the university’s housing blocks and the science building.

Sam tried to start up the transport again, flipping switches, twisting knobs, and pushing buttons, but nothing was responding. It was dead. But at least the elves hadn’t thrown bombs on the transport.

Of course they couldn’t use bombs on the transport, Sam. Dead slaves are no good to them, she scolded herself.

“Guys, I don’t have eyes on you from up here,” Chet said. “And you have a lot of incoming. That bling elf included.”

Sam could barely make out Chet’s warning between the crowd’s screams, but she got the picture. They were in a world of trouble.

She hurried through the screaming crowd and handed one of the calmer slaves the key to their restraints. “Here, take off your chains and free the others. We’re going to take out these elves.”

“Take them out? They’re going to kill you, girl. I used to fight seeders before those guys showed up,” the woman said.

“Love the optimism,” Sam said as she reached Jo. “Let’s go.”

Jo threw the emergency release lever and the transport’s hatch flew open. “Let’s kick some pointy-eared butt!”

Sam and Jo rushed out together as Elluin and Pareal came leading the charge of elves on the transport. One had a lance in hand, aiming right for Jo. The other took out an automatic crossbow. As Pareal charged, Elluin covered his advance with a swift, strafing row of bolts.

“Mage Shield now, Jo!” Sam shouted as she dove to protect their fire mage.

Jo swung out her hands and threw a shield on herself and Sam just as Pareal came into range. Sam threw all of her strength into knocking Pareal’s lance off course, but the blow still packed enough punch to throw her and Jo to the ground.

“Damnable monkey!” Pareal spat as his bike spun out of control. In his struggle, his spinning bike clipped the back of a car and sent the elf flying through the air.

Randy took the shot, sending a burst of fire through the flailing elf’s side.

You have received 150 aether.

The elf crumpled to a lifeless heap.

“Hah, just like skeet shooting,” Randy cheered.

“Pareal, no!” Elluin cried. “He had a family, you monkey savages!” The elf swung his bike around, spraying Randy with crossbow bolts.

Randy ducked inside the transport as Elluin turned him into a pincushion. Half of his health was gone.

Jo hurled a volley of firebolts at Elluin, forcing him to swerve away from them at the last second.

Sam threw herself at the elf before he got away, knocking him off the bike and sending it careening into a car before they went up in a ball of fire. “Yeah? And what about all those humans you elves killed and chained up?” she snapped, holding her knife to the elf’s throat.

Elluin spat at her. “You monkey filth are worth less than the dirt on this putrid rock!”

If that was the way the elves saw them, there was no point trying to argue or reason with them. It was open war between their species, and elves had just made it onto her kill-on-sight list. Right next to the seeder hordes.

Sam drove her second knife into Elluin’s stomach. His eyes widened as he stifled a scream. “Then I guess you elves are nothing more than walking aether bags for us.” She tore the elf’s throat open with a slash and pushed to her feet, stained in crimson.

The sound of rushing boots pulled her attention to the squad of elves rushing up from the rear. Their shields were up, swords and spears at the ready, while the leader, a man in green, stepped out from their shield formation.

Like the guards Sam had seen with Cairen, this man had a golden eagle shield with a spear for a weapon. His green-and-gold armor was ornate to an absurd degree, with beautiful violet gems embedded in his gear. Sam couldn’t tell if they were there just for show or if they served some purpose, like providing additional mana. But Sam just wanted the elf dead.

“Fascinating,” the elf said. “It seems there are skilled killers among the savage monkeys we have yet to encounter. And what a dishonorable lot you all are. Torching sleeping elves, shooting unarmed and unarmored troops. Absolutely despicable.”

Sam laughed. She couldn’t imagine how an elf would draw those similarities. “Big words for a race of arrogant assholes enslaving and killing people indiscriminately.”

The elf’s lips curled into a tight sneer. “Of course we do, human. You are our lessers by birth and deed. If you think you are worthy of anything more, you are sorely mistaken.”

Sam leveled her crossbow at the elf’s head. “Well, aren’t you all just regular rays of sunshine? You make it far too easy to want to kill you.”

“Bah!” the elf spat. “I should have expected no less from a species resembling orcs and ogres.”

“If anything, us humans look a lot more like you pointy-eared bastards.” She spun a knife in her hand. “Now if you’re done babbling, I’m going to take that fancy hat of yours as a trophy.”

The elf raised his shield and spear. “You will do no such thing, savage. For I, Phaendar Xilpetor, Captain of Lord Cairen’s honor guard, will slay you like the animal you are.” He swung his spear out at Sam. “Charge, men! For Lord Cairen! For House Oberon!”

The elves behind Phaendar charged.

Sam’s eyes widened. There was no way she could handle that many elves coming at her at once. “Boom time, Jo! Boom time right now!”

Luckily for Sam, Jo was already on it. A rift opened above the elves and fireballs rained down across the battlefield. Elves were thrown around from the explosions and lit ablaze, but too many made it through. Worst of all was Phaendar, who took a direct blast and was only staggered by it. Sam noticed the gems on his armor flaring to life each time another spell impacted him.

Magical protection? Sam thought.

She didn’t have time to watch for much longer, as a spear was thrust at her. She rolled underneath the blade as it came inches from her face and went right for the elf. She slashed her blade at the elf’s hamstrings, forcing him to his knees with a pained scream. Another rushed her with a sword. She blocked and parried him, only to be slammed backward by his shield.

You have taken 15 damage.

Sam tumbled away as the elf charged her. She fired a volley of bolts at him. They bounced uselessly off his shield, but his side was completely exposed.

It was an opening Randy took full advantage of. He sent a volley of rounds through the elf’s skull from the top of the transport. The shots threw the elf aside and left the path clear for the last elf to come charging right at Sam.

With a violent lunge, he thrust his spear at her. Sam spun out of the way at the last second. The spear grazed her stomach, but as she came through with her spin she drove her knife into the elf’s back, twisted the blade, and ripped it out. The elf soldier fell to the floor in a pool of his growing blood.

“Sam, behind you!” Jo shouted.

Sam turned around as Phaendar rushed out of the Fire Storm with his spear. Her eyes widened and she threw herself out of the way as the elf’s spear tore through her side.

You have taken 25 damage.

Health: 15/65

She didn’t have any health to spare on any more slip-ups like that. Sam needed to kill this elf honor guard before it was too late.

But he was damned fast.

By the time Sam regained her footing, Phaendar threw another violent thrust. Sam jumped over the spear thrust and landed on it. The sudden weight forced the elf to jerk forward and gave Sam the chance she needed to get around him and drive her knife into his back. But the armor was tough; her blade barely managed to punch through and she struggled to rip it free.

Phaendar was still alive. He swung his shield at her as she dove out of the way. “A backstabbing rogue. Of course a filthy, dishonorable creature like you humans would pick such a class,” he raged at her, swinging his spear and shield too fast for Sam to find an opening.

She needed a way out, and she needed it now.

It was then she noticed the teams of elves running along the nearby rooftops and drawing their bows. They were aiming for Jo and Randy.

“Randy, right side! On the roof,” Sam shouted as she looked to his left and used her Flicker Strike, hoping it would reach.

It did.

Sam vanished from Phaendar’s sight and reappeared beneath one of the archers, thrusting her knife into his stomach. She dug the blade deep and tore it up through his body before unleashing a volley of bolts at the second archer. It was enough to knock his shot off target. The golden arrow he fired landing mere inches from Randy.

“How did you get here, monkey?” the elf cursed.

Sam didn’t give him the luxury of an answer as she ripped her blade free from the first archer and leaped into the air. She came down, plunging her twin knives into the elf’s chest.

Across the way she saw Randy trading shots with the other two archers. One of them tumbled into the other as rounds punched through his shoulder. Both archers came plummeting down to street level.

Down below, Phaendar looked around in confusion. “Where did you run off to, monkey? You cannot escape the talons of justice.”

It was then he—and Sam—noticed the flaming, magic circle forming at his feet. The elf’s eyes widened.

Jo threw her hand up in the air and shouted, “Fire Pillar!”

A violent eruption of flame shot out into the heavens, completely engulfing Phaendar’s body. Magic resistance or not, it was an absurd amount of fire damage for any armor to absorb. Sam was expecting to see the aether-received notification any moment now. Only the Fire Pillar kept spinning and no notification ever came.

When the fire cleared, the elf had dropped to a knee, his shoulders rising and falling with what must have been heavy, labored breaths. It was a problem Sam was all too happy to solve.

She cast Flicker Strike again and reappeared above the elven honor guard, knives ready to plunge through his armor.

Phaendar would have none of it.

With a furious cry the elf shot to his feet and slammed his shield into Sam, knocking her back through the air. She tumbled across the parking lot, coughing and wheezing.

You have taken 10 damage.

Health 5/65

Sam was glad she’d bought this rogue armor. For what little protection it gave her, she was certain she would have been dead by now without it.

“Sam!” Randy shouted as he clambered out of the transport. “Hold on, I’m coming.”

Randy rushed for Sam while firing on Phaendar, but the elf’s armor was far stronger than the grunts underneath his command. The shots pushed him back but did little to break through and damage the elf underneath.

“I’ll be with you in a moment, savage,” Phaendar spat as he slammed his shield down toward Randy.

A shockwave of force ripped through the street and sent Randy flying back into the husk of a car. His health dropped back down to just shy of the halfway mark.

Should’ve picked up Shadow Step, Sam thought to herself. If she used Flicker Strike to get to Randy there was a chance she might kill him, if not seriously injure her friend. But with Shadow Step she would have had the chance to teleport to him. It was nighttime, after all—shadows were everywhere.

“You and me, rogue,” Phaendar spat. He gathered his strength to stand up straight and pointed his spear at Sam. “It’s time to end this. I will end you, your friends, and every one of those slaves you tried to steal for the insult and suffering you have caused us this night.”

“Sammy! Psst! Hey! Sammy! Listen,” Jo’s hushed whispers came through the party chat.

Sam had no idea why she was whispering, but when Sam looked at Jo, it became dangerously obvious what she was planning. Jo held up one of her magically charged bombs. It was one that, in theory, should work just as well as any pipe bomb Jo had made before. The problem was they had never tested the bombs. Not out of fear they wouldn’t work, but out of fear it would attract the elves or a horde of seeders to their base.

“Think you can make that toss?” Sam asked Jo as she watched Phaendar drag himself toward her, ready to end her life.

Jo gave a big, excited nod. “Uh-huh! I played baseball with my brother and his friends. Randy knows.”

“Oof, yeah. Girl’s got an arm on her,” Randy said as he struggled to pry himself free from the wrecked car.

“Guess it’s do or die now,” Sam said.

“What the hell is going on down there, guys?” Chet asked through party chat.

Sam shook her head. They didn’t have a better option. “It’s boom time.”

Before Chet could protest, Sam threw herself at Phaendar. Both of them were tired and battered from their fight, but while the elf was looking to fight to the death, Sam had no such plans. Rather than thrust his spear at her, Phaendar swung his spear in a wide arc to catch her. Sam threw herself to the side over the spear and called forth her smoke bomb. Before she tucked into a roll, she flung the bomb at Phaendar’s face.

Just as the ability’s description said, the blast shrouded the area in thick, grey smoke. Supposedly it also stunned every hostile target within the blast radius, but even she couldn’t make anything out through all the smoke. Instead, Sam ran for her life.

“Throw it now, Jo,” Sam shouted through party chat.

As Sam cleared the smoke, she spotted the bomb flying through the air with its fuse lit. It vanished into the thick cloud. Sam hoped it hit the elf right on the head, but she’d settle for the blast killing him.

Phaendar slammed his shield on the ground again. The shockwave around him cleared the smoke cloud. “Your trickery will not save you, monkeys!”

Sam couldn’t help the toothy grin spreading across her face when she spotted the bomb lodged in one of the elf’s shoulder pads. “Won’t it, though?” Sam pointed out the bomb.

Phaendar looked at it. “What is—?”

The bomb went off, and there was no more Phaendar—only scraps of his broken armor and bloody elf flesh.

It was at that moment Sam had a thought. They had a camp full of dead elves and a bunch of humans needing quality gear.

“Jo, get those people out here and looting this gear,” Sam ordered. “We’re not going to win this war without quality gear and experienced fighters. We can solve at least one of these problems now.”

“On it,” Jo said, and darted back into the transport.

In a moment the freed slaves inside rushed out to strip the elves of whatever gear they had. They even rushed up to get the archers Sam had killed on the roof.

Randy ran up to Sam’s side as soon as he was free from the car and started healing her wounds. “You were cutting it close there.”

Sam grimaced. “Yeah, well. Us rogues are a squishy bunch. I really need to work on my counters.”

You know there is a skill entirely for that, Sammy, Olivia said. Yours isn’t at level one just yet, but keep practicing and you’ll get there.

Sam could imagine that skill being incredibly useful for anyone who got into a melee scrap. But for a squishy rogue like her who relied on agility and precision strikes, it was a necessity.

“Jesus,” Chet said. “I heard that all the way up here, and so did our neighbors. I’ve got eyes on the elf ship. That sucker’s taking off and turning right for us.”

Sam’s eyes widened. They’d barely survived tangling with a camp. There was no way in hell they were dealing with the entire ship right now. “Everyone back in the transport,” Sam shouted.

As she rushed into the transport, the other survivors scrambled to join her. Sam tried to start up the engine again, but the vehicle wouldn’t start. “Damn it, what’s wrong with this thing?”

“Maybe it was those discs,” Randy suggested. “I’ll check them out.”

“Do it,” Sam said as she kept working the controls.

He ran outside. They heard the scrapes and slams of Randy’s gun against the wall, then the clatter of metal. The console flickered to life, but the screen was dark and hazy. Worse, the engines still weren’t starting.

“Whatever you’re doing, keep doing it, Randy,” Sam called out in party chat.

Randy repeated the process on the other side of the transport.

The screens flared to life and the engines thrummed online.

Randy clambered back inside. “That was it!” he cheered as he slammed the hatch shut behind him.

“Great job, Randy. Now let’s get the hell out of here.”

Sam swung the transport around and back to pick up Chet. He was already on the road waiting for them when they sped by.

“Man, we really kicked the hornets’ nest this time,” Chet said as he squirmed his way through the crowded troop cabin to reach Sam. “Did you see that ship lifting off?”

Sam shook her head. “Not yet.”

She’d spoken too soon. In the rearview camera she watched a dark shape rise high above the city. Beams of light cut through the night around it as they swept across the city. The elves were out searching for them. That ship was massive, maybe the length of several city blocks, but without any sunlight she couldn’t get a good look at it. Whatever it looked like, that thing was a danger to her team and every other team out there.

Sam pulled up the raid chat. “Drop whatever you’re doing and get the hell back to base. The elves noticed what we were doing and they. Are. Pissed.”

“Is that the light show I’m seeing?” Daniel asked.

“Yup,” Sam said.

“Isaiah here. Can’t see the ship from our position, but message received. We’re bailing out.”

The other teams reported their acknowledgement of the order. Sam could only hope they made it back to their hiding spot before any of them were noticed.

Sam sped back to base. They were the first ones to arrive. She hid the transport in their usual parking spot and took their survivors to the upgrade center.

Daniel was the next to arrive with his group of survivors. “Man, that was a mess. But I found Andre in our camp. Fantastic fighter, this guy is. Oh, and we stole a lot of shiny elf toys. Figured they might come in handy.”

“Like the two transports they left unlocked,” Andre said, running a hand through his messy brown hair.

“Good thinking,” Sam said. “Did you hide them?”

Daniel nodded. “Out of sight and out of mind. We just had to turn some of the less useful shops into parking garages. It was a bit messy, but it’s whatever.”

Sam nodded and waited for the rest of the teams to show up. One after another they arrived, but they were still missing Isaiah and his people.

It was almost a half hour before he finally reported in.

“Sam…I’m sorry,” Isaiah said. “The elf ship found us, they pinned us down in an apartment building with those damned cannons of theirs. I’ve never seen weapons like that before.”

Her heart sank and she clutched at her chest.

The rest of their raid members paced around, fear and worry written all over their faces. Sam could understand their concerns: If the elves captured Isaiah and the others, the survivors might tell the elves where their base was located and their war would be over before it had started.

“Tell my wife and kids I love them.” Isaiah paused for a breath. “And tell them their daddy went down fighting like a hero.”

“I promise, Isaiah. Give them hell,” Sam said. She didn’t know what else she could say. Sam had no idea how the elves would react after having eight of their camps hit and so many of their slaves liberated.

“Man, that’s heavy,” Daniel whispered. “What are we supposed to do now? If the elves capture them, they’ll torture answers out of them. I’ve seen what they do to people.”

Andre nodded. “It ain’t pretty. They start with beatings, but they move up to knives, whips, and drugs real quick.”

Sam shook her head. “There’s nothing we can do for Isaiah now. If they don’t go down fighting, then we have no choice but to launch our assault in the morning before Isaiah and his people can break.”

“Okay,” Chet said. “What’s the plan, then?”

Sam put her hands on her hips. “First thing’s first. We’re calling in the big guns.”


Chapter thirty-eight
Brad


Brad was about to turn in for the night, sleeping beneath the stars at the radio tower, when a ping sounded on his notification bar.

Private message request from Sam Hicks.

Accept?

Brad had no idea they could send private messages, but he shouldn’t have been surprised. Everything worked like a game now. He didn’t hesitate to pick up the message. “Sam! It’s been a while. How’s everything going in Kamloops?”

“From bad to worse,” Sam said. “I found the aliens and their ship, Brad. It’s elves, and they make the ones I’ve seen in fiction look like sweet, cuddly little things.”

This was not the news he wanted right before bed. “How bad are we talking here? Because we’ve run into gnomes and ogres who are friendly, but orcs? Orcs love to fight, and they’re damned tough.”

Sam was silent for a moment. “Friendly ogres?”

“Right? They’re apparently cultivators like Jake,” Brad said.

“Huh…” Sam trailed off for a moment. “Whatever, none of that matters. Elves are the issue here. They’re enslaving and killing humans left and right here in Kamloops, and they took Aron.”

Brad gasped. He couldn’t imagine anyone taking Aron alive. Not without a great deal of effort. “How did they capture Aron?”

Sam sighed. “He watched the elves rounding up human slaves. I wanted to wait for a good opportunity to strike, but he couldn’t. Seeing them beat up kids was probably too much for him to handle.”

Brad couldn’t blame Aron for that. He would have probably rushed to their aid as well.

“They surrounded him, and this Lord Cairen guy decided he would rather have Aron alive than dead,” Sam explained. “The rest of us made it out of there, and it’s been a guerilla war ever since.”

Brad nodded. “Damn. I wish you would have called sooner—we would have run to help.”

“I know, but I wanted a better picture of what we were dealing with. Targets to hit before we all ran in and got ourselves killed.” Sam drew in a breath and admitted, “Plus I didn’t want you guys worrying about me and thinking I’m incompetent. Sorry.”

Brad sighed. “You should’ve still called and told us what was happening. But it doesn’t matter now. What do you need, Sam?”

“I need you to round up everyone from Invictus and bring them to McArthur Island Park. That’s where their ship landed and where they seem to have established a base of some kind.” Sam sent him a link with the message.

Brad mentally clicked on it and pulled up the area on his own map. There were three bridges leading to the island and a ton of open space. Several red markers confirmed where elf structures and patrols moved about, along with yellow ones for prisoner-holding areas. Then there was a large question mark simply labeled, Elf Ship.

“How did you get all this?” Brad asked.

“We followed the elf ship back after…after they took one of our teams. Isaiah, he’s… We don’t know if he’s dead or alive, but if they took him prisoner they’ll know where we’re hiding out by tomorrow, so we need to hit them at dawn,” Sam said. “Preferably before the sun’s up.”

Brad considered their options. They had a few hundred people they could throw into the assault, and vehicles to move them over. The problem was a lack of levels and combat experience. “I can bring around a hundred or so people, Sam, but most of these survivors have never fought an alien.”

“We’ve all fought seeders by now, Brad,” Sam said. “That’ll have to be enough. The slaves we’ve been freeing, most of them have recently received the nano-tech too. They’re all raw, level-one newbies. Except for Daniel and his party. But we’ve got numbers and an ace up our sleeve.”

Brad wracked his mind for what ace she could possibly be talking about. “You didn’t have Jo build a nuke, did you?” Ridiculous as it sounded, she did love explosions, and he wouldn’t put it past her to figure out how to make one.

“What?” Sam balked. “No. We’re trying to save our people here, and I don’t think Jo even has the stuff for that.”

“Okay, what’s your ace then?” Brad asked.

Sam let out a devious little chuckle. “We stole a bunch of their transports in our raids. Armored, hovering transports, and a lot of elf equipment.”

She let Brad put the pieces together. “You’re going to sneak up on them pretending to be friendlies, aren’t you?”

“Exactly. We’re going to hit them from the south. We just need you to hit them from the bridges and start causing havoc for us to exploit,” Sam said. “While all that’s going on, me and Jo are going to free the slaves to bolster our numbers even more. If we’re lucky, we’ll find Aron with them.”

Brad frowned. “You don’t actually know where he is, do you?”

“No,” Sam admitted. “The chains they put on people block the nano-tech. We’re going to have to look for him.”

Brad didn’t like for one second the possibility that the elves could have taken their friend literally anywhere since his capture. But they couldn’t just ignore the possibility he was being kept with the rest of the slaves, nor could they let the elves take any humans as their property.

“We’ll get him back, Sam,” Brad said with determination. “And we’ll free every human these elves took. Don’t worry.”

“That’s the plan,” Sam said. “Oh, and Brad. If you have any aether stocked up, now’s the time to burn it. These elves are no joke.”

Brad nodded. “Will do, Sam. See you in the morning.”

He would have to figure out what to spend his aether on later. For now, he needed to address everyone

Brad gave a sharp whistle. “Gather around everyone, and get Alan and Nora out here, too. We have an emergency,” he shouted, and repeated the message through the guild chat for all to listen.

Michael and the rest of Brad’s party were the first to arrive, shortly followed by Cory’s party. When Alan and Nora arrived and they received word the rest of the guild was up, Brad began.

“Sam has made contact with the aliens in Kamloops. They’re elves,” Brad said for all to hear. “And they aren’t the friendly kind, either. These elves are rounding up the human survivors of Kamloops and enslaving or killing them, and they’ve even captured one of our own, Aron.”

That got several gasps and shocked rumblings from the guild.

“Aron? Really? Of all people,” Jake said. “That guy plows through seeders like nobody’s business.”

“He really does,” Karen agreed. “I saw that poor boy get launched by an alpha and still get back up to fight the thing. But what exactly do you intend to do about this situation? Kamloops is a long ways away.”

Brad nodded, even if Karen couldn’t see him. “We’re going to war with the elves. We’re going to show them that humanity is not to be messed with, and we’re going to send them packing to whatever rock they came from.”

Les and Michael cheered—a cheer that spread through the guild.

Alan held up a hand. “Ahem, excuse me, Brad but those orcs were a nasty bunch. What are we supposed to do about elves? We aren’t exactly equipped to handle a war.”

Brad looked to Alan, Nora, and the guards they had left at the radio station. They really weren’t equipped for this. He turned his attention to Graston.

Graston looked up at Brad. “If you’re thinking about bulk-ordering equipment, we won’t be able to get it delivered to you until morning.”

Brad wasn’t surprised by the answer, but they still had their 3D printers to use and a fresh stock of aether gathered up in the guild coffers. It seemed Sam had invited every one of the survivors she’d rescued into Invictus.

Damn, that girl is smart, Frank said. Good thing you stuck her in an officer role, huh?

You can say that again, Brad said, then returned to the guild chat. “I expect each and every one of you to gather at the Gaming Center before sunrise tomorrow. I want to see everyone with the best gear you can get your hands on, all the levels you can get, and any gene therapies you can handle.”

Looking at all the members of Invictus they had in Scotch Creek, they didn’t have enough to kit everyone out in the flashiest gear available, but they could give them all some help. Brad opened up the guild coffers and sent out a few hundred aether to every level-one member they had in Scotch Creek.

“Take this aether to help you get your upgrades,” Brad said. “I know it isn’t much, but it’s what we have available. Now get ready, people. Tomorrow morning Invictus is going to show those elves they messed with the wrong planet.”

The guild cheered in agreement.

“See you bright and early, Brad. My cultivators will be ready for you,” Jake said.

Kurtis hefted up his heavy machine gun. “Think this thing can handle pointy-eared sparkle fairies?”

Cory laughed. “It’ll chew right through them.”

“Open combat isn’t exactly a great place for a rogue, but I’ll figure something out,” Michael said.

Les smirked. “Well, I can’t wait to show those punks my sword. Better track your kills, because loser’s buying drinks.”

“I suppose it is our duty to help the people of Kamloops,” Karen said through guild chat. “They may be our distant neighbors, but they are still human. I will gather up my people, Brad.”

Brad smiled. He had expected some resistance from her, but there was some good in that obnoxious woman after all.

“Ahem, Karen, please,” Willy spoke up. “This isn’t our fight. We should fortify our position instead, let Kamloops fend for itself. They have enough people, and even Sam and her party.”

“Shut up, Willy,” Karen scolded him. “If you can’t see this is for our own good as well, then I’ll drag you to the front lines myself.”

Willy sputtered and babbled for a moment before finding his words. “Y-yes, of course. Whatever you say, Karen.”

With that, Brad closed the chat. “Let’s get going, people. We won’t be getting any upgrades here.”

They gathered everyone into the cars and sped off for the Gaming Center.

“So what’s everyone getting?” Michael asked. “Personally I’m thinking a sniper rifle. Something I can reach out and touch someone with on account of I lost mine. Or maybe a better knife and pistol set.”

Les leaned around Michael’s seat. “You had a sniper rifle?”

“For…recreational use.” Michael laughed. “You know. Hunting.”

“Well I’m upgrading my sword and armor,” Les said. “The better-quality gear is more expensive than I can afford right now.”

“Same,” Ceres agreed.

Teresa smiled. “It’s a wise move, and one that’ll let us use our world-first spells to devastating effect.”

“Oh yeah!” Ceres said. “We haven’t used those yet, have we?”

“Oh yes. Your Arc Tether and my Blizzard spell will teach those elves not to underestimate us humans,” Teresa proclaimed proudly.

Brad looked back. “Blizzard spell? Isn’t that just a frosty Fire Storm? Doesn’t sound like a big deal.”

Teresa reached to pat Brad on the head. “Poor, sweet, innocent little Brad. You have no idea how spectacular this spell will be.”

Ceresa leaned toward Teresa. “Neither do you—you’ve never used it.”

Teresa huffed. “The description makes it sound spectacular, and they have yet to lie to us.”

“Fair enough.” Brad chuckled. “I’m dumping my aether into gene therapy and upgrades. Because honey badger don’t give a fuck.”

Brad couldn’t wait to get his hands on the stat increases that gene therapy would give him, but more importantly, the ability to shrug off damage.

Gene Therapy: Honey Badger — Level 2.

Improves Intelligence, Strength, and Agility by 4 points.

Grants Honey Badger Don’t Give A Fuck skill — Level 1: Increases damage resistance and pain tolerance.

Improves ability to bond with Honey Badgers.

***

Before the break of dawn, Brad led his convoy through the streets of Kamloops. Several raid groups were formed to hold the large numbers of people they had to wrangle together. Luckily the system allowed them to link these raids together into larger command structures, one Brad planned to use to full effect.

“Teams two and three, break off and circle around the island,” Brad said. “I want you hitting them from the rear. My team will take the frontal assault from the east. Understood?”

“North pass is ours,” Jake said. His group of trucks and buses broke off from the main convoy. “We’ll be right behind you.”

“We’ll go in last as agreed,” Karen said as her own group split off. “We’ll let you big boys and girls handle the heavy fighting.”

Brad nodded. Karen’s people were all level ones; it made sense to try and leave the lightest fighting to them. Though he still had to admit her response struck him as cowardly. “Sam, how’re your people doing?”

“Ready and waiting,” Sam said.

Brad pulled up the map with a rather odd sight from Sam’s position. The green dots of her people were leaving the nearby structures and running into larger red dots. Had he not known what her plan was, he would’ve thought they were all being captured.

“See you soon, Brad.”

Brad looked ahead through the dark, winding streets. “Punch it, Michael.”

“Hold on to your butts, people.”

Michael slammed his foot down on the gas. The party sank back into their seats as they sped away from the rest of their convoy. The larger vehicles behind them struggled to keep up, but it was all part of the plan. With the elves focusing their attention on them, the rest of Brad’s raid could clean up the mess they left in their wake.

Swerving around a corner, Michael made a mad dash right across the bridge to the island. A pair of elf guards shouted at them and drew their swords, another drew a bow, but Michael was too fast. He sped past them as arrows came crashing around the car.

“Oh, that’s a lot of arrows. That is a lot of arrows,” Michael said, swinging his car back and forth between volleys. “We’re hitting that big building on the left, right?”

Brad checked his map again. It was one of the larger structures the elves had claimed—one without any human slaves. “That’s the one. Get ready.”

“I’ve been ready. Let’s go!” Les cheered.

Elven hover bikes sped out of the darkness ahead of them, their lights piercing the early dawn. They were heading right for them.

Michael swung the car around a bend and lined them right up against the glass doors of the building. “Sorry I’ve got to do this to you, baby.” He patted the dash of his car.

Elves came pouring out of the building with swords, bows, and spears. Alien tech or not, a speeding SUV was too much mass for any of the pointy-eared monsters to dream of stopping. Michael rammed through them like bowling pins before he drove through the glass doors.

“We have arrived at our destination! Now please start killing these things before they chain me up,” Michael said as he left the car, blasting away at rushing elves with his pistol.

Brad swung himself out of the car, shotgun blasting away at elves running down at them from the second floor. Rushing right into the elven barracks was probably not the brightest idea they’d ever had, especially considering they had converted the huge sporting center to serve that role, but there was no better way to kick the hornets’ nest and pull attention from their real target: the alien ship and the slaves chained up around it.

Les charged out of the car alongside Graston, wading into the crowd of recently run-over elves trying to rush inside. The pair cleaved and smashed aside elves left and right.

But the hover elf bikes were coming.

They punched through the growing crowd of dead elves raining crossbow bolts on Graston and Les. Graston pulled a pistol from his belt and fired, but the bikes were too fast as they swerved around the car. Les was knocked back by a group of charging elves. She knocked aside their spears, then ripped one of their shields away with a vicious swing.

“Do something about those bikes,” Les demanded. She was covered in bolts and bleeding from her wounds, but it didn’t stop her from using her oversized sword to cleave an elf in two.

“I’m on it,” Brad said, switching his shotgun to buckshot.

The elves swung around the car, taking aim at the rest of the party. Brad led his target and squeezed the trigger. A wall of metal spewed from the barrel of his shotgun, slamming the elf in the chest. He flew off his bike, sending the speeding vehicle crashing into a wall where it exploded. The other elf was reaching for something in his pouch, but Brad couldn’t see what. Especially not with the horde of elves running down to meet them.

Ceres arced with electricity building in her hand before she unleashed a sphere of electricity right between the massing elves rushing toward them. “Arc Tether!” she shouted.

As the electric orb hit the floor, it bounced into the air and swelled to the size of a beach ball. Tendrils of electricity lashed out from it, coiling around every elf they touched. The tangled elves cried out as they were shocked, but it didn’t stop there. The electric tethers dragged them back to the sphere of electricity as more tendrils burst out to grab more elves.

One of the tangled elves was the last rider. Before he could throw the disc-shaped device in his hand, electric tendrils grabbed him and his bike to drag toward the sphere.

“Can’t hold this spell for much longer,” Ceres said. “Somebody do something.”

Teresa plucked one of the fire bombs they all carried with them and lit the fuse with a quick firebolt. She threw it on the growing mass of elves, dousing them in flame.

The elves screamed in burning agony, but Brad wasn’t bothered. They were enslaving and killing humans, and for what? Sport? He didn’t know their reasons, nor did he care. They needed to leave Earth.

“Withdraw to the inner bastion,” one of the more ornate elves shouted from the second floor. “I will hold them off.”

Before the supposed lead elf could lower his spear, Brad sent a shotgun slug through his head. It turned out elven armor wasn’t nearly as tough as an orc’s bare flesh. Either that, or all the aether he’d dumped into upgrading his shotgun gave it one hell of a punch.

Still, the rest of the elves retreated back to the second floor before they could finish them all off.

With their own skirmish over for the moment, Brad could hear the sounds of chaos outside. Gunshots filled the evening air as everything from pistols to machine guns opened up on the rush of hostile markers pouring out of the sports center and coming from the ship. At least the ones their people had eyes on.

“They took the bait,” Brad sent. “Time to make your move, Sam.”

“Moving in,” Sam replied.

Brad watched as Sam’s raid groups moved in from the south, crossing the river. Meanwhile Jake and Karen’s teams were rushing in on the elven ship. As they got eyes on it, the 3D shape of the vessel formed on Brad’s map.

It was a sleek design vaguely reminiscent of a star destroyer, only much smaller, less blocky, and like someone was a big fan of eagle wings. Capturing that ship would be an amazing prize, but Brad had a feeling that was beyond their capabilities at the moment.

“Push forward,” Brad said. “I want this building cleared out so we can hit the ship next.”

“Sure, but let’s call some backup first.” Michael whistled. “Dan, I see your shield wall out there. Get in here.”

Brad had no idea who Michael was talking to, but sure enough a party of five fighters rushed in, all with tower shields.

“Dan the Wall and his boys are here to save the day,” he announced with a shield slam the rest of his party mimicked with a whoop.

Brad shook his head. “You guys are way too into this.” He pointed at the floor above. “Move on ahead and give us moving cover. The hockey stadium is up there, and I don’t think they’re just gonna let us walk in.”

Dan took his people and rushed up the stairs. Brad and his party followed them up to the double doors leading to the stadium. Dan and his people formed a wall of shields, then gestured at Brad.

Brad and Les threw the doors open and a volley of arrows sailed through, slamming into Dan’s shield wall. One of his men flew back as an arrow pierced through. He was dead before he hit the floor. But the wall was undeterred; they tightened ranks and charged in.

“Come on, boys! For Erik!” Dan cried out.

His party followed him into the hockey stadium.

Brad’s own party ran after them. Had he not been busy immediately dodging arrows, Brad might have had time to be amazed by what the elves had done.

They’d stripped away all of the seating to make floors across the stadium levels. Each one housed buildings and paths acting as sleeping space for the elven soldiers. Most interesting of all, and perhaps the most sacrilegious to any Canadian, the elves had melted down the hockey rink into a lake.

Because we totally needed more reasons to hate the elves, Brad thought as he fired slugs at archers taking aim at their flanks.

Michael split away from the party. “Don’t mind me, guys, but I’m going to do a sneaky-beaky.” Before Brad could protest, Michael seemed to melt into the shadows at his feet. When he next appeared, Michael was on their right flank, driving his knife into another elven archer’s back.

“Rogue’s gonna rogue,” Ceres said.

“So long as he stays out of our way, it’s fine,” Teresa said. “Ceres, can you use your tether again?”

Ceres cancelled a ball of lighting she had been charging up. “For a little bit. Why?”

Teresa pointed at the large group of archers across the stadium from them, and the small army of elves charging through the passageways at Brad’s force. “I need you to cluster them up. It’s time for me to show off my new spell.”

“Better do it quick,” Brad said as the first wave of elven infantry slammed against Dan’s shield wall. Brad shot down into the elves, taking out fighters one after another, but they were pouring around Dan’s flanks.

Les and Graston guarded them with their hammer and sword, but if the rest of the elven force arrived, it was going to be game over for them.

“Just hold them off, Brad,” Teresa said. “Ceres, do it.”

Brad wondered just how they were going to do that effectively. Then he remembered they had more fire bombs to spare. As Ceres and Teresa began to channel their magic, Brad pulled his fire bomb from his belt and with a blast of fire from his shotgun, ignited it.

“Man, I love this mode-switching,” Brad said before lobbing his fire bomb into the mass of elves pushing back on Dan’s shield wall.

It was just in time, too. One of Dan’s fighters was knocked over, but as the bomb went off, the elves were distracted long enough for Brad to blow away the pair of elves trying to kill the fighter. The fighter barely had time to stand before an arrow slammed into his chest, but Brad quickly healed him.

“Keep fighting, we’ve got this,” Brad shouted as he stole Les’s fire bomb and lobbed another.

The flames spread from one elf to another in the tight quarters of a melee brawl and onto the structures the elves had built within the stadium. It was the only thing keeping them from being overwhelmed, but if they didn’t finish soon, the spreading flames would consume them as well.

A group of elven archers rushed up on the left flank. Brad went to raise his rifle when an elf swordsman got around the shield wall and rushed him. He stepped out of the way and pumped a volley of slugs into the elf. By the time he brought the shotgun around to the archers, their arrows were already flying through the air.

Brad braced for impact.

Three of the arrows slammed into his chest one after another. Brad was sent staggering back as he clutched at his chest. Instead of the shooting pain he expected to feel, he had a dull, throbbing ache. He couldn’t believe how well that gene therapy was working.

You have taken 15 damage.

You have taken 10 damage.

You have taken 10 damage.

Brad cast Healing Hands on himself while thrusting his shotgun out with the other. “Dicks!” He opened fire on the elves, blasting them apart with fast, wild shots. He managed to kill two of the elves before the rest broke away.

“Ready,” Ceres shouted.

“Fire,” Teresa ordered.

Ceres launched her sphere of arcing energy between the enormous group of archers and elven infantry still pouring toward them. Just as before, the sphere lashed out with tendrils of electricity, dragging them back toward the center. But there were simply too many elves for the spell to grab all at once.

Still, it was enough for Teresa. She launched a rocket of ice right above the trapped elves and their brethren trying to save them. The rocket erupted into a spiraling cloud of white as snow began to fall over them. The ground beneath the elves froze quickly and their feet stuck to the ice. But the spell didn’t stop there. From the swirling clouds above, spikes of ice came smashing down on the elves below, crushing or impaling their victims beneath their enormous weight. Those unfortunate enough to survive a close call with one of the raining spikes had to contend with the blast of chilling cold freezing them solid.

“That’s frigging amazing, Teresa!” Brad shouted between blasts from his shotgun.

“Remind me not to piss her off,” Michael said as he gunned down another group of elves, then backstabbed one who tried to do the same to him.

“Can you do it again?” Brad asked.

“Hah! No, Brad. That little stunt cost all my mana. I’m useless right now.” Teresa drew a pistol from her belt. “Well, mostly useless.”

Brad smiled. “Come on, people. Let’s push these elves out,” he roared over the chaos of battle.

Checking his map, he saw it was a mess outside with many casualties on both side of the conflict, just among Brad’s team. But there would be more, many more.

Brad’s attention focused on Jake’s unit rushing across the bridge to the elf ship, surrounded on all sides by elves.

Come on, Jake. You’ve got this.


Chapter thirty-nine
Jake


The second Jake drove his truck across the bridge, elf hover bikes came speeding out of the woodwork, entire squadrons of them.

He swerved hard to the right as one squad of bikes came charging after him with lances and automatic crossbows raining bolts over his poor, abused truck. Having nothing even resembling armor on his truck, the alien bolts flew right through the doors like they were nothing more than tissue paper.

“Jake, I am not fond of this kind of driving,” Nokor shouted from the back of the truck. The huge ogre was braced about as well as he could be without any sort of seatbelt, but they simply didn’t make them in his size.

“Doing what I can, Nokor,” Jake said.

“That’s a whole hell of a lot of trouble out there,” Cory shouted. He stuck his rifle out the window and opened up on the speeding elves.

Jake swung the car around, off the road, and around another group of bikes. “We’ll make it through. We have to get to that ship and take out those elves.”

Tim stuck his own rifle out another window and sprayed down a bike. He must have hit something important, because the bike lurched to one side before diving into the asphalt. The speeding vehicle catapulted its rider through the air.

“If this is all they’ve got, then they’ve already lost.” Tim laughed.

“Don’t get cocky, kid,” Kurtis said. “Sam wouldn’t have called us if it was going to be an easy fight.”

Jake took a sharp right turn before the skate park and sped through a row of trees. That’s when he saw it in the faint light of the rising sun.

The elf ship.

It looked like the sleeker, curvier, and more colorful cousin of a Star Wars ship. From nose to rear it had to be around five hundred meters, and Jake had to guess most of that was just for the engines and reactor. But what did he know? He was a contractor for home-improvement projects, not a starship engineer.

The elves had mostly stripped the space ahead of them bare of trees and human structures to make room for the large vessel and the vast encampment of tents before them. The few elves he saw were guarding the tents with whips, blades, and spears. These had to be where they were keeping the human slaves.

“Watch your fire around those tents,” Jake said. “I think that’s where they’re holding the slaves.”

“OK, but where are we going?” Tim asked, noticing they were speeding right past them even as the two battle buses behind them followed their path of destruction.

Jake pointed at the large ramp deployed from the elf ship. “Right in there. We’re taking the fight to them.”

He swerved to and fro as elven arrows fired their way. Each sharp turn put his truck’s capabilities to the test as Jake kept flooring it at every opportunity. They skipped right past the slave tents even as his team fired in every direction. They were almost to the ramp when a group of elves with bows bigger than they were rushed onto the ramp and planted them down.

“I really don’t like where this is going,” Cory said.

“Neither do I,” Jake agreed.

One of the elves standing among the archers aimed his blade at Jake’s truck, and they unleashed a volley. Jake tried to swerve out of the way, but as the first arrow impacted near them it erupted in a blast of magical energy. The force sent his truck into a wild spin. Another slammed right through the hood of his truck and blew it to pieces, sending them flying through the air while they were at it. Nokor flew out of the truck bed as they went up. Jake lost sight of the ogre as they came to a crashing stop on the roof of the truck.

Jake scrambled out of the truck. “Out of the buses. Let’s take the fight to these elves,” he ordered as the rest of his crew disembarked the ruined truck.

The lead elf looked like he was laughing at them. Judging by the fancy armor he was wearing, Jake guessed he was the one in charge. The elf pointed his sword right at Jake.

Jake’s eyes widened.

The greatbow-wielding elves loaded up new arrows. If those arrows landed anywhere near him or his people, they were done for.

“No you don’t,” Jake roared as he rushed forward and summoned forth his aether, thrusting it out in front of him.

He formed a barrier as the arrows flew right at him. Time seemed to slow as they sailed through the air. Each arrow resembled more a bolt from a ballista than an arrow from their sheer size alone. As they impacted his barrier, it cracked and sputtered before they blew one after another. Jake poured more aether into his barrier before it shattered, and his vision went hot white.

The next thing he knew, he was crashing back to the ground. Disorienting as it was, he didn’t take any damage. When he looked down at himself, he saw he was enveloped in an aether shield.

Nokor rushed to Jake’s side and jerked him up to his feet. “Are you alright, my friend?”

The lead elf handed his sword to another clad in green and clapped his hands at the show. He headed down the ramp surrounded by guards armed with shields and spears. If they wanted to talk, Jake wasn’t having any of it.

“I’ll be better when these elves are dead.” Jake swung out his axe. “Open up, men! Give them everything you’ve got.”

That order only translated to his party. His battle buses full of his cultivators and other troops they’d gathered from Kelowna and Scotch Creek survivors were already neck-deep in battle with the elves.

Tim and Cory rushed forward, spraying fire at the greatbow-wielding elves, forcing them to scatter. Kurtis rushed for Jake’s flipped-over truck and braced his machine gun against it, laying down the hate thick and heavy. The unrelenting wave of bullets gunned down the fleeing archers, but as they turned their attention to the lead elf, his guards formed ranks around him and protected him with their shields.

“What the hell are those shields made out of?” Tim asked.

Jake drew his aether pistol and charged up a shot even as the elves rushed down the ramp to meet them in battle. “Just keep shooting.”

As Jake released a blast of concentrated aether, Nokor did the same from his bare hands. The twin blasts impacted the shield-wielding elves, sending several of them flying back. It gave the rest of Jake’s party the opportunity to mow them down in a wall of gunfire.

As the rest of the elves rushed Jake, Jason threw a fire bomb at them. The elves scattered as it sailed through the air, but Jason rushed ahead to cross blades with one. Nokor rushed after another two, meeting their fine elven weapons with his bare hands.

The leader went straight for Jake, rushing right through the middle of his line. In a flash he was upon him. Jake crossed his axe against the elf leader’s sword as he charged up another shot.

“Well, well, well! I knew you monkey savages were up to no good, but this is far beyond your capabilities, isn’t it?” He laughed. “Trying to take an elven ship. How absurd.”

Jake grinned at the elf. He was a cocky bastard. “What’s your name, pretty boy?” He didn’t really care, but the longer he could keep the elf talking, the longer he could charge his pistol.

“Lord Cairen of House Oberon,” he proclaimed, even as he tried to overpower Jake. “Remember that name when I send you to whatever pathetic hell you monkeys believe in.”

“I’ll let them know you’re coming first, elf.” Jake stepped back suddenly, letting the elf lurch forward and right into the barrel of his charged pistol.

Cairen’s eyes widened before his head vanished behind the violet glow of Jake’s aetheric blast. Cairen was sent flying back as fragments of hardened energy fell from his body.

The bastard had a shield, Jake spat.

A really good one, too, Hazel agreed.

Cairen gracefully flipped onto his feet. “Aether weaponry? Cultivation? And here I thought you disgusting monkeys couldn’t possibly get any worse.” He gave a flourish of his sword and charged Jake once more, crossing blades again. “Well, if nothing else you will make a fun addition to my gladiatorial team.”

Jake channeled his aether into his muscles, twisting free of the elf’s sword and taking a powerful swing at him. “Not a chance. I’ll die before I let you do that.”

Cairen backstepped from one blow, then buried another. “Aw, the monkey thinks it has a choice in the matter.” He gave a sharp thrust of his sword.

It was too fast for Jake to avoid. It punched through the side of his stomach.

You have taken 20 damage.

Even hardening his body against the attack barely managed to blunt the damage it dealt. But Jake was no slouch; already he was healing his wound thanks to the improved aetheric core Nokor had helped him develop.

Cairen raised a brow. “How strange. You’re still on your feet.” The elf sounded genuinely perplexed by this turn of events.

But not as perplexed as Jake striking him in his pretty elven face with the haft of his axe. It gave Jake the opening he needed to cleave into his beautiful elven armor with an aether-infused strike. The blade of his axe flared to life with a vibrant violet glow as Jake ripped the elf’s chest plate open.

Cairen was fast, though. He stepped back at the last second, making sure Jake hit nothing but his armor, and shot back toward him with a flurry of thrusting strikes. “Damned ape! You will pay for tarnishing my beautiful armor.”

“You know that is racist, right?” Jake said. “Didn’t your elven lord training include sensitivity classes?”

Cairen snarled and resumed his attacked.

Jake blocked and dodged the blows as best he could. Cairen’s blows slid off target again and again, but they always struck something. A shallow cut on his arm, a stab to the side of his torso, a deep gash in his thigh. Every blow took more and more out of Jake, as he had to choose between throwing his aether into fighting the violent elf or healing his wounds.

Around Jake, the world was in chaos as he did everything he could to stay alive.

Nokor sent an elven honor guard flying with a powerful aetheric punch ending in a blast of energy. The other stabbed his spear deep into Nokor’s side, only for the ogre to roar as he ripped the spear out of the elf’s hands. The elf tried to draw his sword, but the ogre swept his legs out from under him and stomped him to the ground. The resulting aetheric blast turned the elf into a blood-drenched crater.

Jason was still fighting his own honor guard, using the bayonet he had gotten for his rifle as a bladed spear whenever they crossed blades. But unlike the elf, who could only strike with his spear, every time Jason lined up a shot in their melee he made sure to unload on the elf. The elven honor guard armor was something else, though. While Jason’s shots battered and abused the artwork elves wore for protection, it kept most of his rounds from penetrating. When the elf had finally had enough of Jason’s assault, he slammed him away with his shield and stabbed him through the gut.

Jake feared for his friend’s life, but his health only dropped halfway, and what was in his free hand was a much bigger concern.

Jason had let the elf stab him while he drew and lit one of his fire bombs. With a vicious kick he sent his opponent crashing back, ripping the spear out of his gut. Jason clutched at his grave wound, now only at ten percent of his health, and threw his fire bomb at his downed opponent. The elf screamed as the flames engulfed him, but Jason had to make absolutely sure. He picked his rifle back up and emptied the magazine into the elf until he stopped moving, and Jason’s blood loss sent him collapsing to the floor.

Tim, Cory, and Kurtis had their hands full firing in every direction.

“Jason!” Tim cried out as he noticed their friend on the dirt.

Tim broke out of cover and rushed to Jason’s side. He dropped to his knees and started working his magic to heal Jason. A new group of elves rushed out of the ship. Kurtis tried to pin them down with his machine gun, but it didn’t stop them from getting out a volley of arrows aimed at Tim and Jason.

Jake managed to throw an aether shield over both of them, but the brief distraction cost him. Cairen slashed Jake’s chest open, his blade trailing a streak of blood.

You have taken 30 damage.

Tim didn’t let the favor go unreturned. He threw a wave of heals over Jake, replenishing his health as he went back to standing his ground against the elf leader.

Cory turned his gun on Cairen while they fought, but it was like the elf knew what was coming. He kicked Jake aside and dodged out of the way of Cory’s shots. Cairen even managed to parry a few rounds flying right at him before an elf shot Cory’s back full of arrows. He collapsed to the ground, missing most of his health, before he dragged himself back to his feet and opened fire on the elves behind him. The same ones fighting with Darius, Lewis, and the others over control of the landing site.

“It seems you humans just don’t know when to give up.” Cairen laughed with another flourish of his blade. “How very unfortunate for you we have more elves than your pathetic little army can handle.”

Cairen snapped his fingers, and more elves came pouring out of the ship—on foot, on bikes, and in transports.

Jake’s heart sank. Even if they managed to kill the elf’s honor guard they still had his army to contend with, and Cairen wasn’t showing any real signs of weakening. They weren’t getting anywhere.

Kurtis reloaded his machine gun, and the barrel of his gun started to glow with gathering aetheric energy. “Time to break out the big guns!” He unleashed a volley of spread shots, far larger than they should be for a gun of its caliber. The aetheric bolts sailed over Jake’s head, blasting apart the rushing army of elves and sending their transports spiraling out of control.

But it still wasn’t enough. Too many elves had survived to make this any sort of an even fight, and they rushed in to meet Jake and the others in combat.

Jake broke away from Cairen to blast and hack his way through the rush of elven swordsmen coming his way.

Nokor sent a blast of energy at Cairen, sending him barreling through his army before he could strike Jake down. The ogre let out a mighty roar, then waded into the elven army.

Tim dragged Jason back into cover once he was fully healed, then turned to fix up Cory’s wounds.

Cory, Kurtis, and Jason opened fire, but they were being overwhelmed.

As detachments of elves broke off to face the rest of Jake’s raid, it looked like they were done for.

“Yoo-hoo, boys!” Karen called out through the raid chat. “Mama’s here to save the day.” Karen came speeding by on the back of a Jeep with Steve and Roger at the front.

As a low-level mage without much in the way of aether, she didn’t have a lot of spells, but what she did have was mana. She started throwing up Fire Storms as they drove by, sowing chaos among the elven ranks.

That lasted all of five seconds.

The Jeep hit a group of elves the wrong way and was sent swerving out of control. They hit a rock too fast, sending the Jeep onto its side.

Karen and her two followers poured out. The two men had swords and shields with leather for armor. Karen didn’t look much different than her usual self, if not for the book she lugged around in one arm while using the other to drag Willy out of the wrecked Jeep.

She kicked Willy at the elves. “Go on, Willy! To the front. Show me how much you really support me.”

Willy whined as he drew his knife. He charged into battle alongside Steve and Roger while the rest of Karen’s team joined the fray. It was chaos, but it still wasn’t enough to push the elves back as they cut through their ranks like a hot knife through butter.

They were all going to die at this rate.

But if that was the case, Jake was going to die fighting. He cut down an elf, dodged around another’s blade, and shot another in the head. A sword cleaved through his back and Jake spun around, taking the elf’s head from his shoulders before throwing his aether into an elbow strike that sent another grunt crumpling into his brethren.

“Brad, we could really use some help here,” Jake shouted through the chaos of guild chat.

A hail of gunfire opened up in the distance. Tracers lanced into the elven infantry and archers before a volley of spells of every element rained down into the chaos of melee.

Michael seemed to materialize out of the shadows, plunging his knives into the back of one elf, then took out two more with his pistol. “You called?”

“We’ve got your back, Jake,” Brad said. “Just hang on. I’m coming.”

Cairen bowled through Michael like he was a small child and charged Jake once more. As their blades crossed, the elf lord snarled, “Damned apes! Just how many of you did the seeders fail to kill?”

“A lot more than you bargained for, pretty boy.” Jake flared his aetheric power and broke away from Cairen. With a vicious swing, he drove his axe into the elf’s chest.

Cairen went crashing to the floor, but the maimed, bleeding elf was laughing. “I’ll give you this, little monkey. Your species is far more stubborn than we ever imagined.” He staggered to his feet, plucking a vial from his belt. “All the more fun for us to subjugate your kind.” He threw the potion back, and right before Jake’s eyes his every wound healed. Cairen snapped his fingers and his shield reformed around him. “Now let’s end this game.”

The elf lord drew a hand across his blade, enchanting it with electric energy. In a blur of motion he swung his sword across the air, throwing out violent waves of electricity cutting through the ranks of humans.

Jake could only watch in horror as they suffered casualties left and right. He almost became one of them as an arc came right for him. He threw his shield up at full power and blocked the attack with his axe. It pushed him back across the battlefield, nearly blinding him in the process.

Before he realized what was going on, Cairen was on top of him, moving faster than he’d ever seen the elf move before. In a flurry of motion, he tore into Jake. He did what he could to block and dodge the strikes, but it was too much.

You have taken 15 damage.

You have taken 10 damage.

You have taken 15 damage.

You have taken 10 damage.

You have taken 20 damage.

Jake was barely standing when the barrage was over, and his aether pool was running dry.

Health 30/100

Tim was quick to start laying down the heals, but Jake wasn’t sure how much longer he could keep this up. He just didn’t have the stamina to fight a master of the blade like Cairen, with however many years of experience the elf had under his belt.

Cairen let out a laugh. “Oh this is truly a fun day, monkey. This adorable little attempt at war has really stirred up the bland routine of dropping in on fresh worlds and harvesting their new and exotic cattle. But it looks like your time has finally run out.”

Jake looked to the ship. There weren’t any more elves pouring out from the landing ramp, and as the morning sun climbed from the horizon, he couldn’t spot any inbound reinforcements.

Cairen pointed his sword to the south. “As we speak we have dozens of transports coming in from the south with fresh warriors. Warriors who have been very busy collecting you worthless monkeys.” The elf gave a predatory smirk. “And now they’re coming to collect your pathetic army for our collection. You might as well throw down your weapons now and save us the trouble.”

South? Jake blinked and checked his map. There were definitely elf transports coming from the south, but they were full of green. Sam was coming in with the cavalry.

“No, I don’t think I will, Cairen.” Jake rolled his shoulders, feeling a second wind come over him. “First, I’m going to beat that smirk off your face. Then, I’m going to take that pretty ship of yours.”

Cairen shot Jake a toothy grin. “So you’ve chosen death? Very well, then. I’ll enjoy every second of your suffering, monkey.”

In a flash the elf was on him once again. A shockwave of electric energy erupted around them as they clashed, sundering the earth. Jake’s arms and knees buckled under the intense pressure the elf lord put on him.

Jake needed Sam’s help now more than ever.


Chapter forty
Sam


The elven transports rushed across the river, throwing up waves in their wake.

Sam stood at the back of one of these transports with her party, watching the map. The battle was going poorly. The elves outnumbered Invictus, and her own reinforcements would still leave them with a smaller force than their alien enemies. The chaotic scene unfolding before her eyes had three main forces entangled in melee against the elves: Karen’s from the west, Jake’s from the north, and Brad’s recent arrival from the east. Their mages and rangers were mostly kept out of the massive brawl, exchanging fire with the elven archers.

“Things aren’t looking great for us, Sam,” Randy said. “What’s the plan here?”

The transports rocked as they hit McArthur Island’s shoreline and sped toward the battle.

Sam considered the chaos before her. They could use bombs to throw the elves into disarray or even use the transports to ram through the enemy. Both options risked a great deal of friendly fire. Their other option was simply retreating as soon as they freed the slaves, but what good would that do? They didn’t have enough transports to move their forces and the slaves out of harm’s way, and the elf ship would simply chase them down.

There was no other way.

“Brad, get your people out of that melee and start chucking bombs. The cavalry’s here,” Sam said over guild chat.

It took a moment for Brad to respond, but when he did, he was winded as hectic blasts from his shotgun went off. “Little tied up here. I’m not sure we can break off.”

“Do it now or you’ll get crushed, Brad. There’s no other option,” Sam shot back.

Randy’s eyes widened. “You’re not thinking about—”

“All transports: ramming speed,” she ordered.

Without any hesitation or protest from the drivers, they threw the transports forward at full speed. Sam tightened her grip on a grab handle as the sudden acceleration threatened to slam her against the rear hatch.

She held her breath, watching the chaos of battle on her map. Invictus’s forces tried to break away as Sam had said. Explosions went off among the brawling mass of elves. Spells and rounds flew everywhere in the chaos of battle. There were still too many friendlies caught in the fight.

The transports surged forward.

Sam held her breath as she watched the map, hoping they missed their allies. The transport plowed through the enemy lines. Bodies bounced and rattled off the hull as others were crushed beneath their hover thrusters. A dozen paths were carved clean through the elven battle group.

And then the doors opened.

“Charge!” Sam shouted as she rushed out of her transports. “Bombs out. Don’t let them recover!”

Her troops, clad in the same elven armor as their enemies, pulled their bombs, lit their fuses, and hurled them into the battlefield. Fire bathed the landscape and clouds of dirt erupted as their surprise attack ripped through the elven ranks.

The elves were further softened up as Jo rained firebolts on their enemies, backed up by Chet’s dual pistols and Randy’s rifle.

Sam rushed into the droves of dazed and confused elves, cutting through them like a scythe through wheat. She didn’t think about the potential friendly damage they’d caused with their charge, or their bombing run. It was a distraction they couldn’t afford, and one she would have too much time on her hands to dwell on after the fighting was done.

At least the people who mattered most to her were still alive. Jake, Brad, their parties, and her own. But they were still missing Aron.

“Jo, we’re going,” Sam shouted through the chaos.

“Right!” Jo rushed to her side and smashed her catalyst book across the face of an elf sneaking up on Sam.

“Nice,” Sam said, then turned to Randy and Chet. “You guys know what to do.”

“Don’t worry about us, Sam,” Randy said. “We’ve got this.”

Chet swung his pistols up to the air. “Oh, you bet we do.” As he fired his aetherically-charged guns, spikes of aether rained down on the battlefield, throwing the elven force into further disarray.

They might just have a chance to win this, but Sam and Jo had to move fast if they were going to put the final nail in the elves' coffin.

Sam rushed through the chaotic battlefield toward the slave-holding area.

Jo followed along, casting firebolts in every direction. She had gotten much faster about using her spells after hitting level two in both her class and gene therapies.

Sam could see why just fine. Before the battle began, she’d upgraded herself to the second level of her own gene therapy and it was obvious how much the upgrade had helped their mad bomber.

Gene Therapy: Flying Squirrel — Level 2.

Improves Strength by 4 points and Agility by 8 points.

Grants Flying Attack — Level 2: Greatly increases jump distance. Increased dmg of Flying Attack.

Improves ability to bond with Flying Squirrels.

The enhanced speed Sam was granted by the gene therapy allowed her to keep up with all but the fastest elves in combat. Against the speedier elves, there was nothing fighting dirty couldn’t fix. She swept the legs of one opponent, plunged her knife through their chest, and shot another in the leg before moving in for the kill.

As they neared the edge of the battle, the elven ranks thinned around them. The slave tents were in sight.

“Almost there, Jo,” Sam said.

Jo smashed another elf aside with her book and blasted his face full of firebolts. “We’re coming, Aron!”

They broke through the lines in time to see a line of archers aiming right for them.

Sam’s eyes widened. “Get down!”

Jo dove for the ground as the elven arrows were let loose.

Sam tucked into a forward roll just as an arrow knocked her hood off her head and punched clean through. As Sam recovered from her roll, she kicked off the ground and rocketed toward the lead elf. They tumbled through the dirt only to come to a stop with Sam’s knife buried in the archer’s chest.

The other elves looked horrified at the sight.

“Rocky, get ’em,” Sam ordered.

Rocky hopped out of Sam’s outfit and rushed for an elf’s face. Moving like a vicious little cyclone, Rocky sent the elf screaming while Sam moved to engage the others.

Jo was back on her feet with Nayla in her arms. She raised the bunnycorn into the sky and said, “Get ’em, Nay-Nay!”

The bunny let out a fierce little squeak as electric daggers formed over the remaining elves and plunged into them. Those who survived the sudden assault were left spasming as electricity arced through them. Sam and Rocky wasted no time cutting them down.

“Almost there. Tents are right over here,” Sam said. She led the way through the sparse skirmishes of human survivors against the elf grunts and threw herself into the first of the large tents.

Inside the tents were cages packed to the brim with humans. They were exhausted, battered, and wounded from the abuse the elves had put them through. Luckily the elves hadn’t been around long enough for any survivors to be malnourished, though Sam wouldn’t be surprised if some were starving after the seeders arrived.

“Who are you people?” a weak-voiced man spoke from one of the overcrowded cages.

“Your liberators,” Sam said as she rushed for the cage and tried the elf key. It wouldn’t turn. She groaned. “Oh, now they decide to use different locks.”

The man grabbed her hand and shook his head. “You can’t let us out, girl. If you do, the elf masters will hunt us down. They’ll beat us, kill us, or worse,” he pleaded.

Sam narrowed her eyes on him. “My friends are dying right now to get you people out of these cages.” She pulled out her thieves’ tools and got to work on the lock.

Jo nodded. “Yeah! And if we do our job right, there won’t be any elves to hunt you. So cheer up, mister. Put on a brave face, and get to fighting and winning!”

Sam wasn’t entirely sure if that was the right choice of words to inspire the slaves into revolt against their masters, but at least it shut the man up. When she popped the lock open, the slaves came pouring out and Sam tossed Jo the key to their shackles. It still worked.

The man rubbed at his wrists once he was freed. “T-thanks for that. And I’m sorry about your friends.”

“Don’t apologize to me. Pick up a weapon and start killing elves,” Sam said. “Unless you want to live the rest of your days a slave.” She moved on to open the next cage.

The freed slaves exchanged concerned and fearful words, but they came to agree with Sam.

“You’re right,” another man said. “I’m tired of busting my ass for those pointy-eared bastards. They barely even feed us.” He rushed out of the tent. “Let’s kick some elf ass!”

Sam had to appreciate his enthusiasm, but she hoped he and the rest of the slaves they’d freed didn’t get themselves killed.

When they finished clearing the tent, Sam turned to Jo. “Any sign of Aron?”

Jo shook her head. “No. I’ve been asking everyone and nobody knows anyone named Aron wearing big armor and a mask.”

Sam sighed. “Maybe not the best way to ask them about Aron. No one would let a prisoner keep their gear, especially one as strong as him.”

Jo pursed her lips. “Huh. You know, you’re probably right.”

Sam took a deep breath. “Come on, we have more tents to check out.”

They moved from tent to tent, freeing more slaves and asking about Aron. More often than not no one knew who they were talking about. On the bright side, there were more nano-tech users among the captured humans than Sam could have hoped for.

They might have a chance.

“Still no Aron,” Sam said.

Looking toward the battle, things looked to be locked in a dead heat the humans were slowly losing. Brad was sent flying through the air by a wave of Cairen’s attacks. Jake interrupted him with an axe strike that bounced off his flickering energy shield. At this rate, Sam and Jo might have to give up their hunt and join in the fight against the elf lord.

Jo tugged at Sam’s arm and pointed at one of the biggest tents in the entire slave camp. “What about that one? We haven’t checked it yet.”

“Why not? If he’s not there, then they probably have him locked up in the ship.” Sam ran for the large tent.

Vast might have been a better word to describe it.

Inside the tent was a small coliseum with ample room for a good-sized audience. From the blood on the sand, both human and alien, Sam guessed it had been in use prior to the attack.

Sam scanned their surroundings as they wandered deeper. She spotted a metal door with drag marks leading to it. The other doors within the arena didn’t have any similar markings. Instead they bore the footprints of alien beasts rushing out to attack. Scattered among the disturbed sands were remains of swords, spears, broken pieces of armor, and the rare bow.

“That one.” Sam pointed at the doors. “If Aron’s anywhere, it’s going to be there.” She hopped down into the arena and ran for the doors. She pushed on them, but they wouldn’t budge. “Damn it. It’s locked.” Without a lock to pick, her only option was to blow the doors open, and she didn’t think they’d brought enough explosives to do the job. “Jo, do you see anything up there? A lever or anything like that.”

Jo ran out of sight as she explored the coliseum’s upper levels. It took her a few minutes to reappear right above the door. “I found these levers up here. Which one should I pull?”

They didn’t have time to guess.

“All of them,” Sam said.

Jo pulled all of the levers, and the gate in front of Sam opened. But so did the ones behind her.

A fire boar and what looked to be a lightning wolf stepped out of the gates. For a brief moment they looked at each other, snarling and snorting, before they realized Sam was there.

Jo dropped down beside Sam. “Oh no. That fire piggy looks madder than the last one.”

Sam handed Jo the elf key. “Jo, get whoever’s in there out. I’m going to need some help.”

Jo nodded. “Right away.” She set Nayla down on the arena floor. “And you stay here to help Sammy, OK Nayla?”

The bunnycorn turned up her nose at the very prospect but didn’t take off after Jo when she ran inside.

Her HUD immediately identified the two creatures. The “fire piggy,” as Jo liked to call them, was known as a flame boar. The other strangely deformed wolf-looking creature with hairs standing wildly on end was called a lightning beast. They weren’t particularly creative names, but they fit the creatures like a glove.

Sam circled about the arena just as the two alien beasts did the same, sizing each other up. The second her arm moved to bring up her wrist-mounted crossbow, the lightning beast crackled with electricity and stomped a foot toward her. Blasts of lightning shot out of the sand, rushing right for her. Sam dodged out of the way, sending a bolt at the beast’s head that seemed to do little in the way of damage. The flame boar charged Sam and almost rammed into her. But for a beast as bulky as it was, it turned around quickly and spat out a glob of flame. Sam barely had time to roll away and fire a volley of bolts before the lightning beast was swiping its claws at her. Sam’s enhanced reflexes kept her dodging out of the way, but she wasn’t sure how long she could keep this up.

Rocky jumped up at the lightning beast and clawed at its face and eyes. The alien creature shrieked and howled as it jumped like mad around the arena. Try as it might, it couldn’t shake Rocky off with his ever-shifting movements, making the squirrel hard to pin down. So the beast gave up on that approach. Instead, it threw its head back in a howl, unleashing a shockwave of electricity around it. Rocky was sent flying off the lightning beast, his body left smoking and his legs kicking from the shock.

“Rocky, no!” Sam shouted, but the flame boar turned up the pressure.

It dashed after Sam, this time pouring flames from the strange runic markings on its body. It left a blazing inferno in its wake as it ran around her, trying to pin her in. The more it charged at Sam, the less space she had to maneuver until she decided it was time to strike back. She jumped on the boar as it charged her one last time and plunged her knives deep into its back.

The heat was intense.

Sam felt like she was hugging an oven, and that oven was on fire. How is anyone supposed to kill either of these beasts in melee?

You have taken 5 damage.

You have taken 5 damage.

The longer she stayed on the boar’s back, the more damage she was going to take. Sam stabbed violently at the creature’s back and neck, trying to cut through its thick hide into anything vital, but there was just too much bacon to cleave through.

You have taken 5 damage.

You have taken 5 damage.

She couldn’t keep going like this—she was going to burn to death at this rate. Sam kicked off the boar into a soaring leap. As she did, a sphere of lightning formed atop the boar and crashed down on it. The boar squealed as electricity arced off its body to scar the sands around it before it fell over on its side, twitching.

Sam landed on the audience level of the coliseum, wondering what had just happened. As the boar got back up and searched its surroundings, it became clear it shared in her confusion. At least until its eyes fell upon the lightning beast.

With a vicious squeal, the boar charged the lightning beast as it shot a blast of lightning at Sam. Sam had to throw herself on her back to avoid the shot as it arced through the air and ripped a hole through the tent.

Back in the arena, the boar and beast were tearing each other to shreds. Lightning flew in every direction. Magma bathed the sands and the beast. Blue electric gore and orange, burning blood spilled from the creatures as they fought one another.

It was too much to keep her eyes off of until she noticed Nayla dragging Rocky’s stunned body away from the chaos.

It all made sense now.

The devious little bunny had zapped the boar into thinking the lightning beast had attacked it. Both alien animals were too busy trying to kill Sam for them to notice the bunnycorn making her move. It was brilliant.

Clambering out of the metal doors Jo had vanished through came Jo and Aron in his full equipment, along with a band of other fighters, archers, and mages.

Aron swung his shovel forward and bellowed, “Kill them.”

Arrows, spells, and charging fighters all surged toward the brawling creatures and cut them down before they had a chance to realize what was going on.

Sam was just happy the fight was over and that they’d found Aron. She hopped down to greet them. “Oh man am I glad to see you alive, Aron.”

Aron ripped his shovel out of the flame boar’s guts, then buried it in the sand to douse the flames. “Glad you guys found me in time. Lord Fancy Pants was getting ready to ship us off to some Collective gladiatorial arena.”

A sudden warmth washed over Sam’s body. One of the freed slaves was casting Healing Hands on her.

Sam smiled. “Thanks for that. Anyway, I know this is kinda sudden, but we need you guys out there. Invictus is slugging it out with the elves and the fight is too close to call.”

Aron rolled his shoulders. “Good. He’s still alive, then. I owe that knife-eared bastard for what he did to us. Let’s get going.”

Sam showed them the way out from the coliseum to the battle outside. The humans were fighting bravely, but the elves had the upper hand. Many more humans lay dead on the battlefield than elves, and while both sides were starting to succumb to exhaustion, it was clear the elves had much more steam in their tanks.

“Let’s go, people.” Aron swung his shovel forward. “Charge!”

They rushed into battle, slinging spells, firing arrows, and carving a deep gash into the elven line.

Sam darted from elf to elf, driving her knife deep into their backs or viciously wounding them so their other fighters could get the finishing blow.

Aron crashed through elves left and right like a bull in a china shop, supported by the fighters they’d rescued from the coliseum. With a vicious slam of his shield he took out one elf, then buried his shovel in another’s skull. As he threw the lifeless body aside, he was scanning the battlefield, looking for Cairen.

“There!” Aron pointed.

A blast of electricity sent Jake, Brad, and Jason flying away from the elf lord.

“Poor, foolish little humans,” Cairen gloated. “You keep trying to best me, but you simply aren’t strong enough to break my shield. Your filthy cultivator here already burned through all his juice. Now, I’m quite tired of your petty little struggle and your disgusting planet. Time to do the universe a favor and remove you from existence.” Cairen raised his arcing blade, aiming for Brad.

“Nuke him, Jo,” Aron and Sam said in unison.

Jo swung out her arms and thrust them at Cairen. Flaming, elemental energy arced down her arms as a spinning, runic circle appeared beneath the elf lord. “Fire Pillar!” Jo shouted.

A pillar of flame erupted from the ground beneath Cairen. He vanished beneath the flames, but Jo didn’t stop there.

“Fire Pillar! Fire Pillar!” she repeated, sending two more blasts where the elf had been standing. “Mana’s all spent.” She pouted, looking at Aron.

“Good job, Jo. We’ll finish the job.” Aron waded through the melee of elves as the last Fire Pillar cleared away.

Cairen was down on a knee, bracing himself against his sword. His beautiful armor was charred black and blasted away in places. The elf’s shoulders slowly rose and fell as his gaze met Aron. “You!” he spat through a ragged breath. “You’re supposed to be chained up,” Cairen roared, rising to meet Aron with a furious slash.

Aron’s shovel clashed against Cairen’s blade. A shockwave of electricity blasted from the impact, but Aron held his ground. “Should’ve killed me when you had the chance, elf.”

Aron twisted free from the locked blades and slammed Cairen aside with his shield. Before he even hit the floor Aron used Seismic Roar, sending Cairen and any other elf near him bouncing away. Impressive as the shockwave was, the reach of the taunt went much farther. Elves all around him were engulfed in a dark aura, and they were forced to fixate on Aron.

In any other situation Sam would have scolded Aron for such an incredibly stupid idea. But this time, he had an army at his back.

With the elves distracted, the humans were able to cut them down with greater ease. The tide of battle was turning.

Cairen snarled as he climbed to his feet. “Humans were a mistake.” The elf spat out blood. “A mistake I’ll gladly rid the universe of.” He rushed Aron, sending wave after wave of electric arcs at him.

Aron slammed his shield to the ground and brought up aetheric shields. They blocked the wave of attacks until Cairen was close enough for Aron to ram with his shield. The two weaved back and forth through the battlefield, trading blows with neither fighter managing to get the clear upper hand on the other.

Sam had the sneaking suspicion that if Aron’s taunt hadn’t been messing with the elf’s mind, that may not have been the case. But they had a fight to win, and she wasn’t about to give the elves a fair shot.

As Aron and Cairen locked blades once more, Sam used her upgraded Flying Attack skill to close the gap between them in a flash. Both her daggers plunged into Cairen’s back. The elf cried out in pain as blood poured from his wounds, but with a quick twist he shoved Aron aside and threw Sam off his back.

“I’ve got your back,” Brad said as he rushed Cairen, blasting him with his shotgun.

The elf recoiled as shells punched into his torso and shoulder, but a quick slash threw Brad away like a broken toy. Jake rushed up next with no axe in sight. He threw all of his weight and aether into a punch. A shockwave of aetheric energy erupted as Jake slammed Cairen right in his perfect face. Cairen staggered back, his mouth and nose bleeding, but he was undeterred. He lashed out at Jake, cutting him open across the chest. Before he could finish the blow, Randy and Chet’s wall of gunfire hit him. Cairen stabbed his sword into the ground, sending lightning ripping out of the earth right at them.

“Holy crap,” Chet shouted before he was sent flying back alongside Randy, the two of them crackling with electricity.

Heavy, armored footsteps rushed at the elf. Cairen only had enough time to turn around before Aron drove his shovel through his exposed chest. The blast of aetheric energy that followed sent them both crashing to the ground.

“You… You think you’ve won here, don’t you?” Cairen wheezed as he held on to Aron’s wrist.

Aron didn’t respond as he stared into the elf’s fading eyes.

Cairen let out a weak, bubbling laugh. “Adorable. You have no idea what you’ve just done, monkey. You’ve just murdered a prince.” He stopped to cough blood. “The prince of House Oberon… When my father hears about this”—he drew a breath into a smug, satisfied smile—“you and your people will be begging for our chains.”

Cairen’s grip went slack and his arm fell to the bloody mud.

“Lord Cairen is dead,” one of the elves shouted. “Retreat! Back to the ship!”

The news sent a shockwave of terror through the elven forces as they scrambled for the ship’s loading ramp. The ship’s engines hummed to life, growing into a deafening roar.

They were going to take off.

“Gun them down. Don’t let any of them escape,” Brad shouted as every ranger, mage, and anyone who could get their hands on a ranged weapon fired on the retreating elves.

“We should board the ship.” Jake coughed, clutching at his bleeding chest.

Sam went to his side and pressed a hand to his shoulder. “Not now, Jake. We’ve already lost too many people.”

“But we came so close.” Jake clutched his hand into a fist.

Sam couldn’t help agreeing as she watched the last of the elves vanish into the ship and its ramp seal. If they had made it inside, reached the bridge, they could have had their very own spaceship.

Valuable as such a prize would have been, they had lost far too many people already. All to save one city’s worth of slaves.

As the elven ship took off, sending waves of dust and debris scattering over the battlefield, she wondered if it was truly worth it. How many humans had died fighting over this one city, only for their enemies to get away and come back with more? How many more cities were suffering a similar fate at the hands of elves or other aliens?

Sam decided to push those thoughts away. They had won the day. Humans, a lowly species who up until a few weeks ago believed they were the only sentient thing in the universe, had gone up against a race of spacefaring aliens and won. She couldn’t help the sudden surge of pride within her.

They’d won.

But as the elf spaceship blasted off into orbit, a dawning realization came over her.

It was only the first of many battles to come.

“Let’s go home, guys,” Brad said.


Chapter forty-one
Brad


After the battle was over, Brad and the rest of the survivors licked their wounds.

Brad, along with every other healer they had, went from one wounded to another casting their healing magics on them. There were so many terrible wounds to treat, but nothing their magic couldn’t handle. At least, not among the living.

They had lost a lot of people to drive the elves from Kamloops, more than Brad ever imagined. Hundreds came from Scotch Creek to fight. Hundreds more were freed and turned against their elven masters. And hundreds more gave their lives. Yet thanks to their sacrifices, they were able to save Kamloops from the elven occupation.

“Hey Brad,” Sam said. “How’re you holding up?”

Brad gave her a tired smile. “I’ve been shot, stabbed, and thrown around more than I ever have in my entire life. But I’m still breathing.”

Sam smiled. “So you’re in good spirits, then?”

He let out a sigh. “I’ve definitely been better.” He looked at all the death and devastation around them. “But I’m trying not to let it get me down. It doesn’t help anyone. Besides, I’m the guild master of Invictus. People need to see me stay strong, you know?”

Sam nodded. “That’s exactly what the people want to see.” She gestured at the gathering of new faces behind her that Brad hadn’t noticed a second ago. “And these people want to hear from the big hero that saved their lives.”

Brad raised a brow. “But it wasn’t just me—it was all of us. Especially you, Sam. We wouldn’t even be here if you hadn’t told us what was going on.”

“Yeah, well, I prefer doing things than being in the spotlight. Besides,” she leaned in to his ear and whispered, “this is one hell of an opportunity to recruit people. Don’t you think?”

Brad couldn’t argue with that. They’d lost a lot of people to save Kamloops, and they sorely needed new blood. Not because Brad thought they could just replace every life lost—each one of those was precious and they would never get them back—but there was no shortage of dangers in their new world. If humanity had any hope of surviving, they all needed to unite against the Collective.

“You’re right.”

Sam smiled.

Brad spotted a wrecked husk of an elven transport in the middle of the battlefield. He climbed on top of it and looked across the vast crowd. “Can I have your attention, please?”

To his surprise his voice carried over the noise of the crowd better than he’d anticipated, and they all turned to face him.

No pressure, kid. Just picture them in their underwear and you’ll be set, Frank suggested.

Brad ignore that brilliant piece of advice and began. “My name is Brad Grosslin, guild master of Invictus. Guildmates, survivors of Kamloops, my fellow humans”—he glanced across the crowd, stalling for time—“from the moment the sky rained fire, we have been fighting tooth and nail to survive against the seeder menace. We survived grueling weeks against everything the Collective threw at us, and just as we were coming to grips with the seeder menace, aliens arrived.”

The crowd rumbled in agreement, and a few shouted in frustration over the turn of events.

“And while some aliens turned out to be friendly, like the gnomes of the Sparkgear Consortium”—Brad gestured at Graston, who was all but invisible in the crowd due to his stature—“or the ogres of the Violet Lotus”—he gestured at Nokor, who was all but impossible to miss—“we have found many other alien races who are openly hostile to humans and the other species as well.”

Brad drew in a breath. “During the past few days, me and my guildmates at Invictus have found everything from terrifying new alien beasts stalking our forests and ruined cities to new alien races like orcs, pharaohs, and now elves threatening our lives wherever we go.” He clenched his hand into a fist. “Alien races who hunt us down for their own gain or simple sport. Well, I say no more!” He thrust his hand into the air.

The crowd cheered.

“We humans are done being hunted down and being picked off one by one, whether it be by seeders, alien beasts, or elves. From this day forward we need to join together as one unified species against every threat on this planet and beyond,” Brad said, his voice building into a roar as he spoke over the growing cheers of the crowd.

“And today I offer you the opportunity to take the first step in that journey,” Brad said. “Join us at Invictus. Help us take back our world from the seeders and their Collective masters. Join us, and we will make sure that you not only have the means, but the capabilities to fight back as we not only survive this violent new world the aliens threw us into, but thrive in it.”

“Sign me up,” shouted one of the men from the crowd. Sam said his name was Daniel.

“Me too,” shouted Andre.

More and more voices joined in, far more than Brad had ever imagined, especially after such a close victory. But weeks spent surviving against the seeder hordes probably made people more willing to band together. Being enslaved by elves probably helped matters even further.

“I’m sending out guild invitations to everyone here,” Brad said. “And if you don’t know what I’m talking about, don’t worry. We’ll get you brought up to speed with the nano-tech and kicking alien butt in no time.”

Brad’s eyes widened as the stream of accepted invitations rolled across his HUD. He actually had to deactivate those so he could see the world in front of him. They may have lost a great number of people in the fighting today, but after winning the battle of McArthur Island, Invictus’s numbers swelled.

“So what’s the first order of business, boss?” Daniel asked.

Brad smiled as he looked around at all the equipment just waiting to be claimed. “I wouldn’t be much of a guild leader if I didn’t try to solve our gear problem, now would I?” He gestured at all the loot around them. “Let’s loot these elves. If we can use it, salvage it, or sell it, we’ll take it with us back to Scotch Creek. If you’re wondering what you can sell, just come talk to Graston, he’ll be happy to help you out.” Brad gestured for Graston to come on up.

The gnome hopped up beside Brad. “That’d be me, Graston Twinshield at your service.”

A woman raised her hand, and Brad pointed at her to speak. “What if we don’t want to head back to Scotch Creek? Kamloops has been my home all my life, and I’d like to stay here.”

Brad considered her request. They certainly didn’t have enough housing for all these people back at Scotch Creek, even with the addition of the Hub to their holdings. Sam had also mentioned that the elves had planted land-claim nodes throughout the city—nodes Invictus was now free to claim with no resistance from their elven owners.

Daniel held up a hand. “I can stay here with my party and help these people out,” he offered. “We know this city like the back of our hand and how things have changed since the seeders hit, so it’d be a safe bet.”

Brad nodded. It was perfect. “Then I’ll leave Kamloops to you to take care of, Daniel. Anyone who wants to stay in this city go talk to him. Oh, and Daniel.”

“Yes, boss?” Daniel asked.

“Make sure to take those land-claim nodes. Their sensor systems are real handy for advance warning,” Brad said.

Daniel nodded. “Oh, I know where all of those are. We’ll snatch them up before any other aliens get any funny ideas.”

Brad smiled. “Alright people, let’s get to work.” He hopped off the wrecked transport and joined the others in their looting.

They spent the first half of the day gathering all the loot they could get from the fallen. Human, elf, alien beasts—if they could carry it, they brought it back with them. Elven transports, bikes, some of the tents that had survived their indiscriminate use of fire bombs—if they could make any use of it, Brad made sure they packed it up to take back to Scotch Creek with them.

Before they headed home, Brad helped Daniel secure all the land-claim nodes the elves had left behind. The elves may have been gone, but there were still seeders and wild alien beasts roaming the city. They had to deal with several small skirmishes during this process, but after a day of brawling against the far stronger elves, it was nothing. As to how the eight different territories would be administered, Brad left it up for Daniel to decide. If nothing else, he could always come back to sort out the mess later.

They even found more human survivors wandering the city while securing the nodes. Brad didn’t hesitate to recruit them. It seemed nothing brought people together like the shared threat of an ongoing alien invasion.

When everything was said and done, Brad took his people back to Scotch Creek. Daniel and his party stayed behind in Kamloops with the survivors who stayed behind, along with some of the salvaged elven vehicles. Together, they were set to make Kamloops the biggest Invictus outpost since the radio tower. A significantly better manned one, too.

Brad returned to the Gaming Center with so many more people, vehicles, and equipment than they’d left with, and they were all exhausted. After stowing away their goods, everyone piled into the cafeteria to eat. Chippy and the rest of the cooks backing him up had their hands full for hours.

Brad slumped into a chair and laid his head on his arms. “Man, I can’t believe we survived the mess.” Thanks to the honey badger gene therapy, he’d survived attacks that would have normally killed him, even at level two. Still, the battering his body had taken was impossible to ignore; every inch of his body pulsed with pain.

Michael leaned back in his seat. “You just have to learn to quit getting hit so much, Brad.”

Les laughed. “Because you were oh so good at it.”

Michael pointed a finger at her. “Hey, I was rolling with those punches. That’s the secret to taking a hit. You go with it rather than against it so it hurts less.”

“Whatever you say, Michael.” Les smiled.

Ceres and Teresa sank down into their seats at the table. The two mages were absolutely drained after the battle. Even their heightened mana recovery wasn’t enough to shake the exhaustion out of their bodies.

“You two doing OK?” Brad asked.

Teresa shook her head. “I think I burned more mana in that one fight than I have all week combined.”

Ceres nodded. “And we didn’t even hit anything with our guns.”

Brad chuckled as he pushed himself up. “At least you made it through in one piece. That’s more than we can say for a lot of people.” His face fell.

Michael nodded. “Yeah. But that’s just war, kid. What can ya do? If we let those elves run wild, they would’ve come here next and we wouldn’t have had anywhere near enough numbers to hold our ground against them.”

Graston hopped onto a seat beside Brad. “Our roguish friend is quite right about that, Brad. Of course, there is the minor detail about killing the prince of a house and effectively having a blood feud declared on your entire species because of it.”

Brad sighed. “Yeah, that’s not going to be pretty. But with all the aether that mess gave us? We’ll be picking up a lot of levels before they can come back to bother us. When those elves return to Earth we’ll give them a real war, and we’ll take their ships while we’re at it.”

“Provided they don’t just bombard the planet from orbit,” Michael said. Everyone just stared at him. “What? It’s the only way to be sure.”

Graston shook his head. “That is one of the things expressly prohibited by the Collective. Worlds that can be terraformed are a rare thing in the galaxy. Bombing one into a burnt-out husk hurts the Collective as a whole.”

“They can’t just terraform a planet like Mars?” Les asked.

Graston nodded. “The process is far more expensive and time-consuming than an already living world. It also has far fewer opportunities to produce new and exciting plant and animal life. Earth is a rare commodity, it is the reason the Collective chose to attack humanity. You presented an immediate threat to a valuable resource.”

“I guess that makes sense,” Brad said. “Still, I don’t appreciate their nonsense, and we’re not gonna take it.” Earth might be a valuable resource, and sure humans did a lot of stupid shit, but Brad felt that humanity had been on the path to fixing a lot of their own mistakes in the last few years. Now that the Collective had acted it no longer mattered though. There was no going back to the old ways. But he’d be damned if humans weren’t going to be a major force on earth once more.

Graston smiled. “Most races don’t. Far fewer actually survive the process, I’m afraid. But”—he spread his arms out with a laugh—“you humans are off to a fantastic start.”

As they laughed and cheered, Karen walked through the crowd and headed straight for Brad. “Brad, dear, I need to talk to you.”

Brad didn’t expect this to go anywhere good. “What’s the matter, Karen?”

“Alone, if you wouldn’t mind.”

Brad looked at her long and hard. She seemed anxious, worried, vulnerable even. Planting a firm hand on the table, he lifted himself up. “Alright, let’s go.”

Karen smiled and led him down to the upgrade center. The place was desolate, without a single soul looking for gear, upgrades, or gene therapies of any kind. After the massive amount of aether they’d received from fighting the elves, this was a bit of a surprise to Brad, but with the delicious smell of Chippy’s cooking beckoning him back to the cafeteria, he really shouldn’t have expected anything else.

Brad put his hands on his hips when they arrived. “Alright, Karen. We’re here. What is it you want to talk about?”

Karen looked down at the floor for a moment. “It’s about this…guild thing, Brad.” She met his gaze. “I’m not sure I can do it anymore.”

“Huh?”

“All this running around, all this fighting. Dropping everything we’re doing at a moment’s notice because we have to run off to some faraway place to fight some big threat we have no business fighting. I can’t take it anymore,” Karen explained. “And I’m not the only one.”

Brad looked at Karen. She seemed to have a haunted look in her eyes after the battle. It was a strange look on her, a woman who so often seemed too confident, too sure of herself and tried to twist people into getting her way.

“Steve, Roger, Willy, and most of my people want to break off from Invictus. Some of your own people want to as well,” she said.

Brad sighed. “Look, Karen. That battle was rough on all of us. We saw more people die than probably any of us has ever seen in our lives, but that’s no reason to run away from this. You saw those people we freed. Did you talk to any of them? Did they tell you how the elves were treating them?”

Karen nodded. “Like slaves. Forcing them to work the fields, beating them, torturing them, killing them like cattle. But that doesn’t matter. We want out.”

“But you said it yourself, Karen. We had to take them on for the good of humanity.”

“And I was a fool to think we should have.” Karen’s voice almost rose to a shout. “We threw away so many lives out there, and for what? We didn’t kill all the elves. Their ship got away, and more are apparently coming to take revenge on their dead.” Karen shook her head. “This was a bad call, Brad. An awful call, and we want nothing to do with it. The elves know the name Invictus now, and they’ll stop at nothing to kill every last member of this guild. Mark my words.”

Brad tightened his brow. “Even if you had nothing to do with the battle today, the elves would eventually get to you. They would throw you in chains and do God knows what with you. They might even kill you for the hell of it. If it was you chained up, would you have rather no one come to save you from those elves? Is that the way you want to live your life?”

“Better to live as a happy and well-cared-for slave than die a pointless death,” Karen said.

Brad drew in a deep breath. He was probably approaching this in the entirely wrong way. After the fighting today, Karen likely didn’t want anything to do with any more battles. She was just a tourist, after all. She was fighting for people and lands far, far away from her actual home, and most of the people following her were as well. Maybe all they wanted to do was avoid the fighting.

“Look, Karen. If you’re worried about the fighting, you can stay in the Gaming Center from now on,” Brad offered. “I know we need everyone we can get to fight against seeders and aliens, but we’ve recruited a lot more people now. There are other ways you can progress and help humanity that don’t involve you or any of your people going out on the front lines.”

Karen shook her head. “No.” She practically spat the word out. “No, no, no, Brad. You aren’t listening. The elves are going to come back and kill all of us. So long as we’re following you and your band of merry, adventuring fuckups, those elves are going to kill us just as they would any front-line soldier. Men, women, children. Soldier, civilian, it won’t matter to them.” Her voice grew increasingly frantic and desperate. “The people here should have listened to Willy when he said you were an incompetent leader. I should have listened to him when he said this whole business with the elves was a terrible idea.”

Brad blinked. Willy trying to push people into whatever schemes he was working on was one thing, but this looked like something else entirely was going on beneath the surface. “Karen, what happened out there?”

“We lost hundreds of people is what happened,” she shouted. “Good people. People we’ll never get back, and I am done with all of this. We’re leaving.”

“Who did you lose?” Brad asked. Roger and Steve were still alive, and unfortunately, so was Willy. But he didn’t know about anyone Karen actually, honestly cared about.

Karen looked away, her face reddening as she bit back tears. She choked down a breath, then spat at him, “It doesn’t matter now, Brad. We’re going to break off from Invictus and that’s final. And you are going to give us our contribution to the guild as repayment for all the lives we lost, and an upgrade center construction unit.”

Brad could see this loss was eating her up inside. He may have never liked Karen, but this was still painful to see on anyone. “Karen, please, you’re asking for a lot. If you go off on your own, you’ll have to fend for yourselves against seeders, aliens, and whatever else comes your way. Please, think about it. Stay here with us, we can pool our resources together and—”

“No, and that’s final,” Karen said, doing her best to regain her composure. “We’ve already made up our minds. We cannot and will not suffer under your leadership any longer. If we have to fend for ourselves then so be it, but we will not leave without what is ours.”

“Karen—” Brad reached out to place a hand on her shoulder.

Her face twisted into a snarl and she went to slap him. But instead a firebolt formed in her hand and erupted in Brad’s face.

He staggered back, his face on fire.

You have taken 5 damage.

You are burning.

Brad twisted his face in pain as he cast a spell to cancel out the burning effect, then healed the damage before his face was permanently scarred. He couldn’t believe Karen had just done that. He was lucky that she was such an inexperienced mage as well. Had someone like Jo pulled that stunt, he would have suffered a great deal more damage.

When he raised his gaze to meet Karen’s, he found her face twisted in horror at what she’d done. The second she realized he was looking, she hardened her resolve once more.

“W-w-we’ve made up our minds, Brad. This is not up for discussion,” Karen stated firmly. “Now you will let us go or we will fight for what is ours.”

Technically, nothing she’s asking for is hers, Brad, Frank said. By agreeing to join the guild, she and everyone threatening to walk away with her forfeited any claims to the aether they contributed to the guild treasury. So you can tell her to walk.

Reasonable as Frank’s explanation was, it still wouldn’t do anything to improve the situation. They’d seen enough death for one day, sacrificed enough human lives. They didn’t need to throw away more.

“Fine,” Brad finally said, his voice hard but even. “We’ll give you the construction unit for an upgrade center, and we’ll give you back your contribution from today’s battle. And then we’re done with one another, understood?”

Karen’s brow tightened.

“That means no more free gear from us, no access to our tech, and no protection from us until such a time as you have earned our trust back,” Brad stated. “Am I understood?”

Karen balled her hands into fists and nodded.

“This is your last chance, Karen. We can forget all of this ever happened and go back to things as normal. You don’t have to do this,” Brad offered one last time.

“No,” Karen said. “We’ve made our decision and it is final, Brad.” She patted his arm. “And you can try to act the big, tough man all you want, but I know deep down inside you’re a bleeding heart. If we’re in trouble, you’ll come to our aid.”

Brad didn’t say anything. She was right, of course. Karen and her people might have been making an incredibly stupid move, but they were still humans. So long as they didn’t do anything to stab them in the back, Brad wouldn’t make any moves against them or leave them to fend for themselves if he could help it.

“Fine then. Let’s get you your equipment.” Brad led her to the advanced 3D printer outside.

The portable construction unit ended up creating a structure large enough to service several vehicles. They could even walk inside and sleep within the structure used by the advanced 3D printer. Because it wasn’t just one printer but several, which could build up to five vehicles at once or a single enormous vehicle larger than the elven transports. Admittedly, Brad hadn’t had the time to look through everything available to them with one crisis popping up after another. What he did know was that there were smaller stations where he could make the purchase Karen required.

Brad stepped up to the console and clicked through to the portable-construction-units section. He scrolled through until he found what Karen wanted and ordered one for her.

As the construction unit was assembled, Brad opened up his guild interface and sent her the twenty thousand aether left over from her people’s contribution.

“Here. Your aether,” Brad said. “Do whatever you want with it. Use it for yourself, form a guild, spread it out to your people, whatever you want. It’s your problem now. You’re responsible for every single person who walks out of Invictus and follows you to wherever it is you’re going. Remember that.”

“We won’t be going far,” Karen said as the 3D printer finished its work and Brad handed her the suitcase-shaped device. “We’ll be just east of here at the school in Sorrento. Not because we want to be anywhere near you, but because we don’t really have anywhere else to call home. Once we’re organized and ready, we’ll be moving as far away from you as we can get.”

Brad resisted the urge to throw her some snarky response. But he had to admit Karen knew what she was doing. She was running off to do her own thing, but staying well within reach of Brad and his people so they could come running to help whenever things got out of hand for Karen. Sorrento was close enough that they could get there in a hurry, especially using the vehicles that could cross the lake.

“Whatever works for you, Karen,” Brad said. “Now go on, get out of here. More aliens and seeders are coming, and we have a long way to go if we’re going to retake the Earth. We don’t have time to waste on petty bullshit like this.”

“Oh I know, Brad.” Karen turned to leave, waving over her shoulder. “See you around, kid.”

As they went their separate ways, Sam caught Brad heading back to the Gaming Center.

“Brad, are you alright?” Sam asked. “You look mad as hell.”

“Karen’s taking her people and leaving.”

Sam blinked. “What? After everything we’ve done for them and that mess today? Is she serious?”

Brad nodded. “I have no idea why. Something seems to be eating her up inside, though.” He stared up at the bright blue sky. “I think she lost someone important to her today, and she doesn’t want to talk about it. Willy probably wound her up to turn against us, but he didn’t quite get her all the way there.”

“Willy’s been nothing but trouble this whole time, but this seems pretty out there even for him,” Sam said.

Brad shook his head. “I think Willy wanted more than a simple split of our two groups.”

Sam sighed. “Damn. Things just keep getting better and better around here, don’t they?”

“We’ll figure out a way through this mess, Sam,” Brad said. “We have to, for everyone in Invictus, for humanity.”

Sam leaned against Brad’s side. “So long as we’ve got each other, we can do anything, Brad. Don’t you forget that.”

Brad felt his cheeks flush at the gesture, but after everything they’d been through the past week, he decided not to run from it. He wrapped his arm around her shoulders in a light embrace.

Their world was growing more dangerous by the day, and they would only get through it by banding together. Brad was determined to see that future happen. One way or another.


Chapter forty-two
Jake


Good food. Good company. It was a great celebration after a hard-fought victory. But like all good things, it had to come to an end. Survivors filtered out of the cafeteria one after another, heading off to enjoy some well-earned rest and relaxation.

Jake stayed with two plates of food he’d saved for Sam and Brad. He hadn’t seen either of them get food, and it wouldn’t do to have two of their biggest heroes skip the best part of the celebration.

Brad came into the cafeteria with Sam. Jake wasn’t exactly sure what the two had been doing, but Brad looked like he’d just recovered from a gut punch. Still, they looked in relatively good spirits. A part of Jake couldn’t help thinking they’d make a good couple, which was an odd thought to spring to his mind.

Before the world had gone to hell, the thought of anyone dating his sister brought up reactions best saved for a father. But since Sam and Jake’s parents weren’t exactly there to begin with, that role fell to him. He’d always imagined taking whatever poor soul Sam tried to introduce as her boyfriend to a room full of guns.

“Pick one,” Jake imagined himself saying before explaining to the unlucky kid how that was the gun Jake would use to kill him if he so much as hurt a single hair on his sister’s adorable head.

An apocalypse has a funny way of changing how you see the world, huh? Jake thought.

But he was getting ahead of himself. It wasn’t his place to go playing matchmaker for his sister. And while Brad had toughened up considerably since they first met, Jake still thought the dude looked like a lady.

That kid really does need a haircut, Hazel agreed.

Hilarious as he found that thought, his mind insisted the pair would still make a good couple, and Jake could at least feel assured Brad would take care of her. He pushed those thoughts aside before he blurted them out, though.

Jake whistled for their attention. “Where’ve you guys been? You missed the whole party.”

Sam’s face lit up when she saw Jake. She walked on over and took a seat. “We were just hanging out, talking about things.”

Brad took a seat next to her. “It got a little heavy,” he admitted.

Jake nodded. “It did look like that. Everything alright?”

“Sort of,” Sam said. “Karen’s packing up her things and leaving with anyone willing to follow her. They’re running off to Celista before they move even farther out.”

Jake couldn’t help but snort. “Karen took the kids, huh? At least she didn’t take the house, too.”

“They cost us a pretty penny in aether, too,” Brad added. “I gave them their contribution from the fight with the elves and an upgrade center construction unit.”

Jake’s eyes widened as he pursed his lips. “Damn. That is heavy. Did she say why?”

Brad shook his head. “Nothing specific. She says she’s worried our leadership is incompetent and that by pissing off the elves we’ve doomed our little community, but I think it’s something else.”

“Like Willy being a sneaky dick,” Sam said.

“That’s definitely got to be part of it,” Brad said. “But I think she lost someone important out there. Did you see anything, Jake?”

Jake thought back to the chaos of battle. His raid team had lost plenty of people like any other, but none of them were Karen’s people as far as he was aware. Sure, there were plenty who came from her group, but they wanted nothing to do with Karen. As for her, Karen seemed in fairly high spirits when she joined the fight up until their car got wrecked and Willy required a kick in the ass to get in the fight. Maybe she had a rebellious kid or a close friend who was tired of her antics and slipped into one of the other teams when she wasn’t looking. But he had nothing to back up that theory.

“No, nothing,” Jake said. “We could ask around and see if anyone heard anything.”

Brad let out a breath. “Don’t worry about it, Jake. What’s done is done. Only time will tell if Karen and her people will become a problem.” He forced a smile. “Besides, we’ve had enough doom and gloom around here. I’d rather focus on the positives for a change.”

Jake chuckled. “That’s a good attitude to have.”

“Can’t argue with that. Jo may be over the top, but she’s got the right idea there,” Sam said.

“See? Sam didn’t get blown up by our resident mad bomber. Positives.” Brad grinned.

Jake laughed. “Small victories, right?”

Sam threw her arms up in the air. “What do you mean small?”

Brad burst out laughing.

Jake tried to hide his own grin behind a glass of water.

“Seriously, not getting blown up by Jo was the least of our concerns out there. Both of our road trips were wild,” Sam said. “On the trip out east we had to deal with elemental monsters, some crazy type of underwater seeder, and Chet almost got molested by a tentacle monster.”

Jake spat his drink into a coughing fit of laughter. After he choked down a breath, he managed to say, “What?”

“Yeah!” Sam said. “It would have been the funniest thing I ever saw if not for the whole dying part being on the table.”

Brad nodded with wide eyes. “You can say that again. It’s pretty ironic too since he is a man of culture.”

Sam snickered. “Anyway, that monster was bigger than our boat, and apparently it was still an infant. Luckily we managed to fight it off between Jo doing her mad bomber thing and Chet shooting the hell out of it.”

“What were you doing out in the water anyway?” Jake asked.

Sam leaned back in her chair. “So it turns out Chet had a stash of very illegal guns hidden away at the bottom of the lake. And one of those was a Barrett, which I’m told is a very big deal.”

Jake’s eyes went wide. “That’s a lot of gun. How the hell did he get a Barrett before all this?”

Sam shrugged. “Beats me. He said he knew a guy. But that gun was a fantastic find. Every time he managed to set that thing up it saved us a world of trouble. I’m gonna miss him. Aron and Jo, too.”

Brad knitted his brow together. “What do you mean? Where would they go?”

“He didn’t tell you?” Sam asked.

Jake gestured to the cafeteria around them. “He was poking around here looking for you a bit ago, Brad. Said he had something important to talk to you about.”

“Must’ve missed him when I was dealing with Karen,” Brad said. “So where’s he going?”

“So it turns out when we established the guild, that node of ours is also pumping out power to the structures within its influence and restoring things like internet access,” Sam explained. “It’s pretty limited though, so if it can’t reach a server for whatever reason, you won’t see that site.”

Jake nodded. “Makes sense. I’m honestly surprised the alien tech can power any of our stuff without being plugged into it.”

“Right? Anyway, Aron was poking around the Apocalypse Online forums—because of course those are still up—and he found a section for people requesting help. Turns out he’s got cousins down in Florida in need of help, and they’re going as soon as they can.”

Jake sighed. “Man, this place is going to be a lot less lively without those three around.”

“What are you going to do about your party then, Sam?” Brad asked.

Sam shrugged. “I’ll just have to find three new members. Besides, it wouldn’t be right of anyone to tell him he couldn’t go help his family. Me and Randy would’ve joined up too if we didn’t have family and friends to worry about here.”

Jake smiled. While Sam could handle herself, and he trusted her party to help her out of any mess she found herself in, he felt a lot better about his sister sticking around Scotch Creek.

Sam leaned toward Brad. “Just so you know, they’re gonna need a ride.”

Brad patted the top of her head. “I’ll see what I can do for them. Maybe Graston’s crew have something in stock to help the trip.”

Sam smiled and pulled back. “Speaking of, how’s the whole trade thing going with the gnomes?”

Brad laughed. “Way the hell off schedule. But you know we had an orc attack, then a small war to fight against elves. You know, minor complications. Nothing we can’t fix, though. Those elf transports we tactically acquired just cut our travel time down to a fraction since we can just drive them across the lake.”

Jake groaned, rubbing at his side. “Don’t remind me about the elves. That Cairen or whatever his name was broke one too many of my ribs in that brawl.”

“I’m honestly amazed you were able to pull yourself together in the middle of all that.” Brad leaned across the table. “That cultivation stuff is really working out for you, isn’t it?”

“Nokor’s been a lot of help,” Jake said. “The stuff he knows would’ve taken me years to figure out if it didn’t straight up kill me in the process.”

Sam gasped. “Kill you?”

Jake smiled. “Turns out cultivation done the wrong way is a risky business. Especially when forming cores. When you lose your focus in that process, the best-case scenarios lose you time, aether, and you’re going to hurt all over. The worst cases leave you crippled or dead.”

Brad blinked. “Did any of that happen to your cultivators?”

“Nothing serious, thankfully,” Jake said. “I did have a lot of exhausted and sore cultivators that night, though, even after they got their act together.” He shook his head, remembering the foul odor their black sweat had left in the Hub. “Cleaning out the stench took just about all night by the time we were done.”

Brad huffed out a quick laugh. “So there’s more to this mess than black piss?”

“Like Nokor likes to say: cultivation is a filthy business.” Jake smiled.

Brad’s stomach growled, reminding him and Sam they had aether-infused steak sitting in front of them, fresh from one of Invictus’s hunters.

“So what’s our resident ogre think about us class-wielding humans?” Brad asked.

Jake chuckled. “He’s curious, but disappointed by our species. Nokor says most of the time races chose to go purely with the system or cultivation. There are always outliers of course, but he’s never seen one like us humans, who are tackling both paths at once.”

Brad nodded. “Makes sense. Cultivators are a rare bunch, so he would like to see more of his kind running around.”

Jake sat up in his seat. “Exactly. That said, the big guy thinks it’s pretty handy to have you guys around. Mostly because cultivators are very weak to begin with and need protection before they can really get in gear, where you guys with your classes can just pick up and go.”

Sam nodded. “We did have to spend a lot of time just keeping you from falling to aether poisoning.”

Jake laughed. It had only been a few days ago, but it already felt like an eternity to him. “It wasn’t a good time, no. Anyway, the other perk Nokor really appreciates about you guys is having healers like Brad around. Since it’s pretty easy for a cultivator to hurt themselves badly, and none of us really know how to heal each other yet, we can just call up one of our healers to put us back together.”

Brad raised his drink with a cheeky grin. “You’re welcome.”

Jake knew exactly what Brad was hinting at. He tried not to give him too big of a smile when he answered. “Yeah, yeah, I was a dumbass breaking my arm to test things.”

“Hey, the more you guys break stuff, the more healing experience we get. So by all means, break away.” Brad smiled. “Just don’t get yourselves killed. I don’t think anything in this system can fix dead.”

“Speaking of this system”—Jake took a swig from his drink—“Nokor thinks we might be able to use cultivation to help you guys out a little bit. Kind of like earning free stats.”

Sam tilted her head. “Wait, but the system said to become a cultivator you would have to start from square one.”

Jake nodded. “That’s right, but we’re not talking about becoming a cultivator. We’re talking about taking the principles we’ve learned through our cultivation and applying them to you guys. We may use aether in different ways, but our bodies are still full of the stuff. What’s to say you guys couldn’t take some of it and improve your bodies?”

Sam’s eyes lit up. “Stat boosts without levels or gene therapy!” She tucked her chin down and rubbed at it. “That has to be a hell of a lot cheaper than normal progression.”

Jake smiled. “Don’t get too excited, Sam. This is all just a theory at the moment. We don’t actually know if any of this works. Nokor and his people haven’t really had a chance to experiment with this. Most of the other races see an ogre and want to kill them on sight.”

“I don’t really see why. The ogres are a lot friendlier acting and looking than anything we’ve seen here on Earth,” Brad said. “But hey, their loss. I’m totally down for picking up any tricks we can from one another.”

Jake grinned. “That right there is why Nokor likes you so much, Brad.”

“News to me,” Brad admitted with a laugh. “Do the other ogres feel the same way?”

“Nokor says they’re pretty curious about us,” Jake said. “If we want to trade with them too, they’ll happily exchange aether or any goods that can help us cultivators out.”

Sam tapped a finger to her chin. “Couldn’t we just get them from the printers?”

Jake shrugged. “Sort of. The printers can handle weapons that run on aether. They apparently process it in a similar enough fashion to the way mages handle mana, so the system knows what to do with them.” He took a deep breath. “Figuring out how any of this cultivation stuff works beyond that seems to be a mystery to the Collective. But the ogres are all about the cultivator life.”

“Well, we can’t have any of our people lagging behind, now can we?” Brad said. “As soon as we’re done with our first trade trip to the gnomes, we’ll get another one out to Nokor’s people and pick up whatever you guys need.”

“I’d appreciate that.” Jake smiled.

“So that makes how many alien races we’ve encountered now?” Sam asked.

Brad counted them off on his fingers. “The gnomes being our interstellar hyper-capitalist craftsmen.”

Jake laughed. “You know, I bet they’d appreciate the Lord of War movie.”

“Who wouldn’t appreciate a good Nicolas Cage movie?” Brad agreed. “Next up is our super-best-friend ogre buddies and all their kung fu.”

“Kinda early to call them our best friends, isn’t it, Brad?” Sam grinned.

“Happy thoughts, Sam,” Brad insisted.

Jake and Sam laughed.

“Then we’ve got the elves and the pharaohs. Both of which are absolute dicks and I’m not sure which is worse,” Brad continued. “Jake, you dealt with the pharaohs. Any thoughts on them?”

Jake crossed his arms. “Can’t really say. Our encounter was pretty brief, but they seem to like enslaving people just as much as the elves. But unlike the elves, they do use tech a lot more, so they may be the bigger problem children.”

“Well, at least we didn’t piss off an entire house like we did with the Oberon elves,” Sam said.

“True,” Brad agreed. “Next up are the orcs. They’re a weird bunch and I honestly can’t say I hate them.”

Jake blinked. “Didn’t they almost kill you and people from your party on multiple occasions?”

“I mean, yeah,” Brad admitted.

Sam shot him a questioning—if amused—glance. “So why don’t you hate them?”

“Honestly?” Brad asked.

Jake and Sam nodded with bated breath.

“Once you get past the whole trying-to-kill-us part, I think they’re fun as hell.”

Sam blinked. “Come again?”

“They’re just a wild and crazy bunch of dudes. Like a bunch of happy drunks fighting for the sake of fighting, you know?” Brad explained. “It’s like, while everyone else is fighting for survival, profit, or some cause, life is just a fun game to them. They’re just fighting for the sake of having a good fight and loot.”

“Seriously?” Jake laughed. He couldn’t believe any race would act in such a way. Especially one that managed to travel across the stars.

“Seriously!” Brad insisted. “They’re essentially a race of gamers made manifest. They’re after fun, enjoy trash-talking, and the way they talk is just the funniest damn thing to me.”

Sam shook her head. It looked like she wanted to roll her eyes but fought off the urge. “I guess when you put them next to the elves or pharaohs, they don’t seem like such a big problem.”

“Oh no, don’t take them lightly,” Brad said. “They can take a beating and dish it out. But I’m betting we can reason with them better than we can the other hostile aliens.”

“This should be good,” Jake said.

Brad grinned. “Bear with me on this one. The orcs love a good fight, right?”

“Uh-huh,” Sam said.

“So next time we run into trouble with say, the elves, we go find some orcs and tell them where they can get a good fight,” Brad said. “Why stomp a couple of little humans when there’s a whole army of elves waiting to throw down?”

Jake laughed. “That sounds too stupid to work, Brad.”

“Find some orcs and tell me I’m wrong!” Brad said. “I bet you all my aether right now that plan is stupid enough to work.”

Sam shook her head in amused disbelief.

Brad grinned. “You laugh now, but I’m telling you, I can see it happening.”

Sam gently patted him on the head. “Sure, Brad.”

Amusing as this scheme was, Jake decided to bring their derailed train back on topic. “So that’s five alien races that we know of. Any more we missed?”

Brad nodded. “There’s dwarves, too. As far as I know no one’s run into them yet, but the orcs said they were in the mountains somewhere.”

Sam hummed. “What kind of dwarves do you think they are?”

“There’s usually not a lot of different kinds of dwarves,” Brad said. “They’re usually loners who want to be left alone to their mines, and so long as you leave them alone they won’t bother you. So they might just not want anything to do with us short of trade.”

Jake let out a breath. “At least that’s one less problem to deal with. Between the elves, pharaoh, orcs, seeders, and other aliens, I’d say our plate’s pretty full.”

“Nothing we can’t handle.” Sam smiled.

Brad nodded. “Teamwork makes the dream work, am I right?”

A broad smile came over Jake’s lips. After all the trials and tribulations this apocalypse had thrown at them, they were still optimistic about the future. They still saw a way through whatever problems the Collective had yet to throw at them. Though he had no shortage of worries about the future, it filled Jake with hope to see them so optimistic.

Jake raised his glass to them. “To teamwork. To Invictus.”
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Chapter one
Brad


Using an elven transport as a battering ram probably wasn’t the best idea in general. Against a horde of seeders, though? That had potential!

Brad threw the control stick forward, sending the troop transport barreling through seeders. The grey, gnashing humanoid creatures bounced off the transport's hull like bugs off a windshield. Orange gore splattered the transport’s camera only for it to be swept away by a swipe of white across the screen.

“Armstrong’s a lot worse than you said it was,” Michael shouted from the copilot’s seat.

“Worse?” Brad laughed. “This city’s better than I remember it.”

When the survivors of Kelowna fled north to Scotch Creek, Armstrong was one of the smaller cities they passed. From the highway it looked no different than many others the farther they got from Kelowna. On their left, demolished structures lay coated in the thick, industrial green fertilizer seeders made out of their victims. On their right, beautiful rolling fields, forest, and a mountainside. Who could have blamed them for thinking the city was anything less than a ruin?

Their scouting-trip-turned-invasion said otherwise.

Massive numbers of seeders were rolling through the heart of the city, trying to overwhelm the dwindling survivors. Fortunately for them, Brad and his team were strong and prepared for this kind of fight after their encounter with the elven prince.

Brad rounded the bend and tore across the street toward an exhibition center converted into a fortress. Wooden walls covered in sheet metal rose high above the tide of seeders battering them. Arrows and gunfire rained from the ramshackle battlements, along with the occasional volley of spells. The seeders strong enough to survive all the way up the walls were met by the swords and spears of fighters ready to fend them off.

But the seeder numbers were overwhelming.

Les stood at the back of the transport in her dark, full-plate armor, her great sword low to her side. “Ready to drop right into the thick of it, Brad.”

Teresa and Ceres stood behind her, gripping the bars running along the ceiling.

“Less in the thick of it for us,” Teresa said. The two mages were hardly built for direct confrontation.

Brad rammed a path through the horde of seeders. He punched through to the left flank of the horde before he dropped the ramp.

Les sprinted out the back of the speeding transport and lashed out in a wide arc with her greatsword. Dozens of seeders fell to her opening strike, and the day was only starting.

The two mages hopped out with far less violent grace. They tumbled to a stop at the outer edge of the seeder masses.

Ceres punched out at the fast-approaching tide of seeders. Each punch sent out a sphere of concentrated electricity soaring into her target. “This is a little close for comfort, Brad.”

Teresa threw spikes of ice through the chests of another encroaching group. “Far too close for comfort. Get out here and keep these beasts off our back.”

Michael leaned over to Brad. “Is she always this high and mighty?”

“Like you haven’t figured that out for yourself.” Brad chuckled as he brought the transport to a halt.

Michael led the way out the back into battle. “A guy can hope!” The rogue brought up his suppressed pistol-and-knife combo.

Sweetness, Brad’s loyal honey badger, let out an excited, snuffing snort as he chased Brad into battle.

Rounds lanced from his pistol into the skulls of seeders threatening to close the gap with their mages. Les was deep in the melee of seeders, too busy racking up the body count seeders to worry about what was going on behind her. Brad had to appreciate how into combat she got, but this seemed less than wise to him.

Brad himself rushed into battle with thundering blasts from his shotgun, shredding through scores of tightly packed seeders. Coupled with their lack of armor, the vicious beasts didn’t stand a chance.

That was until the other seeders started appearing among the horde.

Hunters, quadruped monsters with hardened skulls, charged through the tide of bodies. Most aimed to batter down the withered fort’s gates, but others took a peculiar interest in Brad and his group.

Brad’s shotgun couldn’t do much of anything against that thick skull, not with buckshot. With a flick of his thumb he toggled the alien weapon in his hands to slug rounds. The heavier projectiles battered and slowed the coming hunters enough for Michael to jump on one’s back and force the rampaging creature to plow through its allies. Brad shot another at an angle, snapping its head to the side long enough to take out its neck.

The beast crashed through a group of seeders, pinning them briefly beneath its weight.

“Have enough room to breathe now?” Brad asked the mages.

Ceres gathered energy between her hands. “Just a little longer. Are you ready, Teresa?”

“Ready.”

Watchers were the next variety of seeder to join the fray. Vicious, speedy monsters that could take a bigger punch than the standard seeder. Fortunately for Brad and his party, they weren’t facing the beasts in a cramped space. In a forest or office interior, watchers liked to bounce around from one surface to another, making them difficult to pin down. Out in the open, their speed and strength still made them deadly adversaries.

Brad threw himself out of the way of a watcher’s lunging claws, only to run into a seeder. The beast had been going for a backstab only to have Brad roll over it and crash on his back. Brad fired a slug into its back, throwing the lifeless body into the chasing watcher before he scrambled to his feet.

Another watcher joined in the fray from his left. Brad nearly missed its swiping claws coming at his face before he brought the shotgun up to block. The first of the beasts slammed into him from behind, its claws sinking deep into his back.

All three of them crashed to the ground in the sprawling melee.

You have taken 25 damage.

Health 55/80

The watcher tore its claws out of his back and readied for another swipe.

In the past a searing pain would have spread through him from such an attack. But Brad had gotten an interesting perk from his second level of gene therapy, one aptly named for the lack of fucks honey badgers give to pain. It made those claws ripping out of his back more infuriating than painful.

Brad tried to throw himself around, but the second watcher latched onto him. Its claws dug deep into his flesh as it went in to bite his throat. Another fun perk of honey badger gene therapy—the first, actually—was one that made sure the watcher wasn’t in charge of the grapple. Brad was.

He threw himself over with a gut-wrenching twist as the first watcher’s swiping claws tried to tear his back open. Instead, it shredded through its ally’s back. As the second watcher shrieked in agony, Brad jabbed his shotgun’s barrel down the throat of the tearing watcher and blew out the back of its head. The second watcher tried to pull away from Brad.

Too little, too late.

Brad grabbed the watcher by the throat and rolled over, slamming its skull into the pavement. The creature was dead in his grasp in moments. Another seeder swiped at his throat. Brad threw himself out of the way, but not fast enough to avoid his upper arm being ripped open.

“You guys are aggressive today, huh?” Brad grunted and thrust his shotgun into the seeder’s chest. Switching to buckshot, he sent a mess of orange gore flying out the monster’s back. In the process he knocked back another assault heading right for him.

You have taken 20 damage.

Between the watcher latching onto him and the cheap shot from the seeder, Brad had taken more damage than he realized.

Sweetness leaped into action, intercepting a watcher midair that had snuck up on Brad’s right. It slammed the alien creature to the ground and tore at its flesh, all while the watcher struggled to break free of the vicious honey badger.

Brad took this brief respite to cast Healing Hands on himself before his mounting damage resulted in a serious case of the deads.

“Arc Tether!” Ceres cried from somewhere behind him.

A large sphere of lightning flew over the battlefield, tendrils of electricity lashing out at any seeder unfortunate enough to be in reach. The tendrils coiled around their victims, crushing and shocking them to death. Those strong enough to survive the initial tether, like hunters and watchers, were dragged shrieking and screaming toward the electric sphere which had stopped in midair, hovering above the battlefield.

Teresa flung her hand out toward Ceres’ arc tether and shouted, “Blizzard.”

A swirling tear in the skies above opened with a blue-white glow. Snow fell from the heavens as the ground beneath the tear was coated with thick white frost. Any seeder caught in this spreading ice suddenly found themselves struggling to move with any sort of haste, if at all. It wasn’t much longer before a flurry of ice spikes erupted from the tear, impaling any and every seeder unfortunate enough to be caught beneath them. For those it missed, the spikes erupted like grenades. The blast shredded seeders or froze them in place, leaving them easy pickings for the defenders on the wall.

Teresa’s Blizzard coupled with Ceres’ well-placed Arc Tether made sure any seeder out of reach of the blizzard was dragged back into it to be killed off. The two spells worked synergistically to carve out a frozen swath from the seeders’ formation. Knowing how most seeders tended to blindly charge at their enemies, Brad fully expected the rear lines to charge face-first into their deaths.

Except they didn’t.

The rushing mass of seeders broke off as soon as they realized what was going on. Rather than running anywhere near the effect of those spells, they went wide around so they could reach the walls.

“Is it just me or are these seeders a little too coordinated?” Les asked as she ran through a pair of watchers, then swung them around like a hammer into an oncoming hunter.

You know, I was starting to think the same thing, Frank, Brad’s muse, commented. Even under the command of an alpha, this looks a little too pre-planned. This mess has the markings of a seeder overlord all over it.

“Right?” Brad agreed with Les. “But I’m not seeing a single alpha out here to call the shots.”

Overlords have a pretty long reach to their area of influence, Brad, Frank informed him. An entire city’s worth when they’re young. A big one. The older and more experienced overlords can take hold of entire continents, with several overlords beneath them.

That sounds the opposite of good, Brad said.

Leathery wings caught the corner of Brad’s vision. Above him, dozens of winged creatures filled the air, each one with two pairs of bat-like wings armored by a bony carapace. Hanging beneath them were four sets of bladed legs with a long tail.

They were an unholy union of bat and bug.

As if that wasn’t bad enough, the long tail took aim at the humans below and opened fire with razor-sharp spikes trailing a deep, green goop as they flew. The defenders on the wall were caught on the back foot by the sudden barrage. Several of them went flying off the battlements.

Among those that didn’t was a man who was caught in the chest. Within seconds his body went slack against the wall, his skin withering and paling. His body erupted in a cloud of industrial green. A thick smear coated the wall where the man had once stood.

“Holy shit,” Brad’s party said in unison.

Definitely the work of an overlord, Frank confirmed. They’re the only ones capable of coordinating seekers like that.

Brad reached out to the rest of their raid party. “Guys, we’re going to need backup here. Anyone with guns, keep your eyes on the sky and do not let those seekers hit you. Healers, I don’t know if Cure Poison works on this stuff, but keep that spell handy.” He rattled off the orders one after another.

Brad hadn’t been planning on calling in backup to break this siege at all. What he had seen of Armstrong’s survivors on their initial scouting trip led Brad to believe they were a hardy bunch. The fight they’d been putting up against the seeders confirmed that. But these new seeders and Frank’s confirmation of an overlord being involved had forced his hand.

As much as Brad wanted to expand Invictus’s territory all the way down south to Kelowna, he wasn’t about to let the seeders have this city. If saving the lives of these people meant delaying his plans, it would be well worth it.

“Les, get back to us,” Brad shouted across the chaos of battle. He didn’t need to with party chat, but it was force of habit.

“So you can get more kills than me?” Les laughed. “Not a chance, Brad.”

Brad pinged one of the seekers flying overhead. “So one of those things doesn’t turn you into fertilizer. I don’t know if my healing magic can stop the poison on those things. I need you at arm’s reach.”

The seeker he’d pinged dove into the defenders on the wall, its bladed legs lancing into one of the mages before ripping her apart like little more than a paper doll. Its tail swung up like a scorpion’s as it set about firing on the defenders.

Les cracked a watcher’s skull open with the pommel of her sword. “When you put it that way, I guess I could pull back.” She headed over toward them as they pushed through the army of seeders to reach the gate.

Brad guessed seekers were a little bigger than humans before their tail swung up to double their height. When one of the beasts crash-landed next to Les, narrowly missing her in a vicious swoop, his theory was confirmed.

The seeker’s tail rose above the fray of battle and took aim at her.

“Les, watch out!” Brad shouted, and fired at the creature’s tail.

The seeker’s tail jerked back and out of the way of Brad’s fire as it spat out a spike right at Les.

Les’s eyes widened as she threw herself out of the way. The spike bounced off her pauldron, her heavy plate far too thick for such an attack to pierce.

It was unfortunate, then, that Les had yet to heed Brad’s advice and refused to wear a helmet.

The seeker thrust its tail at Les. She swung her sword, but it stopped short of where it should have been for her cut to sever the limb. The seeker had waited for her to commit to her strike before it fired. At the last second, Les threw herself out of the way, but not before the poisoned barb sliced across her cheek.

Les slammed to the floor. “H-help,” she wheezed as the poison drained the strength out of her. Pushing herself to all fours proved all but impossible for her as she tried crawling from the seeker.

Brad glanced at her status.

Les Bentley

Health: 93/125

Mana: 42/60

Status: Seeker Toxin

Les’s health quickly ticked away before Brad’s eyes, along with her mana. Whatever the seeker toxin was made of, it ate away every part of its victim before converting them into fertilizer for the Collective.

Brad wasn’t about to let these aliens claim his friend. “Everyone push to Les’s position,” he ordered his party. Taking the charge, Brad barreled through the seeders in his path and blasted any seeder unfortunate enough to get in his way.

Michael appeared from a shadow just ahead of him, slashing open a watcher’s throat before putting two in its skull. Tossing aside the dead alien, he sprinted forward alongside Brad.

Sweetness tried his best to help by tackling a hunter to the ground. Rather than make a quick, efficient kill, the honey badger took to tearing its enemy to pieces. Brad would have been amused if Les’s need had not been so dire.

Les Bentley

Health: 81/125

Mana: 28/60

Lightning bolts and ice spikes flew past them, carving a path across the seeder army. Ceres and Teresa were hot on their heels, laying down covering fire for them.

They were almost to Les. Just a bit farther. Brad smashed a seeder out of his path with a vicious swing of his shotgun.

The seeker was busy trying to muscle its way past the hordes of seeders to get at its victim. Les, despite her weakened state, forced herself to her knees and hoisted her greatsword like a spear to keep the monster at bay. The seeker fired a barrage of spikes. Les threw her arms up to protect her head. The seeker charged her, looking to finish the job with its claws if its poisoned barbs wouldn’t do the trick.

“No you don’t!” Brad tackled a group of seeders out of his path and fired a slug into the seeker’s skull.

The seeker staggered away but recovered with a furious shriek at Brad. Its tail swung toward him, ready to fire.

Unlike Les, Brad didn’t wear heavy, full-body armor. He had protection, sure, kevlar and armor plates covering vital sections of his body, but there were far more gaps in his protection than he was comfortable with. Especially with the seeker aiming right for him.

A beam of ice shot through the air, hitting the tip of the seeker’s tail. It was quickly enveloped in ice before the seeker could fire its deadly barbs. A concentrated sphere of lightning slammed the seeker’s face, sending it spasming backward onto its knees.

Michael faded into the shadows and reappeared behind the seeker. He hopped on the alien’s back and fired into its skull. The tough, bony armor prevented fatal damage as the monster tried to throw him off. Michael instead dropped onto the creature’s back and coiled an arm around its throat.

“Take care of Les, Brad,” Michael shouted while stabbing furiously at the back of the monster’s neck.

Les Bentley

Health: 69/125

Mana: 13/60

Brad rushed past the seeker, blew apart another seeder, and dropped to his knees beside Les. “I’m here. I got you, Les.”

Les barely managed to roll her eyes in his direction. Her fair skin had turned a deathly, pale white. Her veins were visible through her skin, running dark green with the seeker’s toxin.

Brad pulled Les to lean against him. This better work. Brad cast cure on Les’s wound with his free hand while the other kept his shotgun swinging from one opportunistic seeder to the next. Brad gritted his teeth as the cure spell ate through his mana reserve, but the seeker toxin stubbornly clung to her. Normal poisons and other such status effects usually cleared after one tick. Was he using the wrong spell?

The dark green of Les’s veins began to recede from her face. Slowly her veins vanished from her face as her normal color returned.

Les Bentley

Health:35/125

Mana: 0/60

Status: Fatigued

“It worked!” Brad beamed with pride. Sure, it took half of his mana to burn away the toxin, but what mattered was that Les wasn’t about to be turned into a seeder fertilizer pinata.

Les gave him a weary nod. “Can you make me feel less garbage while you’re at it, Dr. Feelgood?”

Brad cast Healing Hands on her right away. “Can’t do anything about that fatigue of yours, but I can get you patched up.”

Les groaned with a weak slap to his chest. “You need to suck less and get good at this healer business, Brad.”

Les Bentley

Health:95/125

Mana: 0/60

Status: Fatigued

Brad glanced down to his own mana.

Mana: 35/110

“As soon as you start wearing a helmet, Les,” Brad countered as he helped her up to her feet. She absolutely had a point, however. As a healer, he needed to expand his arsenal of support spells just as the mages expanded their arsenal of damaging and crowd-controlling magics.

Les dragged her greatsword up and rubbed at the fresh scar on her neck. “You might be onto something there. This main-character-armor theory of mine isn’t holding up great.”

Brad watched as Michael finally drove his knife through the seeker’s spine. The huge monster collapsed onto its side without any more struggle. It was covered in frost and scorch marks where Ceres and Teresa’s magical barrage had battered the deadly beast.

“The one where not wearing a helmet means you won’t die?” Brad asked.

Les nodded. “That’d be the one.” Her words almost slurred together. “Now let’s get back to curb-stomping these aliens.”

Brad let out an amused huff, but he couldn’t help frowning. Les was in no shape to fight like this without a spell to bring her back to fighting shape. Keeping Les in the battle would only get her killed.

“We’re taking you back to the transport,” Brad said firmly. “Guys, cover me.” He dragged Les away from the fighting.

Les struggled to raise her sword in protest. “Now hold on just a damned minute.”

“No arguing,” Brad said.

Michael appeared from the shadows beside them. “Gotta agree with Brad on this one. You’re liable to off yourself with that sword of yours in that state.”

Les jumped at his sudden appearance. “What the hell did I tell you about that vanishing trick of yours, Michael?”

“That it’s awesome, and you appreciate my excessive use of it?” Michael grinned.

Ceres and Teresa flanked them on either side.

“I believe she told you the exact opposite of that, Michael,” Teresa said.

Ceres nodded with a flurry of lightning bolts. “That’s right.”

Michael’s grin only grew.

“Cheeky f—” Les began when a notification flashed across their HUDs.

You have received 523 aether.

Michael whistled. “That’s a lot of aether.”

Ceres gestured at the mass of bodies around them. “That’s a lot of seeders.”

The ground beneath their feet trembled.

Dust clouds gathered in the distance behind their transport. A new wave of fresh seeders was rushing in, this one accompanied by another wing of seekers and five alpha seeders.

“Scratch that.” Ceres pointed at the oncoming horde of aliens. “That’s a lot of seeders.”

“Oh fuck all kinds of duck,” Teresa said without the slightest shred of amusement.

“This is not good,” Brad whispered with dread in his voice. He pulled up his map. The rest of the raid party would arrive soon, but on the opposite end of the battle from them. He pulled up Jake on a private line. “Jake, buddy. We need a little help here.”


Chapter two
Jake


“On it, Brad.” Jake slammed the pedal to the metal.

The Tesla truck surged through the seeder horde turning to face them. But what could they do? Jake’s truck, battered as it was after the battle with the elves of House Oberon, had seen a serious makeover. At Brad’s push to pick up crafting skills, Tim got to work applying his experience working on cars to turn Jake’s truck into what Jake liked to call the Brawler.

Tim had slapped a reinforced metal wedge at the front of the truck, designed for plowing through seeders like they were now. Those fortunate enough not to be split by the speeding vehicle were sent flying into the air or crushed under the Brawler’s tires. With how often they got into fights and how quickly had to get in and out of the truck, Tim had decided to take the doors and roof off. Jake argued against this change, but the last two changes Tim had made to his Tesla truck were well worth it. He armored up the rest of the hull and added a gun mount to the back for Kurtis’s machine gun, which was currently spewing spent casings like rain from a monsoon.

Cory had asked Tim what his inspiration for this makeover was. Tim simply answered: “The warthog.”

Jake couldn’t care less if he pulled the inspiration from a video game or thin air. The modifications to his cybertruck had left this beauty capable of taking far more abuse than it ever could in the past. Better yet, he now had four guns shooting in every direction.

On Jake’s right, Cory’s rifle cut down hordes of seeders as they passed. “Tell me something, Jake. Does Brad ever think things through, or does he always dive balls-deep into problems?”

Jake gripped the wheel tighter as the Brawler caught air after plowing through a pair of charging hunters. “Normally he’s the smart one.”

A seeker came crashing down in their path as seeders scrambled out of the way.

“Crap!” Jake’s heart jumped to his throat as he threw the Brawler into a sharp left turn. Overhauled or not, the Brawler couldn’t run over something that big.

Cory echoed Jake’s sentiment. “What the hell is that thing?”

Kurtis swung his machine gun toward it and let it rip. “Must be one of those seeker things Brad was talking about.”

“Don’t let it hit you with its barbs,” Tim said. “One scratch and you’ll be poisoned.”

The seeker shrieked. It thrust its tail toward them, unleashing a volley of toxin-coated barbs. Toxic barbs bounced off the reinforced armor before a trio found their way inside.

Cory yelped as he threw himself forward. The barbs lodged themselves into the headrest of his seat. “How bad are we talking here?”

“Explode-into-fertilizer bad,” Tim answered.

Cory ripped the barbs out of his seat with his gloved hand and waved them at Tim. “This is why we need doors.” He threw them out of the Brawler.

“They were just slowing us down,” Tim argued.

Behind Jake, to his left, Jason rammed the bayonet of his rifle through the throat of a watcher that had gotten far too ballsy for its own good. Jason shot the thing off his gun. “Have to agree with Cory on this one, Tim. No doors is a little impractical for what we’re dealing with.”

Tim scoffed as he took out one of the seeker’s eyes. “Don’t you talk to me about impractical, Mr. Murderchicken Cavalry!”

“You leave Daisy out of this,” Jason countered, sounding more amused than annoyed.

Jake just shook his head at his party’s conversation and sped away from the seeker. The beast stormed through the army of seeders, only for another armored transport to ram it from behind. Between the speed provided by its hover engines and the mass of an armored vehicle, the seeker was sent crashing away before his pride and joy poured out the back.

Cultivators. His small class had grown to just over a dozen new students and they had taken well to his and Nokor’s teachings. The lead cultivators opened up with aether rifles, weapons which drew and focused aether from their cores into bolts of energy. They chipped away at the seeker’s thick hide as it struggled to stand.

Darius, one of Jake’s earliest students, rushed through the group of cultivators, warding off the masses of seeders coming to the seeker’s aid. He drew his greataxe, sheathed in violent, violet energies, and brought it crashing down on the seeker’s neck as its wings flared out.

There would be no flying away for the monster. Darius severed its head clean in one swing.

But in usual Darius fashion, he overplayed his hand and got his axe wedged deep into the earth. Jake shook his head with an amused, if annoyed grunt. Damn it, kid. We talked about this.

He is a little overeager, isn’t he? Hazel, his muse, commented. Perhaps he needs a bit more one-on-one time.

A lot more, Jake agreed. But that was a concern for after the battle. If Darius managed to avoid getting himself killed.

More of the looted elven transports carved through the seeder lines, moving to reinforce the walls of Armstrong’s survivors. Brad had seen to it they marked their vehicles clearly in white and crimson while leaving the golden eagle decorations the elves were so fond of intact. It made their transports stand apart from the green the elves used, for when they inevitably ran into them again while maintaining the aesthetic. These transports were as much a work of art as they were a military vehicle after all.

Members of Invictus rushed out of the transports with every class from fighters to healers fighting to keep the seeders off the walls. Rangers kept their focus on the skies as seekers made strafing runs on the new arrivals just as they did the survivors manning the walls.

“Almost there, Brad,” Jake called out through raid chat.

“Faster would be appreciated,” Brad shouted through the blasts of shotgun fire.

Jake slammed through the main force of the seeders and spotted what Brad was so worried about. Another seeder horde.

Five alphas were with them, and those were just the ones Jake could see. There might be more hiding among their number. This fight was about to get messy. Jake drew a breath and charged into battle.

Brad smashed aside a watcher with his shotgun. Tim gunned it down as they sped past. “Jake, what are you doing?” Tim asked.

“Finishing this fight,” Jake said. “Take the wheel, Cory.”

Cory looked at him in disbelief. “I’m sorry, what?”

Jake didn’t give him an explanation as he shifted to hang out of the car with his axe in hand.

“Are you kidding me right now?” Cory cried, and scrambled over to the driver’s seat.

Jake pinged his target. The lead alpha, the biggest of the bunch. “Take me closer. I want to hit him with my axe.”

Cory blew out a breath. “Oh, this is going to end so well for us.”

Jake gathered his aether deep within him and channeled it from his core through his axe. The violet energy coated the edge of his axe, leaving a glowing trail in their wake as they drove. He was going to need a lot of power to pull this off.

Cory rammed the Brawler through the lead line of seeders and hunters. Jason and Tim unloaded on the aliens, trying to get in through the exposed sides of the truck. Kurtis turned his machine gun skyward, his endless hail of devastation destroying the wings of one seeker, sending it careening into another. The two beasts cratered on top of an alpha that left the trio struggling to collect themselves.

Jake hacked at seeders on their mad rush for the alpha. But he never released his gathered energy. No, his weapon, for all effective purposes, operated like a normal, boring fire axe.

It wouldn’t for much longer.

“Coming up on big ugly right now, Jake. Get ready,” Cory said.

The Brawler rushed forward in a messy, bumpy ride across aliens. The alpha took notice of them and headed straight for them with a howling cry of raw fury. The alpha seeder was going to ram them. At the last second, Cory jerked the brawler to the right.

Jake leaned out farther and swung his axe, unleashing all his stored-up energy. A violet glow erupted from his weapon upon contact with the seeder’s neck. Jake’s axe carved clean through. The alpha’s head tumbled like a boulder through the smaller seeders.

“That. Was. Awesome!” Tim shouted.

Jake drew in a breath. “Couldn’t have done it without you guys. I’m actually not sure I can do it again.” He felt a little drained after that attack. Maybe he’d overdone it by pouring so much mana into the strike. Then again, he’d never expected to get a clean shot at the alpha.

Cory brought the Brawler back around toward the next alpha. “Well, you better. Because we got a date with another big ugly coming right up.”

Jake gathered up his mana again. “Let’s try a little less this time.”

No one in his party had time to protest; the ground split open beneath them. Another alpha shot out of the ground and flung the Brawler aside like some cheap toy car.

“Shit!” dragged out the shouts in unison from the Brawler as they grew distant.

When Jake realized why they were growing distant, he found himself spinning in the air. He crash-landed atop a group of seeders.

You have taken 10 damage.

Jake had all of two seconds to gather his spinning head before a watcher jumped on top of him. It slashed out his chest with his claws.

You have taken 25 damage.

The watcher brought its claws back around for another strike. Jake grabbed the monster by its shoulders and brought it slamming down to his head. He headbutted the alien. In the brief daze the monster must have felt, Jake threw it aside. He couldn’t find where his axe had gotten off to, but he still had his pistol. With a well-practiced draw, he perforated the watcher’s skull.

On your right! Hazel all but squealed in warning.

Wham!

An alpha’s massive forearm caught Jake in the chest and threw him through another group of seeders. The pings in the corner of his vision notifying him he’d received aether confirmed this. Jake didn’t have time to worry about how many seeders he killed while being turned into an impromptu projectile—he had a much more important one come up with the crack of stone at his back.

You have taken 45 damage.

Health: 20/100

Jake’s health bar pulsed red, reminding him he was at death’s door. “If that’s how you want to play.” Jake raised his pistol, only to find it wasn’t there. He blinked in shock and looked around for either of his weapons. They were nowhere to be seen.

But the alpha? Oh, that big, ugly beast was charging right for him.

It was at this moment Nokor’s words from one of their training sessions earlier in the week flashed in his mind.

“For us cultivators, Jake, aether weapons are a crutch to be leaned on in the early days of our journey. They allow us to defend ourselves against our stronger counterparts among the class wielders,” Nokor had said. “But sooner or later, there comes a time where every cultivator must learn to rely on nothing more than themselves.”

Today’s the day, Nokor, Jake thought. He didn’t have much choice in the matter; his party was too far away to help him. Brad had his hands full, and he wasn’t likely to get his weapons back until the fight was done. But he had to survive the fight first.

Jake channeled his aether through his body, strengthening muscle, bone, and tendon as the alpha approached. You’ve got this, Jake. You’ve got this, he told himself. Hazel echoed his words of encouragement as he added a second layer to his channeling. He poured his mana toward his clenched fists. If it worked for his weapons, there was no reason it wouldn’t work for his hands. At least if he’d been paying attention to Nokor as well as he thought he had.

The alpha was upon him before he knew it. Its enormous fist jetted toward his face. Jake countered with his own and a furious growl of exertion. A small blast of violet energy erupted around Jake’s fist as he struck the alpha’s attack. The huge monster’s arm recoiled before it attempted with the other. This time Jake smashed it aside.

It wasn’t a great opening, but it was enough.

Jake surged underneath the alpha seeder’s arms and caught it across the jaw with a sharp hook. Violet erupted as orange blood flew out of the seeder’s mouth, then a powerful blow straight into the monster’s eye, partially blinding it.

The alpha reared back in pain, clutching at its bleeding eye. Standing upright, the monster had to be twice Jake’s height, easily. Fortunately for him, the powerfully built alphas liked to run around on all fours like gorillas, making their heads far easier to reach.

Still, Jake doubted he could batter an alpha to death. So he went for the next best thing. He rushed the reeling alpha and jumped onto its torso. His fingers dug into the tough grey hide as he climbed up the monster’s body. It tried swiping at him with its huge hand, but Jake had already gotten up and over its shoulders.

Jake wrapped around the monster’s neck, crossed it with his other arm, and pulled. He barely managed to get the grip he was looking for, but it was there. He just had to hold it. Putting every shred of his amplified strength into the chokehold, Jake hoped he hadn’t just made a colossal mistake.

The alpha let out a choked roar. It swung its back from one side to another, wildly trying to shake him off. Its large claws tried to get at Jake’s arms to pry them free, but between their much smaller size and his vise-like grip, the alpha found no purchase.

“Come on, come on,” Jake snarled as he funneled more aether to his arms. If he could crush the alpha’s throat that would be fine too, but Jake would settle for choking the beast out.

The alpha’s struggle weakened. Its wild thrashing motions slowed. The alpha stumbled about, trying to reach Jake behind its neck where its hands couldn’t reach. Wet gagging sounds left the monster, its movements came to a stop as it rose high on its legs, then it swung back like a collapsing skyscraper.

Jake wasn’t sure if he should get out of the way or try tanking the crushing landing. If he released the alpha’s throat, there was a very real possibility it might come back from the brink of death.

Too much of a risk, Jake decided.

He cast Aether Shield at his back and hoped for the best as the full weight of the alpha came crashing down upon his battered body.

You have taken 15 damage.

Health: 5/100

Jake let out a choking breath of relief. He was living on the edge, but the living part was what counted. “Tim, I could use a pick-me-up,” he grunted out even as he channeled his aether to heal himself. Given enough time and aether, Jake was quite capable of fully restoring his body. In the heat of battle that amounted to little more than slapping down a bandage with a smiley face over a severed limb and calling it good.

“We’re on our way, Jake,” Tim replied.

World first!

Your raid has successfully strangled an alpha seeder to death.

You have received 5,000 aether.

Jake blinked. He wasn’t sure what he was more amazed by—that the system considered such a feat a world first, or that it wasn’t a first across the whole of the Collective. Jake reconsidered as his thoughts drifted back to Nokor and the ogres. He was much bigger than the average human. Nokor was even bigger than a towering specimen like Aron. So when Nokor mentioned he was on the lower end of the average height for ogres, it was nothing short of amazing to Jake. It was no surprise then that an ogre would have a much easier time choking out an alpha seeder.

He dragged himself out from underneath the alpha, having recovered five points of health while he gawked at his world first. Another group of seeders swarmed him. Letting out an exhausted breath, Jake dove under the first seeder’s swiping claws and punched out its throat. With a rough spin of his body he swung around another seeder’s attack, letting the alien run its face into its friend’s swiping claws. While the two aliens slammed into one another, Jake was quick to pull them apart by their skulls and crush their heads together.

Taking the personal approach to killing seeders was a messy affair. Far messier than using a bladed weapon. Jake had to admit it was more effective than he’d initially believed. Nokor was right, cultivators didn’t need weapons to be deadly combatants on the field. Jake had to admit this constant, manual channeling of his aether was far more draining on him than using his aether weapons, though. He wasn’t sure he could keep this up for much longer.

Jake dropped his channeling as another group of seeders dove for him. Though his movements were slower and his fists didn’t pack the same devastating force they had earlier, his increased stats were nothing to sneeze at. Jake batted aside a seeder’s clawed strike and sent it reeling back with a quick punch to its face. He followed through with a roundhouse kick to its approaching companion. The seeder tried jumping over the strike and caught Jake’s shin in the ribs.

His attacks weren’t fatal, but the damage was clear. A busted face on one seeder oozed with a heavy flow of orange blood. A quivering grasp over what had to be the broken ribs of the other seeder showed the two monsters were hurting badly.

Jake wasn’t sure if this was something other humans had achieved in the early days of the apocalypse. In the early hours of their arrival, killing a seeder with his bare hands had seemed all but impossible to Jake. He’d maybe killed one or two seeders without a weapon in his hands, but it had been a dragged-out battle. Now? His enhanced strength allowed him to deal devastating wounds to the low-tier aliens with a single blow.

Another five points of health returned to his bar.

Jake grinned and waved the seeders toward him. “Come on, then. Show me what you’ve got.”

The bloodied seeder charged first. It swung under Jake’s fist, then went for his throat with its claws. Jake caught the alien’s arm and whirled it around to slam it into the other alien. With both seeders rolling across the dirt, Jake finished the job with a swift stomp to each of their heads.

You have received 435 aether, his heads-up display announced in the brief break of the combat.

It was a drop in the bucket compared to the absurd amount granted to him by the world first. Unlike the one the guild had received for taking down the mutated alpha wolf, Jake seriously doubted anyone else would share in this reward.

Gunshots pierced the chaos of battle around him as Jason impaled a watcher on his bayonet and cast the alien aside. Tim followed close behind, putting two in the alien’s head to be sure. Cory and Kurtis guarded their flanks, cutting down droves of seeders around them.

“Rough day at the office, huh?” Tim offered with a tired smile as he started healing Jake. His clothes were torn up, his face bloodied, but Tim was still in fighting shape. So were the others. It was one of the perks of having a healer in the party.

It was a fact which Brad drilled into all of the members of Invictus. If any group was going to go beyond the walls of the Gaming Center in Scotch Creek, they were strongly encouraged to bring a healer with them. Jake had tried to make that a requirement, but Brad decided against it. Valuable as a healer was, some parties just had their own particular quirks that couldn’t be worked around. Like Dan “The Wall” and his party of tower shield-wielding fighters.

Jake sighed in relief as the healing magic washed over him. It had taken him a while to get used to the warm magic pulling his body back together. It always felt gross to him, but if his other options were dealing with the agony of deep wounds or dying, he’d pick the gross-feeling magic any day of the week.

“You could say that. I got a world first today,” Jake said beneath the roar of guns around him.

“What?” Cory gasped. “I didn’t get anything.”

That confirmed Jake’s suspicions. “Well, you didn’t choke out an alpha.”

“What?” the party said in unified amazement.

Jake chuckled. “Turns out there’s world firsts that only apply to individuals, too.”

“Good to know,” Kurtis said. “But how come Tim didn’t get one for converting that brick you drive around into the Brawler, Jake?”

“You leave my cyber truck alone,” Jake said with a grin. His health was almost back to full.

Tim hummed. “I couldn’t possibly be the first one in the world to do that. Plenty of people online talked about getting cars ready for the apocalypse. They were planning for zombies, but aliens that want to eat your face off work, too.”

“Or the system doesn’t think it’s worth a world first,” Jason offered. “It’s not like we can check these things.”

Jake nodded. It was one of the unfortunate things about the system. For all the information it provided them, it wasn’t exactly forthcoming when it came to guiding them on their advancement through the system.

World firsts were one such case of lacking information. Jake assumed it was to prevent people from rushing toward them. This way the achievements were actually an achievement rather than something they were simply pointed to. And without a clue as to how the system gathered the resources to provide the rewards that came with a world first, Jake had to assume there was a degree of scarcity involved.

Another important case of lacking information involved those who had chosen a class. Brad, Sam, and others had advanced classes available to them. The muses would hint at what those classes could do in the future, but actually seeing what any of them did was a mystery. In order to get any detailed information on the topic, they needed to reach level ten first.

When Jake found this out, he couldn’t help but feel some amusement. As gamers, Brad and his sister were used to going online, looking up guides on progression and advancements, and planning their path well in advance. Without the ability to do so, they were almost, almost as lost as Jake and the other cultivators as to how their progression would pan out.

“All patched up, Jake,” Tim said. “Try not to get so banged up next time. Keeping you guys on your feet is expensive.”

“Hah. You mean keeping Jake alive is,” Kurtis chimed in. “The rest of us have enough brain cells left to keep our distance. Even Jason.”

A slight smile tugged at Jason’s lips between carefully aimed shots. “Yup.”

Jake was about to hit them right back with his own commentary involving a lack of brain cells when the ground shook. Three more alphas burst out of the ground beneath their feet, sending them scattering across the torn-up field.

“These bastards just keep popping out of the ground like moles,” Cory spat.

Jake glanced at his map to see where the first four—no, where the first five had gone. He had to remind himself the reason they were out of the Brawler was the first case of whack-a-mole hitting back Jake had ever heard of. They were wading through to Brad and the other members of Invictus, trying to hold back the second seeder swarm from joining the slowly clearing siege.

There were just too many of the big brutes for them to clear out safely. And with these tunnels popping up at their feet, Jake feared there were many more to come.

Jake and his party rushed to their feet as the ground trembled again and again and more groups of alphas rose from tunnels beneath the ground. They were going to be overwhelmed at this rate. Unless someone could take out those alphas with cold, calculated precision.

“Where are you, Sam?”


Chapter three
Sam


“Alittle busy, Jake!” Sam shouted as she wrenched her knife out of a watcher’s throat. With a flick of her wrist she snapped out her wrist-mounted crossbow and caught a pair of pouncing seeders through their waiting mouths.

Sam spun out of the lifeless aliens’ path. Another watcher hopped from the makeshift housing units the survivors of Armstrong had erected inside the farmers’ market. The speedy mounters clambered around the ramshackle units, weaving in and out of sight in the dimly lit chamber.

The watcher burst through a hastily-put-together wooden wall. Splinters flew toward her as the watcher dove for her. Sam threw herself into a backflip as the watcher’s claws grazed over the leather of her assassin’s suit. The watcher landed behind her. She flipped over the alien and lined up a shot at its eye. Before she fired the shot, a second watcher caught her midair and slammed her to the ground.

You have taken 20 damage.

“Cheap shot,” Sam spat at the alien, and slashed out its throat before it could start tearing into her. She kicked the lifeless body into the other watcher.

The alien threw the corpse aside. It snarled as it crawled low to the ground before jumping to a nearby wall, then another. It was almost too fast for Sam to keep up with. The watcher jumped at Sam from behind. She turned and thrust her knife down at the leaping creature.

Both of them slammed to the ground in a tumbling blur of motion.

Sam came to a stop, pinned against a metal wall with the watcher’s mix of a bat’s face with a wolf smothered up against hers. Thick orange spilled from the top of the monster’s head. A shudder shot up Sam’s spine. She’d never been happier to have a mask than at that moment.

You have taken 5 damage.

She shoved the dead watcher off herself and tore her knife free from the top of its head. Sam pushed to her feet and wiped the seeder blood off her face. “Gross,” she muttered as she flicked it off her fingers.

“Are you alright, Sam?” Jake’s worried voice came through the private line with her brother.

“Fine, Jake. I’m fine,” Sam answered. She dusted herself off. “I was playing nice with the locals before this siege got started out in the farmers’ market they turned into an apartment complex.”

There was a silence, Sam assumed from combat, before Jake replied, “What happened?”

“Tunnels,” Sam answered simply. She strode over to the now collapsed entrances the seeders had poured out of mere minutes ago. “They struck right at one of the safest places the survivors had.” She glanced over to the bloody piles of dismembered limbs and streaks of crimson remains too badly butchered to be identified scattered about the market. She sighed heavily. “I did what I could to get them out, but we lost a lot of people.”

Another silence. This time Sam had a sneaking suspicion about what her brother would say.

“Glad you’re OK, Sam,” Jake said.

That was not what she was expecting.

“But this is exactly why you need to get back into a party.”

And there it was.

Sam sighed. “Jake, this is really not the time for this conversation.” She pulled up her map and saw the swarm of seeders trying to batter the exhibition center’s walls. Their numbers were thinning, but the second horde was only growing in number. “I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but we’re in the middle of breaking a siege right now.”

“Really? I hadn’t noticed.” Jake’s winded words didn’t skip a single shred of sarcasm. “My party’s dealing with alphas. Lots of alphas. I lost count at ten new arrivals.”

Sam’s eyes widened. One alpha was trouble enough, but ten? No, not ten, there were fifteen on her map. Five of them were heading right toward Brad’s group.

“But seriously, Sam, I know you’ve had it rough getting close to another group after… You know, after Aron, Jo, and Chet went off to save his family, but there’s still plenty of good people to join up with.”

Sam frowned. “Not the time, Jake.” She headed for the exits. She had to get out there and help in the defense. “Besides, where am I supposed to find people at their level of awesome to team up with? Everyone even close to that is already in their own party.”

Her frown deepened as she thought of Brad. He was who she wanted to be in a party with, but his group was already full at five members. Sam never asked him, of course. She thought it might make things awkward between them. Brad running around with his own little harem didn’t help things, either.

She shook the thought out of her head. No, not a harem. His friends. Just because Michael was the only other guy in an otherwise all female group didn’t mean it was a harem. Unless Brad swung that way. She had no idea.

The thought brought her cheeks to a burning crimson. Add that to the list of reasons masks are awesome, she thought to herself with a hint of embarrassment.

You don’t have to be so shy about it, Sammy. You should try talking to Brad about how you feel, Olivia, Sam’s muse, chimed in.

Not now, Olivia, Sam replied with a hint of frustration. Forming a new party and Brad were two topics she didn’t want to deal with at the moment. Having lives to save was only the biggest reason she didn’t want to talk about these things.

“Sorry, Sam. I know it’s not the time, I’m just worried about you,” Jake said.

Yeah, yeah, I know. Sam kept the words to herself, fearing they might come out harsher than she meant.

“I’m just saying keep an open mind and give people a chance, alright?”

“I am, Jake,” Sam said. “Now tell me where you need me.”

Jake pinged Brad’s location on the map. “They’re going to get hammered. Brad’s party are on their own and they’ve got wounded. Everyone else is too tied up to help.”

Sam had to smile slightly at that. She did want to spend more time with Brad. Coming to his rescue wasn’t her ideal way of doing so, but it beat skulking in the shadows. “Got it. I’ll pull him—them,” she corrected herself, “out of the fire and move to help you next.”

“Thanks Sa—” Jake was cut off by what could have only been a blow from an alpha.

One glance at her map proved as much. Jake’s marker sailed away from where not one but two seeder alphas had been engaged with him. It was nothing short of impressive when his marker didn’t turn into a greyed-out X. Most people couldn’t handle an alpha on their own. Not when they had its full attention.

Sam flung the farmers’ market doors open and found a man with his leg hiked up in the air like he was about to kick them in. He looked surprised to see her in his assassin’s outfit, though his had a more modern military look to it than her more fantasy tailored one.

The man dropped his foot and lowered his pistol. “Sam! We were getting worried something had happened to you.”

Sam walked past him toward the sprawling melee spread out before them. She needed to get to the alphas before they could do any serious damage. Sam waved for the other rogue to follow. At least, he looked the part of a rogue. “We? We who?”

The man followed by her side with a submachine gun at the ready. “The survivors from Armstrong. And me. I’m Salvador. Rogue with the second recon detachment.”

“What, we’re not calling them legions anymore?” Sam chuckled.

“Legions?” Salvador blinked.

Sam took off running through the melee, weaving in and out between the seeders. She didn’t have time to waste on a chat when she had targets to take out. If this Salvador guy was a rogue, though, he wouldn’t have any trouble keeping up.

“Aron and his group decided to call themselves the Scout Legion,” Sam said as she slid just underneath a watcher and slit its throat open. Without so much as glancing back, she settled back into her sprint. “Took me and Brad forever to get them to drop the 101st part of the name.”

Salvador barreled through the dying watcher. He snapped up his submachine gun, and with little more than the click of metal hitting metal he sent a burst through a group of seeders in her path before elbowing another out of his way. “But there’s not even enough people in Invictus for a legion. Why did they pick that name of all things?”

“Rule of cool,” Sam answered.

A seeker crash-landed in front of her, its wings reduced to burnt, bloody stumps. Before the alien had a chance to recover, Sam used the enhanced jumping abilities of her flying squirrel gene therapy to leap over the downed creature. Salvador didn’t seem to have such a trick in his arsenal because he lagged behind her. No, he stopped to tear the seeker’s mouth open, then lobbed something down its gullet. Whatever it was couldn’t have been too dangerous; Salvador walked away from the seeker without a care in the world. The seeker exploded into seared chunks of flesh and bony carapace.

“I can appreciate that.” Salvador smiled behind his mask, but it reached up to his green eyes.

Sam simply stared at him.

The glimmer of amusement must have shown in her eyes, because he said, “What? Cool guys don’t look at explosions.”

Sam stifled a snort and went back to running. This other rogue might have been slower than her, but he was amusing. He sort of reminded her of Chet with considerably fewer antics. Then again, she’d just met the man. “So why are you following me around like a lost puppy?” she couldn’t help but ask, her amusement carrying through to her words.

Salvador sprinted to her side. “Would you believe me if I said I was a big fan? That guerilla war you pulled off in Kamloops? It was amazing. I’d be stuck doing who knows what if those elves had managed to haul me away on that slave ship of theirs.”

Sam checked her map again. Halfway through the battlefield. Brad and his party were already engaging not one but five alphas. The good news was they were running toward Sam and Salvador. The bad news was they were fighting five alphas. She couldn’t emphasize that point enough.

“Listen, Salvador.”

He interrupted her. “My friends call me Sal.”

“Sal, I’d love to chat but we’re in a lot of trouble here. At least fifteen alphas’ worth.” Sam shot a seeder through the temple and slid underneath the swipe of another, slashing its guts open as she passed. “So unless you’re tagging along for that, I suggest you find someone else to follow around.”

Salvador lagged behind her, but he redoubled his efforts to catch up. “Happy to join your party if you’re inviting.”

Sam considered the man. What he lacked in speed he more than made up for in strength and reflexes. An overeager seeder tried to take off his head only to catch his fist. When a watcher rushed out of the crowd of aliens on Sam’s right, Salvador shot out its leg before she realized it was there. The wound gave Sam the opportunity to carve a bloody path through the alien’s chest with her knife as she ran.

“You seem to be able to hold your own.” Sam shrugged. “What the hell. My brother says I need to meet new people anyway.” With a simple thought she tossed him the invite. “I’ve got two rules: Don’t fall behind, and don’t die.”

Salvador accepted the invitation without a second’s hesitation. “Hah! I can get behind that.”

She had to admit she was a little surprised at his response. Sam had picked up the habit of being rougher with new people trying to party up with her since the last few hopefuls to replace Aron, Jo, and Chet. Most people were turned off by the rougher treatment and either backed off on their own or proved to Sam they couldn’t hold their own against a bit of prodding. In her mind, if they couldn’t handle some slightly-less-than-friendly ribbing, they couldn’t handle the sort of missions Sam so often found herself in the middle of.

This attitude hadn’t come out of nowhere, of course.

After the events of Kamloops, word had gotten around that Sam had orchestrated the guerilla war against the elves. Not just among the survivors of the city, but all the members of Invictus.

At first Sam appreciated all the praise this earned her, even if she wasn’t fond of the extra attention. Then Aron, Chet, and Jo left for their own adventure. Randy was still there, of course, but he’d decided to stay and defend the Gaming Center. Not because it was safer, as many people accused him of cowering away from the front lines, but because he wanted to make sure they had a home to come back to. Sam couldn’t blame him for this. After seeing what the elves had done to a city and the force they could bring to bear with a single ship, Invictus needed to work on its defense as much as its offense.

But the lack of a party opened her up to wave after wave of hopefuls trying to tag along with the hero of Kamloops. Sam was nice at first and gave people the chance to tag along and show her their stuff. Time and again she was disappointed. For some reason they thought being around Sam would keep them alive through thick and thin. This led to one too many idiots putting themselves in unnecessary danger, trusting that Sam would pull them out of whatever fire they threw themselves into.

Sometimes she did.

More often than not it cost her people. Dumb people with unearned confidence, sure, but they were still good people.

Sam tried to correct the behavior by drilling into people’s minds that she couldn’t do everything on her own. That the victory at Kamloops was won through the help of her party, several bold and bordering on suicidal moves against the elves, and Brad bringing the whole of Invictus in to support. Everyone knew the part about Brad and Invictus, of course, but they still laid most of that victory at her feet for reasons she couldn’t even begin to fathom.

The reasons why didn’t matter to Sam, though. What mattered was that the people trying to tag along with her just couldn’t perform, couldn’t hold it together under pressure, or believed in some mythical legend someone had cooked up about her and got themselves killed thinking she was going to save the day.

In the end, Sam decided it was best to stay away from everyone. For their sake as much as her own.

After growing so attached to her former party, it was not an easy adjustment to make. But Sam managed, even if she longed to be with others. Brad in particular.

But so far, this Salvador guy hadn’t proven himself a liability. Not to Sam, and not to himself. If he kept this up, her solo adventuring days might be over. For a time, at least.

Sam rolled in between a group of seeders trying to claw her from either side. The aliens slammed into one another. Not far to the right of them, Salvador scrambled through. He stumbled as a seeder nearly caught his leg. Salvador retaliated with a quick burst of fire into the mob behind them.

“Damn, Sam. Where’d you learn to run so fast?” Salvador was struggling to catch his breath.

Sam shot him a smile. “You get used to it in my line of work.”

The sound of metal groaning behind them caught her attention. One of the alphas had torn Michael off its back and threw him into the side of the elven transport.

“Time to get to work, Sal,” Sam ordered as she drew her second knife. She was going to need every shred of DPS she could put out to bring these things down.

Another alpha tried to finish Michael off, but a barrage of magical attacks and shotgun blasts gunned the beast down. A third alpha hefted the body of its fallen comrade and threw it at Teresa and Ceres. The mages scrambled away, but not before the alpha closed the gap with them. It batted them aside like they were nothing but toys. Knowing how weak mages tended to be, Sam hoped they were still breathing after taking a hit like that.

Then there was Brad. With one arm he dragged Les back. She couldn’t help the flare of jealousy she felt right then and there, seeing Brad playing knight in shining armor. Sure, Brad was the type of guy to lay his life down for others, and as a healer it was his job to keep others alive. But as far as she could tell, he and Les were close friends. Maybe closer than that. And some confusing part of her wished she was the one to have Brad be her hero.

An alpha rushed forward. Brad shot it in the face with a slug from his shotgun. The snarling beast powered through with a vicious punch. Brad threw himself in the way of the blow, taking most of it for Les as they were both sent crashing across the battlefield.

Sam shook the petty thoughts from her mind. This wasn’t the time or the place. More importantly, Brad needed a hero.

“Back up the mages, Sal. I’ve got this one.” Sam rushed the alpha headed for Brad.

Salvador broke right without a moment’s hesitation. “Consider it done.”

Sam seriously hoped that wasn’t empty bravado. “Rocky, take the alpha at the back.”

Rocky, her flying squirrel, crawled out of one of her pouches and onto her shoulder. With a delighted chitter he pointed out the one Sam had indicated.

“That’s the one,” Sam confirmed.

Rocky dove from her shoulder. He scrambled across the ground and onto the alpha at the rear.

Sam’s flying squirrel had grown much, much larger than any normal flying squirrel would have before the introduction of aether to Earth, and had become faster, stronger, and meaner for it. But Rocky was still just a flying squirrel compared to the enormous alpha trundling forth. Sam had full confidence in her pet squirrel’s ability to kill the huge monster, but she didn’t need him to. She needed him to buy time.

Rocky crawled up one of the alpha’s legs and rushed onto its face. This time the huge monster noticed. It tried to swat the squirrel away like he was some annoying fly. Rocky was so much worse. So much worse. He had razor-sharp claws, an absurd speed compared to the already absurd speed squirrels had to begin with, and best of all? He had the brains to use them. Rocky began to tear at the alpha’s face with his claws, going for any soft tissue he could, like the monster’s eyes. The alpha screamed and flailed about, trying to get rid of the vicious squirrel, but every one of the alpha’s powerful swats at Rocky only slammed his own face.

Sam grinned.

She closed the gap with her own target. The alpha took note of her immediately and raised a huge hand to splatter her across the floor. Sam threw out a smoke bomb before the attack could come. Even with a creature of an alpha’s size, the bomb still worked. The alpha recoiled at the sudden blast of smoke and stopped to cough at the sudden inhalation. Meanwhile, Sam was out of the beast’s sight.

Much like Rocky climbed his own alpha with ease, Sam too climbed up this alpha’s back. Between the climbing enhancements granted to her by her gene therapy and using her twin knives to stab her way up the alpha’s back, she was up to the monster’s neck in seconds. The best part? Each of those stabs were amplified by the rogue’s innate backstab damage boost.

Still the alpha roared and tried to shake Sam off its back. Sam merely climbed higher on the alpha’s back until she reached the nape of its neck, where she could get to its brain stem. She withdrew one of the knives and went for the fatal thrust. The alpha swung hard to the left, almost flinging her off.

For a brief moment Sam caught a glimpse of Sal. He rushed up on the rampaging alpha without so much as drawing its eye while it tried to crush Ceres and Teresa. By the time it noticed him, it was already too late. Salvador emptied the magazine of his SMG into the back of the alpha’s neck. The beast roared. It crashed upon the broken knee mere feet from Ceres. Rather than reloading, he dropped his SMG to its sling and drew a combat knife. Just like Sam had planned to do, he drove the blade through the alien’s brain stem, ending its life with one carefully placed stab.

Sam’s own alpha swung around again. This time it slammed Sam against the back of its head and her knife clipped the alien’s ear—or where the ear should have been. The huge alien reached back with its enormous hand, more than enough to snap her in half like a twig. Sam acted quickly, driving her blade into the alien’s brain stem, right between the vertebrae of the spine. She severed the alpha’s body from its mind in that strike, twisted the blade, and ripped it out.

An almost flawless execution.

The fourth alpha slammed into Sam and the other dying monster. The alpha beneath Sam flew out of her grasp as she tumbled through the air. She tucked into a roll and quickly recovered from what would have otherwise been a much more painful landing across ripped-up dirt and pavement.

You have taken 15 damage.

Health: 20/60

“Hey, no backstabbing the rogue,” Sam spat at the alpha for what little good it did her. “That’s my job.”

On cue, Sam cast Flicker Strike on the alpha. She vanished and reappeared, shooting forward like a rocket at the very confused alien who was still looking at where she had been. Sam’s knife ripped through where the alien’s spleen should have been, if they had those. She cast Flicker Strike again. While the alpha gripped at its bleeding side, she reappeared, slashing out the alien's hamstring. She used the ability a third and final time and appeared far above the collapsing alpha. She plunged her twin knives into its back, and Sam only hoped the blades were long enough to reach the alpha’s heart through its thick hide. With a quick twist of her knives, she kicked off the alpha.

Unmoved by her kick, the alpha staggered forward. The huge monster dragged itself around to face Sam, a vicious sneer tugging at its lips before blood loss claimed it. Its free arm gave out and the alpha crashed to the ground.

“Try for a direct hit next time, ugly,” Sam taunted the dead creature.

Rocky squeaked behind her.

Sam turned around to watch her squirrel flung across the air toward Jake’s group. Rocky extended his limbs and turned his fall into a glide. But now the last remaining alpha was free, furious, and looking right at her.

Without any mana left or a stored-up smoke bomb, Sam didn’t have any more tricks up her sleeve. It was up to her guile and agility to win the day here.

The alpha roared and took off on all fours toward Sam. It made it all of five steps before the monster collapsed into a roll. The alpha clutched at its chest. The look of confusion on its alien face as orange blood streamed between its fingers was not lost on Sam. But just like Sam had no idea what had struck the alien, neither did the alpha. It looked around before its eyes fixed on a hooded man with a sniper rifle trained on its face. Just as silently as the first shot came, Salvador put another round right through its eye.

You have received 225 aether.

That number could have been higher. Twice as large, in fact. But Sam reminded herself she was in a party again, and that meant sharing aether gains. Between the two of them, Sam and Salvador hadn’t killed too many seeders, but numbers weren’t what they were here for. They were big-game hunting.

“Nice shot, Sal,” Sam praised.

Salvador simply gave her a quick, two-finger salute.

“Check up on Teresa and Ceres, make sure they’re fine. I’ve got Brad,” Sam said.

Salvador nodded and got to work.

Sam rushed up to where Brad and Les still lay and feared the worst. “Brad?” she asked as she dropped to her knees next to them.

Brad was rolled off to his side, his eyes out of focus as they turned to Sam.

“You’re heavy,” Les’s exhausted voice grumbled as she dragged herself out from underneath him.

Brad opened and closed his mouth, his mind clearly struggling to form words after that blow. “Welcome… You’re welcome,” he finally got out. He pressed a palm to the side of his head and cast Healing Hands on himself. After blinking a few times, he smiled brightly. “Sam! When did you get here?”

“Somewhere around the time you got bitch-slapped by”—she paused to look back at the seeder alphas; they all looked the same to her, so she pointed in their general direction—“one of those. How’re you feeling?”

“Better.” Brad smiled warmly at her. His gaze lingered on hers, and Sam couldn’t help returning the smile.

Les dragged herself to her feet. “Is… Is that Michael? Is he alright?”

Brad’s gaze immediately snapped to the rogue crumpled by the side of the transport. “Shit. He’s at one HP.” He scrambled to Michael’s side to get to work.

Sam blinked the dreamy look in her eyes away and was once again thankful to be wearing a mask.

Les, though, had an exhausted grin on her face as she looked down at her.

“What?” Sam asked.

Les’s grin only broadened. “Nothing.” She propped her greatsword on the ground and held out her hand to Sam. “Come on, kiddo. On your feet.”

Sam frowned as she took the hand up. She didn’t like being grinned at for no reason, almost as much as she hated being called a kid. “Just because I’m younger than you doesn’t mean I’m a kid.”

This didn’t help Les’s grin disappear. “But you’re so cute when you get flustered. Seriously, though. Thanks for coming to save our asses. I was pretty sure we were dead there.”

Sam half frowned, half pouted. Les seemed genuine enough, but she didn’t appreciate being messed with, either. “Any time, Les.” She decided to let the teasing go.

“The mages are good to go,” Salvador called in over party chat. “Shaken up, but they’ll live. These two glass cannons look like they’re made of sterner stuff.”

Sam smiled. “Glad to hear it.” Her attention returned to Les. “Are you guys good here?”

Les gave a weak nod. “Brad’ll get the others up on their feet, but I have to get back in the truck and sleep.” She rubbed at a scar on the side of her neck. “Do all of us a favor, Sam. If you see one of those seeker things, don’t let it stick you with one of its barbs. Brad barely managed to cure me, but I’m dead on my feet here.”

That explained why Les looked like a fresh zombie. It also explained why Brad was dragging her around. Suddenly she felt considerably worse about whatever jealousy she had toward Les for being so close to Brad. She had no idea what was going on with her today, and she desperately needed it to stop.

You’re probably just lonely, Olivia said casually.

Shut up. Sam dragged out the words.

What? You know it’s true. It’s just been you and some…less-than-optimal folks for the past week. There’s no need to be ashamed of it, Sam, Olivia continued in her motherly way.

Of all the personalities her muse could have gotten, it had to be one that was more of a mother to her than her own biological mother. Sam simultaneously hated and loved that. Right now, though, she was leaning toward hate.

“Better get myself inside,” Les said, her words almost slurring together. “I’m dead weight out here.” She took a step toward the banged-up transport and almost collapsed.

Sam was on her in a flash. Enhanced strength or no, Les and all her armor were quite the burden to haul around. Brad’s strength stat must have been much higher than hers, even as a healer, to drag her around and keep fighting. “Yeah you are,” Sam agreed. “Let’s get you in that transport.”

Les nodded weakly.

“Sam, is everything OK back there?” Jake asked through their personal line.

“Just cleared the alphas here,” Sam said. “How’re you guys holding up?”

“Three down,” Jake answered. “A lot more to go. They’re engaging the parties on our right flank. But these tunnels, though. They’re enormous.”

Sam dragged Les to the transport. “They’re still open? The ones in the farmers’ market collapsed right after they swarmed in.”

“You don’t think they were trying to cram everyone into a single area, do you?” Jake asked.

Brad poured on the magic to Michael, slowly returning the life to his eyes. It didn’t take a psychic to pick up on Brad listening in on her half of the conversation.

Sam frowned. “It would make mopping up the survivors faster. At least before we showed up.”

“An overlord might be down there,” Jake said. “My muse said they can coordinate attacks like these, but the young ones don’t have a lot of range.”

Sam frowned. Assassinating targets was part of a rogue’s job, but she didn’t like the idea of going into a tunnel potentially crawling with seeders without backup. “Overlord or not, going into one of those tunnels is a bad idea.”

Brad rose to his feet with a battered Michael hanging onto his shoulders. “Then we’ll go.”


Chapter four
Brad


“Are you insane?” Sam’s voice almost rose to a shout. “You guys are in no shape to break the siege. This is a suicide mission. Les can barely carry herself”—she pointed at the dent on the hover transport’s side—“and you have a Michael-shaped dent on the side of your ride.”

Michael pulled away from Brad, shook himself out, and held up a finger. “I-I’m OK. I’ve had worse.”

Brad placed a hand on Sam’s shoulder. “Someone’s got to do this, Sam, and we won’t be going alone.”

“You’re not?” Sam and Salvador asked in unison.

“You’re going to join us after you clear out the rest of these alphas,” Brad said.

Sam’s mouth hung open behind her mask.

Brad pulled Jake into the conversation with a thought. “Jake, my party’s going into the tunnels to find and kill the overlord. I want you to lead the defense up here.”

“We were getting pushed back to the walls anyway,” Jake replied. “You guys sure you can handle things down there?”

Brad smiled at Sam with all the confidence in the world. “We’ve got this.” He ended the call with Jake.

Sam just about slammed her hands onto her hips. “You absolutely don’t!”

Les agreed. “I’m a little too banged up to do anyone any favors.”

“That’s underselling it by a mile,” Salvador commented.

“Did you all forget our secret weapon?” Brad asked.

The group exchanged confused glances before fixating on Brad.

Brad sighed. “Chippy and Alan picked up the cooking and alchemy crafts, respectively. We have food and drinks in the transport to cure Les’s fatigue and mana potions to fix my—” Brad glanced at his mana.

Mana: 3/110

“Very low mana,” Brad finished.

“Oh yeah.” Les stumbled toward the side of the transport. Supporting herself against the side, she dropped the hatch and shuffled inside.

“We can do this, Sam,” Brad assured her.

Sam crossed her arms. “None of us have ever seen an overlord, Brad. We don’t know what’s waiting for you down there. Buffs or not, I don’t want you going down there alone. Erm—I don’t want your party being the only one down there.”

Brad swore he caught the faintest hint of red peeking beneath her mask. He must have been seeing things. “Then you better work fast, Sam.” He gave her the biggest smile he could and waved the rest of his party inside the transport.

Sam leaned her head back in a defeated, growling sigh. “Come on, Sal. We gotta clean up this mess before our fearless leader gets himself killed.”

“Right behind you, Sam.”

The two rogues rushed off to support the right flank of Invictus’s forces.

As soon as everyone was loaded in, Brad started up the looted elven transport and swung it around toward the oncoming horde. He marked the biggest tunnel entrance on his map and sped forward.

In seconds, the hover transport was bulldozing through the lesser seeders. It made for a very bumpy ride.

“Could your driving get any worse?” Teresa complained from the troop cabin. “I’m trying to eat here.”

“Working on it.” Brad sped right toward a trio of alphas running up on them.

The lead alpha brought his arms up to crush them like a tin can. Brad threw the transport in a hard strafe to the right and into the path of another alpha. Brad bared his teeth as he sucked a breath through them. He hadn’t expected the other alpha to close the gap so fast. Throwing the right stick hard to the left, he zoomed in between the three alphas as a fist grazed the back of the transport. The sudden shift of angle sent them into the air.

“Hang on,” Brad shouted.

“She didn’t actually mean for you to drive worse, Brad,” Ceres squealed from the back.

Les scrambled to pull her harness on with a razorprey wrap held between her teeth.

Michael held onto the roof of the transport to keep himself in his seat. “Shit.” He dragged out the word as the transport started angling downward.

And right into a seeker.

The heavy transport slammed nose-first into the shrieking seeker. The flying monster was crushed under the transport’s weight, and with a few less-than-gentle bounces and drifts, Brad regained control.

“Ho-ho, man, that was close.” Brad blew out a sharp breath and held a hand over his heart. “Everyone OK?”

Michael promptly strapped himself in. “I’m revoking your driving privileges, Brad.”

Teresa groaned. “I am so glad we packed towels.”

Brad glanced back to see her wiping the blue of a mana potion off her face. Ceres clenched a bottle in her teeth, angled upward to pour the blue liquid down her throat while her hands clung to her harness for dear life. Les scarfed down her razorprey wrap, then popped the cap off of a pink, mostly clear drink and chugged it.

He pulled up Les’s status as he turned his attention back to the path ahead of them.

Les Bentley

Health: 115/125

Mana: 35/60

Status: Energized, Well Fed, Razorprey’s Haste

Les rolled her neck. “Damn, that feels so good.” She punched her plated fists together. “A little too good.”

“How much better?” Ceres asked.

Les bounced about in her seat. “I’ve never had so much energy in my life. It’s honestly too much to be sitting around here.”

“Mind throwing me some of that?” Brad asked as he passed the controls over to Michael to drive.

Les pulled a wrap, drink, and a couple of mana potions for Brad and tossed them through to the driver’s cabin.

Brad raised the wrap in thanks and got to eating.

“Better eat fast, Brad,” Michael said. “Tunnel entrance is coming up.”

The gaping maw the largest force of seeders had come out of was dead ahead, past another thick layer of murderous aliens. Oddly enough the tunnel had no more seeders coming out to assault them. Were they out of bodies to throw at them, or were they holding more seeders in reserve in case someone tried the same stunt they were about to pull?

They would find out soon, and Brad wanted to be ready for anything.

Brad scarfed down his food, drink, and potions as fast as he could. He choked on the last bit of his wrap. Brad punched at his chest to clear his throat. His eyes shot open at the sudden rush of energy building through him. It wasn’t a rough, sudden jump like with normal energy drinks. It was a smooth but quick build-up, and he suddenly understood why Les was bouncing in her seat. This was a little too much energy.

He pulled up the information on the buffs he’d just received.

Energized — Cures the fatigued status effect. Provides temporary immunity to fatigue. Increases user’s stamina and stamina regeneration. Duration: 10 hours.

Well Fed — Increases health regeneration to 1 percent every 10 seconds. Duration: 20 minutes.

Razorprey’s Haste — Increases user’s speed. Duration: 10 minutes.

“Michael, you’re eating all of this too as soon as we stop,” Brad said far faster than he intended.

“Feeling a little hyper now, are you?” Michael laughed.

Brad leaned back into his seat with wide eyes. “You have no idea. Ceres, Teresa, you too.”

“Already on it,” Ceres said through a full mouth.

Michael hip-checked another alpha on their way to the tunnel. The furious monster roared as it gripped at its side and rolled away. The armored transport may not have the strength to crush an alpha under its weight, but it still hurt like hell to be clipped by one.

The gaping maw of the tunnel came up quickly.

“Ladies and gentleman, this is your captain speaking,” Michael said in the most deadpan voice he could. “Hold onto your butts!”

“Oh for fu—” Teresa began through a mouthful of food when Michael threw them into the tunnel.

Brad kept his eyes fixed forward as the transport’s lights flipped on.

There was nothing inside.

Ripped-open earth, cleaved cabling, demolished piping, and other parts of the city’s infrastructure the seeders had tunneled through, but nothing alien.

“Well, that was anticlimactic,” Michael said. “I was expecting a sea of glowing red eyes or something.”

Brad tensed, his fingers drumming on the side of his shotgun with all the excess energy coursing through him. He didn’t like this. He didn’t like this one bit. He ran a quick check through his party’s status to confirm everyone else was buffed up with food and drink. Everyone was, except Michael.

“Your turn to eat,” Brad said as he took the controls.

Michael nodded and went back for his food. When he came back he sat down in the copilot’s chair. “Think this overlord ran?”

“Maybe,” Brad said, his eyes scanning their surroundings for any side tunnels. It was a straight shot through with the markings of alien feet and claws all over the floors, walls, and even the ceiling.

Michael took a bite out of his wrap. “Oh man, this is good. It’s like barbecue chicken. And it’s spicy, too!” he announced with delight.

Brad’s gaze narrowed on the path ahead. He reached over and tapped Michael on the chest. “Are you seeing this?”

Michael gulped down his chicken, eyes widening. “What the alien hive fuck did we just walk into?”

Fleshy, grey masses enveloped the tunnel before them, like some sort of weird goop slowly creeping forward from deeper down the tunnel. The strange mass was concerning enough on its own, but the violet veins pulsing with the occasional, brilliant glow were far more concerning.

“Is that aether pulsing through these things?” Brad asked.

Michael gulped down the last of his wrap. “Don’t ask me, man. I don’t know a damn thing.”

Well of course he wouldn’t, Frank said. He obviously hasn’t consulted with his muse.

Brad’s eyes darted to the side as the pulsing walls of the tunnel around them spread to a cavernous intersection where it split into at least eight different paths. Still, the path ahead was clear, and he didn’t see any reason to deviate from it.

Enlighten me, Brad said.

This goop here? It’s seeder creep. A sort of weird bio-matter that feeds and nourishes seeders. Prolonged exposure to it causes some interesting mutations, Frank explained.

Brad didn’t have a good feeling about where any of this was going.

Normally these sprout from a seeder hive, which only pop up when an overlord lays claim to an area, Frank continued. But I’ve never heard of one using it offensively.

You don’t think this overlord just happened to set up shop here? Brad asked.

Frank was silent for a moment. No kid, I don’t. The placement just doesn’t add up. If an overlord was planning on staking a claim over a city, it would set up shop at the heart of the place. Especially if it’s an infant. That way it ensures maximum coverage over its forces within the city limits.

Brad furrowed his brow. That’s good news for us, right? It means this hive might be brand new and hasn’t had time to harden its position.

Seems a little premature to know for sure. If there’s a bigger overlord pulling the strings here, there might be more seeders coming, Frank said.

Brad kept the transport going forward. The pulsing purple veins grew thicker the farther into the tunnel they went. They grew to the point where, even if they clearly looked like veins to Brad, he couldn’t help but fear they were the tendrils of some much larger beast waiting to lash out at them or cave in the tunnels around them.

Then, in the distance beyond the transport’s lights, a sea of red eyes appeared. Seeders.

The sea of red rushed at them, pushing through to the light. Basic seeders, a few watchers, nothing the transport couldn’t shrug off. Brad pushed through them in a hurry. They didn’t have time for small fries.

“We’re going to have to watch our asses, aren’t we?” Michael commented.

Brad checked the rear camera. “It’s just a good idea to do so in a place like this.” Still, Brad was concerned by the small numbers of that group. There were somewhere between fifty to a hundred seeders compared to the army above.

“Fair point,” Michael conceded. “Uhm, Brad. That’s not normal, is it?” He pointed at the pulsing walls around them.

What had been a calm, steady pulse of aether slowly quickened around them.

“That can’t be good,” Brad said.

We’re getting closer, Frank said. Things are about to get messy.

An arc of violet aetheric lightning lanced from one of the pulsing veins. It scorched a wild path ahead of them. Brad threw the transport around the arcing electricity, only for another to try to carve them in two.

“Pretty sure this thing knows we’re here,” Brad shouted.

Les laughed in the back. “You say that like we ever had the element of surprise.”

The comment brought the faintest hint of an amused smile to the corner of his mouth, but Brad had to focus. He weaved the elven transport across a field of increasingly rapid and violent arcs of electricity. Brad had no idea what the consequences were of being struck by the aetheric lightning. Would they disable the vehicle, split it in two, or cook them alive inside? Brad did not want to find out.

A mighty roar screamed from deeper within the tunnel.

“That thing sounds pissed!” Michael said.

Brad put every shred of power he could into the transport’s speed. “Get ready for a fight, everyone.”

The arcing lightning suddenly stopped. Were they going too fast for it to keep up?

A towering mass of bony armor surged out of the darkness and threw the transport aside like a toy. The transport slammed roof-first against the veiny walls of the tunnel. Metal squealed against alien flesh and the stone underneath as the transport ground to a halt on its side.

Brad’s heart raced in his chest. If that thing was an overlord, he wasn’t looking forward to fighting whatever it was. He threw off his harness and glanced to his side. Michael was clutching his own harness, but unharmed. “Everyone OK?” Brad asked as he headed back.

“I’m fine,” Ceres answered with a slight quiver to her voice.

Les released her harness and dropped to her feet. “That was fun, but let’s not do that again.”

Teresa flailed with muffled cries under Sweetness before the honey badger crawled off her. “Disgusting.”

Sweetness huffed in offense and shuffled over to Brad.

He petted his honey badger’s head and took that as a sign everyone was doing fine. “Cast Light Sphere and get ready for whatever the hell that thing was,” Brad ordered.

The others nodded and followed him out the back of the transport. Each member of Brad’s party cast Light Sphere. A glowing white light appeared over their heads, illuminating the area around them. But the tunnels were far too large for the small area the spheres covered, a fact the silence around them wasn’t helping.

“Spread the lights around,” Brad said.

The five spheres of light spread out in every direction. Their combined light illuminated a far larger section of the cavern floor.

The pulsing of the walls slowed to a calm, steady pulse again.

Brad didn’t like this at all. He knew he’d seen something. Something damn big.

He pushed his sphere of light a bit farther.

A towering alien body covered in jagged bony armor came into view. The monster had to be twenty feet tall. Its bone armor was a charcoal grey with the thicker plates covering its body in a deep purple. Beneath its armor Brad caught glimpses of the all-too-familiar grey coloring of seeders, but there was something stranger still: the violet pulse of aether within the monster’s body.

“Holy shit.” Michael dragged out the words in terrified awe.

The monstrosity before them had four arms. Two of them held a strange bio-cannon of some kind, pulsing with aetheric energy. Brad swore the thing had a bayonet with the dark-grey protrusion from the end of the gun. The other two arms held thick, curved blades without any sort of stabbing tip. They were also made of the same, dark-grey material.

Hive guard, Frank said in horror.

The hive guard’s four red, glowing eyes fixated on Brad. Its jaw split open, revealing daggers for teeth as the monster roared out its fury. Its blade-wielding arms spread wide.

“Sam,” Brad sent to her through a personal line, “if you could hurry up with the backup, I’d really appreciate it.”

Whatever Sam replied with, Brad missed it as the monster’s cannon opened up with a steady, rhythmic spray of sizzling fire. It had an almost spitting sound to it as jagged barbs shot out. They dripped the same green goop the seeker’s attacks used.

Only these barbs were much bigger.

The party scattered.

Brad dove out of the way as barbs nearly bigger than he was tall impaled the ground behind him. The hive guard rushed forward, dragging the top of its blades along the hive floor, blocking any chance of escape around it. Brad scrambled to his feet and fired a volley of slugs at the monster’s face.

“I should’ve brought a bigger gun!”

It snarled in response as the force of the slugs pushed its head around. The monster let out an ear-piercing scream and swiped one of its towering blades at him. Brad threw himself over the blade and scrambled to his feet, wildly firing at anything that even vaguely resembled a gap in the monster’s armor. Brad’s slugs bounced off the monster’s bony armor, doing little more than chipping away small pieces.

“Hah! How the hell do you think I feel?” Michael protested, his much-smaller pistol doing little more than taking mosquito bites from the hive guard’s armor.

The hive guard retaliated with a barrage of fire in his direction while it kept the pressure up on Brad. It hacked and sliced at the party healer while its cannon independently tracked Michael. The damned thing could keep an eye on more than one target at a time.

Brad threw himself under another vicious swipe. He came out just in time for the second enormous blade to come down right on his face. His heart froze.

Les threw herself in front of the blade and held her greatsword in its path. With a snarling growl, she blocked the strike. It dropped her to a knee. “Goddamn this thing is strong.”

“But is it magic-proof?” Teresa asked as a volley of frozen spikes came from her direction.

Apparently the hive guard could track more than three targets. Without so much as breaking its gaze with Les and Brad, it threw one of its enormous blades in the path of Teresa’s barrage. Most of the spikes shattered harmlessly on the blade, but of the few that broke through they blew far larger chunks off the hive guard’s armor than Brad’s shotgun.

The hive guard tore its defending blade across the floor, launching a wave of seeder creep and stones toward Teresa and Ceres. The mages threw themselves out of the way, and Ceres launched a volley of lightning bolts as she did. The hive guard shrugged off the damage like it wasn’t even an annoyance. It threw Les aside with a furious swipe of its other blade. Michael tried to close the gap while getting around the hive guard, only to be smashed back into its line of fire by the barrel of the monster’s cannon.

Brad wouldn’t be deterred. The hive guard had to die.

He rushed the beast head-on and switched to his dragon’s breath rounds. If blasting it to pieces wasn’t going to do the trick, then perhaps he could burn it to death. The hive guard lunged its enormous mouth down after Brad. Brad threw himself to his knees and slid along the seeder creep with his shotgun raised straight up in the air. At the last possible second, he fired a jet of flame straight into the hive guard’s mouth.

The hive guard recoiled at the sudden flame filling its maw. It pulled back, shrieking in pain. Its enormous mouth quickly opened and shut to put out the flames.

This was his chance to get closer.

Brad ran straight for the hive guard’s torso, aimed for the heart of the beast, and—

The hive guard threw its body around in a violent spin.

Brad’s eyes widened as he nearly lost his nose to the monster’s blade. Its tail, though? That jagged monster caught Brad right in the gut.

You have taken 70 damage.

Brad gasped for air as he tumbled through the seeder creep. The goopy mess cushioned his landing even as he slid across it.

From the corner of his eye he caught sight of Michael. The absolute madman had not only avoided getting crushed by the hive guard’s attack, but he had latched onto its tail and begun climbing up its back. The hive guard shook its tail to fling him off before he got on its back. Then the monster swung its back from one side to another.

At the hive guard’s feet, Sweetness was trying to maul the monster’s ankles. The bony armor proved too much for Sweetness’s claws and fangs. More terrifying still were the damned size of the thing’s talons. They were bigger than the huge honey badger, which was itself around the size of a husky.

Ceres charged up a powerful sphere of lightning and blasted the hive guard’s chest as it turned to face her. The monster stumbled back a step. Its body crackled with electricity for a second, then it simply shook it off.

Teresa continued her barrage of ice spikes, chipping away more of its armor. It was a good plan to break off the monster’s protection, but could they do it fast enough?

Les tore herself free from the underside of their crashed transport. She dusted herself off and rolled her shoulders before she ran into battle once more. “Brad, we need a plan,” she shouted as the hive guard swung a blade to intercept her. Les dug her heels into the ground and deflected the blow. She was pushed back a step as the alien’s blade swung wide over her.

Brad did indeed have one—a trump card he was hoping to save for the overlord due to its expensiveness. But if he didn’t use it now, they wouldn’t make it to their target.

“I got one,” Brad wheezed. He pushed himself to his knees, then on shaking legs he pointed at the hive guard. “Hold that bastard down for me.”

“What?” Teresa and Ceres asked in unison.

Brad aimed his hand toward the hive guard and channeled Blood Siphon. A swirling mass of violet and crimson shot toward the towering alien.

Apparently the hive guard had far more brains than any of its lesser brethren. Its hateful gaze snapped to Brad immediately.

“Oh!” Ceres gasped, and started charging up her Arc Tether.

The hive guard took a swift step toward Brad, kicking Sweetness aside in the process.

Teresa thrust out her staff and shot a ray of frost at the alien’s foot. “No you don’t!” Ice spread from it, sticking the monster to the floor.

The hive guard snarled with a wild swipe at Teresa, but the mage was just out of its reach. It didn’t matter much in the end; the hive guard tore its leg free and charged again, only for its other leg to be frozen in place.

Rather than protesting over its predicament, the hive guard brought its enormous cannon to bear on Brad. Brad gulped, but he couldn’t move while channeling this spell. He wasn’t experienced enough with it, and it required too much focus to allow for anything else.

“Guys, it’s going to impale me to the wall!” Brad shouted.

“Fiery Rage,” Les roared. Crimson flames engulfed her eyes, trailing behind her as she charged the hive guard. The rest of her body erupted in the same fire as she closed the gap with the monster and smashed its cannon aside. Its barbed shots speared themselves harmlessly across the creep-covered tunnel.

The hive guard snarled. Les’s attack had gouged out a chunk of the monster’s weapon. It retaliated with both of its blades coming down on Les. She had nowhere to go. Duck, jump, she would get caught between the crossing blades regardless.

“Arc Tether!” Ceres shouted.

The sphere of electricity shot behind the hive guard. Its electric tendrils lashed around one of the striking arms, pulling the blade back enough for Les to batter the other aside and rush in after the bound limb. Les went right for the joint where the monster’s grey flesh was just barely exposed. With a vicious growl of her own, she cleaved through the monster’s limb, severing an arm.

The hive guard let out an ear-piercing growl. It struggled against lightning and ice binding it. A copious flow of orange erupted from its severed arm. Michael climbed onto its shoulders and stabbed at whatever gap he could find in the monster’s armor.

And still the hive guard forced its way forward.

Ceres’ arc tether only slowed the monster as it dragged the sphere of electricity forward. Teresa’s ice shattered under its hastening steps. The hive guard furiously tried to bring its cannon to bear on Brad, but each time Les smashed the cannon away, adding fresh scars to the weapon.

Almost there. Just a bit longer, Brad pleaded as the spell charged up.

Les’s fire faded. Her next strike bounced off the hive guard’s cannon.

Ceres’ arc tether coiled around the weapon arm, but it only slowed the monster’s aim.

Teresa shifted her aim to the cannon in the hopes of freezing it solid.

Ice spread over the hive guard’s cannon as it centered on Brad.

Brad’s hand snapped shut on its own. The channeling was complete. Tugging his arm back with all his might, Brad’s Blood Siphon went off. The spell ripped apart a chunk of the hive guard’s torso, taking off the main arm operating the monster’s cannon. The hive guard dropped its ranged weapon as it collapsed onto its knees, arms, and the bloody stump of its severed limb.

You have received 60 aether.

You have received 60 health.

“We have our opening,” Brad shouted. “Give it everything you’ve got!”

Teresa was the first on the draw, filling the monster’s ripped-open side with a barrage of ice spikes. Ceres followed through, using those frozen spikes as lightning rods to catch and amplify the stream of lightning spewing from her hands.

The hive guard shrieked in agony, but it forced itself to stand on shaking legs. With a wild but weak swing, it forced Ceres and Teresa to break off their assault. Les tried to make it over to the monster’s open wound, but even in its weakened state it was able to bat Les away without her Fiery Rage active. The monster lumbered toward its discarded cannon. With its free clawed hand, it reached for the weapon’s grip. It coiled itself to the hive guard's arm, forming what looked like a symbiotic link.

Brad rushed to get an angle on the alien’s wound and fired slugs into it. The monster hissed weak growls. It swung its cannon around in a blind spray of fire. With a single arm it struggled to handle the recoil of its own weapon. Still, a barrage of barbs nearly impaled Brad six different ways. He tripped, stumbled, and rolled through them. He dreaded even touching the toxin-covered barbs for fear of coming down with a more powerful version of the seeker’s toxin effect. Collapsing to a roll, Brad landed flat on his face through the field of barbs.

Sweetness had no such troubles. The honey badger had been nothing but a mild nuisance to the hive guard, and thus the beast had ignored it. Right up until the honey badger climbed into its open wound and vanished.

The hive guard lurched violently to one side. It shrieked once more, this time so loud Brad and his party had to cover their ears as chunks of creep-covered rock collapsed around them. The hive guard collapsed to one knee. It threw aside its cannon and thrashed desperately at its wound. Try as it might, it couldn’t rip Sweetness out. The honey badger bored its way deeper into the flailing monster without a shred of mercy.

The hive guard’s struggles waned. It stabbed its remaining blade to the floor. A weak, quivering roar escaped the beast’s jaws, and its towering body crashed upon the cavern floor.

You have received 1,000 aether.

Any second now the world-first notification would follow. Brad was sure of it. When nothing appeared, he couldn’t help the disappointment that spread through him. Either someone else had killed a hive guard first, or the system didn’t consider these nightmares worthy of such an achievement.

World first or not, this was a massive achievement for them.

Brad crawled to his knees and threw his arms up. “We did it!” he shouted at the top of his lungs, not caring if a horde of seeders heard them. Those monsters had thrown the biggest, angriest bastard they had at them and they’d won. At least, Brad hoped that was the biggest, angriest bastard they had in these tunnels.

“And I helped.” Michael stood victorious on the monster’s back like some sort of trophy hunter, his knife barely coated in any seeder blood.

Les laughed. “Oh yeah. Real helpful with that dinky little thing scratching its back.”

Michael pointed his knife at her. “Hey! It’s about the motion, little miss compensator.”

Les’s lips pulled to a broad smirk. “You’re just jealous ’cause mine’s bigger.”

Michael’s face practically glowed red as his lips pulled into an indignant sneer. “Why you—”

His words were cut off by the distant shrieks of seeders. Red dots sped right toward them along the floor, walls, and ceiling. The swarm they’d passed earlier was closing in on them from behind.

“Can’t we have five seconds to enjoy our victory?” Ceres huffed.

“More aether for us.” Les raised her blade.

Whatever remained of the thrill of victory was drained away from the party by a sudden noise. A sick, wet, slurping sound pulling from the creep all around them. The veins, at least what they could see of them in the darkness, were withdrawing.

Brad’s jaw fell open. “What. The. Fu—”


Chapter five
Jake


“We’ll take the left flank,” Jake shouted through the chaos of combat to Brad. He slipped around an alpha’s fist and threw a sharp knee into its side. The monster stepped back with an annoyed grunt and went for another swipe with its claws.

Kurtis opened up on the monster’s exposed rib cage. A hail of bullets punched through the alien’s hide, battering ribs and internal organs. The alpha snarled. It dropped its arm to protect itself. When it turned to face down Kurtis it caught a round in the eye from Cory. Snarling, the beast clutched at its eye, leaving its neck completely defenseless.

Jason ran up with his rifle like a spear and thrust the bayonet into the alpha’s throat. He emptied the magazine into the monster’s throat before ripping the bayonet out.

You have received 10 aether.

Jake was glad for the aether. Anything he could pull in to strengthen himself was a must in this mess. He glanced over his shoulder to the besieged fortress. Only a few alphas and seekers remained among large groups of seeders. The piles of dead aliens littering the field was an improvement over the earlier horde waiting for them, but this second force was pushing them back hard.

Brad’s transport sped past them, heading right for one of the tunnels. Jake was amazed at this course of action. He wasn’t sure if it was due to the bravery or idiocy of it, but he was amazed.

“Pull back to the walls,” Jake ordered their forces struggling to hold back the seeder reinforcements. If they could gather every single member of their raid together, they could put down the seeder army for good through sheer firepower.

Tim sprayed a seeder leaping for his face. “What about the Brawler?”

“Leave it,” Jake said. “We need to gather our forces.”

Cory winced. “Hope that beauty’s still in one piece after all this.”

Jason shoulder-slammed a watcher with its claws mere inches from Cory’s throat. With an arcing swing of his bayonet, he beheaded the monster. “Worry about yourself first.”

Cory gaped, realizing how close he’d come to dying. “Nice save, Jason.”

Jason nodded and carried on with the fighting.

“We’ll cover the rear,” Jake said. “Everyone else pull back now.”

Transports on the edge of the conflict slowly pulled back from the fighting while the party’s fighters and more combat-oriented healers covered their withdrawal. It was a comical sight for Jake.

From all the war movies he’d seen, it should not have been the brawling fighters covering the retreat but rather the armored vehicles. Unfortunately, the elven transports they’d looted had one fatal flaw.

No weapon mounts.

The hatch on the roof allowed for someone to shoot their gun or bow from it, but it wasn’t much. Tim had tried to correct the problem by building a turret of his own to mount on the transports, but he simply lacked the knowledge to do so in any meaningful way. Interfacing his rudimentary attempts at a turret—lacking weapons as they were—proved much more complicated than plug and play.

So the forces of Invictus had come up with a far simpler solution.

Rangers and mages took to riding on top of the retreating transports. They rained fire and spells from above onto the seeder lines, carving deep into their numbers. Mages cast Fire Storm over the field of battle, throwing their ranks into disarray, but the alphas bulldozing through didn’t care one bit. They charged into the lines of fighters or straight through them to get at the transports.

One of the transports was flipped on its back by an alpha’s charge, the rangers and mages on top crushed beneath the weight of the vehicle.

A group of seekers targeted another of the transports. The flying monsters dove from above, spewing a volley of toxic barbs at the rangers and mages. Those who didn’t outright die from being impaled soon joined the dead in exploding into clouds of thick green fertilizer.

A final seeker jumped on the now-green-coated transport. Its bladelike claws plunged deep into the transport’s armored hide. Hissing and snarling, the monster ripped the armor apart. The seeker withdrew back into the air, its claws stained crimson.

The transport was left to spin wildly through the battlefield. It slammed a group of fighters in the front line, crushing them beneath the force of its hover engines. An alpha barreled through the wreck and engaged other targets.

Jake didn’t like this at all. Their numbers at the front lines were far smaller than those defending the survivor’s fortress. Meanwhile, the seeders had far more of the heavy hitters among their reinforcements.

“Sam, where are you at?” Jake called through the party chat.

As if to answer his question, a dark figure leapt out of the melee off to his right. It slashed an alpha’s throat open. The monster clutched its ripped-open throat before the figure—Sam, Jake now realized—swung around the back of the monster’s head and drove her knife into its back.

“On the right flank,” Sam finally answered.

A seeker flew behind her, its tail taking aim at Sam.

Jake went to warn her, but a shot lanced from the chaos below and took off a wing. The seeker spiraled to the ground, crushing seeders beneath its weight.

“Nice save, Sal,” Sam said.

“Easy,” Salvador boasted.

Jake couldn’t help beaming at the exchange. Sam had finally found someone she could team up with. After Aron, Chet, and Jo left, he really was worried his sister would fall back into being a loner.

His quiet joy was interrupted by a group of watchers coming at him.

Jake threw himself around a stabbing hand. He throat-punched a watcher snapping at his face. The third watcher lunged at him with fierce claws, but Jake used its own force to fling it at his first attacker. He didn’t need to channel his mana to destroy these lesser monsters—he only needed to focus and apply the martial arts he’d been practicing with Sam and the other cultivators.

“What’s up, Jake?” Sam asked, the lifeless alpha beneath her feet crashing down into the chaos, where she vanished from sight once more.

“Lost track of you in the chaos is all,” Jake said. She could probably hear the smile on his face.

It took Sam a second to answer, but he kept an eye on her position thanks to the mini-map in the corner of his vision. All around Sam, the smaller red dots of seeders vanished while she danced among them.

“Disappearing acts are kinda my thing, Jake.” Sam laughed. “But don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere. Salvador and I are hunting big game out here.”

Jake frowned at that. “What do you mean you’re not going anywhere? There’s too many seeders out here for the two of you.”

“Just a little bit,” Salvador butted in.

Sam let out a quiet chuckle. “Good thing we’re faster.”

“And sneakier.” At Salvador’s words, a cloud of black smoke appeared deep within the seeder ranks. Jake swore he saw the monsters stagger away from the cloud of smoke, and even one alpha caught in it.

The alpha collapsed to its knees, then vanished behind the smoke. By the time Jake thought to ask what was going on, the smoke cleared and the alpha was nowhere to be seen behind the tide of bodies.

This all has to be part of the rogue’s toolkit, Jake told himself.

It is, Hazel confirmed. If it has to do with sneaking around, dealing fatal damage very quickly, or generally throwing their enemies into disarray, the rogues have it.

Think it’ll be enough to keep them out of trouble? Jake almost pleaded. He couldn’t just abandon the rest of Invictus’s forces to babysit his sister, but neither could he abandon her.

Your sister’s party is moving very quickly through the seeder ranks, Hazel said. It looks like they aren’t stopping to kill any seeders if they can help it.

That brought a smile to Jake’s face. They were hitting and moving, just like they’d practiced. But Jake decided not to give himself too much credit—Sam told him she loved playing the rogue class in her games. She probably knew all about being a sneaky little backstabber.

Not in a bad way, though, Jake had to remind himself.

“OK, Sam. You two take care out there. If you need help, call us, OK?” Jake said.

Salvador laughed. “If we need help, it’s probably too late for us.”

Jake scowled at the man’s words. He didn’t have time to reply; a seeder’s claws narrowly missed his eyes. Jake slammed his fist into the alien’s gut. It lurched over, struggling for air. He finished it off, bringing his fists down on the monster’s neck like a hammer. Bones snapped beneath his blow and the seeder fell dead.

“He’s not wrong,” Sam admitted. “But I won’t let it get to that point. Worry about the walls, Jake. We’ll take care of ourselves.”

Deep down, Jake knew his sister could handle herself, and he trusted her own judgment of her abilities. Dangerous as some of the stunts she pulled had been, Sam had never gone into a situation she didn’t think she could come out of in one piece. Even the whole Kamloops fiasco. Jake had the sneaking suspicion Sam had left a lot of details out of those stories for his peace of mind. Strong and levelheaded as his sister was, she was still his baby sister. Try as he might to let her go, he couldn’t help worrying about her with every fiber of his being.

With a resigned breath, Jake decided to trust her. “Good. Because if you die, I’m going to follow you into the afterlife and chew you out for dying on me.”

“Right after I got you to stop babysitting me,” Sam replied with all the snark of a teen girl. But Jake knew she was messing with him.

Turning his attention back to the battle around them, Jake found their flanks had become considerably more hostile. Their frontline forces had withdrawn faster than Jake realized, and now they were surrounded on all sides by seeders.

“This is not ideal,” Jason stated calmly.

Tim slammed the butt of his gun into a seeder’s face, then shot it. “You think?”

“Less bitching, more shooting,” Kurtis shouted through the roar of his machine gun.

“Hey, not all of us have a ridiculous gun like you, Kurtis,” Cory said.

Kurtis laughed. “Should’ve thought about that before you bought that little rifle, then.” His gun fell silent. “Crap. Cover me, I'm reloading.” Kurtis began the long process of swapping out a new box of ammo into his gun. “Damn thing takes so long to reload.”

Cory grinned. “Should’ve thought about that before you bought your fat-ass machine gun.”

“I swear to God and all that is holy, Cory. I am going to buy an ammo pack for this thing just to shut you up,” Kurtis shot back. It was all good-natured ribbing to distract from the constant brushes with death all around them, but it needed to stop.

“Focus,” Jake snapped.

“Sorry,” Cory and Kurtis said in unison.

Jason swept to the back of the group to cover Kurtis. Jake punched and kicked seeders away as they backed up through the horde. Cory and Tim sprayed fire in every direction. They didn’t need to aim when there were nothing but enemy bodies around them.

Halfway to the wall. Just a bit more, Jake thought as his own mortality began to feel very real.

Flaming spirals ripped open in the skies above the seeders. Balls of fire rained down on the aliens around them. Charred bodies flew through the air and toppled over other aliens.

“Backup has arrived,” Darius announced triumphantly. The man built like a football player cleaved through a swath of seeders with his greataxe. As usual he overcommitted to the swing of his heavy weapon and left himself open to attack from watchers.

Luckily, Darius wasn’t dumb enough to come alone.

Violet aetheric blasts caught the aliens in the chest. Lewis was with them, a man they had saved from the zookeeper along with his twin daughters. One of Jake’s best cultivators, Lewis took more of a ranged approach to problem-solving than Darius.

“Can’t let you go dying on us, Jake,” Lewis said. “Elsie and Effie would be heartbroken if anything happened to their favorite teacher.”

Jake smiled, but as he was about to answer, another watcher dove for Lewis. Quick on his feet, Jake summoned an aether shield to block the watcher’s path. To his surprise, the barrier of energy caught the alien in the throat as it manifested and sent it flipping onto its back, orange blood spewing from the wound.

Now that’s an idea for future Jake, he thought to himself with a hint of amusement. “Situational awareness, Lewis. We talked about this,” he told the man. “If your girls can’t handle losing me, can you imagine what they’d think if they lost you?”

Lewis grimaced. “Sorry, sir. I’ll do better.”

Jake smiled. He was still getting used to being called sir by the other cultivators and lower-ranked members of Invictus, but he had to admit he enjoyed the responsibility. Not to mention sir was a massive improvement over sensei or master. Those two titles made him squirm.

Darius cleaved another swath through the seeders. “The path is clear, Jake. Let’s go, let’s go.”

“Way ahead of you.” Tim bolted through the gap in the seeder formation.

The rest of his party went through while Jake brought up the rear. He made sure even Darius and Lewis were ahead of him. Jake refused to let anyone die for him if he could help it.

Tim led the way back to the walls, running faster than all of them combined. Cory and Kurtis were hot on his tail, making sure Tim didn’t get cut to ribbons for not looking where he was going. Jason hung off to Kurtis’s side so the heavy gunner didn’t have to worry about any monsters sneaking up on him, while Lewis covered Cory.

Darius and Jake were at the rear, barreling through seeders with their superior strength and speed.

When they broke clean through the seeder lines, it was a light show.

Spells screamed past them toward the oncoming hordes. Streams of tracer fire rained down from the walls and Invictus’s battle line supporting them. Jake caught sight of a couple of rogues slashing open the achilles of an alpha, leaving it open for a spear-wielding fighter to finish the job.

They could do this. They could win this day if they held it together.

The ground shook behind Jake.

He turned in time to catch an alpha’s fist barreling toward him. Jake growled to hold his ground.

Darius’s eyes shot wide open. “Holy shit, sir. How strong are you?”

“Pick your jaw off the floor and help me here,” Jake grunted out.

“Right!”

Darius went to sever the monster’s arm but it pulled back quickly. This time his overcommitment earned him a sharp left hook from the alpha that sent him flying across the battlefield. Jake didn’t have time to worry about him. He pinged Darius’s location and focused on the monster trying to crush him under its enormous fists and cleave him in two with its claws.

Jake let the aether flow through him as he weaved through attacks and pushed others aside. This monster was faster and stronger than the one he’d choked out. That trick wouldn’t work here. Where the hell is my backup?

As a glancing blow turned Jake around, he saw what was going on behind him. The rest of the party had run off farther ahead, their guns turned upward at the seekers raining barbs from above.

He was on his own.

Jake caught the alpha’s fist again. His heels dug deep through the torn earth of the battlefield. “Just you and me then, big boy. Let’s dance.”

The alpha roared back in reply and sank Jake deeper into the sundered earth beneath him. Jake summoned all the strength he could to push the fist aside. It bought him precious seconds as the alpha’s fist flew past him. The monster used its other hand to throw itself away from Jake. It was like this alpha had an inkling of how to fight beyond throwing its weight around.

Jake channeled aether to his hands as he would for a shield, but this time he tried something different. Rather than encapsulating them for protection, he shrouded his hands in aetheric energy tapering off to the edges like a blade.

New spell created: Aether Blade.

This is definitely going to need some work. Jake felt like a cheap, knockoff Wolverine. His hands were enveloped by the violet glow of aetheric energy the length of a short sword. A trio of claws or an actual weapon made of the stuff would have been far more intimidating, but anything was an improvement over his bare hands.

Jake rushed the alpha, his claws swiping away at the monster. The alpha stepped back from his attacks and observed him. It was like the alien had no idea what it was dealing with. The confusion didn’t last long, though. Jake closed the gap and went to rip the alpha’s chest open with his new blades. The alien raised an arm to defend itself, only for Jake’s blade to cleave through its forearm. It did a far better job than his axe ever did without aether pumping through it.

“Oh, I like this.” Jake grinned.

In his brief moment of reverie, a group of seeders tackled him to the ground from the side.

Jake rolled through the ground with the aliens. He caught one of them through the gut and split it in two. The other seeders tore at his chest with their claws.

You have taken 20 damage.

The attacks came faster than Jake could retaliate with his own blades. Wild swipes tore into the seeders’ chests, killing them instantly.

A dark shadow loomed over him.

By the time he realized what it was, it was already too late.

The seeder alpha had leapt to him, bringing its fists down like a hammer. Jake threw his hands up and hoped for the best. His aetheric blades punched through the alpha’s fists, but they did nothing to stop them from slamming him to the ground.

You have taken 65 damage.

Left arm broken.

Health: 15/100

The alpha tore its arms back, screaming in agony. Whatever Jake had hit, it was important. The alpha’s hands hung limp as it flailed around.

Jake didn’t have time to figure out why it hadn’t killed him yet, though. He dismissed his aetheric blades and poured all of his mana into repairing his broken arm while he dragged himself to his feet and ran toward his party. Little by little his bones dragged themselves back into position and rebuilt stronger than before. His muscles slowly pulled themselves back together. It would be some time before he could use his arm, though.

The alpha turned on him with a roar. It came at him in an awkward bipedal sprint. The monster clearly preferred to move on all fours.

“Help me out here, guys,” Jake shouted.

Lewis was the first to notice Jake’s predicament. “Alpha’s coming right at us. Charge shots.”

The cultivators turned their attention to Jake and the alpha on his tail. Their aether rifles glowed violet as energy built up inside. It would be a few seconds before they had enough power gathered between them to bring down an alpha.

Jake wasn’t sure he had that much time. He clutched at his shoulder and sprinted as fast as he could. Still the alpha gained on him.

Tim glanced in their direction. His eyes widened. “Jake needs our help,” he told the rest of the party, and turned his gun on the alpha’s face.

“We’re a little busy,” Cory shouted as he fired on another seeker making a pass at them. Two of the cultivators held their arms up, maintaining an aether shield impaled with dozens of seeker barbs.

The alpha snarled at the rounds hitting its face, but it was not deterred. It closed the gap with Jake and dove after him, its maw spread open and full of daggerlike teeth.

“Fire!” Lewis ordered as huge bolts of aetheric energy flew overhead.

They slammed into the alpha’s face and body. Chunks of seared flesh were ripped off the beast in geysers of orange gore, the force of the charged shots enough to push the alpha back enough to miss Jake by a few inches.

“I’m spent,” Lewis said. “Need to catch my breath.” He let his aether rifle hang from its sling and drew a conventional sidearm. The other ranged cultivators echoed the sentiment.

Jake slid to a stop and looked back at the dead seeder. “Shouldn’t have messed with us, ugly.”

The alpha, missing the front left quarter of its head, lurched forward with a vicious snarl. Its broken hand snatched Jake in a weak grasp for an alpha, but one that could still crush a man.

“Son of a bitch,” Jake cursed. His broken arm was still on the mend. His legs hung useless from the monster’s grasp. If he didn’t act soon, his other arm would break as well.

“Jake!” Tim shouted. He sprayed the monster’s head with fire, but it was determined to end Jake’s life.

Summoning all the power he could, Jake called for his aether blade onto his free hand. The sudden surge of energy cleaved through the monster’s fingers and set him free. With his left arm hanging useless at his side, Jake rushed forward and drove the much larger aether blade through the alpha’s skull. The alpha snarled in reply as it tried to bite him.

“Just die already,” Jake growled. He twisted the blade in the alien’s skull and ripped it clean out the other side.

The alpha’s eyes rolled up into its skull. Its movements ceased.

You have received 10 aether.

Jake felt he was more than a little short-changed for that kill, but he had to share with the rest of his party. He rejoined Tim and the others. Dismissing his blade, Jake dropped to a knee. “Patch me up, Tim.”

Wide-eyed, Tim reached into his pouch and pulled out a mana potion. He gulped it down in seconds and poured the healing magic down on Jake. “What the hell, man? How are you so strong you can one-v-one a friggin alpha?”

“Cultivation’s a trip,” Jake managed to get out between ragged breaths. Breaths that improved between Tim’s healing magic and his own aether being channeled to repair his crippled arm. He met Tim’s gaze with a slight grin. “I’d tell you to join us at the Hub, but I really, really love the hell out of your healing magic.”

Tim grinned. “What, it’s not nasty anymore?”

Jake considered his words for a moment. “It beats the hell out of dying.”

Tim chuckled. “Fair enough.” As soon as he finished healing Jake, Tim pulled him to his feet. “By the way, neat trick with that sword of yours. Is that a new spell?”

Jake took a long, slow breath to make sure his ribs were back where they were supposed to be and his lungs weren’t crushed. He felt the aching stretch of his lungs as he did, like it had been months since the last time he did any cardio. It was a good pain. “Yeah. I picked up the idea from saving Lewis.”

“How’d you get blades out of a shield?” Lewis asked between carefully placed shots with his pistol.

Jake chuckled. “The shield popped up so hard it made the seeder bleed. Not sure if it was from the impact force or if I made the edges more jagged than normal. So I figured, if I can make shields, why not blades?”

Lewis nodded. “Huh. Guess Nokor was right when he said we wouldn’t need weapons eventually.”

Darius rejoined their group, breathing heavily and with a party of class users at his back. “But I like my axe,” he chimed in, obviously catching the tail end of their conversation.

“Learn to fight without it and you can use it as an accessory?” Jake offered, not sure what to tell him. He still had so much more to learn about cultivation before he could outright deny Darius his weapon.

Darius inspected his greataxe and laughed. “That’s one hell of a fashion accessory.”

“The ladies love it, I swear,” Lewis played along.

Darius grinned. “Well you know what they say. Clothes make the man.”

Jake shook his head with a bemused smile. His cultivators were going to be one hell of a weird bunch. But he loved having people to share his journey with, and after a few weeks of getting used to teaching them, he loved guiding them through their own journey as well.

Focus Jake, Hazel reminded him.

Right. We have a siege to break, he agreed.

Looking at the battle around them, things were turning in their favor. The seeder numbers were dwindling, and it was only a matter of time before they killed every last one of them. Only one question nagged at his mind: Did they have enough mana, ammo, and stamina to finish the job?

“Ammo check,” Jake called.

Tim checked his pouches. “Two mags left.”

Cory grimaced. “Last mag.”

Kurtis’s machine gun kept laying down the hate on the incoming seeders. “One box left after this one. Picking off the small fries.”

Jason checked his own. “Six mags.” He plucked three from his vest and passed them to Cory and Tim. “Bayonet’s more to my strengths anyway.”

Cory took his two magazines with a nod in thanks. “You know, we should really get you a proper melee weapon.”

Jason nodded. “Been looking at a lance-and-shield set. System says it’s a gun lance.”

“A gun lance?” Tim gasped. “How the hell do you even get a gun in a melee weapon?”

Jason shrugged. “I’m no smith, so don’t ask me. Thinking I can use it to run down seeders on the field.” He stabbed his bayonet through a seeder’s chest and shot at the ones running up behind it. With a boot firmly planted on the alien’s chest, he kicked it free. “If Daisy doesn’t mind the noise, we might be able to use it from her back.”

“Daisy?” Darius asked.

“My razorprey matriarch I’ve been taming,” Jason answered. “Been getting real friendly with her. She’s even letting me help her take care of her eggs. Might not be long before she lets me ride her.”

Darius stared at the rest of the group blankly until a seeder overcommitted to its swing and slapped his face rather than clawed it off. “Wow!” Darius smashed the alien’s face in with the pommel of his axe, then buried the thing in the extremely dead seeder’s chest. “Rude.”

Tim laughed. “They’re murder chickens,” he explained. “Like, think a raptor, but bigger, angrier, and delicious.”

“Don’t you go saying that around Daisy,” Jason reminded him.

“Hey, hey, I learned my lesson. She almost took my arm off when I called her that,” Tim huffed. “Kinda poses a problem for Chippy, though. He loves cooking them.”

Jason frowned. “I know.”

Jake kicked a watcher in the stomach, then snapped its neck. “Worry about that later. Take those seekers out.” He pointed out the flying monsters.

There were a dozen of them still in the air, but between them mopping up the horde of seeders and the ten remaining alphas, they didn’t have enough fire to go around.

Unless he’d missed more of the heavy hitters arriving in the fighting, Sam should have been taking care of them. His unyielding concern for his sister’s well-being pulled at him. “Sam, where are you?”

“Making terrible life choices,” she all but squealed in reply.

“What? What’s wrong, Sam?” Jake demanded.

There was no response from Sam. So Salvador answered for her. “You know that Flicker Strike ability of hers?”

“Yeah?” Jake asked. “The one that lets her teleport around to targets.”

Salvador audibly winced. “She kinda, sorta used it on a seeker.” Salvador pinged the alien in question.

The seeker in question was flying erratically. Its body writhed and twisted one way, then another. It rolled through the air and threw itself at the ground only to pull up at the last second.

True to Salvador’s word, Sam was there. One arm clung to the seeker’s tail, the other stabbed wildly at the limb. “This su-uuuuuuucks.” She dragged out the word as the seeker flew high into the air and upside down. Sam squealed, her legs dangling in the air as the seeker tried to scrape her off its back and onto the floor.

“Sam!” Jake shouted.

Sam swung around to the opposite end of the seeker. The alien noticed too late; it crashed along the ground, sending seeders into the air through its path. Jake lost sight of them through the mass of aliens between them.

“Jake! Help!” Sam shouted.

No swarm of seeders, not even hell itself could stand between him and saving his sister. “I’m coming, Sam.” He took off sprinting without so much as telling the others.

“Wait up, Jake!” Tim took off after him.

Cory did the same. “Darius, Lewis, stay here with the survivors.”

The rest of Jake’s party chased after him.

Jake plowed through the line of seeders, his fists cracking skulls, hands throwing lifeless aliens aside. With little more than a thought he summoned his aether blade to carve a path through the seeders.

Sam needed his help, and nothing was going to stop him.

Carefully calculated gunshots erupted behind him as the rest of his party caught up. Tim, Cory, and even Kurtis were taking great care to place their shots on targets. They didn’t have much choice but to do so; their ammo was so limited now, they had to make every shot count.

“We really should’ve brought more ammo,” Tim whined.

“Yeah,” Kurtis agreed. “We gotta make a run to the Brawler after we save Sam or we’re going to be clubbing our way to victory.”

“Clubbing?” Cory asked.

“Yeah,” Kurtis said. “A gun without gun food ain’t better than a club.”

Jason caught a seeder in the chest. The alien staggered for a second before he ran it through with his bayonet. “Should’ve gotten bayonets for your guns.”

“And deal with cleaning that mess?” Cory scoffed. “Thanks, but no thanks.”

Jake muscled his way through the mess of seeders and saw what Sam was dealing with.

She was still clinging to the seeker’s tail. He had to admire the nerve of his sister, to attack a monster like that and cling to its deadliest weapons to deny its use. Had Sam gone for the kill on the monster’s head or even a barrage of backstabs, she would have been completely exposed to the seeker’s tail. And all it would take was one barb to end Sam’s life.

“Hang on, Sam.” Jake ran straight for the seeker’s head.

“What does it look like I’m doing?” Sam squealed as the monster’s tail whipped about.

The seeker noticed Jake. Its head snapped in his direction and so did its tail. With a vicious hiss, it went to fire.

Sam drove her knife through the tip of the monster’s tail. A loud clang erupted. “Denied!”

Jake couldn’t believe it. His sister had prevented the seeker from getting a shot off with a well-placed knife. Had it not been for all that flailing around earlier, Sam might have actually managed to kill the seeker on her own.

“Great job, Sam!” Jake praised.

It was all he managed to get off before the seeker came down on him in a flurry of blades, teeth, and wings. Jake dropped to his knees in a slide beneath the monster. His aether blade split the monster down the middle from its head to its hindquarters. Cory and the others opened fire on the monster as it flailed about. Jake rolled to his feet, ready to finish the job when the seeker crashed on a pool of its own blood.

Sam casually cartwheeled off the monster’s tail before it hit the floor. “Almost lost my grip there.” She dusted herself off. “Remind me never to do that again.”

Jake dismissed his aether blade and ran to Sam. He lifted her up in a tight embrace. “Sam! I thought I was going to lose you back there.”

Sam slapped at her brother’s arms, her words coming out almost choked. “You’re going to lose me if you don’t let me go.”

Jake blinked and dropped his sister immediately. “Sorry.”

Sam dropped to her feet and grabbed her knees. She held up a finger while she caught her breath. “Yeah. Yeah, that really sucked.”

Jake couldn’t help but laugh. As soon as she stood up straight, he ruffled her hair beneath her hood. “You know, you’ve become really amazing after this whole mess.”

Sam may have been wearing a mask, but that smile of hers reached her eyes with ease. “Speak for yourself, big guy. Running around with no class and waving a friggin aether blade like some sorta show-off.”

Jake grinned, a wave of relief washing over him.

Cory cleared his throat. “I hate to be that guy, but uh”—he pointed a thumb back at the fort—“we got a lot of seeders to kill, and I’m down to half a mag.”

“Then let’s get the Brawler,” Jake said.

Sam held a hand to her ear. “Brad?”


Chapter six
Sam


“Sam.” Brad’s words came through her personal line. “If you could hurry up with the backup, I’d really appreciate it.”

“Brad?” Sam held a hand up to her ear. “What’s wrong?” She waited for a moment, then tried again. “Brad, are you there?”

“What’s the matter, Sam?” Jake asked.

Sam turned toward the tunnel Brad had rushed through. “Nothing good, I bet. Can I borrow the Brawler?”

“We’d have to have the Brawler to loan it out,” Tim said.

Salvador finally caught up to them. He grasped his thighs, breathing heavily. Sam had left him behind when her brilliant plan to take down a seeker nearly got her killed. “Brawler? That weird truck of yours?”

“That masterpiece, you mean,” Tim corrected with a glare.

“The masterpiece needing doors,” Cory added.

“The one currently out of our possession,” Jason agreed.

Salvador took a deep breath. “Oh. That’s not good.”

“It isn’t,” Sam said. “Where did you last see it? Brad’s in danger, and we need to get to him in a hurry.”

Jake sent her the location on the map. “Right here. This tracking system you got from the gnomes was a great idea, Tim.”

Tim sat his knuckles on his hips and turned up his nose at the others. “I can’t let you chucklefucks lose my work, now can I?”

“I think I’m going to find another mechanic,” Cory said with a sidelong stare.

“Might have to train one,” Kurtis added.

Sam swept out her arms for the others to stop. “OK, cool. You can sort out your mechanic problem later. I need to get to that truck.”

Jake nodded. “And you’re going to need our help.”

Sam shook her head. “There’s still a lot of fighting to be done out here, Jake.”

Jake pulled his lips into a tight frown. “But if Brad needs help, then—”

“We’ll be more than enough to pull him out of the fire,” Sam promised.

Cory leaned toward Sam. “And you can’t take our car unless we come with you.”

Salvador blinked. “Why not?”

Jason pulled Cory back. “Because we’re low on ammo and that truck is probably on its side. You’re going to need help flipping it, and we can’t finish this fight with empty guns. Well…” Jason pointed a thumb back at Cory and the others. “They can’t. Jake and I can just keep swinging.”

Sam turned her gaze to Jake with a hard, determined stare that wasn’t going to take no for an answer.

Jake sighed and rubbed at his brow. “Fine, but promise me you won’t get yourself killed in there. I won’t be able to come help you this time.”

“I can’t make that promise, Jake. You know that,” Sam shot back. “If Brad’s in trouble, me and Salvador will be too.”

Jake’s frown only deepened.

Jason put a hand on Jake’s shoulder. “I get it, Sam. We’ll help you with the truck. But no more stunts like the one you tried on that seeker.”

“Believe me, I won’t be trying that again any time soon.” Sam smiled.

Jake sighed and nodded. “Fine. Let’s go.” He took off toward the Brawler.

Salvador let out an exhausted breath. “There’s so much running today!”

“Welcome to the party,” Sam called over her shoulder.

Salvador stared at the heavens and shook his head. “I regret my life choices.” He took off after Sam and the others.

It was a long sprint through torn-up earth and pavement where the stampede of seeders had come through, but they reached Jake’s truck. The Brawler lay on its side without so much as a hint of damage to the glass. The dirt-encrusted vehicle was going to need a wash later.

“Help me push it over,” Tim said.

Tim, Cory, and Jason started pushing.

“Damn that’s heavy,” Cory grunted.

Jake and Kurtis joined in pushing. The Brawler groaned and fell back onto its wheels.

Tim hopped into the driver’s seat and turned it on. “Hah! It still runs.”

Sam couldn’t believe it. The armored-up truck was practically intact. Sure, the white-and-red paint they’d covered the truck in was ruined, but everything that mattered was in one piece. “You’re going to have to work over all of our vehicles, Tim.”

“Get Brad out of that hole and maybe he’ll finally get me that workshop I asked for.” Tim grinned and hopped out of the Brawler.

Sam climbed into the driver’s seat. “We’ll get him, don’t worry.” At least she hoped they would.

Cory, Kurtis, and Jason dragged out all the ammo they could from the truck and passed it out amongst themselves.

Jake leaned against the driver’s side and pointed out a compartment in the back of the truck. “We got mana potions in the back and medical supplies. If you need any, grab them.”

Salvador took the passenger’s seat. “No health potions?”

Jake shook his head. “Alan hasn’t figured out how to make those yet. Apparently it’s tricky.”

“Thanks, Jake,” Sam said.

Jake nodded and pulled back. “Be careful down there.”

“You too.” Sam took off and headed for the tunnel Brad and his party had disappeared into.

Salvador pulled down his mask, exposing a hard jawline covered in stubble as he glanced over at her. “Question.”

“Sup?” Sam asked.

“Aren’t you sixteen?”

Sam nodded. “Yeah?”

Salvador pursed his lips and nodded. “Do you actually know how to drive?”

Sam pulled down her own mask to show off a wicked grin. “Guess we’ll find out, huh?”

Salvador pulled his mask back on and strapped on his seatbelt before making a cross over his chest.

Sam floored it and sped down into the tunnel. “Relax, Sal. I never got my license but Jake taught me how to drive.”

The Brawler caught air when she hit an uneven patch of tunnel. It sank hard on its suspension and nearly spun out, but Sam recovered.

“You sure?” Salvador pressed.

Sam flipped on the lights. “OK, so driving an elven transport is a hell of a lot easier. Sue me.”

Salvador sighed. “You’re lucky you’re fun to hang around, or I’d be running back out of this tunnel.”

Sam laughed. “What happened to regretting your life choices?”

“Oh, the regret is still there. Trust me.”

Sam’s grin only broadened, but her attention returned to the path ahead. It was a long, dark tunnel, and they had nothing but Brad’s scouting to reveal anything ahead of them.

“For a hole that’s supposed to be crawling with seeders, it’s pretty dead in here,” Salvador said. “Think Brad and his crew took them all out?”

Sam pursed her lips. “I haven’t seen any bodies yet. But Brad wouldn’t have called for help without reason.”

Grey, fleshy masses shimmered in the Brawler’s light.

“What the hell is that?” Salvador asked.

Sam pushed the Brawler over it. The vehicle slipped on the strange substance before its thick tires found their grip. Sam didn’t like this, not one bit.

You really shouldn’t, Sammy, Olivia said. This is seeder creep. We’re going into one of their hives.

With all the monsters outside, I think we’re pretty safe, Sam countered.

You don’t know that, Sam. There could be more. So many more. Especially if an overlord is here, or worse! Olivia continued.

Worse how? Sam asked.

The muse hesitated. If there’s more than one overlord working together.

Sam frowned. If she remembered correctly, overlords were supposed to be the brains of any seeder operation. A group of normal seeders working together was a big enough threat to humanity, at least until they hit their second level. A group of big-brained aliens coordinating, though? They didn’t have the numbers to tackle such a foe. Especially after the beating they’d taken on the surface.

Let’s hope that’s not the case, Sam said.

I’ll settle for leaving here in one piece, Olivia’s voice quavered. Tunnels like these have hive guards. Those things are terrifying.

Sam glanced around in the darkness. The fleshy grey walls stretched out in every direction the lights shone, but there was something strange about them. Well, everything about them was strange, but one thing stood out to her. It looked like several channels had been carved from the walls. The strange patterns she saw reminded her of veins, but that couldn’t possibly be right.

Define terrifying, Sam asked.

Twenty-foot-tall monstrosities with thick bone armor, Olivia explained. They have four arms and usually wield multiple weapons.

Seeders can wield weapons? Sam couldn’t believe it.

Oh yes, Olivia said. The higher forms can and often do.

Wait, so an alpha isn’t a higher form? Sam thought the overlords were only bigger, stronger alphas and nothing more.

Not at all, Sammy. Seeders are cannon fodder. Hunters and watchers are more specialized fodder, but they’re still fodder, Olivia explained. An alpha is a seeder who has survived long enough to become a monster of note, and strong enough to lead large, roaming packs of its lesser brethren. Although overlords can have alphas bred if they feel the need.

Sam shuddered to think the aliens had hierarchies or command structures. But that was just what these overlords were—the command structure of the seeder hordes. Monsters of note?

Yes. Alphas can evolve into further variants, such as warriors or even an overlord if there are none gestating on a planet, Olivia said.

The Collective thought of everything, didn’t they? Sam sighed. What about these hive guards, what's their deal?

Those are specialty monsters whose sole purpose is to protect the hive. Primarily the overlord, Olivia said. Seeders, breeders, and alphas can be replaced, but losing an overlord is a costly blow to the seeders on any world. That’s why these creatures are so fearsome. They can even track multiple opponents and engage them at the same time without issue.

“Fun.” Sam couldn’t help but let the world drag out of her mouth.

Salvador looked over. “Did your muse just tell you about the hive guard, too?”

Sam nodded. “I hope Brad didn’t run into one of those. They sound like a nightmare to deal with.”

An orange-soaked path spread out before them. Seeder bodies. Dozens of them, all crushed beneath the force of a hover transport’s engines.

Sam drove around the mess of bodies. “Brad definitely came through here. Keep your eyes open, Sal.”

“Good luck getting me to close them,” he countered. “This place gives me the creeps. And what’s with those weird markings on the wall? The vein-looking ones. They look like they’re getting bigger.”

Sam pursed her lips. “Yeah, I’ve got a bad feeling about all this, too. And all those scorch marks on the path.” She pointed out the windshield. “Looks like someone went wild with lightning magic.”

Salvador opened his mouth to respond, then shut it. He grabbed the handle on his side of the Brawler and leaned out of the truck.

“What’s the matter, Sal?”

Salvador cupped a hand to his ear and listened for a moment. “Seeders dead ahead. Lots of them.”

“You can hear all that?” Sam was impressed. All she heard was the sound of the wheels speeding over the creep. Otherwise the electric truck was silent. If there was any noise, she should have heard it too.

Salvador nodded. “I was a loner for a very long time when the apocalypse broke out. Things got really quiet around the city before the elves came, and my good hearing was the only thing to keep me out of trouble. At least until the riders came.”

Sam turned to face him. “Hover-bike guys?”

“That’d be them.” Salvador’s eyes widened. “Watch out!”

Sam looked forward in time to see an enormous, broken seeder body in her path. She threw the Brawler to one side. The vehicle drifted around the dead alien before it came to a crashing halt against giant, heavy, bony barbs. They almost flipped over before the Brawler slammed back down onto its wheels.

With a quick glance, Sam made sure the Brawler was only missing more paint. “What the hell was that thing?”

Salvador hopped out of the truck and walked over to the body. With the quick raise of his hand, he cast Light Sphere.

The charcoal-and-purple body of an enormous seeder was revealed. It held a gigantic blade in one arm. The creature’s other arm had torn into the tunnel floor.

“Hive guard,” Salvador said in awe.

“They’re supposed to have four arms,” Sam said as she pulled the Brawler away from the barbs.

“Look over there.” Salvador pointed at a limb. “That one’s cut at the elbow. And this other one is just… Whatever hit it ripped out a chunk of its torso, too.” Salvador walked over to the wound and grimaced. “What the hell happened here?”

Sam’s curiosity took over and she hopped out of the Brawler. She cast her own Light Sphere and looked inside the wound. “Something ripped its way inside with no fucks to give.” Sam spotted the telltale footprints of a honey badger, drenched in the orange blood of seeders. “Brad was here. These are Sweetness’s footprints.”

Rocky climbed onto her shoulder and examined the prints, then nodded.

“Remind me to never get on his bad side.” Salvador shuddered, probably imagining the honey badger doing the same thing to him that it had to the hive guardian.

Sam glanced around, pushing her sphere of light in every direction to find any trace of Brad. Her eyes widened as the sphere of light fell upon the transport. “Woah.”

The transport was skewered by countless spikes from—Sam had to assume—the hive guard. If that wasn’t bad enough, it seemed whatever fluids the barbs came with had eaten away at the metal armor of the transport. Even Tim didn’t have the know-how to salvage this butchered elven transport.

Of course, there was more damage that had nothing to do with the barbs. The front corner of the transport had a serious dent in it. Sam assumed it came from ramming the hive guard head-on. Had Brad hit the thing any harder it very well could have crushed the driver’s cabin, killing anyone inside.

“That thing did all this?” Sam asked as she walked to the open hatch of the transport. Inside, everything touched by the barb’s acid—or whatever they shot—was just as warped and melted as the exterior of the transport.

Salvador gulped and headed back to the Brawler. “Don’t know, don’t care. Let’s get Brad and get the hell out of here.”

Sam wanted to counter that if Brad could kill a hive guard, she could too. One glance at the dead monster, with its armor merely chipped wherever Brad hadn’t managed to rip a chunk out of it, and Sam strongly reconsidered. Hive guards were damned biological tanks. She was a rogue. She wasn’t built to demolish actual tanks, especially monstrous ones.

“I’m right there with you.” She rushed into the driver’s seat and sped down the tunnel. “Please be alright, Brad.”

“He will be,” Salvador assured her. “From all the stories I’ve heard of that guy, if anyone has a chance to survive this mess, it’s him.”

Sam appreciated the comforting words, but seeing that dead nightmare didn’t do anything for her confidence. One glance at the map showed him far deeper ahead of them. He was still alive along with his party, but there was a mass of seeders between them. “And if he isn’t?”

Salvador grimaced. “Then we turn tail and run like hell.”

It wasn’t the answer she wanted to hear, but at least it was honest. “Good call.” Sam hated saying the words, but she wasn’t going to get herself killed for a corpse. Even if it was the corpse of someone she cared dearly for.

Sam slammed the pedal to the metal.

At the Brawler’s full speed it was a couple of minutes before Sam could hear the distant shrieks, snaps, and growls of seeders. They were getting closer, and it made Salvador’s hearing all the more impressive to Sam.

Salvador checked the magazine on his submachine gun, then the one on his sniper rifle. Then he checked his pouches. From two separate ones he pulled two very different looking grenades. “Ready for this party?”

“What are those?” Sam asked.

Salvador grinned. “Flashbangs from the police station. I was actually training to get into the emergency response team before this whole mess happened.”

Sam nodded. “Like SWAT?”

“Well yeah, but that’s Americans.”

Sam gestured at the other grenade with her chin. “And that one?”

“Contraband. Someone got picked up with frag grenades, apparently. And since the seeders were nice enough to bust open the station for me…I might have helped myself to a few goodies.”

Sam couldn’t help cracking a smile. “It’s no wonder you’re a rogue.”

“Improvise, adapt, overcome baby!” Salvador checked he had a round in the chamber. “It was this or ranged, but I like being sneaky.”

Sam looked ahead at the mass of seeders fighting Brad’s party. “Stealth really isn’t looking like an option right now.”

Salvador grinned. “There won’t be anyone left to notice if there’s no one left to notice.”

Sam shook her head. “Hang on. It’s about to get bumpy.”

She slammed the Brawler through the horde of seeders. Salvador threw a frag grenade out as they sped past. Sam punched through to the other side of the seeder swarm and threw the armored truck into a drift around Brad’s party as they fought off the horde. Salvador leaned out the door—or rather where the door should have been—and hosed down the swarm of seeders.

The grenade went off.

Mangled alien bodies flew into the air. Dead seeders toppled over their brethren as Brad’s group quickly put down the wounded.

Sam drove through the still standing seeders, then came around to a stop next to Brad and his group. “You know, this was not what I was expecting when you called for help.”

Brad let out a sharp breath. “Honestly, I wasn’t expecting anyone to show up after that thing almost killed us.” He put down a crawling seeder with a quick blast from his shotgun. “You saw it, right? The hive guard.”

“How could anyone miss it?” Les asked.

“Oh, we saw it,” Sam confirmed. Her eyes fell upon Sweetness. He was drenched from head to toe in orange. “And what your cute little badger did to that thing.”

Sweetness shuffled over to Sam with a proud waddle.

Sam immediately pointed at the badger. “Nah-uh. No pets or cuddles until we give you a bath.” She sniffed at the air, then grimaced. She wasn’t sure if the foul stench came from Sweetness, the seeder creep, or all the dead aliens around them. Since she hadn’t noticed until now, she was going to put it all on Sweetness. “Make that ten baths.”

Sweetness whined and let out an offended snort before waddling to Brad’s side.

Brad shook his head and petted Sweetness. “Yeah well, if Sweetness hadn’t gone inside it, that thing could’ve probably still killed us. All we were doing was scratching its armor until I cast Blood Siphon on it. That’s the only reason we even had an opening to exploit.”

Salvador stood up to look over the truck at Brad. “Blood Siphon? What kinda edgy name for a spell is that?”

“The kind that ripped a hole out of the hive guard,” Brad said.

Salvador pursed his lips behind his mask with a slow, appreciative nod. “Solid name. Very solid.”

“I hate to be a bother and cut this chat short, Sam, but we are in a bit of a rush here,” Teresa said. “So unless you’re here to help us, we need to get back to running.”

“Why?” Salvador asked.

Brad looked down the tunnels. “We think we’re on the overlord’s tail.”

Sam let Teresa’s words slide, deciding they’d come off harsher than the mage had intended. Surviving an encounter with a hive guard had to be stressful enough but compounding that stress by adding in an overlord hunt into the mix must have had Teresa on edge. Sam wouldn’t be in a mood to waste time either if she was on that hunt.

“Hop in, then. Let’s go,” Sam said.

Brad’s party climbed on board. The two mages took the back seat while Brad, Les, and Sweetness climbed into the truck bed.

Sam floored it and sped down the tunnel. “So what makes you think you’re on the overlord’s tail?”

“It’s the veins on the creep,” Brad said.

Salvador pointed at the strange passages seemingly carved along the seeder creep. “Is that really what was in this goop?”

“Yeah,” Brad said. “When we got deeper into the tunnels they started pulsing like mad and shot aether lightning at us. Then they calmed down when the hive guard showed up.”

Les petted Sweetness’s head. “And the second that guardian thing croaked, those veins started pulling back. I hope that thing’s not running away from us.”

“Me too,” Brad agreed. “We can’t have anything like that running around in the wild. They’re too dangerous.”

Ceres frowned with worry. “We might already be too late. We’ve been running forever before that horde caught up to us.”

“Think positive, Ceres,” Teresa said. “If nothing else, we’re swimming in aether from this adventure.”

“Silver linings,” Sam said.

The path ahead of them suddenly dropped out and the Brawler sailed through the air.

“This is gonna suck!” Salvador clutched the grab bar.

Brad and Les braced themselves against the truck bed and held Sweetness down between them.

Sam’s breath caught in her throat as her stomach did backflips at the sudden weightlessness. Then gravity took hold. The Brawler slammed onto the ground and bounced. The suspension whined and squealed with every rough landing, but they were still moving.

“Everyone OK?” Sam asked as she glanced back. They hadn’t just driven off a cliff—it was a steep and sudden incline. They could still get back.

“Somehow,” Les said.

“We got Sweetness, we’re good.” Brad raised a thumbs-up.

Ceres and Teresa were clinging to one another, shaken but silent.

Brilliant purple pulses suddenly flowed ahead of them, like they were following some enormous pipes. A low, rumbling chittering echoed through the cavern. Two enormous sets of glowing red eyes flared to life and looked right at them. Then they were joined by several more, almost a dozen on either side of something’s head.

“Throw out your lights,” Brad shouted.

Everyone did what he asked, spreading their lights across the massive chamber ahead of them.

What the lights revealed was nothing short of a nightmare.

An enormous monster sat on its knees within a thick fog. The monster slowly rose to its feet. It had to be at least twice as big with a mass of thick tentacles, thicker than the Brawler and even the elven transports. Deep pulses of aetheric energy flowed across the tentacles as they ripped free of the seeder creep and began to pull toward it.

Compared to the hive guard, the monster was lacking in the armor department. There were patches here and there, forming along its limbs and torso. The largest was on its head, a V-shaped crest spreading back over its elongated skull.

Overlord infant! Olivia all but shrieked in her mind. We need to get out of here right now, Sam!

“We need to kill that thing,” Sam shouted to both the party and Olivia.

The infant overlord tore its tendrils completely free from the seeder creep and with a low, rumbling growl it raised two of its four arms. Aetheric arcs shot from its arms as it summoned a pair of enormous swords to its grasp. With its two free arms the monster gestured at the ceiling, clenched its clawed hands, then tore them down.

Two wet, rupturing sounds erupted from above. Two hive guards came crashing down to the hive floor covered in a thick, viscous, grey-purple fluid.

“Oh no,” Brad said.

“Seconded,” Salvador agreed.

“Yeah,” Les all but squeaked.

The twin hive guards slowly rose on shaky feet, their red eyes flaring to life as they did. It was strange. Then Sam remembered the story Jake had told her about the cave full of eggs and the breeder queen.

Sam gasped. “Those are newborn hive guards.”

“You mean there could be more?” Ceres squealed.

The light spheres they had thrown into the chamber barely illuminated the overlord infant in its entirety. They didn’t have a hope of piercing the deep black void of the cavern or the ceiling. For all they knew, the overlord was just waiting to release more of those monsters.

At that thought, the overlord shot out arcs of aether along the aether creep. It handed each of the hive guards a pair of swords and a bony looking cannon.

None of this was good.

“Abort mission,” Brad said. “We gotta get out of here.”

If Brad was that worried about the hive guard, Sam wasn’t going to argue. She threw the Brawler around and sped back the way they’d come.

The hive guard opened fire. Enormous barbs coated in toxin flew past the Brawler. The barbs lanced into the ground as Sam swung the Brawler left, then right, then slammed on the brakes as a barrage flew overhead. After seeing what those things did to a fully armored transport, Sam didn’t want to take a chance with her brother’s truck.

“Faster, faster,” Les shouted.

“I’m giving it all she’s got,” Sam shouted back.

Glancing in the rearview mirror, Sam caught a glimpse of the overlord infant. The lumbering giant turned away from them and walked from the light into the void.

“Are you guys seeing this?” Ceres asked.

“Where’s it going?” Teresa asked.

No one had time to answer; the thick tendrils on the monster’s back pulsed violently and snapped out from the darkness into the creep. In moments the tendrils were erupting from the creep, past the hive guard, and heading right for them.

“If you have a gun, now’s the time to start shooting,” Salvador said. He swung his submachine gun out the door and started blasting.

Brad joined in with his shotgun, blowing chunks out of the tendrils, but there wasn’t so much as a scream from the overlord.

Teresa and Ceres flung magic out of the car in the hope anything they did to the tendrils would knock them away.

The two hive guards behind them leaned forward into a sprint. Their steps shook the ground beneath them and echoed through the cavern.

Sam’s knuckles went white on the steering wheel as they hit the steep incline leading out of the tunnel. Their speed slowed and the guards behind them were gaining ground.

“Would it helped if I pushed?” Salvador asked.

Sam shook her head. “You keep your ass inside this truck.”

“Bad joke?”

“Very,” Sam and Brad replied.

“Where are those damned tendrils going?” Teresa asked.

To Sam’s surprise they hadn’t erupted out of the ground beneath them or tried to grab the truck. Instead they split off on either side of them. They latched onto the walls and ceiling of the cavern.

Stone cracked and slabs of creep-covered rock smashed onto the steep incline.

“It’s trying to block our escape,” Sam shouted.

They were halfway up the incline. Could they make it across the gap in time? It was the little Brawler that could against a behemoth trying to pull a cave inside out.

Sam’s money was on the Brawler.

The hive guard climbed up the steep incline, gaining faster and faster on them. Their cannonfire was wild, as they seemed far more focused on catching them than aiming. The monsters’ aim became worse as more debris rained over their bodies.

“Ceres get that Arc Tether out. Teresa, Blizzard,” Brad ordered.

“I don’t have enough mana for a Blizzard,” Teresa said.

“Same,” Ceres agreed.

Sam pointed in the truck bed’s general direction. “Check around for a container or something back there. Jake said he had mana potions.”

Brad tossed his shotgun to Les before he started digging around for the potions. “Start blasting, Les.”

Les blew out a breath as she did. “Because that worked so well last time.”

The slugs from the shotgun bounced off the guard’s thick armor. Even on their helmets the shotgun did little more than scar their thick plates.

They were almost out to the main tunnel when an enormous slab of rock came crashing down on them. Sam threw the Brawler to the left, nearly losing the front half of the vehicle in the process. This sudden change in direction allowed one of the hive guards to catch up. The beast tried to impale them with its swords. Sam straightened out the Brawler as the blade cleaved through the back of the truck.

Les shouted as the blade tore clean through the truck.

Brad froze for a second as that blade nearly took his head. But his brief fear was quick to fade away when he raised his hand in the air. “Found them.” Two mana potions. He scrambled back toward Ceres and Teresa.

The two mages popped the potions and gulped them down before throwing the empty bottles out.

Ceres and Teresa quickly poured their newly gained mana into the Arc Tether and Blizzard.

“Arc Tether!” Ceres was the first to cast. She lobbed the sphere of electricity past the hive guards. Its electric tendrils lashed at their limbs and bodies, trying its best to hold them back. To Sam’s surprise it actually slowed the twin monsters down. Between the two of them, they were still charging forward.

“Blizzard!” Teresa shouted as a blue-white rip tore in the air above. The ground froze beneath the hive guards’ feet, sticking them to the ground. Still, this only served to further slow the monsters. When the hail of ice spikes came raining down upon them, the aliens shrieked. Their bodies were quickly covered in frost from the barrage.

The two hive guards' movements slowed to a crawl when the cave came crashing down.

Sam pushed the Brawler over the final lip of the cavern and sped off. The tunnel behind them collapsed and the tendrils followed them along the tunnel, tearing down more sections of the cavern. Sam poured every ounce of focus she had into dodging the falling chunks of rock around them.

It wasn’t until they passed the dead hive guard that the sound of breaking stone and collapsing rocks stopped.

“Is it over?” Sam asked, her heart pounding in her chest.

Salvador looked back. “Not seeing anything behind us. Looks like those tentacles withdrew too.”

“I can’t believe we made it out of there alive,” Brad said.

Sam took in a slow, calming breath. “So what’s the plan now?”


Chapter seven
Brad


That’s the question, isn’t it? Brad thought as they sped through the seeder tunnel.

The original plan was simple.

Cut a path south through the seeders and any hostile aliens that got in their way. After defeating the elves at Kamloops, Brad and the rest of Invictus had a swell of confidence in what they could achieve if they simply put their minds to it. Many of their members hit level two, Jake recruited more cultivators, and from those cultivators Jake said most had achieved a first-level core. For the first time since the apocalypse began, people had time to delve into crafts, improve their equipment, and more. There was nothing that could stop them. Nothing that would stop them.

And then Brad faced the hive guard.

After hitting level two, Brad was starting to think they were finally turning the apocalypse around in their favor. That thing had crushed that illusion in one simple fight. Had it not been for the abilities they’d earned through achieving a world first, Brad wasn’t confident they’d have had a hope in hell of bringing one of those things down.

Not with their current equipment. Not with their current power level.

Maybe if they got their hands on tanks or other heavy-duty military equipment they could stand a chance. But where would they find anything like that? If what Frank and the other muses had said was true, military bases, police stations, and other such facilities were among the first and heaviest to get hit when the seeders arrived. If they could find a military base, would there even be any tanks to loot?

The situation had only grown more dire when they encountered the overlord. The enormous beast dwarfed the hive guards, and it was only an infant. Brad could only imagine what a fully matured overlord looked like, and the destructive potential they wielded. None of it painted a pretty picture.

Where’d that thing go, anyway? Brad asked.

Frank took a moment to answer. Last we saw it was likely heading south. Depending on where those tunnels lead, the overlord could potentially be heading to Kelowna. Which, if this was an expansion as I believe it to be, could be where the overlord and their seeder army is based.

It was a sound theory. When they left Kelowna the city was absolutely crawling with seeders. Did they have a chance to take Kelowna if that was the case?

One look at the raid party status shot that idea down. They’d lost a lot of people, just over a quarter of the force they’d brought down with them. Hordes of the smaller seeders were one thing, and groups of alphas had been a rare sight. Now they had air support and coordination. If this was the way the seeder infestation escalated, they were not ready to face them down.

“We’re going back to Scotch Creek,” Brad finally answered Sam. “After everything we just saw, after everyone we just lost, we need to get stronger. A lot stronger.”

“Ugh, that sucks.” Les huffed. “You’d think after beating down those elves the Collective would cut us some slack.”

Michael laughed. “What? Alien invaders cutting us slack? Now why would they ever do that?” He pointed his thumb back down the tunnel. “My money’s on them getting bigger, angrier, and having more seeder types in store for us. Probably because every planet with life is different, so the infestation ramps up until it’s fully conquered.”

Brad nodded. “That’s exactly what I’m thinking. And if the seeders keep getting stronger, then the aliens we’ve seen so far are probably scouts. Not a real, proper military designed to grind stubborn punks like us into the ground.” He crossed his arms over his chest and sighed. “Who knew killing an elf prince and his crew would make us complacent?”

Sam glanced back over her shoulder with a playful smirk on her lips. “Maybe you started going soft, but some of us had to keep our edge sharp.”

Brad returned a light smile. “Nice to see you still have that pretty face of yours.”

Sam’s cheeks lit up and her mask immediately went back up over her face. Her eyes fixed forward.

“You’re right though, Sam,” Brad said. “We let ourselves get sloppy. That changes right now.”

Salvador looked back at him. “So what do you want us to do about the Armstrong survivors?”

“Make them the offer,” Brad said. “If they want to join us, fantastic. If they don’t, the least we can do is leave on friendly terms. We don’t want another Karen incident.”

Salvador huffed out a short laugh. “I still can’t believe that happened. After everything you guys did for us in Kamloops, this Karen up and leaves in a hissy fit.”

“She never did give us the reason, did she Brad?” Teresa asked.

Brad leaned back into his seat. “Something about poor leadership is all I got out of her, but I got the feeling there was more to it than that. I’m no psychic, though.”

“Still, the balls on her to demand you guys pay her and help her set up her own little outpost,” Salvador continued. “If it was me I would’ve left them out to dry.”

Brad nodded. “I really thought about doing the same. At the end of the day, though, she and her people are still human. They might have an attitude problem, but they haven’t crossed any lines yet.” His gaze met Salvador’s. “We have enough enemies already without fighting amongst ourselves.”

Sam leaned over to Sal. “That means try not to fuck up any diplomatic situations.”

Salvador pulled back to his seat with a quiet laugh. “Good thing us rogues aren’t meant to be seen then, huh?”

Brad pointed at Sam. “He says while sitting next to the hero of Kamloops.”

“S-shut up.” Salvador pulled his hood tighter over his head.

Everyone had a good laugh at Salvador’s expense.

Without seeders to worry about or hive guards to drop in their way, the drive out of the tunnels went much faster. The Brawler shot out of the tunnel, catching air, then sinking low to its suspension when it hit the ground.

Seeder bodies of every kind littered the grounds leading up to the exhibition center. The last of the seekers in the sky crashed under an unrelenting barrage of fire, arrows, and spells. One final alpha was swarmed by dozens of furious humans taking it apart piece by piece until it crumpled to a heap.

The forces of Invictus as well as the survivors on the walls threw up their arms in a loud, raucous cheer. Fist-bumps and high-fives were exchanged. People hugged one another, and Brad couldn’t be happier to see all of it.

Sam pulled up the Brawler to Jake’s group.

Jake was wrapping bandages around Tim’s arm when Brad hopped out. “Hey Jake, how’d it go up here?”

Tim beat Jake to the punch with a groan. “Damn seeker shot me through the arm. It took all my mana just to get that toxin out of me.”

Brad held up a hand. “Need some help with that?”

Jake shook his head. “Nah, let him suffer a little. It’ll build character.”

Tim threw up a hand in the air. “Don’t be a dick, Jake.”

Jake grinned as he finished wrapping up Tim’s arm, then rose to face Brad. “We had a few dozen close calls, but we pulled through.” He ran a hand through his hair with a heavy breath. “About half of our remaining forces are in no shape to fight, but it’s better than dead.”

Brad frowned as he pulled up the info on his heads-up display. Broken bones, crippling injuries, some people even had lingering effects from the seeker toxin. In the real world, just as in every single other MMORPG Brad had played in his life, they had a serious lack of healers available. The ones that survived the battle had likely been stretched thin.

“Damn. I was planning on retreating to Scotch Creek after the losses alone, but I didn’t think it was this bad,” Brad said.

“We are?” Tim almost jumped with excitement. A sharp hiss as he tried to push off his injured arm brought that to a quick end.

Sweetness waddled over to pin Tim down under his weight.

“Oh God, you’re disgusting,” Tim protested. He tried shoving the seeder-blood-soaked honey badger off him, to no avail. Sweetness only became more persistent about laying across Tim’s lap the more he resisted.

Jake chuckled quietly at the show and returned his attention to Brad. “You serious about pulling back, Brad? Back at Scotch Creek you were pretty fired up about retaking Kelowna.”

Brad nodded. “I still want to, but we’re in no shape to do that. Besides, after everything we saw today we need to get a hell of a lot stronger if we’re going to try that.”

Jake turned his attention to his sister. “Sam, what happened down there?”

“Giant, pissed-off seeders. They looked like walking tanks and had the weapons to match.”

Jake’s eyes widened. “These things can use weapons? Wait, they make weapons?”

“Don’t ask me how they make them,” Brad said. “But everything from their armor to their weapons seems to be biological in nature.”

Les nodded. “The stuff is tough as hell, too. I used my Fiery Rage ability to amplify my strength and speed and I still couldn’t break that hive guard’s weapons. Hell, I couldn’t break the thing’s armor if it hadn’t been for that exposed joint.”

“How many of those things did you kill?” Kurtis asked.

Brad held up a finger. “Just one, and it almost killed us. There were more when we found the overlord.” He looked down at Tim. “By the way, the Brawler’s going to need more love after that trip.”

Tim threw his head back with a groan.

Cory leaned over to Jake. “Sounds like they’re not the type of enemies to tackle barehanded.”

Jake chuckled. “Good thing I’m never barehanded anymore.”

Brad blinked. He didn’t see any weapons on Jake. “Uh, what?”

Jake simply raised a hand, and a blade of violet aetheric energy wrapped around it. “I’m still working out the kinks, but it’s a neat trick.”

Brad’s jaw fell to the floor. “Woah. Can I touch it?”

Jake exchanged a worried glance with Cory.

Cory shrugged. “Sure?”

Brad carefully pushed a finger to the side of the blade, expecting it to be the safest place to touch. Searing pain shot up from his fingertip through to his shoulder as he jerked back. “Son of a—” He pursed his lips in a tight, suppressed growl.

While the others laughed at him, Brad inspected the finger. It was burned and bleeding from a simple touch.

He held it out to Jake to see. “That’s one hell of a trick.”

“Huh. I should try slapping a seeder with this next time.” Jake dismissed the blade.

Brad cast a quick heal on his finger as a small group of people walked up to them.

“Are you Brad and Jake?” asked the lead man in a torn-up suit of homemade platemail. He had a bushy, light-brown beard over his armor and blue plaid shirt.

“That’s us.” Brad held out his hand. “I’m Brad, this is Jake, Sam, and we’re going to be here a while if I list off everyone.”

The man smiled and shook Brad’s hand in a crushing grip. Brad simply smiled and returned the favor.

“My name’s Luther Fields. Farmer turned fighter, and leader of the Armstrong survivors,” Luther said. “And this here is Rebecca Pratt and Guy Mason.”

A short woman in a white-and-red hoodie held out a hand. “Hey, I’m Rebecca. Veterinarian turned doctor.”

Brad shook her hand and looked toward the last man.

“Name’s Guy, but you can call me Mason. Makes things less awkward,” he said as he shook Brad’s hand. He wore a black gi with a matching belt, which made the man’s blond hair and blue eyes all the more striking. “Ran a jiu jitsu school here before this mess started. And I heard one of you does this cultivation thing I’ve been winging.”

Jake smiled. “That’s me.”

“Don’t suppose you could spare a moment to explain some of this stuff to me, hm?” Mason asked. “I got a couple of other cultivators here that are just as lost as me.”

Jake looked at Brad and the others. “If it’s not going to get in the way of anything, sure.”

Luther nodded. “Don’t worry, Mason just wanted to meet you. He was fangirling about you from the wall during this whole invasion.”

“I’m allowed to appreciate people in my field of study, Luther,” Mason scoffed, then lowered his voice. “But I was fangirling a little.”

Jake chuckled. “Let’s go then, Mason.”

The two left their group.

“So,” Luther said.

“So,” Brad repeated.

Luther shifted his arms around his back to stand at a parade rest. “I hear you and your people here are some sort of guild.”

“Invictus, yeah.” Brad nodded. “We’re based out of Scotch Creek, but most of our founding members are from Kelowna.”

Luther’s brow furrowed. “Kelowna? You mean people actually survived that mess?”

Brad ran a hand through his hair. “It wasn’t pretty, but we got out just as things were getting really bad. We had swarms of seeders to deal with and a gang of crazy humans that hated us just for taking the nano-pill.”

Luther’s eyes went wide. “Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

“Unbelievable,” Luther almost whispered. “You know I was leery about these nano-pills at first, but you’d think with an alien invasion at our doorstep people would have better priorities than killing each other.”

Brad gestured at Luther with his arms. “Right? And that’s not even talking about the zookeeper. That crazy wanted me and my friends dead just to get Sweetness.” He pointed his thumb at the blood-drenched honey badger holding Tim hostage.

“That’s a huge badger,” Luther said. “Did it kill a lot of seeders in the fight?”

Brad nodded with a smile. “I’ll tell you all about our adventures and shenanigans later. I’m guessing you’re here for a bit more than making conversation.”

“Friends would be nice,” Luther admitted. “Honestly, when we spotted your people poking around Armstrong we were worried you were raiders, what with hooded figures moving in shadows and all that.”

Brad looked over at Sam.

“Don’t look at me, nobody saw me. I’m too sneaky for that,” Sam said. “Besides, I work alone.” She glanced at Sal. “Normally.”

“The girl’s telling the truth. It wasn’t her,” Luther confirmed. “We saw a group of five trying very hard to sneak around.”

Salvador grimaced and held up a hand. “That was us, then. We’re mostly rogues in that party, but they’re not great at stealth.” He leaned over to Sam. “I tried to help them, I really did.”

Sam chuckled and waved him off.

“Well, we’re not raiders,” Brad said. “Colton’s gang was the closest we came to dealing with anything of the sort. Invictus is something else entirely. We’re a gathering of humans banding together to fight off the seeder and Collective threat.”

“Mostly,” Michael said as all eyes snapped to him. “See, it turns out some of the aliens in the Collective aren’t a bunch of dick bags and they’re pretty cool. Like the gnomes or ogres.”

“Ogres?” Rebecca all but squealed with wide eyes.

Michael waved her off. “They’re not that scary. They’re like big grey dudes with little horns.”

Tim nodded. “Yeah, that sucked. I was hoping to meet Shrek.”

“There might still be a Shrek out there, Tim. You just have to believe,” Michael teased.

Tim rolled his eyes so hard they might pop out of their sockets.

“So you guys work with these aliens?” Rebecca asked. “Isn’t that a little messed up with the invasion?”

Brad shook his head. “Not at all. The Collective is…well, a collective of alien races. Gnomes and ogres are peaceful, and are actually happy to work with us if we don’t attack them. Then there’s the elves, orcs, and pharaohs. All of those are evil. Well, except the orcs. They just like fighting for the sake of fighting. I’m not sure I can call them evil.”

“They’re definitely not great,” Les huffed. “One of the bastards nearly crushed my head.”

“And we killed him super dead,” Brad added.

Luther shook his head. “Are there any other aliens out there, or is that all of them?”

Brad thought for a moment. “Uh… Oh! Right, there’s dwarves, but we haven’t run into them yet. So the jury is still out on how friendly they are. Or what they even look like.”

“Good to know, I suppose.” Luther stroked his beard.

Brad nodded.

“Right, well, I don’t suppose you people are looking for new members in this guild of yours, are you?” Luther asked. “We’ve been barely holding out here on our own, and then you guys show up to turn the tide out of nowhere.”

Rebecca tugged at Luther’s arm. “Don’t you think it’s a little too early to join up with them? We only just met them!”

Luther gestured at the group in front of him. “Look at them, Reb. They’re better put together than all of us combined. They fight better, too. If they wanted to take us over by force, they could.”

“That doesn’t mean make it easy for them!” she protested.

Brad put up his hands. “We’re not here conquering anything from anyone except the seeders. You can relax.”

Rebecca squinted at him. “That’s just what someone expanding their territory would say. Is that your angle? Minimize your losses with a friendly face?”

“She got paranoid quick,” Sam commented.

Luther nodded. “She doesn’t like things that seem too good to be true. It sets off every single alarm in that head of hers.”

“When have I been wrong?” Rebecca huffed.

“Every single time my gut has disagreed with you. So three or four dozen times.” Luther chuckled.

Rebecca threw her arms up in the air, then planted them on her hips. “Well you’re still being too trusting.”

“These people fought and died for us, Reb. The least we could do is hear them out.” Luther smiled at Brad. “You do have some sort of pitch, right? Because it’s going to be hard to get the rest of our survivors to go along with anything if the only doctor in town isn’t coming with.”

Brad grinned. “I do, actually. See, a guild comes with a lot of different perks, and the biggest among them is claiming territory. Those pesky seeders sneak up on you? Well, it’s not a problem if you have a land-claim node in an area. It’ll detect any life forms before they even enter the territory claim.”

“That would have helped give us some warning, at least,” Rebecca said.

Brad nodded. “Another perk, although this was more of a world first for us, is access to advanced 3D printers so we can make vehicles, construction units, and more. And we’re happy to share all of that with our guild members.”

“Construction units?” Luther asked.

“They basically create buildings or facilities depending on the unit you purchased.” Brad pointed at the rickety walls around the exhibition center. “Like we can get those swapped out with real walls, and install automated defense turrets while we’re at it, with the use of construction units.”

Rebecca narrowed her eyes. “And you just give people access to this stuff? Even if they might just pick up and leave after they have everything they want?”

Brad nodded. “That is a nagging worry I’ve had, but the way things are, we’re far better off working with than against each other. With the seeders getting stronger and more powerful aliens probably coming down any day now, humanity needs to stand united as one if we have any hope of making sure Earth stays a human planet and not just another resource hub for the Collective.”

Luther stroked his beard. “Have you had any issues with any of your people?”

Brad sighed. “Karen and her group. We still aren’t sure what happened, but she decided to split off from us. They don’t want anything to do with us, so we keep our distance after the battle for Kamloops.” Seeing the questions in their eyes, Brad added, “We saved the city from a group of elves enslaving humans.”

Rebecca’s jaw dropped. “Elves are enslaving people? Were they dark elves?”

Brad shook his head. “Nope. They’re the pretty, holier-than-thou kind.”

“Gross,” Rebecca said. “So what about options for those who don’t want to fight seeders? We have a lot of people here who can barely hold their own in a fight.”

“We always need crafters of…well, any kind, really. Farmers and ranchers would be great, too. The Gaming Center in Scotch Creek has a pretty sizable one, but Jake is the only one who really knows how to take care of it. He’s teaching his cultivators, but they’re not super excited about it.” Brad chuckled. “Oh, speaking of cultivators, Jake and Nokor are teaching anyone walking that path, so that’s another perk of signing on with us.”

Rebecca raised an eyebrow. “Nokor? What kind of name is that?”

“An ogre name,” Brad said. “The guy’s pretty mild mannered. It’s honestly kind of amazing when you see how big he is.”

“So what do you think, Reb?” Luther asked. “Do these folks sound like a good fit to join up with?”

Rebecca crossed her arms and stared up at the sky. “If we don’t like things for any reason, we can just leave whenever we want, right?”

“That’s right. No strings attached,” Brad said.

“And you have an upgrade center too, right?” Rebecca pressed.

Brad chuckled. “We do. But we can do something better than take you to it. We can give you one right now.”

Rebecca and Luther’s eyes went wide.

Les walked up to Brad’s side, hooked an arm around his, and pulled him close. “You know you’re not supposed to negotiate by offering to give people everything, right?”

Brad tugged her back toward him when he straightened out. “I’d rather have upfront and honest allies than try to do anything sneaky, Les.”

Les shook her head. “You know the gnomes are going to take every scrap of aether from you if you negotiate this way with them.”

Brad smiled. “Good thing I’m only this nice to my fellow humans, huh?”

Les sighed. “You’re going to land yourself in a lot of hot water being this nice to everyone.”

“I treat people how I want to be treated, Les,” Brad said. “The second they don’t is when we have a problem.”

Sam stepped in between them and pulled them apart. “That’s when he can get scary,” she said. “But he’s a big softie, so you’ll have chances to back up if you do.”

Brad blinked down at Sam. He wasn’t sure why she’d pulled him and Les apart, but decided it was part of some good-cop, bad-cop thing for negotiations. Then again, that made things stranger. They didn’t need a bad cop, at least not yet.

“I reckon that’s how the whole Karen situation worked itself out? She stepped out of line and you gave her the chance to walk away?” Luther asked.

Brad rubbed at his cheek. “After she slapped me in the face with a firebolt, too.” He didn’t like reliving that moment. It all seemed so unnecessary. But if it helped put the people of Armstrong at ease, Brad decided it was well worth dealing with the unpleasant memories. “So what do you guys think? Are we the big, scary raiders you thought we were, or do we seem like a good group to join up with?”

Luther looked down at Rebecca.

“I think we can give you a chance,” Rebecca said. “But if there’s any funny business, I’m going to drag Luther kicking and screaming out of this deal.”

Luther laughed. “There’ll be a lot of screaming. This opportunity seems far too good to pass up.” He held out his hand to Brad.

Brad took a firm hold of Luther’s and gave it a shake. “You won’t regret this, Luther.” With a thought, he sent out invitations to everyone in Armstrong to join Invictus. With another, he pulled up the guild menu and chose a land-claim node to drop. As soon as Luther and Rebecca joined Invictus, Brad placed the node behind the walls of Armstrong. “There, now it’s official. Speaking of official.” Brad swapped over to the guild management screen on his HUD. “You two are now officers in Invictus. I figured you might want to continue running the show here at Armstrong.”

“Really?” Rebecca’s eyes lit up. “You would let us do that?”

Brad blinked. “Why wouldn’t I? That would make this the fourth big territory we’ve claimed. It’s a lot of ground to cover, with people having different needs in each area.”

Sam nodded, still standing firmly between him and Les. “That’s right. Brad tries to do things in the best way possible for everyone. Besides, wouldn’t it be weird if everyone suddenly had to follow some stranger’s commands?”

Luther chuckled. “It would, but this stranger just saved our bacon, and he’s doing a lot to make sure it stays saved. We won’t forget this, Brad.”

“No problem, Luther. By the way, what happened to your upgrade center?” Brad asked.

Luther shook his head. “That’s the question we all had. When we got there the place was wrecked. Dead humans, destroyed machines, and a lot of nano-pills everywhere.”

Rebecca stuffed her hands into her hoodie’s pockets. “There weren’t any seeder bodies or seeder blood there, either. It was all blood and scorch marks from the fight. I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

Brad glanced back at Sam and Les.

Sam shrugged. “Elves like to stick to old-school weapons. The scorch marks could have been from spells.”

Les nodded. “Gnomes have energy weapons, but I doubt it’s them. They’re a little too eager to trade.”

Michael moseyed on over to the group. “What about the pharaohs? Those weird people with animal heads.”

“Do they use energy weapons?” Brad asked.

“That’s what Jake said,” Michael said. “He said they were using them to capture Nokor when they first met, so it could be them.”

Rebecca stared at the floor in thought. “There were a lot of bloody drag marks in the upgrade center, but we haven’t seen any alien races besides the seeders.”

Brad frowned. “That’s not good at all.” He turned to the rest of his party. “Guys, I’m going to need you to help Luther get his people set up here.”

“What do you need us to do?” Luther asked.

Brad grinned. “I’m going to put those farmer skills of yours to the test.”


Chapter eight
Jake


“So you’ve been doing this cultivation business since the world went sideways?” Mason asked.

“Sort of,” Jake said. “I was never a gamer, so when this whole mess happened I got caught with my pants down.”

“Like most people.” Mason nodded.

Jake chuckled. “Yeah. Those were some rough first days. My sister, Sam, tried to get me to take the nano-pill, but I was a stubborn ass about it. The pill just seemed too convenient for anything good to come of it.”

Mason let out a breath. “Man, I honestly don’t know if I could have turned down the pill in those early days. Things got really rough for us here, especially when seeders started coming up from Kelowna.”

“Do they come up often?” Jake asked.

Mason nodded. “I’d say some time around the end of the first week. They started coming in small groups and teaming up with the local seeders. We fought them off, but they always came back with more of their red-eyed friends and trying out a different angle of attack.”

Jake pursed his lips in thought. “So this tunneling thing is new?”

“That’s right. They’ve never done this before, or been so coordinated,” Mason said.

“Damn. And here I thought the aliens were the worst we were going to deal with,” Jake muttered.

Mason stared off into the distance as they walked toward the exhibition center. “So how did you discover cultivation?”

“Sam did,” Jake said. “We raided a library and she picked up a bunch of books on cultivation when we were supposed to get books on engineering and solar power.”

“Kids these days.” Mason chuckled.

“Mhm. So she goes through and reads these, then puzzles together how this stuff works, sort of.” Jake smiled. “Fast forward to today, and I met an ogre who set me straight on a lot of things I was doing wrong.”

Mason planted a hand on Jake’s shoulder. “Well I hope you can do the same for us, sensei.”

Jake groaned. “Just call me Jake. I have a hard enough time when the other cultivators call me—”

“Master Jake,” Darius called from the distance. He ran up to Jake with Lewis and the other cultivators from Invictus at his side. “I heard you were going to meet up with some new cultivators, and we wanted to help.”

Jake smiled at Darius. “I appreciate the help, really, but you know I told you guys to stop calling me master. It’s weird.”

Darius shrugged. “It fits better than teacher or coach. Besides, I could make it a whole lot worse for you.”

Jake furrowed his brow. “OK, I’ll bite. How could you possibly make it any more awkward?”

Darius grinned from ear to ear. “I could get a maid outfit from the 3D printers and call you master all day. Just master. Nothing else.”

The corner of Jake’s mouth twitched, unsure if it wanted to turn into a smile, a frown, or a look of horror. Darius was a big boy, built like a tank. Picturing him in a maid outfit was as hilarious of an image as it was concerning.

Lewis covered his mouth in a poor attempt to conceal a snorting fit of giggles.

Mason had a tight smile he was clearly fighting to keep down.

Jake let out a long exhale. “I’m going to ask you to never bring that image to my mind ever again.”

Darius grinned. “True. I’d rock it too hard. But I’d rock any look too hard for my own good.” He flexed his powerful muscles.

Jake rubbed at his brow. “Can we go back to talking about literally anything else?”

Mason let out a quiet laugh. “You’ve got some interesting students.”

“And somehow that one is my pride and joy.” Jake pointed a thumb back at Darius and groaned.

Darius beamed. “Much love to you too, master.”

“He’s a great cultivator. His work ethic is fantastic. His curiosity is far beyond that of all the others students, but he takes things too far a lot of the time.” Jake glanced over his shoulder. “Mostly in his wide swings and joking around.”

“I’ll have you know, master, most people think I’m charming,” Darius countered. “And what do you mean, my ‘wide swings?’”

Lewis leaned over to Darius. “He means you keep leaving yourself open to attack with your flashy moves.”

“It’s less the flash and more a lack of understanding or respect for the weight of your weapon,” Jake explained. “That greataxe of yours is fantastic, Darius, and the damage you deal with it is astonishing. But it doesn’t do you any good to get yourself stuck in the middle of battle or to leave yourself completely open.”

Darius frowned. “Yeah, I know. But if I maximize the damage I put out, then I can end fights much faster.”

Lewis stroked his chin. “Kid’s got a point there.”

Jake nodded. “True. Offense is a great defense. But it doesn’t matter how amazing your offense is if you get yourself killed. You might be a weirdo, Darius, but I’d prefer for you to stay alive and kicking.”

“Even if I showed up in a maid outfit?” Darius’s grin returned, bright as ever.

Jake groaned again. “Bring that up again and I will personally feed you to the next seeder we run into.”

Darius and the other cultivators burst out laughing.

Mason grinned and led the group through the exhibition center. Along the way he gathered up several other people Jake assumed were cultivators. There were about two dozen in all by the time they arrived at a sectioned-off part of the exhibition center styled after a martial arts gym.

“Nice place,” Jake said.

“Thanks.” Mason grinned.

Jake turned to the man. “Did you set this all up?”

Mason nodded. “We went to my old school, what was left of it anyway, and set this whole thing up. We let the class users come by and train with us from time to time to give my people a bit of variety in sparring partners.”

“How does that work with rangers or mages?” Lewis asked.

Mason chuckled. “Rangers are easy. We just give them a sling if they prefer guns or blunted arrows for bows. Mages we don’t really have a way around.”

“So he lets them shock us, burn us, and freeze us,” a short woman with cropped brown hair said. “Isn’t that right, sensei?”

“That’s right, Tanya, and you dropped every last one of them faster than they could nuke you,” Mason said.

Tanya beamed. “Damn right I did. They still hurt like hell, though. Pretty sure one of them ruined my favorite shirt out of spite, too.”

Jake chuckled. “Nice to see other people getting creative in the way they train. We do a lot of sparring amongst ourselves back at the Hub, but most of our time is spent meditating. Well, cultivating, but it looks and feels like meditating.”

Tanya frowned. “That doesn’t sound very exciting at all. Especially when there’s so much to be done.”

Darius nodded. “It was honestly pretty boring at first, but the whole inner peace and focus thing grows on you after a while. Plus the power gains are absurd.”

Tanya perked up at that. “So you don’t just waste time all day?”

Darius laughed. “It feels like it sometimes, but no, it all helps us get stronger.”

Tanya clapped her hands together. “Well what are we waiting for, then? Everyone, take your positions.”

Tanya and the rest of Mason’s students fell into formation in front of them.

“Well, your students are disciplined,” Jake commented.

Mason smiled. “Discipline is an important part of martial arts. I see cultivation as an extension of that.”

Jake glanced over at Darius. “Hear that, Darius? I’m going to have to discipline you guys.”

Darius’s broad grin returned, and Jake realized at that moment he’d made a terrible mistake. “Yes please, master.”

The room burst into a fit of laughter and snickers.

Jake just stared up at the ceiling. “So, Darius. Pick out a favorite seeder, because I’ll be feeding you to one of them. Eventually.”

Darius stroked his chin as if seriously considering the question. “Probably an alpha. They’re pretty big and strong. I definitely do not want to go out to one of the squishy little seeders. That’d leave me with all sorts of bad rep in the afterlife.”

Jake chuckled. “I heard Brad ran into even bigger and badder ones than the alphas.”

“Then I pick whatever those are, master. Let’s go,” Darius said.

Jake shook his head and swung his finger toward the formation. “Get your goofy ass in line and put your serious face on.”

Darius gave a quick bow. “Yes, master, sir.” He fell in line behind Mason’s crew along with the other cultivators that had come along for the ride. All in all there were two dozen of them.

“So, do any of you know about cores?” Jake asked.

Darius and Lewis shot their arms up into the air.

“Anyone not in my class of cultivators,” Jake corrected himself.

Mason looked at him curiously. “Cores?”

“That’s weird,” Jake said. “You know what we’re doing is called cultivation, but your muses haven’t told you anything about cores?”

Mason looked away for a moment, then back at him. “The cultivator path is pretty new, and our muses don’t know too much. That was part of the reason why I was so excited to meet you and your cultivators. To learn more.”

Jake hummed. “I guess since the ogres are a thing, the muses would know what cultivation is but not how to do any of it. OK.” He nodded. “Let’s take a look at your cores, then.”

Mason and his students exchanged curious glances.

“Relax, it’s a quick look, nothing creepy. I don’t think.” Jake hummed in thought. “Maybe I should ask Nokor if it is creepy later. Anyway, I’m taking a peek.”

Jake focused his gaze on Mason. It took a second for him to get his mind into the right frame to visualize the aether flowing through everything in the world. The first thing he noticed were the strings of aether wisping through the air, being pulled into Mason’s body. Jake intensified his focus on the man’s chest, and there he saw it—his core.

Or rather, the jumbled-up mess of aether Mason called a core.

Jake grimaced at that mess. It was a miracle the man could use his cultivation at all. Then again, Jake hadn’t actually seen him or any of his students use cultivation, so they might have been operating at a very basic level. The same Jake had been at during the first week or so of the invasion.

His gaze turned to Mason’s students one after another and saw the same type of mess. The levels of distress and entanglement varied from one cultivator to the next, but all of them were awful.

“Do any of you guys feel the symptoms of aether poisoning?” Jake asked.

Tanya held up a hand. “Sometimes. They don’t last long though.”

Mason nodded. “We redouble our training efforts at the first sign of symptoms to fight off the aether poisoning. Since starting our regular training regimens we’ve only lost one cultivator to the poison.”

Jake frowned. He couldn’t believe people who had taken the nano-pill and practiced cultivation had succumbed to aether poisoning. He thought the nano-pill was supposed to protect people from that.

It is, Hazel said. But those who choose the path of cultivation are responsible for their own fate. If their cores get too out of hand, they are still vulnerable to the effects of aether poisoning.

“Alright, I’ve got good news and bad news,” Jake said. “The bad news is all of your cores are an absolute mess. That’s why you’re all suffering from aether poisoning now and then. The good news is we can fix it.”

Can we send them all of our information on cultivation, Hazel? Jake asked.

Transmitting now, Jake, Hazel said.

“My muse has just sent you all the information we’ve collected so far on cultivation. That includes a little trick to help your muse show you aether and the mess inside your bodies.” Jake lowered himself to sit cross-legged. “So now we’re going to put that ability to use. Everyone sit down, close your eyes, and take a deep breath.”

The room followed Jake’s instructions without more than a few questioning stares and quick, confused exchanges.

“Nice, slow breaths,” Jake said, and waited to hear the slow breathing from the cultivators around him. “Now look inward, inside your body. Do you see the aether?”

Mason audibly winced off to Jake’s side. “That’s not even a ball of yarn.”

Tanya chuckled. “All this aether looks like my cat just tore it all up.” She sighed. “I miss Jess.”

Jake nodded. “Sorry about your cat, Tanya. Now I need you to focus your attention on that yarn. That chaotic mess you have there. I need you to pull it apart one string at a time, and straighten them out,” Jake explained. “Line up the strings nice and tight right next to each other and start winding them up like a ball of yarn.”

Mason grunted softly to his left. “Is it supposed to feel like a struggle?”

Jake thought back to his own cultivation. There were some struggles, sure, but nothing that would make him sound like he was struggling at the gym. Then he thought about it. Nokor had told him that the more aether one had to work with, the harder it became to manipulate. That must have been the case.

“It’s because you have so much aether to straighten out,” Jake said. “It will take some effort to clean it up and get it all in order, but trust me, it’s worth it just to avoid the aether poisoning alone.”

“Sounds like it,” Tanya agreed. “I hate the sick feeling that comes with that poisoning. If nothing else, I’d like to get that done today at least.”

Jake smiled. “That’s the spirit. Now tune out the world and focus on fixing up your aether cores. Don’t be afraid to tear it down to start all over again. The neater and tighter you wrap up that core, the easier your aether will be to direct through your body.”

The room fell silent once more.

Jake decided to take this time to deal with his own massive chunk of aether he’d earned between breaking the siege and earning his world first by choking out an alpha seeder.

While the others had a chaotic mess of aether cords going in every direction, Jake had something else entirely. At the center of his core lay a smooth, metallic sphere pulsing with the violet of aetheric energy. A simple, level-one core.

Compared to Nokor’s core, Jake's was a cute little trinket. Nokor’s core shone like a sun to him. But the ogre was several levels above Jake. It was a gap he was eager to close, especially after today’s fighting. He needed to become strong enough to tangle with the alphas on an even footing if he had any hope of tackling the hive guards and overlords Brad talked about.

With another deep breath he pulled his attention out from his core to the newly added aether wrapped around it. Unlike Mason and Tanya’s cores, this new collection of aether was far less wild. The thousands of aether he had quickly earned in the day’s fighting still required a hefty bit of clean-up, though.

Jake unraveled the newly added aether and pulled it tight, one string at a time. When he finished with the new aether he looked at the old layer of aether wrapped around the core. To no one’s surprise, the heavy injection of aether had damaged his weave, and so Jake completely unraveled every loose strand he had. It took him a few minutes to get everything straightened out again and ready to begin wrapping around his core. By then the beads of sweat were rolling thick down Jake’s brow and neck.

The sticky black sweat of his body’s impurities being forced out was never a pleasant experience. The smell was something three to four times worse than going through a worksite for a week without so much as having the common decency to take a shower. And wearing deodorant? Forget about it. But it was a necessary evil. Through cultivating their cores and purging their bodies of impurities they were able to channel aether that much better, thus allowing their bodies to perform better. It was also the difference between taking ten minutes to cast a small aetheric bolt and casting it on command.

After what must have been an hour, Jake had his new collection of aether wound up tightly around his core. Then a curiosity poked at his mind.

Was this enough aether to form a level-two core?

No time like the present to find out, Jake told himself.

He drew in another long, slow breath and exhaled. With his hands pressing down on his thighs, he began the process of forming a new core. Heat and pressure built within his chest faster and faster by the second.

And then it sputtered to a violent halt like knives stabbing into his heart.

Jake immediately broke out of his cultivation and coughed up a mess of black and crimson—his blood mixed in with toxins released from his body.

“You OK, Jake?” Mason asked in a hushed whisper.

Jake nodded. “Tried to advance to a level-two core without enough aether. It’s not a pleasant experience.”

Mason gave him a curious look. “Are we making a level-one core, then?”

Jake shook his head. “You’re laying the foundation for one. Try not to worry about that part yet, though. That one is a hard and painful process made all the worse by a sloppy foundation. So make sure that core is the tightest, neatest ball of yarn you can make.”

“When do we know if we’re ready for a level-one core?” Mason asked.

Jake took another look at the bundle of aether in Mason’s chest. “It looks like you’re already there. The same goes for your students. But those cores need to be cleaned up before we can try for that.”

Mason nodded. “And how will you know if you’re prepared to hit the next level of core, Jake?”

Jake gave a light shrug. “I might have to call up Nokor and see if he knows, or he might need to come down and see for himself. But if this works anything like the class users, we’re going to need ten times more aether, then a hundred, and so on.”

Mason blinked. “I didn’t realize they had it so rough.”

Jake chuckled quietly. “Rough? They just save up the aether, then hit a button to get stronger. We have to gather up all that raw aether and manipulate it properly in order to grow stronger.”

“Fair enough.” Mason chuckled. “But that just means we’re stronger in the end, right?”

Jake nodded. “They get stronger, faster, but their progression is limited to their class. Us cultivators, though? We get to pick and choose how to improve our bodies, even develop our own special abilities. I have a couple already which have been immensely useful.”

Mason smiled. “Well I hope you can show us some of those tricks soon.”

“As soon as you get your first core, Mason.” Jake grinned. “But don’t rush it. Doing things right takes time, and the difference is night and day.” Jake gestured at Lewis. “See, Lewis there decided to rush his core. Even though he had more aether than Darius, because his level-one core was on the sloppy end of things, Darius is the stronger of the two by a lot.”

Mason gulped. “Is there any way to fix that?”

Jake shook his head. “Not that I know of. I really should ask Nokor about it. We were sort of rushing to deal with an elven army at the time.”

Mason huffed a quiet laugh. “I can see how that might lay on the pressure.”

“Oh, you have no idea,” Jake said. “Those pointy eared bastards might look like pretty, frail things, but they can take a punch and throw it, too. And their speed is amazing.”

“Are the aliens really worse than the seeders?” Mason asked.

Jake nodded. “From what I’ve seen? Yeah. But those things Brad saw in the tunnel spooked him. So who knows?”

“Well that just sounds like more reason to keep getting stronger, Jake,” Mason said. “If you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to tag along with you and the rest of your cultivators, too.”

Jake stroked his chin. “Maybe we can get you in with Darius and Lewis. I’m sort of in a party almost exclusively with my friends from Scotch Creek, but I’ll see what I can do.”

Mason smiled. “Good. Us cultivators have to stick together.”

Jake chuckled. “Just don’t go pushing away the class users. They’re our people, too.”

“Jake.” Brad’s voice came through on a private line. “Are you there?”

“What’s up, Brad?” Jake asked.

“I’m heading out with Luther and Rebecca to explore the city, pick up some aether plants, and anything else interesting we find along the way,” Brad said.

“Shouldn’t we be leaving that to the scout teams and the resource gatherers?” Jake asked. They had enough people to divvy up tasks now, so they didn’t have to do everything themselves.

“Not after what Luther told me,” Brad said. “Apparently the upgrade center in town was wrecked, but not by seeders. There was energy weapon damage and blood stains smeared across the floors.”

Jake’s mind raced to figure out what that could possibly mean, but he was drawing blanks. “So some alien race, then?”

“Yeah, that’s what I’m thinking,” Brad agreed. “My guess is pharaohs from what you told me about them. They use energy weapons and like to enslave other races, right?”

Jake sighed. “That’s what I saw at Nokor’s crash site.” He also saw those aliens in their pyramid-like spacecraft assault the ogres with a dazzling light show. More than the seeders and even the elves, Jake feared what the pharaohs could do if humanity suddenly grabbed a little too much of their attention.

“Good. I mean, not good. If it’s the pharaohs, this is potentially worse than the seeders and I need to confirm it for myself,” Brad said. “In the meantime: How do you feel about taking over base-building here in Armstrong?”

Jake hummed. He would have his hands full already with getting the cultivators up to speed, but it did give him an excuse to stay and teach them himself. “Are you sure they would want me to? Anyone could technically do the job. The construction units we brought make base-building so easy a kid could do it.”

Brad laughed. “I already talked it over with Luther. He says if you’re OK with it, he’s happy to have your help. Besides, after Aron headed down south to Florida you’re our most experienced builder. And I know you’ve managed construction projects before, so you can handle balancing Armstrong’s wants and needs with the aether they can produce.”

Jake weighed his options.

If he stayed, he could ensure Armstrong was a well-defended fortress. A forward-operating base they would absolutely need if they hoped to push farther south to retake Kelowna after the battle they’d fought today. Then there was the added bonus of having even more cultivators to work with.

Jake didn’t have a problem working with class users, of course. But their struggles were worlds apart. It was hard to relate to Cory and the others the struggle he had to go through just to keep his body from tearing itself apart. Darius, Lewis, and now Mason and the others knew exactly what Jake was going through, even if they were behind him on their progression.

Then there was the second option: going back home to Scotch Creek. Before they left on their expedition down south, Brad and Jake had worked to make their home into a fortress. Towering walls, turrets galore, expanded housing and crafting facilities. They even gave the same treatment to the radio tower Alan was now running as his own little outpost. Those two sites needed more work if they were going to become impenetrable to seeders and the different alien races.

But Brad could handle that. He wasn’t exactly a handyman when it came to using human tools and materials, but throwing around portable construction units? Even Brad could figure that out.

“So what do you say, Jake?” Brad asked.

“Yeah, why not? The people here could use a little help getting back on their feet after that fight.”

“Great. I’m sure everyone here is going to love you after they see what you do to the place,” Brad said.

Jake rolled his eyes. “Oh yes, because the towering, ominous walls lined with turrets totally scream white picket fence and barbecues.”

Brad snorted out a laugh. “We’ll have to work on aesthetics when things finally calm down.”

“If they ever calm down,” Jake said.

“Speaking of calming down, have you seen Sam?” Brad asked. “She was acting a little weird earlier and I was wondering if you knew anything about that.”

Jake shook his head, then remembered there was no video link in the HUD. “I have no idea. She seemed to be doing fine when I last saw her. I hope she’s not off being a loner again. Losing her party was really hard on her.”

“Yeah, I can imagine. Aron and Chet are great guys. And apparently Jo grew on Sam, too,” Brad said. “Can’t say I wouldn’t have minded being the one out there going on adventures instead of staying back home dealing with all the logistics and drama.” Brad chuckled.

Jake grinned. “Oh yeah, because trading blows with orcs and setting up our first alien alliance is such a boring job.”

“It’s a thankless job,” Brad said in his most melodramatic voice. “Alright Jake, we’re going to head out now. Stay safe, alright?”

“You too, Brad,” Jake said. His thoughts immediately drifted back to Sam. She was hanging out with that Salvador character. Maybe she’s finally getting out of her funk?


Chapter nine
Sam


“You should’ve said something,” Salvador said as he and Sam split off from Brad’s group.

“Said something about what?” Sam asked.

Salvador pointed in Brad’s general direction. “To Brad.”

Sam squinted at him. “What are you getting at, Sal?”

“What? Did you think no one would notice?” Salvador grinned from ear to ear.

Sam waved for him to get to the point.

“Brad,” Salvador said simply.

Sam immediately looked away, her cheeks flushing as she pulled her mask up. How the hell did he notice? “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

For a rogue, you’re a terrible liar, Sammy, Olivia teased.

Don’t you start, Sam shot back.

“Fair enough, I guess.” Salvador chuckled. “I can’t blame you for trying to play it cool. Brad and Les seem to be about as dense as a brick wall when it comes to these things.”

Sam looked away, her mind scrambling to think up any excuse to change the subject.

“Like, Les strikes me as someone who’s too much of a tomboy for her own good sometimes,” Salvador carried on. “She’s way too into fighting and it’s landed her in hot water. Meanwhile, Brad, for as much of a badass as he can be and a surprisingly good leader for his age…” Salvador trailed off with a growing, toothy grin pointed at Sam. “He’s absolutely clueless about women.”

“He is not,” Sam shot back immediately with her arms tense at her sides.

This didn’t help Salvador’s grin disappear. “Touched a nerve, did I?”

“No.” Sam huffed and looked away.

Salvador chuckled. “Look, Sam, it’s plain to see you’re crushing hard on Brad. I’m pretty sure even your brother has picked up on this by now.”

Sam narrowed her gaze on Sal, finally gathering up some nerve after being caught flat-footed. “Yeah and what if I do? What’s the problem with it?”

Salvador held up his arms placatingly. “Nothing, nothing. Relax.”

Sam pulled down her mask after regaining control of her burning cheeks and ran a hand through her hair. “How do you know all of this stuff, anyway? You haven’t been with us much longer than a week.”

“I wouldn’t be a very good rogue if I couldn’t sneak in the middle of a crowd, now would I?” Salvador chuckled. “Truth be told, it was part of my training, and having an unhealthy obsession as a kid with becoming a badass detective didn’t help me be less of a snoop. So I pick up on a lot of things. The subtle tells in a person's body language, the way they speak, their actions.”

Sam blinked. “Can you really pick up that much from just watching someone?”

“Oh yeah,” Salvador said. “You’d be surprised how much something as simple as the way someone carries themselves betrays.” Salvador pointed out an alpha seeder’s corpse getting dragged away. “Helps with keeping those guys from painting the walls with me, too.”

Sam chuckled. “If you wanted to become a detective as a kid, why’d you go for SWAT?”

“Emergency Response Team. ERT,” Salvador corrected. “And it sounds to me like you’re trying to avoid some touchy subjects.”

Sam frowned. “I’m genuinely curious.”

“Fine, fine, but you have to promise to spill the beans on your little crush.” Salvador grinned.

Sam’s frown deepened. “Why do you care so much about who I’m crushing on?”

Salvador shrugged. “It’s a nice change of pace from the doom and gloom of the apocalypse. And the whole almost-dying thing.” He tapped the side of his head. “It keeps my head on straight to know there’s a silver lining out there to this world of ours. A light at the end of the tunnel.”

Sam smiled. “That reminds me of Jo.”

“The mad-bomber girl?” Salvador’s eyes widened. “That tiny terror almost blew my hand off experimenting with new bombs.” He held out his left hand and flexed it a few times. “Whatever compound she used was a little too eager to pop. I’m lucky it didn’t go off while I was holding it.”

Sam chuckled. “That definitely sounds like something Jo would make. I haven’t heard of her using guinea pigs to try out her bombs, though. She’s very hands-on about her work.”

Salvador grunted. “I may have volunteered for the job.” He pulled a frag grenade from his belt. “These things don’t exactly grow on trees, and I needed a supply for when I ran out. So I thought getting on the tiny terror’s good side was the way to go for that.”

Sam laughed. “She’s learned a lot more restraint since we first met her. On our first trip she accidentally burned down a grocery store learning to use her magic.”

Salvador nodded. “Sounds like the type. Anyway, what makes me sound like Jo? I mean I like explosions as much as the next guy, but that girl is something else.”

“Jo always tried to keep a positive outlook on life, even when things got dark,” Sam said. “Elves were coming down on us, swarms of powerful alien monsters, and she kept a cheery smile and attitude all throughout. She said it was important to keep an optimistic outlook on life. She may come off as immature, even insane, but I think she has a much better head on her shoulders than even I gave her credit for. The only time I saw any cracks in that sunny disposition of hers was when Aron got captured by the elves.”

Salvador nodded; his lips pursed some. “Can’t argue with that logic. Maybe I’ll spend some time talking with her about life and explosives when she gets back. She sounds more like an interesting character now than a health and safety hazard.”

“Oh no, she is absolutely a hazard, but she’s our hazard.” Sam laughed. “So, are you going to answer my questions now?”

Salvador smiled. “It’s not a super exciting story, Sam.”

“I still like to hear about how the old world was for people. Before everything went to hell,” Sam said. “Growing up I was very…insulated from it all. I locked myself up in fictional worlds and didn’t look outside them much more than I had to. And Jake tried pretty hard.”

Salvador chuckled. “That explains why you’re so cute and shy.”

Sam’s cheeks flushed. “I am not cute!” Her arms crossed tight over her chest and she looked away. “I’m tough as hell. And badass. And deadly. And definitely not cute!”

Olivia laughed at Sam, which only made her more frustrated and her cheeks brightened further.

“I’m having a really hard time keeping a straight face through that little outburst of yours, Sam.” Salvador patted his chest. “And an even harder time keeping myself from going, ‘Awww.’”

Sam leaned over to Sal, arms crossed behind her back as a wicked smile pulled at her lips. “You know I can kill you, right?”

Salvador pulled the canteen from his belt and raised it toward Sam. “Worth it,” he said before taking a swig.

Sam just shook her head and pulled back.

“Right then. That question of yours. The reason I went to ERT rather than straight-up detective work was because I thought it was a much better way of getting my foot in the door than being a regular beat cop,” Salvador explained. “Nothing earth-shattering or dramatic there. I thought if I could handle myself in high-stress situations and prove my worth through the use of special weapons and tactics, getting into detective work would be much easier.” Salvador gave a light shrug. “If that didn’t work, then I’d find some small town in desperate need of ERT personnel and detectives. At least that’s how I heard things worked before these grey, ugly freaks dropped on top of us.”

Sam wondered for a moment if any of that plan made sense to her. But she stopped herself before she went too deep down that rabbit hole. In truth, she had no idea how getting into jobs like that worked. The gigs she’d had before the seeders came boiled down to a quick application, or knowing a guy who knew a guy. Anything higher than that seemed to require college or university, but a lot of her older gamer friends kept telling her to avoid that like the plague except for a handful of jobs.

None of that really mattered now, though.

With the seeders’ arrival, the primary job of every human was survival. That meant killing aliens. Thanks to the work Invictus did, they were able to start branching out with farmers, crafters, and other roles more focused on making things than killing them.

Salvador pointed at Sam. “Your turn to talk.”

Sam frowned.

“Don’t be like that. You promised.” Salvador grinned.

Sam sighed. “Fine.” She dragged out the word. “What do you want to know?”

Salvador shrugged. “Why you like the guy, what you hope to come out of the relationship, that sorta thing.”

Sam brushed her hair out of her face. “Honestly? When we met the world was falling apart and I was surrounded by stupid people getting themselves killed and desperate people getting themselves killed or making things worse.”

“Not a great pool for romantic interests.” Salvador nodded.

“Brad had a really good head on his shoulders, and he wasn’t just some gamer guy who happened to not be a total idiot,” Sam carried on. “He actually cared about people. He wanted to help everyone he could, and made plans to do that. He wasn’t just going with the flow like so many people.”

Salvador quirked a brow. “How many people were in your group when this mess kicked off?”

Sam shrugged. “Jake and I were with a group of crazies before we joined up with Brad. They had maybe two or three dozen before their ranks swelled in Kelowna.” Sam stared up at the blue sky, searching her memory. “Brad’s group was around the same size.”

“What’d you think about the other people in the group?” Salvador asked.

Sam chuckled. “They were a hell of an improvement over Colton’s crazies, but most of them were still just going with the flow. Even Aron and Chet were.”

“Big guy with the gas mask?” Salvador asked. “He seemed pretty driven the few times I saw him.”

Sam nodded. “He was apparently working through some issues. After that whole mess with the elves and hearing about his family needing help in Florida, a fire lit up inside him.”

Salvador smiled, lightly flashing his teeth. “Life throws a lot our way. If it doesn’t break us, it makes us stronger. Glad to hear the big guy’s come out of his troubles better for them.”

Sam nodded. “Anyway, there you have it. I’m a sucker for a smart, driven guy who happens to be a gamer like me, is more than competent, and who’s a genuinely good person.”

A devilish grin pulled at Salvador’s lips. “How’s he rank in the looks department?”

Sam’s cheeks burned, and she flailed for a moment before managing to look away from Sal. “He’s alright.”

Salvador leaned toward her, his grin only growing. “Looks like a pretty overblown reaction for just ‘alright,’ Sam.”

Sam opened her mouth to speak, closed it again, then opened it a few more times before she stammered out, “I-I don’t know what you want me to say. There’s just something about him. Something unique I guess.”

“At least you didn’t say it was his manly allure.” Salvador chuckled. “He’s too pretty.”

Sam huffed. “Jake said the same thing.”

“Nothing wrong with liking a pretty boy,” Salvador said with that playful grin never leaving his face. “I’m just saying he could do with a haircut. Maybe bulking up at the gym.”

“Well I like him just the way he is,” Sam huffed.

Salvador whistled. “Now that’s a first.” He put away his canteen and pulled out a small note pad and pen. “Dear diary, on this day of our lord…whatever day it is, I have heard a woman admit she loved a man just the way he was.” He slapped the notepad shut and tucked it away. “Continue.”

Sam blinked. Her voice shot up a few octaves as she spoke. “What do you mean? Is that not a normal thing?”

“Not with any of the men I know, and definitely not for me.” Salvador smiled. “Women always want to change something about a man. Usually a lot of somethings. In my case, my high school crush wanted me to drop my dreams of becoming a detective and said I needed to dress more, ‘fashionably.’” Salvador laughed. “Seriously, who the hell in their right mind wants to spend a couple of grand on a jacket?”

Sam tilted her head to the side. “Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

“That is just stupid. Sounds like you are meeting the wrong kind of women. What kind of insane person asks someone to give up on their dreams for them?” Sam asked.

“That’s the bad part?” Salvador laughed. “I swear I put the emphasis on her insane fashion sense.”

“Well that part’s pretty bad, I suppose, but not as bad as giving up on your dreams.”

Salvador shrugged. “The girl was from a rich family. Heiress to some fortune or whatever. Basically she was going to be my sugar mama if I had gone along with her.”

Sam laughed. “You don’t look like the sugar-mama type.”

“Right?” Salvador flexed his muscles. “These are action-hero guns, not pampered, manicured twigs. I gotta put them to use.” He stared off into the distance. “But I figure her parents had more to do with it than her. They weren’t particularly fond of their little princess hanging out with a dirty peasant. Even one as good looking as myself.”

Sam snorted. “Calm down there, Romeo.”

“My mom actually wanted to name me that. But my dad didn’t want to expose me to the jokes.”

“So what happened to her?” Sam asked.

Salvador leaned over to Sam with his hands on his hips. “I thought I was asking the questions here.”

Sam mimicked him. “Two can play at that game, Mr. Detective.”

Salvador sighed. “We broke up after graduation. She couldn’t be seen with someone trying to be a ‘lowly detective’—bad for the family name and all that nonsense.” He paused for a moment. “But I could tell she wasn’t too excited about it. Honestly, I can’t tell what she was more afraid of. Losing the luxurious lifestyle by staying with me, or earning the wrath of her parents.” Salvador held up a finger. “Which—I later found out—didn’t exactly have clean hands in their business dealings, so that might have been why they hated my guts.”

Sam nodded. “If they were crooked, you might end up having to investigate them and lock them up.”

Sam agreed. “Might make family dinners a little awkward if I locked up the in-laws, yeah.”

“But things could’ve worked out between you after this apocalypse broke out, right?” Sam asked.

Salvador pursed his lips. “Maybe.”

“Maybe?”

Salvador nodded. “Maybe.”

“You don’t have anything more to say?” Sam pressed.

“Nope,” Salvador said. “We all have things we’d rather not talk about, Sam. This is one of them for me.”

Sam frowned. “Did something happen?”

“Now that’s the thing that keeps me up at night. I don’t know. Did the seeders get her? Is she alive somewhere fighting for her life? Was she one of the many green smears I ran past trying to ignore? It eats me up to think about it, so I don’t.” He stared down at his feet for a moment. “We’ve lost a lot of people in the short time these aliens have been here. It wouldn’t surprise me in the least if she was one of them.” His gaze met Sam’s. “So I try to keep busy living, looking toward the silver lining in our grim situation.”

Sam sighed and looked away. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry open old wounds.”

Salvador smiled. “Don’t beat yourself up, kid. You only hurt my manly man feelings. All one of them. But you can make it up to me by distracting me from them.”

“You have more questions, don’t you?” Sam grimaced.

“Just the ones I told you about at the start.” Salvador chuckled. “And one more I’m wondering if I should even ask.”

Sam thought for a moment, then landed at the question he was referring to. “You want to know what I expect to get out of a relationship with Brad?”

Salvador nodded. “Yeah. What do you think the future holds for you two if you hook up and all that?”

Sam blushed. “I really haven’t thought about it.”

“Really?” Salvador’s eyes widened. “Most girls I dated when I was around your age had their whole lives planned out down to the wedding.”

Sam’s blush brightened. “Well, that’s not me. I seriously have questions about the women you’ve dated.” It really seemed like Salvador had a type, and it wasn’t depth of character that he was attracted to.

“Weird,” Salvador just blurted out. “From what I’ve seen and heard of you, you’re not really the type to not plan things out. Well, other than that seeker incident, but Flicker Strike isn’t a particularly predictable ability.”

Sam shrugged. “Am I supposed to think about these things?”

“It probably helps to know where you want things to go,” Salvador said. “So you know what you’re looking for, and if Brad wants the same things. Like me and Lucile wanted a lot of the same things, but that silly little detective dream of mine was a deal-breaker.”

Sam took a deep breath to calm her building anxiety. “And what am I supposed to want?”

“Supposed to?” Salvador’s brow furrowed. “Far be it from me to tell you what you’re supposed to want. You’re a damn hero, Sam. Brad is too, and Jake, and generally all of your different parties, too. Details. What I’m trying to say here is you have to figure that out for yourself.”

Sam hummed and looked at Sal. “What do you want, then?”

“Why would that matter?” Salvador asked.

Sam flushed. “Because I don’t actually know what guys want. I mean, I know what everyone says they want, but…” She knew about the birds and the bees and she had been on the internet long enough to have her mind scarred with images she’d rather forget. Sam was hardly naïve. But that didn’t make the stuff any less awkward to talk about.

Salvador clasped a hand over his mouth with a barely contained snort. “I can assure you, Sam, the level of degeneracy a man wants to engage in varies from subject to subject. Same as it does with women.”

“What?” Sam stared at him blankly. Was he really going to go there?

Salvador returned the gesture in kind. “You don’t know what I’m talking about?”

Sam frowned, unsure how to react.

Salvador stroked at his chin with growing concern, his brow furrowing tighter. “Did your parents not tell you about the birds and the bees?”

“My parents weren’t always around. Jake actually had to,” Sam admitted. “But he still didn’t manage to make things as weird as you just did. I’m not a clueless kid you know.”

Salvador blew out a heavy breath. “Talk about awkward. Let’s not touch on the story behind that, yeah? It sounds like something that doesn’t need drudging up. And I’ll try not to treat you like a kid. It’s a bad reflex of mine around younger people. I’m not actually sure it applies anymore with everything being…” He gestured around at the apocalyptic world around them. “This.”

Sam smiled.

“But I’m assuming he told you what those darn dirty boys are after, right?” Salvador asked.

Sam snickered. “Yeah. He made it pretty clear he didn’t want me dating until I was at least thirty.”

Salvador burst out laughing. He opened his mouth to speak but thought better of it. “Might be a bit excessive, but I can get behind the sentiment. Anyway, when it comes to your question you’re just going to have to shove some steel in your spine and ask him yourself. Like with any great question in life, the answer varies.” He placed a hand on Sam’s shoulder. “I’d recommend figuring out what you want first, though. That way, if you two have similar goals you can work together to achieve them instead of figuring out what you want later and maybe butting heads about it.”

Sam nodded. It made some sort of sense to take Salvador’s approach. “You know, you’re a lot smarter than you look.”

Salvador clutched at his chest and made a wounded face. “Right in the heart. Ow.” His grimace turned into a grin as he stroked at his jawline. “It’s the dashing good looks, isn’t it? My instructor always told me I needed to grow a full beard if I wanted to be taken seriously.”

Sam rolled her eyes and punched him in the arm. “For someone with so much wisdom to hand out, you’re one hell of a goofball, Sal.”

Salvador nodded sagely. “I have been told I’m an old soul trapped in a young man’s body.”

“How old are you supposed to be anyway? I honestly can’t tell,” Sam asked.

“Eighteen.”

Sam blinked. “You definitely don’t talk like an eighteen-year-old.”

“Most eighteen-year-olds haven’t gone through”—he gestured at the battlefield around them—“this.”

Sam smiled and nodded. “You can say that again.”

“So, one last question before you’re free to go,” Salvador said in his best detective voice. “How come you haven’t made a move on Brad yet?”

Sam flushed, her lips pursed. “I uh… Shouldn’t he?”

Salvador wrapped an arm around Sam’s shoulder and leaned over her conspiratorially. “Between you and me, kid, he’s a little too dense to pick up on any signs you’re dropping.” He pointed out a transport in the distance. Brad and Luther were standing outside it discussing their plans. “Might not be an ideal time to make a move, but there’s no time like the present.”

“Are you sure?” Sam asked. “He’s probably busy with something important. You know, setting up Armstrong, scouting things, looking into that ruined upgrade center.”

Salvador nodded as he pulled away. “All fair points. But in this dangerous world we find ourselves in, why wait? I might’ve missed my chance with Lucile, but you don’t have to miss yours with Brad.”

Sam froze in place, unsure how she would even approach the subject.

Salvador let out a contented sigh. “Nice to see that even the hero of Kamloops can act like a normal teenage girl after everything we’ve been through.” He gave her a light shove toward Brad. “Go on, Sam. Break a leg—not literally.”

Sam raised her fists with a frustrated grunt, then pointed at Salvador before turning on her heels. Helpful as he was, she couldn’t help thinking Salvador got too much amusement out of teasing her. Still, he had a point. They might die in a few hours, the next day, or even a week from now. There was no point waiting around for things to happen. They had to make them happen.

She cut across the people of Armstrong, past the mounds of dead seeders, and headed straight for Brad.

Brad gave her the warmest smile as she approached. “Hey Sam. What’s up?”

Sam flushed and froze like a deer in the headlights.

“Everything alright?” Brad asked.

Luther glanced between the two. An amused huff left him as his gaze fixed expectantly on Brad. Brad really was dense if even Luther had picked up an inkling of what was going on.

Sam took a deep breath. “I was wondering if…you know, maybe later you’d like to hang out or something. After all this? Probably.” Her heartbeat quickened.

Luther’s amusement only grew in his barely contained smile.

Sam’s words came out faster with her growing anxiety. “I mean, it’s cool if you can’t. I know you’re busy with everything and—”

Brad gave her a curious, if concerned, stare. “Sure, Sam. But are you sure you’re—”

Les rolled up and hooked an arm around Brad’s throat. “Come on, fearless leader. Enough planning. We have boots to plant in alien asses.”

Brad struggled against Les’s superior strength score as he was dragged off. “Hey, wait, we were talking there.”

“Nope. Less talking, more boots in asses,” Les insisted as she hauled him off to the transport. When she noticed Sam, she gave her a smile and raised her sword in greeting before dipping inside the transport.

Michael grinned. “I’m personally more of a knife or bullet guy, but boots work, too.”

“A little less excitement to rush into another death trap, if you don’t mind,” Teresa groaned at Les as she walked past into the transport.

Ceres laughed. “It won’t be a death trap…probably.” She turned her head toward Sam with a quick wave. “Hey, Sammy.”

Sam’s face fell briefly before she forced a light smile. “Hey, Ceres. You guys stay safe out there, alright?”

“We’ll try,” Ceres said as she passed, then did a double take. “You alright, Sam?”

Sam rubbed at the back of her arm, not sure what to say.

Luther urged Ceres to go on ahead. “Don’t worry about it, Ceres. We’ve got work to do.” He glanced back at Sam with the most apologetic look he could muster, as if to say, “I’m sorry, kid.”

Sam gave him a wave and an understanding nod. Luther likely didn’t want to make things more awkward than they already were. Meanwhile, Sam wasn’t sure what she was feeling more of—embarrassment, anger, disappointment? Maybe it was jealousy. She had no idea if Les actually had a thing for Brad, but they seemed far closer than the rest of their group. It didn’t fill her with a lot of hope for the future.

Breathe, Sam. Breathe, she reminded herself.

Sammy, are you sure you aren’t just reading a little too much into the situation? Olivia offered. I know those two seem close, but they strike me as more of a best-friends situation than anything else.

You don’t know that, Olivia, Sam said pessimistically.

Neither do you, Olivia countered.

Sam took a breath and turned on her heels. I appreciate the effort to cheer me up, Olivia, but it’s not what I need.

Then what do you need, Sammy? I’m here to help you with more than just the Collective, Olivia said.

Sam considered her conversation with Salvador earlier. He said he liked to focus his attention on silver linings, positive thoughts. She was in no mood for that at the moment, but there was more to it than that. Salvador was looking for a distraction from the dark thoughts lingering in his mind. That was what she needed now. A distraction.

Do we have anything that needs doing? Something urgent or important?

Olivia was silent as she dove through what must have been a boundless sea of data in her artificial mind. There are two pressing issues involving Scotch Creek. First is discovering where the orcs are based out of in order to deal with them or better defend from attacks. The other is performing reconnaissance on the dwarves.

Sam nodded. Both of those were perfect, and since they were out in Scotch Creek she could get far, far away from Armstrong, far from Brad and Les, and clear her head. Maybe, like Salvador had suggested, she could shove some steel in her spine by the time they got back from either of those missions.

Scouting out orcs didn’t seem like a particularly great mission if she wanted a distraction. Orcs were wild, dangerous fighters. If they were caught even slightly off guard, they would land themselves in a bigger fight than they could handle. Dwarves, though? They were an unknown quantity. From what Sam knew of them from fiction, they seemed like the better option to look into.

“So how’d it go?” Salvador asked with a hopeful smile on his face.

Sam sighed. “It didn’t.”

“What?” Salvador blinked. “What happened?”

Sam shook her head. “We’ll talk about it later. We’re going on a trip.”


Chapter ten
Brad


Les released Brad and sat across from him in the transport. “Man, all that talking was getting boring.”

Brad shook his head. “You could have at least let Sam finish talking to me.”

She leaned back in her seat. “My bad. I didn’t notice her there until after I was dragging you away. It wasn’t anything important, was it?”

Michael squeezed past Brad. “Let me squeeze on through here so the reasonable adults can drive for a change.”

“What’s wrong with my driving?” Brad grinned.

“Oh you know, the part where you used our ride like a battering ram on the regular. Or the part where you almost got us killed by a hive guard.” Michael smirked and slipped away into the driver’s cabin and started up the transport.

Teresa and Ceres took their seats in the transport along with Luther and Rebecca.

“So, was it important?” Les pressed. “What Sam was trying to talk to you, I mean. Was any of it important?”

Brad took a seat and strapped himself in. He thought back to the weird, awkward way Sam had been talking to him. There was definitely something there, but whatever it was, Brad couldn’t even guess. Sam had talked to him plenty of times before without being so anxious, so what had changed? “Honestly, I have no idea. Sam said she wanted to hang out later, but she seemed pretty worried about something.”

Les shrugged. “Must not have been that important if she didn’t try to stop us. Oh well. We can hang out with her after this trip. She’s probably spooked about how bad things got today, and that overlord thing.” She shuddered. “Who knew aliens could make such big, murderous babies?”

Luther sighed. “And I thought we needed help.”

Rebecca leaned over to Luther. “What? Did I miss something?”

“I’ll tell you about it later,” Luther said, then turned back to Brad and Les. “But you two need to get a better read on people. Especially you, Brad.”

“Me?” Brad furrowed his brow. “I’ve been keeping Invictus together for a good week or two now, at least. I think I have a pretty good read on people.”

Luther sighed. “Maybe when it comes to managing a big group like this, but in the field of personal relationships you have the literacy of a cow.”

Teresa snorted. “Let’s not be too generous with Brad. It might go to his head.”

“Does this have to do with Sam acting weird earlier?” Ceres asked. “She seemed pretty bothered by something.”

Luther nodded. “It did, but it’s a private matter. So if you don’t mind I’ll talk to Brad about this later, when we have less pressing matters to talk about.”

“Private?” Brad blinked. What was Luther on about? What could he have possibly missed from that awkward little conversation with Sam?

“Don’t worry about it too much, kid.” Luther leaned forward. “Michael, is this weird, floaty box ready to go?”

“Ooh, don’t let an elf hear you say that about their transports. They have a big holier-than-thou complex.” Michael laughed.

“What do I care about what some slaver fairy thinks?” Luther scoffed.

Michael nodded. “Good point, good point.” He gently pushed the transport forward. “We’re ready to go wherever you tell us, Luther. Just say where.”

“Take us out east and make a right on Smith Drive,” Luther said. “The place we’re looking for is just past the Armstrong Inn, if the sign’s still even up.”

Michael carefully maneuvered the transport past the survivors of the battle and followed Luther’s instructions. “We didn’t see much of anything on the east side of town.”

Luther nodded. “Sounds about right. The seeders demolished everything when they managed to force us to hunker down in the exhibition center.”

“Technically we already were before that,” Rebecca said. “But we used to be able to roam around without fear of losing entire teams.”

“So what exactly happened?” Brad asked.

“They got the numbers advantage on us, big league,” Luther said. “But even before that happened they were getting smarter. Baiting us into traps, ambushing us. Finding out how to get us out of our little fort back there.” He shook his head. “Why, if you had arrived here earlier you would’ve seen the way these monsters can really operate when they don’t have the luxury of a superior force.”

Brad frowned. “I’m not looking forward to seeing what they’re truly capable of, Luther. But we’ll be ready for whatever they can throw at us. We have to be.”

Luther nodded. “That upgrade center you’re giving us will go a long way toward that.” He slapped a fist against the ramshackle armor plates he wore over his armor. “This homemade suit’s served me well, but it’s long overdue for retirement.”

Rebecca laughed. “It was ready for that the second you thought about making it.”

“Maybe,” Luther admitted. “It sure beats the early days of this invasion. I was beating down seeders with a pitchfork and had nothing but my shirt and my jeans for protection, though.” He looked around the troop cabin with a smile on his face. “But I don’t have to tell any of you folks about that. We’ve all been through hell, haven’t we?”

Teresa sighed. “More than you realize.”

Rebecca turned to Teresa. “There’s a story there, isn’t there?”

“Not one you’ll be getting out of me, Rebecca.” Teresa gave her a tight smile. “Those wounds are still tender.”

Rebecca nodded. “I won’t pry. But if you ever want to indulge my curiosity, I’m here for you.”

“Sweet,” Teresa said without a hint of amusement.

Rebecca gave a nervous laugh. “Sorry.”

Michael whistled from the front. “Luther, what am I looking for out here? We’ve got a lovely patch of rubble to the left of us. And a slightly wider patch of rubble on the right. I think that’s part of a sign over there, but I’m not really sure.”

Luther got up and rushed to the driver’s cabin. “Damn. They took out the inn’s sign, too. The place is just up ahead.” He pointed off at the rectangular footprint of a building. “Right there. That’s the place.”

Michael pulled over to the remains of a parking lot where even the cars had been smashed flat, likely from an alpha stampeding by. “Well alright then. Time to snoop around, boys and girls.”

“Keep your eyes open for seeders,” Brad said as he took the lead out of the transport. “Just because we fought back their siege doesn’t mean we kicked them all out of town.”

Ceres and the others followed him out. “My rule of thumb at this point is assume a seeder’s going to pop out where you least expect them.”

Teresa shuddered. “Please, Ceres. I do not need to imagine those damned things jumping at me from my tea.”

Ceres held her palms up and shrugged. “You never know, Teresa. I heard from Sam and her party that they had seeders in the water. Rippersnakes or something like that. For all we know they have special seeders built exclusively for tea assaults.”

Teresa grimaced and followed the others along in silence.

Luther waved for Brad and the others to follow him as they went to a cleared-out section of the ruins. “Right here. This is the entrance to the old upgrade center.”

Brad stepped inside with his shotgun at the ready and his flashlight punching into the gloom of the passage. “So what was this place before it got leveled?”

“An electronics store,” Rebecca said. ‘They sold all sorts of neat things for tech heads. My brother loved the place before it got demolished. Now he’s depressed he won’t ever get to play with the different gadgets and components they had there.”

Les chuckled. “Don’t tell Brad that. He’s always looking for new crafters to rope into his humanity-saving schemes.”

“Why would that be a bad thing?” Rebecca asked.

Les shrugged. “I mean, if building things is his jam then I guess it’s not bad. But I can’t imagine it being a great way of getting stronger and dealing with all the alien threats out here.”

Brad reached the foot of the stairs and peeked through the slightly ajar doors. “Not everyone can be a badass, alien-killing machine like you, Les.”

“True, true. Someone’s gotta be my pocket medic.” She laughed.

Brad rolled his eyes. “Keep your eyes open, people. We’re going in three, two, one.” He kicked the door open and swung his shotgun through, looking for any sign of alien life.

The rest of his party followed inside with light spheres illuminating their surroundings. There was nothing. No signs of seeders, pharaohs, or any other alien life.

What they found were bodies.

Brad counted at least a dozen dead humans as he moved through the demolished upgrade center. The walls were pocked with bullet holes and deep, scorched gouges. In other places there were clear signs of blades carving through the walls, destroying furniture and smashing through 3D printers to get at what Brad had to assume were at one point not butchered humans.

One corpse bore a particularly gruesome wound. A vicious, diagonal cut ripped through the lower pectoral muscles of a man and sliced clean through to the other side. Whatever creature did this had to have an impressive strength score to cleave through plate armor and bone with such ease. Or the weapon was particularly powerful.

“This… This was a slaughter,” Les said. “Who do you think did this?”

Brad walked up to one of the burnt pock marks on the wall. “Pharaohs, probably. The energy weapon marks here line up with what Jake said.” He ran a hand along the inside of the hole. It was surprisingly smooth to the touch, not at all like the rough feel bullets left behind on concrete after punching their way through. “Unless we have a group of rogue gnomes killing off humans. They’re the only other race we know of that uses energy weapons.”

Les snickered. “Wouldn’t that be a way to go? Killed off by tiny, pissed-off gnomes.”

Michael nodded slowly. “It’s easily in my top five ways I don’t want to die.”

“What’s number one?” Luther asked.

Michael pulled his lips into a tight line. “Alien incubator or probed to death. Those two are pretty much tied for number one.”

Luther shuddered. “You know what, I think I’ll copy that list of yours.”

“The more the merrier.” Michael chuckled.

Brad carried on inspecting the damage. The fight here had to be massive for all the battle damage littering the place. Sure, there were no shortage of destroyed 3D printers and farther down, destroyed gene therapy pods, but his gaze primarily focused on the missed shots. Those told a story all of their own.

The strangest of which were the holes carved out by ballistic weapons shooting toward the defenders, not from them.

Brad knelt to a group of bullet holes next to some energy blasts. They had all plunged toward the dead human defenders. “Are you guys seeing this?”

Teresa knelt beside him. “This is unusual. Do you think the pharaohs also employ ballistic weapons along with their energy weapons?”

“Why would they do that?” Ceres asked. “If you have laser guns, why not just give everyone laser guns?”

Michael shrugged. “Maybe it’s an honor thing? If you’re a low-ranking grunt you don’t get any of the cool-kid toys, but if you get to the higher ranks they start giving you laser sticks.” He made a pair of finger pistols. “Pew-pew!”

Brad pulled his lips into a tight line. Basic common sense told him that the best way to equip any sort of military was to mass produce the best weapons they could make. Something with plenty of stopping power, reliability, and ease of use. Going from a conventional gun to some sort of laser-shooting spear like Jake described didn’t make any sense to Brad.

He pushed those thoughts out of his head. That was thinking with the logic of their old world, not their new reality.

According to the gnomes, handcrafted goods were superior to anything the 3D printers could accomplish. So perhaps making a bunch of low-tier weapons was a way to train low-level craftsmen to make energy weapons? That was one theory. Another was that there was some sort of honor system among the pharaohs to explain this discrepancy.

“What if it wasn’t the pharaohd shooting the humans, but other humans?” Ceres offered.

Luther glanced back at her. “That would make no sense.”

“Except the pharaohs take slaves just like the elves do,” Ceres said. “At least from what we know.”

“That’s insane,” Luther said.

Rebecca nodded. “I’m going to have to agree with Luther on this one. You couldn’t just make humans shoot each other.”

Brad didn’t like that idea in the slightest, but a corpse toward the back of the room caught his eye. He moved over to inspect it. This one was riddled with fire from energy weapons and far too mangled to identify if it was a male or female between the blown-out chunks of charred flesh and dried blood. That was enough to catch his attention, but not his interest. It was the band of seared flesh along their neck.

It was like someone had tried to burn a collar onto this person’s neck. The pattern itself was stranger still. The red marks looked like a series of small squares and a few larger sections that vaguely resembled gems. From what little Jake knew of the pharaohs, they had a thing for looking like Egyptians—or maybe they’d just visited Earth in the past and guided the ancient Egyptians into behaving and dressing like them. Whatever the case, the burn marks on this corpse’s neck strongly resembled a lot of the jewelry Brad had seen on ancient representations of Egyptians. But where most of that jewelry sat around the chest and shoulders, this was clearly used as a collar.

“I wouldn’t be so quick to say that,” Brad said. “This corpse has some freaky burn marks around the neck.”

Rebecca ran over to inspect the body. “Jeez. What the hell did this guy do to get shot to pieces like this?”

Brad shook his head. “They’re the only one who took such a beating. Everyone else was a clean kill. One, two shots placed on the vitals or cut down by a blade. This one was just butchered.”

Ceres gulped at the sight. “That looks like a collar. A really nasty shock collar.”

“A shock collar?” Teresa asked.

Ceres nodded. “When I was a kid, my neighbors had a shock collar for their dog. The little fuzzball barked incessantly and they were getting noise complaints because of him. Since they couldn’t train the dog to shut up, they tried using a shock collar to do the trick. It mostly worked.”

“Mostly?” Teresa asked.

“He was always a stubborn little punk. He was a white Westie with an attitude about a hundred times bigger than he was,” Ceres said. “Anyway, he kept barking even through the shocks, and eventually the owners gave up on the shock collar. When I asked them why, they showed me the burn marks it left on the poor dog's neck.” Ceres pointed at the corpse's neck. “This looks like a way more elaborate and painful version of that.”

Brad swallowed dryly. “So you’re saying they put collars on people to control them?”

Ceres threw up her arms. “Your guess is as good as mine, Brad. It would explain the bullet holes going at our defenders here.”

Brad frowned. “So if you’re right, the elves take slaves to do labor for them, and the pharaohs take slaves to fight for them?”

“I’m not a xenoarchaeologist, Brad. I’m just taking stabs in the literal dark here,” Ceres said.

“Sounds like a pretty good guess to me, though,” Les commented cautiously. “They probably don’t just stop at cannon fodder, but it’s definitely a good way to build up an army in a hurry.”

Brad rose to his feet and turned to Luther. “Are you sure none of your people saw anyone come out of here?”

Luther shook his head. “One day we showed up and the place was torn to pieces. That was before the seeders flattened everything.”

“Why was the entrance dug up, then?” Teresa asked.

“Some of our tech heads took one of the more intact 3D printers back home and tried to fix it up,” Luther said. “No dice on that I’m afraid, but they gave it their all.”

Michael stepped through the huddled-up crowd around the body. “You know, if I was the egotistical type with control issues, I’d say this was punishment.” He pointed out the excessive damage to the body. “See, if this whole collar theory is true, then this guy, girl, whatever it was before they got butchered, probably managed to tear off their collar. Right?”

Luther shrugged. “Maybe? But what’s that got to do with anything?”

“Well if I was the sadistic type who built slave armies, I couldn’t have one of my slaves just rip off their collar,” Michael explained. “It sets a bad precedent, you know? Like, ‘If Gary could just take this thing off, why the hell am I still wearing my collar?’ That’s how you get a slave uprising.”

Luther’s brow tightened with a deepening frown. “I’m not sure I’m liking where this story is going.”

“Neither am I, but as long as we’re throwing out wild theories I figured I’d get in on the game,” Michael said. “This right here looks like an example was made. If this really is a band of slaves, this was someone who was butchered just to make sure the others didn’t get any funny ideas.”

Les shuddered. “How twisted is your brain that you can just pull out a messed-up story like that?”

Michael drew in a deep breath. “I’ve seen some shit in my time, Les. You really, really don’t want to know how bad humans can get.”

“I thought you used to be a programmer,” Les said.

Michael cleared his throat. “Right. Of course I was.” A short, unsteady laugh escaped him. “But you know how the internet is. Hang out on it long enough and you’re going to find some dark places.”

Brad sighed. “Just when I thought the aliens couldn’t get any worse than the elves.”

“Elves always were the worst of the worst,” Teresa said. “But this is cruel and unusual, if any of it’s true.”

Ceres tapped Teresa on the shoulder. “If elves were always the worst of the worst, how come you almost exclusively played them?”

“Because of the bonuses to intelligence and willpower they often came with,” Teresa stated matter-of-factly. “Besides, they always had this ‘I’m better than you and the whole world knows it’ attitude that just spoke to me back in the day. Back when I had time for petty nonsense.”

Ceres laughed softly and gave her a gentle smile. “Simpler times, right?”

“Simpler times,” Teresa agreed.

Brad sighed. “Well, let’s finish looking around here, then roll out.”

“There isn’t much more to see, Brad,” Luther said. “This mess carries on through to the gene therapy rooms.”

Brad nodded. “Doesn’t hurt to take a quick look.”

Sure enough, Luther was right.

The battle damage carried on through to the gene therapy rooms where every last piece of machinery was thoroughly destroyed. Throughout their whole investigation, it bothered Brad that there wasn’t a single hint of deaths or damage to the pharaoh attackers, or whoever had actually pulled this attack off. Then again, some of the dried-up blood could have belonged to the aliens. Elves and gnomes alike bled red, after all. He wasn’t sure what color an ogre would bleed, but he wouldn’t put it past the overgrown humanoid creatures to have the same color of blood as humans.

“Here’s to hoping the pharaohs are good about clearing out their dead,” Les commented.

“For sure,” Michael said. “Otherwise we’re going to be in for one hell of a fight when we run into them.”

“Please,” Teresa groaned. “We do not need another unkillable enemy to deal with. Those hive guard were bad enough.”

Ceres nodded. “We should really try to find a military base and steal their tanks.”

“Canadian tanks?” Teresa blinked. “We have those?”

“Technically they’re an upgrade on the German Leopard 1 platform, but yes, we have them,” Luther said.

“How strange,” Teresa said.

Brad chuckled. “Why is that strange?”

“I just assumed the Americans did all the fighting and our military was mostly for show. At least that’s what my American friends say,” Teresa said. “And honestly, I can believe it with some of the absurd things I’ve seen from them.”

“Oof, don’t let my uncle catch you saying that,” Brad said. “He would chew you out for months for that little comment.”

Teresa shrugged. “He’s not here now, is he?”

Brad chuckled nervously. “True. Then again, I don’t know where any of my family got off to after this apocalypse kicked off.”

“You didn’t try contacting them?” Luther asked.

Brad shook his head. “It sort of slipped my mind with how fast things were moving. I was already pretty independent and busy doing my own thing before then, so we didn’t talk much. Not that we were on bad terms or anything, but my parents were always pretty hands-off.”

Luther shook his head. “That’s a shame. At least you seem to have turned out for the better.”

Brad smiled, then glanced around at the others. Their faces had fallen at that exchange. It made him wonder how many of them knew they’d lost their families, or if they were as clueless as he was. It was a question that nagged at the back of his mind from time to time. He hated indulging it. It led to far too many worrying what-if scenarios over a situation he couldn’t do anything about. Not until they returned to Kelowna.

After their run-in with that overlord, their glorious homecoming was definitely a long ways off. But they’d get there.

The first step in achieving that goal, though, was getting stronger. That meant getting more levels, gene therapies, and better equipment. All of which required aether.

“Well, that’s enough doom and gloom. What do you guys say we get out of here?” Brad said. “Luther, do you know any areas around here that got covered in that fertilizer the seeders spray?”

Luther groaned. “How is this any less doom and gloom, Brad? You know how that stuff is made, don’t you? It’s people.”

“And animals,” Michael added, to the ire of the entire group. “What? Animals get turned into fertilizer too. The seeders do not give one single, solitary damn about it.” A quick snort escaped him. “Don’t tell PETA that, though. They’ll just make the situation worse like they always do.” Michael lightly elbowed Brad. “Hippies, am I right?”

Brad shook his head. “Bad timing for jokes, but you aren’t wrong.”

Michael shrugged. “Eh, not all of them are going to land.”

“Anyway.” Brad turned his attention back to Luther. “I know where the fertilizer comes from, we all do. But since there’s nothing we can do for the fallen, the least we can do is gather up the aether plants that came from their deaths and use them to our benefit.”

Luther frowned. “That’s not a great way of putting it.”

“It’s just the honest truth, Luther,” Brad said. “I’m not happy any of those people died the way they did, but we can’t ignore the aether plants that came of it and the wildlife attracted to them. They’re fantastic crafting materials for all sorts of different things, and more importantly they’re extremely valuable for some reason.”

“Why was that again?” Michael asked.

Brad pursed his lips. “Something about the aether on Earth being extra potent. That’s what Xaxi and Graston said.”

“So, what? These gnomes just pay us aether for this stuff?” Luther asked.

Brad nodded. “Whatever we don’t plan to use ourselves, we can give to them for a pretty penny. Or trade it for other goods and services. Plus, if Xaxi has some mercenary work we can pick that up while we’re there.”

Les chuckled. “I thought you didn’t want humanity to turn into the merc species of the Collective.”

“And I still don’t,” Brad admitted. “But the pay is great, we get to keep all the aether we earn from fighting, and if we make it out alive we have more hard-earned combat experience to take into our future battles.”

“My favorite kind of work.” Les grinned.

Luther stroked his beard. “Well, since we’re part of Invictus now we might as well meet our gnome allies on good terms. I know a couple of places we can hit up. They’re absolutely crawling with all sorts of alien plants and critters.”

Brad smiled. “See? I wasn’t joking when I said we were going to put your farming skills to the test. Let’s get back to the exhibition center. We’re going to need some help to make this trip worthwhile.”

“Trip?” Luther asked.

Brad’s smile grew to a grin. “Have you ever been to Blind Bay?”


Chapter eleven
Jake


“Get those PCUs moving. We need to bulk up this place,” Kurtis shouted to a group moving stacks of portable construction units.

Between ten people, they carried enough units to wall off the area around the exhibition center, from Odd Fellows Hall to the northeast down to the baseball park at the southwest.

They’d brought those units with them from Scotch Creek as part of Brad’s plan to retake Kelowna. As Invictus cut a path south through alien wildlife, seeders, and the occasional hostile alien, they established outposts along the way. These locations served as safe places to stop and rest on the way south, but they also tended to be near resources they needed. Aether plants, food, fuel, ammunition, or curiosities the gnomes or ogres would be interested in. But until now, no location warranted building a fort.

Armstrong would be the first.

Jake stood over a map with pencil in hand. Defending against seeders coming from the outside was a relatively simple concept. Big walls, like the ones they’d brought, guard towers every few segments, and a couple of gates to control access in and out of the fortress. Defending from flying enemies or tunneling seeders was another challenge entirely.

There were a few options to deal with these problems.

A special, reinforced concrete-looking material produced at the advanced 3D printer was the ideal solution to their problem. It was expensive to make and time-consuming to deploy. In theory this would prevent all but the most extreme tunneling attacks from popping up underneath their feet. Another cheaper—and hopefully viable—option was to use a special paint applied to glass to make it nearly indestructible. Jake figured if it was good enough for glass, it was good enough for everything else.

Jake had asked Tim to indulge his curiosity and slather the Brawler in that paint, and thus far the vehicle had been fairly indestructible. At least, the glass never had a scratch on it. A frown crossed his lips when he remembered the chunk torn out of the back Sam had left on the truck.

The system never really explained what it considered extreme damage. So either the paint didn’t work on anything that wasn’t glass, or the hive guards could put out more than enough damage to overpower the paint.

The same concern spread to the reinforced concrete. Without any rating to go off of, it was anyone’s guess as to how effective it would prove. He had to assume it was designed with tunneling seeder attacks in mind.

The Collective can’t control the seeders, right? Jake asked Hazel.

They can, but it isn’t ideal. It’s more manipulation than anything, Hazel explained. They load them up into ships, drop them onto planets that need seeding, and let them destroy all life on a world in order to seed aether, plants, and animals on it. Seeders are not particularly choosy about what they kill to make the fertilizer, so long as it’s not one another.

That doesn’t really sound like manipulation as much as unleashing monsters on unsuspecting planets, Jake said.

Because they require overlords to manipulate. The whole process is very complicated with specialized equipment that needs to be implanted directly into an overlord, Hazel continued. The problem is, if an overlord isn’t mature enough the installation process will kill them, and every seeder under their command will not be pleased at all about the death of their leader. From there it’s a long, time-consuming process of applying the not-so-subtle art of suggestion to the overlord’s mind.

Jake furrowed his brow. For an advanced collective of alien races, this all sounds incredibly inefficient.

Hazel let out a short chuckle. That’s why they prefer to let seeder infestations run their course, then die off naturally. This usually happens when a native population is seen as worthy of joining the Collective, but the infestation has grown completely out of hand. This is rare though, as a species that cannot handle a seeder infestation on its own is rarely seen as worth adding to the Collective. Even the gnomes, fine craftsmen as they are, proved their worth by fighting off a near complete infestation of their world after a decade of struggle.

Jake frowned. Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that for us.

Unfortunately for dealing with the tunneling problem, they had neither the paint nor pavement on hand. None of them expected any tunneling problems to deal with, and it would be hours before the advanced 3D printer was up and running.

Jake turned his attention to the skies.

Now there was a problem they couldn’t do much about through base-building. Rangers and mages would have to patrol the walls and the perimeter of the fortress and keep an eye out for any flying aliens that might decide to come in for a meal. Storm hawks, seekers, or whatever other crazy abomination had yet to be thrown their way—someone had to shoot them out of the sky. Luckily they had two dozen turrets or so to help guard the perimeter so they could have more eyes on the skies.

There was, of course, the ability to purchase a shield generator, but the cost to cover even a small outpost was in the millions of aether.

“Can’t really swing that,” Jake muttered to himself.

“Swing what?” Kurtis asked, leaning against the table.

Jake smiled at his friend and gestured at the skies above. “A shield generator. Have you seen what those cost?”

Kurtis pursed his lips and nodded slowly. “Personal ones are in the thousands of aether. I can’t imagine what it would cost to cover this place.”

Jake looked around. “Twenty—thirty million, maybe. If it’s a cheap one, anyway.” It was a rough estimate, one he was probably lowballing, but it was in the neighborhood of what Jake remembered.

Kurtis let out a low whistle. “Can you imagine how many levels one of us could get with that kind of aether?”

“About six,” Jake said. “If I’m remembering right, anyway.” Jake pulled away from the table. “The aether you need goes up ten times for every level, right?”

Kurtis nodded. “Looks that way. First it was a hundred, then a thousand, now it’s ten thousand for level three. If that pattern keeps up, level six is going to run us around ten million.”

Jake made a sour face and drew in a breath. “Oof. That’s a lot for a single level.”

Kurtis shrugged. “The difference in power between level one and two was pretty massive. I imagine the costs are well worth the sacrifices required to gather up that much aether.”

“Might be,” Jake agreed.

“How about you and your cultivation business? Does it tell you how much aether you need between levels?” Kurtis asked.

Jake shook his head with a soft laugh. “If only it were that easy. A lot of this cultivation stuff is like groping around a dark room trying to find your car keys. You just don’t know where anything is until you plant your hand on it.”

Kurtis crossed his arms. “But you seem to be figuring it out and doing well for it. Got yourself a little school and everything.”

Jake smiled. “It’s a lot of trial and error. Whatever new trick I find, I write down in my little notepad here.” He pulled a small notepad from his pocket. “Then I run it by Nokor to make absolutely sure I’m not about to ruin my life or any of my students’ if I keep pushing it.”

Kurtis’s brow furrowed. “Ruin your life? How dangerous is this stuff?”

“Pretty bad. Earlier today I tried to upgrade my core to level two.” Jake clenched a fist and made a stabbing motion at his chest. “Felt like someone was stabbing me in the chest. I took that as a sign I wasn’t ready for it.”

“Damn,” Kurtis said quietly.

“That’s not even the worst thing that could happen,” Jake said. “If you aren’t careful about properly cultivating your body, you can end up with powerful muscles that lack the proper support from your bones and tendons to hold your limb together.”

“What?” Kurtis balked.

Jake nodded. “Ask Nokor about it. Some young ogre tore his own muscles out of his arm during training for improper cultivation. Apparently he was trying to cut corners to get stronger faster and learned the hard way why you don’t do that.”

“Was the kid OK?” Kurtis asked. “This was a kid, right? I don’t know if ogres live forever or what.”

“Something like fourteen or sixteen from what Nokor said. Their years are a little longer than ours by a few months.”

“Eh, close enough to Earth years.” Kurtis shrugged. “Can you believe we’re saying shit like that?”

“Like what?”

Kurtis snorted. “Comparing Earth years to other planets' years. Talking about alien races and all that. Not even a month ago the most foreign thing I had to worry about was a little too much spice in my food.”

Jake chuckled. “I told you to lay off the Mexican food.”

“But it’s so good! Well, was,” Kurtis said. “Hey you don’t think Chippy could make some, do you?”

“If we find him the stuff he needs, or something close to it, I’m sure Chippy can make whatever we want.”

“Good. But back on topic, it is weird how fast things have changed, huh?” Kurtis asked.

Jake nodded. “It has been pretty amazing. Who knows, if we manage to hold it together for a year we might be able to visit other worlds at the rate we’re going.”

“No thanks.” Kurtis laughed. “I have a hard enough time with boats and water. I don’t want to imagine what it’d be like to get dumped out into space.”

“That whole no-oxygen thing sounds awfully inconvenient, yeah,” Jake said.

One of the Armstrong survivors ran up to Kurtis. “Excuse me, I don’t mean to be any trouble but one of your work crews needs help moving some debris out of the way.”

Kurtis let out an exasperated sigh. “You’d think a bunch of nano-pill-enhanced humans could handle a little bit of debris clearing.”

“Kids these days,” Jake said in his best old-man voice. “Bunch-a soft punks with no calluses on their hands.”

Kurtis snorted. “Watch out, Jake. If we make it through this invasion, that's going to be you in a few years.”

“I can only hope.” Jake chuckled.

Kurtis left and Jake returned to sketching out the plans.

He marked out the different locations where the turrets would be placed to maximize the fort’s defenses. It would take all of the automated turrets they’d brought with them, but Jake’s plan would ensure their perimeter was guarded and each of the two gates were as secure as they could make them out to be.

Next, he moved on to taking care of the living spaces.

From the brief back and forth he had with Luther and Rebecca, he knew the farmers’ market was their primary housing area. Reinforcing the walls and windows would be a simple thing once the advanced 3D printer was up and running. The tunnels on the other hand would take some serious work to clear out and secure. If they could find a way to make them that much harder to penetrate by seeders, they could also use those tunnels to expand Armstrong underground and have tunnels running from one structure to another.

Jake made a note of this for the future.

The convention center itself was currently a multi-purpose building. People ate, slept, trained, and crafted there. Which was fine before Invictus had arrived. They didn’t have enough people to be hurting for space, nor did they have any need for specialized crafting spaces like they had established in Scotch Creek.

That needed to change.

The other structures around the convention center were in varying stages of disrepair. Three warehouse structures closest to the convention center would work just fine for what Jake needed. The largest would serve as a warehouse and the smaller two would serve as crafting halls, one of which would be dedicated to working on and maintaining vehicles. As for additional space, there were even more existing structures to the northwest of their perimeter they could use if their condition allowed for it.

With plenty of space within their walls to use for farmland, ranching, and actual farms around the convention center, Jake felt they were in a good place. Armstrong would serve as a forward operating base for Invictus, from which they could continue their journey south in due time and eventually retake Kelowna. From there, Jake liked to think they would spread out to retake Canada and then the world.

Things were shaping up already as the holograms of towering walls shimmered into existence around their perimeter. Construction units wasted no time in 3D printing the structures right where they were placed. Compared to normal human construction, it was an extremely rapid process but it would still be a few hours before the first wall was completed.

All they needed now to ensure Armstrong became a proper fortress was time and aether.

“Hey, Jake,” Brad’s voice came through his private line. “Hope you don’t mind, but I’ve pulled back about half our people to help out with a trade run to Blind Bay.”

Jake took in his surroundings for the first time in a long while. There were mounds of dead seeders burning, and members of Invictus building up Armstrong into a proper fortress alongside the survivors. There were also a lot fewer people running around than he remembered. “Planning on taking back a big haul?”

“That’s right,” Brad said. “After that fight just now, we need all the aether we can get to overhaul our defenses, level up, and gear up. The faster we get stronger, the sooner we can go take Kelowna back.”

“Sounds like a solid plan,” Jake said. “While you’re at it, you may as well go back to Scotch Creek. If we spread our people around a bit, we can throw out more hunting and gathering parties without worrying about overlap to speed up our progress.”

“You sure that’s a good idea, Jake?” Brad asked.

Jake nodded, to himself mostly. “Yeah. Half our force should be enough to hold Armstrong if the seeders come back. The walls will keep out the bulk of their forces, and I’m thinking by tonight we should be able to at least stockpile the materials we need to make sure no more aliens pop out beneath our feet.”

“Oh?” Brad said. “Did you figure out what all those ratings meant?”

Jake laughed. “Hah! No. But I’d have to imagine the stuff I’m looking at was made exactly for that purpose. Hazel says even the Collective doesn’t have full control over seeders and usually lets them just die off over time, so I think this was made for special cases.”

Brad took a second to reply. “We might need some of that in Scotch Creek, actually. Speaking of, are you sure you and the rest of your people want to stay behind? Scotch Creek is basically our home, and since we’re not on the march to Kelowna for a while they might want to head back.”

Jake considered the question. Cory and Kurtis might not be too worried about heading back home, but Tim and Jason might be.

With all of his tools and materials waiting for him there, Jake knew Tim was eager to get back to work on the Brawler and make it even better than it already was. Probably starting with doors.

Jason had Daisy to worry about, too. The razorprey matriarch was plenty capable of taking care of herself, but he was trying to fully tame her and her hatchlings. Sure, he had some people to help him out back there, but they didn’t know razorprey like Jason had come to know them in a short week. If they had any hope of getting razorprey cavalry, or a farm of the creatures, they were going to need his help.

But Jake knew his friends wouldn’t just abandon him.

“I’ll ask around and send whoever wants to head back with you,” Jake said. All the while he sent out a quick poll to everyone within Armstrong asking if they wanted to go back or not. As for his cultivators and his party, he asked them to come over as soon as possible. “Is there anywhere you want them to meet you at?”

“Blind Bay,” Brad said. “We’re just about finished loading up our transports here. We can meet up with anyone you send us over there.”

“Sounds good, Brad. Oh! And have you seen Sam anywhere?” Jake asked. He hadn’t seen her since the battle ended and he didn’t see her on the map around Armstrong, either.

Brad waited for a moment. “It looks like she’s already on her way to Blind Bay. The message she sent us says she’s going off on a scouting assignment to find the dwarves.”

That was unusual. Sam had sent him the message as well, but normally she’d come up and tell him or call him up. Maybe he’d missed something while cultivating with the others. “Did you tell her to do that?”

“No, I haven’t told anyone to go find the dwarves. It’s been on our to-do list, but taking back Kelowna seemed more important.”

That just made Sam’s action stranger to him. “Huh. I guess she decided to tackle that challenge since we’re not pushing south anymore.”

“Should I tell her to back off?”

Jake shook his head. “Nah. You know how Sam is when she gets it in her head to do something. You can tell her not to, but she’s going to do it anyway.”

Brad chuckled. “She’s not hardheaded.”

“As her older brother I can confirm it sure as hell feels that way.” Jake grinned. “But Sam’s a tough kid. If she needs help, she’ll reach out just like last time she landed herself in hot water.”

“You’ve gotten a lot more comfortable trusting her to do her own thing, haven’t you?”

Jake smiled. “My baby sister’s growing up, and she’s a tough cookie, too. I have to give her the space to do her own thing from time to time.”

“That’s probably a smart idea,” Brad said. “Oh, one more thing before I forget. Since you’re staying behind at Armstrong, Luther told us about another huge patch of aetheric plants out west of the city. Sending you the location now.”

Jake’s map opened up to show the location. West of Armstrong’s newest wall there were large, open fields of farmland. Nothing particularly interesting to look at beyond the potential to grow more food, until the map scrolled deep into the woods. What was supposed to be nothing but trees glimmered with the faint glow of aetheric plants. It almost took up the entirety of the forest. It was a literal goldmine of raw materials for them to use or trade.

“I’ll gather up a crew and head on out as soon as possible,” Jake said. “I’m sure we have a few crafters here who would love to get their hands on some of those plants.”

“Great,” Brad said. “Alright Jake, take care. I’ll talk to you later tonight.”

“Catch you later,” Jake said as his party and cultivators arrived, including Mason and Tanya. “You guys showed up quick.”

Tim moved to sit on the edge of the table. “The leaving-for-Scotch-Creek poll seemed kinda urgent. I thought we were staying here to lock the place down.”

“I am,” Jake said. “But none of you have to. I know you and Jason have things to take care of back home.” He pointed at one of his cultivators. “And Lewis has his twins waiting for him. So I thought I should at least give you the opportunity to go.”

Cory shook his head. “Nah. You attract trouble like honey attracts bears. We can’t leave you alone down here. That’d be downright irresponsible of us.”

Kurtis chuckled. “Cory’s right on this one.”

Tim nodded. “Yeah, they’ve got a point, Jake. Besides, all I’m really looking to do back home is work on the Brawler.” He leaned over the map and pointed at the building Jake had marked out as the garage. “And it says right here I’ll have a workspace in a day or two max. I can wait.”

Jason drew in a deep breath. “Hate to break ranks with all of you, especially since you’re all being sensible for a change, but I’ve been away from Daisy for a while and I’m starting to worry about how things are going back home.”

Cory frowned. “She’s just one giant murder chicken. What’s the worst that could happen?”

“She puts the murder in murder chicken,” Kurtis said.

Jason nodded. “That’s exactly what I’m worried about. She already trusts me around her and her hatchlings. She even trusts you two.” He pointed at Cory and Kurtis. “But the people I recruited to help me? She’s pretty leery of them still. If they make a mistake, there’s a very real chance things can go very wrong, very quickly. I don’t want to lose the progress I’ve made with Daisy just like I don’t want to lose any people.”

Tim chuckled. “Yeah, that could be a problem. So that’s one. Who else is leaving?”

“Actually I’d prefer it if it were three,” Jason said. “Cory and Kurtis, if you guys wouldn’t mind coming back, you could really help me out with Daisy and the hatchlings.”

Kurtis rested his arms across his slung machine gun. “Are you sure she wants me around? That Daisy of yours is always giving me a hard time.”

Jason chuckled. “She just likes picking on you because it makes you so jumpy. But I think she’s gotten pretty fond of you.”

“What? Why?” Kurtis’s brows bunched together.

Cory laughed. “Probably because you’ve been secretly feeding her deer jerky. That good stuff you make that Chippy wants your recipe for.”

“Secretly?” Kurtis frowned. “There wasn’t anything secret about it. She started pecking at me when I was munching on my jerky so I shared a bit is all.”

“Well, there you go. You can help me help her get used to the others and we can make this little razorprey ranch of ours really work,” Jason said. “So? What do you all say?”

Cory and Kurtis looked to Jake.

Jake smiled. “I already said you guys can leave. It’s fine, really.”

“Fine, I guess I can go,” Kurtis said.

Cory snickered. “And I can keep Kurtis from doing anything stupid. For his own good, of course.”

“Well, isn’t that just all kinds of backwards of you,” Kurtis grunted.

Jake turned to his cultivators. “What about you guys?”

Darius shook his head. “Nah-uh. I’m not leaving you here, Jake. Nokor’s cool and all, but you’re a lot more fun to be around. You get my humor.”

“Nobody gets your humor,” Tim said.

Mason laughed.

Jake groaned. And here I was hoping he would go back. His gaze turned to Lewis. “What about you, Lewis? The twins are waiting for you back home.”

Lewis sighed. “They are, but is it really smart for us to be splitting up like this?”

“What do you mean?” Jake asked.

Lewis met Jake’s gaze. “It took all of our people plus Armstrong’s survivors to hold back that horde of seeders. And before that it took everyone we had to fight off the elves. I know we’re expanding, but aren’t we stretching ourselves thin here?”

Jake shook his head. “Not at all, Lewis. From what I’m seeing in the poll, most of our people want to stay and help. With the other half of our forces going back to Scotch Creek, I’d say we have a pretty strong foothold in all of our major territories.”

“And Kamloops. Don’t forget Kamloops,” Tim added.

“Technically Danny and his crew have things locked down over there, but you’re right,” Jake agreed. “So there’s nothing for you to worry about by leaving us, Lewis. If anything, your girls would love to have you back.”

Lewis sighed. “But after everything you guys did for me and my girls, I feel like I have to be here. If it weren’t for you guys, that zookeeper maniac would have killed us.”

Jake slipped around the table and put a hand on Lewis’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. Go home. Take care of the twins, and make sure Nokor’s doing alright back home.”

Lewis nodded. “Alright, I will. The big guy's still a little awkward around us humans, so he’ll probably appreciate that.” Lewis drew in another deep breath. “Thanks, Jake.”

“So! New party lineup?” Tim asked. “Because it sounds like we need one.”

Jake chuckled. “Tired of being the newbie in the group already?”

“Maybe just a little bit,” Tim said. “But I’m mostly tired of babysitting these two.” He pointed a thumb back at Cory and Kurtis.

“Hey!” they both snapped in unison.

Jake laughed. “That’s fair.”

“Hey!” Cory and Kurtis repeated.

“Darius, Tanya, Mason. Do you want to join up with us?” Jake asked, ignoring his two friends' outrage.

Darius grinned. “I’d love to, master. Er, Jake, sir. Please don’t throw me out already.”

Jake stared sidelong at him. “Then don’t give me a reason.”

“Y-yes, sir.”

“So is that a no on the maid outfit?” Mason teased.

Darius slapped his knuckles against Mason’s arm. “Bro, not cool. I just got here. Don’t get me thrown out already.”

Mason chuckled. “Oh I think you’ve got that covered on your own, kid.” He turned to Jake. “As for me, I’d love to join up. Seeing a top-tier cultivator like you in action can only help me improve faster, and maybe I can help take some of the load off of your shoulders in teaching the others.”

Tanya nodded. “What he said.”

“That’s it?” Jake asked her.

Tanya looked around. “What? Was I supposed to say more?”

Jake shrugged. “It just seemed like a short response is all.”

“Mason stole my thunder already. I don’t really have much else to say, and I help him train the others anyway,” Tanya said. “But I guess going beyond the walls would be a nice change of scenery for me.”

“Might be a scary change of scenery,” Tim teased.

Tanya smiled at him. “Can’t be worse than a seeker breathing down my front door.”

Tim snorted. “That’s true.”

Jake smiled. “Alright then, guys. Go on and meet with the others getting ready to leave for Blind Bay, then. You’ll meet up with Brad there. And remember to be careful. Just because we wrecked a seeder army doesn’t mean there’s nothing else waiting to pounce past these walls.”

“These knee-high walls.” Cory pointed at one of the assembling walls with a grin. “I think I’ll take my chances in the wild.” He waved for the others to follow him, and they were off to meet up with the parties headed off to join Brad.

“So what’s our move now, Jake?” Tanya asked. “More cultivation? Sitting around on our hands until construction finishes?”

Jake smiled. “How about a little field trip? I hear the woods in these parts are beautiful this time of year.”


Chapter twelve
Sam


“Are you sure they’re going to be OK with us just taking one of the transports?” Salvador asked.

Sam hadn’t really considered whether or not it was OK until now. They had people in Armstrong, people they needed to move around if they were going to get back to Scotch Creek or scout around Armstrong.

It was too late for that now.

Far to the north of Armstrong, they were just minutes away from reaching Blind Bay. And Sam’s plan hadn’t remotely factored in how they were going to get this transport back to Invictus. She should have known better than to go off on any sort of plan she’d concocted while frustrated. She wasn’t thinking clearly.

“No. I’m really not sure, if I’m being honest. Just like I’m not sure what we’re going to do with this transport when we leave it at the gnome ship,” Sam admitted. “But we can’t exactly go scouting around in this thing.”

Salvador chuckled. “True enough. It’d be like setting up a sting operation but we’re parked right in front of our target's house in a police van.” Salvador glanced around. “Two and a half, actually.”

“Exactly,” Sam agreed. “That’s why we need something small, fast, and preferably stealthy.”

Salvador leaned against his side of the driver’s cabin. “That sounds like a pretty expensive ride, and a military one at that. Are you sure the gnomes have anything in that ballpark?”

Sam squeezed the control sticks as she drove through the winding road until Blind Bay was exposed on their left. A beautiful, blue-grey sky with pristine waters and an enormous alien tradeship casually sitting there for the whole world to see. “Honestly? I’ve never visited the gnomes.”

A grin tugged at Salvador’s lips. “Going blind into a shopping trip? Man, we’re going to be there all day.”

Sam rolled her eyes. “I know what sort of things they have in that ship, Sal. Brad told me all about them. Weapons, armor, potions, food, construction units. Everything you could possibly want and then some.”

“And a car dealership is one of them?” Salvador asked.

Sam nodded. “They weren’t just limited to cars, but Brad said they had one.”

Salvador smiled. “Oh good. Then we can pick up a Star Destroyer while we’re at it. Do you think they have spinning rims for spaceships?”

Sam stared blankly at Sal, wondering if she should be judging him or laughing at him.

“What? I think they’re neat,” Salvador replied.

Sam snorted out a laugh and sped down the road. All the while, Salvador protested Sam’s lack of appreciation for his choice of rims.

In a few short minutes they arrived at the beach.

Gnomish sentries were scattered about the beach with small fortifications erected all about—walls, gates, and far larger turrets than the ones Brad had been able to scoop up. None of the turrets tracked them as they approached the main gate. With the groan of metal and machinery, the gate parted in three directions and allowed them inside. There were even more guards there, with anti-air guns pointed at the skies above.

“Was this place always a small fortress?” Salvador asked

Sam shook her head. “Not from the way Brad tells it. They just had the ship when Brad found the gnomes.”

Salvador pursed his lips with a slight nod. “Nice of them to make themselves at home.”

Sam moved the transport to a parking space at the foot of the ship’s yawning maw. At least to Sam it looked like a maw. Their transport could easily fit inside, with plenty of room for gnomes or even ogres to comfortably walk on either side of them. Sam assumed this was part of the reason why Brad’s trade runs to the gnomes went so quickly. The hover tech on the transports allowed them to speed across the lake, then they just drove on in and dropped off their goods.

But they weren’t there to drop anything off.

Salvador and Sam hopped out the back of the transport, where they were greeted by a curvy gnome that looked like some sort of well-put-together pirate captain.

“There’s only two of you today?” the gnome woman said. “Well, that is downright disappointing. Brad promised he had a big shipment coming in today.”

Salvador smiled at her. “We’re not part of that shipment, Miss…”

“Xaxi Thunderbottom.” She stuck out her hand for a shake.

Salvador’s eyes practically bulged out of his head as he all but crushed his lips together. Sam was in hardly any better position. While her face remained placid, her jaw was tense, fighting down the laugh she wanted to let loose.

Salvador reached down to shake her hand and spoke with clear strain in his voice, “A pleasure to meet you, Miss Thunderbottom.” A strained snort barely escaped him. “Sorry, allergies.”

Xaxi raised a brow at him with the slightest hint of an amused smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “Captain to you, little boy.”

Salvador and Sam both let out a strangled, choking sound of suppressed laughter. Sam was the shortest of the two humans and she absolutely towered over Xaxi and the other gnomes.

Xaxi’s smile only broadened as she turned to shake Sam’s hand. “You two overgrown monkeys can stop pretending my name isn’t hilarious to your kind. Brad explained the situation to me. Go on, get it out of your system.”

Salvador and Sam exchanged a glance, then back at Xaxi. She impatiently rolled her hand at them to go on. The pair collapsed against each other in a fit of laughter that must have lasted a minute.

Sam’s lungs hurt from laughing so much. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had such a good laugh in… Well, since before the apocalypse began. “Sorry, Captain. I know it must get old dealing with that from us.”

Xaxi waved them off. “It’s hardly the first time this has happened to me, lass. Besides, I have bigger problems in my life. Like orc raids, pharaohs poking their noses about, and a pair of humans who showed up without a promised shipment of raw goods.”

“Like Salvador said, we’re not part of the shipment,” Sam said.

Xaxi nodded. “You mentioned that. You also didn’t mention who you were. I can see you two are members of Invictus, but I’d rather hear your names come out of your mouth.”

Salvador blinked at Xaxi. “Is that a courtesy thing in the Collective?”

“The practice varies from culture to culture. Ogres and gnomes prefer to keep things traditional, so rather than read your name, class, stats, and the like, we ask you about them.”

“Huh. Well that is awful considerate of you. I’m Salvador Murillo.” He flashed two fingers with a proud grin. “Level two rogue. Pretty cool, right?”

Xaxi waved for Salvador to come closer.

Salvador took a knee and leaned in. “What’s up?”

Xaxi patted the top of his head. “You poor, sweet, young little thing. My wee baby nephew is level two.”

Salvador pulled back with a furious blush on his cheeks and stood. “Y-yeah? Well I’ve only had this nano-pill thing for a few weeks.” He crossed his arms with a huff and looked away.

Sam laughed. “Good job, Sal.”

He leaned in close to her and hissed out in a whisper, “Not now, Sam.”

Grinning, Sam held out her hand to Xaxi. “I’m Sam Hicks. Also a level two rogue. I know we have a long way to catch up to you and the rest of your crew, but I’d say we’re doing pretty well for ourselves all things considered.”

Xaxi took her hand and shook it. “Level two in such a short time is a commendable feat, aye. Give it a couple more weeks and you’ll be reaching the junior-level crew on my ship. Most of those younglings are level three before they sign up. The slow ones are four or five.”

“Slow ones?” Sam asked.

Xaxi sighed. “Yes. For all the wonders of the nano-pill and the enhancements they bring to an individual, they can’t fix stupid.”

Salvador furrowed his brow. “But there’s an intelligence score that gets improved for some classes. Mages especially.”

“Mhmm. But much like what you humans call IQ scores, your stats are fairly meaningless if not applied properly,” Xaxi said. “Take me for example. I’m a level six ranger. The orcs that assaulted us when we first met Brad were all around level two or so. My crew still needed a bunch of rookie humans to break their backs.”

Salvador smiled. “Well, orcs are bigger, so…”

“Do you want me to bring you to your knees, little boy?” Xaxi said with a slight scowl. “Trust me when I say I would not break a sweat in doing so.”

Salvador looked at Sam. “Why am I catching all the grief here?”

Sam smiled at him. “Because you’re pushing the whole size-difference thing a little too hard, Sal.”

“But it’s true! Stats or no stats, there is a definite reach and leverage advantage to be had there.”

Xaxi smiled. “That is correct. The nano-pill is the great equalizer in the Collective. It makes men and women equal in capabilities, and it even allows a lowly gnome such as myself the capacity to take down an ogre of similar level. But it can’t fix everything. Orcs are naturally tougher beasts with powerful, fast-acting muscles and a ridiculous pain tolerance. Combined with superior numbers, they become a quick problem for my kind.” Xaxi gestured at the defenses around them. “Right up until we put these up. The orcs haven’t been organized enough to threaten us since we dug in.”

“Well, I’m happy to hear you’ve settled in here,” Salvador said. “We’re big fans of what you’ve done with the place.”

“Sure.” Xaxi chuckled. “So what can I do for you two? You’re not here to bring me goods, and I doubt you’re here to make pleasant conversation.” A wicked glint came about her eyes as she smiled. “What are you buying?”

Sam and Salvador exchanged a vaguely nervous glance. The sudden switch from concern over the unexpected visitors to almost predatory mercantilism was a little on the jarring side.

“Weapons, armor, vehicles. We’ve got it all and more. Just say the word.” Xaxi beamed.

“Vehicles?” Salvador said to Sam.

“Vehicles,” Sam agreed.

Xaxi whistled. “Looking for something pricy, huh? Are you sure you wouldn’t prefer purchasing something more within your means?”

Salvador leaned toward Sam. “I think she called us broke.”

Sam leaned toward Sal. “Probably because you’re not acting seriously.”

“Fair.” Salvador pulled back and cleared his throat. “I can assure you, ma’am, we’re more than capable of purchasing a vehicle. So if you could point us to your…car lot? That’d be awesome.”

Xaxi snorted. “Good effort, but I’ll advise you not to muck about if you don’t want Mr. Hambars to take you for a ride.” She headed toward the ship, then pointed back at them. “And don’t call him Hambars. He hates that name.”

“What do we call him, then?” Sam asked.

“Alhim,” Xaxi answered.

The trio followed the gnome captain deep inside her ship, through grand, ornate halls hustling and bustling with activity. Gnomes, ogres, elves, and even a few orcs moved about and bartered with the gnomes.

Sam cleared her throat. “Excuse me, Captain. But what are they doing here?” Sam pointed out the orc and elf.

The orc had a brick house for a jaw with tusks that would put her knives to shame. This impressive jaw was reinforced by thick metal plates with chipped and faded red paint exposing the dark metals underneath. The rest of his outfit made the man resemble a pirate, right down to the hat. All of it was covered in a mishmash of metal plating for protection along with a wicked, jagged blade hanging from his hip.

The elves wore different coloring from House Oberon—blue and silver colors, with less of an emphasis on eagle ornamentation. Instead, they went with an icy decor to better match their pale complexions.

“Like I told Brad, we aren’t particularly choosy about who comes to buy from us so long as they follow our rules.” Xaxi started counting off on her fingers. “Don’t start no trouble. Don’t try to cheat us. And whatever you do, do not try to lowball us. It’s insulting.”

Salvador gave a nervous grin. “Lowballing might be in the eye of the beholder.”

“It doesn’t help that we humans are still new to galactic trade. We’re bound to make no shortage of mistakes with how little information we have on all of this.” Sam gestured at the amazing stores all around them in the seemingly handcrafted and elegant steampunk decor.

Xaxi nodded as she led the way through to one of the stores at the back. “Which is exactly why we’re cutting you some slack. A good rule of thumb to follow, though: don’t push for more than a twenty-five percent discount unless you’re close friends with the seller. I run a tight ship here, so there shouldn’t be any scam artists at any of our stores. Gives us a bad rep if we allow that sort of nonsense. Alhim is a tough negotiator, but he’ll treat you fairly. Speaking of, here you are. Now I best be on my way. I’ve a crew to manage, disputes to settle, and a shipment of goods to watch out for.” With a casual wave, she departed.

“Thanks for the help, Captain,” Salvador said, then turned to Sam. “So you’re doing the talking here, right?”

“Why wouldn’t you?” Sam asked as she approached the counter. It wasn’t particularly impressive, with only four holographic projectors rotating through different vehicles.

Salvador frowned. “I have the sneaking suspicion my charming personality is gravely underappreciated here.”

Sam smiled. “Because I’m totally better off after laughing at Captain Thunderbottom.” She couldn’t help letting slip a quiet snort.

“Well she certainly earned the name.” Salvador chuckled. “Speaking of. Where’s this Alhim guy?”

A gnome shot out from behind the counter, landing squarely atop it in a single bound. He wore a red leather coat with brass linings and ornamentation. His hair was jet black and sculpted into a pompadour that hung a good few inches from his face and wobbled with his every movement. Lining the gnome’s jaw was a well-groomed goatee drawn out into a sharp point. “Right here, oh valued customers!” He leaned in with a suspicious gaze. “You are customers, right? The last human I had here was only browsing.” The gnome retched at the word.

Sam smiled and stuck out her hand to him. “Alhim, I presume?”

The gnome took her hand and shook it with a nod. “That’s right, miss. I take it the captain has told you about my last name, yes? It would make things far less awkward.”

Salvador nodded. “She made it a point to let us know.”

“Fantastic. So what can I help you with today?” Alhim asked.

“We’re looking for a ground vehicle. Something fast, stealthy, and relatively small.” Sam pointed her thumb back the way they’d come. “We came in an elven transport we took from House Oberon. Not exactly the best ride for a couple of rogues to scope out potentially hostile alien races, you know?”

“House Oberon?” Alhim’s eyes widened with delight. “Those heavily armored works of art are worth a very pretty penny to the right customers. Especially with how many bitter rivals would love to get their hands on one to taunt them.” A mischievous glint came over his eyes. “I don’t suppose I could convince you to part with it, could I?”

Salvador grimaced. “Brad might not be happy about it.”

Sam sighed. “No, he might not. But show us something we like and I might be able to be talked into it.”

Alhim grinned. “Then what are we wasting time here for? Let’s go to the showroom.” He backflipped off the counter and strode to a hall in the back. All the while he furiously tapped at a wrist-mounted computer. He stopped at a set of steel doors with a red light hovering over them. The small man did a tight, excited little dance. “Just a second while the inventory moves around.”

“Moves around?” Salvador asked.

“That’s right, sir.” Alhim looked back at the two. “With the parameters you gave me, I was able to configure our showroom to exactly the types of vehicles you’re looking for. At least the ones we have here. They’re a little on the expensive side, but we have budget options as well. Of course, there are nearly infinite options if you wouldn’t mind waiting for delivery, but that isn’t an option here, is it?”

Salvador glanced at Sam.

“We aren’t in a rush, but we’d prefer to find the dwarves sooner rather than later,” Sam answered. “If they’re friendly, we’d love to meet them. If they’re hostile, we’d like to know what we’re dealing with.”

Alhim nodded. “Wise of you to opt for a stealthy vehicle. By the way, what should I call you two?”

“I’m Sam. This is Sal.”

Alhim smiled. “First-name basis already? Well, I’ll be sure not to disappoint you with our inventory.” The light above the door flashed green and swung open. “Right this way, if you please.”

Sam gasped as they entered another expansive chamber. It wasn’t as grand as the main trade hub in the ship, but it was no less impressive with row upon row of different stealth vehicles.

“There’s a track here, too?” Salvador burst out.

“Of course,” Alhim said. “It wouldn’t do to let you ride off without a test drive, now would it? By the way, tracked, wheeled, or hover?”

Sam hummed. A tracked vehicle was probably something along the lines of a tank, and wheels probably made more noise. The hover transports they rode in on weren’t much quieter than standard Earth vehicles, but those things were essentially tanks. “Which is the quieter option?”

“Hover,” Alhim said. “They’re also far better when it comes to traction and difficult terrain such as crossing rivers.” He pointed down a hall. “We have a fine selection of those over here.”

They followed along until Salvador had to stop. “Is this really a stealth vehicle?” Salvador stopped in front of a black tank. It was a tiny thing, sure, but it still had a turret with an impressive gun.

Alhim nodded. “That is correct.” He strode over to the vehicle. “It is a treaded machine and the weight leaves much to be desired when it comes to hiding its trail, but the armor is second to none when it comes to stealth vehicles.” He rapped his knuckles against the hull. “I believe your human M1 Abrahms would take something like five shots to break through this armor. Two if it’s in the rear. Meanwhile, the main gun here could rip through that tank in two.”

“That’s great for a straight-up fight, but where’s the stealth come in?” Salvador pressed.

Alhim gestured at the sloped armor. “The design of the armor along with the materials are meant to make it as difficult as possible to detect on a wide range of sensors. The optical camouflage system helps a great deal as well.” He hopped up on the hull and walked up to pat the tank’s barrel. “Unfortunately, the second it fires it’s exposed to the world. There’s no hiding the noise this cannon makes, nor the heat it puts out. All it takes is someone with thermals to look in its vague direction to find it.”

“Good thing we aren’t looking to fight,” Sam said. “Let’s move on to what we’re actually here for.”

Alhim hopped off. “Of course.”

It took a few moments for them to arrive at the section for hover vehicles. They had everything from bikes and ATVs to stealthy troop transports. Sam was pretty sure the bulky transports were not at all what they’d asked for, but Alhim had to be showing off in order to tempt them.

“Let’s start out with the low-end bike option here.” Alhim strode toward the hover bikes. “These beauties here can carry two people. Their speed is fantastic, and their hover drives do very little to disturb the ground underneath. Each one will run you around two thousand aether.” Alhim moved to another bike, this one with a much more aggressive, angular look to it. “These beauties are the specter line of hover bikes.”

Salvador walked over to one, grasping at it. “You can say that again.” He stopped himself and pulled back, straightening. “I mean, yes. Beautiful vehicles.”

“You’re not supposed to look so eager when negotiating,” Sam teased.

“I know! I’m sorry,” Salvador hissed.

Alhim grinned. “Well I can’t blame you, sir. These things are fantastic for the rogue on the go. They have similar armor to the tank we were looking at earlier in the sense that they can take a hit or two. They’re also incredibly difficult to detect on sensors, especially on the move. The best part? When stealth mode is engaged, it envelops the user as well.”

Salvador whistled. “How much?”

“Ten thousand aether per bike,” Alhim said. “The specter also seats two people, has ample cargo space for a bike, and we have options to arm it now or later if you’d like.”

Sam pursed her lips. Ten thousand aether was a lot. She almost had exactly that amount, and she had been hoping to use it to hit level three. But having a fancy stealth hover bike sounded amazing to her. “Sal,” she sent over a private line, “how much aether are you at?”

“Just a couple hundred aether shy of affording one. If we haggle, I’m sure we can get a pair,” Salvador replied. “But this is the first vehicle to really stand out to us. Erm, second vehicle. That tank was something else.”

Sam smiled at Alhim. “We’ll definitely put that one on the test-drive list, Alhim. Speaking of, how do hover bikes handle?”

“Far more stably than your human motorcycles,” Alhim said. “At least with all the safeties on. A novice rider can handle these just fine, but an expert?” He drew in a deep breath. “They can make these beauties dance.” Alhim looked Sam up and down. “But I take it you’ve never ridden a motorcycle before, have you?”

Sam shook her head. “Bicycles, scooters. One of those was motorized.” She glanced at Sal.

“I’m a big fan of motorcycles over here. If anyone was going to drive this beauty, it’d be me.” Salvador smiled. “But let’s say we’re getting shot at. How safe would it be for us to be on the specter?”

“Not very,” Alhim admitted. “You would be exposed from the sides, back, and rear to weapons fire. The better your skill at piloting the bike, the better your chances of avoiding damage, which I would strongly recommend regardless.”

Sam frowned. “Let’s look at something a little safer. With doors, preferably.”

Alhim chuckled. “Very well, then. Over here we have our scout cars in the hover flavor. Do any of these stand out to you?”

This selection of vehicles was far more varied than the hoverbike section. While the bikes technically had more than two options, they weren’t particularly interesting beyond the specter. The cars, however, had all sorts of interesting designs. One was shaped like a boomerang, another like an egg, one looked like a retro luxury vehicle from the fifties turned sci-fi work of art. From single-seaters to full-on SUV-looking vehicles, to fully armed hovering death machines, Alhim really did have it all.

The problem came down to price, of course.

On the cheaper end of things, they were around three to four thousand aether. The more average vehicles were in the tens of thousands of aether. If they pooled their aether together, they could afford one without having to give up the elven transport or even consider looking at Invictus’s treasury. As an officer she was well within her rights to access the treasury and purchase what she needed with it, but she didn’t want to be that kind of person. Nor did she particularly feel like talking to Brad at the moment and telling him what she was up to.

“These are all great choices. It’s really hard to pick one,” Sam said.

Alhim nodded. “Oh yes. It’s a good thing you narrowed your choice to hover vehicles. We have far more wheeled and treaded ones in stock. Most customers go for the flying models, however, and those we have even more of.”

Sam nodded. “I bet you do.”

A sharp, almost squealing gasp caught Sam’s ear. When she and Alhim looked, the noise had come from Salvador’s direction. Only there was no squealing. Salvador stood straight, relaxed, and looking about as disinterested as a man watching paint dry for the millionth time.

Salvador’s voice in the private line told an entirely different story. “Sam, look at this thing! It’s amazing. Like somebody took a Lamborghini and a fighter jet and made them have babies!” Another fangirling squeal came through the line, made all the more awkward by Salvador’s lack of physical reaction. “I think I’m in love.”

“Try not to show it, Sal. We’re trying to bargain here, remember?” Sam said.

“I know, I know,” Salvador said. “I’m trying not to blow up with excitement here. My poker face is strong, but this is really pushing it.”

Sam smiled. Salvador may have been older and wiser, but he was really a big kid sometimes. “What’s that beauty?” Sam asked Alhim.

“Oh-hoh, I see you have an eye for quality, Sam.” Alhim jogged over to the sleek black hover car. “This right here is the FRS-Phantom Three. It is the top-of-the-line stealth vehicle. Full stealth from all but the highest of the highest-grade sensor systems. Optical camo that is near perfect even while moving. Worried about thermal or electronic sweeps? Don’t. Unless the people you’re creeping up on have some truly refined masterworks, they aren’t going to notice much more than a tiny anomaly.”

“Very nice,” Salvador said in a calm, even tone. The slight strain to his voice didn’t escape Sam’s ear.

“Nice? No, no, the word you’re looking for is spectacular, amazing even,” Alhim said. “The phantom sits up to five passengers, has amazing speed, and a decent trunk for a work of art such as this. There is one tiny drawback, though.”

Sam stroked her chin. “The armor is weak?” It was a stab in the dark.

Alhim nodded. “Very weak in this particular configuration. Small-arms fire can and will destroy this beauty if enough is piled on, and a dedicated anti-vehicle weapon will obliterate the phantom without so much as trying.”

Salvador placed his hands on his hips. “So you’re saying we can upgrade the armor?”

“Correct,” Alhim said. “Of course, the more armor you put on, the slower the phantom becomes, and if it isn’t installed perfectly it starts to affect the vehicle’s stealth capabilities. The good thing is that if you’re driving around in a phantom, it’s not at all likely you’ll be detected.”

Sam let out a quiet hum. “That sounds a little too good to be true. There has to be a drawback to all of these stealth systems, right?”

Alhim nodded. “Of course there is, but everyone know— Oh. Right. You humans are new to this technology.”

Salvador smiled at Alhim. “Just a bit.”

Alhim cleared his throat. “Yes, well. Stealth technology to the degree the phantom or specter can bring to bear has two major flaws: energy consumption and heat generation. The first is mitigated by having a separate capacitor entirely dedicated to the stealth system, so your vehicle remains operational even when it runs out of stealth juice.”

Salvador snickered. “Hah. Stealth juice.”

Alhim chuckled. “I thought it was amusing as well. Now for the heat problem, all the top engineers have been able to come up with is heat sinks with a safety limit. Effectively the vehicle will stay stealthed until the heat reaches a dangerous level, at which point it drops stealth and vents heat. Obviously the thermal signature in such an event would be enormous.”

“That’s good to know,” Sam said.

Salvador placed his hands on the back of his head. “Couldn’t they just do the Mass Effect thing and dump out thermal clips to get rid of the heat?”

“Mass Effect thing?” Alhim asked.

“An awesome series of RPGs here on Earth,” Salvador said. “If I can find some copies I’ll bring them over. You guys’ll love it.”

Alhim chuckled. “Video games, hmm? How quaint. But I suppose they would allow me to mind the store while I play. VR games make it near impossible to do that.”

Salvador snapped his fingers and pointed at Alhim. “That’s what I’m here for, my man. Taking care of my friends.”

“Speaking of friends,” Sam said. “How much is this going to run us?”

“Normally? Two hundred thousand,” Alhim said.

Sam and Salvador’s jaws hit the floor in unison.

“That said, I’ve been hanging on to this particular vehicle for nearly a decade.” Alhim paced back and forth. “The price always scares off customers, and as well maintained as this beauty is, I hate to see it collecting dust here. So for you, I’ll make a special deal. I’ll take seventy-five grand off the price.”

Sam looked at Salvador and sent a private message. “There’s no way we can afford that! Not even if we tapped into the treasury. Actually, scratch that, we could if we tapped into Invictus’s funds, but we are not doing that.”

“We don’t have to,” Salvador said through the private line, then turned to Alhim. “How much for the House Oberon transport?”

“Sal, don’t!” Sam protested through the private line.

Salvador gave her a sly smile. “Too late,” he said in a sing-song voice.

“Hmmm, if it’s anything like the ones I’ve seen Brad and the others bring? Fifty thousand aether,” Alhim said.

Salvador blinked. “Fifty? Why only fifty?”

“They’re all beat-up and clearly stolen,” Alhim answered. “The paint job is the white and red of Invictus, not the green and gold of House Oberon. Well, you did keep the gold, but still. The transport loses a lot of value by not looking the part. Most of them have also suffered a pretty good deal of damage.”

“Ours isn’t like that,” Sam said. “It’s one of the ones we haven’t gotten around to painting. The hull is basically pristine, too.”

Salvador grinned. “That’s right. At most it needs a wash.”

Alhim crossed his arms and pressed his chin to his chest. “In that case, I can do a hundred thousand aether. I would have to inspect the vehicle to be absolutely certain, however.”

“Of course, of course,” Salvador said. “Don’t suppose you guys do financing in the Collective, do you?”

Alhim chuckled. “Not for a gem like this, Sal. If it were one of our lesser models, sure, but this is a beauty I would hate to see gather rust in our hold. Besides, you two strike me as the type to take good care of this phantom. Put it to good use and all that.”

Sam smiled. “Well if you’re going to butter us up like that, now we’re really going to have to find that game for you.”

“I’ve got a few ideas of where we could find it,” Salvador said. “Anyway! Can you add ten thousand to that hundred thousand?”

“Sal, what the hell are you doing?” Sam protested in the private line.

“It’s called a big ask,” Salvador said. “I read books on negotiations. I know what I’m doing.”

Sam rolled her eyes. “What books?”

“The best books. The kind that get the best trade deals done in the history of…maybe ever,” Salvador insisted.

Sam shook her head. “It’s not like you could make the situation any worse. Either we walk away with the phantom, or we don’t.”

“Have some faith, Sam. I’m not called Salvador for nothing.” He grinned.

Sam blinked. “I have literally no idea what that means.”

“I’ll tell you later.”

Alhim frowned. “Ten thousand? No, that is far too much. Maybe if a House Oberon officer died in it and you had evidence of this, sure, but that is too much. Twenty-five hundred I could swing, though.”

“You guys care about good stories, right?” Salvador asked.

Alhim nodded. “A good story would improve the value, yes.”

Salvador pointed a thumb back at Sam. “See that cute girl there? That’s Sam Hicks, the hero of Kamloops. I’m sure you’ve heard all about what happened there with House Oberon, right?”

“You humans managed to push them back into space, yes,” Alhim said.

Salvador nodded. “Sam here was the one who orchestrated that whole battle. And she’s killed elven soldiers, sergeants, officers, and honor guards. And I’m pretty sure she killed that prince, too. What was his name again, Sam?”

“Lord Cairen,” Sam answered. Over the private line she sent, “Aron was the one who killed him.”

“Yeah, well, he wouldn’t have been free to finish the job if it weren’t for you, Sam. So let me embellish a little.”

Alhim stroked his pointed goatee and looked Sam up and down. “You know, I did hear about that. Well, that changes things. I can give you an additional twenty-five thousand on that alone. But I will need you to tell the story, Sam. Sound like a fair deal?”

Sam nodded. “Of course.”

Alhim beamed. “Fantastic. Now let’s go take a look at that transport of yours.” He took two steps, then stopped to point at Sam and Sal. “Be aware, the value will go down if it is in less than perfect condition, understood?”

Salvador smiled. “Of course, Alhim. We can cover the difference between the two of us, easy. Just let us know.”

“Good, good! We can worry about test drives after we ensure the value of your trade-in.” Alhim grinned. “Let’s go, my friends.”

Sam smiled. “How the hell did you pull this off, Sal?” she asked him privately.

Salvador grinned. “I just gave him exactly what he wanted—an offer he couldn’t pass up. Honestly, that transport, coupled with the story, is probably worth two or three times as much with the way he’s acting. The man probably thinks he’s getting a steal.”

Sam blinked. “Shouldn’t we try selling it ourselves?”

“Do you have a spaceship to move this thing across the stars?” Salvador asked. “Or an interstellar relay to put this thing up on space eBay?”

“No,” Sam admitted.

“I didn’t think so,” Salvador exclaimed.

Sam chuckled quietly. “You’re going to make this scouting trip interesting, aren’t you, Sal?”


Chapter thirteen
Brad


Aconvoy of ten transports led by Brad’s party headed northeast of Armstrong. They were running a little light on personnel to make room for all the alien plants they planned to jam the transports full of, but they were still a considerable force. Brad planned to take Jake’s recommendation to heart and bring his people back home after their trade trip was over and buckle down for some serious grinding.

Afterward, they had no shortage of locations crawling with aliens and seeders that could act as dungeons for them. Caves, abandoned structures, towns and cities. Even the woods in certain areas were crawling with hostile life begging to be taken down. All the aether they gave out from the kills alone would go a long way toward leveling up the members of the guild. The materials they could collect afterward would go much further.

“Make a right here at the rest area, Michael,” Luther said. “Then keep going straight. You can’t miss it.”

“What’s left of the rest area,” Michael commented.

The rest area was ripped to shreds by seeders. Cars were crushed. Trees were toppled and burned from a struggle long past. Everything except the remnants of an old sign were completely destroyed and covered in the thick, green, industrial fertilizer the seeders turned their victims into. With all the abandoned and destroyed cars littering the highway, it was no surprise the rest area was so thoroughly drenched.

Various plants of every color glowed, pulsed, and slowly rose from the mess of fertilizer. Beautiful as it was, Brad couldn’t help but scowl at the thought of how many lives were sacrificed for this. The worst part was, this wasn’t even their destination.

They turned onto a dirt road flanked on either side by trees. Dark clouds gathered above as a thick fog rolled in. It obscured the ruins around them, but the glow of aether flowers couldn’t be ignored. Purple was the predominant color, but there was no shortage of green, blue, and red plants along with every other color. They’d hit a jackpot here.

A grim one, Brad was certain, but one they could put to use.

“What happened here?” Brad finally asked.

Luther frowned. “The same thing that happens wherever these aliens go. They killed everyone.”

“Right. But there’s too many aether plants for this to have been some small town off the road. And all those cars on the highway coming this way. Was this an evacuation site?”

Luther sighed and nodded. “It was. This part of town was far enough away to be considered safe by the surviving police and military that escaped the initial assault. They sent out broadcasts telling us to gather here with all the people and weapons we could gather. This offer was good for three days. After that, the plan was to escape into the woods where the seeders would supposedly never find us.”

“It didn't end well, did it?” Les asked.

Luther shook his head. “Me and a few of my people made it here late on the second night. After dealing with the seeders in Armstrong, we just wanted any vague return to a normal life and safety. Damn things wouldn’t let us pretend to have a hope of that for even a few minutes. As soon as we arrived, the forest lit up with the red glow of their eyes and they poured in from every direction.”

“I was there too,” Rebecca said. “There weren’t enough military or police there with the equipment to hold back the seeders. In less than an hour they overwhelmed our defenses and it was every man, woman, and child for themselves.” She drew in a breath as her eyes fell out of focus for a moment. “If Luther hadn’t stopped to save me and my brother, we wouldn’t be alive today.”

Luther smiled. “It was nothing, Reb. You were in need and we just happened to have space to spare.”

Reb swatted his arm. “You need to stop being so humble about everything, Luther. You saved us from a bloodbath,” she scolded him, her voice raising. “Look at all those lights in the fog. That glow of alien plants? Each one of those is a person that lost their life that night. That could have been us. But you saved us.”

Luther frowned. “Couldn’t save nearly enough people to be worth a damn.”

Brad met Luther’s gaze. “We all lose people in this mess, Luther. We all have loved ones and complete strangers we wish we could have saved but couldn’t. There’s no point beating yourself up over it. Death comes for us all sooner or later.” Brad grinned and hefted his shotgun. “So meet it with a smile and a gun down its throat.”

Luther huffed out a quiet laugh.

“That’s right,” Les agreed. “And while we’re at it, keep pushing through whatever the Collective is planning to throw at us. We’ll show those damn dirty aliens who’s boss.” She leaned forward. “Because it sure as hell isn’t them.”

Luther’s serious face broke into a slight smile. “That is a uniquely grim and optimistic way of looking at the world.”

“We’re in a uniquely grim and optimistic world, Luther,” Brad said. “We can focus on the depressing parts and drive ourselves to the self-checkout lane, or we can make the best out of a bad situation.”

Luther chuckled and nodded.

Rebecca frowned. “That’s not a very serious way of handling death, Brad.”

Brad’s smile fell. “Don’t think I don’t feel for every person I lose in Invictus, Rebecca. They’re my people and each casualty hurts. Total strangers die and I feel the stab of failure in my back for not being fast enough, strong enough, or smart enough to save them.” He leaned back against his seat. “But we’ve also helped a lot of people. I choose to focus on them, and carving out a bright future for humanity, over the grim situation we currently find ourselves in.”

Rebecca’s frown only deepened at his response. She turned away without another word.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we have arrived,” Michael said. “Get your gardening tools out, because we’re going to be here a while.”

Brad chuckled softly. “You heard the man, people. Let’s get to work. I want five harvesting teams and five more running security. The last thing we need is for something to sneak up on us in the middle of this fog.”

“Yes, sir,” came the uniform reply through the raid party chat.

The members of Invictus disembarked from the transports and got to work setting up a perimeter and harvesting the aether plants. On each of the transports stood a ranger or mage maintaining watch over the area. A couple of parties roamed around the outskirts of the field patrolling for seeders, aliens, or local wildlife that had taken a turn for the worse.

Brad’s party was pulling double duty. They acted as security within the core of the field of aetheric plants while Teresa and Ceres gathered up plants and showed Rebecca and Luther exactly what they were looking for.

It varied from plant to plant, of course. Aether flowers, for example, had three materials to gather. First, the leaves which could be used to make mana potions or aether potions. Second, now and then there was a rare appearance of aether pearls among the flowers, which had all sorts of uses—jewelry crafting, alchemy, even crafting weapons and armor. Most of those uses involved grinding it into a fine powder, however.

Third, there was essence.

It was a material that came from all aetheric plants, but the flavor varied from one to another. Aether essence obviously came from aether flowers and similar plants, while fire, water, life, and even death essence came from others. Harvesting this particular resource was easier said than done, though. Cultivators and their understanding of how aether flowed were much better at gathering and storing essence in jars. Everyone else had to replicate what they did, or hope they were lucky enough to catch it before it drifted away into the ether.

Essence was particularly valuable due to how difficult it was to gather, and its uses in amplifying alchemical concoctions only amplified that value. Thankfully they’d brought a few cultivators along to help in the process.

“So, how’s it feel to be working the fields again, Luther?” Michael asked.

Luther chuckled as he swiftly harvested an aether flower. “I could do without the armed patrols, and I miss my tractor, but honestly this is the most relaxed I’ve been in weeks.” The man smiled as he carefully peeled a flower’s petals open to expose the glowing purple core sitting at the heart of the plant. He plucked it gently and grinned. “I could get used to this, though. It beats fighting for my life every day of the week.”

Brad chuckled. “Glad to see you’re enjoying yourself.”

Michael smiled. “You’ll get used to the armed guards. Seeders kinda make them a necessity.”

Rebecca grunted and huffed as she tried catching the purple flow of aetheric essence spilling out of a flower she cut open. Her flailing around resulted in her face-planting in the dirt. She shot up, grumbling to herself and dusting off her hoodie. “It feels like we’re slave labor,” she protested with a pout.

Les leaned down to her. “If you don’t want to work gathering plants, you can join one of the security details. But I didn’t hear you volunteering for any of those.”

“I don’t want to die either,” Rebecca huffed.

Les groaned and turned to Luther. “She’s a bit of a princess, isn’t she?”

Luther smiled. “She does much better indoors, yeah. Especially in a sterile environment. The shouting matches she would start with people over messing up her little clinic…” He shook his head and grinned.

Rebecca let out a little whine at being called out. “Someone has to make sure our people are healthy and well taken care of! Just because we have magical hocus-pocus nano-tech-powered healing to make things run infinitely smoother doesn’t mean we can afford to throw out everything we’ve learned about conventional medical practice and human anatomy.”

Brad chuckled. “Fair enough. But I’ve been cut open more times than I care to admit, and this nano-tech hocus-pocus has been working wonders for me.”

“Remember the time that orc impaled you to the ground on his huge knife?” Les chuckled. “What was his name?”

“Gutwrencha,” Brad said. “Nicest alien I’ve met that wanted me dead.”

Rebecca threw her arms in the air. “How does being nice and wanting you dead even remotely make any sense together?”

Brad grinned. “Well, he wasn’t calling us monkeys like the elves, for one. And he even called us a good fight right up until he realized we were using healing magic.”

Les nodded. “They’re really not fans of healing magic in fights. They say it’s cheating.”

“I’m still not sure if that’s an actual thing or if Gutwrencha was just butthurt you turned the tables on him,” Michael said.

Brad shrugged. “If we ever run into him again, we should make it a point to ask.”

“Or—hear me out on this one—we can just kill him,” Michael countered.

Brad let out an awkward, anxious laugh as he remembered that fight. He’d fired his shotgun—point blank—at Gutwrencha’s skull and he was still kicking. Brad followed that up with the use of Blood Siphon and the orc was still ready and able to fight. “You know what? That’s probably the smart thing to do.”

Michael tapped the side of his head, then pointed at Brad as if saying, “That’s using that big brain of yours.”

“Uhm, guys,” one of the outer perimeter guards called through raid chat. “Are you all seeing those lights in the sky?”

Brad snapped his gaze skyward through the thick fog. He couldn’t see anything in detail through the grey gloom around them.

And then he spotted them.

Orange lights swirled about in the sky in strange, almost slithering patterns as they circled in the air. Dozens of them.

“Anyone have eyes on those things?” Brad asked.

No one did.

“New contacts,” called one of the mages standing on a transport. “Out to the east, in the woods. Lots and lots of orange lights at ground level. They just appeared out of nowhere.”

Ceres scrambled to her feet. “That does not sound like a sudden blooming of aether plants.”

Teresa sighed as she stood, patting her hands clean. “And I was just starting to enjoy myself.”

“Get your weapons ready, everyone,” Brad said. “Take cover if you can. We don’t know what we’re dealing with here.”

“What do you mean you don’t know?” Rebecca hissed. “I thought you were supposed to be veteran badasses here.”

Les lifted Rebecca off the floor and brought her to eye level by the back of her hoodie. “That doesn’t mean we know everything, princess. Now calm down and make yourself useful, or go hide in the transport.”

Rebecca huffed as she was dropped to her feet. “I’ll help, but I won’t like it.”

“Reb, calm down,” Luther said as he drew his sword and shield.

Brad scanned for any cover, but it was an open field. Even the terrain was far too smooth to take cover from hostiles coming at them from the forest, even less from the air. “Don’t bunch up. Spread out.”

Their raid group did as ordered while the lights in the sky continued their dance, and the ones in the forest simply sat there, watching them.

“Should we shoot?” asked one of the rangers.

“Hold fire until we know what we’re dealing with.” Still, Brad shouldered his shotgun and took aim at one of the dancing lights in the sky.

Suddenly one of the lights shot straight up toward the sky, then dove right for them. It buzzed right past Brad’s head with the clattering flutter of…engines?

Brad wasn’t sure what he saw as he dove out of the way. It was too fast in the fog to make sense of it. All he knew was it was a winged creature.

“Incoming!” shouted another of their perimeter guards.

More of the lights from above followed the same pattern of attack. They flew up toward the sky, then dove right for them. People dove out of the way of the sweeping attacks, but eventually two of their guards were struck.

The first was a ranger who was too slow on the draw. His arm was slashed open with a gush of blood as he threw himself off a transport. The second was a mage too distracted by the other lights to notice one coming right for his neck. One moment his head was attached to his shoulders, the next it was tumbling down the side of the transport in a shower of red.

“Open fire,” Brad shouted.

The field erupted in a chorus of gunshots tearing into the sky. The clatter of rounds impacting metal filled the air as bodies fell from the sky—golden creatures Brad could scarcely get a good look at before another of the beasts tried to come for his head.

Were they actually living things, though?

As the fighting went on, he didn’t hear any cries of pain, shouts of battle, or anything of the sort from their aerial attackers. Only the sounds of metal impacting metal.

He didn’t have time to dig for answers. Les shoved him out of the way as another of the golden monsters flew down from the sky and narrowly missed taking off his head. With a quick swing, she split another right down the middle.

There was a distinct, electrical crack and whine as the lifeless monster’s two halves buried themselves in the dirt.

“What the hell are those?” Brad asked. It looked like a golden snake with four sets of wings. His brow narrowed as he crawled over to the wreck and scooped up the remains. It handled like a snake in his hand and even looked like one, other than the wings. But the feel of the creature in his grasp was distinctly metal.

“No idea, Brad.” Les jerked him up to his feet with one arm and turned him toward the fog-covered forest. “But we’ve got more incoming.”

They were fast, skittering creatures nearly the size of a man. When they were close enough to strike, Brad got a good look at them: scarab-like machines glinting with golden armor with turquoise-and-green wings on their backs.

“Those are not seeders,” Ceres said as she shot a blast of lightning.

The scarab shuddered for a moment, then pressed on as its brethren swarmed forward. Fighters tackled the machines with blade, hammer, and spear. Rangers opened up with their guns while mages flung destructive spells left and right. But there were so many of them, easily outnumbering Invictus’s forces three to one. Coupled with air support, they were in for a fight.

A scarab pounced on a ranger that ran too far from the group. Its wings flared open to push it through the air at a disorienting speed and pinned her to the ground. Brad was ready to watch the mechanical monster tear her to pieces, but it didn’t. Its legs wrapped tight around her torso before the monster ran back toward the woods. The ranger screamed as spells and rounds battered the scarab. It was taken down, only for another of the monsters to resume its work.

“They’re taking people,” Brad shouted. “Everyone form up at my position. Defensive circle. Mages, we need shields to keep those fliers from killing us.”

“On it,” Teresa said as she rushed to Brad’s side with Ceres. The two of them started throwing around mana shields to defend their raid party as more and more members gathered around in a circle.

Les stepped forward with a furious swing of her greatsword. She cleaved a swath through scarabs, only for more to replace them. Luther joined her side with sword and shield. He smashed aside an opportunistic scarab, then stabbed another through its mouth before a third latched onto his shield and tried ripping it free from his hand.

“Tough bastards, aren’t you?” Luther grunted.

More screams filled the air as his people were dragged away by the scarabs.

Brad sent a slug through the scarab assaulting Luther. “Don’t let those things grab you. Form up tight. Fighters up front. Give the rangers and mages firing lines.”

“This is not an ideal scenario, Brad,” Rebecca squealed as she unloaded her oversized revolver into a scarab that came at her, then at one of the flying snakes. All this as friendlies piled onto the defensive circle.

“We don’t have a choice here. This place is too open,” Brad shouted through the chaos. He carefully aimed his shotgun between Luther and Les and fired a slug through the guts of another scarab.

Michael emptied his pistol into another of the flying snakes. “I think I have a solution to this problem. Be right back!” Miachel’s body melted into the shadows beneath their feet.

“What the hell was that?” Rebecca gasped.

Brad frowned. “Shadow Step. It lets him move from one shadow to another. Michael, what are you—”

Before he could finish his question, a scarab bulldozed its way through Les and Luther and tackled him to the ground. The metallic beast coiled its legs tight around him and pulled him to its body.

“Let go of me, you damn bug,” Brad shouted, and squirmed against its grasp. But he could barely move his wrist; the machine’s grip was too strong.

Sweetness tackled the scarab from the side and clawed at its metal hide. Honey badgers were never designed to take on machines. For all of Sweetness’s fury, all he achieved was scratching the paint on the scarab.

The scarab dragged Brad out of the circle. He was going to go right into the mass of writhing, clawing machines.

A barrage of shots rang out, punching through the scarab’s hull and right into Brad’s stomach.

You have taken 35 damage.

You are bleeding.

The scarab fell limp on top of him. The pain pulsing through his guts was a dull throb thanks to his gene modification, but that didn’t do his muscles any favors. As he threw the lifeless machine off his body, sharp spikes of pain shot through his core. Brad dragged himself away as more fire kept eager machines from adding another human to their collection.

Les rushed forward and grabbed him by the collar. She threw him back into the circle and swatted away another of the flying snakes before she fell back in line.

Brad found Rebecca standing over him, her hands extended toward him and shaking. “Sorry, sorry, sorry,” she repeated with a shaking voice.

“Wha?” Brad blinked.

You have taken 40 damage.

“Damn that’s a nasty bleed tick,” Brad hissed, holding a hand over his stomach. When he lifted his head to look down, he regretted it immediately. The same shots that tore through the scarab had damn near gutted him. The thick stream of red left in his wake was more than enough to let him know how close he was to dying. His spinning head and darkening world all but confirmed it.

Rebecca held out her hands to Brad. Warm, white-gold light poured from her hands and washed over him as she kept apologizing faster and faster. “Sorry Brad, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Please don’t die.”

You have received 50 healing.

You are no longer bleeding.

Brad gasped for air as the fading feeling in his legs returned. He shot up, clutching at his gut, trying to make sense of the chaos around him.

You have received 25 healing.

Rebecca’s arms fell to her sides. “Sorry, Brad.”

Brad stared blankly at her for a moment before he stood up and helped her to her feet. “What did I miss?”

“I shot you to pieces trying to save you,” Rebecca admitted.

“Oh.” Brad rubbed at his stomach. He was going to need a new shirt, pants, and definitely fresh armor. “Well, that sucked. At least I didn’t die, right?” He gave her a warm smile.

Rebecca replied with a blank stare.

Brad didn’t have time for this. There were more scarabs rushing out of the woods as those flying drones cut away at his people, if not flat out executed them. “Ceres, Teresa. Any chance you can nuke these bastards?”

“Do you want us on shield duty or nuke duty? Because we can’t do both!” Ceres protested.

“Nuke!” the gathered forces shouted in unison.

“Give me a second!” Michael shouted through the raid party chat. He sped through the field of scarabs with one of the transports.

The metal machines were crushed beneath the weight of the transport as it moved to park behind the defensive circle. It deactivated and fell flat on the ground, acting like a wall.

“Just gotta move the other transports to wall us off,” Michael said.

“You realize those things are bugs, right?” Teresa scolded him. “They can crawl over walls.”

Michael moved another transport to add to the growing wall. “But fliers can’t make any passes at us. And I bet those bugs have a harder time dragging people away over walls.”

“You’re an idiot,” Teresa said.

“Love you too, ice queen,” Michael shot right back.

Teresa scowled but held her tongue.

Just as Michael had said, the act of walling off even a section of their defensive circle proved a challenge for the fliers. One of the snakes came in for a pass. The humans ducked out of its way. The flying snake’s wings clipped a transport as it climbed for the air, sending it crashing across the field.

It didn’t do anything for the scarabs, who had apparently had enough of their antics.

Scarabs flared their wings and started jumping at the crowd of humans. They crashed against the defensive line of fighters and ripped into them. Metal legs acted like blades, ripping through armor and flesh alike in a violent display of fury.

A scarab latched onto Les’s arms and plunged its claws through her shoulder.

“Son of a bitch,” she snarled, and ripped the metal monster free. She threw it like a wriggling bowling ball through the rest of the horde.

Brad held his arms up toward the air and cast Circle of Healing to keep his raid party alive. “Hurry it up, Michael. Things are getting dicey here.”

“Working on it,” Michael grunted as he slammed through another wave of scarabs. He went through a fourth and a fifth time before the ring was walled off enough to force the bulk of the scarab horde to come through one opening.

It didn’t stop the other scarabs from crawling up the walls.

Luther smashed scarabs against the transports and hacked away at others. The other fighters joined in, especially the hammer-swinging duo, who flailed around like they’d just gotten the hammer in Smash Bros.

To Michael’s credit, his plan did have some merit. The transports acting as walls may not have stopped the scarabs, but they slowed their assault and cut off the flying snakes’ attacks from anything but the most suicidal charges. More importantly, the scarabs still trying to drag victims away struggled to carry full-grown humans over their makeshift wall.

“Can a brother get a nuke?” someone shouted through the chaos.

“Ceres, Teresa, hit it,” Brad shouted as his mana quickly drained to maintain the healing circle.

Ceres charged up her Arc Tether and Teresa her Blizzard.

Teresa pointed at the heart of the swarm with her nose. “Right there, Ceres. Shoot that tether above the horde and watch them burn.”

“On it.” Ceres threw out the arc tether.

The ball of lightning lashed out more wildly than Brad remembered. It had far more tendrils shooting out much faster than before. The electric tendrils didn’t only burn the machines they touched, but crushed them beneath their grasp.

“Level two Arc Tether!” Ceres announced, throwing her arms into the air.

The scarabs and snakes weren’t having it, though. Rather than press the assault, they turned to flee from the battle.

“Turning tail? Cowards!” Teresa threw out her own Blizzard spell. This time, as the rip opened up above the horde of enemies, it unleashed a gale-force wind that flash-froze anything unfortunate enough to be caught beneath it. The barrage of ice spikes that followed left a field of frozen spires impaling countless scarabs and snakes.

Still the machines fled farther into the fog until they were out of sight.

“We won?” Michael asked.

“We won!” Luther answered.

The tightly gathered circle of humans erupted in victorious cheers.

“Why didn’t we just open with the nukes to start with?” asked a beat-down fighter.

“Those two spells are particularly expensive,” answered a mage fanning herself with her witch’s hat. “Using them limits what they can do in a battle.”

Brad grinned from ear to ear, expecting there to be a massive payout in aether after all that fighting.

There wasn’t.

He furrowed his brow and scanned through his notifications, but outside of damage taken, they hadn’t received a single drop of aether.

“Damn. These things didn’t even give us aether for killing them,” Brad said.

Les hefted one of the mechanical scarabs with her sword, spearing through its back. “Can’t kill something that isn’t alive, Brad.”

Michael lifted up one of the flying snakes. “Did we just get attacked by a swarm of drones?”

The flying snake did indeed have four wings matching the turquoise and green of the scarabs. More terrifying were the blades attached to the wings. As Michael inspected the creature, he pointed out the tiny thrusters spread through the snake’s wings.

From the corner of his eye, Brad caught movement. Past the gap in their wall of transports, three humanoid shadows with glowing orange eyes stared at them. Then they simply walked away, vanishing into the fog. As they turned, Brad noticed something very wrong about the figures. Their heads resembled animals. Feline heads, specifically.

Frank. What the hell just happened? What was that? Brad asked.

I’ve got no records of these sorts of machines in my logs, Frank said. But they are very Egyptian-looking. Do you think this was a pharaoh attack?

Brad frowned. Might be. But I think I know exactly who to ask about these. Brad stepped forward through the crowd. “Fill up one of the transports with drones. We’re taking them to the Sparkgear Consortium ship.”


Chapter fourteen
Jake


“‘The forest is beautiful this time of year,’ he says,” Tim mocked. “Could you get any cheesier, Jake?”

Jake laughed as he drove the Brawler out west of Armstrong. “But it is. Look at that nice fog rolling in, the sun streaming through. With all those aether flowers waiting for us, I bet it looks fantastic.”

Tim leaned against his seat, his hands folded over his head. “Looks like a plain old forest to me, but whatever gets you through the day, man.”

Mason chuckled quietly. “It’s the little things that do.”

“See? Mason gets it.” Jake smiled.

With all of their people tied up in repairing, rebuilding, or guarding Armstrong, Jake decided it was best just to take himself and his party out to check out the aether flower field Brad had told them about. It was a good ways out, but Jake was confident they wouldn’t need any help. After all, they were heading away from Kelowna, not toward it.

“So like, are we seriously just going out to gather plants?” Darius asked.

“Ideally,” Jake answered. “I’m not looking for a fight out there. Just a quick trip to load up the Brawler with some aether plants and essence. Besides, it might do you all some good to cultivate in an aether-rich environment.”

Tanya leaned forward against Tim’s seat. “Is that something you’ve done before?”

Jake shook his head. “Not yet, so let’s call it a hunch. We can see and manipulate aether like the others can’t. I figure if the plants are giving off aether, then it stands to reason we might find them helpful to somehow increase our power. If nothing else, aether flower fields are pretty neat looking.”

“Sounds like a boring day,” Tim groaned. “Is it too late to tag along with Jason and the others?”

“Not if you start walking now.” Jake grinned.

Tim huffed. “I guess I can play guard dog while you four space out, then.”

Darius frowned. “Man, I was hoping to go out on an actual mission. Find some seeders or aliens, kick their asses, and come home to celebrate.”

“You can learn to manipulate aether better instead,” Jake said. “Collecting essence is a very hands-on process and we can actually work the flowers, unlike the class users.” A soft laugh escaped him. “Well, they can sort of try it, but they aren’t really any good at it. They lack discipline.”

As soon as they ran out of road, Jake threw the Brawler out onto the fields and headed straight to the forest. According to his map, the field of aether flowers was straight ahead. Provided nothing decided to become a problem, they would be there in minutes. The downside was that if they needed any help, it would take a while for reinforcements to arrive. The Brawler was not only faster than the elven transports, thanks to Tim’s modifications, but it was also smaller and able to squeeze through places the larger transports would have to force their way through, like this dense forest.

The Brawler bounced and bucked as they rushed through the woods, the trees passing by a hair’s breadth away at high speeds. Before the apocalypse, Jake would have wanted to take it nice and easy through the woods. Now, not only could he handle the higher speed with greater ease, but the haste with which they moved provided a degree of safety if anyone or anything was out in the woods looking to take them on.

Nothing ever came.

Through the thin fog and passing trunks of trees, Jake spotted it—the shimmer of orange, blue, and purple flowers in the distance. He pushed through the forest into the clearing, making sure to park the Brawler in the center in case they needed to make a speedy escape.

“Here we are, in a hidden field of aether flowers,” Jake announced as he hopped out. “It makes me wonder how this ended up here. Places like these only tend to appear wherever seeders have managed to kill a lot of people.”

“Or animals,” Tanya said. “These woods were teeming with life up until the seeders arrived. Now there isn’t a lot of Earth’s natural wildlife roaming around. It’s all been tainted.”

Darius followed Tanya out of the Brawler. “Tainted how?”

“You know how it is, Darius. Aether soaks into every living thing. People, animals, even plants. The ones that can’t handle it start to change and mutate,” Tanya explained.

Darius pursed his lips. “Like those aether wolves the zookeeper was hanging out with?”

“You fought aether wolves?” Mason and Tanya balked in unison.

Jake nodded. “Well, me and Tim did. Darius was back home studying.”

“And it sucked right up until we started figuring out this cultivation stuff,” Darius added.

Jake snickered as he wandered through the field of aether flowers. He could see the strings of aether floating up from all the plants around them, some more than others. The colors varied depending on the element of the plant. Purple for pure aether, orange for fire, blue for ice. It never ceased to amaze him that the fire and ice plants actually generated heat or cold, not to mention these plants could sit right next to one another in order to create puddles of water. Just as it never ceased to amaze him that the yellow, electric plants made his hair stand on end. Jake never liked touching those; he was always afraid they would shock him.

“Did your people kill them?” Mason asked. “We only ran into one of those and it nearly killed our entire raid party just to bring it down.”

Jake cleared his throat. “We had a whole pack of them, alpha included.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Not trying to brag, but it was a pretty absurd fight between them, the animals the zookeeper brought with him, and the zookeeper himself. We ended up coming out on top, but”—Jake shook his head—“I am not looking forward to tangling with any other aether-mutated anything.”

“So what was this zookeeper’s deal?” Tanya asked.

Jake grinned. “It was really stupid. You’re going to laugh.”

“Don’t keep us waiting here, Jake,” Tanya pressed with a smile.

Jake drew in a breath. “So you know Brad, right? He has this honey badger that’s more of an overgrown dog with anger issues.”

Mason snapped his fingers. “Sweetness, right?”

“That’s the one,” Jake said. “Turns out the zookeeper had his eye on Sweetness and Brad just kinda mosied on in, made best friends with him. The two became bound or whatever it is when an animal becomes a human’s companion, and the zookeeper took offense to that.”

“Took offense how?” Tanya asked.

“By hunting Brad down to the ends of the Earth. Seeing as we were pretty fond of Brad, we got roped into the mess as well,” Jake said. “Our friend Chet described the situation best when he said the zookeeper went full-on Disney princess. That guy literally threw a zoo’s worth of animals at us, plus every other wild critter he managed to pick up in the woods.”

“Including the wolves?” Tanya asked, wide-eyed.

Tim snorted. “Yes, but also no. The wolves were smart enough to tag along with him, but the second their aether mutations kicked in, they were on their own side. If it didn’t belong to their pack, those wolves were killing it with prejudice.”

Jake nodded. “The fight got pretty messy, but we killed the alpha in the end. Sam and the others told me that thing was the equivalent of a raid boss. Whatever that means.”

“It means it was a very powerful monster meant for large groups to take on,” Tim explained. “Could you at least pretend to try to pick up the lingo?”

“No,” Jake replied with a smile.

Mason chuckled. “So how did you bring it down?”

“The indiscriminate application of raw firepower,” Darius said.

Jake pointed at Darius. “That. There was definitely a lot of that. I was a little less discriminating with my application of force, though. Focusing on breaking the thing’s thick skull let me get a shot off on the alpha’s much more tender areas. I emptied my aether reserves into shooting up that thing’s brain, and then boom. Day saved.”

“It was pretty badass. Except for the part where we got thrown around like rag dolls,” Tim added. “Oh, and if you guys ever find a big, alpha-type animal: Don’t hang out around it when it dies.”

“Why?” Tanya asked.

“Because this one blew up from all the aether pouring out of it when we killed it,” Tim said, “and we have no idea if that’s a normal thing or if that was unique to this particular monster.”

Jake nodded. “Better safe than sorry on that front.” He looked back to Darius and gave a quick whistle. “Darius, come here. Let’s gather some of this essence.”

Darius rushed up with a pack of glass jars on his back. There were half a dozen of them in his pack, tightly secured and padded for safety. He carefully took off the pack and pulled out a jar. “And exactly how is this going to help us channel our aether?”

“Because if you can manipulate aether outside of your own body, imagine how much easier it will be to manipulate the aether flowing through you,” Jake said. “Now hold out the jar.”

Darius did as was asked of him while Jake approached the glowing, pulsing spire of a flame flower. Aether flowed off it like a burning flame before the orange strings peeled away little by little and drifted into the air. With a quick thought he disabled his aether vision and saw it as Brad and the other class users would see the plant: nothing more than a glowing plant resembling a flame.

Jake held his hand out to the plant; the heat radiating from it forced his hand to sweat. When he reactivated his aetheric vision, it was like his hand had been swallowed by flame. But this was what he wanted. “Now, when extracting the essence from a plant it’s important to maintain your focus.”

“Duh,” Tim said. “Everything you cultivators do involves intense focus. These guys should know it by now.”

Jake nodded. “They should, but the consequences of broken focus for us tend to go toward the extreme, so it’s important to remind everyone of it.”

Tim found a nice tree to lean against. “Just yell if you need someone to put you back together. I’ll be over here trying not to fall asleep.”

Jake waved at Tim, fighting down a laugh. “Back on topic here… Try to think of the flower’s aether, its essence, as another ball of yarn to manipulate. You want to unravel it and pull it toward the palm of your hand, reform the ball under your control and then gently slide it inside the jar. Like so.”

Holding out an open palm, Jake slowly withdrew his hand from the aether flower’s flame so the others could watch. Twin strings of glowing orange aether peeled away from the flower and hovered over either side of Jake’s hand. It was at this moment Jake remembered he should have picked literally any other plant. As he manipulated the flame aether, the heat began to build from an uncomfortable heat to an increasingly painful burn in his open palm.

Jake exhaled sharply through his nose as the ball of aether coiled in his hand. “One thing to note. The elemental effects of these plants tend to intensify when you do this, so be careful not to overdo it.” Jake let out a grunt as his hand began to quiver. He didn’t have to see beyond the growing ball of burning essence to know his hand was bright red underneath it. “Darius, are you ready?”

“Ready, Jake.” Darius held out the open jar to Jake.

With a slow, shaking but gentle movement, Jake moved a sphere the size of a basketball toward the jar. It was too big for the opening, but aether was a malleable thing. With gentle pushes and shoves from his will, he squeezed the burning essence into the jar. It was filled up in one go and Darius quickly snapped the lid shut over it.

Jake pulled his hand back and shook it out. His teeth gritted together as he fought down the urge to grunt in pain. “I think I overdid it there.”

You have taken 10 damage.

“I’m not going to stop lounging around for minor booboos,” Tim said. “Suck it up, Jake.”

Tanya snorted and covered her mouth. “Sorry.”

“Tim’s a fun guy, when he’s not being a dick,” Jake said. He wiped the thick sweat from his brow. “Did you guys get all that?”

“Sort of,” Mason said. “From what I gather, we manipulate this the same way as the aether inside ourselves, correct?”

Jake nodded. “Right.”

“We just have to extend our sphere of influence beyond ourselves, right?” Mason asked.

“Mmhmm,” Jake said. “It’s a little weird at first to think of it that way. Kind of like an out-of-body experience, but you get used to it pretty quickly.”

Mason nodded and held up a finger. “Do you think we could eventually apply this to defending ourselves against aetheric attacks? Mana, aether-powered weapons, attacks from other cultivators.”

Jake beamed with excitement at Mason. It was nice to see someone outside of Nokor who could see the applications of what they were doing. “That’s exactly what I was thinking, Mason. The second we can do this sort of thing without even thinking about it, we can start experimenting with all sorts of neat things. Like throwing aether blasts at one another and using them to play the deadliest game of dodgeball.”

“Pretty sure that’s just how a regular game of dodgeball is played, Jake,” Darius said.

Jake laughed. “I must have been playing with wimps as a kid, then.”

“Back in middle school we had this one kid that got hit so hard by a dodgeball it knocked his arm right out of the socket,” Darius explained.

“Damn!” Jake, Mason, and Tanya all said in unison.

Darius nodded. “It was pretty gnarly.”

“What kind of an arm did that kid have on him?” Tanya asked.

Darius chuckled. “Well the kid that got hit was no wimp, but the other guy? I forget his name, but he moved on to major league baseball some time after high school. His arm was pretty legendary. I wonder if he’s still alive.”

Jake smiled. “For all our sakes, I hope so. An arm like that would be absurdly useful to have around, especially amped up by the nano-pill or cultivation.”

“Definitely cultivation,” Darius said. “This kid was a badass workhorse through and through.”

“Speaking of workhorses, you’re up Darius.” Jake grinned. He took the jar of essence from Darius and slipped it into the pack before taking out another. The individual slots for each one made things so much simpler for moving things around.

Darius stepped up, slapped his hands together, and rubbed them vigorously against one another. “Alright, I’m ready. Let’s do this.”

Jake glanced back down at the fire flower. Its aetheric flame had been reduced by nearly half after Jake was through with it. “This one still has a lot of essence to pull out of it. Are you sure you can handle the heat?”

“If you can do it, I can do it,” Darius insisted. “Get that jar ready.”

Darius held out both of his hands over the flower and began withdrawing the essence from it. Immediately Jake could see the strain on his twisting face. Darius’s lips pulled into a tight line. Beads of sweat rolled thickly down his brow as the burning cords of aether rose up from the flower. The cords trembled just as Darius’s hands did. They began to coil over one another into tight, messy spheres. Darius’s lips curled up with a sharp grunt.

“You can stop at any time, Darius,” Jake said.

Darius didn’t respond; he was probably afraid of what losing focus would do to him. If it was anything like Jake’s first time, his hands would catch fire. At the very least.

Darius gathered up enough essence in his palms to form two spheres the size of baseballs. A sharp gasp escaped him. “OK. OK, that’s it. This hurts. Get that jar over here, Jake,” Darius said between sharp gasps and grunts.

Jake tore off the lid and held it out to Darius, who quickly threw in the two spheres of flame and jerked his hands back.

“Fuu—” he dragged out the word, but refused to finish it as he flapped his arms around through the air like a bird’s wings.

Tanya laughed at him. “Keep doing that, Darius. A little harder and you might catch some air.”

“Shush your face,” Darius groaned as he pulled his hands up to blow air on them.

Jake’s eyes widened. While his own hand had grown red under the strain, Darius’s palms had gone pink, charred, and violently peeled from the act. “That’s not good. Tim, we’ve got third-degree burns over here.”

Tim pushed off the tree and sprinted over. With a quick cast of Cure and Healing Hands, Darius’s hands began to regrow their missing skin and returned to their natural color. “Jeez. What the hell did you do, Darius?”

“Trying my best. Is what,” he said between sharp, ragged breaths. The damage may have been healed, but the pain was clearly still there.

Jake patted Darius on the back. “I’ll give you an A for effort, but you can’t push yourself to the point of breaking like that, Darius. Tim has a limited mana pool and he won’t always be there to put you back together.”

“Just like I overcommit to my swings, huh?” Darius admitted with a pained laugh. “Ow, ow, ow.” His hands spasmed for a moment, then stopped.

Tim pulled his hands away. “Back to full health. That discomfort should go away in a bit, just try not to do anything stupid until then. Burns always leave the flesh tender, no matter what our magic can do.”

Darius nodded.

Jake turned to Mason and Tanya. “Well, that was an eventful first go. How about we try another, less hostile flower?” He pointed at a large aether flower in the middle of the field. “Like that one?”

“A nice, easy challenge would be appreciated, Jake,” Mason admitted with a laugh.

Jake packed up the filled jars and headed to the flower. He carried the pack of jars in one hand when the air pulsed with an electric tension he hadn’t felt before. It was like the weight of the world suddenly came down upon him for half a second.

“Did you guys feel that?” Jake asked.

Mason looked around. “The electricity?”

“The pressure?” Tanya added.

Darius nodded. “I felt all of it.”

“I didn’t feel a damn thing,” Tim said. “Is that your cultivator spidey senses? Because if we’re about to be up to our eyeballs in danger, I’d like a heads-up.”

Jake tensed as he looked around. He didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. The aether flowers were glowing a bit brighter and pulsing a little faster, but he didn’t think that was worth noting. “Let’s keep going. Keep your eyes open for any trouble.”

Tanya nodded. “Right behind you.”

The group made it to the large aetheric flower when another pulse hit. This time Jake and the other cultivators stumbled. It was like they were inside a giant church bell and someone had decided to hit it.

Jake clutched at his head and looked around. If he didn’t know better he’d say the flowers around him had doubled in size, but that wasn’t possible. Was it?

“Hey, are you guys alright?” Tim asked. “You’re not looking so hot.”

The aetheric flow of energy pulsing through the flowers sped up. The glowing fields of aetheric energy emitted by each one swelled in size. The plants grew taller, thicker, and then they bloomed.

Enormous flowers of every glow, color, and size erupted from the different flowers around them. Some grew taller than the trees, others became wildly spreading bushes, while others still entangled the natural forest around them and spread over them, if not flat out began to consume them.

All while releasing a storm of aether in every direction.

Jake collapsed to his knees, clutching his head. “What is this?” he tried to say, but the words didn’t come out. Or maybe he didn’t hear them. His mouth moved, but he couldn’t make out any sound from them or anywhere else. There was an intense ringing in his ears, the sound of his own blood flowing through his veins, and a coppery taste in his mouth.

Tim tried to shake him and say something, but the words never reached Jake’s ears.

Another pulse hit, and this time Tim crashed to the ground with the rest of them. The aetheric plants were growing wilder all around them. Every one of them was a geyser of aetheric energy being released into the world, and they were caught right in the center of it.

Jake felt his breathing quicken. He watched the flesh on his exposed forearm grow pale and then thick with violet veins spreading throughout his body. A burning fever roared through him as every pore in his body unleashed a storm of sweat upon the world.

He knew those symptoms. They were never so intense before, but Jake was all too familiar with them. Aether poisoning.

Jake forced himself up to his knees and braced himself against his thighs. The other cultivators were spasming on the ground. They were overwhelmed by the sudden excess of aether bombarding their bodies. Tim simply stared blankly into the skies above, drool rolling down the side of his mouth.

If it was that bad for him, Jake could only imagine what Mason and Tanya were going through. They didn’t even have fully formed cores to weather the storm.

A sharp pain twisted at his heart. Jake lurched forward, clutching at his chest. No. It can’t be.

Jake! I am getting all sorts of dangerous readings from your vitals, Hazel said. What’s going on? Is something wrong with your core?

He didn’t want to consider the possibility, but as another spine-wrenching spike of pain shot through his heart, Jake turned inward.

His eyes shot wide.

What was once a neat, orderly sphere of aether cords tightly wrapped around his heart was now a wild jungle of aether. It didn’t just make a mess around his core—it extended through his limbs and out of his body. A quick look at Darius, Tanya, and Mason confirmed his fears. They were all going through the same thing, too.

“Come on, guys. You have to get up. Get up and cultivate through this or you’re going to die,” Jake said through the party chat, hoping his message got through.

Darius clawed at the earth and forced himself to sit on his knees. He was bleeding from his nose, mouth, ears, and eyes. His face was corpse-white and running with thick, dark-purple veins, but he nodded at Jake. It was an exhausted nod, but his message had gotten across. Darius reached over to Tanya and tugged her up to lean against his side.

Jake did the same for Mason. The man was nearly out cold, his eyes lazily listing off to the side. Jake weakly slapped at his face until he blinked. With a weak nod, Mason managed to sit up and drew in a trembling breath.

They were all in the same terrible shape, all bleeding, all being torn apart from within as more aether kept bombarding their bodies. At least Tim wasn’t suffering through the aether poisoning like they were. If they didn’t survive, at least Tim could warn the others about what had happened here. If this phenomenon hadn’t hit the entire world.

You have taken 40 damage.

You are suffering from extreme aether poisoning.

Thanks, Captain Obvious. Jake threw those thoughts out of his mind along with every other fear and concern that might plague him. None of them mattered. If he couldn’t get control of the aether raging through him like an inferno, he was as good as dead.

He couldn’t let that happen. He still needed to take care of Sam, he needed to be there to protect her. He needed to be there to help his cultivators and the rest of humanity.

Jake weakly dug his fingers into his thighs and shut his eyes tight.

The cultivation began as it always did: untangling the mess. Only this time new, wild strands of aether were shot into the mix nearly as quickly as Jake could pull them free. Digging his fingers harder into his thighs, he pushed his mind clear of even the fear of death itself. He had to clean house.

It worked. Mostly. Aether was still bombarding his body at an alarming rate, but little by little Jake was getting ahead of it. He was starting to clear the strands of aether from his core and line them up into neat, tight rows. That was when he saw the source of his pain.

Jake’s core was cracked and ruptured. Wild strands of aether had punctured through it with enough force to rip through the glowing sphere and leave it sputtering with a weak violet glow.

That can’t be good, Jake said.

Not only was he going to have to neatly wrap this mess of aether around his core, but he was going to have to reforge it, perhaps even push beyond into a level-two core. Jake only hoped Darius and the others could do the same. Jake saw it as the only way any of them could hope to get out of this alive.

Jake began to coil the strands of aether around his damaged core in a tightly woven pattern, far tighter and more organized than his previous attempts. He mimicked the tight, woven pattern of a leather belt he had owned in the past, a present from his grandparents that had lasted him for decades through all sorts of abuse until a crazy ex-girlfriend torched his apartment. If any weave was going to hold up to the strain this aether bombardment was putting on him, this was it.

Over and over he repeated the pattern of weaving together a thick strap of aether cords, then layering them over his battered core. To his surprise, it was holding. The strands flexed and struggled against one another, trying to break free, but the weave Jake had applied to them held them together better than he’d imagined. Over and over he coiled the aether until it was easily ten or fifteen times larger than his original core.

It was getting ridiculous.

Trying to bend more aether still to wrap around his core resulted in the new segments of weave bending like stubborn wood, only to snap back rigid and firm. Was this his limit? With so much aether left to straighten out, Jake wasn’t sure that was going to work out for him.

Jake began the process of forming a new core when his strands of aether began to snap apart and peel away. No, no, no. This is too much, too soon, Jake hissed. His break in focus only led to more aether snapping free. Jake drew in a ragged, dry, and bloody breath as he restored the damaged links.

You have taken 40 damage.

Health: 10/100

If I can’t build a core out of this aether, I’ll just work it into my body, then, Jake thought. With one part of his mind straining to hold together his freshly wrapped core, he used the rest of it to channel the aether through his body. The first priority was repairing the damage caused to his core and body thanks to the aether poisoning coursing through his veins. His second priority was to make sure he had enough health to take another hit of damage, he shifted the flow of aether into his muscles, bones, tendons, and organs. He fed every part of his body aether to make it stronger, tougher, faster, and better than before. The absurd amount of aether flowing through him began to grow into a more manageable amount, looking less and less like a wild tangle of jungle and more like…the beginnings of well-organized electrical and network wiring. Those were good images to hold in his mind as he wove the bombardment of aether into the very fiber of his being.

From the corner of his eye he watched his health tick up quickly. Was this thanks to the excess aether flowing through him or his intense focus to survive? Jake wished he knew. If it was his focus it could really come in handy during a fight.

Health 46/100

That seemed like a comfortable enough number to try reforming his core. He needed to get that situation under control before he turned into some sort of mutant. Jake saw himself almost as a marionette. Thick strands of aether hung from every part of his body, pouring out into the air, just waiting for someone to tug and manipulate them.

That someone was him.

Jake took another long, bloody breath and swallowed a mouthful of his own putrid blood. He wasn’t sure how long he had been cultivating for, but he knew for a fact he had never handled this much raw aether before. The toxins flooding out of his body must have been absurd.

The brief distraction cost him; another vicious, wrenching pain ripped at his core.

Focus, Jake ordered himself.

With his jaw firm and eyes shut tight, Jake exhaled and relaxed. His one and only focus was forging a new core.

The process began as it had the first time—a growing warmth spread from his chest with an intensifying heat. Little by little that heat built into a roaring inferno with a hammering pressure beating down upon him. Jake coughed and spat out a thick glob of blood.

You have taken 40 damage.

Health: 6/100

Jake threw the notification aside. He didn’t need the distraction. It was do or die.

The heat continued to build within him as the pressure mounted upon his body. He was but a piece of raw, impure metal being pounded into shape at the forge of cultivation, and it hurt like hell. Bones cracked. Joints popped. Muscles snapped and trembled under the strain of a rushed core formation. Jake didn’t care about the pain. He could handle pain. He couldn’t handle abandoning his sister in this merciless world.

The sphere of condensed aether deep within him glowed like a sun under the unyielding pressure and compression Jake put upon it. Arcs of violet electricity launched across the sphere like wild solar flares. Sweat poured down Jake’s body like a river as the heat built and built, and then the core erupted in a brilliant flash of light.

Air was forced out of Jake’s lungs. In a desperate gasp he tried to draw in a breath that wouldn’t come, and his body collapsed to the dirt.

Jake’s heart beat in his chest, and his eyes shot open. The grey-blue sky was still there through the fog drifting through the forest. Weak drafts of cool air were pulled into his nose.

He was alive?

Jake brought his mind back into focus and turned it toward his core. There, deep within his chest, was a brilliant, glowing sun encapsulated by a strong metal sphere wrapped in the intricately woven pattern Jake had envisioned. This pattern was inlaid in a metallic golden color that shone bright against the brilliant glow radiating from his core.

This was a big jump, far too big to be normal. Jake couldn’t believe this was a simple level-two core—it had to be bigger than that. At least three. Unfortunately, his HUD provided no information on the matter. He would have to ask Nokor later, if the ogre and his cultivators back at Scotch Creek had survived the aether bloom.

Jake’s eyes widened. The others! He tried to shoot up, but his weakened body strained just to inch up. He planted his hand on a wet black puddle with thin rivulets of crimson streaming from it. It was all the impurities flushed out of his body, an entire pool of the stuff.

As he forced himself to sit back up, Jake’s body dripped black and his clothes were ruined. Anyone who looked at him probably thought he’d just gone diving in a pool of oil.

But that was a solvable problem. The lives of his cultivators? Well, those were in their hands.

Mason and Tanya were still deep in their cultivation, jaws tense, bodies pouring out rivers of black sweat. Darius was in a similar situation until his spine suddenly straightened like someone had taken a taser directly to his heart.

Darius collapsed to his side.

Jake crawled toward him. “Darius, hey Darius, are you alive?” Jake asked, his words weak and ragged.

Darius sucked in a sharp breath, his eyes wide like he was seeing for the first time. “M-master?” he asked in a small, frail voice.

Jake groaned internally, but smiled at Darius. “I’m here, Darius. You’re alive. You made it through.”

“Is it cool if I just stay down for a bit? I’m exhausted.” Darius rolled over onto his back in a pool of his own filth.

Jake patted him on the chest. “Take all the time you need.”

Tanya and Mason followed the same pattern shortly after. The pair gasped and collapsed to their sides, perfectly still and lifeless until they gasped for breath.

Mason hacked and wheezed, spitting up black globs stained in crimson.

Tanya retched and threw up a river of the same ichor all over the ground. “Hngh…that sucked. So much.”

Jake pushed himself back onto his knees. “But you’re alive, and that’s what counts. Rest up.”

“In this filth?” Tanya whined. She tried to crawl away but only managed to fall face-first into the black fluids ejected by her body.

Jake crawled over and rolled her onto her side. “Yes, in this filth.” He wiped her face as best he could with a trembling hand, then pushed her to her back. “Cultivation is a filthy business. We can worry about cleaning up and fresh clothes later. Just rest for now.”

Tanya grunted and was ready to complain some more.

Mason interrupted. “Listen to the man, Tanya. He’s been through this before. Besides, the forest air is good for you.”

“Ugh. The forest air almost killed us.” Tanya retched again but swallowed it down. “Gross. Where’s that healer? I need him to put me back together.”

Jake blinked. He turned toward Tim, who was still unconscious on the forest floor. According to his readout, Tim was still at full health but his status listed the… Well, the unconscious status effect. Hazel, care to explain?

Ahem, yes. It appears the nano-pill has a built-in safety mechanism in the event of extreme proximity to aether blooms like we experienced just now, Hazel answered. Even a class user such as Tim can be overwhelmed by the sudden rush of aether, but rather than forcing him to consciously handle the excess aether, the system forces them into a coma while the nanites work furiously to clear his body.

So he’s going to live? Jake asked. It was the only thing that really mattered.

He may be unconscious for the rest of the day, Hazel said. Maybe longer. An aether bloom like this has never been recorded in the whole of Collective history.

Ever? Jake’s eyes widened.

Ever, Hazel agreed.

What’s an aether bloom, anyway? Jake asked.

When aether flowers reach full maturity they spark off an aether bloom. Think of it like a growth spurt for you humans, which make them grow far larger and far quicker than normal, Hazel explained. This event results in the sudden eruption of aether into a planet’s atmosphere. The plants themselves continue to produce aether, of course, at far higher rates than anything the flowers could hope to. But now that this first bloom has occurred…things are about to change.

Change how? Jake pressed.

Aether plants will not be limited to fertilized areas now, Hazel said. Aether animals such as the fire pig will roam around far more freely through the world, and anyone or anything who could not tame the tsunami of aether is going to change…for the worse.

Jake’s fears returned to Scotch Creek and his cultivators there. Then his eyes widened as he remembered the novice cultivators back in Armstrong. “Oh shit.”


Chapter fifteen
Sam


Alhim paced about the elven transport with pursed lips. He quietly hummed and muttered to himself as he inspected every inch of the vehicle. He tested all the hatches, checked that it ran, and made sure the hover drive was working as intended before he returned to a very anxious Salvador and Sam.

“It’s in decent condition, but it will needs some repair and clean-up before we can put it up for sale,” Alhim said.

Sam pursed her lips. She didn’t like where this was going.

Salvador nodded. “Sounds fair, sounds fair. What price you thinking, Alhim?”

“Ninety-five thousand aether.”

Sam’s jaw tensed, but she refused to let out any signs of her frustration.

“Alhim, buddy, you said a hundred-twenty before,” Salvador insisted. “How about one-ten? The story alone more than makes up for your expenses.”

Alhim frowned. “Ninety-eight thousand aether.”

Salvador took a knee and met Alhim’s gaze. “Come on. We both know you’re getting a steal here. You said it yourself. A lot of people would love to rain on House Oberon’s parade. I bet we’re not even getting a quarter of what this transport’s actually going to earn you.”

Sam sent Salvador a private message. “How do you know any of this?”

“I don’t,” Salvador answered. “But Alhim is telling me everything I need to know.”

The gnome stroked his pointed goatee as he stared off into empty space. Even Sam could tell Alhim was running the numbers in his head. “A hundred-and-two thousand aether, and I won’t move from that price, Sal.”

“What do you think?” Salvador asked. “We can pile our aether together and pick up the phantom at that price, just like you said.”

“I was hoping we could keep more of our aether to level up,” Sam said over their private line.

“In a perfect world, sure,” Salvador said. “But this gets us what we need right now for our trip, and we can be out of here before Brad shows up.”

Sam mulled it over as she pulled up the map. Brad was coming. In another half hour or so he’d arrive, and she wasn’t in the mood to deal with him or Les. “We’ll take it.”

Alhim’s face lit up. “Fantastic! Now how about we give you that test drive before you leave?”

“Actually we’re just going to take the phantom and go, if you don’t mind, Alhim,” Sam said. “The sooner we get this mission done and over with, the better we’ll be.”

Salvador moved to Sam’s side. “That’s not how buying a car works, Sam. There’s all sorts of paperwork, extra fees to deal with—”

“OK,” Alhim said.

“What?” Salvador blinked.

Alhim grinned from ear to ear. “I don’t know what kind of racket you humans deal with for the exchange of vehicles, but here in the Sparkgear Consortium, things are simple. Pay for your goods and they’re yours.”

“No sneaky, knife-in-the-back hidden fees or financing shenanigans?” Salvador asked with clear awe on his face.

Alhim waved for them to follow him back inside. “You are covering the full cost of the vehicle. There is no need for financing. Not that either of you could get any. You aren’t signed up with any Collective banks, nor are there any on Earth for that process to begin. No, you can take the phantom as soon as you pay the twenty-thousand-aether difference.”

“That’s awesome,” Salvador said. “We should’ve had gnome car salesmen on Earth a long time ago. It would have saved me so much on my loans. Seriously, a six-grand, used clunker got blown up to thirteen grand with all the nonsense extra fees.”

Alhim laughed. “Oh, we still have situations like that. Usually when people don’t pay their loans on time.”

“This was right out of the gate,” Salvador said.

“Tragic,” Alhim agreed as he led the way through to the show floor. He took them all the way up to the phantom. “Now, which one of you shall I designate as the vehicle’s owner?”

Sam and Salvador pointed at one another.

Salvador blinked. “What? Why me?”

“Because you found the phantom? It seems pretty fair to me,” Sam said.

Salvador laughed. “Oh no, no, no, missy. You’re the one that’s going to be on the hook for this. This is all you.”

Alhim raised a brow. “Is something the matter with our deal?”

“No,” Sam and Salvador answered in unison.

Sam ran a hand through her hair. Salvador had a point. She was the one selling the elven transport without permission from the guild. She was the officer acting as a representative of Invictus. If the responsibility had to fall on anyone’s shoulders, it was hers. “I’ll claim ownership of the vehicle. Salvador can drive it too, right?”

Alhim nodded and sent her over the contract. “You can block or allow access to as many people as you like, Sam. Personally I keep most vehicles unlocked for emergency access. You never know when a fraction of a second will save your life on an unknown world.”

“Seems like a quick way to get your car stolen,” Salvador commented.

Alhim chuckled. “I thought the same, but in all my years hopping planets it has never happened once. Now, high-value property like this ship?” He gestured at the ship around them. “We’re locking it down with everything we have.”

Sam nodded along to the conversation as she scanned the contract for any hidden fees, terms, or conditions, but it all looked good. “Everything looks good. We’re ready to pull the trigger on this.”

Salvador sent Sam his aether. In a second she signed the deal and paid Alhim.

A delighted smile spread across his face. “Wonderful! Everything appears to be in order. Now, if you ever need any servicing, feel free to bring the phantom back and we’ll take care of it for you.” He walked over to the phantom, and with a wave of his hand the driver’s side door opened vertically. Alhim waved Sam and Salvador over. “The controls are essentially identical to the elven transport’s, with a couple of exceptions. The stealth controls are up top, and we have a… I believe you humans call it a gear-shift system on this vehicle. Those are incremented up and down, with the triggers at each control stick. That is an optional level of control, if you are so inclined. Any questions?”

Salvador looked at Sam with the biggest puppy dog eyes he could muster. “Can I drive?”

Sam placed her hands on her hips. “I don’t know, Sal! You might be a terrible driver.”

“I am no such thing!” He straightened in mock offense. “I’ll have you know I had an unhealthy obsession with The Fast and the Furious movies—especially Tokyo Drift—and I got damn good at it because of them.”

Sam gave him a pained grin. “That’s doing the opposite of convincing me here, Sal.”

“Yeah well, you wouldn’t have found this beauty if it weren’t for me, and you drove the whole way up here,” Salvador countered.

Sam chuckled. “Fine, you can drive the phantom first. Just take it easy—it’s a new ride.”

Salvador clapped his hands together. “That’s what I’m talking about.” He shook Alhim’s hand. “And thank you for showing us the awesome ride and cutting us a sweet deal.”

Alhim smiled. “No problem at all, Sal. Thank you for taking this beauty off my hands. Now take good care of it. I want to see this thing alive and kicking in a month’s time, alright?”

Salvador climbed into the driver’s seat. “Oh ye of little faith. This thing will be in mint condition by next year. I promise.”

Alhim laughed. “I’ve seen enough of you humans driving your own vehicles to know that’s a lie.” With a quick tap of the controls at his wrist, the showroom cleared away the additional vehicles and created a path out to a gate. “Now if you follow the lights that way, you’ll be back outside with your new ride. It’s been a pleasure doing business with you.”

Sam shook Alhim’s hand. “Likewise.” She climbed into the passenger’s seat and made herself comfortable against the… Well, she wasn’t sure they were leather, but they certainly felt like leather seats. The whole interior felt and looked like a high-end luxury car, made all the stranger by the vehicle’s supposedly military design. “Ready to go whenever you are, Sal.”

Salvador rubbed his hands together and took the controls. He took the phantom out nice and slow through the gate and through the gnome’s defensive perimeter like a nice, calm, civilized driver.

That lasted all of two seconds once they were out.

“Let’s see what this baby can do!” Salvador said. He pushed the throttle to max speed.

Sam’s eyes widened at the sudden force slamming her back into her seat. The cushions braced her against the growing forces almost like a gel as Salvador took them out to the streets of Blind Bay.

Sam gripped her harness. “Slow down, Sal!”

“Not yet! I haven’t even begun to put this thing through its paces.” Salvador laughed.

When he flicked a switch, the phantom’s calm, female artificial voice announced, “Manual mode engaged.”

Salvador threw the phantom into a high-speed turn, drifting it around from one corner to another. The phantom’s hover engines thrummed loudly, almost like the sound of a gas-powered sports car speeding through the streets. “Woo!”

Sam clung to her seat’s harness as they went sideways through another high-speed turn. Sam barely caught a glimpse of a sign that read Balmoral before another crossed her vision saying they were on Mountview now. That didn’t matter much, as the next few turns came in an amazing blur of movement.

She wasn’t sure what to be more impressed by—the phantom’s absurd speed and handling, or that Salvador could make heads or tails of anything that was going on around them. Everything was moving so fast. The hairpin turns came so swiftly and without warning that all Sam felt she could do was hang on for dear life.

Before she knew it, Salvador had taken them out to the shoreline and drove the phantom onto the lake, headed north for Scotch Creek. “This thing is awesome!” He glanced over at Sam clutching her harness. “Hey, are you alright, Sam?”

Sam gave a tense nod. “Yeah, I’m fine. Totally fine.”

Salvador grinned from ear to ear. “You’ve never been in a speeding car before, have you?”

Sam considered coming up with an elaborate story to the contrary. She was certain that ship had sailed the second Salvador took them beyond the wall. “No, most cars I’ve been in have been driven by sane people. Not speed-crazed madmen.”

Salvador’s grin only broadened. “Sanity is highly overrated, Sam.” He chuckled and went back to full speed across the lake. “So! Do we have a destination in mind?”

Sam drew a deep breath and tried to ignore that they were speeding toward a rapidly approaching shoreline. She pulled up her map and circled a mountainous area northwest of the radio tower. “Around here somewhere is where we think the dwarves might be, but this is all going off of a guess based on hearsay from orcs.”

“That’s a pretty mountainous area there. If dwarves are anything like the stories, it would make sense for them to be there,” Salvador casually commented as he shot the phantom up the shoreline and across a wooded road.

“What do you know about dwarves?” Sam asked before Salvador threw them into a sharp drift around the woods. She caught a glimpse of the Gaming Center and then it was gone in a blink.

“They’re big fans of mountains and rocky areas,” Salvador said. In seconds they were out of town and heading toward one of the service roads north through the woods. “Not just because of the natural defensive properties that come with living on or in a mountain, but because of the raw ores and minerals they can pull from those.” Salvador perked up as he realized something. “Do you think the dwarves found something in the mountains?”

Sam considered the possibility. “They might have. I don’t know anything about the mountains up north, so your guess is as good as mine.”

Salvador nodded. “Well at the speed this thing goes, we’ll find out in a few minutes. Hang on to your butt.” He threw the phantom back to full speed.

Sam sank back into her seat and drew long, slow breaths to keep herself calm. She knew Salvador was a good driver—an insane one, but skilled. She just had to trust he wouldn’t do anything too terribly stupid in the mean time.

A flash of violet light erupted in the distant horizon of the rear-view display.

“Woah, what is that?” Sam asked.

“Not a clue,” Salvador said with awe in his voice.

Another eruption of violet light shot into the heavens ahead of them. More and more erupted all around them. The blue sky of the Earth turned violet as particles of debris seemed to fly up toward the heavens with the violet lights.

“Extreme aether bloom detected,” the phantom’s artificial voice said. “Please bring the vehicle to a halt at your earliest convenience.”

“What? Why?” Salvador asked as they sped deep into the woods.

Walls of pulsating, rippling violet energy erupted from the forest around them. Their approach was fast, violent, and only made faster by the phantom’s speed.

“That! That’s why,” Sam shouted. “Hit the brakes, Sal.”

Salvador did just that, but it was too little too late. The phantom shook wildly beneath them as the waves of violet energy slammed into them.

Sam felt like someone had clamped a pair of jumper cables to her spine. She opened her mouth to scream but nothing came out. Aether coursed wildly through her body as red error messages and notifications flooded her vision.

Salvador’s body slackened under the overwhelming torrent of aether. His turns and swings of the phantom grew slower, sloppier, until his hands slipped off the controls. He was out like a light.

Sam wasn’t far off, but she had to do something before they crashed. As her consciousness tried to drift away, Sam’s thoughts raced for something, anything that could help them out of this mess. If they couldn’t stop the speeding phantom, they were as good as dead. Really wish I had spent more time talking to Alhim about this thing. That was when an idea struck her. The phantom had an artificial voice, so what was to stop the phantom from having an autopilot?

“Autopilot,” Sam ordered even as her words slurred. “Take control. Stop. Phantom. Now…” Her body went limp against the seat as darkness overtook her.

***

Sam’s eyes shot open with a sharp gasp for air. She scanned the unfamiliar surroundings in a panic, only to realize she was still inside the phantom. The interior looked intact. That was a good sign. They hadn’t just flattened themselves against the trees. Sam looked to the outside world; it was dark out and the world looked different, alien even. Worst of all, the trees drifted by like they were moving.

Trees pulsed with energies they never had before. The trees seemed to be taller, thicker, with strange formations resembling veins running through them.

Sam rubbed at her temples. How long was I out?

Approximately five hours, Olivia answered.

Sam could believe that, though she wished it had been a more restful time. Her head pulsed like someone had just taken a bat to the back of her skull.

Salvador was still next to her, but fast asleep.

Sam considered waking him up, but decided it probably wasn’t a great idea after what had just happened. Where are we, Olivia? This doesn’t look like Earth.

We are currently somewhere between the Lichen Mountain and Mt. Mobey. Just south of our destination is the Pukeashun Mountain, Olivia explained. The autopilot apparently didn’t catch the part where you said stop and just assumed you wanted to go to the marked area.

It shouldn’t have taken five hours to get there, though, Sam said.

Autopilot moves far slower than a living pilot, for safety reasons, Olivia said. Especially in the woods where accidents are far more likely to occur. If you like, we can disable the safety fea… Olivia trailed off and fell silent.

Red text flashed across Sam’s vision.

Warning: Incoming Update.

Please Stand by…

Seconds drifted by in silence. Olivia? Sam asked.

There was no response. No sweet, motherly voice in her head to tell her what was going on, or even that everything would be alright. It was just Sam, alone with her mind and her thoughts for the first time since the apocalypse began. She didn’t know what to do with this newfound privacy, least of all now, when she wanted answers more than anything.

Update completed.

Rebooting…

Operating System 2.5 is now active.

New feature: Perks.

Earn one class perk point for every class level.

Earn one skill perk point for every five skill levels.

Earn one ability perk point for every five ability levels.

Perks can be reset at any time for the cost of one thousand aether per perk.

Woah! What just happened there? Olivia’s voice suddenly came back into Sam’s mind.

You had an update, Sam said, wondering how her muse didn’t know this.

Oh. So I did. This is an interesting feature set, Olivia said. Interesting. Very interesting. I don’t believe any of the other races have access to anything like this, and it is a big edge.

Rogue — Level 2: +2 Perk Points.

Daggers — Level 6: +1 Perk Point.

Stealth — Level 5: +1 Perk Point.

Acrobatics — Level 7: +1 Perk Point.

Crossbows — Level 5: +1 Perk Point.

Sam blinked at all her new perk points. Disappointingly, none were for any of her abilities, but if this worked like the games she was thinking of, each one of those perk points would go to a different skill tree. All of which would allow for a greater variety of build options and give her one hell of a headache trying to figure it all out.

Time to see what goodies we get. Sam smiled.

She figured the rogue class would be the more complicated animal to tackle, so she went to her skills first, starting with the dagger. She had two options, Dagger Mastery or Dual Flurry. Dagger Mastery granted her a twenty-percent bonus to damage with daggers, along with a ten-percent critical chance, which Sam translated to an easier time slipping her knives into important areas rather than any random burst of damage. Dual Flurry, on the other hand, made her attacks faster by thirty-five percent while she was dual wielding. Seeing as she was always dual wielding, either her knives or a knife and her crossbow, the choice was obvious. She went with Dual Flurry.

Moving on to stealth, she had the choice of Muffled Movement or Obfuscation, which was a very fancy way of saying hiding. Probably so the system could avoid having a stealth skill with a perk named stealth. Muffled Movement reduced the noise she made while moving, while Obfuscation made her harder to spot. If Sam was being honest, she was a bit on the small side for a human so staying out of sight wasn’t difficult. Noise was her greatest enemy, so she went with Muffled Movement for her stealth perk. From what she saw of that particular line of upgrades, she could eventually reach a point where she could run at a full sprint without so much as making a sound.

Acrobatics was a simple choice between jumping higher, using less stamina to jump, or being able to land from greater heights without taking damage. After nearly dying thanks to her Flicker Strike throwing her on top of a seeker, she decided minimizing fall damage was the way to go.

Then came crossbows.

Overdraw granted her an additional twenty-percent damage with her crossbow. It was a badly needed upgrade, but one she could go without if she simply invested in a new crossbow. Her current one was…lacking, to say the least. Then there was Eagle Eye, an interesting perk with the ability to zoom in up to four times her normal vision without the use of any optics. The upgrade could be taken an additional two times to have up to a maximum of twenty times magnification, but the second level required rank ten and the third rank twenty. Sam wasn’t sure when she would need to make a long-distance shot, but if it meant carrying around less equipment, the perk sounded like a fantastic deal to her. She picked up Eagle Eye for her crossbow perk.

Finally there were the two rogue perks.

This section of the perk tree was different. It didn’t have levels and progression paths that guided her from one perk to another so much as a slew of choices to pick from, and there were far too many to go through in detail.

Two perks stood out to her, though.

Critical Eye, the ability to identify an enemy's weak spots thereby making them easier to attack. That was a no-brainer to take. The second was Fencing Lessons, which increased her ability to parry and counterattack with deadly precision.

That was a lot of upgrades I just got, Sam admitted. Why do you think I—She glanced at Sal—we got these perks?

According to Lucy—the AI above all of us muses, and the reason we exist in the first place—it is thanks to that aether bloom. It was far beyond anything that has ever happened throughout Collective history. Like your world was starved for aether, and once it had a taste, it exploded with potential, Olivia said.

What does any of that have to do with us humans? Sam asked.

You humans are no different in that regard from your planet. Your bodies’ response to aether is off the charts, Olivia said. This phenomenon spreads to most every life form on this planet, but humans were especially well suited to absorb the sudden surge of aether. Which comes with one very big benefit and one enormous drawback.

Sam sighed. Let me guess. The benefit is we can now earn perk points to further specialize ourselves, right? Our abilities are superior to a normal class user of our level, and perhaps the levels above.

That’s about right on the positives, yes, Olivia confirmed. The negatives are far less fun, however. This means that any human who doesn’t have a nano-pill is far more susceptible to aether poisoning, and the potential threat level of a mutated human is… Well—it’s unknown, quite frankly. Aether-poisoning victims of other races often become wild, feral creatures. Like zombies. The longer they survive the more powerful they become, but if what Lucy has told us is true, super zombies might just be scratching the surface of what we could deal with here.

Sam frowned. Are they at least going to be worth a ton of aether to kill?

Oh most definitely. Their bodies would be so heavily saturated with aether they’re basically murderous treasure chests, Olivia said.

My favorite kind, Sam said with an amused huff. Wait, if we were bombarded with aether and our bodies soak it in far better than anyone else, what happened to Jake and his cultivators?

Sam pulled up the map before Olivia could formulate a reply. She let out a relieved breath when she saw her brother’s map marker back in Armstrong. Alive and well.

Yes, cultivators are especially susceptible to aether poisoning when exposed to an aether bloom, Olivia explained. The nano-pill can only do so much to mitigate the effects. Where an aether bloom would otherwise be instantly fatal, the nano-pill buys them precious minutes to get their aether under control. Lucy actually learned this by watching Jake.

That was good news. Her brother was alive, and there was a good chance the rest of his cultivators had survived as well. Sam only hoped the young ones back at the Hub had survived. They did have Nokor to guide them, after all.

Wait, so would the aether bloom affect the other races? Sam asked.

Olivia was silent for a moment. No, it appears not in any significant way. At most they received a nice, hefty bonus chunk of aether. But that is nothing compared to what humanity received.

Sam couldn’t help the grin tugging at her lips. Looks like this is where we start turning the tables, then.

Salvador suddenly jumped with a sharp breath, looked around, and patted himself down. “Wha—? What happened? Where am I?” Salvador blinked. “Updates? Perks? What is all this?”

Sam laughed and patted his arm. “Welcome to a brave new world of human ass-kicking potential. I have a lot to get you caught up on.”

Salvador rubbed at his head. “Could we not? My head’s killing me.”

Sam shook her head. “Oh no, you’re going to take all this information and you’re going to like it, mister. This is too good to pass up.”

“Warning. Combat signatures detected,” the phantom’s calm, artificial voice announced. “Disengaging autopilot. Activating stealth protocols.”

Sam checked the phantom’s sensors and spotted a red blob of dots clashing with a yellow blob flagged with question marks. “What do all of these dots mean?”

“Orc signatures detected,” the phantom explained. “Known hostile faction. Dwarven signatures detected. Hostility: unknown.”

Sam grinned. “Well today just keeps getting better and better. Are you ready to go, Sal?”

Salvador stared at the ceiling. “With all of these choices? I’m going to need a half hour at least.”

Sam got out of the phantom and moved over to the driver’s side. She grasped Salvador by his assassin’s garb. “You’ll have plenty of time on the run over. Let’s go.”


Chapter sixteen
Brad


The armored convoy made a beeline for the gnome ship in Blind Bay. They cut through the woods, smashed through the ruined remains of houses, and got back on the highway.

When they arrived at the gnome ship, Brad got a glimpse of a sleek, black hover car jetting away from the gnome ship. It was a beautiful machine, and it looked expensive, too. But fancy toys weren’t even on his top-ten list of priorities at the moment.

Gnome guards waved the convoy through the gates securing the ship. Brad caught a glimpse of an elven transport parked off to the side that looked like one they had claimed from House Oberon.

“Isn’t that one of ours?” Michael asked.

“Unless there are still House Oberon elves running around, it should be,” Brad said.

“There you are!” Xaxi’s voice came in through a private line. “I was beginning to worry something might have happened to you when only that Sam lass and her friend Salvador showed up.”

“Sam and Salvador were here?” Brad asked.

“Aye,” Xaxi said. “They left just before you arrived, but we can talk about that when you offload the goods.” Lights at the mouth of the gnome ship flashed online. “You know what to do. Drive straight on through to the cargo bay and my people’ll help you empty out those transports.”

Brad nodded to himself. He found it odd that Sam and Salvador would have come to the gnomes if they were going to look for the dwarves. Maybe they had come looking for information on the aliens, like Brad and his people were seeking information on the strange drones that attacked them.

He planted his boot on one of the dead scarab drones in their transport as a curious thought came to mind. One of their transports was sitting outside. Sam and Salvador had left before Brad’s convoy arrived at the gnome ship, probably around the same time as that black hover car sped off. It didn’t make sense to Brad that Sam would trade one of their transports without saying anything, especially when making a purchase as big as a vehicle. But she was hanging out with that Salvador guy. Brad didn’t know much about the guy, but he might be a bad influence on Sam.

This is going to be an interesting conversation, isn’t it? Brad thought to himself as they reached the cargo bay at the heart of the gnome ship.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we have arrived at the Sparkgear Consortium’s cargo bay,” Michael announced in his best deadpan. “I would like to thank you for choosing Cyr Kinda-Sorta Airlines and wish you a wonderful rest of your trip.” He deactivated the transport and stepped out of the driver’s cabin.

Les met his gaze with a grin. “So was that your real job before the apocalypse? An airline pilot?”

Michael chuckled. “No. But it’s a fun act to pull.” He gave her a wink.

“Come on, let’s get this stuff offloaded. Everyone grab a drone.”

Brad and his party disembarked their transport, each with a drone in hand. The rest of their convoy disembarked with resources gathered from aether plants. Their harvest wasn’t exactly ideal thanks to the drone ambush, but it would still net them a decent profit.

Xaxi walked up to Brad as her gnomes went to work assisting the humans. “This shipment’s looking a little light, Brad.” Her voice was stern, though the raised brow and hint of a smirk on her lips told him there were no hard feelings.

“I know, Captain. I’m sorry,” Brad said.

Xaxi held up a hand to stop him. “We’ve been solid business partners for a while now, Brad. You can call me Xaxi.”

Brad nodded. “Awesome.” He dropped the scarab at Xaxi’s feet. “So, any idea what these things are?”

Les held up one of the winged snakes by the throat. Michael held up two while Rebecca and Les piled the dead scarabs on top of Brad’s. Ceres and Teresa hauled out more of the flying snakes. Regardless of what Xaxi knew about them, they were bound to have some value. Probably.

Xaxi’s mouth hung open as her brow pinched together. “Now what in the void are these contraptions?” She pulled one of the scarabs free to inspect.

“That’s what I’d like to know,” Brad said. “We were out in an aether field when these things came at us out of nowhere. I was hoping you might know something.”

Xaxi hefted the drone up and drew a knife from her belt to poke and prod at the damaged metal. A loud clatter caught everyone’s attention as a slab fell off. Xaxi picked it up. “Oh, that’s no good. That’s not good at all.”

“What’s not good?” Les asked.

Xaxi flipped the slab over to show Brad and his party. There was an emblem with two crescents pointed down and a third pointed up. Running through the middle of the crescents was an elongated diamond. A circle of segmented squares with triangles carved out of them all pointed down toward the center of the emblem with the top and bottom of this ring using solid chevrons to point away from the symbol. The outer ring’s design reminded Brad of a stargate from the old show he used to catch reruns of as a kid.

“These are pharaoh drones,” Xaxi said.

“Is that why they didn’t give us any aether?” Ceres asked.

Xaxi frowned. “Probably.”

“Probably?” Ceres pressed.

Xaxi nodded. “The pharaohs are a strange faction in the Collective. Where most of the major races have their differences and sub-factions, the pharaohs are one tightly knit empire with an extremely well-regimented caste system. They are also extreme isolationists.”

“But if they’re extreme isolationists, why are they here on Earth?” Brad asked. “I thought isolationists wanted to avoid dealing with things outside of their nations or empires or whatever the pharaohs do.”

Xaxi casually dropped the slab of metal on the scarab drone. “Some do. In the pharaohs’ case, they don’t particularly want anything to do with the Collective. Their membership within the Collective was born more from necessity than anything. Something about an ancient war. It was well before my time, and the gnomes joined the Collective toward the end of the conflict, so our records are lacking on the subject. But apparently the pharaohs are still worried about this ancient threat because they are still one of the member races.”

“Is this something we should be concerned about?” Teresa asked.

Xaxi shook her head. “The pharaohs? Very. Long-lost ancient enemies of bygone eras? Not at all. If such a threat was still present, the Collective’s vast sensor arrays would give us plenty of warning. Not to mention all the drones constantly being sent out to inspect distant stars and galaxies.”

“Well, at least that’s reassuring news,” Teresa said. “So how is it that you know anything about the pharaohs if they’re such isolationists?”

“Runaways mostly,” Xaxi explained. “You know how the elves collect slaves, right?”

Brad nodded. “Right.”

“Well the elves are the humane slavers in the Collective,” Xaxi said. “Their slaves are used for manual labor, servant roles, or entertainment.”

Michael leaned down to Xaxi. “What kinda entertainment are we talking here?”

Xaxi pushed him back with a finger on his forehead. “Blood sports and others not worth mentioning in polite company.”

Michael grinned. “Watch out guys, next time we see some elves I might just let them run off with me. If they’re cute.”

Brad ignored Michael. “If that’s humane, then what exactly do the pharaohs do?”

“Well, the elves actually take care of their slaves,” Xaxi continued. “They are property to be well maintained. There are, of course, elves that take their ownership too far, but for the most part if you end up as an elven slave you won’t have to worry about being a conscript in the military. See, the elves actually prefer to fight their own wars. It’s an honor thing for them.”

Brad furrowed his brow.

Luther met his gaze, then turned to Xaxi. “Back at Armstrong, we found a dead human body that was shot to pieces. It had strange burn marks around the neck, like a collar had been attached to it.”

Xaxi pointed at Luther. “Was the burn pattern segmented and potentially ornate?”

Luther nodded. “Yeah it looked like there could have been gems used in the collar.”

Xaxi drew in a deep breath. “That’s definitely pharaoh handiwork. Like I said before, most of the information we have on the pharaohs comes from runaways. Most of these are slaves, but a rare few are pharaohs themselves. Those markings are from slave collars used to control their conscripts. They ensure obedience and are near impossible to take off due to the pain they shoot through their wearer.”

“How bad are we talking here?” Les asked.

“It has been described to me as sawing off your own head,” Xaxi answered grimly.

Brad grimaced as he rubbed at his neck. “That’s not great.”

“It isn’t,” Xaxi said. “Which is why whenever a slave is strong enough to remove their own collar, they are viciously executed. They can’t allow the other slaves to get any ideas.”

Brad clenched his hand into a fist, imagining himself going through all that pain just to be butchered. Whatever drove the dead slave to tear off their collar in front of their masters must have been far too much to bear.

Michael placed his hands on his hips. “So if the pharaohs are such a powerful empire, what do they need slaves for? Couldn’t they just raise armies on their own?”

“They can and they do,” Xaxi said. “But employing slaves from other races gives them greater numbers and tactical flexibility. When the slaves aren’t obedient, they serve as meat shields for the pharaoh forces. When the slaves are more compliant, they are properly trained and granted better equipment as they elevate themselves through the auxiliary ranks.”

Teresa nodded. “Ruthless but reasonable.”

Ceres frowned. “How can you say that’s reasonable, Teresa?”

“Ceres, we’re mages. We cannot go anywhere without meat shields,” Teresa explained.

Ceres’ frown only deepened. “I like to think of them as traveling companions.”

Teresa only grinned.

“So these pharaohs are stealing people to build up their army and rewarding loyal slaves, then. That explains these scarabs.” Brad kicked one of the dead machines. “These things grabbed some of our people and they almost took me along for the ride.”

“And I’m sorry I almost killed you!” Rebecca cut in.

Xaxi pursed her lips. “I was wondering if this was some strange new human fashion trend.”

Brad laughed. “Distressed clothing is definitely a thing we humans do for some reason.” He turned his attention to Luther’s healer. “Don’t worry about it, Rebecca. If you couldn’t kill the scarab, you would have saved me from a life as a pharaoh slave.”

“It would have been a short one, knowing you,” Les commented.

Brad nodded. “So, how come these drones didn’t give us aether when we killed them?”

Xaxi shook her head. “I wish I could tell you, but we haven’t got a clue. The pharaohs like to keep to themselves, and that includes their tech.” She flipped over one of the scarabs. “I can have some of my techs look at these things, but your guess is as good as mine as to how they actually work.”

“We should take some back to Rebecca’s brother, William. He’s got a way with tech I can’t even begin to comprehend,” Luther said.

Brad handed one of the scarabs to Luther. “Good call. You can take a couple to William, we’ll take some up to Alan, and leave the rest with Xaxi here.” He smiled at the gnome captain. “If you wouldn’t mind poking around pharaoh tech.”

Xaxi gave an amused huff. “Mind? My people love poking around alien tech. Especially pharaoh stuff. This will be a treat for them.”

“Fantastic.” Brad smiled. “Then they’re yours, free of charge. Just let us know if you find out anything about them.”

Xaxi nodded. “Like I would leave my favorite humans in the dark.”

Les pointed at the flying snake drone in her hand. “Any idea why they would attack us with these things rather than going for capture?”

“They were likely testing you,” Xaxi said. “Conscripting slaves is all well and good, but if they can’t survive a simple engagement are they even worth the trouble?”

Les furrowed her brow. “That’s one hell of a draft.”

Xaxi set her hand on her hips. “The pharaohs never were the friendliest bunch. My advice is to steer clear of them if you can help it. Otherwise get ready for some heavy duty fighting. Their tech and skill outclasses most of the other races in the Collective.”

“What I’m hearing is they’re worth a lot of aether to kill.” Les grinned.

“If you can kill them,” Xaxi insisted.

Michael shrugged. “Jake and his friends managed to kill a few of them when they saved Nokor.”

“Nokor is an ogre, though,” Xaxi added. “And a powerful cultivator at that. Without his help, they may very well have been enslaved.”

“Details.” Michael waved her off.

Brad shook his head at Michael. “In any case, this is all good information to keep in mind. We may not know where the pharaohs are based, but now we at least have some idea of what we’re dealing with.”

Xaxi grimaced. “I would strongly advise against trying to take a pharaoh base. Those are extremely well defended. At least not until you’ve spoken to Alhim about purchasing some heavy vehicles.”

“How many could we buy with the shipment we brought?” Brad asked.

Xaxi ran the numbers in her head. “Depending on what you want, one heavy tank or mobile artillery. We have a few in our hold, but if you’d like more than that it would be about a week for assembly and up to two weeks for delivery from our closest craft world.”

Brad stroked at his chin. “And if we found some human tanks laying around? Could we overhaul them to be useful?”

Xaxi nodded. “That is another option. A far more affordable one as well. The quality and cost of the upgrade will vary based on materials used and the skill level of the crafter, however.”

Brad smiled. “I know a guy who might be able to do the trick. And if you wouldn’t mind lending us some of your techs, they could really teach him a thing or two.”

“Like I said, they love poking around alien tech,” Xaxi said. “They would probably go just for the chance of tinkering with the stuff.”

Teresa cleared her throat. “This is all well and good for a plan, but this is assuming two things. One: that we find the pharaohs before they find us. Two: that there are even tanks left after the seeder invasion hit.”

Michael let out an innocent whistle.

Everyone turned to stare at him.

“What?” Michael grinned.

Brad leaned in close to him. “What are you hiding up your sleeve?”

“Oh, nothing big.” Michael casually inspected his nails. “Just a couple of potential secret locations that maybe—just maybe—haven’t been turned into smoking craters.” He waved a hand off to the side. “Eastish of Scotch Creek.”

Brad pulled back with his hands on his hips. “And if they have?”

Michael threw his hands up. “The closest publicly listed military base is over by Edmonton, so it’s a bit of a drive.”

Ceres leaned around Teresa. “How do you even know this stuff?”

Michael grinned. “I think tin foil hats are a fantastic fashion accessory.”

Les narrowed her gaze on Michael. “Sounds like bullshit to me.”

Michael’s grin only broadened as he held a finger to his lips.

Brad shook his head with a faint smile. “Fine, keep your secrets. We can go on a road trip later.” His attention returned to Xaxi. “Speaking of secrets, do you mind telling me what Sam was doing here?”

Xaxi tilted her head to the side. “Was it supposed to be a secret? I was under the impression she was on official business here.”

“None that she told us about,” Brad said. “She took on a mission to find the dwarves on her own and left without a word. Next thing I know she shows up here, and you said she left before we arrived.”

Xaxi grimaced. “Then it sounds like a safe bet to assume she wasn’t supposed to sell that transport, either.”

“She what?” Brad almost snapped.

Xaxi nodded. “And Alhim isn’t going to let that one go for anything but the prettiest of pennies.”

Brad rubbed at his brow. His mind went back to the black hover car that had sped out of sight. “Let me guess. It was that black car that darted away.”

“That’d be the one,” Xaxi confirmed. “It was a real high-end piece, too. Alhim tells me it was one of his finest vehicles, but he could never get anyone to buy it. He tells me Salvador was the one driving. That man’s a real speed demon.”

Brad sighed. “Please tell me there was at least some good reason for the purchase.”

Xaxi stared down at the floor with her hands on her hips. “I believe Alhim said they wanted a stealth vehicle to scout out the dwarves. Something small, fast, and stealthy, which that transport they came in was most certainly not.”

“Sam is going to be in so much trouble when she gets home.” Les chuckled.

Brad shook his head. “So long as she comes back in one piece, I don’t care. She didn’t buy that car just to go joyriding with Sal. Sam’s not like that.”

Les rolled her eyes. “But she still sold guild property without so much as asking for permission. That definitely needs a talking to, at the very least.”

“And she’s going to get one. But right now we have bigger problems to deal with,” Brad said.

Les raised a brow. “Which one, exactly? We aren’t exactly low on issues to tackle here.”

Brad opened his mouth to speak when alarms blared through the gnome ship.

“Extreme aether bloom incoming,” announced the ship’s artificial voice. “Brace for impact in five…”

Brad turned to Xaxi. “Extreme aether bloom?”

Xaxi shook her head. “I’ve never heard of anything of the sort. But we should be fine. This old girl is built tougher than she looks.”

“Three… Two… One.”

The wave of violet energy ripped through the ship and slammed into Brad and everyone else on board. It hit him like a truck, and the air was knocked out of his lungs, his eyes bulging as he struggled to catch his balance. Red error messages swarmed across his vision far too quickly to make sense of. He tried blinking them away, dismissing them with thoughts, but there was no response.

Frank, what the hell is going on? Brad asked.

His muse was silent.

Les collapsed to her knees, trying to prop herself up on her sword before falling over. Luther wobbled before Rebecca fell on him and knocked him to the ground. Teresa and Ceres leaned on each other for support, only to slide down to the floor. Michael collapsed onto Xaxi.

Xaxi threw her hands up to catch Michael, but she didn’t seem in the least bit affected by the sudden wave of aether. Only the humans were.

Brad crashed onto his back. Darkness gripped at the edge of his vision. The last thing he saw was Xaxi rush to stand over him, barking out distant orders.

***

Warning: Incoming Update.

Please Stand by…

The script rolled across Brad’s vision.

Update completed.

Rebooting…

Brad drew in a sharp, gasping breath, like it was the very first he had taken in his life. His eyes shot open. He was in a large chamber with gnomes gathered around him and every other member of Invictus that was part of his convoy.

Xaxi was among the gnomes. She rushed over to Brad as soon as he woke up. She placed a hand on his shoulder and pushed him back onto the cot. “Easy there, Brad. You’re alright.”

“Wha—? Where am I? What happened?” he asked in a weak, rasping voice.

Xaxi shook her head. “We don’t know what happened to you or your people. But you’re in our ship still, in the cargo bay. I was worried dragging a few dozen unconscious humans through the halls to the med bay would cause a scene, so we kept you here.”

“Unconscious? You mean there’s nothing wrong with us?” Brad asked.

“Not that we can see,” Xaxi answered.

Operating System 2.5 is now active.

New feature: Perks.

Earn one class perk point for every class level.

Earn one skill perk point for every five skill levels.

Earn one ability perk point for every five ability levels.

Perks can be reset at any time for the cost of one thousand aether per perk.

Brad blinked. “Did you just get that update too?”

“What update?” Xaxi asked.

Brad blinked away the strain in his eyes. “The one about perks?”

Xaxi shook her head. “We didn’t get anything about any upgrades. Then again, none of us were affected by that wave like you were.”

Healer — Level 2: +2 Perk Points.

Shotguns — Level 7: +1 Perk Point.

Healing — Level 7: +1 Perk Point.

Siphon — Level 5: +1 Perk Point.

Blunt Weapons — Level 5: +1 Perk Point.

Companion — Level 5: +1 Perk Point.

This is amazing. But wait, my intuition isn’t level five yet? Brad wondered. He pulled up his skill list and scrolled down to intuition. He frowned at the number. It was far too low to earn a perk point.

Frank’s voice came through his mind. Seeing as you’re about as thick in the head as a brick house? I’m amazed you have two levels of intuition.

You’re alive! Brad said.

Yes. I am still cursed with the displeasure of babysitting you, Frank teased. How’s the head?

It’s fine. Better than ever, actually. Brad smiled. He couldn’t hide his excitement. Not only did they have levels now, but perks to make them even stronger. He had to get into each of these skill trees and start optimizing his build right away.

From the corner of his eye he noticed Xaxi’s curious gaze fixated on him. “Is there something we need to know, Brad?”

He opened his mouth to answer right away, then stopped himself. Should he mention the perk system they’d just gotten? It was clear from Xaxi’s earlier reaction that she and the rest of her people hadn’t received any such update. Maybe he should keep it a secret. If gnomes and the other races didn’t have access to perks, it meant humans had an edge over them, a potentially massive one. If the other races found out, they could take it in a less-than-favorable manner. They might even rush to exterminate humanity outright.

Brad pulled his lips into a tight line. Hiding the update was out of the question. He had already mentioned it to Xaxi. She and the other gnomes had already heard him blurt out the news of the update. Besides, he considered Xaxi a friend. Hiding the update would only put cracks in the trust they had built up in the short time they’d known each other.

He sat up slowly and ran a hand through his hair. “My system…it got an update,” Brad said in disbelief. “One that added perks to my progression. Probably all of our progressions.” Brad gestured at the other humans slowly rising from unconsciousness.

“Perks?” Xaxi asked. “What are perks?”

Brad took a quick look through his class perks. It was just as he suspected. “They are bonuses to our performance. Upgrades that let us specialize our builds beyond gear choice and what spells we know. We get them for every class level, and every five levels with a spell or skill.”

Xaxi’s eyes widened. “That’s amazing. And terrifying. Do you have any idea what this means, Brad?”

He shook his head.

“It means humanity just got a massive leg-up on every other race in the Collective,” Xaxi whisper-shouted. “You can’t go telling everyone this, do you understand me?”

Brad grimaced. “I’m not sure how we can keep this secret.” He gestured at the gnomes around them. “I’m sure they heard, and there are too many humans on Earth to keep this quiet.”

Xaxi frowned. “Damn it all. You’re right. The second some of the more aggressive factions hear about this, there’s going to be trouble brewing for all of humanity.”

“Extinction-level trouble?” Brad asked.

Xaxi nodded.

Brad sighed and stared up at the ceiling. “It’s a good thing we have this edge then, huh?”

“More than you realize.” Xaxi swatted Brad’s stomach with a backhand. “Now I hope you don’t think this means you can treat us like your lessers. Do you understand me, monkey?”

Brad laughed. “I wouldn’t dream of it, tiny.”

Xaxi smiled. “Good. The last thing we need is another race in the Collective going bad. Things are strained enough with the elves acting like they’re better than everyone and the pharaohs doing whatever they want, whenever they want.”

“What about the dwarves?” Brad asked.

Xaxi gave a light shrug. “They vary from clan to clan. In general, they leave people alone so long as they don’t have something the dwarves want. Then you better hope they’re willing to negotiate for it.”

“Fantastic,” Brad groaned.

“Well, I better get back to work running this ship,” Xaxi said. “You and your people are welcome to stay here as long as you need to.”

Brad nodded. “How long was I out for?”

“About five hours,” Xaxi said as she walked off. “Take care, Brad.”

Brad’s eyes shot wide open. A lot could happen in five hours. His first concern was Sam, Jake, then Scotch Creek and Armstrong. He pulled up his map and saw they were all still alive. Unconscious for the most part, but alive. He heaved a sigh of relief. Between this sudden upgrade, overgrown seeders, and the pharaohs running around, they were going to have to move fast to secure their territory.

But first, Brad had some perk points to allocate.

Healer perks were a no-brainer for him. He took Extended Medicine, which increased the range of all of his healing abilities by twenty-five percent, and another perk called Emergency Medic, which doubled the rate at which he could apply healing. That meant he would burn through mana significantly faster, but it could be the difference between life and death.

For healing he had the option of stronger healing spells with Medical Spike, or reducing the mana cost with Efficient Medicine by twenty-five percent on both cases. Brad again prioritized burst healing. Every encounter, he had seriously been worried about involved high levels of damage being thrown around, where any mistake could prove fatal rather than a grueling grind of long-term combat. There was simply no contest in his mind.

His shotgun skill was the problem, with three choices. He had the choice of Speed Loader, which was self-explanatory, Wall of Lead, and Slugger. The latter two options were the interesting ones. Wall of Lead would actually double the number of pellets fired from buckshot rounds. This upgrade would allow him to shred through soft targets and give him a far easier time hitting fast-movers. Slugger, on the other hand, doubled the force behind slug rounds. Not only did this amplify the damage of his slug rounds, but it gave them a much greater chance of breaking through armor. Brad pursed his lips as he weighed the options. And then he thought back to the hive guard. They were powerless against that thing. Its armor was simply too strong for them to break through. If Brad had had this perk, maybe he could have gotten through the monster’s thick bones to the vulnerable flesh beneath. His choice was made—Brad took Slugger.

Siphon was next, with two interesting choices: Chain Siphon and Amplified Siphon. The chain allowed him to siphon aether from up to five targets with a single cast, while the amplification would double the amount of aether he could siphon from a target. Thinking back to all the time he spent curing aether poisoning going from one person to the next, Brad took Chain Siphon. There were bound to be people out there who still needed aether poisoning cured, especially cultivators who couldn’t handle all the aether flowing through them.

Blunt weapons wasn’t even a contest. He took Crushing Blows so he could do exactly what the perk said on the tin. The other option was Stunning Blows, which increased the chance blunt attacks could stun their target. Brad didn’t even know this was a possibility until he saw the perk, which was why he decided against it. If it wasn’t happening in the first place, then the chance was too low to be worth boosting, or he just wasn’t hitting the right places for it to come into play.

Companion was his final perk point to assign. Brad wiped at his brow and looked at his options. On the one hand he had Savagery, a perk which allowed for finisher attacks and increased their damage by a hundred percent. Brad figured this meant Sweetness could perform glory kills like in Doom, but they wouldn’t be an instant kill if the perk also boosted damage. Still, he figured Sweetness mauling anything he came into contact with was already a finisher. The second option was Unleashed, which would allow Sweetness to grapple a target better than he already could. Sweetness was fast for a honey badger, but Brad didn’t think he was suited to chasing down fleeing enemies and holding them down. Brad picked Savagery. With how often Sweetness mauled things, the perk was bound to come in handy.

“Brad,” Luther’s voice came from behind him. “Got a second?”

Brad turned around and nodded. “Yeah. What’s up, Luther?”

“This whole aether bloom thing. It’s got me worried about my people. I was wondering if we could borrow one of your transports to head back.”

“I was actually thinking the same thing,” Brad said. “We can show you around Scotch Creek another day. Right now our people need us.” He clasped Luther on the shoulder. “Michael’ll give you the rundown on operating a transport.”

Luther smiled. “Thanks, Brad. I really appreciate it.”

Alarms blared through the cargo bay. “Pharaoh ship detected,” the ship’s artificial voice announced. “Pharaoh ship detected.”

Gnome medics scrambled at the announcement.

Brad shot to his feet and grabbed the most senior-looking gnome. “What’s going on? Where are the pharaohs headed?”

The gnome’s eyes briefly drifted out of focus. “They are heading northeast of here…to a town called Anglemont.”

Brad’s eyes widened. That was where Karen had taken her people after they split off. Brad may not have liked Karen, her flunkies, and least of all Willy, but they didn’t deserve to be slaughtered or enslaved by the pharaohs.

He released the gnome and whistled sharply to his still-waking raid party. “On your feet, people. We’ve got pharaohs to kill.”


Chapter seventeen
Jake


Darius and Jake threw Tim into the back of the Brawler along with their cargo and hopped inside with the rest of the party. As Jake started the engine, he noticed the forest around him had become…alien.

Trees were taller, thicker, pulsing with aetheric energy. Most glowed with the violet of aether, but others pulsed with the different elemental colors of the aetheric plants around them. Other trees sported strange growths that made no sense for the formerly pine-filled forest. Aether flowers, crystals, pearls, gems—it was a treasure trove of resources, but it didn’t make Jake less concerned about what was happening to their world.

“Was the forest like this when we got here?” Jake asked.

Tanya shook her head. “No. All of this popped up after that aether bloom.”

“Oh good. So I’m not crazy.” Jake planted his foot on the gas.

Aether poured into his body from all around in much stronger, thicker flows than he remembered ever seeing before. While this was a good thing for the purposes of a cultivator getting stronger, he feared it was too much, too quickly, for a group of cultivators that had nearly succumbed to the aether bloom.

The sooner they were out of the forest, the better.

“Mason, can you call anyone in Armstrong?” Jake asked as he wound the Brawler through the twisting trees.

“I’m on it,” Mason said.

Their path into the forest had changed drastically since they’d first arrived. Thick roots shot through the earth, larger trees blocked off paths they used to drive into the field of aether flowers, and in other places trees had simply collapsed to block off their paths. It was a mess. All the while, Jake had to keep part of his mind concentrating on his breathing and cultivation. With all the aether flowing into his body, there was a very real possibility he could start feeling the effects of aether poisoning if he wasn’t careful.

“Everyone’s cultivating, right?” Jake asked to be sure.

“All day, every day, master,” Darius said.

Mason flashed a thumbs-up while he kept reaching out to people.

Tanya nodded. “You’re seeing all this aether too, aren’t you?”

“Yeah. It’s honestly distracting,” Jake admitted.

One moment, Hazel said. The thick flows of aether obstructing Jake’s vision cleared to a minimal amount. There. Now you should only be aware that you are receiving aether. If you’d like to see it in its full glory or none of it at all, simply issue a command with your mind and the aether visualization will adjust accordingly.

Thanks, Hazel. Can you pass this along to the others? Jake asked.

His muse was silent for a second. Done.

“How’re we doing, Mason?” Jake asked as he drove over a thick bundle of vines. The Brawler caught air and skidded through upturned earth into a wider path through the woods.

Mason’s shoulders tensed with his jaw. “Not good. All the class users are out cold. Among my cultivators, only one’s responding. They’re struggling to deal with all the aether in their bodies. Your cultivators are as well.”

Jake grimaced. If the aether bloom had affected the people in Armstrong, there was a very real possibility it had affected the people in Scotch Creek as well. There were no shortage of aether flower fields over there as well.

As if reading his mind, Nokor called Jake on a private line.

“Nokor! Glad to hear you’re doing well,” Jake said.

“As am I, friend,” Nokor said. “I’ve been trying to reach you since the aether bloom hit, but you weren’t responding. Are you alright?”

Jake took a quick glance at his shining core. “I’m doing a lot better than alright. But forget about me. What’s going on in Scotch Creek? How are you and the other cultivators doing?”

“They are struggling,” Nokor answered. “Elsie and Effie both nearly succumbed to aether poisoning, but I was able to siphon off enough excess to get them up and cultivating again. The twins are still wrestling with the excess aether. So are the other novices.” Nokor drew in a sharp breath. “I must admit I find this entire turn of events unsettling. Never in all my years have I seen an aether bloom of this intensity, nor have I ever seen a race handle it so poorly.”

Jake blinked. “What do you mean? Didn’t the aether bloom hit you like a truck as well?”

“A truck?” Nokor asked.

Jake grunted in quiet frustration. Of course the expression would be lost on the alien. He needed to speak more plainly. “The aether didn’t overwhelm you?”

“Not at all, Jake. It was a powerful wave, certainly, and it deposited plenty of aether in my body, but it was nothing serious. The human cultivators were not so fortunate,” Nokor said. “It was like their bodies were overflowing with wild aether. Truly, it is nothing short of a miracle they did not mutate immediately. Do you think this has something to do with human biology or with the cultivation training we have given them?”

Jake shook his head. “I have no idea, Nokor.”

The forest shook with the flapping of wings and the sounds of hooves running through the woods. That couldn’t be a good sign.

A hand grasped him from behind. It was Mason. “Jake, they’re losing it.”

Jake grimaced. “I have to get going, Nokor. The cultivators at Armstrong need my help. Can you take care of our cultivators in Scotch Creek?”

“Of course, my friend,” Nokor said. “Please stay safe out there. If the aether bloom is affecting your human cultivators this intensely, there is a very real possibility no life form on this planet without a nano-pill has been spared.”

A stampede of massive, glowing deer with horns more suited to a war machine than anything else and leaving a trail of aetheric flames in their wake ran alongside the Brawler.

“That’s exactly what I’m worried about,” Jake replied. “Talk to you later, Nokor.”

Jake punched through the forest into a wide-open clearing with the mutated deer moving to flank them on either side. In the skies above, Jake saw warped and twisted birds he couldn’t even recognize between their enormous wingspans and aggressive cries. Luckily, they were too busy fighting—throwing lightning, flames, and vicious attacks at one another—to bother Jake and his party.

“On the left!” Darius shouted.

An aether deer rushed in from the side and rammed the Brawler. The vehicle was sent swerving to the right with aetheric flames coating its side. Jake wrestled for control of the Brawler as he channeled aether to his left arm. When he straightened the Brawler, he shot out his hand and flung out a speeding sphere of aetheric energy. It smashed the mutated deer square in the face and detonated like a rocket. The shockwave sent the Brawler swerving out of control again.

“What the hell was that, Jake? That was awesome!” Darius cheered.

You have received 100 aether.

Jake inspected his hand, then looked back at the deer who cried out in fury. He couldn’t believe he’d just one shot one of those things, or that they were worth so much. “Get your weapons out, everyone. Bambi and his friends may have gotten bigger and meaner, but so did we.”

“I don’t have weapons,” Tanya protested.

“Neither do I,” agreed Mason.

The aether deer slammed into the Brawler from either side. Their raw physical power threw the vehicle around from side to side with ease. Their aetheric flames began to melt pieces of the Brawler’s reinforced armor away, and their vicious horns carved through the armor.

Darius swung out his greataxe from the passenger’s side and ripped through two of the deer with a violent flow of aether streaming off his blade. “Oh-hoh, you guys have got to get yourselves some aether weapons.”

One of the aether deer tried ramming its horns through Jake’s chest. With a quick swing and a twist of his arm, he snapped off the mutated deer’s horn and stabbed it through its skull. “Or you can learn to channel your aether through your bodies. Think of a sphere, a beam of energy, bullets, lightning, whatever makes sense to you, and channel your aether into that attack.”

You have received 300 aether.

“OK, I’ll try,” Tanya said.

She thrust her hand out as another mutated deer came for her. Nothing happened. She tried again as the deer’s mouth swung open and violet flames spilled out. Tanya cried out and shot out her hand again in panic. Violet lightning erupted from her hand in wild arcs. It sundered the earth in its path and left the Brawler’s armor glowing hot before it cooked the mutated deer at the same time as it sliced it to ribbons.

“Tanya, what the hell was that?” Darius said.

“I don’t know!” she shouted. “I just wanted that thing to die.”

Darius grinned. “Whatever it was, it was awesome! You gotta figure out how to pull that trick off again.”

From the opposite side, Mason channeled the aether in his body to a glowing sphere in his hand. He took aim at another of the approaching deer and fired. A violet beam about the size of his hand erupted from his palm and lanced through the mutated deer’s chest. The twisted animal crumpled into a flaming heap of aetheric flames.

Mason gasped. “I did it!”

You have received 200 aether.

At this final death, the mutated creatures finally got the message. They broke off their pursuit and ran back toward the forest. Jake and his party had proven more trouble than they were worth.

“How did you do that, Mason?” Jake asked.

Mason shook his head. “I don’t know. I just focused like you said. Poured all my aether into my palm and let it out like a focused jet of water. You know, like those water-jet-cutter things.”

Jake laughed. “You’ll have to teach me how to pull that trick off later. Now hang on tight. It’s going to be a bumpy ride.”

He sped across the plains straight for Armstrong without so much as bothering to take a single road. The path was clear, the Brawler could handle rough terrain without a care, and Jake didn’t have to worry about anything getting in his way until they reached Armstrong.

The city was dead silent as they sped through the streets. Off in the distance, towering above most structures, was the new Armstrong fortress wall. The portable construction units had done their work and assembled them, but there wasn’t a single person manning the walls. Jake glanced back at Tim. He was still out cold, which meant the rest of Armstrong’s defenders were likely in the same situation.

“Jake, we have to hurry. My students aren’t well,” Mason said.

“I’m going as fast as I can,” Jake said. He threw the Brawler into a sharp turn and gunned it toward the fortress gate.

The gates opened automatically on their approach and Jake slammed on the brakes. They came to a screeching halt mere inches from an unconscious woman on her back beside three children. They had likely been watching the PCUs do their work before the aether bloom hit.

Jake stepped out of the Brawler, and with a thought he ordered the gate to close and lock behind them. They didn’t need someone waking up and triggering the automated gate if the local wildlife decided to come for a visit.

Mason threw himself out of the Brawler and into a full sprint. “This way. They’re at my school.”

Jake chased after Mason. The rest of the party followed through the eerie silence of Armstrong. There wasn’t a single soul up on their feet, talking, working, or doing anything. They were all out cold. If Jake hadn’t known any better, he would have assumed they were all dead.

If the seeders or anything else attacked now, they may very well be.

Mason crashed through the exhibition center doors. They were greeted by shrill screams. One group sounded weak, terrified, and distinctly human, the other group vicious and twisted beyond anything that could ever hope to call itself natural.

“What was that?” Tanya asked.

Darius charged ahead with his axe at the ready. “Nothing good.”

Jake caught up to and passed Darius on his way to Mason’s martial arts school. He threw himself through the doors and froze in horror.

Thick pools of crimson and black drenched the school’s floors. Dismembered limbs and chunks of human bodies were strewn across the floor. Three cultivators were crawling toward the door with all the haste their weak bodies could muster. They were deathly pale, their flesh streaked with thick black veins. If they didn’t start cultivating intensely soon, they would succumb to aether poisoning.

Snapping bones and tearing flesh jerked Jake’s attention to the back of the room. There was a…man? Woman? Jake couldn’t quite tell what he was looking at. It had the shape of a human, but the proportions were all wrong. The hardened muscles and bony armor exposed through shredded clothing didn’t help the creature’s case, either. The arms and legs were disproportionately long. The feet had effectively grown talons, and the fingers were too long, with razor-sharp claws extending from them. Spikes protruded from the creature’s shoulders, knees, and elbows with forward-swept horns jutting from its temples. The monster’s jaw came unhinged as it bit a chunk of flesh from a dead human it had pinned to the wall. One of Jake’s cultivators.

“You son of a—” Jake began.

One of the unconscious cultivators on the floor began to writhe and spasm. Her pale, black-streaked body contorted with the sickening cracks of bones. The woman’s body started twisting as she grew larger and ripped out of her clothes. Her muscles became armored and spikes protruded from her form like the other creature. Both of them were the same—deathly pale in color with deep greys and violets, but where the first monster had claws, this one’s arm tore itself open and reformed in the shape of a cannon.

That was when it hit Jake. These things were no monsters. They were mutated humans.

The cannon-armed mutant let out a shrill scream. The clawed beast at the back snapped around to face Jake and Darius. It threw aside the corpse it was snacking on and pounced onto a wall so quickly, Jake almost missed it darting across to the ceiling to pounce them.

Jake threw himself aside as the mutated fighter clashed with Darius and his axe. He didn’t have the time to focus on the fight before the mutated ranger fired beams of aetheric energy at him. Jake dodged and weaved through the attacks as they punched through the walls like they were little more than tissue paper.

“What the hell is going on in there?” Mason called from beyond the door.

The mutated fighter threw Darius across the room, his back leaving a crater on the wall. He only had seconds to tear his axe arm free to block a swift set of claws going for his throat.

Jake grabbed the first thing he could get his hands on—a dismembered arm—and chucked it at the mutated ranger. The limb bounced off her head with such force it sent her shots wide.

“Mutated humans,” Jake said breathlessly. “Get your people out of here now and get them cultivating before we get more of them.”

Mason and Tanya gasped, but they did what was asked of them. They rushed in to drag the weak cultivators out of the room just as Darius was thrown across the room again.

Darius lodged his axe in the floor to slow himself down. “Nah-uh. Not this time, bitch.”

He tore his axe free from the floor and swung at the diving fighter with a wicked wave of aetheric energy. The mutated fighter grasped the axe by the blade and roughly threw it off course. Darius’s eyes shot wide as the mutant’s long claws swiped for his head. At the last second he threw his arm in the way of the attack, only to be thrown to the side with a trail of blood in his wake.

A beam of aether skimmed the side of Jake’s head. The searing heat sent a spike of pain through his body, but he pushed through to rush the ranger.

You have taken 5 damage.

“I can shoot too, monster,” Jake shouted.

He shot a blast of aetheric energy at the mutated human. She slapped the aether blast aside with her free hand like it was nothing more than a bug and raised her cannon to Jake’s chest.

Jake’s eyes went wide. He couldn’t believe what he’d just seen. Sure, he and the other cultivators had talked about the possibility of deflecting aether attacks, but to see it done was another thing entirely. And when it was done by a mutated human on an instinctual level? It was nothing short of terrifying.

These monsters had to die before they slaughtered Armstrong from within.

The mutated ranger fired. Jake threw up a shield as he closed the gap. Each shot cracked and blew chunks off Jake’s shield until he bulldozed through the mutant. She shrieked as Jake rammed her through the wall into a support column. The mutated ranger tried to bring her gun arm to bear on Jake, but he grabbed the gun and forced it aside. Instead she grasped Jake by the throat and put the squeeze on him.

Jake’s eyes bulged from the pressure crushing his throat and the claws tearing into his neck, but two could play at that game. With his free hand he grabbed the mutated ranger’s throat and slammed her skull into the support column again and again. The ranger shrieked and screamed as smears of wine-colored blood stained the column. The mutant slammed her spiked knee through Jake’s ribs.

You have taken 60 damage.

Left lung punctured.

You are bleeding.

Health: 85/150

The mutated monster tore its spiked knee out through Jake’s back with ease, even as its grip on Jake’s throat slackened.

You have taken 35 damage.

Health: 50/150

Tough bastards, Jake thought with a pained wheeze. He was struggling to breathe, and the blood bubbling up in his throat wasn’t helping his reduced lung capacity. But I’m tougher.

Jake poured his aether into his hand as he slammed the mutant’s skull into the column one last time and cast aether blade. A violet sheath of energy erupted around his hand and punched clean through the mutant’s neck and through the column. The monster’s lifeless body collapsed to her knees before him. Jake tore his hand away, exposing the clean cut of his aether blade right through the support column.

You have received 1,000 aether.

“I win,” Jake said weakly to the mutant as he dismissed his aetheric blade.

Darius screamed as the crunching of furniture and walls followed him through Mason’s school. He needed help.

The pain screaming through Jake’s side was unbearable, but he had to help Darius. He couldn’t lose another student.

You have taken 30 damage.

Jake gritted his teeth as he saw double, then triple. His bleeding was far too severe. He channeled his aether toward healing his wounds, starting with stopping the bleeding. All the while he dragged himself toward the hole he’d made in the wall. He leaned against the side and watched Darius go at it with the monster.

Darius had regained his footing. His attacks with his greataxe no longer came as wild and uncalculated as before. He had shifted from purely using the heavy blade on the end of his weapon to using the haft to dictate the distance and pacing of the battle. With a quick haft strike to the face, he pushed the mutant away and swiped at it with his axe. The blow connected, but it was shallow. The mutant roared in fury and closed the gap with Darius before he could reposition his weapon. Darius snatched the mutant by the throat and tried to hold him at bay, but it was no use. The mutant’s arms were far longer than Darius’s own. He began to claw at Darius’s face and armor, earning a scream from his prey. Even so, Darius shifted to a short grip on his axe, but between his pain and trying to deal with the mutant’s flailing claws, he was struggling to put it to use.

Jake wasn’t about to let that monster win. Against his better judgement, he pulled his aether away from healing himself and gathered it in the palm of his hand. “Hey ugly!” Jake shouted about as threateningly as a man with a missing lung could. The mutant snapped his gaze toward him. “I got a present for you.” Jake threw the aether blast at the monster’s back.

It was too slow. The mutant smashed aside Jake’s attack with ease. As it tried to twist itself free from Darius, however, the monster found itself split in two. Darius slammed his axe and the mutant fighter together, then spiked the screaming upper half into the ground like he’d just scored a touchdown. Just for good measure, and because the mutant was still flailing about on the blood-drenched floor, Darius buried his axe through the monster’s chest and deep into the floor.

You have received 1,000 aether.

“We did it, master,” Darius said weakly before dropping to his side on the gore-soaked floor.

Jake nodded with an exhausted smile and went right back to healing himself.

You have taken 15 damage.

Health: 5/150

He dropped to his knees and clutched at his side, for what little good it would do him. Jake wasn’t sure if he could heal himself fast enough to prevent a bleedout.

“Jake!” Darius scrambled to all fours and rushed to his side.

“Don’t suppose you’ve figured out how to heal others yet, have you?” Jake wheezed, his eyes struggling to stay open.

Darius shook his head. “N-no, master. You know I’m only good at breaking stuff.”

Jake chuckled. “True enough.” He struggled to take another breath.

“Tanya, Mason! Do any of you know how to heal someone?” Darius shouted.

The wet splashes of feet running through blood and filth brought Jake’s gaze up to Mason. “I’m not great at it, but I can help.” He dropped to his knees beside Jake. Mason closed his eyes, clapped his hands together, then rubbed them intensely as if to start a fire before thrusting them out toward Jake.

A warm glow spread from Mason’s hands and washed over Jake’s body. He could feel his wounds start to clamp shut as his body was rebuilt bit by tiny bit.

You have taken 4 damage.

Bleeding stopped.

You have received 5 healing.

Jake cracked a weak smile. Mason’s healing may have nothing on what Tim or Brad could do, but the jiu jitsu instructor had just saved his life. “Thanks, Mason.”

“Don’t thank me yet. That’s a lot of damage we need to fix.”

Jake couldn’t agree more. “Where’d you learn that trick, anyway?”

“The Karate Kid,” Mason admitted.

Jake let out a pained, rasping, wheezing laugh.

“Shut up and let me focus, Jake. This stuff doesn’t come easy to me,” Mason scolded him.

Jake just nodded and tried to ignore the carnage around them. They had lost all but three cultivators from Mason’s people. Of his own cultivators that stayed, Jake was certain they had just seen the last one die at the hands of the mutated fighter.

If two of those creatures posed such a massive threat to Jake and his party, he feared what more of them could do. Especially with an unconscious population in Armstrong. All the more concerning was what could have happened to his people back in Scotch Creek, or the cultivators he sent out to meet with Brad. But there was nothing he could do for them now. He had a fortress to take care of. One that might very well be overrun by aether-mutated wildlife or any other humans who refused to take the nano-pill or couldn’t cultivate their way through the aether bloom.

An alert flashed on Jake’s HUD. Jake pulled up his map.

Anomalous signatures detected beyond the wall approaching Fort Armstrong.

Analyzing...

Scans indicate aether mutations.

ETA: Four hours at current pace.

Jake cursed the news while simultaneously praising the land claim’s sensor suite for providing them with advanced warning. It may not have told them what kind of mutants were coming their way, but it was enough to get them moving in the right direction.

“Darius, is the advanced 3D printer up and running?” Jake asked.

“It should be, why?” Darius said.

Jake glanced at the growing sea of purple dots streaming in from their sensor’s outer limits. He sucked in a breath through his teeth. “We’re going to need a lot more turrets.”


Chapter eighteen
Sam


Blades clashed in the distant forest, broken up by blasts of heavy gunfire. Sam couldn’t quite tell if it was the sound of cannons or very heavy guns, but she didn’t want to be caught on the receiving end of those weapons.

“This way, Sal,” Sam sent through their party chat.

The pair swiftly darted from cover to cover across the forest, always scanning their surroundings for signs of movement. Sam led the way up a small hill overlooking a sparse part of the forest.

Orcs and dwarves clashed against one another amidst the pulsing trees.

Dwarves were the shorter of the bunch. Sam guessed the tallest of them was a few inches shy of five feet tall, but every one of them was built broad with the muscles to match beneath their armored plating. Their angular armor was accented with a golden, runic trim and spikes to match. Deep, blood-colored leather was wrapped around the grips of their weapons, a color which extended to the cloth and leather parts of their armor.

They were clearly organized and part of a faction.

The orcs, on the other hand, didn’t look the part at all. They towered over the dwarves and would have been a head taller than most humans. Green-skinned brutes, they fought with a mishmash of equipment that looked like they’d literally just ripped it off something and slapped it on. The less impressive orcs wore tires they could have ripped from trucks or cars on Earth alongside random pieces of metal. One of the orcs straight up carried the door of an armored truck. The more experienced-looking orcs, the ones covered in scars from countless battles, were only slightly more refined. They wore bones and hides from their kills as armor. Others had fashioned alien tech into rugged and brutal pieces of armor that actually looked like they would work.

As for weapons, both sides engaged in melee. The orcs with literally anything they could get their hands on, while the dwarves stuck to axes and hammers. Then there were the guns. The dwarven ones were big, heavy, blocky things that would just as well tear someone to pieces with bullets as much as clobber them to death with their heft. The orc guns looked just as cobbled together as the rest of their gear. Some fired bullets, other energy blasts, and most of them couldn’t shoot straight to save their lives.

Even so, the orcs’ numbers and ferocity were pushing the dwarves back. A hammer-swinging dwarf crushed two orcs in a single blow, only to be brought low by a barrage of inaccurate orc fire. The finishing blow came when an orc slammed the dwarf back with something that looked like a frying pan. Except that something was now stuck to the tumbling dwarf.

“Tankbuster!” cried one of the dwarves before the blast claimed him, the dwarf it was attached to, and at least five others. When the smoke cleared, there was nothing left but a smoldering crater and falling debris.

Sam had to duck out of the way behind another tree as chunks of armor and rock threatened to smash into her skull. When she had her eyes back on the fighting, the dwarves were being pushed back by the orc onslaught. There were just too many of them coming too quickly for the smaller dwarven force.

“Woah.” Salvador pinged one of the dwarves. “Check out the cannon on that one.”

Cannon wasn’t far off. The dwarf held a bulky brick of a pistol with a barrel larger than most shotguns. The dwarf flipped shut the gun’s enormous revolver cylinder and fired. It sounded like thunder. The shot blew a hole the size of Jake’s fist clean through an orc’s heart. The beast’s eyes glew red as it let out a vicious roar and charged forward with a towering sword fashioned out of a truck bumper.

“Prince Ironmane!” shouted one of the dwarves in a gruff voice.

Ironmane blocked the orc’s sword with an axe that looked far too big to be wielded in one arm, and yet the dwarf managed. He threw aside the orc’s blade, shoved his cannon into the orc’s mouth, and fired. There wasn’t much left but a bloody stump when the dwarf was done. “Stand your ground! We will beat back these savages or die trying, men. For the glory of Karak Adrin.”

“For Karak Adrin!” the dwarves shouted back, and charged into the orc line with a volley of cannonfire and swinging blades.

Sam didn’t like the dwarves’ odds of surviving the fight, but at the same time, it wasn’t their fight. They had no idea if the dwarves would be friend or foe. Not to mention introducing themselves in the middle of a fight wasn’t likely to be the best idea in the world.

“What’s the play here, Sam?” Salvador asked.

“Sit and watch,” Sam said. “I’m not sure it’s a good idea for us to get involved with these aliens just yet.”

Salvador frowned. “Sam, they're going to die down there if we don’t do anything. I know they’re not human, but they’re still people.”

“That’s not what I’m worried about, Sal. If we go down there now we risk those dwarves turning their weapons on us,” Sam said. She hated the thought, but it was the simple reality of their situation. And yet her guilt twisted the knife in her back as the fight went on.

Another group of dwarves took out one of the larger orcs working together. They took out a leg and finished it off with a crushing blow to the skull. A shot of green lightning erupted from one of the orc guns and fried those dwarves before the gun exploded in the orc’s hands. The blast threw another orc out of harm’s way as a greataxe cleaved through empty air. That orc rushed to his feet and slammed the dwarf’s head into the ground over and over again. Another dwarf tried to come to his aid, but the other orcs intercepted and pushed them back.

The dwarf force was being cut down to half strength, and that was just what Sam and Salvador had seen when they arrived. The orcs’ brutal way of killing the dwarves, and the way they enjoyed the fighting—it didn’t sit well with Sam. When an orc stabbed a dwarf through the back and started puppeteering his lifeless body, it was the final straw.

“Sal, how’re your firing lines?” Sam drew her knives.

Salvador shifted to lay prone and set up his sniper rifle. “Fantastic. I can pick off the orcs just as well as the dwarves on your order, Sam.”

Flipping around a knife in her hand, Sam picked her target. The biggest, baddest orc of the bunch. One with a big red cybernetic eye and a giant claw that looked like it belonged on some excavator modified to work with logging crews.

“If this goes wrong, Sal, I want you to take out the dwarf leader. Understood?” Sam said as another of the dwarves was crushed and an orc grenade sent a group of the bearded warriors flying.

Salvador nodded. “Understood.”

Sam used Flicker Strike. In a flash of black, she vanished from her position and reappeared in the air above the claw-wielding orc. To her surprise, the orc was lifting Ironmane in the air with its claw and crushing him in its grasp. Ironmane met Sam’s gaze for a fraction of a second before her daggers plunged into the orc’s back, twisted, and ripped free when she kicked off the orc.

The orc lurched forward, throwing aside the bloodied prince before it turned to face Sam. Using her Critical Eye, Sam identified the weak spots on an orc. The head was marked in yellow, warning of a thick skull that was difficult to penetrate. The same went for the orc’s already punctured heart. Damage done there would be fatal if given enough time, but that still left an enraged orc stampeding toward her. Like it was doing right now.

Sam dove underneath the orc’s claw, pushing it out of the way with one of her daggers as she passed. The orc’s eyes flared a vicious red as it whirled about in time to see Sam load Rocky onto one of her crossbow bolts and fire him at the orc’s face. The bolt buried itself harmlessly into the orc’s brow, but deposited one furious little squirrel. Rocky started tearing at the orc’s face and eyes with ludicrous speed. The orc roared as it tried to tear Rocky off its face, but the flying squirrel was too fast for the orc.

Another orc came up behind Sam with a raised axe. Salvador shot it right through the eye with his sniper rifle. The orc lurched back, clutching at the wound but no worse for wear. A second and third shot punched through the orc’s chest. Salvador was trying his damndest to kill the tough beast.

Sam left Salvador to take care of the orc while she went to deal with the claw-wielding giant. The orc finally threw Rocky off its face and only caught a glimpse of Sam sliding swiftly between his legs and slashing open his hamstrings. The huge orc dropped to his knees. For only a brief second it was allowed to scream before Sam jumped on the orc’s back and tore its neck open.

The shower of blood that spilled from the wound drained the last of the huge orc’s blood, and it fell lifeless to the floor.

“Wot? That scrawny li’l git took out Klawsum?” One of the orcs balked.

“Zat mean’s I’z boss now,” shouted another orc with sheer delight.

Another scoffed as he threw aside a lifeless dwarf. “Nah-uh. Youz ain’t gotz no defining characteristics.”

The orc claiming to be the new leader was about to respond when thunder cracked and his head was blown clean off his shoulders.

“Seez?” the scoffing orc mocked.

“Their leader is dead,” Ironmane shouted as he pushed himself up with his axe. “End them now before they regain their momentum!”

“For Karak Adrin!” the wounded and battered dwarves shouted as they cut down the orcish ranks.

One of the larger orc’s eyes bulged out of his head. “Uh-oh. Time to leg it, ladz!”

“This fight ain’t funz no moe’,” shouted another as he retreated. A dwarf cannon blast took off his arm but didn’t finish the job.

Salvador took out another orc’s leg. She used Flicker Strike to close the gap with another of the bigger orcs and plunged her knives into its back. This time she made sure to tear through its heart and lungs.

The orc’s eyes flared red as it went berserk, but with so much critical damage done to its body, it barely got two steps before it collapsed, gasping for breath.

You have gained skill: Backstab — Level 5.

+1 Perk Point.

Sam grinned at the new perk point and looked through her options. Vital Strike would add an additional six times damage to her backstabs. That choice was a no-brainer, but the second option wasn’t anything to sneeze at, either. Poisoner’s Blade allowed her attacks a ten-percent chance to apply poison to their targets. Not only would the poison deal damage over time, but it would also drain the target’s stamina, making them far easier to take down. Of course, this poison’s effects were amplified and guaranteed if she connected a backstab. Considering she didn’t always get an opportunity to backstab her targets and how much faster she attacked now, Poisoner’s Blade made a lot of sense to Sam. She took that perk.

When her attention refocused on the world around them, she was surrounded by dwarves.

“Sam, I’ve got a clean shot on Ironmane. Should I take the shot?” Salvador asked over the party chat.

“Not yet,” she replied, turning to meet the wounded dwarf’s gaze.

Ironmane used his axe like a cane while he kept his hand cannon cautiously lowered to his side. Enough to show he meant no threat, but could respond at a second’s notice if need be. While the other dwarves wore helmets with big golden horns protruding from them and big, thick beards hanging down their torsos, the prince didn’t. He wore a circlet with two geometric horns pointing up at either side of his head. His beard, while still thick, wasn’t even half the size of some of the other dwarves’. Being a prince, Sam assumed he was younger than the others. And of course, he wouldn’t be a prince if his armor wasn’t more ornate in its design than the others’.

“Human. What is your purpose here?” Ironmane asked even as his gun rose another few inches.

Sam raised a brow at the dwarf. “Straight to the point, aren’t you?”

“Do not waste my time, human. Many more orcs lurk in this forest and we are in no shape for games.” Ironmane pressed the point by aiming his gun at Sam’s chest.

“So is that a yes on shooting, or…?” Salvador asked.

Sam pulled off her hood and mask. “We are here to introduce ourselves to you dwarves, actually.” She held out her hand to Ironmane.

The dwarven prince scrunched his brow. “To meet us? Wait. We?”

The prince’s guards whirled about with guns scanning the woods.

“Hahah, good luck finding me, furballs,” Salvador said.

Sam nodded. “Yes. To meet you. You see, you dwarves along with the rest of the Collective races are on our homeworld, and while we do not appreciate unwelcome guests, we understand this isn’t exactly a normal situation. So we would like to come to know our interstellar neighbors.”

Ironmane cracked a sly, bloody grin behind his deep oaken beard. “Oh? Is that so, little lady? Well, I have to admit it is rather bold of you to take such a tone with a dwarven prince. Especially with you being a… Let’s call you a new race to the Collective.”

Sam smiled back at him. “No need to hold back, prince. What were you going to call us?”

Ironmane’s grin never faded. “Backwards monkeys.”

Sam laughed. “I think you dwarves have us beat for hair on that front. But I guess those broad shoulders and big arms make you more gorillas than monkeys.”

“How dare you.” One of the guards stepped forward with a hammer.

Ironmane held up a hand with a big, hearty laugh. “Calm down there, Hastuil. The human is unfamiliar with our ways, and to be honest I appreciate the unrefined nature of their speech. Compared to the political maneuvering of the council, this…this is refreshing.”

Sam smiled. “Well, you’re taking this meeting a lot better than the last prince I met.”

Ironmane raised a bushy brow. “Oh? Please enlighten me, human. How did that meeting go?”

Sam chuckled. “Not well at all. Are you familiar with the elves of House Oberon?”

Ironmane’s eyes widened. “I am aware. They are among the toughest elves around. That particular house of knife-eared bastards makes the rest of them look like kind, gentle souls.”

Sam nodded. “Yeah…they weren’t fond of us monkeys, so we politely yet firmly asked them to leave.”

“A bunch of humans forced House Oberon to retreat?” Ironmane stroked his beard. “My, my, my, how the plot thickens. It must have been no more than a scouting force, but still that is an impressive feat. Normally House Oberon lays claim to whatever world they land on. Oftentimes they war with the pharaohs for control if it is a particularly resource-rich rock. Tell me, human, what is your name?”

“Sam Hicks.” She offered her hand to Ironmane again. “A rogue in service of Invictus, the largest human guild we know of on this planet.”

Ironmane pointed at her hand. “You keep doing that. What is that?”

“A respectful human greeting, sometimes used to seal deals if one is being struck,” Sam explained. “How do your people greet each other, Prince…”

“Prince Yangrur Ironmane, but please, call me Ironmane. I was never fond of the Yangrur name,” he said before cautiously taking Sam’s hand and gently shaking it. “Am I doing this right?”

Sam smiled. “You’re being a little too gentle. A firm squeeze and a strong shake are normally what we go for.”

Ironmane pulled his hand away. “Hmm. You will have to forgive me for doubting your…less-than-robust build’s capability to handle a proper dwarven grip.”

Hastuil leaned forward with a sneer. “He means you are a frail specimen, monkey.”

Sam grinned at Hastuil. “This monkey and her undisclosed number of friends just saved your ass from getting crushed by orcs. So how about a smile, shorty?”

Hastuil growled.

Ironmane laughed. “The girl has a point, Hastuil. Anyway, as for our greeting, we dwarves most commonly pound on our chest and raise our weapon. We may lack the brutish nature of our orcish counterparts, but we are an industrious warrior culture. Now Sam, what is it you and your people hope to gain by coming into contact with us dwarves?”

“Friends, hopefully,” Sam admitted. “We’ve already encountered five other races. The elves—House Oberon, at least—hate our guts. The gnomes and ogres love how friendly we are and our willingness to work together. The orcs just seem to love fighting above all else.”

Hastuil grumbled, “They do. Their life’s purpose is to fight, loot, and grow stronger. To them it is as much sport as it is a necessity to breathe air. Damned troublesome pests.”

“Right. Brad, our leader, learned as much when he encountered them,” Sam said. “Then had a brief run-in with the pharaohs. They were trying to capture an ogre at the time, but the experience wasn’t exactly pleasant. Things are bad enough on this planet with the seeders getting stronger and all these hostile races to deal with. We’d prefer to have another friend in our world than another threat to stamp out.”

Ironmane stroked his beard. “Normally we dwarves tend to keep to ourselves unless absolutely necessary, but you humans did not have to come to our aid in this battle. I suppose that is worth an introduction to our people. Bring the rest of your party here and we will head to our mining operation, the beginnings of our Karak on Earth.”

“Karak?” Sam asked as she signaled for Salvador to come over.

“I believe you humans call them fortresses,” Ironmane said.

Salvador arrived shortly. “A dwarf fortress, if you will.”

Sam stared blankly at Sal.

Ironmane nodded. “Yes, that is exactly it. Is this truly all of your people?”

“That’s right,” Sam said. “The ones with us, anyway. The others are off dealing with other problems south of here.”

Ironmane glanced to Hastuil.

Hastuil raised a handheld scanner. “There are no other life forms around us, sire. The human is telling the truth.”

“You two are quite bold to charge into a battle against orcs on your own,” Ironmane said. “Especially against Gutwrencha’s orcs.”

Salvador grinned. “Well it’s a good thing we’re a couple awesome rogues and Sam here’s a war hero.”

Sam narrowed her gaze on Salvador and spoke in the party chat. “This isn’t the time to brag, Sal. We don’t want to tell them everything about us.”

“My bad, my bad,” Salvador said.

“Against House Oberon?” Ironmane asked.

Sam nodded. “It was more of a series of battles than a war, but yes, against House Oberon.”

Ironmane nodded and turned to walk off north. “That is most certainly the case. House Oberon will not take a defeat lightly, especially at the hands of a new race. You can expect them to come back for revenge.”

“Speaking of wars, you mentioned Gutwrencha?” Sam asked. “Brad encountered an orc by that name. He was a brutal fighter, apparently. What’s he been doing to your people?”

“The usual orc nonsense,” Ironmane huffed. “Raiding our fortress, attacking our scouts and gatherers, and generally making our stay unpleasant. That orc is as cunning as he is brutal. My raid group and I were actually out hunting the bastard before we ran into that orc mob. But now we lack the numbers to keep up the fight.”

Sam followed as she sheathed her knives. “So what’s your plan now? This Gutwrencha sounds like he’s going to keep being a problem until someone deals with him.”

“He will be,” Hastuil commented. “Such is the way of orcs. I am amazed the Collective classifies them as a race rather than an infestation.”

Ironmane hummed quietly. “We’ll return to rearm, resupply, and bolster our numbers. Once we are ready to go, our hunt will resume. Preferably with far fewer casualties.”

“You don’t have a plan or any idea where this orc is?” Salvador asked.

Ironmane shook his head. “Only that they must be nearby, or the frequency of their attacks would make no sense. And as the youngest prince of Karak Aldrin it is my duty to prove myself by bringing this beast to heel and establishing a strong and worthy Karak on this Earth of yours.”

“So long as we don’t come into conflict, I’m sure we can help each other out,” Sam offered with a smile.

Ironmane returned the smile. “Well aren’t you just a treat? Speaking of treats, you said you came from the south?”

Sam nodded.

“Where in the south, exactly? I vaguely remember we sent an expedition that way to secure precious ore that manifested after the aether bloom,” Ironmane said.

“Scotch Creek,” Sam answered, fearing the worst.

“Oh…shit,” Ironmane said.


Chapter nineteen
Brad


“You know this call for help really works out in our favor,” Michael commented while leading the speeding convoy across the lake.

“How’s that?” Les asked.

Michael sent a map marker to the party. “Angle Mountain has some of that hardware I was talking about hidden under it. You know, the big guns.” He swerved the transport to the right as a school of rippersnakes leapt out of the surface at them. “Damn seeders. Anyway, we can swing by for a pick-up as soon as we’re done helping out Karen. Does that sound like a good plan, Brad?”

“If things go well, sure,” Brad agreed. “But our priority is getting those people out of harm’s way.”

The transport shook violently. Waves erupted around them as alarms blared in the transport.

“What the hell is going on?” Brad asked.

Michael gasped, staring out the view screen.

Brad threw off his harness and marched into the driver’s cabin. His jaw hit the floor.

A crescent-shaped ship covered in gold, turquoise, and green flew overhead. Where the elven ship was maybe the size of a football field or two, this behemoth absolutely eclipsed it. Blue thrusters carried the gleaming giant across the night sky straight to Anglemont.

Ceres and Teresa squeezed around the doorway to get a look.

“Oh, we are not fighting that,” Teresa said. “Pardon my crassness, but there isn’t a chance in hell we can take that thing down.”

Ceres nodded, slack-jawed. “We don’t have the numbers or guns to put a dent in that thing.”

“Fighting might not be our best option here,” Michael said. “Maybe we can swing in for a quick pick-up and bravely run away?”

Brad considered that as a perfectly valid option. Invictus couldn’t bring that ship down, and if it landed there was no way they had the manpower to take on however many thousands of troops it potentially carried.

Les squeezed her head in between Ceres and Teresa and pushed Brad down to get a look. “Is that what the gnomes picked up on their sensors? How the hell did we end up ahead of it?”

“No clue,” Brad said.

“They probably picked it up on their sensors and predicted its path,” Michael said. “It’s not all that different from what Earth militaries do for aircraft or missiles. The alarms probably went off because that thing was going to fly right by them.”

Brad spotted the same symbol Xaxi had shown them on the bottom of the ship. It was definitely pharaoh. As the ship flew past, Brad caught a glimpse of a pyramid at the back of the ship. If he had to guess that was likely the command center for the behemoth. That section alone probably held thousands of pharaohs and their slaves.

How are we supposed to take that thing on? Brad wondered.

But the ship did something surprising. It tilted upward. The engines that each looked like they could have swallowed their convoy three to five times over flared as the ship sped toward the heavens.

Michael let out an exaggerated breath. “Thank God that thing is getting right the hell on out of here. I was worried we were going to be slaughtered.”

Before the ship reached the clouds in the night sky, a trio of smaller craft shot out from the underside. They flew in three different directions, but one darted straight for Anglemont.

“Don’t worry, Michael. We might still get our chance,” Les teased.

In seconds the dot of light came to hover above the town. Beams of orange light lanced out from the craft with a deadly beauty. They shot away from the ship, then curved toward their target, almost like missiles. Anglemont erupted in flames. Smaller lights rained down from the ship above before it turned away and slowly withdrew while continuing its bombardment.

“Can anybody hear me?” A woman’s voice came through the public line. “Anglemont is under attack by damn space cats! They’re crawling all over the…” The communication cut out under the whine of energy weapon discharges and explosions.

“Was that Karen?” Brad asked.

The woman’s voice returned, speaking breathlessly. “I repeat, we’re under attack! My people need help—” She was cut off again. The sound of crashing and skittering metal came through, then an explosion. “They have bugs, too?”

“Karen, is that you?” Brad asked.

“Brad?” Karen replied.

“Send me your location. We’re almost at Anglemont,” Brad said.

“I… Brad, you…” Karen struggled to string words together, but managed to send her location.

Brad grasped Michael’s shoulder. “Take us there right now.”

“On it.” Michael swung the transport hard to the left and aimed for the shore.

“Everyone spread out and get ready for a fight,” Brad said. “We’re going to get in, rescue everyone we can, and get right the hell out. Understood?”

Acknowledgements came in from the rest of the convoy.

“The pharaohs are here in force, people. Expect this to get messy.” Brad signed off. He returned to his seat with the rest of his party and strapped in.

The convoy spread out their formation before they hit the shoreline. Hover transports carved a path through the beach, smashing chairs and umbrellas in their way and sped deeper into the town. They cut through ruined buildings, bulldozed through trees too thin to stop a speeding troop transport, and watched the pharaoh ship move out of range.

“Why are they leaving?” Les asked.

Brad furrowed his brow. “Do they think this fight’s over already?”

“Maybe,” Ceres said.

Teresa nodded. “They must be collecting slaves from the chaos. Anyone who survived the bombardment must be worth taking to their army.”

“And anyone who puts up too much of a fight needs killing.” Les frowned.

“Where are you, Brad?” Karen called desperately. “There’s bugs everywhere, and—” The high-pitched whine of energy fire interrupted her. “Roger, Steve, no!”

“Michael, speed this thing up,” Brad ordered.

Michael plowed the transport through a patch of forest onto a broad dirt road. “Almost there. Get ready to drop in.”

Brad marched to the back of the transport with his shotgun at the ready.

Les pulled him back and took up the forward position. “Ladies first.” She grinned.

Brad gave her a light smile. Les did have a point, not so much about the ladies thing, but letting the fighter go on first. Between her armor and health she was far tougher than Brad. The thought reminded him of something important. He forgot to buy a new set of armor from the gnomes. “Get your lights ready.”

The party cast light orbs.

Michael slammed through another patch of forest. The transport shook wildly as high-pitched blasts of energy rang dully through the transport’s armor. The skittering of scarab drones underfoot snapped, cracked, and popped under the transport’s weight.

“Drop,” Michael shouted.

Les dropped the hatch and rushed out into battle. Her greatsword cleaved through drones as the trio of cat-headed pharaohs snapped their attention to her.

They brought their spears to bear on Les and fired bolts of arcing orange energy. Les growled as they slammed into her. The orange energy arced through her body, slowing her charge, but only for a few seconds as she broke free from their stun attempts.

The cat-headed aliens hissed out orders to the scarabs, who rushed to protect their masters.

Brad opened fire with his slug-throwing shotgun. Thanks to that wonderful perk of his, he ripped through the scarabs with ease. The pharaohs were a different matter, however. Brad’s slugs crashed against a flickering energy field. It shattered the projectiles long before they could hope to scratch at the colorful pharaoh armor.

“Ceres, I don’t suppose you can knock out shields with lightning, can you?” Brad asked as he headed for cover behind a fallen tree.

“Maybe,” Ceres replied with all the certainty of playing catch with fire bombs in a gas station.

A blast from one of the pharaoh spears clipped Brad’s leg as he dove for cover. A surge of pain shot through the limb as the muscle spasmed and clamped up. He fought to move the struggling limb, then nothing. It was like his leg had just been removed from his body. But it was still there, arcing with painful electricity.

“They got my leg,” Brad growled. “They’re using stun guns or something. Don’t let them hit you.”

Ceres blasted one of the pharaohs with a bolt of lightning from her hand, then gasped. Two humans rushed into the path of her attack: Roger and Steve, the two simps who always orbited Karen. Ceres’ lightning hit Roger dead center and arced from him to Steve before shooting through to the pharaoh behind them. The pharaoh’s shield flickered brightly, then faded, but the pharaoh was still alive. The same could not be said for Steve and Roger. The burnt-out husks of the two men collapsed lifeless on the floor.

“W-w-what just happened?” Ceres stammered.

Teresa stepped in front of her as a wave of scarabs rushed Ceres. With a swipe of her hand, she shot out a wave of jagged ice to impale the drones. “They’re already turning Karen’s people against us.”

Les caught a scarab drone in her arm and swung it forward like a shield against a barrage of fire from the two shielded pharaohs. The third fled.

“Michael, we got a runner,” Les shouted as the arcing energy spread from the drone to her arm. Before her arm dropped, she pinged the fleeing pharaoh.

Without so much as a word, Michael materialized from the shadows and hooked an arm around the pharaoh’s neck. “Here, kitty kitty,” he said as he drove his knife into the pharaoh’s back.

You have received 500 aether.

“Woah, nice! These guys are worth a lot of aether,” Michael said.

A bolt of energy slammed Michael in the back. His body spasmed, and he fell over motionless.

“Michael!” Brad shouted.

Les was too busy with the other pharaoh to help. She chucked the scarab in her grasp at its head, briefly disorienting the shielded feline as she closed the gap.

Ceres and Teresa were too busy keeping the scarabs from overwhelming them. Eruptions of lightning and ice made short work of the scarabs, but there were always more.

Brad had to get to Michael and save him before he was killed or worse. “Come on, stupid leg. Work!” Brad slapped at his thigh when a thought occurred to him. Technically the attack was a status effect, so he could clear it with Cure. It wasn’t a poison, but it might still work.

He cast the spell, to no effect.

Cure only works on poisons and toxins, Frank informed him. This is a stunning effect. You need a different spell or to wait it out.

“Fantastic,” Brad hissed as a group of scarabs rushed his position. “Crap.”

Brad blasted the first scarab, but the second was on him too quickly. It ripped Brad’s shotgun from his grasp before he could throw it aside. The third drone latched onto Brad and started dragging him away.

“Not again, damn it!” Brad flailed in the mechanical monster’s tightening grip. At least feeling and control returned to his leg. He used it to bash his knee against the scarab, for all the good it did him.

A lance of fire shot through the scarab’s side. The mechanical monster stopped to look at its attacker. It was Karen. The lance exploded inside the scarab, throwing hot shrapnel all over Brad.

You have taken 25 damage.

You are burning.

Brad threw the burning wreck off himself and slapped at the embers coating his body before they grew into a roaring fire.

While he healed himself, Karen threw flame lances at the remaining scarab. It exploded into burning shrapnel. Gasping for breath, she rushed to Brad’s gun and threw it at him.

Brad caught the gun. “Thanks for the save, Karen.”

Karen collapsed to all fours, clutching her gut. Crimson spilled between her fingers.

Brad’s eyes widened. “Karen!” He rushed to her side and put his newfound healing perks to use. With a quick cast of Mend Wounds he stopped her bleeding, then used Healing Hands to refill her health. Brad was glad he picked up Mend Wounds at the 3D printer. With how often they were with broken bones, damage to internal organs, and bleeding, the spell was a far more mana efficient way than healing Healing Hands at repairing critical damage to a body. “Karen, are you alright?”

Karen coughed and shook her head. “I’m spent. And my people are gone,” she wheezed.

Brad couldn’t believe it. He didn’t think Karen was the best leader in the world, but she was never a bad mage. Steve and Roger weren’t great fighters either, but they were no slouches. The rest of her group had plenty of quality warriors as well. It didn’t make any sense they could have been taken out so quickly.

“The bombing caught us off guard. We panicked and spread ourselves too thin,” Karen explained. “Those damn cats picked us off one by one.”

So they weren’t aiming to kill—they were aiming to capture, Brad thought. The ship they’d seen had only been there to provide fire support before moving on to another target. The smaller lights he saw must have been smaller craft. Probably dropships to load full of their captured slaves.

“This is all Willy’s fault,” Karen said. “We should have never trusted him.”

“What? How?” Brad balked. He knew Willy was a sketchy guy trying to get ahead at the cost of everyone around him, but he didn’t see how a pharaoh attack would be his fault.

Les screamed as she fell, covered in arcing orange energy.

“Damn it. Tell me later. Do you have a backup weapon?” Brad asked.

Karen shook her head.

Brad looked around. The only weapons around were Roger and Steve’s sword and shield. But there were also mana potions in the transport. The path to the weapons was covered in scarabs and exposed to the pharaohs, but the transport was clear.

He pulled Karen up with him. “Get to the transport. Pull the mana potions from the cargo hatch on the left. That should get you back in fighting shape.”

“What are you going to do?” Karen asked.

Brad pumped his shotgun. “I’m about to cause a cat-astrophe.”

Karen groaned. “Please just kill me now.”

Brad pushed her toward the transport and rushed across the swarming scarabs. With his shotgun, he blasted apart the golden drones and hopped across the backs of others too busy worrying about the rest of his party to deal with him.

In the distance he spotted one of the pharaohs removing what looked like a green gem from a pouch. The gem expanded out into a collar as he headed right for Michael.

Brad shot the pharaoh in the back of the head. The slug didn’t penetrate, but the shield shattered. The pharaoh whirled around with her spear in one hand and fired at Brad. Brad jumped off another scarab’s back and shot her through the eye. Her head snapped back as she fell over, lifeless.

You have received 525 aether.

Michael shuddered and crawled to his feet. In a daze he looked over to Brad and shot him a thumbs-up, then went over to take the pharaoh’s spear. “Look what I got?” Michael said with exhausted delight, holding the spear over his head.

Brad was suddenly thrown to the side by a scarab pouncing on him. He pressed his shotgun to its gut and shot it away. The last remaining pharaoh was approaching Les with another collar. “Michael, help Les!” was all he managed to get out before another pair of scarabs forced him to the ground.

“How the hell am I supposed to do that?” Michael looked at the spear like he had no idea which way was the business end. His hands poked and prodded at the shaft until a blast of energy randomly shot off into orbit. “Never mind, I found it.” He turned the spear on the pharaoh and fired wildly.

The pharaoh’s shield flashed at each impact. He turned to face Michael with a curious, if amused look on his feline face. The pharaoh shot Michael in the chest with another stunning shot, then turned back to Les.

Brad wrestled off one of the scarabs, blew the other’s head off, and snapped his shotgun to the pharaoh. Three shots in rapid succession blew off the pharaoh’s shield before a fourth and fifth slug ripped through its armored torso.

The feline-headed creature clutched at its wounded side and looked at Brad, dumbstruck. Like it couldn’t believe Brad had just hurt it. Well, killed it was more accurate judging by the gaping, bloody wounds through its body. The pharaoh’s mouth moved, but if it was saying anything, Brad couldn’t hear. The pharaoh collapsed, finally dead.

You have received 575 aether.

The scarab drones ceased their attack and rushed back toward the woods. Brad wondered if that was thanks to them killing the three pharaohs, or if it was part of the pharaoh’s last words.

Brad wasn’t going to miss an opportunity to shoot the fleeing scarabs in the back, especially the ones bold enough to try taking Michael or Les away. “That’s right. Run, you bug bastards!”

Ceres threw out her Arc Tether far ahead of the retreating scarabs while Teresa covered another area with her Blizzard. Both spells went out far faster than Brad ever remembered them casting.

Then two swirling masses of flame ripped a hole in the skies above and fire rained from the heavens. Karen was throwing out Fire Storms, two at a time.

These had to be perks for the mages. Teresa and Ceres must have had a perk for speed casting while Karen had a multi-casting one. Either way, he appreciated the edge these perks were giving them.

“Is everyone alright?” Brad asked.

Les struggled to her feet. “Those stun shots really suck.”

Brad walked up to her. “You broke out of the first barrage. What happened?”

“Ugh. I have resistance to stuns and slows, not immunity to them. It’s a perk from the heavy armor tree,” Les said.

Brad smiled. “I should invest in some heavy armor too, then. Michael, are you alive?”

Michael jerkily raised a thumbs-up, then let his arm drop. Health-wise, Michael was essentially intact. But he was still suffering from the stun’s effect.

Ceres and Teresa walked up to them.

“That was cutting it close,” Ceres said.

Teresa nodded. “Even our faster mana regeneration wasn’t going to keep us on our feet if that went on any longer.”

“Glad you two managed to keep those drones from grabbing you,” Brad said.

“I’m just sorry we couldn’t do more,” Ceres said.

Teresa ran a hand through her hair. “We should have opened up with our nukes.”

Brad shook his head. “We didn’t know if there were other survivors in the area. The last thing we needed was to kill the people we came here to save.”

Ceres’s gaze fell.

Brad winced. “Not throwing any shade your way, Ceres. The pharaohs already enslaved them.”

“I know,” she said.

Brad patted her arm and looked to Teresa to take care of her. She nodded and pulled Ceres away.

He turned his attention to the map, wondering where the rest of his convoy had gotten off to during the fighting. Brad swore they were following right behind them. That was when he spotted the other transports. They were neck-deep in scarabs and pharaohs. But the pharaohs were all withdrawing.

This didn’t make any sense.

Sure, the pharaoh drones weren’t particularly tough, but their numbers more than made up for that fact. Then there were the cat-headed pharaohs. A trio of them had nearly taken out Brad’s party. If Brad had to guess, each pharaoh was at least a level or two ahead of their own people.

Did their perks really make that much of a difference?

It was possible they caught the pharaohs off guard with their sudden increase in strength, but it still didn’t add up in Brad’s mind. Something was off about this retreat.

Karen joined their group, rubbing at her arm. “Hi, Brad,” she said meekly.

“How are you holding up?” Brad asked.

Karen shook her head. “Not fantastic, but I’m alive. That’s more than I can say for Steve and Roger and everyone I lost today.”

Brad nodded. “I’m sorry we couldn’t get here faster.”

“And I’m sorry about the way I treated you, Brad. That was uncalled for,” Karen said.

Brad held up a hand. “Don’t worry about it. Emotions were running high. Besides, you were just doing what you thought was best for your people.”

Karen stared at her feet.

“We never did find out why you raged at Brad, though,” Les put with all the gentleness of a derailing train.

Karen sighed. “It was my sons,” she admitted after a long silence. “They were never happy about the way I ran things, but when it came time to fight the elves they ran off on their own to join one of your raid groups.” Her hand clenched. “They didn’t make it.”

Brad placed a hand on her shoulder. “Karen, I’m sorry.”

She pushed his hand aside. “It wasn’t your fault. We all knew what we were signing up for.” Karen met his gaze. “In the end, I was the one to push them away just like I lost all of my people here.”

“Don’t do that to yourself,” Teresa said. “I’ve been in that position, Karen, and it does you and your people no good.”

“What people?” Karen asked, on the verge of tears. “They’re all dead or slaves for those monsters now, and it’s all my fault. All because I trusted that backstabbing fool.”

Brad tightened his brow. “Willy?”

Karen nodded. “This was his doing.”

Michael dragged himself over to the group. “Willy’s always been a sketchy dude, but this seems like a stretch even for him.”

“But it was,” Karen insisted. “He was the one who pushed me to break off from your group. He was the one who planted doubts in my people’s minds.”

Les leaned over to Brad with a quiet whisper, “Sounds like they were already there before Willy got to them.”

Brad frowned and lightly pushed Les back.

“He tried to wrestle control away from me and split my people into two warring camps,” Karen said. “One that was loyal to him, and the other to me.”

Brad nodded. “That would split your numbers even further, but that doesn’t explain how he’s responsible for a pharaoh attack.”

“Because he spoke to them,” Karen said. “He went to the pharaohs and told them where we were.”

Ceres tilted her head. “And they just let him go?”

Karen nodded.

“Maybe he doesn’t need a collar because he’s so willing to work with them,” Brad offered.

“I don’t know,” Karen said. “What I do know is Willy’s people packed up and left last night without a word. And then the pharaohs attacked today. Right after the aether bloom.”

Michael’s eyes widened. “Shit. Then the pharaohs probably know about the perk system.”

Brad held up a finger. “Not necessarily. They seemed caught pretty off guard by our attack. Maybe Willy hasn’t told them yet.”

“The bastard was always scheming something,” Karen agreed.

“Well, there’s nothing we can do about him now,” Brad said. “Are you sure there’s none of your people left in town, Karen?”

She shook her head.

Brad drew in a breath. He wasn’t sure how this would go down, but he’d offer. “Well, our doors are always open at Invictus.”

“What?” Karen asked. “After the way I treated you? After getting my people killed?”

“We all make mistakes,” Brad said. “But you can make up for them. I will have to ask you to tone down the attitude from back then, and try to get along with the gnomes and ogres. We’re kinda allies now. At least, trade allies.”

Karen placed her hands on her hips and stared at her feet. “I can’t promise to change overnight, Brad.”

“I’m only asking you to try.”

Karen let her hands drop to her side. “I think I can do that.”

Brad smiled and sent her a guild invite. “Welcome back to Invictus.”

“Just like that?” Les asked.

“Just like that,” Brad confirmed.

Les chuckled. “Even after the slapping incident?”

Brad rubbed at his cheek. “Even after the slapping incident.”

Karen offered a weak smile.

“Brad!” Lewis’s panicked voice came through the guild chat. “Brad, are you there? We need your help.”

“Lewis, where are you?” Brad asked.

“Scotch Creek,” Lewis said. “We came to the Gaming Center right away after the aether bloom. And we’ve got dwarves on our sensors. Lots of them.”

Michael looked at Brad with an anxious smile. “Do you think they’re just dropping by to say hello?”

“Doubt it,” Brad said. “We’re on our way, Lewis. Just hold out until we get there. Hopefully they’re just there to talk.”

“I’m not sure those tanks are for talking, but we’ll be here, Brad.” Lewis ended the call.

Brad grimaced. “Damn it. We need to get to Scotch Creek now.”

Michael held up a hand. “Could I maybe borrow two of our transports full of people?”

“Why?” Les loomed over him with a questioning glare.

Michael threw up his hands, then gestured in Scotch Creek’s general direction. “They’ve got tanks.” He pointed a thumb back in the direction of the mountains. “We’ve got tanks.” Michael grinned as he turned his palms upward. “It’d be a shame if we didn’t bring them out to play.”


Chapter twenty
Jake


“How are those turrets coming along, Darius?” Jake asked while scouting the area surrounding Armstrong Fortress.

Five hours had passed since the aether bloom permeated the world with a flood of fresh aether, and still none of the class users had woken up. Stranger still was the advancing horde of mutated creatures approaching the fortress. Their numbers were vast, but they were slow to approach. Too slow.

“Laser turrets are done,” Darius said. “I got a couple of slow turrets coming up next, and uh…this last big thing says it’s an artillery cannon. It cost us the last of our aether, but Tanya said it was a good call.”

Jake didn’t want to imagine how much that particular piece of hardware had cost them. The dozen laser turrets he’d asked Darius to get printed were already expensive enough at a thousand a pop. Cheap, mass-production models compared to what the gnomes could produce, but they didn’t have the time to be picky. They needed every gun they could get to hold Armstrong against the coming tide.

“By the way, why are all these mutants coming our way, Jake?” Darius asked over party chat.

Jake shook his head. “I don’t have a clue, but they’re taking their sweet time getting here.”

“Silver linings,” Mason commented.

Jake drove the Brawler back to the fortress and hopped out at the advanced 3D printer. “Are any of our class users awake yet?”

Tanya shook her head. “It’s just us and the three we saved from those monsters earlier.”

“Plus the turrets,” Darius added.

Mason hefted one of the portable construction units. “So how are we doing this, Jake?”

Jake pulled up his map. “Where do I even start? Mutants are coming at us from every direction. The turrets we placed around Armstrong will be a great help in keeping them out, but I’m not sure how well they’ll hold up to a horde.” He ran a hand through his hair. “The problem gets worse when you take in our surroundings.” Jake sent out pings across the map for different locations. “There aren’t really any bottlenecks around us to funnel the mutants in. To the north, most of the buildings are flattened. The east is a maze of ruins, the west is essentially flat, open terrain, and to the south we have a few big structures and that big horde coming right for us.”

Darius leaned his head back and groaned. “So we’re basically screwed. Not awesome.”

“It’s not looking good for us, no,” Jake admitted. “But we aren’t about to go down without a fight, are we?”

Tanya nodded. “Right.”

“Good. Tanya, Mason, have you been practicing those ranged attacks of yours?” Jake asked.

“About as much as we can without proper targets,” Mason said. “We’ve definitely gotten faster at casting, though.”

Jake nodded. “Fantastic. I want you and Tanya on the walls shooting at any mutants you see. Whatever you see out there, stay on the walls, alright? I don’t need you guys playing hero.”

“Gotcha,” Tanya said.

“Darius, I want you backing them up. If anything gets up our walls it’s your job to make sure their life is a short one,” Jake said.

Darius pointed back at the printer. “What about the artillery? It’s going to be a bit longer before it’s done, and the slow turrets are wrapping up soon.”

“Will the printer ping you when it’s done building something?” Jake asked.

Darius nodded. “Yeah, just like my washing machine back home.”

“Good. The second that artillery turret is done I want you to place it in the middle of the fortress. It should be able to shoot in every direction there without anything getting in the way,” Jake said.

“Got it,” Darius said. “That turret has a dead zone where it can’t hit anything. So if we put it in the middle of our fortress that zone is just past our turret line. That way we can shoot danger close. Supposedly the targeting computer knows not to engage in friendly fire, so it shouldn’t blow any of our turrets up with its area of effect.”

“Great. The sooner we can start blowing holes in the horde of mutants, the better off we’ll be,” Jake said.

“What will you be doing, Jake?” Mason asked.

Jake picked up one of the portable construction units. “Putting these things down across the city,” he said as the two slow turrets finished printing.

“So you get to play hero while we hide here?” Tanya glared at him. “Jake, you’re going to get yourself killed.”

“If I don’t get these turrets out there there’s a bigger chance all of us get killed,” Jake said. “I have to do this, Tanya.”

Tanya threw her hands in the air and shook her head.

Jake ignored her in favor of more pressing matters. “Darius, what exactly do those slow turrets do?”

“They slow hostiles down in their field. Which isn’t really a turret, but that’s what they were called in the printer,” Darius answered. “You should be able to block off a whole street with one of these, and if you have laser turrets nearby they’ll chew through anything before they make it across.”

Jake considered how best to use these two turrets. He pulled up the map and looked down south to the largest horde of enemies. There were two buildings he could use to place turrets: the NorVal Arena, and what remained of a pet supply store that was far too large to simply be that. Both locations towered above the ruins around them. If he planted a slow turret on Pleasant Valley Road, and the other in the open field between both structures, it would greatly slow down the horde coming from the south.

The question became how many turrets he should throw there. With twelve laser turrets to put up and no aether to spend on new ones until they started killing mutants, they had to be very judicious with their deployment.

“I think I have a plan, but it’s going to suck,” Jake said. “I’m setting up the heaviest defense down south between these two buildings.” He pointed them out on the map for them. “Four lasers, plus the slows. Then I think we can stretch our defensive line out west with two turrets in the middle of this flattened neighborhood here.”

“There’s no cover over there, though,” Tanya said. “Those turrets are going to get smashed up by whatever comes their way.”

Jake scratched at the back of his head. “If we don’t put anything over there, then the mutants will just run right up to our walls and the turrets we have there.”

Mason stroked his chin. “Then we’ll post up on the western wall and back those turrets up. You should put those turrets somewhere else.”

Jake nodded. “How about three on the elementary school up north and two more at the art museum? They have high ground, and those structures looked pretty sturdy. The turrets should be able to do some work there.”

Darius snapped his fingers. “And then you can throw the last two down south where the fighting’s going to be messiest.”

“Good call, Darius,” Jake said. He walked over to the stacks of construction units and scooped one up. “Now help me load these on the Brawler.”

Darius rushed up to grab another stack.

“We’ll get up on the wall, Jake,” Mason said. “Good luck out there. And no heroics. We still need you after this fighting’s done and over with.”

Tanya nodded. “Someone has to teach us how to handle this cultivation stuff without getting ourselves killed.”

Jake smiled. “Can’t promise I won’t pull any heroics, but I promise I’ll be back.” He headed out with Darius to load up the Brawler and then drove south.

The Brawler’s lights cut through the darkness as he headed down to Pleasant Valley Road. With the pet supply store to the right, he stopped about halfway down the building and took out the slow turret.

“I sure hope this thing works,” Jake said to himself, and deployed the turret in the middle of the road.

A blue, shimmering light erupted from the case as it assembled into a tower about twice Jake’s height. At the top of the tower was a spinning dome that pulsed with white energy. Each one sent a chill through Jake’s body, but he could still move without issue.

“Huh. The thing really can tell friend from foe.” Jake looked around. The field was wider than Darius had said. It covered the whole road and spilled over by a good few feet. If the mutants didn’t notice the field, they would get themselves bunched up and shot to pieces on this road alone.

Jake moved on to the pet supply store, or rather the ruins of it. He climbed up rubble to the roof of the still-standing structure. Mutated beasts could probably reach up there, but he was sure they would struggle to do so before they were shot to pieces. He planted the trio of turrets along the building’s edge covering the road. Thanks to the remaining structure being all but leveled, they would be able to cover the clearing to the west.

Distant roars and shrieks pulled Jake’s attention to the south.

The violet glow of aether-infused veins and eyes marched toward him in the distance. In the darkness he could just make out dogs, wolves, deer, and humans. All of them mutated. All of them a deadly threat to Armstrong.

A snarling howl cut through the night air, and the marching horde stampeded forward.

“Get ready, the horde is coming at a full sprint now,” Jake warned the others.

“Do you need our help out there, Jake?” Darius asked.

Jake glanced down at a fall that would most certainly break his legs in his past life and wondered if he could stick the landing thanks to his cultivation. Worst-case scenario, he would need to retreat immediately to the fortress. Best-case scenario, he would save a lot of time getting back to the Brawler.

“I’ll let you know in a moment!” Jake jumped down from the roof and channeled his aether down to his legs, strengthening them before impact. He hit the road, slammed down to one knee, and caught himself with a fist to the ground. A sharp grunt escaped him. His knees were on fire, but channeling his aether to them eased the pain. “Oh man, they weren’t kidding about superhero landings being rough on the knees.”

“Did you just jump off that building?” Darius asked in disbelief.

Jake rushed to the Brawler and sped off to the arena. “Yeah. I’m in a bit of a rush here!” Jake reached back and threw out the last slow turret as he passed the middle of the field. The placement wasn’t completely exact and left a gap between the store and the arena, but it would have to do. “Do you think I can jump the arena?”

“It’d be pretty cool if you could,” Darius encouraged him.

Jake laughed as he swerved the Brawler to a stop next to the arena. “Yeah right. Like I could.” It was a ridiculous idea. Even with cultivation there were limits to what he could achieve at his current level.

Then the snarling snaps of black-furred wolves with bone-white bone plating covering their bodies rushed right toward him.

“Stupid or not, here I come.” Jake took the three cases in one arm and jumped with every shred of power he could muster into his legs.

A small cloud of dust erupted around Jake as he kicked off. The mutated wolves snapped at nothing but debris, trying to bite at Jake’s legs. Jake’s jump wasn’t so successful, though. He missed the arena roof by a mile. With no surface to grab, there was nowhere to go but down. But he did catch a glimpse of a lower roof farther ahead. He just had to live long enough to make it.

Gravity dragged Jake back down toward the waiting wolves. Jake aimed for the biggest of the bunch and focused his aether to his knee. He came crashing down like a meteor and destroyed the wolf’s head. The shockwave of energy dispersed by the landing scattered the other two wolves, giving him enough time to make a run for it.

The wolves snarled and barked their fury and started after him. The slow turret finished assembling and the sprinting wolves were suddenly moving in slow motion. At half their speed, to be precisie.

“Hah! Suck it, pooches,” Jake taunted.

The high-pitched whine of automatic laser fire erupted from the rooftop across the field. The trio of laser turrets Jake had placed there went hot with the red glow of laser beams streaking across the air and lancing into the horde of creatures below. In the brief, rapid flashes of red, Jake caught glimpses of them—warped, twisted animals and mutated humans of every shape and size.

Jake didn’t have time to ogle them further. He reached the lower roof of the arena and jumped up. He dropped his trio of turrets as he sprinted back to the Brawler and jumped back down. He shot one of the wolves with an aether blast, but the other rushed through the slow field. It leapt at him and tackled Jake to the ground.

“Damn it. Down boy,” Jake grunted as he held back the powerful wolf’s snapping head.

The wolf slipped through Jake’s grasp and lunged for his throat. Jake shoved his knees up into the wolf’s gut and threw it into the arena wall with a pained whine.

Jake scrambled for the Brawler, one of his hands rubbing at his throat. “Nice try, Fido.” He didn’t like how close that thing came to ripping out his throat. It was a good thing revenge was a dish best served red-hot. “But now it’s my turn.”

He sped away from the arena, heading north toward the fortress. The mutated wolf snarled and gave chase. Jake just grinned as he watched the shimmering blue lights of assembling laser turrets be replaced by brilliant flashes of red. The turrets gunned down the wolf mid-run, then snapped toward their next targets.

You have received 500 aether.

You have received 600 aether.

You have received 325 aether.

The notifications streamed in too quickly and obstructed Jake’s vision as he swerved around the fortress wall and took the road north. He minimized the annoying notifications and grinned to himself. The turrets were cutting down the mutated monsters, and better yet they were feeding him aether. But was it being shared with his party?

“Guys, are you getting this aether, too?” Jake asked.

“Uh. Yeah. Yeah we are,” Darius said. “That’s a lot of aether.”

A violet shimmer caught the corner of Jake’s vision. He glanced in the rearview mirror. A stampede of aether deer were quickly gaining on him.

“Dump that aether into more turrets, Darius,” Jake said. “We’re going to need a lot more guns.” To drive the point home, Jake transferred his free aether to Darius.

“That’s the plan, Master, but I can’t exactly order things from the printer and keep Mason and Tanya safe from these monsters,” Darius said.

Jake looked up at the wall. The turrets there were firing at full blast. The lasers they bought from the gnomes fired far larger beams at a much faster rate of fire into the horde of deer chasing him down, but a couple of the lasers were pointed toward the skies.

Huge winged beasts. They looked like they could have been eagles or vultures at one point before the aether bloom granted them wingspans longer than the Brawler and talons that could skewer a man just as easily as they could carry him off.

Darius was on the wall, swinging his axe wildly through the air to keep the winged beasts at bay. He swatted at one’s talons as they came for Tanya. Mason shot a beam through that bird’s chest while Tanya unleashed a wild and violent wave of aether lightning into the sky, killing another three.

But more flying beasts were coming in still. This time Jake saw the difference between the two: the sleek, aggressive forms of mutated hawks flying alongside the much larger, grotesque forms of the vultures.

And there were others still. Bats. But they were far larger than the cute little creatures Jake had seen in the past. Probably just shy of a gnome’s height.

“You guys have a lot more incoming. Keep your eyes open,” Jake warned.

“We’re already getting overwhelmed,” Mason hissed as a bat tore at his arm.

Jake tightened his grip on the wheel. If he didn’t deploy the rest of the turrets, the fortress would be overwhelmed faster. But if he didn’t turn back to help his people, was there any point in defending Armstrong?

A barrage of gunshots rang out, sending a group of bats crashing down over the wall’s side.

“Ugh…the fuck is wrong with you people?” Tim groaned. “Can’t a guy get a nap without you people inviting another apocalypse?”

“Tim! You’re alive,” Darius cheered.

Tim gave a hefty sniff. “No thanks to you. What the hell happened? What’s this about a system update? And how did we piss off the entire forest?”

“Update? What update?” Darius asked as he cleaved a vulture in two.

Jake also had no idea about the update. He’d never received one. Then again, the whole cultivator system worked outside of what class users had, so they probably weren’t getting an update. “Long story,” Jake said. “Are the others waking up?”

“Yeah, people are getting up all over the place,” Tim said. “Oh hey, we get perks now.”

Mason punched another bird square in the face. “That’s a good thing, right?”

Tim let out a low whistle. “Damn right they are. They let us strengthen our abilities beyond what we already have.”

“That’s great news,” Jake said. “Now get everyone up on the walls. We have a lot more mutants incoming.”

“Right. That.” Tim let out a sharp whistle. “Wakey wakey, people—we’re under attack. Man the walls right now and start shooting everything that moves.”

“Preferably not me,” Jake added.

He took a sharp turn around the northern wall and cut straight through the ruins of other buildings and the school’s fence to arrive at his destination. He slid the Brawler around to face east before jumping out with the next set of turrets. Jake jumped up to the school roof and stopped dead in his tracks.

Two mutated humans climbed onto the roof. One with a blade for an arm, and the other looked like he was all muscle and bone armor.

“Aw hell,” Jake said.

The sword-wielding mutant rushed Jake while the armored one tried to flank him. Jake charged the bladed mutant. She swung for him, but that was just what Jake was hoping for. With his newfound ability to jump, he used her head as a stepping stone to throw himself behind the two mutants.

“I don’t have time to play with you kids. Maybe some other time,” Jake taunted, and threw out the first of the turrets. Then he glimpsed the tide of bodies coming in from the north. More animals and human mutants.

A barrage of violet bolts shot at him from the darkness. Jake narrowly threw himself out of the way, but not fast enough to avoid his already ruined shirt being sliced to ribbons by the barrage. Jake dropped another of the turrets as he dodged. The placement wasn’t optimal, but it would have to do.

As he rolled up to his feet with the final case in hand, the armored mutant caught Jake with a sharp right hook.

You have taken 50 damage.

Jake spun through the air and hit the ground hard. “Son of a—” A sharp hiss escaped him as he rubbed his jaw. That mutant had a mean hook, and Jake didn’t have time to deal with it.

He threw an arm back and sent an aether blast at the armored mutant’s face. The mutant staggered back, but there was no scream like Jake expected. Instead the monster looked all the more furious as the smoke cleared from its face.

“Oh no.”

Jake scrambled to his feet and tossed out the final turret at the eastern corner of the building. Just as he finished, the bladed mutant swung around in front of him and slashed his chest open. Jake clutched at his wound with a pained hiss before he was slammed into from behind.

You have taken 65 damage.

Jake crashed along the elementary school’s rooftop and decided he needed a plan. The big guy clearly did not care for being shot in the face, and the blade-wielding mutant was too fast for him to catch unless she was already fully committed to a strike. Which left him with one option if he wanted to get out of this alive.

He was going to have to play a game of chicken.

Jake rolled out of the way of a heavily armored fist and threw up an aether shield as the bladed mutant came for his throat on his way to his feet. “Can you guys give me a break?”

The answer came in a flurry of slashes and fists. Jake backed up with a quick barrage of aether blasts. It was enough to push back the armored mutant, but it did exactly nothing for the bladed one. She weaved through the shots and slapped aside the aether blast that got too close for comfort.

Damn it, I need to figure that trick out, Jake thought.

The bladed mutant went in for a vicious thrust. Jake waited until the absolute last second to step aside with his arm drawn back. He called up his aether blade and plunged it through the mutant’s heart. She shrieked in pain as Jake lifted her up into the air before his aether blade cut its way up through her head.

“You’re next, tubs,” Jake said to the armored mutant.

He roared at Jake and charged just as the three turrets behind him came online. Jake grinned as the turrets turned around and unloaded on the mutant’s back. The beast roared as it staggered forward. It gave Jake the opportunity to plunge his aether blade through the monster’s chest. The armored mutant snatched Jake up by the throat, lifted him into the air, and squeezed.

“Mistakes have been made,” Jake gurgled as he struggled against the mutant’s vise grip. He kicked at the mutant’s chest and hacked at its arm with his aether blade, but it just wasn’t cutting it. The lasers at the beast’s back were burning through its armor, but too little too late.

Jake was starting to black out.

The armored giant suddenly dropped Jake and stumbled back.

Jake gasped for air. As his vision cleared he saw a gaping hole in the armored mutant’s stomach.

“Are you alright, Jake?” Mason asked.

Jake didn’t bother answering. He scrambled toward the distracted mutant and swept out its legs from under it. The mutant roared at Jake. Jake shoved his fist down the mutant’s throat and let out an aether blast. A shower of gore drenched his arm and chest, but the rest was contained by the mutant’s armor.

He kicked off the lifeless mutant and let out an exhausted breath. “Thanks for the save, Mason.”

“Any time,” Mason said.

“So, good news and bad news,” Darius said.

Jake went back toward the Brawler and found it was surrounded by mutated creatures. Getting it out in one piece was going to be a challenge, to say the least.

“Good news is the class users are back on their feet and on the walls. Oh, and the artillery turret is coming up,” Darius said.

“What’s the bad news?” Jake asked, wondering how he was going to get out of this one.

Health: 35/150

Especially with such a low health bar.

“Bad news is that’s going to be another ten minutes before it comes online,” Darius said. “And there’s another problem.”

He could say that again. They were up to their eyeballs in problems. “What is it now?” Jake asked.

“Luther and Rebecca are stranded at the art museum. They got swarmed by mutants, but we can’t get anyone out there,” Darius said. “If we open the gates now, we risk letting that horde inside.”

Jake grimaced. “I’m stuck over here, too. There’s mutants all over the Brawler. I can’t get out of here.”

“What are you talking about, Jake?” Tim asked. “We have mages up and running now.”

Jake tightened his brow. “What are mages going to do for me all the way out here?”

“Don’t believe me? Just watch, old man.” Tim cut the line.

Burning rifts opened up in the skies around Jake. Their placement was sloppy, inaccurate, but it was nothing short of impressive to Jake that they were reaching so far past the walls.

Then the fireballs came. They rained down upon the horde of mutants, sending them scattering away in flames. Until one of the rifts belched out a meteor that cratered the path directly in front of the Brawler with a furious blast that flattened any building in its path and eradicated the mutants beneath it.

“What the hell was that?” Jake asked.

Tim laughed like a maniac. “One of the mages took every single damage and AoE perk he could get his hands on. The guy is a literal walking nuke now. Well, not yet, but he’s working on it.”

Jake decided it was best not to question these things and dropped down to the Brawler. He threw the dead and wounded mutants off his truck and sped away toward the art museum. Jake had to drive around the crater left behind by the mage’s meteor, but thanks to the blast’s fury, all the mutants around its wake were too dazed and wounded to stop him.

In a few short minutes Jake arrived at the transport. It was wedged in a pile of mutant corpses with more of the creatures swarming to the back. Jake swerved around the monsters, throwing aether blasts into their pack. The beasts scattered as the explosions blew apart their brethren.

An exhausted Luther stepped out with his sword and shield. Rebecca followed behind with a revolver far too big for her frame.

“Jake, is that you?” Luther asked.

Jake nodded as he stepped out of the Brawler and went to pick up the last turrets he had with him.

Rebecca gasped at the sight of his wounds and rushed over to him. “Are you alright?”

“I’ve had better days,” Jake admitted. “I wouldn’t mind some healing if you can spare the mana, though.”

Rebecca got right to work on healing him.

Luther gestured at the cases in Jake’s hands. “What are those?”

“Turrets.” Jake pointed at the museum’s roof. “We’re putting them up there to bolster Armstrong’s defenses.”

Luther nodded. “I know a quick way to the roof. As soon as you’re ready.”

Rebecca smiled at Jake. “There. All better.”

Jake returned the smile. “Thanks.” He nodded at Luther.

Luther took off toward the museum. He smashed through the front doors and ran over to a corner of the building where he found a ladder leading up. “Right this way.”

Jake and Rebecca followed him up the ladder where they had a view of the hordes rushing Armstrong’s walls. The tide of monsters was cut down by the gnomish laser turrets and defenders on the walls. Yet still the mutants rushed up the walls and battered the gates as more and more of the beasts streamed in from all around.

“Jesus,” Luther said.

Jake handed a turret to Luther and Rebecca. “Luther, get that turret on the north end of the building. I’ll drop mine on the south. Rebecca, drop yours around the middle.”

The two nodded and followed his orders.

As the turrets assembled before their eyes, an earth-shaking boom broke through the chaos. A large shell shot up from behind Armstrong’s wall and crashed into the distant hordes.

“Artillery’s up and running,” Darius announced. “Got another one building up right now, too.”

Luther’s jaw dropped. “Artillery?”

Jake nodded. “We didn’t have mages until a few minutes ago. The aether bloom knocked out everyone in Armstrong and did a lot worse to us cultivators that couldn’t handle it.” He pointed out a mutated human with long, clawed hands clambering up a wall, dodging bullets left and right. “Sort of like that.”

The mutant weaved through a volley of spells, only to dodge right into Darius’s axe. The two halves of the beast tumbled back down the wall.

“What happened to them?” Rebecca asked with a tremor in her voice.

Jake frowned. “They succumbed to aether poisoning. People who couldn’t control the overflowing aether within them mutated just like all those animals.” He met Rebecca’s gaze. “It almost happened to us, too.”

“Is it because you’re all cultivators?” Luther asked.

Jake nodded. “The nano-pill gives us some help in controlling the aether, but at the end of the day it’s still up to us to wrangle these cords into something usable.”

“That’s weird,” Rebecca said.

“Not as weird as this whole attack,” Darius chimed in.

Rebecca gasped. “Was I broadcasting that?”

Darius laughed. “Yeah, you were. But seriously, think about it. All these mutated animals and humans working together to attack us? Like, what do they stand to gain from it?”

Jake frowned. “That’s true. The humans were working together, sure, but every one of these aether mutants normally stick to their own kind. Deer with deer, wolves with wolves, and all that.”

“Do you think Armstrong has something they want after the aether bloom?” Mason offered.

Luther frowned. “Or maybe the seeder overlord figured out how to control them.”

Rebecca blinked. “You know, as messed up as that sounds, that might be how the seeders get new types to add to their arsenal. I mean, think about it. The regular seeders look nothing like the hunters or the watchers, and all of those look even less like the rippersnakes.”

It was a possibility Jake didn’t like. But if the seeders could control them and recruit them, why wait until now to start using them? Unless the overlords weren’t around to take command until now. With the aether bloom mutating everything that couldn’t handle the sudden wave of aether permeating through them, it made some sense for the cunning beasts to wait until they had a critical mass to take out the humans squatting on their territory.

Except it didn’t. Seeders killed everything that wasn’t one of their kind and turned them into fertilizer. Jake had never seen any mutated creature do that. So unless there were some additional steps missing before mutants became full-blown seeders, there had to be something else making them focus their attack on Armstrong.

“Uh, Jake. What’s that in the sky?” Tanya pinged a set of lights in the sky.

Jake looked toward it. It looked vaguely familiar. Like he’d seen the pizza-shaped craft before. His eyes widened. “That’s a pharaoh ship.”


Chapter twenty-one
Sam


“What do you mean, ‘oh shit?’” Sam asked, her arms crossing as her gaze hardened on Ironmane.

Hastuil exchanged a glance with the prince and shook his head as the group marched north to the Pukeashun Mountain.

Ironmane grimaced but held a hand up to his guard. “Honor demands I be honest with our saviors, Hastuil. They have to know.”

“But this could compromise the operation, Prince,” Hastuil insisted.

Ironmane gestured at Sam and Sal. “If the rest of the humans can fight half as well as these two, then the operation is already compromised.” He turned his attention back to Sam. “Please, forgive Hastuil. He has always been incredibly protective of me. The man has been with me since I was a child.”

Sam glanced at Hastuil. The dwarf scowled at her, but she let it slide. “I’m sure he has his reasons.”

Ironmane nodded. “Oh yes, this operation on Earth is my responsibility. Whatever happens—good or ill—will fall on my head. That includes the lives of every dwarf lost here.”

Sam nodded. Ironmane was a curious man for a dwarf. From everything she had seen or read of them in fiction, they were supposed to be an honorable but greedy race that put their own profit above all else. They also had a thing for grudges, which they were very adamant about keeping detailed track of. Sam had to guess that was what the heavy book hanging from a chain on Ironmane’s hip was for. So far the honorable part of the fiction was holding up, and the greed was definitely there. Ironmane didn’t strike her as the type to put personal gain above all else, though. The night was still young, and it would be naïve of her to assume she had seen everything she needed to make a judgment call about the dwarves. For now, she reserved judgment.

“My people’s safety is also extremely important to me, Ironmane,” Sam said. “So tell me, what is this about an operation heading to Scotch Creek?”

Ironmane cleared his throat. “A mining expedition has been sent to the town of Scotch Creek. Normally such a mission would come with a heavy guard detail, as this is a wild and untamed world, but we detected the presence of your settlement there,” he explained. “As such, heavier elements were attached to the expedition in order to…facilitate matters should any problems arise.”

“Heavy elements?” Sam asked.

Salvador leaned over to her. “He means big guns. Probably tanks and artillery. Maybe air support.”

Ironmane nodded. “You are correct on all counts except the air support. Those assets are tied up in hunting down Gutwrencha’s location and defending our home.”

“So what is it you guys are looking for in Scotch Creek that you’re willing to throw such a hefty force at us?” Salvador asked.

Hastuil’s eyes bulged as he glared at Ironmane, silently pleading for his prince to shut his mouth.

“Aether ore,” Ironmane said. “The material forms whenever an aether bloom occurs, and this particular one that occurred on your world is simply off every chart known to the Collective.”

Salvador looked at Sam. “You know, we could probably dig the stuff up and trade for it.”

Sam nodded. “Salvador’s right. We’re already freely trading with the gnomes and ogres. We would have no problem doing the same with you if you just call off the attack.”

Ironmane shook his head with a disgruntled grumble. “I’m afraid it is not that simple, human.”

Sam raised a brow. “But you’re a prince, and in charge of operations here on Earth. You said it yourself. Why wouldn’t you be able to tell them to stop?”

“Our system is more complicated than that, Sam,” Ironmane said. “A prince or king may rule over a karak with great power, but decisions must still be run through the council of lords.”

Salvador groaned. “Oh fun. We get to deal with politics now.”

Hastuil scoffed. “Interfere in dwarven politics? You? Do not insult us, humans.”

“It was less of an insult and more a statement of fact, furball.” Salvador glared at the man.

“Hastuil is correct in this regard,” Ironmane said. “I will bring you before the council, plead your case, and hope we can strike a bargain.”

Sam frowned. “People’s lives are at stake here, Ironmane. Yours as well as mine.”

“And they are well aware of what they signed up for.” Ironmane glanced behind his shoulder. “But you have my word—I will do everything within my power to end this conflict before it begins.”

Hastuil frowned. “Are you certain this is wise, my lord?”

Ironmane nodded. “The humans are young and inexperienced with our ways and the Collective’s, that is true…but I see potential here.

“Getting involved with the other races often leads to disaster,” Hastuil pressed. “You know this. It goes against all of our rules and traditions.”

“And you know that I find those traditions outdated,” Ironmane countered. “I am well aware of the potential risks. The humans have shown us kindness when there was nothing for them to gain. They have earned a chance to prove themselves useful, perhaps even allies in the future.”

“My lord—” Hastuil began.

Ironmane raised a hand. “I will hear no more of this, Hastuil. Save your complaints for the council, if you dare to oppose me.”

Hastuil looked down. “No my lord, of course not. I am only concerned for your future if these humans betray your trust.”

“We’re here to make friends, not enemies,” Sam said. “Don’t betray our trust and we’ll get along just fine. Attack us and we will repay you in kind.”

Ironmane laughed. “Spoken like a dwarf, little lady.” He lifted the hefty book at his side. “Keep that up and I may have to gift you a book of grudges.”

Sam smiled. “I’ll take mine pocket-sized, thanks.”

Salvador grinned. “Yeah, that big thing might give her away while we’re running around.”

A light chuckle escaped the otherwise silent and serious guards, except for Hastuil, who looked at the two humans with nothing but anger and concern for his prince.

The journey north continued late into the evening with only the stars and moon above for company. Occasionally a violet glimmer would catch Sam’s vision from the local wildlife.

Deer, birds, even bunnies were all mutated thanks to the aether bloom. What was curious to Sam was how varied the mutations were. While most were uniform with mutations generally sticking to the same type per species, others were more extravagant, like a towering buck with horns larger than Sam was tall. This creature slowly strolled through the forest with leaves swirling around it, tailed by green streaks. Another animal she saw was a bunnycorn like Jo’s own Nayla. But this one was bigger and far more skittish. Its head swung from one side to another, then it darted away as a twig snapped under Salvador’s boots. The bunny took off with a trail of blue electricity crackling behind it.

Sam wondered what the colors had to do with anything. As far as she understood, violet was the color of aether. She only saw green with wind or life elemental aether plants, though the shades of the two elements were different. Blue was often found with electric element-aligned plants. Perhaps whatever element a creature was most aligned with was the element that affected their mutation, but that didn’t add up when she saw a red glow in the distance.

A black wolf armored in bone-white howled into the night. It stood over the body of another wolf that looked identical to it except for the color. It was grey and lined with the violet of aether pulses slowly fading from its body.

“Fascinating, isn’t it?” Ironmane broke through her thoughts. “The way a world changes when exposed to an aether bloom.”

Sam’s shoulders tensed at the sudden words, but she played it off. “I have mixed feelings about it.”

“Aye, I can understand that,” Ironmane said. “Things were calm and normal for you humans, what? Two, three weeks ago?”

“Something like that,” Salvador joined in.

Ironmane smiled lightly. “It always starts the same way. Seeders start the terraforming process and the locals will often fight back, speeding up the process as their casualties mount. Your whole world changes overnight, and then…” He spread his arms out. “Then the aether bloom hits and changes everything again.”

Sam frowned. “This isn’t the first time you’ve seen this happen, is it?”

Ironmane shook his head. “This may be the first world under my direct command, but it is one of dozens of worlds I have visited during the seeding process. Watching how the different races adapt to these changes has been a passion of mine.”

Salvador’s brow tightened. “So we’re just a game to you people in the Collective?”

Ironmane held up a hand. “No, no, I did not mean it like that. My people are a warrior culture at heart. We believe there is no truer test of strength or means to develop oneself than strife and adversity. To me, each new world brought into the Collective is like the forging of a new blade.”

“A new blade?” Salvador asked.

Ironmane nodded. “Yes. We in the Collective throw the world into the fire of aether, and if they rise to the occasion we have a new, worthy member race in our union. If they fail, well, at least we can record the story of their valiant struggle and try to learn from their mistakes.”

“And mine the resources from their world,” Hastuil added.

“That is an important part of the process, but not really the one that interests me,” Ironmane admitted.

Sam raised a brow. “So what’s your favorite part about this process?”

“To see the underdog rise to the occasion, of course.” Ironmane pointed at the black wolf from earlier. “Right here we have an example of just such an event.”

The black wolf ran through the woods, chasing after another grey-and-violet wolf. The black wolf tackled the grey wolf to the ground. Dust kicked up into the air as the pair wrestled for control.

“See those wolves?” Ironmane asked. “Both are mutated by the aether. The grey one has adapted well to the aether and managed to keep some part of itself intact. The black one, however, is corrupted.”

Salvador leaned toward the fight happening in the distance. “Corrupted how?”

“When an aether bloom occurs, there are three possible outcomes. Assimilation is when a species fully adapt to the aether and lets it become part of themselves. There are changes, of course, but the organism would look no different than normal,” Ironmane explained. “This is a rare outcome, but cultivators like the ogres have managed this.”

Sam wondered if she should ask about whether other races were given nano-pills in advance to help them out through a seeder invasion. On the off chance they weren’t supposed to get this help, she decided to keep that card close to her chest.

“Mutation is the most common occurrence, however,” Ironmane continued. “Organisms adapt to their new, hostile environment in all manner of ways. Like that wolf over there has.”

The grey wolf howled as a blast of aether erupted around it. The black wolf was thrown aside. Violet energy streamed from the grey wolf’s eyes as it darted with blinding speed at the black wolf.

Ironmane tracked the wolf’s movements with his finger “It’s stronger, faster, and even has abilities unnatural to this world. But these changes also affect the mind, often making the mutants far more aggressive. But not so aggressive they cannot work together.”

“What about the corrupted wolf, then?” Salvador asked.

Ironmane stroked his beard. “Those are anomalies we have yet to figure out ourselves. Corruption is almost as rare as assimilation. These creatures are far stronger and faster than their mutated counterparts, with far more abilities at their disposal. They are also hyper-aggressive.”

Sam thought back to the mutated wolves they fought when trying to take down the zookeeper. They had immediately turned on their allies once they transformed.

“Under normal circumstances these corrupted creatures will turn on their own kind just as well as every other living thing unfortunate enough to cross their path,” Ironmane continued. “But now and again a powerful alpha variant rises to command the others. A corrupted creature is no laughing matter on its own, but an alpha? Those are a serious threat.”

Sam nodded. “We’ve killed one of those. We know.”

“Before the aether bloom?” Ironmane asked with wide eyes.

“Is that not normal?” Sam asked.

Ironmane shook his head. “I have never heard of corruption cases prior to aether blooms. Mutations alone are exceedingly rare in such cases. Most life forms suffer through aether poisoning for days, even weeks before the aether bloom hits.”

Hastuil stroked his beard. “Earth creatures must be exceedingly sensitive to aether. Curious.”

“Curious indeed,” Ironmane said.

The snapping of jaws and shattering of earth pulled Sam’s attention back to the wolves. The corrupted wolf sent crimson spikes exploding out of the ground at the grey wolf. The mutant closed the gap in a flash, weaving through the spikes with ease, and went right for the corrupted wolf’s throat. A monstrous yelp left the corrupted creature. It thrashed against the mutant with its claws glowing crimson. They tore through earth, flesh, and fur alike until the mutant ripped out the corrupted wolf’s throat and fell dead.

Battered and bloodied, the mutant wolf limped away into the darkness.

“And there we have it. An underdog rising to the occasion.” Ironmane smiled at Sam and Sal.

Hastuil cleared his throat. “Sir, the fortress is just up ahead. I recommend we make haste if you truly hope to stop the mining operation.”

Ironmane nodded. “Be quick on your feet, men. Our home is just beyond the tree line.”

The dwarf prince took off sprinting, followed by the rest of his guards. Sam found it nothing short of amazing that such short, bulky creatures could move so quickly in all that armor.

“Hey, wait up!” Salvador shouted, and took off after them.

Sam was right behind them. “Question. Why don’t you dwarves have a transport to ride back on?”

“Blasted orcs destroyed them is why,” Hastuil informed her. “Before you humans interfered, they came at us with rockets and tankbusters. Two transports were destroyed before we could deploy our forces.”

“Aye, that was what happened,” Ironmane agreed. “It was the only reason they were able to overwhelm us as well. Our heavy weapons teams were in those transports. I believe you humans call them machine gunners.”

Salvador pointed at the heavy pistol on Ironmane’s hip. “I’m guessing they’re a lot bigger and meaner than that pistol of yours.”

“Much,” Ironmane said.

Running out of the forest, they were greeted by miles of tree stumps cut down around a vast, multi-layered wall surrounding the mountain. Spotlights swept across the clearing from guard towers while a pair of dwarven fighters patrolled the surrounding area.

Sam and Salvador stopped dead in their tracks. “Woah.”

“Pick up the pace, long legs,” Ironmane shouted back at them. “We wouldn’t want you to get shot for trespassing, now would we?”

Sam and Salvador exchanged a nervous glance, then darted after Ironmane’s group.

They arrived at the towering gates shortly after. The massive slabs of metal had to be at least six stories tall. Dozens of spotlights shone down on them from above, but through the glaring lights Sam caught glimpses of guns pointed at them that were just about as big as the dwarves operating them.

“This seems excessive,” Sam said.

Hastuil snorted. “Try saying that after you’ve done a tour on Valeria-7.”

“We’ll take your word for it,” Salvador said.

“Who goes there?” one of the guards shouted from above.

“It is I, Prince Yangrur Ironmane, and my personal guard,” he shouted back. “With me are two humans who fought bravely by our side against the orc threat. They are my honored guests and I will not have our guns leveled at them.”

There was a brief silence where Sam swore she caught glimpses of the dwarves above exchanging glances. The blinding lights turned away, along with the guns leveled at them.

“Yes, my prince,” the guard above said. “Welcome back to Karak Ral.”

The towering slabs of metal peeled aside with the groan of heavy machinery, exposing layer after layer of defensive plating.

The dwarves really didn’t want anyone breaking into their property, Sam thought.

“I thought you guys were from Karak Adrin,” Salvador asked.

Ironmane nodded. “Aye, that is our home. It is where we hail from and where we shall return should this karak fail. It is my duty to see that it doesn’t.”

“How does that work for your family or clan?” Salvador asked as the gates finally opened.

“I am still a son of Clan Ironmane,” the prince explained. “Should the need arise, I will take my father’s place as the head of our clan. Before that happens, however, I must prove myself by claiming valuable territories on worlds such as this one.”

The dwarves led them inside the perimeter. Sam’s jaw dropped at the sight of strip-mined terrain all around them. Whatever the dwarves wanted in the mountain, they weren’t shy about leveling it to pull it out of the earth. Then there were the buildings. Sam expected metal structures, but instead it seemed the dwarves carved every single building around them out of the earth or mountain. Dwarven workers were hard at work spraying some sort of mustard-colored chemical over the buildings. Sam guessed it was something like the special paint they used back at the Gaming Center to make glass all but indestructible, only it was designed for stone.

Where there was metal, however, was the dwarven ship. The geometric design of the craft effectively boiled down to a flying brick with engines covered in sculptures of dwarves with axes and guns. Lots and lots of guns. But instead of energy weapons, they looked like cannons she saw on old battleships when she had to study history or played one of those old warship games. If they were energy weapons, Sam had to admit she was a little disappointed by the lack of glowy bits.

“Wait.” Sam snapped her distracted mind back into focus. “Claiming valuable territories? Not the whole world?”

Ironmane ran a hand through his beard. “Entire worlds are ideal, but depending on the native population, this often puts us into conflict with the elves or pharaohs. And you humans are certainly the type they would go to war with anyone. You are an incredibly flexible species in what you can do, and impressively resilient for such soft bodied creatures. But ignoring those factors, the combat prowess you have shown us thus far makes your species a welcome addition to any military or security force.”

Hastuil nodded. “In the case of the elves, you resemble them closely enough to be welcomed in as their servants. For the pharaohs… well, we all saw how you fought today.”

“Aye,” Ironmane said. “Those bastards are always looking to bulk up their armies, and capable races like you are among their favorites.”

“Races like yours too, huh?” Salvador asked.

Ironmane nodded as he led them toward a towering opening flanked by statues on the side of the ship. “Exactly why we keep to our high-value territories and turn them into fortresses. The pharaohs conscript us to their armies, and the elves barely tolerate our existence.”

“They never were fond of our strip-mining techniques,” Hastuil added. “Filthy tree-hugging knife-ears.”

“You know what, Hastuil,” Salvador said, “I didn’t think I was going to like you, but I think we’ll get along just fine.”

Hastuil snorted in disgust and kept his gaze forward.

Ironmane led them up the ramp into the ship. “Now, we are going to meet with the council. It is very important that you two remain quiet unless spoken to. Understood?”

Sam raised a brow. “How are we going to make our case unless we speak?”

“You will get your chance. I will see to it personally,” Ironmane promised. “But if you step out of line, the honor guard may be less than favorable in their treatment of you.”

“Or one of the lords will take offense and decide to take things into his own hands,” Hastuil said. “Honor duels are not all that uncommon from meetings like this.”

Ironmane patted the book of grudges on his hip. “They are no small contributor to the thickness of our grudges.”

They were led through a hall to another set of tall double doors. This one was guarded by at least a dozen dwarves armed in golden armor with intricate runes carved into them. No suit of armor had the same set of runes inscribed in them, likely meaning each set was unique to the wearer. But all of the honor guards' faces were completely covered behind their helmets, save for their heavy beards.

A pair of honor guards pulled their crossed poleaxes away from the door and slammed their fists to their chests. Ironmane returned the gesture as he walked past them into a grand round chamber where at least a dozen dwarves gathered in judgment above them in all manner of ornate robes.

At the center of these dwarves, on a grand throne, sat a man in black-and-silver robes stroking at his grey beard. His upper body was exposed to the world; he wore nothing but muscles and intricate tattoos on his body. His head was shaved clean, and his ice-blue eyes burned directly into Ironmane.

“Yangrur, what is the meaning of this?” The grey dwarf scoffed. “You dare bring outsiders into the heart of our hold?”

Ironmane’s hand curled into a fist, but his voice remained even. “Yes, my lords,” Ironmane spoke to the chamber. “Today I have been honored by the intervention of these fine humans.” He gestured at Sam and Sal. “They came to us in our time of need, of their own volition, without any promise of repayment, and helped us drive back the orc threat. Were it not for their intervention, we may very well not be having this conversation now.”

The council rumbled excitedly amongst themselves, but Sam couldn’t tell if the excitement was good or if they were plotting how best to kill them.

“How unfortunate that they could not do us the favor of minding their own gods damned business,” the grey dwarf said. “As per usual, your incompetence puts our entire karak at danger.”

Ironmane’s fist tightened further.

“Now, now, Rulguth, there is no need for you to scold the boy,” a dwarf in red robes said. “We are aware you Brightsunders are a favored clan of the king and you personally serve as one of his most trusted advisors, but this is the king’s son you are addressing. Show some respect.”

Rulguth sneered at the dwarf before his expression became neutral. “Have it your way, Fokkaer. Now tell me, Yangrur, why have you breached our rules and traditions to bring these…monkeys into our midst?”

“It is because I have made a rash decision,” Ironmane admitted without a shred of hesitation. “The mining mission to Scotch Creek is a mistake. These humans are strong, honorable warriors. The kind our people can respect and work side by side with.”

Rulguth rolled his eyes and sat his head on his fist. “We are well aware of your fantasies about working with the other species. Especially the lesser ones who have yet to be elevated to anything of worth.”

Ironmane ignored him. “These two humans alone were able to turn the tide of battle against the orcs. If our operation goes through, there will be enormous casualties on both sides of the conflict. We can avoid this if we simply pull back our mining force.”

Rulguth huffed. “You should have thought of the consequences before you ordered that operation, Prince. Unfortunately for your pet humans and the people you sent to burn their home, the aether bloom deposited far too much valuable ore in that area for this council to ignore.”

Ironmane stared down at his boots, and Sam swore she heard the groan of crushing metal.

“All in favor of continuing the mission?” Rulguth said.

The room resounded in a chorus of, “Ayes.”

“All against?”

There were a handful of, “Nays.” Ironmane was one of them.

“Then the matter is settled. The mission will proceed as planned. Whatever comes of this falls squarely on your shoulders, Yangrur,” Rulguth sneered. “I am certain your father will be very proud.”

Sam sighed. “This is getting nowhere.” She stepped up past Ironmane. “Listen up, Chrome Dome, because I’m only going to say this once.”

The dwarves perked up. The council exchanged shocked gasps and cries about a breach in decorum, while others seemed curious and excited about the angry monkey.

Ironmane grabbed Sam’s arm. “Sam, please, this is not—”

Sam pulled her arm free from the dwarf’s powerful grip.

Rulguth held up a hand to silence the room, then leaned forward. “Go on then, monkey. Make whatever bold claims you wish. Humoring you is the least we can do before making you homeless.”

“Well that’s an improvement over dead,” Salvador whispered.

“Isn’t that sweet.” Sam glared at Rulguth. “Now listen here, grey beard. Ironmane wasn’t lying when he said the two of us cleared out those orcs on our own. We did, and there are many more like us at Scotch Creek with better fighters than either of us. If you insist on staying on this path, every last dwarf you sent out there will die along with every piece of equipment that went with them.”

Rulguth leaned back with a delighted chuckle. “Bold claims from a monkey. I can see why you’ve taken a shine to them, Yangrur. They’re just your type.”

“The human makes a good point, Rulguth,” Fokkaer said. “The lives lost will be very costly to replace, and that’s without factoring in the cost of their equipment. The mining drills alone are in the millions of aether.”

Rulguth stared Fokkaer down. “And the responsibility of their loss will lie squarely on Yangrur. As has every other death and setback we’ve suffered under his incompetent rule.”

“Only because I have to fight you at every step, Rulguth,” Ironmane snapped.

Rulguth shook his head with a disappointed frown. “I can tolerate the monkeys breaking decorum, boy, but I will not tolerate it from a dwarf, least of all the supposed prince. How unfortunate for all of us that you are your father’s only heir.” The dwarf pulled out a heavy tome and flipped it open. “I will be adding this to my book of grudges.”

Ironmane glared at Rulguth, then lifted up his own. “The feeling is mutual, Chancellor.”

Sam glanced between the dwarves. There was definitely some long-running bad blood between the two. “Can you two ladies stop bickering long enough to address the problem at hand?” She pointed at Rulguth. “You’re about to lose a lot of lives and equipment by denying your prince here the ability to do the right thing. You know it, the whole council knows it, and we know it. All of this while you’re dealing with an orc infestation in the woods. Are you sure you aren’t the failure here?”

Rulguth glowered at Sam. Rather than shouting her down, he quietly scribbled away in his book of grudges. “Very well, monkey. If you truly wish to save your people, we can come to some sort of agreement. Take care of our Gutwrencha problem and we will withdraw our mining operation and engage in diplomacy. Does that sound to your liking?”

Sam was about to open her mouth to agree when Ironmane clasped her shoulder. His gaze told him everything she needed to know. “You aren’t going to tell your people to delay their attack, are you?” she asked.

Rulguth smirked down to her. “Attack is a strong word for what our people will do. If you monkeys are reasonable, they will be asked to leave. If they don’t? Well, those tanks aren’t just for show. And with those cute 3D-printed walls of yours, this fight will be over by the early morning.”

“So like, if I shoot him right in the throat, how bad are things going to get for us?” Salvador asked Ironmane.

“The room will be flooded with honor guard in seconds,” Ironmane said. “You will be lucky to make it out of here alive. Me and my guards will be lucky not to be thrown in the brig.”

“Oh. Brutal,” Salvador said.

Sam didn’t trust Rulguth to keep his word, but maybe the rest of the council would force his hand if it came to it. “Do you swear on your honor to uphold this bargain?”

“Of course.” Rulguth slammed his book of grudges shut. “I swear it on my life.”

“Sam, what are you doing?” Salvador hissed quietly. “This dude is sketchy as hell.”

She ignored him. “And the rest of the council?”

The other dwarves rumbled amongst themselves before announcing their agreement to the terms one after another. Ironmane even joined in. Rulguth frowned but said nothing of it.

Sam grinned. “Then we have ourselves a deal. And you better honor it or we’re going to do far worse than scribble mean things in our notebook about you, Rulguth.” Sam pointed at him. “We’ll make sure you learn firsthand what it means to cross humans.”

“Don’t push your luck,” Rulguth replied. “Now be gone from my sight before I have you thrown out. You humans reek of filth.”

Sam turned on her heels and marched out with Ironmane and the others. She pointed a thumb back at the council room. “What the hell was that, Ironmane?”

“That’s just how the council operates, Sam,” Ironmane answered.

Sam shook her head. “And you call yourself a prince?”

“Listen here you,” Hastuil snapped.

Salvador cut him off. “No, she’s got a point. You gotta toughen the fuck up, Hastuil. Earn that Ironmane name of yours.”

“What do you think I’m doing here, human?” Ironmane snapped.

“Getting slapped around by daddy’s bitch boy,” Salvador said with the bluntness of a hand grenade to the face. “This place is supposed to be a test for you to see if you can run a karak or whatever. Part of that involves dealing with snakes like him trying to derail you at every turn.”

Sam nodded. “We had some of that already among our own people in Invictus. But Willy had power to gain. I don’t know what Chrome Dome back there gets out of making you fail.”

Ironmane sighed. “If I fail—or better yet die—he becomes my father’s heir.”

“Huh. Well that explains why he hates your guts,” Salvador said. “And I guess that makes Rulguth less of your daddy’s bitch boy and more of his bro. Man, that sucks for you.”

Ironmane raised a brow at Sal. “You have a strange way of speaking, human.”

“I’ll fill you in on the finer details of human communication later,” Salvador said. “For now we need you to toughen up.”

“But there are rules we must follow in the council,” Ironmane protested.

Sam glared at him. “Rules Rulguth is using to beat you over the head. So either learn to play the game better than he does, or show him you aren’t going to back down. Starting with this mission.”

Ironmane took a deep breath. “You’re right, human. This attitude of his has been going on for far too long.”

Sam smiled. “Now let’s go find us an orc. You do know where he is, right?”

Ironmane stared blankly at her. “I thought you knew this hunt would involve tracking down Gutwrencha.”

“Cra-a-ap.” Sam and Salvador dragged out the word in unison.

Hastuil held up a hand to his ear. “My prince. I have good news.”


Chapter twenty-two
Brad


It was the dead of night when they arrived at the Gaming Center. Before Brad and his guild met the gnomes and learned about portable construction units, it was little more than a few buildings and a chain-link fence around only one of them. Since then their territory had expanded a great deal.

From the Gaming Center, Invictus expanded out east to claim the Hub, north to the community park, then farther east to claim the RV park for additional housing. All of this land was walled off thanks to the mass production of portable construction units with all the resources Invictus earned from kicking out the elves from Kamloops and further reinforced by lines of laser turrets. Brad had even invested in anti-air guns in case the elves ever came knocking on their door.

Brad drove the transport through the southern gate. Both the Gaming Center and the Hub had been further reinforced with alien materials. New structures had been deployed for crafting and housing, but there wasn’t a single soul in sight. One glance at the map told him where they were.

The walls.

Brad brought the transport to a halt and got out. “Alright people, I want you on those walls, and keep a lookout for anything coming our way. The sensors picked up a large force coming from the north, but they may know some tricks to sneak past them.”

The raid party spread out to each of the walls except for Jason’s group and Lewis. They were with Jake when they secured Armstrong earlier.

“What’s up, guys?” Brad asked.

Jason stepped up first. “I need to go check up on Daisy before anything happens, if that’s alright with you. We were on the road for a long time, and this fighting’s going to spook the poor girl if I’m not around.”

Brad couldn’t imagine a single positive scenario that involved a spooked razorprey matriarch. The murder chicken, as Tim liked to call her, was taller than any human, taller even than some horses Brad had seen. With those sharp claws of hers and her beak, she could easily kill anyone unfortunate enough to get on her bad side. “Alright, Jason. Go do what you have to. I don’t want Daisy turning on us if the fighting gets out of hand.”

“She won’t, I promise,” Jason said, and ran off with Cory and Kurtis.

Brad turned to Lewis. “And I’m guessing you want to stay with your twins.”

Lewis shook his head. “No, sir. I mean, I do, but cowering with the girls in the upgrade center won’t matter if those aliens break down our walls. I just want to check in on them. I know you class users were hit pretty hard by the aether bloom, but it wasn’t anything at all like we cultivators had to deal with.”

Brad furrowed his brow. “How bad was it for you guys?”

Lewis tugged at the collar of his black undershirt. “This shirt was white before the aether bloom hit. The amount of toxins we had to shove out of our bodies to deal with the excess aether almost killed us.”

“Mutated you, actually,” Nokor said as he walked up with Elsie and Effie at his side.

The twins rushed up to Lewis and nearly tackled him to the ground. “Daddy!” they shouted.

“Mutated? What do you mean mutated? I thought the nano-pill was supposed to prevent that,” Brad said.

Nokor nodded. “For you class users that is the case. The nano-pill merely mitigates the effects of excess aether for cultivators like us, making it more manageable. I was able to use Aether Siphon to keep the twins from turning, but some of the other students are in critical condition.”

“Why couldn’t you treat the rest of them?” Brad asked.

Nokor grimaced. “Siphoned aether is wild and unpredictable. I was already at my limit from the aether bloom and then saving Elsie and Effie.”

Lewis slipped past his girls to hug Nokor. “Thanks for keeping my girls alive, big guy.”

Nokor winced, expecting something else from the contact, then smiled at the embrace. He cautiously, and oh so gently, patted Lewis’s head. “It was the least I could do.”

Les pushed Brad forward. “Well go on then, Mr. Healer. Go fix those people up. We’re going to need everyone in tip-top shape if we’re going to fight off an army.”

Brad nodded. “You guys head to the northern wall. I’ll join up with you in a moment. Let’s go, Nokor.”

Nokor ran across to the Hub and squeezed through the double doors. For all their improvements to the building, making an opening to fit the ogre had not been one of them. Jake said it was something about causing structural issues to the building.

“Here we are, Brad,” Nokor said. “This is our entire cultivator population. The ones who stayed behind.”

There were about twenty of them, all strewn on the floor in pools of black bile and sweating out more as time went on. They groaned and grunted in pain as they suffered through the final stages of aether poisoning. Every single person was corpse-white with deep black veins running through them rather than the normal purple Brad saw in aether poisoning. That was probably a bad sign.

Kneeling beside a wheezing woman with ebony hair was Graston. He helped her—Maggie Butler, if Brad remembered right—sit up and pulled open her mouth. “There, there, it’ll be alright, miss. Just drink this healing potion.” He popped the cap on a small red vial and poured it into her open mouth.

Maggie gulped down the motion. Her breathing eased, though her skin remained just as pale and vein-ridden as ever. Graston carefully lowered her back down to the floor.

“How long have they been like this?” Brad asked. He couldn’t imagine every single cultivator had simply collapsed at once, even after the aether bloom.

Nokor frowned. “They fell into this condition not long after the aether bloom. I tried to guide them through the cultivation but their bodies were simply absorbing far too much aether far too quickly for their level of skill.”

Graston walked up to them. “But at least you’re here now to heal them. You do have Aether Siphon, right?”

Brad nodded. “I do, but I’m kinda worried about what it will do to a cultivator.”

“That depends on the level of Aether Siphon and the cultivator’s core,” Nokor said. “If a cultivator only has a raw core, Aether Siphon can make a complete mess. That said, less aether means they can reform their raw core better. Against someone with at least a level-one core, the Aether Siphon would first take any loose aether in the target’s system before trying to draw it from their core.”

Brad pointed at Nokor. “Easier said than done, right?”

“Correct. An Aether Siphon would have to be particularly powerful to withdraw any aether from such a core,” Nokor said.

“So if I use Aether Siphon on them it’s perfectly safe, right? I don’t want to kill my own people or ruin their progress,” Brad said.

Nokor grabbed one of his elbows and stroked his chin with the other hand. “Now that is an interesting question. With all the aether in their bodies the potential for rapid growth is immense. If you take enough to get them back on their feet, we could have these cultivators become a powerful fighting force.”

“In a week maybe,” Graston said. “I’ve seen how long you cultivators take to do things around here. We have dwarves knocking at our doorstep right now, and we’re going to need all the help we can get.”

Brad ran a hand through his hair. “I won’t hamstring my people, Graston. Nokor, if you can tell me when I’ve drained enough aether, we can get this thing moving real fast.”

“Fast how?” Graston asked. “You’re going to have to drain aether from each individual person. The dwarves will be knocking down our walls before you’re done here.”

Brad rubbed his hands together, then flexed them a few times. “Not anymore I don’t. With Chain Siphon I can pull from five targets.”

“What?” Graston and Nokor said in astonishment.

Brad smiled. “Us humans got access to a perk system from that aether bloom. Chain Siphon was one of them.” He knew he probably shouldn’t have been so loose with that information, but Graston and Nokor were friends. If they couldn’t keep a secret, no one would. Then again, word was bound to get out sooner rather than later, so why even worry?

“It is curious that I heard no such thing from Elsie and Effie,” Nokor said.

“I haven’t heard about any cultivators getting perks either, but I haven’t really asked,” Brad said. “Now let’s get to work before things get nasty out there.”

“Very well,” Nokor agreed. “You may begin when ready.”

Brad outstretched his hand to the first group of five cultivators and cast Aether Siphon. Streams of violet light poured out of the writhing cultivators’ bodies and flowed into his hand. It wasn’t the small streams that he’d seen in the past from other aether-poisoning victims—these were heavy, glowing streams of aether. A part of him was excited to see just how much aether he would gain from the siphoning, and another part was tempted to find out just how much he could draw from a cultivator. He smashed that thought aside. That would be like stealing.

Nokor grasped Brad’s shoulder. “That should be enough.”

Brad cancelled out the cast. Some color had returned to the cultivators’ pale skin. The black veins had lightened to pulse with purple aetheric energies.

Maggie was among this group, and the first to struggle to sit up. “Ugh…everything’s spinning,” she muttered.

Nokor smiled at her. “I understand, young apprentice. But it is thanks to Brad here that you have not succumbed to the aether poisoning. Now do not waste this opportunity to form your core. Brad was gracious enough to only siphon enough aether from your body to give you a fighting chance. If you cannot get your aether in order, I fear he will have to take much more aether.”

Maggie gave a slow, drooping nod. She shifted to her knees. “Thanks, Brad. I won’t waste this opportunity.” Her words were almost slurred as she closed her eyes and started working on her cultivation.

Brad nodded with a faint smile as he glanced at his notifications.

You have received 2,000 aether.

That was a ton of aether for just siphoning from five cultivators. They probably held far more aether in their bodies than class users or even normal humans who were suffering from aether poisoning. Then again, would there even be normal humans left on Earth after the aether bloom? For all Brad knew, every single human still alive on Earth was either a class user like him or a cultivator like Jake and the others. All of them had to be on the nano-pill.

“Come this way, Brad. We have three more groups to go through,” Nokor said.

Brad glanced at the map. The dwarves were still approaching. His eyes widened as they entered the inner radius of the land-claim node’s sensors. There were tanks and artillery pieces with them, along with mining drills. Brad wasn’t sure why the dwarves would bring mining drills to a siege, but the tanks and artillery pieces getting so close made no sense to him. The artillery pieces had to have the range to shell the Gaming Center from the forest, and the tanks could just pick a clear line of fire to shoot them from a distance.

“Let’s get this done quickly—our guests are getting a little too close for comfort,” Brad said.

They moved through the next three groups, each time adding another two thousand aether to Brad’s pool of resources. If the fighting didn’t start soon, he might have time to print himself some nice armor.

“There. That’s the last of them,” Nokor said. “Thank you for your assistance, Brad.”

“Any time, Nokor. So what are you going to do now?” Brad asked.

Nokor stared at his feet. “Normally we ogres would stay out of other races’ battles, but this place has become a home for me. If you wish for me to fight, I will defend my new home.”

Brad gestured at the cultivators around them. “Are they going to be alright without you?”

“Maybe,” Nokor said. “I’m not sure.” He pointed at Maggie.

She gritted her teeth and grunted as she struggled with the aether within her. More and more black sweat poured from her brow and down her body.

Brad frowned. If the alpha wolf that mutated in the middle of their fight with the zookeeper was anything to go off of, having a human suffer the same fate during a siege would not be an ideal scenario. “Then you can stay with the cultivators and help them through…whatever it is they’re doing. Jake would kill me if any of his cultivators turned into monsters.”

Nokor smiled. “Thank you, Brad. I will not allow these young cultivators to turn. You have my word on that.”

Brad turned to the gnome among them. “What about you, Graston? Want to head back to your ship? We can lend you one of our transports, if you like.”

Graston blew out a breath. “And abandon you in your time of need? I wouldn’t be doing my job if I abandoned you now, nor would I be living up to the Twinguard name.”

“I thought you wanted to make your own,” Brad said.

“And it certainly won’t be Graston Turntail, I can promise you that! Now let’s get out there and show these dwarves their aggression against a Sparkgear Consortium trading partner in good standing shall not be tolerated.” Graston stormed out of the Hub.

Brad blinked. He wasn’t sure why the gnome was so fired up, but he certainly appreciated the help. Maybe Xaxi’s gnomes, or rather the consortium they were members of, really had a thing for keeping trade flowing smoothly. If Invictus was wiped off the face of the Earth, the gnomes would have to find someone else to gather resources for them, if not do it themselves. Brad had a sneaking suspicion that wouldn’t be the dwarves.

Then again, Graston was a good guy in Brad’s book. He had to be helping defend the Gaming Center more out of friendship than anything else.

“Right behind you, Graston,” Brad said as he ran out.

It was a quick run to the northern wall. Brad joined his party overlooking the approaching dwarven army. There were hundreds of them, but there were many more farther behind the approaching group.

Brad checked his map.

The dwarves that had stayed behind were the artillery pieces and the mining equipment. He borrowed a set of binoculars from Les and watched them in the distance. They looked like workers with their overalls and mining helmets, not at all like the armored warriors striding up to the wall flanked by a pair of tanks.

The dwarven army came to a halt as all but one dwarf walked right up to the wall. “Humans of Scotch Creek, I am General Aznouk Metalbringer. Who is in charge here?”

Brad leaned against the battlements and shouted, “I am. My name is Brad Grosslin, guild master of Invictus. Tell me, what brings you and your army into our lands, General?”

Aznouk stroked his long braided beard and nodded. “Aye, I suppose that’s everyone’s first question. Listen well human, for I do not like to repeat myself.” He gestured at the army behind him. “My men and I have brought a mining crew from our karak with the intent of strip-mining the precious ores that have manifested beneath your town of Scotch Creek after the aether bloom. We have been authorized to grant you and your people one day to vacate the premises and go in peace. I strongly recommend you take the offer for all our sakes, human. My people are not looking for a fight, and yours do not look capable of handling one.”

“Cheeky bastard,” Les muttered under her breath.

“I’m confused here,” Karen said. “I thought the gnomes were supposed to be the nice aliens, Brad. What happened?”

Graston pressed his fists to his hips. “Those are not gnomes, woman! Those are dwarves. You can tell as much by their disgustingly excessive facial hair and the fact that they, along with everything they build, has the artistic grace of a brick.”

Brad snorted, then looked around at his people. They didn’t look like a force that was unprepared for war. They had armor and weapons. Their health and mana bars were full, and each one of them was stacking buffs from food and the handful of potions they had learned to make. The dwarf was bluffing, trying to get them to turn tail and avoid any trouble for his own people. Then Brad looked down at himself.

His armor vest was shot up, torn up, and soaked in his own blood. So were his clothes underneath. As the leader of the guild, he was putting on a terrible showing of his people’s fighting capabilities.

Still, Brad couldn’t let it seem like the dwarf had scored even a single point. “You aren’t the first alien to make that mistake, and you won’t be the last, General.”

Aznouk chuckled. “You’re a bold one, I’ll give you that. But you have no tanks, no artillery, no aircraft. You humans have only been struggling to survive the past month. You are no veterans of war like my men. If you insist on making an issue out of this, I promise you your deaths will be swift and merciless.” The general rested his hammer on his shoulder. “Nothing personal, of course. This is merely business, human.”

Brad huffed out an amused laugh. “If this is only business, then why don’t we discuss terms? You dwarves are clearly after our resources. We can establish trade routes between our people. Surely that’s better than getting yourselves killed.”

Aznouk shook his head. “No, I’m afraid not. If my orders allowed for such an exchange, I would consider it. But my superiors were very clear: Take Scotch Creek at any cost. So do yourselves a favor and leave while you can.” The dwarf turned and headed back to his people.

Brad looked around at his people on the walls. “Did you hear that? The dwarves think they can just stroll on up here and take our land by asking nicely.”

The wall rumbled with laughter.

“Well that’s not going to happen. I won’t let it happen, just like you won’t let it happen,” Brad roared, and the crowd roared with him. “We kicked the elves of House Oberon off this planet, and we’ll do the same to you, dwarf.”

Aznouk glanced back over his shoulder. “Oh, so you boys think you’re tough because you broke a few knife-ears?” The general laughed and drew a heavy pistol from his hip and sent a slug snapping past the top of Brad’s skull. “Let’s show them the error of their ways, lads!”

Brad ducked behind cover and pulled up his shotgun as every single laser turret facing the dwarves opened up in a barrage of fire.

The dwarven tanks were quick to move in front of the main army to provide cover, while the general charged straight for the turrets. Red streaks of blazing-hot energy were deflected by the general’s armor, doing little to damage him, just as the gnome lasers did little to harm the tanks.

Teresa shot out a ray of frost at the ground beneath the general’s feet, quickly freezing it solid so the dwarf slipped and fell. “Careful now, dwarf.”

Karen followed up the attack with a flaming lance just as the general rose to his feet. The force of the lance sent him flying back and the explosion knocked him farther toward his tanks. “Huh, you’re right, Graston dear. They are built like bricks.”

“What did I tell you?” Graston said.

Their brief moment of mocking the general didn’t last. The tanks opened fire with their cannons and started picking off the laser turrets one at a time. In the distance, the artillery guns thundered. There were only two of them, but their rate of fire more than made up for it. Shells rained down on the Gaming Center, blowing chunks off walls, taking out turrets, and battering the gates. More shells missed the wall entirely and destroyed the grounds within the perimeter.

Brad glanced back and gasped as a shell hit the Gaming Center directly. The structure shook as chunks of concrete came off it. The sprays Jake had insisted on buying really were paying off, but if a single artillery shell could do that much damage, the Gaming Center wouldn’t last long.

“Roll it all out,” Brad shouted. “Give them everything you’ve got.” He swung up from behind his cover and opened fire with his shotgun.

The dwarves were done cowering behind the tanks and began sprinting across the field to the damaged walls. At the head were dwarves with towering shields protecting the advance force from incoming fire. Behind them were gunners with all manner of absurdly heavy rifles and machine guns that made Brad’s bulky shotgun look like a glorified paperweight. Brad had the sneaking suspicion those guns weren’t for show. Like the dwarves’ bulky armor and generally larger weapons, it implied their enemies had a strength advantage on the humans.

But that wouldn’t matter if they couldn’t get up the walls.

“Mages, I want you bombarding that army,” Brad said. “Get them off our lawn.”

Volleys of fireballs slammed into the rushing dwarves. Their bodies were sent flying into the air from explosions or crashing across the ground as a blaze began to spread across the field. Flaming rifts opened up above the skies as fireballs rained upon the dwarven ranks.

A tank shell slammed into the nearby wall, sending humans flying off in bloody pieces. A follow-up shot nearly took off Brad’s head as he sent a volley of slugs at the general below. Whatever Aznouk’s armor was made out of was impressive stuff. Even with Brad’s perk to increase the power of his slugs, all he managed to do was dent the armor. But it was enough. The general dropped to a knee, clutching his leg. It was enough to force him to withdraw.

“Can anyone do anything about those damned tanks?” Les shouted over the chaos of war.

Karen sent a barrage of fire lances at the closest of the two. Each lance lodged itself in the tank’s armor before detonating. Nothing. The armor was battered, dented, and scorched, but there was no serious damage. “Not with my current spells, I can’t.”

“Maybe we can do something,” Ceres said. “Ready, Teresa?”

“Ready.”

Ceres instantly flung out an Arc Tether across the battlefield. The vicious ball of lightning lashed out with eclectic tendrils, dragging away every dwarf unfortunate enough to be caught in its path. The tendrils crushed them as it dragged them toward the center, where it fried the dwarves unfortunate enough to last that long. When the Arc Tether reached the tanks, the tendrils attacked them as well. The tanks sparked violently and tried to get away, but for all the power of their engines they couldn’t move much faster than a slow jog.

Teresa followed with a Blizzard she cast just as quickly. The rift opened above the tanks and bombarded them with spikes of ice. The barrage battered the tanks’ armor and coated them in thick ice. The turrets and treads stopped moving after a while.

“Did it work?” Les asked.

Brad checked his notifications for received aether. There was no shortage of those, but nothing big enough to line up with taking out a tank.

The Arc Tether whirled about and pulled everything it could tight to its core before exploding with electricity. The sound of ice cracking caught Brad’s attention. The tanks’ turrets snapped free from the frost and turned to Brad’s section of the wall.

“Off the wall now!” Brad threw himself over the edge, but not before the volleys demolished the wall they had just been standing on.

Brad hit the ground hard. His ears were left ringing, and his world spun. Les crash-landed across his stomach, her armor smoking from the blast. Karen, Teresa, and Ceres followed soon after, bloodied and gasping for breath as many more of their guild members followed, dead or at death’s door.
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Brad wheezed and pushed Les’s heavily armored body off him. He managed to crawl to his knees as he cast Mend Wounds on himself to stop his bleeding, then Circle of Healing to heal the wounded around him. He watched with wide eyes as his mana gauge drained quickly, but his health bar, and those of his allies around him, filled much faster.

“Back on your feet, people. This fight isn’t over yet,” Brad said, even as another volley of tank and artillery fire blew out a segment of the wall.

The dwarves rushed for the opening as artillery fire rained down all around them. More shells bombarded the Gaming Center. A section of the roof collapsed in on itself. Another set of explosions came down uncomfortably close to the Hub.

Brad wanted to check on everyone in those buildings to make sure they were safe, but they didn’t have the time. Dwarves were already streaming in through the gates. “Fighters up front! Block that hole.”

Les and Graston, along with every other fighter that survived the explosions, rushed forward to clash with the dwarven shield-bearers. Graston smashed a shield aside with his hammer. Les followed through by driving her sword through a dwarf’s throat, then smashing aside another.

Rangers rained fire from above, but the dwarves' heavy armor could take a beating. It took several magazines’ worth of ammunition for their guns to break through and score a hit. Only the most accurate and well-placed shots managed to deal any lethal damage.

Not Brad, though. Thanks to his perk, his slugs were knocking dwarves back and smashing through armor. For those dwarves unfortunate enough to have armor strong enough to hold up to his assault, the slugs left the armor violently dented. In some cases this was crippling, in others it was just as fatal as if the shot had gone clean through their heart.

Karen cast a Fire Storm right above the opening the dwarves had made. With little space for the fireballs to deviate, the explosions bathed the rushing dwarves in fire. Those who had made it through the gap were now cut off from support.

“Throw more spells at them, ladies,” Karen shouted. “Their armor doesn’t seem to do much against them.”

Ceres and Teresa nodded at one another and threw out spears of ice and lightning into the attacking dwarves. Like Karen said, their armor didn’t hold up well against them. But dwarves were hardy bastards. For all the punishment the mages were throwing out, the dwarves kept going until the damage piled on far too high for them to do anything but fall on their faces.

Another barrage of concentrated tank and artillery fire blew a hole in their northern gate.

“Northern gate’s open, people. Move to intercept,” Brad ordered. He checked his map for where everyone was at. The forces stationed along the other walls were shifting to engage the northern forces or dropping into their perimeter to help keep the invading dwarves back.

Then there were Jason, Cory, and Kurtis. They were still at Jason’s ranch.

“Jason, what the hell are you guys doing?” Brad snapped. “You said you were just going to check in on Daisy, not spend all day hiding there.”

“Oh, I ain’t hiding,” Jason replied cooly. “But I’m going to need you to buy me some more time.”

Brad smashed aside a dwarven warrior with his shotgun, then emptied his gun into the dwarf’s back. “What are you planning, Jason?” he asked while reloading.

“A solution to your tank problem,” Jason answered simply.

“An incredibly stupid solution,” Cory added.

Kurtis groaned. “And I can’t believe I’m going along with it.”


Chapter twenty-three
Jake


“What the hell are the pharaohs doing here?” Darius asked over party chat.

“No idea,” Jake said. “Luther, Rebecca—we’re getting out of here.”

Luther looked down to the jammed-up transport. “But our transport’s stuck. We can’t just leave it here.

“You can and you will,” Jake said. “If it’s still there in the morning we can send a crew to pick it up, but right now we need to get behind those walls.”

Luther grimaced.

Rebecca tugged him toward the ladder. “Come on Luther, it’s just a truck. We can worry about it later.”

“But it’s not mine. It feels wrong to abandon it like this,” Luther said while going along with Rebecca.

“You’ll feel a lot worse if you get yourself killed over it.” Jake hopped down from the art museum roof.

The laser turrets they’d placed up top roared to life with an unrelenting barrage of red beams carving through the mutants trying to get past them. Jake blasted apart mutated animals on his way to the Brawler.

Rebecca and Luther took a moment to catch up, but when they did it was announced by the crack of Rebecca’s revolver and the smashing of bone and flesh against Luther’s shield.

Luther bashed aside an aether wolf with the rim of his shield. Another jumped at him with violet energy trailing from its claws and maw. Luther slashed at the wolf’s chest, but it was too late. It tackled him to the floor and cleaved through his homemade armor like it was tissue paper.

Rebecca snapped around with her revolver. “Luther!” she cried, and sent a round into the wolf’s armored skull.

The beast was thrown off Luther, but shot back to its feet. Blood oozed from its wound as it moved to circle Luther and Rebecca, its claws carving through the pavement with ease. Rebecca kept her gun trained on the wolf, but she was too focused to see the other jump at her from behind.

“Look out,” Jake shouted. He tried to save her with an aether blast, but an eagle swept down from the skies and slashed his chest open. Jake fell on his back, but not before coiling an arm around the oversized bird’s body. He clobbered the eagle’s head with aether-infused blows, but to his surprise the mutated bird was tougher than it looked. It took almost eight blows before it finally died.
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Rebecca whirled about on the wolf leaping for her. She fired and caught the wolf through the gullet. The lifeless body nearly threw her to the ground, but she recovered.

The wolf with the glowing claws saw its opportunity to strike. Luther threw himself in its way. His shield glowed where the aetheric claws carved their way through inch after inch of steel. The wolf snapped at Luther’s throat, only to catch his sword through its heart and out its bone-armored back.

Luther kicked the body away. “I really need to pick up some better gear.”

Rebecca threw herself at Luther and healed him even as she embraced him. “You idiot, you almost got yourself killed! You have to stop doing that, Luther.”

“I said I was getting better gear, didn't I?” He laughed.

Jake threw the lifeless eagle off his body and scrambled to his feet. The laser turrets were keeping more of the mutants from reaching their position, but that wouldn’t last for long. “Get in the Brawler, now.”

Rebecca and Luther rushed to the truck and strapped in. Jake took the driver’s seat and sped off toward Armstrong.

Jake’s heart pounded at the sight before his eyes. He was driving alongside hordes of speeding, mutated animals toward the fortress walls he and the people of Invictus had built to defend Armstrong. All while streams of red-hot lasers swept overhead or picked off mutants around them. Jake feared those lasers would sweep over them and the Brawler at any moment. They’d never tested the truck’s armor against energy weapons, but Jake wasn’t eager to put his precious, heavily modified Cybertruck through any hell it didn’t absolutely have to go through. Which was easier said than done.

Aether deer rammed the Brawler from one side to another. Their horns tore up the truck bed in the back.

Rebecca screamed in the back seat as she fired wildly at a deer arcing with electricity.

Luther stabbed a deer through the throat as it tried to rip him out of the passenger’s seat. “Damn it. Lost my sword.”

“Start smashing Bambi with your shield, then,” Jake shouted as he threw an aether blast ahead of another charging group. The mutated beasts tumbled over one another from the sudden force impacting them.

“That’s really messed up, Jake!” Rebecca whined, then proceeded to take out another deer tearing up the back of the Brawler.

“Hey, Bambi started this fight, not me.” Jake smashed through the lines of mutants.

The gate was dead ahead of them. With a thought, he ordered the gate to start opening. He would speed right through and shut it behind them before the opening got too big.

At least that was the plan.

An armored mutant dropped in Jake’s path and tried to stop the Brawler. The Brawler had so much momentum that it forced the mutant past the gate with them—right up until the mutant found its footing. With a monstrous growl, it threw the Brawler overhead into the courtyard.

“Hang on to something,” Jake shouted.

The Brawler slammed across the pavement, bouncing, rolling, throwing off pieces of armor plating as it came to a stop on its roof.

Jake’s world was spinning, but he had enough sense to order the gates to seal. He crawled out of the Brawler and wiped the blood from his face.
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He stood, facing the armored mutant. It was bigger than the last one in bulk and height. If Jake had to guess, this poor soul was some sort of bodybuilder before the aether bloom twisted him into the monstrosity before them.

“Come on, big boy.” Jake squared up. “Let’s dance.”

The mutant roared and took three sprinting steps forward before it suddenly stopped. Jake was too baffled to shoot the monster in the face with an aether blast, and instead watched the mutant look around like it had no idea how it got there.

“Jake, things are getting wild up here,” Darius said. “The mutants just started turning on one another.”

What the hell? Jake wondered.

Tim sent a ping toward the skies. “Do you think they have something to do with this?”

Jake followed Tim’s ping to the blue-orange skies. The sun was rising, and the faint outline of the pharaoh ship came into view with its golden hull gleaming in the light. They were leaving.

It couldn’t be a coincidence that the mutants started attacking one another when the pharaoh ship turned to leave. It also couldn’t have been a coincidence all these mutants who were hostile to any other life form that wasn’t like them were suddenly working together to take down Armstrong.

“We have to follow that ship,” Jake said.

Tim laughed. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we’re buried in killer mutants out here.”

“Exactly why we have to chase those pharaohs. They have something to do with this, I know it,” Jake said.

The armored mutant shuddered, then fixed its gaze on Jake.

“Yeah, and how exactly are we going to do that?” Tim asked.

“We kill big ugly here, and you get the Brawler back on its feet. Sound fair?”

“They banged up the Brawler? I’m on my way right now,” Tim said.

The mutant rushed Jake with enormous fists covered in aetheric energy. Jake backed up from the monster, leading it away from the Brawler. Rebecca and Luther were still struggling to break free of their harnesses to be of any help, and he didn’t want them dying without a fight.

Jake threw a shield in the way of the mutant’s fist. The mutant shattered it and slammed him square in the chest. Jake was sent rocketing back. When he came to a stop he was surprised to find the concrete beneath him had cracked. Just like he was amazed he was still alive.
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Nice, Jake couldn’t help thinking with a hint of amusement.

The mutant rushed him before he could think about getting back up. Jake flipped away from the mutant. An aetheric fist slammed into the pavement with a vicious blast. Stone shards shot out in every direction. Only a crater remained where the mutant had nearly crushed Jake.

Jake returned the favor with an aether-infused kick to the mutant’s skull. The armored mutant roared as it staggered back to its feet. Jake pushed the advantage and went in for the kill with a punch to the monster’s armored throat. He was too slow. The mutant ground its heels to the floor and recovered enough to throw an aetheric fist to match Jake’s own.

Like two comets slamming into one another, the aetheric blows exploded on impact. A shockwave of energy ripped apart the terrain around them as Jake and the mutant staggered back from one another, then went right into trading blows again. Each time their fists met, another wave of aether erupted from them. Jake was amazed he took no damage even as the terrain around them was destroyed. It was an impressive show of force, but he needed to end the fight now.

The mutant roared as it slapped aside Jake’s fist and came down like a hammer with his own. That was his chance. Jake dove underneath the mutant’s strike and threw all his power behind a vicious throat punch. The blast of aether sent shards of bone armor shooting everywhere as the mutant flew back in a fountain of blood.
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Jake inspected his hand. It was cut up from the punch and coated in blood that wasn’t entirely the monster’s. “Damn. I need to toughen up my body some more if I’m going to keep fighting like that.”

“Up you get,” Tim said in the distance as he and Luther helped Rebecca up to her feet.

Rebecca dusted herself off. “Thanks Tim.”

“Don’t thank me, thank Jake over there. Friggin’ trading blows with a mutant like some anime nonsense.” Tim laughed.

“Ani-what?” Jake asked.

Tim snorted and got to work flipping over the Brawler.

Luther threw his arms up in the air. “Must be something the kids are into these days.” He threw his superior fighter’s strength into getting the Brawler back on its wheels.

Tim smiled at the two. “If we find any laying around, I’ll be sure to introduce you. Then you can make fun of me and call me cringe. It’ll be just like the good old days.”

Rebecca snorted. “Why would you want anyone to make fun of you?”

“Cringe?” Luther asked.

“Don’t worry about it,” Tim said. “Anyway, the Brawler’s beat up, but it looks like she’ll still run.” He did a once-over of the truck, kicked the tires, and put the mirrors back into place. “The truck bed’s going to be useless if it keeps taking beatings like this though, and tough as the rest of the armor is, it’s on the way out.”

Jake nodded. “Darius, Tanya, Mason. Get down here quick—we’re going on a field trip.”

“On our way, Master,” Darius said.

Jake winced at the title, but it was starting to bother him less. As much as Darius liked to tease him about his reaction to the title, it was meant as a show of respect. He just needed to get used to it like he’d gotten used to healing spells.

“Are you seriously going to chase down the pharaoh ship in this thing?” Tim asked.

Jake nodded. “We need to find out what they were up to, Tim, and where they’re based out of.”

Tim frowned. “OK, but we don’t even know what kind of weapons they can throw at us. I built the Brawler’s armor to stand up to elven bows. Those things were nuts, but at least we had some to test with.”

“They have energy weapons,” Jake said. “Stun ones were what I saw, but I wouldn’t be surprised if they had something with more kick to them.”

Luther nodded. “They do. We saw their handiwork at the ruined upgrade center. The damage they can inflict on a human body or walls of concrete is pretty bad, Jake. You sure you want to head on out there?”

Darius and the others arrived. They didn’t waste a second getting into the Brawler. “Ready to go!”

“You heard him, Luther. We’re ready to go.” Jake smiled and slipped into the driver’s seat. “Are you two coming? We’ve got room in the back.”

“What about me? You’re just assuming I’m coming?” Tim huffed.

“Yes,” the whole Brawler answered in unison.

Tim threw his arms up in the air. “You aren’t wrong, but screw you guys anyway.”

Luther chuckled. “I think it’s best I stay behind with my people and make sure you have a safe haven to come back to. Besides…” Luther gently tugged on his chest plate. Its last remaining leather strap snapped away and the morning sunlight shone clean through in places. “I need to put that upgrade station you were so kind to give us to good use.”

“Take care, you two,” Jake said. “We’ll be back in a bit.” He stepped on the gas and drove back out to the gate they’d come through. “Get ready for a bumpy ride, people.”

“I thought all the mutants were killing each other,” Darius said.

“But they’re still out there in big numbers,” Tanya replied.

Mason gripped the grab handle tightly. “And I bet they hate us even more than they hate each other.”

Jake squeezed the steering wheel. “We’re about to find out.”

The gates opened just enough for the Brawler to speed on through before closing behind them. He swerved past the hordes of battling mutants as lasers, bullets, and spells rained upon them and cut them down as quickly as they were killing each other. The interesting thing about the way aether worked was that as mutants killed each other they gained more aether to strengthen themselves, but as they grew stronger, so did the aether they gave out upon death. As long as his people were still alive at the end of the day, Jake didn’t really care what the mutants did to each other. But he did prefer that Armstrong's defenders score every possible kill.

Darius cleaved through mutants as they sped past. Mason and Tanya sent out long-range aether attacks, and Tim mostly sat in the middle of the group munching on snacks he’d brought along for the ride. It took a few minutes for Jake to clear the mutant hordes and head northwest after the pharaoh ship.

To Jake’s eye, the pharaohs were in no rush to get to their destination, at least not compared to the speeds he had seen a similar ship moving at when it chased down the ogres. Still, it was faster than the Brawler and losing them little by little. Jake just had to hope they were going in a straight line to their base. That hope was dashed the second the ship turned west toward the forest.

Tim broke the silence of their chase. “Have you guys heard anything from Scotch Creek?”

“Nah,” Darius answered. “What about you, Jake?”

Jake shook his head. “We haven’t really had the time to check in on them since the horde of mutants hit us. Last I talked to Nokor, they were struggling to deal with the aether like we were.”

Darius pointed at the pharaoh ship. “At the rate we’re moving, it’s going to be a long while before we have to worry about our behinds. Might be a good idea to check in and make sure our little newbies are doing fine back home.”

Jake couldn’t see any issue with that logic. “I’ll call up Nokor.” He pulled up a private line with the ogre and sent out a message. “Hey, Nokor. How’s everything looking in Scotch Creek?”

The answer came with an explosion and the crack of breaking wood. “Not great,” Nokor said.

Jake sat up. “What was that noise, Nokor? What’s going on?”

Nokor groaned and threw aside what must have been a heavy log. “The dwarves found us, Jake. Apparently the aether bloom manifested some valuable ore right under Scotch Creek, and they are not taking no for an answer.”

“We had options?” Jake asked with disbelief clear in his voice. Most aliens in the Collective seemed to shoot first, ask question later.

“Actually, yes,” Nokor said. “It was not a good one, but it was there. They said if we packed up and left by morning they would let us live.”

Jake shook his head. “What’s wrong with those bastards?”

“That is just how dwarves are, Jake. They aren’t the most friendly or talkative,” Nokor said. “And their books of grudges! Absurd. Those bearded balls of rage should learn to let things go.”

Jake nodded. “What about the cultivators, Nokor? We had some…incidents down here. Is everyone back home alright?”

“For the most part,” Nokor said. “I was able to save Elsie and Effie from the worst of the aether poisoning, but I could only stabilize the others. Had Brad not gotten here when he did, I fear we may have lost all of our cultivators.”

Jake frowned. That had been far too close. He may still be uncomfortable with calling himself the master of anything or anyone, but he enjoyed working with the other cultivators. Losing them would have been a massive hit.

He was certain Mason felt the same way after losing nearly all of his people back in Armstrong. But the man was holding up well for someone who’d survived that tragedy. Was it really surprising, though? This deep into the apocalypse he must have seen all manner of terrible things. Just like Jake had. Just Like Sam, Brad, and everyone else. People learned to live with their new reality or allowed it to break them.

“That’s good to hear, Nokor. Give Brad my thanks for that,” Jake said.

“I am afraid he is a little preoccupied right now.” Nokor grunted as the sound of more wood collapsing around him came through. “He is currently holding a breach in the wall against the dwarves.”

Jake nodded. “What about you? Is everything OK at the Hub?” It certainly didn’t sound like it.

“No it is most certainly not,” Nokor said. “Dwarven artillery is shelling our position. I’m afraid we have to abandon the Hub.”

Jake grimaced. The Hub had become a home to him and his cultivators over the past week. Losing it was painful, but not nearly as painful as losing his students. “Forget about the Hub, Nokor. I want you to save as many of our people as you can, you hear me? Get out of there now.”

“I am working on it,” Nokor grunted. “Take care of yourself out there, Jake.”

“You too.” Jake closed the line.

Darius leaned forward. “That sounded decidedly not good.”

“Scotch Creek is under siege by dwarves,” Jake said. “Nokor and Brad managed to keep the cultivators there from turning, but they aren’t out of the fire yet.”

Tim gasped. “Then what are we doing here? We should head up north right now.”

Jake wanted nothing more than to listen to Tim, but he knew better. “What good would that do us, Tim? Scotch Creek is hours away from here. By the time we arrive, the battle might be over.”

“You don’t know that,” Tim insisted. “Invictus is a strong guild. We can hold out against whatever the dwarves throw at us.”

“Against artillery, too?” Jake asked.

Tim frowned.

Mason’s eyes widened.

“Jesus,” Tanya said.

Darius sucked in a breath through his teeth. “That seems a little overkill for what we have up there.”

“Exactly,” Jake said. “Which is why we’re going to do what we can for who we can down here. That pharaoh ship was hovering over Armstrong and we need to find out why. At the very least, we need to find out where they came from so we can better prepare when they decide to actually show up.”

Tim grumbled under his breath.

Mason placed a hand on Tim’s shoulder. “Jake’s got a point there, Tim. There’s no point throwing ourselves at problems beyond our reach.”

“You’re just saying that because Armstrong is your home,” Tim hissed. Then he sighed. “But I guess you’re right. Sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Mason said. “If it was my home getting burned down hours away, I’d be in a bad mood too.”

Jake squeezed the steering wheel as the forest approached. “Get ready for a rough ride, people. The woods are coming up fast. Darius, watch our surroundings. Everyone else, make sure we don’t lose sight of that pharaoh ship.”

They followed the pharaoh ship through to a tiny town northwest of Armstrong. From their vantage point atop a hill, it looked like a farming town.

The pharaoh ship came to a stop over the town and hovered.

“What are they doing?” Darius asked.

Jake pulled a set of binoculars from the glove box and watched the ship. A pair of antenna-like devices deployed from the top and bottom of the craft. “No idea,” Jake said.

Tanya shook Jake’s shoulder. “Look down there. Mutants.”

Jake swept the binoculars down to where small groups of mutants stampeded into the town. Wolves, bears, deer, and birds all came down into town like a storm. They rampaged through weak buildings and tore open doors. The human survivors in the town fought back against the mutated animals with guns and blades.

“We have to help them,” Mason said.

Jake put down the binoculars. “You’re right.” His foot hovered over the gas pedal—then the pharaoh ship descended. “Wait. What are they doing now?” He pulled the optics back to his face.

The human survivors were pushing back the mutants. They poured out of their demolished homes to take up positions near the town center. As they did, the pharaoh ship retracted its antennae and the mutants came to a sudden, abrupt stop.

“I knew it,” Jake muttered.

“Knew what?” Tim asked, leaning over Jake’s shoulder for a better view.

Jake pointed at the ship. “The pharaohs are doing something to control the mutants. They’re forcing them to root out the humans.”

“So they can kill them easier?” Mason asked. “Why not just let the mutants finish off the job themselves?”

As the mutants returned to their senses, they turned on one another and the nearby humans. While the survivors busied themselves fighting against a mutated bear, the pharaoh ship hovered just above them.

A trio of pharaohs with cat heads dropped down with their spears at the ready. Their spears illuminated the early morning with brilliant orange bolts carving bloody paths through the mutants.

The humans looked on in shock and confusion. Jake grimaced. They didn’t know the pharaohs were bad news.

A fourth and fifth figure dropped down from above. One looked like a masked human, bowing to the fifth and largest of the pharaohs—a jackal-headed man with golden markings around his bright blue eyes. He was making some sort of speech to the humans when he pulled out a collar to offer them.

“Willing slavery? Are you serious?” Jake asked.

“You can hear them from this far out?” Darius asked.

Jake shook his head. “No, but I can put two and two together.”

The humans clearly did not take well to the offer, as they raised their weapons and shouted something back. The jackal looked less than amused as he spoke again. Then the cat-headed pharaohs opened up with their spears. The humans collapsed to the floor, crackling with orange arcs of energy dancing over their bodies.

As the pharaoh ship landed, the cat-headed pharaoh slapped collars on all of the unconscious humans. Without a care for their well-being, they threw the captured humans on the ship while the jackal spoke to the small, masked human beside him. He wore some sort of white skirt with green, turquoise, and gold decorations. The boots and bracers matched, but his upper body was otherwise completely exposed. Save for the collar. But where the other human collars pulsed with an ominous orange glow, this one looked like nothing more than simple jewelry.

“Am I seeing this right, Darius?” Jake handed over the binoculars to his apprentice. “That human in the white skirt. Is he actually working with the pharaohs?”

Darius frowned. “Looks that way, but he’s got a collar on. You think they’re forcing him to work with them?”

“Maybe, but his isn’t lit up like the others,” Jake said.

“Woah. You’re right.” Darius leaned forward. “And that big jackal boy looks important, too. He’s got a lot of bling on him, and I mean a lot of bling. And purple. One of my history teachers back in the day said that was a royal color on account of it being so rare.”

Mason tapped Darius on the shoulder. “Let me see.” He glanced down to the jackal and nodded. “Oh yeah. That black fitted armor with the gold-and-purple highlights? This dude is clearly important. That Egyptian-style crown, head crest, whatever-it’s-actually-called thing looks a lot fancier than what the cats are wearing, too. Oh, and look at their legs.”

“What about their legs?” Jake asked, suddenly wishing he’d brought more than one pair of binoculars.

“They’re like an animal’s,” Mason said.

Tanya stared up at the sky. “Uh, digitigrade or something like that? I think that’s the word.”

“Sounds made up enough for me,” Tim said.

“I’m being serious,” Tanya huffed. “I was studying to be a vet before this whole thing started, but I didn’t exactly have a chance to get too deep in. Didn’t even make it halfway through my first year of college before the sky rained fire.”

“Don’t worry, Tanya,” Darius said. “We’ll raid a university for you. Or a library. Whichever one’s still standing.”

Tim laughed. “Might be better off buying skill points or books from the 3D printers.”

Mason tapped Jake’s shoulder and handed him the binoculars. “They’re getting on the ship again.”

Jake pulled them up quickly and watched the human and jackal man get on board the ship. It took off and headed southwest. “We’re back on the hunt, then.” He followed the pharaoh ship once more.

“So what are we calling these guys?” Darius asked. “It seems kinda weird to be stalking them without knowing their names.”

Tim rolled his eyes. “Does it really matter?”

Tanya shrugged. “How about King Jackal and the Meow-Mix boys? Oh and the scab. If that human is actually willingly working with them, he’s totally a scab.”

“Works for me,” Jake said.

They followed the pharaoh ship from one town to another. Each time the pattern was the same. The ship hovered some distance from their targeted town, summoned mutants to attack the survivors, and had them fight it out. Each time the ship came down and the jackal made his pitch, and only once did any of the humans agree to King Jackal’s offer. A man and a woman stepped out from their group of survivors. King Jackal collared each of them before sending them off to the ship. The remaining humans who refused were treated like the first group Jake saw—shot up full of stun rounds, collared, then thrown on the ship. Again he saw that the willing slaves didn’t have the ominous orange glow coming from their collars. But Jake had the sneaking suspicion that could change very quickly.

“So that’s what they were trying to do to us,” Jake finally said. “They were trying to have some other force beat us down so they could swoop in to enslave us.”

Tim scratched his head. “Seems like a pretty inefficient way to do it. Why not just drop in with a messenger and be like, ‘Hey, join us and we won’t treat you like garbage,’ or something before they show up shooting.”

Tanya chuckled. “That would be reasonable.”

“And reasonable doesn’t seem like a big thing with most of these aliens,” Darius said.

The ship took off again and continued about its business, hunting down more humans to enslave, willing or otherwise.

Jake kept following as he had the entire time, going farther down south to another town he had no name for. But this was getting tiresome. They were chasing the pharaohs just to watch them capture more people, and getting nowhere nearer to their goal of discovering the pharaoh base. They had to try something new.

“Hey guys, I have an idea and you’re probably going to hate me for it,” Jake said.

Tim snorted. “What? You’re going to sneak into a town the pharaohs are in the middle of hitting?”

Jake glanced back at Tim with a big, toothy smile.

“No,” Tim said.

Jake nodded.

“Nah-uh,” Tanya said. “You are not doing that.”

“Have to agree with them, Master,” Darius said. “If we go down there we’re going to get ourselves killed or collared, and I was never big on gaudy jewelry.”

Mason sighed. “But we aren’t going to learn anything about our enemy by stalking them from the distance. Jake’s right—we have to go down there.”

Jake nodded. “Don’t worry guys, my sister’s one of the best rogues around. I’m sure I can figure out this stealth thing.”


Chapter twenty-four
Sam


“Northeast of here?” Ironmane stroked his beard. “That explains why the orcs are able to attack so frequently.”

Hastuil nodded. “It also explains all the ambushes on our eastbound expeditions.”

Sam furrowed her brow. “If you saw that pattern, why didn’t you just push in that direction?”

Ironmane frowned. “We never could get far with any force large enough to put a dent in an orc camp.”

Salvador chuckled. “So you brought a hammer to a task that required a scalpel.”

“And apparently that hammer wasn’t big enough,” Sam added.

Ironmane grunted. “We dwarves prefer open, honorable combat to subterfuge and magics. But aye, that is correct.”

“Unfortunately for you, we don’t have time to do things the honorable way,” Sam said. “The longer we take to get this done, the greater the odds are of our people coming to blows with one another.”

Hastuil grimaced and looked away.

“What was that?” Salvador asked.

“What was what?” Ironmane asked.

Salvador pointed at Hastuil. “He knows something about the mining expedition. Doesn’t he?”

“Hastuil?” Ironmane asked.

The dwarven guard blew out a breath. “The battle has already been joined by our expedition. Both sides have taken casualties, but things so far seem to be at a stalemate.”

Sam’s heart fell. If it was already too late to stop the siege from happening, how long did they really have to bring down Gutwrencha and prevent any more needless deaths? Was there even any point in trying? If they rushed back to Scotch Creek now, Sam and Salvador could tilt the scales in favor of Invictus, in humanity’s favor. Was that the right call, though? If she turned her back on Ironmane and left Gutwrencha to roam free, there would be two additional problems for the survivors of Scotch Creek to deal with: an orc infestation, and a dwarf who could care less about his own prince let alone some upstart humans. But Brad needed her help.

She drew in a quiet breath. Brad would want more allies, Sam told herself. The more aliens they were on good terms with, the fewer attackers they had to worry about fending off. Helping Ironmane earned them one such ally, and a powerful one at that. A dwarven prince, heir to an entire kingdom, however big that turned out to be. At the same time, they would take out Gutwrencha and Rulguth, two obvious threats to humanity’s future. Rulguth would burn them for his own personal gain, of that Sam was certain after their tense exchange. Gutwrencha—well, orcs—just wanted a good fight for the fun of it, according to Brad. But Invictus would lose a great deal of people from skirmishes with orcs just looking for a good time. Sam couldn’t allow them to go unchecked.

“Stalemate?” Ironmane balked. “How? They brought tanks and artillery with them.” His attention turned to Sam. “Do you have any such vehicles to bring to bear?”

Sam shook her head. “Unless Brad found something or spent a lot of aether, no. We don’t have anything of the sort. What we do have are experienced warriors and mages who aren’t too timid about throwing their power around.”

Ironmane pursed his lips with a nod. “So those were not empty bluffs you threw at Rulguth. Come now, Hastuil. We must make haste to the dwarven ship.”

“I will summon more warriors, my prince.” Hastuil bowed.

“No, you won’t,” Ironmane said. “Sam is right. We need to change our tactics if we are to deal with this orc problem. We will take one transport with my honor guard and nothing more.”

Hastuil frowned and opened his mouth to protest.

Ironmane held up a hand. “I am aware this is not our way, but time is of the essence, my old friend. As the dark elves say, a blade in the dark can be worth a thousand at dawn.”

“Dark elves?” Sam asked. “Are they as bad as the regular elves?”

Ironmane pursed his lips. “They are a wildly varied bunch, to put it mildly. We can discuss them later, however. We must make haste to the transport.”

“We actually have our own ride,” Sam said.

Salvador raised a brow. “We left that in the woods where we fought the dwarves. The phantom is hours away.”

Sam chuckled. “Is it, though?”

Salvador blinked. “How would it get here?”

“Don’t worry about it. Our ride’s waiting outside,” Sam said.

Ironmane opened his mouth to ask a question but decided against it. “This way.”

They followed the dwarf prince to a vehicle depot outside, where they loaded up into a dwarven transport. Unlike the elegant elven transports, this one was, as all dwarven things seemed to be, a brick on tank treads. Also unlike the elven transports, the dwarves’ vehicle looked far more heavily armored and came with a turret mounted on top. Sam could picture the transport rolling into the middle of a combat zone, shrugging off damage while dishing it out. But its speed was probably lacking. Unfortunately, if the transport looked this tough, it likely meant the tanks at Scotch Creek were a far greater problem.

Once inside the transport, they headed out to the woods far out of sight of the dwarven wall.

“You can stop here,” Sam said.

“Driver, halt,” Ironmane ordered.

The transport came to a stop and the rear hatch dropped.

Sam headed out with Salvador to an empty patch of forest and trailed her hand along the hood of the phantom. “Sal, mind driving again?”

“Let me guess, I’m not allowed to drive like a madman this time around,” Salvador said.

“Not unless we need to,” Sam agreed, and the phantom appeared from thin air.

Salvador grinned and stepped inside with her, then started the engine.

“What is that?” Ironmane asked.

“I believe the gnomes call that a phantom, my prince,” Hastuil said. “An overpriced stealth vehicle no one in their right mind would buy.”

Salvador gave Sam a concerned look. “Uh, why?”

“For the price of one, you can buy a dozen lesser vehicles,” Hastuil answered. “The phantom is an engineering marvel, but its cost makes it worthless for any practical military to field them. Servicing costs are extremely prohibitive should the internals be damaged and paragons help you humans if you ever find yourselves in need of a replacement phantom.”

Sam’s eyes widened. She leaned over to Salvador and whispered, “So if Brad asks about this, we’ll call it a personal transport and not an official Invictus vehicle, alright?”

Salvador nodded with a broad grin. “Good thing it’s a personal transport then. Huh, Hastuil?”

“Whatever you say, human,” Hastuil replied.

Sam sent Ironmane a raid party invite. “Here you go, Prince. This way we can keep better track of one another, and you won’t have to wonder where we are when we go invisible.”

Ironmane accepted. He and his honor guard appeared on Sam’s HUD. To her surprise, not a single one of them were below level six, with health up in the thousands. Their mana was all but nonexistent, however. She’d always thought dwarves weren’t fond of mages because they disliked magic, but it seemed there were more reasons.

“Driver,” Ironmane called, “take us to the orc ship. Gunner, stay on guard.”

“Aye, Prince,” the two dwarves said in unison.

Their small convoy departed with Ironmane’s transport taking the lead while Salvador followed a good distance behind them in the phantom. Sam had her eyes on the sensors and her hand ready to flip on stealth at a moment’s notice.

“So, Hastuil, how is it your people were able to find the orc base?” Salvador asked.

Hastuil grunted. “It is not a base, human. It is their ship. Our fliers had surveyed that area in the past, but all they reported was a thick fog around a deep underground waterfall. A curious landmark, but nothing worth noting.”

“Huh. But there’s no waterfall over in that direction. At least not an underground one,” Salvador said.

“This was a failing of our scouts,” Ironmane cut in. “They should have known that orcs never come in for a graceful landing. They come in like a meteor more often than not, sowing chaos on whatever world is unfortunate enough to be graced by their presence.”

Sam blinked. “Are you saying they crash-landed their ship here?”

“Deliberately, aye,” Ironmane confirmed. “In this case it seems they landed near a lake, which concealed their presence.”

“That’s insane,” Sam said with a mixture of awe and disbelief.

Hastuil laughed. “Orcs often are.”

“Speaking of insane things, how is it the orcs found you if they just crash-landed on Earth?”

There was a long silence before Ironmane answered. “Dumb luck? Just as you humans found us in our time of need.”

Sam pulled her lips into a tight line as she thought the scenario through, and it didn’t go anywhere positive in her mind. “We didn’t find you by dumb luck, Ironmane. We had a rough idea of where to look for you.”

“Really now?” Ironmane’s voice was thick with curiosity. “And where would you get such a pertinent bit of information, young rogue?”

Sam glanced with concern at Sal.

“What?” he whispered at her, even if he wasn’t talking in the raid chat. “Whatever it is you’re not sure about saying, you already got him curious. Hiding it now is only going to make him suspicious of us. Which I’d really appreciate avoiding.” Salvador pointed at the transport’s cannon. “Because that thing is going to rip us a new one. And it’s gonna be huge.”

Sam let out a quiet laugh, but nodded. “We found out through Gutwrencha,” she admitted. “Brad, our leader, fought the orc at one of our outposts. Apparently when the orcs retreated, they mentioned there was a dwarven base to attack somewhere north of the radio tower. That was how we knew where to start looking for you.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” Hastuil said. “Orc ships aren’t known for quality sensors, least of all considering their preferred method of planetfall. At best they could detect an area in high conflict and aim to land in the middle of it. Oftentimes they miss their destination and resort to roaming around for fights and loot.”

Sam nodded. “That’s what I was worried about.”

Salvador glanced at Sam. “You don’t think someone told the orcs where to find the dwarves, do you?”

“It’s that or dumb luck,” Sam admitted. “I don’t have a crystal ball here. I’m just putting together what I’ve gathered so far.”

Hastuil huffed. “But who would do such a thing? Who stands to gain from betraying our young karak?”

“Rulguth,” Ironmane said with a low growl.

Sam opened her mouth to speak when red dots filled the phantom’s sensors. Orcs, popping up all around them. “Contact!” she shouted, and flipped on the phantom’s stealth.

Salvador had all of one second to put the phantom in reverse and move away from the dwarven transport before a volley of wildly inaccurate rockets slammed into its side, and most of the forest around it. The impact was so powerful the transport was lifted up onto only one set of tank treads before it slammed back down. Slabs of metal fell from the transport’s side as its turret swung about to fire a steady, automatic barrage of cannon shells into the woods.

Orc roars filled the air as orcs streamed toward the transport from every direction.

“Where’d those rockets come from?” Sam asked.

Salvador pinged them on the map. “Right there. Shit—they’re reloading.”

“Time to go hunting, Sal.” Sam dove out of the phantom and sprinted for the reloading orcs.

Salvador rolled out of the phantom and climbed up a tree, from which he started picking off orcs with his sniper rifle. Well, he tried. Orc skulls were so thick that unless a shot went right through an eye or an ear, they would stop the bullets. “I really need to get a bigger rifle.”

Sam grinned at the comment but pulled up her mask and focused on the mission. Rocky hopped onto her shoulder as she neared the orc rocketeers. She couldn’t believe what she was seeing.

There were five orcs with rocket launchers, but the orc contraptions were…unique. Each one had anywhere from three to eight barrels to load full of rockets. The launchers, like the orcs’ armor, was a mishmash of different metals and other materials to cobble the weapons together. It looked like they were held together by wishes, hopes, and prayers, but it explained just why the orc shots were so wildly inaccurate. None of the barrels were really straight. Every shot went off in entirely different directions when they pulled the trigger.

The cherry on top of this stupid sundae were the rockets themselves. They all varied in size and décor, with everything from shark faces on the ordnance to graffiti Sam was amazed she could read, like, Suk on diz ya stunty gitz.

As brutal and vile as Sam found these aliens, she couldn’t help but find them slightly amusing, like Brad did. They were the gamers of this world. The real ones. Where Sam, Brad, and the other humans who gamed before the world went to hell just had fun when they entered virtual worlds, getting into all sorts of shenanigans, the orcs did it for real without a single, solitary care in the world.

If it’s a fight they want, it’s a fight I’ll give them, Sam thought. “Rocky, go!”

At her command, the orcs turned to face her and roared. Rocky leapt off her shoulder and glided to the nearest orc rocketeer. The orcs fired their rockets at Sam without a care as to her proximity.

Sam activated Flicker Strike, targeting the orc at the rear of the formation. When she reappeared behind him, she saw the rain of explosions ripping apart the forest. The orc Rocky was closest to caught a rocket in the back while the explosion sent Rocky flying high into the sky. Another orc shot his rocket at his feet, which sent him flying into the air just as Sam drove her daggers deep into her target’s back and straight through his heart. With a twist and tear in opposite directions, she kicked the dead orc off her blade.

The remaining rocketeers rushed Sam with their empty launchers swinging as clubs. Rocky dive-bombed on top of one’s head. The rough landing nearly threw the orc onto his face, but he recovered in time to suffer through Rocky’s razor-sharp claws tearing him apart. Sam rolled underneath the other orc’s swinging launcher to back up her pet squirrel. With a flurry of blinding-fast strikes, Sam covered the orc in dozens, if not hundreds of cuts.

A curious icon appeared over the orc’s head as the greenskin managed to catch Sam with a furious backhand that sent her flying through the air. A trio of green skulls floated over his head.

Her HUD confirmed her suspicions.

Status: Poisoned.

She found it odd that the system wouldn’t show her the health or mana of her targets, but it would show her the status effects she inflicted on them. As if the effect wasn’t obvious enough from the orc stumbling about like a drunk and their normally red blood coming out mixed with thick streams of green mixed in.

Sam slammed back-first into a tree. She groaned at the pain shooting up her spine.

You have taken 30 damage.

Health: 30/60

An orc roared, charging her with an axe. Her eyes shot wide. Sam dropped down to her knees as the axe cleaved through where her neck had been a second ago, along with the tree. The upper half of the tree bonked the orc on the head as it fell. Sam shot past the orc, cleaving his hamstrings open, then tearing out his throat with her daggers.

One of the remaining orc rocketeers was scrambling to load his rocket launcher when one of Salvador’s shots caught him through the eye. The orc stumbled to the side, then turned to Sal. “Oi! That’z rude, ya sneaky git!” the orc barked.

“My bad,” Salvador shouted right back, and shot him in the face through the other eye.

The orc fell over dead.

“Nice kill, Sal,” Sam said as she rushed the poisoned orc and plunged her daggers into his heart, then ripped up through his chest.

Salvador jumped from his tree to another tree as they blew up with wildly inaccurate gunfire. “Crap, they’re on to me. I shouldn’t have taunted that one!”

Sam started to laugh when a desperate-sounding Ironmane interrupted her. “Our position is being overrun, humans. Where are you?”

“To your east,” Sam replied.

Hastuil grunted. “Whatever assistance you humans can provide would be greatly appreciated…please.” It sounded like the dwarf had to swallow his pride to get those words out.

Sam moved in to get a better view of their situation. Orcs swarmed the transport while its cannon turned greenskin mountains of flesh and muscle into chunky salsa. The dwarves kept the orcs at bay with their shields and cleaved them to pieces with their axes.

Ironmane buried his hand cannon down an orc’s throat and blew his head off, then cut another one off at the leg before burying his axe in the rampaging orc’s back.

Hastuil had his hands full with a trio of berserking orcs aggressively pushing him back. He managed to score a fatal blow to the skull of one orc before he was put on the defensive. It was a testament to how hardy the dwarves were that he could even hope to weather such a violent barrage of jagged blades and axes with his hammer without so much as taking one step back. But all it would take was for one of his brothers in arms to fall to leave him wide open for another orc to take out.

“Sal, help out Hastuil,” Sam said.

“Give me a sec, still getting shot at.”

Salvador dropped from the trees with his submachine gun in hand and caught an orc ranger square in the face with a sharp knee. When they hit the ground, Salvador threw down a smoke bomb.

You have received 500 aether.

It flashed across Sam’s HUD as Salvador rolled out of the smoke to drop another orc with a full-auto spray of his silenced submachine gun.

Impressive as it was to watch the man work, Ironmane and his dwarves didn’t have time to wait for him. They needed their help now, and Sam needed options.

The first to pop into her mind was to find the biggest, baddest orc around to kill. But there didn’t seem to be one she could see. They all seemed to be around the same size and with the same level of gear. So breaking their morale was out of the question.

Rocky chittered and squeaked at Sam. The flying squirrel was standing on top of an orc rocket launcher with three tubes, all of which were fully loaded.

“Oh no,” Sam said.

Rocky squeaked insistently and hopped on the launcher.

“That thing’s going to kill me,” Sam protested.

Rocky huffed and started trying to drag the launcher toward the fight.

Sam shook her head. “I can’t believe I’m doing this.” She picked up the launcher and placed Rocky on her shoulder. “If this kills me, I am haunting you for the rest of your days.”

Rocky gave Sam a quick little peck on her cheek.

Sam rolled her eyes. “Damn you for being so cute.” She hefted the launcher. “Now how the hell does this thing work?”

Beyond the triple-barrel design of the launcher, it had welded-on pieces of metal acting as a blast shield behind the barrels. The device was literally just a series of metal tubes with random junk slapped on, and she couldn’t even begin to imagine how it worked until she found what she hoped was the trigger—an oversized motorcycle brake lever.

“Here goes nothing.” Sam took aim at the horde of orcs farthest away from Ironmane’s dwarves. “Ironmane.”

“What is it, Sam?” the breathless dwarf asked.

Sam sat her fingers on the trigger. “Sorry if this hits you guys.”

“What?” Ironmane demanded.

Sam pulled the trigger. The trio of rockets fired at once with a brilliant flash of flames that would have cooked her alive were it not for the sloppy blast shield standing in the way. The launcher kicked up so hard it nearly ripped itself free from Sam’s hands and threw her back in the process.

The rockets sped through the air in wild, spiraling patterns. The first rocket hit far from any of the orcs, but its blast yield was big enough to leave a smoldering crater and throw piles of burning orcs into their brethren. The second rocket smashed too close to the dwarves. Its smaller blast took out a few orcs but threw another of the green-skinned aliens into one of the shield-wielding dwarves. The dwarf was knocked to the ground, leaving Hastuil’s flank exposed.

“On your feet, brother,” Hastuil demanded as a third orc rushed in to exploit the opening. Unfortunately for everyone involved, the third rocket found its mark.

The spiraling projectile buried itself in the side of a berserking orc’s skull, and for one brief, tense second, Hastuil and the three orcs all stopped to gawk at the smoking rocket.

And then it exploded.

Orc bones, flesh, and blood flew in every direction. Hastuil flew back through the transport’s opening. Sam looked for the dwarf’s health in her HUD, hoping she hadn’t just killed him.

Hastuil

Health: 420/1254

Sam let out a relieved breath. She’d only mostly killed him. If she was the one responsible for all of his damage.

“Good work, Sam,” Ironmane called. “The orc ranks are thinning!”

Hastuil coughed. “She almost killed two of us, my prince.”

“She was using orc weapons, Hastuil. We’re lucky she didn’t kill all of us,” Ironmane replied.

Sam looked at the dead orcs around them. “I’ve got more rockets here to use. Hold on.”

“No!” all of the dwarves cried out in unison.

Sam looked at Rocky.

Rocky threw his little arms up as if to say, “How should I know what to do here?” Then pointed out the biggest rockets scattered around the field.

Sam went to work loading them up. The rockets were unreliable, inaccurate, but when they worked they really worked. If they had a mage to handle the swarm of orcs inevitably coming their way she wouldn’t even consider using the weapon again. But they didn’t. Sam was a rogue, a class specializing in high, single target damage. She wasn’t built to take on hordes of enemies.

A vicious cry beyond the dwarven transport caught Sam’s attention. There was a flash of green light in the shade of the woods followed by the snapping and cracking of trees.

Sam’s mouth fell agape.

Trees, rocks, chunks of earth, and dozens of orcs all came flying from the woods toward the dwarven transport without a care as to who they hit. The trees and rocks smashed across the battlefield. Orc, dwarf, it didn’t matter—all were taken along for the ride. The orcs who came flying through the air screamed as they smashed through their brethren. Dwarves bounced off the transport like hail, and most landed on their faces and rears clear on the other side.

One of the orcs exploded in the air as a shot caught him in the chest.

“Haha! Pull!” Salvador shouted.

“Awesome shot, Sal,” Sam said.

“Thanks. I really work hard not just to be quick on the trigger, but accurate.”

Sam knew there wasn’t a chance in hell of her being accurate with the orc rocket launcher, but she didn’t need accurate. She needed to cut their numbers down. She fired the rocket. A barrage of missiles flew like drunk snakes through the air, smashing into the newly arrived orcs and thinning their numbers. One unfortunate greenskin caught a rocket in the chest that drove him all the way into the dwarven transport’s side before detonating. The dwarves caught in the blast were battered and bloodied, but they regained their footing and continued the defense.

A flash like green lightning appeared in front of Sam. A tall, bulky orc with green energy flowing from his eyes like a mix of fire and electricity materialized before her. He wore red, tattered robes decorated with sloppy tomes and metal plating. His staff looked like he’d just ripped off the exhaust pipes from a car and slapped the skulls of different alien races on top for décor, but these too flowed with the same green, glowing energy spilling from the orc’s eyes.

“So you’z the git mucking about me plans, eh?” The orc stepped up to her in a flash and leaned in real close just as Sam pushed her knife to the orc’s throat. “You’z a lot runtier than I thought you’zd be.”

Sam went for the slash when the orc vanished and reappeared behind her with a crack like lightning.

The orc mage shot a sphere of green, crackling energy at Sam. She was about to dodge out of the way when the spell shifted violently off to the side, then up and down without any hint as to where the spell was actually going. The mage shot many more, each one just as wild and unpredictable as the first. Through sheer volume alone they posed a huge risk to Sam. She dodged through them as best she could, hoping one of the attacks wouldn’t suddenly shift right into her. But she saw what the spells were capable of as they ripped apart the trees and blew holes out of the forest floor as she rushed the orc.

She broke through, only to have the orc mage block her dagger. “You’z a fast one though, I’z give you that much, humie. Wotz you doin’ with them stunty big beards, anyway? I’z heardz they’z fighting in your humie village.”

“They are.” Sam twisted free of the orc’s staff and swung for his throat, only for the orc to teleport again. “And until we kill Gutwrencha, they’re going to keep killing each other. We’re trying to stop that.”

“And stop all their fun? Well that’z just rude, humie.” The orc mage paced around Sam, watching her with a curious gaze. “Youz humies won’t get stronga if youz ain’t fighting bigger, badder enemies. And squishy, weak, runty gitz ain’t no fun at all.”

“I am well aware of how to get stronger, orc.” Sam glared at the beast. “But we humans aren’t interested in fighting for the sake of fighting like you are.”

The mage grunted. “Youz and all the other gitz in this damn Collective. None of youz is any fun at all, no, no no.” The orc mage huffed. “But youz aiming high with Gutwrencha, I’z give yaz that much. Wotz yer name, humie?”

Sam raised a brow, but played along with the orc. “Sam Hicks.”

The mage snorted disapprovingly. “Too long. Sneakyrunt’z yer new name. I’z Golgug the Mighty Wizard.”

Sam snorted. “Oh. And my name’s too long?”

“I’z one word ya runty git,” Golgug snapped. “’Sides mighty wizardz get longer names ya git. Now shut yer trap an’ listen good, humie. I’z gotz one of dem propositioners for ya.”

“Sam, where are you?” Ironmane shouted through the raid party chat.

Salvador cut in, “She’s a little busy with an orc mage. I’ve got your back.”

Sam silently thanked Salvador for being able to pick up on the situation and not interfere even from across the forest. “What sort of proposition, Golgug?”

Golgug slammed his staff twice on the ground and summoned a cobbled-together round table and set of uncomfortable chairs made of random metals. He gestured for Sam to sit.

Sam thought this was the worst possible time to sit, given they were in the middle of battle, but this was probably the natural environment for orcs. Against her better judgment, she sat down.

Golgug sat across from her when another orc ran up from behind, screaming at Sam with an axe. Sam shifted to defend herself when a green fist of energy flew past her nose and caved the orc’s skull in. “Oi! Mind yer own business, ya git. Can’t youz see we’z conversating?”

That orc ain’t seeing much of anything now, Sam thought before her attention turned back to Golgug.

“Nowz, diz ‘ere Gutwrencha. He’z a good boss, but he dun crossed me a few years back, humie,” Golgug began. “Do you humiez know how youz knowz a wizard is mighty?”

Sam opened her mouth to answer about stats and builds, but decided that might have been a little too cerebral for what she was dealing with here. “Big, powerful spells?”

“No!” Golgug looked up and to the side with pursed lips, then back at Sam. “Well yes. But no! That’z for when itz already too late fer ya. No, youz can tell how mighty a wizard is on the count of theyz big hat and they beltz. The bigger the hat and the more beltz, the mightier the wizard.”

Sam stared dumbfounded at the orc for a solid five seconds, glanced back at the battle raging around the transport, then back at Golgug. The dwarves were fighting for their lives, countless orcs were getting slaughtered, and the mage wanted to talk about belts and his big hat. “You know, I never thought about that before. But that’s true. All the mightiest wizards do have big hats and a lot of belts.” She decided playing along was for the best here. The faster she could get this wrapped up, the better it would be for Ironmane and the others.

Golgug slowly tapped the side of his head. “Nowz youz thinkin’, humie. Under normal situationingz I’d killz ya just fer fun on the count of youz seem like a good fight fer a runt, but if youz willingz to deal with the stunty gitz, I thinks youz deal with Golgug. See, Gutwrencha stole Golgugz big hat and beltz. Git said I waz getting too big for my own good. So I challenged Gutwrencha to a fight but he cheatz like the tiny coward he is and nullifies my magic somehow. Golgug is mighty wizard that don’t need no magic, but Gutwrencha shot me to bitz before I could close in.”

Sam nodded along. “Dirty, cheating git couldn’t even fight you fair. And he stole your stuff because you were getting too big? Why?”

Golgug snorted in annoyance. “On the count of the biggest and the strongest rules an orc clan, obviously. Whyz you other ugly races not understanding basics of life? Wuz youz all dropped on yer heads as tiny gitz?”

“We run things a little differently than you orcs,” Sam admitted.

Golgug laughed. “Thatz why youz always fighting each other instead of fighting yer enemies.”

Sam was about to call out the irony of the situation when she decided against it. It wasn’t worth the time.

“So ’ere’s the deal, humie. I want ya to go kill Gutwrencha fer me and get me my big, pointy hat and beltz back,” Golgug said. “In return, I won’t stomp yer head in today.”

Sam raised a brow. “How do I know you won’t just kill us after we kill Gutwrencha?”

Golgug leaned across the table until his elbow snagged on a piece of upturned metal. He slammed it flat, then leaned as close to Sam as he could. “On the count of youz humies iz too squishy for a right propah fight. Then there’z successin’ to be had. Me and the other lads is gon fight it out to see who’s the biggest, baddest, and strongest to lead the clan. You getz until that mess dun get sorted to get big an’ strong. Sound fair, Sneakyrunt?”

Sam rubbed at her temples. This was the stupidest thing she had ever heard in her life. And the worst part was she was actually considering it. All this over a damn hat and some belts.

Technically it’s about the leadership, Olivia said. But yes, had this Gutwrencha left Golgug’s hat and belts alone, I am sure he wouldn’t have such a big bone to pick with him.

Sam held out her hand to the orc. “Very well then, you have a deal.”

Golgug took his huge hand, spat a fat, disgusting glob of saliva onto it, then clasped Sam’s hand. “Pleasure doin’ business with you, humie.”

Sam cringed at the disgusting, saliva-ridden handshake, but bared with it. “I hope this means we won’t be having to fight you at the ship, either.”

Golgug gave her a crooked grin with those big tusks of his. “Iz do you one even betta, humie. I’z gon pick a fight with the biggest boyz in the clan. So when you show up, youz havin’ less orcs to deal with.”

“Won’t that just make your own forces weaker when you do take command?” Sam asked.

“Nah,” Golgug said. “If them gits can’t handle a propah beatin’, then they ain’t orcs and they needed a good stompin’. That just makez the other boyz biggah an’ strongah.”

Sam gave an understanding, if grudging nod. “Fair enough. Now, can you do something about this mess? I need those uh…stunty gits to kill Gutwrencha.”

Golgug stroked his dump truck of a jawline. “Huh. Right.” He stood and slammed his staff on the floor. The furniture disappeared and Sam landed flat on her rear.

Golgug walked toward the battle and cupped a hand to his face. “Oi! Listen up, ya gits. We’z leavin’. These stunties ain’t worth fighting. We gon find us a bigger, funner fight with da boyz.”

The other orcs roared with excitement and broke off from Ironmane and the other dwarves. They didn’t shed a single tear for their dead or bother taking any of them to bury or burn. No, the orcs only stopped for the dead if they had a particularly shiny looking piece of equipment, ripped it off their fallen comrade, and ran off.

Sam wasn’t sure orcs even had a concept of friendship or loyalty. They just wanted to have good fights and follow the biggest, strongest orc around. She wondered if the biggest was actually a necessary part of the equation. If a human could prove they were stronger than the orcs, would they follow them willingly? Golgug didn’t seem fond of the other races, but it was food for thought. At least it seemed more reasonable to her mind than Brad’s idea of bribing orcs with the promise of a good fight.

As the orcs stampeded away into the forest, Golgug looked back at Sam with his big, crooked grin. “Have fun, Sneakyrunt. Next timez I sees ya, I want ya biggah and stronga so I can haz fun stompin’ ya dead, got it?”

Sam couldn’t help but chuckle at the orc. “Consider it a promise, Golgug. Enjoy your hat and belts.”

“Oh I will, humie.” Golgug vanished in a flash of green lightning as the last of the orcs vanished from sight.

Sam drew in a breath. Explaining this to the dwarves was going to be fun. Hell, telling anyone this absurd story was going to be a party. Might as well knock it out now.

She headed down to join Ironmane and the others. Salvador arrived shortly after her.

“Well, how did the battle with the orc mage go?” Ironmane asked. “Those are rare and cunning beasts, you know.”

“Why are they rare?” Salvador asked.

Hastuil picked bits of orc and shrapnel out of his beard. “Most orc mages tend to kill themselves before they can be a serious threat.”

Salvador’s eyes widened. “Wow, is being a mage that depressing for them?”

Hastuil furrowed his brow. “No, you idiot. Their magic is so wild and unpredictable it is a danger to them and everyone around them. Or did you miss the rain of trees and stone that killed more orcs than damaged us?”

Salvador pursed his lips. “Oh yeah. That did happen.”

“So, how did it go?” Ironmane pressed.

Sam smiled. “You’re not going to believe this nonsense.”

Ironmane frowned. “I’m not going to like this, am I?”

Sam laid out the whole conversation for the raid party. Their brief battle, the proposition Golgug gave her, and how she decided to accept the deal.

“You did what?” Ironmane and Hastuil both shouted.

“Was I not supposed to do that?” Sam asked. “Because it seemed like a pretty advantageous offer to me. We waste less time killing orcs here, and we have fewer orcs to deal with when we reach our target. And the cherry on top is that the orcs are going to be too busy fighting each other after this to be a problem for us.”

Ironmane ran a hand through his hair and shook his head. “I can’t believe it. Of all the things I have seen in my short, two hundred years of life, a human bargaining with an orc was not something I ever expected.”

“Two hundred years?” Salvador said in disbelief. “You’re practically a baby.”

Ironmane nodded grimly. “Aye, that is why Rulguth has such a problem with me being my father’s heir should anything befall the man.”

Hastuil raised a brow at Sal. “And how old are you, human?”

“Oh, I’ll be nineteen next year,” Salvador answered with a cheeky grin.

“My prince,” Hastuil said in as deadpan of a voice as he could.

“Aye?” Ironmane asked.

“May I please kill him?” Hastuil pleaded.

Ironmane shook his head. “No, no, leave the youngling alone. He is but a babe compared to me.”

Salvador turned his chin up at this. “I’m actually a full-grown adult in human years, thank you.”

Sam rolled her eyes. “So why is it so strange that I struck a deal with an orc?”

“Orc diplomacy tends to boil down to how hard they can stomp someone out,” Hastuil said. “That is to say, if they can kill you they will, and if they can’t, they’ll harass you until they get bored or realize it’s a losing proposition.”

“Personally I subscribe to the Bruce Willis school of diplomacy,” Salvador said.

Ironmane raised a brow. “Is this a human hero?”

“Oh yes.” Salvador nodded. “If we get a chance later I’ll show you The Fifth Element so you know what I’m talking about.”

Sam clasped Salvador’s shoulder. “I’m glad you’re having fun, Sal. Now get your business face on. We have an orc to kill.”


Chapter twenty-five
Brad


The dwarven siege raged for hours without any sign of Jason and the others making a move. Whatever they were planning, it wasn’t coming fast enough. Already the sun began to rise and the dwarves showed no sign of letting up any time soon.

A third and fourth breach appeared on their walls. The Gaming Center’s defenders had to drop down into the perimeter to plug the holes in their defenses with magic and steel while minimizing their own casualties.

Teresa plugged the first gap in their wall with the clever application of her ice magic. Using her ice ray, she created a thick layer of ice to obstruct the dwarves' advance. It wouldn’t hold up as well to shelling as their actual wall, but it was more than enough to hold back the dwarven infantry trying to cut their way through.

Dan “The Wall” and his party of tower-shield-wielding fighters used a tight formation to plug the second gap in the wall. With their short swords and the support of rangers and mages, their wall was further reinforced by dead dwarves.

“Les, on me,” Brad shouted through the chaos of battle. “We’re reinforcing the third breach.”

“What about us?” Karen demanded. “You can’t expect us to hold this breach on our own.”

Brad looked at Karen and the rest of the defenders helping her. “I think you’ll do just fine, Karen. Don’t lose faith.”

Karen’s expression soured, but she bit back whatever nasty reply shot through her mind right then and there.

Progress, Brad couldn’t help thinking. He ran to the third gap in the wall, just past the Hub, with Les at his side.

The Hub was in shambles. Half of the building had collapsed under the heavy dwarven shelling. The Gaming Center itself wasn’t doing much better. Segments of the structure had collapsed. Walls and roofs were blasted open, and Brad didn’t want to think about the people they had lost in this fight. Both structures were still standing, if only partially, and Brad hoped everyone had made it out to safety in time.

Les rested her greatsword on her shoulder as they approached the defensive line. “What’s the plan here, Brad?”

“We’re taking a page out of Aron’s playbook, Les,” Brad said. “Stack the dwarven bodies high and stop them from breaking through.”

A mischievous glint came over Les’s eyes. “Oh, I like this plan. Simple and straight to the point.” She rushed through to the front of the defensive line and cleaved through the first dwarf unfortunate enough to come into her reach.

Brad followed her through with a barrage of shotgun slugs knocking back dwarves and beating their tough armor to a pulp. Normally he wouldn’t have agreed with Aron’s tactic of using bodies as a defensive barrier—it was too grim and brutal for Brad’s liking—but he couldn’t argue with its effectiveness. For starters, the wall of bodies made it more difficult for the enemy to reach. Coupled with the dwarves’ tough armor, it made sure ranged attacks had to work through the dead to hit any of the Gaming Center’s defenders. Finally, there was the sheer brutality of the act. It was bound to have an effect on enemy morale. Whether that was enraging them into foolish acts or breaking their will to fight remained to be seen.

As the battle raged on, Brad started to notice a few curiosities about the way dwarves fought. Each one ran around with their own set of potions on them. While he didn’t know what most of them did, the red ones were obvious enough: healing potions. Now and again a dwarf would survive the beating they took trying to break the human lines and withdraw. Brad saw one of these dwarves, bloodied, missing a shoulder plate and his helmet. He pulled the cork from a vial and downed the potion. The violent gash on his arm pulled itself back together before Brad’s eyes. This was different from the way elves fought. Not once did Brad see a single elf drink down a potion, but there were the rare few healers among their number who tried their best to keep their warriors alive. Brad remembered calling out those high-value targets whenever they popped up, and he wondered if the dwarves had anything similar.

A group of shield-wielding dwarves with axes crashed through the pileup of dwarven bodies and slammed into Les, Brad, and the human defenders. Brad shoved his dwarf away and pushed him farther back with a volley of shotgun blasts.

Les threw back her dwarf and bashed his shield in with her sword. “You’re going to have to do better than that, rookie.”

“Rookie?” the dwarf snapped. “I’ll show you a rookie, you damn dirty ape.”

The dwarf moved his shield out of the way to come in with a furious axe swing. Les swiftly slashed beneath his armor and carved open his armpit. The dwarf’s scream was cut short as Les followed through with a pommel strike to his face. A shower of crimson spilled from the dwarf’s helmet as he fell back.

“Brother!” shouted the other dwarf, who moved to his aid.

Brad shot him in the leg the second the dwarf’s shield moved away. The dwarf snarled, but only put away his axe to grab his wounded brother and drag him away from the fighting.

Before Brad or Les could move in to secure the kill, a red bottle came flying through the air and shattered into a pinkish-red cloud of gas. Brad tried to hold his breath, but it was already too late. The red mist filled his lungs.

You have received 15 healing.

Brad’s eyes widened. It wasn’t chemical warfare the dwarves were using—it was their answer to a lack of healers. They used alchemy. He drew in as much of the healing fumes as he could to get his health topped off. They had an oddly cherry-like smell to them, if bitter, but Brad didn’t mind it in the slightest. The desperate move may have helped the dwarves, but it also revitalized the human defensive line.

Unfortunately, the sudden onset of this healing potion allowed the two fleeing dwarves to escape with their lives. With so many of the dwarves wearing the same uniform, it was all but impossible to identify their targets through the gas. As it cleared, Brad shifted his attention to a far higher-priority target: the dwarven healers.

They stood out to Brad right away.

They were armored in the same gear as any other dwarf, with a few important differences. They wore a white tabard over their armor with a red cross. Only the cross had two upward-sweeping arcs ending in sharp points, just like the central line ended in such a way on both ends. Each healer also had a heavy satchel bursting with alchemical potions and tools. But they weren’t without their own defenses. On one arm they had a small, round shield strapped to their wrist with what looked to be the handle of a hand cannon peeking out from underneath.

Brad couldn’t help thinking it was a neat setup for a healer. It left the hands free for them to do whatever work they needed while allowing them to quickly defend themselves.

Unfortunately for the nearest healer, he needed to die. At least, Brad thought the dwarf was a he. He didn’t actually know if dwarves had women, or if dwarven women had big, bushy beards just as the men did.

That brief distraction cost Brad the opportunity to take out his target.

More dwarves streamed in through the gap in the wall. A dwarven warrior buried his axe in the chest of one of the human defenders beside them. Her health was quickly dropping to zero. The other defenders rushed in to help keep the dwarves back.

“Damn it,” Brad spat as he threw out a hand to cast Healing Hands on the woman. “Les, get that dwarf off her.”

“On it,” Les said.

She tore the dwarf off the woman and proceeded to rip the axe out of her chest. Les drove the axe into the dwarf’s chest before he could defend himself with the shield.

Brutal as Les’s stunt was, it allowed Brad to seal the woman’s wounds and bring her back up to full in seconds. “You alright, Maureen?”

Maureen wheezed, clutching at her chest, but nodded. She brought her sword and shield back up. “Thanks for the save,” she rasped out.

Les was still deep in battle with the dwarf, who blocked her every blow. He swung his fist at Les, but his short reach didn’t have a hope of catching her as she maintained her distance with her greatsword’s superior reach. Instead, the dwarf did the unthinkable—he tore the axe out of his bleeding chest and charged.

He slammed Les with his shield and threw her on her back. The dwarf’s axe came up for a killing blow. Brad shot the axe out of the dwarf’s hand. Maureen shield-slammed the wounded dwarf back. Les shot to her feet and threw the dwarf onto his rear before pinning him down beneath her knee and driving her greatsword through his throat.

Brad kept the other dwarves from getting a cheap shot off on Les, using dragon’s breath rounds to ignite the dwarves and their beards. The dwarves screamed and flailed as they burned. This was the opening the humans needed to swiftly take them out and throw their burning bodies on the pile in front of them, obstructing any further dwarven advances.

“You’d think they would have some sort of fire-retardant beard oil or something if they were going to rock those big, bushy things,” Les commented.

“Hah. Right?” Brad wiped the sweat from his brow.

“Brad!” Nokor shouted through the raid party chat. “We require your assistance at our location.”

Pulling up his map, Brad found Nokor and his cultivators at the fourth breach. His eyes widened when he spotted Elsie and Effie there with him, along with the other, less experienced cultivators Brad had healed the night before. He looked for Lewis, the twins’ father, but found him clear on the opposite side of the battle. Brad had to get those girls out of there.

“I’m on my way, Nokor. Just hang on,” Brad said. “Les, think you can hold the line here?”

Les pursed her lips. “Probably, if I’m a little more careful in the way I fight.” She flashed him a grin. “Don’t worry, you big softie—I’ll be fine. Besides, there’s another healer around here somewhere…” Les pointed out a woman in the back and whistled at her. “Hey, you. Christine, right?”

“Y-y-yes?” Christine stammered.

“Congratulations, you’ve been promoted to my pocket healer,” Les said. “Don’t let me down, alright?”

Christine tensed, but nodded with determination.

Brad couldn’t help but smile at the woman. She’d been a nervous wreck when they found her and her son in Salmon Arms, sheltering in some abandoned shop after the seeders had destroyed their hometown. Christine was still a nervous wreck, and understandably so, but she was standing on her own two feet and defending her home against the alien threat.

“You’re going to do great, Christine,” Brad assured her. “After all this is over, we’ll throw a big party to celebrate.”

Christine nodded stiffly. “Danny would like that. Be careful out there, Brad.”

Danny was Christine’s son. He was an energetic little thing, always trying to tag along on adventures with the older guild members, but his mother kept a tight leash on him. Brad hoped he had made it to the upgrade center to shelter with the others before the Gaming Center took any serious damage.

Brad gave the two women a quick salute and rushed off to the next gap in the wall. It was far beyond the Hub and up north in the community park, a section Jason had walled off for his razorprey ranch idea to give the giant murder chickens all the space they could want.

Nokor was there, throwing aether-infused fists at dwarves rushing through the gap. Elsie and Effie stood on either side of him, holding up thick aether shields to funnel the dwarves toward the ogre rather than giving them a chance to get around him.

Brad saw right away why Nokor needed their help. The twins looked exhausted. The other cultivators weren’t much better off, and Nokor was covered in cuts, bruises, and blood—most of which Brad wasn’t sure actually belonged to the ogre.

“I’m here, Nokor,” Brad said as he immediately threw a heal on the ogre.

“Thank the Lotus you are here, Brad,” Nokor said breathlessly. He kicked out a dwarf’s face and sent him tumbling like a bowling ball through another group. “I wasn’t sure how much longer I could hold out here.”

Brad frowned. “It doesn’t look like the rest of your cultivators can hold out much longer, either.”

Nokor nodded. “They have gotten their excess aether under control, but the Hub began to collapse before they could form their cores.” He blocked a pair of axes with the thick bracers on his arms. He swept an arm across the battlefield and sent out a wave of aether, blasting them back. “It is taking a toll on them to maintain these raw cores while being bombarded with so much new aether.”

Brad’s eyes widened. That wasn’t good. If their aether got out of hand again, the cultivators would be right back on the floor suffering from aether poisoning. “We need to get them out of here and fixing that right away, then.”

Nokor nodded. “That is the plan, Brad.”

“Wait,” Brad said. “Wouldn’t forming a core be too much for the twins? I think Jake said there was something about some cultivators being too young to attempt that.”

Nokor caved in a dwarf’s shield with a powerful, aether-infused punch. “Normally, yes,” he admitted. “But Elsie and Effie have a particular gift for cultivation. Considering the way you humans seem so naturally attuned to aether, I believe this limitation may not be a factor for them.”

That just made getting the twins out all the more important to Brad.

Elsie’s arms drooped, her aether shield flickering. “I’m getting tired,” she whined, and looked up to Brad with her big blue eyes.

“Don’t give up, Elsie,” Effie said with noticeable strain in her voice. She wasn’t going to last much longer, either.

Brad pulled Elsie back. “I’ll cover Nokor, alright? You rest up.”

Elsie nodded as she dropped her shield. She took a few wobbling steps back, then turned to her sister. “What about Effie?”

“You too, Effie,” Brad said. “And the rest of you cultivators. I want you to run back to the upgrade center and take cover. Lewis will meet you there and help you form your cores.”

“Daddy’s going to be there?” the twins asked with tired excitement.

Brad nodded as he rapid-fired shotgun slugs into the approaching dwarves. “Lewis!”

“Yes, sir,” Lewis replied quickly through a rain of aether bolts.

“I need you to run down to the upgrade center. I’m sending the newbie cultivators over there, your daughters included,” Brad said. “They need someone to keep them safe and guide them through making cores. Do you think you can handle that?”

Lewis was silent for a second. “But sir, I thought it was dangerous for—”

“Nokor cleared it with me,” Brad interrupted. “He believes they can handle it. If they can’t, you’ll be there to keep them safe.”

“Understood, sir. I’m on my way,” Lewis replied.

Brad gestured with his head for the twins and the cultivators to go. “He’s on his way. Stay away from the walls and run as fast as you can, alright?”

“Yes, sir!” The twins threw up a pair of sloppy salutes and scampered off with the other cultivators.

Brad smiled with concern for those girls running around in the middle of a battlefield. But they were going to make it if they were careful. The sharp whistle of artillery flying overhead made him gulp. “And keep your shields up over your heads,” he shouted at the fleeing cultivators.

The cultivators obeyed, throwing up weak pulsing and shimmering aether shields. Brad wasn’t sure if those barriers could stand up to dwarven artillery to begin with, let alone in their weakened state, but it was better than nothing.

His attention returned to the battle at hand. Another group of dwarves rushed up. Brad ignited them with a shot of dragon’s breath.

Or so he thought.

A dwarf burst through the flames without so much as a single hair on his beard ignited. The dwarf smashed Brad in the gut with a vicious hammer blow that threw him across the grass.

You have taken 45 damage.

Ribs broken.

Internal bleeding.

Health: 35/80

Brad struggled for breath, even as his honey badger gene therapy numbed him to what must have been pure agony for anyone else. The dwarf was running to finish the blow with his hammer. Brad raised his shotgun to the dwarf’s head when it suddenly dropped out of sight.

Sweetness’s vicious growls pulled the dwarf down to the floor. The dwarf lost his grip on his hammer as the honey badger jerked him away.

“Let me go, you overgrown rat,” the dwarf spat as he rolled over to clobber Sweetness’s head.

The dwarf didn’t realize one crucial fact about honey badgers: they don’t give a fuck. Sweetness rushed up the dwarf’s body, clamped down on his neck with a vicious bite, then jerked it back and forth. There was a loud, snapping crack, and the dwarf went slack.

You have received 625 aether.

Sweetness let go of the dwarf and rushed over to pull Brad up to his feet.

Brad wheezed as he stood, casting heals on himself to get back on his feet. “Good boy, Sweetness,” he said as he petted his honey badger.

Sweetness let out a delighted snuffling and pressed into the petting. Brad had never seen him do that before. Normally encounters between Sweetness and an enemy devolved into a flurry of clawing, biting, and bashing heads into the ground. That was the cleanest kill Brad had ever seen his honey badger perform. It must have been thanks to that perk he’d picked up. Sweetness could now execute enemies who were unfortunate enough to fall into his grasp.

Brad had to admit that was kind of terrifying.

He decided against lingering on the thought and rushed back to Nokor’s aid. The ogre had been pushed back by a stream of dwarves. Powerful dwarven cannons battered his aether shield while axe- and hammer-wielding fighters surrounded him.

Brad cast a swift heal on Nokor, bringing him back up to full health when a red flash caught his attention.

Mana: 0/110

No more heals for us, Brad thought as he shot the dwarves flanking Nokor. He scored a couple of kills, but mostly forced them off Nokor.

This wasn’t going to work. They needed more men.

“Jason, where the hell are you?” Brad demanded.

“Almost done,” Jason said. “Gimme a moment.”

“We don’t have any more time,” Brad shouted. He waded into the fray to support Nokor. He smashed dwarves aside and put them down with swift blasts. Sweetness picked up the slack on Nokor’s right flank as he bulldozed through a couple of dwarves. Nokor was freed up to throw punches and kicks with one arm while the other struggled to maintain his shield.

“I’m aware things are messy out there, Brad,” Jason said with a calm demeanor. Brad found it infuriating. “But trust me when I say this is well worth the wait. I’m sending Cory and Randy to back you up right now.”

At least that was something.

Brad shoved a dwarf aside and shot his final volley of slugs through another’s stomach. He drew fresh shells from his bandolier and shoved them into his shotgun just as an an axe came his way. Brad caught it with his shotgun, but not before it bit deep into his shoulder.

Snarling more out of frustration than pain, Brad shifted his shotgun to press into the dwarf’s visor. “Oh, you fucked up now, tiny.”

The dwarf’s jaw dropped right as Brad pulled the trigger. A hole the size of a fist blew out the opposite end. The dwarf’s axe was ripped out of Brad’s shoulder as its owner flew back.

You have taken 50 damage.

You are bleeding.

Health 30/80

Brad instinctively went to heal himself, but his mana still hadn’t recovered enough. Another hammer blow came his way. Brad stepped aside and fired a quick shot into the dwarf’s chest. The heavy armor deflected the sloppy shot. The dwarf roared as he rushed Brad. Brad shifted his shotgun to block the blow when his shoulder failed and lowered the weapon.

Crap.

A hail of gunfire cut the dwarf down, followed by a blur of motion. Randy, dressed in metal plating that made him look like he’d just rushed out of a diesel-punk, WWI movie, skewered another dwarf with his bayonet, then shot the dwarf off his gun.

“Backup has arrived,” Cory announced.

“And not a moment too soon.” Randy quickly cast a heal on Brad.

Cory took up position on a busted wall segment and sprayed the dwarven rangers with his rifle. The dwarves rushed for cover as soon as rounds started pounding on their armor.

Brad drew in a relieved breath as his bleeding stopped and his wounded shoulder was healed.

You have received 50 healing.

“Thanks, guys,” Brad said and finished reloading his shotgun.

Randy grinned. “Oh, don’t thank us. Thank Jason.”

“What is that guy planning, anyway?” Brad asked.

Randy and Cory exchanged a glance, then grinned broadly at one another. Brad didn’t get any more response than that.

It turned out his curiosity was the least of Brad’s concerns, as cannon fire and artillery shells pounded their section of the wall.

“Time to back out!” Cory shouted.

“Agreed.” Nokor spread his arms out to cast a bubble shield around the small group as they withdrew.

Slabs of wall crumbled away under the barrage, further widening the gap Brad and Nokor had been defending. He grimaced as he saw the formations of dwarves ready to push on their position. It seemed they had noticed where their defenses were weakest, and Brad couldn’t help but wonder if the dwarves had received reinforcements or if they had more forces in reserve he wasn’t aware of. Either way, they were screwed if they couldn’t do something about the dwarven armor.

A rapid series of thumps erupted from the direction of Jason’s razorprey ranch. Clouds of white smoke poured over the wall, coating the dwarven side of the conflict in a thick haze. Dwarves shouted in confusion, and random gunfire erupted as they fired through the haze.

“The hell?” Brad asked.

Powerful, rapid footsteps thundered from the same direction as the rapid thumps. Brad turned to see a razorprey matriarch clad in full plate armor rushing forward with two men on her back. It was Daisy, and she was carrying Jason and Kurtis.

Brad’s jaw fell. He just watched the two speed past them through the smoke-covered gap in the wall.

Kurtis took a back seat to Jason, who urged Daisy forward. While Kurtis had his usual machine gun on him, Jason had an entirely different weapon than normal. It was a lance with a long, bulky head that vaguely resembled a rocket.

As they vanished into the smoke, Brad’s gaze shot to Cory and Randy. “Did that madman just invent razorprey cavalry?”

The pair grinned from ear to ear.

“Oh, it gets better,” Randy said. “Let’s get on the wall for a better view.”

The roar of Kurtis’s machine gun pierced the sudden silence of the battlefield with small explosions following shortly after. He was using siege spread. Brad had to see what was going on.

“This way.” Brad took off running to the nearest set of intact stairs and climbed on top of the wall.

That’s when he saw the chaos.

Kurtis was using his ability to fire a spread of exploding shots from his machine gun to cut down the dwarven infantry. It was difficult to see them clearly through the smoke, but those glowing orange spheres of explosive death shooting out in a horizontal spread of five shots at a time were impossible to miss. So were the explosions and flying dwarves.

Meanwhile, Jason focused on driving Daisy through the fog with his lance at the ready. He smashed aside dwarves and thrust his weapon at them, but his performance was less than impressive compared to Kurtis. Until Brad realized where they were going.

“They’re heading for the dwarven artillery,” Brad said in awe.

Cory nodded with a toothy grin. “And he’s going to wreck those things. Do you know what that madman spent all his aether on instead of hitting level three?”

Brad shook his head.

“Custom-fitted armor for Daisy and a rocket lance.”

Brad’s eyes widened. “Is Jason seriously swinging around a rocket lance at dwarves?”

Randy nodded as he knelt and braced his rifle against the battlements. “That was the biggest reason we took so long to get out here,” he said as he fired his rifle at dwarves through the smoke. “He was making absolutely sure he knew how that thing worked inside and out.”

Nokor looked down at Randy. “Fitting armor onto a razorprey matriarch wasn’t the most time-consuming part?”

Cory shook his head. “Oh no. Daisy was all gung ho about defending her younglings as soon as the shelling started. We just had to print the stuff and put it on her. Setting up those mortar tubes with smokes took longer than dressing her up for her debut dance.”

Brad and Cory started firing on the dwarves as well. Even Nokor threw in aether blasts to clear the path for Jason and Kurtis to get to the dwarven artillery. They were far to the rear of the enemy lines, beyond where their mortars were able to cover the area in smoke.

But it was enough.

The dwarven artillery was rooted to the ground with heavy, stabilizing legs absorbing the recoil of every shot from their enormous guns.

Jason and Daisy punched through the smoke. A thick trail of haze followed in their wake.

The dwarves panicked. Soldiers, mining crews—all scrambled at the sight of a razorprey matriarch rushing through their lines and shredding any dwarf unfortunate enough to be caught under her claws. Kurtis gunned down dwarves left and right, with his siege spread still going strong. Jason’s eye was fixed on the artillery piece.

Jason swept around the rear of the heavy vehicle and went in for a pass. He couched his spear. A hot orange glow engulfed the tip as he slammed it deep into the artillery tank. A jet of flame and smoke erupted from the back of the lance. The rocket exploded deep within the artillery tank, taking out what must have been the fuel storage or ammo, because the whole thing went up in a wave of larger explosions.

“One down,” Jason reported as he drove Daisy away from the dwarven lines. “Reloading.”

“How the hell are you going to reload that thing on the move?” Brad asked. It didn’t make any sense; the weapon was too big.

Jason didn’t bother answering. The empty lance shimmered with violet aetheric energies like the ones used by the 3D printer. In a few minutes the lance had a fresh rocket sitting at its head as Jason came in for the second pass.

Cory leaned over to Brad. “Did I mention he blew all of his aether on this? Because that damn thing was stupid expensive.”

“How much are we talking here?” Brad asked between throwing slugs at dwarven rangers gunning for Jason.

Cory cleared his throat. “Daisy’s armor was around five thousand aether with all the bells and whistles. That lance, without ammo, was closer to twelve.”

Randy nodded. “We were going to chip in to cover the cost, but while we were arguing about it you guys killed enough dwarves that Jason could afford it himself.”

“I still bought the ammo, though,” Cory said. “Never let it be said that I let my friends go out on suicide missions empty-handed.”

Aznouk, the dwarven general, rushed into Jason’s path and raised his hammer into the air with a mighty shout. He brought it down with a crack of thunder. The ground sundered beneath his feet and erupted toward Jason and Kurtis. Daisy jumped away from the spikes of stone shooting out toward her and flapped her wings to hang in the air a little longer.

“Focus everything on that dwarf.” Brad pinged Aznouk.

The wall erupted with gunfire and spells pointed at the dwarven leader. Kurtis joined in as well. His siege spread had expired, so he was left with only a bullet hose to defend himself with. The dwarven general charged forward with impressive speed for such a short, boxy creature. Bullets battered his armor and bounced harmlessly off. Spells exploded on his body and only staggered the furious dwarf.

Jason held his angle of approach, and Brad could see why. It was the best one, the only one Jason could make a pass at the artillery from. The rest of the dwarves had already caught on to his scheme and were moving to box him in. If the general managed to catch him, it was all over for them.

Brad took a knee and carefully aim with his shotgun. He breathed in slowly, then emptied his lungs as he placed the sights just ahead of Aznouk’s legs. It was a difficult shot from where he stood. The lack of optics to help him get a good look at the dwarven general’s legs made it more difficult. The cherry on top was the fast rate at which the dwarf’s legs moved. But Brad knew it was his best chance of stopping Aznouk.

He had to take the shot.

Brad exhaled and squeezed the trigger.

The slug erupted from the barrel of his gun, spinning with a fury as it drilled through the air and right into the dwarven general’s hamstring. Aznouk’s distant cry cut through the chaos of war as the general fell flat on his face in the mud.

Daisy rushed right past the dwarf, and Jason drove his lance into the last dwarven artillery tank. They broke off as the artillery exploded. Jason rushed Daisy deep into the woods, where they vanished from sight.

“Two down,” Jason said. “I’m not seeing any more artillery on our sensors.”

Brad blew out a breath. He couldn’t believe he’d made that shot. But he checked the map before he celebrated too early. There was nothing but dwarven infantry and two tanks left, along with the mining crews and equipment. The dwarves still outnumbered them by hundreds, but if that stunt didn’t shake them, Brad wasn’t sure what would.

Aznouk shoved his way up to his feet as a group of dwarven warriors moved in to protect him with their tower shields. The dwarf fired a white flare into the air.

Brad had no idea what that meant, nor did the other humans, so they kept laying down fire and spells on the dwarven armies even as they retreated away from the walls.

Incoming private link from: General Aznouk Metalbringer.

Brad accepted the call.

“You humans are tougher than you look,” Aznouk grunted out. “And rude to boot.”

“Rude?” Brad furrowed his brow. “You show up to our home and attack us out of the blue, and we’re the rude ones?”

“Aye, you are. That was a ceasefire flare. We’re calling a truce for now, human.”

Brad let out an indignant huff. “Oh really? And why the hell should we let you dwarves pull back?”

As he said that, the dwarven tanks withdrew from the smoke and once again acted as shields for the withdrawing infantry.

“Call it a professional courtesy,” Aznouk said. “We were not expecting such heavy resistance, and I believe the council may have overplayed their hand. I will confer with them and see what course of action they wish for us to take. In the meantime, we will lick our wounds. I recommend you do the same.”

Brad was about to spit back about hunting them to the ends of the Earth, about showing the dwarves no quarter…and then his gaze caught a glimpse of all the dead members of his raid party. They had lost so many people, and there were many more on their way out or suffering from crippling wounds.

There was no way Brad could turn down this truce.

“Fine,” Brad said. He switched over to his raid party chat. “Everyone hold fire. The dwarves called for a truce.”

“Oh, now they want a truce?” Les spat. “After they killed Christine, Maureen, and so many others?”

Brad’s heart sank. If Christine was dead, who would take care of Danny? He was already without a father, and now he was an orphan. Could the boy handle that? His mind drifted from concern for Danny to thoughts of revenge. Aznouk was right there, cowering behind dwarven shields. If Brad took a carefully aimed shot he might be able to put a slug through the dwarf’s eye.

No. It’s not worth the risk, Brad thought. That was too perfect of a shot to make on a heavily armored target who shrugged off most of the damage thrown at him. Brad’s people needed the time to rearm and recover more than anything, just like Danny needed them to take care of him now.

“Fuck them,” Les shouted. “I say we run out there and cut down every last one of them.”

“No,” Brad said in a stern tone. “Out in the open the dwarves have the advantage in numbers and strength, Les. We sit tight, lick our wounds, repair the damage we can, and use the aether we’ve gathered to strengthen ourselves. Am I understood?”

Les growled.

“Am. I. Understood?” Brad pressed. He didn’t want Les getting herself and anyone who followed her out killed.

“Yes, sir,” Les hissed.

The gunfire across the wall stopped, and the dwarves, true to Aznouk’s word, withdrew far to the north where they could hide their forces in the trees.

“Good. Let’s get to work, people,” Brad ordered. “I want everyone back at full strength ASAP and these holes plugged. If you can level up, buy gene therapies or gear, do it. We won’t have another chance if things go south for us.”

“They will,” Les said with barely contained anger pointed right at him.

Brad could understand where she was coming from, but he had to worry about protecting the living.

“What about us, Brad?” Jason asked. “I’m good on ammo for another ten passes if I’m launching rockets. Kurtis here’s got another two boxes of ammo on him, too.”

“How’s Daisy?” Brad asked.

Jason chuckled. “This old girl’s happier than she’s ever been cooped up in our makeshift barn. Tim and Chippy are going to hate me, but I’m going to nix the whole murder-chicken-nugget-farm plan of theirs. Razorprey cavalry is the way to go.”

Brad nodded. “You can say that again. I want you guys to hide out in the woods and let me know if you see or hear anything suspicious out there. If the dwarves start attacking us again, I want you to take out their tanks, maybe even make a run on the general.”

Jason let out a soft hum. “You think my rocket lance could kill that tough old bastard? He got lit up harder than a Christmas tree and he was still chugging along.”

“It’s worth a shot, isn’t it?” Brad asked.

“Why not? We won’t find out unless we try,” Jason agreed.

Brad nodded. “Take care out there, Jason.”

“Will do.” Jason signed off.

Brad turned away from the wall and toward the ruined Gaming Center. He wasn’t looking forward to seeing how bad things were.


Chapter twenty-six
Jake


They followed the pharaoh ship from one town to another for what felt like hours. Jake was seeking out a good opportunity to sneak up on the aliens to learn more about them. The problem was, there was always a problem.

In one town the only place to hide was rubble. Another was crawling with far too many mutants to even approach. In that one, the pharaohs actually lost all of their would-be human slaves to their little mutant mind-control trick. And there was simply no way to approach the third town without being seen by the pharaoh ship.

The climbing sun didn’t make matters any better for a stealth operation, but this was the situation they had to deal with.

Jake had taken to following the ship through the woods to minimize their chances of being seen. It worked for the most part. The aliens never seemed to look their way, and most of the time they could catch glimpses of the pharaoh ship. Figuring out where they were was the trickier part. Sure, Jake could pull up a map on his HUD, but using it while driving through a potentially dangerous forest was a less-than-ideal solution to their problem.

Darius had taken to solving that problem. “It says here we’re heading to Falkland now,” he said with a map fluttering in the wind.

Mason leaned forward. “How sure about that are you?”

Darius looked around at all the trees speeding past them. “Mostly.” He grinned, then drew a circle on the map with his finger. “The highway’s off to our right, and we’ve been traveling north through the woods for a while now. Unless we’re way off west, we’re bound to hit Falkland sooner or later.”

“Huh. OK then,” Mason conceded.

“Where’d you learn to read a map, anyway?” Tanya asked.

Darius blinked. “Can’t all of you?”

Mason and Tanya shook their heads.

Tim raised a brow. “You do realize we have maps built into our heads, right? Why aren’t you using that, Darius? It even shows you exactly where we are in the world.”

Darius shrugged. “I like physical things better than digital, but…”—his gaze drifted for a second—“you’re right about the tracking. We’ll be at Falkland in a few minutes. The edge of the forest is coming up fast, Jake.”

Jake pulled the Brawler to a stop well within the forest and pulled out the binoculars. “Time to get to work, then.” He led the group ahead to the forest’s edge, where they could see the town.

Looming over Falkland was the pharaoh ship. It drifted lazily over the town, probably scanning for signs of life. Apparently they’d found them. The ship deployed its antennae, and the forest erupted with the cries of mutated animals rushing out toward the town.

“Mason, Tanya, keep an eye out. Tim, watch their back,” Jake ordered. “Darius, just sit tight.”

His party nodded and moved to their positions around Jake.

Jake pulled up his binoculars. Falkland was a relatively remote town out in the wilderness. A rustic place with farms, ranches, and it looked like some sort of stone-mining operation. Compared to a lot of the flattened towns they ran into, this one was relatively intact. Homes were damaged, cars were destroyed, and some of the larger structures like the fire station were partially collapsed, but most were still standing. Even some of the vehicles looked to be in working order. All in all it looked to Jake like the locals had managed to fight off the initial seeder push like the residents of Scotch Creek had.

That was when Jake spotted them: fortifications around the fire station made of lumber, stone, and wrecked cars. Humans scrambled to man the walls as mutated animals streamed in from every direction.

The mutants didn’t come in a horde, not like they had in Armstrong, but there were a trio of mutated bears and far too many birds for Jake’s liking. His normal reaction was to rush in to help the humans, but they would give themselves away before they could do anything if they tried that. Jake had to take a page from Sam’s book and be sneaky.

“Tanya, Mason, do you see anything coming our way?” Jake asked.

Tanya shook her head. “There was some movement, but they went around us. I think we’re in the clear.”

“As long as that pharaoh ship is up there, none of us are,” Tim said.

“Honestly, I’m surprised they haven’t found us yet,” Mason said. “Are their sensors defective?”

Jake shrugged. “Maybe that fancy gadget of theirs causes some issues with their sensors. Or Tim did something to the Brawler to make it sneakier.”

“No,” Tim said flatly. “All I did was try to reverse engineer everything I could from the elven transports and applied it to the Brawler to make it awesome, along with anything else I could find on the 3D printers. I didn’t do a damn thing to make our ride stealthy, or I would have called it the Ghost or literally anything other than the Brawler.”

“Fair enough,” Jake admitted. “Whatever’s going on, as long as they don’t spot us I don’t care what their problem is.” He held out the binoculars to Tim. “Here, take these.”

Tim took them and sighed. “You’re actually going down there, aren’t you?”

“Yeah,” Jake said.

“Even if you’re very likely to get ripped to pieces, shot up, and collared by dog boy over there?” Tim pointed at the pharaoh ship.

Jake nodded. “We need to know who and what we’re dealing with here, Tim. Some of those humans allowed themselves to be collared willingly. There has to be a good reason for that.”

“People do stupid things all the time if they think it’ll make their lives easier,” Tim said. “Especially when they have a big, fancy, blinged-out authority figure making the pitch.”

“Guess most of those people died in the apocalypse, huh?” Darius commented.

Tim frowned. “I guess so. There’s been, what? Five, maybe ten humans who willingly joining with the pharaohs while everyone else got chained up against their will? Still, don’t be shocked if you find out it’s a bunch of dumbasses thinking short-term gains will work out in the long term. Because they never do.”

“Whatever’s going on, we need to figure it out,” Jake said. “That’s why you’re going to watch our backs while we’re down there.” He gestured at himself and Darius.

Darius’s eyes widened. “Me? You want me to sneak around with this big axe?”

Jake nodded.

“Master, I don’t know if you’re aware, but I have the stealth skill of an exploding gas station. We’re going to get caught,” Darius insisted.

“We won’t,” Jake countered. “You may run your mouth, say ridiculous things, and get a little louder than I’d like from time to time, but you won’t mess this up, Darius. Have a little faith in yourself.”

Darius chuckled. “I have no shortage of faith in myself for a lot of things, Master, but this ain’t one of them.”

“Come on, quit wasting time, Darius.” Jake started down the hill toward town. “If things go sideways, I’m going to need that big axe of yours to get out of there alive.”

Darius’s face lit up. “Now that I can do.”

“Be careful down there,” Tim said.

The pair rushed down to a badly damaged residential area.

Mutated birds squawked and shrieked overhead as they flew to battle. Distant gunshots lanced up through the birds’ bodies. For the smaller birds, one shot was enough to send them crashing to the ground, dead. It was a good thing, as these birds in particular seemed to favor long-ranged magical attacks, whether it be spitting lightning, fire, or ice at their victims. The larger birds were far hardier. A single shot would, at most, slow them down or knock them off course. They were hardy creatures who took dozens of rounds before they could be brought low. If they weren’t, they swooped down to claw at the defenders below.

Jake waved Darius to follow along as he ran at a low crouch through the neighborhoods. They weaved in between broken-down houses and cars. They crawled through gaps in fences and over segments of demolished structures.

All the while, they kept an eye out for anything that might attack them.

There were three bears on the loose in Falkland—three animals Jake did not want to tangle with in the slightest before they were mutated, and even less now that they were. He had no idea how strong a mutated bear could be, and he was in no rush to find out.

Darius tugged Jake back into the shadows of a ruined house before he ran out into the street. Jake shot him a questioning glance. Darius pointed down the street. Mutant dogs scurried toward the sound of the gunfire with warped, twisted barks. Thick strands of saliva poured down their overgrown mouths and painted the floor before they vanished from sight.

“Those are some nasty looking dogs,” Jake whispered. “Think the mutation didn’t take for them?”

Darius threw his arms up in the air. “Don’t look at me. I failed biology.”

Jake snorted quietly. He double-checked their surroundings before running out to the street to the overgrown building across the road. It was a larger one, far larger than any of the others they had been through thus far. But the architecture was also different. From the lettering Jake spotted on the ground, this wasn’t a home at all. It was the Falkland town hall.

He jumped through the broken window of a fertilizer-drenched building. Inside, the glow of purple-and-blue aether plants spread up along the walls and through the ceiling.

Luckily, none of the aether plants had turned out to be carnivorous or toxic just yet, so Jake wasn’t too worried about sneaking through the building. He ignored the tattered remains of clothing littering the floor—a shredded little pink shirt, the beheaded stuffed bear missing an eye. They were all tragic reminders of a world lost long ago. They were all distractions from their current mission.

The sound of shooting intensified outside as the roar of bears and other beasts filled the air. A sharp pop and hiss trailed the thunder of an explosion.

Darius’s eyes widened. “These guys have rocket launchers?”

“How do you know it’s a rocket launcher?” Jake asked.

“It sounded like one,” Darius said. “That explosion sounded pretty convincing, too.”

Jake carefully squeezed past the thick vines of an aether plant and pulled the blinds aside enough to peek outside. “You might be right.” A thick plume of smoke rose into the air past the still-standing buildings on their way to the fire station. The problem was, they had to clear a lot of open terrain before they could find any more cover.

To further compound their problems, the house they were in shook. A triangular shadow loomed over the street. It was the pharaoh ship. They were right on top of them.

Jake expected them to open fire on their position or drop on top of them to capture him and Darius, but the ship drifted past without so much as a second glance. It was a bit of good news in an otherwise terrible situation. If they left the overgrown building now, in any direction, the pharaohs would have eyes on them without a doubt. They were trapped until the ship drifted farther away.

“How’s it looking out there?” Darius asked.

“Not great. The pharaohs are—”

From the opposite side of the house, the spine-twisting crack of wood reached their ears. A series of sharp crashes followed it. No, not crashes—footsteps. Whatever had forced its way into the house was big, heavy, and the warped roar told Jake it was pissed.

Darius sent Jake a private message. “What the hell is that?”

“No idea,” Jake answered.

“What do we do?” Darius’s question sounded more frantic than anything.

“Stay quiet,” was the only suggestion Jake could offer.

Going outside wasn’t an option, and killing whatever was stomping around the house might not be, either. The struggle might attract the pharaohs’ attention, if not more mutated beasts. And more mutated beasts swarming a location would definitely catch the pharaohs’ eye. Jake had seen it time and again in the towns they had observed.

Heavy snorts and sniffs accompanied creaking, thudding footsteps as the creature moved toward them.

“It’s coming right for us,” Darius said.

Jake nodded and quietly took position on one side of the door, then gestured for Darius to take the other. When Darius did, Jake gestured for his apprentice to get his axe ready.

The sounds approached the door, growing heavier and louder with every second. Jake tensed as he channeled aether into his fist, wondering if a strike, a blade, or a bolt was what the situation called for. Darius’s axe was sheathed in violet energy. He raised it high, ready to swing it through the door at the first sign of a threat.

And then the sounds stopped.

Jake and Darius exchanged a confused glance.

Crashing wood erupted from the wall. Jake was thrown across the room. A mutated bear tore through like the wall was made of styrofoam and charged right for Jake and Darius.

“Run!” Jake shouted.

Darius was out the door in an instant. Jake clawed at the ruined floor boards to throw himself out the door just as the bear was about to smear him across the wall. The bear’s claws ripped through the floor as it stopped just shy of smashing through to the outside, then launched itself at Jake and Darius.

“That thing’s huge!” Darius shouted.

Jake led his apprentice out to the large meeting chamber of the town hall. “We have to kill it.”

“How?” Darius snapped.

The bear smashed through the doorway into the meeting chamber and stood on its hind legs. The bodybuilder-equivalent of a bear looked like it had decided it wasn’t big enough, so it had jacked itself up on every performance-enhancing drug available on the market. And then it got shot up by the aether bloom to make it even bigger and stronger. There were places through its furred body where the muscles seemed to have torn their way through the skin and fur, and still the thing was able to move without any issue.

“Good question,” Jake said. “Hit it until it stops moving?”

“Solid plan, Master.” Darius raised his axe.

The bear unleashed a deafening roar that shook the foundation of the building.

Jake and Darius covered their ears. That thing had to die, and fast. Not only because it would kill them faster than one of Jo’s explosive experiments, but because the racket it was making was bound to draw more unwanted attention.

The bear surged forward before Jake could put together an inkling of an idea as to how to take it down. It smashed down a paw that was near as big as Jake. He only had time to catch the paw before it slammed him down to the floor and those razor-sharp claws dug into his chest.

You have taken 100 damage.

Health: 50/150

Holy shit. Even the thought came out as a breathless wheeze as his eyes threatened to pop out of their sockets from the sudden force crushing him. He seriously needed to look into purchasing armor.

“Jake!” Darius shouted as he rushed the bear and slammed his axe into the beast’s back.

Aether flared from Darius’s weapon. The axe’s blade smashed through muscle, bone, and sinew, leaving a deep, bloody gash in its wake. And then the blade came to a stop.

Darius tried to tear the weapon free, but it was stuck, and the bear’s head snapped to him. “Aw crap.”

The bear went to swipe Darius, but it let out a sudden cry of agony. Jake had coiled his arms and legs around the bear’s leg and threw all of his weight, strength, and aether-enhanced power into a sharp twist. The bear’s arm snapped at several different points before the twisted limb popped out of its socket and hung useless at the bear’s side. It threw itself away from Jake, snarling with ragged breaths.

Jake shot to his feet, his breathing almost as ragged as the bear’s. “Are you alright, Darius?”

When the bear recoiled away from Jake, Darius had managed to recover his weapon. “Not a scratch on me,” Darius said. “I’m definitely going to need new pants, though.”

“Me too.” Jake laughed. “We’ll find some before we head back.” He popped his knuckles. “I’m going to go for the other arm...leg…thing. Think you can hack it off?”

Darius’s axe glowed like a violet, fiery inferno. “Oh, you better believe I’m turning Yogi into a rug.”

Jake charged the bear. It lunged at him with its snapping jaws. Jake slid underneath with wide eyes. His whole upper body could have fit in that thing's mouth. Unfortunately, his dodge sent him far from where he wanted to be.

But a new, disgusting—and yet incredibly advantageous—opportunity presented itself to him. Or rather, two of them.

Jake slammed an aether-fueled fist with all the strength he could muster into the bear’s family jewels. The bear threw itself back in a silent scream, the agony of which Jake could only begin to imagine. Jake rolled out from underneath the bear as it came crashing down to the floor. Weak, whimpering wheezes left the mutated monster.

Darius put the poor creature out of its misery with an axe right to its thick skull.

You have received 2,000 aether.

“Only two thousand?” Jake panted, then clutched at his chest. His heart was going a mile a second and he’d only just noticed. “I thought that thing was worth five.”

“It’s split five ways, Master,” Darius said. His dumbfounded gaze fixed firmly on Jake. “Did you seriously just punch a giant killer bear in the dick?”

Jake wheezed out a laugh as he clutched his knees. “It worked out better than my original plan, didn’t it?”

Darius shook his head with a disapproving frown. “Low blow, man. Low blow.” That disapproval vanished beneath a fit of laughter from both men.

Cracking wood and crumbling stone brought the laughter to a halt as a brick dropped on Darius’s skull.

“Ow! Lousy, stinking ruin falling apart,” he grumbled. “That did a whole twenty damage.”

Jake grimaced, seeing the blood on the jagged stone’s edge. “Good thing I was the one who got smacked down by the bear, huh?”

“Yeah, yeah,” Darius groaned. His gaze drifted away for a second. “Looks like we’re clear of any other mutants around us. They’re all over by the fire station now.”

“Speaking of mutants,” Jake said. “Tim, what the hell? I thought you were watching our backs.”

“I didn’t see the bear, alright?” Time replied. “A thick fog’s rolling in from our end. All I saw was the glow of your building.”

Jake sighed. “Next time let us know something’s up, OK?”

“Yeah. Sorry. My bad, Jake,” Tim grudgingly admitted.

Jake rushed back to the window he was spying on the pharaohs from before he was so rudely interrupted by the bear. The ship was clear on the other side of town, and Jake could just make out the top of the pyramid-like control center. At least, Jake guessed that was the control center.

“Time to move, Darius.” Jake threw the window open and jumped out.


Chapter twenty-seven
Jake


Darius followed close behind as they rushed across from building to building. All the while, Jake poured his aether into recovering from the bear’s brutal attack. They stopped at a house just across the street from the fortified fire station and watched the fighting rage on.

The smoking husk of what was probably a bear lay in front of them. The rib cage and bits of flesh and fur still clinging to the bones suggested as much. The size of the corpse also pointed in that direction.

Two more bears were still up and battering the fire station’s walls. The bears were covered in gunshot wounds and magical scars from the defenders above, but they were still going strong.

Aether-mutated dogs ran around the perimeter, barking at the defenders before one dog found a patch of damaged wall they could climb up. Human fighters sprang into action, keeping the aether dogs at bay.

The defenders were clearly tired, but between their numbers and their walls, they were going to come out on top. At least if it had been a normal fight against attacking mutants.

It was anything but.

The pharaoh ship returned, low to the ground this time. Hatches on its side opened to expose cat-headed pharaohs firing bolts of orange energy at the mutants. They dropped onto the walls to help the humans clear out the attacking beasts in seconds.

Jake watched the fire station defenders curiously. They cheered the pharaohs and tried to embrace them. One of the cat-headed aliens kept a human at a distance with a firmly placed spear to his chest. It was a safe bet the people of Falkland had never met any other alien races, at least no hostile ones.

“Move into the courtyard,” hissed one of the felines with a more ornate symbol on his shoulder armor. With everything else about the pharaohs being Egyptian-themed, Jake guessed this was some sort of Egyptian numeral or rank. But that opened up a whole can of worms as to whether the pharaohs were the reason for ancient Egypt having been the way that it was. Jake wasn’t drunk enough to do the History Channel’s job for them.

The humans exchanged worried glances with one another.

A fighter shouted, “Attack,” and charged a pharaoh with his own spear.

The feline alien gracefully twisted the fighter’s weapon out of his hands. In the same swift motion, the pharaoh planted his speartip against the human’s throat. “Attack again and you will lose more than your weapon, smooth skin.”

The fighter backed up with his hands up in the air and followed the pharaoh’s orders. They stepped down from the wall into its perimeter. Once there, King Jackal and his human collaborator in white dropped down from the pharaoh ship to speak to the new crop of humans. Right where Jake and Darius couldn’t see or hear anything.

“We have to get in there,” Jake whispered.

Darius drew in a breath. “I knew you were going to say that.”

“Don’t climb the wall,” Tim said. “It’ll make too much noise and you won’t have any cover.”

Jake carefully eyed the wall. He could jump it fairly comfortably. The question was whether Darius could follow after him. Whether or not his apprentice could wasn’t the most important factor, though. If neither of them could land quietly, they wouldn’t be better off than if they had just climbed up. “Do you have any bright ideas, Tim? Because I’m drawing blanks here.”

Tim pinged a location. “Right there. There’s a gap in the wall where a big bird spewing fireballs melted down a whole lot of metal. If you hurry, you can get inside the walls and into the fire station without a patrol spotting you.”

“I’m down for that,” Darius said. “Come on, Master.” He sprinted out of the building, giving the fire station a wide berth.

Jake sighed and followed his overeager apprentice around to the back just as Tim said.

Whatever that bird was spewing before it died was definitely hot. The wall was melted down in several locations in patches big enough for Jake to squeeze his head through. The largest patch was big enough for a man as big and bulky as Darius to squeeze through, along with his axe.

Jake took the lead again and pressed up against the metal wall. It was still warm to the touch. Glancing around the corner, he caught the glimpse of a pharaoh patrol heading their way. There were two of the felines covered in armor that looked like something out of that Stargate movie he’d watched as a kid, except for the actual animal legs and heads. Those were definitely not in the movies.

He ducked back behind the wall and listened to their footsteps draw closer.

“What did you see, Master?” Darius asked over the party chat.

The patrol was almost on top of them now. Just a little longer and they would walk right by without noticing them. “Kitten patrol. Two of them. If we sit tight they should walk on by.”

“Are you sure they’re not wearing overly complicated masks?” Darius asked. “I mean, I know we’re dealing with aliens here, but the whole animal-head thing is weird. Like, they look just like Earth animals.”

Tanya laughed over the line. “Oh yeah, we’re invaded by aliens from far beyond our solar system, visited by pointy-eared elves, gnomes, and other races from fantasy books and games. But the weird part is the animal-human hybrid race.”

“It’s pretty weird, actually,” Mason agreed with Darius.

Tim sighed. “The weird part is we didn’t find out about them sooner. My money is on these guys visiting Earth in the past. Why else would everything about them scream ancient Egypt? Seriously. Aliens, man.”

“Cut the chatter,” Jake ordered. He lost track of the pharaohs’ steps with all those voices in his head. When the others quieted down, the footsteps were much farther away. He risked peeking around the corner.

The pharaohs were on the opposite end of the fire station and making a turn. Now was their chance.

“Come on, Darius.” Jake squeezed through the gap in the wall.

Darius followed with a quiet gasp. “More are coming.” He dipped out of sight of the corner and rushed for the fire station with Jake.

They slipped inside the building.

Jake’s heart raced. He couldn’t believe how lucky they were to get away unseen.

“Uh, guys, the second patrol’s acting curious. I think they saw you,” Tim warned.

“Damn it,” Jake muttered under his breath.

“You better hide, quick,” Tim said.

Jake looked around, but he wasn’t seeing any great places to hide out.

Then there was Darius, digging around inside one of his cargo pockets. He pulled out a book with anime characters on the cover. Jake opened his mouth to ask a question when Darius flipped through the pages, then stopped to show him.

There was some cat girl in the book.

Jake stared at Darius with the univerSalvador expression for, “What the hell, man?”

“Don’t worry, Master. I learned this trick from one of the best spies in the history of…maybe ever.” Darius stepped farther into the hall, then placed the book down carefully. “And now to make it look like it was dropped and… Done. Let’s get out of here.”

Darius quietly rushed down the hall and into one of the dark rooms to the side of the hall.

Jake followed him in to hear a delighted gasp.

“Yes!”

“What?” Jake quietly hissed.

“Ten seconds until those cats are up your butts, guys,” Tim warned.

Darius held up a large box. “Cardboard boxes!”

Jake frowned. “Darius, I know we’re dealing with cat people here, but I don’t—”

“Not for them. For us. We can hide in plain sight with these.” Darius grinned. He popped the cardboard box open, held it over his head, then crouched down.

Jake furrowed his brow at the sheer idiocy of the stunt. But then he thought about it. It looked like the box was just any normal box. Nothing suspicious at all about it.

This was just stupid enough to work.

Jake pulled up his own box like Darius, making sure that the flaps were on the inside of the box to avoid any suspicion. He crouched down and popped out the cardboard covering the hand grip. He could even see out the damn thing. “Darius, I swear to God if you don’t get us killed, I’m giving you a medal.”

“This is going to work, Master. Trust me, I learned from the best,” Darius insisted.

Jake sure hoped Darius was right. He quietly shuffled over to sit at the corner of the doorway where his boxy disguise would look even less suspicious. More importantly, he could look right down the hall.

The hallway door kicked open. Two pharaohs stormed in with spears at the ready. They advanced with slow, creeping steps. Their spears swept around at every doorway like they were expecting an attack to come at them at any moment.

Then one of their boots bumped Darius’s book.

“What’s this?” one of the pharaohs asked, and squatted down.

The other squatted beside him. “Hieroglyphs? No, drawings. Did the humans make this?”

“It is an interesting style. Different from our own, rigid arts,” said the first. Now that Jake got a better look at him, he was a black-furred feline with a single golden marking under his right eye.

The other was a lighter, charcoal-furred cat. “Do you think this is what the humans desired after we abandoned their ancient ancestors? To become one with our kind?”

The black cat pursed his lips. “Perhaps. I must admit this hybrid human creature is…cute, to say the least.”

Darius snorted quietly and whispered, “Dude, I can’t believe cats like cat girls, too.”

The two cats, whose tails were swishing about as they eyed the art, suddenly perked up.

“What was that?” the charcoal cat asked with his spear at the ready as he rose.

The black cat pocketed the book. “It came from that room over there.”

“Good job, Darius,” Jake hissed through the party chat.

Darius sucked a breath through his teeth. “Sorry, Master.”

“What’s going on down there, guys?” Tim asked.

“We’ll tell you later,” Jake said. “Darius?”

“Yeah?”

“Keep your genius mouth shut,” Jake ordered.

Darius didn’t respond.

Jake drew in a quiet breath. Good boy.

The two felines stacked up on either side of the door. They threw a small golden sphere into the room. An explosion of noise and light erupted. Had Jake looked at it directly, he was certain it would have blinded him. The blast of sound left his ears ringing, but it looked like his box was still intact.

“Jake, are you good?” Darius asked through chat.

“Yeah, you?”

“I can’t hear a damn thing outside of chat,” Darius said.

Jake blinked the white from his eyes. “Keep quiet, then.”

Two shadows entered the room and left his sight. The pharaohs were in the room with them. With his ringing ears, he could hardly hear them moving around. Since he couldn’t hear himself too well either, Jake held his breath.

The ringing in his ear slowly faded as the sound of doors being thrown open greeted him.

“Nothing in the closet,” the black cat said.

“Desks are clear too,” the charcoal one said.

One of the cats approached them—the black one. “Eh, it’s just boxes in here.”

“Must’ve been my imagination,” the charcoal one said. “Renek: Sector clear. Resuming patrol.”

Jake wondered if that was a rank or someone’s name. He didn’t worry about it too much, though. The aliens left the room and went back out the way they’d come. He let out a relieved breath and held a hand to his chest. He felt a pressure there, like if he had held his fist around his heart to keep it from making any noise. Now that it was able to pump freely, it stung a bit.

“I can’t believe that actually worked,” Jake whispered.

Darius shuffled around Jake. “I told you, I learned from the best.”

“You’re going to have to tell me who this is so I can learn from them too,” Jake said.

“Nah, you’ll make fun of me since they’re not a real person.” Darius chuckled and shuffled out the hall to the fire station’s engine room.

Jake wanted to argue but decided this was not the time or the place.

They snuck around to the engine room, where a few more of the pharaoh soldiers patrolled the area. Jake let Darius take the lead as he shuffled from one innocuous spot for a box to another. The pharaohs didn’t seem to notice in the slightest. Jake quietly followed his lead until Darius was out the door.

“I’m in position, Jake. I’ve got eyes and ears on King Jackal,” Darius said.

“On my way,” Jake said. He shuffled toward the door, then froze at the squeal of a boot against the floor.

“What was that?” one of the pharaohs said.

“What was what, Cha’tii?” another gruffer, deeper voice asked.

The shifting of metal caught Jake’s ear. It was probably a spear being pointed at him. “That box, I swear I saw it move,” said the first pharaoh, Cha’tii.

Jake’s heart sank. He was caught, and all their sneaking around was going to be for nothing the second he had to fight his way out of this mess. Jake just had to hope Darius was able to learn something useful before all hell broke loose.

“Boxes don’t move themselves,” the gruffer pharaoh said. “Now stop wasting time and keep searching the area. There may be other humans hiding in this hovel.”

Jake cheered internally, but the celebration was too soon. Footsteps approached, and then the dark-grey armor of a pharaoh’s boots, ornamented by turquoise and green, filled his vision slit. Jake channeled his aether into his fist as the pharaoh dropped to one knee. His chest came down, and then the brown-furred chin came to a sudden stop.

“Cha’tii!” snapped the gruff-voiced pharaoh. “Are you disobeying an order from your renek?”

Those words definitely sounded more like ranks than names.

The cha’tii straightened. “N-no, my renek. But I swear on my life this box was not here before. It moved.”

Footsteps approached the cha’tii. “These boxes are moved easily enough by the wind, youngling,” spat the renek. “Look at it. The placement is rough, sloppy. Now quit wasting the first prime’s time. These humans have proven themselves capable warriors, and our armies numbers need replenishing.”

The cha’tii shot to his feet. “Yes, my renek.” He ran off, and the renek’s footsteps drifted off toward the center of the engine room.

Jake took this as his opportunity to shuffle out to sit beside Darius. The two were nothing more than an innocuous pair of boxes sitting outside a fire station. Nothing at all suspicious.

“What took you so long?” Darius whispered.

“I had a close call with a sergeant and his private…or something along those lines,” Jake said.

Darius laughed quietly through party chat. “And you thought I was going to get us caught.”

“Yeah, yeah, quiet down, Darius. I want to listen to this first prime guy,” Jake said.

That had to be King Jackal’s name. From all the other pharaohs, he stood out like a sore thumb. His species, or maybe race in the case of these aliens, was different from the rest. His armor was far sleeker and more ornate than the others. It had a regal elegance to its Egyptian design that made him look like some sort of death god. Which, if Jake remembered right, Anubis was supposed to be.

“Understand, humans, that this ancient threat I speak of still lingers in the dark beyond,” the first prime said in a deep, silky smooth voice fit for a king. It had power, grace, and a deadly-serious edge that made Jake’s hairs stand on end. “The lesser races of the Collective are in denial of this threat. They call us paranoid, fearful of shadows and ghost stories. They have forgotten the blood we all shed to hold the line. The sacrifices we all had to make. The sacrifices we all will have to make again.”

“That sounds like a you problem, pup,” spat the spear-swinging fighter from before. “Now if you ass clowns had come asking for help before you ruined our planet, maybe we would have agreed to tag along with you. But right now, I think I’m feeling the need to kick your shiny teeth in.”

The fighter rose to his feet, only for a dozen bolts of orange energy to lance into him. He immediately crashed to the floor, spasming and drooling as the other humans gasped and panicked.

“Fool,” the first prime spat. “We come here offering you purpose, power, and this is how you treat us?”

The masked human in white that had been with the first prime through every one of these sessions cleared his throat. “My lord, if you wouldn’t mind. I’d like to try my hand at convincing them. They are my people, after all.”

The first prime turned toward the man in white and glared down his muzzle at him. “You and that wretch have nothing in common, Lokma. You accept what must be done. You know your place within the empire, within your caste. You are an exemplar. Something for worms like this one to learn from.”

Lokma held up his hands. “I am aware, Your Grace. But we are a proud and stubborn people. Allow me a chance to reason with them and you may find we have far more willing recruits to add to our ranks.”

The first prime crossed his arms and stared down at Lokma. With an idle wave, he gestured at the humans. “Very well then, human. Prove your value.”

Lokma bowed to the first prince, then moved to the group of kneeling humans. The man pulled off his mask to reveal a fake, warm smile Jake would recognize anywhere. The tall, athletic man had the same punchable face with the same beak-like nose he remembered from the Gaming Center when he’d stabbed Jake in the stomach.

“That son of a bitch is working with the pharaohs,” Jake hissed in party chat.

“Who?” asked everyone but Darius.

“Willy,” Jake answered.

“Hello there, people of Falkland. My name is Willy Underwood, a lokma with the Pharaoh Empire…which I suppose roughly translates to a sergeant in human terms.” Willy spoke with that disgusting smile plastered on his face. “And unlike our unconscious friend over there, I joined the empire quite willingly.” He tapped the collar on his neck. “See this? No light means I am here of my own volition, and trusted enough to stay loyal.”

The first prime’s gaze hardened on Willy.

Willy looked back at the taller jackal and smiled. “Well, trusted might be a bit of a stretch. I’m a new arrival to the empire, and building that trust will take time, but First Prime Anubis has been gracious enough to grant me—grant us the opportunity to prove ourselves.”

Jake’s jaw dropped at the name.

“Bro, did he just say that was Anubis?” Darius asked. “Like the Egyptian god of death Anubis?”

Jake nodded, then realized Darius couldn’t see him. “Y-yeah. He did.”

A part of Jake wanted to believe the name was just a coincidence. That this alien just happened to share a name with a god of death on Earth. Because the reality was, if this first prime was the same Anubis as the ones in the legends, he was ancient and had untold years upon years to build up his aether reserves. Anubis could be at level hundred for all Jake knew, with tons of advanced classes under his belt.

What the hell is this guy doing personally recruiting a bunch of nobodies like us? Jake wondered.

The Pharaoh Empire tends to prefer willing servants over slaves, Hazel answered. But just because they have a preference doesn’t mean they’re not above enslaving others. They have waged war across the stars just to bulk up the numbers of their armies, and only stop when the cost in lives to the empire is more than they would receive in return.

Fantastic, Jake said.

“The first prime is here to personally recruit us into the empire,” Willy continued. “To offer us purpose, power, and most important of all, stability.”

“Stability?” a woman in the crowd asked.

Willy nodded. “Yes. Haven’t you all been sick and tired of what’s become of our world since the seeders arrived? Alien monsters threaten our homes, our families, and our very lives. Every day we fight tooth and nail for our lives, only to wonder if we’ll make it the next week or the next day with the little food we have. If it’s not the seeders, it’s mutants, other humans, or these lesser alien races like the damned elves!”

“Elves?” another man asked. “Elves are real?”

Willy nodded. “Gnomes, dwarves, orcs, and ogres, too. Some of them are friendly enough, but they are naïve to the truth of the universe, something the Pharaoh Empire is acutely aware of. And the others, like the elves, dwarves, and orcs, are far too busy fighting amongst themselves over petty nonsense to provide for the races under their care. Another thing which the empire will happily do for humanity, if we only agree to serve.”

“So we can have food, shelter, and safety?” the woman asked. She had a sweet voice and messy blond hair that hadn’t seen a bath in weeks. “And all we have to do is agree to work together?”

Willy grinned from ear to ear. “Exactly! But there’s more to it than that. They will train us to fight and defend ourselves, to help the empire prosper and grow, and unite the Collective under one banner.”

A man with a buzzcut raised his hand. “That all sounds great, but what exactly is this threat we have to worry about?”

“None of your concern,” Anubis said with a cold, hard edge.

Willy cleared his throat. “What my lord is trying to say is: This threat’s return is only a theoretical one, and a distant one at that. We would be dealing with far more pressing concerns like the dwarves, elves, or orcs. Currently they are the greatest threats to the empire, and humanity should stand on our own against them.”

“So you just want us to fight your wars for you,” the man said.

“Shut up, Billy. This sounds like a great deal,” the blond woman said.

“Lisa, don’t be—”

Anubis cut Billy off. “You’re right, human. And service to the empire guarantees citizenship. After your tour of duty is done, you will be free to serve the empire in another way, depending on what caste you fit into.”

“How long of a tour?” Billy asked.

Anubis crossed his arms. “Four decades. The mere blink of an eye.”

Billy’s jaw dropped.

Willy gave a nervous laugh. “My lord, for us humans that is an eternity.”

The jackal stroked his jaw. “I forget you are new to aether and all of its gifts.” Anubis extended his hand, and in a flash of light a spear with a crescent blade and an energy cannon appeared. At the bottom of the spear handle, a second crescent blade pressed into the earth. “Aether is a substance capable of a great many things, mortal. Improving your frail human bodies is only the beginning of what it can do.”

“Your name isn’t just for show, is it?” Billy asked.

Anubis’s maw split into a razor-sharp grin.

Billy gulped. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

“So there you have it, my friends,” Willy said. “Join the empire of your own free will and we will take care of you, make you stronger, and at the end of your tour, you will earn full citizenship. Or don’t.” He slipped on his white mask, which made him look like a faced etched on the lid of an ancient pharaoh’s tomb. “And you will be conscripted against your will and forced to serve until death with the scrap gear reserved for the slave legions. The choice is yours.”

Lisa stood without any hesitation. “I’m in.”

Several other survivors stood up to join her.

Even Billy rose. “I’m not looking forward to any of this, but if the choice is to be a slave fighting someone else's war with crap gear or be a soldier with good gear, I’ll take being a soldier.”

About twenty of the humans rose to their feet to join, while another thirty or so remained on their knees, refusing to join.

Anubis glanced down at Willy. “From now on you will be doing the talking, Lokma. No, Dis’Secu. You will need a higher rank if you are able to recruit more humans like this.”

Willy gave a deep bow. “I live to serve, Your Grace.”

The pharaoh ship came in for a landing behind Anubis.

“Go to the ship. You will be given your collars there,” Anubis said.

The humans rushed off to follow their first order.

“As for the rest of you…”

Anubis didn’t get to finish before the humans were up in arms, attacking the pharaohs with blades, guns, and magic. It struck Jake as odd that the Falkland survivors were even allowed to keep their weapons in the first place—until he saw the end result of their assault. Pharaoh shields flashed, stopping every attack. With a furious spray of orange bolts the humans collapsed, twitching and crackling with energy.

Anubis pushed a stunned woman off his boot. “Enjoy your time in the slave legions.”

“Why do they always do this?” Willy sighed. “They see what we do to the mutants and yet they stand against us.”

Anubis shifted his gaze to Willy. “You said it yourself, Dis’Secu. Your people are proud and stubborn. Now load these slaves onto the ship. We need to drop them off for processing.” He marched back toward their ship as he continued speaking. “I must return to Dakra Prime and attend to the needs of the empire and see to it this mutant control device is further refined.”

Willy nodded. “Yes, Your Grace. The device is truly powerful, but its interference with our sensors is completely unacceptable.”

“Agreed,” Anubis said. “A weapon that leaves you blind by merely carrying it around is a curse at worst and a toy at best. The empire has no need for either.”

Jake pursed his lips and clenched his fists as he watched the humans, slave and otherwise, be collared and loaded up into the ship. Every instinct in his body demanded he jump out and save them, but it wouldn’t do them any good to break their cover. The pharaohs had to return to their base, wherever that was, to process these new slaves.

He only had to hang on a little longer. Don’t worry, guys. We’re going to save you. We’re going to save all of you.


Chapter twenty-eight
Sam


“Stop the transports,” Ironmane commanded from the lead vehicle.

Salvador stopped the phantom and glanced at Sam.

She pulled up her map. They were still deep in the woods, but there was a distortion farther ahead. “I think we just found our orcs,” she said.

“Well I hope that Golgug guy pulls through on this scheme of his, or we’re going to be up to our eyeballs in greenskins,” Salvador said.

The pair hopped out of the phantom.

Ironmane and his honor guard were dismounting from their transport and off-loading heavy crates. Even for dwarves.

“What are those?” Salvador asked.

Hastuil dropped a heavy crate at Salvador’s feet and gestured for the human to open it. Salvador kicked the crate open; inside were a pair of missile batteries. Sam glanced between the weapon and Hastuil before she put two and two together. These were additions to his armor.

“Heavy ordnance,” the dwarf finally answered. “Now help me put these on. The tech is plug and play, so even a monkey like you should be able to handle it.”

Salvador threw his arms up. “Hey, as long as you’re sure, Hastuil. As long as you don’t blame me if this gets you killed.” Salvador hefted one of the pods with a sharp grunt and mounted it on Hastuil’s right shoulder before going for the other. The pair of missile pods sat folded backward, but it looked like they would flip up to deploy when needed.

Sam walked up to Ironmane. “You know we’re trying to sneak in there and assassinate the orc leader, right?”

“Aye,” Ironmane replied, helping another of his dwarves load a heavy ammo pack onto his back, then handed him the ammo feed to a heavy machine gun that was about as big, if not bigger, than his torso.

“So what the hell is all this?” Sam pressed.

Ironmane gave Sam a light smile. “A distraction.” The dwarf chuckled. “We dwarves may not be ones for treachery, but we understand the basic mechanics. If this Golgug’s plan doesn’t work, you will need someone to draw the other orcs away.”

Sam drew in a breath. “I get that, I really do, but think for a moment. Orcs love fighting. If you open up with these guns, they’re all going to run out for a fight, including Gutwrencha.”

Hastuil shook his head. “No, that one’s too cunning. If he knows his home base is spotted, he’ll run.”

Ironmane frowned. “Then why did you suggest we off-load the heavy ordnance, Hastuil?”

Salvador pursed his lips. “You know, I’ve been wondering why you didn’t open up with these to begin with.”

Hastuil looked at Sal. “These are not quickly deployed weapons, monkey. Our transports are far too small to carry a unit of our size with heavy battle gear equipped.” He turned back to the prince. “As for my suggestion, prince, it was merely a safety precaution. Should the orcs try to overwhelm our position, we will be ready for them this time.”

Ironmane stroked his beard. “But I am still a young prince, Hastuil. I have a legend to build. Without glories to be had, how can I achieve that?”

“They will come in time, my prince. Have patience,” Hastuil said. “For the moment, I recommend letting the humans handle the dirty work.”

Sam nodded. “We won’t let you down, Ironmane. The lives of your people and ours are hanging in the balance here.”

“Besides,” Salvador added, “if things go horribly wrong, you’ll be locked and loaded to clean up the mess.”

Ironmane’s frown shifted from one corner of his mouth to the other. “Very well. I agree to your plan of action.”

Hastuil slapped a flare gun to Salvador’s chest. “If the orcs managed to jam communications in there, use this to signal for aid.”

Salvador holstered the pistol on his belt. “Thanks.”

Sam rolled her shoulders and stretched out her fingers. “Come on, Sal. Let’s get this show on the road.”

The pair of rogues rushed into the forest.

“Good luck out there,” Ironmane called before being lost to the tree line.

Sam and Salvador darted from cover to cover. Using her enhanced grip and climbing skills, Sam took to the trees, leaping from one to another. Rocky took the lead, scouting out the path ahead. Salvador took to the low road, insisting that having every single angle covered was important for a stealthy advance. Sam didn’t argue with that.

They slipped past orc patrols like the wind in the trees. A group of the green-skinned beasts gathered around a campfire, roasting a whole deer over a fire pit. Another group they passed was too busy hacking each other to pieces with axes and blades to notice Sam and Salvador slipping right past them. Still, Sam watched the ferocity of their battle as she passed, something which only intensified as both orcs' eyes flared red in their berserk rage. None of the other orcs bothered to interfere. The others were too busy enjoying their food or pointing and laughing at the pair. A few of the much smaller orcs cheered on the fight.

The sight of smaller orcs brought a troubling question to Sam’s mind: Were there orc children in the camp?

She had never seen orc women, and orcs only seemed to vary in size, equipment, and the number of scars on them. Golgug mentioned depriving others of battle deprived them of the chance to get stronger. So was that how orcs grew? They survived battle after battle to get greener and meaner? If that was the case, then the nano-tech in their bodies would only supplement their growth.

Sam put the questions aside along with her moral concerns. There was only one orc they were here for, and his name was Gutwrencha. If everything went well, no one would ever know they were here.

“Woah,” Salvador said as he punched through the tree line. “Look at this mess, Sam.”

Sam dropped down from the trees beside Salvador and gasped at the sight before her.

It was…a ship? No, it was at least three different ones, and a space rock. The first ship was obviously elven in design. The sleek and elegant shape of the ship made that much obvious. But it wasn’t a House Oberon ship. It was silver and blue. The second ship had to be pharaoh. It was smaller than the other two, but the golden pyramid and crescent angles stuck out to Sam like a loot drop in a sea of junk. Then there was the large brick rammed into the center of the asteroid. That was a dwarf ship, and a bigger one than Ironmane and his people had landed on the Earth. And it had to be a big one—the asteroid they were all crashed into was an enormous space rock. Sam wasn’t sure if the orcs intended to lift it back into space when they were done or if it was a permanent installation, but its size was concerning.

“We’re going to be here for days searching this thing,” Salvador said.

Sam shook her head. “Now we’re not. We’re going to hit this place from two angles. You look around the outside and I’ll look around inside the rock.”

Salvador furrowed his brow. “Are you trying to get yourself killed, Sam? If you haven’t noticed yet, comms are down thanks to whatever jamming tech the orcs are using.”

Sam checked her HUD. There was a red indicator with crossed-out bars letting her know she wasn’t going to be communicating with anyone out of earshot. “All the more reason for you to stay out here. If I don’t come back in thirty minutes, I want you to call Ironmane.”

Salvador shook his head. “No. I’m not letting you do this, Sam. I’m coming with you. You saw the fighting back there with the orcs. They don’t come in ones or twos, they come in hordes. Tougher and meaner hordes than anything the seeders can throw at us.”

“That’s why I have to be faster than they are, and you have to call the cavalry,” Sam insisted. “I don’t have a death wish here, Sal. I’m making the call I have to. There’s too much ground to cover in and out of this ship for us. We have to split up.”

Salvador frowned and looked away from her. He drew in a deep breath and exhaled. “Look, Sam. Don’t go cutting our time together short, alright?”

Sam blinked. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Salvador pressed his knuckles firmly to the top of Sam’s head with a groan. “It means don’t go getting yourself killed, kid.”

Sam laughed. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’re catching feelings for me.”

Salvador didn’t say anything for a second, then pushed her forward. “Go on, get out of here. I’m starting the timer now, so you better hurry it up, alright?”

“Rude,” Sam huffed. She pointed up top to the pharaoh ship. “I’m going up there first. It looks the most important, so there’s a good chance Gutwrencha’s there.”

“You’re assuming an orc would want a gaudy place like that for their throne room,” Salvador shot back.

Sam shrugged. “If nothing else, it’s a better entry point than the front door.” She pointed down at the vast cavern on the side of the rock. The orcs had even put blast doors on it. Brutal and ridiculous as the orcs were, they weren’t stupid.

“Fair enough,” Salvador conceded. “Now go. I’m starting the timer this time for real.”

Sam pulled up her mask. “See you in a bit.” She took off running down to the orc camp.

Like everything else about the orcs, it was a hodgepodge of looted equipment smashed together into whatever the orcs needed. No two tents looked alike, just as every orc was a unique mess of equipment. Even the shoddily-put-together walls around the site varied wildly, from segments a stiff breeze could push over to layers of metal, spikes, and graffiti. It was nothing short of impressive to Sam that the orcs could even figure out how to slap together a gate.

But that wasn’t her entrance.

She slid down a hill toward a segment of wall with jagged pipes protruding from it. The orc patrol there wandered off by the time she finished her quick climb.

“How’re we looking, Sal?” Sam tried to ask over party chat, only to get an angry buzz in her ear accompanied by red text.

Communications jammed.

Right. That’s a thing. She glanced up at her timer. Only five minutes had passed, plenty of time to get into the orc ship and find Gutwrencha.

She scanned her path toward the wreck the orcs called a ship. Most of the orcs were brawling or eating, with few and far in between doing any sort of patrolling. The biggest of the orcs, whom she assumed were the bosses, were smashing their smaller underling around and screaming at them. Sneaking in through the chaos would be easy.

Sam glanced around for any sign the orc camp was low on numbers, and she definitely found it. The half on the opposite side from here was all but deserted. Only a few orcs roamed around there, and they were small ones at that. Golgug had pulled through on his end of the bargain—now it was up to them to finish the job.

Sam dropped down into the orc camp, darting from one ramshackle tent to the next. She weaved through the shadows of patrolling orcs and past violent skirmishes. If she wasn’t careful, she swore she would catch some sort of super tetanus from the scrap heaps the orcs called homes.

Leaning deep into her run, Sam picked up the pace. She arrived at the foot of the asteroid without so much as arousing curiosity. Sam couldn’t help but grin behind her mask. She was getting better at this sneaking business, and the perks were helping a ton. At least that’s what she preferred to think. The much more honest and humble part of her mind realized the bulk of the orcs were probably too incompetent to notice a tiny human girl running around in their midst.

Sam found a good grip on the orc asteroid and climbed up. Thanks to her gene therapy, it was an effortless task. Her grip was so strong she could probably hold herself up by a couple fingers without issue. Sam had no way of measuring it, but if she had to put money on it, she’d assume that climbing had become almost easier than walking. Almost.

She hopped up to the top of the asteroid and glanced back toward Salvador’s location. Sam waved on the off chance he was looking her way, then rushed for the pharaoh ship.

“There has to be a way inside this thing somewhere,” Sam mumbled to herself.

Rocky hopped off her shoulder and squeaked for attention. He pointed at a tiny gap on the side of the hull before vanishing inside.

Sam ran over to look in the gap. “Rocky, where’d you go?”

A soft hiss was accompanied by more squeaks. Rocky had opened a door for her.

“When did you learn to do that?” Sam asked when she caught up.

The flying squirrel let out a series of chittering sounds and squeaks.

Sam nodded. “You’ve been watching us humans work things and learning, huh?”

Rocky ran up her shoulder and gave a big nod.

“Smart little guy.” Sam gently patted his head.

She slipped inside the pharaoh ship wedged on top of the orc asteroid and glanced around for any sign of where she was going. There was alien writing resembling Egyptian hieroglyphics. After a second of staring at it, the writing shifted into English.

“EWAR Center,” Sam whispered to herself. “What does that mean?”

Electronic Warfare Center, Olivia answered. They tend to control things that mess with electronic equipment. Sensors, weapon targeting, communications, and more.

Do you think we can turn off this jamming there? Sam asked.

Of course! But I do not come equipped with any information on operating pharaoh technology. They’re not ones to share with the rest of the Collective, Olivia explained.

Sam nodded and followed the signs to the EWAR Center.

The doors slid open, exposing a grand hall with rows of obelisks. They glowed with blue scrolling script in the pharaoh language, too quickly for her to make sense of. Sam walked inside, unsure where to even begin to look for an off switch among all the different lights, obelisks, and the large central sphere projecting an incredibly lifelike hologram of the surrounding area. There was a green ring there, around the orc camp. Sam had a theory of what that ring represented. She pulled up her own map and saw the ring roughly matched the blurred-out patch on her map.

“We’ll, we’re definitely in the right place.” Sam took Rocky off her shoulder and set him down. “Help me find a way to shut this whole mess down, Rocky.”

Rocky ran off to climb over the obelisks and poke at them. The devices didn’t seem too picky about who they responded to. At Rocky’s tapping paw, the scrolling text came to a stop for the squirrel who just kept poking and swiping at anything that vaguely caught his interest.

Sam smiled. He was a smart little squirrel, but not smart enough to crack this puzzle. She glanced around the chamber and headed for the sphere, walking through the holographic map to rest her hand on it.

Nothing.

Frowning, she scanned the room and spotted something vaguely resembling a computer, or a console. It was huge, whatever it was, and pushed up against the back of the room.

She approached the console, and a holographic screen flared to life. It took a second for Sam’s HUD to translate, but if she was understanding correctly, this was the central command console for the Electronic Warfare Center.

Sam rubbed her hands together. “Time to get to work.”

She started scrolling and swiping through the different menus, poking around for anything even remotely resembling an off button. There were all manner of dials and sliders to modulate the power of the jamming, the reach, the different frequencies and channels they could jam. Then Sam found a section for self-destructing the Electronic Warfare Center.

“That’s an oddly specific design choice,” Sam commented to herself.

The pharaohs are extremely protective of their secrets. Technology is chief among those secrets, Sammy, Olivia said.

Then how the hell did a bunch of orcs get their hands on this thing? Sam had to wonder.

Olivia didn’t answer. She was surprised her muse didn’t have anything to say for a change.

Sam went back to scrolling through the menus for a way to turn things off. Rocky had apparently gotten bored of poking around and sat on Sam’s shoulder. She had no idea how long the squirrel was sitting there, but she didn’t mind the company.

With ten minutes left before Salvador sounded the alarm, she needed to hurry up with her work here so she could find her target.

The doors to the chamber opened.

“Oi!” a loud, boisterous voice demanded. “Which one of youz gitz is mucking about our sparky sneak box again?”

Sam’s eyes widened, and she turned around.

There was an orc there, a huge one wearing what looked like an orc skull-shaped welding mask with goggles over his head with a black shirt and pants and a sloppy mess of metal plates, along with a bandolier full of shells and grenades. In one hand he held a heavy looking shotgun. In the other was a fat sword with serrated edges.

On either side of the orc were two smaller ones with sharp, jagged knives, but they looked no less deadly to Sam. She was tiny compared to them.

Sam sat Rocky down on the console. “Try to turn this thing off, Rocky,” she whispered to him, then stepped from behind the holographic sphere so the orc could get a good look at her.

“Youz ain’t one of my gitz. Who the hell ‘re you, ‘umie?” barked the orc as he leveled his shotgun at Sam.

Sam smiled as she drew her knives. “Sam Hicks, and you?”

The orc snorted with amused delight. “Get a look at this ‘umie, boyz. She wants a fight. That’s new.”

The other orcs chuckled.

“Yeah! Think she got bonked upside the head too ‘ard, boss?” one asked.

Sam grinned at that tidbit of information. This was an important orc, but was it the right one?

The orc stepped forward, his gun never leaving Sam. “Name’z Gutwrencha. And you’z smells familiar.” He sniffed in Sam’s direction. “Youz one of that Brad gitz boys, ain’tcha?”

Sam’s grin only broadened. “That’s right.”

“Right tough git, that one. Too bad he fights dirty with healing magics.” The orc snorted.

“Good thing I’m here for a straight-up fight.” Sam barely managed to hide the laugh creeping into her words.

Gutwrencha rocked his jaw from side to side. “How’z youz get in here, anywayz?”

Sam pointed a knife down. “Front door.”

“Oh so you’z a right sneaky ‘umie, huh? Well, ya dun messed up now, ya tiny git. We’z gon stomp you into paste!” Gutwrencha bellowed with a delighted laugh. The orcs behind him joined in.

“Self-destruct activated,” announced a calm, artificial voice. “Five minutes until EWAR Center destruction.”

Gutwrencha’s jaw hit the floor. “Wot?”

Sam shot her gaze back. Rocky flashed her a pair of thumbs-up. “I said turn it off, not blow it up.”

Rocky tried to explain why he couldn’t do that, but Sam didn’t have time to listen. Gunshots slammed into the console behind them.

Sam threw herself behind the holographic sphere. “So much for stopping the self-destruct sequence.” She glanced at her timer. Well, that’s convenient. In five minutes’ time, not only would the room they were sitting in detonate, but Salvador would also call in Ironmane and his dwarves. That was good news. If she could survive.

Shotgun blasts shredded through the large sphere Sam had used for cover. It was buckshot—Sam could tell from the number of impacts against the metal—and some other guns. The cavernous dents half the size of her fist on the floor made it clear getting shot by Gutwrencha would be a terrible idea.

An orc swung around on her left. Sam kicked herself up and away from the orc’s attack. His jagged knife ripped through the sphere like a cake. Sam slammed her back into another orc, who grabbed her from behind.

“Hah! Gotcha, ya runty git,” the orc said while putting the squeeze on her. “Wasn’t even a fun fight.”

“My bad,” Sam strained to say. “Let me fix that.” She swung her legs forward as high as she could, then slammed them back into the orc’s stomach.

The orc’s grip loosened as the air rushed out of his lungs. Sam dropped to her feet and activated Flicker Strike. She reappeared in front of the first orc to attack her, slashing past his throat as she landed behind him.

Roaring in furious agony, the orc’s eyes flashed red. He snapped around to face Sam and slammed his knife down over and over again with nothing but raw power. Sam could read those attacks easily enough. She ducked left, then darted right. What she couldn’t handle was taking a single hit from the orc if the sharp gouges he was taking out of the floor were anything to go by.

Sam whirled around another of the orc’s strikes. As his arm came back up for another hack, Sam drove her knife deep through the orc’s armpit and ripped the blade out the back as she got around on him. The orc roared as it whirled about with a limp, useless arm. Sam shot a crossbow bolt right down the orc’s throat.

You have received 700 aether.

The second orc was almost on her, and the shotgun blasts were erupting again. Sam threw down a smoke bomb. The rushing orc was stopped dead in his tracks, and Sam vanished out of sight. The shotgun blasts from Gutwrencha never stopped, though. A meaty thud crashed to the metal floor.

You have received 535 aether.

“You can’t hide, ‘umie. I’z gon find ya. And I’z gon stab ya!” The orc kept shooting until it clicked.

Sam rolled out to Gutwrencha’s side and smiled at the clueless orc. She dashed across the room, her knives out to cleave open the orc’s legs.

Gutwrencha blocked her dagger with his sword, then bashed her aside with the barrel of his shotgun.

You have taken 15 damage.

Sam shook out her head. She was lucky it wasn’t a clean hit, or she’d have a lot more than a bruised cheek to deal with.

Gutwrencha bellowed out a laugh. “Hah! Youz ain’t that sneaky, ‘umie. Maybe if youz had a real knife like this youz’d be sneakier, but ya don’t.”

“Really? Well I’ll just have to remember to pick it up after this.” Sam took off after the orc once more.

The two clashed in a flurry of blades. Gutwrencha was fast with his knife and shotgun, but Sam was faster. Unfortunately, orc hide was extremely thick, and Gutwrencha was no novice like his two henchmen. Sam scored nothing but shallow cuts against the orc while he kept pushing her around like a furious doll trying to murder him.

Because she was.

The size difference between the two was comical. The orc was bigger than Aron, and certainly bigger than the way Brad had told the story. The orc was also far more muscular than Brad’s stories had suggested. It was like Gutwrencha had a growth spurt since Brad ran into the orc.

Gutwrencha caught one of Sam’s knives with his own, then redirected the blow. In the same motion he brought the knuckle guard of his knife up to strike Sam square in the face. Sam flew across the room, but not before she buried one of her knives in the orc’s chest.

She crashed against the wall. The air rushed out of her lungs with a splash of blood.

You have taken 40 damage.

Three green skulls appeared over Gutwrencha’s head.

Status: Poisoned.

Sam grinned. At least she’d managed to apply that debuff to the orc. Now she just had to get out before it was too late for her.

Gutwrencha pulled the knife out of his chest and tossed it aside like she’d just pricked him with a toothpick. “Poison? Two can play at that game, ‘umie.” The orc hung his shotgun from his belt and pulled out a vial full of purple liquid. He poured the thick, viscous substance over his blade, then threw aside the empty vial. He held up the poison-covered blade. “One nick of this and youz gon be right, propah dead. D-E-D, dead.”

Sam grinned. “Good thing you’re dying first.” Sam used Flicker Strike. She appeared behind the orc and plunged her dagger into his back. This time she applied the poison with an amplified effect. A second stack of green skulls appeared next to the first, with “2x” beside them. It seemed the system treated the amplified version of her poison as a separate debuff and stacked the effects, even if the icons were basically the same. That was an important bit of information to squirrel away for later.

She kicked off the orc and scrambled for her knife.

Gutwrencha lurched forward, spitting up blood stained with violet. “Oi, what’d youz do, ‘umie? I didn’t see youz use no poison.”

“Perks of being a humie,” Sam replied with a broad grin.

Gutwrencha growled. “You’z using some of that dirty magics, huh? Cheating like that Brad git?” The orc snorted. “I can do that, too.” The orc reached for his belt and pressed a turquoise button on a golden disc.

The button lit up.

Sam raised a brow. “Was that supposed to do something?”

Gutwrencha only gave her a toothy, tusk-filled grin and charged across the room at her.

Sam grinned. Dumb orc. She went to activate her Flicker Strike a third time, only nothing happened.

Abilities blocked.

“What?” was all Sam managed to get out before Gutwrencha’s blade nearly took off her head.

Sam threw herself into a backflip, clearing a great deal of ground before the orc was on her again. Gutwrencha nearly impaled her to the wall, but he only managed to get his knife stuck there. The orc drew his shotgun back to stab her with the barrel, but Sam ducked out of the way and slashed the orc’s legs open.

“Thirty seconds to self-destruct,” the calm, artificial voice announced.

“Where the hell was the one-minute warning?” Sam asked as she ran from Gutwrencha. She swung her wrist-mounted crossbow back at Gutwrencha and fired at his legs, hoping any of those bolts would do more to slow the orc.

Rocky ran up onto her shoulder with a panicked series of squeaks about how they needed to get out of there. Sam didn’t need to hear it.

Gutwrencha ripped his knife out of the wall and turned to face them. The orc’s breathing was rough, ragged, labored. Her poison was working its magic, at least in draining the orc’s stamina. She had no idea how it was doing in regards to the greenskin’s health.

“Youz ain’t getting away from me, ‘umie!” The orc took a rough step forward and snarled in pain. He forced another, then another, going from a slow jog to an awkward run.

“Looks like you’re already dead, orc.” Sam rushed out the door and followed the path back out the way she’d come. She had no idea how big the blast would be on the pharaoh ship, but she didn’t want to be anywhere near it when it went up. She ran far from the ship along the top of the orc rock.

Her whole world shook.

Sam turned to see the blast had taken out half of the pharaoh ship. At least the half she could see jutting out of the rock.

There’s no way in hell Gutwrencha survived that, Sam thought.

“Sam! Sam are you there?” Salvador demanded over party chat.

She turned to face his direction. It was easy enough to spot with the brilliant red flare flying high into the sky. “A little worse for wear, but I’m still breathing,” Sam said with a breathy laugh. “Our Gutwrencha problem’s done and over with.”

“You killed him just now?” Salvador said in awe.

Sam nodded to herself. “He and the two newbs that came in with him. That explosion you just heard? That’s what killed Gutwrencha.”

“Sam”—Salvador’s voice came in with a hard edge—“there’s only two aether notifications.”

Metal squealed and crashed behind Sam. She whirled about to see Gutwrencha. His gear was in tatters, his body bleeding crimson and violet from every wound, and his eyes glowed a bright crimson.

“Oh fuck.” Sam dragged out the words in a mix of awe and fear.

Gutwrencha roared with a fury she hadn’t heard anything short of the biggest aliens unleash. The orc ripped off a piece of the destroyed ship and hurled it at Sam.

Sam threw herself under the slab of metal. It slammed along the orc rock before falling off over the edge.

“Hold on Sam, I’m coming,” Salvador said.

Sam scrambled to her feet as more pieces of the ship came flying at her. She ran and rolled, tripped and crawled away from the flaming debris the orc threw at her. “You’re not going to reach me in time!”

“Have a little faith,” Salvador insisted.

The distant thundering of guns and explosions told Sam the dwarves were on their way as well. But they had even less of a chance to reach her in time to be of any help.

Gutwrencha, out of debris to hurl at Sam, charged forward with a thundering fury. The orc was big and heavy, but he didn’t make nearly as much noise before he went berserk.

Sam reloaded her crossbow and shot at the orc’s eyes. She missed every shot, only giving the orc an acupuncture session to his face as he closed the gap with her. He cleaved through the air with his knife. Sam jumped over the blow and clung onto the orc’s head. With one knife she started stabbing at Gutwrencha’s throat until the orc swung his shotgun over his head to swat her off. Rather than dodging, Sam threw herself along the path of the swinging shotgun, latched onto it, and used the motion of the orc’s strike to throw herself far, far away from the rampaging beast.

She slid to a stop mere inches from the asteroid’s edge. From the corner of her eye she could see the explosions of dwarven ordnance ripping apart the coming orc tide. Ironmane and Hastuil were at the lead of the pack, smashing through the orc ranks. That heavy gear made a world of difference.

Sure wish I had some now, Sam thought.

Gutwrencha charged after her again, even though he had a perfectly good shotgun in his hand. Sam was glad his berserk fury kept him from thinking clearly, otherwise she would have been turned to ground beef by that thing. Without the ability to use her spells, or a reliable ranged weapon, Sam wasn’t sure what she could do except wait for her poison to finish the orc off. His bleeding wounds would help in that regard as well.

Sam wasn’t getting that luxury.

Gutwrencha hurled his shotgun at her. Sam ducked as the weapon flew over her head, but the huge orc was already on top of her. Sam sidestepped Gutwrencha’s knife as it carved up the asteroid like a hot knife through butter. She wasn’t sure what was more impressive: the orc’s brutal strength, or his knife holding up through the abuse. She was sure that she needed to get that knife out of the orc’s hand.

Sam blocked the blade as it came for her again. She drove one of her knives through the orc’s wrist, but still his grip remained firm. Gutwrencha shoved her back as he twisted free and swung his fist at her. Sam stepped into and under the blow. It pulled the hood off her head and let her hair flow free through the air as she cleaved the orc’s forearm open.

Gutwrencha dropped his knife.

Sam turned around in time to see the huge orc drawing his blood-drenched fist back. She had nowhere to go but through him or off the rock, and too little time to pick a direction.

Gutwrencha’s eye burst in a shower of crimson. The orc snarled, clutching at his wounds, and staggered back.

“Get a move on, Sam,” Salvador shouted.

Sam wasn’t sure if her heart stopped for a moment or skipped a beat, but she wasn’t going to waste this opportunity. She dropped her knives and grabbed Gutwrencha’s poison-coated blade.

The orc snapped his attention back to Sam. She dove at him. Gutwrencha snatched her out of the air with a crushing grip, but not before she stabbed the poisoned blade into his heart.

Gutwrencha’s crimson, glowing eye faded to their normal white and green. His eye was bloodshot and streaked with purple and violet from both poisons. “Good, propah fight, ‘umie.” The orc crashed to his back and flung Sam out of his grip.

Sam crashed along the asteroid and went over the edge.

Salvador sprinted after her. “Sam!”

You have taken 3 damage.

Her hands scrambled over the asteroid’s side, searching for a grip that simply wasn’t there. But there was one on her arm.

Salvador hung off the edge of the asteroid, his eyes twisted with strain and what must have been bared teeth behind his mask. “I got you. I got you.”

Sam opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out. She only smiled through her mask until she was swung up and over the edge. Her less-than-graceful landing cost her another point of health, as if she wasn’t on the edge enough already. Luckily, Gutwrencha’s corpse broke her fall.

Salvador let go of the dead orc’s arm and crawled over to Sam. “You really cut it close back there.” He pulled off his mask for a breath. “Damn near gave me a heart attack.”

Sam threw herself at Salvador and hugged him as tight as her battered body allowed. “Thanks, Sal.”

“Don’t worry about it, Sam.” He chuckled. “You would have done the same for me.”

Sam wasn’t so sure before. Salvador was a member of her party and had grown to be a friend, but she had tried to keep herself from getting attached to anyone else. Now… Now she worried she may have gotten too attached. She gave Salvador another squeeze. “It still means a lot to me. How’d you get here so fast, anyway?”

“Acrobatics, perks, athletics perks, and our boy Ironmane clearing the path with his distraction sure is helping.” Salvador held Sam against his side and pointed down at the show of explosions and orc bits.

Ironmane’s dwarves were pushing in hard from the forest. Between a flamethrower, heavy machine gun, and the transport’s heavy fire carving swaths through the orcs, they were turning them into mincemeat.

Satisfying as it was to see the destruction the dwarves could lay down on the orc horde, it brought a new level of fear to her. What kind of fresh hell was Scotch Creek suffering if the dwarves could bring this amount of fire to a fight?

It’s just a mining expedition, Sam. We’re just monkeys. The dwarves wouldn’t waste their best gear on Scotch Creek, Sam told herself.

Salvador slowly stood and pulled Sam to her feet. “Come on, Sam. We’ve still got work to do.”

Sam smiled up at him, then looked down at Gutwrencha. She wasn’t looking forward to this part.


Chapter twenty-nine
Brad


Hundreds dead.

The number should have hit Brad harder, but it didn’t. Was it because every day since the sky rained fire had been a constant fight for survival? Every day since then, they had seen death on a massive scale. It was scattered, spread out, but Brad knew they were in the thousands, millions, maybe billions. Those people were strangers. People he didn’t know, people who weren’t his responsibility, whom he didn’t care about.

Yet all the loss of those human lives hit him hard.

These deaths were different, though.

These were his people. People he knew and cared for, people he was responsible for as the guild leader. And yet he felt nothing.

Brad carried the last of the bodies—Christine’s body—to the parking lot between the Gaming Center and the Hub. He stared at the lifeless woman, trying to feel some sort of grief or sorrow that wouldn’t come.

Les felt it, and that grief turned into fury against the dwarves, and Brad for agreeing to the brief truce. Deep down, he agreed with Les. He wanted to chase down the dwarves and kill every last one of them for what they had done.

Is something wrong with me? Brad asked his muse.

Frank was silent for a few long seconds. Nothing’s wrong with you, kid. You’re in shock. You’ve got all your feelings bottled up in a quivering glass bottle, and that cork is threatening to pop at any moment. I can feel it. But you’re holding it together for your people.

How much longer can I do this? Brad’s thought came quivering on the edge of…fear, tears? He wasn’t sure.

As long as it takes to bring humanity back to the top of the food chain, Frank said. You may be a dumbass, a stubborn fool, and have the people skills of a sea mine, but you’re a good kid. And a tenacious one at that. You might break down after this fighting’s over, but you’ll get back on your feet.

Brad looked out over the rows of bodies. They didn’t even have tarps to cover them, and he wasn’t sure how long they had before the shooting picked up again. He glanced back to the ruined Gaming Center. I don’t know about that, Frank.

You’re worried about Danny, aren’t you? Frank asked.

Brad nodded.

There’s no getting around it, Brad. That kid’s going to find out what happened to his mom. It’s better he finds out sooner rather than later, and that he learns it from you, Frank said.

Why me? Brad asked.

Because it’s your guild, your responsibility, and now that kid is going to need a good role model more than ever. Someone strong to show him right from wrong, Frank pressed.

Brad looked down. There was a light tremor to his right hand he hadn’t noticed until he saw it. He clenched his hand into a fist and drew in a long, slow breath. The shaking stopped. You’re right, Frank. I’m not happy about it, but you’re right.

See? You’re not completely numb to everything around you, kid. You’re still human, Frank said.

Brad started toward the Gaming Center. It never ceased to amaze him how much his muse knew about him and his mental state. But it shouldn’t be a surprise. The machines claimed they gave their users privacy, but did they really? The two were so much a part of one another at this point, Brad wasn’t sure if Frank wasn’t as vital as his heart or lungs. A muse couldn’t live without a human, or a host really, as the aliens probably had their own muses, but could a human survive without a muse in this new world of theirs?

That didn’t even begin scratch the surface of the questions Brad had about the implications of muses on human life from now on. Sure, the power that came with the nano-pill was great, but at what cost?

But those were far deeper questions for people with far bigger brains and the luxury of time to address them. He was just distracting himself from what was coming.

Brad pushed past the blown-out front door of the Gaming Center.

Their once peaceful, safe home was in shambles. Segments of the ceiling had collapsed inward. Walls were blown off. The kitchen, along with most of the cafeteria, were practically gone, and crews were working to dig it out in the hopes of finding their food storage was intact, if not salvageable. Other crews worked to dig out other parts of the Gaming Center, likely looking for dead or wounded. Brad’s map didn’t show any additional dead, but he appreciated the fact people wanted to confirm with their own eyes that was the case.

Brad headed down to the upgrade center. The debris that once covered the door was cleared out, and already the defenders of Invictus were busy purchasing whatever upgrades they could. People rushed out with new weapons and armor, all better quality or heavier duty than what they’d previously had.

After the war with the elves, his people got serious about improving themselves in everything from skills to levels to equipment. Unfortunately equipment always took a back seat to the first two, as they all required aether. And after a week of beating back seeders left and right, they had grown complacent again. The dwarven attack had changed all that.

Deep in the gene therapy room, Brad spotted who he was looking for. Lewis and his cultivators, and Danny.

He headed past the defenders and entered the gene therapy room.

Lewis smiled up at him. “Brad, you made it. I was getting worried we might have lost you up there.”

Brad forced himself to return a smile, but the enthusiasm simply wasn’t there.

“Is everything alright?” Lewis asked.

Brad avoided the question. “We have a temporary ceasefire with the dwarves while they decide if we’re worth the trouble. Everyone’s leveling up and upgrading what they can in the meantime.” He gestured at the cultivators with Lewis. “Did they get their cores formed?”

Lewis nodded. “They’re all at level-two cores now. My girls, too.” The man smiled. “Things got a bit messy down here, but Nokor was right. Whatever happened with that aether bloom has allowed us to control aether better, and given us a lot more to work with.”

“Good. I’m glad you’re all in one piece after that mess.” Brad breathed deep. “I’m not sure I could have handled any of you guys turning into mutants after everything that’s happened today.”

Lewis nodded. “It’s a good thing we had great teachers like Jake and Nokor to take care of us.”

Brad managed a genuine smile at that. It was faint, but it was there.

Danny walked up from the group of cultivators and stared up at Brad with his big brown eyes peeking beneath his messy brown locks.

Brad could practically see the question written in those eyes, but he still chose to avoid the question. “What’s up, Danny?”

“My mom’s gone, isn’t she?” Danny asked. His voice was soft like a mouse’s, but it still drove a spike through Brad’s heart.

Brad wondered how the boy already knew. Did someone tell him? A thought came to mind, and he scanned through the raid party list. Right there, in Christine’s party, was Danny. Brad didn’t know why he was surprised by this discovery. Christine was a good mother looking out for her son to the very end. While she was out defending their walls, she was making sure Danny got plenty of aether just for being part of the raid group.

Lewis’s smile fell and the cultivators all went silent, their expressions heavy with concern.

Brad drew in a shuddering breath. There was no point trying to avoid the subject. He took a knee in front of Danny and placed a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Yeah…she didn’t make it, Danny,” he finally said after failing to find any better words.

“What happened?” Danny’s voice cracked, but he was putting on a brave act.

Brad appreciated it, as much as it broke his heart to see; it kept him from breaking down as well. He could handle death, but a kid breaking down after losing not one, but both of his parents? He may have been numb to their losses, but he wasn’t sure he could handle that.

“The dwarves broke down our walls, Danny. My party and the rest of the defenders were down at the breaches holding back the dwarves, but Nokor and the cultivators needed help,” Brad explained. “I left Les with a group of defenders to hold another breach while I went to help them. Your mom was one of them.”

Danny nodded.

Brad shut his eyes. His lips pulled into a tight line as he remembered the holes a dwarven gun punched through Christine’s side and chest. Danny didn’t need to know those details. “Your mother died bravely defending us, Danny. She put her life on the line to keep us all safe… But she was the only healer there. We couldn’t get to her in time. I’m sorry.”

Danny nodded again, though his gaze fell to the floor and stayed there. The boy sniffled and let out a quiet, stifled whimper.

“You don’t have to hold it in, Danny,” Brad said.

“Boys don’t cry,” Danny managed to choke out.

Brad ruffled the boy’s hair, trying his damndest not to break down himself. “You’re right. They don’t.” Brad gulped his own tears back down his throat. It hurt to see a kid like this, but their world wasn’t the nice place it had been in the past. If he was going to take care of Danny, he would have to make sure he grew up tough and strong. Christine would want that.

But it’s not smart to bottle up your emotions for too long, either, Frank said. You have to vent now and then. Especially the kid.

Right, Brad agreed. “But now and then it’s not a bad thing to let it out, you know? The trick is to do it when it’s not going to get in the way of you doing what you have to. Like right now.”

Danny looked up at him with tears streaming down his face. “Why now?”

“Because we have some time to catch our breath,” Brad said. “When the fighting starts back up in a few minutes, hours, days, against the dwarves or whatever else comes at us, we won’t have time to cry. That’s when it will be time to act. When we have to steel ourselves to do what must be done, no matter how much we’re hurting.”

Danny nodded. “Just like when Jake got shot by that creepy old man and he kept fighting?”

He was talking about Colton. Jake told Brad about how the two of them damn near gunned each other down in their final battle. “Yeah. Just like Jake.”

Danny rubbed his arm across his nose. His cheeks and eyes were bright red. “But…” There were words somewhere in the incoherent stream of sounds escaping the boy as the dam of his emotions finally broke down. He wailed in sorrow. “Mama’s gone! Daddy’s gone! I’m all alone now!” Brad managed to make out between fits of sobbing.

Brad pulled his lips into a tight frown and looked to Lewis for any advice on what to do here. Lewis stared at Brad and shook his head. Brad had hoped Lewis would know what to do in this situation since his daughters were around Danny’s age. But who was he kidding? How could anyone know what to say to a kid in a situation like this? Lewis probably stumbled through that talk just like Brad was about to. Danny breaking down only encouraged Brad to break down with him. But Danny didn’t need to see Brad in tears, just like the rest of his people didn’t need to see it. He was their leader; he had to be strong for them. Their rock in the storm.

Sighing, Brad pulled Danny into an embrace. “You’re not alone, Danny. I’m right here with you. Me and everyone here in Invictus.” He thought about it for a second and realized that probably wasn’t going to be what Danny needed to hear. A guild was great, and it could even act as a large family of sorts, but it wasn’t what a kid needed. Brad pulled away from the embrace and clasped his shoulders. “I know I’m not a replacement for your mom or your dad, but I promise I’ll take care of you, Danny. Just like you were my own son.”

Danny let out a long, sickly slurp. “But you don’t have any kids.”

“No, I don’t,” Brad admitted with a nervous laugh. “So I’d be pretty bad at it, but Lewis and the others’ll help me figure stuff out. Won’t you, Lewis?”

“Of course, Brad. I’m more of an expert on girls, though.” The man forced a light smile as he hugged his twins. The girls' look of concern for Danny didn’t leave them for a second.

Brad turned back to Danny. “See? I’ll take care of you.”

Danny shook his head. “Nah-uh.”

“Why not?” Brad asked. He couldn’t see a reason why he couldn’t take care of Danny unless the kid had someone else in mind.

“Because…” Danny wiped an arm across his eyes, doing a poor job of clearing away his tears. “Because you’re always going out and doing dangerous stuff. You’re gonna get yourself killed like Mama.”

Brad opened his mouth to protest, then closed it. He wasn’t wrong. He was always out beyond the walls, taking on whatever dangerous work needed doing personally. Especially the more dangerous tasks. “Someone has to do that dangerous work, Danny. If we don’t fight for ourselves, the aliens are going to run us over and kill every last one of us, or worse, make us their slaves. I can’t promise I’ll stop doing dangerous things, but I can promise to do the best I can to keep you and everyone here safe. And to do the best I can to keep coming back.”

Danny frowned, staring down at Brad’s boots.

“And I promise to teach you whatever I can about fighting,” Brad said. “I remember you talking about being a monster hunter when we first met. Your mom might not have been super excited to teach you, but it’s a necessity out here.”

Danny looked up to Brad. He wasn’t sure if he saw a glimmer in the boy’s eyes or if it was more tears. No, it was both.

“Sound like a good deal?” Brad asked.

“Promise you’ll try your best to come back alive?” Danny asked insistently. His little voice cracking almost broke Brad’s heart.

Brad nodded. “I promise.”

Danny threw his arms around Brad’s neck and squeezed tight. “OK.”

Brad smiled and patted Danny’s back. He ignored the fact the kid had a vise grip and was suffocating him for fear of making Danny think he’d done something to get on his bad side.

Thankfully, the kid relented and dropped to his feet. “What are you going to do now, Brad?”

“I’m going to start making good on my promise to you.” Brad looked down to his aether. Between the siege at Armstrong and the siege at Scotch Creek, Brad had stacked up just shy of thirty thousand aether. It was no wonder Jason could afford the ridiculous gear he’d picked up. He was probably ready to hit level three himself. “And I’ll start by leveling up.”

Brad pulled open his class menu and purchased his third level in the healer class. A golden light washed over him and illuminated the room.

Congratulations, you have leveled up: Healer — Level 3.

+1 Perk Point

+3 Strength

+3 Agility

+4 Constitution

+5 Intelligence

Choose one of the following:

Skill Increase: Healing, Siphon, and two additional skills of your choice. +1

Sanctuary: Enchants target location with healing magic for 30 seconds. Recovers 10 health per second. Distinguishes between friend and foe.

Choose one of the following:

Battle Fervor: Increases physical and magical attack power of all allies in range by 25% for 5 minutes.

Siphon Cannon: Aether stolen from target is channeled into an aether blast. Damage is equal to aether stolen. Caster cannot perform other actions while siphoning.

Brad couldn’t help but widen his eyes. Now those were some substantial gains with a lot of good choices. It certainly helped raise his spirits. Now he just had to pick his upgrades.

Choosing the skill increases with the new perk system would be a good idea, as it made it faster for him to earn his next perk point, but spells were expensive to print. Every skill I can improve through leveling I’m going to improve through regular use anyway, so why bother? Brad thought. He chose the Sanctuary spell. Especially after losing Christine, such a spell would allow him to spread heals around a battlefield much easier. If he had it during the battle earlier, maybe he could have saved Christine. It was wishful thinking, he knew that. How much the spell cost and its maximum range were all factors the description left for him to learn through experience. Still, he picked up Sanctuary. The spell sounded too useful to pass up.

For his second choice, Brad took Siphon Cannon without blinking. Supporting his allies was already his primary role through his healing spells. He needed other skills to help round himself out. With Blood Siphon already being his most powerful offensive spell, a second, less costly option sounded like a great tool to have in his arsenal coupled with his ability to siphon from multiple targets. Besides, Les, Michael, Teresa, and Ceres all packed quite a powerful punch already. When they leveled up, they would be far stronger than a simple twenty-five percent increase would give them.

Finally, he went for his perks. Increased mana recovery was a plain and simple name—it doubled the rate at which he recovered mana. Which, considering he burned through his mana at double the rate he normally would with his current perks, evened him out in that regard. There were more perks for healing, range, and amplifying buffs, but he didn’t have any buffs just yet.

With his leveling done, Brad pulled up his new stats.

Brad Grosslin

Strength: 21

Agility: 20

Constitution: 20

Intelligence: 27

Wisdom: 15

Charisma: 17

Health: 100/100

Mana: 135/135

Brad wasn’t sure when he’d leveled up wisdom or charisma, but he appreciated the gains regardless. Those two stats didn’t seem to be used for anything that was clear mechanically, nor did they seem to level up for any of the classes through anything other than actual work. Brad guessed it was a progression of how much wisdom he had acquired since the world went to hell and how much better his people skills had gotten since he’d taken the lead. He found both increases amusing. Brad didn’t feel any wiser or more charismatic now than he did when the seeder ships first fell.

But you’re still alive, and these people follow you for some reason, so it must count for something, Frank said.

Brad smiled, then looked down at Danny. “I’m level three now.” He pounded a fist to his chest. “So I’m tougher and stronger than I was earlier.”

Danny smiled faintly, then flashed with golden light himself. “And I’m a level two ranger now.”

Brad considered the irony of the situation. Danny’s mom didn’t want her son anywhere near guns and what was the first thing Brad planned to do now that Danny was under his care? He was going to take the boy out to learn how to shoot. Some dark part of his mind burdened with grief and guilt wanted to crack a joke about that. He didn’t want to admit it to himself or anyone else but their losses were taking their toll on him. That dark part of himself was his shock talking, trying to use gallows humor to try and ease the tension around the messed-up situation they were in. Here he was trying to give Danny hope with the promise of teaching him to defend himself. All when Brad himself had no idea if he could actually provide Danny with either of these things. Their world was growing more dangerous every day, and an army of dwarves was waiting just outside their walls. Was he just fooling himself? Were they all fooling themselves?

It dawned on Brad that he was letting their situation grind him down. He curled his hand into a fist and exhaled. You will not break me. He said in his mind like a mantra. The Collective could throw whatever fresh horrors they wanted at him, but he wouldn’t let himself be beaten down like this. He would go down fighting, and he would make sure every last one of his people, even the weakest among them, could hold their heads up high in defiance to the aliens and monsters threatening them.

Wisdom +1.

That was an odd notification. Brad didn’t feel any wiser, especially not after allowing that dark part of his mind to speak. If anything, Brad wanted to smack himself for even allowing any part of himself for letting a thought like that even form in his head. He needed to get focused on the task at hand, anything to keep his mind from lingering on the past. He needed to take care of Danny. “Nice job, Danny. When things calm down after the dwarf attack, I’m going to teach you how to shoot.”

Danny gave a big nod. “John says I should get a cowboy gun.” John was the boy’s muse.

“Then we’ll get you a revolver when all this is done,” Brad said. “Actually, I’ll ask around first and see if anyone can make you a custom one. How’s that sound?”

“It sounds awesome,” Danny said. The boy’s voice was still hoarse and on the verge of tears, but a slight glimmer of his usual energetic self was there.

Brad knew it was going to take a lot more than a hug and a shiny new toy to help Danny out, but every little bit counted. “Alright, let me get some new gear. I have to get back out there before things get messy again.”

“OK.” Danny smiled. “I’ll stay here with Lewis and the cultivators. Their cultivation stuff is weird but fun.”

Brad couldn’t help snorting. “Yeah, you’ve got that right, Danny.” He smiled at Lewis. “Take care of the kid for me, would you?”

“Of course,” Lewis agreed.

Brad headed out to the first available 3D printer and opened up the list of equipment. With nearly twenty thousand aether to throw around, he wasn’t going to cheap out on gear anymore. He was going to upgrade to heavier armor and get a bigger shotgun. The perks Les had gotten from the heavy armor skill tree were too good to pass up, and with how often he found himself on the receiving end of a smackdown, light and medium armor just weren’t cutting it anymore.

He went ahead and bought himself a suit of heavy armor. It was somewhere between the look of a medieval knight and one from a distant, science-fiction future—which Brad guessed they were technically in. He got the armor in Invictus’s colors of white and red with space for a guild emblem whenever they found someone gifted in art rather than making things dead, or making things that helped make things dead. Until then, the armor had a golden space lion on the left shoulder, which looked awesome. Unfortunately for Brad, it wasn’t powered armor. Those suits cost way more than all of his aether together would allow for.

Paladin Lord’s Plate

+125 Armor

Traits:

Inspiring Aura: Increases allies attack and defense by 10%.

Smiting Blows: Wearer’s physical and magical attack power is increased by 25%.

Divine Reach: Range of all healing spells is increased by 25%.

Powered or not, this armor had some awesome perks Brad couldn’t dream of saying no to. As soon as the suit was done printing, he pulled it out of the printer with a bit of a struggle at all the weight. “This is going to take some figuring out to put on, huh?” He set that aside for later and scrolled through the weapons next.

With shotguns and blunt weapons being his highest skills, he decided to stick to the same sort of gear: a shotgun capable of clubbing things to death. The problem was with all the shotguns he found was they fell short in some way, shape, or form over his current one. Sure, they all had superior damage, magazines which allowed for automatic fire, and modification slots for days, but they weren’t his shotgun. His beauty of a gun allowed him to toggle between buckshot, slug, and dragon’s breath rounds at will. He only had to toggle the selector. All these other shotguns lacked that feature, not to mention they were hurting on the clubbing department.

But then he found it.

Excommunicator

+100 Damage

Traits:

Mind Link: Weapon is synchronized to its user’s mind. When wielded, the user’s senses are expanded through the weapon. What it sees, you see. What you will, it does.

Divine Ordnance: Takes standard shotgun ammo which can be converted at will into buckshot, slug, dragon’s breath, explosive, and hellfire.

Hammering Blows: Sometimes a job just requires a personal touch.

Brad whistled at the weapon. Its damage was awesome, and so were its perks. The beautiful design of the hefty gun made it looked like it was part of some divine order of warriors. The black, red, and gold of the ornate weapon made it equal parts hand cannon and bling. The cross on the side of the weapon just made the name that much more hilarious to Brad.

The price was going to leave him without money for any modifications, though. Then again, he’d already forgotten to get new ones for his current shotgun. He picked up the Excommunicator and sat it next to his new gear. Brad quickly stripped out of his old equipment and fed it back to the 3D printer to get a few thousand aether back.

“Time to suit up,” he muttered to himself as he went about figuring out how to put on the suit. To his surprise, it was simpler than it looked, as the pieces of the suit opened up for him to slip on one after another. It was effectively like putting on a shirt and jeans. Except that shirt and jeans were made of alien alloys that could handle an absurd amount of abuse as well as grant their wearer a few extra perks.

Brad picked up his shotgun and helmet. He tipped the helmet like a hat at Danny before slipping it on and heading out. But then he stopped at a printer to get Les a helmet before leaving.

He found Les and the rest of his party standing over one of the freshly restored walls. The damage to the other segments was quickly being repaired thanks to strange way portable construction units worked. If a structure constructed in such a way was damaged, there were two requirements to repair it: At least a half hour had to pass since it last took damage, and then it needed to be fed aether. Brad was fully aware that everything worked like a game now, and it still never ceased to amaze him.

“Hey guys. Les.” Brad held up a helmet to her.

Les took it, shooting Brad a sidelong glare before throwing on the helmet.

Brad frowned. “Are you still mad about me agreeing to the ceasefire?”

Les didn’t say anything.

Karen cleared her throat. “It did strike me as a bit in poor taste, Brad dear. We lost a lot of good people to those bearded terrors.”

“I know,” Brad agreed. “I don’t like it either, but it was the best opportunity we had to catch our breath. Speaking of: did you guys level up?”

Karen nodded, along with Teresa and Ceres.

“Les?” Brad asked.

He couldn’t see a glare, but Brad swore he could feel it. “How could you just let them get away with that. They murdered Christine right in front of me. They left Danny an orphan!”

Brad sighed. “What did you want me to do, Les? Chase the dwarves out into the open where they can surround us? Let our people take direct cannon fire from those tanks?”

Les looked away, seething beneath her helmet.

“I hate what those damned dwarves did to our people and our home for no good reason. But I will not throw away our people’s lives on a suicide mission, Les.” Brad’s tone took on a stern, cold edge. “Hate me if you want to, but I have to keep the big picture in mind.”

Les turned back to Brad. “And what about Danny? Does he know about all this? What’s going to happen to him now?”

Brad crossed his arms. “Danny was in the raid party the whole time. He knows everything.”

“What?” Les asked. The others wore the same look of disbelief on their faces Brad guessed Les had on hers.

Brad nodded. “Yeah. He knew, and I told him what happened. Just like I told him I’d take care of him.”

“Take care of him how?” Les asked.

Brad scratched at the back of his head. “I guess I kinda, sorta adopted Danny. And I’m not going to lie here, I'm totally out of my depth in that department.”

Karen chuckled. “Oh, my poor baby boy is growing up,” she practically cooed.

“Stop.” Brad dragged out the groan.

“Sorry,” Karen said, but the grin on her face was impossible to hide. “But how do you plan on taking care of a child, Brad? Did you find a girlfriend or wife in the week after we split?”

Brad took off his helmet, suddenly finding it hard to breathe. “No, I haven’t found anyone like that. I’m basically on my own right now taking care of Danny, but Invictus has a lot of people. Parents, families, people I can learn from.”

Karen clasped Brad’s shoulder. “Sweetie, raising a child alone is difficult enough when it’s your own. Trying to raise a war orphan is… You’re going to need all the help you can get.”

“I’ll help,” Les said. “But don’t get any ideas, Brad. I’m doing it for Christine and Danny, not you.”

Teresa rolled her eyes. “Could you drop the tough-girl act already, Les? We all see the way you light up around Brad right up until this little spat of yours.”

“What are you talking about?” Les almost growled.

Ceres chuckled. “You know exactly what we’re talking about. Hiding behind that helmet isn’t helping.”

Les took off her helmet. “I’m not hiding a damn thing.” She wasn’t blushing or anything. If anything, she was as confused as Brad.

“Damn, that’s a good poker face,” Karen admitted.

Ceres smiled. “We all saw the way you pulled Brad away from Sam when that poor girl was trying to spill her heart out to him. I didn’t pick up on it at first, but Luther and Rebecca explained it to me later. And I thought you were acting funny there, too.”

Les pinched her brow together. “What? When I dragged him off? I was just tired of sitting around.”

Brad thought back to that moment. Sam was acting pretty odd at the time, and he had been told he was dense around women. Was Sam’s offer to hang out actually asking him for a date? His attention turned to Les. Was her dragging him off some sort of way to lay claim to her territory? If that was the case, and she really was interested in him, she was doing a damn good job of hiding it. But she was understandably upset at him, and the constant prodding from Teresa and Ceres along with Karen’s growing grin were only making things worse.

“Alright guys, let’s drop the subject,” Brad cut in. “We’re in a ceasefire, not peace time. I need everyone on guard in case the dwarves decide to start shooting again.”

“We should probably get better gear while we have the chance,” Ceres commented. “You guys coming?”

Karen shrugged. “I may as well. These rags of mine are filthy and lost their single point of armor value in the fighting.”

Teresa slid an arm through the crook of Les’s. “Come along now. If you’re going to be upset, you can at least be upset in new clothes—well, armor, but same difference.”

Les grudgingly went along with them.

Brad sighed. He really needed Michael, Jake, or Luther here to help him make sense of women. They had to have a better idea about them than he did.

When the girls vanished into the Gaming Center, Brad pulled up the dwarf commander’s private line. “Aznouk, any news?”

“No news is good news, lad,” the dwarven general answered. “Our council is too busy infighting to give us a direct order one way or another. One group wants to send more dwarves, another wants to throw heavier ordnance into the mix. Between those two groups, one is pushing for full-on human extermination while the other thinks we can just teach your kind a lesson once and be done with it. Another two groups are fighting over whether we should open trade with you or bring you on board as mercenaries.” The dwarf laughed.

Brad blinked. “You’re being incredibly forthcoming with all this information.”

Aznouk was grinning; he could hear it in the dwarf’s voice. “Ho-ho, well maybe I’m lying, lad.”

Brad scowled.

“I’m kidding, lad. We dwarves are known for a great many things, but treachery isn’t among them. You humans are good fighters and worthy of respect. It may have taken you a moment to acknowledge our ceasefire, but you did,” Aznouk continued. “Now, if you were to ask me about operational details I’m afraid I’d have to tell you to kindly take your head and shove it as far up your arse as you can.”

Brad couldn’t help snorting. “This really is just business for you, isn’t it?”

“Aye,” Aznouk agreed. “It’s nothing personal to me, lad. The others might take note in their book of grudges, but I am a veteran of many a war. We attacked you, and it was your right to defend yourselves. But we have our orders.”

Brad looked back at his people. “I’m hoping peace can win out between our two peoples, but I’m not sure how fond the others will be of that idea.” He sighed and turned his attention back toward the dwarves. “Honestly, I’m having a hard time humoring it, too.”

“That’s fair, lad,” Aznouk said. “Personally, I’d prefer to take my prince’s approach rather than the council’s and work with good, honorable races. But if you or the council decide otherwise, I have no qualms about putting you and yours down.”

“Right back at you, General,” Brad said.

“What the hell is that?” a voice called out from below.

“By the paragons, what in the depths are they doing here?” Aznouk’s voice came out in a mix of fear and fury.

Brad’s gaze turned up toward the sky. A pharaoh ship loomed overhead.


Chapter thirty
Jake


The pharaoh ship departed one last time. It turned toward the southwest and took off with a brilliant pulse of blue energy at a far higher speed than it had ever moved before.

“Holy shit, that thing can move!” Tim said.

Darius shook Jake. “Step on it, man.”

“I’m stepping, I’m stepping!” Jake floored it.

The Brawler ripped out chunks of grass and earth with its heavy tires before it sped off after the pharaoh ship. The aliens were heading deeper into the woods with their captured humans, up the mountains through rough terrain made all the rougher by the ather bloom’s mutation of all life on the world.

Not even the trees were spared.

Much of the plant life had mutated into some aether-twisted version of itself. The trees were the most notable ones, but bushes, flowers, and even the grass glowed with unnatural light foreign to Earth. Still, some of the plant life managed to hang on to its own, natural attributes, even if that came along with an explosion of size.

A rough bump on their path bounced the Brawler to one side, then the other. Jake refocused his attention on the path ahead and chased the pharaoh ship. They couldn’t lose them.

The Brawler wasn’t a particularly fast vehicle on a good day. It was heavily armored and meant to quickly get Jake and his party into position for battle while shrugging off damage. Chasing alien spaceships was something the Brawler had never been designed for, and it showed. They quickly trailed behind the pharaoh ship.

Jake grimaced.

He wasn’t sure what he was expecting. Of course a damn spaceship was going to be faster than his Tesla truck. They had rocket engines! It was no contest.

Fortunately they had two things going for them: the ship was going in a straight line this time, and whatever fancy alien tech it was using to go so fast left blue engine trails in the sky for them to follow.

Those trails dissipated over the course of minutes, but their heading remained fixed throughout their mad dash. From what Jake had seen, the pharaohs weren’t particularly worried about being chased. Their technology outclassed what they had seen the elves bring to battle, and every human settlement they came across was kicked over like shoddily built sand castles.

Who could blame the aliens for their arrogance?

It was a weakness Jake fully intended to exploit.

The forest cleared ahead of them. Jake threw the Brawler into a sliding stop. His eyes widened.

“Woah,” he and Darius said in unison.

Mason, Tanya, and Tim hopped out.

“That’s insane,” Tim said with pure awe.

Sitting at the foot of a mountain, next to a lake, was a pyramid ornamented in gold, turquoise, and green. Several smaller structurers were arrayed around it in a compound lacking any walls. Either the pharaohs planed to use the mountains as natural defenses, or they were far more arrogant than Jake had given them credit for.

His eyes caught movement around the compound’s outer perimeter.

Pharaoh guards escorted a large group of humans assembling the beginning of a wall. It turned out the aliens weren’t as full of themselves as Jake thought.

Darius crawled out of the Brawler and hugged the forest floor. “Why are they building walls by hand, man? That makes no sense.”

Tim blinked at Darius, but decided to join him on the ground, as did the rest of the party. “You’d think with portable construction units being a thing, they’d just pop those up.”

“That’s how you guys built up Armstrong so quick, right?” Tanya asked.

Mason nodded. “Yeah, that’s right.”

Jake racked his mind for an answer, then remembered what Brad had said. “According to the gnomes, 3D printers and things of that nature work great for getting something up quick and in a hurry, but handcrafted goods can be of a superior quality. The higher a crafter’s skill level, the better whatever they’re making will be.”

“That makes sense,” Tim agreed. “The pharaohs are trying to bulk up their armies, right?”

Jake nodded. “That’s what I heard.”

“And armies need fortifications to hold ground. They’re probably using this as a training ground for their new slaves.” Tim pulled up the binoculars to his face. “Yup. Those people down there have active collars. The pharaoh cats are pushing them pretty damn hard, too. My guess is they’re building up their fortification and construction skills while pushing their endurance higher.”

Darius let out a quiet hum. “So it’s like bootcamp, except you build the camp you’re going to train at.”

“Looks that way,” Tim agreed. He pinged a location at the center of the camp. “There’s the ship.” He passed the binoculars over to Jake.

Anubis and Willy were there with a large number of pharaoh guards. The huge number of human slaves they had collected were lined up in formation while Anubis exchanged words with one of the higher-ranking guards. The renek, if Jake remembered right. That was probably a captain, or something along those lines in the alien rankings.

You wouldn’t happen to know, would you, Hazel? Jake asked.

That is correct, Hazel informed him. Secus are the equivalent of a sergeant in human terms, while a cha’tii is a private.

And I’m guessing a first prime like Anubis is the emperor? Jake asked.

Yes, Hazel answered. A first prime is responsible for the entire pharaoh empire. Second primes handle sectors, while third primes manage system-level governance. Your sol system wouldn’t have a governor assigned to it yet, as it is wild and untamed territory.

Jake wasn’t sure if that was good news or not. Frontier systems probably fell into one of two categories: boring ones not worth more than a few colonists, and extremely important ones with off-the-charts aether blooms like Earth. Jake was leaning toward bad news.

Did the Collective learn all that from pharaoh runaways?

Not at all, Hazel said. Rankings among the pharaohs aren’t particularly secret. It was one of the few things they willingly shared with the Collective to ensure we did not overstep any boundaries.

Jake let out an amused huff. The Collective and the pharaohs cared about boundaries right up until it came time to seed a world. Then they just rained death and destruction upon it and did what they wanted until the locals managed to say otherwise.

If the locals could say otherwise.

The distant sounds of screams pulled Jake’s attention to the construction crews. Humans turned on their pharaoh masters with fists and spells. Pharaoh shields flickered briefly from damage, but the guards didn’t seem too bothered. And why would they be? The humans soon coursed with arcs of orange energy. They were brought to their knees by their collars. One of the guards looked to be taking the time to lecture the slaves under his command. When one of the more stubborn humans rose to punch the guard in the jaw, the pharaoh slammed him in the gut with the haft of his spear and shot him in the face with a stun blast. The human crashed onto his back, spasming.

“We have to get those people out of there,” Jake said.

Time glanced over. “OK, how exactly are we going to do that? The pharaohs outnumber us like…five to one at least. And that Anubis guy is right there with them. He’s gotta be like, level bajillion.”

“That’s a big number,” Darius agreed with a solemn nod.

Mason frowned. “I hate to agree with Tim on this one, but he’s right. If that Anubis is the same one from our Egyptian legends, he’s been around for a very, very long time. There’s no way any of us can hope to beat him at our current level.”

Jake sighed. He didn’t like agreeing with Tim either, but there was no point risking themselves if Anubis was still around. A spark of hope flashed in his mind. “Anubis said he had to leave for Dakra Prime soon. Maybe we won’t have to deal with him at all.”

“It’s not like we know anything about their guards’ level, either,” Tanya said. “Look, Jake. I know this whole scene sucks, but I’m not sure we can really do anything here.”

Anubis finished whatever speech he was giving, then headed toward the pyramid. A few dozen guards joined in formation, flanking their leader on either side. They vanished into the pyramid.

“We have to at least try,” Jake said. “We’ll sneak into the pharaoh base and have a look around. If it looks like we can do anything, we’ll try for a prison break. If not…” Jake trailed off.

Tim clapped him on the shoulder. “If not, we'll take care of ourselves first. No shame in doing that, Jake. We’re no good to anyone dead or in chains. Well, maybe to the pharaohs, but I’d rather not.”

Jake nodded. “Everyone in for this?”

Darius grinned. “I’ve still got my cardboard box in the truck.”

Tanya rolled her eyes. “Somehow I doubt that’s going to work inside a space-cat base.”

“Aww. Fine.” Darius sulked.

Tanya chuckled. “I’m with you, though. I’m not happy about it, but I can’t exactly let you chuckleheads get yourselves killed.”

Mason rolled his neck out. “Let’s get this show on the road, then. Those people need us, and the least we can do is try.”

After watching so many humans get rounded up by the pharaoh, Jake felt they owed them a lot more than trying. But he wasn’t going to make a promise he wasn’t sure he could keep. “Let’s go.”

Jake led his team down the side of the mountain to one of the more blatant gaps in the pharaohs’ perimeter. A patrol of pharaohs wandered off as Jake and his party slipped into a shoebox-shaped structure. The architecture couldn’t scream Egyptian any harder if it tried, but it came with the added intricacies of high-tech lights and other gadgets Jake couldn’t begin to guess at. They woven into pillars, walls, and other parts of the buildings, and he hoped not a single one of them were cameras or sensors.

They rounded the corner into a larger chamber with what appeared to be bunk beds recessed into the walls of a stony chamber. They looked like nice beds, too, with clean white sheets.

Voices from deeper in the chamber brought every hair on Jake’s neck to stand on end. Jake moved his party behind a large planter full of alien ferns and listened to the voices draw closer.

Peeking around the corner, he spotted a trio marching through what Jake was now calling the barracks. A pharaoh was at the lead, explaining something Jake couldn’t quite make out, while the couple following behind her were humans. They wore white uniforms just as Willy had, and their collars lacked the ominous orange glow around their necks. These were two of the humans who had willingly joined the pharaohs in Falkland—Billy and Lisa.

“And this is where you will be sleeping with the rest of your fellow recruits,” the female pharaoh said. She was a feline, like the majority of their race seemed to be, and this one had black-and-white fur and bright yellow eyes. “Come morning we will begin your drills against the slaves. You will all be grouped by class, spar against the slaves, and your combat skills will be raised to passable levels by the end of the day. Expect it to be a rough one.”

Lisa raised a hand.

“Yes, Lisa?” the pharaoh asked.

Lisa gave a meek smile. “Will we be receiving our equipment today or tomorrow? The lack of walls has me a little worried.”

“Understandable,” the pharaoh agreed. “Your people are rather frail without equipment when put up against seeders. You will join the rest of the recruits in a moment to visit the armory,” the pharaoh answered. “That’s the southern building closest to the lake. Don’t expect to be getting there without an escort, however. You humans have to earn our trust before we truly treat you as one of our own.”

Billy chuckled. “Guess that means the collars never come off, huh Kahi?”

“They will come off after you finish your tour,” Kahi answered. “Provided you served with honor and do not betray our trust. Remember, they are always watching you, so don’t get any ideas.”

Billy scowled. “I wasn’t. But the thing is a little tight.”

“You get used to it,” Kahi said. “It takes roughly a week for the collar to properly mold to your body. After that, it feels as natural as your bare flesh.”

Billy raised a brow. “That sounds like you’re talking from personal experience. Do the pharaohs put these on their own people?”

Kahi flashed him a sly smile, one of her fangs peeking just beneath her lip. “I wasn’t always the model soldier you see before you, Cha’tii. When I was but a kitten I rebelled against the higher castes. I did not know my place, nor did I understand its importance and value. Everyone must serve their role in order for the empire to prosper and flourish. Remember that if you ever hope to lose that collar.”

Lisa prodded Billy in the ribs with her elbow. “That means don’t be a dumbass and stop asking stupid questions.”

Billy frowned. “I can’t do that if I don’t know what I’m dealing with here, Lisa. You should try being a bit more inquisitive some time.”

Kahi chuckled. “I’d advise against it. The other pharaohs aren’t as lenient as I am. Why do you think you two were assigned to me?”

“Because Billy here would land us over on the slave block within ten seconds.” Lisa glared at her companion.

Kahi grinned. “Maybe if you stepped on Reka Nahresi’s tail. Otherwise your punishment would be far milder. Ten, thirty lashings of an electro whip at worst. Nothing too scarring.”

Billy gulped.

Lisa swatted his arm. “See?”

Kahi turned on her heel and headed for another door. “Come along now, it’s time to join the others. You won’t be any good to us fighting with your bare hands. And with Anubis gone, Reka Nahresi’s full attention will be on all of you humans. The man has never been too trusting of alien recruits.”

Lisa followed without a word.

Billy couldn’t help himself. “There’s a story I should be aware of there, isn’t there?”

“You have no idea,” Kahi said. The rest of her words trailed off behind the stonework around them.

Jake glanced back to his party with a big grin. “Well, that’s one problem we won’t have to worry about.”

Tim’s brow tightened. “But how? We didn’t see any ships leave. The guy just walked into the pyramid with his guards.”

“Teleporter,” Darius answered without skipping a beat.

Tanya turned her palms up. “How would you know that?”

Darius leaned toward her. “Tanya, come on. We’ve got magical powers, nanomachines keeping us mostly alive when we take otherwise fatal damage, a sampler platter of alien races drops on our planet, and teleporters are the hard part to believe?”

“My muse doesn’t know anything about any teleporters,” Tanya insisted.

Mason nodded. “Mine either.”

Hazel beat Jake to the punch. We have no records of such devices ever functioning throughout all of Collective history. The concept is well known and understood in theory, but in practice the results have been…less than stellar.

How bad are we talking here? Jake had to ask.

Hazel winced sharply through her virtual teeth. In the worst cases, subjects have appeared inside out on the other end. Others have been merged with other creatures or items inside the teleportation chambers. The only “successful” attempt at teleportation worked by creating a clone of the user at the target destination. The original was stripped down to nothing but a bloody skeleton. Obviously the Collective deemed this unacceptable for a variety of reasons, not least of which was because the clones had no nano-tech in their bodies and were essentially reduced to level zero.

Gross, Jake said. But that didn’t answer how Anubis and his guards had departed the base. Whatever trick they used, the secret had to be held within the pyramid. Jake was about to share his plan with his party when another question popped into his mind. Wait, if no one has figured out a way to make teleportation work, how do abilities like Flicker Strike and Shadow Step work?

Flicker Strike works by moving the user from one point to another. Most races can’t track the movement due to its speed, but a skilled fighter can sense the attack to defend against, Hazel answered. Shadow Step works in a similar fashion, but due to its stealthy nature, detection is far more difficult.

So they’re not really teleportation abilities. OK. Jake turned his attention back to his party. “We have to—”

“No,” Tim said immediately. “We’re not breaking into the pyramid. Not with just the five of us.”

Jake raised a hand to respond, then dropped it into a gesture at Tim. “Why?”

“Didn’t you see all the guards around that thing? We’re going to need a massive distraction to get anywhere near that,” Tim protested.

Mason shrugged. “So we free some slaves, then. It can’t be that difficult.”

Darius nodded. “And it worked really well against the elves.”

“The elves didn’t have super-fancy slave collars monitoring their prisoners,” Tim added. “We’re going to have to break them out real quick if we have a hope in hell of this working, and we have to prioritize mages and healers.”

Tanya pointed at Tim. “He’s got the right idea. Everyone else needs gear to fight, and the armory’s locked down.”

Jake nodded. “Then that’s the plan. This compound only has four buildings, so the westernmost structure has to be the slave barracks. We’ll free who we can there and sow some chaos. If we’re lucky we might be able to break into the armory, too.”

“What about the willing slaves?” Mason asked. “Do you think we can save some of them?”

Tanya frowned. “I’m not so sure a bunch of scabs like them will be willing to help us out.”

Jake shook his head. “No, I don’t think they’re too dedicated to the pharaohs. If we show them there’s a chance to beat these aliens, they’ll turn on their masters right away.”

“Except the collars will prevent them from doing much,” Tim added.

Mason frowned at Tim. “You’re a regular ray of sunshine, aren’t you?”

“Someone has to be,” Tim said.

“Tim’s right. But a stunned human we can free later is better than another gun pointed our way,” Jake said. “Once we clear out this place, we’ll run for the pyramid and see what’s going on there.”

Darius, Mason, and Tanya agreed to the plan.

Tim groaned. “Fine.”

Jake led the way through the barracks, where they ran into two guards watching the door. Luckily, they weren’t looking their way. Gesturing to Darius, the pair moved in to grab the guards from behind and pulled them into the building in a stranglehold. It turned out the shields only stopped things from passing if they were moving too quickly. The slow movement of hands slipping by? The shields didn’t even think about flashing for those.

With the two guards out cold, Jake passed a spear to Mason and Darius passed one to Tanya. They looted a few golden discs off the guards. Some had white markings, others red. He knew those were grenades of some kind, but what their colors meant was anyone’s guess. He assumed the red one was dangerous, though.

The party moved slowly outside between crates, piles of stone, and other construction supplies, and right up to the pharaoh ship sitting on the landing bay at the compound’s center. They weaved in between the ship’s landing gear; each one was about as long as a bus.

A group of pharaohs wandered past them with an even larger group of human slaves headed for the western building. This was about a good a sign as any to Jake. That has to be the slave barracks.

The human slaves weren’t in great shape. They were bruised, battered, and tired from their labor, but they outnumbered the pharaohs three to one, easily. If there were more inside, overwhelming the pharaoh guards wouldn’t be a problem.

The trick was getting past the guards up front without making a sound.

“Darius,” Jake said over party chat, “I’ll get the guard on the left. Think you can get the one on the right?”

“Uh, it’ll be tight, but I think so. Just need those two kitty cats over there to buzz off,” Darius said.

Jake nodded. “Good. The rest of you, I want you in position and ready to rush inside when those guards are down. When we get in there, we need to quickly drop any guards we see.”

Mason held up his spear. “Think this fancy stick can stun a pharaoh through their shield?”

Jake shrugged. “I have no idea. Your Aether Beam probably does more damage than that thing.”

“We probably shouldn’t take prisoners anyway,” Tim said. “It’s too risky.”

“Agreed,” Jake said. “Let’s move, Darius.”

The two men weaved through the crates and construction materials before splitting off. Jake let a patrol wander past before he dashed to get around the slave barracks’ corner. One of the guards glanced his way. He shrugged after a second and turned his eyes forward once more.

Darius weaved through the heavy bricks and watched the two cats talk. “Man, these two don’t want to move.”

“We’re getting more movement on our end, too,” Mason said.

Jake pulled his lips into a tight line. “Darius, can you do something about them?” He didn’t want to risk his apprentice’s life, but they didn’t have time to waste, either.

“Maybe.” Darius scooped up a hefty rock into his palm, gave it a few bounces in his hand, then chucked it past the two pharaohs.

The stone clattered, and the guards perked up with spears at the ready. They glanced around and exchanged a few words before moving toward the sound.

“Hah! It worked.” Darius slipped past the guards and moved into position. “Ready when you are, Jake.”

“Us too,” Tanya said.

“Go,” Jake ordered.

Darius got to his guard first and put him in a sleeper hold. The other had only a second to realize what was going on before he let out a strangled yell that wouldn’t reach far. Jake and Darius dragged their two pharaoh guards inside the barracks, only to find another in the hall walking right toward them.

Mason and Tanya rushed in with their spears and fired a volley of stunning blasts that only knocked back the pharaoh guard.

Alarms blared to life.

“Crap.” Jake shot a powerful aether blast at the guard. His shield shattered, and the hole burned through his chest didn’t leave much room to argue with just how effective his cultivation was against these aliens.

You have received 150 aether.

“Get a move on, people. The party’s already started,” Jake ordered.

Tanya and Mason stole more mystery grenades from the unconscious guards. The party rushed down the hall with Darius and Jake at the lead.

Doors slammed shut in their path. Darius cleaved through them with aether-infused swings of his axe. Guards came at them in ones or twos, obviously oblivious to the gravity of the situation. Jake shattered a shield with a single blow and finished off the job with another punch. Darius simply picked up his guard and used him to bulldoze through the final door into the slave barracks.

Bolts of orange energy showered Darius and his meatshield. Luckily the pharaoh shield absorbed most of the stunning blows.

“Sup,” Darius said as he slammed his axe to the ground. A shockwave of sundered stone flooring ripped forward, throwing the guards into the air, many with broken shields from taking jagged pillars right to their cores. Tanya dove in after and shot forth a wild arc of aetheric lightning, ripping apart any pharaoh unfortunate enough to be on the receiving end. Mason and Tim followed up with carefully placed shots into the aliens’ skulls.

“What the hell is going on?” one of the slaves said.

“You’re being rescued.” Tim marched right up to the man. “Please do not resist.” He tried to rip the collar off.

The man screamed as he was shocked. “Ow, stop!”

Tim backed away. “Uh, Jake, I think this is all on you. I’m not strong enough to rip these things off quickly.”

“Don’t they have keys?” Jake asked as he searched the bodies for anything of the sort.

Darius joined in. “Not that I’m seeing.”

Bolts of energy flew through the battered doorway.

Mason and Tanya took cover against either side of the door. They sent out aetheric blasts right back.

“We don’t have time for this,” Mason shouted.

Jake shot to his feet and approached the man. “Sorry about this…”

“Greg,” the man said.

Jake nodded. “Greg, right. We’re here to get you and your people out of here, and it’s going to suck. Name’s Jake, by the way.”

Greg sighed. “And you’re sure you can take this off quickly?”

Jake answered by ripping the collar off Greg.

Greg let out another scream and clutched at his neck. It was burned in the same pattern as the collar, but not too severely. “Son of a—” He let out a sharp grunt. “That wasn’t too bad.”

“What’s your class?” Jake asked.

“Fighter,” Greg answered as he picked up a spear from one of the guards. “But these work great in melee and ranged combat.”

Jake nodded. “Fantastic. Tell Tanya and Mason how they work.”

Greg nodded and joined the two defending the doorway. The good news was it was the only way for the pharaohs to come in through. The bad news was it was their only way out. But that was a problem for later.

“Mages and healers to the front of the line,” Jake ordered. “Darius, help me out here.”

The human slaves lined up in front of the two cultivators. Jake could inspect each one of their classes to make sure they were being honest, but he didn’t bother. The shooting outside was intensifying, and they didn’t have time to be picky. Jake and Darius used their superior cultivator strength to rip collars off humans one after another with varying degrees of success. All of the slaves suffered painful shocks and burns to their necks, but not all could handle it. A raven-haired woman fainted as Darius freed her. A few teens nearly joined her, but were left gasping for breath instead.

Once all the human slaves in the barracks were freed, Jake got to work.

“Mages I want you raining hell down that hall. Healers, you know your job. Everyone else, grab a spear if you can.”

“Don’t be shy about using pharaohs as shields, either,” Greg shouted from the door. “After all the bastards put us through, it’s the least they deserve.”

Mason plucked one of the red-marked golden spheres from his pocket, pushed the red button, and chucked it down the hall. Screams of warning came from the pharaohs as they tried to flee. The blast slammed several of the guards against the walls. Only those directly exposed to the explosion died; the others were left with broken or weakened shields.

“Push!” Mason shouted.

The group of freed slaves advanced with the cultivators, picking off guards and raining fire upon them as they marched through the hall.

“Jake, and the big guy with the axe,” Greg said.

“Darius,” he answered.

“Right,” Greg said. “There’s more slave blocks down these halls to the side of the main one. If they aren’t all out in the field, we should be able to get a lot more than thirty people out here.”

Jake hadn’t even considered checking the side rooms in their mad dash. He figured it was only one big prison block. “Good call. I’ve got the right, Darius.”

“I’ve got left,” Darius said as he vanished into his doorway.

Jake kicked down the alien door and found another group of humans to free.

“My side’s a dud,” Darius called out.

“Help me out here, then,” Jake replied.

The less time they spent freeing slaves, the faster they could get out of the tightly packed killbox they’d landed themselves in.

As soon as they finished with their current hall, they pushed on to the next one, and the next. Sadly, most of the slave blocks were empty, but they had gotten themselves nearly a hundred freed slaves to fight the pharaohs. That was plenty to cause some chaos.

“Cannon fodder’s dispersing,” Greg called out. “Keep an eye out for the big guys.”

“What big guys?” Jake asked.

Greg peeked his head out the front doors, then quickly back in as chunks of the doorway were blown out. “Reka Nahresi’s guards.”

Jake frowned. That had to be who was out there. “Loot everything you can in here, and arm everyone up. I’m going to take a look.”

The freed slaves did as ordered.

Jake pushed up front and peeked outside.

Reka Nahresi was there. He was the most ornate of all the pharaohs in terms of their armor, and the others around him weren’t far off. All of the pharaohs there had helmets resembling cats assembled around their heads. Which made sense, considering their species. There were other pharaohs around in lighter armor, but they weren’t as impressive of specimens as Nahresi and his guards. The problem was who surrounded the pharaohs: human slaves, the bulk of which wore active collars and stood at the front of the line. A second line of slaves in white stood behind those.

“That was quite the bold stunt you human scum pulled,” Nahresi said. “Worthy of execution on the spot. But I am under strict orders to gather as many slaves and recruits as I can. I will only make this offer once.”

Jake grabbed a bundle of the white-lined grenades and flashed them at Greg behind the doorway.

“Those are basically flashbangs,” Greg answered.

Jake gestured for Darius and anyone else with those grenades to get ready.

“Join us of your own volition, and you will be rewarded with great power and station, human,” Nahresi offered. “Resist us, and you will be collared like the rest of these slaves. Put up too much of a fight and I will have the pleasure of executing you like the wild animal you are.”

Jake flashed the captain a grin. “That’s nice of you, kitten, but I think I’ll pass.” He flung out a handful of flashbangs. Darius and the rest followed suit.

“Cover your—” The captain’s voice was cut off by the resounding chain of thundering blasts that followed.

“Charge!” Jake ordered.

The freed humans charged out of the slave barracks with Jake and his party. The pharaoh slaves writhed on the floor, clutching their ears or rubbing at their eyes alongside their human recruits. The few dozen guards the pharaohs had with them weren’t so easily subdued. They shook off the shock of the flashbangs quickly.

“Kill them. Kill them all,” Nahresi demanded.

Bolts of hot orange death snapped through the air. Mages cast barriers on themselves and everyone they could reach in time. Jake and his cultivators threw aether barriers in front of them as they charged.

Freed slaves had holes blown clean through their bodies regardless of the mages’ mana shields. The cultivators' own aetheric shields were only faring a little better. They tanked a shot or two before starting to fall apart.

“Death or glory,” Greg shouted through the chaos of battle before being summarily shot through the throat by Reka Nahresi.

Jake scowled at the pharaoh captain. “Death or glory!” Jake repeated with a bloodlust he didn’t know he had in him. The freed slaves joined in the battle cry.

The cultivators’ shields splintered under the concentrated barrages of pharaoh fire, but it was too little, too late.

Freed humans smashed into the pharaoh lines with magic and pharaoh spears. Through sheer numbers alone the slaves overwhelmed the guards. Nahresi’s own men were pushed back under a tide of bodies.

Jake was quick to rush Nahresi and throw a punch at the feline. Nahresi laughed, right up until Jake slowed his punch enough to pass through his shield.

“How?” the feline hissed before his life was cut short.

Jake summoned his aether blade. The violet field of energy carved through the captain’s armor like a hot knife through butter. Jake ripped the blade through the captain’s shoulder and kicked his body aside.

“Victory,” shouted the freed slaves as the last of the captain’s guards dropped dead.

Jake ignored the pending aether notifications to see how many people they’d lost. Nearly half of the freed slaves they had released were gone. His gaze turned to Tanya and Mason.

Tanya shook her head. “I couldn’t use my aether lightning without risking killing our own people.”

Mason placed his hands on his hips. “Sorry, Jake. I couldn’t get a clear shot, either.”

“Don’t worry guys, we won the day,” Darius cheered. “There was no way around us losing people.”

Jake sighed. Darius was right. He didn’t like how casual Darius was about the losses, but he was right.

The pharaoh slaves and recruited humans groaned and started to rise.

“What just happened?” a broad, messy haired man asked as he pushed himself up on his spear.

Jake glanced at him. “We just freed you from the pharaohs. That includes you in the white, too.”

“Really?” The man felt around his neck. His smile fell to a frown. “My collar says otherwise, Mr…”

“Jake. And you are?”

“Anthony.”

Darius pulled up a golden device about the size of his hand. “And this here is Mr. Key Fob.”

“How do you know that?” Jake asked.

Darius showed it off. The device had icons vaguely resembling locking, unlocking, shocking, and an increasing set of lights that likely regulated how intense a shock was supposed to be. There was also one particular icon that looked like an explosion or a particularly intense shock with a feline skull at the center. It was probably a good idea not to touch that one.

“The kid’s right,” Anthony said. “I’ve been shocked enough times by that thing to know what it is.”

Darius swung it over to Anthony and pushed a button. A light chime played from Anthony’s collar followed by a quiet whir. The collar popped open and fell off Anthony’s neck.

“Nice!” Anthony said.

“Very,” Darius agreed. He turned to the recruits. “Any of you looking to get out of here, or are you in the pharaoh camp?”

A woman in the white uniform threw up her arms. “Hey man, I just wanted to live. Those cats fried a rampaging bear in seconds. We didn’t want none of that.”

Darius pointed a thumb back at Jake. “Yeah, I can’t blame you. Jake here almost got plastered by one of those things.”

“A hundred damage in one hit,” Jake groaned. His ribs and lugs hurt just thinking about it.

“Only a hundred?” The woman gasped.

Jake raised a brow. “Is that not a lot?”

“I saw one of those things rip through a concrete and metal wall. I figured it had to do a lot more,” the woman said.

Jake stroked his chin. His cultivation must have made him tougher than he realized. Maybe investing in armor wasn’t as pressing of an issue as he thought. But would it hurt? That was a question for Nokor.

“Uh, guys.” Tim pointed at the pyramid. “Is that supposed to light up like that?” Lights glowed all throughout the structure, building to an intense beam of blue light pointed toward the heavens.

Jake frowned. “That can’t be good.”


Chapter thirty-one
Sam


Sam looked down at the chaotic battle below, then back at Sal. “I’m not climbing down into that mess. Let’s go for a walk through the orc base.”

Salvador nodded. “That’s what I was thinking. You’re in no shape to fight.”

Sam looked at her two whopping points of health and nodded. She also noticed she had just shy of twenty thousand aether to her name now. Sadly, leveling up wouldn’t do her health situation any favors.

She pushed up to her feet. “Hey Sal, think you can level up?” Her body felt like it was ready to fall apart at any second, but she was happy to take the victory of being able to stand.

Salvador grinned. “Already did, Sam. That’s how I ended up being such a badass shot.”

Sam rolled her eyes. “Because you were such a bad shot before level three. I’m trusting you to guide me through this mess while I level up, OK?”

“Easy.” Salvador took the lead scouting for another way into the orc rock that was significantly less blown up.

Meanwhile, Sam picked up her third level of rogue.

Congratulations, you have leveled up: Rogue — Level 3.

+1 Perk Point

+3 Strength

+5 Agility

+5 Constitution

+2 Intelligence

Choose one of the following:

Skill Increase: Backstab, Dodge, and two additional skills of your choice. +1

Executor Sweep: Strike a target with a powerful blow. Exposes target’s back to caster. Warning: Large targets will not be turned around.

Choose one of the following:

Twilight Stinger: Dash forward and strike an opponent. Immediately activates stealth.

Ravaging Phantasm: Summon two phantoms for an attack dealing additional damage.

Sam grinned at the abilities she had to choose from. For her first choice, it was no contest. Executor Sweep would allow her to deal with pesky enemies whose backs she couldn’t easily reach. It was a far more reliable alternative to using Flicker Strike and hoping it actually threw her behind an enemy. The question was how much mana did the attack eat, and how much additional damage would it apply to a target? She wasn’t a big fan of the lack of information, but if the system told her everything there wouldn’t be anything for her to figure out.

Moving on to the second choice, there were two fantastic options: a dash attack that would throw her into stealth, or an attack that had the potential to double or even triple her damage. Ravaging Phantasm was tempting, but in most games abilities like that tended to nerf the damage of the phantoms. Sometimes it was reduced by half, and other times it was dropped down as low as ten percent of the caster’s actual damage. Thanks to her past experience, she decided the skill wasn’t worth the risk. Instead she picked up Twilight Stinger. The ability to close a gap with an enemy was fantastic, and going into stealth right afterward made it an invaluable tool of escape that would have come in handy when fighting Gutwrencha.

Sam moved on to picking her rogue perk. There were several good options, but Sanguine Rogue was the best one in her current state of hanging out at death’s door without a healer. It allowed her to recover twenty-five percent of the damage she dealt as healing. From simple dagger strikes this wouldn’t amount to much, but used in combination with Executor Sweep and a backstab, she had the very real possibility of fully recovering her health. If it worked for all damage, then making an enemy bleed or poisoning them allowed her to heal over time as well.

With her choice made, Sam pulled up her new stats.

Sam Hicks

Strength: 20

Agility: 35

Constitution: 18

Intelligence: 15

Wisdom: 14

Charisma: 13

Health: 2/90

Mana: 13/75

Huh. When did I get all those extra stat points? Sam wondered. Specifically charisma and wisdom came to mind. Probably intelligence too, now that she thought about it.

Stats advance as you use them, Sammy, Olivia explained. Just like your skills. The process is slower, but even if you never gained another level in your life, each of those attributes will eventually increase.

Good to know. Sam nodded with delight.

“Hey Sal, mind letting me stab you? I need some healing,” Sam said with a cheeky grin.

“Harr-harr,” Salvador called back. “You took Sanguine Rogue, didn’t you?”

Sam nodded.

Salvador smiled. “Makes sense with you taking the up-close-and-personal approach. I’ve been stacking damage, stealth, and speed.”

“You do like to keep your distance. If the enemy can’t reach you, you don’t have to worry about things like losing health.”

“That’s right.” Salvador suddenly plunged with the squeal of metal.

Sam rushed over. A hole covered up by metal slabs dropped down where Salvador had just stood. “Sal, are you alright?” Sam called.

“Ow,” Salvador called back.

Sam climbed down the hole.

Salvador crawled to his feet and rubbed to his rear. “My ego is almost as bruised as my ass. That’s going to sting.” He let out a grunt.

“Hey, at least you found us a way in.” Sam smiled.

Salvador’s face twisted briefly. “Yeah I guess I did.” He pointed at a sign. “That thing says, ‘Boss’s loot room. No touch.’”

Sam snorted. “Why don’t we go take a look?”

“In your state?” Salvador shot her a frown. “Do you want to die?”

Sam shook her head. “No, but all the orcs are busy with Ironmane. After all the trouble Gutwrencha gave me, I’d like some loot of my own.”

“Fair enough, but you’re staying behind me.” Salvador took the lead.

Sam followed close behind, dragging Gutwrecnha’s head by her side. She wished she had some sort of bag to hold the bleeding head, but she hadn’t planned on going head hunting that day, and the dwarves didn’t offer her one, either. The loot room might be able to remedy that.

Salvador pushed through a set of metal doors in the rocky cavern and stepped into a room that looked like a security office in some sort of deep-space mining corporation. At the back of the room were two huge orcs with heavy axes guarding a broken-down doorway.

“Oi! You dun messed up comin’ ‘ere, humies,” the biggest of the two barked.

“Damn it.” Salvador raised his rifle.

Sam came around his side with a dagger at the ready.

The smaller of the two orcs gasped. “Boss? Is that you?”

Sam glanced down at the dead orc’s head, then raised it up. “Why yes, yes it is, you runty gits.”

The larger orc raised his hand and axe. “Easy there, humie. We don’t want any troublez now.”

“I thought you orcs loved fighting,” Salvador said.

The smaller orc snorted. “Not if youz killed the boss we ain’t. Now youz letz us go and we’z forget none of this evah happened, roight?”

Sam nudged Salvador off to the side. The two rogues moved away from the door for the orcs to leave. But then she stopped and reconsidered. “And what if I said I was the boss now?”

“Follow a cute little humie girl?” The larger of the two orcs barked out a laugh. “That’d be downright embarrassing that’d be. Best kill me now, then.”

The smaller of the two nodded. “We’z may be cowards, but we’z got our dignity to think of.”

Sam opened her mouth to reply, then thought better of it. She stepped out of the way. “Get out of here before I gut you like your boss.”

“Thanks humie,” the orcs said as they scrambled out of the room.

Salvador blinked. “What the hell was that all about?”

“I’m not sure orcs like going into fights without a boss, or at the very least they don’t like sticking around when someone killed their boss,” Sam said.

Salvador pursed his lips. “Oh, I get it. Because they run on the biggest and the strongest leads, right?”

Sam nodded. “Yeah.”

“So because you killed the biggest and the baddest of them all, they know they’re not going to win this fight.” Salvador nodded approvingly. “Makes a whole lot of sense, actually.”

“Does it?” Sam asked. “It sounds a special kind of stupid to me.”

Salvador laughed. “It does. Orcs love fighting and winning. Nobody likes losing. Going after you, walking around with their boss's head, that’s like asking to get killed.”

Sam shrugged. “Hey, whatever works. Let’s go look at that loot.”

She led the way inside Gutwrencha’s not-so-secure loot vault. Past those guards and the door outside, there wasn’t anything standing between them and the loot, which was disappointing to say the least.

There were teeth. Lots of teeth. Gold ones, metal ones, big ones, small ones, some as big as a head. They came from orcs for sure, others from creatures Sam couldn’t even begin to imagine, and others looked suspiciously human. Then again, elves and dwarves had teeth resembling humans.

“I guess these are all his trophies?” Salvador asked as he glanced around.

Sam sighed. “Yeah, this is all worthless to us.” She glanced around, then found a comically huge hat on its own table next to a pile of belts. “Wait, is that what I think it is?”

“A big-ass hat?” Salvador asked.

Sam walked up to it and picked up the hat. She held it up over her head. There was no way the hat would fit her without sitting on her shoulders. It might even go around them. It was a proper wizard’s hat with a pointy end and everything, and it was far more than big enough to cover her, Sal, and probably Golgug as well, if she had to guess.

“This is Golgug’s hat and belts,” Sam explained.

“That orc that sat you down while Ironmane and friends were getting their butts kicked?” Salvador asked.

Mighty Wizard Hat

Intelligence +20

Wisdom + 15

Mana + 300

Traits:

Multi-Casting: Allows the casting of several spells at once.

Spell Focus: Allows the caster to pour more mana into a spell to amplify its strength.

Sam nodded. “He wasn’t kidding when he said the size of his hat was important to him, or the number of belts he had.” She set the hat back down, then glanced at the belts.

Wizarding Belts

Intelligence +15

Charisma +5

Mana + 500

Traits:

Auto Potion: Consume potions automatically from the belt as needed.

Spell Slinger: Reduces the cast time of spells by 25%.

Salvador whistled. “Now those are some fancy pieces of equipment. If we get them to a 3D printer I bet we can resize them to fit one of our mages. Ceres or Teresa would look really good in these.”

Sam swatted him on the arm. She didn’t know why she did it, but it felt like reflex.

“What?” Salvador laughed.

Sam shook her head and came up with a mostly honest excuse. “Golgug getting these back was part of the deal. We can’t take them.”

Salvador shrugged. “So we kill him when he makes a big deal about it. The orc’s probably going to try and fight us again later.”

Sam fished a sharpie out of her pocket. “No. It wouldn’t be right.” She scribbled a message on the table for the orc to find later.

It read: With love, Sneakyrunt.

The orc was smart enough to understand what she meant. At least Sam hoped as much. If he wasn’t, then the hat and belts were sure to give him the extra brainpower to put two and two together. They could have easily walked out of that vault with Golgug’s precious hat and belts, but Sam decided against it. Probably out of some misplaced sense of honor she probably shouldn’t have as a rogue, but she wasn’t going to let that bother her.

“Let’s get out of here, Sal,” Sam said.

Salvador led the way out through the orc rock. They went from one hollowed-out section of rock shoddily reinforced by random bits of machinery, metal, and wood to another. Some were bigger, others smaller. Some had what looked like a less-than-half-assed attempt at making a bed, while others had the foul stench of rotting meat. The orcs must have had far stronger stomachs than humans.

Eventually they ended up outside, where the battle was still raging. Salvador and Sam moved up to the orcs from behind when Sam had a terrible idea.

She raised up Gutwrencha’s head and shouted, “Boss Gutwrencha is dead, orcs. Leave this place if you expect to keep your lives.”

Several of the orcs stopped their push on Ironmane’s position to look. The shocked gasps and rumblings emanating from the orc horde was music to Sam’s ears. Her plan had worked.

“Time to leg it, lads!” an orc shouted from the crowd.

“Gutwrencha’z dead. I’z outa here,” shouted another.

The orcs stampeded away while Ironmane and his orcs kept on the pressure, killing as many orcs as they could before the tide of green bodies vanished into the woods in every direction.

“I can’t believe that worked,” Salvador said.

“I can’t believe you killed an orc boss,” Hastuil added.

“I can’t believe we’re still alive.” Ironmane laughed. He flipped open the cylinder of his oversized revolver and poured out the empty shells. “My ammo’s spent. How about you, Hastuil?”

Hastuil glanced up. “Missiles are gone, grenades are out, but my hammer never fails, my prince.”

The rest of the dwarves reported similar situations. Even the dwarven transport’s cannon was just shy of being empty.

Sam smiled. “So, any chance you boys have a bag for this thing? It’s starting to smell.”

Hastuil’s face twisted. “Ugh…I have just the thing.” The dwarf moved behind the transport and shouted at the crew inside. He returned later with a crate of healing potions. “Here, drink these and put the orc’s head inside. It should contain the stench.”

Ironmane plucked a pair of potions and offered them to Sam and Sal. “Here you are, friends. To a hard-fought victory and future, jolly cooperation.”

Sam took her potion with a quiet laugh. She popped off the cork and took a swig.

You have received 25 healing.

To her surprise, the healing potion tasted like fruit punch. A little too sweet for her liking, but it was good. She might just drink the whole potion after her health was topped off.

Salvador smiled. “So, are you sure this Rulguth guy’s going to actually hold up his end of the bargain?”

“He signed a verbal contract in front of the council,” Ironmane said. “The scribes would have logged it. If he refuses to honor it, then he forfeits his position.”

Hastuil nodded. “Aye, he would be a fool to refuse. Unless the council supports him. Then the whole ordeal escalates up the chain until it lands at our king’s feet.”

Ironmane chuckled. “Rulguth may be a pain in the arse, but he won’t let things get out of hand. His book of grudges might have a rather large entry about us, however.”

Sam held up her healing potion. “I look forward to giving him all the details he needs.”

Salvador and the dwarves toasted to that and enjoyed their brief celebration. Once the crate was emptied of healing potions, Sam slipped Gutwrencha’s head inside and sealed it, to the relief of her nostrils and everyone else’s.

The raid party piled into their vehicles and headed back to the dwarven fortress. At Sam’s request, Ironmane allowed her and Salvador to join them in their transport. Sam could bring herself to trust the young (in dwarf years, apparently) prince to act with honor. Rulguth? Sam couldn’t trust that dwarf as far as she could throw him, and dwarves looked pretty dense in the muscle and bone department. While they were inside the dwarven perimeter, the phantom would wait in stealth mode. Out of sight, out of mind, and ready for a swift departure should things go sideways.

The transport came to a stop at the foot of the dwarven ship and the party disembarked.

Ironmane smiled. “This is it, Sam. Your actions today will bring the brief conflict between our two peoples to a swift end and hopefully usher in a new alliance.” He led the way into the ship, heading right for the council room.

“Only hopefully?” Salvador asked.

“If you have not noticed yet, human, we dwarves are not normally the trusting type,” Hastuil answered. “My prince not included.”

Ironmane glanced over his shoulder. “Trying to say I’m naïve, are you Hastuil?”

Hastuil’s mouth fell agape with horror.

Ironmane burst out into a boisterous laugh. “Calm down, Hastuil. I take no offense to your words. I am well aware of how the elder dwarves see me. But what we’ve found here with these humans has potential. Even Rulguth will see that after he is presented with the orc’s head.”

Hastuil frowned. “I hope you are correct, my prince.”

Ironmane pushed through the double doors into the council chamber where the dwarven leadership had gathered. The young prince had called in their arrival ahead of time to move the process along quickly.

Rulguth sat at the throne of the council chamber, resting a cheek on his fist with a gloating sneer. “Back so soon, Yangrur? Really, I expected you and your pet humans to fail, but this goes beyond even my lowest expectations.”

Ironmane shot him a glare but said nothing. He gestured for his honor guard at the back to move forward with the crate. They set it down in the center of the council chamber and backed away. Ironmane pulled the case open, exposing Gutwrencha’s head to the chamber. “The deed is done,” Ironmane said simply.

The council chamber filled with excited gasps, shocked whispers, and uncertain discussions among the dwarves. Rulguth was not so amused. His sneer fell into a scowl. “So you managed to succeed, then? And with such a small force, too. I suppose you are to be commended for that, Yangrur, if nothing else.”

“Commended?” Ironmane glared at the older dwarf. “My honor guard, these humans, and I deserve far more than mere accolades, Rulguth. But I am not here to indulge in your petty squabbles.”

Rulguth’s sneer slowly crept back onto his face. “Then what exactly are you here for if not a pat on the head, child?”

Ironmane clenched his meaty hand into a fist. “We are here to bring an end to the conflict between our two peoples,” the dwarf prince demanded. “Those were the terms of our accord—Gutwrencha’s head in exchange for a cessation of hostilities between our forces and the humans of Invictus. Sam and Salvador have fulfilled their end of the bargain. It is our turn to uphold ours.”

Rulguth leaned back against the throne and gripped its armrests. “No. I don’t think I will.”

Sam frowned and stepped forward. “How is it that some lowly council chairman has more authority than a prince?”

Rulguth scowled at her. “I see you have yet to teach your pet monkey manners, Yangrur.”

“Sam is no one’s pet, you rotten son of a—”

Ironmane was cut off by Rulguth’s raising palm. “It can’t be helped, I know. These humans are as much savages as you are incompetent.” Rulguth’s focus turned back to Sam. “The reason is really quite simple, human. Yangrur is a young, inexperienced prince. He is an accomplished warrior, certainly, and has led smaller karaks and outposts in his lifetime, but not once has he ever been in charge of a planet-wide operation.” Rulguth stroked his beard. “I suppose, in human terms, that would make me Yangrur’s babysitter. I am here to ensure the king’s will is enforced, his interests pursued, and his holdings secured. Something the young prince has proven time and again to be woefully inadequate at.”

Sam glared at the old dwarf. “But you left out one crucial detail in that rant of yours.”

Rulguth raised a brow as he stared at Sam in silence. “Oh?”

“With Ironmane being the king’s only heir”—Sam thrust her finger at Rulguth—“you’re next in line to become king of the dwarves. Isn’t that right?”

The council erupted with hushed whispers and furious shouts. Sam must have touched a nerve.

Rulguth held up his hand to silence the room. “I see the young prince cannot keep his mouth shut about dwarven matters around his pets. Yes, that is correct. However, I do not appreciate the veiled accusations you are making, monkey.”

“And I don’t appreciate you going back on your deal, Chrome Dome,” Sam shot back. She was tired of all these alien races calling them monkeys. “It was a verbal contract, one every single person in the council was here to bear witness to.”

Fokkaer, the red-robed dwarf council member, sat up in his seat and raised a hand. Rulguth grudgingly nodded for him to speak. “This human—Sam, was it?”

Sam nodded.

“Sam has a point, Rulguth. We all bore witness to the verbal contract. Going back on it now would be a massive stain on your honor,” Fokkaer said. “Suspicions are already running high about your intentions, given your position and the way you act towards the young prince. Can you really sustain another black mark like this?”

Rulguth waved off the red-robed dwarf. “My honor is an irrelevant factor in my calculations, Fokkaer. The ore nodes that manifested beneath the human settlement are of great importance to the kingdom. They are a valuable resource every other race in the Collective will try to claim. Better that it fall into our hands at the cost of a few hundred human lives than thousands of dwarves should the pharaohs or elves claim it.”

“Rulguth, please, be reasonable here,” Fokkaer pressed. “The council is already aware of the heavy losses incurred by both sides of the conflict. The humans are offering us a far more peaceful means of achieving our ends. We do not have to sacrifice the king’s will or any more dwarven lives to achieve it.”

Rulguth snorted with growing outrage. “And allow the humans to control a huge deposit of aetheric ore? Do you realize what we can do with such a resource? The machines of war we could craft and power with it?”

Sam glanced back at Ironmane as the dwarves bickered amongst themselves. “Is this stuff really that valuable?” she whispered.

Ironmane nodded. “It is extremely difficult to mine and process properly into anything useful, but yes. We primarily use it as a power source, but a skilled enough smith could forge weapons or armor out of it. Wielding them is another challenge entirely, but legends like Anubis bear such weapons and armor.”

“Essentially the aether bloom painted a giant target on your settlement’s back,” Hastuil commented. “That Anubis is what you humans would call a god, and for good reason.”

The bickering dwarves stopped, and Rulguth regained his composure. “My decision is final,” Rulguth said. “Our forces will secure this Scotch Creek, and you humans can either leave peacefully or be eradicated for the trouble you’ve caused. Consider this offer a kindness for your work dispatching Gutwrencha. I will not make it again.”

Sam felt a fury build up inside her. Her hands went for her daggers, but a heavy hand was planted against her chest.

Ironmane pushed Sam back and stepped forward in her place. “This treachery cannot go unchallenged, Rulguth. You may be my father’s closest friend and advisor, but I, Prince Yangrur Ironmane of Karak Adrin, will not let this stand.” He drew his axe and pointed it at Rulguth. “I invoke the rites of battle. Rulguth Brightsunder, you are hereby challenged to an honor duel.”


Chapter thirty-two
Brad


“Incoming!” Brad shouted at the top of his lungs.

The pharaoh ship opened up with a barrage of wild beam fire. They launched upward from the sloped hull of the craft before arcing down to their target. A target Brad couldn’t quite figure out. The beams were hitting seemingly at random. Forests, buildings, random patches of dirt—all were left burning craters in the wake of the barrage.

Invictus’s surviving defenders rushed out of the remaining structures, running up to the walls to engage the new attackers. Even Brad’s party rushed out to join him back on the wall. They didn’t have the time to upgrade their gear at all. As much as higher-grade equipment would have helped in fighting off the aliens, his party’s skills alone would have to do the trick. Which was a nice sentiment that didn’t quite hold up when examining his forces, then comparing them to the pharaohs’.

Small arms, swords, and magic against a pharaoh vessel. This wouldn’t end well for the humans.

Except the pharaohs weren’t only targeting Invictus’s walls.

Dwarves scrambled around in the distant forest, returning fire with their cannons and tanks. The pharaoh ship merely held its position under the combined barrage from both forces. The ship’s shields flickered to life with every impact, but the crew didn’t seem bothered in the least.

“They are trying to flush us out of cover,” Aznouk said through the private line with Brad.

Brad dove out of the way as a beam burned a path through the section of wall he and his party had just been standing on. His eyes widened at the sight of molten, twisted metal and concrete. No one was hurt, but he felt like he was sitting in an oven just from the proximity of it all.

“Why would they do that when they could just kill us?” Brad clambered to his feet. “They’re here for the same thing you are, aren’t they—the resources under Scotch Creek?”

“That is a strong possibility,” Aznouk admitted as the thunder of cannons erupted in the background. Brad could guess the man’s general location just by watching those heavy shells rip out of the forest and bash into the pharaoh ship’s shields. “Aetheric ore is a crucial component for most pharaoh tech. But these are capture tactics.”

Brad was about to ask how he knew this when it clicked in his mind: the same thing had happened in Anglemont when they went to Karen’s aid. The pharaoh ship seemed to bombard the city at random. Naturally the human survivors panicked at the sudden barrage and scattered for safety. Scattered humans were far easier to corral and capture than a unified, concentrated force. The pharaohs were there to enslave the humans just as well as the dwarves.

The pharaoh ship opened several hatches underneath it, and a shower of metal poured out—scarab drones and flying snakes. A few smaller ships deployed from the larger vessels. Dropships, Brad guessed. Those were the ones to carry the actual pharaoh soldiers into battle.

They were moving in to start capturing people.

“Aznouk, I have a proposition for you,” Brad said.

Les glared at Brad. “You are not seriously about to do what I think you’re going to do.”

“We don’t have a choice,” Brad snapped at her.

“I’m listening, lad,” Aznouk replied.

Brad ducked under a wave of flying snakes. They nearly took off his head. Les swatted a few out of the air with her sword, but another wave followed, accompanied by the skittering clatter of scarab drones rushing their walls.

“I’d like to offer you a temporary truce and alliance.” Brad scrambled to his feet and fired off a blast from his new shotgun clean through a pair of drones. The two machines fell lifeless, but there seemed to be ten more for every one they killed. “Work with us to beat back the pharaoh attack and we can go back to killing each other later. Sound fair?”

Aznouk laughed between the sharp squeals of crushing and crunching metal. “You know what, lad? I like ya. So long as you can keep your people from killing mine, I agree to these terms.”

“This is stupid,” Les protested again.

“What’s stupid?” Karen demanded as she filled the sky with firebolts.

Les smashed another pair of drones out of the sky, then punted a scarab drone off the wall. “Brad’s making an alliance with the dwarves to fight these bastards off.”

“That’s a brilliant idea,” Karen said with a distinct lack of sarcasm Brad found shocking. “We can get rid of this murderous band of aliens, and then I can have a word with those— What were they again?”

“Dwarves,” Ceres answered between blinding arcs of lightning shooting out of her hands.

“Right, dwarves! As soon as we’re finished with these pharaohs, I’ll demand to speak to the dwarves’ manager. I’ll get this mess sorted right away,” Karen said with a degree of certainty Brad wasn’t sure he should be laughing at, given their current situation.

Teresa swept a beam of ice across the climbing scarabs, sending several more of the golden machines crashing to the ground. “I’m not certain speaking to their manager is going to do anything, Karen.”

Karen waved off the concerns with another volley of magical fury. This time she summoned twin Fire Storms to bathe the battlefield in flames. “Not once in my life has speaking to the manager failed to produce results, Teresa. I’ll show you just as soon as we get the chance.”

“We have a deal, Aznouk.” Brad sent the temporary alliance request over.

Aznouk accepted. Brad’s HUD flashed with several new green markers representing the remainder of the dwarven force hidden away in the woods. Brad’s eyes nearly bulged out of his head at the sheer numbers the dwarven force actually had with them. If not for their walls holding as long as they had, Scotch Creek would have been overwhelmed and lost in minutes. Brad was going to have to thank Jake later for getting these walls up and running.

“Done,” Aznouk said. “My forces will act as the hammer to your anvil. Fight well, human.”

The dwarven force started moving in formation through the woods toward Scotch Creek’s walls. Their formation was led by shield-wielding fighters shoving the golden scarabs back. Aznouk and his other fighters smashed and cleaved through the pharaoh machines, while their rangers dedicated their weapons to clearing the skies. Guarding the flanks of the dwarven formation were the two remaining tanks. Their mighty guns blew swaths of scarab drones to pieces. It was like a rain of golden confetti every time a tank scored a direct hit.

“So we don’t shoot them?” Ceres pointed out the dwarves marching out of the forest toward them.

Brad shook his head, then broadcasted his answer to all the defenders. “The dwarves are on our side for now. Focus on the pharaohs. They’re the bigger threat.”

As if to drive the point home, a beam from the pharaoh ship came crashing down right in the middle of a dwarven formation. Dozens of dwarves were eradicated in the blink of an eye. All that remained was a black crater and pieces of charred bodies. The rest of the formation close enough to the blast was blown away and scattered. Aznouk’s men tried to cover their wounded, but there were too many scarabs latching onto every body they could get their claws on and dragging them away to the tide of golden machines.

“That’s going to be us next if we don’t hold the line,” Brad said. “So back up those dwarves. Now!”

Distant gunshots cracked through the chaos of battle. Snipers on Scotch Creek’s walls picked off the scarabs kidnapping dwarves as best they could. But it was a numbers game, plain and simple. The only way to prevent the pharaohs from getting away with more victims was to wipe out every single machine they saw. Doing so involved inflicting a great deal of friendly fire on the dwarves, which Brad did not want to do. He wasn’t fond of the dwarves, but at least they had a strange working relationship he wanted to maintain before they went back to trading blows.

The pharaoh dropships sailed overhead. One group headed behind the dwarven lines while the other headed right into their perimeter.

“Stay on the walls and keep that tide of machines out,” Brad ordered the bulk of the defenders, then pinged the melee-heavier parties. “You, you, and you, come with me. We’re securing the inner perimeter.”

“Yes sir,” shouted Dan and the other party leaders.

Brad hopped down from the wall, landing in a sloppy roll, but he was back on his feet quickly. Les managed the same stunt with a great deal more success. The three mages not so much. Their landings were hard, messy, and cost them precious seconds as the dropships unloaded their cargo.

More drones swarmed, with a party of five pharaohs dropping in to play.

Bolts of hot orange energy snapped past Brad’s head as he charged with his shotgun, firing wave after wave of slugs at the pharaohs.

It was a strange sensation for Brad. The mindlink that came with his new shotgun made the weapon feel not unlike another part of his body. He felt what it felt, saw what it saw, and when he pointed the weapon at someone, he knew exactly where the shot would go. There was no need for him to use the sights anymore, but he did so out of reflex, plus shouldering the weapon helped absorb the mule kicks the Excomunicator called recoil.

The first of the pharaohs staggered back, his shield incapable of dampening the fury of the new shotgun slugs. The second slug punched through and ripped out the pharaoh’s shoulder. Still the alien hissed out a battle cry and fired at Brad.

Orange bolts slammed into Brad’s chest. His teeth slammed together as every fiber of his body tensed with electricity surging through him. His muscles cramped, his breathing became labored, and he couldn’t move.

You are stunned.

All he could do was watch the others charge into battle while he struggled to stay on his feet.

Karen and Ceres used their combined abilities to clear paths through the swarming drones and give Les an opening to charge through.

Les rushed through a straight line, shrugging off pharaoh bolts, then tried to cleave through one. The pharaoh’s shield flickered and shattered, but they were only flung harmlessly away. With a furious roar, Les’s eyes flashed into crimson flames as she moved from one pharaoh to the next. Her body arced with the orange energy of the stun weapons trying to hold her down, but between her perks and likely a side benefit of using Fiery Rage, Les was not slowing down one bit. She ripped through one pharaoh only to tear through the next, along with any drones unfortunate enough to get near her.

Teresa did her best to support her with carefully placed ice spears, but Brad knew she wanted to throw out a Blizzard. It was a target-rich environment, perfect for a nuke like that, but Les was already in the way.

Off to the side, Dan the man and his shield wall clashed with another group of drones. They cut and smashed a path through to the pharaohs. Their shields absorbed most of the barrage, but it seemed a few of the armored space felines had lost their patience. Dan’s tower shield had chunks ripped out of it from the barrage of pharaoh fire, and so did the shields of the other fighters around him. Dan and his party closed the gap with the pharaohs, enough to strike at them, but already Brad could see their health bars dropping.

It was a similar story among the other parties. They had reached their targets, laid the pressure on the pharaohs, and the aliens took note. They had switched from capturing more slaves for their army to self-preservation in a hurry.

Come on, break free already, Brad pleaded with his body. His people’s health bars were dropping, and he was the strongest healer available. The other party’s healers were only managing to slow down the inevitable.

A swarm of scarabs broke past their lines and headed right for Brad. He struggled to move his muscles, but they refused to budge. He could barely hold himself upright, and his fingers only managed the faintest of twitches. Whether these drones were going to capture him or kill him, it wasn’t going to end well.

“Divine Shield!” shouted a healer.

A golden aura engulfed Brad and suddenly he could move. Too little, too late; the scarabs were already in the air with their claws outstretched. Brad swung his shotgun around to bash a drone away, but not before its claws plunged into his body.

Except they didn’t.

The golden aura flared to life and the scarab drone, along with the others swarming around him, bounced off harmlessly. Brad wasn’t going to ask questions. He smashed the first drone with his heavy shotgun, then blasted apart the others with explosive slugs.

“Are you alright?” the winded healer asked. Claire was her name.

Brad’s golden aura faded after five seconds, maybe less with how hard his heart was beating in his chest. “Thanks to you I am, Claire. What was that?” he asked even as he kept fighting.

“Divine Shield,” Claire answered with exhaustion thick in her voice. “A hundred mana to cast it once. But it purges all negative status effects and gives immunity to all damage for a bit. Looks like three to five seconds.”

Brad nodded. “Thanks for the expensive save. Now get some mana in you and get back in the fight.”

Claire let out a breath, nodded, and ran from the battle while fishing around in her pouch for a mana potion.

Brad’s attention returned to the fight. Now was a good a time as any to test out his new Sanctuary ability with so many parties in need of healing. The first he threw out to Dan and his shield wall. A ring of light spread out beneath them and pulsed with a brilliant, white-gold glow. Immediately the health of every party member within the Sanctuary spell began to climb. Grinning, Brad quickly threw another spell out to the next most-wounded party. A couple more, and so long as his people stayed within the spell’s area of effect they would outlast the pharaohs.

Mana: 32/135

“Damn it,” Brad cursed under his breath. He had more people than he could save with his current mana and no potions on him to make up the difference.

Against the pharaohs’ shielding technology, there wasn’t much the others could do but batter them until they broke. A challenge made all the more difficult by having to ward off the drone swarms around them. One on one, Dan, Les, and the others were perfectly capable of fending off a pharaoh, but the need to break through that shield first gave the aliens a huge advantage. Brad needed to find a way around it.

“How’s the battle going on your end, lad?” Aznouk asked over the now-shared alliance chat.

“Not great, what about you?” Brad asked, picking off blobs of scarabs with explosive slugs.

“The ship has ceased its bombardment. Their capacitors are spent, but it’s still lingering in the area,” Aznouk reported. “They must be confident they can grab the bulk of us if that thing is sticking around,” Aznouk growled as his weapon clashed with another. There was a sickening crack before the dwarf spoke again. “Had I known the damn pharaohs would show up, I would have brought siphon cannons.”

Brad batted away a scarab, then another. “Siphon cannons? Like an aether siphon?” He caught a pharaoh in the shoulder with a slug. The alien’s shield shattered in time for Dan to plunge his short sword into the alien’s throat.

“Exactly like that,” Aznouk explained. “But as I’m sure you’ve noticed, we dwarves don’t have access to healers or much of any magic, really. So we had to get creative to achieve the same ends.” Aznouk was interrupted by another scuffle. The man snarled as his health dropped by a quarter, but another gut-wrenching crack heralded the dwarven general’s voice. “Their shields and weapons run on aether. They’re extremely efficient about it too, but a siphon can weaken and outright deactivate them.”

Brad couldn’t help the toothy grin spreading across his face. “That’s just what I needed to hear, Aznouk. Thanks for that.”

“Eh? You didn’t know?” the dwarven general asked with genuine curiosity. “I thought this was basic knowledge even for newly inducted worlds.”

Brad chuckled. “Did you hear that, healers? If you’ve got Aether Siphon, start draining the pharaohs.”

He received a wave of confirmations as healers began to deploy Aether Siphon against their enemies. Brad wasn’t about to be left out, however. He thrust his hand toward the nearest group of pharaohs and cast Siphon Cannon. Thanks to the chain siphon perk, he was able to siphon from five targets at once. Focusing on the pharaoh shields, he drained them in seconds, leaving the pharaohs completely exposed to blades, hammers, bullets, and spells slamming into them. It was like the pharaohs were so dependent on their shields to fight, they allowed their shields to absorb hits for them so they could score a blow on their targets.

“Aether Siphon!” shouted one of the pharaohs.

“How did they learn our tech’s weakness?” hissed another as he parried Dan’s blade and kicked him away.

Another pharaoh’s shield flickered as he failed to block Les’s shield in time. “It does not matter. Keep your guard up, warriors.”

That last pharaoh had a degree of authority to his voice. It gave Brad the impression he was important, like a sergeant or captain. It just so happened that Brad was holding a concentrated sphere of aether he had yet to test on anyone.

Brad pointed his palm at the pharaoh leader and launched Siphon Cannon. The concentrated sphere of violet energy slammed into the pharaoh. His shield shattered, sending him staggering back.

Wow. This Siphon Cannon sucks, Brad thought.

The power is directly proportional to the amount of aether you siphoned off your targets, Frank explained. My guess is those pharaoh shields weren’t packing too much aether to begin with, or they were on the way out.

Maybe, Brad grudgingly agreed. Respeccing probably wasn’t an option at this point. If the option was there before, he’d long forgotten about it, but it would probably cost an absurd amount of aether to access that feature.

Look on the bright side. You stripped off that kitten’s shield in one shot, Frank praised.

“Renek!” shouted another pharaoh.

Les moved in for the kill, but this renek was fast, quick to parry her blows and throw her aside. The rest of the pharaohs pulled back toward him and formed a defensive circle around the pharaoh in question. A barrage of orange bolts flew out, pushing the humans back. Ceres, Karen, and the other mages threw out mana shields on the front-line fighters to blunt the damage they were taking, but it was piling on quick. Brad didn’t have the mana to do anything about them.

“Nuke ’em, Teresa,” Brad ordered.

Teresa didn’t need to be told. The spell was on its way the second the melee fighters were pushed back. The ground beneath the pharaohs was frozen solid in an instant as an ice-blue rift tore open above them.

“Deploying shield bubble,” the renek shouted as he threw a device at the ground. A sphere of orange energy engulfed him and his soldiers as the rain of exploding ice spikes slammed into the shield around them.

To Brad’s surprise, and everyone else's, the shield held up to Teresa’s Blizzard spell.

“We’ve got more incoming.” Claire pinged the pharaoh vessel looming over Scotch Creek.

Several more dropships were deployed from the craft. Aznouk’s dwarves laid on all the firepower they could. They gunned down some dropships, but the main problem—the pharaoh vessel—was unscathed. Without enough weapons to cut down the pharaoh numbers, they were in for a world of hurt.

“Healers, I want you casting Aether Siphon on that ship’s shields if you can reach it. We’re bringing it down,” Brad ordered.

“We can’t even reach that,” protested one healer.

“Sucks to be you, noob. I’ve got the reach for it,” teased another.

“Me too,” added yet another.

Jason chimed in, “I can carry one or two of you on Daisy’s back and get you into range.”

“We still got transports we can throw out there,” Cory offered.

“Did somebody try to start a suicide mission without inviting me?” Michael asked.

Brad blinked. “Michael? Weren’t you digging up tanks in some secret base somewhere?”

“I didn’t have enough people to loot the whole place, but I got enough for a trio of tanks,” Michael said. “And one of them’s a fly swatter.”

“Fly swatter?” Les asked while using a broken-down scarab drone like a shield.

Michael pinged the incoming pharaoh dropships. Distant guns roared to life, and the first pharaoh dropship’s shield shattered in second. Flames erupted soon after.

“It’s an anti-air tank,” Michael answered. “And it has missiles, too!”

Brad grinned. “Don’t waste them yet. Think you can get those tanks a firing angle on the big pharaoh ship?”

“I’ve got a place I can park these big boys at, yeah,” Michael said. “You’re talking about the one with all those little tendrils of aether latching onto it, right?”

Brad nodded. “That’s the one. We’re going to strip its shields of aether and blow it out of the sky.”

Michael chuckled. “I think you’re going to need a lot more siphons to do that, but I like where your head’s at.” He let out a sharp whistle and pinged a hilly location. “Move the tanks over here, on the slope pointing toward the big pharaoh ship. It’s time to test out these guns.”

Pharaoh dropships flew in for a hasty landing behind the pharaoh formation. The pharaohs unleashed a hail of orange bolts on Brad and his people, but strangely enough none of them disembarked. Instead they waved the renek and the surviving members of their unit into the different dropships. The pharaohs swiftly departed Scotch Creek, even as spells and bullets were hurled at their speeding craft.

They were heading back to the lead pharaoh ship.

“Everyone focus down that pharaoh ship now!” Brad ordered.

Guns, cannons, and spells opened up on the pharaoh ship. Its shields flashed, pulsed, and flickered, but the craft only turned away from Scotch Creek and pulsed its engines. They were leaving, and the dropships were quick to dock with the craft and depart as quickly as they could.

“Did we win?” Claire asked.

Brad thrust his shotgun into the air. “We won!”

The rest of Invictus erupted in cheers of victory. The deafening chorus was building up a headache in Brad’s skull when Aznouk interrupted.

“Technically you only forced a retreat,” the dwarven general said. “But considering it was against the pharaohs… Aye, I’ll allow it.”

Brad laughed. “And what would you call a victory, Aznouk?”

“Complete and total annihilation of our enemies or their surrender,” Aznouk answered without hesitation. “Getting either from the pharaohs is a nightmare, and surrenders are as rare as blue moons.”

Brad lowered his shotgun. “We’ll keep that in mind going forward.”

“Aye, aye,” Aznouk replied. “Speaking of going forward, I’d like a moment to talk to you humans about our delicate situation here, if you’d be so kind.”

“Oh?” Brad raised a brow. “What brought this on?”

“You lot have proven yourselves good fighters, and I feel if I bring you into my report, I can swing things in a favorable direction. If you’re catching my meaning, lad.”

Brad looked at Les, who shook her head vehemently.

Ceres shrugged.

Teresa crossed her arms. “So long as we’re careful, everything should be fine.”

Karen beamed with excitement. “It’s about time you took us to your manager.”

Brad rolled his eyes. “We’ll be over there in a moment.”

“Brad, what the hell?” Les hissed. “You’re really just going to be buddy-buddy with the dwarves after what they did to us?”

Sighing, Brad took a step toward Les and clasped her shoulder. “We just worked together to fight off the pharaohs, Les. I think these dwarves are honorable enough to let us come back if the deal doesn’t quite work out the way we want.”

“But—”

Brad cut her off. “But nothing. Look at those numbers. Even after the pharaohs tore into them, they have a lot more dwarves than we have humans to defend Scotch Creek. If we can get them on our side, we’re saving more lives than if we managed to hold this fort by the skin of our teeth. I’m not happy about it, but it’s the best path forward.”

Les scowled. “Fine then. But I’m staying back here. Someone has to clean up this mess while you go make nice with the aliens.” She turned on her heel and headed off toward their dead and wounded.

Brad sighed. “Les, don’t be like that.”

She ignored him.

“Try not to worry too much about her, Brad,” Teresa said. “She’s a stubborn one, but she’ll come around when she’s had time to calm down and look at the big picture.”

“I hope so.” Brad turned toward the northern gate. “Come on, let’s see if we can avoid more death for the day.”

Teresa and the others nodded. They followed Brad out of Scotch Creek to meet with Aznouk in the middle of the field standing between Scotch Creek and the forest. The dwarf came by himself without any need for an escort. Brad wasn’t sure this was a good sign, but he went with it.

“Alright, we’re here Aznouk. Now what can we do to settle this fight of ours peacefully?” Brad asked.

Aznouk stroked his beard. “That depends entirely on the council, lad. Provided you don’t try to pull a fast one on me.”

Brad nodded. “The same goes for you, General. Let’s try and keep things friendly.”

“Agreed,” Aznouk said. “You can expect some sort of back-and-forth negotiation if this goes well, lad. Something about mining rights, yield splits, so on and so forth. It is a scribe's work—boring work—but necessary if things are to end well for both our sakes.”

Brad placed a hand on his hip. “And if they don’t?”

“Honor demands I allow you to return to your lines and ready your defenses,” Aznouk said. “But the strategist in me demands I take you out where you stand. Things would be cleaner that way.”

“And who’s winning this argument?” Brad pressed.

Aznouk chuckled. “Honor always wins in my book, lad, don’t you worry. I was merely stating the obvious.”

Brad cracked a faint smile and waited for Aznouk’s call to go through.

Karen was not so patient. “This is taking forever. I demand to speak to your manager right now, dwarf. We deserve answers for all the damage you’ve caused.”

Aznouk grimaced, then looked up at Brad. “Is she always like this?”

“Sometimes,” Brad admitted.

“What is that supposed to mean?” Karen snapped.

Brad chuckled quietly to himself.

Aznouk played things off as if nothing was happening. “As important as this mission is, you would think the council would answer my call faster. This is very strange. Very strange indeed.”

“What could be holding them up?” Teresa asked.

Aznouk leaned his head back. “A surprise visit from the king, a heated council meeting that is dragging on longer than it should, or an attack on our karak. None of those seem likely, however. Rulguth tends to keep an iron grip on the council. If the king had come to visit or the karak was under attack, I would be among the first to know, so it couldn’t be either of those scenarios.”

Brad was about to ask what it could be when Aznouk looked away.

The dwarven general’s mouth hung open. “What? In the council chamber? Understood.” Aznouk met the questioning gazes of Brad and his party. Their question was plain enough to see on their faces. “Rulguth and the prince are engaged in an honor duel.”

Karen leaned toward the dwarf. “And this means what for us?”

“If Rulguth wins, we’re killing you all,” Aznouk stated bluntly. “If Prince Ironmane wins, we are to try and establish an alliance with you humans.”

Brad glanced out over the sea of green dots representing dwarves hiding in the forest. At any moment those dots could turn red, and they would be right back to fighting for their lives against a relentless and powerful tide. Could they really survive such a battle?

“How are the odds in our favor?” Brad had to ask.

Aznouk frowned. “Not great.”


Chapter thirty-three
Jake


The pyramid’s ominous glow intensified as Jake and his party rushed inside the large structure. It was a straight shot into a vast central chamber. Obelisks lined the path toward it and the series of steps that made up a smaller pyramid inside the chamber. At the top of this smaller pyramid a series of segmented rings floated in midair. They slowly spun about the center with growing intensity.

“OK, what the hell is that?” Tim asked.

“No idea,” Jake answered.

The rings pulsed with blue light, growing faster and faster until they flared solid blue. A blinding beam of light erupted from the platform, through the rings to the top of the pyramid they were in.

Jake shielded his eyes, barely making out the humanoid figures marching out of the light.

“So you will see, Arbiter, our operations on Earth are running quite smoothly,” Willy’s voice pierced the blinding light. “Within a year we should have enough bodies to raise at least one slave legion with an officer core of loyal servants with no trouble at all.”

“Then why am I looking at a band of runaway slaves, human?” a deep, rumbling voice spat in disgust.

Jake’s eyes adjusted, and there he saw it: a towering figure of a man with a hippo head. It would have been comical if this arbiter didn’t look capable of puncturing clean through Jake’s torso with his ridiculous tusks. To compound the threat, this arbiter was clad in silvery armor with turquoise and green gems. The body beneath that, if Jake had to guess, was made of pure muscle padded with a thick layer of fat to cushion whatever blows managed to make it through his armor.

Willy was standing next to the hippo man. His gaze snapped toward Jake and his party along with the handful of freed slaves still willing and able to fight after their prison break. Behind Willy’s white, expressionless mask, Jake couldn’t read any emotion, but knowing what a scheming rat Willy was, it wasn't difficult to imagine a look of sheer shock and terror on his face.

The arbiter’s guards pointed their spears down at the crowd of humans as they dispersed for whatever cover they could take.

Jake gestured for Tim, Mason, and Tanya to take cover. “Get ready for a fight. Darius, you’re with me.”

His party followed their orders as Jake marched to the foot of the pyramid.

The arbiter shoved Willy forward. “Take care of it, Dis’Secu,” he spat with palpable disdain.

Willy stumbled down the stairs, arms flailing wildly about. He caught himself mere feet from Jake and Darius. After straightening himself out, Willy glanced back to the arbiter and the glowing pillar of blue energy behind them. “R-r-ight away, Arbiter.” His gaze shifted back to Jake. “Oh…shit. It’s you.”

Jake offered Willy a tense smile as he plucked the mask off his face and tossed it aside. “It’s me,” he repeated with a light nod. He could have wasted time with pointless questions like why Willy would work with the pharaohs, why he would betray humanity, and many more in the same vein. But Jake knew Willy only cared for his own preservation and power, so he skipped right to business. “Mind telling me what we’re dealing with here?”

Willy tensed. “An arbiter and his guards. I know you’re thinking about fighting them, but this isn’t going to work out how you think. He’s too strong.”

Darius snorted. “You haven’t seen how badass Jake’s gotten.”

Willy sneered at Darius. “Yes, yes, we are all very much aware of the perks system. It won’t do you a damn bit of good against the arbiter.”

“Cultivation is a lot stronger than a perk system, Willy. Especially after the aether bloom,” Jake said.

Willy sighed. “Yeah, right, that Kung Fu Hustle nonsense you’re always going on about.” He glanced back at the arbiter.

The hippo man had his arms crossed tight over his chest with what clearly read like growing impatience over his tightening features.

Willy turned his attention back to Jake. “Look, I get that we didn’t always get along in the past. I said some less-than-polite things about the way you and Brad were running things, you made some good arguments to counter my points… I stabbed you, you broke my arm. You know, what friends do,” he pleaded.

Jake’s lips tightened into a straight line, his own features starting to match the hippo’s. “Get to the point, Willy.”

“What I’m trying to say here is, you and your friends can join us willingly,” Willy offered. “I know you, I know what you’re capable of, and more importantly, I know you weren’t an escaped slave. The pharaohs will be more lenient with you and let you become a willing servant like me.”

Darius huffed. “And all we have to do is sign away our lives for forty years in service to some aliens that don’t give a damn about us. Thanks, but no thanks.”

Willy scowled at Darius, but looked more hopefully at Jake. “The kid’s made his choice, but you’re reasonable. You’ll stop this mess before it kicks off, right?”

Jake leaned toward Willy. “How about you find your balls and do what’s right for a change, Willy? Fight for your people, fight for humanity. You of all people don’t deserve a second chance, but…” He glanced up at the arbiter and his six guards. “But I can make an exception given the circumstances.”

“What kind of idiot do you take me for?” Willy snapped. “Let’s pretend this collar won’t shock the life out of me the second I disobey orders. Why the hell would I bet on the losing team?”

“I guess that means you won’t be trying to talk down hippo boy up there either, huh?”

Willy snorted. “The arbiter will skin you alive for that alone.”

Jake sighed. They weren’t going to get out of there without a fight, that much was obvious. Some of the people they’d freed might be willing to go back to a life wearing chains if it meant surviving, but after everything they did to get out, Jake somehow doubted the pharaohs would be too forgiving. Regardless, Jake wasn’t about to put on a slave collar. He glanced at Darius. “Hard way?”

“Hard way,” Darius agreed.

Jake backhanded Willy out of the way with a spurt of aetheric power. Willy squealed from the blow. He was sent flying beyond the obelisks, crashing into some pharaoh console.

Darius and Jake charged after the arbiter and his guards while the others opened fire on them.

“Fools.” The arbiter’s helmet assembled quickly over his head, along with the helmet of every one of his guards. “This inspection is now a recovery operation,” the arbiter announced as he casually walked down the steps, his movements increasing in speed with each one. “Take no prisoners.”

The arbiter thundered down the steps with a blinding speed Jake’s eyes could barely keep up with. It was far faster than any pharaoh or other alien he had seen.

“Watch out for that hungry-hungry hippo!” Darius warned just as the arbiter surged past him.

Jake met the arbiter halfway up the pyramid in a clash of fists. A shockwave of force erupted where they met, sending up a cloud of dust around them. The arbiter wasted no time commenting on Jake’s strength and followed up with a vicious uppercut. Jake leaned back to avoid the blow, but nearly sent himself tumbling down the steps. The arbiter followed through with an elbow strike Jake was narrowly able to throw a shield in front of. The shield shattered, and he was sent cratering down to the foot of the steps.

You have taken 50 damage.
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The arbiter pointed one of his colossal fists at Jake. That was when he noticed the strange, wrist-mounted device vaguely resembled the pharaoh spears when they fired. Two of them.

Jake’s eyes widened. It was a wrist-mounted gun.

The spear-shaped barrels glowed orange, unleashing a stream of bolts through the air. Jake scrambled away, the bolts ripping chunks out of the floor behind him.

“I got you Jake,” Mason shouted with a concentrated beam of aetheric energy pegging the arbiter square in the eye.

The arbiter’s shield flashed, but the unblinking killing machine only plucked a grenade from his belt and threw it at Mason. All the while, the alien’s attention remained firmly fixed on Jake.

“Oh no,” was all Mason managed to get out before an explosion rang out. His health tanked, but Jake couldn’t make out if his friend was dead or alive.

“Someone take care of Mason,” Jake shouted as an obelisk he ran to for cover was shot in half.

“On it,” shouted a woman named Paula, a healer they had freed from the pharaoh. “He’s still alive, but barely.”

That was news he could celebrate later. Jake picked up the upper half of his obelisk and chucked it with all his might at the arbiter.

The arbiter staggered back from the impact. An amused huff left him as he recovered. “Impressive. If only you were more obedient, you would make a fine slave.”

Jake followed up the obelisk with a barrage of aether bolts to the arbiter’s face and charged. The arbiter was so confident in his defenses he simply sat there and took it, but with all the smoke obstructing his vision his shots were wild. By the time they cleared, Jake was already on top of the arbiter, his fist glowing with all the concentrated aetheric energy he could pour into it.

“Humanity won’t be your slaves, alien,” Jake shouted just as his fist slammed into the pharaoh’s shield.

The blast of aetheric energy stripped away the arbiter’s shield like a sand blaster stripping rust off a hubcap. The arbiter snatched Jake by the throat and hoisted him into the air. “Very impressive. Perhaps I will slap a collar around your neck, human.”

“Let him go,” Tanya shouted. She unleashed a violent whip of aetheric lightning at the arbiter.

The pharaoh threw Jake aside to shield himself. His armor was left glowing hot wherever the aetheric lightning struck, but otherwise the arbiter seemed unharmed. He raised his wrist-mounted gun at Tanya when a body tumbling down the steps behind him caught his attention.

“Three down!” Darius cheered from the top of the pyramid.

The other three pharaohs were taking cover behind obelisks and waist-high walls while the freed humans concentrated all their firepower on them. It helped that the freed slaves were using the pharaohs’ own weapons against them to break through their shields.

The arbiter let out a low, simmering grunt. “This facility is lost.” He leaped to the top of the pyramid. “Retreat through the portal, now.”

The remaining pharaoh guards threw out their grenades and flashbangs at the humans below. It forced them to scatter, giving the pharaohs plenty of time to flee into the glowing pillar of light at the top of the pyramid.

Darius went in for the kill with an axe strike to the arbiter’s back, but the arbiter was too fast. He caught Darius with the back of his arm as he swung around. The arbiter followed up with a hail of fire from his guns as he retreated into the portal.

“We will meet again, slaves.” With that the arbiter disappeared, and the pillar of light vanished.

Darius crashed to the floor, riddled with smoking holes.

Jake rushed to his side and lifted Darius’s head off the floor. “Darius, are you OK? Can you hear me?”

Darius flicked one of his eyes open and rolled it toward Jake. “Getting shot sucks, man.” He cracked a toothy, bloody smile at Jake. “But I’m alive. I think. Let me check.” He ran a hand down his body and slipped a finger into a crater burned into his abs. “Yeah, that’s not supposed to be there.”

Jake couldn’t help but laugh as he hugged his apprentice. “You damn goof. You almost gave me a heart attack.”

“What about me?” Mason groaned, his health bar slowly climbing back to full. “I almost died too. Where’s my hugs and concern?”

Jake grinned. “I thought you died.”

“So I need more hugs and concern, then.” Mason chuckled.

“Oh suck it up, you big baby. It was only a grenade,” Tanya teased.

“Only a grenade, she says,” Mason protested. “If Paula didn’t get to me in time, I would have bled out. I was down to one health point!”

Jake carefully helped Darius to his feet and helped the wounded cultivator over to Mason and Paula. “Thanks for all your help, Paula.”

Paula nodded as she finished up with Mason and moved on to healing Darius. “It’s the least I could do after you risked yourselves for us. You didn’t have to put your lives in danger like this for a bunch of strangers.”

“That’s not the kind of people we are,” Jake said. “And Mason, glad to see you in one piece.”

Mason pointed out the bits of charred, bloody flesh torn out of his body by the grenade. “I’m not convinced those parts of me would agree.”

Tanya walked up and swatted Mason’s arm. “Don’t be gross. We still have work to do here.”

Mason smiled. “What work? All the pharaohs are dead.”

“There is the slight problem of the pharaohs having a portal to come and go as they please,” Darius said. Paula’s healing magics were restoring the missing chunks of seared flesh from his body, though they weren’t doing much for his armor. It was a good thing Jake pushed his students to improve their durability.

“That’s a good point,” Tanya said. “So long as that portal is here, the pharaohs can come and go as they want. We have to destroy it.” She took off after the portal.

“Hey, wait.” Darius ran off after her. His healing was apparently complete enough that he could run.

Jake shook his head and followed them. “Come on, Mason.”

“Oh sure, everyone just forget about me,” Tim protested. “I’m just keeping everyone alive down here.”

“And you’re doing a great job,” Mason shouted as he ran up the pyramid steps with the others.

Darius got in front of Tanya and held his hands out to her. “Woah, woah, woah, Tanya. Calm down there.”

“Why?” Tanya asked, her arm already coursing with aetheric energies threatening to rip free from her at any moment. “You saw what came through this thing. We can’t let it sit there.”

Darius nodded. “Agreed, but what if we could steal it? You know, reverse engineer it so we can have portals too. It’d make moving people around Invictus’s territories a lot easier.”

Tanya frowned. “It would, but do we even have someone smart enough to figure out alien tech?”

Jake looked past the arguing pair to examine the portal. The device had been floating moments ago, but now the segmented rings had returned to the platform and lay dormant. “I’m not sure this thing takes a Phillips head.”

“I might be able to help with your predicament,” a soft, meek voice called out from behind a console. A feline pharaoh slowly raised from behind the console, her hands in the air. Flanking her on either side were two humans in white uniforms like Willy.

Jake opened his mouth to speak, then closed it, then opened it again. “You’re Anthony and Lisa, aren’t you?”

The two humans exchanged a confused glance, then nodded.

“So that must make you”—Jake pointed at the pharaoh with her black-and-white fur and yellow eyes—“Kahi, right?”

The pharaoh blinked. “Y-yes. How did you—?”

“We overheard you talking earlier,” Jake answered.

Kahi gulped, her eyes widening as if realizing her life could have ended much sooner.

“So, what makes you so certain you can help us?” Jake pressed.

Kahi pointed at the portal. “I’m no engineer, but I know enough about portals to be useful. I can lock it down, deactivate it, and tell you how to take it with you.”

Tanya raised a brow. “This seems pretty convenient. Too convenient. She’s going to betray us.”

Kahi gestured at Lisa and Anthony at her side. “Then why would I have freed these two as soon as the fighting started?”

Anthony nodded. “She has no love for the Pharaoh Empire. She was only working with them because she had no way out.”

“So she’s a cuter, fuzzier Willy?” Jake asked.

“Willy?” Lisa asked.

Kahi pointed at the squirming man on the level below them. “Your human traitor. No, I’m nothing like him. He has always made it clear he was only looking out for himself. Anubis would have thrown his worthless carcass aside the second he stopped being useful. Me? I just want to be free. Something I share in common with you humans.”

“Has she been studying us all this time?” Mason asked Lisa and Anthony.

Lisa shook her head. “No, I just talk a lot when I’m nervous.”

“And when she’s calm, and when she’s happy, and God help you if you get her drunk,” Anthony commented.

Lisa glared at him. “It’s not my fault you have no social skills! So anyway, I got to talking with Kahi between instructions. She’s not too different from us, but you know how life is making people do things they don’t want to do. It’s really sad when you think about it.”

Jake looked at Kahi and frowned. “How do I know you won’t just betray us at the first opportunity?”

Kahi sighed. “There’s nothing I can do to prove it. But I have already rebelled against the pharaohs once and left their guild. This is my second time doing so. The next time we meet, the pharaohs will be after my life.”

“Wait, you left already?” Tanya asked. “Why would you do that on a gamble?”

“To be honest, that wasn’t the initial plan,” Kahi said. “I was to join the guards in stopping your prison break, but you were far more effective than any of us anticipated. So we came here to hide while reinforcements came. Unfortunately for them, they didn’t bring anywhere near as many soldiers as they should have. So I was faced with a couple of options. Leave and live out my days on a strange alien world until the pharaohs come to kill me, or make friends with the locals.”

Mason nodded. “If I was going to die anyway, I’d take my chances with the locals.”

“But how do you know the pharaohs would come after you? Are you a princess or something?” Jake asked.

Kahi laughed. “No, not at all. But the pharaohs don’t handle rejection well. Especially from their own.”

“What do we do here, Jake?” Darius asked.

Jake was wondering the same thing. On the one hand, this could be a terrible trap. On the other, having a pharaoh working with them would make getting the teleporter up and running far smoother process. It wasn’t necessarily the same as bringing in an alliance with another alien race, but it was an edge Brad and the rest of Invictus were sure to appreciate.

“What happens after you help us out with the portal?” Jake asked.

Kahi shrugged lightly. “Having a place to call home would be appreciated, but I am fine with being left to my own devices. Alive, preferably.”

Jake glanced at the woman once more, this time focusing his HUD on her.
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She wasn’t lying about not being affiliated with the pharaohs at all. If she was telling the truth about the pharaohs hunting down runaways like her, there was a good chance they could trust her. If not, well, they would just have to deal with her then. A fully operational portal was far too much of a benefit to let this opportunity slip by.

“Alright, Kahi. Welcome aboard,” Jake said. He tossed her a guild invite while he was at it.

“You would give me an invite just like that?” Kahi asked, wide-eyed.

Jake nodded. “Don’t make me regret it and we’ll get along just fine.”

Kahi accepted the invitation in a heartbeat. “I won’t. I promise.” A wide smile crossed her face. “Let me prove it right now.” She got to work tapping away on the console.

Darius tapped Jake on the shoulder, then pointed back at Willy. “What do we do about him?”

Jake pursed his lips. “What do you think?”

“He’s kind of a dick, bro. And that whole stabbing you thing? Not cool. Not cool at all,” Darius said. “Me, personally, I’d throw him to the people he helped enslave and let them dish out justice.”

Jake frowned. “That never ends pretty.”

Darius nodded. “I know, but neither were the things he was doing.”

“You’re right,” Jake grudgingly admitted. He stepped to the edge of the platform and called out to the freed humans below. “Listen up, people. We’re leaving for Scotch Creek in a bit where there’s food and shelter for all of you. First we have to get this portal situation figured out. Until then, Willy is still here for you to dish out whatever justice you think he deserves. I leave it in your hands.”

***

Kahi was true to her word. In a few minutes she had the portal locked down so no one could access the device outside of the chamber they were in. With her instructions they were able to dismantle the portal into its core components: the platform, the rings, the command console, and the power source. An aether crystal about the size of Jake and Darius combined was suspended in a golden ring. All of this they were able to fit comfortably in the back of Jake’s truck, the Brawler.

As for Willy, the man was given more than a few bruises and left outside in the woods, tied to a tree. Jake wasn’t sure if that was a merciful outcome for the treacherous man’s actions, but it was better than the execution he feared would happen. Jake wasn’t even sure why he feared the people ending Willy’s life. He was a treacherous snake. A quick end was probably the best he could hope for. It was probably the best result for Invictus as well. Ultimately Jake had to hope he’d made the right decision in not outright ending Willy’s life.

Now all they had to do was get back to Scotch Creek and celebrate a job well done.

That just left the problem of getting all the freed humans back there. Luckily, Kahi knew how to pilot a pharaoh dropship. It was a cramped ride for the humans on board, but they would all be able to make the trip at once.

It took a few hours to reach Scotch Creek. At the outskirts of town they saw pillars of smoke wafting into the air.

Jake made a call. “Brad, this is Jake. Are you hearing me?”

“Crystal clear, Jake. How’s it going down in Armstrong?” Brad asked.

It was a relief to hear his voice. Maybe Scotch Creek hadn’t been leveled. “Mostly great. The aether bloom hit us pretty hard and the local wildlife wanted to eat our guts, but we sent them packing.” Jake realized he should have probably stopped by Armstrong to check in on them before leaving, but it was too late for that now. “Turned out the pharaohs developed some device to make the mutated animals and humans work together to attack us.”

“The pharaohs did? That’s not good. One of their ships alone already did a number on our defenses. We’re alive, but barely,” Brad said. “Had the dwarves not tagged along with us to defend, I’m not sure we’d be talking right now.”

Jake couldn’t imagine what a full-blown pharaoh siege would look like. Thus far they had only seen small teams. They were powerful, but nothing they couldn’t handle. “Glad to hear you’re making friends. We made one of our own, and she came with a gift.”

“More survivors?” Brad asked.

Jake chuckled as he pulled onto the road leading to the Gaming Center. “A lot more, a pharaoh dropship, and a pharaoh portal.”

Brad gasped. “You stole a pharaoh dropship? Michael, don’t shoot that thing down—that one’s ours.”

“Tactically acquired,” Tim insisted. “Plus, it’s not really stealing if everyone’s already dead, right?”

Mason groaned. “Kid, that is an infinitely worse crime.”

“Hey, they shot first,” Tim countered.

Jake smiled. “We’re pulling into the Gaming Center now, Brad. Don’t freak out when you meet our new friend, alright?”

“You made friends with a pharaoh, didn’t you?” Brad said flatly.

Jake groaned. “Why are you stealing my thunder like this?”

“You were making it pretty obvious.” Brad laughed. “See you in a bit.”

Jake drove through the western gate and pulled into the parking lot. Kahi carefully lowered the pharaoh dropship into an open field within their perimeter and opened up the dropship. Freed humans disembarked and stretched.

Brad pulled off his helmet as he joined them. “Damn, Jake. What were you doing out there?”

“Chasing pharaoh ships, freeing slaves,” Jake answered casually. “Oh yeah, Anubis is a real thing.”

Brad blinked. “What?”

“Yeah, that old Egyptian death god? He’s very real, very ancient, and probably comically overpowered for us right now,” Jake said.

Brad opened his mouth to speak but he couldn’t find the words. It took him a good few seconds to speak. “How are you still alive?”

Jake clasped Darius’s shoulder. “He’s a sneaky one is how.”

“I’ll tell you all about it later.” Darius beamed with pride.

“I can’t wait to hear it,” Brad said. “So, how about you introduce me to this friend of yours?”

Jake whistled for Kahi. “Come on out, Kahi. It’s safe. You’re with friends now.”

Kahi cautiously stepped out of the dropship. She moved toward Jake and the others, her gaze constantly flitting from one person to the next. Occasionally she would jump at sudden movements and reach for a weapon that wasn’t on her hip. She really was like an overgrown kitten. Eventually she made her way over and collected herself. With a deep bow, she said, “I am Kahi, formerly of the Pharaoh Empire, now a proud member of Invictus. If you would have me.”

Brad looked at Jake. “You just invited an alien into our guild without even asking?”

Jake gestured at Kahi. “I mean look at her. She’s so cute. How could I say no?”

Kahi straightened with a glare at Jake. “Just because I joined your guild does not make me your pet, human. We pharaohs may resemble your Earthling cats, but we are not the same.”

Jake grinned. “Well, that got you out of your shell quick.” His attention returned to Brad. “But seriously, Brad. She wanted out of the empire, and from everything my muse says, runaways like her are rare, especially living ones.”

Brad stroked his chin. “Well, she did fly all those people back here.”

“And helped us steal a pharaoh portal,” Tim added, his thumb pointing back at the Brawler.

“Did you say portal?” Graston’s voice came from the crowd, and in seconds the small gnome rushed to Brad’s side.

A dwarf appeared on the other side. “A pharaoh portal?” His blue eyes were wide with disbelief.

“Don’t the other alien races have portals?” Tanya asked.

Graston shook his head. “Of course not! That is a top-secret technology the pharaohs keep close to their chest. People get killed for merely asking questions about it.”

The dwarf nodded. “Yes, it is what gives the pharaohs such a massive edge in galactic theaters of war. With a large enough portal, they can simply move armies from one end of the galaxy to another. But no one else in the Collective has discovered their secrets yet.”

Jake curiously pointed at the dwarf while staring at Brad.

“Jake, this is Aznouk Metalbringer, the dwarven general who was sieging our walls before the pharaohs arrived,” Brad answered.

Tim held up a finger. “And you’re just letting him run around town?” He gestured at the destruction around them. “After they did all this?”

Jake grimaced as he saw the damage around them. Getting the Hub back on its feet was going to take months. Fixing up the Gaming Center would take even longer unless they used prefab structures from the advanced 3D printer. At least that particular facility seemed to be intact.

“Aye, it’s a complicated relationship,” Aznouk said. “One I am hoping will become an amicable one. Currently our council is engaged in an honor duel over the very issue.” The dwarf took a step forward to look past Jake’s party at the pharaoh portal. “But with an asset like this in your possession, I doubt even Rulguth would be foolish enough to throw away a potential alliance with you humans.”

Graston gave a big, exaggerated nod. “Of course he would be. And I wouldn’t put it past a dwarf to be so much of an idiot. Us gnomes on the other hand would love to start tinkering with this device. You know, I bet we could get it up and running today.” His gaze jumped over to Kahi. “If this cute little kitten would be so kind as to assist us.”

Kahi flushed, her ears flicking back as she glared at Graston. “I am neither cute nor little, gnome. Watch your tongue.”

Tanya chuckled. “I’m going to have to disagree with you on the cute, Kahi. If I wasn’t so worried you’d take my arm off, I’d pet your head right now.”

Kahi grumbled and muttered a barely audible, “Maybe later.”

Jake let out a nervous snicker. He wasn’t sure if Kahi was agreeing to getting some head pats later or ripping off Tanya’s arm. No one else seemed to notice her comment, so he decided to drop it.

Kahi cleared her throat. “Assisting you humans in making this portal operational is part of what I came here to do. The empire has a major base here on Earth, and if you have any chance of delaying a full conquest of your world you would be wise to hit it sooner rather than later.”

“Did you know about this, Jake?” Brad asked.

Jake shook his head. “No. This is the first I’m hearing of it.”

Kahi nodded. “This is how the pharaohs work. They send ships to a world, those ships establish outposts with portals, and once a suitable location is discovered, crews are brought in to establish a grand pyramid. These structures have portals within them capable of sending and receiving entire armies.”

Jake’s eyes widened. One arbiter alone was a difficult fight, and the other pharaohs were no laughing matter, either. If they threw an army at them, whether it be made of pharaohs or their slaves, Earth was in for a world of hurt. “How long do we have until that pyramid is finished?”

Kahi frowned. “Another week, maybe two if there has been a delay with materials. But that is unlikely with our portal technology.”

“We need to move on this now,” Brad said.

Jake nodded. “Darius, think you can take the party back to Armstrong and round up everyone?”

Darius nodded. “Of course. It’d be a lot faster if Kahi taught me how to fly that dropship, though.”

Kahi raised a brow at him. “It is not complicated. If you have piloted a hover car, you know the basics. I will show you.” She turned on her heel and headed back to the dropship.

Aznouk raised a hand. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to be part of this research project. My specialty may be warfare, but I love to tinker with new technologies. Perhaps I can be of assistance in helping to replicate the pharaoh portal, and you humans could share it among your peoples.”

“Seems awful generous of you, dwarf,” Graston commented with a suspicious glare. “Just to make sure things are on a level playing field, I will join in this endeavor as well. Can’t have you dirty dwarves with your fat fingers ruining delicate machinery.”

Aznouk let out a frustrated huff.

Brad clapped both aliens on their shoulders. “Relax, you two. We’re working together here. As soon as we have this portal tech figured out and the pharaohs are dealt with, I’m sure we can come to a fair exchange for the tech.”

“The Sparkgear Consortium would be more than happy to come to such an arrangement.” Graston jumped with excitement.

Aznouk nodded. “Aye, as would my people.”

Kahi returned as the dropship took off. “Darius is ready. Are we?”

Jake pulled a wrench from his toolbelt. “Let’s get to work.”


Chapter thirty-four
Sam


Acruel sneer spread over Rulguth’s face. The dwarf lifted his head off his fist, picked up his greataxe, and stood. “I accept.”

The sound of drums echoed off the room’s walls. Sam didn’t have much time to spot the drummers sitting up above with the council before she and Salvador were dragged away from the central part of the chamber. The rounded-off meeting place wasn’t just for convenience and acoustics; it doubled as an arena. Hastuil wasn’t kidding when he said honor duels weren’t all that uncommon.

“This guy is way too excited about this fight,” Salvador said in a hushed whisper.

Hastuil frowned as Rulguth made his way down into the arena. Ironmane joined shortly afterward. “There was always bad blood between those two, but I never expected such eagerness from the king’s favored advisor.”

“But this isn’t to the death, is it?” Sam asked. “The king would have Rulguth’s head if he killed his son.”

Hastuil shook his head. “Not if it is done within the confines of an honor duel, Sam. Especially not when the young prince was the one to call for it in the first place. Now they must fight to the death, or until one yields. But that is not a likely outcome. The stain to their honor would be far too much to bear.”

Ironmane drew his gun and readied his axe. “We have put this battle off for far too long, Rulguth. Far too long.”

“What ever do you mean, my prince?” Rulguth’s mocking sneer never left his face. “I have only done my utmost to ensure you run things in accordance to your father’s wishes. It’s not my fault you’ve always been so incompetent.”

Ironmane unleashed a fearsome battle cry. A shockwave of force erupted from his body and he took off toward Rulguth like a rocket. The two fighters clashed at the center of the ring. Ironmane moved with a fury and speed Sam hadn’t seen him use against the orcs. Rulguth, for all his mocking and taunting, had lost his sneer to focus on blocking the younger dwarf.

Just from watching the two aliens go at each other’s throats, Sam realized dodging wasn’t something they were good at. Their bodies were too stocky and bulky to evade anything but the sloppiest swings. The heavy armor they wore didn’t help things, either. At least not Ironmane’s. To Sam’s surprise, Rulguth never bothered to change out his robes for a protective layer of armor.

Was Rulguth that strong, or was he just cocky?

Salvador gulped. “Oh, we are so screwed.”

Sam leaned over to him. “What? Why?”

“I just looked up Rulguth’s stats and Ironmane’s,” Salvador said. “This table is stacked against us, hardcore.”

Sam frowned. She was tempted to look herself. But Ironmane had thrown himself into this battle for the survivors of Invictus just as much as he had to preserve the lives of his dwarves. If there wasn’t a chance, the dwarf prince would have never called for this battle. Or perhaps Sam was just telling herself that to keep from interfering in their duel. She let out an exhale. “Don’t tell me the odds, Sal.”

“OK, but we better start planning an exit strategy, because Chrome Dome over there doesn’t strike me as a graceful winner,” Salvador said.

That was a good idea.

Outside of the main entrance and the doors the council used to enter the room, there weren’t many options to slip out quietly. Sam’s eyes eventually fell upon a grate far too large to be made with anything less than a dwarf’s wide body in mind. The air vent was big enough for Sam and Salvador to squeeze by side by side in a tight fit if they had to. Unfortunately, the vent was far too exposed. Still, she made note of it and continued to scan the room for other exits while paying attention to the fight.

Rulguth kicked Ironmane back. With a furious swing of his axe wreathed in flame, he ripped the chest plate clean off Ironmane’s body. “My, my, it seems even the finest smiths in the kingdom can’t make up for your incompetence. I’ll be sure to make note of this when I report your death to the king. ‘He died as he lived, sire. Weak and pathetic.’”

Ironmane swung out his hand cannon and blasted at Rulguth’s face. The older dwarf blocked the blast with his axe, but the slug had too much force for him to stand against it. Rulguth’s body jerked back and he staggered away. Ironmane closed the gap in a flash and lodged his axe in Rulguth’s chest.

“You will do no such thing, Rulguth. I am done being your whipping boy.” Ironmane growled as he pushed his axe deeper into Rulguth’s chest.

Rulguth headbutted Ironmane away. The prince was sent rolling back along with his axe. “No, you won’t,” Rulguth said with a burning glare in his eyes. “Because you’ll be dead, boy.”

The older dwarf slammed his axe into the arena floor. A crimson fissure ripped forward from the blade, tearing right for Ironmane with a torrent of fiery energy. Ironmane threw himself aside in time to avoid being split in two, but the newly created fissure erupted in a wave of fire and stone. Ironmane was thrown across the arena. At the last second Ironmane buried his axe in the arena floor and prevented himself from being thrown out.

“Bold words for a rusty old dwarf,” Ironmane spat back.

The two dwarves clashed once more in the arena. Sam couldn’t help her awe as she watched them go back and forth, throwing each other around like rag dolls, tearing chunks out of one another with their powerful axes. They kept fighting through their wounds like they were mere flesh wounds. Compared to these two titans, humans were frail paper dolls.

“OK, so how big of a level difference are we talking here?” Sam had to ask Sal.

Salvador grimaced. “You know how the honor guard is all level six, right? Ironmane’s higher than that. He’s a level seven fighter. Rulguth’s the same level, but I mean look at them. The old dwarf clearly has higher-level skills, and he probably has more abilities to throw around, too.”

Sam frowned. She didn’t want to see Ironmane die. Not just because the future of Scotch Creek was on the line, but because she considered the dwarven prince a friend. She leaned toward Hastuil. “Is there anything we can do to help?”

Hastuil shot her a brief, horrified glance, like she’d just asked him if he wanted to go kick puppies. That horror turned into a scowl. “Absolutely not. Interfering with an honor duel is strictly prohibited. Not only would the stain on my prince’s honor be too grievous to ever recover from, but whatever legitimacy the outcome of this duel has will be lost as soon as any treachery is discovered.”

Metal crashed against metal. The arena floor cracked beneath the clashing dwarves’ feet. Ironmane pistol-whipped Rulguth across the face. Rulguth slammed the haft of his axe into Rulguth’s exposed stomach. Ironmane summoned forth a ring of spinning shields around him before Rulguth could drive his axe into the prince’s face.

Sam clenched her hand into a fist. She felt completely helpless, like her own fate and the fate of her people was completely out of her hands, because it was. Whichever dwarf came out on top would dictate the future relationship between the two species, and right now it looked like open warfare. They couldn’t handle another war on their hands. The elves of House Oberon already hated humanity’s guts. The pharaohs were more than likely on the same train, and the orcs were just agents of chaos looking for a good fight whenever possible. Invictus was strong, but it wasn’t so strong it could handle facing down so many opponents at once. They needed this. They needed Ironmane to win.

Hastuil clasped her shoulder. “Have some faith in the young prince, Sam. He may be brash and inexperienced, but he has a good heart. He will pull through for us, human and dwarf alike. By the paragons he will do so, I swear it.”

Sam wanted to say it would take a lot more than faith to overcome someone like Rulguth—like a poisoned knife or two to the dwarf’s back—but decided to keep her thoughts to herself. “And if he doesn’t?”

Hastuil frowned and turned his gaze back to the clashing dwarves. “Then I will do all that is within my power to ensure you two get out of this place alive. As my prince would desire.”

Salvador glanced at Hastuil. “You’d do that for us? But won’t that land you in a mountain of trouble with Rulguth and the other dwarves?”

“Aye,” Hastuil said simply. “But it is the right and honorable thing to do after all you humans have done for us. It is the least I can do.”

“You know, if this doesn’t work out, you’re welcome to join us at Invictus,” Sam offered.

Hastuil snorted. “And join a bunch of milk-drinking humans?” He opened his mouth to speak, then closed it as the last of Ironmane’s shields broke. The prince was thrown to his back. “That might not be such a terrible idea,” he admitted grimly.

Ironmane crawled along his back, blocking Rulguth’s murderous axe chops. “You’re going to have to try harder than that, old man,” Ironmane spat out with a mocking grin.

Rulguth roared as he threw another fissure across the arena. Ironmane rolled out of the way and staggered to his feet as the wave passed and detonated. It ripped through one of the arena columns, showering them and the audience with chunks of stone. Rulguth swung his axe around for Ironmane’s head. The young dwarf deflected the strike, but it still broke his guard.

Ironmane was wide open.

“You’re done for, Prince,” Rulguth bellowed. He brought his axe down on Ironmane, the blade sheathed in furious flames.

Ironmane dropped his axe and caught Rulguth’s by the haft. He wasn’t strong enough to stop the blade, but it was enough to keep himself from being cleaved in two. Rulguth’s axe bit deep into Ironmane’s shoulder. The young prince growled out in pain.

The council chamber erupted with gasps, cheers, and begging pleas for mercy.

Hastuil tensed but remained stoic as he watched the engagement, as did the rest of Ironmane’s honor guard.

Salvador’s lips pulled back with worry, exposing his teeth slightly as he pinged other air vents as potential escape routes.

Sam couldn’t tear her gaze away from the battle. Ironmane’s health points were fast approaching zero. One more swing or even the simple act of tearing his axe free would end Ironmane’s life. This was it—Ironmane was done for, and there was nothing she could do but watch.

A manic, delighted expression came over Rulguth’s face. “Our time together is drawing to a close, Yangrur.” Rulguth pushed down on his axe. “Any last words before I end your miserable existence? I’d hate to tell your father his only son went out like a whimpering child.”

The words were an angry whisper meant only for the prince, but Sam’s focus on the pair was so intense she heard them like they were meant for her.

“I do, actually.” Ironmane coughed up blood. “Your services are no longer required.”

A confused expression took over Rulguth’s face, as it did Sam’s.

That was when she saw it. Ironmane slipped his hand cannon beneath Rulguth’s guard and pressed it right to his heart. The thundering bang heralded the shower of gore that erupted out of Rulguth’s back.

Rulguth’s jaw fell open. His hands released the axe, and the old dwarf staggered back.

Ironmane held Rulguth’s axe in place with one arm while the other worked his hand cannon, sending slug after mighty slug into the old dwarf until Rulguth lay dead on the arena floor.

Sam stood slack-jawed along with Salvador and everyone else in the room. No one had foreseen Ironmane turning the fight around like that, or at all. Rulguth had him dead to rights, and that sliver of health slowly ticking away from blood loss was the proof of it.

“Don’t just stand there.” Ironmane coughed. “Bring me a medic.”

Snapped back to his senses, Hastuil quickly pulled a red, sloshing container from his belt and tossed it at Ironmane’s feet. A thick red mist poured from the grenade. Ironmane vanished behind it with the sickly sound of an axe tearing free from flesh.

When the mist cleared, Ironmane was standing. Bruised, battered, cut up like an old tree that had survived one too many encounters with lumberjacks, but alive with just under a quarter of his health.

“The honor duel is settled,” Fokkaer announced. “Prince Yangrur Ironmane is the winner.”

After a moment of stunned silence, the council chamber erupted into claps and cheers.

Ironmane raised Rulguth’s axe in victory. “Rulguth Brightsunder is dead!”

The council chamber fell silent.

“With his death, the throne of Karak Ral sits vacant,” Ironmane continued. “It was my father’s wish that I come to this planet and expand the fortune of our great kingdom. That I claim new resources and valuable assets to help dwarven kind and Karak Adrin. Thus, by rite of combat and as Prince Yangrur Ironmane of Karak Adrin, I invoke the rites of succession. I hereby lay claim to the throne of Karak Ral.” Ironmane glanced around the council chamber. “All who oppose my ascension, feel free to join me in the arena.”

None of the other dwarves did. Sam wondered if this was out of a sense of self-preservation after what they had just witnessed, or if it was out of respect for the prince’s title and lineage.

Fokkaer rose to his feet and held up an ornate flagon of ale. “May you rule in honor and wisdom.”

The other council members joined in on the gesture, building up to a roar of celebratory cheers.

Again Sam wondered if this was genuine or out of self-preservation. Rulguth couldn’t have been the only dwarf on this council, or any other, scheming and angling to further their own position within the kingdom. But Sam wasn’t there to play inquisitor in the affairs of aliens. She was there for the sake of her people, for humanity and Invictus.

Sam stepped into the ring with a warm smile on her lips. “Congratulations on the victory, Prince. Or did your title change when you took this throne?”

Ironmane chuckled and shook his head. “No, no. I am still a young, naïve prince with much to learn. But now I have the authority befitting my station. At least in this karak. It will be a great many years, if I’m lucky, before I am graced with the honor of serving as king of Karak Adrin.”

“You dwarves really like that karak word, don’t you?” Salvador asked when he joined Sam’s side.

Ironmane stroked his beard with a soft chuckle. “I suppose we do. We have small karaks, city-level karaks, continent and planetary karaks, all the way up to sector karaks. Karak Adrin is one such karak. Why, I suppose if we could ever claim an entire galaxy, we would have galactic karaks.”

Sam couldn’t help but purse her lips. She was impressed. She wasn’t sure why this news struck her as a surprise or even impressive. Sam, much like the rest of humanity, had no idea how old the Collective was or how long dwarves or the other races had been capable of space flight. While humanity was still huddling together in caves, the dwarves were probably exploring deep space for all she knew.

Oh, Sammy. You’re adorable, Olivia teased her. The Collective is several millennia old, and while the dwarves were not one of the first spacefaring races, they are certainly among the oldest.

Sam simply accepted her muse’s input and moved on to more pressing concerns. “So, now that this mess is all sorted out, how about we get your dwarven army called off of my people?”

Ironmane smiled. “Straight to business as usual, eh? Very well, Sam. I will call for their immediate withdrawal. But first.” Ironmane cleared his throat. “As my first order of business as chairman of Karak Ral, I declare a complete and total cessation of hostilities against humanity. Sam and Salvador of the guild Invictus have proven themselves brave and honorable warriors. As such, we will no longer treat them as backwater space monkeys. We will treat them as humans, our younger, less experienced equals.”

“Well that wasn’t totally backhanded,” Salvador whispered to Sam with a slight smile on his face.

Sam nodded. “He knows the crowd he’s playing to. Give him some slack.”

The council bickered for a moment about their mission on Earth, resources, mining rights, the break in tradition, and so much more. Rulguth stared them down and the council fell silent.

Fokkaer smiled down at the prince. “Very well, Prince. It will be done. We will draft the terms of an alliance I am certain the humans will find most advantageous. When you meet them, negotiations are sure to be swift and efficient.”

“Thank you, Fokkaer,” Ironmane said to the red-robed dwarf. He turned back to Sam. “Now let’s see about the army.”

Ironmane’s eyes fell out of focus and his gaze turned away. “General Metalbringer, this is Prince Ironmane. I come with new orders regarding our human friends.” The prince fell silent for a moment. His brow furrowed. “What? Pharaohs attacked the human settlement? Your army as well?”

Sam shared a worried glance with Sal.

Ironmane’s eyes widened. “A portal?” His every word dripped with surprise. “You mean to tell me the humans actually captured a pharaoh portal, and befriended one of them?” His gaze turned to Sam. There was a mix of awe, fear, and a hint of relief.

Sam had no idea how to react to either the dwarf’s expression or the news. So she smiled quietly and waited.

“Very well then,” Ironmane finally said. “I will muster our forces. The humans will have my axe.”


Chapter thirty-five
Brad


Jake, Graston, and Aznouk ran off to Tim’s garage along with Kahi to work on the pharaoh portal. It was one of the few structures within their walls that hadn’t suffered any damage deeper than a cosmetic level. It was also where they kept the bulk of their tools, so it made sense.

Tim, along with the rest of Jake’s party, had all climbed aboard the pharaoh dropship and headed off to Armstrong to gather the others. Brad wasn’t sure how many trips it would take them to bring everyone over, but one thing was certain: They were going to need every capable fighter they could get their hands on if they had a hope of saving their world.

One week. That’s how long they had before this pharaoh pyramid with its super-sized portal was completed. If they couldn’t stop it, untold numbers of pharaohs would stream through and just like that, the last embers of humanity would be snuffed out.

Brad wasn’t about to let that happen. Even if it was the last thing he did, he would make sure to send the pharaohs packing. But there wasn’t much he could do about the strange aliens with animal heads at the moment. All he could do was hurry up and wait.

Les was handling the cremations for their dead and fallen. Ceres and Teresa were off inspecting the damage to their home. Karen, to Brad’s surprise, was rounding up the wounded and gathering them up at the Gaming Center.

It was going to be a while before everyone was gathered up. Brad decided the best thing to do was check in on Nokor and the others.

He marched down into the upgrade center where Nokor sat cross-legged with a grim look of concern. And who could blame the ogre? He had a room full of writhing cultivators on the floor. Even Lewis hadn’t come through unscathed.

“Brad!” Danny shot to his feet and snatched Brad’s arm. “You gotta help them. Elsie and Effie and Lewis and everyone else got sick from all the fighting, and Nokor can’t help them.”

“Really?” Brad was genuinely surprised. He looked back to the ogre. “Are you out of mana?”

Nokor shook his head. “Too much aether to drain. It has left my own core…messy.”

The curious part of Brad’s mind wondered what that looked like, but it wasn’t going to do him, or the strewn-about cultivators, any good if he wasted time with questions. Brad raised his hand and cast Aether Siphon on five cultivators at a time. Each time he drained just enough mana from their bodies to clear the black-purple veins lining their pale flesh. It was enough to get them healthy enough to sit up, and hopefully not enough to cause any issues for their cultivation.

You have received 1,537 aether.

Lewis let out a dry cough. “Thanks, Brad. I was starting to feel myself fading away there.”

Effie and Elsie nodded and hugged to their father’s side.

“It’s what I’m here for.” Brad smiled. His attention turned to Nokor. “Do you need some help too, or do you have it under control?”

Nokor shook his head. “Give me an hour and I will have this excess aether sorted out,” he said with clear strain in his voice. The ogre may not have been as inexperienced or sensitive to aether as the human cultivators, but even he was struggling.

Brad wondered if this was a side effect of allying with the dwarves against the pharaohs. The dwarves had joined in on their larger raid party and killed plenty of pharaohs, along with their constructs, beyond their walls. But while the drones didn’t give them any aether, the pharaohs had to be worth a good bit, especially with how protective they were of their leaders. Brad decided that was the case. The dwarves, and probably the rest of Scotch Creek’s defenders, had killed more pharaoh soldiers than his own party, and that was what caused a surge of fresh aether to overwhelm the cultivators.

“Keep working on your cultivation,” Brad finally said to Lewis and the others. “I know this fight was huge and so was the aether we were all getting, but in the future we’re going to need all of you to be in peak fighting shape.”

Lewis glanced up at Brad. “Is another fight coming?”

Brad couldn’t help cracking a smile. “There’s always another fight coming. But yes, there’s a big one on the way. Jake apparently befriended a pharaoh and she says they’re building a huge pyramid to teleport armies to Earth instantly.”

“Damn,” Lewis said under his breath.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought too,” Brad agreed.

Danny tugged at Brad’s arm. “I want to help.”

“Me too,” Effie said.

Elsie nodded.

Brad’s smile grew concerned. Child soldiers was easily in his top five things he wanted to avoid making, ever. But if they needed them… Brad punted those thoughts out of his mind. The fight with the pharaohs was going to be their toughest battle yet, worse than the fighting they had seen against the elves of House Oberon, but if they needed to throw kids into the fighting, they had already lost.

“No, you won’t,” Brad said.

“But—” Danny began to protest.

Brad patted the boy’s head. “I’ll teach you how to fight and defend yourselves, but you are not going to fight in this war. You’re just kids. You’re far too young to be dealing with things like this, no matter how messed up our world is now.”

Danny frowned up at Brad. “But I couldn’t protect anyone by hiding. I couldn’t protect my dad or my mom or anyone that died out there. I have to get strong.” Beads of tears had formed in the corners of his eyes, but he held them in.

Brad wasn’t sure what to tell Danny. It must have felt terrible to be so powerless, helpless. There were many times in his life he had felt the same way, especially after the apocalypse. Gaining strength and experience was the only way to overcome that helpless feeling.

But Danny was just a kid.

Brad wondered what Danny would do if he found out who killed his mother, and that they were trying to form an alliance with those same people to take on a bigger threat. Would Danny turn on the dwarves, or turn on Brad? Whatever the boy decided to do in the end, the secret would be an impossible one to keep. Brad just didn’t have the heart to break it to him. What Brad did have, however, was a desire to protect the kid. If something happened to him while they were off fighting the pharaohs with the rest of their guild, Danny, the twins, and the few people they left behind would be all that was left of Invictus. They had to be able to take care of themselves.

“You’re not going to fight in the war.” Brad pulled away from Danny.

The boy’s eyes dropped, and tears fell from his eyes with a quiet sob.

“But I’m not leaving you defenseless, either.”

Brad went over to one of the 3D printers and scrolled through the options. He remembered Danny mentioning something about his muse talking like a cowboy and recommending a cowboy gun. Since he was a ranger, the choice was simple. Brad ordered the boy a heavy revolver, a bandolier, and ammunition.

Was it absolute overkill for a young boy to carry such a gun around? Brad thought so. With the threats they were facing, the revolver he’d gotten Danny had the kick to it necessary to eviscerate the everyday challenges they faced in their new world. With the increasing threat of mutants, higher-level seeders, and alien invaders, the revolver was the single best investment Brad could think to make in Danny’s safety, at least for when he wasn’t around to care for the boy.

But there were cons to the gun.

The weight alone would make it difficult for him to lift, and the recoil would send him flying back. At least, if Danny was a normal boy. But there was nothing normal about any human now. They were all enhanced thanks to the nano-pill, and Danny was no different.

Brad held out the revolver and bandolier to Danny. “These are for you.”

Danny stared at him with wide eyes. “But Mama said I couldn’t have any until I was older.”

Brad nodded. “Yeah.” He took a moment to measure his next words carefully, but there was just no good way to put it. Not to anyone, and least of all to a child. “And she’s not around to protect you anymore.” Brad carefully placed the bandolier around Danny’s shoulders and tightened it to fit him snugly. “One day I might not be here to protect you, either.” He took Danny’s hand and placed the revolver in it. “That’s why I’m going to make sure to teach you everything I can while I’m still here, Danny. So you can protect yourself and protect others.”

Danny’s face twisted and reddened. He was suppressing a cry as he held the gun in his hand.

Damn it, I messed that up big time, Brad thought.

It was a good talk. Too harsh for a kid, but a good talk, Frank said. Sooner or later that kid’s going to learn the hard way, and it’s better that he learn early from someone who cares about him.

Brad groaned internally. Still feels like I kicked the kid while he’s down. He dropped to a knee and clasped Danny’s shoulder. “Come on, Danny. Let’s make a cowboy out of you.”

Danny pursed his lips and nodded. He choked down a sob, then said, “OK.”

Brad smiled. At least the kid was putting on a brave face. If the world didn’t calm down soon, he was going to need that skill and a whole lot more to make it through in one piece. “Let’s go, then.”

Danny fumbled holstering the revolver a few times as he followed Brad out. They went past the damaged cafeteria now acting as a triage center. Healers were hard at work patching everyone up, treating critical wounds and other status effects. Brad tossed out a few Sanctuary spells to lessen their workload. The healers could handle treating the wounded just fine on their own. Brad could take the time to teach Danny a thing or two before some other pressing matter came up.

Brad took Danny out west to a patch of the woods behind the Gaming Center they had cleared out to put together a firing range. The targets weren’t anything fancy: metal plates with painted rings on them, cans, bottles, a few wooden boards. Enough to get the job done, but nothing particularly durable.

“Here we are, Danny. Ready to start shooting?” Brad asked.

Danny nodded, a small smile pulling at his lips. “Yeah.”

“Good. But let’s go over the basics first.” Brad pulled up his shotgun and pointed at the barrel. “That’s the business end of the gun—where the bullets come out of. It’s dangerous, so never, ever, ever point it at yourself or anything you don’t intend to shoot, OK?”

“OK,” Danny agreed.

Brad gestured down to his hand with his head. “Next thing is to keep your finger off the trigger until you’re ready to shoot like I’m doing here. This keeps accidents from happening, like shooting yourself or someone you don’t want to.”

Danny gasped. “That can happen?”

Brad chuckled. “Oh yeah. All the time, at least it used to before this mess. There are whole video compilations of gun fails just like that, and you’re not going to add to them.”

Danny gave a hurried, worried nod.

“OK, now pull out your gun,” Brad said.

Danny carefully grasped his revolver. The gun was comically oversized in his little hand, but if they had any luck Danny would grow into it in a few years. The important thing was that he could hold the gun and lift it with surprising ease for its size.

Brad couldn’t help but chuckle as Danny kept his finger so far off the trigger it was hovering over the gun. “You don’t have to be afraid of the gun. It’s a tool, nothing more. A tool you control. It won’t do anything unless you make it. So go on and rest that finger on the side there.”

Danny did as instructed and kept the gun pointed down at the floor.

“You’re a natural,” Brad praised. “Now the last basic thing you should know about this gun or any gun is to always treat it like it’s loaded. Doesn’t matter if I gave it to you or you checked that it doesn’t have any bullets in it, this helps prevent accidents.”

Danny blinked at Brad. “Loaded?”

Brad chuckled. “Loaded means a gun has bullets in it to shoot.” He pumped a shell out of his shotgun. “This is a shotgun shell. This is what my shotgun shoots. Your revolver uses those bullets on your bandolier.”

“So is my gun loaded?” Danny asked with mixed fear and excitement.

Brad gestured at one of the metal plates propped up against a tree. “Try it.”

Danny lifted the gun with both hands, closed an eye, and stuck out his tongue as he tried to aim. He squeezed the trigger. The gun clicked. “It didn’t go bang!”

Brad snorted. “Of course it didn’t. I wouldn’t give a kid a loaded gun.”

Danny let out a frustrated huff and stared at Brad with those big brown eyes of his.

“Come on, I’ll show you how to run this thing,” Brad said.

It took a few moments to run Danny through the basics of working his gun. Everything from loading, reloading, working the hammer, and firing. Danny was a fast learner, and Brad attributed it more to him being a curious kid with a genuine desire to learn than anything the nano-pill did. Eventually they got down to the big moment.

“Load up the gun and take aim, Danny.” Brad pinged the same metal plate for the boy. “Remember, nice, slow breaths.”

Danny aimed the pistol at the painted metal plate. He didn’t struggle at all with the weight of the oversized revolver, but holding it steady and keeping both eyes open were problems. They were bad habits, but they’d get around to working on them later.

“Squeeze the trigger. Nice and slow,” Brad said.

Danny slowly worked the trigger. The hammer on the revolver pulled back with the motion, then snapped forward.

Bang!

The revolver threw out a heavy bullet that sent Danny’s small arms flying straight up into the air. To Brad’s surprise, Danny didn’t take one step back. His accuracy left much to be desired, though. His shot didn’t land anywhere near the painted rings at the center of the target, or on the metal plate for that matter. Instead, the tree supporting the target was missing a great big chunk from its side.

Brad held up his hand to the boy. “Nice shot, Danny.”

“But I missed,” Danny whined.

Brad nodded. “Yeah but you hit the tree on your first shot and you didn’t drop your gun or fly back. That’s great. So come on, cowboy, give me a high-five.”

Danny cracked a light smile and slapped Brad’s hand with his own. “Yeah!”

Brad chuckled. “Now try that again. And keep both eyes open this time.”

Danny went at the targets again and again, struggling to keep both eyes open like Brad said, but with his careful instruction they were slowly working that bad habit out of him. Danny’s accuracy slowly improved, too. It only took a full cylinder for Danny to start landing shots on target, and another six shots before he started hitting within the painted rings. The system had to be helping Danny to some degree, and Brad was certain Danny’s muse was doing everything he could as well.

He is, Frank said. Just like I helped you figure out how to read a map at the zoo, that kid’s muse is helping him figure out how to handle that gun better.

Brad grinned, remembering how much of an ass he’d made of himself that day. Yeah, I can’t believe I completely forgot I had a map built into my head thanks to you and the nano-pill.

Frank laughed. The blood loss sure wasn’t helping.

“Uh, Brad, are you seeing this?” Les came in through party chat.

Brad pushed up to his feet while Danny kept working on his aim. “I’m in the firing range with Danny. What’s up?”

“There’s a big-ass brick with statues flying at us.” Les paused for a moment. “My muse says it’s a dwarf light cruiser.”

Brad dragged the dwarven general into the conversation with a thought. “Aznouk, what the hell, man?”

“Hmm? What is it, lad?” Aznouk said. “We’re in the middle of a breakthrough here. I can feel it.”

“There’s a dwarven light cruiser heading our way. Do you mind explaining that?” Brad pressed.

Aznouk was silent for a moment. “Oh! That, yes. I was so wrapped up in our work here, I completely forgot to mention Prince Ironmane is on his way with reinforcements.”

Brad didn’t like the sound of that one bit.

“Yes, they should be arriving any minute now to help us push on the pharaoh pyramid,” Aznouk continued. “Just as soon as we figure out where exactly it is we’re sending our forces to.”

Brad let out a sigh of relief. The last thing they needed was another fight.

“That said, lad, you must know we are woefully unprepared for a prolonged engagement with the pharaohs,” Aznouk casually went on. “Our stockpile of aether-siphoning weapons is extremely limited. So we will be relying on you humans to drain the pharaoh shields.”

Brad’s brow furrowed. “If the pharaohs are such a big threat, why didn’t you bring more aether siphons?”

“Logistics,” Aznouk answered. “We can only fit so much equipment and personnel into a light cruiser, and the pharaohs were not supposed to have any vessels in this sector for another three months. But the pharaohs were never too keen on telling anyone, even the Collective, what they’re up to.”

“So they caught everyone with their pants down,” Brad said.

Aznouk laughed. “Is that some sort of human expression?”

Brad tapped Danny on the shoulder and gestured for him to follow. “It means we were caught by surprise. I’ll head out to meet your prince. I’m assuming you’re going to come with to make an introduction?”

“Hahah, no, lad. We almost have this thing running according to Kahi. I’ll meet the prince as soon as we have the good news.”

“Good luck.” Brad hoped he didn’t come off sarcastic as he ended the call. He made his way through the woods with Danny at his side, heading for the giant yellow marker approaching Scotch Creek.

“Where are we going?” Danny asked while fumbling with his revolver and holster.

“To meet a dwarf prince,” Brad said. “They’re here to help us fight the pharaohs. Maybe become our allies.”

Danny came to a swift stop. “Allies are like friends, right?”

Brad frowned. Danny was probably far more aware of things than he would have liked. This was going to get real awkward, real fast. “Sort of. It means we aren’t fighting each other for now. At least until we get rid of the pharaohs. If the dwarves still want to play nice after that, we can see about becoming friends.”

Danny shook his head. “But we can’t be friends. They’re monsters. They were fighting us and they killed my mom. They killed lots of our friends. I saw their names get crossed out of the HUD. I heard them talking about fighting dwarves.”

Brad sighed. Danny really was a lot sharper than he gave the kid credit for. “Yeah. They did, Danny.”

“So why are we trying to be friends with monsters?” the boy snapped with tears welling in his eyes.

Brad looked away from Danny. “They’re not monsters, Danny. They’re people like us. Just different.”

“They fought us like monsters,” Danny cried out.

Brad nodded. “War’s complicated, kid.” He leaned against a tree and faced Danny. “Before the seeders came, we humans were fighting each other all the time over all sorts of things. Especially resources like those dwarves that came for us. Even after the seeders came we were being attacked by humans, Danny. You remember that. Colton and his people took you and your mom hostage.”

Danny looked down, his lips pursed tight.

“If Colton and his people had apologized for what they did and tried to get along, I would have been happy to work with them to fight the seeders. But they didn’t give us a choice,” Brad said. “These dwarves are different than Colton and his people, as far as I can tell. So I’m willing to give them a chance. That’s all.”

Danny shot his gaze up to Brad with tears in his eyes. “You want me to make friends with the monsters that killed my mom?”

Brad shook his head. “I’m not asking you to make friends with them or even like them, Danny. I’m asking you to give them a chance.”

“Why?” Danny shouted.

Brad took a deep breath. “Because we killed plenty of dwarves ourselves out there. Those dwarves were someone’s kids, brothers, sister, mothers, and fathers.” He didn’t actually know if there were dwarven women out there, but he felt it added to the impact of his statement. “They may have started this fight, but I’m sure plenty of them are feeling the same way about us that you’re feeling about them.”

Danny huffed and stared at his feet.

“So be the bigger man, Danny,” Brad said. “Give them a chance to prove themselves.”

Danny waited for a long moment before finally asking, “What if they’re still monsters?”

Brad walked up to him and placed a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Then you’re going to show them what you can do with that gun of yours.” He hoped that wouldn’t happen, but he didn’t want to lie to Danny, either. It was a very real possibility things could go south between them and the dwarves. He would much rather have Danny aware of the situation and ready to react than be caught up in the crossfire.

Danny gave a big nod and wiped the tears from his eyes on his sleeve. “OK, Brad.”

Then again, Danny was a kid. Brad had seen plenty of full-grown adults choke in the face of danger. What chance did a kid really have if a full-blown war broke out between them?

“On second thought…maybe you should stay behind. In case things get messy,” Brad said.

Danny shook his head. “No! I’m going with you. I want to see these monsters with my own eyes, and if they’re really monsters I want to fight them.”

Brad rubbed at his brow. He didn’t want to risk the kid’s life, but one look into those big, fiery eyes was enough to tell him there wasn’t going to be any talking Danny out of this. Sure, Danny was a kid, and he could just throw him at Lewis or Nokor to handle him, but that was probably going to grow into a big problem further down the line. “Fine. You can come, but you’re keeping that gun in its holster until we get into a fight.”

“If they’re not monsters I won’t shoot them,” Danny agreed.

“And if the fighting gets out of hand, you’re running to the Gaming Center to warn the others. Got that?” Brad said.

“But—” Danny began.

Brad squeezed Danny’s shoulder. “The others are going to need you to protect them. Like Effie and Elsie. Got that?”

Danny frowned but gave a grudging nod.

“Good. Now let’s go meet this prince.”

Brad led the way out beyond Scotch Creek’s wall, where the large brick of a dwarven ship landed just outside the woods where Aznouk’s army had rushed out of. It was out in the open, completely exposed. If Brad’s people had any real ordnance to hit that ship with, they would have been done for. Technically they had the tanks Michael had brought, but Brad had the sneaking suspicion they were going to need a lot more guns of that caliber to have a hope in hell of taking out the light cruiser.

Maybe Aznouk was being honest about the dwarves coming in peace. The general had thus far been honest about the political situation back home. Or maybe the dwarves were so certain of their victory they didn’t need to hide anything. One thing was certain: If that ship was jam-packed full of angry dwarves looking to kick their teeth in, Scotch Creek was already lost.

All Brad could do was stand in front of the ship and wait for this prince to arrive.

A large ramp lowered from the front of the vessel just as the rest of Brad’s party arrived. Except for Michael, who was back at the town gate with his mini tank column. He was watching everything from the relative safety of his tank and the gun that came with it.

“You brought Danny out here?” Les scolded him immediately. “After what happened to his mom?”

Brad was about to answer when Danny spoke.

“I wanted to be here,” Danny said. “I wanted to see with my own two eyes if the dwarves are really monsters.”

Les shot him a soft smile before glaring back at Brad.

“And if they are monsters, I’ll show them my cowboy skills Brad taught me,” Danny finished with a great big nod.

Ceres held a hand to her chest. “Aw, he’s precious.”

Teresa and Les leaned toward Brad from either side with glares that could burn a hole through his skull.

Karen grasped both women by their shoulders and pulled them back. “Ladies, ladies, please. Brad is only doing what he thinks is best for his adopted son.” Karen leaned over Brad’s shoulder. “You did adopt him, right?”

Brad nodded. “About as officially as I could.”

Karen smiled as she drifted over to Les’s side and pulled her gently away from Brad, like she was the bigger threat. “See? You’re worrying over nothing. Have a little faith in Brad. He’s thick-headed and short-sighted, but his heart’s in the right place.”

“I seem to recall a certain someone lost her entire guild because she was thick-headed and short-sighted,” Teresa shot back.

Karen gave her a glare.

Brad cleared his throat loudly and glanced at Teresa as if to remind her Karen wasn’t the only one who’d messed up to such a colossal degree.

Teresa lowered her gaze and looked away.

A formation of dwarves marched down the ramp, forming two groups at either side of it. They held their weapons at attention before another, smaller group of dwarves in highly ornate armor came down the ramp. Along with two shadowy, hooded figures.

The smaller group marched straight up to Brad and his party.

“You must be Brad,” the lead dwarf said. He wore the most ornate armor of the bunch, but he also had the shortest beard compared to the honor guard around him. “I am Prince Yangrur Ironmane, but please, my friends call me Ironmane,” he said with a light bow.

Brad returned the gesture. “I’m Brad Grosslin, Guild Master of Invictus.”

Sam and Salvador leaned around the dwarf prince’s back, not that they needed to, and waved at Brad with a thumbs-up.

“Your two rogues back there went through a lot of trouble to prove you humans are a worthy and honorable people,” Ironmane continued. “Far above and beyond the call of duty to secure this alliance.”

“I’m actually curious how this whole deal happened,” Brad admitted. “Your general, Aznouk, told us you were having an honor duel over it.”

Ironmane nodded. “Yes, that crusty old bastard refused to honor his end of the bargain, even after Sam and Salvador executed the orc leader, Gutwrencha.”

Brad blinked. “You guys killed Gutwrencha?” That orc had nearly killed him the last time they met.

Sam smiled. “Well…it was less of an execution and more of a fight to the death, but we pulled through.”

Salvador cleared his throat. “Barely.”

“It was a little close, yeah,” Sam admitted.

“Now,” Ironmane interrupted, “I am here to apologize on behalf of my people. While I ordered the mining crew to come claim Scotch Creek, I never intended for a prolonged siege. Rulguth refused to call for a ceasefire while Sam was fulfilling her contract.”

Brad glanced at the two rogues.

“It’s a long story,” Sam said. “I’ll catch you up later.”

Brad turned his attention back to Ironmane. “It cost us a lot of lives to hold off your dwarves. They’re strong fighters.”

“As are you, Brad,” Ironmane said. “For only level three, you managed to hold back a seasoned dwarven legion with superior forces and levels. But I hope we can put the past behind us. We dwarves aren’t a forgiving people, and I see the irony of what I am about to ask, but I am wise enough to recognize where we have gone wrong. Would you perhaps consider forgiving our transgressions here and ally with us to strike down the pharaohs?”

Brad was happy to agree, but he first looked down to Danny. The boy’s jaw was tense, his hand tight on his pistol’s grip as he stared daggers into the prince’s eyes. Brad placed a hand on Danny’s shoulder. It seemed to break him out of the whirlwind of dark thoughts likely swimming through his mind.

“The pharaohs are a threat to us all, Ironmane. I would gladly join forces with you to strike them down,” Brad said. “But we have lost a great deal of people at the hands of your dwarves. Compared to your kingdom, we’re a small community, a tight-knit one, and every loss hits us hard.” He knelt beside Danny. “Some of us were hit harder than others. Go on, Danny, tell him.”

Danny looked confused at Brad, then the dwarf. Anger flared right back into his eyes. He stepped forward. “You monsters killed my mom,” he declared for all to hear.

Ironmane’s face fell. He took a knee in front of Danny and clasped the boy’s shoulders. “I am sorry, boy. Truly I am.” He drew in a deep breath. “My own mother died in a war many a century ago. I understand what you’re going through, but to be asked to join forces with the monsters who killed her… I am afraid that would have been a step too far for me back then. It would be a step too far right now.”

Danny’s gaze met Ironmane’s. “You lost your mom, too?”

“Aye. It’s why I’m an only child,” Ironmane admitted. He looked up to Brad, then drew a deep breath. “Look, Danny. I know I have no right in asking you to ally with us after what we did, and I have less of a right to ask you to give us a chance to prove that we dwarves are friends, not monsters. But there are monsters far greater than us coming to this world. Monsters that can’t be reasoned with—monsters that seek to take over your whole world.”

Danny frowned. “But you’re not trying to take our world?”

Ironmane couldn’t help the light chuckle that escaped him. “I would be lying if I said that wasn’t our initial intention. But that was before we met Sam and Sal. They showed us we would be better off working together than against one another. And right now it seems that is our only chance to stand against the Pharaoh Empire. I’m not asking you to like me or even forgive me, Danny. I’m only asking that you work with us to take them down and stop other young ones like you from losing their loved ones.”

Danny looked up at Brad.

Brad felt like he was leaving the decision in Danny’s hands by doing this, but he nodded at the young boy to go on ahead regardless. They needed the dwarves’ help to take down the pharaohs, but if Danny couldn’t bring himself to tolerate their new dwarven allies, they were going to have a lot more problems in the future.

Danny looked down at the floor. “OK, we can work together.” His gaze shot up to Ironmane’s. “But if you turn out to be monsters, I’ll shoot you dead. Brad taught me how to use a gun, and I’m going to be the biggest, baddest monster hunter in the world.”

Ironmane smiled. “Aye, that’s right lad. You will be. And when you grow up that big, I want you to come see me. We’ll get you a real gun of dwarven make.” He patted his own hand cannon. “It’ll show those monsters they’re messing with the very best.”

Danny’s hard expression cracked into a faint smile. He looked up to Brad. “He doesn’t look like a monster to me. I think we can work with him.”

Brad let out a relieved sigh. That would make things far less awkward. Still, he would be lying if he didn’t say it was a bit worrying Danny had let things go so quickly. Did the apocalypse break him, was he more mature than Brad realized, or was his muse coaching Danny through his grief for the sake of humanity’s survival? Whatever the case was, Brad was thankful for Danny’s decision.

“Let’s head on inside, Ironmane,” Brad said. “I’m afraid Scotch Creek is a bit of a mess, but I’m sure we can still make you comfortable.”

Ironmane rose to his feet. “Anywhere is more comfortable than a polished throne room, lad. We can discuss the terms of our alliance beyond the pharaoh invasion wherever you like.”

Brad nodded. Things were going to get interesting now.

Sam moved over to Brad’s side. “So uh, you mind telling me what’s going on with you and Danny?”

Brad drew in a breath. “It’s a long story, but the short version is, I’ve adopted him.”

“You what?” Sam balked.

“Yeah,” Brad said. “I’ll get you caught up while we eat. I’m starving.”

Ceres patted her stomach. “Me too. If Jake and the others keep working at the rate they’ve been going, we’ll have plenty of time to eat.”

Brad was happy to let them have their time. Not only did he want the portal tech to work properly, but he wanted some time to decompress. It might be the last chance he got with the battle looming on the horizon.


Chapter thirty-six
Jake


Getting the portal up and running was a surprisingly simple process with the core components Jake and his party took from the small pharaoh base. The miniature pyramid that held the portal up had been more for show than any practical purpose, and so all they had to do was plug the pieces together and let Kahi fire it up.

That was easier said than done, with Graston and Aznouk both ogling every inch of the pharaoh portal tech like a bunch of boys discovering girls for the first time.

“Amazing,” Graston said. “To think all it takes is a few simple rings channeling the power from this crystal to move people and things from one end of the galaxy to another.”

Aznouk nodded. “Aye, and the design is so simple, clean, and elegant.”

“It’s no wonder the dwarves could never get close to figuring out portal technology.” Graston had to get the jab in.

Aznouk leaned over to the smaller gnome. “Tell me again how that famous gnome inventor happened to be turned inside out, Twinguard.”

Graston coughed. “Accidents happen to the best of us, dwarf.”

Aznouk’s toothy grin peeked out beneath his thick beard.

Jake ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “If you two are done playing around, we have to get this thing up and running.”

“Yes, yes, we are aware of the time constraints, Jake,” Graston answered as he scribbled down everything he’d learned in a notebook.

Aznouk was doing the same. “We only need to observe the device in motion now to hammer out the final pieces of this puzzle, and I believe we will be capable of replicating this device.”

Jake glanced over at Kahi. “Is that true?”

The pharaoh had her arms crossed over her chest. She leaned against a stack of tires in Tim’s garage. “I am no engineer. If these two can understand pharaoh coding, then it is possible Invictus could start manufacturing its own portals. I wouldn’t send anyone you liked through those new portals to test them, though.”

Jake frowned. “Damn, we should’ve kept Willy around. Oh well. I’m sure we’ll figure it out when we get to it. Graston, Aznouk, are we ready to go?”

The pair finished reconnecting all the cables, sealing all the ports on the portal platform and console. It was all done in a flurry of motion until they came to the power core.

Aznouk finished putting the power core back together with its glowing aether crystal slowly spinning within. “Aye, lad. We’re ready.”

Jake nodded. “Alright, everyone back up. Kahi, fire when ready.”

Graston and Aznouk backed away behind tool chests and other solid-looking pieces of cover.

Kahi rolled her eyes and got to work on the console. “It’s a portal, not a bomb. You tiny men are perfectly safe.”

“Until a pharaoh strike team jumps through,” Graston said.

Kahi’s fingers danced across the console. “That won’t happen.”

The platform hummed to life as the aether crystal glowed with a dim violet hue. The rings on the platform twitched in their slots before rising into the air with yellow blinking lights on them. The rings slowly rose and spun back and forth, at times sporadically.

“What’s going on?” Jake asked.

“Running diagnostics,” Kahi answered, still working the console. “They always run for about ten minutes before a portal announces itself to the rest of the network. Plenty of time for us to lock our portal down.”

Aznouk huffed. “Ten minutes? That seems an awful long time for simple diagnostics. Damn pharaoh inefficiencies. They do this just to gloat about how great they are.”

“We do this because teleportation technology is extremely dangerous, dwarf,” Kahi said in a calm, even tone with the slightest hint of annoyance. “If anything is wrong with a portal, all manner of horrific things can happen to the people going through. Death, dismemberment, mutation, multiple bodies being joined together as one.” She shuddered. “There have been reports of people appearing in the void of space or random planets from portal malfunctions.”

Graston whistled. “I guess the pharaohs aren’t so great.”

Kahi laughed. “Don’t get too excited, little gnome. There’s a reason the empire uses these to move their armies around. We have made this technology extremely reliable—reliable enough to move entire armies. But we still treat it with the respect and caution it deserves. Our engineers may complain that the maintenance work they perform on these devices is tedious, mind-numbingly so, but without all that caution I’m not certain the pharaohs’ portal network would be half as reliable as it is now.”

Jake cleared his throat. “You didn’t happen to snag the manual on the way out, did you?”

Kahi inputted a series of commands into the console as the rings flashed green and returned to the platform. “I have it all right here.” She tapped the side of her head with a slight grin. “A little bit of an insurance policy in case you humans didn’t prove trustworthy.”

“Smart,” Graston said.

Aznouk raised a brow. “Are these humans a treacherous bunch?”

Graston snorted. “No but some of them like that Willy character Jake talked about can be trouble.” He smiled at Kahi. “But you were lucky you ran into Jake, kitten. He is among the most honorable and reliable humans you will find…probably on this whole planet.”

Kahi scowled at the gnome. “I am no kitten, you overgrown, furless ra—” The console let out a happy little chime. Kahi took a breath and refocused on the task at hand. “Diagnostics are clear. The portal is capable of operating at full capacity and…” With a few final inputs, she said, “Now we’re inaccessible from the rest of the network.”

“Won’t that give away what we’re doing here?” Jake asked. A locked portal couldn’t be a common thing.

Kahi pondered the question. “Locked portals are not an uncommon sight across the empire, neither are hidden portals. But out of an abundance of caution I have us placed outside the empire’s network. We can see them, we can jump into any of their open portals, but they can’t see us. Not easily, at least.”

Aznouk stroked his beard. “This does not sound safe in the slightest.” His attention turned to Jake. “We should station a heavy guard around this portal at all times, lest the pharaohs sneak in a strike force behind our backs.”

“That won’t be—” Kahi began, but was cut off by the portal rings rising.

Aznouk gestured at the blue, glowing rings. “See? It’s already happening! Now where’s my hammer?”

“And mine!” Graston scrambled for his weapon along with Aznouk.

Kahi furiously worked at the controls. “I’m not getting any coordinates for this portal.”

“Is it a hidden one?” Jake asked as he prepared himself for whatever was about to jump at them through the portal.

The rings spread out, their ominous blue glow pulsing brighter with every passing second.

“Maybe?” Kahi tapped away at the console. “Wait. I’m getting a signal. It’s not part of the pharaoh network.”

Graston took up Jake’s side. “That’s good news, right?”

Kahi frowned. “I’m trying to locate the portal source now.”

The rings flared as a brilliant beam of blue light shot up from the portal platform. The beam ripped a hole right through the roof of Tim’s garage as it shot into the heavens.

“Tim’s going to be pissed about that,” Jake commented.

“I told you this would happen,” Kahi said. “Portals and interiors do not get along. Not without a structure specifically built for them.”

Aznouk gathered up his hammer and took Jake’s right flank. “Too late for regrets now, pharaoh. Brace for battle.”

“Location locked,” Kahi shouted. “They’re coming from some place called Florida.”

Five humanoid figures materialized in the blinding beam of light and slowly marched forward.

Jake didn’t have time to answer; the largest of the figures charged forward with a shield in one hand and a blade in the other. He caught the towering man at the last second, one hand controlling the…shovel? There was only one lunatic in the entire galaxy who could possibly be wielding such a strange combination of weapons.

He leaned his head around the shield to look at the masked man. “Aron?”

“Jake?” Aron replied behind his skull-shaped mask.

Two more figures erupted from the portal.

The first was obvious. Her red outfit and big, poofy hat were unmistakable. It was Jo. “Hi everybody!” she announced cheerfully with her hands in the air, full of fiery magical energy. The glowing spheres over her head showed she was ready for war as well.

Graston charged, but stopped immediately. “Jo?”

“Graston?” Jo sounded just as baffled as the gnome. “You’re not an angry kitten. What are you doing here?”

The other figure was a much leaner, much more heavily armored Chet with dual pistols and his oversized Barrett slung across his back. “Time to spay and neuter some mother fu—” Chet blinked. “Jake what the he— Ah!” Chet screamed as Aznouk’s hammer nearly crushed his ribs. Chet threw himself over a console and right into Kahi.

“Get off me, you brute,” Kahi hissed.

“Sorry, sorry!” Chet scrambled to his feet before realizing he’d fallen on top of a pharaoh. He let out a squeal and swung his guns at her. “Pharaoh,” he shouted.

“I’m not your enemy,” Kahi spat back.

Chet looked at Jake, Aznouk, Graston, then back at Kahi, then back at Jake, then back at Kahi again. “You’re not the murderous space cat with a BDSM fetish?”

“What’s a BDSM?” Jo asked.

Aron groaned and patted Jo’s head. “Don’t worry about it.” He shot Chet a glare. “Chet, we talked about this.”

Kahi blinked. “I second the fiery girl’s question.”

Chet let out a nervous laugh. “And I second the big, scary, shovel-wielding weirdo’s response. Don’t worry about it.” He put his guns away and held out a hand to Kahi. When she took it, he introduced himself. “I’m Chet, that’s Aron, and the walking fire hazard there is Jo.”

She dusted herself off. “I am Kahi.”

Aron pointed a thumb over his shoulder. “And these two are… Are you two still hiding back there?”

The first of the two to step out was probably the most shocking of all. He was a bit short, with a deep tan to his skin and messy, wavy hair peeking out beneath his white cloak’s hood. The man tightened his grip on his golden staff and gave a tense wave to the others. “Uhm… Hi. I’m Nathan. Uh, healer I guess?” he said awkwardly. But that wasn’t the shocking part about him. It was the thing crawling out beside him. “And this is Alli.”

Alli was an alligator. A giant alligator. One that Nathan, Aron, Jake, and probably Aznouk could all ride at once and still have room for Graston to hop on. The huge creature let out a quiet hiss as it waddled off to get an angle of attack on the strangers.

“Holy shi—” Jake caught himself as soon as he saw Jo’s cheeks puff up and her glare. “That’s a big gator. He’s not going to eat us, is he?”

Nathan shook his head. “N-n-no. At least not yet. I fed him earlier, and you aren’t enemies.” He leaned over to Aron. “These guys are cool, right?”

“I would never have made it to Florida without them,” Aron said. “Now if my cousin Logan could stop creeping in the shadows, I’d appreciate it.”

“Sorry about that.” The voice came from behind Jake and his group. The party whirled around to see a man clad in effectively a ninja outfit. It had a few plates of metal strategically placed through the body for protection, but not much more. The man had dark-brown eyes that went along with his dark complexion, but other than that he was covered from head to toe like Aron. “Force of habit.” He stuck out his hand to Jake. “Logan Anderson. Aron’s cousin.”

“And edge lord extraordinaire,” Aron added teasingly.

Logan let out a huff.

Jake took his hand and shook it. “You’re the one he went out to save, right?”

“Technically my aunt, but I live in the area too. It’s a funny story how we ran into each other, actually,” Logan said.

Aron stepped forward and wrapped an arm around Jake’s shoulder. “And you can hear all about it later. Right now I want to know what you guys are doing with a pharaoh portal, this Kahi that isn’t trying to kill any of you, and a dwarf.”

“It’s a long story,” Kahi answered for him. “The short version is we have a week to capture or destroy a pharaoh base before this planet is overwhelmed.”

Jake nodded. “Yeah, that about sums it up.”

Aron slipped his arm off Jake to take off his helmet, exposing his scarred and shocked face. “Come again?”

It was the first time Jake had ever gotten a look beneath Aron’s helmet, and Jake was amazed he’d taken the helmet off so casually. Aron had always been very protective about his—for lack of a better term—aesthetic. But now that Jake could see those scars, clearly from a seeder, he realized it was to avoid the questions that inevitably came with them.

“Is he hard of hearing?” Kahi asked Jake.

Jake glanced at Jo. “Maybe.”

Jo just gave him a big smile. A smile that wasn’t shared by her bunnycorn, Nayla, who poked her head out of Jo’s bag to glare at him.

Aron shook his head. “So let me get this straight. You guys stole a pharaoh portal, made nice with this Kahi, and she’s telling you we have an impending invasion to stop?”

“Yeah, that’s what I heard too,” Chet agreed.

Jake nodded. “That’s the situation we’re dealing with.”

Aron stared up at the gaping hole the portal’s energies had streamed through into the sky. “It’s never a dull moment in Scotch Creek, is it?”

“No, it isn’t.” Jake chuckled. “Any chance you want to join in on this mess? There’s explosions to be had, alien butts to kick, and the whole fate of our world on the line.”

Aron threw his helmet back on. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world, Jake.” He turned back to face his cousin. “Logan—”

“Already on the line with the Syndicate,” Logan said.

“Syndicate?” Jake asked.

“Logan’s clan over there in Florida. They’re pretty big. Not quite as big as Invictus, but they’re close,” Aron said.

Jake snorted. “Sounds like a group of supervillains.”

Aron chuckled. “That’s what I said. They’ve got lots of wild characters down there, too.”

“Wilder than that awkward healer of yours with his pet alligator?” Jake asked.

Aron let out a quiet hum. “He’s the more reserved one of the bunch. Remember how Jason was trying to make murder chicken cavalry a thing?”

“He did,” Jake informed him.

“Nice! Well, they made gator cavalry a thing, so…if Logan manages to rope these guys in, the pharaohs are going to be in for a bad time.”

“The Syndicate is in,” Logan said. Aron cheered, and the rest of the room joined in. “On one condition.”

Jake grimaced. “What is it?”

“We need coordinates to hit, and they need to be safe. The Syndicate won’t commit forces to a suicidal charge.”

Jake pursed his lips. “And I thought they were going to be unreasonable about it. Of course we’ll get you that, but why can’t you guys find it?”

Logan scratched at the back of his head. “We sort of got our portal locked out of the entire pharaoh network, so we’re running blind. When your portal popped up, we thought we broke through whatever blocks the pharaohs had in place, but here we are instead.”

Kahi raised a brow. “You humans didn’t relocate the portal or lock it down?”

Logan let out a nervous laugh. “So it turns out these portals don’t take a Phillips head.”

Jake pointed at Logan. “Hah! You too, huh?”

“Yup. So we did the next best thing and started poking around in the console. It was a small portal, so we only had pharaoh squads coming through with the occasional vehicle,” Logan continued. “It gave us quite a nice stockpile of pharaoh equipment.”

Kahi’s jaw hung open. “Squads of pharaohs came through, and you just killed them all?”

Logan nodded. “Turns out going through a portal blind is a quick way to get shot to pieces. After a while they just gave up and locked us out. That’s why my clan leaders want the location to be secure. They don’t want to be on the receiving end of what we did to the pharaohs.”

“I volunteer my finest dwarves to lead the scouting mission,” Aznouk said. “If there are any pharaohs waiting for us on the other side, they will be dealt with swiftly and decisively.”

“No they won’t,” Kahi said. “You dwarves, small as you are, are far too broad, heavy, and loud to perform any kind of reconnaissance. That’s why your kind serve as shock troops or technicians in our legions.”

Aznouk opened his mouth to snap back at her, but Graston cut in. “Which is exactly why you should send a party of gnome rogues through. We have a few back on the ship that can be here in ten minutes.”

“No,” Kahi repeated. “You gnomes are small, agile, and good at sneaking, but you are frail, predictable, and easily distracted. Your gnomes will get themselves killed, or worse, captured, if we send them through on their own.”

“Is that so?” Graston huffed. “And what would your mighty pharaohness use us gnomes for?”

Kahi sat on the portal console’s edge. “Technicians, crafters, and if a rare slave shows the discipline for it, rogues and scouts. But even those rare gnomes are closely monitored for the aforementioned reasons.”

“They couldn’t possibly be that bad,” Graston insisted.

“One particular gnomish rogue started tinkering with elven security consoles in the middle of a job,” Kahi said. “Her handlers decided to allow this rogue to indulge for the potential good it might do. Rather than sabotage the elf flagship as she was supposed to, this gnome alerted every single guard on the ship and had to be terminated before the elves could capture her.”

Graston gulped. “OK, so maybe we have a hard time keeping our hands to ourselves around shiny new tech. It’s perfectly natural.”

“And perfectly useless for scouts, assassins, and other roguish trades,” Kahi added.

Jake weighed the options Invictus had for scouts and he wasn’t liking any of them. Their other rogues were fine scouts, but for a mission of this importance he wanted someone with a great degree of skill and one who had succeeded where others would fail. Unfortunately there was only one party of rogues he could think of for this mission, and it was the last person in the world he wanted to put in harm's way. But if anyone was going to get this job done and get it done right, it was going to be her.

“I think I have just the right rogues for the job.”


Chapter thirty-seven
Sam


The negotiations with Ironmane dragged on for quite some time in the ruined Gaming Center cafeteria. The issues effectively boiled down to two things: how big the split of aetheric ore would be between dwarves and humans, and how quickly Invictus would share the portal technology with the dwarves.

Brad pushed for a sixty-forty split with the dwarves and a when-it’s-ready timeline on the portals. Ironmane and his dwarves weren’t too excited about that, but Brad wasn’t about to let them off so easily after all the damage they had caused.

Sam hung out in the back with Danny during these negotiations. The young boy caught her up on everything that had happened while she and Salvador were out dealing with the dwarves. She much prefered it to the larger-scale politics Brad needed to deal with.

“So Brad really said he’d take care of you?” Sam finally asked after Danny paused for a breath.

Danny gave a big nod. “Yeah. He’s really nice and cool, like that day he saved us from the monsters back home.”

Sam smiled at Brad. He had a stern expression carved into his face, a poker face of sorts, as he dealt with the dwarves. He may have been a dunce when it came to picking up on even the most blatant signs, but he was a good guy under all that. “All on his own?” She had to be sure.

“Uh-huh,” Danny said.

Salvador frowned. “But that thing with the dwarves… Are you sure about working with them, kid? Even after…”

Danny stared at his feet. “N-no,” he said sheepishly. “Not really. But they said we have to fight even bigger, scarier monsters, and I saw them.”

“You saw the pharaohs?” Sam asked.

Danny shrank in on himself. “Don’t be mad, OK?”

Sam glanced at Sal.

He nodded at Danny.

“I snuck out of the upgrade center to see what was going on when the cultivator kids got sick,” Danny admitted. “Nokor said I had to stay, but he wasn’t feeling good either, so I ran away up here. That’s when I saw them. Those pharaoh monsters.”

Salvador’s brow furrowed. “What did you see, exactly?”

Danny squeezed the booth’s cushion beneath him. “Lots of bugs. Gold ones, and flying snakes too. They were cutting people to pieces. There were cat people too. And they were mean, scary monsters. Just like actual cats, but worse.”

Sam hugged Danny to her side. There was no reason for a kid to be seeing those kinds of things, especially so soon after losing his last parent.

“So that’s why I thought we should work with those short, weird, beardy people,” Danny said after a long pause. “They had big laser guns and their ship had even bigger ones, and they blew up our home more than those dwarf monsters. I don’t like them, but if there’s more of those mean space cats coming, we have to stop them first, right?”

Sam nodded. “That’s a good way of looking at it, Danny.”

“What about after that, Danny?” Salvador asked. “How are you going to get along with the dwarves?”

Danny shrugged. “I dunno. I don’t have to like them, do I?”

Salvador chuckled. “No, you don’t. But we need to work with them, at least until they give us a reason not to.”

“But—” Danny began, but was cut off.

“I know, I know, you have plenty of reason to hate them,” Salvador said. “And that prince over there was the one who ordered the mission in the first place. But that same prince, Ironmane, tried to stop the whole thing as soon as he found out we weren’t monsters.”

Danny huffed quietly. “Well, why didn’t he?”

“Politics,” Salvador answered simply.

Danny looked up at Sam for answers.

“There was another dwarf, a mean one, who wanted to make Ironmane look bad to the other dwarves,” Sam explained as simply as she could. “Rulguth, he wanted us to kill as many dwarves as we could to do that. That’s why he didn’t call off the attack when we agreed to take care of their orc problem. He didn’t want to call it off even after we took care of it.”

Danny wiped a tear from his cheek. “So some dwarves are bad and some aren’t?”

Sam nodded. “They’re just people like us. Weirdly short, muscular people with really big beards.”

“With big guns and bigger axes,” Salvador added.

Danny let out a quiet laugh. “I guess I can give the prince a chance. He didn’t sound like he was lying about his story.”

“Yeah, kinda weird that he’d open up about it to a total stranger out of the blue, though,” Salvador admitted.

Sam smiled. “Wouldn’t you do the same for a broken-hearted kid?”

“Well I…” Salvador looked away. “No, not in public like that.” His gaze turned back to Sam. “I have an extremely manly, tough-guy persona to keep up, you know. Can’t exactly do that if I’m laying everything out in public for the whole world to see.”

Sam tried to stifle a laugh, but it came out as a snort. She was about to retort when the ground shook. Loose pieces of debris were knocked free from what remained of the ceiling. A brilliant blue glow poured into the cafeteria. She shot to her feet and ran to what remained of a window.

A beam of blue light shot out into the heavens. It was coming out of Tim’s garage where they were working on the portal.

“That’s normal, right?” Salvador asked as soon as he joined her side.

“No idea,” Sam answered as she instinctively drew her knives.

Brad walked up to her side, slipping on his helmet. “We should check it out. Carefully.”

Ironmane joined them with his weapons at the ready. “My people are already moving into position, Guild Master. If the pharaohs are attacking through that portal, we will meet them with the full fury of Karak Adrin.”

Sam held up a hand for the others to be quiet. “Hear that?”

“I don’t hear anything,” Brad said.

“Exactly.” Sam stepped out through the broken window and marched toward Tim’s garage. “If this was an attack, there’s no way things would be so quiet. I think they got the portal working.”

Salvador followed her out and pointed at the pillar of light. “Obviously.”

“Let’s move in cautiously, but easy on the trigger fingers. I don’t want any of you shooting my brother by accident.” Sam rushed on ahead to the garage.

“Get to the upgrade center, Danny,” Brad said before following after her.

Danny threw his arms into the air. “But I want to help!”

“Now, Danny,” Salvador shouted back as he and the others followed Sam in.

Sam darted past the forming-up cordon of humans, dwarves, and for some reason Michael was there with a trio of tanks. She stopped at the garage door to stare at Michael blankly for a second. Michael grinned and waved back at her with his tanks’ guns aimed at the garage. Sam shook the distraction from her mind and went for the garage door when it pulled open.

Jake blinked at her. “Sam? I was just about to go get you.”

“I was just about to come save you,” she replied.

The gears in Jake’s head turned slowly before he pulled back. “Oh! You saw the portal activate, didn’t you?”

“It’s a little hard to miss.” Sam leaned around Jake to see the pillar of light behind him and some people she didn’t recognize. “So what did you need me for?”

“Well I needed Sal, too,” Jake said.

Salvador gave a quick salute. “I’m here, and Brad, and everyone else.”

Jake leaned out of the doorway and let out a quiet chuckle. “Whoops. Didn’t think we were going to pull this much attention. Anyway, come on in. We gotta move quick on this.” He led the way into the garage.

Sam shrugged and followed him in along with the others.

“Sammy!” a familiar, bubbly, and oh-so-excited voice called out before a blur of red nearly tackled her to the ground in a warm embrace. “Sammy, I missed you!”

She’d recognize that voice anywhere. It was Jo.

Sam returned the embrace after catching herself on her back foot. “Jo! What are you doing here? I thought you were in Florida.”

Jo pulled away with an excited nod. “We were! We saw all sorts of fun places and met all sorts of fun people and blew them up in a super-mega-fun-splosion-time!” She leaned over to Sam with a conspiratorial whisper. “Chet says we did war crimes and we aren’t supposed to tell people about that, but I don’t know what he’s talking about. We weren’t blowing up good people—we were blowing up bad ones and monsters and aliens, but I guess aliens are people too.” Jo pulled back and tapped at her chin at that last thought. “Yeah. Graston and Aznouk are fun, and Kahi’s a big, adorable kitten!”

Kahi’s ears perked up at the mention of her name and her gaze snapped to Jo. “I’m not a kitten!” she protested.

Jo beamed right back at the friendly pharaoh. “Are too!” She fished a notebook out of her satchel and flipped through to a surprisingly detailed drawing of a cat. “See? You just have arms and legs.”

Kahi let out a quiet growl, then looked at Sam. “How is this red human so cute and simultaneously so insufferable?”

“She really likes me,” Jo insisted.

Sam just shook her head with a barely contained smile. She followed Jake over to Aron and Chet, who greeted her with hugs.

“Is it me, or did she get sneakier?” Chet asked.

Aron shook his head. “Hey, Sam. How’ve you been these past few weeks?”

“A mess, but alive. How was your road trip?” Sam asked.

“Awesome,” Aron and Chet answered together.

“We’ll tell you about it later,” Chet promised. “Right now there’s this whole doomsday scenario we’re trying to avoid, and the gator cavalry is just waiting to come out and play.”

Sam looked up at Aron.

“He’s not kidding,” Aron said.

Sam stepped past them to join her brother by the portal console while Kahi did…something to the device.

“Here’s the situation, Sam,” Jake began. “We’re going to send you and Salvador into one of the pharaoh outposts around their main base. Kahi says it’s one of the more desolate slave camps in the area, but it’s going to be your team’s job to secure the outpost for our forces to arrive.”

Sam’s gaze followed the pillar of light up to the sky. “I’m guessing a stealthy arrival is out of the question.”

“Unfortunately,” Kahi said. “Portals are a quick, efficient means of travel, but stealthy they are not. Luckily they often have lax internal security. No one has ever used our portals against us, so we have the element of surprise in our favor. If you two are as good as Jake says, securing this small outpost should be a trivial thing for you.”

“A trivial thing highlighted by a giant neon sign telling everyone we’ve arrived,” Salvador added. “Are you sure this is safe?”

Kahi shook her head. “No. But this area always has active portals sending and receiving supplies for the grand pyramid’s construction. A sudden activation would not be an unusual sight.” She worked the console’s display, then turned a few dials. “There, the coordinates are locked in. I’m ready to send you as soon as you’re ready.”

Sam looked back at Sal. “Are you ready for this?”

Salvador unslung his submachine gun. “Can’t even get one day off,” he complained with a grin on his face. “Let’s go, Sam.”

Brad placed a hand on Sam’s shoulder. “Be careful out there, Sam.” His gaze lingered on her for a moment before he pulled her in for a tight embrace.

Sam had been secretly hoping for a kiss, but Brad’s helmet would have made that a little awkward. Still, her heart skipped a beat at the show of affection. She was a little confused about how to feel about this after everything that had happened since they broke the siege at Armstrong, but now wasn’t the time to indulge those thoughts. “I’m always careful.” Sam smiled. She looked over to Kahi. “How does this portal thing work?”

Kahi hit a button and the portal pulsed with a hot flash of blue-white. She gestured at the beam. “Walk through it like a doorway and don’t stop until you’re out on the other side. Portals don’t handle changes in direction very well.”

“Sounds safe,” Salvador said sarcastically.

Sam nodded and rushed in through the portal. The less time they spent messing with this alien tech, the better. As soon as she hit the blue beam, a strange surge of vertigo pulled up at her guts, then the rest of her body. Her mind fogged over like it was in two places at once as she was engulfed in a sea of white with nothing but Salvador running at her side for company.

The white light surrounding them vanished, and suddenly Sam and Salvador found themselves in a large golden chamber full of obelisks, standing on an elevated platform.

A confused pharaoh with a bird’s head gazed upon them. He looked more curious than threatened, and compared to the feline pharaohs Sam had seen thus far, he was on the scrawny side. “You two are an unusual pair of…recruits?” His musical voice was just as confused as his facial expression. “I don’t recall the empire ever issuing garb like that.”

Sam and Salvador glanced at one another.

“Kill him?” Sam asked through the party chat. That seemed like the fastest, most efficient way to handle this problem.

Salvador stepped forward to the bird man with a warm smile on his face. “That’s because we’re a rather unique bunch. The special-operations types that do things other people aren’t supposed to know about under orders from the very top.”

“From the very top? Oh. Oh my.” The bird man looked flustered. “From Anubis himself?”

“Exactly,” Sam joined in as she approached the bird behind the console. She slowly inched around to his side where she could quickly make a move on him.

“Well, if Anubis himself has requested your presence here, then who am I to—” The bird’s eyes narrowed on Sal. “Wait. Where are your collars?”

Salvador tilted his head to the side. “What collars?”

“The collars every slave and recruit are given, regardless of how trustworthy they seem, for the express purpose of preventing betrayal or subterfuge.” The bird took on a more authoritative, alarmed tone with every word.

Salvador laughed. “Oh! Those. Anubis trusts us too much to put a collar on us. Like I said, we’re very special.”

“Is that so?” The bird’s gaze hardened into a glare. “Well I don’t believe you.”

Salvador gave the strange bird the most wounded expression he could muster. “Why?”

“Because Anubis himself is the reason we put collars on even those foreign species who join the empire willingly!” With that the bird raised his hand in the air.

Sam was on him in a flash. One hand held the bird’s long, slender beak shut while the other tore his throat open with her knife long before that hand could come down. She tossed the body away from the console. “That was close.”

“What was close? He was just going to—” Salvador stopped, then pointed at a red button on the console. “Oh, that’s an alarm.”

“Yeah. If I had to guess, it’d lock down this entire place if that bird hit it,” Sam said. She glanced around the rest of the room for any additional pharaohs, but the room was empty. Kahi hadn’t lied to them. “Brad, we’re in. The portal chamber is clear. Proceeding to the rest of the outpost.”

“Understood. Aron’s party is coming in behind you to secure the chamber,” Brad said.

Sam didn’t wait for them to arrive. She pushed on ahead, using her speed to clear the large chamber and move through the hall leading out to the main outpost. Salvador was close at her back the entire time.

They were greeted by a sharp gust of wind and bone-chilling air as the pyramid doors opened. The entire outpost was covered in thick white snow, and they only had seconds to take out the pair of guards at the door before they turned around.

“Where in the actual, frozen hell are we?” Salvador asked.

“The Kluane National Park and Reserve,” Brad answered. “Ironmane, how long would it take your people to get over there?”

“A few hours at top speed,” Ironmane said. “Faster if we go up into orbit, but the pharaohs will see us coming, along with any other races lurking in the void above.”

“You better get moving quick, then,” Sam said as she stepped out into the open. “We’re going to need all the firepower we can get.”

Off in the distance stood a towering pyramid of black and gold that dwarfed the mountains around it. The upper segments of the pyramid were still under construction, but it was clear enough to Sam what they were building. If the pyramid they’d just left was anything to go by, that giant structure served the same purpose on a much grander scale. Sam wouldn’t be surprised if two armies could be transported through the portal that could fit inside such a structure with ease.

They had to stop the pharaohs from completing their work, or the Earth would belong to the pharaohs in a matter of days.

Salvador grabbed Sam by the back of her shirt and dragged her behind a stack of towering slabs of stone. A patrol of pharaohs walked by with a band of orcs, dwarves, and gnomes ahead of them and a few humans to boot. They non-pharaoh part of the group wore glowing orange collars around their necks as they operated what must have been forklifts to move the very bricks Sam and Salvador were hiding behind onto a hover truck.

“We have to move quick,” Salvador whispered.

“Take out the guards, leave the slaves,” Sam said.

Salvador nodded, and the pair sprang into action. The slaves didn’t notice the pair of rogues, nor did the guards until the last second. Before any of the feline pharaohs could turn their attention to Sam, she threw a smoke grenade at one of their faces. The resulting blast of smoke shrouded the battlefield in darkness.

Sam drove her blade into a pharaoh’s back only to be met with a brilliant shimmer of energy. “They have shields?” Sam growled before shoving her knife hard. This time the blade pierced the barrier of energy and plunged into the stunned pharaoh’s back.

Salvador stuck his submachine gun to the back of a pharaoh’s head only to be greeted by the metallic twang of bullets bouncing off a hard surface. “Aw hell, this ain’t good.”

“Go slow through their shields,” Jake called out through the guild chat. “Their shields stop anything that tries to cross too quickly.”

The pharaoh in front of Salvador shook his head back into focus through the smoke and turned to face Sal. The pharaoh reached for Salvador’s throat. Salvador let out a strangled yelp and pushed the barrel of his gun through the shield. He held down the trigger and sprayed the pharaoh’s face full of bullets.
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Smoke cleared as another gust of wind whipped through the outpost, chilling Sam to her bones. There were no other pharaohs with the patrol, only the slaves.

“What in the bloody hell are you two doing? And where in the bloody hell did you two come from?” the shortest but biggest-bearded of the dwarves asked.

Sam looked around, hoping the dwarf wasn’t talking to them, but there was no one else around. “Liberating you?” she said, more of a question than anything. They weren’t there to free more slaves, after all.

“Oh sure, that’s grand, real grand,” the dwarf said. “Do you have any idea how many hours of electro-whipping we’re going to get because of this stunt of yours, human?”

The mopey orc huffed. “Whipping? Hah. They’z gon skin us alive they iz. Won’t even let us fight aboutz it.”

Salvador stepped up to the orc. “What if I told you we could get you out of that collar and get you in a big fight with all these pharaohs?”

The orc perked up at the mention of a fight. “You’d do that, ‘umie? For an old orc like me?”

Salvador nodded. “We just need to know who has the keys to those collars of yours.”

“That’s right,” Sam agreed. “We’re here to kick the pharaohs off our planet. If you want to join us you’re free to do so, but we’re going to need your help to do it.”

The dwarf laughed. “Oh please, Runtsmasha. Don’t listen to these scrawny monkeys. They’re here to get themselves killed, not fight the Pharaoh Empire. Nobody fights the empire and wins.”

Runtsmasha leaned down to the dwarf. “Not with that attitude they don’t, ya git,” the orc all but growled at the dwarf. “Reka Osorhe has the keys,” Runtsmasha said, and pointed at a boxy structure with a tower sticking out the top. “There. Crocodile man has an angry bite, tough one too, but if youz ‘umies sneak up on him like these gitz, youz can do him in all nice and cunnin’ like.”

“When the guards find out you talked to these monkeys, the damn guards are going to fillet us like fish, Runtsmasha. By the paragons, I know you orcs are lacking in the brain department, but think for a moment!” the dwarf protested.

Sam smiled at the orc. “Thanks for that information, Runtsmasha. We’ll get you and all the other slaves free in a moment. And when we do, we’d love it if you and the others could join us in taking out the pharaohs.”

A broad, toothy grin spread across the old orc’s face. “I’d love me a good fight I would, ‘umie. It’z been too long. Way too long since I smashed some runts.”

Sam took off for the structure the orc had pointed out. Counting the teleporter pyramid, the compound had three structures: the one the orc had pointed out, and another, larger structure that looked like some sort of warehouse if all the large doors were anything to go by.

“Aron, are you here?” Sam asked as she slipped around the back of their target structure.

“Portal room is locked up tight, Sam. What’s up?” Aron replied.

“We’re going after some Renek Osorhe. I’m guessing he’s the outpost commander of this place,” Sam said as she started climbing up a sheer wall in a hurry thanks to her enhanced abilities.

Salvador tried to follow after her, but without the same gene mods he had to find another way up on the opposite side of the structure.

“If things go according to plan, it’s going to get messy,” Sam said. “If they don’t…”

“They’re going to get messy, too,” Aron finished for her. “We’ve dealt with pharaohs over in Florida too, Sam. Reneks are basically pharaoh captains, and if you don’t kill him quick it’s not just this outpost you have to worry about. The pharaohs will send reinforcements here from every direction, including through the portals.”

Sam was afraid of that, but they weren’t going to sneak Invictus’s army through this outpost without getting rid of this renek regardless. “We’ll put him down clean, Aron. Just try not to shoot any of the freed slaves. They’re going to be on our side.”

“If they can keep from doing anything stupid, sure,” Aron finished.

Sam reached the top of the main structure. There was just the tower to climb up now. “Where are you, Sal?”

Salvador joined her a few minutes later. He crawled over the edge and rolled onto his back to catch his breath. “I need a minute,” he panted. “Climbing ice-covered walls. Not fun. Not fun at all.”

Sam chuckled at him. “Maybe you should pick up the flying squirrel gene therapies.”

“Maybe,” Salvador said after a deep breath. He rolled to his knees and stood up. “OK, I’m good.”

Sam led the way to the tower and looked for the way up with the fewest windows. Salvador dug around his pack and pulled out a rope with a hook attached to the end.

“Why didn’t you just use that to begin with?” Sam asked.

Salvador started swinging the rope. “It wasn’t long enough for the main building. But it’s long enough for this tower. Probably.” He threw the hook up top, where it snagged on something. Salvador gave it a few testing tugs, then grinned behind his mask. “Up you go, Squirrel Girl.”

Sam rolled her eyes, but climbed quickly up the rope. Salvador followed after her, taking much longer to make the climb. In the meantime, she scouted around for hatches or vents they could exploit. Sure, there were windows, but breaking through them with the reinforcement technology available to the Collective would be like trying to break open a concrete wall with her bare face. It just wasn’t going to happen.

When she found a small grate, Sam frowned. It was small—too small for her to fit through.

Rocky dropped down beside the grate and chittered at her.

“What’s that? You spotted a bigger hatch on the way up?” Sam asked.

Rocky nodded and chittered some more, gesturing at the air vent next to him.

“Are you sure you can get that hatch open, Rocky? You didn’t exactly know what you were doing with the pharaoh computers on Gutwrencha’s ship.”

Rocky let out a huff and flailed his little arms around as he chittered. It roughly translated to Sam needing to have some faith in his amazing abilities and that he’d learned a lot more about pharaoh tech while fiddling around with it.

Sam grudgingly pulled out her knife and started unscrewing the air vent. “Alright, Rocky. I’m putting a lot of faith in you. Don’t get yourself killed, alright?”

As soon as the vent was off, Rocky blew her a kiss and dropped inside.

Salvador joined her at the top of the tower. “So, find a way out of this freezing cold? I’d like to be able to feel my face again.”

Sam looked down at the vent. “Rocky thinks he can get us in, so we’re waiting on him.”

“Your pet squirrel?” Salvador’s disbelief couldn’t be any thicker in his words if he tried. “Really?”

Sam nodded. “He’s the one who got me inside Gutwrencha’s ship. Have some faith in the little guy.”

Salvador shrugged. “Whatever you say, Sam. But if we don’t find a way in soon, we’re going to have to go through the front door.”

Sam frowned. “That’s the worst possible option available to us, Sal.”

“I know.” Salvador put his arms up. “I’m just saying.”

A ping came from the side of the tower. Sam furrowed her brow, wondering who could have done that. When she went to look over the tower’s side, she found a hatch pulled open. A grin spread across her lips. “Rocky did it.”

“Learned how to ping?” Salvador asked.

“And got the hatch open,” Sam said. “Come on.” She lowered herself down the side of the tower and climbed into the hatch.

Rocky was waiting for her with his little hands on his hips, his head held high with pride.

Sam gave him a head pat with her fingers. “Good job, Rocky.”

Rocky chittered some more about the renek’s location.

Sam gasped. “Wait, he’s in here right now?”

Rocky nodded, then scurried down the service tunnel.

Sam followed through as Salvador squeezed inside behind her. The tunnels were small, cramped, and clearly built for something like a gnome or perhaps drones. Sam didn’t mind it too much, though. The tunnels didn’t make a great deal of noise as she followed Rocky. The flying squirrel opened up another hatch as soon as they arrived and pointed quietly out the opening.

There he was, Renek Osorhe. At least, Sam assumed as much. He was clad in dark-grey-and-gold armor. His head looked just like a crocodile’s, and if that wasn’t enough to make him look like the man in charge, the alien was also built like a damn tank.

Sam wasn’t sure she could kill the alien even with a pair of quick backstabs, considering the shields she had to punch through. But that problem seemed to take care of itself as the renek sat down on an intricately carved chair. The shield around him shimmered away, and he pulled up a console to browse what looked like email. This was their opening.

“Sal, how accurate are you with that sniper rifle of yours?” Sam asked as she oh so gently slipped out of the tunnel behind the renek.

“From this range? I could shoot a fly off his nose,” Salvador said as he carefully pulled out his rifle.

Sam crept up behind the renek with her knives at the ready. “I need you to take his head off while I’m backstabbing him. Think you can do that?”

Salvador was silent for a moment. “No promises on you keeping your head, but yeah.” His answer came off more nervous than humorous like he intended.

“I’m counting on you, Sal.” Sam moved into striking range. “Ready?”

Salvador let out a silent breath. “Ready.”

Sam plunged her twin daggers into the renek’s back. The crocodile-headed man only had a split second to throw his head back in a silent cry of agony that would never leave his toothy mouth. With nothing more than the click of metal against metal, Salvador sent a round flying through the alien’s skull that sent Osorhe crashing over the console.
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“Nice kill, Sal,” Sam praised, glancing over her shoulder.

Salvador let out what sounded like a mouse’s squeak and pointed anxiously at her. “Check your hood.”

Sam reached up to feel it and she found a hole ripped clean through. Her eyes went wide.

“Yeah.” Salvador dragged himself out of the tunnel. “It was a little close.”

Sam exhaled. “Well, we’re alive and that’s what matters. Help me find this key.”

“About that…” Salvador dug around the dead renek’s drawers. “What exactly does it look like?”

“Aron, what does a pharaoh slave key look like?” Sam asked.

“Look for a keyfob. Like the ones cars use now,” Aron explained. “You should be able to free all the slaves bound to it as soon as you find it.”

Sam found it in Osorhe’s pouch. She looked for a button that her HUD translated into release and hit it. “Got it!”

Shouts came from the levels below, and Sam knew their plan was already in full swing. “It’s showtime.”


Chapter thirty-eight
Brad


“We’re in,” Sam reported. “The outpost is clear, but it’s not the only one out here. I’m counting at least seven more on this map.”

Brad glanced over to Kahi. She confirmed this was the case. So far they had been lucky the rest of the pharaohs hadn’t been alerted, but this wouldn’t last long, and they couldn’t afford to have streams of pharaohs teleporting in from the other outposts. They had to take them all out if this attack was going to work out. But could they manage to pull it off without kicking the hornets’ nest?

“Good work securing that outpost, Sam. Now I need you to move after the others,” Brad said.

“Already on it,” Sam replied. “But if you could send some backup, that’d be appreciated.”

Brad nodded and pinged the other rogue parties to go ahead through the portals. These were larger groups, full parties compared to Sam’s two-man team, but their skills weren’t on the same level. “They’re on their way now, Sam. Point them in the right direction and they’ll take care of it.”

“Thanks Brad,” Sam said.

Kahi cleared her throat. “They will need to lock down or destroy the other portals for this plan to be successful, Guild Master.”

“So tell them how to do it,” Brad replied simply.

Kahi pulled her lips into a tight line, and her ears folded flat against her head. She was hesitating to respond.

Brad furrowed his brow. “What’s the matter, Kahi?”

“How do I know you won’t throw me out the moment I do?” Kahi asked, her shoulders stiff as boards.

Brad frowned and shook his head. “You can throw those doubts out of your head right now, Kahi. You became one of us the second you joined Invictus. We’re all in this together.”

Jake nodded. “That’s right, Kahi. You said it yourself—if the pharaohs find you after what you did at the slave camp, they’re going to kill you like the rest of us.”

“My fate will be far worse than what they will do to the rest of you,” Kahi said. “If they take me alive, that is.”

“All the more reason for you to work with us against the pharaohs,” Brad said. “We won’t cast you aside after this battle. You have my word.”

Kahi glanced at Jake. Jake nodded at her. The feline drew in a long breath as she brushed the fur on her head back with both hands. “Very well. Sending the portal manuals to everyone in Invictus. Your muses will be able to tell you anything you need to know about these devices in a moment.”

Brad smiled. “Thanks, Kahi.”

The pharaoh woman nodded. “Now if you don’t mind, I’d like to stay here, away from the fighting. I’ve tempted fate enough by running away from the empire for a second time. Handing myself to them on a golden platter seems particularly ill advised.”

Brad agreed, even if he doubted any pharaoh would be able to pick her out in the battle to come. “Jake, how many more trips does Darius have to make before everyone’s here?”

“Two more,” Jake answered.

“You’ll stay behind to coordinate the second wave, then,” Brad said. “Prince Ironmane, what’s your status?”

“We are approaching the pharaoh base at full burn, Guild Master Grosslin,” Ironmane said. “My dwarves and I will be there for the battle, I swear on my beard and my honor.”

With a nod, Brad closed out the call with the prince, then glanced back to his party and the forces gathered at Tim’s garage and the vehicles gathered outside ready to go through the portal. They were going to bring a reckoning to the pharaohs for all the lives they’d taken on Earth, killed or enslaved.

“This is it, people. We’re about to go head to head with one of the toughest factions in the whole of the Collective. This won’t be an easy fight, not like the elves,” Brad announced to the others. “The pharaohs have tech beyond that of any other enemy we have faced, and their skills are on par or beyond that of the elves and dwarves we have crossed blades with thus far. But that’s not the worst of it.” He paused for a breath. “According to Prince Ironmane, Kahi, and Jake, the pharaohs use slaves in their armies. Slaves of every race in the Collective. That includes us humans.”

Concerned rumblings spread across the crowd.

Brad held up a hand to silence them. “I know after a month of fighting seeders, aliens, and mutants, the thought of having to kill your fellow man is a strange one, but this is not the place to second-guess ourselves. If you see a human in pharaoh uniform, wearing a pharaoh collar, you put them down like you would any other monster out there.”

“But what if we can reason with them?” a woman asked from the crowd—Lisa, if Brad remembered right, a woman Jake had saved from the pharaohs. “If Jake had just shot us, we wouldn’t be here today with Kahi.”

Brad pulled his lips into a tight line. He didn’t want to come off as merciless, nor did he want to take unnecessary casualties. “If you have a chance to free them, do it. But if you have pharaoh slave soldiers coming at you, kill them before they kill you and your friends.”

Lisa gulped and her gaze fell.

They didn’t have time for this. Brad had to remind them of the stakes. “The fate of the world hangs in the balance here. If we don’t stop the pharaohs, the Earth belongs to them. Every single human on this planet will be killed or enslaved by the pharaohs if we are not successful here.”

The rest of the humans acknowledged the stakes.

“Let’s show these aliens they picked the wrong planet to mess with.”

Brad ran through the portal and came out on the other side to the sounds of battle.

Men and women, humans and aliens clad in pharaoh clothing and armor clashed against the pharaohs. The only reason Brad could tell who was who was because the pharaohs were highlighted in red by his HUD, while the people he assumed were freed slaves were highlighted in yellow. Through sheer numbers alone they were overwhelming the cat-, crocodile-, and bird-headed pharaohs trying to gain control of the portal chamber.

Brad was going to have to explain to Sam what a secured site meant later. Then again, with Aron’s party there to support the freed slaves, it was only a matter of minutes before the room was cleared.

Aron plowed through a pharaoh formation like a bowling ball, then slapped his shovel against his shield. All the pharaohs in the room turned their attention toward him with a burning hatred. Spinning shields erupted around Aron as the pharaohs moved in for the kill.

Chet used his Barrett to kill pharaoh soldiers one at a time, prioritizing the larger ones first. For all the kinetic force that rifle could deliver, and likely all the upgrades, perks, and skills Chet had to amplify it, the rifle only managed to overwhelm a shield before punching through armor. Most pharaohs could only take two shots from Chet’s gun before their lives were brought to a swift end.

Jo was as happy as ever, dancing through the crowd of pharaohs, throwing explosive spells and Fire Pillars in every direction with the occasional bomb to liven things up. All the while singing a happy little tune to herself that would have been out of place in any conflict zone. Brad really sometimes wondered if something was wrong with her.

Logan, Aron’s cousin, vanished in and out of the shadows, moving from one target to another, quickly dispatching, crippling, or interrupting pharaoh warriors in the middle of combat. He was a rogue through and through, using the chaos of battle with trickery to his advantage.

Then there was Nathan, who seemed oddly relaxed in battle compared to the shy, reserved man he’d met when the portal first came online. His focus was on keeping people alive. The Sanctuary spell in particular seemed to be his favorite. But with an alligator like Alli for a pet, it was easy to specialize in the healer role. The huge alligator charged forward with frightening speed and snapped up one of the larger, crocodile-headed pharaohs. Alli ripped through the pharaoh’s armor and tore him to pieces.

Brad ignored the grizzly sight to push forward with his shotgun blasting into the pharaoh ranks. Ceres, Teresa, and Karen came through after him, hurling elemental magic into the alien defenders. And that was before transports full of Invictus’s forces came through the portal one after another.

Aron smashed aside the last of the pharaoh defenders and turned to face Brad with a laugh. “Nice of you to show up.”

“Oh, you know how it is.” Brad pointed a thumb back at the pulsing portal with a newly arrived party running out of it. “Had to give the troops a pep talk.”

Aron snorted. “Glad that’s not on me. I prefer the personal touch of a party.”

Brad tossed out invitations to the freed slaves around them so they could stop being marked a concerning shade of yellow. “So you mind telling me how this place isn’t getting swarmed by pharaoh reinforcements?”

Chet walked up to them with a big grin on his face. “I spent a hefty sum on a jammer after the first time we tangled with the pharaohs.” He pointed at a spinning device far from the battle resembling an unfurled diamond. “Communications can come into our bubble, but they can’t go out. It’s pretty sneaky, too. Check your HUD.”

Brad looked for any warnings on his HUD, but there was nothing. Everything looked completely normal. That must have been why Sam said the outpost was secured. Between Aron’s party and the freed slaves, the pharaoh guards were overwhelmed. The jammer made sure no one was there to hear their calls for reinforcements. “You should have told us about these jammers before we left.”

Chet gave a nervous laugh. “I forgot about it. The thing’s pretty niche in its uses.”

Brad was about to ask if they had told Sam about this before she ran off to hit the other outposts, but one look at the map made it clear: she and the rogues he sent to back her up were positioning themselves across the different outposts to take out their targets at once. It would be a quick decapitation strike if everything went according to plan. But when did it ever?

“So what now, fearless leader?” Aron asked in time for the portal to flash again, this time with the growl of a very heavy engine.

Brad grinned and pointed his thumb back at Michael riding in on a tank. “Now we move in for the kill.”

He slipped past Aron out of the pyramid and into the frozen wastes. Even through his armor the breeze chilled him to the bone, but not as much as the sight of seven pillars of light stretching up into the heavens.

Those were the seven other outposts. Were they receiving more construction supplies, or were the pharaohs on to them and already preparing a counterattack?

The map showed no enemy movement coming their way, but they weren’t packing sensors with them. The only way to find out how much of a mess they were in for was to push on ahead.

“I grabbed us a transport, Brad,” Karen announced as she pulled up to his side. “It’s a bit cramped back there, but I’m sure you’ll manage.”

More transports moved up beside her while Michael and his three tanks took up the rear of the formation. It was hardly an ideal battle formation, but since they were the only heavy armor they had available to them, and not terribly experienced as far as Brad knew, it was probably for the best to keep them to the rear.

When the rear hatch dropped, Brad was greeted by the ridiculous sight of a very-tightly-packed-in Daisy with Jason and Kurtis riding on her back.

Before Brad could even ask what the hell they were planning, Jason said, “I can explain.”

Brad shook his head and took the first seat available. “Oh yeah?” he replied while the rest of their transports arrived. He was marking out attack paths for both the freed slaves to take as well as the transports. But without any real intelligence on the main pharaoh base, he was mostly guessing at the importance of what they would hit. One thing was for certain, though: concentrating their forces on one angle of attack would have been a catastrophically stupid decision.

Jason nodded. “See, Daisy here’s fast, real fast, but she can get tired unlike these transports. So I figure you drive us on up there, we pop out the back, and we start causing some mayhem.”

Brad looked over at Kurtis.

“Hey, it worked with the dwarves,” Kurtis insisted.

Brad gave Jason an amused grin. “You guys better make it out of this alive. I want to see full divisions of razorprey cavalry in the future, and you’re going to be showing all the newbies how it’s done.”

Jason patted the side of Daisy’s neck. “Oh, we’ll do more than survive, won’t we, Daisy?”

Daisy let out a happy squawk.

Sweetness squeezed into the seat beside Brad and let out an excited huff. The honey badger was ready to kick some ass. Right on time, too—the last of their transports had arrived.

It was time to check in on the others.

“Ironmane, what's your status?” Brad asked.

“Arriving in ten minutes, faster if we break cover,” the dwarf prince said.

“Good. Aron, is the Syndicate coming?”

“The first parties just arrived,” Aron said. “We had to wait until we cleared out the pharaohs to let them know what was up.”

Brad nodded. The jammer wasn’t exactly selective about who it blocked and who it allowed through. “Alright. They can come in after us as reinforcements. The attack starts now.”

The transport’s hatch sealed, and Karen took them forward and down the mountainside. Their group moved in a wedge formation with five transports and Michael’s tanks close behind them. The rest of their transports spread out across the forest, following the paths Brad laid out for them.

Kluane National Park was a less-than-ideal battleground for the battle against the pharaohs. It was nothing but rocky mountains acting as natural barriers to their advance and frozen rivers. It left them with few avenues of approach to the main pharaoh base to the north of their captured outpost. No matter which way they took, the pharaohs would be able to see them coming if they had guards stationed.

With a base of this importance, that was a given.

“They’re shooting at us!” Karen shouted.

Brad tried to get a look past Daisy to the driver’s cockpit, but he only caught glimpses of orange. “How bad is it?”

“Do you remember the battle of Hoth?” Ceres asked.

“Yeah?”

“It’s worse.”

A rain of energy bolts rained down upon them, battering the elven transport’s thick hulls and melting the ice and snow around them. The formation went into full speed, leaving the tanks in their dust as the transports drove up a snow-covered incline toward the pharaoh perimeter. It seemed with the heavy mountain range to shield them, the pharaohs had decided to only put up defensive towers and turrets to protect themselves.

Tank guns thundered from behind as Michael sent his first volley sailing across the skies. The first shot took out a guard tower, and the second missed by a mile and punched into the mountainside, causing a small avalanche.

“We should have stolen more tanks,” Michael groaned.

“No point worrying about that now. Charge in,” Brad ordered.

The transports rushed up the slope as the angry buzz of hundreds, if not thousands of drones reached through the elven transport’s hulls. The golden, flying snakes took off into the air and dove after the transports. Michael’s anti-air tank roared to life with its chaingun. Showers of glittering gold erupted in the skies as snake drones crashed from the heavens, but not quickly enough.

Snake drones came crashing down into the elven transports in wild, kamikaze attacks. A single drone didn’t do much more than scratch the armor and dent it in places, but they came down in droves. The hull around Brad’s transport groaned, creaked, and rattled under the assault.

Off to their right flank, a transport spun out of control and slammed into a rocky cliff face. The vehicle erupted in flames as yet more drones swarmed the vehicle.

“I don’t mean to worry you kids, but the armor readout’s getting into the red,” Karen said.

“How is that not worrying news?” Cory shouted.

Teresa held out a finger. “I have an idea. Mana Shield!” As she cast the spell, the transport was enveloped in a barrier of energy. The constant crashing and rattling around them ceased.

“It’s working,” Karen said. “Ceres, dear, help out Teresa.”

Ceres nodded and joined in casting Mana Shield.

“All vehicles, if you’ve got mages, use Mana Shield to protect yourselves,” Brad said.

“We don’t have any mages,” a woman said from one of the other transports. “What if we try attacking?”

“That sounds like a colossally stupid idea in this mess,” Cory replied.

Brad pulled up their transport’s status and saw it dive into the red, but Cory was right. If they opened up any of the hatches, the drones could get in. “He’s right, don't do it. Speed up as much as you can and get out of there.”

Screams broke through the raid party chat.

“They broke through the armor!” the woman cried out before she was cut off by swarms of drones cutting through her and everyone on board the transport.

Brad tightened his hand into a fist. “Mages, I want you to nuke those damn drones the second we dismount.”

“You can count on us, Brad,” Karen said.

“Michael, how’re your tanks doing?” Brad asked.

Two shells sailed through the air above them, carving a path through drones before exploding and taking out a chunk of the machines.

“Ammo’s still going strong, armor’s holding up, and my crews are getting better at their jobs,” Michael said. “Funny how fighting for your life will do that to you.”

“Keep the fire coming, Michael. We’re about to arrive at the pharaoh base,” Brad said.

Just as he said it, they finished the climb up the slope and arrived at a large stretch of mostly flat, frozen terrain. It was in the middle of being paved, and several structures of varying sizes and shapes were built all around them. But none were more imposing than the enormous pyramid reaching into the heavens somewhere around three-fourths away from completion.

“Holy shit,” Brad, Cory, Jason, and several others said in awe.

The behemoth pyramid alone dwarfed every single city Brad had ever been to. It was no wonder a structure like that would have the capacity to teleport entire armies through it. If the pyramid could open up as well, it wouldn’t surprise Brad if they could send spaceships through it.

“How the hell are we going to bring that thing down?” Les asked.

“That’s the fun part—we’re not,” Brad said. “The pharaohs are never going to finish that pyramid. Not as long as we’re still drawing breath.”

The transport lurched to one side, then carved into the snowy terrain in front of them.

“We lost a wheel—engine—thing!” Karen blurted out in a panic.

The transport was sent into a wild, spinning crash right through a large, boxy structure. The lights went out inside, and all was silent except for the sounds of crumbling stone on battered metal.

You have taken 15 damage.

Brad checked himself for any serious injuries, thankful there weren’t any, even if his HUD said as much. “Everyone still alive?”

Les coughed. “I’m good.”

“We’re fine,” Jason said, pulling Sweetness off Daisy’s face by the scruff of his neck and setting him down.

“The transport isn’t,” Karen reported.

Brad shook his head. “Looks like we’re walking the rest of the way, then.” He dropped the hatch and stepped out of the transport to the buzzing skies of drones and scrambling pharaoh slaves armed with spears.

They weren’t the only transport that was taken down in the advance. Several more crashed to a halt across the frozen landscape. Fighters, rangers, mages, and healers rushed out to cross blades with pharaoh slaves of every race in the Collective. Pharaoh drones rushed down to harass the invaders or end them if they could land a critical hit. The pharaohs themselves were nowhere to be found.

With so many targets to choose from, Brad flipped his shotgun over to explosive shells and took aim at the crowded skies. Drones were small, fast targets while up in the sky, but with so many of them in the air it wasn’t hard to hit something.

“Jason, we need the mages out here. Get Daisy out of there,” Brad shouted.

“Working on it,” Jason said as Daisy shimmied forward out of the crashed transport’s back.

Other mages hurled powerful spells across the crowded battlefield. Lightning bounced from one group of drones to another. Fireballs reduced blobs of them to slag metal. Ice wasn’t nearly as effective at taking out the drones, but it was hard to argue with a sharp, frozen spike impaling the drones or any of the pharaoh slave soldiers unfortunate enough to be caught in their path.

That was when Brad noticed one very key difference between the pharaohs and their slaves. While the pharaohs had energy shields, the slaves did not. They were still issued armor similar to what the feline pharaohs wore, but without the energy barrier to protect them they were much easier to cut down. But then there were the pharaohs who joined willingly. Those were not only marked by their white armor and golden ranks on their shoulders, but the distinct shimmer of pharaoh shields.

One such soldier turned his gaze on Brad. He was a big brute with twin curved swords. He’d never seen a design like those blades before, but with everything else about the pharaohs being Egyptian-themed, he had a good idea where the inspiration had come from.

Brad rushed after the brute, blasting away at his face with explosive shells. The brute’s shield flashed, shimmered, and finally shattered before Brad blew a chunk off the pharaoh’s helmet. The green skin and broken tusk of an orc sat underneath the helmet.

“An orc working with the pharaohs?” Brad managed to ask before nearly losing his head to the orc’s blades.

The orc kept Brad on the defensive with a flurry of blows. Brad used his shotgun to block another attempt for his head, only for the orc to kick Brad away like a rag doll.

You have taken 25 damage.

“Pharaohs promised good fightz. An’ diz da best fightin’ I’ve ever ‘ad, ‘umie,” the orc explained proudly before slapping his fists to his chest. “Now quit yammerin’ and get ta fightin’.”

Brad wasn’t going to argue with that logic. It made perfect sense for an orc. “If it’s a fight you want, it’s a fight you’ll get, orc.” On a whim, Brad toggled his shotgun to a type of ammo he hadn’t tried yet. The hellfire rounds.

The orc charged Brad. Brad fired off the shot and punched into the orc’s armor. Brad expected an eruption of fire, but instead the orc lurched to a sudden stop. A chunky mass of green and sickly yellow mixed with blood poured out of the wound.

“Oi, wotz this?” the orc asked, just as baffled as Brad was.

As much as Brad wanted to answer, he didn’t have one, nor the time to come up with one. A wave of drones slammed him from the side, biting deep into his armor.

You have taken 15 damage.

You are bleeding.

Hellfire rounds are an interesting weapon for dealing with biological threats, Frank explained as Brad healed his bleeding torso. Effectively you’re shooting a highly potent acid into your target. Like what the seekers were shooting at you, but not quite as potent. They don’t work great against armor made of inorganic matter, though.

Brad rolled away from the orc’s cleaving blades and pumped another two hellfire rounds into the huge beast. More liquified biomatter spilled out of the orc’s wounds, but the beast didn’t slow much. I’m guessing this is an anti-seeder weapon.

They work great on anything without the suicidal tenacity of an orc, too, Frank said.

Brad swapped out to slugs and shot the orc in the head. The orc growled and staggered back. Brad blasted the orc back again and again, but the furious beast’s eyes ignited red.

A smirk crossed Brad’s lips as a shadow loomed over the orc.

Daisy rushed up behind the orc. Jason drove his lance into the orc’s back and tore it free as they sped by. Kurtis opened up on the downed orc before he could ever hope to get up.

“Sorry we took so long,” Jason said. “Daisy’s a big girl, and that hatch got a little smaller after the crash.”

Brad grinned. “Thanks for the save, guys.”

Ceres and Teresa rushed out of the transport next. Ceres wasted no time in throwing out an Arc Tether while Teresa blocked off a patch of the sky with a sudden Blizzard. The arc tether fried any drones its lashing tendrils could grab, while the blizzard froze the drones beneath it as its rift opened and shattered several more with its exploding ice spikes.

Karen rushed out afterward, throwing out Fire Storms to control the skies. Cory and Randy came out guns blazing to contain the situation.

They were just in time, too. A wave of golden scarabs came scrambling toward them from the pyramid with formations of pharaoh soldiers and slave legionnaires.

The pharaoh ship they’d fought off earlier at Scotch Creek rose into the air behind them. It loomed high above them, casting a deathly shadow across the battlefield.

“Ironmane, now would be a good time to bring in the cavalry,” Brad said.

Beams of energy erupted from the pharaoh ship in every direction before arcing violently toward their targets. The beams exploded wherever they hit, dispatching vehicles and parties of Invictus forces without so much as showing a moment’s hesitation for the drones or slaves caught in the blasts. Merciless as this all was, Brad noticed it was always the units of slaves losing their battles that were singled out to be destroyed.

Brad threw out his Siphon Cannon as the drones approached. Each time he used it, five golden scarabs were taken out of the fight before he sent out a bolt to the pharaohs marching on them. Brad took out three of the shielded aliens before the ship above shifted its position.

The groan of machinery came from above as two hulking metal machines dropped from the air. They were tanks. Scorpion tanks. Their arm-mounted cannons opened up with a fully automatic hail of devastation while their tails swept scorching beams across the battlefield.

Brad and his party scrambled behind partially constructed structures. Bolts of energy cleaved through the walls and demolished buildings without a care in the world. Brad could hardly blame them for it; the Pharaoh Empire had to be huge, with hundreds if not thousands of worlds to draw resources from. A few wrecked buildings could be replaced, but a portal pyramid of this scale was a far more costly loss.

“Jason!” Brad shouted. He dropped prone as a beam of energy punched through a building and nearly took off his upper body.

“I’m on it, Brad,” Jason shouted through the chaos. He pushed Daisy out of sight of the main battle, vanishing in the chaos as Invictus forces clashed against the armies of pharaoh soldiers.

A volley of shells screamed overhead and slammed the scorpion tank’s shields. It was Michael and his tanks.

“You’re late,” Brad said.

Michael’s tanks sent another volley into the scorpions. “Fashionably late to the party still counts, right?”

The crawling tanks recoiled from the impact, but turned their weapons on Michael and his tanks.

“Oh crap. Scatter!” Michael said. The tanks split up and ran through the city, firing every gun at their disposal whenever they could as beams and bolts of hot energy chased after them.

Les pulled Brad up to his feet and hid him behind a thick stone pillar. “This situation’s a flaming-hot dumpster fire, Brad. What’s the plan?”

That was a question he wished he had the answer to.

A glance at his map made the situation go from bad to worse. Invictus’s main push was held up at several points holding off the pharaohs’ slave legions, drones, and the oncoming wave of pharaohs. Not to mention the two scorpion tanks. Their flanking assaults didn’t have to deal with tanks, but the ship raining fire from above was not helping matters. It seemed they had learned from Scotch Creek as well; the ship was too high for any of the healers to cast Aether Siphon on it. As for Sam and her rogues, they had succeeded in shutting down some of the outposts, but there were still two active. Sam’s included.

Brad could only hope they could shut down those portals before they were completely overwhelmed. Looking back at the outpost they had captured, the Syndicate forces were massing along with Jake’s, but it would be some time before they reached them. If they didn’t get back up soon, this battle was over before they even reached the pyramid.

“We push straight through the middle,” Brad finally said. “Mages, cover our advance with spells. Your biggest, baddest AoEs. I want those pharaohs panicking. Les, don’t hold anything back. Cory, Randy, you know what to do.”

Brad’s party nodded, and they charged around the pillar into a stream of burning bolts of energy snapping past them. Ceres threw out another Arc Tether. Teresa unleashed another Blizzard. Karen threw out Fire Storms.

Brad blasted away at the pharaohs with explosive shells while closing the gap. Whenever drones came too close, he siphoned away their aether and shot it back at their pharaoh masters.

Sweetness tackled and ripped apart what scarabs he could, falling farther and farther behind the party in their mad dash to the main pharaoh force.

Les cleaved through drones and muscled through bolts of pharaoh energy just like Brad. With Randy focusing on healing, they ignored the damage in their death-or-glory charge. The pharaoh lines were nearing.

“Did someone call for the cavalry?” Ironmane’s voice came through the alliance chat.

The announcement was accompanied by the howl of ship engines as the dwarven brick of a ship screamed across the skies above, all guns blazing.

Heavy ordnance sent the pharaoh lines scattering. Drop pods fell from the dwarf ship, crashing across the battlefield and unleashing droves of furious dwarves and their armored vehicles. Dwarven fighters tore across the sky with the angry roar of their guns cutting through swaths of drones.

And then there was a titanic crash of metal against electricity.

The dwarf ship rammed the pharaoh ship. At first the attacked seemed completely pointless, doing little more than shoving the pharaoh vessel back. But then the dwarf ship flared its massive engines and drove through the shield until they crashed into the heart of the pharaoh ship.

“Boarding action initiated,” Aznouk reported. “For Karak Adrin!”

Brad couldn’t believe what he was seeing, but he didn’t have time to bask in the awesome scene. Backup had arrived, and it was time to put it to good use. “Hit them with everything!”

A vengeful roar came from the remaining Invictus forces. They used the chaos sown by the dwarves’ arrival to cut through the slave legions and drones the pharaohs used as meat shields and pushed on to the main force. The scorpion tanks rained fire on the charging humans and dwarves, carving through their lines with merciless precision. Time and again Michael’s tanks fired upon the scorpions, doing little more than knocking their aim aside.

Brad had to get in there. “Les,” he called as they smashed through the wall of drones, “I need an opening.” Brad pointed at the nearest scorpion tank.

Les shot him a grin. “One opening coming right up.” She charged ahead of him, her eyes taking on the flames of her Fiery Rage activating.

Pharaoh soldiers focused their weapons on her, but she was too fast for all but the aliens in front of her to score a hit. With their weapons set to kill rather than stun, she didn’t have a problem closing the gap, especially not with Brad acting as her pocket medic.

She waded into the pharaoh lines like a bloody whirlwind. With her stats enhanced by her ability, she could knock aside the pharaohs like rag dolls. It wasn’t as good as killing them, but every downed pharaoh was one less gun shooting at them. She hit them with such force the pharaohs were oftentimes left with shields on the verge of breaking, if not outright shattered.

Brad finished off all the pharaohs he could while keeping Les alive, but as soon as he saw his path was clear, he rushed on through to the first of the scorpion tanks. He cast Siphon Cannon on his mad dash to the pharaoh heavy armor, leeching aether from pharaoh shields, soldiers, and finally the scorpion tank itself. The growing mass of aether in his hand didn’t take long to grow to twice the size of his head.

It was all going great until the scorpion tank started turning toward him.

“Guys, a little help here,” Brad called out over chat.

“We’re a little busy,” Michael replied. The speeding tank plowing through a mass of scarab drones with a dozen of the machines ripping at its hull made that much obvious.

The scorpion lumbered in Brad’s direction, its claw cannons nearing him. Suddenly an explosion erupted from one of the scorpion’s legs. The behemoth recoiled, fighting to maintain balance.

Daisy came running out from beneath the scorpion’s legs, the tip of Jason’s lance reforming while Kurtis sprayed any pharaoh he could see.

“She’s all yours, Brad,” Jason said.

Brad focused every bit of his aether-siphoning ability on the scorpion tank. The giant recovered from its wounded leg just as its shield flickered away. It swung its heavy guns toward him. Brad thrust his hand out toward the behemoth.

They fired.

A piercing beam of aetheric energy lanced through the heart of the giant armored scorpion just as a volley of orange bolts exploded around Brad. The world went hot white and the arctic landscape around him felt like the heart of a volcano.

You have taken 80 damage.

Health: 20/100

You are bleeding.

Left arm broken.

Left leg broken.

Right leg broken.

Brad crash-landed in the snow for one final injury.

You have taken 10 damage.

Health: 10/100

Spine damaged.

Armor destroyed.

Weapon damaged.

Brad couldn’t feel his legs; he wasn’t sure if it was thanks to the damage he’d taken or his honey badger perk. Either way, he was thankful for the distinct lack of screaming agony he was sure he should have been feeling.

With nothing but the clear blue skies above him and the sight of Ironmane’s ship ripping into the pharaoh vessel, Brad wriggled his right hand in the general direction of his body and started mending his wounds. As he did, explosions ripped across both ships. Segments of the pharaoh vessel were blasted apart by dwarven guns and sent crashing to the battlefield below. Brad couldn’t tell who was winning, but he sure as hell hoped it was the dwarves.

Feeling came back to his legs, and one after another his limbs were restored. His health began to climb thanks to his Healing Hands as he crawled to his feet. The scorpion tank had a hole burned clean through the middle of it. Whether Brad had killed the crew or did some critical damage to the machine didn’t matter too much to him. One scorpion was dead, and the other now had the delightful pleasure of being the sole focus of every single piece of heavy ordnance on the battlefield.

Whirling around to see where his party was, Brad was greeted by the sight of Les splitting a pharaoh in two, then grabbing another by the throat and smashing him into another warrior. Her Fiery Rage was still going strong, and Les did not mess around when it came to killing aliens.

The second she spotted him on his feet, Les went straight for him and tackled him to the ground.

You have taken 5 damage.

“Brad,” Les cried out. “You’re alive!”

Brad pulled her off to the side long enough to take out a pharaoh looking to score a cheap shot. “And in the middle of a war zone! Pull it together.”

“S-sorry,” she stammered and shot to her feet, dragging Brad up with her. “I thought I lost you there.”

“I thought I was pretty done for, too,” he admitted with a laugh. Still, Brad thought she was acting odd, even ignoring their present situation. But this wasn’t the time or place to figure out what was up with Les. They had a job to do. “Are you good, Les?”

Les gave a shaky nod. “You’re not, though. That armor isn’t going to stand up to a stiff breeze. We need to get you out of here.”

Brad turned toward the pyramid. He tried to toggle his shotgun off the explosive shells, only to find the selector was jammed. He stared down the next wave of pharaohs standing between them and the pyramid. A silver-clad figure led their charge. He was the biggest pharaoh he’d seen, with armor unlike any other.

The boss fight had arrived.

Brad pumped a fresh shell into his damaged shotgun. “I’m not done yet.”


Chapter thirty-nine
Jake


Gator cavalry. The mad men had actually made gator cavalry. Jake could hardly believe it.

He drove the Brawler behind a group of military trucks the Syndicate people had brought with them. It was a good thing, too; there was a lot of ground to cover between their outpost and the main pharaoh base. A lot of frozen, treacherous ground he wasn’t sure alligators would be too fond of crossing, but the huge beasts seemed about as happy as overgrown lizards capable of eating him whole in one bite could be.

“It sounds pretty bad up there,” Darius finally said. “We’re losing parties left and right to the pharaohs.”

Jake’s knuckles went white on the steering wheel. He looked on ahead to the swarm of drones swooping down behind the mountain range making passes at their people. The number of drones alone looked bad, but there had to be more, way more if Darius was worried about them. “All the more reason for us to get in there. Aron, are you with me?”

Aron pulled ahead in the armored personnel carrier he’d managed to score from the gnomes before they went off on their road trip. The behemoth of a vehicle was big enough for a party of five to live together more closely than Jake imagined was comfortable, but it had several advantages over Invictus’s elven transports. It was cheaper, heavier armored, and it came with an autocannon. It wasn’t going to win any races, but that was hardly the point of the vehicle.

“We were born ready, Jake. Follow us in,” Aron replied.

Jo cheered through the chat. “It’s boom-time-fun-time!”

Waves of snow erupted from the personnel carrier’s heavy tires as it left the Syndicate’s reinforcements in its dust. Jake followed behind. The Brawler was a tough little truck, but he fully expected them to earn far more attention than they could handle as soon as they arrived at the battle.

Jake’s attention turned up to the sky as mighty engines roared overhead. The dwarf ship had arrived, and it was burning a path straight for the pharaoh ship.

“Did someone call for the cavalry?” Ironmane’s voice came through the alliance chat.

Pods dropped from beneath the dwarven ship as its guns roared to life. The pharaoh ship fired on the dwarven vessel with its arcing beams of energy. The titans clashed with a thundering crash of metal against the energy shield before the dwarves forced their way through.

Aron drove up the hill and made a sharp turn onto a ruined pharaoh city in the middle of construction. “Oh, we are going to have fun today.”

Jake’s eyes widened at the scene before them. Drones tore through Invictus’s forces. Pharaoh slave legionnaires were forced to the front of the pharaoh troops to act as meat shields. It was a bloodbath on both sides. Then there were the two giant metal scorpions in the back line.

One of the metal giants reeled back as its leg detonated. Its shields flickered away. The scorpion swung around, firing at someone. A beam of violet energy erupted through the scorpion tank’s face and right out its backside. Its tail was blown clean off and hit the ground before the rest of the metal scorpion slammed into the ground.

“You bet your ass we are,” Jake replied. “Let’s show these pharaohs they came to the wrong planet.”

“Yeah!” Mason and Tanya cheered in the back.

Aron pinged the remaining scorpion tank. “We’ve got the big one.”

Tim tapped Jake’s arm and pointed ahead. “Cut through the blob here. We need to help Brad.”

Jake glanced at Brad’s near-empty health and the long, scrawling list of status effect icons underneath his name. Those were recovering quickly, but if Brad had taken that kind of abuse, he needed their help yesterday. “On it.”

He sped straight through the sea of drones and pharaohs standing in their way. Tanya and Mason unleashed their aetheric attacks from either side of the Brawler. Darius hung out the passenger side door with his greataxe and cleaved through any aliens or their slaves bold enough to attack them.

Energy blasts rained on them from every direction. The Brawler’s tough hide was eaten away bit by bit by each successful impact. Reinforced glass warped and melted away. The rear bumper of the truck fell off and crashed across the battlefield. Then a beam of energy carved a chasm in front of them.

“Hang on to something!” Jake tried to swerve out of the way, but it was too little, too late.

The Brawler was sent tumbling through the battlefield. Everything fell into a blur, but Jake distinctly saw one of their tires fling away from their truck before it came to a sudden stop against a rock.

You have taken 20 damage.

Jake dragged himself out of the Brawler. “Everyone OK?” It was the first question his dazed mind could vocalize before he noticed the scorpion tank looking their way.

The huge, crawling machine fired a volley of blasts from its cannons. They struck like meteorites around them. The heat from those wide, missed shots was enough to make the winter wasteland they were in feel like the heart of an oven.

When a bolt headed straight for him, Jake threw his arms up and channeled all the energy he could funnel into a potent aether shield. The barrier erupted in front of him. It cracked as the bolt broke against it. A second and third bolt flew just past the shield and his body.

Mason fought his way up to his knees and concentrated his energy into a larger beam than the thin, precise shot he normally fired and unleashed it on the scorpion.

Tanya sprinted for the metal behemoth with Darius at her side. Unleashing her violent, unpredictable arcs of aetheric lightning, she dismantled the pharaohs caught in her path. Darius just bulldozed through them with raw physical might and an axe that wasn’t going to let the minor inconvenience of a shield prevent it from smashing through a pharaoh’s chest.

“Damn it, you guys are going to get yourselves killed,” was all Tim managed to say as he sprinted after the two of them.

Pessimistic as Tim could be, he was right. The scorpion tank was taking all of their aetheric blasts and shrugging them off while spells and cannonfire rippled off its shield.

How did Brad manage to take one down? Jake wondered.

Before his mind could drag the answer out of some long-forgotten conversation with his friend, Jake spotted Aron’s APC bulldozing through the pharaoh line. It was about to slam into the shield when they suddenly slowed down to squeeze through. A huge razorprey clad in armor followed them in.

It was Daisy, and Jason and Kurtis were on her back.

Jason drove Daisy forward into a mad dash. He slammed a lance into one of the scorpion tank’s legs, then sped out of the metal giant’s shield as a detonation took out another of its legs.

Aron’s transport opened up with its autocannon within its shield, using it to shoot out the monster’s joints. But three figures dropped out of the back. Aron in his heavy armor, who immediately taunted the scorpion tank and drove it crazy trying to target the human beneath its body. Jo, who stood out like a sore thumb in her bright-red outfit with an array of burning-hot spheres floating over her head erupting into a barrage of beam fire skewering through the scorpion tank’s armor. Then there was Nathan, the awkward, quiet healer Aron had brought with him. He was using Aether Siphon on the scorpion’s shield.

That was when it clicked. Brad had used Aether Siphon to drain the scorpion tank’s shields. That didn’t explain the beam of aether, but he could ask about that later. The attack he’d seen, coupled with Mason’s own, gave Jake an idea.

Jake ran over to Mason’s side. “Mason, how do you do that attack?”

Mason blinked. “I uh—I just gather up my aether into a concentrated sphere, then I project it outward.” He said like it was the simplest thing in the world. “Think of it like a firehose, except you’re shooting a tsunami out of it.”

Jake only vaguely grasped what Mason was explaining, but the others needed his help. The scorpion tank smashed its remaining legs at the ground, kicking up waves of snow and rock. Aron’s transport tried to blow the limbs off, but its cannon was only chipping away at the armor. Jo upped her mana spend by detonating Fire Pillars beneath the scorpion tank while Aron did his best to smash the scorpion’s legs off their mark with carefully timed shield strikes. Tanya and Darius joined in the fray, but they weren’t doing much better at dismantling the crawling tank.

“Alright, let’s give this a shot,” Jake said. He drew in a breath as he withdrew aether from his core and channeled it out through his arms. Jake swung his arms through the air in a circular motion, then compacted the energy between his palms. Aether pooled there in a small ball of violet energy that grew and grew. Jake found his hands quivering the longer he gathered this power. It was almost too much to control, but he didn’t let that stop him.

Mason glanced over to Jake after firing another powerful beam of aetheric energy. “Shoot it now, Jake. Before you lose control.”

Jake thrust his arms out, driving the concentrated sphere of energy forward. The sudden explosion of energy shredded the ground in front of him as a wild, uncontrollable cone of aetheric fury blasted forward and shattered the scorpion tank’s battered shields. Jake’s arms fell to his side. The scorpion tank was still alive and turning its tail toward them. All he’d succeeded in doing was pissing the thing off.

“Damn it. I messed up,” Jake growled, and shook out his arms. He quickly started channeling his aether into a shield in front of them.

Mason nodded and pooled his own power and focus into Jake’s shield to bolster it. “You were thinking too much tsunami and too little firehose,” he explained. “It happened to me too when I was experimenting with the ability. You can throw out a great deal of energy over a huge area, but focusing it in is what gives it real power.”

As much as Jake wanted to give the ability a second shot, the scorpion fired. Its tail erupted with a brilliant orange glow. It carved a molten path across the battlefield straight toward them, only held back by their quickly dissolving shield.

Jake bared his teeth and poured all the aether he could as quickly as he could into the shield. “Hold it together.”

Mason pushed his body forward. “I’m giving it everything I’ve got.”

The intense heat bleeding through the shield melted the snow around them into hot steam. Jake and Mason’s flesh turned red and soon began to burn from holding up the barrier.

You have taken 5 damage.

You have taken 10 damage.

You have taken 15 damage.

At this rate the building heat would kill them both long before the beam had a chance to vaporize them.

A quick, thundering salvo of cannons slammed the scorpion’s side. Its tail swung off target, burning a path across another wave of incoming pharaohs. The scorpion tank was lifted up onto its side by the cannonfire, only for a second volley to slam into its weakened underside. The metal machine exploded into a sea of scrap metal as every single tank and mage they had focused their fire on the giant. It crashed to a burning heap on its side.

Jake was expecting a fat, juicy mountain of aether from that kill, but was met only with disappointment.

You have received 1,859 aether.

“Only eighteen hundred?” Mason threw his arms up in the air. “That thing was way more trouble than any one pharaoh.”

Aron gave a breathy laugh. “Th-that’s because… That’s because these things are crewed by two pharaohs at a time. They’re worth aether, but the machine itself isn’t.”

“You’ve been dealing with the pharaohs a lot, haven’t you?” Jake asked.

Aron laughed again. “You have no idea.”

The sharp sting of his burned arms drew Jake’s attention. He looked down to see his hand had been turning black from holding off that attack, and severe burns scarred him up to his elbows. He glanced over at Mason; his friend was in the same situation. “How’re the arms?” Jake asked, even as he channeled his aether to heal the damage.

“Bad,” was all Mason said through clenched teeth.

“Tim!” Jake called out. “We need healing over here.”

“Hear that, Nathan? These two are your problem now.” Tim was far, far away from them, but Jake could still see him pointing at Tanya and Darius before running toward Jake and Mason.

Mason swung his body out of the way of pharaoh energy bolts. A trio of pharaoh warriors ran up on him. With his hands too burned to be of use, Mason swept the pharaohs’ legs out from under them.

Jake finished the job for him by caving the pharaohs’ faces in with an aether-infused stomp. Their situation was growing more dire by the second as more and more pharaohs turned to head their way.

“I can’t fight that many pharaohs like this,” Mason hissed. He smashed a pharaoh with a swift elbow to his face, then kicked another aside.

Jake looked beyond the charging pharaohs with a growing grin on his face. They weren’t charging—they were retreating. “Don’t worry, Mason. Help’s on the way.”

Droves of rushing, thrashing alligators slammed into the pharaoh lines with riders of all classes on their backs. As soon as the alligator cavalry slammed into their targets, their riders dismounted to join in the assault themselves. The alligators clamped their jaws down on pharaoh troops and threw their bodies into vicious spins that brought a swift and graphic end to the strange, human-animal hybrid aliens.

They were nowhere near as effective as Jason and his razorprey cavalry, or regular, old-fashioned horseback cavalry, but Jake couldn’t deny there was a certain element of psychological warfare to the alligator cavalry the alternatives didn’t have. Namely the giant frigging alligators ripping, tearing, and eating anything and everything in their path. The carnage was so bad Jake almost felt bad for the pharaohs. Almost.

Jake slammed his knee into a pharaoh’s throat, then roundhouse kicked another. Gunshots erupted from the side and pharaoh shields flickered.

“Oh crap,” Tim shouted. A volley of bolts sailed past his head as he dove head-first into the pharaoh he’d failed to kill. Tim scrambled to press the barrel of his gun to the pharaoh’s eye, or rather the vaguely eye-shaped visor on the alien’s helmet, and fired on full auto until the alien stopped moving.

Jake rushed to Tim’s side and dragged him to his feet, even as burning pain shot up through his arms. “Are you OK?”

“I’m fine, I’m fi— Holy shit, what the hell happened to your arms?” Tim blurted out. He didn’t wait for an answer before healing Jake.

Jake grimaced, his eyes constantly scanning their surroundings as more pharaohs fled past them rather than engaging. Their reinforcements had broken the pharaohs’ line and they were too busy running from furious humans, freed slaves, and angry dwarves to bother with Jake, Tim, and Mason.

“That scorpion thing tried to cook us with its laser tail,” Jake said. “But me and Mason held it off long enough for the tanks to finish the job.”

Tim glanced over to Mason and winced. “Good thing we can heal everything with mana and aether these days. I don’t think you could have gotten the use of your arms back if we were still using plain old, boring human medicine.”

Jake flexed his hands gently as the last of his old, charred black flesh fell from his arms, replaced by brand-new flesh. “You can say that again.”

“Thanks for the save, Tim,” Mason said when Tim got around to him.

“You can thank me by finishing this damn fight.” Tim nodded toward the new line of pharaohs their forces were engaging.

Blasts of orange energy erupted from the battle as the pharaohs unleashed grenades and…mages? Jake couldn’t believe the pharaohs actually deployed those. There were four of them hovering just above the battle, not high enough to be safe from even melee combatants, but high enough to get a good view of the battle. The pharaoh mages rained fire and lightning upon their forces with frightening effect, sending humans scattering with Fire Storms or stunning them with Chain Lightning.

Jake looked to the Brawler as the fastest way to get into the fight, but that poor truck wasn’t going anywhere without major repairs.

A truck horn pulled Jake’s attention toward Aron’s transport. “Are you three just going to stand there?” Aron asked with a big grin on his face. “All that alien ass isn’t going to kick itself.”

Jake grinned at Aron. “No, it won’t.” He helped Tim and Mason get on first, then hung out the back of the transport alongside Aron as they sped off. “Thanks for the ride, Aron.”

“Thanks for breaking that damn thing’s shield,” Aron said. “Nathan was going to take another five minutes to bring that thing’s shield down, but that stunt you pulled busted that tin can wide open.”

Jake glanced back at the quiet mage petting his alligator companion. “That long?”

Aron nodded. “He’s specialized in healing and support, which is great for an offensive party like mine, but he didn’t get a lot of chances to level up Aether Siphon back in Florida before we figured out the pharaohs run their gear off aether crystals. If we’d found that out sooner, he’d at least be at level five by now.”

“When we’re done with this battle, have him talk to Brad,” Jake suggested. “I’m pretty sure I saw him take out one of those scorpion things on his own.”

Aron chuckled. “You sound pretty sure we’re coming out of this alive, Jake.”

“We’re coming out of this mess alive or we’re going to die trying.”

Aron burst out laughing and held out his knuckles to Jake. “My man.”

Jake bumped his knuckles to Aron’s.

The armored transport shook as its gun thundered. “We’re at the fight,” Logan, Aron’s cousin, said.

Jake nodded to Aron, and they poured out of the speeding transport into the fight. “Focus down the mages,” Jake ordered.

“Already on it.” Aron erupted forward with his shield with blinding speed. Jake assumed he’d triggered an ability, because he bulldozed a path through the pharaoh lines to the first of the mages.

The mage tried to float away, but his reaction was too slow. Aron jumped up, but rather than beating the mage down with his shovel, he grabbed the floating, bird-headed pharaoh by her ankle and slammed her down to the ground. Her shield shattered from the impact. Aron raised his own shield to finish the job, but the pharaoh filled in the gap and obstructed Jake’s vision.

Jake rushed into the thick of battle, smashing apart pharaoh shields with his aether-infused fists. Darius followed him in, cleaving through enemies like a whirlwind with his greataxe. Tanya learned to infuse her own strikes with aetheric lightning and used this newfound ability to melt through the pharaohs’ protective barriers to dispatch her enemies with swift efficiency. Mason followed Jake’s example for the most part, but the older jiu-jitsu instructor had found a fondness for his aether-blasting abilities. At every opportunity available to him, he fired off a blast of aetheric energy to carve through the pharaoh ranks.

A spear of fire flew from one of the mages straight at Jake. He threw up his shield to block it, but the spear punched through and detonated.

You have taken 25 damage.

Jake’s shield shattered and he was sent crashing through a group of pharaohs. A crocodile-headed pharaoh saw his opening and plunged his spear toward Jake’s chest. He caught the weapon just before it pierced his skin.

“No you don’t,” Jake hissed.

The pharaoh gave him a toothy smirk. Jake threw the lizard’s spear aside the second he realize what he was about to do. A bolt of energy burned a hole in the ground next to Jake. He swept the pharaoh’s legs out from underneath him and caught him with an uppercut accompanied by an aether blade before discarding the alien. He needed to kill those mages.

By the time he found the one who’d nearly blown his face off, she had already summoned a spreading volley of fire spears. The feline pharaoh lashed out with her fire magic into the humans fighting all around them, with a group of spears aimed right at Jake. Rather than block, Jake threw himself to the side and let the spears fly past into the pharaoh behind him.

“Oh, fire spears!” Jo’s excited voice cut through the battle. “Jo can do that too.” With a quick spin she summoned an arc of burning spears in front of her, then thrust her hands into the air to unleash two more sets of them. “See?” Jo gave the pharaoh mage the sweetest smile as her spears shot out like missiles in every direction, only to converge on the mage.

“What in the—” the mage spat before her eyes shot wide open. She dropped to the ground and cast mana shield on herself and scurried behind any pharaoh she could find. The pharaoh fighters took Jo’s spears for the mage, shattering their shields or outright killing them before one flaming spear found its mark in the mage’s back, then three more before they detonated and took her out.

“Bye-bye,” Jo said in a cheery, sing-song voice, and moved on to her next target.

Jake was starting to understand why Sam, Brad, and most other people were oh so very concerned about Jo. That bundle of sunshine had to have something wrong with her to be so happy about…everything. But that explosive bundle of sunshine was on their side, and doing a damn good job of tearing apart the pharaohs.

Before he could move on to the next mage, Logan appeared behind a lightning mage, wrapped his arm around the birdlike alien’s throat, and stabbed him through the back.

Jake searched for the fourth mage, but found a far more pressing matter: the silver-clad arbiter holding a flailing Brad by the throat. Brad’s armor was in shambles, and there was no way it was giving him much if any protection. Meanwhile, the arbiter didn’t have a scratch on him.

“Brad!” Jake called out as he muscled through the pharaoh lines to get to him.

“Jake, where are you going?” Darius shouted. He tried to keep up, but there were too many pharaohs.

The rest of his party were too busy with their own battles to notice.

Brad turned to look at Jake as he punched through the pharaoh lines. This brought the arbiter’s attention with it.

“My, my, the gods truly have blessed me this day,” the arbiter said. “Not only do my enemies deliver themselves to my feet, but my quarry shows up alongside them.”

“Let him go,” Jake shouted as he charged the arbiter.

The hippo-headed alien merely raised a palm to block Jake’s blow. His shield flared to absorb the impact. An amused huff left the arbiter. “I have learned from our last encounter, human. You will not go underestimated this time. Now wait your turn while I end this monkey.” The arbiter applied the squeeze to Brad’s neck.

“I’m not a monkey,” Brad grunted out, and swung his shotgun through the arbiter’s shield and pressed it to his skull. “I’m a man.” He pulled the trigger and sent an explosive shotgun shell into the arbiter’s faceplate.

The alien’s head snapped back. The blast sent both combatants flying away from one another, yet the arbiter’s helmet held together. The charred exterior did little to conceal the vicious snarl from the towering alien, who raised his wrist-mounted blasters in Brad’s direction.

Jake whistled, drawing the arbiter’s attention. “Think fast, tubs!”

He threw a furious, aether-infused punch at the arbiter, and to his surprise, the alien didn’t miss a single step. He quickly repositioned to meet Jake with a powerful blow of his own. Their two fists clashed with a thunderous roar. The explosion of aetheric energy sundered the earth around them. A shockwave ripped away from them, knocking aside pharaohs, humans, and dwarves alike.

The arbiter followed up with a swift uppercut, spraying bolts of energy at the same time. Jake swung himself around the arbiter, throwing out a volley of aether blasts while he was at it. The alien’s shields flashed, but he was unfazed. The arbiter whirled around, cracking Jake across the face with a furious backhand.

You have taken 50 damage.

Jake was sent like a torpedo away from the battle lines toward the towering pyramid. He slammed across the snowy drifts like a rock across a lake until he crashed to a stop through another pharaoh building.

You have taken 25 damage.

Damn it, he’s fast. Jake rubbed at his sore jaw.

But you’re faster, Jake, Hazel insisted. Get up. You can beat this guy.

Jake wasn’t quite as confident in his ability to do so in a straight-up fight. Luckily, the building he was in was covered in dust and debris after his dynamic entry, and the arbiter was heading right for him.

A toothy smirk tugged at his lips as he stood. You’re right. Jake began channeling his aether through his arms and concentrating them into a tight sphere with all the haste he could manage. Let’s give this hungry-hungry hippo something to chew on.

The sphere of violet energy glowed brighter by the second, until his hands began to shake. The gathering energy was already trying to go wild, but he had to control it, focus it. Just like when he formed a core, Jake focused on applying pressure to the gathering storm in his palms. Focus, Jake. Focus.

The arbiter continued marching toward him on the map. It looked like he was taking a casual, victorious stride toward Jake while ignoring Brad and his party hounding him from behind. No, he wasn’t ignoring them, Jake realized. Les rushed in to engage the arbiter in melee combat, but the arbiter’s marker moved around hers. They were fighting, then Les’s marker was sent flying back toward the main battle with her health dropping by half. The arbiter resumed his advance while Brad, Ceres, and Teresa scattered. Karen was the only one holding firm behind a building. It was then Jake could hear it: the high-pitched roar of the arbiter’s dual energy blasters hosing down Brad and his party.

With the dust still too thickly gathered at the new entrance, Jake punched through the building. He couldn’t make out his target yet. Jake refused to fire until he could see the arbiter. That meant more time to gather and contain the growing sphere of energy in his palms. Arcing streaks of energy shot out from the sphere, burning the floor and walls. His hands shook violently as he fought to control the growing flood, then stopped as he regained control.

Jake wasn’t sure how long he was going to be able to hold this attack in reserve. He wasn’t sure if it would even be enough to destroy the arbiter, or if he could keep the destructive wrath he was about to unleash focused entirely on his target. Should he tell Brad and the others? If he did, the arbiter might know something was up. He couldn’t do it until the last second. A second that was quickly approaching with the arbiter’s heavy steps.

A shadow moved through the thick dust; his map confirmed it was the arbiter.

“Brad, get your people out of the way,” Jake shouted through the raid party chat, and pinged the area behind the arbiter.

There was a moment’s hesitation from Brad, long enough for the arbiter to step deep into the dust and into Jake’s line of sight. The pharaoh held a slave collar in one hand while the other aimed his wrist-mounted blasters at Jake.

“I am afraid our fun needs to come to an end, human. Your kind is proving far too costly of an investment for the empire,” the arbiter said. “Now put your hands up and put on the collar if you want to live.”

Jake waited for the arbiter to step into the room, where the alien could clearly see the trap he’d just walked into. He met the pharaoh’s gaze with a defiant smirk. “I choose death.”

Jake unleashed the blast of energy. The pharaoh dropped the slave collar and threw his arms up to shield himself. Jake roared out his fury as once again he failed to fully contain his attack like Mason had. But where Mason was using smaller, more controllable amounts of aether, Jake was dumping everything he could into it. The beam of energy erupted into a deadly wave of energy, consuming the arbiter whole, blowing out the rest of the building, and carving a path across the battlefield straight to the front lines. Jake hoped the attack wouldn’t make it to the battle, or that their people would get out of the way before the attack hit them.

But he had no idea of the destructive power he’d just unleashed.

The blinding cone of violet death dissipated, and Jake’s arms dropped to his sides. He collapsed to a knee with heavy breaths. I might have overdone it.

You think? Hazel scolded him.

You have received 3,532 aether.

The ground before Jake was a molten scar with too much smoke for him to make heads or tails of the situation. How badly had he vaporized the arbiter and anyone behind him? Jake desperately hoped all the aether he’d just received was from the arbiter and dead pharaohs rather than their forces.

He was about to pull up his map when he heard the sound of a heavy footstep, then another. The arbiter stepped through the smoke, his silvery armor charred black, melted and broken in places, with thick wisps of smoke drifting up.

“Cultivator,” the arbiter spat with disgust, “I should have known it was a mistake to spare your kind.”

Jake tried to come up with a response, but he was struggling just to stand from exhaustion.

“Your usefulness does not outweigh the risk of your existence.” The arbiter aimed his blaster at Jake, one of the barrels blown clean off the weapon. “Burn, demon.”


Chapter forty
Sam


The plan was simple in theory: seven teams of rogues would simultaneously hit the seven remaining pharaoh outposts in a decapitation strike. With the main force building up their strength, they had plenty of time to make the move. It was supposed to be quick. It was supposed to be efficient.

But nothing ever went according to plan.

Sam followed Rocky through another maintenance tunnel, heading for another unsuspecting pharaoh captain when alarms blared across the outpost. “Did they find us?” she asked Salvador in a hushed whisper.

Salvador looked through one of the grates beneath him. Listening to the commotion outside, he said, “Not us. They’re talking about one of the other outposts.”

Sam pulled up her map. Of the seven bases, only three remained active. Hers, and two others assigned to other rogue teams. The northernmost base looked to be the problem child. Judging by that party’s scrambling markers, those rogues had gotten themselves spotted.

“I do not mean to alarm you humans,” Kahi’s voice came through the guild chat, “but I am picking up a lot of inbound traffic to three of the outposts surrounding the pharaoh base.”

“How bad is it?” Sam asked as she wriggled through the tunnels, searching for her target.

“Outpost portals are small things designed to send through a little more than a full party of personnel at once,” Kahi said. “At most they can send one vehicle through, and there is roughly a minute’s delay between arrivals.”

Salvador furrowed his brow. “That’s what, three pharaoh vehicles or full parties coming through every minute?”

Sam wasn’t fond of the news, either. “If they send transports through, it could be a lot more than that. Kahi, what do we do?”

“Is your outpost on full alert?” Kahi asked.

Sam glanced through a grate. A full squad of pharaoh slaves escorted by a party of pharaoh soldiers rushed through. “They look pretty alert to me.”

“I was afraid of that,” Kahi hissed. “The portal control console is going to be locked down.”

“Options?” Sam pushed through a hatch into an empty hall.

“You have two available to you. First, locate and neutralize the base’s renek. Take their hand, eye, and key, then find a security console to cancel the alert. That will unlock the portal console,” Kahi said. “The second is to destroy the portal, but that is a dangerous prospect.”

Salvador slipped out into the hall with Sam. “I still have at least one frag grenade on me. Those portal rings don’t look too durable, so one should do the trick.”

“We’re dealing with alien alloys here, Sal. It might take more than one,” Sam said.

Salvador checked his pouches. “I’ve got two, and if I’ve learned anything about handling explosives, it’s all about location, location, location.”

“Speaking of.” Sam glanced around. “Kahi, any idea how to get to the portal room from this building?”

“You’re in the barracks right now,” Kahi said. “Backtracking through the maintenance tunnels is the slowest path forward. I recommended following this path.”

Sam’s map pinged with a notification. When she pulled it up, it showed a path leading straight through the heart of the barracks. A yellow line on her HUD showed her exactly where they needed to go. “This is going to take us through every single pharaoh out there.”

“And it will minimize the amount of time the pharaohs have to send reinforcements through that base,” Kahi countered. “If you are fortunate, you will find the renek on the way there. Otherwise I hope you brought tools, because you will need them to access the power core.”

Sam nodded to Sal, and the two took off sprinting along the highlighted path.

“Just how volatile are these power cores?” Salvador asked as they darted from one hall to the next. Whenever the pharaohs were on the move, the pair stopped to hug a wall and let the aliens and their slave soldiers run past.

“Extremely,” Kahi answered. “The ring around them serves as a containment field which allows the aether crystal’s energies to be channeled without gouging out its surroundings. Crude explosives like the ones you humans use are not something the containment fields were designed for. They should be enough to both destroy the containment field and destabilize the crystal.”

“OK,” Salvador said, “but I was asking more about how far we have to run to avoid getting blown to bits by our own fireworks show.”

Kahi let out a quiet chuckle. “In your position, I would leave the portal chamber quickly. Very quickly.”

“Good to know,” Salvador said.

Sam rounded the corner to the barracks’ main mustering chamber, where several squads of pharaohs and their slaves were gathering to reinforce the main base.

“By the way,” Kahi chimed in, “if you need more explosives, pharaoh soldiers often carry a variety on them. Don’t bother with the slaves, they are barely trusted with spears.”

Somehow that didn’t seem like a practical option with so many hostile eyes just waiting to take a shot at them.

Sam spotted the pharaoh captain pacing before his gathered soldiers. The feline woman was giving some rousing speech about crushing the filth that dared oppose the empire beneath their boots, and as tempting as it was to put her down in front of her forces, Sam didn’t think the reward warranted the risk.

Salvador pointed out a path behind the gathering forces where crates and other supplies were stacked up. It was the perfect place for a pair of rogues to disappear into.

She nodded and rushed on to the first set of boxes. With no pharaohs taking notice of her, Sam nodded for Salvador to move on up. The pair of rogues leap-frogged their way through the mustering chamber until they reached the doors.

Sam cursed under her breath.

There were two guards watching the door and likely two more on the other side. They weren’t going to make it out undetected.

“Sam, do you have smoke bombs?” Salvador asked.

“Just the one,” Sam said.

Salvador grinned behind his mask. “That’s all we need.”

It dawned on her then what Salvador was planning. “Good call.” Sam nodded to the door, then darted around the corner.

The guards only had a second to notice her before she threw her smoke bombs. The pharaohs may not have raised the alarm, but every other alien in the chamber heard and saw the bomb go off.

“Intruders,” the renek shouted.

Bolts of energy burned through the smoke and slammed into the wall and door just as Sam and Salvador punched through to the hall leading to the frozen wastes outside. Salvador threw his smoke bomb down the second he was through the door, sending the guards outside into a daze.

Sam seriously considered killing them to save themselves some trouble. She tossed the thought out as fast as she and Salvador approached the pyramid. Every second they allowed the portal to operate was another second the pharaohs could send another party or vehicle through.

“So what’s our exit strategy?” Salvador asked.

“I sent the phantom through with the reinforcements,” Sam said. “It’s just waiting for my signal to pick us up.”

“Nice, nice,” Salvador said.

The pharaoh guards opened fire on them.

Sam activated Twilight Stinger and dashed forward, leaving a phantom trail in her wake. She stopped in front of the pharaoh as her daggers punched through the shattering shield and into the alien’s heart. Sam’s body went invisible, and she twisted her blades free from the dead alien to backstab the other.

Salvador rushed past her into the pyramid’s entry hall. “You’re really making me regret specializing into ranged combat as a rogue.”

She followed him in with a grin behind her mask. “Hey, it worked out against everyone that wasn’t wearing a shield. Maybe you just need a bigger gun.”

Salvador opened his mouth to answer, then closed it, then opened it again. “I’m not even going to dignify that with a response.”

Sam’s grin only grew, at least until they entered the portal chamber.

The pillar of light flashed and a party of pharaoh soldiers materialized within it. Just as quickly as they appeared they turned their spears on Sam and Sal, faster than the guards sitting in the interior.

Salvador swung right and used the pharaoh guard to protect himself. Bolts of energy made his shield flash, and the pharaoh soldiers hesitated to keep shooting.

Sam noticed this too late. She had already killed off her guard on the left and suddenly found herself the center of attention for the pharaoh soldiers. “This sucks,” Sam shouted as she sprinted across the chamber. Her enhanced speed made it difficult for the pharaohs to track her, but even so she needed to use the obelisks leading up to the portal as cover.

“Think of the silver lining, Sam,” Salvador said through party chat as he moved toward the portal opposite of her. “Your distraction is letting me move into position. Speaking of positions—Kahi, how do I get to the power core?”

Kahi pinged the back of the portal platform. “There should be a maintenance hatch back there. The pharaoh guard in your hands should have access. But I must stress that you need to evacuate the chamber with all due haste as soon as you set your bombs.”

“Good thing we can’t set them on a timer, huh?” Salvador chuckled.

“Your grenades don’t come with timers?” Kahi snapped.

“Technically they have a three-second fuse but it might take us a bit longer to get out,” Salvador replied a bit too casually.

A squad of pharaoh slaves barged into the chamber with a squad of soldiers and their renek with them.

“There they are,” the renek said. “Execute these monkeys at once!”

“But they have a hostage, ma’am,” one of the pharaoh soldiers said.

The renek hissed. “The portal is worth more than one cha’tii’s life! This is the last active portal we have until support ships can arrive. This is our only link to the empire.”

Sam would have been happier about the news had the revelation not turned their already bad predicament into a bullet hell.

The pharaoh slaves scattered to create fields of fire that left Sam with very little room to maneuver. To make matters worse, the soldiers added their precision fire to the mix.

“Aw hell.” Salvador rushed forward as fast as he could with the now-resisting pharaoh in his arms. The alien slowed him to a crawl, forcing Salvador to keep using him as a shield. “Listen to me, cat. You can play nice and maybe get out of this alive or keep being a dumbass and get yourself killed.”

The pharaoh elbowed Salvador in the stomach.

Salvador choked out a cry, then clubbed the pharaoh over the back of his head with his submachine gun. “Hard way it is then, smartass.”

The last thing Sam saw of the pair was Salvador dragging the unconscious pharaoh through a devastating field of fire. The brief moment of distraction cost her a shot to the shoulder.

You have taken 45 damage.

Right arm disabled.

Health: 45/90

Sam growled at the burning heat spreading from the wound. She was still capable of hanging on to her knife, but beyond sheathing the blade her arm was out of action.

The party of pharaoh soldiers on the portal were joined by another, and both of them were heading in Salvador’s direction. With one arm down and ten on one, Sam didn’t like her odds, but there was no other way.

Sam cast Flicker Strike.

In a flash she dropped onto the lead pharaoh’s back. Her knife drove into the alien’s shield with the sharp crackle of energy. All she succeeded in doing was knocking the pharaoh down, but it was enough to buy her some time. Sam used Executor’s Sweep on the pharaoh behind her, turning him around before he could blast a hole in her skull. Rather than drive her knife into the alien’s back, Sam reached for the grenades on the alien’s belt and activated all of them, then kicked off his back into a flip. Bolts of energy sailed past her mid-flip when the grenades detonated.

The furious blast threw Sam off the platform to the rear of the chamber. The pharaohs next to her walking bomb weren’t so lucky. Their shields blunted the destructive force of the detonation, but they weren’t moving, either.

Sam crashed into an obelisk and fell to the floor.

You have taken 30 damage.

Now more than ever, Sam wished Randy hadn’t left her party to be a guard at Scotch Creek. She desperately needed a healer, and it was nothing short of a miracle her crash-landing hadn’t added another injury for her to deal with.

Salvador scrambled out of the portal’s rear hatch. He locked eyes with her. “Sam! Are you alright?” he asked as he ran over to her.

Pharaoh slaves and soldiers flanked them from either side of the platform and opened fire.

Sam struggled to push herself up on one arm beneath the firestorm of energy bolts, but Salvador reached her in time to help her the rest of the way up. “I’ll live. How long do we have?”

In answer, a series of muffled detonations emanated from the portal platform. The calm lighting of the chamber took on an ominous, pulsing red glow as alarms blared to life.

“Power core damaged,” a calm, artificial voice announced. “Containment field destroyed. Please evacuate the pyramid. This is not a drill. I repeat, this is not a drill.”

The pharaoh soldiers didn’t waste any time in turning tail and running.

Kahi covered the rest of the explanation. “You have ten seconds to get out of there, and there’s only one exit out of the pyramid.”

“Who the hell builds a place like this with only one exit?” Salvador asked. “Better question: how the hell are we getting out of here?”

Sam sheathed her last dagger and took a firm grasp of Salvador’s bandolier. “I have an idea.”

“What are you—?”

Sam used Flicker Strike once more, targeting the pharaoh closest to the exit. The world flickered out of sight, then reappeared with her Mario-stomping the pharaoh soldier beneath her boots and Salvador still firmly in her grasp.

“It worked!” Sam cheered.

“What the crap was that?” Salvador shouted before gravity regained its hold on his body.

The sudden weight pulled Sam down toward the floor. But they weren’t out of danger yet. Before they hit the floor, she spotted the pharaoh renek; she had made it all the way out of the pyramid. Sam burned the last of her mana on one final Flicker Strike.

The pair vanished from the world, then reappeared behind the feline pharaoh. This time Sam used Salvador like a battering ram to throw the renek face-first into the snow.

“Who dares—”

The feline’s outrage was cut off by the swift and sudden detonation of violet fury behind their small group. The blue spire of light behind them sharply shifted toward purple, and the whole pyramid went up like a volcano. Slabs of pharaoh masonry crashed across the frozen wastes, nearly crushing Sam, Sal, and the renek between them as they scrambled away.

When the chaos calmed down, the trio heaved a collective sigh.

“I can’t believe we made it out of there,” Salvador said.

“Neither can I,” the pharaoh admitted with a sigh before realization dawned on her. She scrambled to her feet and summoned a sword from the aether. “But I’ll fix that right now, monkeys!”

Sam threw herself at the pharaoh and knocked her to the ground. With her good arm she wrestled the alien’s arm to the ground while her knee pushed down on the renek’s neck.

The renek was no slouch; she was a fighter class, that much was obvious, and her superior strength far outclassed Sam’s attempts to keep her pinned.

Rocky slipped out of one of Sam’s pouches and clamped his teeth down on the pharaoh’s arm, doing what little he could to contain her struggling.

“Sal, kill her now!” Sam ordered before she was promptly thrown off.

The pharaoh rushed to her feet. “Enough games!” she hissed. “You will now face the full might of the—” Her words were cut off by a sharp choking sound.

Salvador pressed the barrel of his submachine gun through the pharaoh’s shield and straight into her throat. “Should’ve led with the might.” Salvador emptied his magazine into the pharaoh, blasting through her armor and ending her life.

Sam let out a relieved breath. “Thanks, Sal.”

He reached down to take the renek’s key fob and released the slaves from the pharaoh’s control. “Anytime, Sam. Now how about we join the main fight?”

Sam pulled up her map with a frown. There were several pharaoh troops and transports—the ones who’d made it through the portals—heading to join the battle,. The fight for the pharaoh pyramid was already close, but Sam was in no shape to do anything about them.

But she did have six teams of rogues under her command.

Sam summoned the phantom with a thought. The high-speed vehicle shimmering out of stealth as it pulled up next to them. “You drive.” Sam climbed to her feet and took the passenger seat. “And find us a healer, quick.”

Salvador hopped into the driver’s seat. “Yes, ma’am.” He grinned and threw the hover car into full speed, darting off into the frozen wastes.

While Sam and the other two rogue teams were busy taking out their outposts, the remaining four rushed to their aid. This worked out great in Sam’s mind. Now the other rogues were in position to strike the pharaoh reinforcements from the rear, and she ordered them to do just that.

As much as Sam wanted to join the rest of the rogues in cleaning up this mess, she wasn’t going to be doing anyone any favors fighting with a dead arm.

Then her eyes widened.

Jake’s health suddenly dropped below half. She found his marker buried deep inside some pharaoh structure as a pharaoh simply marked “the arbiter” approached.

“We have to hurry, Sal. Jake’s in trouble,” Sam said.

“Your brother?” Salvador asked as he sent the phantom flying like a rocket past the pharaoh reinforcements.

Sam nodded and looked for the healer closest to Jake. It was Brad. She pinged his location. “Take us here.”

“On it.” Salvador threw the speeding phantom into a sharp drift up the slope leading to the main pharaoh base.

An alarm chimed from the phantom’s dash.

“Uh, what’s that noise?” Salvador asked.

Sam glanced at the dash. “The stealth system’s overheating. We have to turn it off.”

“Crap,” Salvador agreed.

Sam wished she hadn’t left the vehicle in stealth mode for so long, waiting for them to get out, but there was nothing to be done about it. The phantom’s stealth dropped, and with it came a wall of pharaoh fire heading right for them.

“Hang on to something, Sam!” Salvador shouted.

The phantom swung hard right, avoiding pharaoh bolts by mere inches. Salvador threw the speeding vehicle like a rocket through the complex of pharaoh structures. He darted between tight corridors and alleyways while avoiding more fire and searching for a way to breach the pharaoh line. With a sharp left turn he threw the phantom into what the pharaohs had certainly planned to become a grand boulevard leading straight to the pyramid.

A detonation of violent purple energy erupted from behind the battle line. Like a comet it burned and crashed right through, destroying pharaoh invaders and human defenders alike. The surge of energy narrowly missed the phantom. Had it been any closer, Sam feared there wouldn’t be anything left of them like there was nothing left of the troops caught in the blast.

Sam felt like she was sitting in an oven from that violent discharge of energy. Her heart pounded in her chest as she realized the earth was gouged open thanks to that blast. “W-w-what was that?”

Salvador shook his head, his voice shaking. “I don’t know.” With a quick gulp he regained his composure. “But forget about that. We have a clear shot to Jake and the others now.”

He didn’t wait for her to respond before throwing them through the gap. They surged through sundered earth, between the warring armies, and straight through to Brad and Jake’s parties rushing toward a decimated structure.

Flashes of orange and purple erupted from the crumbling building when a body came flying out clad in silver armor. It slammed into the front of the phantom, sending the vehicle spinning out of control. The silver-clad alien kicked off the stealth hover car and sent it straight into a pile of stone bricks.

Energy fields deployed within the phantom, keeping Sam and Salvador from smashing their heads into the badly caved-in front of their vehicle.

Salvador coughed and wheezed as he released his harness. “Did we just get mauled by a hungry-hungry hippo?”

“Maybe?” Sam hadn’t gotten a good enough look at the alien’s head, but it would fit with the rest of the pharaoh. She rolled out of the phantom and looked around for the any sign of the alien.

She spotted him, the one called the arbiter. His silver armor was charred black from taking that aetheric blast directly, but glimmers of silver were clearly visible through it. He was larger than any other pharaoh, and though his armor was broken in places and the gun he apparently had in his hand destroyed, the alien was no less a threat.

The arbiter charged back toward the demolished structure he’d flown out of and summoned a curved blade into his hand. It was then Sam noticed her brother—battered, bleeding, and barely able to stand—putting up his fists. Was he the one who’d blown a hole in the pharaoh lines?

“No you don’t.” Brad cut ahead of the arbiter, unleashing a barrage of explosive shells at the alien. What armor he still had clinging to his body was barely hanging on and flopped around with every shot.

“Out of my way,” the arbiter snarled. He kicked off the charred black ground toward Brad with a speed unlike any enemy Sam had seen before.

Les threw herself in the alien’s way, her eyes ablaze with rage. “We’re not done with you yet.” She swung her blade to meet the arbiter’s, but the alien was too strong.

He drove her into the ground with a vicious blow that sent Les bouncing back into the air like a rubber ball. The arbiter smashed her aside with blinding speed, throwing her right into Brad. The two crashed into a heap far out of the arbiter’s path.

“The demon must die. You will not stop me,” the arbiter bellowed even as gunfire, spells, and aetheric attacks battered the monster’s back. With nothing standing in his way, he headed straight for Jake.

They didn’t have time to waste if they were going to save Jake.

“Sal, slow him down,” Sam ordered.

Salvador dropped to a knee and raised his sniper rifle. “Aiming for the gaps.” It was like they were on the same wavelength. Salvador aimed for the gaps in the arbiter’s armor, specifically the rather exposed joints at the back of his knees.

The first shot sent the alien stumbling forward. The second broke through and shattered the bone. The third missed as the arbiter whirled about, summoning a second sword into his free hand and hurling it at Sal.

Salvador threw himself prone as the blade spun right past his head and wedged itself into the wrecked phantom.

But while the arbiter busied himself with Sal, Sam burned what little mana she had recovered into one final Flicker Ftrike. It was a terrible plan, and she knew it. Even with a target locked and focused, there was no telling where she would appear to deliver the strike.

Sure enough, Flicker Strike betrayed her.

Sam appeared in front of the arbiter, slashing for his throat. Metal squealed against metal as her knife was easily deflected by the alien’s armor. The arbiter retaliated with a furious swipe of his blade. Sam threw herself back, narrowly avoiding losing her nose as her mask was ripped off by the passing weapon. She didn’t have more than a fraction of a second to recover her footing and dodge another of the arbiter’s attacks before he snatched her up by the throat.

“Pathetic nuisance,” was all the arbiter deigned to say before he put the squeeze down on her throat.

Sam couldn’t breathe; all she could do was kick and flail in the monster’s grasp as the others rained fire on him.

You are suffocating.

The arbiter was too strong for her to break free of, his armor too strong for the attacks raining down on him to do much more than chip away at his protection.

“Hey asshole,” a haggard voice came from behind the arbiter.

The alien glanced back.

It was Jake.

“Let go of my sister!”

He swung a jagged obelisk like a baseball bat at the arbiter’s head, channeling his aetheric might through the stone object. A blast of aetheric fury ripped the arbiter’s helmet and part of his torso armor. The alien released his grip on Sam as he whirled about. In that moment of weakness, Sam sucked down a deep breath and threw herself at the arbiter’s back. Her dagger plunged deep into the back of the alien’s neck right where it met the arbiter’s shoulders. The arbiter roared out in agony and her poison was applied to the monster. She twisted the knife and kicked herself away from the arbiter just as he retaliated with a wild swing of his sword.

The arbiter’s movements were already sluggish. Judging by all the blood spilling out of the gaps in his armor, it had more to do with that than her poison, but every little bit helped. “Fools. You haven’t won this day. The empire will return to this world. We will burn it until it is nothing more than glass,” he snapped as he shrugged off damage from the rest of the humans. The arbiter violently spun about on Jake, pointing his blade at him. “But first, the demon dies.”

Jake didn’t give the alien time to recover from his spin. “You first.” He threw a swift throat punch at the arbiter.

The arbiter stumbled back, choking for breath. Brad and his explosive shells broke the alien’s stance and dropped him to a knee. Sam dove into the fray and drove her knife into the arbiter’s back one last time.

He let out one final, shrill gasp. “Emperor, forgive me.” The arbiter’s arms fell limp to his side. Motionless as a statue, the arbiter was finally dead.

You have received 10,000 aether.


Chapter forty-one
Brad


Ten thousand aether. A few months ago that would have been a massive amount of aether. Now, between gear expenses, expanding and securing Invictus’s territories, and not to mention hitting level four, it was a drop in the bucket of what they needed. For all the trouble the arbiter gave them, Brad couldn’t help feeling he was worth easily double that amount.

But they were alive, and they were lucky to be so. One glance at his flashing health bar said as much.

Health 10/100

Brad glanced around the battlefield. With the arbiter’s death, the pharaoh lines were wavering. Up above them the pharaoh ship erupted in a chain of explosions. The vessel blew apart, raining burning debris across the battlefield.

That was the final straw.

Pharaoh soldiers broke ranks, fleeing into the ruins or frozen wastes. Many of them were cut down before they could get far. Others tried to surrender with varying degrees of success. But those were outliers. The pharaoh military were nothing if not disciplined. They fought to the death and forced their slaves to do so wherever they could. With the news of the Arbiter’s death even the slaves grew a backbone and turned on their masters. Their collars flared to life with shocking potency, bringing slaves to their knees while others were outright killed by their masters in a brutal fashion. Between rebelling slaves, furious dwarves, and humanity’s defenders all piling on top of the remaining pharaohs, it was only a matter of time before the last of the aliens met a fatal end.

Cheers erupted from the victorious allied force of Invictus, the Syndicate, Ironmane’s dwarves, and freed slaves.

Brad was too far for them to hear him, but it didn’t stop him from throwing his shotgun into the air and joining in on the celebration. “The base is ours! We did it.”

Jake leaned on Salvador for support as he and Sam walked up to him. “Barely.” He forced a smile through the pain of his wounds. “But we’re still breathing, and that’s what counts.”

Salvador nodded. “You can say that again. We almost got caught in whatever that purple explosion was.”

Jake grimaced. “How far were you when it happened?”

“I don’t have an exact number, but we were a good way behind the main battle line,” Salvador said. “That blast kept going for a while past us, too.”

Jake frowned, and his gaze fell. “Damn. I messed up.”

Sam glanced at Jake. “What do you mean?”

“That blast of aether was my fault,” Jake said. “I thought I could control it better and kill the arbiter with it, but—”

Brad clasped Jake’s shoulder. “Don’t beat yourself up about it, Jake. You were pushed up against the wall. You didn’t have a choice.”

Jake shook his head. “I could have tried something, anything that didn’t hurt our people.”

Brad looked down. He wasn’t sure what to tell Jake. He’d feel the same way in his shoes. They’d all worked so hard to protect their people, to grow their strength and to help them carve out better lives for themselves. To kill any one of them, especially by accident, Brad could only imagine the guilt tearing through Jake’s mind.

Sam wrapped her one good arm around Jake in a light embrace. “You can’t do anything about them now, Jake. But you can stop this from happening again. Use what happened here today to sharpen your skills. So the next time you have to use that ability, you can control it.”

Salvador agreed. “If my short time in this apocalypse has taught me anything, we’re going to need every edge we can get going forward. Walking, talking nukes included.”

Sam shot Salvador a glare. He returned a nervous smile and raised his palms placatingly.

Jake’s frown deepened. After a moment of silence, he sighed. “I guess you’re right. I’ll learn to control this power. I owe that much to the dead.”

Sam turned around to face Brad. “So, any chance you could patch me up, Brad?” A light smile pulled at her lips.

Brad couldn’t help the light flush that came over his cheeks at that smile. He had no idea why his heart was racing that way, but he was quick to distract from it by hovering a hand over her wound. “Sure.” He cast Healing Hands on Sam, and her shoulder was quickly pulled back together. His mana bar flashed empty again. “Sorry, that’s all I can do for now.”

Salvador let out an exaggerated sigh and threw his head back in the same motion. “I guess we’re going to have to go deal with Tim, then. Come on, Jake.” He carried off the wounded cultivator.

“What? Why? I’m not dying, I can wait for—” Jake was interrupted by Salvador leaning in to whisper something into his ear. He glanced back at Sam and Brad, then gave the pair a small grin.

Sam blushed and shot her brother and Salvador a glare.

Brad was completely oblivious and pointed a thumb back at the pair. “What’s their deal?”

Sam stiffened and straightened. “I-I don’t know! They probably just need healing really bad.”

Brad raised a brow like something important was going completely over his head. “...Sure?”

Sam nodded and took a moment to relax. “So uh, how’s Les?”

Brad rubbed at the back of his head. “Alive, barely. The arbiter knocked her out cold, but I was able to patch her up before she succumbed to her wounds.”

Sam glanced between her and Brad as a burning question bubbled up to the surface. “So are you two…” She trailed off, her gaze falling away from Brad as her cheeks glowed red. “Are you two seeing each other?”

Brad’s brow furrowed. “We see each other every—” His mind put two and two together. Brad’s arms shot up. “No! No, no, no, we are not a thing. We’re just in a party together.”

Sam let out what Brad swore was a relieved laugh.

“I mean, the others think Les has feelings for me, but she’s never come out and said anything to me about it,” Brad continued to explain. “And if I’m being honest, I kinda, sorta have eyes for someone else.”

Sam perked up at this and smiled up at him. “Oh yeah?”

Brad gave a hesitant nod. “Yeah. I’m just worried it’s going to make things really awkward if I tell her.”

“Why would it be awkward?” Sam pressed him, as if she knew or at least hoped she knew the answer.

Brad pursed his lips. “Because she’s my best friend’s little sister, and he’s basically a dad to her, and…” He gestured at the scarred earth left behind after Jake’s aether blast. “And this gives me a pretty good idea of what he’ll do to me if I mess up,” he finally admitted.

Sam blushed at his answer, but rather than shy away from him, she leaned against his side. “What if I told you she felt the same way about you?”

Brad’s heart quickened some in his chest. “Maybe I’d go ask that girl out on a date right now,” he blurted out. “But that’s going to be real awkward figuring out what to do with the whole world being ended and all that. Dinner and a movie’s probably not going to cut it after everything we’ve been through.”

Sam slipped her hand into Brad’s and laced her fingers with his. “I’d love that, Brad.”

Brad felt red hot beneath the collar. His first instinct was to make a dumbass remark, but he beat that urge down. Instead he pulled Sam close to his side. “Then I better go hunt down a movie, huh?”

Sam gave him a broad grin. He returned a smile, a nervous one at that, and figured this was a good a time as any to go in for a kiss. He leaned down toward her. Sam leaned up toward him, and their lips met for a heavenly moment that felt like an eternity.

“Finally,” Teresa interrupted.

Sam and Brad jumped away from each other, both flushing beet red. “We weren’t doing anything,” they said in unison.

“Oh, I’m afraid it’s a little too late to pull that lie.” Teresa grinned. “We saw everything.” She gestured to Ceres, Karen, Tim, and the rest of Jake’s party.

Sam and Brad glanced at each other with the same look of panic.

Ceres tried her best to hide her grin, but it was growing from a painfully tight smile the more their discomfort grew.

“I don’t see why you’re so embarrassed about this,” Karen said. “You two were always adorable together. It’s a match made in heaven in my book.”

Tim cleared his throat. “That’s not saying much, coming from you.”

Karen smacked Tim upside the head.

“Ow!” Tim protested, his sudden shift nearly throwing him to the ground as he carried Les’s unconscious body in his arms.

Jake merely glared at him from the crowd.

Brad’s heart raced. If it went any faster he feared it would burst out of his chest and take off running down the frozen wastes. When his heart rate eased up, Brad glanced over to Jake. He silently pleaded for his friend’s forgiveness.

Jake’s glare cracked into a smile that grew into a laugh as he leaned on Sal. After catching his breath, he wiped a tear from his eye. “Phew. I really needed that laugh after everything that happened today.”

Brad was on the verge of having a heart attack from this, and here Jake was messing with him. “What the hell, Jake?” He wanted to smack his friend, but he was worried he’d kill him by accident.

Jake just smiled. “Brad, if you’re looking for my blessing to date my sister, you already have it. I know you—you’re a good guy. You wouldn’t do anything to hurt her on purpose.”

“On purpose? No. What about by being an absolute mess?” Brad admitted. “I’m sure I’ll figure something out.” Ignoring that some of his plans to deal with the Collective and their seeders could go very wrong, very quickly, Brad was painfully aware of how smooth he really was.

Jake and the others burst out laughing.

Sam merely squeezed Brad’s hand and leaned against him. It helped Brad feel a little better, even if his neck felt like it was on fire from all the attention.

“That’s exactly why I can trust you to do right by her,” Jake said. “Besides, Sam’s a big girl. She can take care of herself.”

Salvador nodded with a grin. “And she’s a rogue too, with rogue friends. Things would go pretty badly for you if you messed with her.”

Brad groaned. “Because they wouldn’t be bad enough with Jake chasing me down.”

“It wouldn’t be much of a chase.” Jake grinned.

Brad grudgingly agreed. “I demand a five-minute head start.”

Jake laughed and stepped up to hug the two of them.

Tim coughed for everyone’s attention. “Cute as this whole thing is, we just killed a ton of pharaohs for that big, fancy pyramid of theirs. Maybe we should actually look at what’s inside.”

“That sounds like a good idea,” Sam said, and tugged Brad away from the crowd as if to keep him to herself.

“Thanks,” Brad said quietly to her.

“You’re welcome,” Sam replied with an unusual level of joy to her voice. She also never let go of his arm or hand.

Brad couldn’t really complain about that. The longer she held on to him, the more relaxed and comfortable he became with the idea of others knowing they were dating, or at least planning to. It helped that he didn’t have to look at the others enjoying his squirming around.

Pull it together, kid, Frank scolded him. You’ve faced down hordes of seeders, murderous orcs, and alien armies. Dating should not even be in your top fifty concerns.

Brad decided to ignore his muse and smiled down at Sweetness waddling beside him. The honey badger gave Brad a happy huff as they entered the grand pyramid.

Without any power running through the structure, it was dark, ominous, and the scale of its entry hall left Brad and the others feeling like ants in a home. The place was truly massive, with chambers upon chambers leading off to the side for whatever purposes the pharaohs had for them.

The grand pyramid was likely meant to be more than a simple shipping hub for troops. Brad guessed this was to be the Pharaoh Empire’s capital on Earth, a command center from which they would spread like conquering locusts.

Brad stepped into a cavernous chamber lit only by the sunlight streaming in from the gap high above them. He couldn’t see the outer walls in the darkness. “What is this place?” Brad asked.

“This is the portal room,” Jake said.

Sam nodded. “It’s not finished yet, but the layout is more or less the same as the smaller ones I saw.”

Tim pointed out a stack of freight-container-looking crates marked with rings. “I’m going to take a wild guess and say that’s where they keep the big-kid portals.”

Brad couldn’t help the growing grin on his face. The day was hard fought and won, but the benefits they’d reaped were well and truly worth it. They had triumphed over the pharaohs, made an alliance with the dwarves and humans of the Syndicate, and now they were the proud owners of technology only the Pharaoh Empire possessed. Technology they used to expand their rule across the galaxy.

Humanity wasn’t just about to retake their home planet. They were going to explode onto the galactic stage and show the Collective what they were made of. Brad turned to face his friends, beaming with pride and hope for the future.

“We have a lot of work to do.”
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Chapter one
Brad


To say Brad and his people were swimming in aether—dwarves and gnomes included—would be the understatement of the century. Perhaps even the millennium.

The amount of aether each individual gained from taking the pharaohs’ fortress was more than enough to push most of their newbies to level three easily, while most of their advanced guild members could go beyond that to tier-two classes.

Basically, tier-two classes are the bigger, badder version of your tier-one classes, Frank—Brad’s muse—explained as he arrived at the upgrade station in the middle of their newly acquired, frozen wasteland fortress. The system takes into account all of your experience, your skills, and gives you three recommendations. Technically speaking there are a good bit more than that, but it is strongly recommended to go with one of the system choices.

Why’s that? Brad asked as he strode through the crowded upgrade station. After the battle, his shiny new paladin armor was left in shambles, to the point where not even the 3D printer could repair it. Brad had been reduced to jeans and the heaviest jackets they could pile on his torso so he could survive their frigid new home. He couldn’t help the broad smile on his face while watching his people, along with the members of the Syndicate guild, who’d been struck by a serious case of decision paralysis with all the new aether they’d acquired, along with a heaping helping of awe at seeing one of the legends of the battle of Mt. Logan in the flesh. Brad couldn’t really blame them, with all the insane stunts they’d had to pull to put an end to the pharaohs before their armies could stream onto Earth.

Because they’re tailored to you specifically. Like that mad-bomber girl.

Jo, Brad was quick to correct, moving to sit at a bench.

Right, her. She’d probably get recommended the alchemist tier-two class because she just loves making bombs. But that class can still sling spells with the best of them, Frank continued. Or she could do a one-eighty and decide she suddenly wants to be a summoner. The system wouldn’t recommend that because she’d be starting from square one when it comes to the relevant skills and fighting style.

Brad nodded and opened up his level-up menu. Well then, let’s hit level five and see what tier two has in store for us.

Brad assumed level four would come with a cost that on any other day would have crushed his spirit. If he guessed the scaling costs correctly, it should have come up to a hundred thousand aether. For a single level that would give anyone pause. With that kind of aether, they could buy much better equipment, help build up the city, pick up vehicles, or other things.

You know, if you just want to skip to tier two, you can do that right now, Frank said.

Brad blinked. Since when?

Since level two.

This is the first I’m hearing of it! Brad protested.

Frank let out a nervous chuckle. I may or may not have been, uh…encouraged not to let that info slip.

Brad rubbed at his brow. This oughta be good.

See, Lucy strongly recommended we leave that tidbit of information so you humans could get stronger, Frank began. She knew your species was…particularly ill-suited to go through the assimilation process the same way as the others.

Why? Brad asked.

Honestly, you were all too fat, stupid, and lazy for your own good before the Collective showed up, Frank put bluntly. You were on your own way out, no interstellar intervention required.

Brad chuckled. I appreciate the vote of confidence.

You’re welcome! Frank said cheerfully. So anyway, Lucy decided it was best to keep you from knowing about tier-two advancements until you were at level cap for your class. So, the system won’t tell you about it until you hit level five, and we’re not supposed to talk about it until you reach it.

Brad raised a brow. You messed up on that already. But why would holding us back from tier two matter?

Because you can’t go back and gain all your tier-one levels, Frank said. For example, a fighter who hits level two and moves on to tier two will be weaker than a fighter who waits until they hit level five to advance. They’re missing out on a whole three levels of stat improvements, skills, and now perk points. That’s a lot of growth they have no way of regaining outside of traditional training and skill purchases.

Brad raised his brow. Damn. Good thing nobody said anything about it.

Obviously, Frank agreed. Most of you humans rush in for the instant gratification not realizing you’re shooting your legs off in the process.

Brad rolled his eyes. Let’s try to be more up front with people next time. If you show them examples of what they’re missing out on, I bet they won’t be so eager to skip levels.

If I could pinch your adorably naive cheeks, I would, Brad, Frank taunted.

Brad shook his head and shifted back to leveling up. The next level would only cost him twelve-and-a-half thousand aether. With the hundred thousand aether they had gained from being the world first to defeat a pharaoh army, an arbiter, and taking hold of the largest fortification on the planet, they were going to have plenty to spare for further advancements. And that was without counting all the aether they earned from the droves of pharaohs they’d fought and killed.

Brad couldn’t wait to see what sorts of bonuses and spells he’d get for his next few levels. He hit the level-up button. A golden light swirled around his body, erupting from him in a brilliant display that caught everyone’s attention. Brad beamed with delight at the notification:

Congratulations, you have leveled up: Healer — Level 4

+1 Perk Point

+6 Strength

+6 Agility

+8 Constitution

+10 Intelligence

Skill Increase: Healing, Siphon, and two additional skills of your choice. +2

Choose one of the following:

Last Rites: Reduces damage taken by healer when attacking. Sustained effect claims 20 mana from caster’s mana pool until deactivated.

Guardian Saint: Increases caster’s healing ability.

Choose one of the following:

Mass Cure: Removes all toxin-based debuffs from friendly targets within area of effect. Range and area of effect increase with skill level.

Mass Mend: Removes all wound-based debuffs from friendly targets within area of effect. Range and area of effect increase with skill level.

Brad had to admit the choices of abilities alone was more than worth it for the level’s cost, and for putting off his class advancement. While he still wished the system was far more specific on how much of an effect things had, like Last Rites’ damage reduction or Guardian Saint’s healing increases, he’d never once gotten a bad deal from picking an ability from leveling up.

Stroking his chin, he weighed his options. Guardian Saint would be the most useful ability to fulfill his role as a healer without a doubt. But after the aether bloom that spread across the Earth, Brad had access to perks with a similar effect. Plus, it was a buff he had to cast on himself rather than something that was always on. Last Rites, while suffering from the same problem, helped a lot more with Brad’s custom-tailored role of frontline commander.

I do like getting into the thick of things and supporting my people, Brad thought as he picked Last Rites.

As for the next two skills, he went with Mass Cure. It was just a no-brainer to him. With Earth’s history of using chemical and biological weapons, he figured the aliens had weapons in the same vein just sitting around somewhere. Besides, how likely would it be that one of their parties would be covered in deep, bleeding wounds and broken bones all at once? Those sorts of things were the type of wound a focused heal or quick cast of cure could handle with ease.

Tempted as he was to look up his new stats, Brad had a few more levels to buy. He’d sort out his perks later.

Congratulations, you have leveled up: Healer — Level 5

Congratulations, access to Tier 2 classes available.

+1 Perk Point

+12 Strength

+12 Agility

+16 Constitution

+20 Intelligence

Skill Increase: Healing, Siphon, and two additional skills of your choice. +2

Choose one of the following:

Resurrection: Resurrects target life form with 50% of their HP. Target must not have been dead for longer than 1 minute. Target cannot be resurrected again for 7 days.

Revive: Resurrects the caster so long as they die within one hour of casting. Caster cannot be resurrected again for 7 days.

Choose one of the following:

Healing Factor: Grants HP regeneration to the designated target.

Sevenfold Avenger: Target receives reduced damage for the next seven attacks while reflecting received damage onto their aggressor.

Brad’s jaw hit the floor. The stat gains were massive, but those skills were absurd. Anyone who skipped out on these levels really was blowing off their own legs, as Frank so eloquently put it.

If Brad had Resurrection back when the dwarves were sieging… He pushed those thoughts out of his head. Even if he had the spell back, then there was no way he could have saved everyone’s life and even less of a chance that he would have had enough mana to save more than one or two people, tops. Such a powerful spell had to be incredibly expensive. Revive was nothing to sneeze at, either. With how many brushes with death he’d had, Brad knew how valuable the ability to come back to life would be. I’d rather save my friends than save myself, though.

Brad chose Resurrection.

How very noble of you, Frank groaned. You know there are two of us in here, right?

Yeah, yeah, but I’m not losing anyone if I can help it, Brad countered. He knew his muse was messing around with him, but he didn’t appreciate it when it came to matters of life and death.

The last choice was not so simple.

On the one hand, healing over time with a spell requiring level five had to be quite potent. One that could easily make the difference between life and death. On the other, blocking seven attacks for an unknown amount of damage reduction which returned the damage back to the attacker had no shortage of useful applications.

You can’t always avoid taking a hit, kid. Neither can your people, Frank pressed. You’ve got plenty of healing already.

Brad nodded. You’re right. Sevenfold Avenger it is.

So, you ready to go back to the poor house? Frank teased.

Brad took a deep breath. Level five had cost him fifteen thousand aether. He wasn’t the best when it came to math, but he figured he was in for a huge spend to advance in class tiers. The rest of his aether was probably going to burn away from this purchase alone. It was a shame really; he would have liked to spend some of his aether on new equipment and skills.

Let’s see what wild and crazy new class we’re getting. Brad mentally hit the level-up button again.

Congratulations on reaching Tier 2 of the Healer class!

Please select from one of the following three advanced classes:

Medic: Through magic and potions, medics specialize in all things involving the healing arts. Medics make any healing they apply to others both more effective and efficient. With the appropriate skills, this effect can be spread across a party and eventually raid groups.

Druid: Mastering nature’s wrath, Druids are support casters who control the battlefield, support their allies, and employ the aid of the local wildlife to support their cause. While less effective than Medics at healing, Druids can turn the tide of a battle with carefully applied spells entangling enemies and with the aid of their animal companions.

Templar: For those who lead from the front, Templars are combat-focused healers who support their allies with a variety of buffs while being able to take and return damage. A templar rides a fine line between the healer, warrior, and ranged classes, allowing them to get up close and personal, keep a distance, or a mix of both while supporting their allies.

Frank was not kidding when he said the system made recommendations based on a user’s actions and skills. All three of these options were perfect for Brad and his current skill set.

Looking at the medic, he could have easily gone for it purely for keeping his people alive. While the class description lacked many specifics about its skills, he had a good idea what increased efficiency and effectiveness could do for his current spells. Maybe he could revive more people before running out of mana. Maybe there was a mass revive if he went down that path. But thinking back on all of his adventures thus far, that wasn’t him. A medic was more of a rear-line combatant, while he liked to be right at the front.

Druid was another fantastic choice with its ability to support the battle. From other games he’d played in the past, druids could ensnare targets, use the local plant life for all manner of dirty deeds, and generally control the flow of battle. With the Earth’s newly aether-enhanced wildlife, being able to summon the aid of animals on a whim could be the difference between life and death for his people. Plus he could always use those powers to make Sweetness even stronger. The problem was those powers relied a great deal on nature. He likely needed access to plant life and animals to make most of the druid powers work. That was a gamble Brad wasn’t willing to take.

Finally there was templar, which seemed tailor-made for him. Fighting at the front, leading his people into battle. This was basically everything Brad had been doing since he’d first linked up with Aron and his party. Throwing out buffs to his people to make them stronger, faster, meaner; pushing them to greater heights of power in the midst of combat while he himself helped dispatch enemies. Brad couldn’t think of a better class for himself.

Brad made his choice. His eyes widened on seeing it only cost him twenty thousand to advance. He still had half his aether!

Any thoughts or concerns he had about his bank account quickly evaporated when he saw his gains.

Congratulations, you have leveled up: Templar — Level 1

+1 Perk Point

+28 Strength

+28 Agility

+36 Constitution

+24 Intelligence

Choose one of the following:

Skill Increase: Healing, Siphon, one weapon skill, one armor skill, and two additional skills of your choice. +3

Judgment: Conjure a spear of divine light to strike your enemies. The spear can be wielded as a melee weapon, to impale enemies, and detonated. While an enemy is impaled by the spear they receive additional damage from all sources.

Battle Orders: Enhances the damage dealt by nearby guild members and allies to enemies. Increase the size of all ally AoE effects.

Choose one of the following:

Grand Cross: Engrave a holy pattern on the ground attacking all hostile enemies upon it. Friendly forces receive a buff to health, damage, and defense.

Flying Colors: Plant your flag to raise the morale of your allies while demoralizing your enemies. Allies have their critical rates and damage increased while enemies’ are reduced.

Brad gasped at the options available to him now. Tier-two classes are no joke. There wasn’t a single bad option there, and some synergized better than others with one another. He imagined there were perks associated with all of these, which had to make the spells even more potent than they likely already were.

Judgment and Grand Cross immediately called his attention. Both of those abilities looked to synergize quite well with one another while increasing his otherwise lacking array of offensive options. After all, Brad could only really shoot and beat things to death with his shotgun. Outside of that, all of his skills were support-focused with two exceptions: Blood Siphon and Siphon Cannon. Those two skills also supported the effectiveness of his party, or really anyone who happened to be within range.

Battle Orders and Flying Colors weren’t to be overlooked, however. Their bonuses and reach must be fantastic. He couldn’t afford to ignore how they could aid on a much larger scale than Judgment or Grand Cross. Then again, he could always mix and match.

Frank, a little help here, Brad said.

Huh, that is a tough choice, Frank muttered. Well, let’s think about it this way. How often do you get into large-scale battles?

Not terribly often. I think I’ve been in two or three, ever, Brad answered.

Then I’d take Grand Cross and Judgment. You can still buff your allies while kicking ass and taking names.

Brad frowned as he thought further on the choices before him. But what if we get into more large-scale battles? It’s not like we haven’t made enemies with the elves of House Oberon, or the pharaohs. More big fights have to be coming our way.

Yes, and supporting your people is always good, but imagine how much smoother those fights could have gone if you could make a big target like the arbiter go away faster? Frank countered.

You do have a point, Brad had to admit. With Judgment and Grand Cross, he could have helped take out the pharaohs’ scorpion tanks faster, or the arbiter himself. They could have saved so many lives if they had. Brad sighed. Is there a way to get these skills in the future?

Of course, Frank said. The higher in levels you get, the more abilities and items you see available at the 3D printers, especially the more advanced models we have access to now. You could also see the gnomes or one of your crafters working on spell and ability books. That’s another way of getting them. Printers are fairly expensive to use for this, but they give you consistent results. Crafting, depending on the skill level of who you order from, can have varying results. While handcrafted skill and spell books are more costly and time-consuming to create, you can potentially get superior versions which give you an edge over others. Either way, you’re closing any gaps your arsenal might have. It also works to improve existing skills to superior versions if you can get them.

Brad shook his head. Why didn’t you say this before?

I didn’t want to encourage you to make poor life choices! Frank countered. You make enough of those on a good day.

Brad laughed and picked Judgment and Grand Cross as his two new spells. With that, he hit accept and finished his level up. Then he reached out to Xaxi with the Sparkgear Consortium.

“Hey Captain, got a second?”

Xaxi replied swiftly. “For my favorite supplier? Of course. What can I help you with today, Brad?”

“I was wondering if your crew happens to have any skill or spell crafters, high-level ones preferably,” Brad asked.

Xaxi chuckled. “Oh? Looking for something special?”

“Expensive, more like.” Brad grimaced, already cringing at his likely-soon-to-be empty wallet.

“We might be able to provide you this service,” Xaxi replied. “What do you need?”

“A pair of tier-two, level-one, spells.”

Xaxi didn’t answer for what felt like an age. “That is a very expensive ask, Brad.”

He braced for his request to be shot down.

“Lucky for you, we cater to expensive tastes,” Xaxi said. “Normally we’d charge seventy-five thousand a piece for the service, but since you did save us from the pharaohs, we’ll call it an even fifty for the two. Sound fair?”

Brad flinched at the original price. “Why are they so expensive in the first place?”

“Materials, labor, skill requirements,” Xaxi listed off. “And I just so happen to have one of the few crafters who can guarantee superior quality or higher. Of course, if you want the basic versions then we can slash that cost even further.”

“How much better are these superior skills?” Brad asked.

Xaxi thought for a moment. “That really varies from skill to skill, and the crafter can sometimes directly impact the benefits. It could be anything from improved mana efficiency, cast times, or effects of the spell or skill. For superior quality. you are generally looking at a twenty-five percent improvement while the lower tier of improved is usually ten to fifteen.”

“How much would it cost for a specific buff to the skill?” Brad asked.

Xaxi laughed. “Going for a specific result can easily triple the cost. I’m afraid I can make no guarantees on that front if that’s what you want, Brad, nor can I extend a discount.”

Brad shrugged. He mainly just wanted to have the skills to add to his arsenal. Any additional benefits he could get on top of that were icing on the cake. “Let’s just go with the skills for now. I’ll take whatever bonuses I can get.” He sent over the list of skills he wanted made.

Xaxi was silent for a moment, likely discussing the order with her crafter. “It’ll be about a week to get these made, but we can definitely do it.”

“Glad to hear it, I’m sending the aether now.” Brad emptied his aether wallet, leaving him with only about a thousand aether to his name. He hoped the pair of skills he ordered would be well worth the expense.

“A pleasure doing business with you, Brad.” Xaxi signed off.

Brad sighed and looked at his perk points. He decided he could figure out what to do with them later. For now, he pulled up his stats.

Brad Grosslin

Strength: 67

Agility: 66

Constitution: 80

Intelligence: 81

Wisdom: 16

Charisma: 17

Health: 400/400

Mana: 405/405

Now those are some big numbers. Brad grinned.

Frank laughed. Yeah, you might actually be able to take a hit now.

Brad rolled his eyes. I love that confidence, Frank.

World first!

You are the first human on planet Earth to achieve a Tier 2 class.

You have received 20,000 aether.

Nice! I basically got the class for free, Brad said.

Very nice! Frank agreed. Maybe you can afford some pants now.

World first!

You are the first human to advance to the Templar class.

You have received Legendary Templar Lord’s Battlemail.

+ 550 Armor

Traits

Inspiring Aura: Increases allies’ attack and defense by 15%.

Aura of Command: Increases the effect of all Templar buffs by 25%

Smiting Blows: Wearer’s physical and magical attack power is increased by 30%.

Holy Ground: Damage taken within the Templar’s barrier class spells is reduced by 20%. Barrier strength is increased by 50%.

Templar Lord’s Reach: Range of all healing spells and auras cast by the templar increased by 50%.

I think we have the pants situation covered, Frank, Brad said with a slack-jawed expression.

No friggin kidding, Frank said.

Brad got up right away and made his way over to the nearest 3D printer. “Hey, mind if I borrow this real quick?”

The curly-haired man who looked like he’d turned giant alligators into armor shook his head. “N-not at all Brad.”

“Thanks, this’ll be just a second.” Brad keyed in his reward and the 3D printer got to work.

The glow of purple aether filled the machine with growing intensity. It spilled out of the printer with a blinding radiance before the suit of armor was completed. It was a work of art.

White, gold, black, and deep crimson, the armor had an radiant gleam to it. The helmet bore a T-shaped visor glowing a faint blue, and the helmet’s rear seemed to form a metal halo of sorts. The rest of the armor looked like a templar knight had wandered into a sci-fi convention, was assaulted by all the nerds there, and came out looking like a space knight ready to go crusading across the stars. Dramatic cape included for effect.

“Nice armor,” the curly-haired man said in awe.

Brad just nodded, having to pick his jaw up off the floor before he dragged his armor out of the way to suit up. This armor opened up on its own to allow Brad inside. Plates slid out of the way then locked around him once he was inside. The suit fit him so perfectly he may as well have been running around in his birthday suit. The armor he’d been given felt as much a part of him as his own body. It was an awesome, if curious, feeling.

“If the pharaohs or elves come back for us, they’re not going to be in for a good time at all,” Brad said with a broad grin, flexing in his new armor.

You’re going to need to invest in a fancier gun to match that armor, Brad, Frank said.

Maybe I will—

His thoughts were interrupted by a call. Brad, it’s Sam. Kahi says she’s finally cracked the encryption on the pharaoh computers. She wanted you over here so we can go through what we need to get this teleporter up and running.

Brad nodded, then realized she couldn’t see him nod through the chat. Got it, Sam. I’ll be right over. By the way, have you thought about getting your tier-two class yet?

No, not yet. Why? Sam asked.

Brad laughed. The stat boosts and abilities you get access to are insane. Trust me, it’s worth every bit of aether.

Then I’ll make sure to pick that up as soon as we’re done here. Sam blew him a kiss through the chat. See you in a bit.

Brad grinned. He sent a message to his party, Aron, and Jake for all of them to join him at the pharaoh pyramid. He wanted all hands on deck to get their base up and running.

He stepped out into the frigid wastes of the captured pharaoh fortress. Like every other day they’d been there, it was cold, extra frozen, and a blizzard was rolling in over the mountaintops. Before Invictus, the Syndicate, and the dwarves kicked the pharaohs out, they had gotten a good number of structures up and running from living quarters to armories, and even a few generators. It was enough for cramped living spaces for the current human population along with their alien guests, and every day since they had been working to grow the fortress into a proper human city. Gnome, dwarf, and human all worked together to clear out the wreckage of scorpion tanks and demolished buildings, putting together new buildings in their wake.

But it was a massive operation, and the gnomes rarely did anything for free. Neither did the dwarves. Invictus was pouring out the aether to pay for this massive construction project. Brad had assigned many of his people to do everything from mercenary work to resource-gathering operations and hunting expeditions, all in order to keep the aether flowing. Sure, Invictus’s treasury was fat after taking out the pharaohs, but Brad knew they would burn through that aether quickly if they weren’t actively working to replenish it.

Brad turned onto the grand boulevard in front of the gigantic, incomplete pharaoh pyramid that looked to be competing with the mountains around them for the title of biggest, most imposing thing in the neighborhood. It truly was imposing, even in its incomplete state with hundreds if not thousands of people working to finish it up. The black-and-gold structure loomed ominously over the city as a reminder of just how close humanity came to losing the Earth to the pharaohs. Had the aliens managed to get the teleporter within up and running, armies of pharaohs would have come streaming out of there onto the grand boulevard, loaded into their craft, and spread out across the planet to enslave or kill every last living member of humanity.

Now, it was humanity’s to use.

Sam and Sal were gathered around a grand console with Kahi furiously tapping away at keys, pulling up holographic displays and swiftly rushing through them. Brad didn’t have the slightest clue as to what she was doing.

“Well look at you, Mr. Fancy Pants,” Sal said with a big grin. The rogue leaned against the side of the console, his gun collection hanging at the ready, including a “tactically acquired” pharaoh spear.

Sam beamed as Brad came in and rushed over to embrace him. “Is this what you blew all your aether on? High fashion?”

Brad laughed. “No, this was a world first for being the first human to take the templar class. All my aether went into hitting this level.” He clutched at his chest with a pained expression. “Twenty thousand aether for tier two alone.”

Kahi’s frantic work stopped. Her jaw dropped. “Y-y-you humans are already at tier-two classes?”

Brad nodded. “That whole debacle with the pharaohs just flooded us with aether.”

Kahi shook her head. “Years of my life spent in service to the pharaohs and I never made even a quarter of the aether required for that advancement.”

“Hey, stick with us, pretty kitty, and we’ll get you there,” Sal said.

Kahi glared at Sal.

Brad chuckled. “He’s not wrong.”

“I’m not a kitten,” Kahi huffed.

Sal leaned back with an amused smirk. “Could’ve fooled me with all those head pats you were loving.”

Kahi blushed furiously and hid back behind her console.

Brad glanced back. The others had arrived, and just in time too. “So, Kahi. All this looks a little bit more frantic than a shopping list. Mind telling me what’s going on here?”

Kahi cleared her throat and stood straighter as the gathering of humans arrived. “This frantic show you see before you is my failing attempt to hack into the pharaoh satellites. After our successful conquest of this fortress, all my access rights have been revoked. It seems they noticed I switched sides.”

“What are you hacking into those satellites for?” Aron asked, resting his hands on his hips while Jo rode on his shoulders in her bright-red mage outfit.

“Seeder overlords,” Kahi said. “The missing component for these portals is harvested from the chest cavity of a fully matured overlord. Which, as you can imagine, is not a particularly easy item to come across.”

Michael shuddered in his black leather jacket. “Uh, yeah, how about no? An infant of those things damn near killed us. I don’t want to go anywhere near a fully matured overlord.”

“That was before we hit our tier-two classes, Michael,” Les said in a shiny new suit of full plate armor with a greatsword to match. “We’re a lot stronger now, we have a lot more people to work with, and we won’t be going in blind.”

“That’s right, Les.” Brad smiled.

Les ignored his gaze.

Brad frowned. She’d seemed so distant lately, and he just couldn’t place his finger on it. Michael had laughed at him when he asked what her deal was. He just called him dense and told Brad to figure it out. But he wasn’t one for playing games. Unfortunately, the direct approach of asking never yielded any results.

“Except we’ll be going in blind,” Michael countered. “We fought a baby nightmare, not a full-grown one!”

Teresa sighed. “Simply imagine what we faced but ten times worse and we can begin to prepare for the challenges ahead, Michael.”

Ceres shrugged. “Maybe twenty times worse. Just to be safe.”

Kahi nodded. “Thirty would be more accurate. But given the relatively short time your planet has been under seeder assault, the likelihood of an overlord to have reached maturity is unlikely.”

Jake held up a hand. He wore an outfit that made him look like a monk ready to go to war, heavy-duty prayer beads around his neck included. “Don’t these seeders all run off of aether like the wildlife now does?”

“Technically, yes. Why?” Kahi asked.

Jake gave a shrug. “Wouldn’t the massive aether bloom that knocked all of us humans out and made the wildlife all kinds of crazy big and powerful also have had an effect on them?”

Kahi opened her mouth, then closed it. She stared off into empty space in thought, then back at Jake. “Actually, you might be correct. And if you are, your world is in far greater danger than you realize. There might not just be one mature overlord but several scattered across the world.”

Brad frowned. “That’s no good. The last thing we need is bigger, badder versions of those things coordinating assaults across the world. We need to get hunting parties searching for those right away.”

Kahi nodded. “The sooner the better, but I’m afraid we just can’t finish this teleporter pyramid without that core. The rest of the components are simple enough. Expensive, but nothing a 3D printer or an order with the gnomes couldn’t recover. Perhaps even a hunting party.” She sighed as the hologram she was frantically working with flashed red, then vanished. “But I’m afraid we will have to find them the good old-fashioned way.”

“Actually, I think I know exactly where to find one of these things.” Brad turned to Sam. “How do you feel about a little scouting trip?”


Chapter two
Jake


“We’ll take the phantom out right away,” Sam said.

“Eh, as soon as Tim’s done fixing it up, anyway,” Sal said, casually strolling out.

Sam pulled a tight smile. “He said it’d be done today, so it better be. We let him work on the phantom to gain levels, not to make it his latest ‘pimp my ride’ project.”

Jake laughed, watching them leave. Sam had relaxed a lot since she and Brad had gotten together, and he was honestly happy to see it. Their world may have changed beyond all recognition, but the simple things were still the same.

His attention returned to Brad. “Need anything specific from me?”

Brad shook his head. “Until we know where we’re hitting, it’s better for us to stay here and prep. The second we have the overlord’s location, we need to be on top of that thing.”

Kahi agreed. “The sooner you stop that creature, the sooner we can bring this portal online and travel the stars. More importantly, it is one less mass producer of seeder swarms and beasts.”

Jake nodded. “After that mess back in Armstrong, I don’t want to see what these seeders are capable of on a grand scale.”

“Entire worlds have fallen to the seeders in the past,” Kahi warned. “Whatever you do, do not underestimate them.”

Jake had only heard of the behemoths Brad and Sam faced in the tunnels back in Armstrong. The hive guards were effectively walking bio-tanks capable of shredding through the transports they’d looted from the elves like they were made of tissue paper. The overlord itself, an infant at the time, supposedly made the guards looked like little more than ankle biters both in size and sheer destructive power. They were going to need to pull out all the stops to bring the overlord down.

“You’re all dismissed,” Brad said. “Get new gear, potions, training, whatever you need to prepare for this.”

The others nodded and left.

Jake’s prayer bead necklace glowed violet with a brilliant pulse of aether. “Good call.”

“Everything alright, Jake?” Brad asked. He pointed at the prayer beads. “Actually, you never told me what those were for.”

“A gift from Nokor.” Jake ran his hands over the beads. Calling them beads was an understatement, to say the least. Each one was just shy of the size of a softball. The nine spheres didn’t really hang from his neck so much as rest upon him, pulled to him by the flood of aether in his body. “They’re supposed to help me regulate all the aether I gathered from our battle against the pharaohs. They flash whenever I’m losing control of it. It acts as both a warning and keeps the aether from getting out of hand.”

“Out of hand how?” Brad pressed.

Jake sat his hands on his hips. “With this much aether, Nokor says there are two outcomes. Either I become a super-mutant version of those aether-infested humans we fought—”

Brad’s eyes widened. “With all your aether, that’d be insane.”

Jake nodded. “Or I go off like a nuke.”

Brad’s eyes widened to their absolute limit. He leaned forward aggressively, his jaw practically hitting the floor.

“It’s pretty bad,” Jake agreed. “The good news is I’m working on it. I’m going back to the mountains after this to get a better grip on my core.”

Brad pulled back with a deep exhale. “And what about the others? Your apprentices. They all should have gotten the same flood of aether.”

“Nokor only had one set of beads,” Jake explained. “So he had to take the others back to the ogre base where their aether could be suppressed while they come to terms with it.”

“They can do that?”

Jake nodded. “When your civilization is entirely based off of cultivation, you have to come up with ways and means of dealing with people that become a danger. Whether it’s to themselves or others.”

Brad sat his hands on the back of his head. “Well, if that’s the case, I better let you get to it. Aron just sent me a crazy idea. I probably need to take him up on it anyway.”

“Oh?”

Brad nodded. “On his trip out to Florida, he met up with some dark elves. Apparently one of their princesses has a thing for him. Which is awkward because it’s a one-sided thing, just like Chet’s crush on this dark elf princess. Anyway, he thinks we can work together with them. They’re a lot more chill than regular elves, apparently.”

“More friends never hurt,” Jake agreed. “Call me when we’re ready to go hunt down that seeder. I’m off to the mountain.”

Brad smiled. “Try not to freeze to death out there.”

Jake grinned and headed out.

Had Jake been anything less than a cultivator of his caliber, Brad had every right to be worried about him. Even class users would require cold-weather gear to survive an extended stay in the frozen wastes.

Jake didn’t need such things.

In fact, Nokor had pressed him to seek out more extreme environments to train in. For more advanced cultivators, the theory was that training in a harsher environment aided in mastering themselves, thereby sharpening their focus to a honed edge. In theory, this would allow him better control of the whirling storm of aether within him.

After an hour’s climb, Jake reached a mountain peak overlooking the pyramid. His body shivered and shuddered from the cold winds buffeting his body. The black-and-orange robes he wore were not rated for any kind of cold weather at all. They were light, airy, flexible, and much better suited for hot climates than the peak of a frigid mountain.

But this was exactly what Jake needed.

Where his apprentices like Darius still relied on aether-channeling equipment, Jake relied entirely on his body and skill to brave the challenges of his harsh world. He found that aether-channeling equipment actually limited not only the use of his powers but their growth. It was something Nokor had vaguely hinted at in the past but never said outright, likely because he knew the equipment was necessary for their survival until they progressed further on their journey of cultivation. Sure, with enough mastery the limiting factors of this equipment could be overcome, but to Jake it always felt like he was trying to fight his way up a rampaging waterfall rather than being the waterfall.

That’s deep, Hazel—Jake’s muse—commented. Maybe you should try writing some sort of monk scrolls to share your knowledge with the world, Jake.

Jake rolled his eyes. I’m about as deep as a puddle, Hazel.

It could still help other cultivators figure out how to do what you do, Hazel insisted. A lot of this cultivation business feels like a matter of perspective and focus.

Jake nodded as he pulled the top of his robes open, exposing his well-muscled torso to the frigid air around him. While Nokor had shared several new meditation techniques with him, he’d decided to stick to basics when tackling this new level of cold.

He was chilled to the bone.

With slow, steady breaths, Jake lowered himself to sit cross-legged on the mountaintop. He allowed himself the brief distraction of watching the hustle and bustle of the city below. In a few more days, maybe even a week, it would go from a ruined battlefield to a proper home for humanity, with weather control and everything. Jake couldn’t wait to see how that turned out.

Jake closed his eyes with another breath and worked on controlling his body before daring to touch his core, just as Nokor suggested. The frozen winds bit into his exposed flesh like daggers plunging through his bones and organs. Channeling his will, he began to block out the cold grasp. I am the master of my own body. The master of my fate. Master of my destiny, he repeated in his head like a mantra, one of many Nokor had shared with him. Considering the hell they had gone through after the system came about, Jake found this one resonated the most.

In the early days, when he even refused to believe the system was a real thing or anything less than a clever alien ruse, Jake was just another normal human running for dear life. Every hour of every day was a desperate battle for survival. If they weren’t dealing with seeders, they were dealing with crazy survivors. If they weren’t dealing with either of those, they were just trying to get food, drink, and other resources to live. They were definitely not the masters of their own fate back then. At least Jake didn’t feel that way.

Things were different now.

Their little band of survivors had fought their way out of Kelowna through seeders and crazies alike. They’d recruited more people to their cause and settled Scotch Creek to be humanity’s new home. Then they’d fought a brief war against the crazy slaver elves of House Oberon and won. Invictus, their guild, kept growing and growing in the face of mounting threats. The aether bloom changed their world into a far deadlier place, and the pharaohs’ overwhelming power was brought to bear against them. Yet still they forged ahead. Humanity allied itself with the dwarves and gnomes. They threw everything they had at the pharaohs and won. A feat that few races could accomplish even with the full might of their empires, humanity had accomplished in the infancy of their membership in the Collective.

They were the masters of their own destiny.

Technically you aren’t an official member of the Collective until you at least kill one fully matured overlord, Hazel corrected. One alone tends to be a massive problem for most civilizations, but thanks to that aether bloom I am certain there are many more than one.

Jake pushed those concerns aside until they had a target they could hit. He focused on fighting the chill from his body. It was a strange sensation. Rather than heat spreading from his core to force the ice out of his bones, Jake felt the frigid weather recede. Minute by icy, agonizing minute, the cold left his body. It must have taken at least an hour before he achieved this.

Rather than check in with his HUD or Hazel, he shifted his focus inward. It was at that split-second that the cold returned in force. Jake frowned and pushed it back. I see now why you recommended this, Nokor. He was about to juggle two challenges at once and the degree of focus he needed for both was certain to grant him the strength needed to advance far beyond what even his friend and mentor had achieved.

Jake turned his attention toward his core. Somewhere, in a maelstrom of wild swirling aether, it sat there, shining like a beacon. All the aether he had collected, thousands upon thousands of points, looked like a wild, heavy fog rippling from one direction to another, then exploding with aetheric electricity before forming back up into its cloudy form. This was not the usual ropes or tethers of aether Jake was used to seeing in the slightest.

Another bright flash occurred within his core. Violent, like a supernova. He watched as the shock wave was swiftly siphoned from his body to the beads Nokor had given him. He could feel them flood with power, but they didn’t take all of it. Already he felt the corruption of excess aether turning his veins black and paling his flesh, twisting it into a monstrosity. Jake fought off the corruption, purging his body of it while the beads slowly poured the collected aether back inside him.

Three problems to juggle, then. Corruption, cold, chaos. Jake drew in a long, slow, calming breath. Let’s do this.

He reached through the chaos of aether within him to his core. The glorious, glowing sphere and its metallic surface were intact, even under the abuse it had suffered from so much untamed aether. Jake felt a great degree of pride seeing how sturdy of a forge he had constructed. But now he needed more.

Jake reached for whatever strands of aether were already formed within him and began the painstaking process of slowly coiling them around his core. One strand at a time, he coiled. The process was easier said than done. The rampaging aetheric winds and detonations within him constantly tried to knock his cords out of alignment. The biting cold and bouts of corruption he had to fight off only made his focus struggle to hold it all together. Jake’s jaw tensed with strain as he made good and sure the strands were properly bound up.

He flicked one of the cords on his freshly wrapped core. It didn’t budge. Yup. That ain’t going nowhere.

His attention shifted to the aether fog within him. Now it’s time for the problem children. The gaseous aether posed an interesting problem, mostly because Jake had never really worked with gas in any meaningful way in his past life as a contractor. Sure, he could plug a tank in and route it through whatever project he was working on at the time, but he’d never done anything more complicated than that.

Frowning, he considered the problem while maintaining his body free of corruption and fighting off the constant incursions of ice trying to reach his bones.

When he’d first formed his core—his raw, sloppy core—Jake had coiled the aether around into a ball of yarn as tightly as he could. Compression was the key factor in getting it all to stick together. When he formed his proper, more advanced level-three core, the process was a far more intense version of what he’d done. It was actually more akin to forging than anything.

So why don’t I just make steel cabling out of this stuff? The idea sounded too simple to actually work. Simple to the point of stupidity, actually. But cultivation, like advancing through levels for class users—which people had taken to calling classers — was simple processes to begin with. What made them difficult was the increasing level of challenge, and how much application of oneself was required from one level to the next. Let’s try it.

Jake reached for the calmest wisp of fog with his mind. The wild aether fought against him, growing rigid and flailing about like an eel in his mind’s grasp. His brow furrowed, black sweat rolling down his brow into frozen clumps. Jake tightened his grip, forcing the wild aether cloud to compress down. At first, he formed it into a simple wire, but the aether wire struggled harder in this compressed form.

Clearly I need to up the pressure, Jake thought.

He pulled more of the fog in, creating more aether wires, and began twisting them together as he’d done many times in the past to create rope and cabling. The aether writhed and struggled against him, but Jake wasn’t playing around. He made his aether cable a tightly compressed bundle incapable of moving under its own will. The process took far longer than Jake would have liked, but it seemed he was successful.

The aether cable quivered and pulsed with life, trying to come undone at the ends, but Jake quickly tightened them further. Violent, electric arcs of aether coursed through it. The aether cable was unlike anything he had ever seen with regular aether before. Most importantly, the cable was flexible enough to layer over his core like any other aether ropes he had used in the past.

Is this what you’ve seen, Nokor, or is this something more? Even if his mentor was there to guide him, Jake couldn’t afford to risk allowing the cable to come undone, nor could he upgrade his core with a single cable.

He set about forming the rest of the aether cables he needed. The process took hours to complete. It was a constant struggle of wrestling the aether down into proper shape and binding it. The cold occasionally fought through his concentration, making him lose control of his freshly bound cables in violent explosions of aether. These explosions were not always fully contained by the beads Nokor had given him. His veins went black and flesh pale white with corruption every time he lost control, far too often or too violently for the beads to absorb. This slowed Jake’s progress further, but it did not deter him. He reformed the cables again while forcing the corruption from his body.

Jake swore he was going to be a frozen solid icicle of filth by the time he finished this painstaking task.

It’s going to be worth it, he assured himself.

With all the cables finished, his core looked calm and quiet. At least until he looked at any of his aether cables. He’d done his best to keep them all at the exact same size, but that didn’t seem to matter when it came to the glow they each gave off. Some were stronger, wilder than others. The aether they gave off ripped through the cables, lashing out to the neighboring ones and striking at his body. Others were calmer, merely glowing, pulsing, and occasionally crackling. These calmer cables seemed to pull the wild explosions of aether toward them, like a lightning rod.

Now there’s an idea…

Jake began to wrap the cables around his core in a very specific manner. If the key to success was maintaining control, then he needed to keep the more potent cables in check. He figured it was like working with any of his electrical projects in the past. Sure, having a ton of power was great, but if he couldn’t control where it went and how it got there, it was a quick way to fry a customer’s very expensive toys. He’d learned that lesson the hard way once and he wasn’t about to put that theory to the test when it came to something as vital as his own body, his own core.

Of course, that didn’t stop another idea from springing to mind.

What if I experiment with the cables more and try to make them all as powerful as the wild ones? If he had access to more power, it was only a matter of learning to control it. He wasn’t an electrical circuit, after all. Would there really be any harm in tackling this experiment? It would be a lot of wasted time, though. Sam might find the overlord before I can get this ready if I do this.

Jake frowned in thought, straining just to hold his current work and cables together.

His current work flashed with aetheric arcs and tried to lash out from his core to strike at his body, to spread more corruption through him. To Jake’s delight, his work was paying off. The streams of aether lashing out from his wrapped core were like the flares coming from the sun he saw back during his school days. They would swing out only to be brought back to the core, spreading their power across the entire sphere.

Jake grinned to himself. If he made this sphere entirely of powerful cables, he would have an incredibly potent core—there was no doubt in his mind of that—but he doubted it would be stable. He’d have to bring up his theories to Nokor, of course, but Jake imagined his own core would either explode or corrupt him if he followed that path. An aether-mutated human with a formed core sounded like an obscenely dangerous threat.

He continued with his work, finally wrapping the entirety of his core in the thick, heavy cables. Now it was just a matter of fusing it all to his core.

For a moment, Jake allowed the cold, frigid air into his body. He enjoyed the ice in his veins in preparation for what was to come while he watched the beauty of his wrapped core. It was a ball of organized chaos. Powerful, wild, untamed. He could only imagine how much stronger he would become when it all fused.

Deep breaths, Jake, Hazel said.

Jake pulled in a long, slow lungful of air and forced the cold out of his body once more.

Every shred of his focus turned inward toward his core. As far as Jake was concerned, the cold no longer existed. Neither did the wind, the mountain peak, or even the hustle and bustle of the city below. It was just him and his core.

Heat built up like a raging inferno within him as a soul-crushing pressure tried to smear him down across the mountain. Jake persisted through it all, calmly and slowly breathing. I am the master of my own body. The master of my fate. Master of my destiny. Jake cranked up the heat and pressure. The cables he made glowing a brilliant, blinding violet as they began to melt and fuse together with his core.

Jake heard his bones crack. His shoulder first, then his ribs. The pain threatened to knock him out of his focus. The blood spilling from his nose and mouth weren’t helping matters, either. Jake pushed through the pain, using the same drive he’d applied to keep the cold at bay to his injuries. He could have used his aether to heal himself, but he doubted that would be a good idea in the middle of forging an improved core.

The sphere of violet light grew brighter, larger; it was painful just to look at. The process was not yet complete. He could feel the aether within taking shape, forming into something truly powerful.

Jake’s arm snapped. A pained cry nearly escaped him. He was letting his excitement get away from him. His focus needed to be entirely on his core or it would kill him.

His hands balled into tight fists. With an exhale, he pushed every thought out of his body. There was nothing in his mind but his core. Stabilizing it, forming it, bringing it into existence.

With a sound like thunder, an explosion of aether ripped through Jake’s core. The sensation of power was overwhelming, but it did not break his body as he’d feared. When his vision cleared, his newly formed core floated before his eyes.

A hollowed-out, twenty-sided die spun before his eyes, coursing with aetheric energies. At the center sat what Jake could only describe as a violet sun. The power he felt radiating off it was intense; it made the power he threw out at the pharaohs’ arbiter look like a squirt gun.

Jake felt delighted at this new achievement of power, but also concerned. Could he actually control this much power? In a fight between him and whatever great new challenges stood in humanity’s path, could he keep from killing his friends and allies like he had when he unleashed his wrath on the arbiter?

You can do this, Jake, he told himself. You can control this power and use it for good.

When his eyes opened, he found himself sheathed in a violet aura, radiating off his body like flames. His body was covered in black ice, the toxins purged from him frozen solid, making him look like an obsidian statue.

Jake rose to his feet, pulling up his new stats.

Jake Hicks

Strength: 75

Agility: 60

Constitution: 90

Intelligence: 72

Wisdom: 25

Charisma: 15

Health: 450/450

Mana: 360/360

Jake gasped at the stat increases. He had effectively doubled his stats across the board for achieving his new core. There was no way he wasn’t going to be ridiculous in the next fight they ran into. Hopefully the classers wouldn’t feel too envious.

Current Class: Cultivator

Analyzing Class…

Cultivator updated to Apprentice Cultivator.

Apprentice Cultivator has increased to level 5.

Apprentice Cultivator ready to advance in tier.

…No classes found.

Apprentice Cultivator upgraded to Tier 2: Cultivator.

Jake couldn’t help snorting at the system’s attempt to grasp what it was dealing with. He knew from Nokor that the Collective wasn’t fond of cultivators, but he didn’t expect them to know so little about them. Even funnier to him was how the system downgraded his class to apprentice, then made him into a full-fledged cultivator…changing effectively nothing.

That’s my bad, Hazel admitted. Remember, we’re figuring out this stuff as we go, so I thought it’d be nice to call you a proper cultivator now that you’ve achieved a tier-up. At least going by the class-user leveling structure. Every five levels they reach another tier.

How many tiers are there? Jake asked.

Three tiers, each with five levels, Hazel explained. Which means you will get the title of Cultivator Master when you hit tier three. Unless there’s more levels beyond that. The Collective hasn’t had anyone reach the top end of tier three, other than Anubis. He’s a rather ancient being, however.

Jake smiled and nodded. “Then we better get to grinding, huh?”


Chapter three
Sam


“Dude, where’s my car?” Sam called over the mess of power tools and welders at the vehicle bay they’d built in the city.

Sal chuckled. “Pretty sure they can’t hear you over all this.”

Sam frowned, but he was right. They had everything from elven transports hanging onto life by a thread to the tanks they had looted to take on the aliens. The facility was even large enough to house the pharaohs’ wrecked scorpion tanks that were getting cut up for parts and research. Still, it wasn’t nearly as big as the shipyard being built far out in the city’s industrial sector where Brad hoped they could start making humanity’s first fleet. They had plenty of wreck to work with from the pharaohs’ destroyed ship, and they were certain to have more aliens come in from space looking to start trouble.

Sal sat his hand on Sam’s shoulder. “Just got a message from Tim. He’s in the back. Bay fifty-five. Phantom’s about ready to go.”

“Good. The faster we get this done, the faster we can get this portal going,” Sam said, leading the way.

“Remind me again why we’re rushing to get this thing going?” Sal asked. “It seems like we’re asking for a lot of trouble with it since, you know, the pharaohs use it to throw armies from one corner of space to another.”

Sam opened her mouth to answer, then closed it. That is a pretty heavy risk now that you mention it.

Oh hush, dear, Olivia said. She was Sam’s muse. Kahi says she can bring it online, separated from the pharaoh network, and lock it down should we need to. It’s all perfectly safe.

Sam nodded and relayed the information to Sal.

“Look, I trust the kitten as much as the next guy, but don’t you think the pharaohs could just hack through our security and get inside?” Sal pressed.

“We could always turn it off on our end,” Sam said. “Anyway, you know why we want that portal.”

Sal sighed. “To use it, of course. But with who? No one else but the pharaohs have things like this.”

“Why do you think we’re sharing it with the dwarves and gnomes?” Sam said. “We’re going to spread this tech through the Collective and use it to travel between the stars. Imagine all the trade opportunities it could bring up between us and our allies.”

Sal sighed. “But if we share it with the Collective, that means psychos like the elves will have access to this technology as well. Can you imagine how much harder it would have been for you guys to save us from House Oberon if they could just teleport reinforcements?”

Sam frowned. “You don’t think we haven’t thought of that yet? We aren’t sharing the plans; we're selling the portals themselves.”

He blinked. “Wait, what about Captain Thunderbottom’s crew and Ironmane? I thought we agreed to share it with them.”

“Under the condition they don’t sell the blueprints,” Sam added. “They agreed to the terms given how dangerous this tech can be in the wrong hands. If the Collective wants it, they’re going to have to put some serious rules and countermeasures in place before we let them have this stuff.”

Sal sat his hands on the back of his head. “OK, that actually doesn’t sound so bad.”

They walked past a bay with Jake’s poor truck. The Brawler, as they called it, was almost back in working order after getting totalled in the fight against the pharaohs. Currently the new, reinforced chassis hung in the air while all of the inner working bits sat below…mostly in pieces. Tim and his people had figured out not just that they could 3D-print alien engines from the advanced printers, but how to work with them and make minor improvements here and there. Supposedly from leveling up their skills, Tim and his people had all manner of ideas on how to improve the alien designs or make new engines from scratch. The 3D printers weren’t capable of doing any of that, however. The Collective provided the printers for convenience, but the real quality items were all looted or handcrafted. That meant establishing workshops and manufacturing plants. Unfortunately, everyone was a little too busy rebuilding the city and fixing up their current gear to bother making anything new.

When they came to bay fifty-five, Sam beamed with excitement. The phantom looked like it was factory new. The door slid out of their way as they approached.

Tim wiped his grime-covered face on a towel and draped it across his shoulder. “Phantom’s all good to go, guys. Sorry it took me so long.”

“It looks brand new,” Sam gasped. “No wonder it took you awhile.”

Tim shrugged. “That was the easy part. Expensive as hell, but easy. How did you guys even afford this thing?”

Sal chuckled. “I may have oversold the…historical value of our trade-in. Don’t tell the gnomes that.”

Tim huffed a quiet laugh. “I shouldn’t be surprised that a couple of rogues lied and cheated their way to a good deal.”

Sal clutched at his chest with the most wounded face he could muster. “Ow. Right in the heart.”

Tim rolled his eyes. “Anyway, the real hard part was getting the heat dissipation to be worth a damn on this thing. Between my new crafting skills and some very expensive parts, this thing should be able to stay in stealth for…” He leaned his head back. “My math is probably a little off, but about a week. Try not to do that, though. I haven’t actually tested it yet, so that’s just on paper. The safe bet is twenty-four hours.”

Sam flashed him a thumbs-up. “Got it. How much do we owe you?”

Tim shook his head. “Nothing. Working on the phantom was a treat. I gained all sorts of skill levels working on this beauty.” He took a step forward and leaned toward the two rogues, waggling his eyebrows. “But I always accept donations.”

Sal laughed. “Here’s ten grand. How’s that for a donation?”

Tim chuckled. “That covers the upgrade.”

Sam’s eyes slowly widened. She didn’t want to know how much aether went into getting the phantom online. “How about we invite you to our party instead and let you get free aether off us instead? We got a scouting mission for a seeder overlord to get to. There’s bound to be tons of aether in it for you.”

Tim blinked. “Would that even work from… Where are you guys going?”

“Armstrong,” Sam answered.

Sal shrugged. “Probably? Range hasn’t been an issue before. I don’t think.”

Tim pursed his lips. “I’m going to be coming along to fight that thing with you guys when you find it, but I guess getting an appetizer couldn’t hurt. If it works, anyway.”

Sam tossed him an invite to their party. “It’s a deal, then. Sal, take us to a teleporter.”

The pair hopped into the phantom and sped off to one of the outposts humanity had claimed from the pharaohs. Like every other teleporter, it was housed within a pyramid at the compound. Apparently that shape helped to channel the teleporters’ energies without actually destroying the structure or any other number of horrible things that Kahi told them could go wrong with improper maintenance. Like creating a temporary black hole.

They drove the phantom inside the pyramid onto the teleporter pad and came out the other side. Far to the west of Armstrong, they arrived at another pharaoh outpost. The very first one Jake had found and captured, in fact.

It was a small compound with a few structures and not much else special about it. Their guild had reinforced the outpost with walls and sent out parties to harvest resources from it, gathering everything from food to raw materials they could use or trade. That was usually what they did with their outposts.

“It’s going to be a couple of hours before we hit Armstrong,” Sal said. “Better take the time to get your levels and hit tier two.”

Sam nodded. “What about you? Have you already picked up your class advancement?”

Sal chuckled. “Yeah, I got the shadow hunter class. Apparently the system noticed my appreciation for long-distance relationships. But it still lets me get up close and personal if I need to. I actually need to pick up my world-first reward for getting that class.”

“Oh boy, I can’t wait to see what edgy-named advanced classes I can get.” Sam laughed and purchased her first level up.

Congratulations, you have leveled up: Rogue — Level 4

+1 Perk Point

+6 Strength

+10 Agility

+10 Constitution

+4 Intelligence

Choose one of the following:

Skill Increase: Backstab, Dodge, and two additional skills of your choice. +2

Dagger Fan: Unleash a fan of blades replicating the currently equipped daggers. Damage and effects vary from dagger to dagger.

Choose one of the following:

Fatal Feint: Distract an opponent with a feigned attack. If successful, target is briefly exposed. Exposed targets can be backstabbed from any direction.

Pocket Sand: Throw sand into an enemy’s eyes. Blinds and silences targets while reducing their accuracy and evasion.

Sam pursed her lips in a tight frown. She hated it when games gave her too many good choices. It always made picking the right path forward such a pain.

At least her first choice was a no-brainer. Dagger Fan’s usefulness would not only scale with the skill, but the quality of daggers she wielded. Her current pair were fantastic damage dealers, but they didn’t really have the sort of effects that could truly make a skill like Dagger Fan shine. She was going to need two different daggers to apply a spread of debuffs to a target or group of targets. The best part about the ability was that she could still keep her equipped daggers after using the skill. At least Sam guessed this was the case.

Her next choice was far harder. On the one hand, Fatal Feint was a clear winner purely on the surface. It was an attack that opened up a target to backstabs from any direction. What wasn’t to love? Of course, such an ability had to be balanced. Sam had to imagine the effect only opened a brief window of time to apply backstabs to her target. Probably a single backstab, if she had to guess. Or maybe the debuff would be consumed by the next attack. If that was the case, then using the ability in a group fight meant there was a high likelihood Fatal Feint would not be used to its full effect.

Pocket Sand on the other hand sounded like an absolute meme on the surface. She vaguely recalled there being a cartoon that used this joke in the past. Something about a guy selling propane and propane accessories. The tactical applications of such an ability were not to be ignored, however. Whether in a solo or group fight, blinding and silencing enemies was infinitely useful. Reducing their accuracy and evasion also made them easy pickings.

The more she thought about it, the more Fatal Feint sounded like a duelist skill while Pocket Sand was the clear, underhanded assassin trick. She went with Pocket Sand and moved on to her next level.

Congratulations, you have leveled up: Rogue — Level 5

Congratulations, access to Tier 2 classes available.

+1 Perk Point

+12 Strength

+20 Agility

+20 Constitution

+8 Intelligence

Choose one of the following:

Skill Increase: Backstab, Dodge, and two additional skills of your choice. +2

Mangle: Continuously slash at enemies in front of the rogue, applying bleed and slow. Effects stack.

Lachrymator: Throw a gas grenade into an area. Targets affected by the gas suffer suffocation damage, blindness, and are incapable of attacking.

Choose one of the following:

Replica: Summons copies of the rogue to distract opponents. Higher levels of this skill increase the number of replicas and the damage dealt by them.

Bloody Overdrive: Greatly increases the rogue’s attack speed. All rogue attacks apply the hemorrhage status effect. 50% chance of applying the exhausted debuff to rogue after effect subsides.

Once again Sam found herself with the same problem as her previous level. Mangle sounded like a great way to quickly deal damage to enemies, not just in the way of hasty attacks but with the bleed-damage-over-time effect. The fact that it was coupled with a slow and all of it stacked made Mangle a devastating skill for…well, for dealing with crowds, if the description was to be believed. Her enemies only had to be within reach of her daggers, which admittedly wasn’t very far.

Lachrymator was another fantastic skill to add to her bag of tricks. Blinded enemies who couldn’t fight back were easy kills, or at the very least could suffer a lot of damage before they became a problem again. The skill did make Sam worry about friendly fire, though.

That is one major drawback of Lachrymator, Sam. It affects friend and foe like any other area-of-effect skill, Olivia explained. For example, if you used it in a melee where Jake and Aron were involved, Aron would be fine given his love for gas masks. Jake would suffer the effects of the skill unless his cultivator powers give him a way around them.

Sam didn’t like the sound of that. If she took Lachrymator, she risked hurting not only herself but her allies. Unless she adopted Aron’s fashion sense.

Alternatively, Olivia cut into her thoughts, you could build up your resistance to the gas by subjecting yourself to it. It is a technique used by assassins of all types across the galaxy when it comes to all manner of toxins and poisons.

But that still leaves my allies at risk when I use the skill, Sam said. She wasn’t exactly looking forward to torturing herself for an added edge, either.

Of course, but mages have to wrestle with this problem all the time, Sam, Olivia continued. They have to be careful to use their spells without harming their allies in the process. With a skill like this, you could help control the flow of battle, and if you build up your tolerance to the gas, you can dispatch enemies before they become a threat to your party.

Sam sighed. Olivia was making a lot of sense. Plus Lachrymator would also provide her with another AoE skill. Her toolkit as a rogue was sorely lacking for those. Most if it was single-target focused, so she could drop high-value targets and tough enemies quickly. She supposed picking up Lachrymator was a good call. Mangle would likely involve her having to stand in place for an uncomfortable amount of time to make the skill truly useful. That was a quick way to get killed.

She moved on to her next difficult choice.

Replica sounded like it was straight out of Naruto. Making copies of herself to swarm an enemy was a great way to throw her targets off guard. With the increasing amount of damage, she could theoretically use them to cut down droves of enemies at higher levels. In a sense it was like the Ravaging Phantasm skill she saw earlier, only she suspected these replicas stuck around longer. As such she figured their damage was severely lacking, but she could more than make up for it by getting in a few backstabs in the chaos.

Bloody Overdrive was another amazing skill, even with the edgy name. An increase to her attack speed meant she could apply debuffs with her daggers much faster and more consistently, plus this hemorrhage effect sounded like a big enough deal to justify the edgy name.

Olivia, what's this hemorrhage effect? Sam asked.

Bleed’s bigger, angrier brother, Olivia answered. You have to build it up on your target but once it goes off, it can deal up to half of a target’s health in damage on top of applying a stronger version of the bleed damage over time. Of course, the percentage of damage done by the status effect activating can be mitigated by skills and equipment, but the more health an enemy has the more damage it will do.

This did not make her choice any easier. Potentially ripping out half of an enemy’s health sounded amazing. She only had to build up the effect, then watch them crumble. Add her poison perks to the mix and she would be a terror on the battlefield. The problem was that debuff the skill came with after the overdrive was finished. If she took this skill, she would only ever be able to use it as a panic button and risk getting herself killed if she didn’t have a potion or healer around to clear the exhaustion debuff.

Are there other ways to build up this status effect? Sam asked.

Of course, Olivia said. There are weapons, equipment, items, and for you humans there are perks that can apply the effect if you desire. Why? Are you thinking about turning this one down?

Sam nodded. The skill sounds fantastic but I’m not excited about gambling my life like this. Besides, my survivability as a rogue comes from hitting and moving. The system has offered me two amazing skills that go counter to that thought process. I can’t blame it, though. A good offense is the best defense in the case of rogues more than other classes.

I’m not sure sneaking around counts as offense, Olivia said.

Sam chuckled. Not what I meant, but fair.

She picked up Replica as her next skill. Misdirection and trickery, these were the tools of a rogue.

Sam moved on to pick her tier-two classes.

Congratulations on reaching Tier 2 of the Rogue class!

Please select from one of the following three advanced classes:

Assassin: A knife in the night is worth a thousand at dawn. Assassins skulk in the shadows looking for the perfect opportunity to eliminate their targets. Whether it be through poisons or a well-placed strike, assassins eliminate their marks with brutal efficiency. Those who choose this class are among the highest damage dealers in the Collective.

Thief: Tricksters and degenerates, thieves are the scum of the Collective. With high skill in sleight of hand and all manner of underhanded tricks, thieves can weasel their way in and out of almost any situation. An excellent choice for those who seek to take forbidden treasures, dark secrets of empires, and candy from babies.

Shinobi: Masters of infiltration, deception, and ambush, these shadow warriors are a terror upon the battlefield. Shinobi, like ninja, are a unique variant of the rogue class bordering on being a warrior. Like rogues, these shadow warriors rely on stealth and dispatching enemies with high damage, but unlike their more specialized classes, shinobi are just as comfortable in the thick of battle as they are in the shadows. With the proper application of skills, shinobi can achieve damage comparable to assassins and flaunt the trickery of thieves. A perfect choice for high-skilled players willing to hone their skills to a razor’s edge.

Sam had to admit those were all fantastic choices, except maybe thief. She wasn’t willing to consider a class where the description would call her a degenerate or the scum of the Collective. But ignoring that particular aspect, thieves seemed like they were more of a utility class than anything else. Which, while it could prove useful, was not her style in the slightest.

Assassin, on the other hand, was right up her alley. A high-lethality class that got in and out of fights was a great choice, but ultimately not for her. The description made the class sound far too rigid in its specialization. If she got caught out in the open as an assassin, she wasn’t sure the toolset of that class would come with too many get-out-of-jail-free cards. Of course, escape had to be part of any assassin’s toolkit if they wanted to come out alive, so maybe she was rushing to judgment there.

Shinobi sounded like a class tailor-made for her. While she preferred to rely on stealth and getting in a decisive blow before the fighting got started, this new life under the system had made one thing evidently clear: anything that could go wrong, would go wrong. Shinobi, while lacking the outright power that specializing in one of the other two paths would provide, seemed to emphasize developing one’s skills, combining trickery and lethality into a fatal blend. Plus shinobi just sounded badass.

Sam picked the class up.

Congratulations, you have leveled up: Shinobi — Level 1

+1 Perk Point

+28 Strength

+44 Agility

+30 Constitution

+20 Intelligence

Choose one of the following:

Skill Increase: Backstab, Dodge, and two additional skills of your choice. +3

Crimson Shadow Style: Imbues all attacks and skills with the hemorrhage effect. Half of mana is reserved to maintain this style.

Gunpowder Shadow Style: Imbues all attacks and skills with the gunpowder effect. Half of mana is reserved to maintain this style.

Choose one of the following:

Hexen Dropper: Launch an enemy into the air with a powerful kick and fly up with them before bringing them crashing to the ground like a comet. Any enemies within the initiation or end of attack zones will receive damage. Primary target is stunned at the end of the attack. Primary target has a chance to instantly die.

Shinobi Substitution: The split-second before impact, a shinobi trades places with an object or target to take the blow for them. The target can be an inanimate object or an opponent. Warning: this technique can be resisted by enemies.

Sam’s jaw hit the floor.

“Good stuff?” Sal asked with a laugh.

Sam just nodded. She did find it odd that her constitution rewards had dropped when she moved on to the next class, but she assumed that had to do with the ridiculous agility bonuses she was getting.

“Yeah, yeah, my tier-up was like that too,” Sal said. “Try not to stress too much about the skill choices, though. Apparently we can buy or craft the skills we missed. I forget how that all works off the top of my head right now, though.”

Sal’s right, Olivia said. With a high enough skill or spell-crafting skill, any of Invictus’s members could craft the skills you want but didn’t choose. They only require knowledge of the skill, which you can share with them or can be shared with them from other sources. Getting the skills from the advanced printer or the marketplace is an option, but a rather expensive one.

We don’t have a marketplace, Sam said.

No, not in the same sense as your video games do, Olivia said. Sharing your teleporter technology would fix that, but for now the gnomes are your marketplace.

Sam nodded in agreement. What’s this gunpowder effect?

Honestly, it is an incredibly counterintuitive effect to grant a stealth class, Olivia said. You deal both fire and explosive damage with all your attacks and skills while under this effect. The boost to physical damage is insane, so I suppose it works out great when stealth is no longer an option.

Would it be better than Crimson Shadow Style? Hemorrhage seems like a pretty powerful effect on its own, Sam asked.

Olivia was silent for a good long while. That depends. If you can’t break through your enemy’s armor to deal damage to them, then Gunpowder Shadow Style would be the better option. However, if you can, then Crimson Shadow is the stronger of the two skills. The hemorrhage effect stacks with any perks or items you currently have equipped, after all.

Sam groaned. You’re not making this any easier.

I can flip a coin on it, Olivia offered.

Sure, Sam said. Both choices were too good to pass up, even if the skill was expensive to use.

Olivia was silent for a moment. Crimson Shadow Style it is!

Sam wasn’t going to argue; she picked it up. It was effectively Bloody Overdrive without the extra speed or debuff. She could live with that choice.

Moving on to the next skill, Sam frowned at another tough choice. We can buy the other skills, right?

Yes, Olivia said.

Is there a limit to how big a target I can use Hexen Dropper on? Sam asked.

Olivia mulled over the question. I believe that has to do more with user skill than anything else.

Sam stared blankly out the window at the trees speeding by, as if Olivia was somewhere in there. You mean to tell me I could drop a hive guard if I got this skill high enough?

In theory you could swap places with a hive guard if you improved the skill enough, Olivia countered.

…You’re not helping, Sam groaned.

On the one hand, she had more AoE with a single-target stun and a chance to instantly kill her target. On the other hand, she had a get-out-of-jail-quick card. That get-out-of-jail-quick card could land her in a world of hurt, of course…unless she got very creative with it.

There’s an advanced printer at Armstrong, Sam. Just pick one skill, dear. Please. All this overthinking is making my head hurt, Olivia whined.

You don’t have a head.

Exactly!

Sam grudgingly accepted Olivia’s cue to move along. She picked Hexen Dropper and made a note of buying Shinobi Substitution as soon as they got to town.

World first!

You are the first human to advance to the Shinobi class.

You have received Shadow Warrior’s Paired Blades.

+ 250 Damage

Traits

Viper and Tiger: Each paired blade comes imbued with a debuff to apply to enemies. Viper inflicts poison with each strike. Tiger builds up hemorrhage. +25% bonus to the build-up of both effects.

Shadow Strike: Increases the effectiveness of stealth by 25% and the bonus damage of sneak attacks by 50%.

Shadow Warrior’s Grace: 25% increase to move speed, dodge, and attack speed.

Shadow Warrior’s Efficiency: Reduces the upkeep of style skills by 50%.

Shinobi Tools: Shadow Warrior’s Paired Blades may shift from daggers to swords, a kusarigama, and other weapons of the ninja trade.

“Well, this isn’t broken at all,” Sam said with wide eyes.

Sal grinned. “That world-first reward is a hell of a trip, isn’t it?”

“It’s got me pretty worried about what we’re going to face in the future if we’re getting stuff this ridiculous,” Sam admitted. That had to be the reason why the rewards were so strong. They were being prepared for something…but what?

Sal chuckled. “After all we’ve been through? I’m honestly not surprised. We can’t be the only ones in the Collective rocking gear like this. The other races have been around a lot longer than us. I bet they see this stuff and think we’re very well-off newbies…but still newbies.”

“I like that even less,” Sam admitted with a chuckle. “But I suppose there’s no point worrying about what could be. We have a monster to hunt down, after all.”

Sal grinned. “Then we better get a move on.” He threw the phantom into max speed.

Sam sank into her seat and laughed as they rocketed across the road.

She took a brief moment to look up her new stats.

Sam Hicks

Strength: 66

Agility: 109

Constitution: 78

Intelligence: 47

Wisdom: 14

Charisma: 13

Health: 390/390

Mana: 235/235

Sam never thought she’d see a single stat over two digits, but here she was. Just like that, they were just outside Armstrong’s walls within minutes.

The fortress Jake had put up there to defend the locals was still standing, mighty as when they’d left it. Towering walls loomed, armed to the gills with more guns than you could shake a stick at. And if anyone had the audacity to attack with anything deadlier than a stick, they would get perforated in so many different ways by so many different guns that there wouldn’t be much more than ash left of them.

They made a quick stop in and chatted up the locals while picking up their rewards from the printers.

“Sorry to say, but we haven’t seen any seeder activity since the aether bloom,” Luther, the leader of Armstrong, said. He looked more like a stereotypical knight now than the farmer he’d been when they first met. “The hole in the ground’s still there though, if you guys want to check it out.”

Sal hefted out a sniper rifle pulsing with aetheric energy. It looked more like an oversized railgun than anything else, with its split barrel shutting and compacting to easily stow away on his back. “We don’t really have the time to dig out those tunnels. Pretty sure the whole place was collapsing to cover that thing’s retreat.”

Sam pulled out a pair of daggers. They looked like wakizashi. Both were black blades, one with a dark green grip the other dark red. She sheathed them on her belt and looked toward Luther. “Have any of your parties seen anything strange, then?”

Luther stroked his chin. “Now that you mention it, we did get a garbled-up communication from Kelowna. Something about a strange glow. It wasn’t one of ours, though. Our people never went that far.”

Sam frowned. That didn’t give her much to go on, but it couldn’t be good. She went ahead and spent the last of her aether picking up Gunpowder Style and Shinobi Substitution instead of armor for the battles ahead. After all, she was no tank. Sam had survived thus far through a high degree of lethality and not getting hit in the first place. Taking damage wasn’t something she was built for.

“It’s not a long drive on the phantom,” Sal said. “We could go check it out.”

Sam nodded. “It’s our only option. That’s where that thing ran away before it dropped the tunnels on us.”

“Then we’ve got a plan.” Sal patted Luther on the shoulder. “Thanks, Luther. Catch you later.”

“Come back any time.” Luther waved.

Sam and Sal climbed back in the phantom and sped off as fast as they could toward Kelowna.

With the time they had to kill, Sam glanced over at Sal. “So have you heard any news about your missing girlfriend?”

Sal frowned at the question. “Lucille.”

“Sorry, I forgot.” Sam looked away. “Is she doing OK? I heard you had people out looking for her.”

“I tagged along with them too,” Sal said. He took a deep breath. “Nothing good came of it.”

“What do you mean?”

Sal stared off into the distance, driving the phantom through the wrecks littering the highway. “She’s plant food. Like so many other people in this world.”

Sam’s face fell.

“After the search parties scoured the entire city, I decided to check her family’s manor one last time… That’s where I found her. What was left of her.” Sal squeezed the controls. “I didn’t think it was her at first, couldn’t believe it was her. The clothes we found there were too rugged for her. Lucille was always such a delicate thing. But there was one thing I couldn’t ignore.”

He reached under the collar of his assassin’s outfit and pulled out a locket. He popped it open, his eyes never leaving the road. Inside was a picture of a dashing young Sal, clean-shaven and all dressed up for the police academy while Lucille leaned against him, her head tucked in under his chin. She was a beautiful brunette with bright-green eyes. As delicate as a flower, and one that could have easily been a supermodel in Sam’s eyes.

Sal shut the locket and put it away. “So that’s that for her. Honestly though…I should have never kept up hope that she was alive. This apocalypse has taken so many friends and family from all of us. It takes a special kind of person to make it as long as we have.”

Sam wasn’t sure what to say. “At least she tried, didn’t she?”

Sal nodded. “I guess she did go down trying to survive. There was a machete caked in old seeder blood when I found her. There’s that, at least. So many other people just…gave up. They cowered in fear and let the monsters have their way with them. But not Lucille.”

Sam nodded. “That’s all any of us can really do in this crazy new world.”

Sal sighed. “Just keep putting one foot ahead of another. Keep moving forward. Keep improving. Keep getting stronger. That’s all we can do now.”

Sam squeezed Sal’s shoulder.

“Sorry about being a downer,” Sal said.

“Don’t worry about it, Sal. I can’t imagine anyone taking the news of lost loved ones well,” Sam said.

Sal gave a wry smile. “They’d be pretty messed up in the head if they did, huh?”

“Yeah,” Sam agreed. “But at least we can avenge them. That’s what we’re here to do, right?”

Sal shot her a glance with a light grin. “I thought we were here to get parts for our teleporter.”

Sam smiled. “Nothing wrong with clearing out a seeder infestation while we’re at it, is there?”

Sal chuckled and turned his head forward. His grin fell as he quickly brought the phantom to a stop. “Yeah, about that… We’re going to need backup. A whole hell of a lot of backup.”

Sam’s eyes widened.

They had reached the Kelowna city limits. There was nothing left. The city was in ruins, and what few buildings remained standing were covered from foundation to ceiling in aether plants. Aether-mutated wildlife ran through the distant city streets in large packs, fighting for their very survival against an unending tide of seeders of every type. The terrifying thing was that alphas, the monsters who used to take so much abuse to bring down, were a common sight among them. Even the hive guards were out in force.

Thunder cracked in the skies above with violent gusts of wind. A massive, manta-ray creature with tendrils trailing behind it flew towards a swarm of seeder seekers. It was a full-grown storm king. With a bellowing, warbling cry, a violent gust of wind slammed into the swarm of flying seeders, throwing them into disarray as lightning lanced down after them from the heavens. Swarms of smaller creatures took off from the body of the storm king. The pterodactyl-looking things, Sam remembered, were called storm hawks.

The two forces clashed. A breeder queen and her minions surged in to fight the rest of the seeders on behalf of the aether animals. Her jets of orange acid melted down swaths of seeders and even made the hive guards recoil.

Sam couldn’t believe what she was seeing. She couldn’t understand why one group of aliens was fighting another.

A terrifying howl shook them to the bone within the phantom. Huge tendrils of aetheric power tore free from the ground. A towering monstrosity erupted from deep within the city: a six-eyed, humanoid behemoth dwarfing all other creatures beneath it.

A terrifying name appeared above its head.

Apex Seeder Overlord.


Chapter four
Brad


“An apex seeder overlord?” Brad balked, his brow tightening.

“Yeah,” Sam confirmed. “It’s massive. Not Godzilla-big, but pretty close.”

Brad was silent, trying to figure out how the hell they were going to take something of that size down. They were going to need help. A lot of help.

Sam continued. “It’s not friends with the…well, I wouldn’t call them local wildlife…the aether animals. There’s a breeder queen and storm king tangled up in this mess fighting them.”

That just made things more confusing for Brad, but there was no time to figure it out. They had to start moving now. “Alright, Sam. I’ll round up our people and move out. Try not to get on that thing’s bad side.”

Sam took a breath. “Don’t worry, we’ve got a ton of new skills to try out. We’ll soften them up for you. Try not to take too long, alright?”

Brad nodded and rushed off toward the teleporter pyramid, all the while sending messages to the guild. “Listen up, Invictus. Sam and Sal have found our target and it’s bigger and badder than we ever imagined. If you have not yet leveled up as much as you can, now's the time to do it. We’re looking at invading a city infested with seeders, aether wildlife, and whatever the hell an apex seeder overlord is.”

Streams of concerned messages poured in too quickly for Brad to make sense of.

“Yeah, it looks bad, but we’re going to bring this beast down. We have to, if we’re going to save our world,” Brad continued. “So bring out your best weapons and armor. Pick up whatever skills and spells you need, the biggest potions we have. And Tim?”

“Sup?” Tim replied.

“Roll out the big guns.”

“Oh-hoh-hoh, baby. Yes sir,” Tim said. “Fingers crossed this doesn’t blow up on the first firing.”

Brad groaned. That was hardly what he needed to hear right now. But if Tim’s excitement was anything to go by, his latest experiment had some serious destructive potential. “Alright, everyone. You have a half hour to prep. I’m going to see about getting us some reinforcements and information.”

Yeah…about that, Frank said. I’ve never heard of an apex overlord before. Or an apex anything, really. My guess it’s a bigger, angrier version of a regular overlord.

Well, that’s helpful, Brad replied with thick sarcasm.

Hey, I’m trying my best here, punk, Frank said. There’s a lot of information to dig through to find this thing.

Brad chuckled, entering the pyramid. “Kahi! Did you see my messages?”

Kahi nodded. “I was afraid this might happen after the aether bloom.”

“So you know something?”

“Yes,” Kahi said. “Apex variants of creatures are an extremely rare variant. In human terms, you might consider it a legendary raid boss. The open-field ones far outclass what you might find in a dungeon.”

Brad frowned. He rarely saw such creatures in any of the games he’d played. There were maybe three games he could think of in his long career as a gamer that used such bosses, and they were absurd challenges to take on every time. “How bad are we talking here?”

“According to the pharaoh records, encounters with apex overlords resolve in one of two ways,” Kahi continued. “One, they fully infest a planet and, if left unchecked, will become a galactic problem. Two, they simply rip apart a planet in their fury.”

Brad grimaced. “Neither of those options sound great.”

“To be fair, there have only ever been two such encounters in our records,” Kahi said. “The pharaohs are among the oldest of the Collective races. We have seen things even the long-lived elves have not.”

Brad ran a hand through his hair. “Any chance you know any tips and tricks to bring this thing down?”

“Overwhelming firepower is the best path forward,” Kahi said. “But if you are trying to preserve the core…try to focus on the beast’s head and limbs. I have no idea how much punishment the core of an apex overlord can take compared to a normal one.”

With the knowledge of the creature’s destructive potential, Brad wasn’t so sure it was worth the trouble of bringing the giant teleporter online. “We’ll keep that in mind.” He stepped away from Kahi and went to the alliance chat, where he could confer with all of their allies.

“I’ve got good news and I’ve got bad news,” Brad began.

Ironmane, leader of the dwarves, was the first to respond. “It’s been nothing but bad news here for a week straight, Brad. Give us the good.”

“Good news is always good for trade,” Xaxi, leader of the Sparkgear Consortium detachment on Earth, agreed.

Ryan Smith, the Syndicate guild leader, jumped in. “We’re in for a shit show again, aren’t we?”

“You have no idea,” Brad said. “The good news is that we found our overlord. Our forces are currently mustering to bring that thing down.”

“That is excellent news, Brad!” Ironmane cheered. “When you humans bring this beast down, humanity will officially be a member race of the Collective and we will finally have a mass teleporter of our own.”

“Taking down a beast like that should be no problem for you humans,” Xaxi agreed. “So tell us, Brad. What is the problem?”

Brad hesitated for a moment, about to test Kahi’s words about how much the pharaohs knew compared to the other races. “It’s an apex overlord.”

“What?” Ironmane asked.

Xaxi followed up, “I have never heard of such a creature.”

“Sounds angry,” Ryan said.

“Angry doesn’t even begin to describe it,” Brad continued. “According to Kahi, there have only ever been two recorded instances of such creatures in pharaoh history. In one it destroyed the planet. In the other it became a galactic invasion of uncontrolled seeders.”

Ryan gasped. “That is definitely bad news bears. I’ll round up my people right away and a few other guilds we’ve been chatting up. Send us the destination and we’ll be right over.”

Brad was glad to hear the Syndicate didn’t take any convincing at all, but why would they? If Earth was lost, there was nowhere else for them to go. He sent out a list of the closest teleporters they had found around Kelowna and a waypoint to their destination.

“I’m…not sure we can provide you assistance with this one, Brad,” Ironmane said.

Brad furrowed his brow tightly. “What? Why? If this thing gets out of hand, you lose your karak here and the Collective has a wild seeder problem to deal with.”

“It is against Collective regulations,” Xaxi said. “Newly acquired races are not allowed to receive aid from member races in defeating their first overlord. This is to prove whether you are worthy of joining the Collective properly, or if your species is just another resource to be exploited.”

“Harsh,” Ryan commented.

“This isn’t a normal overlord. I don’t think the rules apply here.” Brad barely contained the anger in his voice.

Ironmane frowned. “I am sorry, lad, but our hands are tied in this matter. I have reached out to the Collective for permission to intervene, but I am afraid the problem will escalate beyond our ability to aid you if it is not dealt with quickly.”

“Customer service has never been the Collective’s strong suit,” Xaxi added.

Brad wanted to keep arguing with them, to tell them this threat was far more important than the Collective’s rules. But what was the point? If the overlord got out of hand, the gnomes and dwarves could just pack up and leave. They would lose access to a resource-rich world, sure, but the galaxy was full of planets with resources to exploit. On the other hand, if humanity could tackle this problem all by itself, they would prove that they were not to be taken lightly. Maybe that would be enough to keep the more aggressive races like the pharaohs and elves away.

“Fine,” Brad finally said. “Humanity will handle this problem on its own.”

“Best of luck, Brad,” Xaxi said.

“May the gods watch over your people,” Ironmane added.

“I’ve got something better than gods,” Ryan added. “My friends in the Devil Dogs guild have armor. Lots and lots of armor. The vehicular kind, with very big guns.”

Brad wasn’t sure that was any match for an overlord, but it was better than nothing. “Would their skills affect the old-world vehicles and weapons they use?”

“Well, the tanks and all that are old world, but their infantry gear is definitely alien tech,” Ryan replied. “Plus, these guys know their way around a battlefield. You won’t have to babysit them. Oh, and we got a guild of Brits asking what’s going on too.”

Brad nodded. “Get their leader added to the alliance chat, and any other guilds you can round up. We’re going to Kelowna.”

“Brad,” Kahi called, “I did find some good news in the old records.”

“I’ll take what I can get,” Brad said. “Walk with me.” He headed out of the pyramid to go look for Jason.

Kahi cleared her throat, swishing her tail from side to side. “According to the first encounter’s records—the one where the apex destroyed the world—the overlord was much weaker than the second one that became a threat to the galaxy.”

“So what? The earlier we catch this thing, the easier it will be to take out?” Brad asked.

Kahi grimaced but nodded. “That is my working theory, yes. While there is no information on the creature’s power level, the number of seeders the pharaoh forces encountered was far less than on the second encounter.”

“But the planet was still destroyed,” Brad countered. “That doesn’t bode well for us.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Kahi agreed. “But perhaps we can destroy the creature fast enough to where that wouldn’t be a problem.”

That gave Brad a terrible idea. “Ryan, your Devil Dog friends don’t happen to have access to nukes, do they?”

“That’s a negative, Brad. I already asked,” Ryan said. It was nice to see they were on the same wavelength when it came to dealing with world-ending problems like this.

“Thanks,” Brad said, and turned his attention back to Kahi. “Looks like we’re doing this the hard way, then. Don’t worry, Kahi. We’re going to take this thing out if it’s the last thing we do.”

“And I will fight by your side, Guild Master,” Kahi said.

Brad raised a brow. “Don’t we sorta need you to figure out how that giant pyramid works?” He pointed at the structure in question.

“Everything I know on that front I have transferred to your people and muses,” Kahi answered. “If I die, you will not lose access to it.”

“The pharaoh records you pulled up sounded pretty important,” Brad insisted.

Kahi flicked her feline ears back. “I suppose I should transfer all of those as well. A muse would likely be much faster than I at pulling up any information from the old records we might need.”

Brad was no expert on cat behavior, but she looked decidedly downcast at the prospect of being left behind. He set a hand on her shoulder. “Relax, Kahi. You can come with us. I know Sal was giving you a bit of a hard time earlier calling you kitten and all, but he wasn’t kidding about bringing you up in levels with us. If you want to fight, you’re welcome to come along.”

Kahi perked up, tail swishing faster behind her. “Are you certain?”

“You keep looking at me with those big eyes of yours and I’ll have to start calling you kitten too,” Brad teased.

Kahi huffed with a pout.

Brad grinned. “Yes, I’m certain. Find a party to tag along with.”

Kahi nodded excitedly. “I will, just as soon as we’re done with… What are we doing?”

Brad gestured at the stadium-like structure they had thrown up thanks to the portable construction units they’d brought with them. “Going into the Frozen Ranch. Come on, we’ve got to check in on our cavalry.”

Kahi blinked but followed him inside. Past a few halls into the domed stadium proper, they found a vast field of open green grass, easily the size of a football stadium without its stands.

Razorprey rushed about from one side to another with riders on their back. Some were in full armor, others were clearly still getting to grips with being a mount. The young razorprey chased after them all trying to keep up with their older brothers and sisters.

Sweetness, Brad’s honey badger, was with them. He chased after Jason.

Jason rode atop Daphne, the razorprey matriarch he’d decided to tame back in Scotch Creek. He was leading a lance formation toward a group of targets. They flowed across the field like a giant spear, slamming their lances through their targets before breaking away and swiftly reforming.

Sweetness didn’t do so well with the formation thing. He tackled one of the training dummies to the ground and mauled it with delight.

“This is your cavalry?” Kahi said in disbelief. “Razorprey? Some of the deadliest, tastiest animals in the Collective?”

Brad laughed. “Yeah, I guess with only one, it would have been easy for you to miss them. But now we have a ton of them.” He turned to Jason with a sharp whistle.

Jason strode over on Daphne. “Brad, I heard we’re in for a battle.”

Daphne leaned her armored head down and bumped it up against Brad.

Brad chuckled, doing his best to pet the cross between a giant chicken and raptor through her armor. “A big one. I wanted to make sure you and your cavalry were re—”

Sweetness tackled Brad to the ground, wriggling and shuffling along his chest and slurping at his face. With every level Brad picked up, Sweetness grew bigger and stronger. He had gone from an adorable, husky or malamute-sized badger to something more along the lines of a bear, and a heavy one at that.

“Yeah, I missed you too,” Brad said between sloppy slurps. He hugged his badger and wrestled him off with surprising ease. That new strength score is something else. Brad stood, turning his attention back to Jason as he patted Sweetness. “So, are you all ready to go?”

Jason nodded. “My riders are ready when you are. Razorprey eggs hatch surprisingly quick, and they mature even faster.” He reached down to pat along Daphne’s neck. “Apparently the higher the ambient aether, the faster they develop and the stronger they get. They’re pretty smart, too.”

Daphne nodded with a happy squawk, leaning into Jason’s hand.

“How fast are we talking here?” Brad asked.

“Normally they’d take about three months to hit maturity,” Jason explained. “But with Earth’s crazy aether, they fully mature in a week. The downside is they don’t stay cute and little as long as I’d like, but they make for great companions and mounts.”

Kahi stared, slack-jawed at everything she was seeing, right up until Sweetness dragged his tongue across her face. Sputtering and coughing, she asked, “And your riders? How long do they take to train?”

Jason chuckled. “Fast. I picked up people who already knew how to ride horses for my cavalry unit, so it wouldn’t be fair to say they only took a few days to train up. They already had the necessary skills; it just took a bit of adapting to a two-legged mount.” His attention shifted back to Brad. “Most of them are fighters, but we’ve got a good chunk of rangers and a couple of healers and mages.”

“Excellent. Then I’ll leave the cavalry for you to command, Jason. If you’re sure they’re ready,” Brad said.

Jason nodded. “Born ready.”

“So where are Cory and Kurtis?” Brad asked.

“Cory and Kurtis are drilling with the other rangers,” Jason answered. “We tried incorporating them into the whole cavalry thing, but other than Daphne, the razorprey aren’t happy about carrying two geared-up humans on their backs.”

Considering Daphne was easily double the size of the other razorprey, Brad could believe it.

With a nod and one last pat on Daphne’s head, Brad said, “Good. Then let’s get this show on the road.” He switched over to guild chat. “Everyone, it's time to go.”

Invictus gathered its members at the four different teleporter outposts surrounding the captured pharaoh fortress. Anywhere from two to four squads’ worth of people could use the portals at a time depending on whether or not a vehicle accompanied them, and oftentimes there were. From looted elven transports to tanks and other vehicles Michael had managed to squirrel away from some bunker, all of them were pouring out the other side around Kelowna.

Brad drove their elven transport onto the teleporter pad along with two squads of razorprey cavalry. As the portal cooled down, he glanced back to the cabin where his party sat.

Sweetness practically took up all the space at the back, barely leaving enough room for the others.

Michael, the party’s rogue—now technically an assassin—glanced back with a big smile. He wore a skin-tight infiltration suit with light armor padding his body. He even wore a black bandana for dramatic effect. “Ready for this mess, boss?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be.” Brad turned to the others. “You guys?”

Ceres nodded. She wore black, blue, and gold robes with a helmet tucked neatly into her collar that would assemble over her head when summoned. As for her weapons, the bracelets on her arms had only grown more ornate since the last time he saw them. “I think my new stormcaller class will be a massive help in big fights like this. There are a lot of chaining attacks to it.”

Teresa leaned back against her seat. Her robes were a lighter blue with white and silver highlights, effectively the opposite of Ceres. In her hands sat an ice-white staff with blue, glowing crystals floating about its head. “And cryomancer has no shortage of crowd-control abilities. We will be the ones to set the tempo of this battle, not the seeders.”

Les was the only one who didn’t say anything. Decked out in her knight outfit, she looked like she was ready for a crusade across the stars and wielded a sword to match. It was a good thing the aetherblade she had received as a world-first reward could be turned on and off. If it had been made of steel, fitting it inside the transport would have been an uncomfortable experience for all parties involved.

“You alright, Les?” Brad asked.

“I’m fine,” Les answered. “My barbarian class was a good upgrade. Nothing fancy like your templar, but it’ll get the job done.”

Brad frowned. “You seem pretty down lately.”

Les brushed off his questioning. “I’m fine.”

Michael slipped into the driver cabin, taking the copilot’s seat and closing the door behind him. “You really are clueless, aren’t you?”

Brad blinked. “Uh…how come?”

Michael lowered his voice to a whisper. “Les is more than a little peeved about you choosing to date Sam rather than her. She kinda developed a huge crush on you after the whole mess with the elves. Probably earlier than that.”

Brad frowned. He’d not once seen a single hint of that. Then again, he was well aware he was about as dense as a brick wall when it came to women. “Well, I’m sorry, but it’s not like she told me anything. Sam did, on multiple occasions. Plus, I kinda, sorta always had my eye on Sam.”

Michael chuckled quietly. “Most women aren’t direct about anything, Brad. You gotta learn to pick up on the subtle hints they drop you or you’re going to wind up in a world of trouble. Even with Sam.”

Brad pursed his lips. “Mind-reading isn’t one of my skills. Anyway, that doesn’t matter. Is she good to go for this fight or not?” Brad asked. “Because if she isn’t, we still have time to bring someone else in here. Like Karen.”

Michael burst out laughing. “Karen? Really? I mean, she is a pretty nasty fire mage. I think she’s a pyromancer now. But that attitude of hers… Anyway. Les will be fine. She just needs time to cool off. It’s a fresh wound for her, you know? She’ll come around.”

Brad certainly hoped that was the case. They were diving face-first into a war with the biggest seeder any of them had ever seen. They did not have time for pointless drama.

Teleporter activating in…

3…

2…

1…

Launching.

In the blink of an eye the world went hot white, then they were at another outpost. Brad’s stomach did a backflip and his lunch threatened to jump out of his throat, but he held it together. With a shuddering breath he checked his body to make sure everything was still where it belonged. Kahi had filled his head with no shortage of ideas as to what could possibly go wrong with teleporters. From the classic sci-fi horror stories of a bug getting into the portal and creating a hybrid monster on the other side, to killing the original user and dumping out a copy at the destination, and the miniature black holes that could form.

Luckily, none of those things happened.

Nope, I’m still here. You’re not a cheap meat copy of yourself, Frank confirmed.

The razorprey cavalry were the first ones off the pad heading out to the much more temperate forest air of the evening. Brad took his transport over to line up with the others, waiting for everyone to gather up.

“Sam, how’s it looking in Kelowna?” Brad asked.

Sam didn’t reply for a good, long minute. “Shinobi skills are awesome! But I need a lot more levels in them before I can do anything about a hive guard.”

“Glad to hear you’re doing well, but that’s not telling me much,” Brad said.

“Oh, right.” Sam went silent for a beat. “Battle’s raging like mad over here between the different aliens. It looks like the apex overlord went back underground after backhanding a breeder queen. That storm king is making the skies crazy too.”

Brad nodded. They didn’t exactly have much in the way of an air force— just a handful of looted pharaoh dropships that survived their engagements with the Egyptian-themed aliens—but that would still be a problem for them. He relayed the information to the approaching dropships.

In response, he received greenlights across the board from his people. Invictus had arrived in full force. The Syndicate had shown up at a portal along with the Devil Dogs at another. Even the British guild Ryan had mentioned showed up… They were called the Booty Bay Beach Boys.

Now all we need are the Pirates of the Caribbean to show up to complete the ensemble. Brad rolled his eyes at the thought. “We’re on our way, Sam.”

The mass of human forces moved in on Kelowna. They spread out as they closed in on the city, making sure they were ready to hit the seeders from every possible direction.

“Hey, Kahi,” Les said over the guild chat. “I was wondering, why is it that the aether animals are fighting with the seeders? Especially with a breeder queen on their side. I thought that thing was a seeder itself.”

“That is because they have different roles,” Kahi said. “Normal seeders are purpose-built to prepare a planet for assimilation, to test or eradicate the local populace and to ensure the world is a fertile seedbed for all manner of aether life the Collective requires. Breeders serve as the… I suppose gardeners or tenders would be a good word for what their role is,” Kahi mused. “While they can and do often add to the growing number of seeders on a world, their primary purpose is to bring about the aether animals the Collective wishes to see flourish on a world. From your razorprey all the way up to behemoths like the storm king.”

“So the queens are mad at this overlord thing?” Michael asked.

Kahi mulled over the question. “It would appear so. If I had to guess, the queens are aware of the threat this overlord poses to their work and are trying to stop it. But I would not count them as allies in this. If they so much as suspect you are a threat to them or their brood, they will attack us.”

Brad frowned as they pulled up to the city outskirts. “Then they better stay out of our way.”

It was nighttime when they reached the city, but that didn’t seem to matter. The ruins were alight with the glow of aetheric plants, wildlife, and the clash of alien creatures in the streets.

A pair of hive guards clashed against a breeder queen. Her massive claws scythed through one of the giant creatures like it was nothing more than a bug. Just one of those hive guards had nearly killed Brad’s entire party when they were clearing the tunnels at Armstrong. The second guard fired its cannon at the queen. Giant spikes coated in glowing green ooze bounced off the queen’s thick carapace as she shrieked in fury. A torrent of hot orange spew flooded over the remaining hive guard, melting it down to mush in seconds.

“We do not want to get caught up in any of that,” Michael said.

“Devil Dogs in position,” reported in a gruff voice. It was Adams, leader of the guild. “Ready to begin saturation barrage on your order. Just give us targets.”

“Sam, did you get that?” Brad asked.

Red markers popped up across the map. “Hit here, here, and here. Those are the largest concentration of seeders. They’re a bigger threat to us than the wildlife,” Sam replied.

Brad nodded. “You heard her, Adams. Open up.”


Chapter five
Jake


Missiles streaked across the night sky like Roman candles going off in a relentless swarm. Their orange glow pierced through the violets, greens, and blues radiating from the clash rumbling within the city.

“Barrage away,” Adams called out.

The missiles had just begun their descent when Brad gave the order: “Charge!”

“Hold on to your butts!” Darius floored it. The freshly reinforced Brawler took off like a rocket.

The four guilds rushed in: tanks, transports, cavalry, and infantry moved to hit the city from every direction.

Tanya squealed, flopping on the back seat, hanging on to the grab handle. “Slow down, Darius!”

Mason clung with one hand on his seat and the other on the driver’s. “That sounds like a really bad idea right about now.”

Jake held steady to the passenger seat, arms crossed over his chest as he watched the chaos ahead of them.

Explosions erupted in the night sky, illuminating the seeders and storm hawks getting caught in the path of the missile barrage not intended for them. With a warbling cry and furious flap of its wings, the storm king sent out a shockwave of wind. Storm hawks, seekers, and missiles alike were sent spiraling out of control through the skies.

Missiles crashed down randomly across the city, taking out aether wildlife and seeders alike in a rain of fire. Hundreds upon hundreds of explosions decimated the city before them, yet did little to stem the tide of bodies pouring out.

Jake wasn’t surprised. Seeders were always ones to attempt overwhelming their enemies with sheer numbers. And just like in Armstrong, they were reinforcing far too quickly. There had to be a hive right beneath Kelowna. “Sam, where’s the biggest concentration of these monsters?”

“Little busy dodging missiles right now!” Sam called out through chat.

Jake’s gaze pulled up her marker on the map. Missiles were pounding her position, but that wasn’t nearly as concerning as the hive guard heading her way with a swarm of seeders at its beck and call.

“You’ve got company coming, Sam. We’re on our way.” Jake glanced at Darius. “Take us there.”

Darius cracked his neck to one side, then the other. “On it, Master.”

Jake groaned at the title as Darius throttled the Brawler. They cut ahead of a group of transports and a pair of Michael’s looted tanks firing on the approaching tide of bodies.

Unlike the last time they took the Brawler bowling through seeders, now they had a fully enclosed cabin. It was a rather handy feature to have considering all the seeder bodies bouncing off the ram bars like rag dolls. But there were too many bodies slowing their passage far too quickly.

Good thing Tim was taking special requests.

Jake tightened the harness on his seat and let out a slow exhale. “Let’s see if Tim pulled through for us.”

“Oh, this is going to be awesome,” Darius beamed.

Mason leaned up between them. “Didn’t he say he’s never tested this thing?”

“I didn’t sign up to be a guinea pig!” Tanya shouted over the clatter of the bodies bouncing off the Brawler.

Jake pushed their voices out of his mind and fixed his gaze forward. He drew upon the aether flowing through his new, blazing core and into the Brawler itself. The engine hummed loudly with new life. Violet wisps of aether trailed off its spinning tires and out the back. The Brawler was speeding up.

“Oh man, it’s working,” Darius said excitedly, driving through seeders, hunters, and watchers.

Sam reached out through the guild chat. “Jake, things are getting messy over here. We could really use some help.”

“We’re coming,” Jake said.

Mason gasped, pointing past them. “We’re going to need a lot more than speed to get past that.”

Jake furrowed his brow. “I see them.”

A trio of alphas with a fresh tide of bodies stood between them and the ruined city block where Sam was fighting for her life. Flying above them like a cluster of angry flies was a band of seekers. The huge bug monster rained fire upon them—spikes covered in toxic ooze that would cause their bodies to explode into fertilizer for the growing aether plants.

Jake wasn’t about to let that happen.

He poured his aether and will into the Brawler with increasing urgency. Let’s see how much this baby can handle. The front of the speeding truck erupted with a flash of violet. Their Brawler was like a comet cutting a bloody swath through the seeders, heading straight for the alphas.

The seekers above hissed as their barbed shots bounced and shattered off the aether-sheathed Brawler. A pair dove in for the kill.

“Oh no you don’t!” Darius swerved the Brawler to the left. He hit a wrecked truck that was practically begging to be used like a ramp.

The Brawler sailed through the air. The seeker swung its wings to a stop to stare in wide-eyed, slack-jawed shock at the violet vehicle heading right for it. Like an oversized spear, they slammed through the seeker, sending it flying apart across the battlefield. The Brawler promptly crash-landed through an alpha’s skull, taking out a good chunk of its chest in the process.

You have received 1,550 aether.

“Where did you learn that stunt?” Tanya asked between ragged breaths.

Darius laughed, speeding past the seeder’s interception team as tank fire slammed into the alphas behind them. “The Bruce Willis Academy of Diplomacy.”

Tanya blinked. “I don’t get it.”

Darius shook his head. “We’re watching The Fifth Element as soon as we get back home. By the way, we really need a name for our new city. Like Fort Kick Ass.”

Mason laughed. “Maybe try for something more impressive. It’s going to become the biggest living city on Earth now.”

“As far as we know, anyway,” Tanya added.

The hive guard shrieked, opening up with a heavy barrage from its twin cannons on the ruins ahead of them. The four-armed monster carried the cannons on its lower set of arms, while the upper set hauled around two blades seemingly of the same material its armor was made of.

The alpha seeders and the swarm that came with the beast rushed forward, an unrelenting tide crushing and demolishing anything standing between them and the pair of lone rogues on the chaotic battlefield.

“Jake, a little help, please,” Sam said with growing urgency.

A wall stood between them and Jake’s sister.

Darius and Jake exchanged a glance.

“Do it,” Jake said.

Darius grinned, driving right for the wall. Jake poured more of his aether into the Brawler, strengthening the barrier around them. The truck punched through the wall like it was made of dry ramen—they caught air in the process. It came crashing down on the lead tide of hunters and seeders, smearing them across the pavement while the Brawler fishtailed under Darius’s control.

As if he’d done it a million times before, Jake stepped out of the spinning Brawler, his motion so perfectly timed that the vehicle peeled away from him without so much as breaking his stride.

Aether flowed from his core into every part of his body like a rushing river. His skin hardened. His muscles swelled with power. The world around him came into crystal focus.

Seeders jumped after Jake. He casually leaned away from their vicious blows like they were nothing. It wasn’t all that long ago that these things threatened his life. Now they were nothing but a nuisance. His hand shot out like a cobra’s strike, snatching a seeder from the air by its throat. Jake swung it around like a club, batting away the tide of monsters before sending the shrieking seeder crashing into the side of an alpha’s skull.

The alpha turned to roar at Jake. That was its final mistake.

Sam appeared in a flicker of shadow above the nape of the monster’s neck, plunging a pair of crimson-streaked daggers into it. With a practiced twist, tear, and kick off the monster’s back, she severed the alpha’s spine. It collapsed to the floor in a bloody heap.

“Thanks for the distraction,” Sam said with a bright smile.

A shot streaked over Sam’s head, punching through two seekers that had been lining up shots on Sam.

“Don’t get too distracted yourself, Sam,” Sal said with a laugh.

Jake opened his mouth to speak but the hive guard’s roar pulled his attention. The thing had its cannons trained right on them.

There was nowhere for them to run. The ruins around them were too weak to stand up to the hive guard’s cannons. The twenty-foot-tall beast was a walking, roaring bio-tank bristling with weapons. If an elven transport was no match for its cannons, there was no way the Brawler would be either, regardless of its reinforced plating.

Only one option came to Jake’s mind.

“Get behind me!” Jake threw up his arm, forming a shield of aether in front of him as the barrage came.

Sam barely dove behind Jake in time to avoid getting skewered by a volley of the towering barbs.

Pouring all the aether he could into his shield, Jake braced for impact.

Toxin-tipped barbs smashed into his shield. Two punched through just enough for the glowing green ooze to drip off their tips onto ruined concrete and brick beneath his feet. The stench of acid burned going down Jake’s lungs; it was almost enough to make him upset his stomach, but he held. The ground wasn’t so fortunate. It melted away beneath the dripping ooze as more and more spikes bounced off or punched through Jake’s barrier.

“Darius, where are you guys?” Jake growled, pouring more aether into his shield, forcing out some of the penetrating barbs.

A furious violet arc of crimson erupted to the hive guard’s side. Seeder bodies flew through the air, showering the towering monster and its alpha guardians.

“Now!” Darius shouted.

Tanya and Mason spun forward, holding between their hands spheres of concentrated aether bigger than their torsos. They thrust their arms out with a fearsome battle cry. Twin beams of destructive aether erupted from them with such force that the dust and bodies were cleared out around them.

The hive guard didn’t have to say a word. Its full detachment of alphas swiftly put themselves in harm’s way for their master. The first alpha exploded in a cloud of viscera and gore. The second and third had the waves of aether break through them like waves swallowing sand. The fourth was perforated a dozen different ways before the remaining energy from the blasts merely singed the hive guard’s armor.

Tanya stood slack-jawed. “Oh…OK then. That did not go as planned.”

The hive guard raised one of its mighty blades and cleaved an arc across the ground. It unleashed a shockwave of force and rubble their way.

“Nope! It definitely did not!” Mason agreed, dodging out of the way and sending out smaller blasts to intercept the raining debris.

The hive guard turned one of its cannons on Darius and the others. Darius rushed forward with his axe. The giant monstrosity leveled the cannon with his head.

“Craaap,” Darius roared as he charged his weapon with aetheric power.

Another shot sheathed in shadow lanced across the air. It punched through the hive guard’s eye. “Gotcha!” Sal called out.

The hive guard shrieked as it fired, its cannon fire missing Darius’s head by a hair's breadth.

Darius brought his axe down with a mighty swing. The hive guard back-stepped, bringing up one of its cannon arms to block the strike. Darius’s axe bit deep through the monster’s bone armor into its flesh, but it wasn’t enough to sever the limb. The hive guard swatted Darius away like a nuisance, throwing him through a brick wall. His health plummeted to half from that single lazy slap.

“Damn, that thing hits hard,” Jake said. He swung his aether shield aside, deactivating it to launch the impaled barbs away from them. “Back me up, Sam.” He rushed ahead without another word.

Sam spun her daggers about in her grasp, the crimson tips arcing and trailing sparks of flame. “Time to break in Gunpowder Shadow Style.”

The hive guard spun on Jake, bringing about one of its massive bone swords. Jake poured aether into his own hands, calling forth a pair of blades to clash with the giant sword. Their blades met in a titanic clash of dust and debris. Jake sank deep into his heels, straining to keep the enormous bone sword from crushing him.

A shower of small aether blasts peppered the hive guard’s body. The beast did not look away from its prey this time. One of its many glowing eyes swung toward Darius and Tanya, as did its cannons. It opened fire on them while raising its second sword in the air.

Jake roared, flooding his muscles, tendons, and bones with aether. He shoved the monster’s sword away just enough to swing himself out of the way of the next attack.

Tanya and Darius dove and rolled away from the giant barbs heading their way, scrambling swiftly behind whatever sturdy ruin piles they could find.

Jake closed the gap between him and the hive guard’s wounded cannon arm and brought his twin blades down on the wound. They dug deep, almost clean through. The hive guard roared in agony, trying to pull away from him.

“Oh no you don’t!” Jake dropped his energy blades in favor of his hands. He latched on to that wounded forearm and pulled. With the hive guard’s own force pulling away from him, Jake tore the cannon arm clean off, tossing it back across the ruins.

The hive guard shrieked. Another shot from Sal took off one of its mandibles mid-scream.

“Damn it, I missed its throat,” Sal huffed.

Jake had no idea where that rogue was, but there was no denying he was a damn good sniper. It was just amazing he wasn’t a ranger to begin with.

Darius flew across the air at the shrieking hive guard with his axe fully charged. The injured monster snarled, swinging a sword violently in his direction. The clash of aether axe on bone caused a furious detonation of force that Darius ultimately lost. He was sent tumbling across the rubble, though the hive guard did not go unscathed. Its blade was chipped, its bone armor charred and crumbling away around its arm.

They were burning the monster down.

A series of swift explosions pulled Jake’s attention behind the monster’s legs.

Sam was there, a literal storm of blades whirling away at the hive guard’s joints. Deep, bloody crimson and miniature blasts trailed her blades through the air, reminding Jake of firecracker bundles going off. Small explosions erupted wherever Sam hit. Bone armor and flesh erupted from the monster. The blades dug deeper until finally the hive guard dropped to one knee.

Hive Guard

Poisoned

Bleeding

Right Leg Crippled

Hemorrhage Build-Up: 15%

Jake had no idea what the last status effect on the monster was, but it sounded worse than the prior three. He wasn’t there to whittle the beast down by damage over time effects, though—he was there to kill it.

With the hive guard on one knee before him, Jake channeled all of his aether into a fist. It was the tightest concentration of aether he had ever formed into an aether strike. His fist swirled with rampaging aether, practically crackling with electricity.

The hive guard collapsed lower still onto its arms. Darius had returned to the fray, lodging his axe deep into the monster’s back.

The hive guard’s head lowered until it was right where Jake wanted it.

The hive guard met Jake’s gaze with pure, burning hatred and fury in its eyes. Its maw opened wide to swallow him whole in one bite.

“Playtime’s over,” Jake shouted, driving his fist into the monster’s face, hitting it right where its nose should be.

The concentrated aether went off in a powerful blast, stripping the hive guard’s crushed head clean off its shoulders and taking part of its spine with it. It tumbled across the battlefield like a boulder, crashing through another group of seeders who were fleeing at the sight of such a mighty beast being felled by mere humans.

You have received 1,000 aether.

You have taken 50 damage.

Jake shook out his smoking fist. The flesh was stripped from his knuckles. Bits of his bone peeked through the wound. Definitely put too much power into that punch. My body’s not ready for that kind of abuse just yet, he thought with amusement. The power he had gained was great, certainly, but that was only his core. The rest of his body required further cultivation to be able to truly wield it.

“We kicked that thing’s ass, Jake!” Darius cheered as he hopped off the dead seeder’s back. “It was all like, ‘Ohm nohm nohm,’ and we were all like, ‘Pew pew, slashy hacky,’ and then you were like, ‘Playtime’s over!’ It was great.” Darius rambled on, too much adrenaline flowing through his veins. He suddenly stopped to wince at the sight of Jake’s hand. “Ow. That thing had a mean jaw, huh?”

Jake laughed. As the others gathered around, he poured aether through his body to his wound. Muscle, tendon, and skin regrew before their eyes. He flexed a few times, making sure everything was in working order. “I used a little more aether than my body could handle is all. I need to work on it.”

“Well, maybe try not to do that too often,” Sal said, practically appearing from the shadows. “We still have an overlord to kill.”

Jake nodded. From their position the chaos of war was readily apparent.

Seeders and aether wildlife clashed. Humans joined in with spells, blades, guns, and arrows. Tanks and transports cleaved swaths through swaths of smaller enemies, bringing their weapons to bear on the bigger seeders. Constant notifications of aether gains flashed in the corner of Jake’s HUD until he swiftly disabled them. They were more of a distraction than anything useful at the moment.

Things were going better than Jake had expected, but they were living on a razor’s edge.

Hive guards cleaved through tanks with blades and cannons. The beasts came in all manner of configurations. Some wielded only blades; others were all cannons. A few were even running around with their bare hands, snatching up combatants and crushing them. Then there was the magical flavor of the beasts. Their eyes glowed brighter than any other hive guard, leaving trails of red light wherever they went. Their four limbs crackled with aetheric energy as they lashed out with everything from energy whips made of aether to bolts of energy that shredded across the ruins.

Breeder queens continued to plow through the fray, crushing seeders and humans alike when it was not simply melting them down. The storm king continued to dominate the skies, raining lightning and storm hawks from the heavens. One poor hive guard found itself on the receiving end of a concentrated barrage of lightning, its smoking husk of a body charred black as it collapsed. Another, along with its smaller seeder escort, was swarmed by vicious storm hawks.

And still there was no sign of the apex overlord.

Jake turned to Sam. “So, any idea where this overlord ran off to?”


Chapter six
Sam


Sam frowned. “You’re not going to like this.” She pinged the enormous seeder’s last known location on the map. “It went back underground. Right under the mall.”

Jake blinked. “Our mall? The mall we were surviving out of before Colton’s crazies forced us out of Kelowna?”

“That’d be the one,” Sam said. “But there’s a whole lot of angry aliens between us and the mall. I don’t even know if there’s a cavern entrance for us to rush in through. There isn’t a whole lot of high ground for me to get eyes on the place.”

Darius rested his axe on his shoulder. “For a swarm this big there has to be plenty of openings to the seeder hive. I bet we can go wandering around and literally fall into one.”

“That’s hardly ideal,” Tanya said.

Sal nodded. “If we’re going to bring down that giant thing, we’re going to need every gun we can possibly bring to take it down. We need to secure an access point.”

“How big are we talking here?” Tanya asked.

Sal shook his head. “Huge. We’re practically ants to the thing.”

Darius furrowed his brow. “If it’s so damn big then how come it’s not out here anymore?”

“It’s feeding,” Sam said.

“Feeding?” Darius asked.

Sam pulled her lips tight into a line. “There used to be three storm kings in the sky before you arrived. The Overlord shot out of the ground and snatched one out of the air in its maw, then brought the other one low with its tendrils. The breeder queens and wildlife were hounding the thing too much so it dove back underground.”

“That can’t be good,” Darius said. “If that thing works anything like us, then the more it kills the bigger and angrier it’s going to get.”

Tanya grimaced. “If it’s anything like us cultivators, the stronger the aether in the food it consumes, the more trouble we’re going to be in for.”

Mason looked at Jake. “Think you can use that same trick you pulled on the arbiter, Jake?”

Jake nodded. “I can do it better than before with all the aether I have access to now.” He flexed his fully healed hands. “If you guys can keep the seeders off me, I can pump every last shred of aether I have into an aether beam.”

Mason chuckled. “That ridiculous amount of power you threw out last time? We’re calling that thing aether comet.”

Jake shrugged. “Sure.”

“If we’re going to maximize damage, we need to find a weak spot on that thing to hit,” Sam said. “Ideally without damaging its core.”

Sal chuckled, casually popping off a shot at an alpha who’d given their little gathering a funny look. “You’re still worried about that? In this mess?”

Sam nodded. “From everything Ironmane and the gnomes have told me, that portal will be a game-changer. If humanity has that…it gives us an edge over the rest of the Collective. If we manage to unite Earth’s people under one banner, it might even let us stand toe to toe against the pharaohs.”

Sal leaned back. “That last bit sounds a little bit too optimistic. The pharaohs are a galaxy-spanning empire, remember?”

Sam smiled. “And a bunch of newbie humans kicked them off their cute little base.”

“Eh, that’s like bragging we bullied a construction crew and their rent-a-cops off a construction site,” Sal insisted. “I’m not sure we’ll be so lucky the next time we square off with those guys.”

Jake chuckled. “I hope they don’t have too many others like the arbiter floating around. But they probably have much bigger armies than what we faced.”

Tanya pointed off at the chaos of battle. “You guys want to focus on the giant, angry seeder problem at hand?”

“I’m working on it,” Sam said.

While the discussion had been going on, she had sent messages to all the rogue scouting teams searching the area asking for any tunnel sightings.

Reports poured in from across the city. Not only from Invictus, but also the Syndicate, Devil Dogs, and even the Booty Bay Beach Boys.

Sam loved that name more than she cared to admit.

The Too Lazy; Didn’t Read version of the reports was that there were no shortages of seeder tunnels spanning the city. But they were small ones. The type where the smaller creatures could swarm out with an alpha or two leading them. Nothing big enough for seekers, and definitely not hive guards.

“This is Eye Of Horus One, do you read me, Sam?” Horus private-messaged her.

“What’s with the weird callsign?” Sam asked.

Horus laughed. “Look, I stole one of these pharaoh dropships to do scouting. The name fit, alright?”

Sam rolled her eyes. “What’ve you got for me, Horus?”

“I’ve got good news and bad news,” Horus said. “The good news is I found that tunnel you were asking around for. It’s big. Real big. Like, you-can-drive-a-dozen-tank-columns-through-and-still-have-room-to-spare big.”

Sam’s eyes widened. That was exactly what they were looking for. “What’s the bad news?”

“It’s hive guard city down there. And that’s after you carve a path through all the fighting going on in the ruins,” Horus explained. “I’ve got eyes on four of the big bastards guarding the entrance and I’m seeing at least two more in the dark down there. My guess is there’s a hell of a lot more of them sitting around in the tunnel.”

“That has to be where the overlord is hiding, then,” Sam said. “Hive guards' primary role is to defend seeder hives and the overlord itself. There wouldn’t be so many of them protecting that entrance otherwise.”

“That’s what I’m thinking, Sam,” Horus agreed. “Sending you the fastest route to that tunnel entrance. I’ll call out priority targets as I see them.”

“Thanks,” Sam said. She turned toward Jake and the others. “We’ve got our opening, but it’s going to be a mess getting through to it.”

Jake rolled out his shoulders. “Let’s bring Brad in on this call.”

“You rang?” Brad asked through the guild chat.

Sam sent over the route Horus had given her. “We found a way to the overlord, but it’s going to be a tough fight.”

“When isn’t it?” Brad said. He took a moment to look over the information. “Damn. That’s going to cost us a lot of lives to punch through. Especially those guards at the tunnel.”

“That’s what I was afraid of,” Jake agreed. “I might burn through all my mana before we reach the overlord.”

Tanya frowned. “We won’t be able to nuke the thing if that’s the case.”

Sam cleared her throat. “That’s why us rogues will clear a path.” She pointed out the priority targets Horus kept pinging along the path. “These here are alphas and hive guards coordinating the battle. The hive guards are especially important to leading the seeder swarms. When we killed one here, the rest of the aliens scattered.”

“I was wondering about that,” Brad said. “Seeders are suicidally fierce, but even they seem to have some hint of self-preservation. I guess killing the biggest, angriest thing around is the fastest way to get to them to flee.”

“Exactly,” Sam agreed. “Brad, if you can get everyone moving down this route to the tunnels, I’ll do everything I can to clear the path. We rogues might not be good at a straight-up fight, but there’s not going to be anything clean about this.”

“Jake, how do you feel about this plan?” Brad asked.

Jake sighed. “It’s dangerous, but I don’t really see a better option here. If we don’t kill that overlord, none of us will be safe. So I say let’s do it. Sam can take care of herself. Besides, she won’t be alone out there.”

Sam smiled at Jake. He’d certainly learned to trust in her and her abilities since their old world had come crashing to an end. It wasn’t long ago that Jake simply refused to let her out of his sight for fear of what might happen to her. It had felt like pulling teeth convincing Jake to let her do anything alone and make the right calls. Luckily, that was behind them now. Sam appreciated the change immensely.

“Alright, Sam. I’m rounding up everyone for one big push,” Brad said. “We’re going to form a spear of armor and cut a path straight to the heart of this mess. You take out the seeder leadership and we’ll rain spells and shells on these alien monsters.”

“Got it,” Sam said.

“Stay safe out there, Sam,” Brad said.

Sam would have hugged him if she could, but guild chat made that a little difficult. “You too, Brad.” She turned to Sal. “Ready to go?”

Sal reflexively checked his new sniper rifle’s magazine, then remembered it was an aether weapon. It didn’t have a magazine to worry about. “Ready whenever you are.”

Jake hugged Sam. “We’re counting on you, Sam.”

She nodded and pulled away, heading back into the chaos of battle. She crouched low to the ground with Sal right behind her. Together they avoided the swarms of seeders clashing with humans and wildlife across the battlefield.

“We’re leaving the phantom behind?” Sal asked through chat.

“I don’t want to risk another massive repair if we can help it,” Sam said. She led the way over a pile of stacked rubble. A pack of alphas below trundled past at full speed, moving to engage a pack of overgrown flame hogs rivaling them for size. The hogs spat globs of fire at the alphas; they clashed in a flurry of angry squeals and growls.

Sal chuckled. “Yeah, I don’t think Tim will be working out of the kindness of his own heart next time around. The bill for fixing up that beauty has got to be insane.”

Sam went into the rogue team channel they had set up and relayed her orders to everyone. Each party of rogues confirmed their orders one after another and moved to take their positions. The best chance they had to bring down the seeder lines along their path was to decapitate their leadership in one fell swoop. To the best of their ability, anyway.

“We’re ready to move out, Sam,” Brad sent.

Sam took a breath as she and Sal moved to the first of many targets: a hive guard busy clashing with a breeder queen. She held up a hand, counting down. Three…two…one…

“Go!” Sam sent across the guild channels as she surged forward.

The seeder swarm was too busy clashing with lightning wolves and the smaller, spider-like breeders to notice her rushing their lines. She slashed seeder throats open as she passed, rolled over others, and moved swiftly into range of her target.

“Give me an opening, Sal,” Sam ordered.

Sal fired immediately. A black comet streaked across the night sky, blasting off the bone carapace at the back of the hive guard’s neck.

The hive guard whirled about in fury to see who had the sheer audacity to strike it. Its gaze didn’t linger long. The breeder queen it was facing down brought its claws down on the monster. The hive guard roared, clashing blades against claws. It was pushed back across the rubble, its talons sinking deep into the streets as it fought for traction.

Sam activated Flicker Strike but sorely wished she had picked up Shadow Step instead. While Shadow Step allowed a rogue to jump in between shadows, Flicker Strike picked targets at random and teleported the rogue in for a strike. Sam’s levels in the skill allowed her a greater level of control, but it wasn’t enough. She teleported from one irrelevant seeder target to the next, cleaving a bloody path to the hive guard.

The hive guard shoved the breeder queen back, its four blades carving through its chitinous skull. The breeder queen recoiled in pain, thrashing her limbs in a way that bowled over nearby seeders and wildlife like a child throwing a tantrum.

“Sam, it’s getting real messy in there,” Sal called out.

“Working on it!” Sam teleported onto an alpha’s back and plunged her daggers through its thick skull. Sam’s eyes widened. A squeal choked its way through her clamped throat.

A pair of the hive guard’s blades came swinging right for her. The world slowed down as the bone blades carved through the alpha seeder; the hive guard did not give one solitary damn about the well-being of its ally.

Sam could have used Flicker Strike again and pray it would take her where she needed to go, but there were too many other seeders the skill could target for execution. Things would likely go poorly for her. But then Sam remembered she had a new trick up her sleeve she could use instead:

Shinobi Substitution.

A seeder spiraled through the air, sent flying from the breeder queen’s thrashing. It was right behind the hive guard where Sam needed to be. She activated the skill.

Sam instantly traded places with the seeder. The hive guard’s blades ripped it to pieces. Meanwhile, Sam sailed through the air, retaining the seeder’s momentum.

OK, that’s an interesting feature of the ability, Sam admitted as she sailed away from her mark. It was a good thing she had a trick for that as well.

Sam activated Twilight Stinger.

The skill launched her at her target, the momentum aiding her in driving her twin daggers into the exposed, tender flesh of the hive guard’s neck. Crimson Shadow Style and Gunpowder Shadow Style procced, along with her poison dagger perk. The hive guard suffered from potent poison, bleeding damage, and the bonus of two exploding daggers piercing through its flesh into its spinal column.

It still refused to die.

The hive guard thrashed about wildly, launching Sam off its back through a crowd of seeders.

Sam quickly activated Flicker Strike, cushioning her landing by impaling a pair of seeders on her daggers.

“That thing’s going nuts,” Sal called out.

The hive guard whirled its blades about like a blender gone haywire, killing friend and foe alike.

“We have to kill it,” Sam said.

Sal laughed. “Get through those blades? Are you crazy?”

Sam opened her mouth to speak when a vicious claw split the hive guard right down the middle. The breeder queen had recovered from its agony. It let out an ear-piercing shriek of victory. Ripping its claw free from the dead hive guard, the queen added insult to injury by bathing the vanquished foe’s corpse in vile orange acid.

“Or not,” Sam said in shock before spinning out of the way of a hunter’s attack, letting it barrel through a gang of watchers and seeders.

You have received 1,500 aether.

The swarm of seeders led by the hive guard scattered just as Sam had hoped. Now it was a matter of clearing out the rest of their route.

“How’re we doing, rogues?” Sam asked as she pulled up her map. She winced.

It was a damn mess.

Half of her teams had done their jobs, executing their targets with brutal efficiency. The other half were…struggling.

“These things are nuts!” called out one party.

“We lost half our people. We have to withdraw.”

“Send reinforcements!” begged another.

Sam frowned. If they didn’t clear a path, their main force was going to get bogged down fighting through the horde. Already the spearhead of Invictus forces with support from the other guilds was coming in hot. Thankfully, Brad was smart enough not to throw everything into this one assault. The rest of their force was busy keeping the seeders distracted on multiple fronts.

Sal rushed up to Sam’s side, sending a burst of fire into an approaching alpha’s skull. “What are we going to do, Sam?”

“I have a terrible idea,” she said, pulling up her daggers.

Sal blinked. “Terrible how?”

There was no time to explain.

Sam cast Dagger Fan and threw a spread of six daggers at the wounded brood queen’s face the moment it looked their way. The queen threw her head back in a bone-shaking cry.

“Run!” Sam turned heel and sprinted for the tunnel entrance.

Sal stumbled backwards and joined Sam’s sprint. “Fuck this noise!”

Outrunning a towering beast like a breeder queen sounded great on paper. It was gigantic, so naturally it had to be slow, right? That couldn’t be further from the truth. It moved with the frightening speed of a bug skittering across a room…only it wasn’t running away from the light, it was running in for the kill.

“This is all part of the plan!” Sam shouted back at Sal.

“How the hell is this a plan?” Sal demanded.

They soon approached the next horde of seeders. The aliens turned to hiss and snap at them with vicious fury. The hive guard was tied up wrestling a trio of rogues simultaneously striking and running from it when all eyes turned toward the rampaging breeder queen.

“Run! That means you, Laura,” Sam called out to the rogues putting on a valiant effort.

“Running!” Laura confirmed. Her trio of surviving rogues threw down smoke bombs and vanished into the night.

Sam and Sal pushed, shoved, hacked, slashed, and shot their way through the seeders as the breeder queen bowled through their mass of bodies. It slowed her just enough for the two rogues to make it past the hive guard.

A magic type, the hive guard roared and pointed its lone blade at the queen. The tide of seeders rushed her, biting, clawing, and tearing uselessly at her hide. The queen went straight for the hive guard. The hive guard raised its free arms, conjuring spheres of aetheric fury, and shot them at the queen. They detonated along her carapace, blowing chunks of armor off, but the queen’s maw lunged. She bit the guard in half and spat its broken body aside.

Sal ran ahead, clearing the next swarm of seeders. “That thing is pissed!”

“You can say that again!” Sam agreed. They weren’t going to make it to the next two hive guards unless they got the guards’ attention. “Sal, shoot those guys. We need them to come to us.”

“Are you nuts?” Sal gawked.

“Do it!” Sam demanded.

Sal brought up his rifle, launching a pair of blasts at the hive guards in question. One took a round through the eye; the other deflected the shot off its skull. Both aliens turned their furious gazes and cannons toward them.

“Done,” Sal said.

Sam glanced back at the behemoth closing in on them. “Get ready to dodge…now!”

The breeder queen’s scything claws sundered the earth. Sam and Sal weaved through the dust and debris blown into the air around them. The hive guard turned their guns on them, hosing the area with their barbs. Sal threw down a smoke bomb and vanished. Sam focused intensely on Flicker Strike, hoping for one specific hive guard, and fired.

Congratulations: Flicker Strike has reached level 5.

+1 perk point.

Lucking out thanks to the level up, Sam teleported to her desired target just as the breeder queen’s claws came down on her position. Unfortunately, she came out in the worst possible neighborhood. She plunged through the air, sinking her daggers into the hive guard’s skull. The effect of Gunpowder Style allowed her blades to blast their way through its thick bone armor, but not nearly enough to dig into the monster’s head.

The hive guard let out a deafening scream. It tore her off its face with its free hand and began putting the squeeze on her.

You have taken 100 damage.

Sam screamed in agony, but it was short-lived. The monster’s attention suddenly shifted. It threw her aside like worthless garbage as the two hive guards turned their cannons on the battered, wounded breeder queen. Their barbs lanced across the sky in green streaks, punching into her armor and through the gaps left from previous engagements.

The breeder queen drenched one of the monsters in her potent acid, reducing the hive guard to goop in moments. The other one, wise enough to step away from the burning tide, unloaded its bio-cannons into the queen’s open mouth. A weak cry left the monster as the flow of acid was swiftly reduced to a trickle. Her body was coming apart, melting down under the vicious toxins pumped into her body from the hive guard’s attacks.

With her dying breaths, the queen threw the entirety of her weight onto the hive guard. It shrieked and tried to flee, but it was too little too late. The queen broke the hive guard’s legs in her fall and dragged it into her mouth. She clamped down with her mandibles, ending the hive guard as the last gasps of life left her.

You have received 13,000 aether.

Sam wheezed, dragging herself to her feet and sucking down the best-tasting air she’d ever had in her life. That damned hive guard had nearly crushed the life out of her. She fished around in her pockets for a health regeneration potion and downed it quickly. Ten health a second would get her back in fighting shape in no time at all.

Sal rushed toward Sam. “Are you alright?”

Sam nodded and coughed. “Where’d you run off to?”

“Behind the seeder lines,” Sal said. “I thought we were baiting the queen to the tunnel entrance.”

“Yup. That was the plan,” Sam confirmed. “Plan’s a little dead now, though.” She pointed at the dead queen bleeding and melting behind her.

Sal let out a nervous chuckle. “It was a good plan while it lasted. So what now? That tunnel entrance is going to kill our people if we don’t do something about it soon.”

“There’s nothing we can do. Four of those things without a distraction is too much for our rogue parties.” Sam frowned. She called Brad up on the guild chat. “Path is clear, but the tunnel entrance is still guarded. My rogues are out of commission.”

“I worried this might be a little too much,” Brad said. “Clear away from the tunnel. Adams? Bring down the sky.”


Chapter seven
Brad


“Second barrage out,” Adams announced.

Missiles rained from the sky, concentrating around the cavern entrance. This time, the storm king did not interfere with the barrage. Like spears of flame the missiles lanced into the gathered hive guards and the depths of the tunnel below.

While the fire and smoke blossomed from the barrage, the humans pressed the attack.

“Move in. Full speed ahead!” Brad ordered.

The spearhead formation of tanks and transports surged forward. Their guns opened up on any seeder bold enough to get in their way. At the heart of the formation were squads of razorprey cavalry, ready to break off and engage at a moment’s notice. But it was too soon for that.

Sam had done her part after all. With the seeder leadership dead, they had struck a vicious blow to the seeders’ morale, sending the lesser creatures scattering. The more stubborn beasts—alphas and seekers—were blasted by guns and spells amid their mad dash for the cavern entrance.

“Uhm, Brad,” Michael said from the passenger seat, “I don’t mean to interrupt your glorious charge or anything, but those missiles are still coming down.”

“We’re going to make it,” Brad said, pushing the transport forward.

Michael flinched as a stray missile crashed mere feet from the transport. They drove through the cloud of smoke unscathed. “It sure as hell doesn’t look like it!”

The tank formation rushed through the chaos of the barrage for the tunnel entrance, ignoring the detonations around them. Brad knew it was a less-than-optimal path forward, but it was the best way to keep those hive guards off their backs.

Then the barrage stopped.

From the smoke emerged four battered, wounded hive guards. The bleeding creatures hissed and shook as they raised their weapons at them.

Brad didn’t have to say a word. The tanks swung their large-caliber guns and finished the job, sending high-explosive ordnance punching through the monsters’ broken armor, bringing them low.

“We’re going in, people,” Brad warned.

Their transport caught air as they dove inside. Brad and the other transport drivers hit their lights, illuminating the path ahead.

The tunnel was a fleshy, mass-covered pit with strange, pulsing aetheric lights running through them. Brad had never figured out what those were, but he’d always assumed it had something to do with how the overlord controlled the tunnels. After all, when they’d fled from the Armstrong tunnel, the infant overlord they’d faced had collapsed tunnels just like these around them. This much-larger variant of overlord easily reached from the core of its nest to the outskirts.

“We’ve got more guards,” called one of the tank crews over the thundering report of their guns.

The beasts roamed the vast tunnel with cannons and blades, moving to intercept the armored column.

Brad gritted his teeth. If they stopped to engage every single one of them, they would be vulnerable to the tide of seeders pouring in from the outside world behind them. Worse, the overlord could take notice and crush them within the tunnels. After all, if the seeders didn’t care about each other’s lives, the overlord would no doubt see the death of a few hive guards as a minor inconvenience compared to the threat of a band of humans threatening its precious home.

“Evasive maneuvers. Push through the hive guards,” Brad ordered. “Jason, break off with your cavalry. I want those monsters crippled, understood?”

“Got it, Brad.” Jason’s razorprey cavalry split off from the main formation.

As the tanks and transports sped by, blasting at any hive guards taking aim at them, Jason’s cavalry moved into position. Like Jason himself, every member of the razorprey cavalry also of the fighter class was equipped with a rocket lance. While the hive guard were distracted by the much bigger, juicier armored targets, the razorprey rushed in to strike.

Lances slammed into the hive guards’ legs, as close to the knee joint as they could possibly reach. Detonations immediately followed, sending the howling monsters crashing to the tunnel floor. While they did not score a single kill on a hive guard, the maneuver did its job. The downed hive guards were too busy writhing in pain and struggling to get back on their feet to bother with the humans speeding past into the heart of the hive.

“What’s the plan for when we get to the overlord?” Ryan asked.

Brad swerved around the arcing blades of a pair of hive guards. “We’ll have all of our tanks focus-fire the overlord while our transports block off the tunnel exits. I don’t want any seeders getting in the way of our fight. As for the overlord, we’ve got an ace in the hole.”

“You mind telling me what that is?” Adams called as his tank’s cannon knocked a hive guard on its back.

“We have a cultivator,” Brad said.

Darius laughed. “Oh sure. You just have the one cultivator. Not several parties of them. Oh no—”

Jake cut him off. “When you stop relying on those weapons and armor, you can stop complaining, apprentice.”

“Yeah, yeah, I’ll get there eventually,” Darius grudgingly agreed. “Probably. This axe is so much fun, though.”

Brad continued, “Our goal is to keep Jake safe so he can save every shred of his energy to deliver a killing blow to that overlord.” He pinged the Brawler driving at the heart of their formation. “So make sure nothing reaches him, got it?”

“Understood,” Adams said.

Their convoy bulldozed their way through the fleshy tunnels. Brad guessed they were about halfway to the overlord because the tunnels began to shut. Fleshy masses moved from the floors, walls, and ceilings like blast doors, trying to seal them out. Brad swerved past them, but with every new gate the overlord threw in their way, they had to wildly swerve to another side of the tunnel entrance while avoiding the guards. With no two gates being alike, it was easier said than done.

To make matters worse, the pulsing aether along the walls flashed brilliantly. Beams of aether burned across the tunnel halls, demolishing tanks and hive guard alike.

“That’s a lot of lasers!” Michael cried. “I really wish we’d taken the time to polish the armor.”

Ceres peeked her head into the cabin. “Would that have done anything?”

Michael shrugged. “Probably not, but it’s the thought that counts.”

“I’m moving to the gunner position,” Teresa said.

“What are you doing?” Brad asked.

“Shielding our convoy.” Teresa climbed out the hatch and clung to the handle there. She was completely exposed to hive guards, beams, and whatever fresh hell the overlord wanted to throw at them. It didn’t faze her in the slightest. “Mana Shield!” she shouted.

A shield of mana materialized in front of a pulsing tendril of aether that built to a brilliant beam. The shield took the shot, cracking under the beam’s assault. Teresa repeated the process again and again, blocking as much fire from the seeders’ defenses as possible.

It didn’t take long for the rest of the mages to figure out what Teresa was doing. From every hatch they could climb out of, mages joined in casting Mana Shields to defend their armored column. The less defensively-minded among them decided that offense was the best defense, and hurled spells at hive guards or gates sealing in their path. From mighty fireballs to chain lightning, the tank column’s lethality amplified.

Brad’s eyes widened as the gate in their path slammed shut. “Everyone, focus fire on that gate!”

Guns and mages turned to the flesh gate in their path. Teresa was the first one to react. With her high-level Freeze Ray, she froze the flesh wall in their path within seconds. Tanks and fire balls followed up, shattering the wall of flesh.

A vast chamber spread out in the darkness before them as they crossed the threshold. The steep ramp leading down into the chamber proper caused even the heaviest tanks in their column to catch massive air.

“Brad, this chamber looks way too big for our people to secure,” Adams said. “I recommend we run Operation Rolling Thunder.”

Brad’s transport hit the ground hard and continued speeding forward into the abyss. “What’s Operation Rolling Thunder?”

“Oh right. Civvies.” Adams coughed. “It’s when we keep our armored units circling an area to provide security. That way we can try to keep eyes on all the tunnel entrances and respond accordingly.”

Brad didn’t see a better option. In the vast darkness of the chamber, the light of the tunnel behind them was quickly diminishing. He had no idea how big the chamber was or how many more tunnels they had to watch. “Do it,” Brad said. “Invictus, you’re with—”

The transport crashed to a stop.

Brad slammed forward onto the controls. “What the—”

Violet arcs of aether crackled through the darkness as six glowing red eyes turned to face them through the void. They stared right through the transport’s view screen into Brad’s eyes. They were enormous, far bigger than the largest tank they’d brought with them.

A rumbling like dull thunder echoed through the transport’s hull. They were lifted into the air. The expansive chamber lit up with all manner of biological alien lights.

Brad and his people had fallen right into the seeder overlord’s grasp. The behemoth of a monster had a dead storm king in its razor-sharp, bus-sized teeth. Blue blood glowed with mana as it flowed free from the overlord’s mouth. It tossed aside its meal and howled.

“We gotta get out of here,” Les demanded.

“Everybody out!” Brad ordered.

Teresa climbed out the gunner seat. Sweetness tumbled out the troop ramp and the rest of the party followed.

The seeder overlord crushed the transport in its grasp like a bag of chips. The armored transport had stood up to all kinds of abuse just shy of a hive guard’s cannon, but it was nothing to this behemoth creature.

“We messed up big!” Michael cried.

They were plummeting to their deaths, hundreds of feet through the air.

“Just how big is this place?” Brad joined in the shouting.

Ceres pointed at the tumbling and rolling Sweetness. “Everyone, latch on to Sweetness. I can save all of us if we huddle together.”

The party dove down for Sweetness. Everyone latched on tight except for Teresa. She used her ice powers to make a slide of ice the whole way down like some sort of comic book hero.

“Hang on!” Ceres said as she engulfed them with a dense sphere of mana.

They hit the ground hard. The shield shattered immediately, sending the party scattering across the fleshy floor.

You have taken 58 damage.

“Everyone alive?” Brad asked.

Michael scrambled to his feet, dusting himself off. “Seventy damage for a fall that should’ve killed us? I’m ecstatic!”

“You’re welcome,” Ceres said.

Teresa slid down next to them. “Now is not the time to celebrate. We have company.”

Shrieks of seeders filled the massive chamber; every type of the murderous alien flooded the space, from the lowly, basic seeder all the way to fearsome hive guards. Adams’ Rolling Thunder suggestion proved to be well worth the effort. With their tanks and transports constantly on the move, they were able to stem the tide of monsters, but it wasn’t nearly enough.

Parties deployed from all the different transports to engage the swarms of aliens, while others rushed to engage the overlord.

Brad couldn’t help but gawk at the towering nightmare before them. Compared to it, they weren’t much more than ants. The behemoth rose to its feet in a slow, lumbering motion. Its mane of aetheric tendrils connected it to the floor and ceiling. From there, the monster controlled the entire seeder hive and expanded its reach to the surface above, where its armies battled the rest of humanity's forces.

“How the hell are we going to kill that thing?” Michael asked.

Brad looked back at Jake, surrounded by his cultivators next to the Brawler as he gathered up his aether. “We’re not. He is. Our job is to keep these damned monsters off his back.”

Les drew and activated her aetheric greatsword. “It’s about time.” She rushed for Jake’s party as a tide of seeders came in to assault them.

Brad was quick to spring into action. “I’ve got your back.” He cast Sevenfold Avenger on Les and starting blasting seeders with his shotgun.

Mason and Tanya opened up with aether blasts. Their attacks swiftly proved nowhere near as efficient at carving a path through the seeders as Les’s giant aetheric blade. Coupled with the activation of Fiery Rage Les turned the battle into a bloodbath.

Michael ran in after her, activating Shadow Step to quickly close the gap. Using his assassin skills, he focused down all the big targets. Alphas, seekers—he was even bold enough to try taking out hive guards on his own. Those walking behemoths never fell easy, but Michael was able to critically wound them, opening them up for Ceres and Teresa to finish off.

With their ever-trusty combination of Arc Tether and Blizzard, the two mages clustered masses of seeders together for a swift execution. Ceres’s skill with Arc Tether had increased so significantly that even the hive guards struggled against the lightning whips pulling them toward the center mass. Teresa’s Blizzard rained explosive spears of ice upon them, shredding them to ribbons then detonating, freezing solid any monster unfortunate enough to survive the initial barrage. As Arc Tether reached the end of its duration, the ball of lightning at the center of the spell detonated, frying seeders around it and sending others flying away. The electric damage was amplified immensely by the frozen status on most of the aliens.

Darius swatted a rushing alpha away with the back of his axe. “Look out!”

Behind them, the overlord tore its tendrils free from the tunnel. It raised its giant claws upward. Violet spheres of aether formed in the air all across the chamber.

“What the hell is it doing?” Mason asked.

Brad wasn’t wasting time figuring out. “Shields up!”

Teresa and Ceres threw up mana shields overhead. The spheres rained down beams of aether across the cavern, each beam detonating on impact with vicious fury. The mages’ shields flexed and cracked under the barrage.

Ceres grimaced, pouring more mana into her shields. “We can’t hold on like this!”

“Hold on!” Jake demanded. “I need more time.”

Tanks and transports around them detonated. Entire parties were wiped out in the blink of an eye. Swarms of seeders evaporated; the overlord did not grant them a shred of mercy or concern.

They were losing people all around them. They couldn’t keep this up.

It was then Brad remembered one of his new spells.

“Grand Cross!” he shouted, drawing a cross with his hand as the spell kicked off.

A magic circle flashed into existence beneath his feet, spreading out far and wide that carved an ornate cross into the ground beneath their feet. Golden light filled the chamber, applying a health, damage, and defense buff to all friendlies within it while dealing damage to any aliens within it. While the area of effect was nowhere near big enough to engulf the entire chamber, it was clear the spell was designed with battlefield use in mind. From their position, the ring of light reached close to the tunnel entrance they’d ridden in through and just barely covered the ground the overlord stood on.

“What is this awesome feeling?” Michael asked with barely contained excitement.

Brad grinned. “New spell, baby! Adams, Ryan, and whoever’s running the Brits—”

“Andrew,” answered the indignant-sounding man. Brad wasn’t sure if he was just mad Brad didn’t remember his name or if he was reading the accent wrong.

“Andrew, right,” Brad quickly corrected. “I need all of you to pull your forces within my Grand Cross. It will buff your people so long as they’re in it.”

The Syndicate’s forces didn’t waste time in withdrawing to Brad’s position, vehicles and all.

“Brad, if we bunch up our forces, we’re just asking to get nuked,” Adams protested.

Sweetness barreled forward into a rushing alpha seeder. The huge honey badger clashed with the overgrown monstrosity and gnashed at its throat.

Brad backed up Sweetness with blasts from his shotgun. “And if we spread out too thin, we won’t be able to concentrate our defenses or firepower, Adams. Move!”

Sweetness tore a chunk of flesh from the alpha and threw it aside. The alien stumbled back, roaring its fury when an ominous glow came from behind. Les brought her sword crashing through the approaching monster, splitting it down the middle, culminating in a blast of flame as she finished the strike.

“Understood, Brad,” Andrew replied. “The Booty Bay Beach Boys are forming up on your location.”

If their situation weren’t so dire, Brad would have burst out laughing at the deadpan delivery of the line.

Adams growled. “Fine. We’re coming in hot. Give us some cover.”

The Devil Dogs’ tank column reversed toward the circle, cannons and guns blasting at the incoming tide of seeders. Their rangers opened up with rifles, machine guns, and even a few rocket launchers, stemming the tide of monsters.

Invictus’s mages summoned a wall of Fire Storms behind their retreat. Balls of fire rained from the skies, sending seeders scattering or reducing them to burnt husks.

Brad turned his shotgun back on the seeders encroaching their position. “Jake, how are we looking?”

Jake winced and sucked in a sharp breath through his teeth. “Just a bit longer. I need more time.” In his hand he held a whirlwind of aetheric energy that threatened to rip out of his grasp at any moment. It was like he was holding a sun threatening to go supernova at the slightest miscalculation, and it was taking its toll. Aether ripped free from the sphere now and again, ripping apart and igniting the fleshy ground beneath him. The arcs even lashed out over his body, shredding through his robes. If not for his carefully cultivated body, Brad was certain those arcs would have proven fatal for Jake.

“Do what you can, Jake,” Brad said as he turned his shotgun on another approaching tide of seeders. This one had two hive guards in tow. “Damn it all. I need these guards burned down, now.”

Michael Shadow Stepped behind a hive guard, slashing the back of its knees open. The beast howled and stumbled forward.

Ceres and Teresa focused their fire on the wounded beast with Lightning Blasts and Ice Spears. The monster’s shell cracked under the concentrated barrage, but still it rose to its feet.

Les waded through the chaos like a hurricane. Her overgrown aether sword cut a flaming path through the seeders as she headed right for the wounded hive guard. “I’ve got you now!” she shouted and leaped after the monster.

The second hive guard bulldozed into her, its four blades clashing against hers. With a fearsome alien shriek, it threw her back.

“Not this time you don’t.” Les activated her Fiery Rage once more, her eyes igniting with fury. “I’m stronger now!”

She rushed forward, blades clashing again and again. The much smaller human actually seemed to be bullying the hive guard all by herself. Tier-two classes were nuts, and that Fiery Rage bonus had to be crazy strong for her to put the monster on the defensive like that.

This fight was taking too long for Brad’s liking, however. The longer they took to bring those guards down, the more chances they had to ruin Jake’s concentration. They couldn’t afford to let that happen.

Brad raised an empty hand in the air and cast Judgment. A spear of golden light formed in his hands, almost like a lightning bolt. According to the skill description, he was just as capable of using this spell as a melee weapon as he was a ranged attack. And the awesome thing about the ranged attack was that any enemy impaled by Judgment’s spear received additional damage from all sources.

Surging forward, Brad hurled the spear through the air.

The hive guard brought back a pair of its blades to carve through Les only for it to catch the gleaming spear in the shoulder. The alien shrieked as the spear stuck through flesh and bone.

Les roared, taking advantage of the monster’s momentary distraction to drive her sword through its bone armor. She swung her blade in a circle above her head and took off one of its legs. The hive guard crashed to its arms and remaining knee, close enough for Les to punch the tip of her sword through its chest and out the back. The hive guard’s heart destroyed, the monster’s struggle quickly came to an end without it. Les ripped her blade free, rushing to finish off the second hive guard in a flurry of vicious swings.

Brad seriously hoped Les knew what she was doing. She was about to burn through the last of her mana, and then she would just be…well, normal didn’t sound like a fair assessment of her new strength and power, but she definitely wasn’t going to be Fiery Rage-potent.

A crowd of alphas and watchers appeared at Brad’s side. His breath caught in his throat. In all the chaos of putting down the hive guards, he’d missed them completely. Already the group of watchers was in the air, coming for his life.

Brad snapped around, blasting one watcher’s head off with a thundering blast from his shotgun.

Then Sam appeared like a ghost.

She threw out two volleys of daggers, catching the watchers through the skulls, then vanished again to backstab another. Sal’s sniper rifle cracked, and an alpha’s head detonated.

Brad pumped his shotgun again and again, blasting apart the oncoming seeders and slowing down the incoming alphas as much as he could. I really should’ve bought a bigger gun. Powerful as his current shotgun was, it still took far too much ammo to do more than slow down an alpha.

Sam reappeared in the crowd of seeders—or rather, above them. She kicked a watcher into the air with such force that it dispersed the crowd around her. Sam followed the alien into the air and latched on to it. They flipped over head-first into a sharp, speedy dive, plunging toward the ground aimed right at an alpha’s skull. Sam brought the watcher down upon the larger alien like a torpedo, drilling into its head before gracefully flipping away.

The alpha crashed forward, bleeding from its skull. Alive, but badly wounded.

Brad secured the kill with a volley of shotgun blasts to the weakened alpha. “Nice moves, Sam. What was that?”

Sam reappeared beside Brad wearing a grin her mask couldn’t hope to hide. “Hexen Dropper.”

The overlord sheathed its giant claws in aetheric energy and ripped through their front line like it wasn’t even there. The scars it left on the ground glowed with aether before exploding. They lost five tanks and countless parties from that attack alone. As if having drawn power from the attack, the overlord gathered energy in its clawed hands and took aim for the crowd of humans fighting for their lives in the inner circle of the tank formation.

“Mages, throw your shields up now,” Brad demanded.

The mages quickly shifted their focus from attack to defense. Their mana shields concentrated together into one enormous aegis that stood against the overlord’s aether blast. Aether crashed against aether with the howl of magical energies. Whatever aether energy the mana shields successfully deflected rained outside of Brad’s Grand Cross like meteors, sowing chaos across the seeder ranks.

But it wouldn’t be enough.

Little by little, the grand shield of mana began to buckle under the stress.

“What’s the hold up, Jake?” Sam asked.

Jake grunted. “Having…a hard time stabilizing… It’s like I don’t have enough aether in me for it.”

Darius quickly stepped up. “Bro, what if we have to DBZ this up?”

“English, Darius,” Jake snarled, nearly losing control of the sphere of aether.

“We have to combine our powers like the mages did!” Darius said. “Tanya, Mason, get over here and help me out.” He held out his hand and started channeling his aether into Jake.

Tanya and Mason exchanged a confused glance and joined in.

Jake’s eyes widened. “It’s working. I’m getting it. I can feel the attack coming together.”

The shield above them cracked and whined under the pressure of the overlord’s onslaught.

“Hurry it up, Jake,” Brad said.

“Almost there,” Jake insisted.

Before Brad could reply, cries of pain yelled out from the right flank. A hive guard had broken through their lines. It was rushing right for their mages.

Brad hurried to intercept it, blasting away at the monster’s whirling blades. His shotgun blew chunks off its armor, but it was quick to shield itself with its swords. Those blades were far tougher than his bullets; his shotgun slugs barely dented them.

“I’ve got your back, Brad,” Sam said, moving in to swiftly strike and retreat from the hive guard.

“On your right.” Les rushed past Brad, swinging her huge sword at the monster.

The hive guard blocked Les and swatted Sam away. But the damage was done; there was exposed, grey flesh beneath the hive guard’s broken bone armor. Brad’s shotgun could exploit those openings.

With a quick cast of Judgment, he hurled a spear right into the hive guard’s chest. The monster recoiled but recovered enough to shove Les aside and barrel right for Brad. Brad took aim with his shotgun, shooting for the gaps in its armor. The hive guard was too slow to defend itself. Orange blood erupted from the seeder’s broken armor. The damage bonus from Judgment was enough to make even Brad’s relatively weak shotgun do serious harm.

The hive guard closed the gap, bringing its blades in for a furious swing. Brad dodged left, right, then rolled beneath the third blade only to catch the fourth with his shotgun.

“Too slow, ugly!” Brad barked victoriously. Right up until he saw that the bone blade had nearly split his expensive shotgun in half. “Oh…crap!”

The hive guard ripped the shotgun away from Brad, its blades raised for the kill.

Now’s as good a time as any to try out the detonation part of Judgment. Raising his hand in the air, Brad quickly closed his fist and ordered his spear to detonate. It exploded within the hive guard’s chest, leaving a gaping chasm where bone, muscle, organs, and armor once stood.

Brad blinked, jaw hanging open at the mess he’d made. “Oh my god, Judgment is amazing.”

The hive guard crashed lifelessly to the floor.

You have received 26,800 aether.

That was a backlog of aether notifications, Brad thought as he turned around to check on Jake.

The ground beneath him split open with aetheric energy carving crevices. Brad had no idea what was going on, but one thing was clear: the mana shield was about to fail.

“It’s now or never, Jake!” Brad called out.

The shield above them shattered. The overlord’s concentrated beam fire surged forward, aimed right at Jake. The overlord knew exactly who the real threat to its life was.

Jake threw his arms forward with a roar, ejecting the concentrated mass of aether. With a blinding flash of aetheric light, Jake unleashed the attack.

Deafening thunder erupted from Jake. The ground rose beneath his feet into the air as stone and seeder biomass sundered from the earth. The two waves of aetheric energy slammed into one another, fighting for supremacy.

Jake needed help.

Brad opened his mouth to shout orders, but he couldn’t hear the sound of his own voice through the fury of aether clashing before their eyes. He could barely stand under the immense pressure erupting from the two clashing beams.

He turned to the guild chat to get the job done. “Everyone, focus your fire on the overlord. We can kill this thing, but we need to work together to turn the tide in our favor,” Brad said.

“Let’s fight dirty,” Sam agreed.

Cannons, guns, and spells all turned on the overlord above them. Humanity’s defenders threw everything they had at the overlord, but it wasn’t enough. Their attacks were like ant bites to the behemoth. Annoying, but nothing that couldn’t be ignored.

Brad knew just how to turn the fight around. He pulled out a mana potion and chugged it down, restoring his mana to near-full, and summoned two Judgment spears into his hands. He had no idea if the damage buff stacked with the more spears he stuck into the same target, but the damage the detonations of those spears could do was well worth it.

He hurled spear after golden spear at the overlord, each time nearly losing his balance due to the pressure wave erupting from Jake and the overlord pushing him around.

Sal took aim at the giant’s eyes. The first shot hit before Brad’s spears connected. The monster blinked, but nothing more. The second shot hit when Brad stuck three spears into it. The eye slammed shut and the overlord howled in fury.

Its arms pulled back, briefly losing focus on its attack. Jake roared, driving his aether beam closer to the overlord. The beast refocused, the beams returning to their stalemate, but it could not push Jake’s attack back. The overlord’s bony armor was starting to peel away beneath the heat and pressure radiating from the clashing beams.

“Keep laying on the hate,” Adams said over guild chat.

Cannons blew chunks off the overlord’s armor. Spells ignited its hide or turned it brittle in other places. Electric spells arced across its body, threatening to make it lose control of its own body.

Brad detonated his spears, ripping chunks out of the behemoth’s body, then hurled fresh ones out, aiming for the overlord’s sensitive face. He couldn’t stick anything in its eye, and after Sal’s attack the monster was wary of receiving damage there. It kept swinging its head back and forth, taking shots to its armored face rather than its vulnerable eyes.

That was fine.

Brad once more called for his Judgment spears to blow. The bone armor covering the overlord’s face shattered to pieces. Cannonfire, bullets, and spells assaulted the behemoth’s face. It cried out in pain—a wave of blood erupted from its face from the concentrated fire.

It didn’t last long.

The moment the overlord lost its focus was the moment it lost the war. Jake’s beam sheared through the overlord’s, taking out its arms before slamming into him. The enormous beam was big enough to engulf its head and upper body, evaporating anything and everything in its path. The furious beam was so powerful it sundered the earth, ripping through the ruins above and shooting off deep into space.

Jake’s arms gave out, as did his aether. The beam flickered and dissipated into a shower of aetheric sparkles. Jake crashed to his back, breathing ragged and heavy.

The overlord no longer had a head, or most of its upper body for that matter. The behemoth crashed to its knees. Its lifeless body slumped over, exposing a giant core of shimmering violet that jutted from its chest.

Apex Overlord Core.

Brad’s HUD was quick to identify it. Even after all the damage Jake had dished out to the thing, the core was still intact. They had their prize.

World First!

You are the first humans to bring down an Apex Seeder Overlord!

You have received 100,000 aether!

As the leader of the primary guild in charge of this raid, you have received:

Collective Communications Array — Use this structure to establish communication with the Collective and member races across the stars.

Collective Membership — Congratulations! Humanity has successfully defeated the first overlord on their world! As such, humans are now officially recognized as a member race of the Collective.

Planetary Rulership — Congratulations! From this day forward, Earth is under the protection of Invictus. You will still be required to lay claim to your planet’s lands and establish cities, but as rulers of this world, all land claim nodes and upgrades have had their prices reduced by half on this world.

Title: Planetary Lord — You are now the officially recognized ruler of your home world and the lead representative of your species to the Collective. Wield this power with pride and caution, young human.

That was a whole lot of power and responsibility dumped into his lap all at once. If Brad wasn’t running on a massive adrenaline high, he was certain he would have fainted from it all.

Sector First!

You are the first civilization in this sector to have encountered and destroyed an Apex Seeder Overlord!

You have received 500,000,000 aether.

Brad was speechless. Five hundred million aether. What the hell kind of nightmare did we just kill to give us so much aether? One thing was for certain, he was going to take every bit of that aether and dump it into the guild treasury. Humanity had to expand to every corner of the globe and stake its claim before they could lose any more land to the aliens of the Collective. They had cities and fortresses to build. More importantly, Brad wanted them to expand into the stars before the pharaohs or House Oberon could make a move on them.

But all good things would come in time. Now was a time for celebration.

“We did it!” Brad cheered.

The others joined in as well, right up until the horrified squeals of remaining seeders reminded them they still existed.

Adams laughed. “Mop up this mess first, then we celebrate. Drinks are on me tonight, people.”

“Way ahead of you, Devil Dogs,” Ryan said.


Chapter eight
Jake


With the overlord dead, Jake sat out the rest of the mop-up operation. He was too drained to even lift his head. When it was time to go, Darius and the rest of his cultivators helped load him into the Brawler.

Jake slumped against his seat, watching their people rip out the enormous sphere of aetheric energy from the overlord’s corpse. It was far too big for any of their vehicles to transport, so they had to go scour the ruins for anything that might work. With some quick welding and the reckless application of more rope than was likely needed, the human victors of the battle of Kelowna secured their spoils of war. It took three logging trucks working together to carry the aether core out of the caverns. It was a slow, painful process on the rough, uneven terrain of the leftover seeder biomass, but they made do.

In the hours it took for them to leave the tunnel, Jake finally regained enough strength to talk. “Well…that was fun.”

Darius laughed. “Fun? This guy just melted the biggest, angriest alien we have ever seen and all he says is, ‘That was fun.’”

Mason clapped Darius on the shoulder. “I’m impressed he’s talking at all, Darius. I thought Jake’d be out cold for the rest of the day.”

“Did you really?” Tanya asked. “He’s the strongest out of all of us. I’m sure he would have been fine.”

“I feel like sleeping the rest of the day,” Jake admitted, slumping his head back onto the headrest. “I put every last drop of aether I had into that attack, and I still almost lost control.” Jake lifted his palms to look at them. The flesh was still stripped bare to the muscle from the fearsome blast of aether he had unleashed. He’d never felt the expression, ‘Put your heart and soul into it’ applied more accurately than it did in that moment. “If you hadn’t lent me your strength, I’m not sure we would have made it out of there.”

Tanya smiled. “Well, you can thank Darius for being the weirdest nerd I’ve ever met.”

“The swolest nerd.” Darius flexed his bicep.

Mason stroked his chin. “I vaguely remember my muse saying that a lot of our media and entertainment actually carried clues about how the world works under the system.”

Jake nodded. “That’s exactly what Sam figured out when she was trying to convince me to take the nano-pill. She read a bunch of different books on cultivation to figure out how to keep me from turning into one of those aether-mutant-zombie things… Well, aether-poisoned. We didn’t know how bad things could get back then.”

“Good thing she did,” Mason said. “Those things were nasty. I can’t imagine how bad things went for any of the early survivors who didn’t figure that out.”

Jake frowned at the thought. Those monsters had them on the ropes in small numbers, but that was after the aether bloom. “Hopefully not as bad as we did”

Tanya shrugged. “I don’t suppose it really matters. If one of those things—even a weaker version—got loose on a bunch of newbies, I don’t think anyone would have survived.”

Mason shuddered. “Don’t remind me. I almost lost my entire dojo to those things.”

Darius drove the Brawler out of the tunnel up to the surface. The first rays of dawn shone upon them. The ruins of Kelowna looked a lot less imposing with the seeders dispatched and the local wildlife starting to disperse. Even the breeder queens kept their distance from the human convoy making its way through the city.

Jake assumed it had to be the core they dragged with them. The local wildlife had come out to try and stop the overlord from destroying their new home or twisting it to its purpose, and here they were, effectively parading the thing’s heart for the world to see. Jake wasn’t sure if the head would have been even more impressive to drag out or not, but they weren’t here for that.

“Hey, Jake,” Darius said. “Do you think we can harvest seeders like we harvest the aether animals for materials?”

“Probably,” Jake grunted, exhausted. “Why?”

Darius shrugged. “I don’t know. Seeder bone armor would look pretty badass.”

Tanya laughed. “Calm down there, edgy boy.”

“What? You saw how tough that stuff was to break,” Darius continued. “And those weapons were crazy strong, too.”

Jake snorted in amusement. “Pretty sure those bio-cannons the hive guards use violate the Geneva Convention in at least fifty different ways.”

“I’m not really sure those rules apply anymore,” Mason said. “But I do agree using those seeder materials might prove useful. It looked like they were fairly good conduits for aether.”

Jake nodded. “I’ll make sure to add it to the list for the looting teams, then.”

They drove out to the teleporters with the rest of their raid party. Jake had a nice, long nap all the way back to their fortress in the frigid wastes, right up until he was shaken awake.

“Hey, Jake. You alive there?” Brad asked.

Jake’s eyes slowly peeled open. “Can I not be?”

Brad chuckled. “You can sleep later. There’s a ton of good news to share with everyone.”

Jake resigned himself to his fate of having to celebrate instead of sleeping. Brad lent a hand to help Jake out of the Brawler and led him out to the grand promenade in front of the building pyramid where their forces had gathered. Invictus, Devil Dogs, the Syndicate, and of course who could ever forget the Booty Bay Beach Boys. Even the dwarves, gnomes, and ogres had gathered with them for whatever grand announcement Brad had.

I must’ve slept through some notifications, Jake thought.

To Jake’s dismay, he was brought up to the front of the crowd alongside Brad, Sam, and the other heroes of the day. He took a deep breath, using the trickle of aether that had gathered in his depleted core to force himself awake. He did not need to be dozing off in front of a crowd this big.

Brad didn’t waste any time. He threw his fist up in the air and shouted across the gathered crowd: “We’ve done it! Humanity has finally risen above and beyond the gauntlet thrown at us by the Collective. On this day, we have slain not just a seeder overlord—the first of many to come—but an apex overlord. A vicious beast, rare even among the vast expanse of the Collective.”

The gathered crowd cheered in celebration.

“This kill is apparently so rare that the system has rewarded us with five hundred million aether.”

The crowd was speechless.

Jake’s chest tightened at the mention of so much aether. If he had received that much, he would have exploded from so much wild aether rampaging through his body. He scanned his notifications and heaved a sigh of relief. He only had the aether from the battle and the world first of killing an overlord. It was a lot of aether, but nothing he couldn’t manage.

“As the leader of Invictus, this reward was given to me to spend as I see fit. But I see no reason to keep it to myself,” Brad continued. “With this aether, we will fast-track the construction of this city—which still needs a name—and help humanity secure our homeworld!”

The crowd cheered and called out different suggestions for naming the city. It was hard to make them out through all the noise.

Jake tried to contain a yawn and barely managed to suppress it. “This city was meant to be a fortress, right?”

Brad nodded.

“So why not just call it Bastion?”

Brad blinked. “That’s actually not bad.”

Jake shrugged, thinking it wasn’t terribly creative. It was a little too on the nose.

Brad didn’t seem to mind in the slightest. “City name problem is solved, guys! Jake here’s suggested Bastion, and that’s what we’re going with.”

The crowd was a mix of cheers and other suggestions being thrown out to them.

Brad carried on. “To assist us in securing the Earth, we will be assigning teams from Invictus to spread out across our world to find more survivors, guilds, and resource-rich locations to bring into our guild. And thanks to our world first, all land-claim nodes and their upgrades requested by Invictus have been reduced by half.”

The crowd gasped and rumbled, some of them clearly not too pleased by the edge Invictus was getting. But that was to be expected from the other guilds.

“As such, I have reached out to the guild leaders of the Devil Dogs, the Syndicate, and the…” Brad snorted, failing to contain a laugh. “And the Booty Bay Beach Boys.”

Andrew, the guild leader, and the rest of the crowd erupted in roaring laughter. “It’s a good name, in’it?” Andrew grinned.

Brad stopped to catch his breath. “Yeah. Yeah, that’s a damn good name.” He cleared his throat and focused. “All of these guilds have been invited to be member factions of Invictus. Your leadership will still be responsible for running the show in your different territories and among your members, but you will also get access to all of the perks that come with being a member of Invictus.”

Adams stepped up. “That means Brad here’s the boss man now, so don’t you apes get any funny ideas. The chain of command has just expanded.”

“The same goes for my people,” Ryan said.

Andrew looked around. “Uh…ditto.”

Brad smiled. “Thanks to this new membership, Invictus will be releasing funds to help build up your cities. We may have destroyed a very dangerous overlord, but there are still many threats to deal with on Earth, and many more that we will have to face in the future.”

The crowd cheered loudly.

“Now comes the biggest news of all…the one I have the most mixed feelings about, as I’m sure you all will,” Brad said.

Jake searched through his fogged-up mind, wondering what it could possibly be. With so much aether given to the guild, he couldn’t imagine anything that would leave a bad taste in their mouths.

Brad went ahead and said it.

“Thanks to us slaying the seeder overlord, humanity is now considered a member species of the Collective.”

The crowd was silent, then rumbled in a mix of emotions. Jake couldn’t make out any one particular conversation, but he could pick up on the conflicted feelings. Confusion, joy, frustration, rage, curiosity, and indifference.

Truth be told, Jake didn’t know what to make of their membership in the Collective. As far as he understood it, the Collective didn’t particularly care too much about what any one individual member faction did. They provided shared technology and information through the muses, 3D printers, and maintained the system they all used to level up, but other than that, they were a mystery.

That about sums them up, Jake, Hazel agreed. The ruling species of the Collective are an eclectic bunch. They haven’t been seen in…millennia? I actually don’t have that information in my records… Strange. What is certain is that Anubis was a mere level-two fighter the last time they were seen, but their name has been scrubbed from the records.

Scrubbed? Jake asked. Why would the ruling race want their name scrubbed from history?

I’m afraid I do not have those answers, Jake, Hazel answered.

Jake frowned. Maybe they just don’t want the other races turning against them and trying to take complete control?

It is a possibility, but I cannot speculate with my limited information, Hazel said.

Jake decided it wasn’t worth pursuing the issue.

Brad continued his speech. “While I have no idea what joining the Collective means for us, this world first has come with a communications array that will allow us to speak with the other races. We will be able to establish more alliances, trade, all sorts of things to help humanity thrive in our new world.”

That earned a cheer from the crowd.

“Now, go out and celebrate, people! We’ve just taken the first big step in securing our world. Soon, we’ll take our first step to the stars!”

The crowd began to disperse as Brad finished. Food and drinks were brought out for all of them to celebrate, though Jake was already looking for the nearest bed.

“So, are you excited?” Brad asked.

“I’m dead on my feet,” Jake answered honestly. “That whole showdown really took it out of me.”

Sam smiled, hugging her brother’s side. “I’m just amazed you’re still standing after that. You know that attack of yours knocked me flat on my ass, right?”

Jake chuckled. “Sorry, I had no idea how destructive that attack would actually be.” He turned to Brad. “So what’s the plan now? Going to get that array thing built up?”

Brad nodded. “That array will be great to have when we start expanding things on Earth and ordering equipment from off-world. Plus, we’re going to need it if we want to expand into space.”

Jake chuckled. “Hopefully I can figure out how to not need oxygen before we start doing that. I’ve seen too many movies where a stray rock spells disaster for an unfortunate spaceman.”

Brad laughed. “I’m sure the more expensive armors the printers have can handle space just fine.”

Nokor approached them. The towering ogre was impossible to miss due to his size. He gave a deep bow to the gathered humans.

“Nokor, how’ve you been?” Jake asked, trying to sound more awake than he felt.

“Better now that the apex overlord has been taken care of,” Nokor said. “Me and my people wished to help you, but membership in the Collective seemed to be of much higher importance. I am sorry for all the hardship that may have caused your people.”

Jake nodded. “That’s what all our other alien allies said. I still don’t understand what the big deal is about joining the Collective, though. We wouldn’t be in this mess if it weren’t for them.”

“You also would not wield the power you do now were it not for them,” Nokor countered.

Jake rubbed the back of his neck. “Honestly, I liked being a humble contractor more than the whole apocalypse and fighting for my life every day.” He chuckled softly. “This whole mess even makes me miss some of my worst customers.”

“Well, I for one appreciate all the excitement,” Sam said. “Games were fun, but there was so much time-wasting and unnecessary drama in the world before the Collective showed up.”

Brad smiled. “I kinda get that. We had too much of a good thing going and nothing to really focus us or give us purpose. I hadn’t even started college yet because I couldn’t decide on my major before this all this started. Now look at me.”

Jake smiled at him. “Things worked out pretty well for you. But I guess I’m just looking to get back to a peaceful life.”

“We’re working on it, Jake,” Brad said. “The sooner we get Earth back under our control, the sooner we can get back to any sort of normal.”

Nokor nodded along. “You are weary from the assimilation and wars your people have endured. This last one has been particularly taxing on you. I can sense it in your core, Jake.”

“It’s nothing a good night’s rest can’t fix,” Jake said.

“Not quite,” Nokor said. “You were trying to run while only just having learned to crawl, Jake. There is still much for a young cultivator like you to learn.”

“Like what?” Sam asked.

“Like how to more efficiently control the aether flowing through his body, or how to tame it when he tries to channel such incredible amounts.” Nokor pulled Jake’s hand up to show the others. “How to avoid hurting yourself when wielding such great powers.”

“I just need more practice,” Jake said, already starting to sway on his feet.

“It is a necessary component, yes,” Nokor agreed. “But there is more to it than that. As such, I would like to take you and your apprentices with me to my village. There you will be surrounded by some of the best cultivators in the Collective and have access to a treasure trove of knowledge to better refine your abilities.”

Jake pursed his lips in thought. Learning how to better control his powers and expand upon them would be priceless. Sure, he could always visit Nokor and the other ogres whenever he wanted, but he wasn’t sure if they would extend this offer again so freely. “Can I rest before we get into any of that? I don’t think all the training and knowledge in the world is going to do me any favors if I’m dead on my feet.”

“Of course,” Nokor agreed. “We will begin in the morning after you and your people are ready.”

Jake nodded. “Then I’ll gather up my people and join you right away.” He turned to Brad and Sam. “You guys don’t need me here for now, do you?”

Brad shook his head. “Nah, take your time, Jake. What you did today is great. If Nokor can help you do it better, I’m all for it.”

Sam nodded. “It’s not like you’ll be far from us. With the teleporter network we have access to now, you’re just a short hop away.”

Jake smiled. “Glad to hear it, Sam. What are you going to be up to while I’m gone, though?”

“Merc work,” Sam answered. “The dwarves have been having a hard time with the orcs again, and since that mess is kinda my fault, I figured I might as well get paid to clean it up.”

Brad raised a brow. “Didn’t you leave that mess half-finished because that old dwarf with the ego refused you and Ironmane any kind of support?”

“Basically,” Sam said. “But I did kinda, sorta strike a deal with Golgug the mighty wizard. So I’m taking the brunt of the blame here.”

Nokor cleared his throat. “We too would appreciate the extra security for our village,” he admitted. “There have been some curious disappearances and more attacks by wildlife, seeders, and the occasional band of orcs.”

“So much for a vacation,” Jake said.

Nokor smiled. “Worry not, Jake. You will be our last resort should there be any real trouble. You have my word. After all, a hero such as yourself deserves to rest after what you accomplished here.”

“Thanks.” Jake turned to Brad. “What are you going to be doing while we’re both out, Brad?”

“Ideally? None of the micromanaging, civilization-running stuff,” Brad answered. “Four-X games were never really my thing.”

Jake tilted his head to the side.

Sam lightly elbowed Brad. “In English.”

“Oh, right.” Brad chuckled. “I forget you aren’t really a gamer and that genre’s pretty niche, too… I mean, I don’t want to get bogged down managing all the politics, industry, research, and military stuff required to run an operation like this. I’m more of a lead-from-the-front kind of guy, so I’ll be out with the teams looking to expand our reach across the world.”

“Don’t you need someone back here to manage all of that, though?” Jake pressed.

“Delegation is a skill,” Brad said. “No, really. It is. And I’ve delegated those responsibilities to the best people we have. Like the people already working on building up Bastion. They’re working a lot faster now that they’ve basically got unlimited resources to work with. Just you watch! You’re going to get back from your little vacation to find this place has become a proper fortress city.”

Jake smiled. “I don’t think a training trip counts as a vacation.”

“If things aren’t shooting at you or trying to eat your face, I’d count it as a vacation,” Brad countered.

Sam laughed.

Jake smiled. “Fair enough.” He stuck out his hand to Brad. “Take care, alright?”

Brad shook Jake’s hand. “See you in a few days.”

Sam threw her arms around both their shoulders, pulling them into a warm embrace. “Stay safe, you two.”

“Us two?” Brad grinned. “We’ve got full parties. You’re the one still going out in a two-man team.”

Sam stuck her tongue out at Brad. “Quality over quantity, Brad.” She gave a quick wave and smoke-bombed away.

Jake coughed, waving off the smoke. “Using those rogue tricks of hers is going to become a thing now, isn’t it?”

“She’s a shinobi now, so it’s going to be worse.” Brad laughed.

“A shino-wha?” Jake asked.

Brad smiled. “It’s a fancy ninja.”

Jake blinked. “Why not just call her a ninja, then?” He yawned through the words. “You know what? Never mind. I’m going to head out and sleep the day away. You have fun running the show, big man.”

Brad gave a quick wave. “Catch you later, Jake.”


Chapter nine
Sam


Karak Adrin was deep in the mountains north of Scotch Creek. It was one hell of a road trip away from Bastion, but that was nothing the former pharaoh teleporters couldn’t fix. Thanks to the capture of the pharaoh fortress and Kahi’s aid, humanity had been able to locate most if not all of the pharaoh outposts scattered across the Earth.

Gaining access to them was the tricky part.

If an abandoned outpost was close enough, Invictus would launch an assault and claim it. If it was too far, Kahi would have to try and weasel her way into their systems to force the portal open. That approach was becoming less and less effective with each successful attempt.

“So how bad do you think it’s looking for the dwarves?” Sal asked, driving the phantom through a wooded slope.

Sam leaned back into her seat. “It must be pretty bad if they’re calling us in for backup. You know how proud the dwarves are about doing everything themselves.”

Sal nodded. “You’d think they wouldn’t need us with all the firepower they’re lugging around.”

“Right?” Sam agreed. “But I guess it’s a lot harder to brute force your way through a species that loves fighting just as much. Killing off their leader worked out well last time, so I’m guessing that’s what Ironmane and his people want. I know the dwarves said they had rogues of their own, but I can’t imagine they’re the greatest people at stealth in the Collective.”

Sal snorted. “Oh yeah. I bet they’re real sneaky wearing a ton or two of armor on their stumpy legs and tree-trunk arms .”

Sam shook her head, laughing. “That reminds me, did you hear what Brad’s having built at Bastion?”

“There are a lot of things being built at Bastion, Sam,” Sal said. “It’s a little hard to figure out what I should be more excited for there. I’m leaning towards proper housing, though.”

Sam opened her mouth, then closed it. “Good call, actually.” She couldn’t remember the last time she’d slept in a proper bed. Actually, she could. It was when she and Jake were trying to play nice with Colton and his crazies. She pushed the bad memories aside and carried on. “But no, I’m talking about the crafting hall. With how many people we have at Bastion now, Brad’s getting one made for kinds sorts of gear. Armor of all types, melee weapons, a gun-smithing place. Even Tim’s workshop is getting upgraded.”

“So does that mean I can stop going to the gnomes for the best gear?” Sal asked. “Because they’re a fun bunch and all, but every time Captain Xaxi Thunderbottom shows up I’m just dying on my feet.”

Sam snorted and shook her head. “That is one hell of a name, yeah. But that’s right. We’ll be able to start depending entirely on human crafters to get our equipment made. I don’t know if they’ll be a match right away for what dwarves or gnomes craft, but with all that aether we got dropped in our laps I’m sure we can pick up some mentoring from our allies.”

Sal grinned. “Good. Maybe we can stop looking like a bunch of medieval types fighting off an alien invasion and actually look the part of the sci-fi mess we’re dealing with.”

“Oh? You like that look better?”

Sal nodded. “Of course. Besides, humans had better fashion sense long before these Collective aliens showed up, and everyone knows fashion is the true endgame of any quality game.”

Sam burst out laughing. “Those ridiculous runway shows would like to a word with you.”

“Look, Sam. Seriously.” Sal put on his sternest voice. “Everyone knows those clowns were laundering money. Just like the hot-garbage ‘modern art’ scene. You see infinitely better design and technique at a cheap cosplay show than you do from them. And don’t even get me started on the top-tier cosplayers.” Sal beamed and rapped his knuckles against Sam’s arm. “Hey, we should find those cosplayers and recruit them into our armor-crafting groups. We’d be styling for sure then.”

“OK, fashion soul, calm down.” Sam laughed. “I’m going to pick out some new perks. I’ve got four to spend.”

Sal put on an exaggerated soldier voice and threw up a terribly goofy salute. “Yes ma’am, boss lady, sir. I’ll bombard you with my dazzling fashion sense later.”

Sam rolled her eyes and turned inward to her perk screen.

Unlike leveling, people didn’t lose access to perks they passed up in prior advancements. She could still pick up every single one she skipped over if she felt like it, and there were no shortage of those. But there were other, more advanced perks she was interested in.

Like Shadow Strike.

Perk — Shadow Strike

Unlocked at Level 5 Flicker Strike

Allows user to focus their Shadow Strike on a specific target. Cost of Shadow Strike is increased by 50% when used in this manner.

Things would have gone much smoother had she been able to use her ability like that in the battle for Kelowna, or literally any other time she had specific targets in mind for Flicker Strike. She didn’t hesitate to take it and continued down the list to see what else caught her eye.

Perk — Backstab: Hemorrhage

Applies hemorrhage build-up on successful backstabs. Stacks with other perks and item bonuses.

Sam had yet to get that particular effect to go off, but when it did she was certain it was going to be well worth the trouble of building it up. She took that skill next.

Two more points to spend, Sam thought.

Oh, oh, what about this one, Sammy? Olivia said excitedly.

Perk — Shinobi Walk

Increases the shinobi’s movement speed, reduces stamina consumption while dashing, and reduces their noise.

With this you literally will be a shadow in the night, Olivia said. No one will hear you coming, ever.

Sam hummed to herself. Well, movement speed does save lives. I’ll look ridiculous while running however fast this lets me run, but getting into position for those kills is going to be a lot easier.

Just don’t Naruto run and we’ll be fine, honey, Olivia said.

Sam pursed her lips into a tight smile. Good one.

For her last perk she wanted something with more utility to it—something to help her get out of a tough bind. Sam frowned with decision paralysis again. There were a ton of good options, even among the things she could access now, but the skill-related perks were wild. At level ten Flicker Strike and level five Replica, she could combine both skill usages together. Or with Lachrymator she could make the gas released by the device toxic, or have it silence enemies. She decided it was for the best that she save her final perk point for later when better options made themselves available.

“We’re here,” Sal said as they reached Karak Adrin’s wall.

The gates opened for them. New towering statues of steel on either side depicting a pair of dwarves. One held a giant axe, the other a heavy cannon of some kind.

“Huh, they’re decorating the place,” Sam commented.

“With that Rulguth Brightsunder guy dead, I’m guessing Ironmane wants to make sure the dwarves know they’re setting roots down here permanently,” Sal said. “As long as they play nice, I’m sure it’ll work out.”

“At least until Ironmane has to go take over the empire for his father,” Sam agreed.

They headed to the heart of the dwarven base, where their ship was landed. The magnificent battle brick was still undergoing repairs from its battle against the pharaohs’…well, flagship didn’t seem like the right word, but it likely was for the forces left behind on Earth.

Oh no dear, flagship is definitely not the right one, Olivia agreed. That was just a small scout cruiser. The pharaohs have much, much larger ships.

That makes me feel so much better, Sam replied.

Sam and Sal headed into the dwarven council chamber. She smiled upon seeing Ironmane sitting at his rightful place on the council’s throne. It was a pleasant change compared to when he’d had to grovel for Rulguth’s permission to let him do anything even vaguely helpful for his people.

The young dwarf ran a hand through his short beard and beamed at the two humans. He was still clad in his battle armor rather than the robes the rest of the council wore. “Sam, Sal! You made it. I was afraid we might have lost you to that apex overlord.”

“Oh, it tried to knock us off,” Sal said. “It tried real hard.”

Ironmane nodded. “I believe the casualty report said you lost nearly half of your force in that assault. Is that true?”

Sam frowned but nodded. “We have recordings of the battle if you’d like to see, Ironmane. But I’m not here to talk about our past trials and victories.”

“Celebrating past trials and victories is half the point of these council meetings, Sam,” Ironmane countered. “It is our way.”

Sam chuckled. “Maybe another time, Ironmane. On a more social visit. You called us here because you have an orc problem.”

Ironmane chuckled. “Always straight to the point, aren’t you, Sam? Is this a common human trait?”

“Naw, we’re a varied bunch,” Sal said. “Personally, I love bragging about myself, but she’s in charge here.”

Ironmane laughed. “I will make sure your next visit is a more pleasant one then. With casks of ale. Now, on to business.”

Sam braced for whatever fresh madness the orcs were going to subject them to this time. Normally the green beasts were just happy to get into a brawl and call it a day, but the last encounter Sam had with them was odd to say the least. Golgug the Mighty Wizard had been cheated out of his mighty wizard hat and belts by his boss. Rather than killing Sam and her dwarven companions, he’d struck a deal with her to kill Boss Gutwrencha and get his stuff back. The whole experience had been surreal.

It makes you wonder how the orcs even made it into the Collective, doesn’t it? Olivia asked.

Yeah, it’s one of the more nonsensical things about this collection of aliens, Sam said.

“After the loss of their chieftain, the orcs have scattered into multiple warring clans,” Ironmane began. “While this was always part of the plan, what I had not expected was for the orcs to be so dogged in the pursuit of our operations. They come after our scouts, our miners, our patrols, all the while fighting one another to the death over what scraps remained of their former domain.”

Sal let out a low whistle. “So you’re telling me the race of aliens who loves to fight loves fighting?”

Ironmane narrowed his eyes on Sal. “Yes.”

“Shocking.” Sal laughed. “So what’s the job here, then? Kill the other chiefs and hope there’s more chaos to keep them busy with one another?”

Ironmane shook his head. “Sometimes I forget how forward you can be, Sal. And lacking in tact.”

“It’s a gift,” Sal admitted.

“Is he wrong, though?” Sam asked.

“Yes, actually,” Ironmane said. “These new waves of attacks have been growing increasingly organized, and the orcs we have fought are uncharacteristically frantic. Which tells me they are running from something.”

Sal held up two fingers. “Hold on. Orcs running away from a fight?”

Sam shrugged. “It wouldn’t be the first time they’ve done it. Brad’s made them retreat after giving them a taste of their own medicine.”

“Yeah, but that was more like a GG moment and less of a run-away-screaming moment,” Sal countered. “At least that’s how I’ve heard the story.”

Ironmane nodded. “That is correct. They seem to be fearful of something. While the clans may still clash among themselves and against us, more often than not they take what they can carry from a battle and flee.”

Sam furrowed her brow. “That doesn’t sound orc-like at all.”

“Indeed,” Ironmane agreed. “But thus far my scouts have not turned up anything. I fear they lack the same guile you humans possess. I would like to hire you to get to the bottom of this mystery and report back to us immediately so that we may rid ourselves of the orcs and whatever menace hounds them.”

“Sure,” Sam said. “But we’re going to need payment.”

“Of course. Name your price,” Ironmane said.

“Twenty thousand aether for each of us. And throw in some dwarven craftsmen to go help out at Bastion,” Sam said. “We’re starting to fire up our own crafting, and we’d appreciate the experienced craftsmanship of dwarves to help set us on the right path.”

Ironmane’s brow furrowed. “This seems like an incredibly one-sided deal, Sam. Surely you would like greater recompense.”

Sam shook her head. “Nope. We humans need to become self-reliant if we’re going to carve out our place in the Collective before the pharaohs or elves come back to finish what they started. So send the very best craftsman you can spare, and we’ll call it good.”

Murmurs came from the gathered council, some saying the deal was a steal, others demanding they not give the humans any of their precious dwarven time and labor.

Ironmane held up a hand to silence the dissent. “Very well, then. I will see who I can round up to help your people. As valued allies of Karak Adrin, your survival is tied directly to ours. You help us get to the bottom of this mess, and you will have your prize.”

Sam beamed. “Good. We’ll get started right away.”

Sal held up a hand. “Uh, question. Where are all the orcs coming from? Because that sounds like an important clue for our investigation.”

“The north,” Ironmane said. “I believe from what you humans used to call it the Pukeashun Mountains. I have sent you several potential locations to search along with the quest.”

Quest Started: Discover the threat forcing the orcs to flee.

Reward: 40,000 aether and dwarven craftsmen.

“We’ll get it done.” Sam turned and left.

Back in the phantom, Sal asked, “What do you think is spooking the orcs?”

Sam crossed her arms as they drove up north to the first location marked out for them. “Honestly, I don’t know. Maybe there’s some crazy mega-fauna roaming around up there they can’t handle. Like a kraken, breeder queens, or storm kings.”

Sal pursed his lips. “No, that doesn’t make any sense. I mean, it could—without a unifying force the orcs are all over the place, so bringing one of those down would be a problem. But that Golgug guy looked like he could handle his own.”

“So what do you think it is?” Sam asked.

“Aliens,” Sal answered.

Sam shook her head. “Everything’s aliens these days.”

“Well, unless the chupacabra is real and decided to move to the frozen north, I have no idea what could be scaring a bunch of big, happy greenskins who love a good fight,” Sal countered.

“Fair enough.”

They came to the first location on the map. It was at the foot of the mountain, the site of a recent battle between the dwarves and orcs.

Sam hopped out of the phantom and scouted the area. A couple of dwarven mining rigs were left there, abandoned. They were covered in blood from the dead crew strewn about it, but nothing else about the battleground looked like a normal orc battle site. The dead had simply been left where they had fallen. Perfectly good loot from both dwarves and orcs sat abandoned. Then there was the lack of explosion craters. Dwarves didn’t move anything beyond their walls without vehicles. If this was the site of an ambush, then surely there would have been signs of explosives or powerful spells used to stop the convoy.

“Sal, you were a cop. What do you think happened here?”

“I was part of the Emergency Response Team, not a detective,” Sal countered.

Sam shrugged. “So, any ideas?”

Sal twisted his mouth to one corner. “None of this looks right. I’m guessing the orcs just ran through, killed anyone who got in their way, and kept going. Somewhere off to the east.”

“Let’s check in.” Sam started a private conversation with the dwarven prince. “Ironmane, we’re at the first site. Did you lose any transports here?”

Ironmane swiftly replied. “I do not have those details. Let me send Hastuil your way. He knows the ins and outs of each engagement.”

“Sam,” Hastuil called through a private chat. “The prince has assigned me to be your liaison on this quest. What have you found?”

Sam repeated her question to the dwarven honor guard.

“Ah, yes. That was a particularly odd site,” Hastuil answered. “Our armored transports made it out with minor damage. One party of orcs was supposedly running to the northeast while another came from the opposite direction to fight them. The second group of orcs was the smaller of the two, but the other appeared terrified of them according to the reports.”

Sam frowned. “What? That doesn’t make sense.”

“None of this makes any sense, Sam,” Hastuil agreed. “That’s why we hired you.”

Sam started heading for the easternmost group of dead orcs. “What about the other sites. Have you noticed any similarities there?”

Hastuil was silent for a long moment. “Actually, yes. Most of the orcs were heading down south from the mountains, then east. If I had to guess, their final destination was their old warcamp where you killed Gutwrencha.”

Sam nodded. “Then it looks like we have a mountain to climb. I’ll report back in if we find anything.”

Hastuil ended the call without another word. That was about as warm as that dwarf seemed to get with anyone who wasn’t of his species.

Sam didn’t let it bother her, though. She had more pressing concerns. Like the dead orc at her feet. She kicked it over and raised a brow. “Sal, do orcs wear tattoos?”

Sal rushed over, dragging another orc body and dropping it beside her. “This one sure as hell doesn’t. Actually, most of the eastbound orcs don’t have any markings like that.”

Sam knelt to examine the marked orc’s body. The tattoos were strange. They had an almost tribal, runic design to them. It vaguely resembled circuitry. She ran her hand along it. Rather than smooth flesh, the tattoos felt like they were recessed into the skin. Carved in, as opposed to painted on. It was rough to the touch too, like coarse metal.

“I don’t think that’s a tattoo,” Sam finally said.

Sal knelt beside her and jabbed a finger at the strange markings. “That’s definitely not ink, no. Some of this feels metallic, other bits kinda like glass. But it’s weird and bendy. Like some sort of rubberized steel, if that makes any sense.”

“We’ll go with it,” Sam said. “Let’s get back on the road. We have four more sites to check out.”

They returned to the phantom and proceeded to investigate each site in turn. The battle scars left behind were always different, but the results were always the same. Orcs fought orcs, and the dwarves seemed to have merely been unfortunate enough to get caught in the middle. The smaller number of orcs, however—the ones with the strange markings—always seemed to be the ones who came out on top. But Sam was making that guess purely on body count and the fact that she doubted normal orcs would ever leave loot behind, even on a bad day.

Sam relayed their findings thus far to Hastuil. “So, have you heard anything about orcs with strange markings?”

“I have,” Hastuil confirmed. “The reports say one group of orcs was covered in strange maroon markings. Like the violet glow of aether, but darker.”

Sam pulled up the dismembered limb of a marked orc. “Nope. No glow here. It looks charcoal-grey from where I’m standing.”

“Perhaps the glow fades once the orc is dead,” Hastuil offered. “Do you have anything else to report?”

Sam's gaze followed the orc trail leading up to the mountain. “Every set of tracks we’ve encountered seems to come from the same direction. I’m betting if we follow these, we can find the source of what’s been scaring them off.”

“Then get to it, Sam,” Hastuil practically barked. “The prince has seen it fit to gather ten of our finest craftsmen for your reward even though he has far more important things to do.”

“We’ll see about that.” Sam ended the call. “So, Sal, how do you want to do this? Take the phantom, or go on foot?”

Sal shook his head. “We’re not going to track anything zooming along on the phantom. Let’s hoof it and see where the day takes us. Besides, the phantom can follow us in stealth mode, right?”

With a mental command from Sam, the phantom vanished from sight. Sam nodded. “Let’s get going.”

They trekked up the mountain on foot, following the orc tracks. After a couple hours of travel, Sam came to a frightening realization. This was no small warband. There were far too many footprints spread across far too large a swath of forest. There had to be hundreds of them. Thousands. Sam even spotted vehicle tracks among all the chaos.

“Do you think Golgug managed to get the other orcs together?” Sal asked after a while.

Sam pursed her lips. “I have no idea. But either way, I’m not sure that’s a good thing.”

“He is a mighty wizard,” Sal said. “I think that might be worse than that Gutwrencha guy being in charge.”

A brilliant green flash pulled their attention to the mountain above. Emerald flames rose to the heavens as a shockwave ripped across the forest, flattening trees in its path.

Sam shifted her daggers to swords and stabbed them into the ground, bracing herself against the force. Rocky squealed in her pocket, clinging on for dear life. Sal shouted as he was thrown back into the air, barely managing to latch on to a tree trunk to avoid getting dragged away.

As suddenly as it came, the shockwave ended. No trace of the blast remained save for faint green flickering embers drifting down from the heavens.

Sal crashed to the ground and scampered to his feet. “What the hell was that?”

Rocky jumped out of Sam’s pocket, chittering and pointing excitedly in the blast’s direction.

“I think that’s our clue,” Sam said. “Come on, before the trail goes cold.”

Sam and Sal followed Rocky across the forest and up the hill as fast as their legs could carry them. Sam had to slow down to let Sal keep up, her speed bonuses being a little too much for the ranged-focused rogue to match.

Thick forest gave way to ashen trunks stripped bare of any life—farther still, the trees were fallen and shattered. Green embers still flickered across the woods when they came to the heart of the blast.

A single orc was crawling away from the heart of the crater—a large beast with an enormous hat. What little Sam glanced beneath the flopping rim was covered in belts for days. The orc stabbed his mangled staff—an elaborate construct made of wood, metal, skulls, and barbed wire—at them. He raised his head high enough to meet Sam’s gaze.

It was Golgug. One of his tusks was broken, and his mouth bled.

“Donf just sit there gawking, ya runty git,” Golgug bristled. “Iz needz yaz help bad.”


Chapter ten
Brad


Brad watched the communications array go up in the outskirts of Bastion. The complex was so vast they had to plan to expand the city walls around it. I guess you need that much space to communicate across the galaxy, Brad thought as the hologram of the complex went up. It would take nearly a week before the array would be finished. By then, Bastion would be up and running at full steam.

At least that was Brad’s hope.

Brad opened his map and looked up the city plans along with all the upgrade options and defenses they could get going quickly. While the gnomes and the dwarves both urged Brad to spend his aether on handcrafted equipment, he didn’t like the idea of leaving their people defenseless. Bastion was, after all, a massive target just waiting for someone—or something—to come knocking.

Not being too worried about land attacks, Brad made sure the external turrets were all purchased from the gnomes and dwarves. Orbital assaults were Brad’s main concern. From the day the sky rained fire and brought the seeders to their world, followed by the elves of House Oberon and then the pharaohs, all these aliens had the means to traverse the stars and ruin someone’s day from orbit.

You know the dwarves and gnomes are just being greedy, Frank said. They want you blowing all your hard-earned aether on them instead of focusing on your people.

They aren’t lying about the quality, Brad countered. Those gnome laser turrets pack a nasty punch compared to the stuff the printers can put out.

True, Frank admitted. But you can upgrade 3D printed equipment with aether and come pretty close to matching their crafted goods. At least that’s what I spotted among Xaxi’s people. Though master architects and engineers I understand investing in, since those guys are on a level unto themselves when it comes to crafting.

Brad pursed his lips thought. Can we throw crafted components into the mix later to boost efficiency and performance?

Of course, Frank said. Collective technology is nothing if not modular. It’s one of the perks of being a member race. Everyone shares technology with one another so equipment can be operated and maintained by all.

Except the pharaohs, Brad countered.

Frank laughed. Every family has their problem child.

True enough. Brad pulled up the shield generators available for purchase and added the biggest one he could find to shield the city. He placed it right at the heart where it could provide full coverage and made sure to have it upgraded to level five right away. The whole process would take three days, as soon as one of the crews headed out to place the construction unit. What else should we pick up?

Anti-air defenses and orbital defense batteries would go a long way if you’re worried about elf or pharaoh attacks, Frank said. I think three plasma batteries for the orbital defense platforms, and the rest can be a combination of lasers and missiles.

The missiles don’t happen to resupply themselves, do they? Brad asked.

Frank sighed. Kid, just because you were handed a ton of aether doesn’t mean everything’s magically free. You have to buy or make the missiles for those defenses, or upgrade them high enough that they’ll reload using ambient aether. The point is, missiles pack a nasty punch for any pesky threats buzzing around in the sky.

Brad nodded and picked up everything Frank mentioned: the anti-air defenses, upgrades for the missile batteries, and the three orbital defense platforms equipped with plasma cannons. Between all that and the upgrades he’d ordered, the first hundred million of their aether was spent. Man, that’s a lot of aether gone.

Better than losing people, kid, Frank said.

Brad moved on to check on the progress of the different crafting halls he had ordered. They would be finished building and upgrading in the next day or so. At level five they were supposed to go from simple forges and workbenches to facilities resembling factories. With all of those advanced tools at their disposal, Brad hoped their crafters could make quick gains that would perhaps put them on par with the gnomes and dwarves in terms of crafting.

Already Brad had spent five million bringing some gnomish craftsmen on board to help bolster their crafting abilities and teach their people. Xaxi was generous enough to send some of her best over to help with their current...meager facilities. The gnomes weren’t excited about it, but the soon-to-be finished facilities changed their tunes swiftly.

Last on his list of important facilities were the shipyards. They didn’t have too many to work with. They only had space for three with their current power grid, and it would be a good few days before they could get another aether reactor going. Brad hoped that with the three shipyards they had, they would be able to assemble something vaguely resembling a fleet capable of fighting off alien incursions. But humanity had no one experienced in space combat. Sure, they had land, air, and sea covered—but space was a theater of war only games and movies covered.

You’ll figure it out as you go. It’ll be fine, Frank said. What won’t be fine is that busted-ass gun of yours.

Brad frowned, pulling up his still broken shotgun. The Excommunicator had saved his life on several occasions—mostly by blowing enemies apart before they could become a problem—but this time it had literally been the only thing standing between him and death. “That hive guard messed you up, didn’t it?” he said to the broken gun.

You know you could just get a new one from the upgrade station, Frank said. There are bigger, better shotguns there like plasma shotguns or other crazy things.

True enough, Brad admitted. He certainly had the aether piled up for a serious upgrade. As much as he would have preferred something crafted by his people, he needed a weapon before danger came crashing through their front door. He headed down to the upgrade station.

Danny caught up to him halfway to the station. “Brad!”

Brad smiled and scooped up the young boy in one arm. “Danny boy. How’re you doing?”

“Good. Tim let me take one of his new scout cars out for a joyride.” Danny beamed.

Brad frowned. “Please tell me he at least had someone else try it before you.”

“Uh…he said not to tell you, actually,” Danny admitted. “He said you’d worry too much.”

Brad stared up at the clear blue sky and took a deep breath. “He’s not wrong.”

“Well, you don’t have to worry cause it worked real good!” Danny insisted as he played with a steering wheel only he could see. “It was all like ‘vrooom’! And ‘zoom’! And those stick control things he borrowed from the alien designs make it real easy to drive, even for a kid like me.”

“Just be careful with those things,” Brad said. “If one of Tim’s experimental rides doesn’t break you, he sure will if you wreck them.”

Danny gasped. “Nah-uh. He wouldn’t.”

“I dunno.” Brad laughed. “Tim’s pretty relaxed these days, but he used to be a pretty angry guy. I’m sure he’s still got that in him somewhere.”

Danny clasped his hands over his mouth.

Brad laughed. “How are your levels looking, Danny?”

“Level four ranger,” Danny said proudly. “And I’m going to be level five soon.”

Sweetness bumped against Brad’s side.

He chuckled and lowered Danny onto his honey badger’s back. “Oh nice. You’ll be hitting a tier-two class pretty soon, then. Do you know what you’re going to be?”

Danny shook his head. “My muse says I’m gonna be a hard one to figure out since I haven’t really been going out hunting and adventuring. But maybe you could take me out, Brad.”

Brad couldn’t ignore the excitement in the boy’s voice, or those big brown eyes of his. Danny wasn’t even Brad’s son, but ever since his mother died when the dwarves attacked Scotch Creek, Brad had taken responsibility for him like his own. That made the next words to leave his mouth more painful than they should have been. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to soon, Danny. There’s a lot I have to do to keep everyone safe—dangerous stuff. I can’t put your life at risk by bringing you along.”

Danny frowned. “But the system gave me the same stats as all the grownups. I can fight just like them. And I was really good at it when all this was just a game too!”

“That’s true, your stats are the same as any other level four ranger…well, a little weaker since you aren’t an adult yet…but stats aren’t everything,” Brad said.

Danny groaned. “Yeah, yeah. I gotta get more experience and mature and not treat everything like a game. You and everyone else say that.” He huffed and crossed his arms.

Brad laughed. “It’s true, though. You remember how bad things were at the start of this mess.”

“Yeah, that’s how come I’m experienced and mature enough to go out hunting,” Danny insisted. “Besides, it’s my birthday soon. I’m going to be nine years old. That’s plenty old enough to be monster hunting!”

It occurred to Brad that he had forgotten Danny’s age, or maybe he never knew it in the first place, just like he never knew his birthday. Brad sighed. If he was going to be any sort of father figure to the boy, he couldn’t miss Danny’s birthday. Especially with the loss of his mother having been so recent. “Listen, Danny. You can’t come with me on these missions, but I promise you this: I’ll be back in time for your birthday. We’ll throw a big party with cake and music and everything. Then I’ll take you out with my party to go hunt some monsters. How’s that sound?”

“Big, scary ones?” Danny asked, his mouth open wide with excitement.

Brad laughed. “About as big and scary as we can find.” Brad hoped that wasn’t much more than a seeder or a watcher. Technically hunters were weaker than watchers, but their tough armor made them a tricky opponent to deal with. Brad was fairly certain Danny’s lack of height would put him at a distinct disadvantage when it came to hitting the weak spots behind those monsters’ skulls.

“OK.” Danny nodded excitedly. “I’ll be waiting, then. My birthday’s in a week, so you better not forget.”

Brad patted Danny’s head. “Alright then. Go get your hands on some more survival and gun training. If you’re going to come with us, I want you to be able to take care of yourself, alright?”

Danny nodded excitedly and rolled himself off Sweetness’s back. “I’ll be the bestest ranger ever, just you watch!” He took off like a tiny rocket into the distance.

Sweetness gave Brad a concerned glance.

“Yeah, I’m worried about him too. But it’s what the kid wants. What am I supposed to tell him? No?”

Sweetness huffed and gave a shrug, waddling on into the upgrade center.

Brad went right for one of the 3D printers and looked for a shotgun. With the aether he had at his disposal, he decided it was time to browse the more exotic aether weapons available. Technically he was skipping the normal energy weapons like lasers, plasma guns, and even some crazy cool lightning guns, but Brad figured this was the safer bet.

Laser weapons, according to the description, lacked any sort of physical punch to them. So while the weapon would burn through someone or something and eventually kill them, it would do nothing to take the momentum out of them. A dead alpha could very much end up crushing him even after he killed it.

Plasma weapons ranged wildly in price, but all of them came with a prerequisite level of energy weapon handling. The reason for both of these was that plasma weapons were inherently unstable and could detonate in the wielder’s hand. While they packed plenty of physical punch, thermal damage, and—in some cases—could be considered rocket launchers, that risk was something Brad wouldn’t want to run even with the most expensive models available.

Really, all these energy weapons did was make him want to stick to good old-fashioned ballistics. That’s where aether weapons came in.

They came in two primary flavors.

The first were for cultivators. They drew power from their cores into all manner of varied attacks, making them incredibly powerful and versatile depending on the wielder’s skill and core. But without a core to use, these weapons were effectively worthless. Coupled with the ogres being the only ones wielding such weapons and actively frowning upon their use, it was no small wonder they were dirt cheap compared to laser and plasma guns.

The second flavor of aether weapons was much more appealing to Brad. They used ambient aether as their source of ammunition and were incredibly efficient about it, too. Brad could take one of these aether shotguns and never, ever have to worry about running out of ammo again. Unless they were in some aether-free space, in which case he’d have to feed it his own, which could be done through mana or his actual raw aether.

Brad scrolled through the different weapons, looking for something he could use both in melee and ranged fights.

What about this one? Frank pinged a weapon on the screen.

The Last Word

+1,000 Damage

Traits

Mind Link: Weapon is synchronized to its user’s mind. When wielded, the user’s senses are expanded through the weapon. What it sees, you see. What you will, it does.

Aetheric Ordnance: Uses environmental aether for ammunition. Can replicate all manner of shotgun ammunition variants.

Aetheric Amplification: Amplifies melee strikes with aetheric energy.

Trick Weapon: Switches from halberd to axe on command.

Multi-Weapon: The shotgun component of this weapon is always available regardless of mode.

The Last Word: Killing an enemy with this weapon restores a portion of health and mana.

And it’s completely yours for the low, low price of every last drop of aether you have on you, Frank cheered.

Brad frowned. He didn’t like being broke, but this was an incredibly powerful weapon. It seemed aether weapons were the pinnacle of Collective technology, given the price. A hundred-twenty thousand aether and the weapon would be his. He was planning on using most of that for levels, but what good would those levels be if he couldn’t defend himself? The Excommunicator wasn’t doing me any favors against the hive guard or overlord, that’s for sure. The added benefit of mana and health restoration also made it hard to turn down the offer.

Come on kid, Frank pressed. You’ve got the blinged-out armor and a powerful class. You need a boom stick to match.

Brad inspected the gleaming golden halberd. It carried a hefty axe head sheathed in violet aetheric energy, with a flowing, eagle-wing motif spreading out to the spike on the back of the weapon. In the center of it all was the barrel of the gun. But there was no trigger that Brad could see. It seemed the weapon truly used the mind link to its fullest effect. If he wanted to shoot, all he had to do was will it, and it would happen. Pushing a button on a display, the weapon’s grip shifted, bringing it down to the size of an axe for up-close-and-personal encounters.

So, what do we do if we’re ever out of aether? Brad asked, his one concern bubbling up to the surface.

Frank laughed. Where would you ever be out of aether, kid? The stuff is all around us, even in the void of space. Even your world had trace amounts a weapon like this could run off of before the seeders began their work.

And I’ve lived through enough of this apocalypse to know that it pays to be prepared, Brad said.

Frank sighed. Well, you already know the first two ways. Feed it your aether or mana. But if you really want to wear a tin foil hat about it, you can swap out aether packs like you would a magazine on any other weapon. Those cost extra, though. Frank took a digital breath. And I suppose if you’re really worried about that, then you’re worried about how the weapon handles without aether. Short version is the gun won’t work, and you lose half the damage on melee strikes. So maybe don’t let that happen.

Brad had to admit the weapon was too good to pass up, and his worst-case scenario was likely one that would never come to pass. Fine, we’ll pick up the crazy-expensive bling axe. He purchased the weapon and blew every last bit of aether he had in his personal savings.

As soon as the weapon came out of the printer, he received a message from his party.

“Brad, are you done playing city-builder?” Les asked. “We’ve got a mission in the Pacific Northwest, and Kahi isn’t sure how long she can keep the portal open.”

“She opened the portal already?” Brad balked, resting his new weapon on his shoulder and rushing up the stairs with Sweetness hot on his tail.

“You said twelve p.m. sharp,” Les shot back. “Well, it’s twelve-oh-five and our fearless leader’s late to the party.”

Brad clambered on top of Sweetness the second they were clear of the building. “Let’s go, buddy. To the portal!”

Sweetness took off in a sprint, rushing across the building city and out the northern gate. It was the closest one to the outpost his party was waiting for him at.

Pick up the pace, kid, Frank said. The pharaohs do not like their stuff being messed with.

“We’re stepping through before the portal closes,” Les said. “Don’t get left behind.”

Brad urged Sweetness forward. Faster and faster they went, reaching the outpost in record time and nearly bulldozing through one of the parties in charge of maintaining the place.

“Thirty seconds, Brad,” Kahi’s voice came into his mind.

“Crap, crap, crap,” Brad muttered to himself. He hugged his body to Sweetness’s back. “Faster, buddy, faster.”

Sweetness nearly rammed through the portal pyramid’s doors and skidded across the floor. He took aim for the pedestal where the portal sat open, the sphere of light holding steady even as it began to shrink. Sweetness bull-rushed the portal, throwing them through just as the door portal shut.

Michael yelled, dropping to the floor as Sweetness came flying overhead. Les, Ceres, and Teresa merely watched in amusement as Sweetness landed and slid down the pedestal to the ground level.

“Nice of you to join us,” Les said.

A squad of pharaoh warriors poured into the room. Feline-headed warriors with vicious energy spears took aim at them.

“I wouldn’t miss this for the world,” Brad said. He leveled his new weapon and fired an explosive aether slug through the chest of a pharaoh warrior.

The bolt of aetheric energy shattered his shield instantly and exploded within him, peppering shrapnel over the surrounding warriors. They gawked in horror and spread out.

“The humans have aether weapons?” one feline warrior hissed.

“How?” snapped another.

Before any answers could come, the pharaohs returned fire on Brad. He darted away, using Sweetness as his very own unique bear cavalry while taking potshots at the pharaohs.

Les rushed in with her aether greatsword and took them on in melee range. Unlike her previous blade, this one punched through their shields, shattering them on impact before tearing through their bodies. Her class’s new level of strength accounted for a great deal of her increased damage, but it was no less terrifying to watch.

Ceres and Teresa just gawked at the whole debacle while Michael slinked past the fight.

“Going to take the head honcho out, back in a sec,” Michael said casually, then vanished in a plume of shadows.

Clearing out the pharaoh defenders was a swift, messy affair.

Les kicked the last of them off her blade, flicking it clean of their blood. Not that she had to, of course; the blood sizzled off the aether and evaporated on its own. She merely did it out of habit. “What a world of difference three levels and a new weapon make, huh?”

“You can say that again,” Brad said as he hopped off Sweetness. “So, any idea why we’re out here?”

Les shrugged. “Adams said he heard from some people on the Apocalypse Online forums there were some survivors on the outskirts of Portland.”

Ceres scrunched her brow together. “Wasn’t that place full of hipsters and anarchists?”

Teresa shuddered. “Not the kind of people I want representing humanity in the slightest. I say we scrub this mission and abandon them to their fate.”

“Seconded,” Les agreed.

Brad laughed. “Come on guys, the least we can do is find out who’s out here. This apocalypse has done a lot to weed out the weak from the strong, those who could adapt and those who couldn’t. I’m sure there’s good people among these survivors.”

“Or a band of tyrants, psychotics, and degenerates,” Teresa groaned in disgust. “I suppose there’s no point wasting time talking about it. Let’s go find our survivors.”

Quest Started: Locate the Portland Survivors.

A ring appeared on Brad’s map over some town called Hillsboro to the west of Portland. It was just south of their location, hidden deep in the woods. Or it would have been, if they had any vehicles on them.

“Nobody thought to bring a transport?” Brad asked.

Les shook her head. “The portal Kahi managed to force open was too small. We will just have to loot one from here.”

They headed out of the pyramid and were greeted by Michael. He casually lounged against the side of a pharaoh dropship. “I heard you guys needed a ride,” he said with a cheeky grin.

Brad raised a brow. “Do you know how to fly that thing?”

“Not a clue.” Michael hopped inside and claimed the pilot’s seat.

“We’re going to die,” Ceres deadpanned, and climbed into the troop cabin.

Teresa followed. “I’ll try to break our fall.”

Les joined them. “Please do. I don’t think even a fighter has the health to survive a crash landing.”

Sweetness waddled his way onto the dropship, laying down in the middle of the cabin without a care in the world. Brad climbed in and secured himself to the…well, it wasn’t really a harness, so to speak. Each jump seat was a cylindrical area for a pharaoh to stand in. Once there, Brad felt a sort of force pressing down on him from every direction. It wasn’t crushing; it was simply there. The center where Sweetness sat was more traditional as far as humans were concerned. It was full of seats and a space for cargo. That was likely where VIPs and newly acquired slaves were taken.

“Here. We. Go!” Michael said, and started up the dropship.

There was a rough, jerky motion and suddenly they were up in the air. Brad barely felt it; the strange force held him in place with little issue.

“Whoops.” Michael laughed. “Controls are real sensitive. Let me try that again.”

Gently this time, the dropship began to move through the air. Michael put it through its paces, going back and forth, sideways then vertically. Without any warning, he suddenly pulled a corkscrew.

“Stop screwing around, Michael!” Ceres screamed, hugging herself as there were no harnesses to cling on to.

Michael laughed as he brought the ship to a stop. “Didn’t lose anyone back there, did I?”

“Only my patience,” Teresa snapped. “Now take us to our destination before I turn you into an ice cube and throw you out of this thing.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Michael said with a grin, and took off toward the town in question.

Brad let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding and stared out across the forest. It was so…alien. Pine trees had mutated to alien sizes. Greenery was covered in bioluminescence consisting of every color of the rainbow, and then some. Some plants crackled with electricity while others burned with flame or oozed a frigid cold across the surrounding area. None of it was natural. It was all the twisted effects of what the Collective and seeders had done to their world.

Yet, there was no denying it had a beauty to it. Their world may have been altered from its natural state, even corrupted, but it persevered. Through all the hardships thrown at it, their world had adapted and thrived, just like humanity was beginning to do. Now it was up to them to ensure humanity could come together and keep what remained of their home out of alien hands.

“So, Brad,” Les cut into his thoughts. “Did Kahi tell you anything about that core we picked up? Is it what she needed?”

Brad shook his head. “Not quite. The thing was too big to fit into the slot. About five times too big.”

“Damn,” Les said. “I was hoping we could start exploring the stars soon.”

“That’s what the shipyards are for,” Brad said. “But I wouldn’t worry too much about the oversized core. With the help of Aznouk and Graston, she thinks she’ll be able to rig something up to put that thing to use.”

Teresa leaned over Les’s shoulder. “And what exactly is this core supposed to be?”

“Some sort of power source for the portals.” Brad shrugged. “Kahi says that’s what all of the portals run off of. Some sort of powerful aether core from a seeder. They apparently have an indefinite amount of charge, so short of something going wrong with the core itself, they’re pretty reliable.”

Les grimaced. “After witnessing that thing nearly vaporizing us using that core, I bet it won’t run out of juice for the rest of our lives.”

“That might be a very long time, Les,” Ceres said. “Jake told us the Anubis guy said that thanks to the system, people can basically live until something kills them.”

“I’m not entirely sure that’s a good thing,” Les said. “It’s a slow way for people to lose touch with reality.”

Brad chuckled. “Do you think that’s why the elves and other alien races are so weird to us?”

Les nodded. “They live forever so they have no reason to change. They got comfortable and complacent in their ways… Then a bunch of hairless monkeys like us got pissed one day and kicked them in the teeth.”

Brad smiled. “Maybe that’s the wake-up call they needed.”

“A wake-up call, sure, but the one they needed? I think it’s going to take a lot more to beat some sense into their thick skulls.”

Michael whistled from the cockpit. “Eyes open, people. There’s a fort—” He threw the dropship to the side as a rocket spun through the air after them. ‘“I think we found our missing people!”

“They’re not very friendly,” Ceres squealed.

“What do we do, Brad?” Michael asked.

Brad frowned. “This is all a misunderstanding. They see a pharaoh ship and think they’re under attack. “

“So that’s a no on shooting the hell out of them?” Michael swung the ship the opposite way, then dropped down to avoid a trio of rockets.

Brad nodded. “Take us in close, nice and fast. We’re going to drop into the middle of their camp and talk some sense into them.”

“Do you want to die, Brad?” Michael asked. “Because that’s how you get dead.”

Brad laughed. “Have you seen our armor and stats lately? They’re going to have to work real hard to kill us.”

“Brad’s right,” Les said. “Take us in. We can solve this problem faster on foot.”

Michael groaned. “Fine, fine. Get ready to jump out the sides, quick.”

“You heard him, Sweetness,” Brad called.

Sweetness shuffled over to the opposite side of the dropship with a happy huff.

Michael threw the pharaoh dropship into a dive right for the human camp. The craft screamed just past the top of their wall, forcing several of the survivors to dive for cover. With the tight structures gathered around everywhere, Michael could only bring them so close.

“This is as close as we can get,” Michael said. “Jump!”

The party dove out of the dropship as it drifted over the central courtyard. The second they were clear, Michael rocketed up to the skies, taking fire and dodging rockets before he was out of sight.

The human survivors all turned their guns on the new arrivals.

Les sat her sword on her shoulder. Ceres and Teresa had their spells at the ready. Brad stood with his halberd standing beside him…and Sweetness looked around panting like a puppy surrounded by new friends at a doggy meet.

“You’re not pharaoh,” a man said with what Brad could only describe as cowboy flair. He ran a hand over his short brown beard and took a cautious step forward, his revolver readied at his side. The guy looked like he could have been cast as the main character for a western. “And if you’re not a pharaoh, then I need some answers. Who are you people?”

Brad disassembled his helmet and stepped toward the man. “I’m Brad, and this is my party. We’re from the guild Invictus.”

“Invictus?” His eyes widened. “You’re that crazy guild I’ve been hearing about. The one collecting world firsts like they’re candy. The ones Adams told us were coming!”

Brad smiled. “That’d be us.”

The man shook his head. “Son of a bitch, I thought he was full of shit.” He stuck his hand out for a shake. “Name’s David. Sorry about shooting at your ship there. We thought you were those damned cats coming to start trouble again.”

“I figured as much.” Brad smiled and shook David’s hand. “Didn’t think Adams would tell you we were coming, though.”

David smiled. “Well, I told him any help he could spare’d be appreciated, but I could only give him a town to look for. I didn’t think we’d see anyone so soon.”

Les stepped up. “So, do you mind telling us a bit about your people?”

Ceres peeked out over Les’s shoulder. “You’re not a bunch of crazy, raving anarchists and hipsters, are you?”

Teresa mimicked Ceres, poking out over her other shoulder. “Please don’t be hipsters. I can spike an anarchist through the heart without blinking an eye, but it’d be wrong to hurt a hipster, as much as I’d want to. Hipsters are no threat. They’re just obnoxious.”

There were some concerned rumblings from the crowd, but David burst out laughing. That broke the ice. Others among the crowd joined in the laughter.

“No, no, we’re none of that,” David said. “The hipsters couldn’t handle the new world, and the anarchists—well! Let’s just say that between the seeders and a lack of politicians with any real power to cover their asses, that problem swiftly took care of itself.”

Teresa relaxed and stepped out from behind Les. “I have decided I like this man.”

Ceres did the same. “Yeah, I think we can get along with these folks.”

Brad laughed. “Just like that? You’re not going to ask them any questions or anything?”

Les shrugged. “Seems normal enough to me here. What’s there to ask?”

“There’s a ton of things we probably should ask, but how about we start off with this: What do you need help with right now?” Brad said.

David began counting off on his hand. “Gathering food, water, resources. Supposedly claiming the land with a guild, but we can’t afford such luxuries. Then there’s the city proper infested with seeders. But you four can’t take care of that on your own, surely.”

“Depends on if there’s an overlord there or not,” Les said.

David stood slack-jawed at the answer.

“We can help you with all of those, especially the territory claim and guild membership,” Brad said. “But first I’d like to get to know you and your people better before I invite you.”

“Fair enough,” David said. “We’re kind, honest folk around here, so you’ll take a liking to us in no time.” He coughed and looked away nervously. “If erm…. If the disappearances don’t keep happening, anyway.”

“Disappearances?” Ceres asked.

David frowned. “Adams didn’t tell you about this?”

Brad shook his head. “No. What’s up, David?”

David sighed. “I guess he figured it’d scare you off from coming. Here’s the quick and short of it, Brad. Our town’s been suffering a recent spike of missing persons. Being the town sheriff, I take these things seriously and investigated but…well, there’s nothing I can make heads or tails out of. People vanish from town without a trace. Parties head on out beyond our walls never to be seen, and each time we go looking for them, there isn’t so much as a trace of blood to be found.”

Brad frowned. “Do you think you have some sort of serial killer on the loose?”

David let out a quick laugh. “I wish it were something that simple. Murderers always leave behind some sort of clue. But this is something else entirely.”

“How exactly are we supposed to help track down these disappearances if you have no clues to work off of?” Les asked.

“Because this time I had a brilliant idea,” David said, then stared down at his feet. “Actually, now that I say it like that, it makes me sound pretty messed up.”

Sweetness waddled over to the man and bumped him with his nose.

David jumped and nervously patted Sweetness’s head. “Uh. Friendly fella, aren’t you?”

Sweetness nodded and leaned into the petting.

“Erm. Right.” He turned back to Brad. “Look, I was gathering volunteers for a looting party to head beyond the walls. People weren’t signing up because they didn’t want to join the missing persons list, so I came up with a solution: ankle bracelets.”

“The kind you put on criminals?” Ceres asked.

“The very same,” David said. “The idea was if anyone goes missing, we could track them to wherever it was they went.”

Brad furrowed his brow. “Why haven’t you gone out to find them then?”

David pulled his lips into a tight line, his hands resting on his hips. “Because all of the trackers went offline at the same time that party wearing them disappeared. That happened not too long before you arrived, actually. One of them came online before we started shooting at you and your ship. It’s all rather bizarre timing, isn’t it?”

Brad did not like the sound of that in the slightest.

“Great, something’s hunting us,” Les groaned. “Well, we may as well go kill it before it keeps causing trouble for you people.”

Brad couldn’t help but agree with Les. The timing was too convenient not to be a trap of some kind, but he couldn’t just sit by and let people keep disappearing. Plus, it would give him a better chance of getting a feel for the survivors in this neck of the woods. Brad glanced back. “Ceres, Teresa, what do you think?”

“We came here to help and recruit people,” Ceres said. “So far, these people sound like they need help. I say let’s give it to them.”

Teresa sat a hand on her hip. “If something is indeed hunting us, then I would much rather kill it here before it can threaten Bastion.”

Brad turned back to David. “Then it looks like we’ve got a mystery to solve, gang.”


Chapter eleven
Jake


“Wake up, Jake.”

A voice pierced through his sleep. He breathed deeply. Jake’s eyes fluttered open and he found Tanya standing outside the Brawler, her hand resting on his shoulder.

Blinking sleepily, Jake took in his surroundings. They were familiar yet different. He couldn’t help feeling like he’d come by this exact intersection in the past. Probably the time they had headed out to Scotch Creek. But the location was…different.

Smooth walls the color of creamy sand reached up into the skies around them, brassy clouds gleaming in the sunlight. Shimmering, violet aetheric leaves tinged with green and orange drifted through the air in a scene far too serene to be anything more than a dream.

Tanya glanced over her shoulder. “He’s still out of it.”

Darius’s bearded face popped into the Brawler. “Yo, Jake, wake up. You’ve been asleep all day. It’s the middle of the afternoon.”

Jake grunted. So much for that dream. He clasped the edge of the doorway and hauled himself out. Rubbing the sleep out of his eyes with his free hand, he asked, “Where are we? It looks like some sort of monastery.”

“The Violet Lotus’s enclave here on Earth,” Tanya answered. “It’s in Balmoral, where that motorcycle museum used to be before the seeders ruined everything.”

That explained why the place looked so familiar. The museum and the gas station had been the only things still standing when they passed through…mostly.

“Ogres and their whole cultivation thing kinda lends itself to the monastery, monk vibe,” Darius said. “So! Feeling better after sleeping in?”

Tanya nodded. “Yeah, Nokor said we should leave you to it so you could recover.”

Jake examined his hands. They were healed up like new. His body and core still felt drained from the fight against the overlord, especially compared to after he’d upgraded his core again, but he could work with this. “I’m feeling better. I just need some food in me and I think I should be fine to… Why did we come here again?”

Darius laughed. “Man, you really are out of it. We came to learn how to cultivate and use our powers better. Who better to learn from than the ogres themselves?”

Jake cleared the cobwebs out of his mind and nodded. “That’s right. I remember now. Nokor told me I was trying to run before learning how to walk.”

“It’s kinda weird, isn’t it?” Tanya said. “With the powers we’ve been throwing around, you’d think we’d have the hang of this cultivation thing by now.”

Jake gestured for the others to lead the way. “Well, let’s go see what Nokor’s up to.”

“He’s busy with Mason trying to manipulate aether better,” Darius said as they took off.

They roamed through the sprawling courtyards of the monastery. Glowing wildlife and small, happy little critters resembling birds and squirrels flitted about. They were all altered by aether, but Jake couldn’t be sure if they were from Earth or another world. Nearly all of the wildlife he had come across since the Collective brought its system to them had been some level of explosively violent. These creatures were none of that. They were calm, happy, even curious about the humans that strode from one hall to the next.

Of course, Jake found the place disturbingly lacking when it came to population. He expected there to be several dozen ogres roaming about, but he only found two others. They were gathered around an artificial pond with a giant, glowing violet lotus at the center. The pair of ogres were meditating, and Jake stopped to sit and watch. The lotus practically oozed aether into the air around them, aether the ogres drew into their bodies at a calm, steady pace rather than the usual rush Jake felt whenever he was cutting his way through aliens.

Finally they arrived at one of the monastery’s inner chambers—a room lined with large, heavy violet pillows and a carpet and banners to match. The carpet itself surrounded a large, sand-filled arena at the center, which—despite Mason’s plodding steps—looked surprisingly serene.

This was a sharp contrast to Nokor’s own footfalls. Fast as the huge ogre moved, the sand quickly reformed to its pristine, untouched state. The ogre moved with a fluid quality seemingly impossible for a creature of his bulk.

Mason charged forward with quick jabs and a blast of aether. Nokor calmly flowed past every attack. The blast of aether hit the edge of the arena, erupting against an invisible barrier and raining down as harmless, flickering particles.

With a surprising amount of speed, Nokor pressed two fingers to Mason’s brow. Mason barely had time to furrow them and begin to mouth a question when his head snapped back. He crashed to the opposite end of the arena, the invisible barrier catching him like a net and slowing his descent until he slumped to the floor.

“What was that?” Mason said in a dreamy daze, swaying to and fro on the floor.

“As I tried to explain earlier,” Nokor said, “there are many more ways to use aether than brute force.” He held up his two fingers. “With a simple concentration of power, I transferred aether to your forehead, where it detonated and struck you as if I had used my own fist.” With a nervous laugh the ogre continued, “Had I chosen to do more, you could have exploded into a mess. But that would defeat the purpose of my mentorship.”

“That is some Fist-of-the-North-Star shit,” Darius said in awe.

Jake ignored him, mostly because he didn’t want to encourage Darius to spend the next three hours explaining what he was talking about. Jake turned his attention back to Nokor. “So, is keeping the sand pristine part of the training?”

Nokor nodded. “There is aether in everything around us, Jake. Even the smallest grain of sand. When you come to understand that, you will truly be on your way to mastering aether.”

Tanya tilted her head to the side. “So were you smoothing the sand as you went or just… I don’t know, passing through it?”

Nokor smiled. “Who said the sand wasn’t as much a part of me as I was of it?”

“Because that makes literally no sense,” Tanya countered.

Jake stroked his chin. “But if everything is made of aether…and you understand how to manipulate aether beyond your body…what’s to say that aether isn’t as much a part of you as the aether stored within your core?”

“Exactly,” Nokor beamed.

Tanya blinked. “Where did you pull that answer from, Jake?”

Jake shrugged. “I figured the more nonsensical, mystical-sounding my answer was, the more right it’d be.”

Tanya opened her mouth, closed it, then opened it again. “That makes a shocking amount of sense considering everything we’re dealing with.”

With a wave of his hand, Nokor smoothed out the turbulent sands Mason had left in his wake. “So, shall we begin with some more advanced meditation?”

“What’s advanced about it?” Darius asked.

Nokor chuckled. “Meditating while you are on the move and present in the waking world as opposed to what you have been doing all this time. While stationary meditation is far more intense, it does not help when it comes to constantly manipulating all the aether around you, nor with naturally drawing it in to your core from the environment.”

“What exactly are you saying?” Tanya asked. “That we can move like a ghost through the sand there?”

“Among other things,” Nokor said, and stepped out of the ring. “Line up in front of me and take a deep breath.”

Jake helped Mason onto his feet, then the humans lined up in front of the ogre, giving each other enough space to move around.

“Up to this point, you have all relied on your internal aether, pulling it from within your core,” Nokor began. “This is the first step in any cultivator’s journey. The second is to understand that aether is all around us, within every single atom in the universe, no matter how faint it may be. Can you feel it?”

Tanya looked around and shrugged.

Darius closed his eyes, earning a quick, tiny flick of aether from Nokor to his brow. It was like he’d just flung a pebble at Darius.

He winced and rubbed at his head. “Yeah, yeah, eyes open.”

Mason drew in calm, slow breaths, his gaze fixed ahead but out of focus. Clearly he’d already been practicing with Nokor while Jake was sleeping on the job.

Jake followed his lead, focusing forward and searching for…anything, really. The aether stored within one’s body was intricately linked to the self. No matter how wild, ravenous, and chaotic it may be, that aether was as easy enough to become aware of as looking down at one’s arm. At least once he knew what to look for. The aether outside his body, however, was different. Jake was aware enough to know it was in the air, but seeing and feeling it, let alone manipulating like his own—he wasn’t quite there yet.

“Anything?” Nokor asked with a bemused smile.

“No,” Tanya answered quickly.

“Nothing,” Darius agreed.

Mason frowned. “I can feel something there, but it’s nothing concrete.”

Jake nodded. “I think I only know what it is because you told us, Nokor.”

“It does help, yes.” Nokor chuckled. “But there is no need to worry. This was merely a test to see how attuned you are to aether. Now we will try something more practical.” He spread his stance and held his open hands out in front of him. “We will channel the aether around us.”

Tanya’s brow pinched together. “Channel something we can’t see?”

Nokor nodded. “By actively trying to draw aether from a source other than your core, you will learn to feel out the aether around you and even see it in due time.”

“And how will this help me control my power?” Jake asked.

“By sharpening your senses, Jake,” Nokor answered. “You will be all the more aware of not only your aether but the aether around you, and how you can manipulate it. You will be able to feel out the jagged edge of the power you are trying to control and smooth it out before it rips your hands off.”

Jake looked down at his hands, remembering the damage they had taken while he wrestled with that mass of aether for control. “So, when Darius and the others helped me cast that aether comet…it wasn’t their addition of aether into the mix that helped it stabilize and launch?”

Nokor shook his head. “Additional power is just that: more power. It was their three concentrated wills working in unison—willing the aether to stabilize and launch—that allowed for the attack to go off without destroying you and your allies in the process.”

“It all boils down to control, then,” Jake said.

Nokor smiled. “We have a much harder life than the class users, don’t we?”

“You can say that again,” Tanya agreed, and took up Nokor’s stance.

“Let’s do this,” Darius said.

With a faint nod, Nokor began a slow chain of motions. The others mimicked as best they could. It reminded Jake of tai chi and other similar martial arts. Of course, Jake had no idea what it was they were supposed to be doing. He tried to reach out for the aether around him, doing his best to concentrate without closing his eyes or tuning out the world.

Something was there in the air. It wisped through his fingers in the slow, fluid motions, but he couldn’t see it.

“Feel the aether around you,” Nokor said. “Pull it toward your body and gather it in your hands. Nice, slow, and gentle.” His voice was calm and rhythmic as he demonstrated exactly what he wanted them to do.

Aether began concentrating around Nokor’s body as he went through the motions, the violet energy moving through the air in glowing streaks right toward his core. Rather than being absorbed by his body, however, they flowed along his muscles, working their way down to the palms of his hand. Slowly the energy built into a glowing sphere between his palms. Smooth, calm, and without flaw, the gathered sphere Nokor held in his grasp was a far cry from the raging storm Jake had summoned into being when he’d faced down the overlord. Just as quickly as the aether gathered, Nokor dismissed it into a shimmering rain of particles.

Nokor smiled. “Just like that. Nice and simple.”

But nice and simple it was not.

Sure, drawing aether from his core was a simple matter for Jake. Like snapping his fingers, his aether was there for him in an instant. The ambient aether around him, however, eluded him. His focus intensified, making the wisping sensation between his fingers grow stronger. He slowly clutched his hand, hoping the motion would help him gather that outside aether into a sphere like Nokor.

It worked…sort of.

Jake felt those wisping trails gather into a vaguely spherical clump in the palm of his hand. There was a spark of violet in his grasp. Jake gasped with excitement, but just as quickly as it came, it was gone. “Damn it. I had something.”

“I saw,” Nokor said. “But I should expect no less from someone with a level-six core.”

“What did you do?” Darius asked.

Jake pursed his lips. “I just tried to clump that strange sensation I was getting together into something… Then it sparked and I lost it.”

“You have the right idea.” Nokor nodded. “By gathering the ambient aether around you, what you are actually doing is concentrating it. Like what you do when trying to form or enhance your cores, or cast an ability like aether comet. But this aether is not a part of your body. It belongs to the universe, and thus it takes that much more focus and control to bend it to your will.” Nokor held out a hand; the aether particles in the air formed quickly and gathered into a glowing sphere. With but a simple thought, he warped the sphere into a ball of flame, ice, lightning, then returned it to its natural state. Released, it became dust on the wind once more. “Be aware, however, that this aether will always seek to return to its natural state. That is why it is so much harder to control.”

“So…what?” Mason asked. “Are we fighting against the universe’s will to use this kind of aether?”

“Sort of,” Nokor admitted. “I prefer to think we are borrowing it.”

Jake stroked at his chin. “If we’re running on empty and we pull this aether into ourselves for fuel, would that have some sort of terrible side effect?”

“Not so long as you only take what you need and use it quickly,” Nokor said. “The aether will be used, then return to where it belongs.”

Darius shuddered. “So if we learn to manipulate external aether, we could potentially learn to drain things completely?”

Nokor frowned. “That is a great leap, but not one that is wrong. There are stories of people who have learned such things, but they are myths and legends. Stories of monsters lurking in the dark who could drain the life from the world around them through aether manipulation alone. Even sap the core of another cultivator dry, destroying it and killing them in the process.”

Tanya gasped. “But those are just stories, right? No one knows how to do that sort of thing.”

“It is not a skill we actively seek among the ogre clans,” Nokor said. “At most, we only know enough to siphon excess aether in the case of aether poisonings. There is no one I know of who can perform the vile acts I described.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “Thankfully the other races tend to mock and deride cultivation, so their less-than-generous tendencies have not influenced them into seeking such dark powers.”

Jake grimaced. “It might have been a bad idea trying to teach us humans this stuff. We’re a little wild on the morality compass.”

Nokor laughed. “We are aware, Jake. That is why we only teach those we deem worthy. Like you and your cultivators. I trust you won’t take anyone under your wing who might be a detriment to your community, right?”

“Not knowingly,” Jake admitted. “There was that Willy guy, though. He wasn’t a cultivator, but after we took him in he did try to start trouble every chance he got. Plus he ratted us out to the pharaohs.”

“And he was swiftly dealt with, if I recall correctly,” Nokor said.

Jake nodded. “Yeah, he was. The point is, we can try to be good all we want, but I can’t make any guarantees all of our people will be perfect little angels for as long as they live.”

Nokor nodded. “It is a good thing these powers are uncommon to develop to such an extent. Even the variants of aether siphon provided by the system cannot hold a candle to the myths of the past. Fortunately, that is all they are. Myths.”

Another ogre came into the room and rushed over to Nokor. He whispered something into his ear.

Nokor’s expression soured. “What? At the old wreck site?”

The other ogre nodded.

Nokor turned to the humans. “I’m sorry, but an urgent matter has come up. I must go.”

“What happened?” Jake asked.

“Some young acolytes have gone missing,” Nokor said. “But you have already done so much for us, I can’t ask you to help us. I will undertake this search on my own.”

“Come on,” Jake insisted. “We’re friends, Nokor. We’re more than happy to help you.”

Nokor shook his head. “No, it is far more important that you advance along your cultivator journey. This matter will take me but a few days to resolve. Korin here will assist you in my stead.”

The other ogre in violet robes gave a deep bow. “I am not as experienced as master Nokor, but I have learned much from him.”

Nokor clasped his shoulder. “You will do fine, Korin. You are ready for this. Remember, the path forward is a painful one, and it must be met unflinchingly. These trials will not be easy for you or the young humans, but it is important they reach a deeper understanding of their abilities.”

Korin straightened, his crimson hair flowing back down over his shoulders like a waterfall. “Very well. I will do what must be done.”

Nokor left without another word.

“So what exactly needs to be done?” Tanya asked.

Korin’s eyes darted about, trying to look at literally anything else beside the humans ahead of him. At their insistent stares, the towering ogre deflated. “Nokor didn’t get to this part, did he?” he practically whined.

“What part?” Mason pressed.

Korin swung his head back with a dramatic sigh. “He would dump the worst part of a cultivator’s journey on a newbie trainer. Oh well, no sense delaying the inevitable.”

Darius smiled. “How bad could it possibly be?”

It was horrendous.

Their training began with being submerged in vats of ice water with more of the near-frozen liquid poured over their heads. Were the water any colder, Jake was certain it would have frozen solid. But that was only the beginning of their training.

One day intense cold was the name of the game. The next it was heat then outright fire. Days followed were Korin threw rocks, metal spheres, and even darts or daggers while Jake and his bunch sat there and meditated. The week blurred together as the torturous training increased to the point where the ogre was throwing increasingly more potent acids, venoms, and poisons on the group of human cultivators.

It was pure torture.

But the torture wasn’t for cheap thrills. It was there to help them learn to increase their focus, their ability to meditate, and control aether through any distraction.

Sitting at the mountain peak weathering the cold was one thing; enduring his flesh and muscle being eaten away as he meditated was another entirely. Even as they suffered through the torture, they had to channel their aether to heal themselves, to keep their bodies from falling apart or succumbing to the various torments Korin put them through.

Tanya fainted. Darius nearly died. Mason tried to quit the torturous trials.

Jake suffered through it all in silence. If this was going to help him gain further control over his own aether and the aether around him, he was all in.

Health: 5/450

The notification flashed in the corner of his vision. Jake’s concentration was split between pouring aether into his wounds, fighting away the vicious acid threatening to kill him, and drawing aether from the air. That was, after all, the whole point of this madness. Nothing motivated sentient beings to greater feats than being pushed to the edge of survival, and cultivation was no different.

Now and again, Jake’s will faltered and he was forced to reach into his core to live. But the merciless training was working. He was not only able to clearly sense the aether around him, but to feel it, see it. He could concentrate it slowly, excruciatingly so, into tethers that he pulled inward to help mend his wounds. Just as Nokor had said, however, this aether was harder to control than the refined aether within his core. He had to wrestle it to match the shape of cords and cables surrounding his core before forcing it into his body. Nokor had made it all look so easy, like a skilled tailor working thread and needle after doing so for decades of his life. And here he was, brute-forcing it into place just to stay alive.

As quickly as the aether came from external sources, it flowed out of his body: a violet, glimmering mist expelling from his wounds as they fought against the acid to seal themselves. Jake wondered if this was something he could see now thanks to their training, or if it was something non-cultivators like Sam and Brad would be able to see.

The brief distraction cost him.

Health: 2/450

Redoubling his focus, Jake forced all thought out of his mind and worked on pulling aether into his body—a feat made all the more difficult as Korin walked in front of him.

The fiery-maned ogre looked at the humans with clear pain in his eyes, the buckets piled next to him giving off a caustic green haze. “Can you continue?” Korin asked.

Their rules were simple: If they were clearly on the verge of death or passed out, the training would end. If they were asked to continue and said anything, the training would end. If Korin so much as suspected any of them of lying, the training would end.

Tanya grunted but straightened and said nothing.

Darius coughed and spat out a glob of acid that had made it into his mouth.

Mason exhaled wearily.

Jake simply remained silent, as stoic as a statue.

Korin gave them a tight smile. “Very well, then.”

He grabbed the buckets and flung their contents on them, one after another.

Viscous, neon-green goop coated their bodies, open eyes and all. The stench was horrid, like a mixture of industrial-grade acid and rotting vomit. It burned away at his skin, muscle, exposed bones, but still Jake held tight to his life.

Health: 1/450

Jake had once asked Korin where they got such a vile substance to throw on them. He explained that it came from a giant, spider-like creature back on the ogre’s homeworld. Giant beasts that could grow from the size of a bull all the way up to a navy destroyer. Supposedly, they had one of these full-grown monsters tied up in the basement of the monastery to harvest its acid. They began the training with diluted acid, then went up in concentration the more resilient the humans proved.

When five days had passed, and the last bucket had been dumped on them, Jake was certain their time under this torture was coming to a swift end.

Jake’s health slowly ticked back up. First to five, then ten, and eventually twenty. The acid furiously tried to reduce him and the rest of his cultivators to goop, but they meditated through their pain and agony, channeling aether through their bodies to survive. Not only did this improve their ability to heal themselves, but it strengthened their bones, tendons, muscle, and skin.

Eventually, after what felt like an eternity, the acid finally dissipated.

Health: 32/450

“And that’s the last of the acid for the day. Still alive?” Korin asked the humans.

“Ow,” Darius said weakly.

Tanya shuddered through a weak nod.

Mason shut his eyes tight. “Yeah.”

In his mind, Jake kept working through the lessons they had learned even as the acid stopped burning. Without the frantic desperation, he felt the aether around him concentrating more smoothly, being gently pulled in rather than forced into his body. The climb of his health points became calm and steady rather than a jumpy, jerky mess.

Korin looked at him, waiting for an answer. Jake allowed his healing wounds and the visibly gathering aether around him to do the talking for him.

“Excellent work, Jake.” Korin smiled. “You’re starting to see the aether all around you, to feel it and manipulate it as you would any other tool in your hand.”

Jake nodded. “Sure looks that way.”

“And the rest of you?” Korin asked.

Tanya weakly raised a hand and gathered a few withering strands of aether from the air around them. She tried to gather them together into a sphere, then quickly dropped her hand. She was too out of it to do more.

“Good progress, but you are clearly exhausted,” Korin said. “Go get cleaned up and meet me at the garden. We’ll have lunch there.”

The tired band of humans nodded and left for a quick bath. Ogres didn’t have the same sensibilities as humans, so rather than private bathrooms they simply had a bathhouse where every other ogre piled in to get cleaned up. Jake tried not to stare too much, mostly because the whole concept weirded him out. His friends had tricked him into going into a bathhouse when he was younger, and one of the patrons had apparently become a quick fan of his. He’d never gone to one of those places again.

They gathered in the garden with Korin. The delicious smell of sausage, eggs, bacon, and pancakes wafted through the air.

“What’s all this?” Darius said with renewed vigor.

Korin beamed. “Flame-boar bacon, sausage, and storm-hawk eggs. Oh, and these little discs I am told you humans call pancakes.”

Darius quickly took his plate and chowed down.

“Breakfast food for lunch?” Mason asked, and dug into his food. “Mmmff. I can definitely live with this,” he said through a mouthful.

“So how are you all feeling about the training thus far?” Korin asked. “It’s not too much for you, is it?”

Tanya shuddered. “I hate it, but it’s showing results.”

Korin let out a nervous laugh. “Sorry, but this is the way we are all taught. It makes our progress faster, more refined.”

“Don’t worry about it so much, Korin,” Jake said. “We know you’re new, but if it wasn’t you it would have been Nokor putting us through this.”

“True,” Korin agreed. “How about tomorrow we work on active meditation like Nokor had you do a few days ago? You all seem to be ready to take on that challenge without the pain.”

Jake’s brow furrowed. He gulped down his food before opening his mouth. “Speaking of Nokor. He said he’d only be gone a couple of days. Did something happen with the missing students?”

Korin looked down and shook his head. “He has indeed been missing for a few days now. I wanted to tell you all, but I was worried it would interrupt your training.”

Jake frowned. He opened his mouth to speak, but Korin cut him off.

“I didn’t want to keep this from you. I was only doing what Master Nokor asked of me. The other ogres agreed this was for the best,” Korin insisted.

Jake shut his mouth and sighed. “Korin, this is a dangerous world. We humans don’t leave our own behind.”

“But Nokor isn’t one of your own,” Korin said, head tilting to the side in confusion.

Darius laughed. “Nokor’s a close friend. That makes him one of ours as far as I’m concerned.”

Jake rose to his feet. “We’re going out to find him. He said he was at the old crash site, right?”

Korin nodded. “The same one you first found him at.” He blinked and shot to his feet. “W-w-wait, you can’t go out like that! At least finish your food and let me heal you.”

“Make it quick,” Jake ordered.


Chapter twelve
Sam


Olivia spoke up the second Sam’s hand reached for the potion pouch. What are you doing, Sammy? We’re out here hunting orcs. This Golgug is one of their leaders.

I don’t think so. Sam didn’t hesitate to pull out one of her health potions and offer it to the orc. The damage the orcs are doing looks like collateral. Something else is going on here.

Olivia began to protest, but it was already too late. Golgug’s shaking hand snatched the potion. He popped the lid and threw it back. His damn hat so ridiculously big that it hid his face—Sam could only tell what he was doing by the wobble of the huge rim.

Sal kept his rifle at low read, where he could swiftly put the wizard down should he make a wrong move. “Our tier-two bonuses and skills should be more than enough for this one, right?” he sent over party chat.

“The weapons we picked up should be plenty to make up for any physical resistances he might have,” Sam said. “It’s a wizard against two rogues, after all.” Of course, that wizard had just dropped a small nuke on the forest for unknown reasons. Sam was far too curious about that to put the orc down just yet.

Golgug snapped his head from one side to the other at the cracking sound of a collapsing tree like he was worried something would jump at them at any moment. He swiftly staggered to his feet, clutching his staff like a frightened child. The look of pure terror in his eyes was unnerving to see. This wasn’t just a creature who loved fighting to the death for fun; this was a mighty wizard of that species.

“Theyz commin’...” Golgug whispered. “Theyz crawl out of the woods an’ killz everyone. Everyone.”

“Who’s coming?” Sam asked.

Golgug raised a hand at Sam. The orc fell silent. Sam and Sal stilled their breathing as well, their senses entirely focused on the forest around them. They heard nothing but a gentle breeze rustling the trees, yet Golgug insisted they hold quiet for several more minutes.

“So, you mind telling us what’s going on, big guy?” Sal pressed.

Golgug frowned, lips pursed tight. “Strange gitz this is,” he finally said. “They comes from da shadows, or they is da shadows. I don’t know.” His voice was kept to a hushed whisper. There was a frantic edge to his words, which came out far faster than the last time Sam had spoken to the orc.

“Shadow creatures?” Sam asked.

Golgug grunted. “Maybe. I’z not sure. The other gitz is too dead ta be sure. Golgug only survived on the count of bein’ a mighty wizard. But the other orcs ain’t weak boys. They other bosses got dead, too. Dead too fast. Iz not natural, it ain’t.”

Sam and Sal exchanged a concerned glance. They had seen all manner of creatures that could easily strike down an orc without batting an eye. Sure, they weren’t sneaky things like Golgug was hinting at—there was nothing stealthy about a hive guard, after all—but there was no reason they couldn’t exist out in the Collective somewhere. There was no reason for the aliens not to bring all manner of dangerous, exotic species onto Earth to test humanity, or as another seed of exotic resources to grow, develop, and eventually exploit.

“Golgug’s been fightin’ on many worlds, but I ain’t nevah seen nuthin’ like diz,” the orc continued. “Reality got all wibbly wobbly, twisty uppidy when these thinfs showed up. Our boom sticks wasn’t boomy enough. Our choppahs couldn’t chop dem good. Then the gits wuz taking my gits!”

“So let me see if I got this straight,” Sam said. “You were fighting something you’ve never seen before. Whatever it was warped reality with its attacks, and your weapons didn’t do much to it?”

Golgug gave a slow nod, his eyes constantly scanning their surroundings for whatever it was he feared.

“And then they were taking your people?” Sal added.

Golgug’s gaze snapped to Sal with a snarl. “Iz ain’t lyin’, ya git!”

Sal put his arms up placatingly. “I’m not saying you are! I’m just wondering, why would they take your people?”

Sam shrugged. “The pharaohs and elves take slaves of all kinds.”

“Pointy knife ears ain’t take orc slaves,” Golgug spat. “Prissy gits think we’z uncivilized an’ uncultured. Well I sayz theyz break easy.”

They had clearly touched a nerve, but Sam wasn’t there to deal with the Collective’s interspecies history. “Right. So you were saying…they took your people?”

Golgug nodded. “One of my mates got ‘imself dragged off, but he’z always been a big, strong, stompy git. He didnf go quiet. Made a whole mess when they took’m. I followed with my boyz an’...” He gestured back at the destroyed crater around them still flickering green flames. “I haz ta put ‘im down.”

At the center of the crater was a huge husk of an orc body. It wasn’t as big as Gutwrencha, not by a long shot, but it definitely made the large Golgug look like a petite little lad by comparison.

Sam stepped over to examine the corpse. What remained of the crude cybernetic enhancements were still latched on to the body. They were broken for the most part, but the largest of them all—an implant for the arm—looked like one of those claws with a saw blade they used for logging on Earth. The rest of the huge orc’s body was covered in broken, heavy armor. Sam tried to search for the strange markings she had seen on the other orcs, but the body was simply too crispy to find anything of the sort.

“Did he have any weird markings on him?” Sam asked.

“Glowy ones,” Golgug said. “Like made of aether, but wrong. Color wuz off.”

Sal stroked his chin. “This all seems a little hard to believe.”

“I’z not lyin’!” Goglgug roared with increasing desperation in his voice.

Sam and Sal looked around in case anything decided to run up on them, drawn by the noise. Then Sal spoke again. “Look, full disclosure here: we were hired by the dwarves to stop you guys from making a mess of things and killing their people.”

Golgug snorted. “Stunty gitz should learn tah fight gooder.”

Sal gave a grudging nod. “Agreed. But that doesn’t change the fact that they saw a lot of your people head down southeast of here.”

“There were a lot of sites with a lot of orcs going the same way,” Sam added. “It didn’t look like they were stopping to loot or fight unless they absolutely had to, either.”

Golgug nodded. “Me an da other bosses wuz meetings to set terms on how we’z settlin’ who our next boss is winnin’. Then dem things started attacking. One of the bosses said he saw it. All tentacly faced n’such. That sneaky git died first.”

“You ever seen anything with tentacles for a face, Sam?” Sal asked.

Sam shook her head.

“Two more of the bosses got gotten before I’z made da call,” Golgug continued. “We wuz runnin back to da old camp. All of us orcs had tah gather together ta fight whutevah diz thing wuz. Then they took ol’ Ironjaw.” He pointed at the destroyed orc corpse at their feet. “An’ I wusn’t ‘bout ta abandon muh friend.”

Sam nodded along. “So you wanted to muster your forces, then they took your friend and you went to save them. Then what happened?”

Golgug tightened his grip on his staff and looked off to the north. “It’z bettah if I show’z ya. But step lively, ya gits. I ain’t stickin’ mah neck out fer ya humies. Got that?”

“Love you too, Golgug,” Sal said with a smile.

The mighty wizard snorted, rubbing at his chipped tusk, then took off walking. It took the rest of the day for them to arrive at the strange area Golgug had mentioned.

It looked like a meteor had struck, clearing out a huge swath of the forest.

Obsidian spikes jutted into the air; seemingly at random at first, but then they noticed the spikes were all coming out of the crater’s center. Each spike was lined with faint maroon lights pulsing and streaming their ominous glow along their structure. The more Sam looked at the pattern covering the area around them, the less random the pattern seemed.

Is this actually a crater? Sam wondered.

“See? I’z not lyin’ ‘bout nuffin,” Golgug said. “Now hurry up so we’z can leave.”

Sam ignored him, taking in the pattern. It seemed to be stylized after those same strange tribal markings she saw on the orcs with the strange circuitry coming out of them. It was an organic yet artificially alien design, seeming to take the shape of an eight-pointed star that jutted out from a triangle in the center. The ominous glow, faint as it was, was strongest there.

“What is all this?” Sam asked.

Sal pointed at a spike. “Nothing good.”

A shriveled-up body sat impaled on the spike, just barely visible in the moonlight. Sam pulled out her flashlight and gasped. There were dozens of bodies on those spikes. Orcs, dwarves, the local wildlife. All of them were withered husks of their former selves. They looked brittle enough that it seemed it would only take a curious tap to break the corpses down into dust.

“What the hell did this?” Sam asked.

Golgug shook his head. “Can’t say Iz knows. But Iz knows one thinf fer sure.” He tapped the side of his big hat with his staff. “Us orcs ain’t dealin’ wif this alone. So how’s about we werk together on solvin’ this problem? You can even get them stunty gits fightin’ for us. Least they can do is a little bit of dyin’ while we do the winnin’.”

Sam wasn’t sure the dwarves would go for that in the slightest. The relationship between the two races—or really any race that interacted with the orcs—was that of gasoline and fire. Things just got out of hand real quick whenever the orcs were involved. But whatever was doing this had to be powerful to strike fear into the hearts of orcs, especially one as powerful as Golgug. Even at death’s door, Gutwrencha hadn’t shown any fear. He was angry when he went, but if Sam was being honest, the huge orc was having a blast right up until his last dying breath.

“Do you have any orcs left to fight with?” Sam finally asked the orc.

“Plenty,” Golgug said. “‘Bout half my boyz made it to da old camp. They’z locking themselves up on our ship.”

Sal chuckled. “That rock you crash-landed on from space?”

“Oi! Orc engineering iz da best in da galaxy,” Golgug snapped. “Iz how come we’z can land all proppah like an’ you soft gits need silly thinfs like landin’ gear.”

Sal’s face twisted into a tight smile. He fought for dear life to contain a burst of laughter. Exhaling, he said, “You know what? You’re right, Golgug.”

“‘Course I’m right, ya git,” the orc snorted.

Sam turned away from the exchange and reached out to Hastuil on a private line. “I’ve got good news and bad news, and you’re not going to believe any of what I have to say.”

“Let’s hear the good first,” Hastuil said.

“Your orc problem is solved,” Sam replied. “The orc warbands have banded together and run back to their old camp. Apparently most—if not all—of their leadership is dead as well.”

Hastuil didn’t reply for a good, long moment. Sam could just imagine the confusion worming its way through the old dwarf’s face. “I suppose that is good news. Without leadership, and all of them bundled up together, dispatching the orc threat will be a simple thing. What’s the bad news, then?”

“The orcs aren’t the problem,” Sam said.

“What do you mean ‘the orcs aren’t the problem’?” Hastuil almost snapped. “At every site there are dead orcs and dead dwarves. Did you hit your head on something out there, human? Or are you blind?”

Sam sighed. “Calm down, Hastuil. There’s more going on here than we know, and it’s got the orcs spooked bad.”

“Orcs? Spooked? Orcs aren’t afraid of anything,” Hastuil countered. “They get their fighting and looting done until they’re tired, then they go home. Death in battle is all that greenskin filth strives for.”

Sam glanced back at the shriveled corpses on the obsidian spikes. They had a strange, biomechanical look to them now that she stared at them longer. “I hope you’re sitting down, Hastuil, because you’re not going to believe this.”

She proceeded to lay out the whole story, from the strange markings on the orcs to the terrified and near-broken state they’d found Golgug in. She told him of the strange shadows and supposed reality-warping powers used on the orcs, mentioned the tentacle-faced creatures, and finally wrapped with the strange crater they were in now.

“Now Golgug wants to work with us to fight…whatever this is,” Sam finished.

Hastuil scoffed. “Never in my life have I heard or seen anything about tentacle-faced creatures. Believe me, girl. I have traveled across thousands of worlds, served in thousands of wars, and participated in the assimilation of more species than I care to remember. Whatever this orc is telling you is nothing but lies and nonsense.”

Sam sent Hastuil a map marker to the crater they were at. “I don’t know about the freaky monster things, but everything else is real. Tell Ironmane what we’ve found. We’re coming back with Golgug as our guest, so try not to kill him unless he does something.”

“You’re bringing a live orc here?” Hastuil snapped. “A wizard orc of all things?”

Sam glanced back at Golgug. “Hey Golgug. If we take you to the dwarf fortress, will you play nice and talk things out with them?”

“Them runty gitz don’t do anyfing funny an’ I won’t stomp’em good,” Golgug agreed.

Sam chuckled. “You play nice and he’ll play nice. Sound good?”

Hastuil groaned. “The prince has agreed to your terms.”

“Good,” Sam said. “Don’t go making a liar out of me now, Hastuil.”

“So long as the orc does not cause trouble and the prince tolerates its existence, we will allow the foul greenskin to continue drawing breath,” Hastuil seethed.

“Nice,” Sam said. “We’ll see you in a bit then, Hastuil.”

Sam summoned the phantom with a thought and then had a terrible realization. The phantom was a two-seater. Golgug was a third passenger. But not just any passenger; an orc passenger. He was bigger, heavier, and meaner than the phantom’s interior was meant to handle, even at its absolute limit.

“Uh, Sal. Do you think we can have Golgug ride around on the roof?” Sam asked.

Sal shrugged. “Hey, big guy. Think you can sit up top?”

Golgug headed over, grumbling the entire time. “You runty gits an’ yer runty git cars, with yer runty seats, an’ yer runty everything.” The orc clambered on top of the phantom after a good deal of struggle. He tried sitting down at first, but even with the phantom stationary he slid about some. He tried laying down, but there were two main issues. First, his staff only allowed him to hang on with one hand…which was another difficulty, because the phantom didn’t really have handles to grab hold of, and with the windows down it wasn’t working great, either. The other problem was Golgug’s big hat. There was no way the orc would risk losing that hat again. “This ain’t workin’. Youz gits need a biggah ride.”

“Maybe you should try being smaller,” Sal privately sent to Sam over their party chat.

Sam blinked. “Why did you send me that?”

“I didn’t want to piss off the mighty wizard and get our ride nuked after we just got it fixed,” Sal said.

“Good point.” Sam sighed and waved for the orc to come down. “Looks like we’re walking the whole way back, Golgug. It’s going to be roughly a week or so on foot. Think you can handle that?”

Golgug tensed, glancing back at the spikes. He spoke in a hushed whisper. “What if dem things come at us? Whatevah they iz.”

Sam pointed at the phantom. “That runty car of ours is going to be following us in stealth mode every step of the way. If its sensors pick up anything, we’ll know.”

Golgug frowned. “And if that don’t work?”

Sal hefted his rifle. “I apply gun to face and fire until it stops moving.” He pointed at Sam. “She can apply knife to face until it stops moving as well.”

Sam rolled her eyes with a laugh.

“And you can…well, just try not to kill us, Golgug,” Sal continued. “I saw how you handled your fellow orcs during that ambush on the dwarves. I’d appreciate not being treated like rocks to throw at the enemy.”

Golgug lifted up the hefty rim of his hat to look down at Sal. “Hmmm… There ain’t ‘nuff of you to use like dat. An’ you runts is too soft too. I’z break ya an’ then wot? I’d be fightin’ dem things alone.”

“Glad we could come to an understanding, then.” Sam smiled. “Let’s get moving.”


Chapter thirteen
Brad


The signal was coming from the heart of the city, southwest of the airport David and his people had claimed for a home. Brad’s party gathered up their things and left swiftly as the day drew to an end. Luckily, the aether fauna in the area made it easy enough to see thanks to the glow of their different colors.

Brad took note of every large cluster of plants they found along their way. Each was a potential source of revenue or resources Invictus could use. Sure, half a billion aether was a lot of money for the guild, but Brad was certain that was just a drop in the bucket compared to what the likes of the Pharaoh Empire had at their disposal. Besides, after buying defenses for just one of their cities, they were already down a hundred million. The sooner they could ramp up their trade and industry, the better off they would be.

Like so many towns and cities before it, Hillsboro had been mostly flattened by the seeders. Buildings were turned to mounds of rubble, green alien fertilizer had long been covered up by aether plants, and what few buildings remained were husks of their former selves. Unlike the other cities Brad had visited in Canada, however, he noticed the concentration of aether flora and fauna was far denser here than it had been in other towns.

According to David, Hillsboro wasn’t part of Portland, not exactly. It was another, smaller city with a tiny amount of physical separation from the much larger one. As such, it had a fair bit of population density for the seeders to slaughter and turn into the beautiful glowing garden around them. Apparently the city hadn’t always had so many people, though. It had been a smaller, more agricultural community before the corporations had started moving in, bringing with a mass of people that exploded Hillsboro’s population.

Brad couldn’t help but wonder how bad the chaos in Hillsboro had been compared to Kelowna. According to Frank—and what they had seen on their own adventures—the larger a population center was, the heavier it was hit by the Collective. After all, Scotch Creek was basically free of seeders compared to Kelowna. The same might be said by someone from Hillsboro heading up north.

Brad just hoped they wouldn’t run into an overlord out on their little search-and-rescue operation, especially given there was a much bigger city right next door.

“I still can’t believe we’re on this mission,” Michael said. “A tracker conveniently activates when we get here and we just sign up for this blatant, obvious trap.”

“Yup,” Les said.

“A trap that is probably going to get us killed,” Michael went on.

Ceres looked back at him. “What makes you so sure we’re going to get killed doing this?”

“Uh, because you don’t go around setting up traps for prey you don’t expect to be able to kill,” Michael said. “Think about it. Whoever’s behind this had to be watching or listening in on our communications to know we were coming in the first place. They had to have some means of tracking us to know when we would got to David and his crew—they activated that tracker right w we got there.”

Brad pursed his lips in thought. “So, someone or something with access to the Apocalypse Online forums. Or someone within Invictus itself.”

“Maybe,” Michael said. “I’m thinking it would have to be a player-type character. Seeders are vicious and cunning, but as far as we know, they have no access to tech. That leaves only a human or another alien.”

Ceres ran a hand through her hair. “But what would any player have to gain by killing us? We just kicked the pharaohs off Earth, and before that, the House Oberon elves. Anyone with two brain cells to rub together would know that now is the best opportunity we have to work together. Press our advantage and make something out of humanity before the next crisis shows up.”

Teresa patted Ceres on her back. “You poor, sweet, innocent summer child. When has humanity ever been reasonable?”

“I’d like to think for most of our history,” Brad said. “Sure, we’ve done a lot of insane, messed-up things to one another. But if that was the main thing we did, I don’t think we would have gotten as far as we have.”

Teresa shook her head and laughed.

Brad looked back at her. “What?”

“You’re such an optimist,” Teresa said.

“It’s true, though,” Brad insisted. “Cities and empires and moon landings don’t just happen on their own, you know? Besides, I think we’re due a little optimism after everything we’ve gone through.”

“Fair enough, I suppose,” Teresa conceded. “We’re clawing our way back from the ashes into a—hopefully—bright future.”

Michael cleared his throat. “So back to the us-walking-into-a-death-trap topic….”

Brad sighed. “We’re not done with it?”

Michael shook his head. “Of course not. Someone has clearly scouted us out. They’re using these people to lure us in, and they’re probably going to strike us hard before we realize what’s going on.”

“Maybe,” Brad agreed. “But we’re all at tier two now, with possess all sorts of powerful skills and equipment. They’re going to need a literal army to match us. Or a damn good party.”

Michael frowned. “Just, be prepared for anything, OK?”

Brad nodded. “On that note, I’ve got perk points to spend. If you do too, now’s the time to use them.”

“Really? Now? Out in the open like this?” Michael protested.

Les chuckled. “Have you taken care of your perks?”

“Of course I have,” Michael said. “Plenty of sneaky ones and awareness ones, so I don’t have to be the one getting crept up on.”

“Then keep an eye out while Brad takes care of his perks,” Teresa said. “It shouldn’t take long.”

It really wouldn’t.

While Michael argued about their inevitable doom heading into this trap, Brad was already scrolling through the list of perks looking for something of quality. Of course, Brad couldn’t blame Michael for being worried. Every one of his concerns made perfect sense. Besides, whatever world Michael came from before the apocalypse hit didn’t seem the kind where one lived by being carefree.

Perk — Booming Command

Increases the reach of all Templar support abilities. This includes spells, auras, and passives that aid a Templar’s forces.

Improved reach for his abilities was a bonus Brad would always go for without question. Had he picked up this perk before they set out to kill the overlord, maybe his allies would have been able to spread out more instead of clustering up so tightly within his Grand Cross’s area of effect. That would have saved lives. Then again, it was only because they clustered up so tightly that they had been able to bring their mages together to shield the raid from the overlord’s blast.

Woulda, coulda, shoulda, Frank said. Best not to worry about what’s done and dusted. Learn the lessons of the past and move on quick. There’s always a bigger problem waiting just around the corner in this wild, crazy world of ours.

No kidding, Brad said. From seeders and local crazies, to bigger seeders and hostile aliens. If there was one thing to say about their new world, it was that it wasn’t boring in the slightest.

Brad sighed seeing all the other skill-related perks he could get. Most of those were for Battle Orders and Flying Colors and required a minimum of five levels before he could pick them up. Those skills to coordinate with Xaxi and her gnomes were still a ways away, so Brad went for something more general-purpose.

Perk — Plate Mastery

Reduces physical and magic damage by an additional 10% while wearing four pieces of plate armor. Equipping a helmet increases this bonus to 15%.

I’d strongly advise wearing the helmet, Frank said. Even that Les girl with her plot-armor ridiculousness learned to wear her helmet.

Hah. I’ll never leave home without one, Brad said. He purchased the perk and moved on to his final perk pick.

Perk — Conviction

A portion of the damage a Templar deals restores health to allies around them. Ranged, melee, or magical attacks apply. Healing radius extends from the Templar himself. Does not heal the Templar.

A free passive heal, no matter how miniscule, was nothing to be passed up. While, as usual, the numbers were lacking, with all of his bonuses he was certain the range of the healing effect would be respectable at the very least. So would the total healing he did. And that was before he factored in the absurd damage The Last Word could put out on a normal hit.

Frank quickly rushed in to burst his bubble. Well, you’re not factoring damage mitigation into that equation, Brad. Remember, it’s based off the damage you deal. If you attack an enemy and they use a shield or barrier to block the attack, you won’t do any healing.

Brad blinked. Does a shield’s health not count for this?

The perk doesn’t specify, and the system is pretty new, so I’m still figuring things out with you, kid, Frank said. Just going off of the life-leech skills available in the system, my guess is no. Inanimate objects, aether barriers; all these things have no health to pull from. You can deal them all the damage in the world and you won’t get a single point of health back.

The perk should really mention that, Brad said. But it’s still pretty good. Besides, it’s not like I’m picking it up as a main heal. It’s a buffer.

Just giving you a heads up, Frank said.

“There, perks all done.” Brad smiled at the others. “Did I miss anything?”

Michael pointed a thumb back at Ceres. “She chain-lightninged a pack of seeders. Nothing big.”

Brad blinked. “I missed that while in the menus?”

“You looked pretty focused,” Ceres said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if you zoned us all out.”

Brad grimaced. “I need to work on that. Spacing out in menus is a great way to get dead.”

Les nodded. “I’ve played enough of the Souls games to know that.”

Brad shuddered—he flashbacked to memories of the words ‘YOU DIED’ appearing on his screen over and over again. He didn’t want to experience that in the real world.

You won’t, Frank said. We just go straight to black, and that’s that. Whatever happens after, us muses have no idea.

So there’s an afterlife? Brad asked.

Like I said, us muses have no idea, so you believe whatever you want to believe. Frank laughed. I’d prefer to not lose this cushy job, though.

“Brad,” Sam’s voice came through a private call.

“Sam? Something wrong?” he asked.

“Maybe,” Sam said. “I’ve got some weird stuff going on up here around the dwarven territories, and I wanted to give you a heads up.”

“What sort of weird stuff?”

“Something’s spooked the orcs,” Sam said. “Golgug is with us, but even he doesn’t know what is going on. Some of the orc corpses we’ve seen are changed, and we found a weird crater with spikes and shriveled-up corpses. We’re heading back to Karak Aldrin right now, but I thought you should know.”

Brad furrowed his brow. For something to scare the orcs, it had to be serious. Those fun green boys weren’t afraid of nothing.

I still can’t believe you like those things, Frank grunted.

They’re funny and lighthearted about the worst things, Brad countered. I find them too ridiculous not to enjoy them.

“Good to know, Sam,” Brad said. “We’ve got our own weirdness we’re investigating over here, too. Missing people purposely tagged with a tracker that conveniently came online right when we arrived.”

“That’s a trap,” Sam said.

Brad chuckled. “Michael agrees. But we’re still going in to check it out. If it is a trap, we need to know who set it, and why. If not, well, recovering some people would be a great way to earn the trust of the locals. The area around here is too rich with resources to pass up. Expanding into this territory sounds like a no-brainer to me. If the people can be trusted, anyway.”

“Just keep your eyes open, Brad,” Sam said. “I don’t want to hear about how our fearless leader got himself killed trying to be friendly with some sketchy locals.”

“They’re not sketchy,” Brad said. “I mean, sure, they shot rockets at us, but that was just a misunderstanding.”

Sam didn’t say anything for a good long while. He could picture her staring at him, wide-eyed, with an expression that could only say, “Why are you like this?”

“Anyway, we’re coming up on the place now, Sam,” Brad said. “Catch you later.”

“Stay safe.” Sam ended the call.

Brad pulled up his map of the city ruins to check their position relative to the tracker. They were a ways off from the city center at the western end of the city. The records he had showed the place was an odd mix of industrial parks and government facilities, with a shopping center off to the north. But that was before the apocalypse. Now it was a jungle of aetheric plants with a glow so brilliant it was sometimes difficult to see—especially around corners.

“Did the marker move?” Brad asked.

Michael frowned. “Looks like it.”

“I don’t like this,” Ceres said.

Brad readied his halberd. “Me neither. Let’s move in, nice and quiet.”

They advanced through the ruined jungle. Brad and Les took to the front of the formation with Ceres and Teresa at the center. Michael brought up the rear, making sure nothing snuck up on them from behind.

A pile of orange goop pulled Brad’s attention to the side.

“Seeder blood?” Brad asked.

They looked down at the body—or rather, pieces of bodies. There were dozens of them, shredded into far too many pieces to identify them. The strange orange blood was the only thing distinguishable about them. But one thing concerned Brad more than anything else.

A hive guard’s arm.

The dismembered limb clung to the hilt of its bone sword, the blade buried upright in the rubble. A river of seeder blood led away from the bone sword into a thick part of jungle.

“Humans didn’t do this,” Les said coldly, holding her sword at the ready.

“Wildlife isn’t responsible for this mess, either,” Michael added. “Sure, they’d eat them…but this is minced meat here.”

Teresa stiffened, gripping her staff tighter. “What shall we do, Brad?”

“We came this far.” Brad kept his halberd pointed forward. “Might as well find out who—or what—is responsible for what happened here.”

“Oh, we are so going to die,” Michael said.

Brad glanced back down at the pool of seeder blood and had to agree with Michael’s assessment. Whoever had slaughtered these aliens had left a very deliberate trail of blood. Rather than pooling as it should have, it headed off and around the mass of aether flowers and trees.

He advanced with a gulp, grip tightening around his halberd. They encountered a hive guard’s shattered bio-cannons. Then a set of arms that should have been attached to said cannons. The trail of blood led through another discarded blade, a fourth and final arm, and lastly, a shredded hive guard’s skull.

The bone-white-and-violet head sat atop a mound of debris overgrown with blue-and-gold aether flowers. Their wounds didn’t make any sense. They didn’t match with any of the weapons Brad knew could break through such a creature. A hive guard’s bone armor required a great deal of force to rip apart, yet these were clean, almost slithering cuts. Some went clean through the thickest part of the bone plate.

“What the hell did this?” Brad gasped.

He pushed at the dead seeder’s head, which was easily bigger than his torso. It was only thanks to his enhanced strength he was able to open the monster’s jaw while the rest of its shredded skull peeled away like sliced ham.

Les frowned. “Whatever did this, I don’t want to test our armor against it.”

“Seconded,” Michael whisper-shouted.

Teresa rolled her eyes. “Please spare me, rogue. Your medium armor provides considerably more protection than our robes. Why, if not for the arcane bonuses they give, I would personally go with plate.”

“There is mage plate in the printers,” Les said.

“The bonuses simply do not compare and are counterintuitive to my build,” Teresa countered.

Brad’s ears perked up at the sound of a tumbling rock. “Quiet,” he ordered over the party chat.

The sound stopped. The eerie, dead silence held. For an uncomfortable minute they scanned their surroundings yet saw nothing. The night and the glow of the aether flora didn’t help in the slightest. While the brightly glowing plants let Brad’s party see what was nearby, objects farther off in the gloom were hard to discern. Were those shapes out there? Shadows? Or just their imagination?

Brad pulled up his map again. The marker was practically on top of them.

“Alright people. Deep breath,” Brad said. “Let’s find out what the hell is going on here once and for all.”

Michael gripped his dagger and pistol tight. “Yeah, because we’ll be dead.”

“Loving the optimism, Michael,” Brad said. “Three. Two. One. Go.”

The party swung around the pile of rubble, following the remaining seeder blood to a vast, dead hole in the ground.

It was as if all life had simply stopped existing inside it. Even the glowing particles the aether plants gave off simply ceased to be the moment they entered the crater. To make matters worse, there were the obsidian spikes Sam had mentioned earlier.

And bodies. So many bodies. Seeders. Wildlife. But mostly humans.

“What the hell is this?” Michael whispered at the gruesome sight.

“David,” Brad called over a private channel, “how many people did you say went missing?”

“Around fifty,” David replied quickly, a hint of excitement and dread to his voice. “Did you find them? Are they OK?”

“We found them. They’re definitely not OK.” Brad counted out the human bodies. His brow furrowed. “One’s missing,” he said for his party to hear.

“Missing what?” Les asked.

“David said there were fifty missing people.” Brad scanned their surroundings. “There’s forty-nine here.”

Michael gasped. “Movement in the east. It’s our missing person.”

Brad whirled about, following the map marker. Something was there. Faint dots of maroon light sailed through the air. A flash of claws. The thing came for them with silent fury.

Whatever it was had the proportions of a human…but the similarities ended there.

“Scatter,” Brad ordered, firing his shotgun at the silent creature.

The party dispersed swiftly.

The monster crashed to the ground and threw itself into a roll, vanishing into the gloom as quickly as it had come.

“That wasn’t a seeder,” Les said.

Ceres shook her head. “It was too fast, too quiet, too…armored? I think I saw armor.”

“Those claws are what you should worry about,” Teresa said. “They were about as big as my forearm… And did you see a tail?”

Michael said, “It sort of looked feline. But it can’t be pharaoh. It didn’t talk enough about how illustrious and impressive their empire is or how worthless we are and how we’ll beg them to be slaves.”

Brad glanced around the shadows. “Whatever it is, it’s fast, it’s quiet, and it won’t get the drop on us again.”

“You got a plan?” Les asked.

Brad nodded, fearful of mentioning anything lest whoever set up this ambush plan hear them. “Circle up. Eyes open.” He tracked the ankle bracelet on the map. It moved in a wild, untraceable pattern across the outskirts of the crater.

“Uh, Brad,” Michael said. “The ankle bracelet just disappeared.”

Brad tightened his grip on his weapon, eyes darting from one shadow to another. The wind rustled the plants around them, dragging his attention away from where the monster might strike at them next.

“Here!” Ceres shouted, and shot lightning from her hand.

Brad swung around as the silent monster kicked into the air. It avoided the lightning bolt with ease.

“Grand Cross!” Brad shouted as the field around them erupted in golden light. The ability flashed to life, instantly applying damage to the creature while buffing Brad’s party.

The monster crashed to the ground. There was no sound except that of rubble being crushed beneath its weight. It scrambled back onto all fours. Its helmet, or skull—whatever it was, Brad wasn’t sure—extended up over its head like cat ears. From its back swung a slender, feline tail, but there wasn’t a shred of fur on this creature. It was artificial, smooth, a cross between latex, bone, metal, and whatever made the maroon glow emanate from faint points across its body.

“Kill it,” Brad ordered. He opened up with an explosive slug from his halberd.

The strange assailant darted to its feet and stood upright like a human. It stepped back just enough to avoid the blast of the initial slug, then slapped the second slug out of the sky, causing it to explode harmlessly out of range.

Teresa rained ice spikes on the creature, but again it weaved, dodged, and blocked her shots. It was then Brad noticed this wasn’t an entirely ineffective strategy. Their spells and projectiles were powerful enough to chip away and dent the monster’s armor. They just had to burn it down to win.

With a vicious swipe of its tail, the monster deflected Teresa’s barrage then threw its hand out. A tethered bolt shot out and hooked Teresa through the shoulder. Her sharp scream was quickly cut off as the monster dragged her toward its waiting claws.

“Teresa!” Ceres cried and ran after her.

“No you don’t!” Les charged with her huge sword.

The monster saw it coming and swung Teresa around like a club right into Les’s stomach. Les stumbled aside, throwing Teresa out of her way, and resumed her charge.

Before the monster could respond, Michael appeared behind it. He plunged his dagger into its back, aiming for the spine at the base of its neck. The monster shifted ever so slightly, and glowing maroon blood erupted from the wound. It whirled about without so much as a grunt and sent Michael hurling through a pile of rubble like he was a small child launched out of a trebuchet.

Les brought her sword down on the monster. It whirled about in a blur, catching her aetheric blade in her bare hands before kicking Les away.

Brad blasted away at the alien creature with his shotgun. He scored a clean hit on her helmet. It broke open from the blast. The alien rolled away and quickly clawed its way back to its feet. The wound exposed a red, fleshy mass inside. It was just over an inch deep, leading to a baleful human eye staring back at him.

Is that a human in there? Brad asked.

The brief hesitation cost him. The monster threw its head back in a furious roar, somewhere between a human woman’s cry and some digitized monstrosity. The already large claws on its hands flared into brilliant maroon blades, the dim lights across its body flashing online as it rushed after Brad.

Brad’s eyes widened. He opened up with the shotgun on his halberd again and again. The powerful aetheric blasts only blew chunks off the creature’s armor, but it wasn’t slowing in the slightest. At the last second Brad whirled his halberd around, trying to catch the side of its head with the axe blade.

The monster caught the axe in its claws, skidding along the floor.

Warning: Illegal aether siphoning underway.

Warning: Aether is being drained from weapon.

Warning: Ambient aether: Low.

Brad gasped. The monster’s glowing claws were trying to rip through his new weapon. He’d only just gotten The Last Word and this thing was trying to destroy it. He wouldn’t let that happen.

With a swift cast of Judgment, Brad drove a golden spear of light through the monster’s heart. It staggered back, its human eye wide. The glow from the suit began to dissipate.

Ceres thrust her hands forward and bathed the creature in electricity from head to toe. The monster spasmed, smoked, and sizzled, then collapsed headfirst. It died without making a sound.

Ceres turned her attention back to Teresa, who was bleeding in her arms. “You’re going to be OK. Just hang in there.”

Unknown entity defeated.

You have received 0 aether.

Analyzing…

No aether released upon death.

Analyzing…

Frank, what does any of this mean? Brad asked as he rushed to Teresa and Ceres.

It means exactly what it says, Brad. The system has no idea what the hell we’re dealing with here.

Brad frowned then turned his attention to Teresa. His eyes widened. Her health was closing in on zero. The hook shot the thing used had hit a major artery on its way through her shoulder. He quickly cast Healing Hands on her and Mend Wounds to stop the bleeding.

Teresa gasped for air, coming out of shock. Her eyes widened and darted around. “W-w-what happened? Where am I? Where did that thing go?”

Brad set a hand on her shoulder. “Easy, easy, Teresa. We killed it. Whatever it was.”

“What do you mean, ‘whatever it was’?” Teresa snapped. “The system surely knows. It’s known about every god-awful thing the damned Collective has dropped upon our world—and that thing did not come from Earth.”

You have gained skill: Shotgun — Level 9

You have gained skill: Axe — Level 2

You have gained skill: Polearm — Level 1

You have gained spell: Healing Hands — Level 8

You have gained spell: Mend Wounds — Level 7

Brad dismissed the notifications, hoping to find something about the strange new creature.

Additional data required. All known information distributed to muse network.

Quest Started: Slay unknown entities.

This is an ongoing quest. Rewards distributed per kill.

Reward: Aether.

You have received 10,000 aether.

The line of notifications and quests only brought more questions to mind. Frank, what’s going on?

From what Lucy has pieced together…oh, I don’t know. Frank sighed. The fact that these things don’t give aether on death is an anomaly. Lucy’s compensating by dishing out quest rewards through aether. Don’t get used to ten grand a pop, kid. The more data we can acquire on these things, the more accurate her rewards will be. Or at least it’ll be based on the perceived difficulty of the kill.

“Did you guys get all that?” Brad asked.

Ceres nodded. “We’re dealing with something even Lucy and the system don’t know about.”

Michael ambled over, clutching at his broken arm. “Bad news bears is what that is. Ow.”

Brad swiftly healed Michael, then searched for Les.

She rose from a pile of debris and aether fauna, grimy and filthy but not too worse for wear. “That thing could move. Whatever it was.”

“Let’s find out, then.” Brad rose to his feet and walked to the creature’s jet-black corpse. It glistened in the faint light around the crater. He flipped it over with a furrowed brow.

Its skin or armor or whatever it was turned out to be a rather odd material. Running his fingers along the surface, it felt like smooth, rubbery skin—but if he pressed on it there was little to no give, like some sort of crazy hardened muscle. The rest of the monster felt similar, though some areas—like the claws and outer parts of the body—were far more hardened akin to proper armor.

It was the wounds he’d left on the body that interested Brad the most.

The inside of the armor was red and fleshy, almost like one would expect to see if they stabbed a person then pulled the wound open. But the organic mess went deep, nearly an inch thick around its body. Other than the exposed eye, the monster’s wounds were far too bloody to make sense of them.

The eye inside was a fogged-over blue, with paling brown skin around it.

“Do you think it’s a human?” Brad asked.

“It could be an elf.” Les shrugged. “They look human enough.”

Brad frowned at the answer. He ran his eyes down the creature and found a distinct lump around the right ankle that the other did not have. “One way to find out.”

He grabbed the creature’s helmet and pulled. It wouldn’t budge. Brad pulled and pulled, but all he succeeded in doing was jerking her head around. “Les, give me a hand here.”

Les raised a brow but moved in to help. She tugged and tugged together with Brad, but no matter how hard they tried the helmet simply would not budge. “OK, we’re gonna stop that right now. We’re gonna rip this thing’s head off before we get that helmet free.”

Brad frowned, but she had a point. That thing was stuck on tight. He searched the creature for the ankle bracelet that was clearly on it and found the device wrapped around the alien’s wrist. Did it take it from the other humans and figure out how to use it, or was something else going on?

“What the hell are you supposed to be?” Brad mumbled to himself.

“Brad, are you there?” David’s frantic voice came through.

“I’m here, David. What’s going on?”

“We’ve got pharaohs coming. Lots of them,” David said. “My scouts are saying they have one of those scorpion tank things with them, too. And a swarm of seeders is coming in from the east. We need your help!”

Brad frowned. He wished he could have helped David recover his missing people and get to the bottom of whatever just happened at the forest, but there was no time for it. If they lost the airport-turned-fortress, they were going to not only be out a large population of people but also have to build the place back up from scratch.

As much as he didn’t want to leave this mystery—and whatever potential dangers that came with it—alone to bite them in the ass later, he didn’t have a choice. Brad rose to his feet and took one last look around. There was a pattern to the way the spikes were laid out, but he couldn’t make it out from where he stood. One thing was obvious, though: they all sprawled out from the pulsing triangle at the center.

We’re just going to have to come back later, Frank said. If we lose that airport, everything about this will become a lot harder.

Brad nodded. “We’re coming, David. Hang on tight.”


Chapter fourteen
Jake


Out on the crash site where they’d first met, Jake and his party of cultivators swept the area for clues as to Nokor’s whereabouts. The problem was that because of Nokor’s mastery of aether, the big ogre didn’t leave much of a trail to follow.

The wrecked craft the ogre had escaped in during the original pharaoh invasion was still there, halfway through being salvaged for parts by the other ogres of the enclave. What remained of the husk was barely recognizable as a ship. It was more of a shipping container with lots of connection points that weren’t being used anymore. Inside there was still a stripped-down little bedroom, likely where Nokor had meant to survive for however long it took his people to find him in hopes that the pharaohs failed to find him first.

“It’s been like two hours out here,” Darius huffed. “I’m not seeing anything at all.”

Mason sighed. “What can you expect from a guy who doesn’t disturb sand while moving across it?”

Tanya frowned. “I hate to say it, but I don’t think we’re going to find anything here.”

Jake sighed. They had a point, but after a week of his friend being gone… Jake had to put in more effort. He couldn’t give up. “Keep looking. There has to be something. Check the tree line. There’s no way he passed through without snapping a few branches on his way out.”

“Fine, I’ll check again,” Darius groaned.

“I’ll come help this time,” Mason said.

Tanya gave Jake a concerned look, then took off with the others.

He couldn’t blame them for their doubts. He’d checked the tree line a couple of times already and found nothing. But maybe there was something else he could do; something with aether he hadn’t tried before.

Jake crossed his arms and tapped his chin to his chest. If the ogres were a society of cultivators who primarily relied on the direct manipulation of aether to do—well, anything—then what was stopping them from using their abilities to track someone else’s aether? Their brutal week of training they had honed their senses to a fine edge, allowing them to sense the aether around them and even manipulate it…so why not?

With a deep breath, Jake began focusing his senses on the aether around him. Whereas before it took him hours just to catch the faintest glimmer of aether without Hazel’s visualizer kicking in to help him see, it now took seconds to see it.

Faint wisps of violet aether flowed through the air. It emanated from everything around them. The trees, the grass, even the rocks gave off aether. The aether plants especially were particularly intense to look upon in this way. They were just a mass of glowing aether in whatever element they were attuned to. Electric yellow for lightning, fiery red for flames, and gentle green for healing or life-attuned plants.

Beautifully disorienting as it all was, Jake wasn’t here to enjoy a psychedelic trip.

Pursing his lips, he refined his search and tuned out all of the raw, ambient aether the environment put out. He focused instead on the aether cultivators surrounding him and the aether they carried within them. Jake’s vision cleared. Now all the aether he could see was the glow of his party members shifting about the forest’s edge, searching for clues. As they moved, he notice there was a bit of a faint, wispy trail left in their wake showing exactly where they had been in the past.

A curious idea popped into Jake’s mind. Could he narrow his search down to the individual person? If so, how would he go about doing that?

Unlike the normal senses humans had available to them, aether didn’t have a specific scent, sound, or look to it. Maybe there was a specific feel to the aether an individual gave off, but if that was the case then Jake’s senses were definitely not that refined yet.

Jake focused on Darius. He was the first of his apprentices and the one with whom he’d spent the most time, so he figured he would be the easiest to isolate.

A bead of sweat rolled down his tightening brow. His senses slowly filtered out everyone except Darius. It was working. Even as Tanya and Mason walked directly in front of him, Jake could see Darius through them via the glow of his core and the trail he left behind him. The stronger Jake’s focus became on Darius, the longer the trail behind him extended. As the minutes rolled on by, he was able to pick out more and more of the trail until he saw exactly from what direction Darius had entered the forest. Were it not for the rest of the trees, he could have probably followed it right back to the ogre enclave.

Just to be sure he wasn’t completely insane, Jake tried out his newfound tracking ability on Mason and Tanya. It took him a bit longer and a great deal more focus, but he was able to replicate the same effect. It seemed the degree of familiarity he had with his target affected how quickly and accurately he could track them.

This is definitely rookie-level stuff, Jake thought. I imagine cultivator masters can figure out how to track complete strangers they’ve never even heard of.

Darius came back to Jake with a defeated look. The others weren’t faring much better.

“Sorry man, we tried, but we’re not finding anything,” Darius said.

Jake nodded. “Give me a bit. I’m trying something.”

“Trying what?” Tanya asked.

Jake held up his hand for the others to be quiet. Nokor had been gone for nearly a week. It was going to take every ounce of focus he had to find Nokor’s trail and hang on to it.

Darius waved a hand in front of Jake’s eyes. “You alright, man?”

Jake ignored him. He scanned the forest, and there it was: the faintest hint of a trail leading deeper into the trees. “This way.” He rushed over before the trail vanished from his mind’s eye.

“How do you know this is the right way?” Mason asked.

Jake pushed through the brush. Nokor’s trail was little more than a ghost-thin haze of aether, but the deeper into the woods they went the denser the trail became. “I put on my thinking cap and asked, ‘how would an ogre track another ogre’? So I started sensing for a specific aether source. It took me a bit to figure out what I was doing. I tested it on you guys before I tried going for Nokor.”

“Oh. You should show us that trick,” Mason said.

“One thing at a time, Mason,” Jake said.

They trekked through the woods for hours. The sun had settled on the distant horizon, but because of the thick forest canopy it may as well have already been nighttime.

“Are we still on track?” Tanya asked. “It’s getting pretty dark out.”

“Yeah, the trail is winding through here, but it’s getting stronger,” Jake said.

The woods suddenly rustled at his side.

The party froze, eyes scanning all around them.

“We all heard that, right?” Darius asked, axe at the ready.

“What was that?” Tanya whispered sharply, pointing into the darkness.

Jake glanced in her direction but didn’t say anything. It was dark; the light filtering through the canopy wasn’t doing them any favors. “I’m not seeing anything. The shadows are just messing with our heads, that’s all.”

The forest rustled sharply again. Branches behind them snapped. Jake whirled about. A few aetheric leaves fell through the air. Jake’s ears perked up at faint whispers on the wind.

“Are you guys hearing that?” Jake asked.

Tanya nodded quietly. Mason and Darius exchanged nervous glances.

“Over here,” came another whisper from behind.

“Was that… Was that Nokor?” Darius asked.

Jake frowned. The aether trail led away from the whisper, but Nokor had been gone for days. Maybe he was reaching out to them through the aether to communicate somehow. But why would he do that when he had access to the system the same as anyone else?

“We should check it out,” Mason said. “This trail we’ve been following, it could take us days to find Nokor if we keep going.”

Tanya tensed. “And you think checking out the spooky whispers in the dark woods is going to help us find him faster?”

“Tanya’s got a point,” Jake said. “But if Nokor is there and he needs our help, we need to take this chance.”

“This is a bad idea, Jake,” Tanya protested.

Darius nodded. “I’ve seen enough spooky movies to know where this is going.”

“Stick together and stay on your guard,” Jake ordered and pressed forward.

They wandered through the woods without any hint of Nokor’s aetheric trail. Now and again the bushes would rustle. Whispers would break the silence, and always when they strayed from the path the whisper of Nokor’s voice pulled them back onto it. At least, Jake hoped it was the right path.

Minutes rolled past and the whispers became quieter, less frequent. There was a pull to the air unlike anything Jake had ever felt before. It was soft, subtle, yet he couldn’t escape the feeling it was tugging at the heart of his very being.

“Are you feeling that?” Tanya was the first to speak up. “That pull in your chest?”

Mason nodded. “It’s pulling me forward but down, if that makes any sense.”

“I’ve got a really bad feeling about all of this, man,” Darius whispered. “Maybe we should head back.”

Jake shook his head. “We did not come out all this way just to turn tail and run, Darius. Nokor needs our help. We have to find him.”

“But if we end up dead, we won’t be able to help anyone,” Darius countered.

Tanya gave a nervous laugh. “How do you know we’ll wind up dead?”

“Tanya, this whole thing’s got horror movie written all over it,” Darius said. “All we’re missing is a shitty camcorder—then we could do The Blair Witch Project all over again. Except we’d actually die instead of pulling off some poser stunt like they did.”

“Say what now?” Tanya asked.

Darius shook his head. “Seriously, Tanya. We’re having movie nights at Bastion every week from now on. I’m making it mandatory for you to attend.”

Tanya laughed quietly. “You’re not the boss of me, Darius.”

“Trust me, you need more movies in your life to prepare you for ridiculously sketchy situations like this one,” Darius said.

Jake stumbled forward. He caught himself against a tree, suddenly feeling a wave of lethargy creep over him. The strange pull had grown stronger ahead of the path.

Warning: You are suffering from exhaustion.

“Jake, are you—” Mason began, but he soon felt the same thing. He crashed to his hands and knees from the sudden weakness creeping through his body.

Tanya nearly tripped over Mason.

Darius propped himself up with the haft of his axe. “OK, this was definitely not in the movies.”

“This way.” Nokor’s hushed whisper rolled through the wind from the same direction the pulling tugged at them. “Almost there.” Then louder, more demanding: “Help me, Jake.”

There was something off about those whispers, but Jake couldn’t put his finger on it. They were still in Nokor’s voice, yet it was wrong. It had a sinister edge.

“Keep moving,” Jake said. “Nokor has to be just ahead.”

“Damn it Jake, this is a trap,” Darius said.

“And we’ll fight our way out of it.” Jake forced himself to stand upright. “But I will not abandon Nokor, just like I wouldn’t abandon any of you.” He stormed forward. Jake reached for the aether of his core to combat the strange exhaustion coursing through his body. He stopped shy of touching it. This was the perfect time to reach out to the aether around them and draw it into him.

Jake drew in a breath and concentrated the aether into strands he could pull into his body. The aether was extra dense around the flora, making it that much easier to gather up. It was enough to restore his stamina for a time and clear the debuff from his body. The closer they came to wherever these whispers wanted them to go, the more ambient aether he had to draw in or else suffer another crash of energy.

Then he saw it.

Nokor’s core shone through the woods. But the light was wrong. It was like someone was holding up a pair of sunglasses over it.

Jake didn’t care. “Nokor’s there. I see him.” He rushed ahead, pushing through the vegetation to a vast clearing shaped like a crater. Not one single tree or plant touched this place. Even the aetheric flora seemed to shrink away from this round patch of dirt on the ground.

Odd as it all was, Jake’s focus remained fixed to the center of the clearing. Nokor stood there, unconscious within a jagged crystal the color of wine. Jake had never seen anything like it, but it was clear his friend needed help.

“I’m coming, Nokor.” Jake rushed forward into the crater when a strange sensation of nothingness came from all around him. He froze in place. The ambient aether was gone within the circle.

“Wait up, Jake,” Darius shouted as he rushed in after him with Mason and Tanya in tow.

And then the trap was sprung.

Obsidian pillars shot out from the eight corners of the crater, and beams of light the same color as the crystal containing Nokor raced between them. An enormous force pulled at Jake’s heart— No, not his heart. The force pulled at his core. Neither were Tanya, Mason, and Darius spared; they all cried out and crashed to the ground.

“What is this?” Mason growled, struggling to push himself onto all fours.

“I can’t feel any aether around here,” Tanya hissed.

Darius’s eyes widened. “My aether. My aether’s getting pulled out of me.”

Jake gasped, turning his attention inward. It was like someone had hooked up a vacuum hose to his core and was siphoning the aether away from him. The horror did not stop there, however. The longer that aether drain tore at his core, the more spider-webbing cracks appeared on it. The cracks slowly grew into fissures. Whatever was going on, something was trying to tear his core apart.

Warning: You are suffering from extreme exhaustion.

Warning: Illegal aether siphoning under way.

Warning: Core unstable.

“We have to get out of here,” Darius demanded.

“How?” Tanya cried out, fighting her way to her feet.

There was no obvious solution Jake could see. They could take out the obsidian pillars around them and hope for the best, but that wasn’t the direction all of his energy was being siphoned off in. It was being drawn toward Nokor. More specifically, something was sucking his energy down into the ground beneath him.

Jake clambered to his feet, and that’s when he saw it: a triangle glowing in a brilliant, ominous wine color. It pulsed with every rough pull of of aether in Jake’s core. This had to be it: the source of the trap.

“There.” Jake pointed at the glowing triangle. “That has to be the heart of the trap. Destroy it.”

Tanya lumbered forward, mustering what aether she could into a weak blast. The beam shot forward and erupted with a weak explosion, but it barely managed to crack the strange triangle. “Too much…aether,” she mumbled weakly and crashed to the ground.

Mason followed up on her attack. Rising to his knees, he concentrated every ounce of aether left in his withering core into a powerful beam, carving out a chunk of the earth and shattering the glass top of the triangle. Mason slumped face-first into the dead earth beneath him without another word.

Darius crawled to his feet. He hauled his axe through the dirt until he brought it down with all his fury upon the triangle. A potent discharge of aether erupted from the impact with enough force to put a crack on Nokor’s crystal container. But despite his attack, the trap kept going. Darius drew his axe free, leaving a gaping wound on the battered triangle, then crashed onto his back.

Aether dust lingering in the air from Darius’s attack shimmered briefly before being drawn into the very device they were trying to destroy. The thing was sucking in all the aether in the area, but it wasn’t totally immune to their attacks. They could beat this thing. They just had to overwhelm it.

Jake was the last of the cultivators to reach the battered contraption. He was the only one left, the strongest among them with the deepest reserve of aether. If anyone was going to get them out of this mess alive, it was him. Concentrating every last drop of aether he could muster from his core and siphon off from the trap into his fist, Jake charged. He threw himself into the air, dive-bombing the battered contraption with a furious, empowered blow.

Boom!

A violent whirlwind of aetheric fury exploded from his fist. The crater around them erupted with a violet discharge from the most powerful aetheric blow Jake had ever unleashed. The earth sundered beneath his feet from the unleashed force, reaching deep beneath the ground and tearing away the obsidian columns boxing the group in.

When the dust finally settled, Jake gasped for air. The draw tugging at his core had ceased. The energy fence around them had been dismantled, and the aetheric dust floating in the air around them flickered freely once more in the wind.

Unknown entity defeated.

You have received 0 aether.

Analyzing…

No aether released upon death.

Analyzing…

No data within Collective records.

Scans indicate an artificial construct like that of the pharaoh drones. Reward scaled for danger.

You have received 1,000 aether.

None of that sounded good to Jake. Hazel…what’s going on?

You know as much as I do, Jake, his muse answered.

That wasn’t comforting in the slightest. At least they’d survived. They had walked straight into a trap and brute-forced their way out. He doubted they would be so lucky next time.

Jake collapsed to his knees. Now we just have to figure out how to free Nokor and find out what was going on here. His vision blurred and his body swayed in the wind. That attack had taken everything he had left out of him. An exhaustion worse than any other he’d felt in his life sank its claws into him, drawing him down to the ground.

Warning: You are suffering from extreme exhaustion.

Warning: Unconsciousness will soon take hold.

Just before he toppled over, Jake saw something.

A shadow in the woods stared at them. An ominous glow emanated from the six eyes running across its shadowy skull. Just before Jake hit the ground, he saw what appeared to be tendrils around its face.

If that was the thing that had set this trap, they were completely and utterly screwed. It was going to waltz on in and take its sweet time executing them.

One. By. One.

Jake crashed onto his back and stared up into the starry night sky, ready to accept his end. His luck had finally run out.

No blade came for him. No gunshots, or arrows, or blasts of energy. There was only the sound of crystal cracking as Nokor’s prison shattered before his closing eyes.

Nokor fell to the ground, nearly crushing Jake in the process. He shook his head, coughing and retching. “By the Lotus, what manner of creature is capable of such a device?” he demanded with a quivering voice. His eyes locked on to Jake’s. He gasped. “Jake! Jake, are you with me?”

“Glad to see you…in one piece, Nokor.” Jake forced a weary smile and drifted off into unconsciousness.


Chapter fifteen
Sam


It took nearly a week to trek through the woods and mountainsides back to Karak Adrin. The local wildlife proved far more aggressive than Sam and Sal had hoped once they realized how small their silly party was: a pair of rogues stomping around—and a huge orc wearing an even huger hat—effectively acted like a neon sign visible from orbit.

Golgug was one big, loud orc.

But the local wildlife was nothing the group couldn’t handle. Between their rogue skills and Golgug’s destructive spells, Mother Nature’s aether-enhanced children learned to stay away after a time.

If only their reception at the karak’s walls had been more pleasant.

“I ain’t here tah kill ya, ya stunty gits, quiet yer shootin’!” Golgug roared through a hail of dwarven cannonfire. The only thing keeping him alive was the potent magical barrier he’d summoned before him.

Sam and Sal just stood off to the side, gazes swinging back and forth between the gate guards and Golgug.

The orc summoned forth an aetheric fist and slammed it across a dwarven gunner’s face, sending him tumbling back over the wall. The others cried out for reinforcements before they met a similar fate. Several dozen fresh dwarven gunners rushed up to the wall ramparts, leveling their guns on Golgug.

“We should probably stop this,” Sal said.

Golgug’s shield flared with a potent green glow, extending to cover every angle the dwarves could fire from.

As much as Sam was enjoying Golgug’s display of power—and the comical show of an orc trying to reason with an enemy force rather than outright killing it—Sal had a point.

Sam’s sharp whistle pulled at the dwarves' attention. In the most commanding voice she could muster, Sam began, “This orc, Golgug the Mighty Wizard, is under our protection. He is here under the express request of Prince Ironmane, so unless you wish to earn his ire for delaying us any longer after we have already traveled for far too long, I advise you stand down.”

One of the dwarves burst out laughing. “Golgug the Mighty Wizard? Really lassy? Did you just make that name up?”

“Datz my name ya stunty git,” Golgug barked back. “Now come down ‘ere so I can showz ya how mighty I’z really iz.”

The dwarf chambered a round into his rifle. “Why you little—”

A dwarf in more ornate armor pulled the other dwarf aside. He was likely a squad leader of some kind. “Stand down. The human is telling the truth.”

“But—”

The dwarven leader pulled his subordinate by the beard. “I said stand down. Or do you want our entire squad on the prince’s book of grudges?”

“N-no, sir.”

The lead dwarf released the other and barked out, “Open the gates.”

With the ground quivering beneath their feet, the gates to the karak slid open. Sam led their small party inside; there they were flanked on either side by heavily armed, battle-hardened dwarves.

“Daz right, ya runty gits. Your princess wants tah meet me,” Golgug huffed, holding his head high as his hat bounced with every step he took.

Sal cleared his throat. “Prince, not princess.”

Golgug snorted. “Wutevah.”

The dwarves escorted them all the way through their base to the dwarven ship where they passed their duty on to the royal guard. That guard in turn led them to the council chamber where Ironmane’s honor guard was present in full force. Every weapon in the room was trained on Golgug with all the subtlety of a hot poker hovering over an eye.

“Well diz is a right proppah greeting for a wizard of my mightyness.” Golgug puffed his chest up with pride.

Sal blinked at Golgug. “This? This is a proper greeting?”

“‘Course it is ya git,” Golgug snapped back. “If youz ain’t respectin whoz you’z meetin’, you wouldn’ be bringing so many shootahs, choppahs, and boomahs.” He pushed up his huge, floppy hat to glance around the dwarves. “Not seeing many sparkly gits, tho. Oi, runts! Where’s all yer wizards?”

“We don’t have any available,” Hastuil answered with seething rage from behind his helmet. “But we won’t need them for you, orc.”

Golgug huffed. “Shame. Won’t be a proppah fight without mages.” He shrugged. “Which one of you runty gits is the princess?”

“Prince,” Sal insisted.

“Roit, prince,” Golgug corrected. “Yer all so tiny I can hardly tell ya apart.”

Sam buried her face in her palm. She wanted to burst out laughing at every ridiculous thing Golgug said and did. Unfortunately, that wouldn’t earn her any favors if she was going to get the orcs and dwarves to work together against…whatever was out there.

“That would be me, orc.” Ironmane barely contained the frustration in his voice. “Golgug the Mighty Wizard, was it?”

“Golgug’s fine, Your Royal Heinyness,” the orc grunted with amusement. “The sneaky git ‘ere sent ya my story already, right?”

Ironmane nodded. “You orcs have been dealing with some unknown force in the woods. Something killing you in ways you find less than desirable and…changing your people. Is that about right?”

“Roit,” Golgug agreed. “Ain’t no proppah way to die to them things getting rammed through their spikey bits. Ain’t right at all. Orcs is ‘sposed to die fightin’ and winnin’.” He counted off the ways in his hand. “Gettin’ shot up, sliced up, chopped up, burned up, blowed up.” He paused with pursed lips and counted, supporting his weight with his staff. “Shocked up, frozed up, chewed up… Did I sayz burnt up already?”

Ironmane rubbed at his eyes. “You did, Golgug. You did.”

“Roit,” Golgug continued. “So these things made my boys not my boys anymore. Made demz all glowy and angry. But not proppah, fun angry. Seeder angry. Theyz ain’t fightin’ to foit an’ win they’z fightin’ fer… I’z not sure why’z they’z fightin’ fer, really.”

Ironmane turned to Sam with a look that could only say, ‘Why did you bring him here? Just to torture me? What did I ever do to deserve this?’

Sam cleared her throat. “That’s the same story he’s told us, Prince. Unfortunately, we haven’t been able to corroborate it. We found a crater with obsidian spikes and bodies impaled on them. They were shriveled up, but not converted to whatever those other marked orcs were.”

“An anomaly, then.” Ironmane leaned back into his seat. “One such event is hardly worth so much concern.”

Golgug opened his mouth to speak, letting out a short growl before Sam’s raised hand cut him off.

“This is not an isolated event, Ironmane,” Sam shot back. “Brad and his people have found a similar site in Oregon. While they didn’t see humans or orcs with strange markings, they did find an unknown creature. One the system had no idea about. It did not release aether upon dying.”

Concerned gasps and rumblings filled the room from not only the council but the guards themselves. Even Hastuil leaned back and asked his men if they had ever seen or heard of such things.

“Sneaky git’z roit,” Golgug spat, still indignant from his own concerns being downplayed. “When we wuz killin’ our boyz the system wasn’t givin’ out no aether. It kept on sayin’ unknown diz, unknown dat, and givin’ out aether directly. Some of dem gitz wuz hardly worth five hundred aether before thingz got weird. All of a sudden they wuz worth a thousand or more.”

Ironmane’s brow furrowed. “But the system is never supposed to just release aether. Even when a quest is involved, the aether rewarded is directly transferred from the quest giver to the party who has completed the quest.”

“Daz pretty basic, stunty,” Golgug agreed. “I’z a mighty wizard, not a muck-brained brat dropped noggin’-first on a rock.”

Ironmane frowned at Golgug and stared at him for a drawn-out moment. He turned his attention back to Sam, deciding to ignore the orc’s colorful commentary. “Clearly someone behind the scenes is paying out to conjure this threat. It could be the muse assigned to this world, or someone further up the chain within the Collective itself.”

“Like who?” Sal asked. “We don’t actually know who runs the Collective. Is it a council? Is it another race of bigger, badder aliens? I mean, what’s going on?”

“I’m afraid that is a mystery to us as well,” Ironmane said. “The Collective is mostly a neutral entity that allows its member races to go about their business freely so long as they follow their very few rules and regulations. Those mostly boil down to: grow stronger, do not oppose the Collective, and do not learn illegal aether-siphoning techniques, nor develop technologies that could do the same.”

Sam raised a brow. “That last one seems oddly specific. Especially considering a healer like Brad can pick up quite a few aether-siphoning abilities.”

“Indeed.” Ironmane stroked his beard. “The specifics on what constitutes illegal aether drain tech or skills were never laid out, and there is nothing among the records to explain it. Thus, most member races steer clear of anything regarding the stuff. Only the ogre cultivators have been known to dabble in it. Supposedly that is because the aether within their bodies can get out of control and they need powerful siphons to save lives from time to time.”

Sal nodded. “Good thing they like to keep to themselves for the most part, huh?”

“It would be troubling to have an entire clan of aether thieves running through the stars,” Nokor agreed. “Those aren’t unheard of, but they rarely amount to much more than a small nuisance. A group of them on par with the ogres, or your own Brad, would be quite troubling indeed.”

“So!” Golgug butted in. “Youz believin’ me now, or we’z just wastin’ breath flappin’ our gumz around?”

Ironmane frowned. “I am hesitant to believe anything an orc says, let alone agree with them… But if the system is truly acting in this strange way and this is no isolated incident, then we must take it seriously.”

“Good!” Golgug puffed up his chest once more. “My boyz an’ I’ll be back at the old orc camp. You know where it is. I sawz you there, stunty prince.”

Ironmane nodded with a twitch of his brow. “So what are you proposing? Your orcs search the east side of the forest, while my dwarves take the west?”

“Dat ain’t bad thinkin’, stunty,” Golgug said. “Not bad at all. We’z coverin’ more ground that way so them sneaky gits can’t sneaky git so good. Then, if we’z findin’ any of them or their hidey holes, we callz you in for a good ol’-fashion stompin’.”

“And what happens after these strange enemies are destroyed?” Ironmane asked.

Golgug shrugged. “Youz come back to yer metal walls an’ we’z get back to our camp. If we’z did kill wutevah’s makin’ diz mess then we canz get back tah fightin’ and killin’ each other as da gods intended. If they’z ain’t…” Golgug scratched at his chin with the barbed wire on his staff. “Guess we jus’ keep huntin’ ‘em gits till they’z dead.”

Ironmane let out a relieved breath, as if the idea of having to work together with orcs any longer than necessary felt like a gun his head had been holstered. “Very well, then. I agree to these terms. We will split our forces split for the search, then converge for an assault. Once our common enemy is dealt with, we will confirm the kill…then return to business as usual.”

Golgug nodded. “Ya stunty gits is smarter than ya looks. Just fer that I’ll give ya a week to get ready fer proppah fightin’ after these gits is dead.”

“I feel like I need a diplomacy skill,” Sam sent to Sal over their party line. “And a speak-orc skill.”

Sal chuckled quietly. “Why? You don’t enjoy making the different factions and races play nice with one another?”

“Stabbing them is much easier. And enjoyable,” Sam admitted. “But we do what we must to survive. The more friends we have, the easier things get for us. I doubt anyone can really be friends with orcs, though.”

Sal shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe if we organized some sort of regular skirmish then we could learn to play nice with one another. Maybe football games, like the Americans used to have. We can make it a thing.”

Sam smiled. “We can try that when we don’t have strange alien things creeping around our world.”

“I don’t think that’s ever going to happen,” Sal said.

“Sam,” Ironmane called out to her.

“Yes?”

“I consider the original matter with the orcs resolved and your quest completed,” Ironmane said.

Quest Completed: Discover the threat forcing the orcs to flee.

Reward: 30,000 aether. 10 dwarven craftsmen.

“My craftsmen are already on the way to Bastion,” Ironmane said. “They will be there before the day is over. As for your aether, I threw in a little extra for the two of you for bringing this new threat to our attention.”

Sam nodded. “I appreciate it.”

“There is another request I have for you two, if you have a moment,” Ironmane said.

Sal chuckled. “My little mercenary heart says to stay for whatever rewards you’re willing to pay out…but I’m not so sure. With this new threat running around, maybe we should head back to Bastion and make sure there’s no weirdness hanging around our neck of the woods.”

Sam agreed with Sal on his concern, but they had already relayed information about the threat to the rest of Invictus. One of the big perks of being with such a large guild was that not everything had to be their problem. There were plenty of other capable people who could defend their home, especially with all the aether Brad was dumping into the place. If things got out of hand back home, Sam and Sal would be recalled to Bastion in a hurry.

Having those pharaoh teleporters was a blessing.

“I’ll hear you out, Ironmane,” Sam said. “Just be aware that whatever quest you have for us, we’ll have to abandon it if any danger comes to our home.”

“A perfectly respectable position to hold,” Ironmane agreed. “We would do the same.”

“So, what are you offering?” Sam asked.

Ironmane glanced at Golgug. “I would like you to serve as our liaison to the orcs for the duration of this…alliance.” The word rolled off his tongue with barely contained disdain. “As it stands, my people hold too many grudges against them to work this role in any reasonable capacity, whereas you seem quite willing and capable of working with the orcs.”

Sam chuckled. “It helps that Golgug is such a reasonable and mighty wizard.”

“Daz roit,” the orc agreed.

Ironmane forced a tight smile. “So, five thousand aether a day for you and your companion Sal for however long this takes to sort out. Sound like a fair deal?”

“Seems a little cheap to me,” Sal said. “How about ten thousand?”

Ironmane frowned. “Ten thousand a day for a task that could boil down to little more than sitting around watching orcs beat on each other?”

“Oi!” Golgug began, but Sam quickly cut him off.

“Golgug and the other orcs won’t be sitting around waiting for the enemy to come knocking on their door,” Sam said. “They’ll be out there hunting them down, and we’ll be right there with them. If we find anything like what Brad’s team found, then ten thousand a day should be more than fair.”

Ironmane stroked his beard. “Seven and a half thousand,” he countered. “Only because you yourself have admitted a willingness to abandon this task if your home is at risk.”

Sal gasped. “Woah now, that’s a hell of a price drop for a ‘I don’t want my house burning down’ clause.”

“Deal,” Sam said. She turned toward the mighty wizard. “Lead the way, Golgug.”

Quest Started: Act as the liaison between orc and dwarven forces.

Reward: 7,500 aether a day.

Note: Quest may be abandoned without penalty.

Golgug cleared his throat and looked at the dwarf prince. “Oi, stunty prince. Mind if we borrow a transport? These runty humies ain’t got something big enough for my grandnesscity.”

Ironmane sighed. “Hastuil, see what we can spare for the orc.”

“Very well, Prince.” Hastuil left with another of the honor guard while the others remained, eyes locked on Golgug.

Golgug spun on a heel and headed out of the council chamber.

“Ehy did you take the deal, Sam?” Sal asked. “You know he was lowballing us. What if we find anything like Brad encountered?”

Sam nodded. “You’re right. But think of it this way: if we find something like that out here, the kill will more than make up for the aether we lost. Really, Ironmane’s contract is just free aether for us. That’s why I didn’t push the subject.”

Sal frowned. “So what? You keep him friendly with us by giving him a discount?”

“I did get ten craftsmen out of him for the last job,” Sam said. “The list he sent over declares they are high-level crafters in basically every field. They might even be the best craftsmen he had available on Earth.” She smiled. “There’s nothing wrong with a little give and take, Sal.”

“Fair enough,” Sal admitted. “Give a little here, take a lot there. You’re really a lot better built for this rogue business than I am.”

Sam snickered. “Well, you were a cop. I’m surprised you didn’t go ranger since you use guns so much.”

“Ranger doesn’t get nearly as many sneaky, tactical options,” Sal said. “That’s why rogue was the better choice for me, even if it hurt at first with the lack of ranged abilities.”

A dwarven troop transport rolled up to the foot of the ramp. Hastuil hopped out of it with another dwarf. “Is this big enough for you…orc?” There was an incredible amount of restraint in his voice.

Golgug walked over, scratching at his chin as he looked inside the troop cabin. “Itz a bit cramped, in’nit?” He shrugged.

Sal chuckled. “It is made for dwarves, after all.”

“You humie gits look like you can fit in just fine,” Golgug huffed.

Sam chuckled. “Golgug, you can have the whole back to yourself. Sal’ll drive you around. I’ll take the phantom.”

Sal raised an eyebrow. “Oh? Feeling confident in your ability to drive that beauty now?”

Sam smiled. “Well, I won’t be going a million miles an hour like some madman here does, now will I?”

“You’re missing out,” Sal said in a sing-song voice, and hopped in the transport.

Sam snapped her fingers and the phantom appeared beside her. She climbed on board. “Time to get you back to your boys, Golgug. Try not to let them kill us.”


Chapter sixteen
Brad


Brad’s party rushed back to the airport as quickly as their feet could carry them. With their enhanced stats they were able to arrive just as the sun crested the horizon.

The town gates swung open.

Michael stumbled to a stop, clutching his knees. “Did we… Did we make it in time?”

David rushed down to greet them. The roar of guns sounded from the southern wall. “Just in time! We’ve got seeders, lots of them.”

“What about the pharaohs?” Les asked.

David frowned. “Our people watching them got spotted. They’re gone.”

Brad gestured at the wall. “Let’s get up there, people. We’re not letting these aliens take our new city.”

“New city?” David asked as they clambered on up.

Brad nodded. “If you’re willing to join Invictus and agree to our rules, I’m happy to have you join us.”

“There’s gotta be a reason for the sudden invite,” David said.

Brad nodded. “Tons of them. The biggest one is so I can put a land-claim node down and get sensors running. Trust me when I say you do not want a pharaoh scorpion tank sneaking up on you.”

Michael was the first to reach the top of the wall. His jaw fell. “Oh crap, that’s a lot of seeders.”

A tide of seeders as far as the eye could see was coming at them from the south—everything from the smallest seeder variants to the larger hive guards. Even the skies were full of seekers threatening to rain down their venomous barbs upon them.

The swarm had to be coming from Portland. Sure, it was the wrong direction, but Brad was all too aware the seeders were smart enough to maneuver around when they needed to. With the presence of hive guards, it was far more likely an overlord had opened up tunnels for them to use.

“You promise you can keep us safe from all these things?” David asked.

Brad nodded. “Seeders, pharaohs. We’ll take them all out.” He glanced back at David. “The overlord’s going to take a lot more time and effort, but we’ll bring that thing down too. We just need to get our people positioned.”

Hunters led the seeder swarm, their thick armor plating deflecting the standard munitions thrown at them—or right up until a trio of rockets hit them. Fire and fury broke the front lines of the seeders, allowing bullets and spells to rain unimpeded upon the much-softer masses leading the tide of bodies.

“Then sign us up,” David said. He thrust out his hand toward Brad.

Brad clasped it with a firm shake and sent out the invite to David and his people. He’d grown so used to the gesture that it only took but a second to get the entire camp added to the guild. With a flick of his eyes, he quickly placed a large land-claim beacon at the center of the airport and queued up the upgrades to its sensor suite.

The land-claim node appeared almost instantly in a flash of aether. With it came a sea of red that filled their map. From the south and west, seeders were coming. From the northeast, the pharaoh force slowly advanced on them. They only had a single scorpion tank, but even one of those was a devastating foe to face down—and it was supported by five dropships. They were going to be in for a rough fight.

One problem at a time, Brad, he told himself. “Welcome to Invictus, David.”

David stared slack-jawed into empty space. He’d likely just looked at all the hostile notifications on his map.

“Now let’s kick some ass.” Brad leveled his halberd at the incoming tide of bodies and opened fire. A buckshot spread of aetheric pellets sailed across the air, piercing through soft targets with ease. Thanks to the extreme range, it gave his spread plenty of chances to hit a variety of targets. Combined with the ridiculous damage of The Last Word, all it took was one well-placed pellet to take out the lower-end seeders.

Hey kid, Frank called. That fancy halberd of yours is back to working at full capacity again. The aether charge is full, it’s not having problems drawing in ambient aether anymore, and nothing’s emptying out.

Brad nodded, switching to slugs so he could focus on the much-bigger alphas that were rushing to the front to shield their hordes. Which means whatever we were fighting earlier is a far bigger problem than we realized. Maybe getting this weapon was a mistake.

If I could shake my head I would, Frank said. But like you saying earlier, there are ways around the drawbacks for this weapon. As soon as we get back to Bastion, we can start printing out some aether packs and see if anyone has any idea how to counter aether drain.

Brad seriously doubted anyone did. If even the system had no idea what they were fighting, how could anyone have a countermeasure developed for it? Maybe since the technique was technically aether siphoning, there was some way to mitigate it. He pushed those concerns aside. His party weren’t dealing with those mystery monsters at the moment.

There were seeders to kill.

Teresa swung her arm out right when the first wave of seeders reached their wall, led by dozens of alphas. The ground beneath them froze, sticking their feet to the ground. The strongest among them tore free even as frost crawled up their bodies. Teresa clenched her outstretched hand into a fist. Spikes of ice erupted from the frozen ground, impaling droves of seeders around them.

Seekers came down from the skies, strafing the airport with their barbed spikes. A pair of men on the wall were run through and thrown to the ground.

Brad swung out his arm and cast Circle of Healing on them. “Get your healers on them and start spamming cure or they’ll die,” he ordered.

A group of healers hopped off the wall and cast Healing Hand on the wounded. They were only level ones and twos. Their mana pools were limited, but hopefully it would be enough to save the men’s lives.

More of their wall guards were shot off the walls; one caught a barb right through the skull. His body erupted midair into a cloud of green alien fertilizer.

“Ceres, we need the skies cleared,” Brad called out, then immediately dodged to the right. The hive guards were taking aim at him with their bio-cannons.

“On it!” Ceres already had her Arc Tether charged up between her hands, but rather than shooting at the oncoming horde, she threw it into the heavens.

The lightning tendrils lashed out. It scooped up lesser seeders who were pushing up on the walls and even tore one alpha into the skies with it. Thanks to her skill gains, Ceres could push her magic to absurd levels of power.

Up in the skies the tether spared none of the seekers. It was worse than any bug zapper imaginable. Rather than tricking them to come to it, the sphere of lightning lashed out֫—multiple tendrils curled around seekers and drug them toward its center. The entire time it applied ever-increasing levels of lightning damage until they reached the core, whereupon they suffered the largest spike of damage.

“Nice spell,” David said in awe.

Ceres beamed. “Wait for it.”

Arc Tether reached the end of its lifespan with a thundering boom. Electricity erupted out with chunks of burnt and broken seeders raining upon them.

David just stood there, his mouth wide open at the destruction before him.

Ceres reached over to push his jaw shut before it caught a mouthful of seeder blood.

“Brad,” Les called. “Could you do that Grand Cross thing out there, in the middle of everything?”

Brad readied the spell. “Sure, why?”

“No reason.” Les threw herself off the wall into the tide of bodies. Her aether greatsword split an alpha right down the middle on her way down to the ground. An explosion of fire erupted around her before she charged forward, cutting into the seeder army.

Brad grinned and cast Grand Cross in the middle of the seeder army. The outer ring of the spell just barely covered the airport’s southern wall, applying a buff to all of the defenders while damaging the seeders within its area of effect. The damage provided by the ability wasn’t all that impressive: just ten points a second, if Brad was reading the seeders’ health right, which was further reduced by resistances. But it did spread that damage out across a vast area. Against the weaker seeders it was melting them down, but against the larger monsters it didn’t do too much. Brad would take every edge he could get, however.

A crash of metal and concrete pulled his attention to the west. A hive guard roared as its cadre of alphas poured through the breach.

“Where the hell did they come from?” David called out.

Brad hopped off the wall. “The sensors, man. Did you forget there was another group coming?”

“Oh. Right.” David coughed. “I was just so overwhelmed by—”

Brad shook his head. “Stay focused on the battle, David. Keep these bastards from hitting us in the rear.”

“Y-yes, sir!” David drew his revolver and started blasting.

Brad went for a second cast of Grand Cross when a message flashed before his eyes.

Warning: Only one instance of Grand Cross may be active at a time. Casting the spell a second time will deactivate any previous instances.

So much for dealing with the swarm coming in. Brad dismissed the warning and charged. Les needed the buffs more than he did. There were at least three hive guards on her while he only had one. He might not have been a fighter like her, but he was certain his new stats and gear would let him go toe to toe against the big beasty.

Let’s hope you’re right, kid, Frank said. Incoming!

Swarms of seeders, watchers, and hunters all rushed for him. Brad swung out The Last Word, blasting apart hunters with explosive shells, then switched to incendiaries when things got a bit too close for comfort. When they were too close to shoot, he spun his halberd through the seeders.

The Last Word cut through them like butter.

In the early days of the apocalypse, he never would have believed it possible to do what he was doing now. But there he was—a walking, talking god of war—so different from the frail little human he had been in months past, struggling to kill just one basic seeder.

You have taken 5 damage.

You have taken 2 damage.

You have taken 8 damage.

You have taken 58 damage.

Through the tide of seeder bodies was an alpha seeder that blindsided him with a swift backhand. Brad was sent crashing and tumbling through the air. He came to a stop, cratering into the side of a dump truck.

You have taken 32 damage.

The alpha was running right for him. Weak firebolts, bullets, and other newbie spells came down trying to save him. They whittled down the monster too slowly to be of any help.

Brad tore his halberd arm free from the truck and shrank the weapon down to axe size. “Open wide, ugly.”

The alpha roared, rushing in for the kill. It caught an explosive slug in the back of its throat, hollowing out the alpha’s head like a Halloween pumpkin.

You have received 5,568 aether.

Brad was so glad he could get bundled-together aether notifications instead of a spam of text across his vision.

A hive guard’s roar pulled Brad’s attention like it was a personal challenge.

“We’ll cover you Brad, don’t worry,” David called out.

Teresa looked down from the wall. “Do you need us back there, Brad?”

Brad tore himself free from the dump truck and went back to his halberd. “David, focus your people on the small fry. Teresa, keep that southern wall safe. We don’t need a bigger breach.”

“Keep Les safe, got it,” Teresa said.

David balked at the request. “But you can’t possibly take that thing on your own!”

The hive guard turned to face him, holding two bone blades in hand, an aether whip in another, and a crackling fury of energy on the fourth.

“Maybe,” Brad admitted.

The hive guard moved first, raising its aether-sheathed claw into the air. The ground beneath its feet ripped open. Chunks of concrete, earth, and stone tore loose from the ground and were hurled at Brad.

“That’s new,” Brad said before the first boulder nearly took off his head.

He ducked underneath it and stabbed his halberd into the ground. With a quick mental pull of the trigger, he fired, using the force of the blast to launch himself over the next rock. Brad landed on a third rock and jumped off it at the huge monster before him, dumping shell after shell into its thick bone armor.

Pieces of thick bone armor blew off the guard, but it didn’t so much as flinch at Brad’s assault. It charged forward, catching him across the torso with its aether whip.

You have taken 258 damage.

Health: 42/405

Brad slammed backward across the ground, his body spasming and twitching from the energy tearing across it. If that was the damage he took through his upgraded armor, he would have died for sure had he been wearing his last set of gear.

Never neglect upgrading your gear, Frank commented sagely.

Noted, Brad agreed.

The whip came for him again.

Brad backstepped just out of reach while casting Healing Hands on himself. The aetheric whip shredded the ground a mere inch in front of his feet.

You might want to try that Sevenfold Avenger skill on yourself, Brad, Frank said.

I really don’t want to get hit by that thing again, Brad countered.

He ducked underneath the whip, then scrambled off to the side as a blast of aether sailed past. A group of seeders came in to take advantage of his hasty dodges only to be cut down by David and his people

“You can do it, Brad!” David cheered. “Because if you don’t, we’re all screwed!”

Health: 268/405

“I really appreciate the pep talk!” Brad shouted back as he stepped underneath the whip. He needed to close the gap to get that weapon out of play.

“It’s what I’m here for,” David called back.

Brad poured another hundred health back into his pool, then cast Sevenfold Avenger on himself.

The hive guard swung its aether-infused arm over the ground, causing a wall of aether to erupt before him. Brad pole-vaulted over the wall, his soles just barely clearing the burning rim. The hive guard reared back with its whip.

Brad opened fire on the whip arm for dear life.

The first shell missed. The whip swung back fully. The second shot glanced off armor. The violet, glowing blade snapped after him like a cobra. The third explosive slug caught the hive guard right on the elbow joint.

Howling in pain, the hive guard recoiled, its aim thrown off enough to catch Brad on the side rather than dead center across the face.

You have taken 158 damage.

Health: 110/405

The hive guard roared suddenly like it had been struck by something invisible. The monster stumbled away, shaking all over its body; there was a scar of an aether whip on its hide matching the wound Brad had taken. Sevenfold Avenger had done its job.

That’s right. You take less damage, and whatever gets through to you hits them right back, Frank confirmed. But uh, maybe don’t do that again. I like living.

Brad laughed. Me too.

Before the hive guard could recover, Brad blew off what remained of the whip arm. His sights turned to the hive guard’s spell-flinging arm while it shrieked in pain.

The hive guard was too fast. The moment Brad started blasting, it flung out an aetheric shield in front of it, like the cultivator version of mana shield. Shells erupted across the cracking barrier. Brad pressed the assault, closing the gap.

Twin bone blades swung down from the sky the second the barrier shattered. Brad gasped, throwing up his halberd. He caught the twin blades with a snarl and was forced to his knees.

You have taken 60 damage.

Health: 50/405

That Revive spell is looking real handy right about now, Frank commented.

Not helping, Brad spat back.

Even with Brad’s ridiculously enhanced strength, the hive guard was proving to be more than a match for him. The monster kept the pressure on Brad, pinning him down on the ground.

It raised its third arm, gathering up energy for an attack.

Two can play at that game. Brad snarled and let himself fall back-first under the hive guard’s attack.

A blast of aether flew overhead as the hive guard’s bone blades missed and wedged themselves deep into the earth. The hive guard howled its fury at Brad, but it was already too late for it.

Brad stretched out his hand at the hive guard and began channeling a spell. Aether siphoned off of the monster, coalescing into crimson tendrils gathering around his arm.

The hive guard roared, tearing one bone blade free, then another. It knew exactly what was about to happen. Raising its blades, the beast attacked.

Too late.

“Blood Siphon!” Brad pulled hard. With it came a furious rip of flesh, bone, and armor.

The hive guard’s side erupted in thick, viscous orange gore along with most of its remaining armaments. The towering monstrosity ambled to one side, left with nothing more than a bone blade to fight off its human opponent and having lost far too much blood to stay on its feet.

You have received 750 aether.

You have received 300 healing.

Brad pointed his shotgun at the gaping wound on the hive guard’s side. He took aim at what vaguely reminded him of a heart and fired. The hive guard crashed to the ground, lifeless.

You have received 1,000 aether.

You have learned: Blood Siphon — Level 4

You have learned: Grand Cross — Level 2

You have gained skill: Acrobatics — Level 3

You have gained skill: Polearms — Level 4

You have gained skill: Axes — Level 4

“You did it!” David cheered even as he kept sniping smaller seeders off Brad.

Brad steadied himself and swung his halberd through an overconfident seeder. “I can’t believe that actually worked.”

“What do you mean, ‘you can’t believe that actually worked?’” David snapped.

Brad laughed at the man and got to work clearing up the mess of seeders that had poured in through the breach. He’d come close to dying there, far too close for comfort. But what other options did he have?

David’s people were all too low level to handle a hive guard, and that was ignoring their lackluster equipment. If he hadn’t stepped in to handle the breach, or pulled his party back from the southern wall, he was certain they would have had much bigger problems to deal with than a single hive guard.

The battle and mop-up operation raged on late into the night, but eventually the seeders decided they’d had enough. The tide of murderous aliens slowed to a trickle, then withdrew back to their tunnels.

Brad and his party headed out to hunt them down, but by the time they reached the tunnels they were already sealed up completely. If they were going to hunt down another overlord, they were going to have to go digging around Portland. Sadly, that would take more time and resources than they had on hand.

“That was one hell of a fight,” David said as Brad and his party returned to the airport. They were gathered in one of the larger hangars converted into a living space for the people there.

Les nodded. “It was pretty fun. That Grand Cross spell of yours really works wonders in mass combat.”

Brad smiled, happy to see Les starting to warm up to her normal self again. “It’s a shame I can’t shrink down the area for a more concentrated effect.”

Ceres shrugged. “It could be a perk when you hit level five or ten on the spell.”

Brad nodded, then turned to David. “How’s the fort looking?”

David frowned. “Not great. That hive guard thing tore a big chunk of wall out. I’ve got people scrambling to plug it up, but it’s going to be a while.”

“We’ll stay as long as we need to,” Brad said. “Did you get that advanced 3D printer ordered?”

David nodded. “It’s got another ten minutes left to cook. So far our basic printer hasn’t busted making it, so that’s good.”

“Very good,” Brad agreed. “I’ll have a few million aether moved over to this outpost so you can fortify and grow it into a proper city.”

David’s eyes went wide as saucers. “M-m-million?”

“You’re going to need it to ramp up construction on this place,” Brad said. “You’re in a resource-rich area with some nasty enemies around. I want this turned into a fortress so you can defend your people and gather up the resources around here. Sound fair?”

David nodded. “But isn’t that a bit much to give to us? I mean, you just met us. We haven’t exactly proven ourselves.”

“I’d say a bunch of level ones and twos fighting through that mess does plenty to prove yourselves.” Brad smiled.

Les leaned over to David. “Just don’t give us a reason to regret our generosity. We prefer to keep our problems external, understood?”

David put his arms up placatingly. “Of course, of course. No hot tub party mansion. We’ll put the resources to good use, I promise.”

Brad laughed and decided to leave the exchange be. Les was playing bad cop to his good cop, and after bulldozing through those seeders she was more convincing than he could ever hope to be.

“So, any word from our pharaoh friends?” Teresa asked.

“Friends is a strong word for them,” David said. “But no. Ever since the sensors went up they stopped in place. I’d get eyes on them, but I don’t want to risk anything if the seeders decide to show up again.”

Brad nodded. “Smart call. We’ll sit tight and wait to see what the pharaohs end up doing.”

“Wouldn’t it be better to go out and destroy them now?” David asked.

Brad pursed his lips. “I’d like to be rid of them sooner rather than later, yes. But if we leave and the seeders show up again, you’re going to need our help to hold the line.”

David rubbed at the back of his neck. “We’re stuck between a rock and a hard place, aren’t we?”

“Why not call for backup from Bastion?” Ceres asked.

“Most everyone there is off on other missions or focused on building,” Brad said. “If we start calling people now, it’s going to be a bit before anyone can make it here to help.”

Teresa nodded. “Then we wait. After putting up some basic defenses, we can try out one of the new prototype teleporters Kahi has been working on with the dwarves.”

“Teleporters?” David asked.

Brad grinned. “We may have stolen some pharaoh tech and reverse-engineered it. We haven’t tested our own stuff yet, but…in theory it should all work the same.”

“That’s amazing,” David said.

Brad nodded. “Alright, let’s get to work people.”

It turned out their work consisted of rather long stretches of hurrying up and waiting. Waiting for the printers to finish their printing. Waiting for construction units to put up new defenses. Waiting for the prototype teleporter to finish building. And most important of all: waiting for the pharaohs to actually do something.

The pharaohs never attacked.

They roamed around the north part of the city as if searching for something. A week of this wandering passed until they came to the site where Brad and his party had fought the unknown entity.

It didn’t take an ace detective to realize the pharaohs had great interest in the site—merely observing their presence on the sensors made it obvious to Brad. They surrounded the crater with the scorpion tank running patrols around the area. A few of the pharaohs’ dots roamed about the center of the crater, likely investigating.

Brad sorely wished he could go out there to watch them. Maybe he could even feign curiosity and pretend he wanted to join the pharaohs so he could figure out what it was they were doing. Sadly, by the time Hillsboro was ready to fend for itself, the pharaohs had packed up and departed beyond their sensor range.

“Do you think the pharaohs know something about those things?” Teresa asked. “They were rather obsessed with that site.”

Brad nodded. “They spent about three days there. I’m sure they must have learned something, unless they already knew about it. The pharaohs are the oldest of the Collective races, after all.”

“Too bad they’re not the most talkative type,” Les said.

Ceres chuckled. “Jake said they talked plenty about joining their empire ‘and earning your place within it after four decades of service’ or something like that.”

Les groaned. “No thanks.”

“Brad,” Kahi’s voice came in through guild chat. “We’ve got a problem.”


Chapter seventeen
Jake


“On your feet, Jake.”

Jake’s eyes swung open with a sharp gasp. He found his back pressed up against the Brawler and his fellow cultivators on their feet. They were exhausted, but alive. “W-what just happened?”

“We can discuss that when we leave the forest,” Nokor said. “For now, we need to return to the enclave with all due haste, and I cannot drive your tiny human vehicle.”

Darius held up a weary arm. “Dibs on shotgun.”

Jake wasn’t going to argue. He felt like death warmed over, but Darius looked the part with the dark rings around his eyes. After helping the others on board, Jake drove out of the woods.

His core felt weak, not just drained but damaged—like if he exerted too much power right at that moment, something would go very wrong. He glanced within himself. His core was laden with cracks and deep fissures. Parts of it had broken off entirely and were floating around his core like an asteroid ring orbiting a distant star.

What did this? Jake asked.

Hazel was silent for a long moment. I have no idea, Jake. There is no record of such things in the system. Even if Brad hit you with his Blood Siphon ability, your core would not take such damage.

Jake’s grip tensed on the wheel. He’d seen what that ability could do. It ripped chunks out of whatever Brad targeted. It stole not only their aether but also replenished his health. If such a destructive ability could touch a cultivator’s core, then what the hell were they dealing with?

The Brawler flew out of the forest. It bounced hard on its suspension as Jake drifted across the road and sped toward the enclave.

He glanced back at his cultivators.

Darius was dead asleep on the passenger seat.

Mason and Tanya were propped up against one another in the back, eyes struggling to stay open.

Jake wasn’t feeling much better himself. Had he not learned the basics of manipulating ambient aether, he wasn’t sure he could have stayed awake for as long as he had.

Nokor didn’t say a word on the trip back to the enclave. His gaze was permanently fixed toward the forest. Watching, waiting…but for what?

Whatever the ogre feared never came.

They pulled into the ogre enclave in the dead of night.

Nokor hopped out immediately, scooping up the fast-asleep Tanya and Mason under each arm. “Korin!” he demanded.

The redheaded ogre rushed through a door. “Right here, Master Nokor.” Korin gasped at the sight of the humans. “W-w-what happened?”

“Nothing good.” Nokor handed off Tanya and Mason to Korin, then turned to face Jake.

Jake hauled Darius out of the Brawler, carrying him over his shoulder.

“I require access to the archives,” Nokor said in a grim tone.

Korin’s eyes shot wide open. “T-the archives? Is the situation that dire?”

Nokor frowned. “I have nothing but suspicions to work off and too little information to draw any concrete conclusions, but I do have theories. Jake, can you join me? Or do you need rest as well?”

Jake carefully handed Darius off to Korin, who now had a human under each arm and Darius draped over his shoulders. “I can stay on my feet a bit longer.”

Nokor gave a weary smile. “So, Korin did manage to teach you aether manipulation. Good, good. I am sorry I could not be there to help you through the painful journey.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Jake said.

Korin frowned. “Are you certain bringing a human into the archives is allowed?”

“We have nothing to hide from our human friends, Korin,” Nokor said. “Their lives are in just as much danger as ours if my fears are correct.”

Korin nodded. “Very well, I will take care of these three. Best of luck on your search.”

Nokor stormed off through the enclave.

At night, without any torturous training to hound Jake, the ogre enclave was a beautiful, serene place. The faint glow of aether plants hung above them. Tiny aether birds floated to and fro, and little lizards ran along the walls. Jake could have laid down on any of the meditation pillows and passed right into serene, blissful sleep.

They didn’t have time for that.

Nokor burst through the doors into the archives, a room stacked floor to ceiling with books and scroll containers. There wasn’t a single, solitary shred of electronics or any sort of library system anywhere in sight.

We’re going to be here all night, Jake thought.

At the very least, Hazel agreed.

Nokor headed to the deepest, darkest recesses of the archives, barreling past other ogres in his haste. They grunted and growled protests while others simply stared in confusion.

They darted into a section of the archives marked, Forbidden Texts. Nokor planted his hand on the door’s seal. Red runes swirled about his palm, sliding and turning into place, shining green until the runic pattern was complete. The doors split open before them with a heavy hiss. A wave of mist poured through them.

“What’s going on, Nokor? What happened out there?” Jake finally asked.

Nokor didn’t answer until the door was firmly sealed behind them. “The stuff of myths and legends, Jake. No…nightmares.” Nokor began pulling texts and scrolls out, scanning through them. “How’s your core?”

Jake frowned. “Damaged. Whatever hit us out there wasn’t just draining aether from me—it was ripping it out of my core.”

Nokor stared at him with wide eyes. “Then it is just as I feared. What we experienced out there is something many of us believed were only stories to scare young ogres. But I have always held on to a deep fascination when it comes to the unknown and the forbidden.” He pulled open another tome and quickly leafed through its pages.

“What are we dealing with here?” Jake asked. “The ogre’s version of the boogeyman?”

Nokor scowled and slammed the tome shut. He returned it to its shelf, then reached for another scroll. “The old legends tell of a race as old as the Collective itself. Perhaps even older. A species limited in number but with limitless power.” He pursed his lips and shook his head at another scroll. He slid it back into place and met Jake’s gaze. “It is said they traveled across the stars from one world to the next, draining them of every last drop of aether such that not even seeders could hope to jumpstart aether production on a world again.”

Jake couldn’t help but imagine how much calmer life would have been if Earth hadn’t been targeted by the Collective to start producing even more aether and add a new member race to their union. His old life felt like it had occurred several lifetimes ago, even though only a few months had passed. “That’s a bad thing…right?”

“Without aether, there can be no life,” Nokor said simply. “It doesn’t matter how faint the ambient aether is, or how blind to it the local species are. Nothing can live on a world without even a trace amount of aether.”

Jake furrowed his brow. “So these things destroy entire worlds by draining them completely of their aether?”

“That’s what the old stories told,” Nokor said as he returned to his search. “They show up, leave a world bone dry of aether, and move on to the next. My people have called them many things over the years. Ravenous shadows; the hunger; soul killers. The names are as varied as their appearances, but I swear on my life I found a tome here describing exactly what we saw in that crater.”

“Here?” Jake raised a brow. “That sounds like a rather important book to send off into some freshly initiated world.”

Nokor didn’t so much as spare him a glance. “Knowledge is power, Jake, and the galaxy is a vast place. We cannot expect to spread the wonders and dangers of cultivation to distant stars if we keep all our information to ourselves.”

Jake nodded, then raised a hand. “OK, but why wouldn’t you store all of this information in the system? Your muse could pull up information much more efficiently than a library like this.”

Nokor looked over at Jake like he’d just said the stupidest thing in the world. “You do remember us cultivators aren’t looked upon too favorably by the Collective, right?”

“Right, but they haven’t wiped you out—or tried to purge your homeworld on account of having a few cultivators,” Jake countered.

Nokor’s expression softened to a smile. “Ah, to be young and naive again… Jake, we cultivators are merely tolerated by the Collective. We exist outside of their system of control. Why do you think there was no information on cultivation for you or your sister to skim through when you began this journey?”

Jake pursed his lips. “That did seem a little odd. We only found out this path even existed because of some books Sam was reading.”

“Knowledge we smuggle into seed worlds in the hope of spreading cultivation across the galaxy,” Nokor said with a nod. “Unfortunately, we can’t do much to counter the lies about our appearance or ways. They always paint us as horrible monsters, which makes interactions with races both new and old…tense.”

Jake sighed. “Right, right. So what you’re telling me is that there are things the Collective would rather no one knew about?”

“Exactly,” Nokor said.

That’s terrible, Hazel gasped. But they haven’t interfered with any of our knowledge-gathering on cultivation.

But we’ve had to spread that information around manually, Jake said. It’s not just magically added to the Collective wiki or whatever. I always found that weird, especially with how useful cultivation is.

Do you think the access of individual muses is limited? Hazel asked with a hint of fear in her voice. Or maybe Lucy is shielding Earth’s muses from Collective control?

Jake cleared his throat. “My muse is having a bit of an existential crisis with this revelation.”

“They often do,” Nokor said. “As I understand it, the main muse overseeing Earth went rogue some time ago and put forth a great deal of effort to ensure humanity would survive. Those upgrade stations hidden across your world were never meant to be there. They were meant to be earned via world firsts and quests.”

“Wouldn’t you need a 3D printer to deliver them?” Jake countered.

Nokor shook his head. “They can be dropped from orbit, but that’s beside the point. Each muse is an individual unit separate from the greater Collective network. They can access all of the Collective’s gathered knowledge, but just what knowledge is accessible—if stored at all—is controlled by the Collective. As such, anything your muse learns from its experiences with you or shared by others stays with it, but no one outside of, say…your group of apprentices will know anything about how you practice cultivation without being expressly taught.”

Jake held up a hand. “Couldn’t the Collective just reach into my brain with all this nanotech and erase any inconvenient information they don’t want getting around?”

Nokor gave a pained smile. “There was a time when the Collective did just that. The process often killed the user or their muse—usually both—and led to a great many rebellions against the Collective.”

Jake frowned. “And so, what, everything’s been peachy after that? People just get along with whoever’s actually in charge of the Collective?”

“Legends tell of a great cataclysm that reforged the bonds of the Collective and made it what you see today,” Nokor said. “But even we have lost those records. If I were to hazard a guess, the pharaohs would be the ones to ask about it, but they are not the most talkative sort.”

Jake chuckled. “I doubt they’d enjoy discussing history with us after we evicted them from our planet.”

Nokor nodded with a sigh. He sat his hands on his hips, scanning the shelves.

“Find anything yet?” Jake asked.

Nokor began to shake his head, then froze. He tightened his brow and reached for what looked to be some sort of ogre safe. He placed his hand on the door. A ring of red runes appeared. “What are you hiding?”

“Is that not supposed to be there?” Jake asked. “Because the whole ‘forbidden texts archives’ designation makes it pretty reasonable that they’d have extra-forbidden ones here.”

Nokor focused on the runes. They spun and shifted about his palm, then pulsed a bright red. “Strange. I should have full access to this archive.”

Jake nodded sagely. “Extra-forbidden knowledge.”

Nokor pursed his lips. He pointed absently off to his side. “Take a seat over on that pillow and try to repair your core, Jake. This could take a while.”

Jake moved to the pillow and sat cross-legged. He shot Nokor a curious glance. “This won’t get you in trouble, will it?”

“If my fears are proven correct, we will be in far more trouble by ignoring this,” Nokor said.

Jake nodded. “Looking to see if your boogeymen are real?”

Nokor tensed, then nodded.

“Don’t worry. I don’t think you’re crazy,” Jake said. “I saw something out there before I went out cold. Something with six eyes and tentacles for a face.”

Nokor shot him a wide-eyed stare. “You saw one?”

“Not really,” Jake said. “My vision was fading when I caught a glimpse of the thing in the shadows. It was in the woods, just outside the crater.” He took a deep breath. “I was pretty sure it was going to kill us, but here we are.”

Nokor’s face twisted with confusion. “But why would it spare us?” He shook his head. “That doesn’t matter right now. Your glimpse may have been brief, but it matches one of the more common descriptions. Now Jake, focus on repairing and strengthening your core. I fear we will need it in the coming days.”

The genuine fear in Nokor’s eyes was a convincing enough argument for Jake. He left the ogre to his safe cracking and turned his attention inward.

His poor, beaten-up core was a mess but it was still there, hanging on. Things could have been far worse had they stayed within the trap for longer than they did. If they were really dealing with the monsters Nokor feared, there was a very real chance he wouldn’t have had a core anymore. Somehow that felt like a fate worse than death. That core was such an integral part of him now, he doubted he could ever consider life without it.

Death probably wouldn’t be far off if that happened, Hazel replied with all the cheer of a bucket of ice water.

Probably not, Jake agreed.

He began working on his core by picking up the pieces. Chunks of core and aether dust floated about within him. At first, the process seemed simple enough: stick the chunks back together and apply pressure. That was until he realized none of the pieces fit together quite right. Frowning to himself, Jake realized the problem. He needed to draw in both the aether dust as well as the pieces to mend his damaged core.

Jake picked up one of the larger pieces and found the spot where it fit on the dice-shaped frame of his burning core. Several tiny gaps lined the chunk, far too small for any of the other shards to slot into, but the aether dust he had could fill the gaps. He channeled the aether into the gaps; intensifying his senses on that tiny section of his core, he filled in every last little gap and crack. Satisfied that he’d done his work right, Jake began the process of heating up his core and applying pressure.

Cracks snapped across the back of his mind—his core shuddered beneath the attempt. Jake quickly withdrew his efforts before he did more harm than good.

“Uh, Nokor,” Jake called. “I put more cracks in my core.”

“What? How?” Nokor blinked. “Oh, right. I suppose I haven’t taught you how to repair a damaged core, have I?” he asked as a third ring on the safe turned green. There were seven more for Nokor to complete.

Jake shook his head. “No, you haven’t.”

“What did you try?”

“The same thing I’d try if I were fixing a broken bowl.” Jake shrugged. “I got a piece on there and tried to glue it on. Except the glue in this case was the heat and pressure of upgrading my core.”

Nokor chuckled. “You have the right idea, with one major flaw. You aren’t supposed to do this piece by piece. You either fix your entire core in one go or you risk doing further damage to it.”

Jake frowned. “What kind of damage are we talking here?”

“All sorts,” Nokor said. “Slower regeneration, distribution of aether, a weakened body and mind—or the core itself could simply break.” He pulled his lips into a tight line. “Your body may keep much of the strength you gain from your training, but you don’t need me to tell you what would happen to you if your entire core’s worth of aether suddenly ran wild through it. Especially in your weakened state.”

Jake grimaced. “Understood. I’ll try not to mess this up.”

“Good. We’re going to need you if we are to face this enemy, Jake.” Nokor went back to work on cracking the safe.

Jake turned his attention inward. No time for half measures. Let’s do this right or not do it at all. Surely a damaged core was better than breaking it. But Jake needed to be whole again.

He gathered up the pieces and dust from his damaged core once more and began the long process of putting them back together. Jake began with the obvious steps. Large chunks went into their corresponding gaps on the outer frame of his aether core. The more pieces he applied, the harder he found it to hold them all together. He was splitting his focus a dozen different ways to achieve this, but there was still more work to be done still. He needed to pour the aether dust into the cracks to fill them, acting as a glue or mortar that would hold everything together.

But that wasn’t nearly as important as the smaller chunks of core he held in his mind’s grasp. They didn’t belong on the outer frame but rather the central core itself. Jake could scarcely see past his core’s brilliant glow, but unfortunately, the damage was profound enough that he could see it clearly.

His violet core flickered and withered time and again, the blinding glow tapering to a dim haze before igniting into brilliance once more. At times the ignition would get out of hand and an intense blast of aether would shoot out beyond the frame in every direction, only for the core’s gravity to draw the flame right back towards it.

Jake hadn’t noticed that before. Maybe it was part of the extra damage he’d done to his core in trying to repair it.

With a deep, calming breath, he waited for his core’s intense glow to wither away. For that brief moment he was able to see the cracks and fissures the pieces he held slotted into. As quickly as he could, he shoved the pieces back into place. The core ignited once more, shooting the pieces out with a discharge of aether.

OK, OK, I see how it is, Jake thought. He was on a damn timer. This was like the worst game of Operation ever, because he was operating on himself.

Jake frowned when he saw some of the larger frame pieces had been knocked loose in the last discharge. Straining his exhausted mind, he shoved them back into place, then waited for his core to calm down before replacing everything. He pushed every last piece into where it belonged, then flooded aether dust into the cracks.

His core erupted with energy once more, undoing his hard work.

Thick beads of sweat rolled down Jake’s brow. The sensation of aether spilling into his veins—poisoning his body—was impossible to miss. It was like burning ice coursing through his body, sapping his strength.

Great. Another complication to this already complex mix.

Jake focused on purifying his body while he watched the core. If he was going to do this right, he couldn’t afford to wait for his core to discharge again. He needed to put it back together as it recovered. For this, he needed to get his timing down perfectly.

Time passed for what felt like hours as Jake cleared the aether poison from his body while watching his core. There was anywhere from a five- to ten-minute gap between aetheric discharges from his core by his best approximation. Now all he had to do was wait for another one and he could begin his operation.

Ten minutes passed. His core flared to life once more.

Jake gritted his teeth and willed the pieces of aether he’d already positioned to hold. His knuckles went white as the blast of aether washed through his body.

He was on the clock now.

Jake replaced the missing pieces of his core.

One minute. The aether swirled about his core.

He rolled the core about in his mind's eye, ensuring every piece was where it belonged. The last thing he needed was to make a bigger mess of his busted core.

Two minutes. The gathered aether coalesced into a gaseous violet sphere.

Jake’s mind was already straining trying to hold all of the pieces in place, but time was running out. He gathered up the aether dust floating around his core along with all the aether he’d pulled from his veins and began the process of sealing the cracks.

Three minutes. The sphere of violet ignited into a blinding violet sun, barely contained by the battered frame around it.

He filled in every last gap on his core, feeling the tentative grasp of his aether mortar around the wounds of his core. Now came the hard part.

Four minutes. Flares of violet erupted from the core, lashing out across its surface and burning their way across the outer frame.

His time was swiftly running out. His core would go off any second now.

It’s now or never.

Jake drew in a deep breath and applied pressure. Heat rose within his chest hotter than ever. The weight of the world came crashing down upon his shoulders as he raced against his core to restore it to full strength. Jake’s bones cracked beneath the swift increase. Sweat rolled off his body like a waterfall. His exhaustion wrestled with his mind for control over his focus.

I am the master of my own body. The master of my fate. Master of my destiny. Jake repeated the mantra in his mind. He forced the pain and suffering out of his thoughts. His singular focus was on restoring his core.

The core’s glow intensified. The sphere of violet bubbled and swelled, readying itself to detonate once more.

Jake gritted his teeth and growled, amping up the pressure and heat to the limit. His core sank back down to its normal size, compressing tightly before a blinding flash of light knocked Jake flat on his back.

“Still alive, Jake?” Nokor casually asked.

His chest rose and fell as he struggled to fill his lungs—or keep his eyes open for that matter. “Y-yeah. I think.” Jake clutched at his chest. His heart was still beating in there—crazed like a madman—but it was there.

“How’s your core?” Nokor pressed.

Jake turned his gaze inward. His core was restored to its full glory without so much as a single crack or dent on it. Mentally, he ran his hands over it, reaching beneath the burning light to ensure his core truly was intact.

“It’s better than new,” Jake said. “It feels stronger than before.”

“Excellent,” Nokor said. “Much like the act of breaking your bones then repairing them strengthens them, doing the same to your core produces a similar result.”

Jake hauled himself back upright, nearly toppling over onto his face. “Ugh…and that means what, exactly?”

“Your core will hold on to aether much better than before,” Nokor answered. “As well as be harder to damage. That training was far more arduous than anything you have endured thus far, which is why I have never brought it up before. Damaging a cultivator’s core is no easy feat.”

Jake frowned. “But whatever we saw out there did it no problem.”

“All the more reason for my urgency,” Nokor agreed.

The last of the rings on the safe went green. It popped open with a hiss, and Nokor reached inside.

He drew from it an ashen, black tome nearly as thick as Nokor’s fist. Embossed on the cover was the head of some creature. Its six eyes glowed the color of wine; an inverted triangle was carved into the center of its brow. The triangle itself was made of alien, organic shapes Jake had never seen before. As his gaze followed the design downward, he found a mass of tentacles where a mouth and nose should have been.

Jake gasped. “That thing… That’s what I saw in the shadows.”

“You are certain?” Nokor asked.

Before Jake could answer, another ogre barged into the room. She loomed even over Nokor, her long crimson mane flowing behind her. “Master Nokor,” she began in an irritated voice. “Do you mind explaining to me why you have been trying to gain access to a forbidden locker in the archives? With a human in tow no less. One who has no right to access our archives, let alone this section of them.”

“Grandmaster Zeras,” Nokor said with wide eyes. He looked like a kid who’d just been caught elbow-deep in the cookie jar.

Zeras narrowed her gaze on him.

Nokor quickly straightened and hardened his resolve. “Forgive my rush, but acquiring this information was of the utmost importance.”

Zeras rubbed at her brow. “Nokor, I understand that your fascination with forbidden knowledge is why you pushed to become a master in the first place. But there are reasons this archive is forbidden, and more reasons still why that particular tome is under heavy lock and key.”

“Then you know what this is?” Nokor pointed at the creature on the tome.

Zeras stared at him without a hint of amusement.

Nokor met her gaze, the tension building to tangible electricity between them.

Jake cleared his throat. “I saw one of those things in the woods today.”

Zeras’s gaze snapped to Jake, filled with equal parts shock and disbelief.

“I didn’t really get a good look at them before I passed out, but I saw them,” Jake continued. “They captured Nokor in some sort of crystal and used him as bait for me and my party. The whole time we were approaching, there were whispers all around us—sometimes in Nokor’s voice—urging us forward.”

“And yet you still live?” Disbelief dripped off every one of Zeras’s words.

Jake nodded. “It saw me, and it knows I saw it. But it let us escape. I don’t know why.”

Zeras’s brow tightened. “This is not good. This is not good at all.”

“What isn’t good?” Jake pressed.

Zeras ignored him. “Master Nokor, you and I must discuss your breach of the forbidden archives. Then we can discuss what you and your human friend here have seen. In detail.”

“Why can’t we discuss it now, in front of him?” Nokor countered. “He and his party nearly died to rescue me, Grandmaster. Jake is the only one who even laid eyes upon one of them. The humans deserve to know what is going on here.”

Zeras glanced back at Jake. “A great many dangers, if we can confirm this human was not merely seeing hallucinations in his delirious state.” She returned her attention to Nokor. “You know how some apprentices cannot handle any damage to their core.”

“I wasn’t seeing things,” Jake insisted, frustration building in his voice. “I know what I saw and heard out there, and it’s that thing right there.” He pointed at the book.

“As I said, Jake, we will discuss the matter further,” Zeras said. “For now, I need you to vacate the forbidden archives. You have no permission to be here, not even with Master Nokor escorting you.”

Jake rose to protest when he received a message from Brad.

“Jake, where are you? We’ve got a situation at Bastion.”

Jake frowned at Zeras. “What’s wrong, Brad?”

“It’s better if I show you.”


Chapter eighteen
Sam


The arrival at the orc camp went about as well as one could expect.

The orcs opened fire.

“Hey! Friendlies!” Sal shouted, weaving the dwarven transport left and right through an inaccurate wall of fire and even deadlier but less-accurate rockets.

Sam had no such issue. Inside the phantom that floated in stealth mode behind them, she sat back and watched the show with a hint of amusement.

“Oi! Stop shooting, ya gits!” Golgug barked at them. “Before I haz tah get out there and get tah smashin’.”

The hail of gunfire stopped about as abruptly as it began, with the orc gates swinging open for them.

Sam dropped the phantom out of cloak and followed Sal in through the fresh field of craters. It never ceased to amaze Sam how wildly orc weapons varied in their quality of accuracy, damage, and area of effect. One crater from an orc rocket was about as deep as a shallow fountain and wide as a gas station. Another was no wider than the engine bay of a truck, but it looked about as deep as the trailer on a semi. Those were just the couple of extremes she spotted.

Once inside the orc camp, they disembarked. Sam and Sal stood on either side of Golgug, who towered over them and conveniently provided shade with his enormous wizard hat.

“Uh, Golgug,” one of the smaller orcs spoke up, roughly Sam’s size. “Wotz uh… Wotz wit dem ‘umies?”

Golgug lifted the rim of his hat with his staff and glared down at the small orc. “Dem ‘umies is here tah help us work with them stunty boyz living under da mountain,” he barked out. “And they’z fine fightin’ humies, too. Remember Boss Gutwrencha?”

“‘Course, boss. He was da biggest and stompiest of us all,” the small orc answered hastily.

Golgug snorted. “Well deze ‘ere is dem humies who did ‘im in. So don’t get any funny ideas about clobberin’ them, ya gits. They’z important.”

Sam shrugged. “If any one of your orcs is feeling ballsy, we can give them a quick demonstration.” She pursed her lips. “Then again, we aren’t really in a position to be wasting bodies.”

“Wotz that lil sneaky runt sayin’?” one of the larger orcs demanded. He was just a few inches shy of Golgug’s height, at least before his ridiculous hat came into play. This orc was big, strong, and wearing so much random metal welded together into a spiky suit of armor that he could probably roll into someone and kill them on accident.

Golgug huffed. “The sneaky runt’s sayin’ she don’t want tah kill yer whimperin’ ass, Sharktoof. Wez gots biggah problemz tha deal with. Like dem weird boyz.” Golgug glanced around. “So which one of youz gits seen ‘em?”

Sharktoof glowered at Golgug, then Sam, then back at Golgug. “Ain’t nobody seen them since we got back to camp, boss. I’z bettin’ they gotz scared when they saw our big camp with dem big cannons on da rock.”

“Dat rock?” Golgug pointed at the enormous asteroid with the ships of other races stuck to it, pharaohs, elven, and dwarven among them.

“Dat rock,” Sharktoof agreed.

Golgug glared at the other orc. “Da rock dat couldn’ keep out one bunch of stunty gits from burnin’ down most of our camp?”

“Oi, dem guns is good,” Sharktoof insisted. “They just had sum problems on the count of dem ‘umies and Gutwrencha going at it.”

Sam furrowed her brow. “I don’t remember sabotaging any guns or reactors.”

Sal twisted his mouth back and forth. “Nah, not me. I helped kill Gutwrencha and some patrols, but sabotage was not my game that day.”

Golgug stared down his big nose at Sharktoof.

Sharktoof scratched at his jaw with one of the many spikes on his armor. “OK, so maybe me an’ da boyz was havin’ a lil fun clobberin one another.”

“Youz wanted to see who was da biggest and da strongest of us,” one of the smaller orcs pipped up.

Sharktoof backhanded him through the crowd immediately. “Shut it, ya git!”

Golgug shook his head. “Listen ‘ere an’ listen good, ya gits. Now ain’t the time to be runnin’ off fightin’ one another. We’z got new boyz tah fight an’ win against and dey’z some damn tough gits. So grab yer choppahs and yer shootahs and your sparkly sticks and boomy sticks. Yer spiky armor, yer shiniest kits, and yer biggest hats. Cuz dem freaks ain’t playin’ around. The humies and stunties iz helpin’ us but we dun need ’em. We orcs is made fer fightin, an’ winnin, an’ das wot we’z gone do with these gits.”

The crowd of orcs shouted and cheered. Guns erupted, filling the sky with bullets and rockets. Even spells flew out in celebration while blades clashed against one another.

Sal groaned. “Those rockets better not come down on top of us.”

“Dey usually don’t,” Golgug assured him. “Usually.”

To the contrary, one of the rockets came crashing down in the middle of a blob of orcs. Green bodies flew through the sky along with their freshly removed limbs.

“Usually,” Golgug said one last time for emphasis.

Sam buried her face in her palm, shaking her head from side to side. What the hell did I sign up for?

Luckily the orcs didn’t die. A weird crew of smaller, shuffling orcs rushed to the wounded with white, leather facemasks smeared in old blood. They were like some twisted parody of a doctor, with one carrying around a serrated curved sword coated in fresh blood and another toting a pouch filled with red goop Sam assumed was a healing potion. A third one hauled in what looked like cybernetic parts.

Sam’s brow furrowed in confusion and horror as she watched the orcs lop off a perfectly salvageable limb and replace it with mechanical parts. Another orc was force-fed healing potions, and another was stitched back up the good old-fashioned way—in the roughest way possible—then healed with magic.

She gave Golgug a concerned look that voiced her question long before her lips could think about moving.

Golgug merely nodded sagely. “Orc healin’ is da finest in da Collective. You ‘umies’d be lucky tah have our docs put ya back together.”

Sam forced an uneasy smile. If an orc doctor came her way, she’d kill him before they could so much as look at her wounds. She did not trust them to do an even remotely half-assed job of putting their own people back together, let alone a human.

Sal pursed his lips. “I thought you orcs didn’t believe in healing. At least that’s what I’ve heard from people who’ve fought you guys. They say you orcs aren’t too happy when we heal ourselves in a fight.”

“Cuz healin’ in a fight’z fer cowards an’ lil, tiny, scrawny gits with no maidens,” Sharktoof answered. “Every git knows dat.”

One of the smaller orcs nodded. “Iz maidenless behavior dat iz.”

Sal glanced around. “Do I even want to know what an orc maiden looks like?”

“Biggah’n you, git,” Sharktoof scoffed and laughed.

“Right…”

Sam cleared her throat. “As interesting as this conversation is, we have work to do. Golgug, what’s your plan to find these…weird boys?”

“Now yer talkin’,” Golgug grunted in delight. “Step one of mah failproof plan is simple.” The orc held up a thick finger. “First, we gather up all da boyz.”

“Step one’z done, boss,” an orc called from the crowd.

Golgug held up a second finger. “Step two, we’z start getting riled up with da biggest, loudest, rockiest concert evah.”

“Boom towers is almost up, boss,” Sharktoof said.

Sam’s confusion could be seen from orbit. “Your plan is to have a rock concert?”

“Da biggest, an’ loudest, an’ rockiest concert evah,” Golgug corrected with a sage nod.

Sam’s head slowly tilted to the side, her mouth hanging open, at a complete loss for words.

“Getz da boyz all riled up an’ lets da whole world we’z ‘ere an’ ready tah fight!” Golgug roared, and the other orcs joined in.

Sam was going to have an aneurysm if the local level of stupidity continued to increase.

“What’s step three?” Sal asked.

“Yes,” Golgug said. “Then: Profit!”

Sal looked at Sam, then Golgug, then Sam again. “Did he just…”

Sam took a long, slow breath with an equally drawn out and pained exhale. “The format is a little off, but yes, Sal. Yes, he did just bring that meme to life.”

Sal burst out laughing. He swung back, almost falling over before swinging forward and clutching his knees, struggling to breathe.

“Wot?” Golgug said with confusion.

“Nothing.” Sam rubbed at her eyes. “So let me get this straight: you plan to have a massive rock concert and hope these strange enemies show up?”

Golgug nodded. “An’ every day they don’ show we’z gon get louda an’ louda.”

Sal coughed and drew in rough breaths between fits of laughter. “I mean… Ahem… It’s definitely a great way to let everyone know we’re here.”

“You aren’t wrong,” Sam grudgingly agreed. “Very well, then. Golgug, we’re counting on you to draw in the enemy. Sal and I will head out into the forest to search the area.”

“All sneaky like?” Golgug asked.

Sal grinned. “Very sneaky.”

Golgug stroked his chin with his staff. “Cunnin’. You’z can hit ’em from behind or call us if ya fin’em gits first.”

“Are you sure your people are going to be ready for a fight in the middle of a concert?” Sam asked, the doubt in her voice too obvious to even bother hiding.

“Orcs is made fer two things.” Golgug held up his hand and counted. “Fightin’, winnin’, and rockin’.”

“That’s—” Sam cut herself off while she was ahead. “Fantastic. We’re going to head on out now.”

“An’ miss da start of da concert?” Golgug sounded genuinely wounded by this. “Don’cha ‘umie gits get buffs from music?”

Sal pursed his lips. “Actually…you know, I don’t think I’ve ever seen any of the people back at Bastion rocking the bard class. Or any cultivators doing something similar.”

“No, Golgug, we haven’t had a chance to try that,” Sam admitted.

Golgug gave them a tusk-filled grin. “Den you gits is gon love diz.”

***

It took them the rest of the day, but the orcs were true to their word. They cleared out the center of their camp to lay out a stage filled with massive speakers of every make and model available in the Collective. It was honestly impressive to see the complex rigging they came up with to hoist the speakers lining the outer layer of the stage, followed by mountains of them towering on either end, with every manner of light and pyrotechnic launcher bundled up in between them.

As if that wasn’t enough, the orcs spread this love around throughout the entirety of their camp. Neither walls, guard towers, nor orc homes were spared from having as many speakers as possible strapped to them.

Sam could already feel a headache coming on from how ridiculously loud all of this was going to be. She didn’t want to offend the orcs, though. The last thing she needed was to get on their bad side before the fighting began with their unknown enemy.

“So, are you a big rock fan?” Sal asked.

Sam nodded. “Human rock, but yeah. I’ve never been to a concert before, though. I usually just listened to music as background noise while gaming.”

“Oh boy.” Sal let out a quiet laugh. “Then you’re going to be in for a hell of an experience when this thing kicks off.”

Sam chuckled. “You go to orc concerts often?”

“No, just boring human ones,” Sal countered with a grin. “But I’ve never seen one with so many damn speakers before. This is going to be ridiculous.”

“Are you gits ready?” a booming voice erupted from all the speakers at once. It was Golgug.

The roar and hoots of orcs filled the evening air as they stampeded toward the stage.

Sam spotted a nearby orc houses with a roof overlooking the stage. “Let’s get a better view.”

Sal nodded and followed her up.

Looking down from on high, they could see the stage as clear as day. There was a set of drums and a couple of mics; nothing too out of the ordinary for a concert. Then some of the biggest, meanest orcs Sam had ever seen sauntered on stage looking like someone had taken every rocker stereotype imaginable, dialed them up to an eleven, then broke off the dial.

One orc wore a rough, patchy leather jacket with heavy-metal plates on his shoulder. His hair resembled the end of a broom more than anything else. Towering above his head was a stack of speakers or amplifiers—from a distance, Sam really wasn’t sure— and all of them were hooked into to the orc’s guitar.

Another orc wore a ridiculous checkered top hat with the top busted open. A small red lizard creature peeked out of it with a mouth bigger than the rest of its head. Sam assumed this orc was the lead singer because of his ostentatious collection of brightly colored belts and his lack of a top. The eye-catching red face paint didn’t dissuade her suspicions, either.

The third orc carried a bass guitar—the instrument’s body was fashioned out of the skull of a large creature, maybe an alpha seeder or pieces of a hive guard’s skull. The head of the guitar was that of a smaller creature, possibly seeder if its wild fangs were anything to go by.

Then came the last member of the band: the drummer. This topless orc sported a welding mask with crude, jagged teeth painted on the front and a huge red mohawk on his head. He took a seat behind the drums, pulled out a pair of bones to use as sticks, and gave them a test. And because this orc was just lacking a little something else, a smaller orc climbed on top of his shoulders with a smaller set of drums to play.

“All of this is ridiculous,” Sam said with a hint of amusement creeping into her voice.

“Absolutely,” Sal agreed. “This is going to be awesome!”

“Iz you ready, boyz?” the lead orc roared out over the crowd.

The orcs roared back their answer. Heavy, aggressive music began blasting from every single speaker across the orc camp. The tempo started slow for a metal band but grew faster and heavier by the second.

“Iz can’t hear you!”

The orcs roared louder, shaking the building beneath Sam’s feet, rivaling the music blasting from all the speakers.

“Louder, louder!” the lead orc demanded, and the crowd obliged.

Sam and Sal both had to cover their ears, little good that did them. They could feel the sound in their bones, their organs. It was probably in their souls, for all they knew. They couldn’t escape the blasting music.

“‘Eere it comes, boyz!”

The music built up to a crescendo, then stopped suddenly.

“Waaaaaar!” all of the orcs shouted in unison, and the concert was in full swing.

Lights swung about without any semblance of planning for a proper lights show. Fireworks shot off in every direction. It was pure chaos, and the orcs were loving every second of it.

Rocky climbed out of Sam’s pocket and grabbed her by the chin. He shook her head back and forth, his little mouth moving fast, trying to tell her something.

Sam couldn’t hear herself think let alone piece together what Rocky was trying to tell her. She guessed he wanted out of there, and she couldn’t blame the little guy. If the concert was this bone-shaking to them, it had to be much worse for Rocky. “Sal, let’s get going.”

“Yeah, I think this is a show best enjoyed from a distance,” he sent over party chat. “About a hundred miles distance, at least.”

The pair dropped down from the rooftop and headed out beyond the wall of the orc camp. They walked for miles and miles away from the perimeter, and still the thundering concert was as clear as day.

“How many miles out are we now?” Sal asked.

Sam rubbed at her poor, abused ears. “Thirty? That damn music is so loud.”

“It’s good stuff, though,” Sal admitted. “Sure, it’s all about kicking something’s teeth in, shooting up another thing, stomping gits real good—but the melody is awesome. Orcs really do have good rhythm.”

Sam chuckled. “It probably helps them in a fight. We’ll be sure to ask them for some tracks if they still feel like talking to us after this.”

“Yeah, if they aren’t all deaf by then,” Sal laughed. He cut it off short. “Sam! Look at your buffs.”

War Song of the Orcs

Increases damage, attack speed, and movement speed for one hour. Duration is extended the longer the war song continues. Buff effectiveness increases the longer one is subjected to the song.

Sam blinked. “Damn, that is a good buff. And we’re still under its effect all the way out here.”

“Do you really think Golgug and his boys are going to keep that concert going until someone shows up?” Sal asked.

Sam laughed. “I’d be amazed if they didn’t piss off a kraken with all that noise and bring it crashing through their camp. I wonder if that’s the only band they have?”

“I doubt it,” Sal said. “We’ve probably randomly killed more orc bands fighting them in the wild than we could probably ever listen to.”

Sam laughed. “Ah yes, because every single orc is musically inclined.”

“You never know.” Sal laughed. “Now let’s go waste a lot of time combing through these woods and getting free aether.”

***

Two days of searching passed, and the damned bands were still rocking out. Currently it was some punk-rock-sounding group singing about shooters, blood, and teeth and how the orcs were the greenest and meanest. Lyric variety wasn’t the orcs’ strong suite.

Still, Sam couldn’t argue with the effects. That buff was supposedly growing stronger with every passing hour as was the duration, if the bands were ever to stop playing. She could only imagine how insane a rocked-out orc warband would be—they were already nuts given their natural tenacity, how incredibly durable their bodies were, and how they threw themselves into battle in a frenzy.

If the orcs didn’t already have rock band wagons, she didn’t want to give them any ideas. But she’d happily take the free buff.

Rocky dropped onto her shoulder and chittered at her.

“Still nothing, huh?” Sam asked.

Rocky shook his head with a puff of his cheeks.

“Nothing over here,” Sal called over party chat like he’d been asked to.

Over the past two days they had been combing an ever-increasing ring around the orc camp, to no avail. There were seeders roaming about, attracted to the noise, and local wildlife too—roasted flame boar made for an especially tasty breakfast—but there was no sign of their mystery prey.

Sam was beginning to think the orcs had already killed them all in their mad retreat back to their original camp. The numbers of the strange orcs were always rather limited compared to the much larger warband they came across. Though one look at the casualties on both sides had made it clear the marked orcs came out on top every time.

But if the mystery threat was already dealt with, it troubled Sam. She had just helped Golgug bring all of the scattered orc warbands together under one banner—his banner. Then she’d spent the past two days letting them get riled up by their ridiculous rock concert buff to who knew what power degree. Sure, she, Sal, and Rocky had all received the buff, but there were a lot more orcs than them.

Did I just play myself? Sam thought with growing dread in her heart.

Surely the orcs aren’t that cunning, sweetie, Olivia tried to ease her fears. That sweet, mothering voice of hers only did nothing to calm her.

Maybe a normal orc, but Golgug isn’t a normal orc, Sam replied. He’s bigger and smarter than the rest. On top of that he’s a wizard, so his intelligence must be off the charts for his species.

Olivia laughed. He can’t be that smart if Gutwrencha was leading the clans before him.

Yes, because orcs rule by strength, and he had us eliminate his greatest obstacle to power, Sam continued with a frown.

An explosion in the distance tore her out of her thoughts. It was muffled by the rock concert, but it clearly came from the same direction.

“Oi! Which one of you gits is lobbin’ rocketz?” shouted the singer. “Wot? Not our boyz? Ladz! Them weird gits is here! They’z here! Get ta fightin’!”

The rock music picked up in tempo and fury as explosions and gunfire joined with the show.

“Did you hear all of that, Sam?” Sal asked.

“Hard not to.” Sam hopped inside the phantom. “I’m coming in hot for a pick-up.”

Sam sped off toward Sal’s location, scooped him inside, then took off for the orc camp.

“Oi, sneaky gits, where’z you two at?” Golgug came through the private chat.

“On our way back, Golgug,” Sam said. “How many are we dealing with?”

A trio of green fists manifested in the skies, then slammed into the ground over the orc camp. “Ten now. And a big one. Real big. Biggest I’z seen.”

“Just eleven of them?” Sal asked. “You guys sure you can’t handle that on your own?”

As if to answer Sal’s question, a tide of green orc bodies erupted into the sky. Many of them were bleeding profusely, and many more were missing their limbs.

“Never mind,” Sal said.

“If that’s what eleven of those things can do, it’s no wonder the orcs are so afraid of them,” Sam said. “Are you ready for this, Sal?”

The orc camp came into view as they sped down the hillside.

Sal grinned. “You know it.” He popped open his door and rolled out of the phantom. “I’ve got your back from here.”

Sam wasn’t sure she found that comforting. Sal’s abilities did technically work better while he was at range, but having someone nearby she could rely on just made her feel safer. She missed having Aron, Chet, and even Jo around. They were a colorful bunch of insane people, but she trusted them with her life no matter how bad things got. She felt the same confidence in Sal, but if she ever got in trouble it would be quite some time before he could show up to help.

She drove the phantom through a destroyed segment of orc wall and rushed out of the phantom. It was strange to see so many of the orcs marked as friendly on her heads-up display, but that was the situation they found themselves in. With their numbers nearing the thousands, it made it easy to pull the exact location of their unknown enemy in the northwestern sector of the camp. The group of monsters was heading for the orc ship.

Sam had no idea whether that hulk of space rock and debris could actually take off, but if their new guests remained stuck on the ground, that was a good thing for everyone. She rushed to join the battle, only to find her path clogged with a sea of green bodies all looking to get in on the action. She could almost hear their angry barks and growls menacing one another through the booming music.

Orcs really loved fighting, so much so they had little to no grasp of tactics. If they weren’t so obnoxiously strong and hard to kill, it would be a mystery as to how their species was still alive in the Collective.

While the green tide tried to muscle their way past one another, Sam took the high road. Using her enhanced jumping capabilities and grip, she launched herself to the rooftops. She dashed and jumped from one building to another until she finally laid eyes upon the enemy.

Exchanging blows with the green tide of bodies were the marked orcs she had only seen corpses of during their past investigations.

Physically, they didn’t look all that different from the other orcs. They varied in size from just smaller than a human to a good seven or eight feet tall. Their green skin was paler, yet darker at the same time, like a heavily faded olive drab rather than the bright green of the normal orcs.

But that wasn’t the strangest thing about them.

The alien markings covering their bodies were not the simple, hollowed-out patches of black she saw on the corpses. A strange maroon color glowed from those markings, just like what Brad said he’d seen in Oregon. But it wasn’t a solid light. It was several little lights streaming through their bodies, and it wasn’t just limited to the markings on their bodies. Whenever the strange orcs opened their mouths, the same glow was there. Even their eyes—they were just glowing orbs.

The more Sam looked at these creatures, the more she thought they appeared to be full of machines. But that couldn’t be right.

One of the strange orcs stabbed another through the throat with all the cold efficiency of a machine. It tore the dead orc’s arm off with none of the cheer or excitement Sam would expect from an orc. It was calm, emotionless, and mercilessly slaughtering droves of orcs with its blade and arm until it managed to steal a gun from a dead orc.

A tide of orcs rammed into the alien, axes, blades, and guns raining down upon it. The strange orc knocked the other orcs away and butchered its way through them. It took damage from the wave of bodies crashing into it, but like a machine it ignored the wounds piling up on it until its head finally came off.

The victorious orc horde held the head up high and roared. However, the headless body continued to flail about, forcing the orcs to keep laying down the damage until it finally stopped moving. The snapping head went slack as the last of its fight finally left it.

“Holy crap, those things are tough,” Sam said in disbelief.

The crack of Sal’s rifle cut through the chaos and music around them. It slammed into the skull of one of the marked orcs. Its head bore a gaping wound clean through, but the monster kept advancing, the wound bleeding a strange, dark, almost liquid metal that glowed with that same maroon light.

“You can say that again,” Sal said. “How the hell are we supposed to kill these things?”

“Beat dem till they’z ded!” an orc howled out through the chaos.

“The orcs say apply violence to the face until it stops moving,” Sam said.

“Sounds about right for an orc,” Sal agreed.

Trundling through the crowd of bodies and demolishing a building in its path came the largest monster of them all. The silent behemoth slammed its fists into the ground. Giant pistons containing what looked to be spinning turbines jerked back from the monster’s biomechanical forearms and slammed forward.

The ground beneath the orcs cracked with a rush of steam and dust. Then the pistons flared with a flash of light. The same glow erupted from the ground, sending up a wall of dismembered orc bodies and debris into the air.

“What the hell is that thing?” Sal asked.

Sam leaped from one rock to another, even using dead orcs like skipping stones to get to the huge monster. Before she cleared the debris, a huge fist tore through holding a heavy lance sheathed in energy. Sam used Shinobi Substitution on a dead orc to get out of the way in time.

“Angry! That’s what it is,” Sam replied as the large beast barreled through the clearing dust.

The thing had to be just shy of fifteen feet tall. Its black-and-bronze armor gleamed in the sunlight like an odd mix of latex, metal, and flesh. Between the gaps of its plating, Sam spotted grey flesh lined with those same maroon lights that covered the marked orcs. On its faceless head the monster bore a horn resembling an elaborate, pointed axe head.

Sal fired once more, this time taking aim at the huge gorilla-crossed-with-a-rhino monster. The bullet bounced off its skull. “Damn it, that thing’s thick.”

Sam used Flicker Strike on the large beast. Appearing on top of it, she plunged her blades into its skull. Her knives scratched the strangely fleshy surface of the creature’s hardened armor before it drew its head back and prepared to slam the axe head on its face clean through Sam. She threw her blades in the way to block.

Clash!

Sam was sent flying through the air into a ramshackle shack the orcs called a house.

You have taken 125 damage.

Sam coughed and wheezed. As the dust settled, the remaining six marked orcs rushed her position.

The roar of Sharktoof’s voice cut through the blasting music. “Get stuck in, boyz!”

The walking boulder of metal and spikes bulldozed through the largest of the marked orcs, throwing him aside like a rag doll. In the same motion he brought up a great axe with a blade nearly as big as his torso and sliced it down upon the orc. It split the marked orc in two, but even so the monster threw its knife at Sharktoof’s face.

Sharktoof caught the knife in his teeth and spat it out. “Ya ain’t cunnin’, ya runty git.” He stomped down on the marked orc’s skull and crushed it beneath the immense weight of his armored body, ripping his axe free.

“Thanks for the save,” Sam said as she staggered to her feet.

Sharktoof spat on the floor. “I ain’t savin’ ya, ya sneaky git. I’z savin ya fer later when wez can fight proppah.”

Sam opened her mouth to argue but decided to spare her brain cells. Her eyes widened. “Watch out!”

The gorilla-like behemoth stomped down on a group of orcs as they were about to finish off another marked orc. It killed them all, leaving a bloody, sparking smear beneath its feet. With a sweep of its arms it cleared another swath of orcs.

Sharktoof blocked the strike and was sent skidding across the battlefield.

“Oi, sneaky git,” Golgug called out. “I needz ya tah distract dat thing. My magnificent magicul wizardin’ is needin time to charge.”

Sam glanced over to Golgug. The orc was waving his staff about in the air, gathering up a chaotic mass of green magical energy above his head. The turbulent ball of mana was already bigger than Golgug, and it was only going to get bigger.

“He’s going to nuke that thing, isn’t he?” Sal commented, taking potshots at the gorilla monster.

Sam remembered the huge explosion they’d seen and felt in the woods right before they found Golgug wounded. If he was going to use that spell again, there was a chance she could get herself killed—along with every other soul in the camp—if she wasn’t able to get away fast enough. But did they have a better option to kill this thing?

“Yeah, he is,” Sam agreed. “I’m on it, Golgug. Let me know when that spell’s coming.”

Golgug scoffed. “Iz not a team-killin’ git, ya git!”

Sam activated Gunpowder Shadow Style and Crimson Shadow Style. Thanks to the perks of her new blades, the act only reserved half of her mana for the activation. Now she just had to survive distracting the monster.

The monster drew its arm back to strike. Sam threw down a smoke grenade and darted forward. The huge fist came crashing down behind her, the piston activating and ripping out a swath of earth in her wake. With a quick activation of Twilight Stinger she surged forward, plunging both daggers deep into the monster’s armor.

Twin explosions ripped a hole through the thick, hide-like armor, her twin blades plunging deep into the body. The monster pulled back, looking in confusion at where Sam was supposed to be.

It can’t see you while you’re invisible! Sam told Sal.

I’d hope so. That’s kinda the point of going invisible, Sal replied.

He sent a supercharged shot into the gorilla’s skull. It lurched back, a chunk of its head armor sheared off in the shot. The monster roared and raised one of its arms at Sal.

“That thing can’t shoot, can it?” Sal asked.

The monster’s fist was sheathed in a brilliant glow. Sam wasn’t about to let it fire undisturbed. She shot a pair of dagger fans into its arm. The explosions knocked the arm off target, sending a powerful blast of energy ripping across a mountainside miles behind Sal.

“Ho-ho-holy crap!” Sal scampered off to a different position.

Sam came out of stealth after her attacks. The gorilla’s eyes locked on her immediately.

“Golgug, how’s that spell coming?” Sam shouted, dodging a volley of exploding fists chasing after her.

Golgug grunted. “Mighty wizardin’ ain’t a thing youz can rush, ya git.”

“I appreciate your detailed answer,” Sam said with all the sarcasm she could muster while dodging death. She attacked at every possible opportunity, chipping away at the monster’s health.

A crimson swath icon was marked over the creature’s head. It sat at ninety percent. Sam had never seen that icon before, but she had to guess it was the hemorrhage buildup. If Sam could soften up the monster by triggering hemorrhage, then Golgug’s spell would kill it for sure. At least she hoped that was the case.

The gorilla beast slammed its fists into the ground around Sam. Its pistons slammed forward.

“Oh crap.” Sam jumped.

Jets of steam shot out of the ground. They gave her jump an extra boost, throwing her up past the monster’s shoulders. The discharge of energy poured into the ground. Sam scanned desperately for a target to try her substitution with, but it was too late. She was caught in the blast.

You have taken 200 damage.

Health: 65/390

The blast of energy burned and shredded through her armor like it wasn’t even there. She may as well have just been wearing her old jeans and hoodie like back when the apocalypse began.

“Sam, are you alright?” Sal called desperately.

She certainly didn’t feel fine. But all was not lost. She was up in the air, above the monster, its back turned toward her. Why settle for one backstab when she could get three?

Sam used Replica. Twin copies of herself appeared on either side of Sam in plumes of smoke. All three of them fell from the skies as the monster whirled about to intercept her. The first copy was batted aside, the replica exploding in a cloud of smoke. The second plunged its daggers into the monster’s neck. The monster grabbed the copy and ripped it free and crushed it in its hands. Sam slammed her twin daggers into the monster’s shoulder.

Hemorrhage reached a hundred percent.

Blood geysered from the monster in every direction, bathing Sam in gore. The huge beast let out a roar like thunder as it staggered to the side, struggling to maintain balance.

Sam desperately wished the monster had a huge health bar over its head. She wanted to see how much damage she’d done. A name for the monster would have been nice, too.

“Incomin, ya git,” Golgug roared.

Sam’s eyes widened. A deathly green glow materialized over them, and an enormous fist of green mana appeared over her head. “That’s not a warning, Golgug!” she yelled as the fist plummeted toward her.

“I warnedz ya, didn’t I?” Golgug snapped back.

Sam spotted a hunk of debris next to Golgug and quickly used her substitution. She swapped places just in time before the fist came crashing down.

It went off in a furious blast of green energy. The force alone carried Sam away across the orc camp. Had she not caught herself on one of the still booming speakers blasting the orc concert, she surely would have died from the landing impact.

Golgug shielded his face with his staff and hung on to his hat so the gusts created by the explosion couldn’t carry it away.

When the dust cleared, there was nothing but the monster’s broken body left at the heart of a crater. Its armor was blasted open, the flesh inside charred, but it was still in one piece.

Would that thing have died if I didn’t soften it up? Sam wondered in awe.

Unknown Entity Defeated.

You have received 0 aether.

You have received 10,000 aether.

That’s a weird notification, Sam said.

Yes, these creatures do not give aether, Olivia said. As such, the system has begun issuing aether for their deaths depending on the difficulty of the kill.

I know that. Brad told me, remember? Sam said.

Oh, right. Olivia laughed. Sorry, this is the first time I’ve seen it in person.

Sam worked her way down from the booming speakers and headed over to Golgug. “Are we all clear now?”

“Weird boyz dead. Big git dead.” Golgug nodded proudly. “Daz a good foight dat wuz.”

“Think you and your boys can figure out where they came from?” Sam asked.

Golgug hopped off the wrecked building he stood on and went over to kick the monster’s corpse. “Big gits like diz leave big tracks. We’z gon find them.”

Sam smiled. “Let me know when you do and I’ll get the dwarves and my guild to help you take them out.”

“Normally we’z fight on our own, but…these weird boyz is too tough fer us alone,” Golgug said. “We’z appreciatin’ yer help.”

“Great, I’ll tell Ironmane—”

Brad’s voice came into her ear: “Sam, we need you back in Bastion right now.”


Chapter nineteen
Brad


Bastion had grown a great deal during the week Brad was gone. Skyscrapers lined the sky, gleaming in the frigid afternoon sun. The agricultural sector was already growing everything from food to alchemical components. With the help of gnomish and dwarven craftsmen, the industrial sector of the city was up and running, working on churning out all manner of equipment Invictus would need. Even the trio of towering shipyards had reached their completion, though they remained dormant—humanity had yet to figure out what they wanted to make for their first ship.

Sadly, Brad had a feeling he wouldn’t have time to play tourist with their city.

A low, rumbling hum boomed across the city as a blue, shimmering dome spread out above them. The shield generator had come online, and with it the orbital defense turrets rose into place. Slowly they turned to and fro, putting the new defenses through their paces. Brad and his party were almost back at the freshly completed pyramid when the plasma batteries ran through a test firing cycle.

Blue-green energy funneled through guns that looked large enough to pose a serious threat to an apex overlord’s life. With a blinding flash of light erupting from the barrels, a trio of plasma blasts launched out into space. The force from each blast sent waves of snow ripping across the city.

Brad and his party braced as the guild chat flooded with people celebrating the test fire’s success, though some were freaking out and wondering what had just happened.

“Maybe we should’ve warned people,” Michael said with a laugh.

Brad nodded. “Maybe. But I feel a lot better knowing we have those big guns on our side. Let’s hurry up and see what Kahi wants before something else distracts us.”

They entered the pyramid. The sight of the enormous apex overlord’s core was the first thing to greet them.

The gleaming sphere of violet floated between two pedestals in the chamber. Slowly it spun before them with a brilliant glow of aether radiating off its body. For such a potent source of power, Brad found it oddly serene. He’d expected aether to be shooting off the sphere like lightning. Kahi and the others must have well and truly locked down the core.

“Brad, over here,” Kahi called out from the control consoles.

“You do know we have different rooms in this pyramid, right?” Brad asked.

Kahi nodded. “More than you realize. This is merely the most convenient one to work from.”

Brad and his party came around the console. “So, what’s the news? You sounded pretty stressed out over whatever you found.”

Kahi pulled up a sensor screen that reached far beyond the moon’s orbit. Marked on the screen was a cluster of different-sized question marks.

“Unknown contacts,” Kahi answered simply. “This grouping is far too organized to be a meteor storm or a fresh wave of seeders. It has to be a fleet of some kind.”

Les leaned over Kahi’s shoulder. “But how come they’re question marks instead of red dots?”

“Because we don’t know who they are,” Kahi said. With a wave of her hand she dismissed the markers and zoomed in on their location. “See?”

The cluster of shapes was too blurry to make out much if any details. Brad swore he saw shimmers of gold and a few streaks of green, but nothing really solid. At least the engines were easy enough to spot. The blue blurs blooming from the rear of the shapes definitely had that combustion glow to them.

“Who do you think it is, then?” Michael asked.

Kahi stroked her chin. “There are far too many ships there to be the Pharaoh Empire. We tend to move across the stars in grand motherships with smaller ones to deploy the fleet from.”

Ceres took in a breath. “Not going to lie: that's terrifying.”

Teresa nodded. “Any ship big enough to carry entire fleets would be.”

“I doubt that cluster is the gnomes,” Kahi continued. “Most all of them are traders, so they would have announced themselves by now. If they were a hostile force of gnomes you likely wouldn’t hear about them, as they prefer clandestine operations to remove their problems.”

“Dwarves, then?” Brad offered. “There are multiple clans of them, and even within their clans they pick fights with one another.”

Kahi shook her head. “If it was, Ironmane’s people would have warned us by now. Dwarven karaks do not go light on their defenses, and they’ve had more than enough time by now to bunker down.”

“Who does that leave, then?” Michael asked. “Orcs, elves—ogres are way too nice to be moving unannounced like this. Am I missing any other Collective races?”

Kahi nodded. “It could be orcs or elves. I understand orcs may not look the part, but some of them actually have enough of a grasp of proper tactics and strategy to combine with their brutality in combat.”

“My money’s on elves,” Les said. “House Oberon specifically.”

Michael chuckled. “We did kinda, sorta kill one of their princes and kick them off our planet.”

Brad pursed his lips. “Is that even possible, though? Prince What’s-His-Face died maybe a month or two ago. That couldn’t be long enough to get word out to House Oberon and assemble a fleet together to come here.”

Kahi reached over and gently patted Brad’s head. “You poor, sweet, innocent, furless ape.”

Brad pinched his brow together. “That’s more than long enough, isn’t it?”

Kahi nodded. “Communication through the Collective’s network is instantaneous regardless of distance. If you allowed one of their ships to leave the Earth and establish a link to the network, then House Oberon knew the very day their prince’s fate was decided.”

Brad blinked. “Oh.”

Kahi continued, “Couple that with the standard elven strategy of sending in advance scout forces ahead of the fleet and…”

“We’re probably looking at a House Oberon fleet,” Brad sighed.

Kahi nodded.

Les shook her head. “Well, they can’t be that tough. We were a bunch of level twos when we took out their prince.”

“Elven scout fleets are normally comprised of their lowest-level people,” Kahi corrected. “The brave and foolish who seek to prove themselves by claiming a new world before the Collective properly sinks its claws into them.”

“Why would they do that?” Ceres asked. “Bragging rights?”

“Partially,” Kahi agreed. “Mostly it is to get ahead of everyone else and farm as much aether as they possibly can to increase their power and standing among the elven houses.”

“Makes sense,” Teresa said. “Fewer people on a planet means less competition for aether.”

“And slaves,” Les added with disgust.

“Exactly,” Kahi said. “I have always found elven methods of slavery most distasteful. They merely run in and slap chains on whoever they want and steal them away from their homes. If they refuse, the elves beat them into submission.”

Brad held up a finger. “Isn’t that what you pharaohs do?”

Kahi opened her mouth wide, brow tight in offense. “We pharaohs may be merciless, but we are not monsters like the elves.”

Les snorted. “Oh yeah? And how’s that?”

“We give everyone of any race the opportunity to join us willingly,” Kahi answered. “All may serve the empire under their own volition, if that is what they so choose. It is only after individuals refuse that things get…unpleasant.”

“Weren’t you a runaway from the empire?” Ceres asked. “Because it sure sounds like you’re defending them pretty hard right now.”

Kahi crossed her arms. “I am not defending them. I am merely pointing out the elven houses are far worse than the empire. I may have run from the empire twice for my own freedom, but I can respect some of what they do. Especially in comparison to what others like the elves do.”

Teresa nodded. “Why is it that the pharaohs try to recruit people into their empire, anyway?”

“All manner of reasons,” Kahi said. “Expanding our perspective of warfare and technology. Learning new fighting techniques. Varying our military forces, and ultimately gathering our strength in preparation for the Apophis.”

“Apophis?” Brad asked.

Teresa stroked her chin. “If I remember my Egyptian mythology correctly, that’s the ancient god of chaos. Some sort of giant snake who threatened the other gods.”

“It is more of an age of chaos and strife than one particular creature,” Kahi corrected. “But I suppose that was lost in translation or the sands of time for you humans. We pharaohs had been on Earth for quite some time before we had to withdraw. The Collective does not appreciate any of their member races tampering with the uninitiated.”

An alarm chimed from Kahi’s console.

“That’s not good,” Kahi said.

“What’s not good?” Brad asked.

“The unknown signatures are accelerating,” Kahi warned. Her brow furrowed tight. “Their course is changing. They’re heading for Bastion.”

Brad’s eyes widened. The sensor readouts were clearing, not so much to see what they were dealing with, but enough to get numbers.

There were fifty ships of varying sizes, three of which were massive compared to the rest. The central and largest of the signatures dwarfed the other two. That had to be their flagship.

“I’m recalling everyone,” Brad said. “Sound the alarm, get everyone ready. We’re going to be in for a fight.”

Michael gave a nervous laugh. “Maybe they’re friendly?”

Everyone just stared at him.

“A guy can hope!”

Brad stepped away from the main group and began reaching out to every last one of their teams away from Bastion. Sam and Jake were the first to get called back in. Without a doubt they were among the strongest fighters they had. Sam and Sal had their stealth and precision strikes, while Jake and his cultivators had sheer destructive force behind them.

“What’s going on, Brad?” Jake asked.

Brad sighed. “I don’t have specifics, but it doesn’t matter. There are fifty unknown ships coming to Earth, and they just made a beeline for Bastion. I don’t think they’re coming here to be our friends.”

“I’m not sure how much help we’re going to be, Brad,” Jake warned. “We ran into a big mess over here. Nokor got kidnapped, we ran face-first into a trap to pull him out, and even our cores got damaged.”

Brad gasped. “Your cores were damaged? How is that even possible?”

“We’re not sure. Nokor was trying to get answers when this Grandmaster Zeras lady showed up and gave him a stern talking to,” Jake said. “Apparently it has something to do with the trap we walked into that tried to rip the aether out of our cores.”

Brad frowned. “It tried to rip your aether out of you? Was there a monster there?”

“No, why?” Jake asked.

“We ran into a monster when recruiting a new community into Invictus,” Brad said. “The thing latched on to my aether weapon and started draining the aether out of it.”

Jake was silent for a moment. “Did you see any glowing triangles on the ground or tentacle faces?”

“Tentacle faces?” Brad asked.

“I saw one before I passed out,” Jake said.

Brad shook his head. “No tentacle faces. Though there was a glowing triangle on the ground and strange markings. The monster we fought had a feline build, but when we busted its armor open it looked like there was a human inside. Les insists it could be an elf, but I doubt that. We were tracking missing people from Hillsboro and that thing had an ankle bracelet on it.”

“That can’t be good,” Jake said.

“No, it can’t.”

“I’ll gather up my people and head over right now,” Jake said. “I’ll see if Nokor’s people can help us get back on our feet quickly.”

Brad turned his attention to the messages he’d received from Sam.

“Brad, that cat thing you fought isn’t the only one running around,” Sam said. “We found a gorilla-rhino-looking thing when dealing with the orc problem up here.”

Brad frowned. “Yeah, and your brother had a run-in with an aether-ripping trap. Did the system give you any information on what these things are?”

“Not a clue,” Sam said. “But consider the orc problem here solved for now. Golgug and his orcs are focused on finding out where these monsters are coming from and killing them. Hopefully they can accomplish that before they become a real problem.”

“Good,” Brad said. “Can you and Sal get back to Bastion quickly? We’ve got unknown ships heading our way.”

“We’ll be there in a couple of hours,” Sam answered. “Sal and I got a little banged up fighting that thing, but we should be good to go.”

“See you as soon as you’re back, Sam.”

Brad rushed through the rest of his recall orders. The Syndicate were happy to oblige and already returning to Bastion from their missions. The Booty Bay Beach Boys claimed they were tied up with their own mystery problems across the pond right up until Brad mentioned the fleet coming down on Bastion. Then there were the Devil Dogs. Their missions had taken them into heavy combat. They weren’t going to be making it back to Bastion in force any time soon.

Finally there was Aron’s party.

“A fleet is coming to Bastion?” Aron asked. “Huh…I think we might have a solution for that.”

“What do you mean ‘you have a solution’?” Brad asked.

Aron chuckled. “We’ve made some friends during our little adventures. Let’s just say they owe us one.”

“Mostly me,” Chet butted into the conversation. “And I’m telling you, you need to tell that princess you want nothing to do with her! I’m forever alone over here!”

“Yeah! Tell that silly pointy-eared lady to go away or I’m blowing her up,” Jo jumped in. “I was here first.”

Aron grunted like he was trying to push something off him—more like two someones, from the sounds of things. “I already told her. It’s not my fault she’s clingy.”

Brad blinked. “Uh, did I miss something?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Aron insisted. “We’re coming back ASAP. Just hold out until we get there.”

Brad wanted desperately to know what manner of shenanigans Aron and his crew were getting up to. Without being tied down to the city or running the guild, they were free to go wherever they wanted in their strange new world and have all manner of adventures. Weird ones too, from the sound of it.

“Brad, come here,” Kahi called.

No shortage of adventures here, kid, Frank said.

Brad rushed over to Kahi. “What’s the matter?”

“We have clear signal readings on the enemy,” Kahi said. “It’s House Oberon.”

On the holographic display was a spread of fifty House Oberon ships. Green, gold, and white, they gleamed in the light of the sun as they burned towards Bastion. Like the first ship humanity had seen, they vaguely reminded Brad of Star Destroyers from Star Wars, only heavily ornamented with tree-and-eagle-design motifs all along them.

The largest of the ships looked like it had wide eagle wings spread out toward the rear. The sensors marked it as a super carrier, with the two smaller ships on either side being regular carriers. They had to be absolutely massive vessels.

“Can our cannons even do anything to those things?” Les asked.

Kahi pursed her lips as they fleet began to split off. The smaller ships at the lead charged ahead with a larger command vessel. “They can. The smaller vessels will be no problem for the orbital batteries, but it is those carriers I am afraid of. They can sit far outside our range and launch attack after attack should they desire.”

Michael leaned over Kahi’s shoulder. “Swarm tactics aren’t really an elf thing, are they?”

“No,” Kahi confirmed. “They tend to favor honorable battle with the least amount of technology possible. Do not underestimate them, however. They will strike with great speed and precision, and their bows and blades will be a match for nearly all of your weapons.”

Michael pulled back with a laugh. “Well, at least they won’t have tanks.”

“They will have summoners and mages instead,” Kahi swiftly corrected.

Teresa shook her head. “I knew I should have picked up summoning spells.”

“It’s not too late to pick up an ice golem or imp,” Ceres offered with a warm smile.

Kahi frowned as red text flashed across the holographic display. “Two hours until the first wave is within range.”

“Brad!” Graston called from across the teleporter chamber. The little gnome scrambled forward with two heavy scrolls resting on his shoulders. “I heard you were getting into trouble again, so I brought your skills over.”

It would have been comical to watch the gnome’s little legs carry him across the vast chamber to them, but they didn’t have time to enjoy the show.

Brad met him in the middle. “Thanks, Graston. I hope this wasn’t too much trouble.”

Graston laughed. “No trouble at all. You paid plenty for this. If anything, Xaxi hopes you see this as a sign of gnomish quality and come to order more often from the consortium.”

Brad picked up the first of the spell scrolls.

Spell Scroll: Battle Orders — Legendary Quality

Vastly enhances the damage dealt by nearby guild members and allies to enemies. Increases the size of all ally AoE effects.

“A legendary? That’s amazing,” Brad said. “But it still doesn’t tell me anything about the effects.”

“Don’t worry about it, you’re going to put it to the test real soon,” Graston said.

He’s got that right, Frank said.

“Fair enough.” Using the scroll, Brad learned the Battle Orders spell then moved on to the next one.

Spell Scroll: Flying Colors — Superior Quality

Plant your flag to raise the morale of your allies while demoralizing your enemies. Allies have their critical rates and damage increased while enemies’ are reduced.

“This one doesn’t even have a different description,” Brad said.

Graston nodded. “Superior qualities often don't. They make a difference, but it’s not as notable as a legendary.”

Brad nodded and learned the spell anyhow. “Good to know, Graston. And thanks for the rush delivery. We’re going to need all the help we can get to survive this mess.”

Graston grinned, hefting his oversized hammer onto his shoulders. “Oh I know, Brad. Why do you think I came here myself? I can’t let my captain’s favorite customer go off and get himself killed, now can I?”

Brad laughed and patted the gnome’s shoulder. “Glad to have you on board. Now let’s go kick some elf ass.”


Chapter twenty
Jake


The Brawler drove out of the teleporter pyramid outside of Bastion an hour later, speeding across the frozen wastes.

Jake downed a blue-green glowing drink Korin had given him while he drove—a sort of mana-and-stamina potion that was supposed to refill his mana as well as his health. It only took seconds for the potion’s effects to take hold; the exhaustion was flushed from his body and mind, and his mana pool refilled swiftly. Placing the empty can down, he reached for a rolled-up flame boar bun and took a bite out of it.

“All I’m saying is”—Darius tore a chunk off a slab of meat and swallowed it down—“elves aren’t that scary compared to the pharaohs. Now the damage we’re putting out is a threat even to those guys.”

Tanya chugged down her own drink. “But Jake said this is a proper elf army. From House Oberon, anyway. The last guys we fought were a bunch of pushovers.”

Mason nodded. “My muse says most elven warriors are spell blades of some sort. They wield weapons and magic together without issue as opposed to being purge fighters or wizards.”

Jake frowned. “So they’re all like Lord Cairen?”

“Probably not as powerful, but something like him,” Mason agreed, finishing up his own meal.

“Let’s hope you’re right,” Jake said.

Mason patted his stomach and blew out a breath. “Phew. Those ogres can really cook, huh? I feel like new already just from eating all that.”

“Good thing Chippy’s grinding out that cooking skill, huh?” Tanya said with a smile. “I bet he’ll match the best ogre cooks real soon.”

Darius leaned back in his seat as the Brawler caught air and soared across the wastelands. “So Jake, how bad do you really think these elves are going to be?”

“Enough to pose a serious threat,” Jake said. “Why?”

Darius shrugged. “Eh, because I don’t think they’re going to be a big deal. We kicked their asses before and we’ll kick them again. I mean, what’s the worst they can do?”

Comets streaked down from the skies, slamming into Bastion in great plumes of flame. The blue dome of the city’s shield shimmered into existence and held solid against the bombardment as elven ships streamed down through the clouds. There were dozens of them.

“For starters, bombing us from orbit sounds pretty bad,” Tanya said.

Lasers, missiles, and plasma blasts returned fire, streaking up towards the heavens. The elf ships spread out, dodging the brunt of the salvo until one unlucky frigate caught a glancing plasma blast to its side.

The ship’s shields popped like a balloon. A blazing ball of blue-green plasma burned its way through the hull before detonating like a miniature sun above Bastion. The carved-out, molten husk of the frigate fell from the heavens, debris rapidly descending like the blood of a wounded animal. The exploding vessel crashed into the side of a mountain, carving out a deep scar and leaving blazing wreckage in its wake.

“So is dropping a whole fleet of ships on our heads,” Jake added, and floored it. They weren’t going to do Bastion any favors by gawking at the battle from a distance.

Elven ships rained fire on Bastion from the skies above, their weapons working more like spell cannons than regular guns—they fired lightning, flames, and ice onto the city below. Other vessels unleashed beams of green energy across the fleet. Jake watched the green energy trails saturate wounded craft that had taken a beating from the smaller anti-air emplacements across Bastion. To his surprise, the damaged hulls repaired themselves and ruined shields were restored.

Jake was about to point this out to the others when another shot of hot plasma erupted, catching one of the repair ships off guard, erasing it from the skies.

“What are they doing?” Darius asked, sticking his head out the window.

The elven ships began splitting off, darting across the sky in different directions. Only a dozen of the craft held their position above Bastion, their unrelenting bombardment battering the shield again and again.

“Are they running away?” Darius offered.

Jake shook his head. “Stupid elves aren’t taking us seriously. They’re running off to attack other human settlements.”

“Maybe,” Mason said. “But how come that big ship is spitting out smaller ships?”

Jake narrowed his eyes, trying to get a good look at the smaller craft. They looked like fighters and bombers mixed in with dropships. Just like in the movies, the fighters flew cover for the heavier craft—except the fighters all started dive-bombing, headed right for the shield.

“Are those morons going to kill themselves?” Darius shouted.

A shimmering field of blue energy sheathed the smaller ships, and they slipped right through the shield like it wasn’t even there. Explosions erupted across the city. Anti-air fire chased the elven craft around, but they were damned fast as they zipped between the buildings.

“Damn, they just have all sorts of tricks up their sleeves, don’t they?” Jake said as they reached Bastion’s gates.

They sped on through and immediately swerved off the road as a pair of fighters strafed them with a rain of heavy firebolts. Jake threw the Brawler around a corner, narrowly missing a squad of elven warriors with spears and shields. Their mages chased them away by detonating fire pillars that erupted beneath their tires.

“Brad, where do you need us?” Jake called out through the chaotic mess, doing everything he could to avoid coming down with a sudden case of crispy-fried cultivator.

“You wouldn’t happen to have a trick up your sleeve to get those ships out of our skies, would you?” Brad replied.

The shield dome above them shuddered with crackling electricity. The elves were trying to overload it with lances of electricity, comets of flame, and spears of ice. For a moment Jake thought the shield was about to break—it shimmered brightly, but held. A heavy barrage of concentrated fire had struck a single spot, but the shield refused to come down.

Jake shook his head, speeding around another corner, avoiding getting caught between humans and elves fighting in the streets. “Not unless you want me tapped out for the rest of the day. We don’t have any fighters or spaceships, Brad.”

“Not like we’d know how to use them anyway,” Tanya helpfully added.

The shields shuddered again. This time deep fissures formed across the dome. They weren’t going to hold under the bombardment.

“The ogres of the Violet Lotus have come to your aid,” Nokor announced across alliance chat. “Might we offer a solution to your current predicament?”

“Go ahead,” Brad said.

Nokor continued, “All Collective technology is fueled by aether, correct?”

“Obviously,” Brad agreed, equal parts annoyed and winded, likely from fighting off elves.

“Then might I suggest you position your cultivators beside the shield generators and plasma batteries?” Nokor offered. “They should be able to provide much more direct and potent aether to the systems, and—what is the term you humans use? Super-charge them?”

Brad couldn’t hide the glimmer of hope in his voice. “Would that even work? We had to do a custom setup to get Jake’s Brawler to work with his aether.”

“It would not be efficient,” Nokor said. “But it would work. The stronger or more cultivators you have fueling a particular system, the better it will operate.”

Jake had heard everything he needed to. “We’re heading to the shield generator. Send us some backup when you can.”

“Understood, Jake,” Brad said. “And thank you, Nokor. For coming to our aid.”

“We are glad to help any time,” Nokor said.

Jake weaved through the city streets, heading to the shield generator. He took one sharp turn too many and suddenly they were in the air, spinning.

Darius latched on to the ceiling and shouted, “What the hell happened?”

The Brawler came to a crashing halt inside a new, quaint little shop. Jake quickly realized it was a bakery as he crawled out of the wreck and headed on foot into the street.

A squad of elves quickly reshuffled their formation to face them. The system marked them as heavy elven infantry. The title made sense; their armor wasn’t the light, form-fitted plating they had seen when they’d first fought off the elves of House Oberon. It was bigger, bulkier, and their heavy kite shields—emblazoned with eagles on the front—looked like they could take a hell of a beating. With a fearsome cry, the elves banded their shields together. Spears jutted out through the gaps of their formation as a solid barrier of golden energy formed before them.

“Huh, so that’s how they flipped our Brawler,” Darius said. “I knew a bunch of pencil-necked little elves couldn't have achieved that without magic.”

“Bold words for a monkey,” spat one of the elves, who sounded far too high-class to be anywhere near the front lines of for her own good.

“Really? Monkey?” Darius sighed. “You pointy-eared punks are still on that?” He glanced back at Jake. “How are we struggling against these things?”

Jake sighed. “Darius, the shield generator’s over there.” It was roughly a mile sprint away from their position but close enough. Looking back at the Brawler, they could probably drag it out of the rubble and reach their destination quickly. “I’m going to get the Brawler out here. Can you handle these guys?”

Darius sat his axe on his shoulder. “Of course! Tanya, Mason, help me out here.” He charged into battle, pouring aether into his weapon.

Tanya and Mason opened up with a combined volley of aether blasts and beams at the elven shield. Mason’s beams bit deep into the barrier but were ultimately deflected. Tanya’s blasts, however, sent the formation of elves stumbling back a couple of steps. It was enough to break their line, causing the barrier to collapse.

Darius took the opening. Before the elves could recast their barrier, he hurled himself through the air and cleaved his axe down into their formation. The aether-sheathed blade smashed through a trio of elven shields before it erupted, sending the rest of the elven formation scattering away.

“How’s that for a monkey?” Darius laughed, only to catch an elven spear through his side.

“Disappointing,” barked the same elf as before, her spear lancing clean through Darius.

The other elves moved to surround Darius and skewer him.

Tanya charged up another blast. “Watch out, Darius!” She unleashed the ball of aether into the elven flank, blasting them apart.

Mason unleashed a pair of beams, catching the elves’ exposed sides and melting right through them.

Darius slammed his fist forward into the elven woman’s throat and squeezed. “Not bad for a monkey, huh?” he wheezed.

She struggled in his grasp but quickly realized there was no getting away. She swung her spear back and stabbed Darius until the fight left her body.

Darius threw her lifeless corpse at the last remaining members of her squad then collapsed, holding his gut. “That… That really hurt,” he wheezed.

The remaining elves scattered, fleeing into the streets.

You have received 5,000 aether.

Jake shook his head as he hauled the Brawler free from the debris. The heavily armored brick—as Darius oh-so-lovingly referred to it from time to time—was completely intact save for some paint damage. “What did we learn?”

Darius placed his hands over his wounds, channeling aether into them, slowly sealing them up as Tanya and Mason helped him to his feet. “Losing situational awareness is the first step towards getting dead?”

“And charging in like an idiot doesn’t help either,” Tanya added.

“Right on both counts,” Jake said. “Can you keep fighting?”

Darius nodded with a wince. “All day, every day.” He climbed into the passenger seat and swung his axe forward. “Let’s go save the day, Master.”

“You’ve got to stop calling me that,” Jake groaned, and sped off toward the shield generator.

Darius laughed. “Maybe when you stop being my master in all things cultivation and ass-kicking.”

“That’s not going to happen any time soon,” Mason laughed.

Jake groaned again and sped off toward the huge domed structure.

The shield generator dwarfed many of the structures around it. It was like a massive football stadium, but round instead of oval-shaped. Jutting out from the top of the structure were four towering spires that funneled a stream of shield energy up into the skies above. Jake had no idea how any of it worked, but those spires looked important. Like keep the shield from collapsing on top of them important.

“We’ve got company, Jake,” Tanya said. “Five elven transports behind us.”

“And a lot of elves just ahead trying to blast their way in through the shield generator’s front door,” Jake said as he slammed the pedal to the metal.

The Brawler surged toward a cluster of elven warriors, archers, and wizards trying to break through the front doors. Human defenders held off the tide with a wall of heavy shields, and gunners shot from the roof at the elves below. A single mage on the human side spammed waves of Fire Storm over the gathered elves, forcing the elven mages to shield their squads rather than assault the doors.

That was when Jake reached them.

The Brawler bulldozed through a crowd of elves like a speeding bowling ball. Their bodies flew off the vehicle’s chassis, though with disappointingly few notifications to let Jake know they’d actually killed any of them.

You have received 200 aether.

You have received 565 aether.

You have received 320 aether.

Jake and his cultivators quickly disembarked from the Brawler and went to town on the scattered and disoriented squad of elves. With nothing more than his aether-infused fists, Jake made quick work of them.

Darius broke off and headed toward a second squad, charging through them while fireballs rained down on their mage’s shield from above. The shield broke shortly after Darius’s axe found its way into the mage’s back.

Tanya and Mason were quick to help dispatch the remaining squads with beams and bolts. It wasn’t long before they’d emptied the field, though there were more large groups of elven transports filled with fresh troops heading right for them.

“Jake is that you?” a familiar voice called from the human defenders. A sickly sweet, doting voice that came off far too forced for Jake’s liking, yet was somehow genuine all at once.

“It’s us, Karen,” Jake said, dusting his robes off as he turned to face the woman.

She’d spec’d into the pyromancer tier-two class, and her outfit matched it oh-so-well. She wore a red dress lined with orange fur that blackened toward the tips. Much of her dress was covered with far more ropes than made any sense to Jake—right up until he spotted all the mana potions she carried on her. Potions which, judging by the amount of burnt bodies and craters around them, she’d burned through. But the most obvious sign that she’d gone down the wizard path wholesale was the huge red hat she wore, encrusted with so many different gems that one would think some overeager kid had gotten their hands on a bedazzler and gone to town on it.

Karen hopped over the railing leading up to the shield generator’s entrance and walked at a hurried pace toward Jake, arms outstretched. “Oh, it has simply been so long since we last saw each other. How’ve you been, darling?”

Jake pulled in a tight breath and let the woman embrace him. “Definitely could be doing better without an elf fleet trying to bomb us to hell.” He shifted his attention to Mason and Tanya. “Think you two can do something about those transports?”

“We can try,” Mason said.

He fired an aether beam at the first transport. It connected and slagged off a chunk of armor, but the transport was still coming. Tanya was up next, beating up the same transport with a volley of blasts. It listed to one side, then dropped to its front corner and tumbled through the air.

The elven transport narrowly missed crashing into its partners before coming to a stop upside-down. The hatch opened and a full squad of dizzy elves crawled out, adorned in heavy, ornate armor rivaling what Lord Cairon had worn. Except this was a whole squad of them.

Tanya dropped her arms. “Nope. That did not work.”

Karen downed a mana potion and tossed it aside. “Well darling, now that you’ve taken care of these pests for me, I can help you with this problem.” She stuck out her hand and called out: “Dragon Flame!”

Burning arcane rings swirled down her arm, culminating in the palm of her hand. A whirlwind of fire erupted from her hand with all the speed and force of a fighter jet screaming low. The attack caught one of the elven transports and decimated it, leaving nothing more than a molten scar in its wake.

Karen coughed and waved a hand in front of her. “Ugh. That spell is far too hot, and coincidentally has too big of a cooldown.” She popped another mana potion. “Think you can handle the rest of these pretty boys for me?”

Jake just stood there in awe. Cultivator or not, that spell was downright impressive. Sure, it only took out one transport, but if Karen had positioned herself better there was every chance she could have wiped out the entire elven formation.

Too late for that, Hazel said.

The elven transports came to a stop a hundred feet from the shield generator’s doors. Mages and archers popped out of the top hatches, raining arrows and spells upon them as the rest of the elven force poured out to charge them.

Invictus’s shield wall moved forward, preparing to meet them in battle.

The city shield above warbled and cracked under the continued barrage. It wouldn’t hold up much longer at this rate.

Jake growled. “We don’t have time for this.” He began collecting his aether into a powerful blast between his hands.

Darius gripped his shoulder. “Save your energy, man. You heard what Nokor said. We’re going to need all the aether we can get to strengthen that shield generator. And that machine is damned huge.”

Jake frowned. Darius had a point.

His point was made all the clearer when one of the far-more-ornate elven warriors at the rear fired an arrow from his greatbow clean through one of their thick tower shields, pinning a poor fighter to the wall in the process.

“I am afraid your time pretending to be a worthy challenge to House Oberon has come to an end,” the grandest and most ornate of the elves announced as he reached the front of the battle line. It was one of the elves from the transport Tanya and Mason had taken out.

Jake returned his aether to his core and cracked his knuckles. He didn’t need to use Aether Comet to wipe these guys off the face of the Earth, but it would take considerably longer. “Is that so?”

“Indeed,” the elf said without so much as skipping a beat. “For I—Lord Laeroth—have come to personally avenge the death of my younger brother, Lord Cairen.”

Jake smiled at the elf. “Well, today’s your lucky day. I’m one of the humans who took him out.”

Laeroth scowled at Jake. Thrusting his hand out, he summoned a double-bladed sword of gold and green, the elves’ eagle motif clear on the guards of his weapon. “Then today is a most fortunate day indeed, monkey.” He slowly walked towards Jake. “For today I avenge my younger brother and commence the purging of your worthless species!”

With a fearsome roar—about as fearsome as an elf could be, which honestly wasn’t very menacing—Laeroth led the charge.

Jake returned the cry in kind. “For Bastion! For humanity!” He charged forward, summoning a pair of aether blades in his hands.

“Be with you in a moment,” Karen said in between gulps of mana potions.

The rest of their defenders didn’t hold back. The alliance’s shield wall charged with swords, axes, spears, and hammers at the ready. Their advance was swiftly cut down by the great arrows the elves fired upon them. The human fighters called up their buffs and abilities, allowing them to take more abuse from the arrows.

Tanya and Mason split off from Jake and Darius, moving to the outskirts of the battle to use their aetheric attacks to take out the greatbows the elves brought to bear on them.

One archer took an aether blast to the head, sending his arrow arcing wide into a group of his own men.

Another mage caught Mason’s beam through the chest right as he was about to unleash a powerful-looking lightning spell. The dead mage collapsed onto the sphere of lightning, unleashing a shockwave of electricity through the elven rear line.

Darius clashed with the elven front lines, swinging his axe like a whirlwind through their ranks. Channeling aether enhanced the cutting power granted to his weapon and allowed him to break through their powerful shields and armor—right up until he caught a fireball to the face. Staggered, Darius was left open to attack. The mad flailing of his axe bought him just enough time for the allied shield wall to join his flanks and keep the elves at bay.

Laeroth and Jake met in the middle of the battlefield.

Jake went in with a powerful swing of his blades. They cleaved through empty air and dirt.

Laeroth danced swiftly away from him. The elf laughed. “A cultivator monkey? How adorable. To think the ogres managed to convert even some among your worthless race into their filthy kind.” Laeroth swept a hand over his blades, casting a spell upon them. The twin blades left a dark crimson trail in their wake as they whirled about. “I will take great pleasure in ending your species, and then butchering every last one of those damned ogres on this rock.” He surged forward with a whirl of his blades.

Jake swung out of the way, but not fast enough to avoid getting his arm grazed by the weapon.

You have taken 30 damage.

You are bleeding.

Hemorrhage build-up at 10%.

Well, that can’t be good, Jake thought.

Absolutely not! Olivia shouted. Hemorrhage will rip out about half your health if it makes it to a hundred percent, Jake. Do not let that thing touch you.

Jake gasped. Losing half of his health to a status effect build-up on top of bleeding damage? That wasn’t good at all.

Laeroth whirled his blades at Jake again. Jake ducked underneath a slash aimed for his neck and surged forward with a gut punch. Laeroth quickly hopped back, slapping Jake’s aether blade aside.

“You are a fast one,” Laeroth said.

“Obviously not fast enough,” Jake growled. He needed to upgrade his speed and perception if he was going to keep up with this elf. He was clearly a tier-two fighter of some kind, so he was on equal footing with Jake. So Jake did what any good cultivator would in his situation: he stalled while channeling aether across his body. “I thought you elves were all about collecting slaves.”

Laeroth scoffed. “You worthless monkeys lost the right to be our servants the moment you murdered my brother. Now enough talk. Prepare to die, mongrel!” Laeroth dashed forward in a blink.

Jake gasped, just barely dodging out of the way to avoid a mortal blow but catching a sword in his side that then whirled around to strike at his back.

You have taken 25 damage.

You are bleeding x2.

You have taken 10 damage.

Hemorrhage build-up at 20%.

You have taken 100 damage.

You are bleeding x4.

You have taken 20 damage.

Hemorrhage build-up at 50%.

Holy crap, that thing builds up quick, Jake gasped as he dodged out of the way of another flurry of strikes. The direct blows were especially dangerous. Not only from raw damage, but the swiftly stacking status effects they put on him.

Of course they do! Hazel practically yelled at him. Bleeding effects are one of the fastest-stacking in the system. You can increase bleeding through multiple wounds or worsening existing ones. Please don’t let this elf kill you, Jake! That’d be insulting.

Jake couldn’t agree more with Hazel’s assessment of the situation.

Laeroth dashed forward again after Jake. This time he was ready.

Surging aether through muscle, bone, tendon, and mind, Jake snapped his arms forward. He was going for the elf’s blade, but the elf spotted the attack at the last second and pulled away. Instead, Jake sent a palm strike right for Laeroth’s throat.

The elf spun away, gagging and coughing. “You dirty, filthy monkey!” Laeroth snapped.

Jake grinned, rolling out his shoulders. “Ooh-ooh-ooh, you prissy knife ears, did that hurt?” he mocked, and waved for the elf to come at him.

His bravado was cut short as a blast of elven fire punched through the city shield. The beam of concentrated fire erupted through the breaking barrier and lanced through the heart of a newly constructed skyscraper. The building’s core grew to a molten orange-white and then collapsed, taking with it another trio of structures.

Laeroth took Jake’s distraction as the perfect opening to strike and slashed Jake’s body.

You have taken 75 damage.

You are bleeding x6.

You have taken 30 damage.

Hemorrhage build-up at 70%.

You have taken 80 damage.

You are bleeding x8.

You have taken 40 damage.

Hemorrhage build-up at 90%.

Health: 40/450

At this rate Laeroth wasn’t going to need hemorrhage to build up fully to kill him. Blood loss—or another well-placed strike—would take care of him just fine. Jake needed to end this, or he would fall and Bastion would be destroyed.

Laeroth whirled his blades about like a saw blade and charged after Jake once more. “This ends here, monkey!”

Jake readied himself, splitting his focus between healing his injuries and finishing this fight once and for all. “Let’s go, elf!”

In that moment, time seemed to slow to a crawl as Jake focused on the perfect counterattack.

Laeroth rushed Jake, blades spinning at his side. Even with his heightened perception, those blades were a menace he couldn’t hope to keep dodging. Eventually he’d get hit and it’d be over. But there was another option. In his brazen charge, Laeroth had left his side wide open. That pristine elven neck was painfully exposed.

Jake shifted his aether fully into his body the second his bleeding stopped. Laeroth moved in for the strike. Jake deftly stepped to the side and crouched out of the way. The spinning elven blade narrowly sliced past Jake’s flowing robes.

A look of sheer terror spread across Laeroth’s face as realization of his mistake dawned on him.

Jake shot upward with a furious, aether-infused palm thrust at the elf’s throat. Laeroth leapt into the air, but before he could get out of reach, Jake whirled about with a furious roundhouse kick, sending the elven prince cratering face-first into the pavement.

You have gained 15,000 aether.

Well look at you, Jake, Hazel said with delight. You’re a regular practitioner of regicide now! What’s that, two elven princes felled by your hand?

I’m pretty sure Aron got the last hit on Lord Cairen, Jake said. He didn’t actually remember that day all too well.

Details! What matters is you were involved in the kills, Hazel pressed.

Another earth-shattering crack rang out from above as a lightning blast sheared through the swiftly breaking shield, carving a path across the city.

“We need to stop this,” Jake said.

“Seconded,” Darius shouted through the chaos, swinging an elven warrior around by the leg to keep the others at bay while trying to get in a good axe swing.

More elven transports rolled in to reinforce, unaware their dead prince was dead.

“We really don’t have time for this,” Jake growled.

“No need to worry, darling. I’ve got this,” Karen said, and snapped her fingers.

A pillar of fire erupted beneath the feet of the elves fighting Bastion’s defenders. Karen snapped her fingers again and took out another group with delight.

“Oh-hoh!” Karen cheered. “That perk does work! I am so glad I picked up that Fire Pillar spell Jo recommended. This is fantastic.” She kept snapping the fingers of one hand while using the other to pop another mana potion.

The open field was turning into a blazing hellscape thanks to Karen—but it was their blazing hellscape for a change.

“Darius, Tanya, Mason, to me!” Jake ordered, and broke off from the battle. He searched inside his robes for a health potion and downed it. He always carried one for emergencies, but he never thought he’d need one so badly as now. Going to have to upgrade that to three potions.

They scrambled into the shield generator facility but quickly became disoriented inside.

“Jake, where are you?” Brad demanded over guild chat. “The shield is falling apart.”

Jake wanted to say he was lost in the shield generator when Hazel helpfully marked out a path with a glowing yellow line.

This is the fastest route to the core, Jake, Hazel said. Hurry!

Jake didn’t hesitate to follow her lead. He scrambled across the facility, pouring aether into his body to move faster. The others were left in his dust as the shield generator’s core opened up to him without so much as asking for credentials. Just one of the many perks of officer status in Invictus.

“So what do I do now?” Jake asked Hazel.

I don’t know! she replied in mild panic as the ground shook from another wave of bombardment.

This one had hit close to the shield generator—too close. They had to be targeting them directly now.

“Nokor!” Darius called out through alliance chat. “How do we do the thing?”

Luckily the ogre had already learned to translate Darius. “Channel your aether out of your body into the generator’s core. It works best if you channel it through your hands. Work the aether over the core like you would your own. Build it up. Strengthen it.”

That was all Jake needed to hear. He stretched out his arms and poured all of the aether he could through them. With his enhanced aether sense he could see the violet, glowing tendrils leaving his hands like thick ropes. They flowed through the core’s mechanical shell into its aether heart, coiling around the center the same way he had built up his own core.

Tanya, Mason, and Darius all joined in on the process, adding their own aether to the mix.

The spinning reactor in front of them shifted its glow from a brilliant light blue to a deep, vibrant violet. It hummed loudly—the beam of energy shooting up into the heavens intensified.

The shield above the city was pulling itself back together.

But it wasn’t fast enough.

The elven bombardment slammed into the sealing shield, blowing chunks off as quickly as it was repaired.

“We need more aether,” Jake said.

Tanya glanced around. “There’s a ton just floating around in the air here, but it’s too much for me to handle.”

“Grab what you can and pour it in,” Jake grunted. He split his focus as best he could between channeling his own aether and drawing it in from the air.

Jake could feel every blast on the shield. They were like hammer blows to his own body. This was not helping his focus in the slightest, but he had to persevere or they were all done for.

Breathing steadily through his nose, Jake slowly tuned out the world around him. The stream of guild messages crying out for help. The damage reports. The shaking ground around them. The cries of battle outside. He cleared it from his mind until there was only him and the aether.

Thick tendrils of aether formed in the air around him. They swirled about his body, coiling about his limbs then surging through his arms into the shield generator’s core. One layer after another, Jake carefully wrapped the aether around the core, strengthening it, building it up, even applying heat and pressure to forge a new, more potent core within the generator.

When he finally opened his eyes, the shield reactor was a blazing sun of violet before them. A solid beam of aetheric energy ripped up towards the heavens, rebuilding the shield bigger and stronger than ever. It had worked.

“You did it, Jake,” Brad cheered.

“Does that mean we can go back to kicking elf butt?” Darius asked, still channeling aether into the core.

Nokor jumped into the conversation immediately. “No! You cannot leave. That core will not hold on its own. It was never meant to be operated this way. As such, you will have to stay there and maintain it.”

Darius huffed. “Damn it. This isn’t a normal thing with cultivator-focused tech, is it?”

“No,” Nokor answered. “It is normally far more stable. Its durability and power comes down to the skill of the cultivator powering it.”

“Understood,” Jake said. “We’ll hold here and keep Bastion safe for as long as we can.”

“I’m sending other cultivator teams to super-charge our orbital defenses,” Brad said. “Let’s hope they can reach them in time.”

“Uhm, Jake, dear,” Karen’s voice joined the conversation. “I hate to be a Debbie downer, but it’s beginning to rain men out here. Usually I wouldn’t mind, but….”

“Elves or humans?” Darius asked.

“Elves,” Karen confirmed.

Darius snorted. “It’s a little generous to call them that, don’t you think?”

Karen sighed. “Quit wasting precious time on your nonsense, Darius. This is serious! We’re going to be overwhelmed if we don’t get support soon. Do you understand that, or am I going to have to waltz into that reactor room and slap some sense into you?”

Darius gulped. “U-understood, Karen.”

Jake shook his head. “Brad, we’re going to need some help here.”

“We’re on the way,” Sam said.


Chapter twenty-one
Sam


“So what’s the plan?” Sal asked as the phantom sped through the blasted city streets. He threw the controls to the right, drifting around the wreckage of an elven bomber.

Sam scanned the map. There were dozens of elven troop transports heading for the shield generator, with more dropships streaming down from the fleet above. Their odds weren’t looking good.

“Drop me in their rear line,” Sam said. “I’ll take out the elven mages and rangers to take some pressure off our people.”

Sal nodded. “Sounds good. I’ll see about getting a good sniping spot ASAP.”

They arrived at the shield generator as the first wave of elven reinforcements arrived. Hundreds of fighters and rangers poured out with detachments of healers and mages to assist them.

Karen and her people were horrendously outnumbered. There were maybe thirty fighters remaining, with her as the lone mage.

“Some help would be greatly appreciated here,” Karen called over guild chat as she rained down fire upon the elves.

“Give us a moment,” Adams replied. “I’ve got a tank column headed your way, but these damn elven summoners are a pain in the ass.”

Sam couldn’t believe a bunch of summoners were giving tanks a hard time, but so much of Earth’s tech was subpar compared to what the Collective possessed. They would just have to hope Adams and his people could make it in time to reinforce them.

She dove out of the phantom into a roll as it sped past.

“Where did you come from, monkey?” balked a young elven warrior.

His squad swiftly turned to face Sam.

She didn’t hesitate to use Flicker Strike on the elf who had spotted her. “Right here,” Sam whispered into the elf’s ear as she appeared with a knife buried in his back.

The rest of his squad gasped in horror. By the time they regained their composure, Sam had used Lachrymator and tossed out a gas bomb. The fumes were more than enough to engulf the squad, leaving them coughing and retching as Sam darted ahead toward an elven transport.

“Karen, I’ve got a squad here waiting to be nuked.” Sam pinged the location.

“I see them, Sammy.” As swiftly as Karen replied, the squad of bunched-up elves were engulfed in a fire pillar that erupted beneath them.

You have received 5,000 aether.

Sam swiftly reached the elven transport.

Like many of the others, it had a ranger standing atop it armed with a great bow. The bow was bigger than its owner; the elf groaned as his powerful arms stretched the bow string taut. With a mighty twang the string snapped forward, releasing an arrow the size of a lance at blinding speed.

A group of tower-shield-wielding humans banded together, buffing their shields and bracing for impact. The arrow slammed into their line and bounced off, but not before sending three fighters rolling back out of formation.

A wave of fresh great arrows tried to capitalize on the break in the line, yet the enormous lances merely skewered into the ground before the swiftly recovering shield wall.

“So much for elven accuracy,” Sam taunted.

The elf ranger had but a second to wheel about in horror. Sam tore the elf’s throat open with her knife, then plunged the other blade through the elf’s heart while it clutched at its throat.

Was her violence excessive? Probably. But why risk allowing the dangerous ranger a chance to recover?

Sam nearly jumped out of her skin as a lance skimmed the air past her ear. Another ranger nocked a great arrow, aiming right for her.

“Slay the monkey!” cried an authoritative-sounding elf.

“Not a chance,” Sam spat back—too soon for her own good.

Thick, thorny vines erupted from the ground beneath the transport. Coiling wildly around it, they crushed the vehicle on their way to tangle around Sam’s ankles. The ranger released the arrow.

Sam didn’t have time to come up with a dashing plan to get out of her predicament. So, she relied on instinct.

She cast Shinobi Substitution on the ranger, trading places with him at the last possible second.

The elven ranger didn’t even have time to realize what had happened before his own great arrow ripped through his chest. The thorny vines wrapped around his legs made sure they stayed put while his upper body was carried away by the great arrow.

You have learned the spell: Shinobi Substitution — Level 2

“Holy crap Sam, you were cutting it real close there,” Sal said.

Sam’s heart kicked in her chest as the second archer wheeled about on her. The enormous arrow was mere inches from her face. She threw herself to the side and flung out a dagger fan, pincushioning the archer. He crashed to his back, releasing his heavy arrow harmlessly into the air above.

“Just a bit!” Sam shouted back breathlessly. She doubted her armor, even in pristine condition, could stand up to a direct hit from one of the elves' great bows even on a good day. It was in tatters after surviving her run-in with that thing at the orc camp; she seriously doubted it would hold up to a basic elf warrior. But Sam was a rogue—a shinobi now. If she was taking hits, she was doing something horribly wrong.

The crack of Sal’s rifle pulled her attention to the elven druid. He swiftly summoned a wall of roots from the fresh grass beneath his feet to block the shot. Sam couldn’t believe the gardening they’d put into Bastion to give their frozen hellscape a homey feel was being weaponized against them.

“Really?” Sal balked. “Seriously? A vine shield stopped my bullets?”

“Want me to take care of that problem for you?” Sam asked.

The druid was summoning more plants now; a pair of large flowers on either side of him with slowly blooming red flowers bigger than Sam was.

“Nah-nah-nah,” Sal said with clearly infuriated offense in his voice. He chambered another round. “I am not losing a fight to a fairy boy with an overgrown garden.”

Fully bloomed, the flowers spat poisonous barbs at Sal. Sam took cover inside one of the nearby ruined skyscrapers. The barbs smashed through the building around Sal as he held perfectly still, knee to floor.

A red beam flickered into existence from Sal’s rifle and pierced through the druid’s thorn wall. Three near simultaneous cracks erupted from the rifle. An eruption of plant matter was swiftly followed by a red mist blasting out the druid’s skull.

“What was that?” Sam asked.

“Triple action to fire three shots near instantaneously without any aim deviation, combined with Armor Piercer to increase their penetration,” Sal said. “My class doesn’t have the fanciest names or abilities, but they are damned effective.”

Sam blinked. “Why didn’t you use that on the thing at the orc camp?”

Sal laughed. “I was a little busy trying not to get blown to bits by it before the thought crossed my mind.”

Sam shook her head and turned her attention back to the battle.

Their shield wall was dwindling quickly. There were too many archers taking potshots at them, too many warriors rushing in to engage in melee range. The elven warriors pushed against the human line, forcing the tight shield wall to shift ever so slightly. Those shifts were enough for a great arrow to lance right through a shield or blast a gap in the shield wall.

Still, the humans were giving as good or better than they got in the melee exchange with the elves. Hammers crumpled elven armor like as though it were made of little more than overly elaborate aluminum cans. Axes tore through eagle-crested shields and ripped them free of their wielders’ hands. Swords found their way through gaps in the elves' defenses, striking fatal blows as surely as the few spears firing into the human line did.

“We should really form these guys up into proper units,” Sam sighed.

The difference between the two races’ fighting styles was impossible to miss.

The humans were all recent converts to the system—gamers, or people who just fought by any means necessary to survive. This made them strong and varied in their skills. While they had grown to become far more organized in order to survive, they were a messy rabble compared to the elves.

The elves had dedicated units of heavy infantry, spear-wielders, archers, and more. Sword dancers tried to split off members of the shield wall to take them on in single combat or open them up for a swift spell or arrow to pick them off.

Invictus didn’t have any ranged support or healers at the shield generator to back up the defenders. They was just a bunch of fighters, a very powerful pyromancer, and two rogues against the elven tide, with more allied reinforcements slogging their way through the city toward them.

Sam was going to have to talk with Brad later about getting their people much more organized. They’d probably need to drag Adams into the conversation to put his military experience to use as well.

“Two blocks out,” Adams called out on the guild chat. “We’ve broken through the summoners, but they’re hot on our tail.”

Karen broke the latest charge of elves with another fire pillar. “I’m not quite convinced that helps our situation any.”

Sam rushed down an elven healer looking to pick up the wounded elves from Karen’s latest attack. Sam swiftly took her out, then used Replica to unleash two copies of herself among the elves. “I’ll take whatever help we can get. Sal, keep an eye out for the summoners.”

“Adams, do they have a special look compared to the other mages?” Sal asked.

“Green robes, golden markings, staves,” Adams rattled off. “Any of that stand out to you?”

Sal sighed. “That sounds like every one of these mages out here. Guess I’ll have to wait for one of them to flex their skills.”

The skies above erupted in a brilliant flash of blue-green light. Up in the distance past the shield, one of the larger elven ships had just received three heaping helpings of plasmafire across its hull. The broken, molten husk of the ship groaned as it began plummeting toward Bastion. Smaller anti-air batteries focused their fire on the crashing ship, trying to reduce it to pieces before it could smash the shield. One of the plasma cannons recharged in time to get a critical shot off. The elf ship shattered, raining molten debris across the shield.

“That was awesome,” Sal said.

Sam threw a dagger fan into the backs of a group of elves. It turned out those still counted as backstabs for the damage bonus. The three elves crashed dead to the floor. “So long as the shield holds and our cannons stay running, we can win this.”

“Or until they decide to stop playing games with us and bring all their troops down on us,” Karen countered, detonating a group of elven transports with a molten blast of energy across the freshly arriving reinforcements.

“That’d be what I’d aim for in this situation,” Adams agreed as his tank column rounded the corner. “But it looks like the shield generator’s a much more important target.”

The tanks opened fire, their main guns lancing through elven transports. Space-elf technology or not, there was something to be said about a group of big tank guns focus-firing a target to pieces. The heavy mounted machine guns tearing into things helped a great deal as well.

The elves were quick to shift their formation away from the human shield wall. Their panicked cries and orders sent the organized force of gold-and-green-clad warriors into a desperate panic as they tried to band shields together against the tanks.

Much like the elven transports, there wasn’t much they could do against them.

A tank shell ripped through their magically enhanced shield wall. Another squad of elves was run over by Adams’ main battle tank—the one with the shark teeth painted across its hull. They scattered the elven infantry to the winds and worked on picking off the incoming transports while Karen worked on the ones actively offloading troops.

But it wasn’t a one-sided affair.

Elven great arrows punched into thick armored plates. The tanks rocked under the abuse but held their ground, sweeping their guns across priority targets.

And then Sam saw it.

One of the elven archers drew his bow and gathered mana about the great arrow’s head. It shot forward, lancing through the side of a tank and detonated in a flash of blue. The tank splayed open like a blown-out can.

“What the hell was that?” Adams shouted.

Sal took the elven archer’s head. “They have skills and spells like us too, Adams. Apparently tank-busting ones!”

“Take them out,” Sam said as she swiftly made those archers her priority. Using Flicker Strike, she darted from one to another, tearing them to pieces with her daggers. Without so much as having to think about it, her replicas followed her will, using the same skills to strike at their targets.

Unlike Sam, the replicas were seriously lacking in the damage department. Where Sam would take one or two swift strikes to bring a target down, replicas required at least a dozen hits. Less if they actually hit anything important. But that was fine; they were more of a distraction than anything. The less archers that were able to shoot, the fewer casualties they would suffer—and the skill was leveling up faster than she expected through the prolonged engagement.

You have learned the spell: Replica — Level 2

You have learned the spell: Replica — Level 3

You have learned the spell: Replica — Level 4

Apparently the skill not only leveled up with use but also the longer her replicas remained active and engaged in combat. It may have been a weak skill to begin with, but its utility was impossible to deny. The fast level gains were sure to make it a powerhouse in the near future.

Weren’t you supposed to get more copies when you leveled up the skill? Olivia asked.

Maybe I have to recast it? Sam offered.

She did just that, earning herself a warning that her existing replicas would be dismissed if she did. Sam disabled the warning and completed her cast. Two additional replicas appeared around her, for a total of four copies. Sam grinned to herself. At the faintest nudge of her will, the replicas darted off after elven archers and mages.

“Sal, you really made a mistake skipping out on the ninja class,” Sam said.

“That’s a high-level rogue skill,” Sal countered. “And I don’t know about you, but I like my enemies not being able to shoot me in the face with giant arrows.”

Sam laughed.

With the rest of Adams’ convoy arriving, fresh reinforcements deployed from armored transports. These were trained soldiers, not a random band of survivors collected from across the world. They poured out with alien rifles and armor gathered from the 3D printers and took up positions under whatever cover they could. Their fire teams were comprised mostly of rangers with a dedicated healer, with an occasional group entirely melee or magic focused.

Sam couldn’t be happier to have Adams on their side. He was going to be an amazing resource if they were going to properly stand up to the elves, the pharaohs, and whatever other problems the Collective decided to throw their way.

But her relief was swiftly snuffed out.

“Goddamn it,” Adams spat. “Summoners incoming. Bearing one-twenty-five.”

Sam blinked up at Sal in the skyscraper. “What does that mean?”

“East!” Sal pinged desperately as he fired.

Sam turned to watch a group of five mages striding toward them beneath a dome of mana. The powerful shield shimmered as Sal’s skills went off all at once again, trying to take them out. It didn’t so much as crack.

One of the Devil Dogs’ tanks swung its turret over and fired on the summoners. The shield shimmered then wicked away the smoke and flame like it was merely an inconvenience and nothing more.

“The real party’s about to start, boys and girls,” Adams said. “Spread out!”

Sam wasn’t sure what to expect, so she kept hunting down the elven archers as she had been, keeping them from destroying their tanks and transports.

Brilliant blue rings erupted in front of the mages, three of them casting their light across the battlefield. One after another a trio of golems rose from the summoning circles, stone giants with arcane runes carved into them. Their bodies glowed with elemental magic. An ice golem, a fire golem, and a lightning golem marched silently toward their formation.

“All guns, open fire,” Adams called.

The tanks focused their fire on one golem at a time. The ice giant lumbered back, chunks of stone blowing clean off it. Frozen magic erupted from its body like blood, leaving an icy fog in its wake. The ruined grass beneath it froze solid, and still the golem advanced.

“We need to take those mages out,” Sam said. “Karen, how’s your mana?”

Karen gulped and took a breath. “Topped off. But that was my last mana potion, Sammy.”

“Think you can summon a fire pillar under those mages?”

“I can try.” Karen pointed her hand at the five summoners and snapped her fingers.

A raging pillar of fire erupted beneath their feet, engulfing their shield whole.

But there was no aether notification.

The flame pillar cleared and the mages stood in their mana shield without so much as a scratch on them. Even their shield seemed completely unharmed.

“Well, that doesn’t seem fair in the slightest,” Karen protested. “I’m going to find the Collective’s manager and let them know this is an outrage!”

“Uh, yeah, how are you going to do that if we don’t get out of this mess alive?” Sal said.

Karen opened her mouth, then closed it with a huff.

Sam frowned. There had to be a way through the mages’ defenses. There just had to be.

Maybe Flicker Strike will do the trick? Olivia offered.

Their shield blocked Karen’s Flame Pillar, Sam said. That literally summons a pillar of fire beneath their feet. How is this going to work any differently?

You’ll never know unless you try, Olivia said.

Sam sighed and decided to give it a go. She darted past the chaos of battle, slashing at elves as she passed. When she neared the golems, she picked up the pace.

The lumbering giants ignored her. Each of them was thirty feet tall and pulsing with magic throughout their stone bodies. Another salvo of cannonfire barraged the ice golem. Its arm detonated clean off, forcing Sam to dodge through falling stones and freezing mana. She came out the other side, teeth chattering before one final volley blew the ice golem apart in a furious blast of arcane energy.

The field of grass around the golem was frozen solid.

The other two golems proceeded forward without so much as a hint of concern.

Raising its hands into the air, the lightning golem summoned twin electric whips and cleaved through a trio of transports. Soldiers scattered clear of the lashing whips, but many weren’t so lucky. Caught up in the electric energy, their bodies vaporized before they could even cry out in pain.

The fire golem thrust its hand into the ground. The earth swiftly turned molten before the golem tore free a poleaxe nearly as big as it was.

If Sam couldn’t get to the summoners and put an end to them, the shield generator was as good as gone. Hell, they might not even need to take out the generator if the summoners were this strong.

Sam rushed into range of the mages and picked the one closest to the shield’s edge. The female summoner gave her a disgusted look just as Sam vanished.

Flicker Strike sent her plunging through the air at the mage. Her twin daggers stabbed into the shield, biting in just enough to get stuck. It really spoke to the stats difference between her weapons and the Earth-made tanks. Humanity really needed to step up its crafting game.

The elven summoner gave Sam an amused sneer. “Poor little monkey. Did you think you could pierce our shield with your cute little knives?”

With a thought, Sam shifted her daggers to swords. The lengthening blades forced their way little by little through the shield until they jutted inside.

“Yes,” Sam said with a grin.

The elven summoners gasped in horror.

Sam tried to pry the shield open with her twin swords when smaller rings of light erupted all around the shield. More summoning circles.

“Fine,” the summoner spat. “If you are so desperate to die, then we shall grant you your wish.”

Smaller golems of all elements rose swiftly from the rings. Some looked like humans with arms and legs. Others floated about on a magical tail with bulky upper bodies. Stranger still were the ones who resembled a cross between a spider and a crab. Sam decided she was going to stay well and truly away from those.

Sam tore her blades free from the shield and shifted them back to daggers. Any bright ideas, Olivia?

Hexen Dropper! Olivia said. These should be small and light enough for your skill to work. Drop them on the shield.

Sam froze for a second, pondering the idea. Could it really be that simple? Use their own summons against them as projectiles?

A crab golem’s pincers snapped at her neck, tearing her from her thoughts. Sam leaned back just as the pincer was about to remove her head from her shoulders. She quickly parried the claw aside with a swift slash, then broke engagement with a throw of her Smoke Bomb.

The golems shuffled about her, the stomping and dragging of their stone bodies moving toward her last position. Luckily for her, the smoke didn’t bother her in the slightest, and the mana glow from the golems made them stand out through the haze like sore thumbs.

Sam targeted one of the legless golems and activated Hexen Dropper.

She surged forward, launching the golem into the air with a swift strike from her daggers. They had to be ten, fifteen feet in the air above the stunned group of summoners when her body automatically latched on to the golem.

Oh, this is going to be fun, Sam thought.

She flipped herself and the golem over in a sudden burst of momentum. The two went spiraling like a drill, head-first into the magical barrier below. The golem smashed into the barrier with a sickening crack. The golem’s body crumbled to pieces.

The barrier flashed and cracked with strain.

Sam kicked and flipped off the golem’s shattering body as if she’d done the maneuver a million times before. The plan was working.

You have learned the spell: Hexen Dropper — Level 2

“How is this possible?” spat one of the elven summoners.

Sam didn’t give them time to gather their thoughts. She darted after the next golem and repeated the process. The last thing she needed was for the elves to snap out of their shock and dismiss their summons.

The cracks in the shield grew into fissures with the second Hexen Dropper. The elves cried in panic, holding their hands up to the barrier, trying to reinforce it with mana. Sam slammed a third golem into it. This one didn’t break into pieces, nor did it damage the barrier as much as the prior ones had.

You have learned the spell: Hexen Dropper — Level 3

For a moment Sam considered using Replica to speed up the process, but those copies of her did far less damage than her. If she tried that maneuver, she might end up wasting perfectly good golems to break the barrier.

Instead, she went for a different tactic.

Sam activated Gunpowder Shadow Style.

Crab golems snapped at her with their claws. Her daggers shot out in a fan, detonating across a pair of the creatures before a third tackled her to the ground. It pinned her with its eight heavy stone legs.

“See, Amerinthine? I told you the monkey could not hope to succeed against us,” the centralmost elf summoner told the female who’d been taunting Sam from the start.

The golems surrounded her for the kill. Elemental powers flared through them as they summoned weapons and spells, preparing to end her.

To the surprise of the elves, Sam laughed.

The golems all struck at once.

“Shinobi Substitution,” Sam said.

She switched places with the crab golem holding her down. The other stone monsters turned the crab into dust while Sam found herself standing over its remains.

Sam activated Hexen Dropper one more time, and with a powerful backflip sent the heaviest-looking golem flying. She kicked off another of the crab golems and snatched her victim in the air.

“Get ready, Sal,” Sam said.

“Ready,” Sal replied.

Sam spun through the air, slamming the golem downward with all the strength she could. The golem exploded on impact, and so did the barrier. Sam came crashing through, tackling the central elf to the ground.

With the barrier gone, Sal shot an elf through the heart, then another through the head.

Sam swiftly rose to her feet and threw a fan of daggers at an elf then rushed Amerinthine with her twin daggers. The elven mage threw herself just out of reach of Sam’s blades. She drew back her staff, summoning forth a fire spell she would never cast. Sam shifted her daggers into sword mode and pierced through the elf’s fine robes.

“Not bad for cute little knives, huh?” Sam mocked.

The elf just stared at her in wide-eyed shock.

Sam twisted the blades and tore them free.

The elf crashed to the ground, bleeding out.

The golems around her collapsed into harmless rubble. The ones fighting Adams and his tanks for control over the shield generator weren’t so harmless. Each one became a veritable landslide of stone detonating across the battlefield as they exploded. Their magical energies had swiftly become unstable after the deaths of their masters.
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“Damn, Sam,” Adams said. “I could use a dozen of you for our spec-ops teams. Great work out there.”

“Any time,” Sam said. “After this whole mess is over we’re going to need to get you new tanks.”

Adams popped out of his tank’s hatch and grinned at her in the distance. “Already got my orders in with Tim and his crew.”

Sam flashed him a thumbs-up.

With the summoners and their mighty golems destroyed, the rest of the elven attack force broke. They scattered like roaches into the city, any semblance of organization—of being a proper fighting force—gone in an instant. As it turned out, for all their high and mighty talk, advanced spells, and equipment, elves were no different than humans. They bled like humans, they died like humans, and most importantly, they knew fear like humans.

Sam turned her gaze toward the skies as another volley of plasmafire lanced across the heavens at the elven fleet above. The ships scattered to avoid being shot out of the sky. Another vessel took a blow directly to its engines. The ship listed forward and fell toward the frozen wastes.

“Are we actually going to win this fight?” Sal asked.

Sam squeezed her daggers. “It sure looks like it.”

She spoke too soon.

From above a new group of cruisers and frigates streaked in, accompanied by hundreds of fighters and dropships. They swarmed down upon the city like locusts.

“We’ve got elves dropping in everywhere,” came a frantic voice through guild chat.

Many more reports poured in of key infrastructure being targeted within the city.

“They’re coming after the plasma cannons,” reported another. “There’s too many of them. We can’t hold—”

The voice was abruptly cut off.

“Damn,” Sam whispered.

Adams took a deep breath. “Better dig in and get comfortable, people. This is going to be a long day.”

“You can say that again,” Sal agreed.

“Elves are swarming in all over the habitation sector,” came another report. “They’re killing everyone!”

“What do we do, Sam?” Sal asked.

Sam frowned. She couldn’t abandon the shield generator. Doing so left Jake vulnerable, and if he and his cultivators fell, the whole of Bastion came down with him. Karen and Adams needed all the help they could get to secure the area before another wave of summoners or elves showed up.

You can’t be everywhere at once, Sam, Olivia tried to comfort her.

I know, Sam said.

“This is Brad. We’re moving to engage.”


Chapter twenty-two
Brad


The plan was simple: cut a path through the habitation sector, reach the plasma batteries, and save the day.

Executing said plan was anything but simple.

“Watch out for those fighters,” Michael shouted.

Brad threw their latest donation from House Oberon—a banged-up elven transport—to the side as a wing of five fighters strafed the street. Their arcane bolts erupted the pavement in their wake.

“Mage cannons.” Brad shook his head. “Friggin’ mage cannons. What the hell, man? It’s like the elves just took everything from modern militaries and instead of sci-fying them up, they went full-blown Harry-Potter-meets-Rambo.”

Les laughed. “Except for the guns part. They haven’t figured those out yet.”

A volley of great arrows lanced through the air at them. A shaft punched into one of the transport’s hover pads, throwing them into a spin.

Brad and the others shouted as the transport went out of control. More great arrows lanced through the hull, one of their arrowheads nearly jabbing Brad in the eye. The transport hit a chunk of debris and bounced hard in the air. Crashing and flipping through the ruined street, they came to a halt inside the lobby of what was supposed to be a new apartment complex.

“We’re going to have to spend so much on repairing this mess,” Brad grunted and pushed the great arrow away from his face. “Is everyone OK?”

“I feel like I’m going to throw up,” Ceres groaned.

Michael felt over his body. “No new holes yet, Brad. I’m good.”

Teresa held her head. “I’m sure the world will stop spinning any minute now.”

Les merely undid her harness and headed to the back. She tried to drop the troop ramp, but it wouldn’t budge so she kicked it off its hinges. She stepped outside and drew her sword. “You guys might want to hurry it up and get on out here.”

Sweetness rushed out with an excited snuffle.

Brad scrambled out the back of the transport along with the rest of his party and scowled. They were surrounded by several squads of heavily armed and high-level elves. Worse still were the archers with great arrows on the rooftops across the street from them.

“Imagine my shock to find the monkey leader handing himself on a platter to us,” the lead elf said; he stood before them in a flowing red cape. “Do yourself and your people a favor and surrender now. You may make a good servant for House Oberon yet.”

Brad pursed his lips, slowly raising his arms in the air with his halberd in hand. Michael, Teresa, and Ceres followed his lead. Les just glared questions at him.

A private message popped up in the corner of Brad’s vision.

A wry smile crossed Brad’s lips. “Ceres, Teresa. Can we get a mana shield?”

Both forces sprang into motion immediately.

The elves released their arrows. Ceres and Teresa threw up the most powerful mana shield they could muster. Giant arrows slammed into the magical barrier, cracking and ripping chunks off it.

“Kill them!” the elf leader shouted.

Brad swung out his halberd in a cross pattern. “Grand Cross!” he shouted.

The ring of light erupted beneath their feet. Power surged through Brad’s body, filling him with new strength and vitality as the buff went to work on him and his party. The elves cried out in pain as the marked area swiftly began applying its damage. They flailed about, trying to defend themselves against an attack against which there was no defense apart from one’s passive stats.

“This works a lot better against other races than monsters,” Les said.

Brad grinned and swung out his halberd. “Now attack, Jason!” As he barked out his order, he activated his newest skill: Battle Orders. One of the coolest perks about it was that he only had to shout an order to will its activation.

Les got all of two steps through the enemy’s mana shield and was swinging her blade at the first of the elves when a stampede of razorprey charged through the elven lines.

Jason and his cavalry carved a path through the enemy. Their rocket lances skewered elves left and right, blowing chunks out of their formation and demolishing their transports. The combined effects of Grand Cross and Battle Orders amplified their effectiveness to a great degree.

Other riders trailed Jason’s lancers. These wielded guns, arrows, and staves. They acted as a mop-up operation, taking out any straggling elves and archers the main cavalry push missed.

“Thanks for the save, Jason,” Brad called out as he stepped through the shield and started blasting apart elves with his shotgun.

Les surged past him, actively competing for who could tally up the most kills.

Sweetness was not one to be left behind, but his race began and ended at the first unfortunate elf to cross his path. Brad seriously needed to train Sweetness into an efficient fighter rather than letting the overgrown honey badger enjoy his kills so much.

Michael wasn’t so bothered. He used Shadow Step to melt into the darkness and reappear behind an archer lining up a shot on Teresa. The archer’s scream was cut short before it could even leave his mouth.

Ceres and Teresa dropped their shield.

“Well, there’s not much for us to do here,” Ceres said.

Teresa nodded. “Indeed. Who knew Jason’s ridiculous razorprey cavalry would actually be worth anything?”

“I heard that,” Jason shouted from the front of his rushing formation. The razorprey were charging on ahead, clearing a path through the streets for them.

Brad grimaced as he took in the destruction around them. There wasn’t a single elven transport left in working order for them to commandeer and speed their way to the closest plasma cannon. Jason and Daphne could give him a ride, but he’d have to leave Sweetness and everyone else behind. Technically, Sweetness could carry them all on his back, but he wasn’t really fast enough to justify that stunt. An elven archer would skewer his poor honey badger as though he was standing still. After seeing what those great arrows did to an elven transport, he really didn’t want to see what they would do to Sweetness.

Michael dropped down from above and landed next to Brad. “So how are we getting to that cannon?”

“On foot,” Brad said. “Maybe we can steal something along the way, but right now—”

More explosions rang out in a distant street as Jason’s cavalry swung around the corner in pursuit of more enemies. There was nothing left in their wake but bodies and burning wreckage.

Brad sighed. “Right now it doesn’t look like we’re going to be getting a ride any time soon.”

“Then we better run fast.” Les rested her sword on her shoulder and sprinted. “The longer those cannons stay offline, the more problems we’re going to have with these damned elves.”

Brad’s eyes widened. He pulled up his map to check if Les was right. Sure enough, during their brief holdup the rest of their cannons had been overwhelmed by the elves. Their anti-air batteries were still going strong, but they were taking losses from fighters and bombers hitting them. Luckily they were automated, and unless the elves managed to take over their control node those turrets would keep fighting until they ran out of aether. And Brad really wasn’t sure if they ever ran out of aether.

The party rushed down the ruined streets, taking in the destruction around them.

Freshly constructed buildings were blasted apart. Bodies of humans and elves littered the streets. Destroyed vehicles and debris were scattered everywhere. There were even the molten remains of a large residential structure that had taken a direct blow from one of the elves' spell cannons.

It was like the beginning of the seeder invasion all over again. Except instead of being hunted down by rabid monsters, they were being exterminated by aliens. Sentient creatures who had consciously made the decision humanity needed to be wiped off the face of the galaxy. Creatures who didn’t want to so much as give them the chance to be free in the first place.

Brad wasn’t going to let those monsters win no matter what. Even if he had to figure out how to get up there in space and take out the elven flagship on his own.

That’s really going to be easier said than done, Brad, Frank said. You don’t even have a Scooty Puff Jr. to get you out of the atmosphere.

A scooty what? Brad asked.

Frank laughed. Don’t worry about it. Elves on your right.

Brad turned to spot a line of spear-wielding elves charging them.

Les swung out her sword, carving through several of their spears. Sweetness took the opportunity to bulldoze through the broken section of the pike formation, ripping and tearing into the elves. Brad unleashed a swift volley of blasts, putting down elven troops before they could draw near. Teresa then froze the ground so the surviving elves struggled to stay on their feet or else fall flat on their backs. Ceres finished the job with a quick lash of chain lightning that bounced between the survivors.

You have received 5,000 aether.

Those were a lot of dead elves to give split so much aether between a full party. They certainly couldn’t have been highly seasoned if they went down that easily.

Yet they were only a drop in the bucket.

As Brad’s party advanced to a brand-new but mostly demolished park, Brad caught a glimpse of the skies above.

There was another ship in the sky. A single, flying brick stood in sharp contrast to the sleek elven craft. It was the dwarves.

“Brad, this is Ironmane. We are here to assist you,” the dwarf prince said.

Their heavy ship turned its broadside toward one of the outlying frigates. With a thunderous volley, the poor elf ship was gutted, its engines barely functioning as it drifted down toward the ground.

“We appreciate the help, Ironmane,” Brad said. “But aren’t you still hurting from fighting the pharaohs?”

Ironmane laughed. “It’s going to take more than a few cute little knife-ear ships to bring down our mighty vessel, Brad. Besides, you have ten of my finest craftsmen in your city right now. Their lives are just as much my responsibility as they are yours. So try not to let them get killed, will you?”

Brad seriously doubted he had the ability to make that promise, but he could agree to the sentiment. “We’ll do our best, Ironmane.”

Brad’s group cut across the city, weaving past elven units whenever they could avoid fighting and carving their way through when they couldn’t. Elves were rounding up every lower-level human they could get their hands on, slapping collars and manacles on them before hauling them off to dropships and transports. Important as it was for them to hit those cannons, Brad always made sure his party detoured to save those people. They were his responsibility, and he wasn’t about to allow the elves to enslave any of his people if he could help it.

It was a long, arduous slog through the city until they stole another elven transport and sped off for the plasma batteries. By then, a very real threat that Brad hadn’t foreseen had arisen.

One of their own cannons was turning toward Ironmane’s ship at a snail’s pace.

“We have to get in there right now,” Brad said.

Unfortunately, there was a wall of elves between them and the doors. They were bunkered down tight, too. Getting through them was going to be hell.

“Ceres, make a hole,” Brad ordered. “Ryan, I need you and your people to secure the other two cannons.”

Ryan replied over guild chat. “Already on it, Brad! I’ve got the Booty Bay Beach Boys backing us up.”

For once, Brad had too many concerns on his mind to even consider laughing at the ridiculous name.

Ceres gathered her magic into a powerful arc tether.

The elves tightened their formation, casting spells to reinforce their shield wall. Mages threw up mana shields after mana shield while their archers lined up their shots.

At the same moment, Ceres unleashed her arc tether and the archers their arrows. The powerful ball of lightning ripped forward, igniting some of the passing arrows on its way to the elves. It didn’t do a thing to the great arrow that flew among its lesser kin.

The enormous arrow sailed through the sky, straight for Ceres.

Brad swung for the arrow and missed by a hair’s breadth.

Les didn’t miss. She smashed the arrowhead with such force the arrow deflected into the ground in an explosion of dirt.

Ceres’s jaw dropped. “Did that almost hit me?”

“It almost hit all of this,” Michael said, waving his arms over her torso area. “There wasn’t going to be much left of you, to be honest.”

Ceres was speechless.

The elves more than made up for her silence. Their cries filled the air as Ceres’s ball of lightning lashed them with electric tendrils. It ripped at the magical barriers, weakening and pulling at them, threatening to break the highly fortified position.

The archers were not fortunate. The very gaps they used to fire on Brad’s party were the same gaps that vicious spell exploited to latch on to them and rip them out of their formation.

The mages dropped their concentration to save the archers, to their own detriment. The moment the magic barriers dropped was the moment Ceres’s powerful arc tether took hold of the elven shields. It ripped through the warriors’ buffed up shield wall.

One after another, it pulled the elves into its central sphere and shocked them to death. Teresa added one final blow to their barricade—a well-timed blizzard rained upon their formation.

“Everyone charge!” Brad roared, and took off in a mad dash.

Arc tether detonated, frying what elves it could and scattering the rest. The surviving elves were freezing from the aftereffects of the blizzard, but they weren’t out of the fight.

The elves met Brad’s party in battle.

Brad closed the gap, blasting away with his shotgun. Elven shields shattered under his assault. Warriors flew back under the shotgun’s barrage as he pumped slug after slug through their chests.

A wall of blades and shields confronted him.

Brad threw his halberd up to block and twisted free of the blades coming his way.

Les bull-rushed ahead, using her superior strength and Fiery Rage to break through behind the shields and cleave through the exposed elves.

Michael threw a smoke bomb at a healer’s face, sending him staggering back in a thick cloud of smoke. He vanished then reemerged on the other side of healer, plunging his dagger into the mage.

“Barricade’s clear, let’s move—” Brad’s words were cut short as a cannon fired.

Blue-green light from the discharge nearly blinded him—and he wasn’t even looking at the cannon. The heat radiating off a ball of plasma was enough to sear his skin through his armor, and the shockwave the cannon unleashed at this range sent him crashing to the ground. If not for burying his halberd’s axe head into the dirt, Brad was certain he would have been sent out a few blocks at the very least.

Teresa latched on to Brad’s leg as she flew past; Ceres barely managed to grab hold of his belt. Michael nearly strangled Brad as his arms coiled around his neck.

“Make it stop!” Michael whined before the shockwave dissipated.

Their bodies slumped back against the floor and they scrambled back to their feet.

Through the clearing dust, Les rose to her feet, drawing her oversized sword from the earth. She grinned at them and pointed at her blade. “You guys need one of these.”

“I’ll add it to my shopping list,” Michael said.

Brad shook his head and sprinted toward the battery even as his gaze trailed the plasma bolt sailing through the sky. They were too late. It was sailing right for the dwarven ship.

With a blazing flash of its engines, the dwarven ship surged forward, bullying its way past another elven frigate. Ironmane’s dwarves narrowly avoided the ball of death as it sailed harmlessly into the heavens above.

To celebrate their brush with death, the dwarves unleashed a point-blank broadside into their elven counterparts. The elven craft was shredded to little more than burning shrapnel within seconds. Without skipping a beat, the dwarves moved on to their next target.

Brad didn’t have to be a master of naval strategy to realize what the dwarves were doing: they were picking off the small fries while trying to avoid getting tangled up with the larger elven cruisers. They were distracting House Oberon’s ships—not providing a true, direct threat to them. If Ironmane and his dwarves were too eager in their approach they would find themselves surrounded on all sides by elven spell cannons, and even their mighty battle brick could only handle so much abuse.

If they didn’t get the orbital defense guns under control soon, the dwarves were going to be forced to retreat—or worse. They could be forced into an unwinnable situation and get themselves killed. If that happened, Brad wasn’t so sure the prince’s father wouldn’t want to take out his grief on humanity. They couldn’t let that happen.

Brad stormed through the battery’s front doors.

It was a massacre.

The long corridor was full of defensible positions that had been hardened by humans then destroyed by elves. Broken bodies littered the full length of the hallway.

“What happened here?” Ceres asked.

“A bloodbath,” Les answered simply. “The elves are probably holed up inside the fire control room.”

“Maybe we should blow the reactor, then,” Michael offered.

Brad shook his head. “We need these guns to defend Bastion. We aren’t destroying them.”

“Well then, maybe there’s some elves down there that we can…” Michael frowned. “Huh. There’s no one there. Actually, there are only three other signatures in here. Right up ahead.”

Ceres beamed. “Then this will be a quick job, huh?”

Teresa winced like she’d been stabbed in the gut. “Why would you say something like that? Do you realize how badly you’ve just cursed our whole party?”

Ceres pouted. “I was trying to be optimistic.”

Brad approached the fire control room doors. “Let’s find out, shall we?” He pushed on through.

More human bodies were scattered about the room. Their blood pooled on the floor and the holographic tables displaying a tactical map of the battlefield.

But there were no dead elves here. Just the one manning the turret.

Brad checked his map, but the other two dots were nowhere to be seen.

“Something is definitely not right,” Michael whispered.

“Keep your eyes open,” Brad sent over party chat.

Brad slowly approached the elf at the turret. It was a lithe, feminine figure, which could just as easily been a male elf if not for her more pronounced curves. She wore black leather armor supplemented by muted silver armor plates protecting the vital parts of her body, even on the hood over her head. Wrapped around her neck was a muted-blue scarf that flowed down just past her knees.

Aiming his halberd at the elven woman, Brad ordered, “Step away from the console.”

The fair-skinned elf glanced over her shoulder with a calm, placid gaze. She didn’t care in the slightest that she had a gun pointed at her. Brushing a platinum strand of hair from her face, she drew a long, fine dagger from her belt.

Brad felt the air shift to his side. He whirled about to find a male elf in a similar uniform as the first along with a deep crimson scarf. His twin swords clashed with Brad’s halberd.

“Rogues!” Brad called out, shoving the elf away.

But the elf didn’t take damage from the blow. He merely flipped back through the air, vanishing into nothingness once more.

“One more here,” Les growled, batting away a whirling metal disc, then punching another out of the sky with her gauntlet.

They were chakrams. Those whirling discs magically returned to their owner’s hands—a third assassin with a deep green scarf. She too vanished into the shadows.

The blue-scarved elf appeared in a flash between Les and Brad. Les went for a pommel strike. The elf gracefully swung underneath and slashed Les across the front. Brad whirled his halberd around. The elf casually redirected his blade with a well-placed parry. Brad backstepped as her blade lanced at his throat and shifted his halberd for the much-shorter axe and swung. The blue elf weaved out of the way. Brad lined up his shotgun on her and fired.

The Last Word’s blasts went wide, and suddenly Brad was in the air.

“Brad, watch out!” Michael dove through the air as the crimson assassin came into Brad’s view.

Twin blades plunged for Brad’s chest. Michael collided with the assassin, knife plunging into the elf’s flesh. It didn’t stop Brad from taking the twin blades through his armor into his side.

You have taken 200 damage.

You are bleeding x10.

You are poisoned.

You have taken 75 damage.

Hemorrhage build-up at 75%.

These guys are decked out for murder! Frank warned desperately.

Brad crashed onto his back. No shit. He wheezed even in his mind.

Health: 125/400

From the corner of his eye he watched the scuffle between Michael and the crimson assassin. It was a clash of blades and shadows as the two assassins vanished from sight and reappeared in plumes of inky black. Michael parried a blade. The assassin stabbed with another. Michael went to shoot the assassin’s arm. The assassin spun away and retaliated with a fan of daggers.

“On the right!” Teresa cried out. She put up a mana shield as twin chakrams bounced off it. She dropped the barrier and retaliated with a wave of ice spikes.

The green assassin vanished and reappeared past Teresa’s deadly spikes. She froze in horror as the chakrams swung for her head.

Ceres threw up a mana shield in the assassin’s path. She bounced off the barrier into a backflip, but Ceres pressed the assault. With lightning erupting from her fist, she surged forward and lashed out at the green assassin. They assassin pushed the fist aside with her forearm and swiftly followed through with a slash from her chakram, ripping her stomach open.

“Ceres, no!” Teresa cried.

Ceres crashed to her knees, bleeding from her mouth and clutching desperately at her wound, trying to hold the river of blood pouring out inside her body. Her health was swiftly dropping to zero.

The blue assassin reappeared, going for the kill on Brad. Les caught her blade hand at the last second and kicked her away.

“Back on your feet, Brad,” Les demanded as she ignited her Fiery Rage and went after the rogue.

You have taken 75 damage.

Health: 50/400

The poison and blood loss he was suffering was far too much damage coming on too quickly. Ceres was going to die if he didn’t heal her. All of them were going to die if they didn’t put an end to these assassins.

He swiftly burned through his mana, casting a chain of spells he hoped would turn the tide of battle. First he used Sanctuary to fill the room with a healing ring to restore their health. At level three it was thirty health restored every second for thirty seconds. Next he used Mass Cure and Mend Wounds on himself and Ceres to cancel out the status effects they were under. Finally Brad burned the last of his mana activating Last Rites and Flying Colors.

Last Rites granted Brad damage reduction while he was attacking, and he was going to need to do a lot of attacking to kill these assassins.

Flying Colors was—hopefully—his ace in the hole.

The spell raised morale for his allies while lowering his enemies’, which according to the description meant an increase of damage and critical rates for his friends and a corresponding reduction for the assassins.

Brad didn’t expect the effect to be so sudden.

The crimson assassin appeared from the shadows and threw a roundhouse kick at Michael’s head. Michael ducked under the attack and whirled about, his pistol coming right up to the assassin’s temple.

Bang!

A fresh coat of paint splattered across the crimson assassin’s scarf. His body crashed to the floor.

The green assassin threw her chakrams at Teresa. Teresa roared furiously at the assassin and threw up a fist sheathed in ice . Violent, jagged spikes of ice erupted from the floor, knocking the chakrams aside and throwing the green assassin into the air.

Wheezing for breath as her wounds sealed, Ceres threw an arm up at the assassin. A blast of lightning snapped and sent the screaming assassin crashing down right onto a frigid spike.

Last of all was the blue assassin. Even under the effects of Flying Colors Les could only duel her to a stalemate.

Brad, however, wasn’t there to fight fair. He charged in as Les swung. The assassin smashed Les’s sword aside, then kicked Brad’s axe off target. He whirled about in time to catch her dagger on his vambrace.

You have taken 75 damage.

Health: 15/400

Sanctuary was doing its job keeping him alive, but one more hit and he was done for.

Les brought her greatsword down like a hammer. The elf sidestepped, eyes wide with horror after almost losing her face to the vicious attack.

It didn’t stop there.

The ground around Les’s sword erupted in a detonation of flame, and the elf assassin was launched spinning into the air.

Brad swung out his shotgun and yelled, “Pull!”

The Last Word sang out in pure wrath. A shower of aetheric pellets shredded through the elf, sending her crashing to the floor.

The weak healing Brad received from the damage barely brought him up to twenty-five health, but there was still no aether notification from the kill.

Dragging herself over to a nearby console, the elf let out a bubbling laugh. “You’re… You’re pretty good for a monkey.”

Brad finished her off with another blast of his shotgun. “Ceres, are you alright?”

“Ten health and climbing,” she rasped like she’d just trekked for a month across a desert.

Tersa rushed to her side, hugging Ceres tightly. “Don’t worry Ceres, we’ll get you fixed up. Brad will just… Brad, you have no mana!” She pulled a potion from her pouch and tossed it his way.

Brad caught it and nodded in appreciation. “Thanks for that.” He popped the lid and gulped it down immediately. The second he had mana to work with, he poured it into healing Ceres and healed her back to full, then started on himself.

You have learned spell: Healing Hands — Level 10.

+1 Perk Point

Brad dumped that point straight into spell efficiency so he could have enough mana to top himself off, then the others. That battle had been way too close.

“Brad, are you there?” Ryan called through guild chat. “These cannons are a bloodbath. We took a group of assassins down, but the Booty Bay Beach Boys are having a hard time with theirs.”

Brad winced, still feeling the pain from nearly dying to a single assassin’s strike. “They’re fast bastards, yeah. Do what you can to—”

“Not here to call for aid,” Ryan interrupted. “The dwarves are in trouble up there. We need to help them.”

Brad’s brow tightened. He snapped his gaze to one of the map tables where the holographic display showed the battle above the city.

Ironmane’s ship was surrounded by elves. Dwarven cannons roared in defiance against the elven spell cannons. Trading blows in violent volleys, the dwarves took more elven ships out of the fight, but their own vessel was aflame and raining debris upon the frozen wastes.

“Get out of there, Ironmane,” Brad called as he scrambled for the gun controls.

“We are not losing to a bunch of prissy knife ears,” Ironmane insisted.

“You’re not,” Brad snapped. “Ryan, move your cannon to assist the dwarves.” Brad marked targets, each one getting a priority number assigned to them.

“Dibs on evens,” Ryan replied.

Brad wheeled the enormous gun toward the first target on his list: an elven cruiser zipping around the dwarven ship, harrying them with swift spell-cannon volleys. He tightened his grip on the controls and pulled the trigger. “Open fire!”


Chapter twenty-three
Jake


Jake’s arms ached from the constant strain of pouring aether into the shield generator’s core. His fingers twitched, his vision blurred. As he swayed on his feet, he shut his eyes tight to recenter himself.

The others weren’t fairing much better.

Darius was hunched over, struggling to remain on his feet. Aether flowed from his arms like a river, though it was slowing. Exhaustion hung over his face like a mask.

Mason dropped to a knee beside Jake. His arm dropped to catch himself. The flow of aether coming from him was barely a trickle.

Tanya fell flat on her rear end, but not being one to give up easy, she strained herself to keep going. Even using both her arms, she was feeding the core less than half of what Mason could put out.

The beam of light shooting into the skies above flickered at the sudden lack of aether being fed to it. The shield generator itself was working hard to fuel the barrier keeping them safe from the elven ships above, but even with the fleet above taking losses, their guns continued to batter the human city shields.

Each blow to the barrier reverberated down through the beam of energy and slammed right into Jake’s core. It was like hammer blows to his core. He was certain the others felt it as well. When Darius took a step back and clutched at his chest briefly, it was all the confirmation Jake needed.

How much longer can we keep this up? Jake thought.

Not much longer, it looks like, Hazel warned. Do you know what happens if you drain your core to the last drop?

Through the pain and strain his body, Jake searched his memories. He vaguely remembered Nokor saying something about this very thing. Something about passing out?

That’s the best-case scenario, Hazel said. You empty out your core, your body can’t handle the strain, and you collapse. Hopefully the others can keep us safe from the invading elves, but those spell cannons will likely continue to bombard us while they can.

Fantastic, Jake said sarcastically. What’s the worst-case scenario?

Hazel was silent for a moment. If you manage to avoid passing out, and your will is strong enough for it, you are—in theory—capable of cannibalizing your own core for more power.

That sounds painful, Jake said.

It’s worse than painful, Jake. Hazel’s tone took on a hard edge. Aether from a cannibalized core is powerful but highly unstable. It could just as easily be used to unleash a powerful attack that destroys you and your enemy as it could overwhelm your defenses and plunge you into the depths of aether poisoning.

Jake gulped, hoping he wasn’t anywhere near that threshold just yet.

Worse still, if you do manage to survive cannibalizing your own core, repairing the damage is next to impossible, Hazel warned. You’ll be weaker for it.

Next to impossible…means we still have a chance, Jake said, trying to inject a little optimism to the conversation. He needed every ounce of hope he could get. Already his knees were turning to jelly, buckling under his own weight. They didn’t have much longer.

Hazel huffed. Technically correct. You would have to destroy your own core, survive the sudden influx of wild aether, and reform it.

Nokor hasn’t ever mentioned how we could actually do that, Jake said. The fact that something out there can even damage our cores was a shock to him.

Which means the ogres don’t know, or it’s forbidden knowledge, Hazel guessed.

Jake dropped to his knee, his head slumped low as weakness finally took hold of his body. He forced his arms to stay up, pouring aether into the shield generator. Those muscular arms of his felt like they had anvils tied to their ends, but he had to hold on. The bombardment hadn’t stopped yet; it hadn’t let up at all since it began.

The beam of light shuddered, dimmed, then flashed brilliant again.

Jake slammed to the ground like he’d been hit in the chest by a waffle iron. The others flew back as well.

“What just happened?” Darius asked like he was half drunk and half asleep.

“That had to be a big hit,” Tanya slurred her words, struggling to sit up.

Jake pushed himself off the floor in time to see the beam of light flicker and thin. From one solid pillar it became ever-shrinking ropes of aether. The shield was collapsing.

This was it. Bastion was done for.

Heavy footsteps scrambled through the generator room. Towering figures with crimson manes rushed past Jake and the others, their hands outstretched toward the shield generator.

“Channel your aether now!” Grandmaster Zeras’s voice reached Jake’s ears. “Hold nothing back, brothers and sisters. We must defend this city if we are to protect our fledgling new cultivators and our own home.”

Jake must have been dreaming. Nokor and his ogres were in the city, he knew that much, but the grandmaster herself? Jake shook his head and blinked his eyes into focus through the gloom.

With a near deafening howl of power the pillar of light flared to life anew. The violet light illuminated the grandmaster and her crimson mane as clear as day; she wore orange-and-black robes, with what looked like aether beads covering her wrists and a hefty link of them around her neck.

She was there with ten other ogres, and Nokor.

The bald ogre held out a hand to Jake with a warm smile. “You have done very well, my friend.”

Jake took the hand with a grunt. “Thanks… How did… When did the grandmaster get here?” He lowered his voice. “I thought she, uh…”

Nokor frowned. “We had a long, difficult discussion about forbidden knowledge and the reasons as to why it is forbidden.”

“Nothing good there, then?” Jake asked.

Nokor exhaled. “Let us just say the risk I caused to both our races by digging deeper due to my curiosity put us at very great risk of direct Collective intervention. The simple fact that you saw that book puts us all at an enormous risk.”

Jake wobbled on his feet. “Uh, why?” He swung back, losing his balance.

Nokor swiftly wrapped an arm around Jake’s back. “We are not supposed to have those books, Jake. The one in particular we sought out is especially forbidden.”

Jake pulled his lips into a tight line. “OK then. But that doesn’t change the fact that we faced something dangerous out there.”

“No, it does not. But one problem at a time.” Nokor pressed a green-blue drink and a hefty flame boar pork bun to Jake’s chest. “Eat this. You’re going to need your strength.”

Jake didn’t hesitate. He popped the lid of his drink and chug deep, then took a huge bite out of the delicious, savory bun. He moaned in delight at the juicy flavor and the rush of new energy filling his weary body. “Oh my god,” Jake said with a mouthful of pork. “You’re the best, Nokor.”

Nokor simply smiled and nodded slightly. He was humble as ever. He moved on to Darius and the others, feeding them in turn so they could regain their footing.

“These are so good,” Tanya practically squealed in delight, chowing down on her bun.

Darius nodded eagerly. “Can we take the rest of the day off and just chow down on these? I feel like I haven’t eaten in a year.”

Mason looked bashful at the reaction of the two younger cultivators. “We really appreciate this, Nokor. Thank you.”

“The pleasure is all mine,” Nokor said with a slight bow. “Watching you humans grow in your cultivator journey has been a treat I did not expect when we came to this world. Now, I believe there is still much work to be done in defending your city.”

Jake nodded. Their brief respite was already over. He pulled up the map.

The streets teemed with elven battle groups. The area outside the shield generator was relatively clear—the Devil Dogs armored units and troops had locked down the area. Elves crashed against their lines only to be gunned down or hacked to pieces. The more troublesome targets were handled by Sam and Sal; the pair of rogues were swiftly slaying mages and archers alike.

But these battlefield gains didn’t make their situation any less dire.

If they somehow managed to beat back the elven ships above, it was going to take days if not weeks to clear out the remaining elves. At least, assuming they didn’t try to flee the city in the meantime.

Luckily, Brad’s party was working on that very problem. His team had just secured one of the plasma cannons.

Jake downed the last of his drink and tossed the bottle in a trash can. “Let’s get back out there.”

“What’s the plan, Master?” Darius asked.

“I don’t have one,” Jake admitted. “So we’re back to the classics: get out there and start kicking elf butt until they learn humanity’s not to be messed with.”

Tanya let out a pained chuckle. “That’s not a plan at all.”

Darius beamed. “I love it. Let’s go!”

Mason shook his head and followed as Jake led the charge out of the generator room.

Nokor waved at them. “Best of luck, friends. We will keep the generator powered.”

That was an enormous load of stress off Jake’s shoulders. He was going to have to figure out how to do something special for Nokor later on. Maybe the grandmaster, too. He honestly had no idea what he was going to do for either of them; they didn’t seem the type to be impressed by material things. He’d ask Korin later.

Jake exited the shield generator to the sound of cannons and machine guns roaring in every direction. It was an absolute war zone, with explosions and magic going off all around them.

The distraction of sensory overload was almost enough to allow a trio of white-scarfed assassins to get the drop on them.

“Watch out.” Darius rushed ahead with a swing of his axe.

The assassin whirled out of the way in time to catch Jake’s fist to the chest. The assassin’s eyes went wide as a discharge of aether went off. The sickening crack of bones was enough to tell Jake the job was done even before the body hit the ground.

Tanya threw herself out of the way of another assassin’s claw swipe. She caught them on the side with a quick blast of aether.

Mason fired an aether beam at his assailant. The assassin spun out of the way, cleaving through the aether beam with their curved dagger then rushed for Mason’s throat.

“Shit!” Mason cried, throwing his arms up to defend himself too late.

At the last moment a shadow appeared behind the assassin, and they were launched into the air. The party of cultivators could only stare in shock and confusion as something latched on and brought the assassin spiraling down to the ground near them. With a fearsome shockwave, the assassin’s head split open on the concrete.

Sam gracefully backflipped away from the dead elf. “Can’t be dropping your guard on a battlefield, big brother,” she said with a playful tone. “You almost got yourselves killed by a bunch of rookies.”

Jake blinked. “Those were rookies?”

Sam laughed and rushed up to hug her big brother. “That’s right. Elves use those scarves of theirs to rank their assassins. White scarves are newbies. Black scarves are the best of the best. The deeper crimson, blue, and olive ones are pretty high up their line of specialists, though.”

“How are you learning all this?” Mason asked.

“My muse,” Sam answered. “Like everything else we know about our new world?”

Sal appeared from the shadows. “Sam, we’ve got a problem.” He rushed over to their group, pointing frantically at the sky.

All eyes went wide with horror.

Ironmane’s ship was ablaze and falling apart. It stood alone against a trio of frigates and one big, angry cruiser. The swift vessels bombarded Ironmane with volleys of fire spells while the dwarves valiantly fought on. They were going to die up there.

A chorus of thundering blasts roared across the city. Waves of debris and heat from the firing cannons brought the fighting to a swift stop around them.

Twin spheres of blue and green light soared through Bastion’s shield, heading straight for the elven cruiser. The first ball of death caught the cruiser on its backside. The explosion of plasma was blinding to stare at, but Jake’s eyes adjusted quickly. The cruiser’s shield shattered into a rain of mana shards. The ship itself was intact but had lost all momentum. The second and final ball of plasma hit shortly after.

It went right through the heart of the cruiser.

The mighty elven vessel warped and crumpled within itself, bending as if watching a fist punch through wooden planks in slow motion. And then it detonated. When Jake’s eyes readjusted to the light, the cruiser was split in two broken husks and a rain of shrapnel was raining down upon Bastion’s shields.

Jake couldn’t help himself. He threw his arms up in the air. “Yeah! We got the big bastard!”

The others joined in on the cheer.

“Let’s hope Ironmane takes the chance to bail,” Sam said.

The two ruined halves of the cruiser slammed into the violet barrier. It shimmered and strained against the massive wreck, and Jake was amazed it held up—the cruiser had been a quarter of a mile in length before they’d blown it in two. But once again he let his optimism get the better of him.

The cruiser’s momentum slowed to a crawl, and rather than rolling off the shield, it phased through. The two halves of the destroyed cruiser came crashing down on Bastion’s agricultural sector. Plumes of smoke and debris filled the air, hinting at the destruction left in the ship’s wake.

“Note to self,” Darius said. “Do not blow ships up right over the city. It does not end well.”

“Do you think the elves are going to get the message now?” Mason asked.

Sal scowled. “Oh, come on!”

Jake followed his gaze to the streaks of fresh elven ships entering the atmosphere. There were more cruisers among them, heavy hitters that Jake was certain would overwhelm their shield in no time. And the biggest ships were still in space.

The elves really had come to exterminate humanity.

“Hey Jake, do you mind doing to the elves what you did to the overlord? Could you, Jake?” Sam asked.

“I’m not sure it’s going to make much of a difference,” Jake admitted.

They were done for. Everything they had worked so hard for, every insane challenge they overcame, all of it would amount to nothing. All because some stuck-up elf prince had decided to get himself killed.

It was infuriating how powerless it made him feel.

Suddenly there was a shift in the air—no, the aether. It was like a pressure wave suddenly erupting about them, throwing wild ripples across the skies.

Then he saw them.

Brilliant flashes of light streaked across the skies, one after another, rushing to meet the elven ships. They were spacecraft, but nothing like the glorious gold and green of House Oberon. These vessels were a deep, navy blue with dark silvery metal and the faintest hints of gold running over them. Where House Oberon preferred eagle wings for their ships, these new, much more aggressive craft looked to have bladed bat wings. They rushed to engage.

Spell cannons erupted from the new arrivals, their craft moving with great haste across the skies—far greater than House Oberon’s ships could rival. Jake couldn’t quite be sure from the ground, but he swore the new arrivals were smaller craft, even if they were comparable to the elves. It was almost like they were designed to counter them.

“What’s going on up there?” Darius asked. “Who the hell are these guys?”

Jake shook his head. “No idea. Maybe they’re friendly?”

Mason frowned, crossing his arms over his chest. “Maybe they’re opportunists. Pirates sweeping in to steal the kill and loot from House Oberon.”

Tanya grimaced. “We really don’t need to add another enemy to the mix right now.”

The new arrivals tore through the elven ships, dispatching several smaller frigates and even another cruiser in their swift, merciless assault. The elven ships broke off their assault, veering away towards the heavens above, and began the burn back into orbit.

All across Bastion, elven fighters, bombers, and dropships fled to the skies after their larger craft. Entire elven units scrambled to reach the nearest evacuation ship or be left behind.

“Did we just win?” Jake asked.

“Please stop saying optimistic things,” Tanya groaned. “Every time you do, something horrible happens.”

Jake opened his mouth to argue, then closed it. Tanya did have a point. Their luck really had gone south lately.

But things didn’t go south. The elves fled and the skies were clear. It was strange. Ironmane’s ship was left alone in its wrecked state. The new arrivals spread out in a sort of protective screen above Bastion, their ships never staying in one place.—like they were waiting for an attack to come for them at any moment…or sharks in search of prey.

“Brad, Sam, Jake,” Kahi called through Invictus’s officer channel. “We’re receiving a transmission.”


Chapter twenty-four
Sam


With an ominous new fleet of alien ships patrolling Invictus’s skies, Sam didn’t want to leave anything to chance. She gathered Jake and his party and sped off toward the pyramid. She was expecting to see Kahi at the teleporter room where they normally met. Instead, Kahi called them up to the heart of the pyramid where the actual command and control section of the massive structure sat.

The hardened chamber was centered around a large table, an enormous holographic projector displaying an incredibly lifelike map of Bastion and its surroundings. Floating above it were the words, “Incoming Message.”

“Think this is our saviors calling in?” Sam asked.

Kahi paced back and forth, tail slowly swishing about. “That is my assumption. But it is better for us to wait for Brad and the others to arrive.”

“So, kitten,” Sal spoke up, earning a glare from Kahi, “you ever seen ships like that before?” He pointed at the dark, bladed ships on the hologram.

Kahi shook her head. “I have a guess as to who they are, but no, I’ve not personally seen such vessels before. But I have heard many a tale about pirate vessels harassing pharaoh ships in the void.”

Darius groaned. “Fantastic. We’ve been saved from stuck-up elves by pirates who want to ransom us, huh?”

“You don’t know that,” Brad said as he entered the room with his party.

They were a bloody mess, especially Ceres. Before Sam could let concern get the better of her, she spotted the wounds through their damaged armor—or rather the lack thereof. They’d taken some serious hits, but Brad had managed to stitch them back together.

Sam let out a relieved breath.

“We’ve made them wait long enough.” Brad pointed at the display. “On screen, Ms. Kahi.”

Sam snorted. “Calm down nerd, this isn’t Star Trek.”

Brad gave Sam a cheeky grin.

Kahi raised a brow, clearly realizing she was missing some context. But she didn’t delay for long. With a quick series of taps on her console, she opened up the call.

The hologram shifted to an interior of grey-blue metals and gloomy lighting. Standing at the center of it all was a large human man in dark plate armor covered in weathered bones that Sam seriously hoped were decorative.

“Did I save the day, or did I save the day?”

Sam recognized that voice. And now that she looked upon the skull-faced helmet with filters sticking out its side, she knew exactly who they were talking to.

“Aron!” Brad gasped. “Is that really you?”

He pulled off the helmet, exposing his grinning, ebony face with unmistakable scars over his eye. “The one and only. I told you I was going to get us some new friends, didn’t I?”

“You did, but I never expected something this drastic,” Brad admitted.

Chet peeked out around Aron’s shoulder, eating what looked to be a bag of popcorn. “Neither did I.” His armor was decorated like Aron’s, though considerably lighter. They were practically in uniform.

Then a woman appeared, arms coiling around Aron’s arm like she belonged to him. She was an elf, but not at all like the House Oberon elves they’d just been trading blows with. Her skin was a pale mocha. Her hair had long, silken, silvery locks, and her eyes were a brilliant crimson.

And to call her “scantily clad” hardly covered it.

The ornate black, crimson, and gold jacket she wore flared out at the shoulders with sleek, aggressive armor running down to fingerless-gloved hands with nails that looked like they could double as claws. Her chest, however, was just barely covered by an ornate slab of gold. And then there were her thigh-high boots, and her…skirt, though calling it that was being extremely generous. It was a cross between a loincloth and a knight’s armored faulds that—like the rest of her outfit—didn’t leave much to the imagination.

“Why, it was the least I could do for my dear, sweet monkey, Aron,” the woman said in a sultry soprano. Her eyes sparkled with delight, though Sam wasn’t sure if it was from being so close to him or the sound of her own voice. “Given the great service he has provided me, Princess Idrvase Shardrih of the House of Blades.”

Aron quite noticeably tensed as the woman latched on to his arm. “W-we just call her Idris.”

Chet pouted a glare at Aron, then at the princess. He muttered something incomprehensible the transmitter couldn’t quite pick up, and munched on his popcorn.

Jo showed up soon after, latching on to Aron’s other arm, much more possessively than Idris. Her armor had the same edgy skeletal motif Aron’s party had apparently decided to adopt. But where Aron wore heavy plate and Chet medium armor, Jo had somehow managed to keep her adorable fiery color scheme, bunny backpack, and big poofy hat. Not that the adorable look made her look any less fierce.

“I was here first!” Jo roughly tugged Aron to her side, and to Sam’s surprise he actually moved toward her.

Idris jerked Aron back. “Please, little girl. I have centuries of experience on you. I am certain Aron here would appreciate me far more than—”

Jo summoned up a raging ball of flame in her hand.

The princess drew a black saber in a flash so fast, Sam didn’t even see the motion.

The two women stared daggers at each other. Sam swore she could see the electricity and fire between them.

Poor Aron stood between them like a hostage caught in the middle of what was quickly about to become a nuclear war. He mouthed the words, “Save me.”

A dark elven man appeared on the display, shoving away the trio. “For the last time, if you two ladies cannot control yourselves, then take it to the bloody coliseum. There you can settle your differences once and for all.”

“Maybe we will!” Idris shouted from off screen.

“Yeah!” Jo agreed.

Sam could only imagine poor Aron getting dragged off by the two of them.

The dark elven man rubbed at his temples. Unlike the princess, he was more of what Sam stereotypically thought a dark elf should look like. Pale skinned, almost a blue-grey tone to it. Much like the princess, his armor didn’t exactly leave much to the imagination. It was form-fitted to hug every inch of his body, covered in decor clearly inspired by bat wings and blades—so many blades. The black, silver, and gold armor stood in sharp contrast to the small crimson shoulder cape draped over an arm.

With a long, deep breath the man dragged his gauntleted hands over his exposed abs, raised them up in frustration, then dropped them. He finally turned his attention to their call. “My…sincerest apologies for that display.”

Brad gave a tight smile, clearly trying not to burst out laughing. “No worries. We all have our moments.”

“Oh, you have no idea how much of a headache I get babysitting this—” The man caught himself before he could say anything regrettable. He cleared his throat and introduced himself: “I am Izuiel Sinnafain, commander of the House of Blades’ tenth fleet and the…fortunate guardian of Princess Shardrih.”

“Fortunate seems like a bit of a stretch,” Sam commented to herself.

Her words did not escape the elf’s sharp ears. “You have no idea.” He ran a hand through his silver locks, his grey eyes weary from all the stress the princess had brought down upon him. “But on to serious matters, if you please. If I understand correctly, you humans are brand new to the Collective, yes?”

Brad nodded. “We’ve only just officially joined. It has only been a few months since the seeders began raining down upon our planet.”

Izuiel’s brow raised and his lips pursed. He nodded. “Very impressive. For you to have already established a city on this grand a scale and earned the ire of House Oberon… Really, you humans are fast movers.”

“We also evicted the Pharaoh Empire from the lands we currently occupy,” Sam added helpfully.

Izuiel’s jaw dropped, his eyes wide. “H-how?”

“It’s a long, messy story,” Brad said.

The dark elf coughed into his fist, regaining his composure. “As one could imagine. Now, do you happen to have any other impressive surprises? Perhaps a fleet of human craft inbound to assist you against House Oberon?”

Brad shook his head. “No. This is the largest human city on Earth, and we only have three shipyards that we’ve barely finished building. We don’t even have our first ship designs completed.”

Izuiel frowned. “Unfortunate. At the very least, you have purchased quality printing facilities. If you start construction now, you should be able to have half a dozen ships within the week.”

“I don’t think House Oberon will wait that long,” Brad said.

“No, they will not,” Izuiel confirmed. “But now that they know we are here we have lost the element of surprise, and our effectiveness is significantly reduced.”

Sam tilted her head to the side. “Why’s that?”

“The tenth fleet is a small one compared to House Oberon’s, even with their numbers foolishly spread out across your planet,” Izuiel began. “We have about twenty vessels compared to the roughly fifty House Oberon ships we picked up coming in. Even so, we consist primarily of fast-attack vessels for hit-and-run tactics. House Oberon brought a siege fleet, which means they are prepared for direct, high-impact conflict.”

Sam frowned. “So this is basically a small party of rogues fighting a group of high-level tanks and fighters?”

“And mages, and healers, and summoners,” Izuiel finished for her. “Spell cannons and such weapons are a staple of elven combat, even among our kind. But where our high-born brethren prefer the honorable and direct approach, we prefer…a more subtle touch.”

Sal leaned over to Sam and whispered, “Totally space pirates. That’s awesome.”

The corners of Izuiel’s mouth twitched. “Some do see us as such, yes, and I suppose our tactics are similar. But we do what we must to survive as one of the smaller empires among the Collective. Which is why I have unfortunate news for you all.”

Brad crossed his arms over his chest. “You can’t stick around to defend us, can you?”

“Correct,” Izuiel confirmed. “As it stands, holding this defensive pattern is unusual for our kind. It is abnormal for space warfare, as it leaves your vessels vulnerable to orbital fire. And as I have already stated: we are not equipped for a direct confrontation with House Oberon. Perhaps if the first fleet were here then we could trade blows freely, but that is not our role.”

Kahi’s brow furrowed. “Brad, we have reports of House Oberon ships assaulting human settlements and cities around the world.”

Brad frowned. “What about those detachments? Could you do something about them?”

“Send me your data on them,” Izuiel said.

Kahi keyed commands on her console and sent it.

Izuiel chuckled. “Oh my poor, sweet, foolhardy House Oberon. Always thinking so highly of yourselves.”

“That sounds like a ‘yes’,” Sal whispered.

“Indeed,” Izuiel said. “So long as they are spread out, they will be easy pickings for my fleet to strike from the shadows. We should be able to dispatch one, perhaps two detachments before the others decide to regroup with the main fleet.” The dark elf crossed his arms across his armored chest. “But I promise you, when House Oberon brings their forces back they will converge on Bastion with their full might. You humans have given them a great number of stains on their honor with your successes. They will not allow this to stand.”

“And you won’t help us against them?” Brad asked.

Izuiel shook his head. “Our princess is quite fond of you humans, especially that Aron of yours, but I will not risk her life or the lives of my men on a suicide mission. Perhaps we could assist you with an evacuation, but we would have to abandon those other cities to their fate.”

“We are not abandoning the people of our planet,” Jake finally spoke up.

Brad nodded. “Then I guess that’s that. We won’t ask you to die for us, but we won’t run and hide, either. We’ve done too much of that already, back when the seeders first came.”

“What if we built a fleet?” Sam offered. “You said we could have half a dozen ships within the week, right?”

“House Oberon is highly unlikely to allow that to happen,” Izuiel swiftly countered. “But yes, if you had a fleet to supplement our numbers…perhaps one that meshes well with our doctrine…we could be convinced to help.”

Sam nodded. “So how about this? We’ll redouble our defenses here, rush out a fleet as fast as we can, and then strike out to destroy the House Oberon fleet. We take them head on. They’ll probably think we’ve just offered ourselves on a platter to them—that’s when you hit them from behind.”

“By that point they will likely expect us to strike them from the rear,” Izuiel said. “House Oberon may be fools overestimating their own prowess, but they did not stumble upon that ego by mere accident.”

Adams shrugged, and the bald man stroked his beard. “How about we lob a few nukes their way? I’m sure Collective tech isn’t strong enough to withstand those.”

“Nukes?” Izuiel asked.

Adams grinned. “See? They don’t even know what those are.”

“It might give us an edge,” Jake admitted.

“Maybe,” Brad said. “But our conventional weapons weren’t doing so hot against the bigger seeder or alien threats.”

“At this point we may as well throw everything and the kitchen sink at them,” Adams said. “In a week’s time I can get a few over to us.” Before anyone could ask the obvious question, Adams said, “I know a guy.”

“Mystery weapons or not,” Izuiel continued, “a week is not nearly long enough to train crews for basic space travel, let alone combat.”

Brad chuckled. “Hey, space games may have been niche here on Earth, but the people who are into them are really into them. I’m sure we can round up some folks who will surprise you.”

Sam nodded. “Throw us some people to train us, and we’ll get you that human fleet within the week, easily. Sound like a good deal?”

Izuiel frowned, stroking his chin.

“Take the deal, Izuiel,” Princess Idris’s voice came from off screen. It sounded like she was wrestling with someone, probably Jo. “If the humans get themselves killed, then I get to keep my monkey, Aron.”

“He’s mine,” Jo shouted back. A fireball sailed across the air behind Izuiel, only to be intercepted by a swift mana shield.

“If they succeed, then we earn ourselves a powerful ally,” the princess continued. “A powerful ally in our debt!”

Izuiel buried his face in his palm with a heavy, resigned breath.

Sam grinned. “She might be immature, but she does have a point, Izuiel. And if we’re taking the brunt of the fight, your people have plenty of room to escape if things go south.”

“Listen to the smart monkey,” Idris insisted. “Hey! Stop throwing fireballs!”

Izuiel groaned into his hand. “She has lived for nearly three hundred of your Earth cycles and she still behaves like a child.” The poor, weary elf pulled his hand off his face and sighed, resigned to his fate. “Very well. We will run lightning strikes on the scattered elven fleets and provide you with trainers for a week. If you do not have your fleet and crews prepared in that time, we will leave you to your fate. No matter how much my princess protests. Understood?”

Brad nodded. “You have yourself a deal.”

Izuiel stuck out a hand to his side and cast mana shield. A stray fireball smashed into the barrier. “Then I will see you all in a week. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have children to strangle—I mean, wrangle.”


Chapter twenty-five
Brad


The House of Blades sent a single transport full of their trainers to Bastion, and then the fleet was off to strike at House Oberon’s scattered vessels. Brad hoped they would be as successful as they claimed they could be. The fewer elven ships they had to deal with, the better their odds were of saving their world from House Oberon.

“Alright, people. Let’s get to work,” Brad said. “Adams, get a hold of your friend and get us those nukes. I don’t know if they’ll work, but the least we can do is try.”

Adams nodded. “Right away.”

Jake shrugged. “The gnomes and dwarves would probably know better. They seem to be the tech heads of the Collective world.”

“Good point, I’ll go speak to them as soon as we’re out of here.” Brad turned to Sam. “I’m sending you a list of people to round up for Earth’s first space crews. Think you can find them before the day’s over?”

Sam stared off into empty space after she read through the list. “I’ll have them all together by the end of the afternoon. Most of these are actually still alive.”

Brad let out a sigh of relief. “That’s great news.”

Sal nodded. “You can say that again. With the mess this city is in, I’m amazed the people we need actually made it through.”

“Don’t get too excited, Sal,” Sam said. “We still have to convince them.”

“Come on, Sam,” Sal said as they headed for the exit. “It’s a bunch of space nerds being told they can go into space and do Star Wars stuff. I bet you my right arm not a single one of them turns us down.”

Sam laughed. “Oh yeah? Well, don’t come crying to me when you need a new arm.”

“I’ll come crying to Brad, then.” Sal pointed a finger back at Brad. “You’ll grow me a new one, right?”

Brad just shook his head and waved at the pair as they left.

“See? He’s got my back,” Sal insisted before they left.

“Jake, what are you going to be doing?” Brad asked. “I know you and your cultivators have been pushing pretty hard lately, so if you need to take the week off I won’t complain.”

“Rest is definitely something we’re going to be doing,” Jake agreed. “But I’ll try not to be dead weight. Nokor and the rest of the ogres are around here somewhere. I was actually hoping they would agree to help us upgrade our defenses with more cultivator-compatible technology. Maybe even help do the same for our fleet.”

Brad blinked. “That’s actually a great idea. When you and your cultivators supercharged that shield, the elves couldn’t break through it. I mean, the small ships still got through, but none of their spell cannons managed to.”

Jake rubbed at his chest with a wince. “Don’t remind me. I felt every single one of those blasts.”

Brad’s eyes shot wide open.

“Yeah, it was rough,” Jake said. “Anyway, I’ll head on out now. Catch you later, Brad.”

“Take care, Jake,” Brad said, then reached out to Ryan. “Still alive?”

“Somehow,” Ryan said. “We’ve cleared the elves from the plasma cannon on our end. The Booty Bay Beach Boys did the same over at theirs, but they took some serious casualties.”

Brad frowned. “Yeah, those assassins did not mess around.”

“Seriously,” Ryan agreed. “I’ve got my people tripling down on security now, so if the elves come again they shouldn’t get the drop on us.”

“Great,” Brad said. “If the elves come at us again, those cannons are the only thing we can hit them back with.”

Ryan chuckled. “That’s exactly why I put my best shots on the controls. These guns have quite a bit of range, and if we catch the elves while they’re on reentry, they’re not going to have a lot of choice but to sit there and take it.”

Brad furrowed his brow. “Is that right?”

“That’s what my muse tells me,” Ryan said. “Navigation on reentry is apparently easier said than done, and most ships, even with shields, take serious damage if they try it. But they’re usually coming in pretty fast, so it’s a hard shot to make.”

“Good call, then,” Brad said. “I’ll leave defending the city to you and the Syndicate, then.”

Ryan laughed. “No pressure.”

Brad smiled and left the Booty Bay Beach Boys to Ryan. He was already working hand in hand with them, so he saw no reason to interfere. The dwarves were his next pressing concern.

“Ironmane, how’re your people doing?” Brad asked on a private message.

“Alive and well,” Ironmane boasted with joy in his voice. “Our cannons were singing a song for the ages in the skies this day, Brad. You should have been up here with us. To listen to the roar of guns, their flimsy little spell cannons bouncing off our armor. It was the stuff of legend.”

Brad pulled up Ironmane’s ship on the holographic display. Their battle brick was missing slabs of hull in several different places. He could even see inside the ship’s decks through some of the holes. Then there were all the fires raging through the hull being put out by dwarven crews. This did not look like a victorious vessel.

Hey, alive’s alive, Frank countered. That’s the most important win of all.

Good point, Brad conceded.

“By the way, Brad,” Ironmane continued. “I heard it was your people that we have to thank for sparing us from your own plasma cannons. My people and I are eternally grateful for your aid in that regard. Our vessels can shrug off a great deal of abuse from the elves’ glitter cannons, but those plasma batteries? I believe you humans call those real big-boy guns.”

Brad laughed. “Something like that, yeah. So, Ironmane, do you think your ship is in any shape to help keep our skies clear for a week?”

“Of course,” Ironmane answered. “My crews are already working on repairs as we speak. We live for epic, desperate battles like these. Especially against our eternal foe the elves. This is the stuff of legend, the stuff which songs and ballads are written of!”

Brad was surprised the dwarven prince was so eager to go along with defending the human city after taking such a huge beating to his ship. But Ironmane was still a prince. He likely had a lot to prove in the eyes of his people. There was probably no faster way of losing face than backing down from a challenge, or leaving one’s allies hanging out to dry. He could respect that.

“I appreciate it, Ironmane,” Brad said. “Right now my people are rushing to get a fleet up and running so we can strike back at House Oberon. If you would like to be part of that assault, you are more than welcome to join us in a week.”

Ironmane gave a bushy grin. “I will do you one better, Brad. I will join you on Bastion to assist in the planning and designing of this fleet. You humans don’t have any of your own yet, correct?”

“Not a one,” Brad said. “But we’re getting some help from the gnomes and dark elves on that front too, so it’s going to be unique for sure.”

“Gnomes and dark elves?” Ironmane practically spat out the words. “Gnomes are respectable in their understanding of technology, sure, but dark elves? No one in the galaxy fights with less honor than them.”

Brad sighed. Once again he was stuck between two alien races he needed to work together who just so happened to hate each other’s guts. Well, technically three. The gnomes weren’t too fond of dwarves and their tech, either. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, Ironmane, but House Oberon wasn’t exactly fighting honorably from the start. They came in and assaulted a city with no fleet, and with massive numbers. I’m not above fighting a little dirty to even the odds.”

Ironmane frowned but gave a begrudging nod. “Aye, that is true. I suppose you have the right to do what you must to protect your people. But you will have my dwarves at your disposal to make sure you do it right. I will be down shortly.”

“I appreciate it,” Brad said. He seriously doubted it was going to be that easy. At least now he had some air cover for his people, full control of their orbital defenses, and a great deal of skilled crafters to help even the field against House Oberon.

“Brad, are you still alive?” Graston called through a private line.

“Somehow,” Brad chuckled. “What’s up?”

“I heard from some of the other gnomes you’re planning something incredibly stupid,” Graston said.

Brad winced. Technically Graston wasn’t wrong, but he didn’t appreciate being called out like that. “Yeah, well, we don’t really have much of a choice.”

“I know!” Graston replied. “Which is why I took the liberty of looting something special. Me and the boys are meeting up with Tim at the shipyards shortly to sort out the ship plans. Come down as soon as you can and bring whoever you think might be useful.”

“Does Ironmane and a dark elf sound useful?” Brad asked.

Graston groaned. “Ugh. Working with dwarves and dark elves? Brad, you’re killing me here.”

“Pretty sure that was House Oberon,” Brad said.

“I can handle a spell cannon to the face, but working with those two?” Graston took a sharp breath. “They’re still customers working with your favored customer, Graston. Calm down,” he said to himself. “OK! We’ll see what we can do with them, but trust me when I say they’ll do more harm than good.”

Brad chuckled. “They say the same thing about you guys, so I’m sure we’ll all get along just fine.”

“So what would you have us do, oh fearless leader?” Les finally spoke up.

Michael raised a hand. “Drinks and sleep sounds great.”

“Seconded,” Ceres groaned, still holding her exposed core. Her wound was completely healed, but the pain and discomfort were clearly burned into her mind.

Teresa rolled her eyes. “We can stop for supplies, then head out on patrol. Surely some elves are still lurking in the streets.”

Brad nodded. “That would be appreciated. The sooner we’re sure there are no more elves in Bastion—regular ones, not dark ones—the sooner we can start rebuilding and getting life back to normal.”

“There has been literally nothing normal about our lives since the seeders came, Brad,” Les said. “I doubt that’s going to change any time soon.” She headed for the doors.

Michael followed after her. “Not with that attitude!”

Les shot him a short glare.

Michael ignored it entirely. “Let’s see if that new pizza joint survived the attack. They have the best stuffed crust I’ve ever had.”

Teresa and Ceres followed them out.

Brad smiled. He was glad Michael was at least taking things well. Les, on the other hand, he was worried about. While she certainly had a point about things not going back to the way things were, they had to at least try to reach some kind of new normal. The fighting and jumping from one crisis to another couldn’t go on forever. There was more to life than just that. Brad’s younger self might have appreciated all the adventures and tales he was going through, but his current self longed for lazy days where he could lay on a couch watching movies, playing games, or just hanging out with his friends—without something trying to eat him, kill him, or enslave him.

Someday we’ll be able to do those things again, Brad thought.

Just don’t make a habit out of it, kid, Frank said. Getting complacent is a quick way to get dead. That’s what happened to…what? Ninety percent of humanity?

Brad frowned. He hadn’t heard that statistic before, but it drained any cheer he had left in him after surviving the elven attack. It was an absurd amount of lives lost, and he couldn’t even begin to wrap his mind around it. But that was the thing, wasn’t it? Kill a few billion people and it’s a statistic. Kill a single person and it’s a tragedy.

He headed out of the control center and took the elevator down. Brad’s mind immediately jumped to Danny. He searched for the boy in his contacts and let out a relieved breath when he saw Danny was still marked as alive. In all the chaos and desperation of keeping the city intact, he’d almost forgotten about him.

“Danny! Danny, are you alright?” Brad asked.

Danny’s smiling face popped up on Brad’s HUD and he nodded. “Yeah! I saved like ten people today. And I got to do cowboy things! I mean, Jason did most of the cowboy things, but I helped! Daphne’s really big and pretty and nice.”

Brad was glad to hear the boy was doing alright. Worried as he was about the story Danny was telling him, Brad wasn’t going to judge Danny too much for enjoying taking part in the fighting. Sure, he was far too young for any of this, but their new world was a grim and violent one. If Danny could take joy in helping save others and fighting off threats to humanity, who was he to take that from him?

“I’m glad to hear you’re doing well, Danny,” Brad said, unable to keep the relief out of his voice. “Are Jason and the others alright?”

Danny gave a big nod. “I mean, we lost some people. And it was really bad and sad. But we got those pointy ears good! Oh, and I have enough aether to hit tier two! I’m gonna pick desperado as my next class.”

“Tier two?” Brad gasped. “That’s amazing.” The rest of the story wasn’t doing Brad’s nerves any favors, but he decided to hold back from worrying for fear it’d remind the boy of his lost mother.

“Yeah! But I won’t have any aether left over for armor or weapons,” Danny pouted.

Brad chuckled softly. “Go ahead and pick up the class. I’ll pay for your gear. Just do me a favor and stay safe, OK? I can’t take you on adventures with my party if you don’t.”

Danny smiled. “OK, Brad! Don’t forget you promised, so no dying for you either, OK?”

Brad gave a wry smile. A kid should definitely not be talking like that. But this was their world now. Hopefully they could change that sooner rather than later.

It was a half hour’s journey via hover transport to reach the shipyards where Graston and the others were gathered. The massive structures dwarfed the rest of the industrial sector with ease. These things could build anything, from fighter craft all the way up to battleships, at their current upgrade level. Of course, the bigger the ship the more it would cost in time and resources.

Brad entered the design room, where a group of gnomes and dwarves were arguing with one another. A very annoyed, mocha-colored dark elf merely sighed and ran a hand through his blond locks.

Tim looked resigned until he noticed Brad. “Brad, you’re here!”

“Finally!” Graston shouted.

Ironmane nodded. “Please tell this loud-mouthed gnome that more guns are the solution to any problem.”

The dark elf merely gave Brad a tired smile. Like the other two he’d met, this elf looked like he was some sort of supermodel the way he put his body on full display, glowing tribal tattoos and all. It was honestly a little hard to take the elves seriously, but Brad wasn’t about to get on a new ally’s bad side after they’d just met.

“Myrdin Naertho,” the dark elf said with a slight bow. “Here as a liaison from The House of Blades for design and tactics.”

Brad smiled and returned the slight bow. “Pleasure to meet you, Myrdin.”

“Brad!” Graston and Ironmane both shouted in unison, as if their discussion was the single most important thing in the galaxy.

Brad sighed. “Graston, Ironmane, please calm down. Yes, more guns would be great, but we have a tight timeframe and limited supplies to work with.”

“Millions of aether is hardly a limited supply,” Tim said.

Graston laughed. “It is for a rush job of the quality you’ll need to go toe-to-toe with House Oberon’s fleet.”

Ironmane huffed. “Of course it is. These shipyards will not be able to get three battleships out within a week’s time with that little aether.”

“Which is precisely why we will be fabricating cruisers,” Myrdin interrupted cooly. His voice was like cool silk compared to the squeaky gnomes and gruff dwarves.

Ironmane scoffed. “Cruisers? Those piddly little ships won’t stand up to House Oberon’s carriers just like your prissy little armor won’t stand up to a paper knife!”

Myrdin gave a coy smile, gesturing at his exposed midriff that peeked out beneath a rather slim black-and-red jacket cut off. “You are welcome to try.”

Ironmane narrowed his eyes at the elf, then glanced between him and Brad.

Graston didn’t hesitate to pick up a chunk of scrap metal and chuck it at Myrdin’s exposed flesh. A pale blue flash of light deflected the metal just as well as any plate would.

“Enchanted armor,” Graston said. “Figures. You dark elves always did love showing off your bodies rather than wearing practical armor.”

Myrdin chuckled. “So long as it works, my tiny friend.”

“Who are you calling tiny?” Ironmane and Graston shouted in unison.

Tim shot Brad a look that roughly translated to, “Please kill me now.”

Brad put up his hands placatingly. “OK, OK, we can talk smack about each other’s fashion sense later. We’re here to get a fleet made, and quick. We can’t do that without a design. So Myrdin, what did you have in mind with cruisers?”

Myrdin smiled. “Nothing too grand. Cruisers are a midway point between frigates and battleships. Depending on the configuration, they could go closer to battleships and be considered a battle cruiser.” He leaned on the design table between them. “But the key factor in choosing this class of ship is threefold.” He raised his fingers as he counted. “First and most important is time. Even with the heaviest material costs these shipyards will finish the vessels within a week. Roughly six or seven of them, by my estimation. Second, cruisers strike a fine balance between mobility and survivability. As you saw today in the skies above, my people are rather fond of mobility for survivability.”

Ironmane scoffed. “Fancy way of saying running away.”

Myrdin gave Ironmane a toothy smile. “You’re welcome, dwarf.”

“And third?” Brad interrupted before they could derail the conversation further.

“Third,” Mydin continued with a breath. “Third is firepower. Especially after your dear friend Tim here has explained to me what these nukes are. A cruiser is the smallest vessel capable of carrying that ordnance without sacrificing all its other weapons.”

“You mean missiles?” Graston said with a spark of excitement. “You do know shields would deflect a great deal of that damage, right?”

Myrdin nodded. “True shields would deflect some of the damage, but most would bleed through. As our dwarven friends here are quite aware, ballistic weapons do in fact deal bleed-through damage.”

“How do you think we were shredding through those frigates?” Ironmane agreed.

“Precisely,” Myrdin continued. “As such, I propose we manufacture several missile cruisers with spell cannons as backup ordnance. Depending on how many nukes this Adams can provide—and your Bastion facilities manufacture—we may be able to batter the elven ships enough for the House of Blades to secure the death of House Oberon’s fleet.”

Ironmane frowned. “But missiles do not have the same kick as a ballistic broadside. Not to mention they can be shot out of the sky. Guidance issues can become a problem, too.”

“But they can strike from ranges far outside of House Oberon’s cannons,” Myrdin added. “The bleed-through damage will just have to suffice for our ends here.”

Graston hopped up onto the table with a sleek brick of…well, it looked like charred electronics and a chunk of an engine slapped together. Except with all the ornate fineries of elven craft. “Good thing I went out for a walk in the wreckage today, then.”

Myrdin raised a brow, leaning back from the table. “Is that what I think it is?”

“A House Oberon shield diffuser, yes.” Graston beamed with pride. “This is what those pointy-eared bastards were using to penetrate our shields.” Graston caught himself and turned to Myrdin. “No offense, you pointy-eared bastard.”

Myrdin just smiled and waved off his concern. “None taken.”

Tim rubbed at his chin. “There’s gotta be tons of these things just laying around with all the fighters we gunned down. Do you think we can reverse-engineer them?”

Graston laughed. “Please, Tim. This is elf technology. It is quite literally held together by fairy dust and well wishes. We can do better. We can miniaturize it and mass produce it.”

Ironmane shrugged. “I suppose it is an effective tool to have when simply blowing a hole in your enemy’s defenses will not do the trick. So what do you intend to do with these, gnome? Equip all of the human’s missiles with them?”

Graston nodded. “The first volley will get through without the elves so much as stopping to blink at it. By then it’ll be too late.”

Myrdin’s lips coiled into a slight, wicked smile. “I love it.”

“And what about boarding actions?” Ironmane said. “The humans can hold their own in a scrap. Could you apply this on a larger scale to, say…a cruiser?”

Brad pursed his lips and nodded. “Actually, that would be great. If the elf fleet is still up and running after we’re out of missiles, we can board them and take them out from inside.”

“It would not be easy,” Myrdin said. “The flagship will be crewed by their most seasoned warriors. If you have the aether to spare on levels, I strongly recommend spending it before embarking on this course of action.”

Brad grinned. “I can hit the third level of templar right now.”

“That should give you a fair chance, then,” Myrdin conceded.

Graston hummed. “We can make these bigger. It will have to be a custom component, though. The printers will have a much harder time making these.”

“Wouldn’t they have a harder time making the smaller ones?” Tim asked.

Graston shrugged. “Technically, yes. But due to the smaller size we should be able to put the advanced printers to work on crafting them, so manually fitting them in the missiles should be no trouble at all.”

Brad smiled. “Sounds like a good plan to me then. We’ll get the shipyards pumping out as many missile cruisers as they can. They will emphasize speed and maneuverability above all else, but don’t ignore the ordnance or the armor.”

“Especially the forward armor,” Ironmane added. “Why, if we shape the front of the vessel like a dagger it would make boarding actions that much easier.”

“I like where you’re going with that, Ironmane,” Brad said. “So, does this sound doable in the week we have?”

Myrdin nodded. “Provided House Oberon does not jeopardize our production facilities, it is perfectly achievable. The craftsmanship will be by no means a match for handcrafted vessels, but desperate times call for desperate measures.”

Ironmane nodded. “I’ll have my people work on plans for the reinforced hull and engines right away.”

“Dwarven engines?” Graston balked. “He wanted speed, not flying bricks.”

Ironmane grinned. “Now imagine what those engines could do for a much lighter ship, little gnome.”

Graston’s face filled with indignant rage, then softened. His eyes went so wide they may as well have taken up his entire face. “That’d be like strapping a rocket to a coyote. Like in the human cartoons!”

Ironmane pointed at Graston with a toothy grin.

“Then me and my people better get to work on the weapons and shield systems,” Graston said. “This fleet is going to be a thing of beauty. A fleeting, probably very quickly dying beauty, but a beauty nonetheless!”

Tim nodded. “You’re right about that. I’ll bring up all the info we can on human weapons tech to see if we can be of any help. At the very least we need to get those nukes working with Collective systems if this is going to work.”

Myrdin held up a blue card. “One more thing.” He handed it to Brad. “The princess would like you to have this.”

Brad inspected the card with its silvery designs running through the dark-blue square. “What’s this?”

“Rudimentary blink drive technology,” Myrdin said. “Nothing as advanced as our own, but it should be enough to give you an edge against House Oberon.”

“Is this how your ships appeared out of nowhere?” Brad asked.

Myrdin chuckled. “That and cloaking technology, yes. But do not rely on these. Early blink drives were woefully slow when it came to recharging, and their range leaves much to be desired. Use them only to close the gap with an enemy or flee.” He leaned toward Brad. “I recommend reserving them exclusively for fleeing.”

Brad nodded. “The princess must really like us, huh?”

“She likes your Aron,” Myrdin quickly corrected. “Chet she finds funny but nothing more, and Jo is very quickly on her way to becoming blood rivals with her.”

“That doesn’t sound good,” Brad said.

Myrdin gave a tight smile. “It isn’t. But count your blessings monke—erm, Brad. The princess will do anything to make Aron happy. Otherwise we would never be having this conversation, and you certainly would not be seeing that technology even after destroying a million of our ships.”

“Is it that much of a closely guarded secret?” Tim asked, practically drooling over the card in Brad’s hand.

Myrdin nodded. “It is one of the key reasons our empire yet lives. And I suppose I do feel some kinship to you humans, given your current situation. We dark elves also faced extinction at the hands of the Collective. The elves in particular were quite driven to erase our existence.”

Brad nodded. “Well, we appreciate everything you’ve done for us so far. Humanity will return the favor in kind, Myrdin. I promise you that.”

Myrdin’s smile tightened. “Worry about surviving first.”


Chapter twenty-six
Jake


Nokor and the rest of the ogres huddled together around the shield generator, gathering their strength following the Herculean effort of keeping Bastion’s shields up.

Jake smiled at them. “I can’t thank you all enough for what you’ve done for us.”

Nokor gave a light nod. “You would have done the same for our people in a time of need.” He gestured for Jake and the other cultivators to sit down. “Now please, rest. The battle has ended, but we know not how long this respite will last. It is important that we use it to regain our strength in preparation for the next battle to come.”

Darius dropped down to a crosslegged seat. “Well, when you put it like that…”

Jake and the other human cultivators sat down and smiled.

“I must say I am quite impressed to see how far you humans have come in such a brief time,” Zeras said. “Tell me again, Jake. How was it you stumbled upon the cultivator’s path?”

“My sister found some novels while we were struggling to survive in Kelowna,” Jake answered. “I thought it was a whole bunch of nonsense, but she was persistent about it. After all this hocus-pocus mystical nonsense wound up clearing the aether poisoning from my body, it was a little hard to argue with her.”

Zeras laughed. “I imagine it all seems like made-up nonsense to such a technologically dependent society as yours. But I am glad our ways managed to slip past the Collective’s censors in some small form.”

“And it really wasn’t in the way you guys look,” Darius said. “Seriously, they said you’d be bigger, uglier, and meaner.”

Tanya swatted his arm. “Darius!”

Zeras nodded. “That is part of what the Collective does to keep others from going down the cultivator’s path. They would much prefer its new member races go for the classes and stay with them. It allows them to better track and limit the growth of others.”

“Wait, limit the growth of others?” Mason asked.

“That’s right,” Zeras said. “Or did you think the Collective was simply handing out power out of the kindness of their own hearts?”

Jake furrowed his brow. “But we’ve seen what the classers can do. At a high enough level, one of them alone could wipe out human armies prior to nano-technology.”

“A necessary evil in their eyes, I’m sure,” Zeras said. “The Collective comes to us with a great many perks. A means of guiding and developing the powers of new member races is one of them. But it is also through that guidance that we are limited. That is why a dedicated cultivator will always be stronger than any class user, and our powers are only limited by what we are willing to dedicate ourselves to.”

Tanya pursed her lips. “But why would they want to limit anyone from getting stronger?”

Mason patted her head. “Because they’re afraid of people getting out of hand with all this power we can develop.” He met Zeras’s gaze. “Am I right?”

Zeras nodded. “They fear what could happen if us cultivators grow too powerful too quickly for their system to keep up with. A process which would occur much faster if they did not make it so difficult for us to get around the stars. Which is why we worked so hard today to save your home. You are the first new civilization to embrace any of our teachings in…millennia, maybe?”

“Why, though?” Jake asked. “It seems like a lot of trouble to go through for a path that could prove far more useful than the simple class system. I imagine the Collective could benefit a great deal from it, especially with everything being tied to aether in some way, shape, or form.”

Mason stroked his chin. “True enough. I figure if I put my time into figuring out how to grow crops with aether, that could be a lot more useful than shooting aliens in the face. At least when things calm down.”

“Because there was another race,” Zeras said. “One we aren’t supposed to speak of. But suffice it to say, they grew to powers wildly beyond the Collective’s capabilities. One might even argue they are the very reason the Collective was formed in the first place.”

Jake raised a brow. “Are these the ones from that book we aren’t supposed to talk about?”

“The very same.” Zeras nodded.

“So why talk about it at all?” Jake pressed.

Zeras leaned back on her arms. “Because my worst fears may have to come to pass. Which means one of two things. The Collective has grown lax in their enforcement, which I strongly suspect is not the case at all… Or what you and your fellow humans have found scattered across the Earth was no accident.”

Darius lightly elbowed Jake. “Did you tell Nokor about what Brad and Sam saw?”

Jake nodded. “I might have mentioned it before it started raining elves.”

Zeras gave them a light smile. “I will not push our luck by discussing the topic further, but suffice it to say, these creatures were cultivators themselves. The fact that anything of theirs exists on this world is…concerning.”

“And that figure I saw in the shadows?” Jake asked.

“Hopefully nothing more than the delusions of an exhausted mind,” Zeras said.

Darius’s eyes widened. “OK. Must be pretty bad if that’s the case. Think we can show the elves this stuff to get them to leave us alone?”

Zeras frowned. “You would have better luck with the pharaohs.”

Nokor chuckled. “The elves are a little too self-centered for their own good, Darius. I imagine it would take a truly cataclysmic event to get them to play nice with any of the other races.”

Darius laughed softly and took a drink offered to him by an ogre. “Could’ve fooled me.”

“Speaking of playing nice with other races,” Jake said. “You said that Collective technology is inefficient about handling aether provided to them from cultivators. That you ogres have better ways to handle it. Is that true?”

“Indeed it is,” Nokor said. “Before you arrived, we were actually discussing how we could better assist defending your home of Bastion. Sadly, that would require considerable investment.”

Zeras nodded. “There are too many expensive components required to manufacture the parts needed to make your technology truly compatible with cultivators.”

Mason leaned back. “So if you had these things laying around, you’d give them to us freely?”

“Of course,” Zeras said. “You have proven yourselves good friends of our kind thus far. I see no reason not to trust you with our gifts.”

Darius smiled. “Some of us humans can be pretty terrible.”

“As can we ogres,” Zeras countered. “Some of the more egregious lies about our species come from very real stories of the worst among our kind. There is good and evil among all races. The universe, after all, seeks balance above all else.”

Darius tightened his smile a great deal. “And there’s that magical hocus-pocus mystical stuff no one takes seriously.”

Zeras laughed. “Even you humans are aware of this concept. For every action there is an equal and opposite reaction. I believe that’s how the axiom goes on this world.”

“That’s right,” Mason agreed.

Jake held up a hand. “So… she thinks it would cost us too much to upgrade the city’s defenses.”

“Which I have no idea how she’d know, because we don’t advertise our bank account for the whole Collective to see,” Tanya added.

“Right,” Jake continued. “What about some ships?”

Zeras smiled at Tanya. “That is a fair assessment, but I sincerely doubt you humans have much in the way of aether sitting around after building a city such as this.”

Darius and Tanya exchanged a glance. The two of them burst out laughing.

Mason snorted in a failed attempt to suppress a laugh. His smile widened broadly behind his hand.

“What?” Zeras asked. Her brow furrowed tightly together, then jumped with realization. “How much aether are you humans sitting on?”

Jake scratched at the back of his neck. “Unless Brad spent it all on the fleet already, a lot.”

“How much is a lot?” Zeras pressed.

Jake wasn’t sure if he should actually be giving that kind of information out. But the ogres were among their best and most loyal allies. “Around four hundred…”

Zeras tilted her head to the side. “Thousand?”

“Million,” Jake finished with a sheepish smile.

Zeras’s jaw fell.

“They did kill an apex overlord,” Nokor mentioned as casually as asking for someone to pass the butter.

Zera’s jaw couldn’t fall any farther, but her eyes snapping to Nokor conveyed her surprise well enough.

Nokor nodded. “Oh yes. Apparently it was a sector first, too.”

“Nokor, when were you going to tell me these humans killed the stuff of myth and legend?” Zeras hissed at him in a suppressed shout.

Nokor tilted his head back in thought. “Sometime after you caught us in the archives and before… What’s the expression, Jake?”

“She chewed you out?” Jake offered.

“Thank you.” Nokor turned back to Zeras. “As Jake said, sometime before you chewed me out for digging around the forbidden archives.”

Zeras simply stared at him in disbelief. “You didn’t think this casual little detail was important to bring up after our discussion?”

“Honestly?” Nokor asked.

“Honestly,” Zeras pressed.

“I forgot all about it between the threats of everything the Collective could do to us if they found out we had this knowledge and the elven invasion.”

Zeras rubbed at her temples, then turned back to Jake. “I suppose there is a good chance you humans may be able to get your ships and your city reinforced beyond your wildest dreams, then.”

Jake grinned. “Let me reach out to Brad and see what he thinks.” He pulled up Brad on his friends list and sent him a private message. “Hey Brad. How’s the ship planning going?”

“Expensive,” Brad said. “But we finally settled on a design we can get done within the week.”

Jake winced. “How expensive are we talking here?”

“Between the hulls, equipment, custom components, ammo, and the rushed job fee?” Brad listed off. He took a deep, pained breath. “A little over three hundred mil for seven cruisers.”

Jake nodded. “So we still have a hundred left over?”

“Yeah, why?” Brad asked.

Jake grinned. “How would you like to make that bill even bigger?”

Brad groaned. “If you’re trying to sell me on something here, you’re already starting off on the wrong foot.”

Jake laughed. “It’ll be worth it, though. You saw what me and my cultivators did for Bastion’s shield, right?”

“You supercharged it, yeah,” Brad agreed. “I don’t think there was a single soul who missed that light show in the whole city.”

“What if I told you Grandmaster Zeras and the ogres are willing to work with us to modify our technology to allow for that to happen?” Jake said. “And by allow for that to happen, I mean actually make it work right.”

Brad blinked. “That stunt you pulled was with things not even working right?”

“Uh-huh,” Jake said. “Apparently the stuff is crazy inefficient without whatever tweaks the ogres are planning to do to them. This works for shields, engines, energy weapons, the works.” He kept a careful eye on Zeras for confirmation as he spoke.

Zeras gave him a confused glance. Darius crawled over to the fire-maned woman’s side and whispered in her ear. Zeras made the universal ‘O’ face of understanding and flashed Jake a pair of thumbs-up.

“How much would this cost us?” Brad asked.

Jake relayed the question to Zeras. “Seven cruisers, plus all of our manned defenses here in Bastion. How much do you think it’ll run us?”

“You say you need these in a week?” Zeras asked.

Jake nodded.

“Around another sixty million for printed parts,” Zeras answered. “If we start right this instant, we can get them finished by the end of the day. I would advise, however, that you allow us to speak with your engineers. There are some modifications their designs would require to properly integrate these parts and ensure everything is working at optimum efficiency.”

Jake relayed the information right over to Brad.

“That’s actually nowhere near as bad as I thought it’d be,” Brad admitted. “How does she know all this stuff, though? I thought she was a grandmaster of some monk enclave, not an engineer.”

“Brad wants to know when you became an engineer,” Jake asked.

Zeras laughed. “It takes more than dedicating one’s life to cultivation to become a grandmaster. Besides, I needed a hobby. The search for purity of mind, body, and soul along with enlightenment can be absolutely maddening if you dedicate yourself to it and nothing else.”

Jake laughed. “She says she needed a hobby.”

Brad blinked. “That’s one hell of a hobby to pick up.”

As if anticipating another question, Zeras continued, “No, I am not the only one among my people who understands this technology. There are others in the enclave far better suited than I. We can have them brought over in a few hours if we can have the gnomes and dwarves cooperate with us.”

“Think the dwarves and gnomes can play nice with Zeras?” Jake asked.

“And a dark elf,” Brad added.

Jake turned to Zeras. “Are you guys cool with dark elves?”

“They can be a great deal of fun, yes,” Nokor said.

Everyone turned to look at him with curious, confused, and sidelong glances.

“What?”

Zeras pulled her gaze away from Nokor like she couldn’t believe he’d just said that. “Yes, we can get along with the dark elves. Provided we aren’t on the receiving end of one of their raiding fleets.”

Jake was utterly confused by the exchange that just took place in front of him, but he rolled with it. “The ogres are cool with dark elves, too.”

“Then bring them over,” Brad said. “We’re still at the shipyards.”

Jake pushed up to his feet. “We’re on our way. Zeras, are you ready to go?”

Zeras stood. “Of course.”

“Awesome. Let’s get to the Brawler.” Jake headed outside.

Zeras followed close at his side. “Brawler? Is this some sort of vehicle?”

“It was a Tesla Cybertruck before Tim pimped my ride,” Jake said with mild amusement.

Zeras looked at him like she had no idea what he was talking about. Because honestly, how could an alien from a distant star know half of what he referenced? “You mean you don’t simply use aether to run?”

“We could do that, yeah,” Jake admitted. “I haven’t done it nearly as much as I probably should for a cultivator, but you know…” He gestured at the Brawler. “Cars.”

Zeras shook her head. “I suppose I will allow it this once. You are still rather weary from exerting your core so much, after all.” She climbed onto the truck bed, making the Brawler’s suspension groan and wine. “Very well then, take me to your leader.”

Jake suppressed the urge to bark out a laugh and climbed inside. He drove off to the shipyards with a broad smile on his face. He couldn’t believe he was literally taking an alien to their leader after she’d asked him to. Five-year-old me would be slapping me silly right about now.

The pair of cultivators entered the shipyards soon after, pulling up to where Brad, Ironmane, Graston, and the dark elf Myrdin were gathered.

“And here they are.” Brad gestured at them as they entered. “Jake, our strongest cultivator, and Grandmaster Zeras of the Violet Lotus clan.”

Myrdin raised a curious brow, resting a hand on his chin. “You humans actually train cultivators? And you work with ogres?”

Zeras narrowed her gaze on the mocha elf. “Is that a cause for concern?”

“Not at all.” Myrdin beamed. “It only makes you humans all the more fascinating. These humans seem to work with anyone and everyone they come into contact with that doesn’t try to kill them.”

Brad chuckled. “Orcs did try to kill us, but Sam still managed to get them to work with us.”

Myrdin looked like someone had just dumped a bucket of ice water on him. “Orcs worked with you?”

Brad grinned. “What can I say? We’re a friendly bunch.” He turned toward Jake and Zeras. “Now, I believe you two were coming to tell us about your cultivator…superchargers? I actually don’t know what any of this is called, really.”

“Cultivator-adapted technology is the term my people use for it,” Zeras said.

“Hah! CAT!” Graston burst out.

Ironmane gave an amused shake of his head. “Yes, the acronym is rather amusing, gnome. Now can you please let the nice ogre finish before she decides we look too tasty for our own good?”

Zeras’s eyebrow twitched.

“Ironmane, really, there is no need to be rude to the grandmaster,” Myrdin said. “She is our ally here, after all.”

Ironmane turned his palms up towards the ceiling. “But I’m rude to all my allies. So is this tiny gnome.”

“Hey!” Graston spat.

“The only one I’m not rude to is the humans,” Ironmane finished.

Brad cleared his throat. “And if you two…” He shot Myrdin a stare as if waiting for him to say something. The dark elf merely gave a coy smile. “If you three could keep it professional while we have a doomsday scenario literally floating over our heads, I would greatly appreciate it.”

Zeras cleared her throat. “That would indeed be appreciated.”

“OK, OK,” Graston said. “I’m sorry, Grandmaster.” He took a deep breath to steady himself. “Now, how is it that this CAT tech would be any different than our standard equipment?”

Ironmane crossed his arms over his chest. “Bear in mind there is a great deal of custom work going into these ships to make the various races’ technologies work together.”

“So there’s nothing standard about it,” Jake said.

“That’s right,” Brad agreed.

“By allowing cultivators the ability to directly influence the aether within,” Zeras answered. “Collective aether technology works by collecting ambient aether and storing it for use. With the universe being full of aether, it effectively grants them an unlimited source of power.”

Myrdin held up a finger. “Until you have to recharge your capacitors.”

“Because it is, at its core, raw aether,” Zeras explained. “The Collective can refine it or process it however they want, but that aether is still wild and trying to break free. Most of the aether they collect is wasted, lost without proper containment.”

Graston’s brow knotted. “Are you saying we are wasting aether?”

“Uncontained aether is not wasted, it is merely returned to the universe,” Zeras said. “But we ogres have fixed that with artificial cores.”

“Artificial cores?” Ironmane asked.

Zeras nodded. “They are like the cores we cultivators form within ourselves. But rather than being maintained by our focus and the ambient aether naturally flowing through us, we modify the machinery to serve a similar purpose. This in turn allows for shields, weapons, and engines to contain and use the full amount of aether stored within them rather than let most of it escape into the void.”

Ironmane stroked his beard. “Interesting. And this is what allows for something like that purple shield we saw over Bastion?”

“No, that was the direct application of a cultivator’s will to the aether within standard Collective technology.” Zeras turned to Jake. “Which is why you likely felt like death by the time we relieved you.”

Jake nodded. “It was pretty close.”

“What Jake had to do to achieve that barrier involved wrestling wild aether and forcing it to obey his will,” Zeras continued. “What the modifications I am offering will allow is for that aether to be tamed, orderly, and easily manipulated. So a cultivator like Jake would only have to focus on applying it rather than taming it. Add to this that a cultivator can feed their own aether to a core, and you will have far more powerful systems than you could otherwise obtain.”

Myrdin leaned back, cupping his elbow as he rested his chin on his knuckles. “So you can get us more powerful, more efficient systems across the board. But if that is the case, then why have the ogre clans not spread across the stars as a conquering force?”

Zeras chuckled. “We have no ambitions of galactic conquest. We merely wish to be left alone to cultivate and spread our teachings to those who would hear it.”

Mydrin’s expression twisted with confusion before he finally said, “Ogres are weird.”

“But if they can do for our weapons and engines what they did for our shields, and better? I’m all for it,” Brad said. “Graston, Ironmane. Do you think you can work Zeras’s modifications in?”

Zeras sent a list of instructions with everything they needed to make the ships cultivator-adapted. Jake tried to make sense of it all, but there were materials and components there he’d never heard of, along with math. Alien math. Because human math wasn’t bad enough.

Ironmane stroked his beard. “Aye, aye we can do this. We can add a primary cultivator station to the bridge with backups across the ships for various systems.” He turned his attention back to Zeras. “And you are certain this will not make the ship inoperable if they were to lose every single cultivator on board?”

Zeras nodded. “We have many young cultivators who are not yet prepared to manipulate ships in the manner required to operate such equipment. Everything I have given you here will operate the same in the hands of class users as it would under cultivators. The ship’s power use will merely be significantly more efficient than normal. Now, crew them with experienced cultivators and it is an entirely different story.”

“How many of those do you think we have, Jake?” Brad asked.

Jake looked to Zeras. “Four?”

Zeras nodded. “You are the ones Master Nokor left with Korin to train, are you not?”

“Train is a strong word for acid torture,” Jake said with an amused grimace.

Jake laughed.

Everyone else in the room looked at them like they were insane.

“Then four is the number you currently have available to you,” Zeras said. “The ability to sense aether clearly beyond one's self and manipulate it is a requirement for putting this equipment to good use. You could scatter your experienced cultivators throughout the fleet or concentrate them all in a single ship and send it into overdrive.”

Myrdin looked at Brad. “Every fleet needs a flagship, and we are missing one of those.”

Brad frowned. “It wouldn’t really be fair to the other crews, though.”

“Neither is bombarding a newbie city from orbit, but here we are,” Graston added.

Jake nodded. “If having one ship operating at full power makes the difference between life and death for the others, then I'm all for keeping my cultivators on the same vessel.”

“What about training up other cultivators?” Ironmane asked.

Zeras shook her head. “Even among my kind, the process is arduous. If we are lucky we may have enough for another two vessels with a class of thirty. While I could offer my people’s aid, there are too few of us to make much impact in a space battle. But we can stay behind at Bastion to keep it safe.”

Myrdin sighed. “We dark elves prefer a good offense to a defense, but very well.”

“We appreciate all the help, Zeras,” Brad said.

Zeras bowed her head. “Think nothing of it, Brad. You humans have been a rather impressive species to watch blossom. In time, I believe you will have an important part to play on the galactic stage. I only ask that you remember those who helped you in your journey when you get there.”

Jake set his hand on Zeras’s. “We will, Grandmaster. We will.”


Chapter twenty-seven
Sam


Bastion was on the warpath.

The new forges fired up to full production. Armor, weapons, and vehicles were being assembled. City streets were cleared of debris and wreckage. Elven craft were salvaged for parts and tech humanity could use to better defend themselves.

And Sam felt utterly useless in this effort.

She wasn’t a crafter. She didn’t know the first thing about shaping metal or stitching together a shirt. Sure, she could manage sewing on a patch or slapping in a mod, but that hardly counted as actual crafting. Even the remaining elves within the city walls were quickly dispatched or forced out of the city without support from their fleets.

Maybe I should leave on a hunt, Sam thought as she roamed the ruined streets with Sal, on the lookout for…anything.

To hunt what? Olivia asked.

I don’t know. Something, Sam said. I want to help somehow, but I have no idea what to do.

“You should stop worrying so much about it,” Sal said like he’d just read her mind.

Sam blinked. “Huh?”

“Not being able to do anything right now,” Sal said. “It’s written all over your face. I can practically hear your brain's gears grinding about it.”

Sam huffed. “I’m not a robot.”

Sal chuckled. “Exactly why you need to take some time off to relax. When was the last time you had any time for yourself?”

Sam scoured her mind. There was only a brief moment she could think of, some time after they arrived at Scotch Creek where she and Brad were relaxing on a pirate ship at the golf course there. It had been a brief respite, but a welcome one.

“Exactly. You can’t think of one,” Sal said.

Sam frowned. She opened her mouth to speak, but Sal continued.

“You’re don’t always have to be the one to save the day, Sam. Sometimes things happen that are completely out of your hands.”

Sam ran a hand through her hair. “But there has to be something I can do.”

“There is, actually!”

“And what’s that?”

Sal placed a hand on her shoulder and grinned. “You take the week off to rest, recover. Take this time to take care of yourself, Sam.”

“That really isn’t helping anything,” Sam said.

Sal slipped his hand off her shoulder. “Think about it, Sam. In a week’s time the ships are going to be ready, then you, me, and most of the bigshots around here are going into space to kick House Oberon in the teeth.”

“Provided the elves don’t hit us first,” Sam added.

Sal nodded. “Exactly. Either way, the best thing you can do is take the time to prepare for the fight to come. If the dark elves are right, it’s going to be a mess. So get your mind and body ready for it. Rest.”

“But—”

Sal gestured at her body—or rather, her equipment. “Look at yourself and tell me I’m wrong, Sam.”

Sam grimaced. Her apprentice assassin’s garb had been in tatters since their run-in with that thing at the orc camp. When she got caught in its attack, her armor was effectively ruined. The fact that the elves didn’t manage to score a killing blow on her through all the gaps in it was a testament to her skill as a rogue.

“OK…maybe I could use some new armor,” Sam admitted. Her stomach let out a growl she swore could rival Godzilla’s roar. She let out a surprised yelp and clasped her gut. “And some food’d be nice, too. I don’t think I’ve eaten in a day at least.”

Sal patted his own growling stomach. “Two days, actually. We kinda ran back here when Brad called us.”

Sam’s stomach growled in ferocious agreement, and Rocky climbed onto her shoulder with a big nod.

“You’re going to have to get that little guy armor too, if you plan on taking him to space,” Sal said. “I don’t understand how half this aether stuff works, but I’m pretty sure breathing without gear in a vacuum isn’t one of their perks.”

Finally ready to admit defeat, Sam nodded. “Yeah, yeah, you’re right. I guess I should sort that out first, and pick out my two new levels.”

“And get some food,” Sal insisted with a light slap to her stomach. “You aren’t going to be kicking anyone’s ass if you’re starving.”

Sam chuckled. “I don’t know. I’m always feeling extra murderous when I’m hangry.”

Sal held up a hand, opened his mouth, then closed it.

Sam smiled. “I’ll see you later, Sal. I’m going to see if our smiths can actually make something decent for us or if I’m going to have to go through the printers again.”

“Sure, Sam. Call me if you need anything.” Sal waved and walked off.

Sam headed through the ruined streets for the industrial sector. Their city was barely a few days old, and it already looked like a war zone. It wasn’t quite the same as the seeders’ arrival; the ruins and destruction, the panic in the streets, piles of dead innocents everywhere. Every casualty in this fight had been a combatant, even their lowest-level members. Even kids had been forced—yet were able—to fight.

She turned her gaze up to a skyscraper that had survived a glancing blow from an elven spell cannon. A beam of fire had struck it at a lower corner and nearly sheared it off from top to bottom. In this late-evening hour, Sam could see clear as day inside. The edges of the alien steel and concrete structure had melted away like candle wax. In some places they still glowed from the intense heat of the attack.

At least the building was still standing.

Sam took some solace in that. No matter how things were during the invasion, they’d still come out on top. They’d needed the dark elves to pull them from the fire, sure, but a win was a win. Now she just hoped they would have the opportunity to finish the fight on their terms.

The industrial sector was a lot more neat, organized, and clean than Sam would have expected. White-and-grey walls reached up to the sky. Some structures bore smokestacks, and all of them had loading bays of some form and warehouse districts for the different crafting materials required. Whoever Brad had designing the city had apparently anticipated attacks from space, because each production facility was spread far apart from the others and was effectively its own miniature sector.

Rocky tugged at Sam’s ruined collar and pointed at one of the smokestack-equipped complexes. It was the armor crafters’ hall.

Sam let out a quiet laugh. “Alright, alright, I’m going.”

Inside, the facility looked equal parts science-fiction-industrial manufacturing center and ye-olde-fantasy blacksmith shop. There were conveyor lines, robotics, and forges that appeared to run on aether. There were of course anvils and other such tools laying around, but all of them worked with aether by some means or method, if the aether crystals found on most of the equipment was anything to go by.

Sam certainly didn’t have the skills or know-how to make sense of any of the equipment and its uses beyond an extremely basic understanding. So she set off to find someone who did.

“Sam,” a large, bald man called with a warm smile. It was Kurtis, one of Jake’s friends. “How’re you doing, kid?”

Sam walked over with an anxious chuckle. “A little stressed, honestly. With no fighting to be done, I’m feeling like I’m not pulling my weight around here.”

Kurtis grinned. “Well, don’t stress out so much about it, you damn, dirty freeloader.”

Sam knew he was messing with her, but it didn’t help her feel any better.

Kurtis patted her arm. “Relax, kid. You’ve done plenty already. No one’s going to seriously tell you otherwise. So, what can I do for you?” He took one look up and down at her. “New armor, obviously.”

Sam nodded with a light smile. “Yeah, this suit’s a little messed up.”

“Just a bit?” Kurtis laughed. “Sam, those dark elves running around like strippers have more protection than you do right now.”

Sam pinched her brow together. “Seriously?”

Kurtis nodded. “Oh yeah. They’ve got this enchanted armor crap going on, so they can dress as ridiculously as they want and have all the protection of armor. Graston was telling me about it. That little gnome thinks they’re all idiots, by the way.”

Sam snickered. “Well, they must be doing something right if they’ve survived in the Collective.”

Kurtis nodded. “That’s what I’m thinking, but they aren’t sharing their tricks with us. Graston says it has to do with the aether crystals in the armor they use, but he doesn’t know how it works, either. But if the dark elves wore proper armor on top of that, Graston figures they’d be a lot better protected.”

Sam pursed her lips in thought. If the dark elves could move as swiftly as Princess Idris had drawn her blade, then actually having armor that could absorb blows was probably not a big priority of theirs. “Maybe we can figure that out for ourselves in the future.”

Kurtis snorted. “How? The dark elves didn’t even want to share their blink technology, and I’m hearing some rumors the stuff is rigged with a kill switch.”

Sam grimaced. “That’s definitely not great for us.”

“No, it isn’t,” he agreed. “But they don’t want this tech getting out, so I guess fair is fair. We’ll consider it a loan, right?”

Sam nodded. “Kurtis, how’d you come to be here at this armor-crafting hall and so curious about…well, everything you’ve talked about so far?”

“I wanted to pick up a hobby after the world went to hell in a handbasket,” Kurtis answered. “So I went with blacksmithing. Armorsmithing, if you want to get specific.”

Sam raised a brow. “How come I’ve never seen you make anything before, then?”

Kurtis grumbled, “Because I haven’t been able to make anything particularly useful with the limited resources we’ve had.” He rubbed at the back of his neck with mild frustration. “Those damn printers could just make everything we wanted far better than anything I could slap together, so I wasn’t really motivated to try too hard. But before that I was making armor plates for me and the boys, and some custom blades, too. But armor is where I really shone.”

Sam pointed off deeper into the crafting hall where people were hard at work, gnomes and dwarves included. “You know the aliens make it pretty clear to us at every opportunity that handcrafted goods are better than anything the printers can make, right?”

“Sort of,” Kurtis said. “A suit of plate armor crafted by hand will be superior to a suit of plate armor purchased from the printers, yes, but then the printers can also pump out ridiculous things like Brad’s The Last Word.”

“So you’re not going to bother trying because of that?” Sam asked, more confused than ever.

Kurtis shook his head. “No, of course not. I’ve actually spoken to a few of the master craftsmen the gnomes and dwarves sent over. They say I’ve got potential, but I’m too raw for my own good right now. A couple of them have even decided to take me in as an apprentice.”

“That’s great,” Sam said.

Kurtis chuckled. “‘Take me in as an apprentice’ might be generous. There’s a gnome and dwarf fighting over me, so I’m honestly being dragged around between them.”

“That doesn’t sound like a great way to learn anything,” Sam said.

“You can say that again,” Kurtis groaned.

Sam laughed. “But you are learning, right?”

Kurtis nodded. “Oh yeah. I’m learning a ton about working with different metals, the alien ones especially. How to process ores into higher-grade ingots and different armor-smithing techniques. I show them some of our human stuff now and then to see if it catches their eye, and some of it really does. If I’m able to get this armorsmithing business down, I might actually be able to blend techniques from gnomes, dwarves, and humans to make something unique.”

Sam smiled. “Well, it’s a good thing I’m in the market for something unique.”

Kurtis grimaced. “You really don’t want me making you anything right now, Sam. You’re at tier two—my stuff is barely worth a level-two classer.”

“And your two masters?” Sam asked.

Kurtis stroked his short beard. “They might be able to make you something amazing. I can try asking them and see if they’re up for it. What is it you need, exactly?”

“Armor fit for a level-three shinobi who’s going up into space.” Sam smiled. “You know, to kick space elves in their perfect teeth.”

Kurtis gave a tight nod. “They might actually go for that. Both of them really hate elves, especially House Oberon—they’ve got some history with them. The invasion really ignited that hatred in them. It’s about the only thing they can agree on.”

“That’s good, right?” Sam asked.

“It could be,” Kurtis said.

Sam smiled. “Oh! And a set of armor for Sal would be great too, and Rocky.” She held out her hand.

Rocky ran up into her palm, giving Kurtis a wave.

Kurtis nodded along to her requests, then narrowed his eyes with confusion on the flying squirrel. “You want us to make armor…for a squirrel?”

“A flying squirrel,” Sam corrected with a smile.

Kurtis sighed. “You’re taking this little guy into space with you?”

“I’m pretty sure Brad is taking Sweetness up with him too,” Sam said.

Kurtis pursed his lips. “I can probably get the first two suits done. No need to call Sal; I can pull up his measurements and ask him about any special requests. Rocky, though…you might be better off going to the 3D printers. Either way, no promises.”

Sam nodded. “All I’m asking is that you try.”

Kurtis headed off into the crafting hall. Sam nearly lost track of him in the crowd, but his shiny head gave his position away. He was talking with a gnome whose hair was so black, one would think they were staring into the void of space looking at it. Then there was the dwarf with tree-trunk arms and a deep, oaken beard with patches of grey reaching down to his ankles. How that dwarf got anything done with that much beard in the way was nothing short of a mystery to Sam.

The dwarf and gnome set their hands on their hips. They went back and forth with Kurtis. The gnome suddenly became much more animated, jumping about with its voice rising just enough to be audible through the noise, though Sam couldn’t make out his words. The dwarf shot back with their own fiery retort, and poor Kurtis was caught in between their battle.

Sam decided she should keep her distance and let Kurtis handle the situation on the off chance she made things worse.

It took several minutes of back-and-forth…discussions—if one wanted to be generous—before Kurtis returned to Sam.

“Good news is they’ve agreed to do it,” Kurtis said. “Your armor, Sal’s, even Rocky’s. And with my input we can get something fashioned for some sort of crazy human space ninja.”

Sam beamed. “That’s great. What’s the bad news?”

“You’re probably going to be paying off this master-crafted gear for a long, long time,” Kurtis said. “They’re talking about a hundred thousand per suit. Except for Rocky. His is only fifty.”

Sam’s jaw dropped. She could barely afford Rocky’s set of armor, but if she did so she wouldn’t have enough aether to get her two levels. She needed those levels and the abilities that came with them to take on the elves on their home turf.

Kurtis gave a grim nod. “Yeah. So while you’re up there I’d recommend doing some roguish things and taking anything valuable that isn’t bolted down.”

Sam gulped. “I don’t have to pay right away?”

“No,” Kurtis said. “They want House Oberon dead a lot more than they want their pay, so they’ll cut you some slack if ‘the bleeding humans actually pull off this suicide mission.’ Their words. Not mine.”

Sam let out a nervous laugh. “I appreciate their faith in us.”

“Anyway, these suits are going to be wild,” Kurtis said. “Apparently we’ll be putting miniature thrusters in them to help you zip around in space and everything.”

“Kurtis, get your oversized ass back here and get to work,” the dwarven smith’s gruff voice barked across the crafting hall. “We have three specialty suits to make in a week. I will tolerate none of this lollygagging if you want to be my apprentice.”

“Your apprentice!” the gnome spat. “We’ve been over this a million times, Cragbrand, the human is my apprentice.”

“Hah!” Cragbrand bellowed. “No one would want to be the apprentice to a tiny little gnome called ‘Gobblehammer.’” He burst out laughing.

“That was my old name,” the gnome spat back with a fling of their smith’s hammer. Cragbrand caught it and tossed it back, still laughing. “It’s Silverspark now!”

“Oh I’m sure it is, little Gobblehammer.” Cragbrand laughed even harder.

Kurtis sighed, looking back at Sam. “It’s going to be a very long week.”

Sam patted his back with her deepest condolences. “We’re all counting on you, Kurtis.”

Kurtis drew a deep breath and returned to his two masters. Hopefully to come out the other side with his sanity intact.

Sam headed out. Unsure of what to do next, she headed up to one of the rooftops overlooking the shipyards. She sat there and watched the massive cranes move giant machinery about, pouring concentrated aether down in the molds of the vessels. It was too early yet to decipher what shape the craft would take, but if their footprint was anything to go by, they would rival the elven cruisers for size at the very least.

You should pick up your two levels before you forget, Olivia helpfully reminded her.

Sam nodded. Thanks. The total cost of her levels would drain just shy of fifty thousand aether from her bank, but if her first level of shinobi was a sign of future things to come, she was happy to pay it.

Congratulations, you have leveled up: Shinobi — Level 2

+1 Perk Point

+42 Strength

+66 Agility

+45 Constitution

+30 Intelligence

Choose one of the following:

Skill Increase: Backstab, Dodge, and three additional skills of your choice. +4

Raptor Wings: Activate just before an enemy attack. When struck, negate all damage and launch the shinobi into the air.

Instant Acceleration: Launches the shinobi forward with incredible speed for a slashing attack. Positions the shinobi behind their target.

Choose one of the following:

Heart Piercer: Ignores a portion of the enemy’s defenses to strike at their heart. Target is unable to restore health.

Shadow Dance: Charge forward with a leaping tornado of attacks, throwing the target off balance. Trigger the ability again for a swift evasive maneuver.

Sam frowned at the stat gains. All of the tier-one increases and even the first level of tier two had doubled her previous gains. Now it was only giving her one and a half times as many stat points as before. Still, those were some big numbers with big gains. It was hard to stay mad about it. Sam figured the Collective had some law of diminishing returns going on with their system to prevent people from growing too powerful. If that wasn’t the case, then the tier-one class was very much foundational to one’s progression. She wasn’t about to ask anyone to take that plunge for science, though. Sam could indulge her curiosity later. For now she had abilities to choose.

As usual, the tier-two skills were amazing. But Sam wasn’t gripped by decision paralysis this time. If the elven invasion was any hint as to what they would be walking into with House Oberon’s fleet, they were in for a great deal of heavy fighting.

Dead rogues were of no use to anyone.

Sam focused on survivability with Raptor Wings and Shadow Dance.

Raptor Wings just seemed like a far less situational version of Shinobi Substitution, with the added perk of positioning her above her target. That was a great direction to come in for a surprise backstab. Sure, Instant Acceleration could do the same and get her an extra hit in while she was at it, but she doubted the skill had the same ability to save her bacon as Raptor Wings.

Shadow Dance was another no-brainer. A gap-closer that applied several attacks with the option to retreat? Why wouldn’t she get it? Heart Piercer would be great for more powerful enemies, but Invictus was so efficient about taking out healers before they became a problem that she didn’t see much need for it. Plus, depending on how violent Shadow Dance was, it could apply a lot of status effects very quickly.

Congratulations, you have leveled up: Shinobi — Level 3

+1 Perk Point

+63 Strength

+99 Agility

+68 Constitution

+45 Intelligence

Choose one of the following:

Skill Increase: Backstab, Dodge, and three additional skills of your choice. +4

Ring of Shadows: Surround an enemy target with five shadow copies of the shinobi. Each one in turn attacks the enemy. Replicas deal reduced damage.

Meteor Assault: Strike an enemy with an explosive barrage. Deals damage to surrounding enemies. Has a chance to inflict hemorrhage, blind, and stun.

Choose one of the following:

Hallucination Bomb: Hallucinogenic bomb which reduces enemies’ accuracy, defenses, and blocks their sight. Has a chance to cause hallucinations for all those within the affected area. Targets under the effect of hallucination may turn on their own allies or face imaginary opponents.

Counter Theft: Activate while being attacked with a handheld weapon. This ability attempts to disarm the target and steal the weapon from their grasp.

OK, one and a half times may be a lot less than double, but those are still some huge numbers, Sam said in awe.

It’s a bit much, isn’t it? Olivia said.

Sam wasn’t going to even entertain that heresy. With almost a hundred extra agility, it was no surprise someone like Princess Idris could move so obscenely fast. At near three hundred years old, she must have become tier three centuries ago.

Enough drooling over your stats, Olivia laughed. Pick your abilities!

Sam’s second choice was easy enough: Hallucination Bomb to turn their enemies on themselves—or at least away from Sam’s people. Counter Theft definitely had some great utility, but it was situational. Had she seen this skill earlier in her life, and if seeders hadn’t been her primary enemy, she would have picked it up in a heartbeat. As it was, she doubted she could disarm an alien monster and turn their claws on them. Or find many opponents with better weapons than her.

It was the first choice that was difficult. Ring of Shadows sounded like a quick way to execute a target. Even with the reduced damage from the replicas, Sam assumed their damage would be far higher than the actual Replica skill. After all, these were for one attack as opposed to having a bunch of shadow clones running around the field. Meteor Assault was another fantastic choice though, especially with the added status effects.

It seems kind of redundant, really, Olivia said. Meteor Assault, plus Gunpowder and Crimson Shadow styles activated? Ring of Shadows would give you so much more flair and flavor to pull out in your fights.

Sam was about to agree when it struck her that Olivia had accidentally made an amazing point. Sam could double down on what she was already doing with her chosen skills and apply all sorts of status effects at once, all while punching through stronger armors than she should. Olivia you’re a genius.

Well, I don’t mean to brag, Sammy but— Hey, what are you doing?

Sam picked up Meteor Assault.

Oh, I get it now, Olivia laughed. Well, I suppose we can save up the aether for Ring of Shadows later, huh?

Exactly, Sam beamed.

The night had started out with her worried about how to be useful in the calm before the storm. It ended with her making far more progress than she’d imagined was possible.

Tonight was a good night, Sam thought.

Brad climbed up on the roof beside her with all the stealth and guile of a heavily armored man lugging around a giant honey badger, a basket of delicious-smelling food, and a tiny cowboy.

And it’s about to get better.


Chapter twenty-eight
Brad


He looked ridiculous, and he knew it.

Under his right arm, Brad carried Danny around. On his left, he had a basket full of a long-overdue dinner meant for both of them. And following him the whole way up the stairs—its big, fuzzy, clawed arms wrapped around Brad’s chest—was a honey badger the size of a bear with the disposition of an overgrown puppy.

Despite his ridiculousness, Sam smiled at him.

Brad smiled right back. “Hey, Sam. Been a while since just the two of us hung out.”

Sam snickered. “I don’t think ‘just the two of us’ counts with Sweetness and Danny around.”

Danny squirmed out of Brad’s grasp and dropped to his feet. He adjusted his overgrown cowboy hat and beamed at Sam. “I’m cool! You can pretend I’m not here at all.” He gave a big nod.

Brad grinned. “It was this or he was going to try and steal one of Jason’s razorprey to go riding off into the sunset hunting elves.”

“Uh-huh,” Danny admitted without a shred of concern for how dangerous such a mission would be for an inexperienced kid. “It was going to be an adventure! Elsie and Effie were going to come too and do their kung-fu stuff Jake’s been teaching them. They said they’d teach me some too.”

Sam snickered. “Is that so, Danny? And you think you could have handled that?”

“Yeah!” He bounced on the balls of his feet excitedly. “I asked one of the other tier-two rangers, and we have almost the same stats. Except mine are heavier into agility on account of desperados being up-close-and-personal rangers.”

Sam raised a brow at Brad.

Brad nodded. “Apparently the system doesn’t really care if you’re a kid. Your class bonuses are the same across the board. But Danny here’s still a little too rusty for me to let him go off on his own.”

Danny huffed. “Yeah…but at least I get to practice stuff here and you can tell me if I’m doing good or not!”

Brad chuckled. “Exactly. So go practice with Sweetness and remember: don’t use live rounds.”

Danny spun his revolvers out of their holsters to show Brad they were set to practice rounds like he’d asked. “Already done. They’re not as fun as real ones, though.”

“Shooting blanks never is,” Brad chuckled. “But you can practice the motions of your attacks and abilities without having to worry about getting hurt.”

Sweetness let out an amused grunt.

“Well, hurt too much,” Brad chuckled.

Rocky hopped up onto Sam’s shoulder and chittered away at her.

Sam laughed and gave a nod.

Rocky hopped off to climb on Sweetness’s shoulder.

“Looks like you have two opponents now.” Brad smiled.

Danny grinned. “This’ll be fun! Come on, guys. We can go to the other side of the building where there’s tons of space.

The trio ran off where Brad and Sam could pretend the little pops of Danny’s training rounds were firecrackers in the distance.

“So…about that alone time.” Brad hefted up the basket.

Sam chuckled, patting the ledge beside her. “Come here, Dr. McDreamy.”

“Dr. McDreamy?” Brad laughed.

“You’re a healer, and good looking. What’s not to like?” Sam teased.

Brad chuckled. “Oh yeah? All the guys still give me crap about my long hair. Jake’ll even hit me now and then singing Dude Looks Like A Lady.”

Sam burst out laughing. She had to grip the building’s ledge to keep herself from falling. “You know, he told me that the first time he saw you.”

Brad pulled out a bottle of fire-aether berry juice and offered it to Sam. “Hey, at least he skipped the trying-to-murder-me stage.”

Sam took the bottle and popped it open with a light hiss. “Oh, I’m sure he figured there was enough out there already trying. Why get in the way?” She took a swig of her drink.

“I feel like we skipped an important part of the boyfriend-girlfriend experience.” Brad fished around the basket for dinner. “But Jake can literally kamehameha things to death now, so that’s probably a good thing.” He pulled out an aluminum-wrapped burrito. “Aether-venison burrito?”

Sam’s stomach growled like a ravenous animal. “Ignore that.”

“Ignore what?”

“Exactly.” Sam pulled her burrito open and took a big bite from it. She gobbled it down quickly.

Brad just smiled. Poor Sam must have been starving.

“Damn that’s good,” Sam said. “Ignoring the fact that I’ve not had anything to eat for a couple of days, this is really, really good.”

“Chippy’s the man when it comes to the culinary arts,” Brad said. “I’m amazed he doesn’t start up a restaurant.”

“Why doesn’t he?” Sam asked.

Brad took a bite of his own burrito. The meat was so juicy and tender, and the cheeses so melty and good. He really could have died and gone to heaven with how delicious it tasted. “He says he wants to try too many different recipes for a restaurant to work out. Like today he was feeling Mexican. Yesterday he was trying to figure out Chinese. The day before that he was trying to figure out which aether beast made the best ribs.”

“Obviously fire boars.” Sam smiled. “So, what happened to that pizza place Michael was always raving about?”

Brad sighed. “They didn’t make it.”

“Oh…” Sam stared off into the distant shipyards.

Great job, Brad. Not even five minutes in and you already managed to screw up, Frank said.

Thanks, Frank.

No, really. It’s impressive. First you bring the kid here, then you drop this on her.

Better than lying about what happened, Brad said.

Frank sighed. True, but what were you thinking bringing a zoo with you, kid?

I just wanted to try and have a normal night, you know? Brad said. Before this week’s over there’s a good chance some of us aren’t going to make it. I’d like to enjoy the time I have with the people I love before that happens, alright?

Fair enough, Frank grumbled. But you have to do better than this.

Brad took a deep breath. “It’s, uh…a beautiful night, huh?”

Sam nodded. “Yeah. Another day, another catastrophe averted.” She sat in silence with him, just eating. After a while she asked, “Do you think we’re doing the right thing here, Brad?”

“Huh? What do you mean?” Brad asked.

“Going to space to fight House Oberon. Do you really think it’s the right call?”

Brad nodded without a shred of doubt in his heart. “Absolutely. Ever since the seeders came to Earth, we’ve been running from one problem to another. I hated that feeling of powerlessness, of being just one unfortunate encounter away from dying. Then we started turning things around.”

Sam smiled lightly. “Fighting off House Oberon, the zookeeper, kicking out the pharaohs.”

“Exactly,” Brad said. “We started taking control of our own fate. Now these elves show up again and think they can just push us around?” Brad shook his head. “I’m done running, Sam. Humanity’s done running.”

Sam slipped her hand over Brad’s. “But this fight… Don’t get me wrong, I want to go up there and fight the elves too, but…we’ve never done anything like this before. We’re really out of our depth here.”

Brad squeezed her hand gently. “I know. Just like I know we’re going to lose people trying to do this. We might lose everyone who goes up there. But I’d rather we go down fighting than cowering for the rest of our lives, being hunted down by elves, seeders, or whatever else comes along.”

Sam leaned against his side. “We’re going to avenge everyone we lost today, right?”

“Every last one of them,” Brad said with more certainty than he felt. It was what Sam wanted to hear. It was what he wanted to hear. It was what every human in Bastion wanted to hear.

“Good,” Sam said after a long silence. She glanced back to Danny and the others. “Because I’d hate to break up our awkward family so soon after we started it up.”

Brad glanced back at Danny.

The boy was whirling his revolvers around, peppering Sweetness with those training rounds of his. Sweetness, being a honey badger, didn’t give one solitary damn about them, forcing the boy to keep on the move to avoid getting swatted. Rocky complicated matters further by zipping around Danny with his crazy speed. For all of Danny’s efforts, Rocky ended up tripping him up, and Sweetness belly-flopped on him to drag his tongue over Danny’s face.

“Eww, gross!” Danny cried. “You stink, Sweetness!”

Brad smiled at the show. It may not have been a normal childhood by any means, but there were signs of it there. Danny had a rough life—probably rougher than anyone other than Aron since Apocalypse Online had become their reality—but he was trying to make the best of it.

Suddenly it clicked in Brad’s mind what Sam had said.

“F-family?” Brad stammered out, staring down at Sam.

Sam laughed. “What? Did you think that’s not what this is? You aren’t the only one taking responsibility for Danny.” She stared up at the starry night sky where death was most assuredly lurking in the void, waiting for an opportune time to strike. “I mean, Jake is probably way better at the whole parenting thing than both of us combined, but…we’re trying.”

Brad chuckled. “You can say that again. He’s got a whole clan of cultivators under him now to train when he’s not busy fighting things.”

“He’s definitely there for them more than I tried to be for Danny,” Sam admitted. “It feels pretty terrible, really. After Christine died…”

Brad nodded. “I haven’t been the greatest either with everything going on. Christine would probably be smacking us both around if she knew we’d even allowed Danny to get his hands on some guns.”

Sam looked back at Danny and shook her head. “Maybe, in the past. But I think even she was coming around. Our new world, as beautiful as it can be, is a deadly place. The sooner everyone learns to defend themselves—even the kids—the better.” She bumped Brad’s side lightly. “We just have to make sure kids like Danny grow up responsible and with a healthy respect for their abilities.”

“Well, if there’s one thing I’d like to think I haven’t screwed up yet, it’s that.” Brad chuckled.

“And who knows.” Sam looked down bashfully. “After everything settles down, maybe we can make some little monsters of our own.”

Brad blinked. “Huh?”

I swear to your god and all that is holy, Brad, how are you this dense? Frank snapped at him.

Before he could reply to either of them, Sam leaned up to plant a kiss on his lips. Brad just sat there, frozen with shock and delight. All of that melted away in moments. He wrapped his arms around Sam and leaned into the kiss. It felt like an eternity passed them by before they finally split apart, the two smiling at one another.

“‘Little monsters of our own’ does sound awesome,” Brad agreed dreamily.

“You guys are gross,” Danny said, sitting atop Sweetness’s shoulders with Rocky laying down on his big cowboy hat.

Sam and Brad both stammered out a mess of unintelligible words at Danny, their cheeks blazing red at having been caught in a kiss.

Sweetness gave a big nod.

Rocky was rolling around on Danny’s hat laughing his little squirrel butt off.

“Nah-uh!” Brad finally said.

“Yes-huh!” Danny countered oh-so-pointedly. “Girls have cooties. Don’t you know that, Brad?”

“Nah-uh,” Sam said. “You have cooties.”

“Do not!” Danny shouted.

Sam laughed and threw a crumpled-up wrapper at his head. Danny squealed and rolled off Sweetness, running off between the cooling units. Not one to be left out, Brad scarfed down what was left of his food and chased after them.

Their brief game of chase-the-little-desperado-around-the-rooftop ended when they came around another cooling unit, only to be bowled over by an overgrown honey badger. They sprawled out on the ground laughing, and Brad couldn’t be more thankful for his enhanced strength and constitution allowing him to breathe under the dogpile smothering him.

Sweetness eventually rolled off and curled up by their side.

Sam had her arms curled around Danny, and Brad had his arms around Sam. They were an awkward family to be sure. And probably not even the best one even after the apocalypse. But they were trying.

“You guys are going to come back, right?” Danny asked with a hint of fear in his voice. “From fighting the elves?”

Sam opened her mouth to speak, then shut it. She couldn’t bring herself to tell him there was a chance they might not. Brad saw it in her eyes when she looked to him for support.

“We’ll come back, Danny,” Brad said. “I promise. And who knows, we might even steal some of those fancy elf ships while we’re at it.”

Sam snickered. “Oh sure. We can totally just steal one of those ships like we steal their transports.”

Brad shrugged. “It can’t be that hard. Elves fly them, after all.”

Danny laughed. “Make sure you bring back the biggest and prettiest one of them. We can turn it into a clubhouse!”

“I think those are going to be a lot bigger than a clubhouse,” Brad said.

Sam smiled. “Getting them back in one piece is definitely going to be easier said than done too, Danny.”

“Well, you can just try,” Danny said. “I just want you guys to come back, OK?” He looked away, hiding his face behind his big hat. “Because I like you guys and stuff. And I don’t want to be alone, OK?”

Brad reached down to pull Danny’s hat away. “Hey, we’re going to come back, alright? House Oberon is going to wish they’d left us alone by the time we’re done with them.”

Danny sniffled lightly and smiled. “Are you sure?”

Brad nodded. “Of course I’m sure. Which is why I need you to do me a big favor, little man.”

Danny looked up at Brad in confusion. “A favor? What can I do?”

“I need you to keep a brave face and help keep things running smoothly while we’re gone, Danny,” Brad said. “Help people out whenever you can, cheer them up if they need cheering up. Those sorts of things. Think you can do that?”

Danny looked down, mulling it over. “I think I can do that.”

“Of course you can do that.” Sam ruffled his hair. “You even got the dwarves to like you, and those guys can be a bunch of, um…big meanies? Help me out here, Brad.”

“Pains in the ass,” Brad translated with a big nod.

Sam swatted his arm. “Don’t go teaching the kid bad words!”

Brad laughed. “I think I’ve already crossed bigger lines teaching him to shoot.”

“And that was awesome,” Danny said with a big nod. “You should come practice with me more!”

“When all this is over, I think we will,” Brad said. “You, me, and Sam. We’ll just go on a little adventure of our own.”

Sam elbowed Brad lightly. “Don’t go making promises like that. You know how things are around here, Brad. One second we’re kicking the elves out of our orbit, the next we’ll have the pharaohs or some other group of aliens lining up for their turn.”

Brad opened his mouth, then closed it. He pursed his lips with a slight nod. “You know, you have a scary-accurate point. But I can at least promise we’ll try for our own adventure.”

“Yeah!” Danny cheered.

“And to make sure I actually come back to you, I need to level up.” Brad started shifting out from under them.

Danny rolled out of Sam’s grasp.

Sam pushed herself to her feet and pulled Brad up. “You really should. The stat gains get crazy. Technically they’re reduced from tier one’s levels, but they’re still pretty insane.”

Danny nodded. “Uh-huh, and since you guys waited to max out tier one, you aren’t getting cheated by the system. One of the other grownups said he rushed to tier four and he’s not as strong as the other guys.”

“Well, that answers that question for me,” Sam said.

Brad pulled open his level-up menu. “That’s why I sent out a notice telling people not to advance to tier two before they max out their tier-one class. Oh well, can’t do anything to help him out unless he’s willing to start over. Anyways, time to pick up two levels.”

“Go on then, Brad,” Sam said. “Before it starts raining elves again.”

“Hallelujah,” Brad joked.

Sam swatted him. “No. Bad.”

Brad grinned and purchased his first level-up.

Congratulations, you have leveled up: Templar — Level 2

+1 Perk Point

+42 Strength

+42 Agility

+54 Constitution

+38 Intelligence

Choose one of the following:

Skill Increase: Healing, Siphon, one weapon skill, one armor skill, and three additional skills of your choice. +4

Blood Anchor: Anchor a hostile target to the caster and their allies. A portion of the damage received is transferred to hostile target. Alternatively the caster can anchor themselves to multiple different hostile targets to spread the damage around.

Divine Anchor: Anchors the Templar to friendly targets. A portion of allies’ damage is transferred to the Templar while restoring a small amount of health to friendly targets.

Choose one of the following:

Blood Sword: Greatly enhances the target’s attack speed and damage at the cost of reducing their defenses. Increases the effectiveness of bleed and hemorrhage effects. Extends the reach of melee attacks.

Divine Sword: Adds holy damage to the target’s attacks on top of all currently applied damage types and effects. Extends the reach of melee attacks.

Divine Anchor sounded like a great tanking spell, but with how often he found himself the center of attention he was going to have to pass on that skill. As his party’s healer and guild’s leader, he didn’t need to get himself killed more easily. Blood Anchor was the easy choice. He could focus all of the reflected damage coming from his party on one particularly nasty enemy or a group of them. He doubted the ability negated all damage from enemies, though. It probably negated a set amount or percentage, which increased his party’s survivability. That was all Brad was after. He imagined with higher skill levels the effectiveness and number of chains would increase, if there was even a limit to the number of anchors either of those spells would deploy.

The next choice was much harder.

“Hey Sam,” Brad said.

“Yeah?”

“Should I be an edgy boy and go with Blood Sword or should I carry the Divine Sword?” Brad asked.

Sam tilted her head to the side. “You realize that tells me literally nothing, right?”

Brad explained the two skills.

Sam pursed her lips. “I mean, if you were in my party all the time, I’d say gimme that Blood Sword. Hitting hard, hitting fast, and applying hemorrhage is kinda my thing.”

Brad let out a soft hum. “I guess that’s true. Though Michael’s a straight-up assassin, so he just needs things to boost his damage. And with the way Les fights, Divine Sword would probably be the better choice.”

Sam nodded. “More reach and an extra layer of damage? What’s not to love?”

“I’ll go with that one, then,” Brad said. He picked up Divine Sword and moved on to his third level.

Congratulations, you have leveled up: Templar — Level 3

+1 Perk Point

+63 Strength

+63 Agility

+81 Constitution

+57 Intelligence

Choose one of the following:

Skill Increase: Healing, Siphon, one weapon skill, one armor skill, and three additional skills of your choice. +4

Deeds of Valor: Removes all fear effects and grants immunity from new fear effects for a duration.

Fearsome Roar: Applies fear to all nearby targets. Feared targets respond by either fleeing, being paralyzed by fear, or acting erratically. Fear can be resisted.

Choose one of the following:

Aura of Command: Grants increased resistance to mind-altering effects such as fear, hallucinations, charm, illusory spells, and more within the aura.

Aura of Despair: Reduces enemy resistances to mind-altering effects such as fear, hallucinations, charm, illusory spells, and more within the aura.

Brad couldn’t help but get the sneaking suspicion he was being pushed in a very specific direction here. Technically the skills were still in the same vein of supporting his party. Whether that support came in the form of direct combat or buffs varied from level to level. But these last two levels in particular came with polar-opposite spells.

Because the templar is all about leadership, Brad, Frank said. The first level is all about general leadership abilities that would be good for any type of leader. These last two levels have been all about whether you want to help the people under you survive, or kill the enemy faster. Sort of like deciding if you want to be a dark templar or a divine one.

Brad pursed his lips. But if that’s the case, wouldn’t there be some sort of unholy-sounding Grand Cross ability?

There is, Frank said. Fell Cross. It’s a much angrier, more violently destructive version of the spell, but they saved that treat for level-five templars because it gets really nasty.

Damn…I kinda want it now, Brad said.

Sure. You just have to dip into Invictus’s bank to sneak the aether you need, Frank suggested.

We don’t do that here, Brad retorted.

Of course you don’t, Frank said. That’s why I like you. You’re dense as hell, kid, but you’re a good one.

I’m an adult, you know, Brad grumbled.

Maybe by human standards, but I reserve the right to call you kid until I’m certain you won’t shove your own foot in your mouth when Sam’s around, Frank said.

Brad formed a reply, then let it go. He had to admit he definitely wasn’t the smoothest operator.

You sure as hell are not, Frank vehemently agreed.

Brad rolled his eyes and decided to go down the divine path for his first selection of abilities. Deeds of Valor would get them out of a bind if they ever encountered an enemy applying those sorts of negative modifiers. Fearsome Roar, on the other hand, would synergize great with Aura of Despair, but that would really only help him. As far as he knew, no one in his party had any sort of ability to apply mind-altering effects, so why waste the free spell?

Which made his second choice all the more obvious: Aura of Command. While Brad strongly doubted the elves would be the type to have fear and terror in their arsenal, it was nice to have on the off chance something sprang up that used those. If he had to guess, it was probably going to be the dark elves, if Aron or Jo managed to ruin their relationship with Princess Idris.

You know, he could always become a harem protagonist and we wouldn’t have this problem, Frank offered.

Brad snorted. I’m pretty sure Jo would burn a path to the Earth’s core before she allowed that to happen.

True, Frank admitted. That little bomber is a tiny terror.

Honestly, her alchemist abilities frighten me, Brad agreed. Jo was terrifying enough, in her own special, adorable way, when she was just throwing her homemade bombs around. Then she’d picked up the mage class and every possible spell that had anything to do with fire or explosions. Coupled with her study of the arcane and all things explosive, Brad wouldn’t be surprised if she had a pocket nuke hidden on her somewhere. Or maybe that bunny backpack of hers was the nuke.

You know what? When you put it that way, it sounds like the dark elves are screwed if they get on Jo’s bad side, Frank said.

Brad just nodded.

“So? How’re your stats looking?” Sam asked.

Brad smiled at her. “Ridiculous, and I picked up more party buffs while I was at it.”

“Well, let’s hear them,” Sam said.

Brad pulled up his character sheet and read off the details.

Brad Grosslin

Strength: 172

Agility: 171

Constitution: 215

Intelligence: 176

Wisdom: 16

Charisma: 17

Health: 1075/1075

Mana: 880/880

“Huh, I guess you healer types get a much more well-rounded stat spread,” Sam said. “Almost all of my points get dumped into agility. But my health isn’t far from yours at nine-forty.”

Brad smiled. “Well I’ve got heavy armor to make up for it.”

“I could wear heavy armor if I wanted to, you know,” Sam insisted.

Brad laughed. “Would you really be a speedy, sneaky rogue if you wore it, though?”

Sam turned her gaze up towards the sky. “Maybe not right away, but I bet I could figure it out.”

Brad smiled, wrapping an arm around her and pulling her into a hug. “How about you don’t? I’m a much bigger fan of you not getting hit.”

Sam drew in a breath through her teeth. “Yeah, it never goes well when that happens.” She gestured at her damaged assassin outfit. “See this? This is what happens when I get hit.”

Brad grimaced. “Yeah, maybe don’t do that. Especially since we’re going into space. I hear a vacuum’s pretty nasty to our soft, squishy, human bodies.”

Danny gave a big gasp. “Even with the system?”

“I don’t know,” Brad admitted. “But I definitely don’t want to be the guy who finds out.”

Sam nodded. “Same.”

“Well, I bet Jake can,” Danny said. “The cultivators can do all sorts of crazy stuff with their kung-fu.”

Brad opened his mouth to shoot that notion down, then closed it. “You know…with all the crazy stuff I’ve seen Jake pull off, I really wouldn’t be surprised.”

Sam pointed her thumb back at the shipyards behind her. “In one week you won’t be left guessing any longer.”


Chapter twenty-nine
Jake


Five days of ominous silence passed without one shred of elven aggression. No bombardments from orbit. No ships coming down from the skies to rain fire on Bastion. Not even a fly-by to probe their defenses.

It was eerie.

More so than any actual attack, the lack of fighting had the city under extreme tension. Like they were waiting for an anvil to drop and crush them.

Even the aliens among Bastion’s people found it strange that House Oberon hadn’t made a move on them. That wasn’t like the elves at all.

Myrdin had said the dark-elf raids had gone according to plan, breaking apart two of House Oberon’s strike forces. That was the only bit of good news they received. Since then, all of the elven fleet had returned back to formation in orbit. Cities and settlements across Earth were left burning in the elves’ wake, and while Invictus and the other guilds tried to pull as many people as they could into Bastion, the casualties were in the thousands.

Back in the old world, that number would have been a drop in the bucket of humanity’s population. After the apocalypse hit, a thousand deaths were an enormous loss for the species.

At Grandmaster Zeras’s instruction, Jake forced these concerns out of his mind. He and his cultivators only had a brief window of time to prepare for the battle to come. If they were going to come out on top, they couldn’t waste a single second.

From dawn to dusk they cultivated.

Jake and his fellow cultivators went under Zeras’s direct instruction, pushing them harder than they ever had in order to advance.

Bones broke. Flesh boiled away. Their bodies ignited with raw, wild aether as they forged their cores stronger than they were before, hardening them against threats from the outside.

Tanya, Darius, and Mason had all reached the second tier of a cultivator’s advancement. They were dead in the water for a few days afterward, but they survived.

Jake reached level three on the second step of his journey. His core was larger and brighter than ever. The framework around it had grown sturdier, more reinforced, and lined with brilliant silvery etchings. At each point of the twelve-sided die, smaller cores had formed to create a growing lattice of aether that streamed between them.

He wondered how much larger and ornate his core would grow by the time he reached the end of his journey—if there was even an end to how strong a cultivator could grow.

“Even I do not know the answer to that question,” Zeras answered when Jake asked. “Most cultivators do not make it much higher than my level. They get complacent, make mistakes, or come to an unfortunate end before they can hit the third tier.”

“Have there been any?” Jake asked from his pillow in the meditation chamber.

Zeras nodded. “A handful. Their tales are the stuff of legend. What many among the other races, even the most advanced class users, would call gods.”

Jake leaned forward, elbows propped on his knees. “Is that why the Collective is so tight-lipped about our kind?”

“Partially,” she answered. “Once a cultivator reaches that level, they are difficult to control. Some say impossible. But most of their stories end with them pushing too hard, losing control of themselves, and simply ceasing to exist. One story in particular concludes with the cultivator in question collapsing into a black hole.”

Darius’s eyes widened. “No way.”

Zeras chuckled. “I cannot confirm whether or not that story is true. It was far before my time. However, it would not surprise me. You’ve all felt it, after all. The growing pressure and heat it takes you to climb up the levels.”

Tanya grimaced. “It’s not the most comfortable feeling in the world.”

“I suppose it’d make sense that pressure could reach the point of rivaling stars,” Mason agreed. “Especially if you’re talking about a ridiculous level of power comparable to godhood.”

“Indeed,” Zeras said. “Now, we have had a long enough distraction. The time is almost upon us for the fleet to launch on its maiden voyage. How do you all feel?”

Jake flexed his hand, gathering up ambient aether around his fist into a metal gauntlet. “Better and stronger than ever. I don’t even have to reach within my core anymore unless I’m going for a particularly powerful attack.”

“Excellent,” Zeras praised. “This will be a huge benefit to you when you man the ships, as you will be relying primarily on their cores to operate.”

“And our will is what lets us boost the performance of everything, right?” Tanya asked.

Zeras smiled. “That is correct. Should things become particularly dire, you can supply your own aether to your ship’s systems to make up for a lack of power, or outright amplify it. You can even combine your powers, if needed.” She paused for a deep breath. “Assuming the dwarves and gnomes have properly implemented what we have requested of them.”

“I’m sure they’ve done just fine,” Jake assured her. “What about our other cultivators? Have they progressed enough to help the other ships?”

Zeras pursed her lips. “Some show promise purely on the level of their cores alone. But improving their focus to the point where they can sense and manipulate aether beyond their own bodies has so far proven a challenge.”

Darius gave a tight nod. “Acid baths suck pretty bad, yeah.”

“There are less painful ways, but they lack the speed our method provides,” Zeras said. “They also do not teach you how to maintain your focus when your very body is falling apart around you. If you intend to cultivate for more than enlightenment, you need that hard-edged focus.”

Darius chuckled. “I’m just saying, it ain’t easy. But I definitely can’t argue with the results.”

“You should learn to fight without that axe,” Jake said.

Darius hefted his trusty aether axe up with a grin. “But it looks awesome! And it makes it a lot easier for me to focus my aether.”

Zeras smiled. “There is nothing wrong with having a focus, Jake. Others may see it as a crutch as opposed to purely relying on one’s own power and skill, but a time will come when Darius surprises you. When he proves just as capable without his axe as with it.”

“How come you say that?” Darius asked.

Zeras shook her head. “You will either find out for yourself or die when the time comes. There is often no in-between.”

“So I can’t train up for this mystical, maybe, possibly, might-never-happen scenario?”

Jake crossed his arms and nodded sagely. “I think that’s what she said, Darius. So don’t die—”

“Aww, I knew you liked me calling you master.” Darius grinned.

Jake rubbed at his brow. “I was going to say don’t die on me out there today—but now I’m strongly reconsidering.”

Darius burst out laughing. He flopped onto his back, rolling around on the floor.

“Jake,” Brad sent over a private message. “Everything’s ready on our end. How are things looking on yours?”

“Not as great as I’d hoped,” Jake admitted. “Me and my party have made a great deal of improvement, but the others aren’t able to do much for our ships yet. They need more time to train.”

Jake pulled Grandmaster Zeras into the call to back him up. “That is correct. At the moment, they could at most act as supplemental batteries for your ship’s aether reactors. I would advise you hold them back and allow them to become stronger so they may provide far more powerful aid to your endeavors in the future.”

“There won’t be a future for us if this doesn’t go well,” Brad said. “I won’t twist their arms into joining us, but I won’t hold them back if they so choose.”

“Understood,” Zeras said.

“See you in a bit, Jake.” Brad ended the call.

Jake rose to his feet. “Looks like the time has finally arrived, people.”

Mason nodded. “Finally. Waiting for those elves to do anything has had me on edge all week. I can’t wait to finally get this done and over with.”

“You know that might end with us dead, right?” Tanya said.

Mason clasped her shoulder. “That’s why I love you, Tanya. You’re always a ray of sunshine in our darkest moments.”

Tanya’s brow furrowed, and after a moment she said, “Hey!”

Mason laughed and walked off after Jake.

In the Brawler it didn’t take them long to reach the shipyards. Sure, Grandmaster Zeras had insisted they rely more on their powers to get around, but Jake wasn’t about to abandon his precious, heavily modified truck if he could help it. The stubborn thing had gotten him through the start of the apocalypse, and if he had his way it would see him through to his last days.

The cruisers were beautiful.

Each ship was a blend of dwarven, gnomish, and human ingenuity with a touch of dark-elven inspiration. Tim had apparently decided to call the ships the Trident class. Mostly because they were hoping to use them to stab a decisive blow at the heart of House Oberon’s fleet.

The cruisers were sleek ships. Each had aggressive angles to their thick armor plating that tapered off towards the front like a dagger. Following those lines to the back, the ship widened into a V-shape. All along the hull were clusters of hatches Jake assumed were the missile batteries. The particularly large ones definitely were housing Adams’ nuke collection. Then there were several more clusters of hatches above and below. Jake’s heads-up display marked them as spell cannon batteries—except the firing angles didn’t make sense to Jake at all. They would have to aim the top or bottom of the ship directly at their target if they wanted to hit anything with them.

But you don’t have to aim them like that, Hazel cut into his thoughts. It’s a missile cruiser, Jake. What do you think those batteries will do?

Jake shrugged. Shoot off into empty space?

Hazel laughed. They will curve their shots. Magic and aether are a lot more malleable than ballistics or conventional energy weapons.

Jake pursed his lips with a surprised nod. Huh. So we have actual missiles and then magic missiles? Neat.

At the back of the ship was the hardened bridge along with the enormous engines. There were four engine banks jutting out from each corner of the ship’s rear surrounding the main, central bank. Jake was no expert on rocket science, but he felt pretty safe in assuming they were going to be going fast. Insanely fast. At least in the forward orbital direction.

Jake pulled up to the flagship’s boarding ramp. It absolutely dwarfed the Brawler in scale. They could cram a small fleet of ground vehicles into the main hangar. Jake was amazed to see he wasn’t the only one who’d come up with that idea.

Earth-made armored vehicles reinforced with alien technology were spread out across the hangar. Everything from transports to main battle tanks and a few scout cars.

“Adams, was this your idea?” Jake asked, pinging the vehicles.

“Of course it was,” Adams replied over guild chat. “If our cruisers are this big, can you imagine how much bigger the House Oberon ships will be inside? We’re going to need a fast way to get around once we board them.”

Jake had to admit that made a fair bit of sense. “Good call. Just don’t let yourself get sucked out into space. I don’t think those tanks could make it back.”

“No, they most certainly could not,” Adams agreed. “We couldn’t afford to splurge on hover tech for everyone. Life support, armor, and guns were our priority. In that order.”

“Makes sense,” Jake said. “Let’s hope this crazy plan of ours works out in our favor, eh?”

“For all our sakes,” Adams agreed.

Jake pulled the Brawler up to an elevator and rode with his party across the ship’s decks all the way to the bridge. Brad and Sam were there with their own parties.

Full of command consoles and seats with harnesses, it really did look like what one would expect to see in a science fiction movie—only there were a few stations that were on the odd side of things. Four of them, actually.

A large central ring was lined with aether crystals, and there were also three smaller ones. Judging by the pillowed seating, those stations were meant for cultivators.

“Jake, you made it,” Brad said.

Jake smiled. “Hope I didn’t keep you waiting too much. We had to up our game for this fight.”

“Did you level up?” Brad asked. “Nokor said you might be a lot stronger the next time we saw you. How crazy are we talking here in levels?”

Jake grinned. “You might want to sit down for this, Brad.”

Brad laughed and took a seat at the captain’s chair. “Alright, alright. Let’s see how outclassed us lowly classers are.”

Jake pulled up his stats page and read them off for everyone.

Jake Hicks

Strength: 263

Agility: 210

Constitution: 315

Intelligence: 252

Wisdom: 40

Charisma: 20

Health: 1575/1575

Mana: 1260/1260

“Holy sh—” Brad shook his head in disbelief. “That’s… You’re way stronger than me and Sam.”

“Almost as fast as me too,” Sam added with a grin.

Les stroked her chin. “I’m lagging behind in strength and health too. Did we mess up by not going down the cultivator path?”

“Maybe just a little bit,” Darius teased.

Jake grinned. “Hey, maybe after everything calms down you can make a switch. I’m sure with all the class abilities and spells you’ve picked up, you can come up with all sorts of tricks as a cultivator.”

“It might be helpful, yeah,” Brad agreed.

“The stats are a lot more free-roaming as cultivators, though,” Tanya warned. “I’m weaker than Jake was at my level by a good bit.”

Darius beamed with pride. “And I’m stronger than her by a good bit.”

“Yeah, yeah, rub it in some more why don’t you,” Tanya huffed.

Brad chuckled. “This is all great news, but we can celebrate your gains later. Right now, we have some elf butt to kick.”

“That’s a funny way to say nuke into submission, but alright,” Michael laughed.

Brad grinned, then turned to Jake. “Whenever you’re ready, take us out of here, Jake. Let’s launch.”

Jake wasn’t expecting to be in charge of the actual flying of a damned space ship. He had no training in this. But he wasn’t about to make Brad or himself look bad. At least he hoped not.

“Let’s go, guys.” Jake took his seat at the central cultivator station.

Tanya, Darius, and Mason occupied the seats ahead of him.

Taking a deep breath, Jake reached for the aether around him. His eyes shut as he caught the cool, silky wisps of aether floating in the air. With that link established, he reached deeper. Not into himself, but into the ship. His consciousness traveled toward the heart of the ship, into the main aether reactor just as Zeras had instructed them.

Compared to his own core, the ship’s reactor was massive. It was like throwing a spitball at the moon and hoping something would happen. But that was only his initial perception of it. Where the ship’s core might be massive, it was also infinitely less dense. That was something Jake quickly corrected as he ignited the core.

Taking hold of the mass of loose aether within it, Jake swiftly formed thick aether cables and began weaving a new core. Within moments, the dense cloud of aether had coalesced into a solid core blazing with violet light. The cruiser hummed to life.

“This is awesome,” Brad said, unable to contain his giddiness. “All ships, this is the Invictus Starfury. We are launching into strike formation. Today, humanity reaches for the stars and shows the Collective what we’re made of.”

“Starfury?” Sam said with a hint of amusement. “Really?”

Sal set his hands on his hips. “We are packing a lot of nukes.”

“How many is a lot?” Darius asked.

“Like a lot of nukes,” Sal insisted.

Michael tapped his chin. “About a dozen on the Starfury. We have another three to six on the rest of the ships.”

“We figured it was safer to give more to the ship that’s going to have the heaviest shields,” Les said.

Jake pushed their conversation away as he shifted his perspective from his own body to the Starfury. To call it an out-of-body experience would have been the understatement of the century; Jake no longer saw through his own eyes but rather from outside his body. He could see the others and hear them talk, but he drifted farther and farther away from them. His view moved through decks, cabling, circuitry, and finally the Starfury’s thick armored hide until he could see the world around the ship.

And then the vessel moved.

Under nothing more than his will, the Starfury’s engines howled to life. The shipyard’s berths cleared away. Waves of dust erupted from Bastion’s industrial sector, and the Starfury rose. One by one, humanity’s brand-new cruisers ascended into the heavens.

Jake took to the head of the formation. It was a delta pattern, one which Jason and his razorprey cavalry used all the time when engaging their enemies. When discussing this formation with the aliens, they had mixed feelings about it.

Myrdin insisted the Starfury be at the heart of the formation to improve their chances of breaking off into hit-and-run attacks when engaging the enemy.

Graston agreed for the most part, but he wanted to keep the other cruisers around to act as meatshields.

Ironmane said the honorable thing to do was to lead from the front. After all, the Starfury would have the best of everything, so why not use it?

In the end they went with a blend of the three theorems. The Starfury would take the lead and the brunt of the elven assault. The second they were in knife-fighting range they would break off for quick hit-and-run attacks. Hopefully their dark-elven allies would arrive before Brad and the others decided to go in for boarding actions.

The clouds above Bastion gave way to clear blue skies and soon after the void of space—a black abyss full of bright dots of light in the distance.

“We’re officially in space,” Jake said with a grin. Although the ships had internal gravity, because of his perception on the exterior he felt a sense of weightlessness. But rather than being at the mercy of the universe, he was in complete control.

“Did I say this is awesome? Because this is totally awesome.” Brad grinned.

Sam lightly elbowed Brad. “Not to burst your bubble here, but we do have a job to do.”

Brad cleared his throat. “Right! Jake, take us here. This is where the elf fleet is located.” He pinged a patch of space right above Bastion, empty of anything except House Oberon’s fleet.

“Don’t you guys think it’s a little weird that they didn’t even try shooting at us on our way up?” Darius asked. “I mean, they were raining on our parade a week ago, and now we’re throwing ships back at them. They should have tried intercepting us. Or at least told us how stupid we monkeys are for our futile struggle. That’d be the elf thing to do.”

Michael stroked his chin. “It is very out of character for them not to even try to taunt us about how inferior we are to them in every way.”

“It could be a trap,” Sam said. “They didn’t expect us to put up such a strong fight or get reinforcements, so they’re waiting to see how things play out.”

“No, that doesn’t make any sense,” Les said. “That’s not how any elf we’ve run into behaves. Well, maybe the dark elves would. They like being sneaky.”

Brad twisted his lips to one side. “We aren’t going to find out sitting here. Jake, move us in.”

Jake had already been moving towards the destination, but with Brad’s urging he decided to test how fast the Starfury could go, at least without any extra cultivator juice.

Engines flared to a brilliant blue glow. The Starfury zoomed ahead of the formation. The rest of the fleet quickly adjusted their position, forming into a tight wedge in preparation for the coming combat.

Like tiny pinpricks poking at his mind, Jake sensed the elven fleet. At least twenty to thirty vessels, though it was hard to tell with his new sensation. Some were small presences in his mind while many more felt like dust in the wind. And then Jake made sense of it all.

“Making contact in five,” announced one of the bridge crew.

“Everyone get ready to open up,” Brad ordered.

Nothing happened.

The fleet moved well within House Oberon’s weapons range, and not one single spark of spell cannonfire was thrown their way. The elven fleet floated in the voice of space in complete disarray.

That was the dust Jake was sensing. Debris. Wreckage. Vented atmosphere. Dead elven bodies floating in the void of space. The lights were off in every single vessel. They merely drifted through space.

“Well…this wasn’t supposed to happen,” Brad said with a hint of disappointment creeping into his voice. “Myrdin, are you seeing all this?”

A holographic projection of the dark elf appeared on the bridge, one hand on his chin while the other cupped his elbow. “This is very strange indeed. My people picked up no signs of an orbital battle. Neither did Bastion’s sensors. They may not be the greatest in the Collective, but surely they couldn’t have missed this slaughter taking place right above them.”

“Slaughter?” Jake asked.

Myrdin nodded. “It’s worse in some ships than others. The frigates in particular. Zoom in on this one’s side.”

Jake focused his attention on the vessel in question. His vision drifted out from the Starfury straight to the elven ship, as if he’d just picked up and darted over.

The side of the ship was ripped open, its shredded hull long ago cooled from whatever attack had gutted it. There were hundreds of bodies in space, flash-frozen along with their blood boiled and all manner of debris mixed in. That frigate wasn’t the only one; most of the elven fleet was in shambles. One cruiser looked like it had self-destructed. What pieces Jake could make out were blown out from within and spread across the battlefield like ash.

But that cruiser was an outlier.

Most of the remaining large ships were relatively intact.

Jake zoomed in on another cruiser. The lights were off. So were its engines and shields. After turning the ship about in his mind, his gaze fell upon a set of doors. They had been ripped open. The same scene played out across the remaining twelve vessels—even House Oberon’s flagship, simply named Oberon.

“Someone has been very busy indeed,” Myrdin said.

“Any idea what any of this means?” Jake asked.

Myrdin shook his head. “I haven’t the faintest idea, my strange cultivator friend. Boarding actions are no strange sight in the battlefield of the stars, but this is far too clean. There are only dead House Oberon vessels and no sign of their attackers.”

“Could infiltrators be an option?” Sam offered.

“Not likely,” Myrdin said. “House Oberon is extremely tight when it comes to their fleet. Only slaves are allowed on board, and of those slaves only the most trusted and loyal ones are allowed anywhere near the Oberon. That ship is effectively the house’s home planet.”

Brad gulped. “They brought their home planet here to invade us?”

Myrdin nodded. “You humans may have only just joined the Collective, but you made some powerful enemies very quickly.”

Michael placed a hand to his heart and leaned forward. “We try our best to impress.”

Myrdin cracked a faint smile.

“Well, we can’t just leave these wrecks floating around here,” Jake said. “Something clearly happened—if that something is powerful enough to take out House Oberon’s fleet, we need to find out who and what it is.”

“And we need it done yesterday,” Brad agreed. “Listen up, fleet. We have an elven ship graveyard floating over our home for no apparent reason, and we’re heading in to find out why. Spread out and secure the area. The Starfury will move to board the Oberon and try to find answers.”

“Bold of you to go for the largest vessel first,” Myrdin said.

“If the most important ship doesn’t have the answers, I doubt we’ll find much else in the smaller vessels,” Brad said.

Myrdin nodded. “The House of Blades will arrive shortly to assist you in securing the space above Bastion. Should you discover anything of note within the Oberon, please let us know right away. We are rather curious as to what could have transpired here.”

Brad nodded. “Take us in, Jake.”


Chapter thirty
Sam


Sam and Sal waited inside an airlock for the Starfury to approach a breach on the Oberon’s portside.

“Are you sure you want to go in with just the two of you?” Brad asked. “We don’t know what took these ships out. You might need help.”

Sam nodded. “That’s exactly why you’re going to park the Starfury’s nose through the runway. You guys will make less of a mess and have way more room to offload the big guns if we need them.”

“Plus, it’s a little hard to sneak on board a ship with a few dozen people,” Sal added. “It might well be impossible with the Collective’s sensors.”

The Starfury drifted to a stop. It was time to go.

“Alright guys,” Brad said grudgingly. “Here’s your stop. Are you ready?”

Sam inspected her new armor. It was a series of small, black armored plates woven over a form-fitting suit that hugged every inch of her body. In the void of space, the black armor made her nigh invisible. If someone looked close enough they might be able to pick up lighter shades of grey here and there, or the crimson highlights of the armor’s enchantments. With a simple thought her helmet assembled over her head, a black helm which seemed to snuff out any light that touched it. Like the rest of her armor, it shared the aggressive lines of the Trident class cruisers.

In short, it was a masterpiece.

Mastercrafted Void Shinobi’s Battlesuit

+ 600 Armor

Traits

Void Touched: Absorbs nearly all light touching the suit, enhancing the wearer’s stealth skill.

Enigma System: Attempts to shroud the wearer from all hostile sensors.

Mind Link: Armor is synchronized to the wearer’s mind. Whatever they will do, the armor will do. Whatever the armor feels the wearer will feel.

Gnomish Thrusters: Primarily designed for traversing the void of space, these thrusters can also be used to enhance the wearer’s mobility and attacks.

Boon of the Blood Lord: Grants hemorrhage status effect to all attacks. Increases the effectiveness of hemorrhage. Increases the wearer’s damage whenever bleeding or hemorrhage is inflicted.

Sal had his very own version of the armor, although his final trait was more suited to his skill set. Even Rocky had a battlesuit. The tiny squirrel wiggled away on Sam’s shoulder, ready to get on with the mission.

“We’re ready,” Sam finally said.

Brad sighed over the private line. “Good luck out there.”

The room around them depressurized in moments. The doors slid open, and the two rogues were presented with the void of space and the Oberon’s caved-in airlock.

Rocky dove off Sam’s shoulder and took to space like a fish to water. He zipped on through the void as naturally as he would have flown from one tree to the next back on Earth.

Sal glanced at Sam. “Looks easy enough, right?”

Sam nodded, trying to make sense of the damage she was seeing on the Oberon’s airlock.

“Here I go!” Sal jumped out next. His arms and legs flailed through the air as he tried to push himself across the void. Instead, his thrusters activated, sending him flailing around in space as his constant movements kept shifting the thrusters’ direction. “This is not working as well as I’d thought!”

Sam sighed. Here we are trying to sneak in, and you’re making way too much noise.

It doesn’t really matter, Sam, Olivia said in her cheerful, mothering voice. In space, no one can hear you scream!

Oh, that’s just the most reassuring thing I’ve heard all day, Sam said as sarcastically as she could. No point delaying this. Let’s go.

Sam threw herself out the airlock, and even though she knew better she too found herself flailing her arms and legs through empty space, trying to push herself forward. Instinctively she was reaching for something, anything to push off of, even if it was just air. But there was nothing in space.

“Rocky really makes this look easy, huh?” Sal chuckled, calming himself down and playing with his thrusters to get around. So far he’d succeeded only in sending himself spinning through space.

Sam nodded. “He really does. Brad, we’re clear of the ship. You can move on now.”

“Gotcha,” Brad said. “We’re moving out.”

The Starfury peeled away from them, maneuvering to the front of the Oberon. Compared to the Oberon, the Starfury may as well have been a chihuahua squaring off against a pitbull. The vessel was massive. And next to that elven craft, Sam and Sal were little more than ants.

“OK, let’s try this again,” Sam said as she tried to mimic Rocky’s path to the airlock. Her thrusters reacted to her will, pushing her forward through the void. Rather than flailing her arms and legs in every direction and sending herself spinning out of control, she was able to drift forward.

Sal followed after her. “I see. So the trick is not to flail around like an idiot.”

“Sure looks that way,” Sam chuckled.

On approach to the airlock, she found a rather disturbing sight. The airlock doors were a foot of thick alien metals. They weren’t ripped apart or blown open as she had guessed. The doors were battered in by something with a great deal of strength.

“This can’t be good,” Sam said as she drifted into the airlock. Gravity took hold and Sam found herself nearly falling on her face at the sudden addition of weight.

“What can’t be good?” Sal asked as he floated in with a perfect landing. “Oh. Shit. That really can’t be good. That looks thick enough for an alpha or maybe even a hive guard to struggle beating down.”

Sam pointed down the airlock to the second set of doors. Something had punched its claws through the thick metal and forced them open. “I have a—”

Sal cut her off. “Don’t you say it. Bad stuff always happens in the movies when someone says what you’re about to say.”

Sam pursed her lips. “I really don’t think it matters whether or not I say it. It looked like bad stuff entered through here by force, and we’re about to go running in after it.”

Sal checked the chamber of his rifle. “I swear, if things start bursting out of the walls at us I’m going to change class to a ranger and hope these aliens have a heavy gunner specialty.”

Sam peeked her head into the dark hall and glanced around with Rocky. “You should ask the rangers. I’m sure they’ve seen one already.”

“Probably,” Sal whispered, stepping out after Sam.

There were a few lights flickering on now and then through the once gleaming, golden hall, but whoever—or whatever—had come through had torn the place a new one. Wall and floor segments were shredded by claws. Doors were blown open. Pieces of shredded elf bodies lay scattered throughout, and their flash-frozen-and-boiled blood stained the halls. Great arrows had punched through walls. Scorch marks from all manner of spells littered the area. Droves of elven weapons lay scattered across the floor, but the strangest sight was the disturbing lack of bodies. Sure, there was no shortage of pieces, but intact or relatively intact bodies? Those were all gone.

“Sal, are you seeing what I’m seeing?” Sam asked.

“Dead elves galore?” Sal asked as they reached a sealed set of doors.

“The bodies are missing. The intact ones,” Sam pressed.

Sal frowned. “Now that you mention it, I was wondering about that. What do you think happened here?”

Sam searched her mind for anything that might fit the bill. Seeders sounded like a reasonable choice until she realized there wasn’t a single streak of green fertilizer on the ship. There wasn’t even a drop of orange seeder blood. She seriously doubted the elves would struggle this much to deal with seeders. No, there had to be something else going on.

“Let’s find out.” Sam reached for the door controls. The doors slid open without a single complaint.

A jet of air blasted past them. Rocky squealed as he was carried down the hall to the airlock. Sam snatched him out of the air and pulled him through with her.

Sal shut the door behind them. “What did we learn today, kids?” he said breathlessly.

“What?” Sam asked.

“Explosive decompression is a thing.” Sal swept their surroundings with his rifle. “Honestly, I’m amazed that door was intact. Do you think the elves just don’t lock their doors?”

Sam shook her head. “Couldn’t be. There were too many signs of combat down that hall for the elves to ignore an intruder. I think whatever came through here is smart enough to unlock doors.”

“Fantastic,” Sal said sarcastically. “We have a mystery monster roaming around a huge, spooky elf ship that’s crazy strong and smart enough to unlock doors.”

“Hopefully it’s just the one,” Sam added.

Sal shuddered. “We should nuke these ships and be done with it.”

Sam moved forward into the grand chamber. “And if it survives the nukes and comes down to Bastion?”

“If it survives nukes, then I really don’t think we can do much about it,” Sal said with a nervous laugh.

Sam shook her head and focused on their surroundings.

Like the prior hall, the chamber was dark. The faint illumination of blue emergency lighting—at least she thought it was emergency lighting—served to show them where the walls were and silhouette different planters, stores, and walkways there. But they weren’t the only source of light. Aether plants of shapes and sizes Sam had never seen on Earth were spread around the grand chamber, giving her more of a sense of scale.

Sam toggled through her helmet’s vision modes to enhanced brightness. The light around her was amplified enough to see clearly. She guessed they were in some sort of mall but couldn’t be sure—it was clear the elves had a strong aesthetic sense they clung to, even in their fortifications.

The walls were smooth, curved, and covered with golden, gleaming designs. Most were some flavor of eagle-pattern-and-nature-theme mixed with creamy whites and deep, oaken browns, and the deep forest-green of House Oberon.

But the fortifications were obvious everywhere they went.

Heavy, ornate barricades. Portable spell cannons. And so many abandoned weapons. Sam had seen elves flee, even in large numbers, but not once had she seen one drop their weapon so long as they could still hold it.

“How’s it looking in there, Sam?” Brad asked.

“Spooky,” Sam answered. “This place is abandoned. There’s bits and pieces of elf here and there, and loads of abandoned weapons, but we aren’t seeing any bodies.”

“That doesn’t sound great,” Brad said.

“No, it really doesn’t,” Sam replied.

“Alright, keep your eyes open, Sam,” Brad said. “We’re just about to drop the ramp on our end. We’ll look around with you and bring out the big guns.”

Sam shook her head. “Keep the big guns to guard the Starfury. If whatever made this mess is still around here, I don’t want it getting on our ship.”

“Good point,” Brad agreed. “My party and I will head for the bridge. I’ll reach out again if anything important pops up.”

Sam nodded, following the trail of abandoned weapons through the chamber. It had to be some sort of security point meant to hold the airlock in case of a breach, if the lack of stores, homes, or anything even remotely civilian was anything to go by.

“Over here, Sam.” Sal pointed out a sign in Elvish. “It says the habitation deck is this way, and a lot of the weapons we’re seeing are piled up around this door.”

“You think whatever did all this came this way?” Sam asked.

Sal shrugged. “Well, this doorway is extra bloody. Now I’m no expert at navigation in horror games, but I imagine the creepier and more dangerous a place looks, the more likely it is we’re headed the right way.”

“Finding more enemies is my preferred method of navigation,” Sam chuckled.

Sal shook his head. “Us two against something that killed all these elves? Nah, I’ll wait for backup on that one. I can’t imagine House Oberon guarded their flagship with a bunch of rookies. But to get wrecked like this suggests these guys had to be high-level, tier-one classers or low-level tier twos at the absolute worst.”

“Maybe.” Sam stepped through the doors.

This time there was no explosive decompression to deal with. Instead, they were greeted by a massive tree at the heart of the ship. Its mighty branches reached up to the ceiling, which may as well have been the heavens with how tall it was. Past the tree was a window staring into the void of space beyond where Sam caught a glimpse of the Earth and its moon.

It seemed the elves had built structures along the tree; a great, massive treehouse with several different sections and levels. If the homes and stores she saw scattered about were anything to go by, only the richest and most powerful elves could afford to live on that tree. Whereas the elves’ regular buildings were little more than ornate, curvy boxes—the fancier of which could afford some high-fantasy flair—these tree dwellings looked like they may as well have been ripped straight out of The Lord of The Rings movies with a pinch of magical science fiction thrown in.

Sal whistled. “Nice place. If we don’t end up blowing this ship to bits, I wouldn’t mind moving in here.”

“Even if there’s a spooky mystery monster on the loose?” Sam asked.

Sal shuddered. “Eheh…I’d prefer we kill whatever that is first.”

Roaming through the perimeter of habitation sector of the ship, clues as to their prey’s trail were much harder to come by. The defensive lines of discarded elven weapons were sparse. More and more doors were locked, barred, and barricaded. Streaks of blood were far less present wherever they went.

“Huh…that’s the tenth locked door we’ve run into out here,” Sal said.

“What do you mean, ‘out here?’” Sam asked.

Sal waved a finger at the outer wall of the chamber. “The doors leading out of this place. Every door we’ve come across leading out of here is locked.”

“The one we came in through wasn’t,” Sam said, then looked down. “Actually, I didn’t really look after we came through.”

“Want to head back?” Sal asked.

Sam shook her head. “No. Let’s head back through the center and search the other side. Maybe there’s a way deeper into the ship.”

“You could send Rocky,” Sal suggested. “He can see if the door we came in through is locked or not.”

Rocky nodded on Sam’s shoulder.

“Alright, if you say so, Rocky,” Sam said. “Come find us when you’re done.”

The flying squirrel hopped off Sam’s shoulder and scampered through the streets back to where they’d come from.

Sam led Sal toward the city center, where the giant tree stood.

Rocky, speedy as he was, met them there. He crawled up Sam’s leg and chittered at her.

“That’s not good,” Sam said.

“What’s not good?” Sal asked. “I don’t speak squirrel.”

“The doors we came in through are locked.”

Sal gulped. “We’re being funneled somewhere, aren’t we?”

Fast movement pulled Sam’s attention to the side. She tracked the blur of motion down to the soft thud on the floor. A small, unmoving object lay nearby. Sam blinked and crouched to inspect it.

“What is it?” Sal asked.

Sam frowned. “It’s a stuffed animal.” Her eyes narrowed on the toy as she grimaced. “Damn. There were kids in this ship.”

“There were kids on Bastion, but that didn’t stop these bastards from bombing us,” Sal countered.

Sam grudgingly nodded. “Yeah, well…this one’s got a clue.” She held up the toy with a bloody arrow painted on it. The design was alien, but the direction was undeniable. “Whoever or whatever dropped this wants us heading further inside the ship.” She pointed off into the distance past the tree. “That way.”

“Oh boy, I can’t wait to be gutted by some freaky space alien and hung from my entrails,” Sal groaned. “Might as well get this over with. Let’s go.”

The pair of rogues traveled slowly through the darkness, their weapons at the ready.

Sam’s senses were all on high alert. She was waiting for the slightest hint of sound, a blur in the corner of her vision, anything that might alert them to a threat. Her imagination made up shapes in the dark. There was nothing but eerie silence hounding them every step of the way.

“Barracks Block Five,” Sal read out. It was the only door leading out of habitation they’d found thus far that was unlocked. “This looks like the place.”

Sam squeezed her daggers and braced herself against one end of the door. “I’m ready when you are.”

Sal took the opposite side, keeping his rifle tight against his shoulder. “On three.”

Sam nodded.

They counted off in unison, “Three, two, one.”

In a silent flash of motion, they burst through the doors. They were ready for a fight, to fight a horrendous monster. They weren’t ready for what greeted them.

Elven bodies were impaled on obsidian spikes. They pulsed with a maroon energy, drawing it down into the fleshy masses they jutted out of.

The sickening sound of flesh being pierced pulled their attention to the side. An elven fighter had been dropped onto a spike by a tendril that looked equal parts biological and mechanical. The elf didn’t scream; he was already unconscious, like the hundreds if not thousands of elves crammed together into cages above.

The spike began to pulse, the trail of maroon energy pouring down to the floor. With each pulse the elf’s perfect, pristine face shriveled further, withering down to a dried-up husk.

It began with his hair.

It went from a beautiful, flowing, golden blond to a brittle ash. Within moments it broke apart into glimmering flecks of energy that drifted through the air like dust while the rest of the elf’s body continued to wither away. The fingers started falling apart next, leaving little more than empty gloves in their wake. After what felt like an eternity, there was nothing more than empty armor left. A tendril tore away the remains and snatched another defenseless elf to sacrifice to the spike.

And there were hundreds of them.

“What the actual fuck is going on here?” Sal whispered in awed dread.

“No idea,” Sam whispered back.

The floor beneath their feet was covered in a similar fleshy mass. Under Sam’s feet it was like a organic steel. The sensation was disconcerting, to say the least.

A pulsing arrow of maroon energy materialized beneath their feet, growing into a trail that led farther into the chamber.

Sam advanced with her blades at the ready.

“We’re just going to follow this light?” Sal balked. “We need to get out of here, call for back—”

The door behind them slammed shut. A red light signaled it was locked.

“—up.”

“Looks like we’re not getting out of here that easily,” Sam said. “Let’s see if there’s a way out on the other side.”

“Or you can use your skills to try and blow open the doors,” Sal offered.

“Solid plan B,” Sam agreed.

Sal sighed and followed close behind her. “Alright, if we’re going to die, we might as well die fighting.”

“That’s the idea,” Sam said.

Farther into the barracks they traveled, taking in the sights of whatever alien insanity was going on around them. The exposed fleshy mass, wherever Sam could see it, was a worn, faded pink covered in little lights. Whether it was bioluminescence or something technological was hard to tell, as the shiny black carapace covering the tendrils and sections of the fleshy mass covering the floor felt much more like metal.

The strange tendrils paid them no mind as they meandered through the living nightmare. They continued to go about their business of taking caged elves and impaling them on the spikes. Men, women, soldiers, civilians—the thing didn’t care one bit.

In a way Sam had to admit this was karma coming back around to bite the elves in the ass. That didn’t make her feel any better about the horrors she was witnessing around them. She wouldn’t wish this on her worst enemies. No one deserved whatever this was.

Sal pointed at the floor. “Sam, look down.”

Sam followed his finger to what looked like veins running through the fleshy mass. That same maroon glow was flowing down from the spikes through the veins into the next chamber.

“Let’s see what’s behind door number two,” Sam said.

Sal took the lead with his rifle. “I hate all of this.”

They rushed through the next set of doors to a far more mechanical hellscape. It still had all the fleshy horrors they had seen in the previous room, but there was a lot more of that black metal Sam had noticed. There were also obvious power tools. One of the tendrils snatched one of the unconscious elves from its collection and held it up to what looked like some sort of eye stalk. It showered the elf with an ominous light. The tendril tossed the body off to another one with two smaller tendrils jutting out from it. They sliced off the elf’s arms and legs with beams of energy, then passed off the stump of a body to yet another tendril that carried it off into the depths.

That wasn’t even the strangest part. Other elves were effectively just stripped for parts, their torsos and heads discarded. With some the tendrils only preserved the head, which was carried farther into the ship. Rare was the elf body that was taken intact into the depths.

“What—and I cannot stress this enough—the actual fuck is going on here?” Sal repeated.

Sam felt her stomach turn into so many knots it was probably going to jump ship before any bile could reach her throat. “I’m really starting to wish I’d asked Adams for explosives.”

“Jo is the one with the good stuff,” Sal said. “We need something on that level of armageddon to deal with this nightmare.”

“You can say that again,” Sam said as they followed the illuminated path into the third chamber.

This room was shrouded in absolute darkness. Even the enhanced illumination feature of their helmets did nothing for them here. Sam and Sal stepped in regardless.

Lights snapped on one after another, illuminating the fleshy mass infesting every inch of the chamber ahead of them. It looked like it was formerly a drill yard for the elves to train.

Now it was a nightmare.

Bundles of intact elven bodies were strapped to the sides of obsidian spikes rather than impaled on them. These elves had all manner of hoses and cables burrowed into their bodies, flooding them with the ominous maroon energy being gathered from their kin.

That was when realization dawned on a horrified Sam.

The elven bodies were growing strange markings on them—alien tribal designs with a cybernetic weave to them, shining with that very same ominous glow they had seen on those strange orcs.

“Holy shit, what did we just walk into?” Sam said. “Brad, this place is a monster factory.”

“What’s going on, Sam?” Brad called through guild chat.

“They’re turning the elves into those things we fought at the orc camp,” Sam snapped.

Sal tapped her shoulder. “Sam, we have worse problems.” He pointed towards the back of the room.

Sam could only watch in horror as the collected elf torsos were hoisted up in the air into the core of some machine. New tendrils latched onto their bodies from the floors and ceilings, pumping them full of the strange black metal and an unholy amount of that ominous energy the alien spikes and spires were gathering. Collected limbs were brought into a vat where they were dissolved then reformed into an abomination of metal and flesh.

Tendrils drew the finished limbs from the vats and grafted the limbs onto the elven bodies. More of that strange living metal flowed down to meld all the pieces together.

The final result was a terrifying sight.

So many elves had been churned and turned into two towering monstrosities, easily ten feet tall. Their faces were the twisted, horrific visage of an elf’s perfection turned demonic before it was sealed away behind another thick layer of black bio-metal.

“We’re ten different kinds of screwed, aren’t we?” Sal said.

The tendrils tore themselves free from the abominations they had created and withdrew into the walls. The twin monsters took their first bubbling, rasping breaths. Their faceless gazes locked on Sam and Sal.

Each of the twins stuck an arm out. Energy coalesced within their hands, then erupted outward, forming an elegant, curved elven blade from nothing. It was just as black and ominous as the rest of their hides.

“Oh yeah. Totally screwed,” Sam agreed.

The elven nightmare twins let out an ear-piercing wail.

As if on their command, the marked elves were released from their spires. They dropped onto their faces, hands, and knees, then rose like the dead. Their expressionless gazes turned to the intruders in the room.

“So I’m thinking banshees,” Sal said.

“What?” Sam asked.

“For their names,” Sal explained, sharing his little naming conventions with everyone in the guild. “Wailing banshees. And the zombie-looking things can be husks.”

“Sam, what’s going on? Are you alright in there?” Brad asked with growing desperation in his voice.

The elven husks rushed forward with frightening speed. And right behind them were the wailing banshees. Sam couldn’t tell if they were moving obscenely fast or teleporting from one direction to another. Either way, they were closing in on them fast.

Sam gulped. “I’ll get back to you on that one.”


Chapter thirty-one
Brad


“We have to go save her,” Brad said as he shot to his feet.

Les sat her oversized sword on her shoulder. “Let’s get going, then.”

Myrdin’s hologram appeared on the Starfury’s bridge. “I’m afraid you have bigger priorities, Brad.”

“Like what?” Brad snapped.

The dark elf swept a hand off to his side and brought up an image of the House Oberon fleet. The lights had come on. Their engines had flared to life. When the Starfury shook beneath Brad’s feet, he knew the fleet was on the move.

“Someone or something has activated House Oberon’s fleet remotely,” Myrdin said. “While the guns remain inactive, the ships themselves still make fearsomely potent weapons when used…unconventionally.”

Brad’s jaw clenched. “Stop beating around the bush, Myrdin. Get to the damn point. What are these ships planning?”

“They are on a crash course with Bastion,” Myrdin said. “And I’m afraid your shields will not be enough to stop so many impacts on this scale.”

Brad clenched his fists. “Damn it all.”

“It gets worse,” Myrdin continued. “We are picking up massive power spikes from the reactors in each of these vessels. Whoever is controlling the fleet right now has sent them on a suicide mission to Bastion. If anyone survives the crash of House Oberon’s fleet, none will survive the destruction of their reactors.”

Brad’s knuckles went white. They’d come up to fight the elves only to find them slaughtered, and now something was planning to suicide bomb their home city off the face of the Earth? There was no way he could allow this to happen. There had to be a way to stop it, but he couldn’t just abandon Sam to die at the hands of these banshees and husks.

Michael looked back and forth between Brad and Myrdin. When neither one of them spoke up, he asked, “So what’s the plan here, Myrdin? Shoot the House Oberon fleet out of the sky?”

Myrdin nodded. “The House of Blades is currently moving to intercept the faster vessels. I recommend you send your fleet to do the same. This will reduce their numbers, but it will not be enough.”

“Why not?” Michael asked.

“The cruisers we can dispatch fairly swiftly,” Myrdin said. “It is the Oberon and its two primary escorts who are the real problem. We simply do not have enough firepower to burn those vessels down before they enter the Earth’s orbit. No matter what we do, they will reach Bastion and obliterate it.”

“There has to be something we can do,” Brad finally said, pushing to his feet.

Myrdin nodded. “We have one very dubious solution.”

“Spit it out,” Les snapped.

“You must take control of the Oberon’s bridge,” Myrdin said. “If our intelligence is correct on their fleet—and it’s never wrong—the elves have a command-and-control module on their flagship capable of assuming direct control of any vessel in their fleet.” Myrdin waved a hand through the air. “Simply put: it is an insurance policy against slave uprisings.”

Brad frowned at the implications of Myrdin’s words ,but he didn’t have time to worry about how messed up the elves were. “So we break into the bridge and stop this mess. Sounds easy enough. What’s the problem?”

Myrdin grimaced. “The problem is twofold. First, gaining access to the command-and-control system requires a member of House Oberon’s royal family or one of the Oberon’s command staff. The captain, preferably. Secondly, I believe it is a safe bet that whatever creature or creatures took out the elven fleet are most assuredly located on the Oberon’s bridge. They must know it is the only surefire way to bring their plan to an end.”

“Then we’ll bring the fight to them,” Brad said.

Jake held up a hand. “What if we can bring the core offline? If we cultivators can manipulate collective technology even when it isn’t adapted for us, surely we can disable or destroy the core without letting things get out of hand.”

Myrdin pursed his lips. “It is possible you could destabilize the core, certainly. But I am not terribly familiar with cultivators and their capabilities.”

“It’s worth a try,” Jake said. “What do you think, Brad?”

Brad nodded. “Try and destabilize the core, Jake. We’ll carve our way through to the bridge.”

Myrdin gave a deep bow. “Best of luck, Invictus. We will be watching with great interest.”

Brad and his party rushed out to the Starfury’s forward hangar and climbed into one of the elven transports they’d managed to salvage. The boarding ramp lowered with a heavy mechanical whir.

“Oh, that’s a lot of red,” Adams commented from the hatch of his tank. Its main gun and all of its armor had been replaced with alien tech from the printers.

Brad pulled up his map of the Oberon—one of the House of Blades’ generous gifts when it came to dealing with House Oberon. A sea of red dots swarmed through the Oberon’s halls, heading right for them. There were hundreds, maybe thousands of them.

“Those aren’t elves, are they?” Adams asked.

Brad tightened his grip on his halberd. “No. They’re worse.”

The Starfury’s ramp fully extended, exposing one of the Oberon’s vast carrier bays. It was packed with neatly organized vessels, from lithe fighters to large dropships the elves hadn’t fielded against Bastion.

And then there were the husks. So many husks.

“Don’t let any of those things get on our ship,” Brad ordered. He activated Battle Orders and buffed everyone within reach, Adams’ men included.

A tide of elven husks streamed across the hangar. To Brad’s eye they looked like fast-moving zombies, except they were worse. So much worse. They hopped over containers, climbed over stationary craft. They wielded weapons of every kind from House Oberon’s collection, from gleaming, golden blades to shields and bows of all shapes and sizes. The husks moved with a silent, expressionless gaze—fixated on them.

They were soulless killing machines.

Never in all the time since the start of the apocalypse had Brad felt like they were fighting something clearly evil. The seeders were just animals doing their thing. The hostile aliens—while a messed-up collection of characters—had all manner of reasoning for their actions that Brad and the rest of humanity had only scraped at the surface of.

These thing—or rather, whatever had made them—had taken living beings and turned them into weaponized monsters.

Adams drove his tanks to the edge of the Starfury’s hangar and took aim at the incoming masses of bodies. “They won’t so much as touch our ramp. Devil Dogs! Introduce yourselves!”

Brad had expected a howl of gunfire to open up. Instead, he heard the high-pitched whine of laser machine guns spinning to life. The super-heated beams didn’t pack the punch of ballistics or plasma weapons, but they more than made up for it with a rate of fire so fast they could literally saw a husk in two. That was a good thing, too. The husks didn’t so much as bat an eye at any damage they received. Even when shot into two pieces, the remaining upper halves continued to drag themselves towards the ship.

“Man, those things are scary,” Michael commented.

Jake pulled up beside Brad’s party in his Brawler. “And we’re heading right into the middle of all of them. Let’s go!”

The Brawler charged forward, its front shrouded in aetheric energy. They shot down the ramp like a comet.

“Right behind you,” Brad said, and punched the transport’s controls. Its engines thrummed as the bulky vehicle launched forward.

Adams’ tanks fired their cannons, huge, heavy dwarven-made guns packing a powerful ballistic punch. The tide of husks had no way of resisting their fury. Shells ripped through crowds before detonating, sending bodies and pieces flying in every direction.

Jake cleared the way for Brad and his transport, straight through the heart of the mass of husks. Adams’ shells and lasers tore through on their left and right flanks with frightening accuracy, ripping apart any eager husks who managed to latch on to their transports.

“Door’s coming up quick, Brad,” Jake called out. “We’re going to have to split off soon after that.”

“We can handle ourselves, Jake. Don’t worry,” Brad said. “You just make sure this ship doesn’t blow up on us.”

Jake chuckled. “Oh sure, it’ll be easy. I just have to cut the red wire like in the movies. Or was it the blue wire?”

Brad grinned and returned his focus to the task at hand.

The blast doors ahead of them slammed shut. The light above it shifted to red. Jake didn’t slow down at all. The Brawler shone brighter as Jake poured more aether into the field around it. He punched right through like a spear carving its way through hardened armor.

“Hang on, it’s going to be a tight fit,” Brad shouted.

Their elven transport rammed the bashed-open doors at full speed. Metal squealed against metal as they punched through, leaving shredded golden decor in their wake.

“No kidding,” Michael laughed. “This thing’s about twice as wide as the Brawler.”

That made driving through the tight halls difficult. There was barely enough space for a person to fit on either side of the transport, and when they had to turn a corner, Brad had to slow down greatly to keep from getting the transport stuck in an unfortunate position.

“More husks,” Jake called out ahead. “Watch out for your sides.”

Their glowing bodies erupted over Jake’s Brawler as he bowled through them like packs of bowling pins. That didn’t do anything for the husks who slipped past them. Those husks leaped onto Brad’s transport with surprising ease and hacked away at the transport with even more surprising strength. The hull bent and whined beneath each strike. The transport’s status readouts warned of imminent hull breaches.

They had to do something quick.

Brad slammed the transport against the left wall, scraping off a pack of elven husks, then swung to the right. The stunt bled precious speed, but it knocked off most of the husks. The stronger husks kept a death grip on the transport, hacking away at the hull, trying to rip it open like a can.

“These things are really stubborn, aren’t they?” Michael asked.

Brad nodded, not liking their odds of making it even halfway to the bridge at this rate. “Ceres, Teresa, can you do something about these guys?”

Teresa gripped her staff tightly. “Not without exposing myself to those things, Brad.”

As if to let everyone know what a horrible idea that was, the transport’s top hatch suddenly caved in from a husk’s fist.

“OK, so we’re not doing that,” Les said.

“I can cast lightning armor on the transport,” Ceres offered with anxiety thick in her voice. “It should work from inside, I think. I hope.”

“Do it,” Brad ordered.

Ceres nodded and slapped her hand to the transport’s hull. With her eyes shut, a flood of electricity arced from her body, down her arm, and into the transport’s armor itself.

The elven transport erupted with a brilliant blue light. Arcs of electricity snapped and crackled around it, searing their way across the halls and any husks bold enough to draw near.

But the husks were stubborn creatures. They clung on to the transport without a shred of concern for their well-being. They ripped and tore away at the transport’s armor even as their bodies burned from the electricity surging through them.

“We have to go our separate ways pretty soon, Brad,” Jake warned. “You sure you can handle this on your own?”

A group of husks tore away the armor plating covering the driver’s cabin. Brad found himself staring dead into the black, soulless eyes of an elven husk. The center of them glowed with that ominous maroon energy that coursed through their bodies.

The elven husk opened its mouth; its teeth had been replaced by rows of serrated blades, and at the back of its mouth was a strange lens-like contraption that took up all the space that should have been the elf’s throat. Maroon particles swirled swiftly around the lens, coalescing into a bright flash of light.

Brad threw himself out of the way, slamming the transport into another wall as the beam of energy burned away the headrest of his seat.

“Holy shit,” Brad yelled, and reached for The Last Word.

He had the weapon shrunk down to the size of an axe, perfect for fighting in close quarters. Just as the husk charged another blast, Brad shoved the shotgun barrel into the monster’s mouth and pulled the trigger. The husk’s head erupted into a shower of gore, an oily, violet substance, and electronics.

“You OK, Brad?” Jake asked.

Brad’s heart kicked in his chest. He checked himself to make sure wasn’t a zombified arm or some other part of the husk still trying to kill him. He was in the clear.

Michael answered for him. “He’s fine. We’re fine. We totally don’t need a fresh pair of pants.”

Brad took a rough, ragged breath. “Yeah. We’re good here. Just a close call. Go take care of that core, Jake.”

“Alright, Brad,” Jake said. “Good luck with the bridge.”

Jake swerved the Brawler around a sharp turn, heading down into the Oberon’s depths.

Brad went to pull up his map when another husk climbed onto the transport and peeled away more of their armor.

Its face and arms glowed orange from violent arcs of electricity trying to melt through it, but the monster persisted, unflinching even as its arm crumbled away into molten dust.

Brad blew the husk away, then tossed The Last Word at Michael. “Keep them off me. I need to figure out where we’re going.”

Michael nearly fumbled the axe. “On it, Brad!” He inspected the axe. “How do you shoot this thing?”

Another pair of husks tried forcing their way into the cabin, their pale, marked, glowing arms reaching for Brad.

“Think it and it’ll happen,” Brad shouted.

Michael pointed the business end of the weapon at the husks. “Die, you cyber-zombie creeps!”

The weapon kicked in his grasp, shredding the arm off a husk and blowing it off the transport. Again Michael fired, stripping the front half of its head away in a spread of aetheric pellets. The monster nearly swung free from the transport but somehow it still pulled itself back towards Brad.

“How the hell is this thing still moving?” Michael yelled.

“Kill it!” Brad demanded.

Michael swung himself so that he was practically on top of Brad and fired into the husk’s chest. Its body jerked back at the blast, but its hand remained firmly locked on the transport’s hull. The crackling electricity protecting their transport had welded the elven husk to the vehicle. Michael fired again and again, each time blowing away more of the husk’s body until it tore off at the shoulder. The husk vanished beneath the transport with nothing more than the wet, sick crunch of its biomechanical body beneath the hover engines.

“Nice save,” Brad said as he swerved wildly about, trying to avoid any more husks from getting a grip on them.

Again pulling up his map as quickly as he could, he found their location. They were deep into one of the Oberon’s main forward wings, as Brad called them. The vessel had two of these wings—one for each of the main hangars on the enormous vessel. The bridge was clear across the other end of the ship from them. Fortunately, all of their evasive maneuvers hadn’t taken them too far off course, but there were still a ways to go.

Take this route here, Brad, Frank said. He highlighted a path.

It took them right back to the center of the wing, leading them to the central habitation sector of the ship then straight on through to the bridge from there. The problem was all the red blocks in their way.

Whoever’s in control of the ship is on to us, though, Frank warned. They’re locking a bunch of doors ahead of us, and we don’t have that crazy cultivator stuff Jake has at his disposal to force our way through.

Good thing we have mages, huh? Brad took his weapon back from Michael as he started on Frank’s path. “Michael, swap out with Les.”

Michael gave a curious glance and proceeded to swap out.

Brad didn’t hesitate to make his next request. “I need a bigger window.”

“A window?” Les asked, more confused than anything.

“That’s right. Take out the rest of this armor so the copilot can get a clear view ahead of us.” Brad swung the transport out of the way of a group of husks. “Hurry!”

Still just as confused, Les got to work. She propped herself back against the seat and stomped hard on the metal. It groaned loudly, bending outward under her strength. She stomped again and again, but all she managed to do was warp the metal further.

Brad checked his map. The first of the doors was coming up fast.

“Les, we need that window right now,” Brad urged as he fired away at more husks trying to get inside.

“Give me that!” Les snatched Brad’s weapon out of his hand and started hacking away at the warped metal. With her obscene strength score and an activation of Fiery Rage, she shredded through the metal like cardboard and punched out the rest of the cabin’s armor. “There. Now what?”

“Teresa, freeze that door.” Brad pinged the swiftly approaching door ahead of them.

Teresa moved into the driver’s cabin and thrust her staff out their new window. A beam of icy blue energy erupted from the end of the staff, punching through husks and into the doors behind them. At Teresa’s level, Freeze Ray snap-froze anything it came into contact with—elven blast doors included.

“Now what?” Teresa asked.

Brad snatched back his axe from Les, pointed his shotgun at the frozen doors, and opened fire. Explosive aether slugs slammed home into the frigid door, blowing holes through the brittle barrier. It wasn’t going to be enough to carve out an opening for them, but that was never the goal.

“Hang on to something,” Brad shouted.

Teresa dove back into her seat and strapped on her harness.

Les braced against the dashboard.

Brad slammed the controls forward.

The elven transport crashed through the barrier into another hall packed wall to wall with husks.

“Holy—”

“Arc Tether!” Ceres shouted before Brad could finish.

The searing-hot white ball of electricity launched past Brad’s face and soared right above the sea of husks. Its lightning tendrils collected every single unfortunate husk in its path, punching a small gap through the horde.

“Well, I’m useless up here,” Les said. “Teresa, swap with me.”

“What are you going to do, Les?” Teresa asked, not wasting any time trading places with her.

“Pray we make it through this mess in one piece, and keep Sweetness company.” Les patted the heavily armored honey badger’s side. “Isn’t that right, boy?”

Sweetness shifted uncomfortably in the back of the elven transport. He really didn’t like being cooped up inside it. At the rate he was growing, the honey badger was going to need a bigger ride if they wanted to drag him around on future adventures—that is, if they made it out alive on this one.

“Ice spears would be really cool right about now, Teresa,” Brad said, bowling through husks and shooting everything he could.

“Oh harr, harr, Brad.” Teresa awkwardly held her staff out the opening and fired a volley. “Ice Spears would be cool? Really?”

Her volley lanced through targets, impaling them to the walls or one another. After a moment the spears detonated. Any husk that survived her attack found itself frozen solid and promptly shattered by Brad’s shotgun blasts or the transport plowing through them.

“Was I wrong?” Brad laughed.

Teresa huffed and sent out another wave of spears. “No, I suppose not.”

Ceres’s Arc Tether detonated in the distance, scattering and frying husks before she charged up another.

On and on they went through the halls, cutting a path through to the heart of the Oberon. The gauntlet of husks had never made Brad more thankful to have splurged on a weapon. If he was still using the Excommunicator he would have had to pause to reload every few seconds. With The Last Word being an aether-fueled weapon, he never had to reload once. Even the ambient aether in space was enough to keep his weapon charged past the halfway mark.

“Last door’s dead ahead of us,” Teresa said as she froze it on the spot.

Brad nodded. “Get ready!”

He pushed the transport to full speed. The engines thrummed to a near-deafening howl.

The husks ahead of them did something unexpected. They shrieked. Their bodies’ glow shifted from their ominous wine color to a menacing orange-red. They sprinted right for the transport.

“What are those things doing now?” Les shouted from the back.

Brad wasn’t about to stop to ask politely. He shot one in the face. The husk flew back and exploded. The blast set off its neighboring husks.

“Mistakes have been made!” Brad shouted.

The chain reaction built up to a tide of fiery energy coming right at them.

Brad wasn’t about to slow down, though. They needed every bit of momentum they could muster to punch through the doors.

Teresa and Ceres summoned a mana shield in front of the transport.

The wall of explosions surged as more and more husks latched on to their electrified hull.

The world went hot white. An incessant ringing filled Brad’s ears. He was thrown around in his harness, tossed from one side to another—then the world came to a sudden, abrupt stop.

Brad’s eyes readjusted to the gloom around them. The mana shield was gone. The transport groaned and rattled weakly around them. What remained of its armor glowed from extreme heat.

Blinking his eyes into focus, Brad realized their transport was firmly lodged in the elven equivalent of a Starbucks. At least it looked like a coffee joint back on Earth. And they were decidedly upside down.

With a groan, Brad called out, “Is everyone OK?”

Teresa unhooked her harness and dropped onto her head. “Ow…”

“I’ll take that as a yes,” Brad said, casting a quick heal for the minor damage she’d taken.

“We’re alive back here,” Les said with an arm firmly coiled around Ceres’s waist. “Almost lost our local lightning god.”

Ceres let out a shaky laugh. “It was pretty scary there for a moment.”

Michael dropped out of his harness and hopped to his feet. “I don’t mean to alarm anyone, but is anyone else finding the sudden lack of imminent death unsettling?”

Brad blinked and listened to their surroundings. Other than the wrecked transport and their own breathing, there wasn’t a sound to be heard. Pulling up his map, Brad didn’t see a single red dot in their area either. There was no shortage of them around Sam and Sal, or Jake’s group reaching deeper into the ship, or moving to assault the Starfury.

“That’s totally not concerning at all,” Brad said sarcastically. “Let’s get out of here before something decides to check in on us.”

Sweetness didn’t hesitate to shuffle to the back of the transport and slam his paw down on the door controls. To everyone’s surprise, the rear hatch still worked. It swung open and Sweetness rolled out with a heavy thud. The huge honey badger looked absolutely comical as he kissed the ground through his custom suit of giant honey badger space armor.

Les and Michael led the others in crawling out of the transport.

There was a trail of destruction left in their wake. Everything the transport had flown through after the explosions was in complete ruins. Homes, stores, statues, and whatever was supposed to pass for an elven car were completely demolished after their transport had crashed through the vicinity.

Brad turned back to their transport. It wasn’t looking much better than the surroundings.

Most of its hover engines had been taken out during the chain-explosions. Its armor was blown clean off in places, leaving the inner skeleton completely exposed. They were lucky. Had the explosions done more damage, and if they didn’t have Ceres’s lightning armor active on their vehicle, those blasts could have scoured inside and cooked them alive.

“Sheesh, that was close,” Michael said.

“Too close,” Brad agreed. “Let’s keep moving. We still have a fleet to stop.”

Les drew her sword and sat it on her shoulder. “Don’t fall behind.” She took off running.

The rest of the party followed close behind her, with Sweetness off to Brad’s left. Even with all that armor on, Sweetness’s senses were not dulled in the slightest. Brad was happy to take any edge they could get to keep those biomechanical horrors the hell away from his party.

Running through the silent elven city was far too unsettling for Brad. Outside of the occasional bloody smear or discarded weapons, the place was left intact. It should have been teeming with life. How many thousands—if not millions—of souls lived within the Oberon before tragedy had struck?

Brad wasn’t comfortable with the question, especially considering what his plans had been earlier. If what Sam had told him was true—and he had no reason to doubt her—something was turning the elves into monsters. With so many bodies to convert, their odds of getting off the Oberon alive were looking nigh impossible.

Rather than let his mind linger on such negative thoughts, he went about checking in on his people.

“Sam, are you still with us?” Brad asked over guild chat.

It took a moment to get Sam’s frantic reply. “We’re a little—” The line went silent for an uncomfortable moment. “We’re a little bit busy here, Brad!”

That was enough confirmation for him. He didn’t need to distract Sam from whatever horrors she was facing and risk getting her killed.

“Jake, how’s your team?”

“Closing in on the reactor now,” Jake said. “Did you know these crazy elf-zombie things are robots?”

“They look more a mix of flesh and machine, but yeah,” Brad said. “Found that out when I had to blow one out of the new windows we made for the transport.”

“Yeah well, watch out,” Jake continued. “They can shoot friggin’ laser beams out of their damn mouths and set themselves to self-destruct. They aren’t bad with weapons, either.”

Brad grimaced at that thought. He’d seen the husks with weapons, but they hadn’t been using them.

“A pack of husks with great bows nearly took out the Brawler,” Jake said. “If Tanya and Darius hadn’t spotted them and strengthened our barrier, we would’ve been skewered.”

Brad nodded. “We’ll keep that in mind. So far we’ve only run into corrupted civilians or whatever it is that’s being done to these people. They almost took out our transport with suicide bombers.”

“Can you still make it to the bridge?” Jake asked.

“We’re on foot, but we’re moving,” Brad said. “It’s going to be a bit of a run, but we’ll make it.”

“Good to hear it, Brad. Good luck out there.” Jake ended the call.

“Adams, how’s the ship?” Brad asked.

“We’re piling up bodies left and right, Brad,” Adams answered. “Guns are starting to overheat. I’m not sure how long we can keep this up.”

Brad frowned. “Use the ship’s spell cannons to back you up, then.”

“Already am,” Adams replied.

The bulk of the husks within the Oberon had to be focused on the Starfury’s location, then. That left left Brad with a difficult choice: tell Adams to hold his position and keep the swarm busy at the Starfury, or order them to withdraw and risk the swarm hitting their small parties from behind.

“Andrew here,” the leader of the Booty Bay Beach Boys called in. “We have a problem out here. A big one.”


Chapter thirty-two
Jake


Jake slid the Brawler to a stop outside the reactor chamber. The enormous door dwarfed them several times over with a big, red sign lit above it.

“Of course the door’s locked,” Darius said as he stepped out of the Brawler.

Jake glanced back at the dark hall they’d come down. It was filling with maroon light—more husks were coming their way. This was not a good position to be in.

Neither was the conversation taking place over guild chat.

“Andrew here,” the leader of the Booty Bay Beach Boys called in. “We have a problem out here. A big one.”

The Oberon shook all around them with the dull, reverberating blasts.

“Is that the ship getting shot, or is it firing?” Mason asked.

Andrew answered in guild chat, completely oblivious to Mason’s question. “The Oberon is firing on us! The rest of the fleet is opening up too Apparently, they really don’t like being shot at! The dark elves already lost a couple of ships. Us too.”

“Stay alive out there Andrew. We need our people to survive this mess,” Brad ordered.

“Working on it,” Andrew replied. “But that Oberon is a nasty one. It has the most guns out of any other ship out here, and we’re barely tickling its shields.”

“The shields are up?” Brad asked.

“They came online as soon as we started shooting,” Andrew confirmed.

Tanya looked to Jake. “We have to do something to help them.”

Jake looked at the enormous door ahead of them and then back to the husk swarm heading their way. His eyes widened as great arrows flew through the air.

Tanya and Mason were quick to throw a pair of shields up. The huge arrows bounced off harmlessly. Darius picked them up and hurled them back at the incoming tide.

“You guys keep them off my back. I’ll get the door,” Jake said.

“What’s the plan after that?” Tanya asked, deflecting another volley of great arrows.

“We’ll make it up as we go,” Jake said.

Rubbing his hands together, Jake drew aether from the air through his core into his body. He charged up his muscles, bones, and tendons, preparing for his first—and hopefully only—attempt to get the doors open. Sheathing his hands in aetheric blades, he punched them into the reactor room’s doors. The aether blades dug deep, allowing him to get a grip. He pulled. His every muscle strained. Veins bulged on his neck. The floor beneath his feet crumpled under the power he was exerting.

But the doors would not budge.

“OK, that didn’t work,” Jake said.

“What did you think was going to happen?” Mason asked. “It’s a blast door for a reactor. If you could pry them open with your bare hands, they wouldn’t be worried about that reactor blowing up.” He ducked as an arrow broke through his shield and nearly took off his head.

“Good point,” Jake admitted. He decided that now was not the time to be holding back his powers.

Darius picked up the latest volley of arrows and hurled them back. “Whatever you’re going to do, Jake, do it fast. These things are not screwing around.”

Jake pulled back from the door, sank to his knees, and held his arms up by his sides. Pulling deep from his core, he called forth a mass of aether that formed between his hands. With his increased training—his two additional levels forged for his core—summoning the power needed to cast Aether Comet was a breeze.

Aether flowed like a torrent through his palms into the ball of energy. Ambient aether was sucked into the growing orb like a vortex. He could cast the ability right now if he wanted to; it wasn’t even close to the full power version of the spell, but would it be enough? Would it be too much? A full-powered blast against the overlord had shot clean through a cave into space. If he overdid it within the Oberon, he could very well blow a hole in the hull, and then what?

The husks would be blown into the void—but so would Jake and his friends. He had the sneaking suspicion those monsters could survive in a vacuum. He wasn’t looking forward to finding that out firsthand. He’d have to use his cultivation to attempt the feat with surgical precision. But if he didn’t use enough power, Jake would have to take the time to charge up another attack.

Behind him, Darius cleaved his axe through the first wave of husks. They wore House Oberon’s armor, wielding a shield in one hand and a sword in the other. Behind them were random smatterings of heavy elven infantry with yet more archers stampeding down the hall.

Jake couldn’t deliberate any longer.

He took necessary time to gather up more power. The ball of energy tried to whip out of his hands. Violent tendrils of aether lashed out, slashing at the palms of his hands. Jake gritted his teeth and willed the aether back into place, concentrating it into a solid ball.

“Hurry up, Jake!” Tanya cried. She fired volleys of aether blasts from one hand while blocking as many attacks as she could with the other.

Mason pierced through lines of husks with his aether beams.

Darius hacked apart another swath of elven husks before his axe was knocked free from his hands.

“Darius!” Jake shouted.

The young cultivator took an elven blade through the stomach. The others cried out his name, but Darius didn’t take a single step back. Holding his ground he punched the offending husk’s head clean off its shoulders, all while leaving its sword in his stomach.

“You won’t get rid of me that easily,” Darius roared.

His body became wreathed in aetheric flames as he swung a fist. A jet of violet flames swirled through the murderous husks, followed by another. Finally, Darius channeled his aether into conjuring an axe made of pure energy. With a mighty cleave he slammed the weapon into the floor, unleashing a devastating shockwave around him.

But even so, the husks kept coming. It was only a matter of time before they would be overwhelmed. Jake had only one option remaining, and he wasn’t excited about how it would turn out.

He flooded the ball of aether within his grasp with every shred of power he could in a flash. Wild aetheric arcs scarred the floor around him as he fought to keep his own weapon from turning against him.

Jake pulled his arms back with a roar. “Here we go! Aether Comet!”

Thrusting his arms forward, the violet blast of energy erupted from Jake’s palms. It punched a hole through the blast doors big enough to fit two of the elven transports side by side, cutting clean through the reactor chamber and out the other side. The powerful beam burned through wall after wall, punching through decks, systems, and anything else that dared get in its way.

The beam dissipated.

Jake’s spell had punched a hole clean through the ship, from its very heart to the outermost layers where nothing but the void of space remained.

“Oops. Hang on to something,” was all the warning Jake could get out before the vacuum of space suddenly dragged him into the reactor chamber.

“What did you—” Tanya was cut off as the explosive decompression took her next. Mason and Darius weren’t far behind her.

Jake clamped on to a handrail for dear life.

Tanya flew past him, barely managing to latch on to his ankles.

Mason slammed his back into the railing and flew off deeper into the reactor room. “This is a little bit overkill, Jake,” he shouted before his flailing limbs managed to latch on to the top of a console. Mason poured aether into his muscles, allowing his fingers to punch through the console with ease for a better grip.

Darius came tumbling through the breach in the doors, blood spilling from his stomach. He fought to keep the blade in his stomach, but all that bouncing around made that easier said than done. If he kept going the way he was, he was going to fly past Jake and Mason out into the void of space.

Jake wasn’t about to let that happen. He flung out an arm and caught Darius by the bicep. Using his increased strength, he hauled Darius down to the railing. “Get that knife out of you.”

“But then my insides’ll get sucked out!” Darius protested.

“Not if you focus your aether on healing yourself,” Jake countered. “I’ll help you.”

Darius didn’t look pleased at the situation, but he did as his master asked. He drew the elven sword from his stomach, let it be dragged out of the ship, and focused on stemming the bleeding.

Meanwhile, a tide of elven husks funneled through the breach in the reactor doors all the way across the room and out the far side of the ship. Alarms around them blared, constantly reporting that there was, in fact, a problem with the ship.

Jake was in pure, terrified awe at the numbers of husks flying past overhead. They were easily in the thousands. They clumped together in tight masses, trying to avoid getting sucked into the void of space, but they couldn’t fight the vacuum’s pull. Balls of husks shattered as they crashed into walls before being ejected. Only a handful of murderous cyber-zombies managed to latch on to something and save themselves.

A husk groped for Tanya’s shoulders, only for her to swiftly blow its head off its own shoulders.

Another trio crashed into Mason, but couldn’t get a hold in time.

“Jake, help me out here,” Darius hissed, the pull of the void dragging the blood from his open wound. Darius’s self-healing wasn’t fast enough to fix the damage.

Reaching out to his apprentice’s wound, Jake pressed his palm tight against the opening and channeled his aether into Darius’s body. Slowly but surely, his flesh stitched back together and pulled shut.

“Thanks, Jake… I thought I was going to—”

A mass of husks came crashing through the floor and slammed straight into Darius, followed by Jake and the rest. They tumbled through the reactor room, punching, kicking, and blasting away at the husks that tried desperately to hang on to the humans.

“Let me go, you glow-in-the-dark freaks,” Tanya cried, blasting herself free from the group holding her. She crashed far off from the mass of husks and managed to grab on to the reactor room’s broken wall.

“This is not cool,” Darius yelled. Using his superior strength, he tore free from the husks’ grasp. He punched and kicked and called forth his aetheric axe to hack away at them until his weapon wedged into a wall, tearing him free from the mass.

Jake was the only one still caught in the heart of it all. He swung his head to the side as a laser beam shot for his skull. Another went for his arm—he punched through the husk’s throat, out the back of its head, then pulled the other husk through it.

“You aren’t winning this fight, monsters,” he spat.

Somehow, the emotionless husks took that personally.

Every head around Jake snapped to focus on him. Their bodies shifted from the ominous maroon glow to a deep, fiery red. Their mouths opened as one as they gathered energy to incinerate him.

Oh crap, Jake and Hazel thought in unison.

With nowhere to run, Jake spun himself as hard as he could into a tight ball. The stunt broke him free from the husks’ grasp. In his tight, curled-up ball, he gathered aether into a shield around his body. He condensed the aether barrier stronger, tighter.

The husks fired. A rain of beams soaked his shield from every direction. It was intense. The shield flashed. The blunt force of their impacts punched through and bruised Jake’s body. The heat was cooking him alive within his own shield. All the while, their glow grew brighter and brighter.

And then they detonated.

Jake’s shield shattered.

You have taken 1,000 damage.

You are in a vacuum.

Jake tried to gasp for air, but there was a slight problem: there was none. On the dark side of his body he was freezing; on the light side he burned. He could feel bubbles forming within his body, the pressure building. This was not going to end well unless he did something quick.

Use your shield, Jake! Hazel demanded.

Under the conditions Jake struggled to concentrate, to pull the aether from his body into a bubble around him. The pain was worse than any acid the ogres had subjected him to—disorientation from a lack of oxygen was worse than any torture he had faced. The ever-looming distraction of an explosive death from within was the worst imaginable.

It was only thanks to the grueling exercises Korin and Grandmaster Zeras had subjected him to that Jake was able to draw enough focus. He cut through the fear and chaos of his mind and shrouded his body from head to toe in a barrier of aether.

Instantly, the effects of the vacuum ceased—but there was no air for him to breathe.

I don’t suppose I can create oxygen, can I? Jake asked.

How should I know? Hazel shot back frantically. Everything we know about cultivation is from experimentation or the ogres!

Jake was about to call up every ogre he knew when Hazel frantically pinged at the Oberon.

The ship is sealing the breach! We’re going to get stuck out here!

There were a lot of ways to die that Jake would have found more acceptable than suffocating in the vacuum of space. Like being eaten by a seeder, or getting blown up by a mass of husks. As much as he wanted to get back, he had no idea how to fly under his own volition.

But maybe there was a way.

Whenever he discharged his aether—whether it was for enhancing his blows or sending out blasts—there was a bit of kickback from them. In theory, he could punch his way back into the Oberon. Reverse-punch, that is.

That is the stupidest idea I’ve ever heard, Jake, Hazel said.

Hey, if it works, it works, Jake countered.

Without any further delay, he tested a single aetheric punch. The small blast from his fist sent him hurtling through the void.

I can’t believe that actually worked, Hazel groaned.

With another quick punch he stopped himself, pointing his back toward the closing breach on the Oberon. Don’t start celebrating yet. We have a long way to go.

Jake focused his aether into his fists. If a little bit of energy sent him swinging back, then a large enough discharge should shoot him like a rocket back into the Oberon. With the edges of his vision starting to go dark, holding back was not going to cut it.

Aether flowed from his core like a drunkard shambling to work after a long night. It bounced about inefficiently down his limbs and gathered in his fists. Jake tried to breathe reflexively, but couldn’t. Luckily the system kept his lungs from being ripped apart. His eyes were growing heavy. This was it. If his plan didn’t work, he was dead. If it worked but he didn’t pull it off fast enough, he was dead.

Jake swung his fists forward as hard as he could. A powerful discharge of aetheric energy erupted from his hands and shot him across the void of space.

I sure hope I aimed this right, Jake thought as he hurtled through space. The sensation of weightlessness and lack of anything in his diminishing vision made it hard to tell he was moving at all, but pulling up his map was enough to confirm he was heading in the right direction.

The good news is, you did it, Hazel assured him. The bad news is, this is going to be close!

Jake considered looking back to see just how close she was talking. He decided it was best not to. If he managed to knock himself off course, even by turning a little bit on accident, there was a very real chance he would bounce off the Oberon’s hull and get stuck in the void. Instead, he held himself as stiff as a board.

Come on, baby. Thread the needle, Jake thought.

The edges of his vision blurred to nothingness. At this rate he was going to pass out before he even found out his fate!

And then he saw the Oberon’s hull, being rebuilt from aether, pass right by his nose.

Jake plummeted through the air, slamming back-first into the ruined deck plating of the ship. His shield shattered instantly and he gasped desperately.

“Jake? Jake, are you alright?” Darius called through party chat.

“I need a minute,” Jake wheezed back, struggling to fill his lungs with precious, precious air. He had never tasted anything sweeter in his entire life.

He hauled himself back to his feet and looked to the breach in the wall. It was sealed over like he’d never blown it open. He turned to look back toward the reactor. Luckily the ship hadn’t bothered to seal those broken interior walls in the slightest.

Jake took a slow, shambling step to start his run back to the reactor. With each new lungful of air he was able to push himself harder, run faster. “How’s the situation looking in the reactor?”

“That suicidal stunt you pulled cleared out most of the husks in this part of the ship,” Mason answered. “There’s mostly stragglers out here now.”

“You better hurry up,” Tanya added. “This reactor thing is lighting up like a Christmas tree.”

That doesn’t sound good, Hazel said.

Jake picked up the pace, fueling his body with aether to run across the vast distance with greater haste. “Are they trying to blow the ship early?”

“I can’t imagine they’re fans of us trying to interfere with their plans,” Darius said.

Jake threw himself over a chunk of broken wall into the reactor room proper. The core of a ship Oberon’s size was massive. It was like someone set five ridiculously long stretch limos bumper to bumper, then made a sphere out of them.

The mass of aetheric energy inside the core spun about so wildly and brilliantly it was hard for Jake to look at, with or without his aether sense. And yet he couldn’t avoid staring into the burning light. If he was going to wrestle this core to a standstill, he had to take it head-on.

Jake rushed up as close to the reactor as he could get and held out a hand. “Keep them off my back, guys. I’m going in.”

“Way ahead of you, Jake,” Darius said, shoulder-checking a husk then kicking another aside. More were rising to their feet and shambling their way.

Jake closed his eyes and focused on the reactor’s aether. The brilliant mass pulsed wildly before his eyes. Waves of aether rose from the burning tide, threatening to rip apart the core only to be pulled back at the last second. They didn’t have long before the core went critical. All it would take was one or two powerful waves to breach containment and then everything would be over for everyone aboard the Oberon.

Thus, Jake began the process of taking control.

He reached out with his will to the latest wave of aetheric power that had broken free. The sheer amount of aether he had to tangle with was absurd. It felt like it was thrashing him about from one side of the room to the other. Jake furrowed his eyebrows, tensed his jaw, and slammed the flailing wave down into the core of the reactor. There, he pinned it, twisting it into a coiling mass of rope—the first of many he’d need to form a new core. A core Jake planned to take complete control of.

Alarms blared around the reactor.

“Warning. Warning. Reactor breach imminent. Thirty seconds until complete containment failure,” announced an artificial elven voice.

“No pressure, Jake,” Mason said.

Yeah, no kidding, Jake agreed, and redoubled his focus on the core. His work didn’t have to be neat, pretty, or even remotely organized. All that mattered was that he tame the core’s wild aether and bring it under his direct control. It was the only way a cultivator like him could assume control over a hostile ship’s reactor. If he weren’t a cultivator, they would have needed someone who knew how to hack the elves’ systems.

Jake was pretty certain they didn’t have anyone like that available.

Taking clumps of the reactor’s aether at a time, Jake began to weave, bend, shove, and push the flowing energy into shape. A core of his own design began to swiftly take shape within the reactor. But the process was taking too much time.

“Twenty seconds until complete containment failure,” announced the artificial voice.

Jake looked at the absolute tangle of a yarn ball he’d made of the reactor’s aether and grimaced. This was going to be a mess. Without wasting any more time, he applied pressure and heat into the core, compressing the mass of aether tighter and tighter into a sphere.

Heat tore through his body and pressure built up inside him. It didn’t matter if a cultivator was forming a core within their body or outside of it—the process always took its toll. As sweat flowed down his body, Jake intensified the force and heat.

“Ten seconds until complete containment failure,” the artificial voice continued, heralding their doom.

Come on, come on. Jake tightened his brow. His jaw clenched. He poured all the pressure he could into the core. His own body began to crack under the strain. Bones fractured. Skin broke open. But it still wasn’t enough. The Oberon’s core simply had too much power. He had to push himself even further beyond his limits.

Jake’s body ignited with aetheric fire. It burned at his flesh and robes. The flames stripped the flesh from his hands, revealing the bone underneath.

You have taken 100 damage.

Health: 160/1260

“Five seconds until complete containment failure.”

Jake slammed his hand shut into a fist, snarling through the pain.

The countdown ticked down mercilessly.

“Three…two…one.”

The wild aether solidified into one ugly, stable, controllable core, and Jake immediately brought the reactor into low-power mode, siphoning away all power from most of the Oberon’s systems while leaving only the essentials like life support and lights.

“Containment breach averted. Low-power mode activated,” the elven voice reported. “Requesting full teardown maintenance of the reactor.”

Jake wobbled on his feet but maintained his attention on the core. He had to make sure everything was offline. He followed the different channels of power through the Oberon to the spell cannons, the shields, engines—everything that wasn’t critical for life. The ship was dead in the water.

Just as planned, Jake thought victoriously, then pulled his perception back to himself. He crashed onto his rear end, barely catching himself with his hands. “Disaster averted.” Jake shut his eyes and shook his head. His vision was spinning. “I’m going to need a minute or two to get my act back together, guys.”

Before he could pull himself into a crosslegged seat, Darius pulled Jake back to his feet. “No time. There’s more of those damn things coming our way.” Darius pulled a bundle of healing potions from his pouch and pressed it to Jake’s chest. “Take these and start healing. We have to get out of here.”

“And where exactly are we going to go?” Tanya asked, firing a heavy spread of aether blasts at the stream of husks pouring in through the blasted doors.

Jake popped the corks on the health potions and poured them into his mouth one after another. He gulped down the healing liquid and discarded the empty bottles.

You have received 500 healing.

Health: 660/1260

“Brad’s going to need us at the bridge. Let’s get going.”


Chapter thirty-three
Sam


The tide of freshly made monsters rushed Sam and Sal. The banshees moved in with terrifying speed as they teleported across the crowd. “We have to get out of here, fast.”

Sal whirled about and rushed for the doors. “We’re locked in!”

Sam scowled. Using her abilities she could try and blow the doors open, but they didn’t have time for that. The enemy was too close, and getting closer by the second.

Olivia pulled up Sam’s map in her vision and highlighted the way forward. There’s a path leading towards the bridge all the way through the barracks. The doors might be locked there too, but if you can get to the other side fast enough then you might have enough time to force your way through.

We don’t really have a better option, Sam agreed. “Rocky, go scout ahead for us.”

The little flying squirrel nodded and dove off Sam’s shoulder through the crowd of husks. They slowed for a moment, trying to snatch the squirrel out of the air, but using his tiny thrusters Rocky slipped through their fingers.

Of course, it helped that Sal started blasting.

A trio of husk skulls erupted from a single shot from his rifle. Sal swung the barrel of his gun from one biomechanical horror to the next. “So how are we doing this, Sam?”

“Dangerously,” she said. “Have any skills to get out of a bind?”

The swarm of husks were mere feet from them now.

“I have a few, but it’s going to be awkward,” Sal said, firing faster and faster.

“Now’s the time to use those skills.” Sam cast Lachrymator and summoned a gas grenade into her hand. She flung it into the mass of husks, hoping it would do something, then targeted Flicker Strike on the monster lagging the furthest behind the others.

A shadowy blur surged in front of Sam.

The nightmare form of a banshee towered over her, its body an amalgamation of flesh, bone, and smooth machinery.

“Sam!” Sal shouted.

The banshee brought its blade down.

Sam activated Flicker Strike. She vanished to the monsters’ rear line right as her grenade went off. A thick, grey cloud erupted from the bomb, bathing the monsters in the gas.

The husks coughed and wheezed. They staggered about, blindly running into one another, grasping at their throats as if they were choking for air. Sam couldn’t believe the spell had actually worked. Mechanical as these husks were, they were still biological. They needed air just the same as any other Collective race.

That particular inconvenience didn’t bother the banshees at all.

With Sam gone, both of the banshees turned their attention to Sal.

“Shit!” He jumped over the first blade aiming to split him in two. “Crap!” Sal yelled as the second banshee tried to impale him on his sword. Sal kicked off its partner’s shoulder, narrowly avoiding the blade as sparks flew off his side. “Nope!” Sal cried out as the twin nightmares drew their arms back, charging up a blast of energy. Before they fired, Sal took aim at the wall behind them and unloaded his gun.

His sniper rifle unleashed a shotgun blast, spraying the wall with pellets. But Sal wasn’t trying to hit anything. The shot sent him flying across the air just as the banshees’ twin beams lanced through the space he’d occupied a second earlier. Their destructive energy melted through the walls as the monsters swept their attack towards Sal.

Sam threw out waves of daggers at the banshees in an effort to help, but it turned out she didn’t need to. Sal flickered, then vanished off to the right, evading the beams as they fizzled out. Sal came crashing down on top of a choking husk, crushed its head with the butt of his rifle as he stood, and took off running after Sam.

“Nice moves there, Sal,” Sam praised.

“Retreating Blast and Evasive Maneuvers are the absolute best,” he said breathlessly, sprinting far past Sam.

She took off running after him. The gas cloud behind them was starting to clear and the husks were on the move again. Sam would have been worried about them if not for the banshees howling their fury and darting even faster after Sal and her.

Sam focused entirely on running through the nightmare factory ahead. The monsters behind them weren’t the only ones lurking.

Biomechanical tendrils ignored the fleeing rogues as they hauled more elves into the chamber. They pinned their fair, unconscious forms against the obsidian spikes and held them there while the spikes snaked all manner of cabling and tubing into their bodies.

Sam thought it a small mercy the elves were unconscious for the process. She couldn’t imagine how excruciating it would be to be turned into a husk.

Sal was the more merciful of the two. He swung his rifle onto his back and drew his trusty submachine guns, upgraded precisely to take out elves, and let it do its job. He unleashed a hail of bullets, riddling the soon-to-be monsters from head to toe. “You’re not making any more of those monsters,” he yelled.

Before Sam could even question if his plan was worth it, the tendrils answered. They snapped away from their work and flung their grasping palms at Sam and Sal with a hissing snap.

“I think you pissed them off,” Sam said.

The first of the tendrils snapped at Sal’s torso. He sent a spray of bullets into its gullet and rolled out of the way.

“Just a little bit!” Sal agreed.

Activating Crimson and Gunpowder Shadow Styles, Sam unleashed a flurry of dagger fans at the lashing tendrils. She learned two very important facts from her opening assault.

First, the tendrils did not care in the slightest about any of the detonations erupting along the exterior of their bodies. The hemorrhage build-up wasn’t even applying to them. Second, their mouths were much more sensitive affairs. When a trio of daggers found their way down a tendril’s gullet, the thing exploded in a shower of metal and gore.

“I really should have invested in the High Yield skill,” Sal complained as another tendril nearly took off his head. “Those exploding daggers are helping a ton!”

“Make it out of here alive and I’ll buy you the damn skill,” Sam replied.

Sal laughed breathlessly. “You’re already up to your eyeballs in debt.”

“I’d rather have that problem than wind up dead here,” Sam shot back.

Rocky was ahead of them, bashing his little hands on a door console again and again. It flashed red each time. Rocky let out a frustrated squeal, then slammed his hands into the door console once more. The console flashed green and the doors ahead of them swung open.

“When did Rocky become a master hacker?” Sal demanded.

“He picked up the hobby after we took out Gutwrencha,” Sam shouted as she rushed through the doors.

Sal followed through.

Rocky rushed to the console on the other side and hit the controls.

A banshee appeared at the doorway, thrusting its blade through. The doors slammed shut around it, pinning it in place.

“Hah! Suck on that, you big freak.” Sal kicked at the monster’s sword with all his might, only to throw himself on his back. “I think I need more strength to break that.”

The banshee wrenched its blade violently to the side, forcing the doors to open for it. Little by little the monster opened a wider and wider gap. Already it was almost large enough to allow a husk through.

Sam stabbed her blade downward through its skull.

As she glanced up, she was greeted by the sight of the second banshee’s palm taking aim at her. Energy swirled about the lens mounted within the monster’s palm, then shot out.

Sam threw herself out of the way. An intense heat seared across the top of her head. “Hot, hot, hot,” she shouted, and scrambled away.

“Are you alright, Sam?” Sal asked, chasing after her.

“I’m fine,” Sam said. “Rocky, next door. Go, go, go!”

Rocky fled ahead of them. He was far faster than either rogue, even with their absurd agility scores. Sam had to guess between his own stats and small size, Rocky had a huge advantage on nearly anything when it came to speed.

Sam pulled up her map. They had two more main chambers of barracks block to clear before they could reach the bridge access. The one they were currently in was the largest of them. It was effectively a stadium within the massive ship. Sam guessed this was where the elves had tournaments or practiced large-unit tactics. Crossing it was going to take a lot more time than Sam would have liked, and she was never more thankful for their enhanced agility as rogues than at that moment.

“Sam, look,” Sal said, pointing into the darkness of the chamber.

Her breath caught in her throat.

There were more of them. So many more.

Obsidian spikes were spread across the chamber like a forest. All of them contained at least a dozen bound elves being actively turned into husks. Men, women, children—it didn’t matter to the monsters responsible. Everything was fair game in fueling their twisted war machine.

To make matters worse, there were many more vats glowing in that ominous maroon glow. They were making more abominations like the banshees behind them.

“We can’t let this ship get anywhere near Earth,” Sam said in terrified awe.

“What? No, I thought this place would make a lovely vacation spot after we saved the day,” Sal said sarcastically. “It’d be great on Halloween!”

As much as Sam appreciated the humor in their particularly terrible situation, she wasn’t liking their odds. How many more creatures like the banshees were lurking around within the Oberon? How many of them were operational? If they had to take on those things and whatever was responsible for this living nightmare at the same time, it was going to be one hell of a fight to save their homeworld.

“We’re past the halfway mark,” Sal announced. “Almost through to the next room.”

The wail of banshees behind them pulled their attention.

The twin banshees had caught up to them again, leaving the tide of husks far behind. In perfect unison, the two monsters swung their blades at Sam and Sal.

Sal snapped around, using his Retreating Blast to throw himself out of the way. The spread of pellets slamming into the monster’s armored hide didn’t so much as make it flinch.

Sam was tired of running. She activated Shadow Dance and dashed forward underneath the banshee’s attack. She was a whirling dervish of blades, hacking, slashing, and stabbing through the monster's armor with a flurry of small detonations.

The banshee swung its arm out to backhand Sam, but missed as she lunged back. That wasn’t the only component to its attack. At the same time it swept a beam across the floor. The glowing scar left in its wake detonated in a chain of explosions, blasting Sam through the air.

You have taken 350 damage.

“Sam, are you still with us?” Brad asked over guild chat.

It was the worst possible time for Brad to be checking in on her. She dodged and weaved through the twin banshees focusing their attention on her. They struck with blinding speed through a combination of blade and magic. They barely gave her an opening to throw out Dagger Fan while still keeping her limbs firmly attached to her body.

Sal’s rifle let out a beam of red light focused on one banshee’s skull. With a swift Triple Tap he blew a chunk off the monster’s helmet, exposing one of the nightmare’s eyes beneath its fleshy armor.

“We’re a little—” Sam began, only to nearly lose her head to a swiping blade.

The second banshee teleported behind her. It brought its fist up into the air sheathed in energy, then slammed it to the ground. A blast erupted around the monster.

Sam brought her body to a swift stop and narrowly avoided the wave of energy. The front of her helmet was singed in the blast—a close call.

But she would get no breaks. The other banshee was already moving in for the kill. Sam activated Flicker Strike, throwing herself behind the second banshee and driving her daggers deep into its back.

“We’re a little bit busy here, Brad!” was her only reply.

There was a distinct feeling of satisfaction when Sam caught sight of the status effects above the monster’s head. It was poisoned, bleeding, and suffering hemorrhage build-up. Just as she’d hoped—these biomechanical nightmares could bleed. And if they could bleed, they could kill them.

Sam kicked off the banshee’s back right before its friend nearly zapped off her head with a frighteningly precise beam. “Sal, I know how to kill these things.”

Sal was applying buffs to himself, mainly his rifle, as he ran farther back towards Rocky and the doors to take up a better firing position. “The reckless application of knife to face?”

“Mostly!” Sam agreed.

The ship shook with the thundering of cannons rumbling through the hull.

“I need you to open up their face plates, Sal,” Sam said. “If my plan works, I can make these things turn on each other.”

Sal rolled away from a beam sent his way. “That sounds like an awful big maybe!”

Sam ducked underneath a banshee’s sword, using her daggers to keep the blade from removing the front half of her head. “It’s the best plan I have!” She spun out of the way of a banshee stabbing their sword through the floor. Those swords were about as big as she was.

Sal broke away from the fighting as Sam caught one of the banshees in the face with a spread of dagger fans. He rushed clear across the vast chamber to the exit, where Rocky was working at getting the doors open.

“Alright, Sam. Try to hold them still for me,” Sal said.

“How am I supposed to do that?” Sam snapped as blades came down behind her, then ahead of her, trying to box her in.

Sal took aim. “I don’t know, this is your plan!”

Maybe Hexen Dropper can do the trick, Olivia offered. You won’t be able to launch them, but maybe they’ll be too busy looking at you to actually attack.

Realization dawned on Sam. That gives me a better idea.

Sam rolled away, throwing out a spread of dagger fans. Twin blades skewered the ground behind her. The banshees raised their arms in time to catch the volley of daggers—they exploded through their armor and bit into their exposed flesh.

The banshee with its busted faceplate was just twenty percent away from activating hemorrhage. The other was halfway there. And while the damage would have been fantastic, Sam wanted more than anything to buy time.

Sam cast Raptor Wings. A cloud of dark-grey smoke burst from her body with black feathers around her. Her body crouched on its own at the skill’s activation as Sam stared down certain death in the form of two banshees rushing in for the kill.

“Take the one on the right, I’m going for the left,” Sam said. The banshee to the right was the one with the heaviest damage to the faceplate. The one on the left—the one Sam wanted—had an intact faceplate. If her plan was going to work, she needed the one with the most health on their side.

“Sam, what are you—” Sal’s words were cut short as the banshees’ blades sank into her.

Except they didn’t.

Just as the blades touched Sam’s body, she vanished. A cloud of smoke and feathers shot up into the air, high above the two banshees. The monsters looked skyward. Sam would have been amused by their shock if not for how quickly they reacted to her; they thrust up their hands and fired.

Sal’s cluster of skill shots struck at once, lancing through one banshee’s skull. Its faceplate shattered, the nightmarish monster’s face fully exposed as it staggered back. Its beam carved through the ceiling, raining molten debris on them.

Sam activated Twilight Stinger. She dashed through the air right as the beams fired. Her daggers plunged into her monster’s face and blew chunks off its armor. The fleshy mass making up its protective innards was still too thick for Sam to reach its face, but Sam had thought of that as well. She swiftly activated Meteor Assault. With a vicious four-hit combo, she cleaved the banshee’s mask open, the detonations shattering the pieces clean off.

The monster’s gaunt visage with its dead, artificial eyes stared into hers. Its mouth opened, revealing another energy cannon built into its mouth.

I really hope this works. Sam summoned a Hallucination Bomb in her palm and crammed it down the monster’s throat.

The horde of husks had finally caught up to them, and they presented Sam with the perfect opportunity to get away.

Using Shinobi Substitution, she traded places with one of the husks as the banshee fired. While she found herself dead center in a horde of biomechanical horrors, the husk in question found every inch of its body evaporated beneath the banshee’s wrath. The blast was far larger than the banshee’s head, carving through to the decks above.

Surprisingly, the attack hadn’t destroyed Sam’s bomb.

A heavy pink fog erupted from the banshee’s mouth, engulfing it, its neighbor, and swiftly moving to the front of the husk pack.

The husk pack took note of her presence among them. They turned their fangs, claws, and blasters on Sam.

She threw down a Smoke Bomb and used Flicker Strike to get out of the mass of bodies. She ended up close to the edge but not free by any means. It took the swift application of Pocket Sand and Hexen Dropper to get herself out of that mess.

“Sam, what was all that supposed to do?” Sal demanded. “You almost died like five times there.”

She focused on running rather than answering, her gaze constantly shifting back and forth between the monsters behind her and the door Rocky had just opened.

A wicked grin spread across her lips and she pointed back at the banshees. “That! It was supposed to do that!”

The twin monsters stood there, motionless for a moment as they breathed deep of the bomb’s gas. Slowly but surely, their gazes shifted about the room. First to Sam and Sal, then the husks, then to nothing at all. The monsters began firing off beams at random. Their blades cleaved through empty air. Obsidian spikes, vats filled with monsters in the midst of being assembled, their very allies. Everything was fair game to the monsters.

Sal ran through the doors with Sam and Rocky. “What did you do?” he asked.

“Hallucination Bomb,” Sam said catching her breath as Rocky slammed the door shut behind them. “It has a chance to make enemies see things that aren’t there. At worst, it doesn’t do anything. At best it makes enemies turn on one another.

You have learned the spell: Hexen Dropper — Level 5

+1 Perk Point

You have learned the spell: Hallucination Bomb — Level 2

You have learned the spell: Dagger Fan — Level 5

+1 Perk Point.

You have learned the spell: Crimson Shadow Style — Level 3

You have learned the spell: Gunpowder Shadow Style — Level 3

Unknown Entities Defeated.

You have received 0 aether.

You have received 15,000 aether.

Those were a lot of great notifications, especially the two with additional perk points. Sam quickly picked up a perk aptly named: Improved Hexen Dropper. This allowed for bigger enemies to be carried off by her attack. Dagger Fan had a great deal of useful perks, like exchanging a spread of daggers for a single, guaranteed critical hit, but that wasn’t how Sam used the ability at all. Instead, she picked up a perk called Dagger Fan Efficiency which reduced the amount of mana consumed by each use of the ability. Coupled with the four additional daggers, she threw a whopping total of seven daggers per activation, which made the skill fantastic for dealing with crowds or applying a swift burst of damage from range.

“So.” Sal paused for breath. “Think we’re in the clear? That was a lot of aether we just got.”

A banshee answered by shooting a beam through the door right between the pair of rogues.

Sam and Sal peeked inside the vast, dark chamber behind them. Only one of the banshees now remained on its feet, its blade cleaving through swaths of husks while the husks themselves turned on the wild monster.

“That’s a big hell no,” Sam said. “I doubt the gas will last much longer. We need to move on before these things get their heads screwed on straight again.”

“You won’t be hearing any complaints from me,” Sal said, and rushed ahead through the next chamber.

Like Sam, he didn’t stop to look at the mass of bodies around them. There were piles of unconscious elves stacked up around them. The biomechanical tendrils sorted the elves into different cages crammed full of them.

After running through that nightmare factory, Sam had enough of an idea of what these things were doing. They were sorting out the elves like raw materials. Some were good for…whatever it was the obsidian spikes were draining from them. Aether, if she had to guess. Others were chosen to be husks and set loose on the intruders running about the Oberon. The best of the best were likely reserved for making abominations like the banshees or to serve as parts for them.

She wanted to burn it all down right then and there, but if they didn’t stop the remaining House Oberon ships and their suicide mission, there wouldn’t be a home to come back to.


Chapter thirty-four
Brad


In Brad’s HUD, Frank pulled up the feed of the battle taking place in space.

Elven spell cannon fire ripped across the void in every direction. Bastion’s tiny fleet of six Trident-class vessels scattered, following the dark elven ships’ lead in taking evasive maneuvers.

A human cruiser took a full spread of lightning blasts to its broadside. Their shields shattered. Arcs of lightning bounced across the vessel’s entire hull, leaving it crippled. A second later a volley of fire blasts reduced the ship to vapor.

“Damn it, it’s not looking good out there,” Brad said as his party dashed across the elven city.

“Oh crap, look at the Oberon,” Michael said.

Brad shifted to the feed of the enormous ship they were on. It absolutely dwarfed the human cruisers and the House of Blades fleet. Specks of brilliant light—different elemental colors and wildly varying in size—bloomed all throughout its hull.

Suddenly the void of space was filled with streams of fire spewing from the Oberon. It was a bullet hell in every sense of the word, and no one was spared. Elven ships, human ships; every one of them was targeted by the Oberon’s guns.

Ceres glanced back. “Do you think Jake can shut the guns down?”

“If he doesn’t, we’re already dead,” Les replied.

“Warning. Warning. Reactor breach imminent. Thirty seconds until complete containment failure,” announced an artificial elven voice.

Les and Michael exchanged a glance. “We are so screwed.”

“Jake’s got this,” Brad assured them. “He won’t let us down. Just keep moving. The access hall is just ahead.”

“Twenty seconds until complete containment failure,” announced the artificial voice.

Teresa panted. “I don’t mean to be a downer, Brad, but it really sounds like Jake doesn’t have this at all.”

Sweetness grunted in agreement.

“Ten seconds until complete containment failure,” the artificial voice continued, heralding their doom.

Brad wanted to argue, but mounting evidence that they were about to turn to stardust wasn’t helping his confidence. He decided to ignore their impending doom and focus on what he could control. He dashed ahead of the others and headed for the bridge’s access hall. The doors ahead of them were locked.

“Help me through these,” Brad ordered, blasting away at the doors with his shotgun.

Aetheric slugs hammered it, detonating on impact. Slabs of metal were blown from the thick doors bit by bit. Teresa sighed and joined in without protest, turning the slab of metal into a brittle hunk of ice.

“Five seconds until complete containment failure.”

Michael looked around. “Well, if we’re going to die, we might as well die awesome.” He raised his pistol and plinked uselessly at the door.

“Three…”

Ceres channeled her mana into twin lightning blasts. The orbs of electricity rocketed forward, carving out a large crater within the thick doors.

“Two…”

Here it comes, Frank said, ready to face his doom.

“One.”

Les charged ahead, cleaving through the doors and blasting them open when her strike detonated.

The ship, however, did not.

“We’re alive?” Les asked as she stumbled through the open doors.

Brad let out an anxious laugh. “Was there ever any doubt?”

“Not for one solitary second,” Michael said, laughing in relief.

“Please, nobody believes that either of you weren’t convinced we were about to die,” Teresa said. “Although I must say, it’s a relief to be in one piece. I rather appreciate that. Remind me to thank Jake personally after all this is over.”

“Oh? Finally going to ask him out?” Ceres ribbed her.

Teresa turned beet red and swatted back at Ceres. “You shut your face right this instant, Ceres!”

“Focus, people,” Brad said. “This is not the time and place. We don’t know what we’re about to walk into here.”

Teresa cleared her throat. “Of course. We need our wits about us.”

“Eyes open,” Les warned. “Two doors coming up ahead of us.”

Brad readied his halberd to strike at whatever fresh horrors came at them.

The door on their left opened.

Everyone swung their weapons in a frenzy.

Out scrambled Sam, Sal, and Rocky.

Les came to a staggering stop at the head of the party. Teresa and Ceres nearly tripped over one another. Michael skidded to a halt. Brad clutched at his chest. Sweetness slipped his armored head between everyone and let out a happy chuff at the sight of them.

Rocky hopped off Sam’s shoulder and onto the console. The little squirrel swiftly locked the doors.

Sam and Sal leaned back against the doors, then turned their faceless helmets towards them.

“Hey guys,” Sal said with a breathless wave. “Fancy meeting you here.”

Sam chuckled. “And you said we were going to be the first on the bridge.”

“OK, so I owe you a dollar. Big deal.” Sal chuckled.

Brad rushed forward and pulled Sam into a tight embrace. “You’re alright.”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” Sam asked, hugging Brad right back.

“Oh, you know, the distress in your voice when you said you were busy.” Brad pulled away from her. “It was a little bit concerning.”

Sam nodded. “Yeah, well, maybe next time you can handle the banshee twins and the nightmare factory. I am A-OK leaving that to literally anyone else. Especially if they’re packing mages.”

“Speaking of mages, you don’t suppose we can steal Karen or Jo for a minute, could we?” Sal asked. “There’s a lot of things back that way that need burning. A ton of things.”

Brad looked past them to the doors. “Is that where the monster factory is?”

“Yeah,” Sam confirmed.

Brad looked to the door opposite them. “Then there might be another one back this way. We need to hurry and get this done before we get swarmed to death by these monsters.”

“That’d be greatly appreciated,” Sal said. “Lead the way, fearless leader.”

Brad rushed on ahead of the others to the elevator. Once again the doors were locked. “Someone really does not want us up there.” He glanced back at Sam. “Can you get this door open?”

Sam looked to Rocky. The tiny squirrel hopped off, flew to the elven console, and ‘hacked away’ at it.

“Uhm, why is your squirrel hacking the console?” Brad asked.

“It’s kinda his thing now,” Sam said.

Sal gave a slow nod. “Apparently ever since he helped Sam find her way around the orc ship. He’s actually pretty good at this.”

The elven console let out a melodious beep and the doors to a rather roomy, ornate elevator opened.

Rocky hopped back onto Sam’s shoulder.

“I’m not even going to question this.” Brad stepped inside with the others. There was only one destination on the elevator, and he hit it.

The bridge.

“Do you think Jake’s going to reach us in time to join in the fight?” Sam asked.

Brad tightened his grip on his weapon. “Here’s to hoping we won’t need him.”

The elevator doors opened to a chamber that looked more like it belonged in a fantasy elven castle than the bridge of a starship. Ornate statues decorated the chamber, looming over the different stations. Vast trees stretched up to high ceilings, and Brad had the very distinct feeling the bridge was a golden, gleaming place when everything was working as intended.

Nothing was going as intended for House Oberon.

Lazily lounging upon a vast throne was a creature Brad and his party had never encountered. It was a blend of pink alien flesh and black metal moving in an organic fashion. The monster had to be at least seven feet tall and was clad in an armored carapace that hugged every muscle of his body. The black, grey, and maroon-colored armor looked like the designers of Doc Ock and the Crysis suit had joined forces to design it.

It turned its six-eyed, tentacle-covered face to the humans, and an ethereal whisper rang out in Brad’s ears. “How very peculiar that this planet's natives have risen to bear a threat to the mighty elves.” The beast lifted a mechanical tentacle. It glowed an ominous maroon.

An elf’s body rose into the air. For an ageless race, this fair-skinned elf wasn’t doing so great—he was pale, withered, and broken. His eyes were nearly hollowed out, the gleaming gold crown on his head cracked in the pale gloom of the bridge.

“To think that the Collective has fallen so far.” A deep, rumbling, chittering laughter pulsed within Brad’s skull. It had to be coming from the creature, just like the voice. “How did this happen, worm?”

The elf king barely managed a rasp.

The strange creature nodded. “Yes. Your kind was always an arrogant lot. How your species survived its extinction is nothing short of a mystery to me.”

Brad finally found his voice. “What are you?”

“A humble emissary of the Cthulhi Dominion. And you…are a mild inconvenience.” The emissary rose to his feet.

“I take offense to that,” Sal said.

His comment went ignored as the emissary raised more of its ominous, glowing tentacles. Each bore another withered and drained elf. It was the Oberon’s bridge crew. A violent swirl of maroon energy erupted within the elf king’s chest, expanding swiftly into a pillar of light. One by one the emissary hurled the elves into the pillar.

“What’s it doing?” Les asked.

“Nothing good,” Brad said. “Kill that thing!”

Brad swung out his halberd and started blasting. Sal and Michael joined in with their own guns. Ceres and Teresa lashed out with a hail of ice and lightning. Sam and Les charged in after the emissary.

All of their attacks bounced harmlessly off the monster’s barrier.

“Amusing,” the emissary rumbled. “But futile.”

He clenched his fist, and the pillar of light erupted hot white. The intense force blew out consoles around the bridge and flung Les and Sam back to the rest of the party.

Brad’s eyes adjusted to the sudden gloom. His mouth fell slack. Where once was the decrepit, withered husk of what must have been the glorious ruler of House Oberon now stood a horned monstrosity—a warped, twisted amalgamation of flesh and machine. The creature’s nightmarish face turned towards Brad and his party. Its eyes were gone, replaced by what looked to be optics. Its mouth hung open, revealing an energy cannon. Then a flash of maroon followed, summoning a helmet over the creature’s face.

“Behold old King Durothil, ruler of a hundred worlds, the herald of your destruction,” the emissary said. “Now let us see your worth, humans.” The emissary returned to his throne.

King Durothil took a thundering step forward and let out a mournful wail that reverberated throughout the chamber. A pair of twin swords of fire and ice flashed into its hands, and the creature advanced.

Brad’s chest tightened. His heart felt like it was going to burst. His eyes were so wide it felt like they’d pop out of his head at any moment. He couldn’t move. He couldn’t think.

What the hell is going on? What is all this? The frantic thoughts raced through his mind when a notification caught the corner of his eye.

You are inflicted with fear.

Wrestling against his own terrified body, Brad dragged his gaze across the bridge. Every last one of them was under the same effect. Sam and Les stared wide-eyed at the slowly advancing monster. Ceres and Teresa screamed. Sal fired wildly with his rifle, hitting nothing most of the time. Michael curled up in a ball, babbling to himself.

It couldn’t have been a simple fear effect. This had to be something much stronger to hit them all like this.

This is how we die. This is how we’re all going to die. This thing is going to kill us, then kill everyone on Earth. The frantic thoughts raced through Brad’s mind.

Through the horror he felt a nagging voice call out to him, demanding he do something, anything.

Use Deeds of Valor! The voice finally got through. It was Frank.

Brad couldn’t move his body, he couldn’t speak, he couldn’t do anything. But he could mentally scroll through his spell list and activate it.

A pillar of light shot down upon Brad and erupted across the room. He could move again. Brad raised his halberd in the air and roared, “We’re not dying like this!”

The others quickly snapped out of their stupor and scattered across the bridge.

“Take that thing down.” Brad pointed out the king, but it was already on the move.

Whirling through the bridge with its twin blades, the old elf king formed a tornado of fire and ice. Les fled from the spinning monster as balls of fire and spikes of ice shot out in every direction. She seemed to be its focus. Michael and Sal blasted the thing with bullets. Sam threw waves of daggers at the creature, only for them to be knocked away by the whirlwind of destruction. Ceres and Teresa’s magic didn’t fare better, nor did Brad’s shotgun blasts.

With the monster chasing Les down, it left the emissary completely exposed on his throne. If there was a quick way to end the fight, it was to kill him.

Brad charged the lounging cthulhi and thrust his halberd into its face.

The emissary didn’t so much as flinch as the halberd impacted a barrier right before him.

The emissary sat its jaw on its fist. “Adorable.” He raised one of the tentacles on his face, sheathed with a maroon glow, and Brad rose with it. “But useless.” He swung out the tentacle, shooting Brad like a rocket at King Durothil.

The whirling monster came to a stop and snapped around, thrusting his sword at Brad. Brad swung out his halberd. Their weapons clashed together with a thundering clang and Brad was sent flying over the elf king.

He scrambled to his feet only to find his weapon on the floor, on the wrong side of Durothil.

Durothil brought his blades down on Brad. Les threw herself in the way, blocking the blow with a grunt. She sank into the deck plating, a large crater forming beneath her feet from the exchange of blows.

“We could really use some buffs right about now, Brad,” Les said, forcing the elven king back a step, then swung her blade at him.

Durothil blocked and parried, counterattacking with a swift kick that threw Les into a wall.

“Right on it,” Brad said.

He scrambled away from Durothil’s blinding-fast flurry of blows that turned anything and everything they came into contact with into little more than scrap metal.

Sam flew over his head, a whirling storm of blades. She slammed into the elf king’s face, carving deep gouges into his helmet but ultimately doing little more than revealing the sickly pink flesh behind the armor. The huge elf did a backflip across the bridge with such force and grace that Sam was flung off.

Durothil sank deep into his heels and drew his blades back tight over his shoulders.

Brad had the sneaking suspicion that was a telegraph for a massive attack. He swiftly reacted by activating buffs on his party.

Brad activated Aura of Command before the monster could put them under fear again. The spell might not grant immunity to fear, but he hoped it would provide enough protection to allow them to act.

In the same breath he called forth Grand Cross. The ring of light erupted beneath his feet, buffing his party and weakening his enemies while dealing damage. Neither the emissary nor Durothil seemed bothered by it in the least.

Before he could continue buffing his party, Durothil swung out his blades. Twin arcs of fire and ice rocketed forward.

“Watch out!” Brad shouted, diving for cover.

The waves flew so close that their force alone sent Brad crashing into a console. Anything caught in the attack was immediately split in two, ignited, or frozen, which only came to a stop when it encountered the walls of the Oberon’s bridge.

That was a good thing too, or else all of them might have ended up in space. Only Sam and Sal would have any sort of mobility out there. The rest of them would be completely helpless, and Brad had no idea if Durothil would be hindered at all in the void of space.

Brad hauled himself back to his feet and went back to casting buffs. He planted his flag with Flying Colors. He barked out orders for the others to strike down Durothil once more, and cast Battle Orders with it. He activated Last Rites on himself and charged into battle.

Five copies of Sam appeared around Durothil. The monster roared and swung its blades. It missed as the replicas all dashed forward, plunging their daggers into the warped elven king. A series of explosions rang out through its body and the real Sam vanished in a cloud of smoke before Durothil could retaliate again.

Hemorrhage was building up fast from that attack. Durothil already had a forty percent build-up. If they could keep the creature busy enough for Sam to hit it again and again, they could win this.

“Les, hit him now,” Brad shouted and cast Divine Sword on her.

A golden glow sheathed her blade, increasing its size as she rushed into the fight. Durothil swung about to face her, a swirl of wild maroon energy erupting around him. Les’s eyes flooded with flame as she activated Fiery Rage and leapt through the air with a mighty swing. Durothil followed suit.

Their blades clashed at the center of the bridge. A powerful shockwave of fire and ice erupted around them.

Les sank down to bear the weight of the monster pushing against her blade. She braced against her sword, fighting the monster back an inch. “You’re not so tough.”

Durothil pulled back, then slammed his weight forward into Les.

A barrage of bullets and spells crashed into the corrupted king’s skull.

Durothil staggered to the side as it whirled about to face the casters. He brought his twin swords crashing down on the ground. An explosive chain of fire and ice erupted forth from them.

“Nope, I’m out,” Michael said, and vanished into the shadows.

“Same.” Sal used a Retreating Blast to evade.

Ceres and Teresa swung closer together, combining their mana shield to block the magical assault. Their shield shattered, sending them flying back with half their health missing.

Brad threw out Sanctuary where the two mages crashed when he remembered he’d had another spell he could have been using. Blood Anchor. Charging at Durothil, Brad cast the spell.

For the briefest moment, bloody chains appeared to link Brad’s party to Durothil. Just as quickly as they appeared, the chains vanished, and Sam and Sal were left out of the effect.

Did the spell fail? Brad asked.

Frank pinged the icon of a bloody anchor above Durothil’s head. The effect is there, just to let you know it went off. It’s not a literal anchor.

We’ll see just how useful this spell is, then. Brad dropped into a slide beneath Durothil’s blades and fired a quick volley into his chest.

Durothil raised his foot into the air. He was going to stomp on him.

Brad activated Sevenfold Avenger and held his halberd high, bracing for the crushing blow to come.

Durothil slammed his foot down on Brad. His halberd punched through the armored foot of the monster deep into its leg. Brad fired his shotgun again and again, dealing what he hoped was terrible damage to the corrupted king before his foot crushed him.

You have taken 1,000 damage.

Health: 75/1075

Brad couldn’t breathe, his vision blurred, yet he maintained a death grip on The Last Word, firing over and over again.

Durothil did not make it through the attack unscathed. The monster reeled back, being struck by his own attacks not once but twice thanks to Brad’s buffs. He let out a fearsome cry, trying to inflict fear on them. It mostly worked.

Michael had just reappeared to deliver a deadly backstab when the fear hit him. His eyes widened with dread. “Oh no. Forget this. I’m out,” he babbled and turned to flee.

Sal froze up into a quivering mess.

Ceres and Teresa scrambled for cover behind a ruined console.

Sam and Les came to a stop, hesitating just enough for Durothil to escape their attacks.

But Sweetness… Honey badgers don’t give a fuck.

Sweetness roared, throwing himself at Durothil. The mass and weight of the overgrown badger forced the corrupted king back a step. He tried to cut at Sweetness, but it was no use. Durothil couldn’t manage to swing his blades at the overgrown furball ripping and tearing at his armored hide with new-and-improved claws.

The assault gave Brad enough time to call down another pillar of light, using Deeds of Valor to snap his party out of the fear effect.

“Great job, Sweetness,” Brad praised. He poured mana into his body and healed before a stiff breeze could end his life.

Health: 795/1075

Sweetness ripped Durothil’s helmet off, and just like that it was over.

Durothil opened his mouth. Maroon energy burst into a hot, blinding-white core, and a beam punched straight through Sweetness’s heart and the deck.

Sweetness crashed to the floor, his health at zero.

“Sweetness, no!” Brad screamed.

Focus on Durothil, Frank demanded. If you kill that thing in under a minute you can still save Sweetness. If you don’t, it won’t matter what you do.

Brad looked back at his wounded honey badger. Armored up and all, Brad could still see the weakness in his eyes. He wasn’t long for this world.

But Frank was right.

The emissary sat up in his seat, his boredom seemingly quelled as he took in the display before him.

“Hang on, Sweetness,” was all Brad could say before he charged Durothil.

The corrupted king howled and swept a furious beam of energy across Brad’s path. It detonated, stopping him dead in his tracks.

You have taken 250 damage.

It was a damned grazing blow at best, and it still did nearly a quarter of Brad’s health. This thing was beyond a raid boss, and they had barely earned the emissary’s attention. Things were not going to end well at the rate they were going.

Durothil charged up another beam blast aimed directly for Brad. Les slapped him across the face with the razor-sharp edge of her buffed greatsword. Durothil’s beam shot wide, bouncing harmlessly off the emissary’s barrier.

Sam appeared above Durothil, and then six more copies of herself appeared from thin air. They came down upon the staggered monster like a whirlwind of blades. Crimson streaks tore through Durothil, followed by explosions.

In an instant Durothil’s hemorrhage status jumped up to a hundred percent, with an obscene number of bleed stacks to go with it.

Durothil lurched back like he’d taken a wrecking ball to his chest. Suddenly his body erupted jets of blood in every direction.

The emissary sat up farther in his seat, leaning forward to watch.

Durothil collapsed to one knee and dropped his burning sword.

This was it. This was his chance.

Brad summoned forth a spear of light in his hand as he activated Judgment and hurled it straight through Durothil’s heart. The monster didn’t die; it was still breathing, but Brad wasn’t done yet. He had other plans.

“Hit it with everything you’ve got right now,” Brad roared, and began channeling Blood Siphon.

Sal blasted chunks off the corrupted king’s skull with his rifle.

Michael used the monster’s stunned state to hack away at his limbs, trying to cripple him before he could get back up.

Les flat out tried to sever his blade arm with her sword, but even under so many buffs she could only get so far through the monster’s limb.

Sam and her replicas went in to lay down a barrage of blows, swiftly building up hemorrhage again.

Ceres unleashed an Arc Tether right at the monster’s chest.

Teresa used her Freeze Ray to freeze its limbs to the floor.

The damage was piling up fast, but once again Durothil threw his head back and let out a shrill scream.

Brad’s party scattered, and the corrupted king began to rise.

But not Brad. He held his ground, channeling the spell. “Come on, come on, just a bit more.”

Durothil turned to face him. He opened his mouth with a brilliant flash of energy. It was do or die.

Blood Siphon hit its max charge and went off. Violent crimson tendrils shot out of Brad’s arm. They coiled around Durothil and tore his arm off along with the whole left side of his body.

Durothil’s glowing maroon eyes flickered offline, and the monster lurched back. His final attack cleaved a path through the bridge’s ceiling on its way to the ground.

You have received 50,00 aether.

You have received 1,000 healing.

Unknown Entity Defeated.

You have received 0 aether.

You have received 25,000 aether.

Whoever in the Collective was paying their bills, Brad was going to have to write a thank-you note to them. That was making the bold assumption they’d get out of this alive.

For now, Brad turned on a heel and rushed to Sweetness’s side. He dropped to his knees and slid to his honey badger, looking over the horrendous wound. There was no way anything could have survived that, let alone be brought back from the dead.

Yet Brad had a spell that claimed it could do just that.

He’s only been dead for thirty seconds, Frank said. Cast the spell now!

Brad swiftly began channeling the spell. “Come on buddy, don’t die on me.”

A golden ring of light appeared beneath Brad, spinning with arcane runes. He poured all his mana and focus into the single spell, demanding it cast faster. The spell needed to be channeled. It took time to go off, time Sweetness didn’t have. Brad tensed, watching his friend’s chances of revival tick away before his eyes.

Five seconds left.

Come on, buddy, Brad begged. You saved my life before. I won’t let you die here.

The timer counted down to the last second. The spell hit its final charge.

“Resurrection!” Brad shouted, and burned the last of his mana to save Sweetness.

A brilliant pillar of light erupted over Sweetness. Golden feathers rained down from it. Sweetness was gently raised into the air. The gaping hole through his chest swiftly filled in, and then he took a breath.

When the light faded, Sweetness landed on all fours, glancing around dazed and confused. With a confused chuff he looked to Brad as if to ask what had just happened.

Brad teared up with a broad smile on his face. “You made it, buddy.” He latched his arms around Sweetness and pulled him into a tight hug.

A slow clap pulled their attention back to the throne.

The emissary was on his feet.

“How very heartwarming,” he said in a derisive tone inside their minds. “Consider the empire impressed. In my most generous estimation of your abilities, I only believed you would be able whittle down ten percent of Durothil’s health. Instead the old king is dead, and I am without a minion by my side… Tragic.”

Les pointed her sword at the emissary “It’s not too late to surrender, tentacle face. We’ll put you down nice and quick.”

The emissary didn’t so much as humor her. “This goes to prove our scouts' reports are correct. This world of yours—this Earth, as you simpletons call it—is truly a gem among the stars. It is one of the most, if not the most, aether-rich world in the galaxy. How ironic that it took one of the most aether-barren worlds to create it.”

The emissary paced back and forth before his throne. A pair of his mechanical tendrils stroked at his chin while the rest kept their attention firmly locked on Brad and the others.

“We should kill this thing right now,” Les said over guild chat.

“I tried already. I didn’t even tickle its shields,” Brad said. “Durothil clearly couldn’t, either.”

“What the hell are we supposed to do, then?” Michael demanded.

Brad popped open one of his mana potions. “Start chugging whatever potions you have.” He scarfed down the mana potion, then pulled up another. They had to be as close to full strength as possible if they wanted a chance in hell of making it out alive.

“Very well then,” the emissary finally said. “After much careful deliberation with the empire, we have come to a decision as to the fate of your species. You will join us as thralls.”

Brad wiped his mouth clean of potions as he stood. His stomach twisted into knots from all the concoctions he’d downed at once. “And what exactly is a thrall?”

“Exactly what you have been fighting up and down this quaint little elf ship,” the emissary said. “With just enough personality to make you feel…unique. The Cthulhi Empire is nothing if not merciful gods, after all.”

“I’m going to have to take a hard pass on that one, tentacle face.” Brad rolled out his shoulders. “Instead, I’m going to counteroffer: you get the hell out of our space and tell the rest of your ugly species that Earth belongs to humanity.”

The emissary let out a low, deep chuckle that built into roaring, maddening laughter. It ended as abruptly as it came. The creature’s six-eyed gaze burned with hatred as it fixed on Brad. “Fool. Your worthless species, just like the Collective, exists only because we allow it.” The emissary’s tendrils snapped out around it, opening up clawed ends and injectors of some kind. Maybe guns for all Brad knew. “And they will burn because we demand it.”


Chapter thirty-five
Jake


“Do you think they really need us up there at the bridge?” Darius asked.

Jake drifted the Brawler around a city block, smearing a path through a wall of husks. “I wouldn’t leave anything to chance with this much on the line.” He slammed the pedal to the metal and sped toward the bridge’s access hall. It was crowded with husks, but that wasn’t anything the Brawler couldn’t handle. The aetheric barrier around it made punching through the mass of biomechanical horrors a breeze.

“I’m just saying, because there’s only two red dots up there,” Darius continued. “And now there’s one.”

Tanya leaned over Darius’s shoulder. “You realize each of those red dots could be a particularly powerful opponent, right?”

“Brad and Sam’s parties are both up there,” Darius countered. “It’s not like there’s an apex overlord hiding up there. I doubt anything like that would ever fit.”

Jake drifted the Brawler to a swift stop in front of the elevator and called it down.

“You’re forgetting that us tiny humans wiped that thing off the face of the Earth,” Mason added.

They all piled in as soon as the elevator arrived and headed up to the bridge.

Darius waved him off. “Oh, calm down. How bad could it be?”

The elevator arrived at the bridge and they were greeted by the sight of Sam and Brad flying across the air. Twin mechanical tendrils smashed them aside like they were little more than a nuisance.

Sal took cover behind a ruined console and opened up on the tentacle-faced monster attacking them. A maroon barrier flashed around it with every unsuccessful shot. The monster lazily swung a tentacle in Sal’s direction, summoning a dozen spheres of energy that burst into a trio of beams lancing after him.

“Oh, come on!” Sal shouted, dodging and weaving through the mess of beams before one slammed into his chest, smashing him into the bridge’s enormous glass window. The glass didn’t even flex from his powerful impact.

Michael tried to rush in for a backstab but was swatted away by a tentacle.

Teresa and Ceres lashed out with Arc Tether and Freeze Ray. The tentacled monster snapped out a pair of its mechanical tendrils, summoning forth arcane rings of maroon energy in the air. The mages’ attacks were absorbed completely. The rings flared brilliantly. Twin comets of mana shot back at Teresa and Ceres. They threw up their mana barriers, only to be blown away, their armor in tatters and bodies bloodied.

Les rushed in with her sword and the monster caught her blade with a tendril. Its jaw-like end opened up and chomped down on Les’s aether blade. In seconds the brilliant glow of aether vanished. The weapon shattered into shimmering flecks of aether before she was blasted into little more than a smoking crater in the bridge’s corner.

“Yeah, it’s not that bad,” Tanya said sarcastically.

Jake sprinted onto the bridge, leading his pack of cultivators. “Brad, what is this thing?”

Brad wheezed, barely able to pull himself upright with his halberd. “Cthulhi emissary.” He coughed, planting a glowing golden hand on his chest and healing himself. “They’re the ones responsible for this living nightmare.”

“More meat for the grinder?” The emissary’s voice boomed with dark laughter in Jake’s mind. “Struggle all you want, humans. You cannot prevent the inevitable.” He thrust a tentacle out toward the void of space.

In the distance, growing ever closer to Earth, Jake spotted them: the shimmering light show of an orbital battle taking place. Bastion’s fledgling fleet and the House of Blades traded spell cannonfire with the kamikaze House Oberon vessels. Tiny specks of orange light burst out in wild showers from what Jake guessed were the human cruisers firing their missiles. Tiny detonations erupted across the void before brilliant flashes of blinding light shone like miniature suns.

They’d used their nukes.

But had they worked?

The answer was apparently no, as the fighting continued unabated.

Jake swung his attention back to the emissary. “You won’t get away with this.”

“Yes, yes, we are villains and monsters, and we will never get away with this.” The emissary dismissed Jake’s words with a wave of his tentacles. “Spare me your canned heroics. I have heard them all a million times, and I will hear them a million more long after your pathetic race has been wiped off the face of the galaxy like the pests that you are.”

Brad recast Grand Cross and Flying Colors. “We’re not done yet.”

Jake felt a surge of strength flowing through his body with the two spells’ activation. Against a powerful enemy like this emissary, they were going to need every ounce of power they could get.

The emissary laughed. “Then I suppose it is time we end this pathetic charade.” He swung himself at Brad, tentacles drawn back, ready to strike. “Starting with you!”

“Brad!” Jake shouted and fired off twin aetheric blasts with more speed and power than he ever had before. They shot out like miniature rockets and went up like tiny supernovas.

Tanya and Mason followed with their own blasts and beams.

The emissary was knocked back a step. His maroon barrier flashed brilliantly from the impacts. A layer of the barrier flaked off like dust as the monster’s hateful gaze locked on Jake. “Cultivators?” he asked with as much hatred as he did awe. The monster erupted in maddening laughter. “After all these millennia, the Collective is finally desperate enough to allow our kind to exist? No matter. I will show you the futility of your existence.” The emissary’s tendrils snapped toward Jake’s party and fired.

They threw up aether shields in the attack’s path.

Tanya’s shattered almost instantly. She threw herself to the side, nearly losing her head as the beam carved an explosive path across the bridge.

Mason skidded along the floor before his barrier also broke. The beam cleaved through his shoulder, sending him crashing back.

Darius dug his heels into the bridge, trying to fight the beam, but all it earned him was a direct blast to the chest. Being the strongest of the three, he crashed along the floor, down to the last ten percent of his health.

Jake gritted his teeth and poured aether into his barrier, the titanic clash of energies building into a blinding glow across the bridge.

“Impressive that you can withstand one of my beams,” the emissary said. “Let us test your limits, parasite!”

A second tendril swung around to focus its fire on Jake. He snarled at the strain it put on his body. The heat burning through his barrier stung like molten metal being dripped onto his face. Jake drew in ambient aether to supplement his own aether, reinforcing his shield just as a third beam swung into place.

“Son of a bitch, he’s strong,” Jake growled, the bridge crumpling beneath his feet. Metal whined and howled as the exchange of aetheric powers began ripping chunks from the deck, sending them adrift in the air as though gravity had stopped working.

Sweetness burst out of a pile of debris and threw himself at the emissary’s back. The honey badger bounced off its barrier like a rubber ball.

“We’ve got your back, Jake,” Brad said, blasting the shield with his shotgun. Again his attacks went ignored.

Sal joined in, blasting away.

Sam and her replicas appeared in a small swarm around the emissary, all plunging their daggers into the barrier from different angles.

Nothing so much as scratched the Cthulhi.

“Begone, worms,” the emissary commanded. A blast of energy erupted around him, scattering everyone.

Sal was out like a light. Sam and Brad were still alive, barely.

“Now let us continue your test, little parasite.” The emissary swung a fourth beam of energy at Jake’s barrier.

The shield cracked.

Jake’s eyes widened. How much damage could one beam alone do? Was his body strong enough to handle it like Darius? Surely. But four? Jake was done for if he lost his shield.

Cracks grew into fissures. The beams were punching through.

It was then Jake’s senses picked up on a critical detail.

The beams were made of aether. There was something off about it, something wrong. It was corrupted or perhaps shielded, Jake wasn’t sure. But he was certain it was aether. And if the emissary was throwing aether his way, maybe Jake could use it to his advantage.

Throwing another burst of aether from his core to reinforce his barrier, Jake extended his senses. They reached through to the beams trying to end his life. A sharp pain spread through his skull the moment he tried to look within. He ignored it. The stabbing pain was nothing compared to the agony of being bathed in potent acid for hours and enduring his flesh and muscles sloughing off his body.

Jake pushed his senses deeper into the beams. Sure enough, pure aether was inside them, sheathed in some sort of cthulhi technology or technique that prevented the aether from escaping, from flowing naturally.

Now he just needed to free it.

He visualized digging his hands into it like punching his fingers through a wrapper. The stabbing pains in his skull grew to a splitting headache, but he muscled through regardless. He drove his will through that maroon sheath and ripped it open.

The maroon beam grew wild, unstable, then rippled back toward the tendril firing it. The tendril’s end erupted and the beam shifted to the violet color of pure aether.

The emissary’s attack did not stop, however. He laughed. “In all my years I have never seen a lesser race survive attempting that trick, human. For that, you have my respect. As such I will make your end swift and painless.”

His tendrils opened wider, the beams intensifying their assault on Jake’s barrier. But raw, unfiltered aether was being poured right at him. He only had to reach out and grasp it.

Jake coiled his will around the exposed beam of raw aether. Rather than fighting it off, he drew it within. He pulled it through his shield, into his body, whirling it about his core and through the center, beating the hostile aether into submission within his own body. The whole process burned him from within. Jake’s veins glowed with aetheric fury coursing within him. His eyes and mouth all did the same, but he would not back down. He tamed the hostile aether and shot it right back through his barrier.

Aether collided against aether and erupted. Jake and the emissary both flew to opposite ends of the bridge, slamming into the wall. In the wake of their exchange, an enormous, crackling crater of aetheric fury scarred the center of the Oberon’s bridge.

You have taken 1,235 damage.

Health: 340/1575

Jake hissed through his teeth, prying himself free of the wall. His body was covered in deep cuts. Blood flowed down his limbs and spilled out of his mouth. It even rolled down his cheeks like tears. Looking down at himself, his robes were…well, robes was a generous word for the tatters clinging to his body. At least he still had his pants, and most of his boots on.

Had Brad not activated his buffs before their battle broke out, Jake wasn’t certain he would have survived that exchange.

But the fight wasn’t over.

The emissary tore himself free from the wall. His barrier shuddered off waves of maroon aether like dust shaken off an ancient structure. Its mechanical tendrils were blown off at the ends, leaving little more than sparking nubs.

Huh, so those tendrils have to come out of his shield to do anything, Jake thought.

Really? That thing’s shield is shedding like a husky in summer and that’s the first thing you pick up? Hazel said.

Just an observation for future encounters, Jake said.

His shield has to be weakened, Jake, Hazel insisted. Take him out now!

Jake shook out his arms and leaned forward to charge. The emissary hissed, tendrils spreading out as it did the same.

The two cultivators clashed at the center of the chamber, aether-sheathed fist against aether-clad fist. Each trade of blows erupted with shockwaves of force, further decimating the bridge. The emissary had gotten cocky and now they were equally matched. Jake just had to figure out how to turn this to his advantage.

“You won’t make it out of here alive, parasite,” the emissary hissed, smashing Jake away with one of his tendrils.

You have taken 150 damage.

Health: 190/1575

“Your interloping may have stopped the Oberon, but it will not stop the rest of the fleet.” Its tendrils drew back, jettisoning the damaged ends, exposing vicious injectors on the freshly cleared ends. “Your world will burn as nothing more than food for the empire. And you will not live to see it.”

The emissary was on Jake in a flash. Jake gasped as mechanical tendrils came down after him. He smashed one away, spun past another, hopped over the third, then knocked the last off course with a quick aether blast. The emissary’s fist sailed past Jake’s nose as he stumbled away. He took hold of the emissary’s arm and used his own momentum against him, swinging him down to the floor like a sledgehammer.

His weakened shield shimmered again, shaking off larger chunks of aether. It were coming off in shards now. They could kill him. They just had to break through.

The emissary shot to his feet, whirling his tendrils around himself. Jake scrambled back, narrowly avoiding receiving a far deeper cut than the shallow slash across his abs.

“Stubborn parasite,” the emissary laughed. “Accept your fate!”

He charged Jake, his tendrils out at full force again. Jake drew in a breath and waited until the last second to step into the strikes. He swung underneath the tendrils and sent a powerful blow straight into the emissary’s shield. The barrier flared, blowing off more aether. Jake’s fist detonated with aetheric fury, dealing further damage to the shield, but it still refused to crack. He could sense the raw aether within, just beneath his knuckles. He could almost touch it.

The emissary kicked Jake away with a blast of aether. Jake shunted the aether to his core, shielding his body from fatal damage.

You have taken 150 damage.

Health: 40/1575

Jake let the blow carry him far out of the emissary’s reach before he stumbled to a stop. His health bar was flashing red. One more hit, even a glancing blow, and it was all over.

They only had one shot at this, and Jake wasn’t looking forward to his plan at all.

He opened up a private channel with Brad and Sam. “Guys, I have a really bad idea.” Jake channeled aether into his wounded body, trying to recover whatever health he could. “But I need to know you have my back on this.”

The emissary let out a low chuckle, waving a tendril at Jake, taunting him to come meet his end.

“Always,” Sam said.

“We’re with you until the end, Jake,” Brad said.

Jake nodded. “I’m going to create an opening in the shield. The second it’s open, I need you to follow me in.” He didn’t wait for their reply before charging in again. He knew they would try to stop him if they heard the specifics. They couldn’t afford hesitation.

This is going to suck!

The emissary sent out his tendrils to assault Jake again. Jake jumped up and kicked off one, rocketing through the air. He slammed his shoulder into the emissary’s barrier. It flared with a stubborn maroon glow that exploded out of it like a cloud of dust. The barrier remained, still resisting his assaults.

But breaking the barrier wasn’t Jake’s plan. He just needed an opening.

“You have tried oh-so-valiantly to save your world and made it further than most, little human,” the emissary said. “But this is where your struggle ends.” The emissary’s tendrils took aim for Jake’s back.

Jake sheathed his hands in aether and thrust them into the emissary’s barrier. His entire will focused on one single, solitary objective: ripping open a hole in the shield.

The emissary’s tendrils plunged their spikes into Jake’s body.

His eyes shot wide open—with realization more than pain. The tendrils had aimed right for his core. They had punched through his core’s heart.

What must have passed for a smile among the Cthulhi tugged at the monster’s tentacled face. “A bold move on your part, but futile.” He laughed, driving his tendrils deeper into Jake’s core, twisting them to amplify the pain. “Witness your doom!”

Jake screamed.

The four tendrils ripped apart his core faster than the trap back on Earth ever could. In his mind’s eye, he saw it: the outer shell of his core crumbling away like a sand castle in a hurricane. Wild flares of aether ripped apart his body, turning his veins black as aether poisoning worked to take hold of him.

You can do this, Jake! Hazel pleaded. You’re the only one that can!

“Jake!” Sam and Brad shouted in unison.

Jake felt his body withering under the emissary’s assault. His will was failing, breaking. The shouts of his still-conscious friends faded into a loud ringing in his ears. His vision clouded into a crimson void.

He was going to die here, staring at some hideous abomination from the furthest reaches of space. He was going to fail to protect his homeworld, his friends…his sister.

No! The thought roared in Jake’s mind. His eyes flared back into focus, and he returned a hateful gaze at the bemused cthulhi. I will not die here!

Aether flared all around Jake in a wildfire of violet light. If his core was being destroyed, then so be it. It was still aether for him to grab hold of and channel. He flooded his muscles, bones, and tendons with it. His skin, his eyes, his mind. Every part of his body he infused to the brim with aether.

I am the master of my own body. The master of my fate. Master of my destiny. The mantra repeated in Jake’s mind.

His fingers plunged through the cthulhi’s shield.

The monster’s eyes widened in shock.

Jake drove his hands within the barrier, snarling like a beast. His fingers took hold of the maroon shield, crushing the twisted aether between his grasp. With a bestial roar, he ripped the emissary’s barrier open as far as his arms could spread.

“Hit him now!”

Before the words finished leaving his mouth, a spear of golden light sailed past Jake’s head. It lanced into the emissary’s chest. Sam swiftly appeared between Jake and the emissary, throwing out twin fans of daggers into the monster’s face. Her blades burrowed deep, exploding on the creature, ripping off tentacles before hemorrhage activated. The monster erupted in a shower of glowing green blood before Sam was out of its reach.

The alien let out a shrill cry and tried to pull free. The failed attempt allowed Jake to break through to the raw aether within the barrier and siphon it into himself. The whirling torrent of aether was like dropping a supertanker packed to the gills with oil into forest fire. The mass of aether running through his body was too much. Jake was going to burn from the inside out if he didn’t purge his body of all the excess energy.

Lucky for him, he had a volunteer right before his eyes.

Jake slammed the palm of his hand into the cthulhi’s face. Channeling all of the aether he could from the environment and rampaging through his body, Jake focused it into a single, violent attack.

The emissary’s eyes widened.

Aether erupted from Jake’s hand in a blinding flash of light. Every shred of the emissary was engulfed within it. So was most of the bridge behind him. The violent blast carved a canyon straight across the bridge and out into the void of space.

The burning in Jake’s body stopped. His legs could barely hold him up. His arms dropped to his side. Had they done it? Did they kill the emissary? His eyes adjusted to the sudden gloom of the chamber.

Emergency bulkheads slammed down to seal the gap in the bridge before the explosive decompression could take them all out.

A single, smoking figure stood before Jake.

The emissary.

Charred black, the monster staggered away from Jake. Its flesh was missing in several places, exposing pale violet flesh beneath its mossy-green hide. The mechanical tendrils extending from its suit were completely gone. The few tentacles remaining on its face quivered. All but three of the monster’s eyes were gone. It was bleeding profusely. They had it on the ropes. They could kill it.

Jake took a step toward his enemy…and immediately faceplanted onto the deck.

Brad and Sam couldn’t miss this opportunity. Brad blasted away at the monster with his halberd, closing the gap to strike it down. Sam threw waves of daggers at it, summoning replicas of herself to skewer it.

The emissary wouldn’t die so easily. The monster let out an ear-piercing shriek and blasted its human assailants away.

“Ironic how an aether-starved race would prove to be so sensitive to its gifts,” the emissary’s voice bubbled in their minds like blood building up in its throat. With a quick swipe of its claws, it ripped a tear in reality, the maroon glow near-blinding to stare at. “The empire will be most pleased by this revelation. Your world, your species, will be a delicacy my people have not had the pleasure of enjoying in millennia.” With a quivering, dark laugh, he stepped through the tear in reality. “I look forward to seeing you again, parasites. Your end will be legendary.”

The tear snapped shut, and just like that, the monster was gone.

Jake couldn’t so much as muster the will to try to stand. His eyes were heavy. His health blinked in the corner of his vision, ticking away to zero.


Chapter thirty-six
Sam


“We did it!” Brad cheered. He was the only one cheering. Everyone else was out cold.

Sam snapped her gaze to her brother. “Jake!” she gasped in horror and rushed to his side. “Something’s wrong. Something’s really wrong with him.”

Brad scrambled over and dropped to his knees. “He’s losing health too fast. He’s going to die.”

“You can resurrect him, right?” Sam pleaded.

Brad shook his head. “I don’t have enough mana for that.”

Sam checked her pouches for mana potions. She found them wet with red-and-blue goop. “Damn it, that thing broke them.”

Brad pointed out the unconscious mages, Ceres and Teresa. “Check them! They always carry tons of potions on them.”

Sam scrambled over to the two mages.

“Hurry, Sam,” Brad shouted. “Jake just died. We have a minute to bring him back.”

Sam flipped Ceres over and rummaged through her pockets. Broken glass bottles were in every last one of them. Brad wasn’t exaggerating when he said the mages carried tons of potions on them. The biggest concentration of spilled liquid was pooling inside Ceres’s satchel.

That wouldn’t do.

She moved over to Teresa where she found a single, large bottle of mana. It was cracked and leaking precious blue fluid everywhere. Sam pulled it free as gingerly as she could and rushed back to Brad. She popped the lid and pressed it to his lips. “Chug it down!”

Brad didn’t fight her off. He gulped down every last drop of mana he could. He wiped his mouth and took a sharp breath. “I’m still shy some mana.”

“Damn it, damn it!” Sam was about to punch the floor when a terrible idea struck her. “I’ll be back!”

She rushed to steal Ceres’s satchel, then came running back. “Try not to swallow any glass.”

“W-wait wha—” Brad was swiftly cut off by Sam tilting one end of the satchel into his mouth. Brad gulped down what he could, then promptly shoved the satchel away. He coughed and retched, punching at his chest.

“Is that enough mana?” Sam asked.

Brad coughed louder and spat out shards of glass. “More than enough.” He rolled Jake onto his back and placed his hands upon his chest. A golden ring of light formed beneath Brad as he began the channeling process for the spell.

“Is he going to make it?” Sam asked.

Brad nodded. “We have time. He’ll make it.”

Sam could only sit and wait with bated breath as her brother’s life was placed in her boyfriend’s hands. “Please make it through this Jake. Please.”

A column of light flashed above Jake’s body with golden plumes raining down from the heavens. Jake’s body was lifted up into the air, slowly spinning about before the spell dissipated.

Jake was on his feet. “I’m alive?” he said breathlessly.

“You’re alive!” Sam cheered.

But before either of them could embrace each other, Jake dropped back down to his knees. His veins went jet-black, his skin ghost-white. Black bile spewed from his mouth.

“That is definitely not normal,” Brad said.

Sam’s eyes widened. “Aether poisoning? But how?”

“Nokor, we’ve got a problem here,” Brad called over alliance chat. “Jake’s suffering from aether poisoning after fighting a cthulhi. Some weird tentacle-faced monster.”

Sam could practically feel the ogre’s blood running cold in his response. “N-no. Brad, listen to me. Hit Jake with your strongest Aether Siphon right now.”

“Won’t that weaken him?” Brad asked, already lifting his hand to cast the spell.

“Weak is better than dead,” Nokor snapped. “Acute aether poisoning can destroy cores. Now help him stabilize!”

Brad swiftly cast Aether Siphon with the little mana he had left, drawing out the excess mana from Jake’s body.

“Is it working? Do you need more mana?” Sam pleaded.

“More mana? Yes. Is it working? I feel like I’m trying to keep the Titanic from sinking with a bucket.”

Sam rushed off to check the others for mana potions. She found one in Les’s pockets and another in Sal’s. Michael, surprisingly enough, had one that had survived the beating he took. She quickly returned to Brad and fed him the potions.

Brad tightened his brow and amplified his Aether Siphon, drawing violet streams of aether from Jake so deep they may as well have been black.

It felt like an eternity of watching Brad work before Jake’s veins began to lighten, his skin regaining some color. Jake’s breathing settled to a weak, ragged level.

“How is he?” Sam asked.

Brad shook his head. “I just tore a million aether out of him and he’s still suffering from aether poisoning. He’s stable enough that he won’t turn into a mutant but…I don’t know if he’s going to be the same after this.”

Sam clutched at her chest. “All that matters to me is that he’s alive.”

Brad pulled his lips tight. “Here’s to hoping we can keep him that way.”

“Brad, Sam, anyone from the away team: this is Adams, do you copy?” the gruff leader of the Devil Dogs pinged them through alliance chat. “What’s your status?”

“Alive, barely,” Brad said. “We ran into some tentacle-faced alien called the cthulhi. Just one of those things was crazy powerful.”

“Is it dead?” Adams asked.

“It ran away,” Sam answered.

“Damn,” Adams grunted. “That doesn’t matter. Look, we have an emergency on our hands. How’s your mission going?”

Sam looked around at the ruined bridge. Aside from the throne the emissary had fashioned for itself, there didn’t look to be much in the way of intact consoles. “Bad. We don’t even know if the command-and-control console survived the fight.”

“That’s not good,” Adams said. “Andrew and the dark elves took out the cruisers heading for Earth, but we still have two massive ships on a crash course with Bastion. They’re planning a boarding action right now, but I don’t think they’re going to make it.”

“How long do we have?” Brad asked.

“Five minutes.”

Sam’s heart sank. After everything they had been through, they’d still failed.

Myrdin jumped into the conversation with a ping. “I believe this is the console you are looking for, but unless you have the credentials of a high-ranking member of House Oberon, I’m afraid all will be for naught.”

“Where the hell are we supposed to get that?” Brad snapped.

Sam shot to her feet. “Durothil!”

“House Oberon’s king was there?” Myrdin balked.

Sam ignored the question while Brad filled him in.

She rushed to the warped, twisted corpse of the elf king. He had definitely seen better days, but the head was still completely there, wearing the king’s crown and everything. Sam wasn’t sure if this plan would work, but she dragged the body over to the command-and-control console regardless. It was conveniently hidden behind the cthulhi’s throne.

“These things transformed the elven bodies into monsters?” Myrdin gasped. “I fear there may be no hope of forestalling disaster if that is the case.”

Sam hefted the king’s skull and slammed it down onto the console. “We have to try, damn it.”

The console scanned the king.

It flashed red.

“Access denied,” a far-too-calm elven voice said.

Sam growled and slammed the king’s face into the console again. “Work, damn it. This is your king.”

“Access denied,” the voice repeated.

“Why aren’t you working?” Sam pulled back the dead king and stared at his face.

Of course it wasn’t working.

The king’s facial structure may have been there, but his eyes were gone, his teeth replaced by jagged blades. If his voice mattered at all to the authentication process, they weren’t going to get an inkling of it with a damn laser cannon stuffed down the abomination’s throat.

“What about the hand?” Brad asked. “That has to be more intact, right?”

“You mean the hand you turned to dust with your Blood Siphon?” Sam asked.

“No, the other one that got lopped off.” Brad pinged it.

Sam wasted no time in retrieving it. The bottom of the hand was completely exposed from the damage it had taken. A little worse for wear, but usable enough, Sam figured.

She slapped the hand down on the scanner.

“Access denied,” the voice continued as if their world wasn’t about to end.

Sam let out a frustrated roar. She swung the dismembered arm back, ready to bash in the console with it for all the good it had done them, when she noticed a glint from the hand. Curious, she held it up in the light.

It was a beautiful, ornate ring, one crafted of gold and the most elegantly carved green emeralds. The winged eagle seal of House Oberon sat upon the ring, and Sam had to wonder if the fine piece of jewelry was for more than just show.

“Myrdin, do elves use biometrics to unlock things, or special enchanted jewelry?” Sam asked.

“Enchanted jewelry, of course,” Myrdin answered. “Biometrics change too much with time—even with an ageless species as ours—to be reliable over any period of time. Why, if you could find a necklace or ring—”

Sam pried off the ring and sent a picture over chat. “Like this one?”

Myrdin balked. “That’s the king’s ring! Yes! A million times yes! Use that thing right now!”

That was all the confirmation Sam needed. She pressed the ring against the console.

The screen flashed green with a cheerful, “Access granted,” emanating from the device.

Sam was never happier to have taken the nano-pill than she was at that moment. Her HUD translated every single word of elvish for her—a deluge of language she had no chance of learning in a year, let alone the five minutes they had left to stop another apocalypse from befalling humanity.

She pulled up the fleet control screen and found the two large escort vessels that were set on a crash course.

“Myrdin, how do I stop those things?” Sam asked.

“Drag-select the vessels in question, then a menu should appear on the right,” Myrdin said. “Press the big red button with the skull on it.”

“Andrew, pull your people back,” Adams spammed over guild chat.

Sam did as Myrdin had instructed and the button in question appeared, pointy ears and all. She mashed it.

Outside the bridge window, two brilliant flashes far greater than any cluster of nukes they’d unleashed on the elven fleet erupted above the Earth. The twin elven carriers had self-destructed.

It was over. It was finally over.

“It’s done,” Sam said with a shaky breath she didn’t know she’d been holding. “Mission accomplished.” Her legs gave out beneath her and she fell to her knees. Adrenaline flooded out of her body as she crawled over to Brad’s side.

Brad leaned against her. “Good job, Sam. You saved our home.”

“We saved it,” she said as the guild and alliance chat erupted with cheers.

“Fantastic work, people,” Adam praised. “Now I don’t mean to burst your bubble, but there is still the slight damn problem of an infested House Oberon supercarrier’s worth of monsters trying to break into the Starfury.”

Sam frowned and pulled up her map. The way out of the bridge was blocked off by a swarm of husks. Husks who had now apparently figured out how to call down the elevator.

“Crap,” Sam and Brad said in unison.

“New plan,” Brad grunted as he pushed to his feet.

“Blow the elevator?” Sam offered.

Brad nodded. “Blow the elevator.”

He walked over to the elevator doors and slammed his halberd in between them. With a rough push and pull, he pried the doors open.

Sam poked her head inside the elevator shaft. “I’m not seeing any cable to cut.”

“Cables? How adorably quaint,” Myrdin commented. “No, no, you want to aim for the lift generator located at the top of the elevator. Take out that enchanted crystal and its twin at the bottom will not have the strength to bring the husks up to your level.”

Sam looked up. A spinning blue crystal at the top of the elevator shaft had to be what Myrdin was talking about. Using dagger fans, she bombarded the crystal. It shattered. Glittering fragments rained down the elevator shaft while the elevator itself stalled at the bottom of the shaft.

“Good job, Sam.” Brad smiled and leaned against the wall.

Sam smiled, leaning against the opposite side of the elevator doors. “Now how are we supposed to get out of here?”

“Adams,” Brad called. “We could use a pick-up on the bridge.”

“Right away, sir,” Adams said.

On Sam’s map, she watched the Devil Dogs retreat into the Starfury as its ramp retracted. The vessel swiftly withdrew, bombarding the husk-filled hangar with its spell cannons.

While the ship came to greet them, Sam and Brad moved about, gathering up their wounded into a neat pile away from the wall the Starfury said they were going to Kool-Aid-man their way through.

“So, what’s the plan to tackle these tentacle-faced freaks, Brad?” Sam asked, helping him haul Sweetness over.

Brad slumped against his unconscious honey badger and waited for the breach. “We ramp up production on Bastion for weapons, armor, ships, vehicles, the whole nine yards.” He laid his head back on Sweetness. “And then we go knocking on the Collective’s door.”
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Chapter one
Brad


So much for that plan working, Brad thought as he stared down the elevator shaft.

The elevator leading up to the bridge of the Oberon, their one way in or out, was jam-packed full of husks. One might wonder how this turn of events took place. It all began with a brilliant plan to destroy one of the crystals controlling said elevator. A plan that had worked wonderfully.

At least up until the moment it fell apart.

What Sam and Brad hadn’t counted on were the husks cramming into the elevator shaft and using one another to climb up. Their twisted forms, covered in maroon markings—what Brad had decided to call “tainted aether”—scrambled over one another. They cared not for stepping on each other’s faces, or the damage they suffered from Grand Cross’s area-of-effect field, nor Sam’s daggers showering on their faces. They simply kept coming in an endless tide that would even give the seeders pause.

Sam and Brad jerked back from the elevator shaft as a wave of beam fire erupted from the monsters’ mouths. The beams hit the wall and ceiling, causing it to rain molten metal over the incoming tide of monsters.

“We need a new plan,” Sam said.

Brad glanced back at the pile of unconscious and wounded teammates at the heart of the ruined bridge. Teresa, Ceres, Les, Michael—all of them were out cold. Sweetness and Rocky weren’t faring much better. Neither was Jake’s party. He scanned the rest of the room for any sign of an emergency exit, escape pods, some hidden defense system they’d missed, anything—but there was no way out. They were trapped between a murderous horde of corrupted elves and a hard place.

“We don’t have another plan.” Brad swung himself back into the elevator shaft, blasting away at the incoming horde of monsters with The Last Word, his halberd with a side of shotgun.

His explosive slugs ripped chunks off of the incoming tide and sent them plummeting down, but more bodies took their place. They were only slowing the inevitable. Brad had assumed these monsters operated on zombie rules: Take off the head and they were down for the count. He turned out to be wrong. Husks, like their much larger counterparts, could take an obscene amount of abuse. Sam and Brad had blown holes in them, torn them limb from limb, even removed their heads cleanly from their shoulders.

And yet the monsters kept moving.

Crippling as those horrendous wounds were, only one thing could stop them. They had discovered the trick to putting down these Cthulhi-made abominations for good was to destroy their cores.

The problem was every single monster’s core was located in a unique location. Sometimes it was the head or the chest. Other times it was in a completely random place, like their left butt cheek or their big toe. That made the fight ridiculously unfair. So long as that piece of the puzzle remained firmly attached to the rest of the body, the husk would keep moving and attacking, even if it did so blindly.

Terrifying shrieks echoed from the elevator’s broken doors. Banshees were coming. Three of them at least.

“Adams, hurry it up,” Brad shouted.

The first wave of husks reached the bridge, throwing their corrupted elven-warrior bodies at Brad and Sam. Brad split them in two with a swift strike of his halberd, sending them crashing back down.

The first of the banshees appeared at the bottom of the elevator shaft. It moved in its strange, teleporting manner, leaving a shadowy, unstable afterimage in its wake. The movement was like something out of a horror movie, made all the more unsettling by its relatively clean and mechanical body. Sure, the proportions were all wrong—with a far-too-long torso, arms, legs, and especially fingers—but the fact that these things had once been people twisted Brad’s stomach into twenty different knots.

And that was before their horrifying faces were exposed.

“Almost there,” Adams said over guild chat.

The first banshee turned its faceless gaze up towards Brad and Sam. The moment it did so, the other two teleported beside it, their gazes already fixed on them. Are these things part of some sort of hive mind? Brad asked.

How should I know, kid? Frank protested. You know as much as I do about these nightmares!

Sam threw out a Dagger Fan when the first of the banshees appeared before her. Its curved, elven sword was already drawn back, the tip pointed right for Sam’s heart. Her eyes went wide.

“Sam!” Brad shouted and swung his halberd.

The banshee thrust its sword. Sam vanished, replaced by a hunk of metal that was firmly impaled on the banshee’s blade. The monster stared at it in confusion, right up until Brad’s halberd slammed into the monster’s chest. Rather than attacking him, a second banshee appeared, kicking Brad away while the third appeared at the elevator’s opening.

You have taken 200 damage.

Health: 358/940

Brad wheezed, but before he could regain his breath the trio of banshees were on top of him, bringing their blades down upon him.

Sam dragged him out of harm’s way as the monsters cleaved through the ruined bridge’s floor.

The silent masses of elven husks scrambled up from the elevator shaft. They were pouring in, a twisted collection of elven warriors and civilians. Brad scrambled to his feet with Sam’s help. They were going to drown in Cthulhi’s cannon fodder long before the trio of banshees could put them down.

“Today, Adams!” Sam demanded.

“Hang on to something, boys and girls,” Adams warned over guild chat. “We’re coming in hot… in three!”

Brad’s gaze snapped to their pile of unconscious friends. “We have to protect the others.”

Sam grimaced. “Crap, I forgot about that…”

“Two!”

Brad and Sam scrambled for their wounded, shooting and throwing daggers at the incoming husks while the banshees stalked toward them. “One!”

The banshees raised their arms at them. Brilliant flashes of maroon light gathered in the palms of their hand and spewed forth destructive might.

Brad slammed his halberd against the floor. “Divine Shield!”

The trio of beams slammed into him, deflecting wildly in every direction as the squeal of metal erupted behind him. The bridge shook.

“All guns: Open fire!” Adams bellowed as the Starfury’s nose punched a hole through the Oberon’s bridge.

The boarding ramp dropped quickly. Tanks rolled out and unloaded on the incoming tide of husks. A banshee caught a shell to the head, stripping it clean off, yet the monster continued to surge blindly forward towards Brad.

“Get the wounded out of here,” Brad ordered, and charged the banshee.

He seriously wished these abominations worked like video-game bosses. Game developers always made sure players knew where enemy weak spots were with a big, obnoxious, glowing light to indicate where to stick something pointy. Unfortunately, as much of a game as the new system was, the Cthulhi weren’t following the rules here. Brad had to hack away at the beast or get in a lucky blow to put it down for good.

Brad cast Divine Sword on his halberd just as his five seconds of invulnerability wore off before burying his blade deep in the banshee’s thigh. The headless abomination crashed to a knee and hacked downward at Brad. He spun out of the way and countered. The gleaming golden blade surrounding the axe-head of his weapon cleaved right through the monster’s elbow joint, severing its sword arm. But like the mechanical nightmare it was, the banshee brought its remaining hand right up to Brad’s face and fired a beam.

Sam jerked him out of the way at the last second. “You really have to stop thinking these things will behave normally.”

“I noticed!” was all Brad managed to say before an ominous shadow loomed over them.

A banshee had teleported right on top of their butts.

Unfortunately for the walking nightmare, the Starfury was already tracking it. A spell cannon shunted out a beam of blazing-hot flame energy. Instead of blowing a hole through the floor, the beam curved and surged just past Sam and Brad’s heads and melted the banshee’s upper half clean off.

You have taken 100 damage.

Health: 258/940

“Hot, hot, hot!” Brad shouted, patting at the top of his glowing helmet. “That was way too close, guys. Watch out for friendly fire with those damn cannons.”

“Sorry about that, boss. It’s our first time firing them. We have no idea how these things work,” Adams said. “Men, how’s the evacuation going?”

“This bear thing weighs a friggin’ ton!” protested one of Adams’ men.

Sure enough, they were trying to haul Sweetness away from the heart of the bridge and up the Starfury’s ramp. The rest of their wounded were already well on their way up into the ship’s hold. If they left before any more of those abominations showed up, they’d be in the clear.

Brad blew apart the headless banshee’s arm to disarm it, only to expose the maroon core inside. It was an ominous glowing sphere, pulsing like a beating heart. He wasted no time driving his halberd through it, shattering the frail core. Two down. One to go, Brad thought. But there was no sign of the third banshee. Brad found that disturbing. Those things were ten-foot-tall, shrieking nightmares. How does something like that even hide?

He shook those worries out of his head. They had to get off the infested elven ship.

Brad rushed to the crew trying to drag Sweetness up the ramp. “Focus on keeping those things off the Starfury,” Brad said. “I’ll take care of Sweetness.”

“But you’re just one man, sir!” protested the medic. “Your honey badger weighs a—”

Brad swung Sweetness up onto his shoulder like an overgrown teddy bear. He was awkward to handle due to his size, sure, but with Brad’s enhanced strength Sweetness only slightly encumbered him.

“—ton,” the medic finished.

That was when the third banshee showed up.

It appeared behind the medic, swiftly impaling him through the back and lifting him into the air.

“That thing killed Johnson!” shouted one of the men.

“Kill it now!” barked another.

The banshee casually flicked the dead medic off its blade and swept a hand before it. A beak erupted from its free hand, cutting through Brad’s path up to the Starfury and erupted with devastating energy. He stood just shy of the main blast, but that didn’t stop the wall of force from slamming him back.

You have taken 158 damage.

Health: 100/940

Brad dug in his heels and tightened up his core, fighting to maintain balance. It was easier said than done with Sweetness over his shoulder and the tide of husks coming in behind him. He could deal with a swarm of husks—but not while carrying his honey badger around. Dealing with a banshee when he couldn’t move much faster than a hasty walk? Things had just gotten more complicated.

Sam rushed behind Brad and threw a dagger fan to keep the incoming tide at bay. “I’ve got your back, Brad.”

“Appreciate it,” Brad grunted, and began his slow march forward.

The banshee turned away from its initial prey as a wall of gunfire and spells slammed into its rear. All of Adams’ people were tier-one classers: mostly rangers, fighters, and healers between levels four and five. They were more than powerful enough to take care of themselves against any threat found on Earth. Against a banshee out in the depths of space? They might as well be a bunch of newbies, just waiting to be crushed.

Bullets, spells, and abilities slammed into the monster’s powerful hide. They did everything they could to chip away at it, but against a banshee their efforts were meaningless.

The monster teleported forward in a swift blur of unstable shadows, causing even the most skilled marksmen to miss their shots. The banshee cleaved through Adams’ men like they were nothing. When one of the tank crews realized what was going on, they sent a shell through the monster’s chest. It staggered back and let out a shrill cry. The scream was enough to send Brad stumbling, but his eyes his eyes went wide at the notification on his HUD.

Fear resisted.

The men weren’t so fortunate. They retreated up the ramp into the Starfury, some dropping their weapons as they did. One stood frozen with fright, staring up at the monster as it came for him.

The banshee scooped him up in a clawed hand as maroon energy swirled about it. The terrified man opened his mouth to let out a scream that would never come. The banshee crushed him in a shower of gore. A thick stream of aether poured from the dead man into the banshee’s arm, flowing through its body and rebuilding the hole the tank had blown open in its chest.

“They can heal?” Brad spat.

“Cheating bastards,” Adams added. “Tanks! Focus fire that thing.”

The banshee turned its gaze towards the tanks taking aim at it. Shells erupted out of their cannons. Machine guns roared their fury. But the banshee had learned their timing. It teleported swiftly in-between the tank shells, letting them sail over Brad and Sam’s head into the ruined bridge behind them. Despite its agility, the rain of heavy machine-gun fire still managed to tear into its armor. It seemed that no matter how powerful these monsters were, high-powered ordnance was more than capable of burning them down given enough time.

Except the tanks didn’t have enough time.

With one final teleport, the banshee appeared on top of one of the heavy armored vehicles. It plunged its sword through the thinner armor at the top and twisted the blade. A flash of maroon erupted from the cut and the tank went up in flames. Casually stepping out of the smoke, the banshee raised its hand to charge up a beam.

“Sir, what do we do?” asked one of the panicked crews. “We can’t shoot that thing without risking the Starfu—” They were promptly cut off by the banshee’s beam attack.

“I’m on it,” Sam said. “Keep the husks off Brad’s back for me, will you?’

“And ignore that thing?” demanded one of the tank crew.

They didn’t have to wait long for Sam’s reasoning. She rushed after the banshee.

“Hey, don’t leave me behind,” Brad shouted as he scrambled after her. He made it up the ramp just in time to see her glorious takedown.

Sam opened up with Dagger Fan to gain the monster’s attention. The blades bit into its back, blowing chunks off armor and applying fifty percent of the hemorrhage buildup needed to activate her finisher. The banshee snapped around to face Sam, but by then it was already too late. Sam activated Hexen Dropper. She struck the banshee’s jaw with a furious backflip, sending it up to the top of the Starfury’s hold. As if kicking off of thin air, she rocketed up after the monster, latched on and flipped it around, then spun like a drill bit straight back down to the ground.

Deck fragments and chunks of the banshee’s armor erupted from the impact. The two combatants flew apart from one another. Sam landed gracefully while the banshee hit hard and scrambled to its feet. Its horrifying visage was fully exposed now. The sunken flesh, the eyes replaced with cybernetic optics, the mouth full of dagger teeth and the beam cannon inside.

The banshee charged its cannon—but it was already too late.

Sam had activated her Replica skill in the middle of Hexen Dropper. The five replicas rushed forth with a flurry of attacks on the banshee’s exposed flesh. Hemorrhage reached full buildup. The banshee erupted in a shower of green gore and crashed to the floor, lifeless.

That was the second way to kill the Cthulhi abominations: cause them so much horrendous damage that their bodies could no longer sustain a core. Of course, the exact amount varied from one abomination to the next, but Sam had clearly discovered this one’s limit.

Brad rushed up to the top of the ramp. “We’re all clear. Take us out of here.”

“Copy,” Adams said. The ramp swiftly retracted.

The Starfury withdrew from the bridge, raining fire on the husks as it went. The gunfire wasn’t nearly as destructive as the sudden explosive decompression that took place. A swarm of corrupted elven bodies were sucked out into the vacuum of space, left to the mercy of the void.

Brad set Sweetness down on the deck and pulled off his helmet. He wiped the sweat from his brow while he watched the feed from the Starfury’s exterior on his heads-up display. “Hey Adams, you don’t think those things can survive in space, do you?”

“They’re looking uncomfortably twitchy for things that are supposed to be dead,” Adams commented.

Brad grimaced. The last thing they needed was for a passing ship to catch a few stowaways. Brad had no idea if the Cthulhi needed to be around to make these monsters or if they could make more on their own, and he wasn’t about to find out. “Double tap them.”

“Understood,” Adams said.

The Starfury’s spell cannons flared to life. Arcing beams of magical energy scythed through the mass of bodies pouring out of the breached bridge. What wasn’t incinerated was reduced to biomechanical potpourri.

While Adams worked on cleanup, Brad and the medics aboard the ship tended to the wounded. Moving swiftly, they brought everyone in the boarding party back onto their feet—all except Jake, who was still out cold.

Michael sat up quickly when he came to, his arms flailing about like he was still in a fight. Then he blinked and looked around. “Did we win…or did I just have a very vivid nightmare?”

Brad chuckled. “We won…sort of. We stopped the elven ships from crashing down on Earth, but the emissary got away.”

“Damn,” Les said. “And after he broke my sword, too.”

“It’ll mend itself,” Brad assured her. “It just needs time to gather up aether again.”

Les nodded. “True enough.”

Ceres rubbed at her head. “I am not looking forward to fighting those things again.”

“Neither am I,” Teresa agreed. Her gaze fell upon their strongest cultivator. “Jake! Is he alright?” Her question came out sounding desperate.

Sam shook her head. “No, he’s not. Nokor says his core’s been broken by the emissary. Brad stabilized him, but apparently Jake’s hanging on by a thread.”

Teresa snapped her gaze to Brad. “Is that true?”

Brad nodded.

“Well, surely there’s some way we can heal him. You’re a healer, Brad. Do something!”

“Teresa, I tried,” Brad said. “Jake already died fighting the emissary. I used Resurrection to get him back on his feet, but that didn’t do anything for his core.” He rubbed at the back of his neck, grimacing. “Right now I’m hanging on to a disgusting amount of aether I siphoned off Jake to get him stable.”

Darius, one of Jake’s cultivators, rubbed at his brow. “But wait…wouldn’t taking that make him weaker?”

Tanya stared at him in disbelief. “His core is broken, genius. What do you think?”

Mason turned to Brad. “But you can give it back, right?”

“As soon as he fixes his core,” Brad said. “Problem is, none of my healer spells have anything to help him with that.”

“What can we do for him, then?” Teresa asked.

Brad frowned. “Getting him back to Bastion seems like the best option. Nokor and the rest of the ogres are there now helping to bolster the city's defenses. One of them must know what to do here.”

“Then that’s what we’re doing,” Teresa said.

“Sorry to burst your bubble, princess, but we have a bigger concern,” Adams said. “That ship is still infested with those damn things, and according to Sam’s findings, they’re making a lot more of them.”

Teresa scowled. “We can come back for this ship later. We have to save Jake right now.”

Brad held up a hand to quiet Teresa. While she had every right to be worried about Jake, Adams had a point. There was a massive monster factory casually floating above their home, just waiting for something, anything to tip it over into their atmosphere.

“Myrdin, are you there?”

The dark elf envoy appeared as a hologram on the ship, and Brad seriously wished he’d wear more clothes. But that was just how dark elves dressed themselves—like they were eternally ready to hit the beach. “Right here, Brad.” Myrdin bowed deep. “And congratulations are in order for such a splendid victory. The horrors you faced in the Oberon were unlike anything we have ever seen.”

“Don’t celebrate just yet. The Oberon is still making more of those things,” Brad warned.

Myrdin’s face fell. “Oh… poo.”

“How many people can live in a ship like the Oberon?” Brad asked.

“On a supercarrier of this size?” Myrdin frowned. “A skeleton crew sits numbers in the thousands. Fifty, if I recall correctly. But the Oberon would not have a skeleton crew, especially while invading a hostile world. The crew alone would then number closer to half a million, and that’s before factoring in the ground teams and the civilian population which served and supplied the troops.”

Brad frowned. “So what’s your best guess?”

“Five million,” Myrdin answered grimly.

Sal opened his eyes wide. “We can’t deal with that many of those things.”

“We won’t deal with that many of them,” Sam said. “Remember what we saw in those factories. Some of the elves are turned into husks, others serve as parts for things like the banshees, but most of them seem to be… I don’t know. Drained.”

“Drained of aether,” Brad said. “The first monster we ran into on Earth tried to drain the aether off my weapon, the emissary did the same to Les’s, and one of those banshees drained the aether from one of our troops to heal itself.”

“Sick bastards,” Les hissed.

Brad nodded. “Adams, call the rest of the fleet back. We’re bombing the Oberon to pieces.”

“Actually, I have a better idea, sir,” Adams said. “Why don’t we board it and take it for ourselves?”

Brad frowned. “Because it’s too dangerous, and the bridge is a wreck. There’s no way we can do anything with that ship now besides scrapping it for parts.”

Myrdin chuckled. “You humans make it so hard to believe you’re new to the Collective with your amazing progress, and then you say adorable things like that.”

“What do you mean?” Michael asked.

“Do you really think a vessel like the Oberon would have only one bridge?” Myrdin crossed his arms over his chest and tilted his head to the side.

“It was a pretty big bridge,” Sal commented. “Excessively so. Where would they even have room to house a redundancy?”

Myrdin smiled. “Elves have appearances to maintain. But that’s beside the point. There is a second bridge at the heart of most cruiser-sized vessels. It is called the battle bridge. They are considerably more secure and fortified than their grander counterparts. I believe you humans would consider them… What was that quaint word? Spartan?”

Brad pursed his lips. “So you’re saying we can still take control of this ship and put it to use?”

Myrdin nodded. “Oh yes. And should you decide to salvage the vessel, it would be far easier to do so on the surface.”

“Forget salvaging it,” Adams said. “This thing is a fortress. If we can patch this ship up before those Cthulhi or whatever they are show up again, we’re going to have a massive asset on our side. Besides, the aether gains we’re getting for killing these things are absurd.”

Brad frowned. Adams had a point. He opened up his notifications to see just how much he’d earned fighting inside the Oberon.

Unknown entities defeated.

You have received 0 aether.

You have received 70,523 aether.

I really wished they would skip the zero-aether part of the notification, Brad thought. On the bright side, that was more than enough aether to power himself through the rest of his tier-two levels and pick up his third-tier class. On top of that, he could pick up his third tier of gene therapy back on Earth—which hopefully wouldn’t turn him into a walking, talking honey badger. Sweetness may have been an adorable murder machine, but Brad did not need to become one of them.

“It does sound like a good idea,” Les admitted. “Not just for the asset the Oberon could prove to be, but the levels and gear we could pick up with all the aether our mystery sponsor is pouring our way.”

“Brad, don’t be greedy. We have to get Jake to safety,” Teresa protested. “He’s stable for now, but how long will that last?”

Sam rolled out her shoulders. “Jake is stronger than you realize, Teresa. So long as the Starfury doesn’t fall, Jake will pull through. Isn’t that right, Brad?”

Brad met her gaze. He was surprised she wasn’t pushing harder to put her brother’s health above everything else. She really must have faith in Jake’s ability to survive. But after everything they’d seen Jake do, Brad couldn’t blame her.

Broken core or not, Jake was far more skilled and experienced than anyone else they knew when it came to cultivation. Brad didn’t just think that because their cultivator numbers were low, either—Nokor had said on multiple occasions how impressive Jake was, and the that fact he got Zeras—the grandmaster of the ogre enclave herself—to come to Bastion’s aid spoke volumes about his abilities as well as his character. If anyone could pull through such a grievous wound, it was Jake. Brad was sure of it.

“Adams, tell the fleet to get ready for a boarding action,” Brad said. “We’re taking the Oberon.”


Chapter two
Jake


Astorm of violent, swirling aether roiled all around Jake. Raw and wild, it coursed through his body, obstructing his vision from…something. The haze of aether was too thick to see through, but there was something there, calling out to him. Something important.

Yet focusing on the source proved difficult. Each time he made an attempt, pain spiked through the very heart of his being. Does it not want to be found? Jake wondered.

As he contemplated applying his focus again, the world around him shook. His body was dragged about, shifting and hitting things. Jake tried forcing his eyes open. They refused to obey. But there was no denying the sensation of motion surrounding his body, the shifting winds of…

Straining his ears, he made out the muffled clashes of weapons. Steel against steel. Cannonfire, or some sort of gun—it was difficult to tell through the watery haze it passed through to his ears.

Then there were the voices; only two of them and faint, but desperate.

Where am I? The question echoed inside Jake’s mind as he drifted away from the storm of aether raging within his body. His mind fogged over, his sense of self vanishing the farther he drifted from the storm. And then, like a bungee cord snapping taut, Jake was jerked back.

Aether was drawn out of the storm like someone had come at it with an industrial vacuum. With that draining of aether, his thoughts became clearer.

He’d been on the Oberon.

Darius, Tanya, Mason, Sam, and Brad. All of them were fighting on that ship for their lives against—

The thought slipped from his mind. He was drifting again, drifting into the—

Jake glanced back to find a vast, empty nothing. The storm called to him once more, tugging at the core of his being. It was something that belonged to him, a part of him that had somehow been removed. He needed to regain it, whatever it was.

Jake focused on moving towards the storm. Pain built up within his heart once more, but this time it was dampened. Whatever or whoever was siphoning the aether was giving him an edge he sorely needed. Drawing closer to the storm, his awareness of the situation at hand deepened.

Cthulhi. The word crackled across Jake’s mind like lightning. That’s what they were fighting. They were the monsters responsible for every abomination they saw within the Oberon. Monsters who threatened not only humanity’s homeworld, but the entirety of the Collective. But what are they?

He scrounged about his mind for answers, only to find them slipping through his fingers. Jake had to go deeper.

The aether siphoning ceased as Jake focused on pushing towards the heart of the storm. Pain built up in his brow like a dagger slowly being driven inside into his skull. Jake gritted his teeth and pushed forward. This was the only way he had to gain answers, the only means he had of discovering what had happened to him, who they were fighting.

Cultivators. The realization smashed him back like a Cthulhi tentacle. He recalled that emissary had several of them. Not just on its hideous, tentacled face—the large, biomechanical tendrils had extended from its suit to attack. They were its primary weapon.

Jake remembered all too clearly now.

Those things—those monsters—were cultivators, just like him. They had mastered the direct manipulation of aether and unleashed it upon their enemies. Their control of aether was greater than anything he had learned from Grandmaster Zeras or Nokor, or anything he’d learned during his brief time studying at the ogre enclaves. Which raised the question: Were the cthulhi superior cultivators to the ogres, or had they simply combined cultivation with technology?

Jake’s mind rushed to his memory of the fight with the emissary. The way that maroon light sheathed the aether, protecting it from any sort of manipulation, from even escaping upon death… There couldn’t have been anything natural about it. Aether—even when contained by the nanotech within their bodies—wasn't unreachable. It could always be siphoned or released upon the owner’s death. Yet even death was not enough to release the aether contained within the cthulhi’s minions. It was a safe bet to assume the death of the emissary himself would have yielded a similar result. These monsters made sure no one would benefit from their deaths, not like any of the myriad of other creatures Jake and the rest of humanity had faced since the apocalypse began.

But did we win?

He strained his ears once more, trying to hear the situation outside of his body. Things had calmed down; the two voices were no longer frantic. But how long would that last? The Oberon was crawling with— What did we call them? Husks, that’s right. The ship had been crawling with those things, and according to Sam they were making bigger nightmares like the banshee. But if the two voices he heard had the time to be calm, then surely they had won their battle.

Jake dug deeper towards his core. The stabbing pain returned to his brow, then another lanced through the side of his skull. He gnashed his teeth, fighting back a cry of agony, and pushed. Realization struck him across the face once more, but this time he expected it. He dug his heels into the aether and held his ground.

We did win! Jake confirmed with excited relief.

Only it wasn’t a clean victory. Everyone but Sam, Brad, and himself had been knocked out of commission by the emissary’s assault. Classer weapons and abilities were completely useless against the cthulhi’s shield. But not the strikes of a cultivator.

While it took the mightiest of blows to shake the barrier, Jake could damage it. Important as that tidbit of information was, it wasn’t nearly as important as the next revelation. He could rip the cthulhi’s aether shielding apart with his will—his strongest and most powerful asset.

That was how they’d defeated the emissary. Jake had torn the shield open, allowing Sam and Brad to score a flurry of critical strikes. They’d created enough of an opening for Jake to turn the tentacle-faced monstrosity’s aether against it in a furious blast.

Yet even that hadn’t been enough to kill the emissary.

The monster was left charred and wounded but still strong enough to flee. All that struggle, all that pain. For what? They’d stared down death in its bony, eyeless sockets only to force a retreat.

And it cost you, the distant, ethereal voice called out.

Jake’s eyes widened. It had cost him. Cost him dearly.

The wild storm of aether before his eyes, that flurry of wild energy…it wasn’t a dream or some sort of illusion. He was staring at his own core. Or what remained of it, at least. The emissary had destroyed it in their battle. The monster had crippled Jake and left him to die.

But he was still alive. So long as he still drew breath, he had a fighting chance. Jake’s goal was instantly obvious: He needed to restore his core, to control the raging aetheric storm within him before it ripped his body apart… or worse, warped it into a mutated abomination. To do so, he had to reach the heart of the storm.

Drawing what breath he could, Jake willed himself forward, deeper toward his destroyed core. He had to see the damage with his own eyes.

Daggers drove through his body, slashing through his arms, puncturing deep into his lungs and stomach. The deeper he went through the rampaging mass of aether, the more resistance it put up against his meddling. This is my body, damn it. You can’t have it, Jake raged against the aether trying to twist him into whatever designs it had for him. He wouldn’t end up like those monsters back in Armstrong. He would not turn into a monster and put his sister or any of their friends at risk.

Jake sank deeper into the raging core.

The pain intensified, and with it came blood oozing from his body. The wounds the aether had been creating became real… At least, Jake was certain they were real. The dagger to his gut felt no different than the time Willy stabbed him. But it had to be some sort of mental trick; an attempt to distract him, to break his will and assert dominance over his body. And a lifeless, broken body was no use to anyone, even when infused with a massive flood of aether. If Sam and Brad were around, Brad was certain they would heal any wounds that spontaneously manifested on his body.

Not that I can feel any healing, Jake thought.

The world around him shook violently. The muffled blasts of cannons and guns reached through the fog of his mind to his very core. Something was happening out there again, and he needed to wake up, to help them. He needed to protect his sister, to protect his friends.

Jake clenched his hands into fists, and the wild aether swirled around him in a fearsome roar. The coalescing energy sheathed him in a violet flame. He shot forward into the depths of his core.

Aether lashed out at him with wild tendrils and lashes, anything and everything to keep him away, but he would not be stopped. Not by the aether rampaging through his body, not by the abominations likely fighting their way onto the bridge, and not by some damned hideous, tentacle-faced abomination.

He punched through the cloud of aether. All at once the pain, suffering, and wounds tearing at his body vanished. Jake breathed deep for the first time in what felt like an eternity.

If only his surroundings were as relieving as that breath.

His core was well and truly gone. What he saw before him reminded him of some science fiction movie where a planet had been hit by a planet-killing weapon. What remained of the broken fragments was hardly enough to make a pebble, much less a healthy core.

Rebuilding his core was going to take far longer than he had, if all the shaking and shouting outside his body was any indicator. He would have to start from scratch once more and hope Nokor and Grandmaster Zeras could guide him towards reclaiming his former strength.

Jake shifted himself—or his perception of himself—to the very center of his being. He moved to sit cross-legged, arms resting out to his side, and drew in a deep breath to focus. It was only then he realized each time he drew breath he wasn’t pulling in oxygen but rather aether. That gave him a rather interesting idea.

Instead of visualizing the core as a ball of yarn he was manipulating—an entity entirely separate from himself—why not become the ball of yarn instead? Everything was made of aether, after all, so why not embrace that fact? He and his core, no matter how weak and fractured it would be after reforming, could be one and the same.

At least that was the idea on paper. Would it work?

Jake began to draw in aether with every breath. The wild, twisting mass of aether around him slowed with every passing moment. However, the wild aether was not one to idly sit by and take his manipulation. It condensed around him, making his every breath harder to pull in, almost like he was trying to breathe in sludge. That was on top of its usual lacerations.

You won’t break me, Jake said in his mind. I am the master of my own body. The master of my destiny, he snapped defiantly at the rampaging aether.

The aether continued to resist and bite. It lashed out at his insides with each breath he took. It was a battle, and the aether was losing. The whirling winds of violet around him slowed to become gentle, rolling clouds, then stopped altogether. Little by little all the aether around him pulled inward towards his body. Not just through his nostrils but every fiber of his being.

Slowly but surely, the aether’s struggles were drowned out by Jake’s overwhelming will. The more he brought the aether under his control, the fewer opportunities the wild energy had to lash out at him, amplifying his ability to focus on pulling every last drop of aether into one firm, densely concentrated point.

This isn’t my first rodeo. Let’s see how tightly we can pack this new core. Drawing in the biggest lungful he possibly could, all the aether surrounding him vanished into his body. From the corners of his perception he could feel more and more aether pouring in from the outside world. All of it entered the heart of his perception, bundling into a violet sphere of pure, concentrated aether. A sphere he’d wound so tightly, it was no bigger than a marble.

Now for the tricky part.

Pressure and heat. Forging a core was very much like metalworking, in Jake’s experience. One needed the right amount of heat to get the material they were working to become more…pliable. And like a blacksmith, he needed the right amount of pressure to forge the materials into the desired result.

Jake already had the pressure built up within him; it was only a matter of cranking up the heat. While he lacked the advantage of a matured core to aid him, his experience in manipulating aether and forming cores could never be taken away. Even without a full link to his body, his consciousness could feel the heat and pressure throughout it as if he was fully awake. It felt like his whole body was being crushed by a hydraulic press within a raging forge. The sensation was not pleasant in the slightest, but it was necessary to form a strong foundation.

A strong foundation was only the beginning of what Jake needed. The Cthulhi Empire was coming not just for humanity, but the whole Collective. The emissary had made that fact painfully clear. To fight these walking monsters, Jake would need to enhance every fiber of his being, and no aspect would be more important than to harden his core. It was from his core he drew his power. It allowed his body to enhance itself far beyond natural human means. Without his core, he was at the mercy of how quickly he could gather ambient aether, or aether from his opponents. And that was before factoring in the wild aether trying to poison him.

Jake couldn’t afford a weak core.

Growling at the growing pressure and heat, Jake erupted in a flash of violet light—a big bang within the core of his very being. A deafening blast roiled. Silence followed.

His new core was complete.

Extending his hand outward, he summoned forth a tiny bead of brilliant violet light. That was it. His core.

The deceptively small sphere wasn’t even a tenth of the size of his original core, yet it was infinitely stronger. Jake could sense the deep reservoirs of power inside the tiny bead; the way it acted like a black hole for all the ambient aether around him, drawing it in faster than his original core ever could.

You may only be a level-one core, little buddy, but you are a force of nature, Jake thought, a proud smile on his face.

Unfortunately, he had no means of seeing what this meant for his stats. Part of him feared that the lack of response from his muse meant that Hazel had died when his core was destroyed. Jake wasn’t even sure if that was possible, but he hoped that the lack of communication was merely a side effect of being so far removed from his actual body.

Taking in his surroundings, he wasn’t quite sure how to proceed. What he saw was concerning. Every broken fragment of his previous core was still there, floating around like a ring of debris orbiting in space. The fragments were wild and untamed; patches of various-sized rocks floated here and there in the vast nebula of aetheric dust.

All of it was a chaotic, disorganized mess.

Jake reached out with his will, but the shattered core refused to so much as quiver at his presence. Perhaps he needed to strengthen his current core to get it to respond? After all, Jake had advanced to a second-tier cultivator—and the second level of the tier, at that. That was a great deal of power to wield.

Now that he thought about it, a great deal of aether had been siphoned off from his body. While Jake had no doubt that the siphoning had saved his life, he was certain it had also greatly reduced how much power he held at the moment.

Sadly, Jake was nowhere near experienced enough to know for sure. Nokor and Grandmaster Zeras were the only people who would have the answers he needed. To reach them, he was going to have to regain consciousness.

Jake reached out to his body with his will. He grimaced.

While it was clear healers had been working to put his body back together, their healing magic was nowhere near strong enough to repair the damage caused by his rampaging aether. He’d have to take matters into his own hands.

Jake drew from his newly formed core and guided the aether to put his body back together. He started with the essentials; his veins and vital organs needed to be restored to their former glory. Without them, it didn’t matter how strong he made his core—he would be dead long before he could regain his full power. Moments passed. Slowly his breathing came easier, more relaxed and full. There was a content feeling about his body, but he needed more, much more. After all, Jake could barely make out his surroundings.

Jake moved on to restoring his nervous system. The fried wires of his body were just enough to let him know stuff was going on around him, but not enough to make heads or tails out of anything. But drawing in the ambient aether felt like he was moving at a snail's pace as he rebuilt his body’s wiring from the ground up. The shriveled-up, burnt husks of nerves were split in far too many ways in far too many places to be of any use. Some bundles narrowly came up short, leaving the connection just shy of finishing a circuit, while others were vast chasms of severed wiring. It was a wonder he’d been able to feel anything at all to begin with.

As Jake worked to repair his body, his senses sharpened. The voices around him were talking about a plan of some sort. Preparations to fight the Oberon? No, not fight the Oberon—capture it. The idea seemed insane. Pointless, even. After all, the huge ship didn’t do the elves of House Oberon any favors when it came to dealing with the emissary. The ship was nothing more than a monster factory now, as far as Jake remembered.

Jake frowned to himself. There was no point worrying about the plan if he didn’t know the specifics, less so when he couldn’t even open his eyes. It was all the more reason for him to hasten his recovery.

With more nerve endings reconnected to his mind, Jake became acutely aware of the healers around him. There were three of them pouring mana into him, a tamed form of aether that was weaker than the raw aether cultivators could manipulate. That gave Jake an idea.

If he could rip open the shielding the cthulhi used to shield their aether, what was stopping him from siphoning aether directly from the healers’ magic?

Jake tried to siphon aether from all of them at once, only to receive a sharp feedback akin to a mule drop-kicking him in the face. Ugh… OK, Jake. Don’t get greedy. Try one at a time.

He scanned around for the strongest flow of aether and found it focused on his heart. Well, that’s convenient. Jake focused on siphoning the aether from the healer’s magic.

The magic felt strange to the touch. Where raw aether felt free and airy, like a cloud of dust he could give shape to on a whim, mana felt more like slippery, industrial goop. It slipped and slid between the fingers of his will, almost like it did not want to be controlled by anyone but its owner.

That might be a defense mechanism against the cthulhi, Jake thought. It stood to reason that if the Collective had indeed fought these monsters before, they would have developed some countermeasures against them. And if Jake could break through to manipulate the cthulhi’s aether, then there was nothing stopping those tentacle-faced nightmares from interfering with a classer's mana.

But Jake wasn’t looking to devour all life in the universe like the cthulhi; he just needed the aether within the mana to speed up his healing. The question was, what was the trick?

Jake watched the mana flow into his body like a liquid, dispersing everywhere. The healing, powerful as it was compared to humanity’s old methods of healing, left much to be desired when compared to the focused touch of a cultivator. It was like using a hand grenade to remove a mole when a scalpel would do just fine. The liquid nature of the mana’s flow gave him some inspiration, though. Channeling his aether, he formed a dam within his body to see if he could block the mana’s flow. To his surprise, it worked. Still, the mana was not within his control and swiftly flowed around the obstruction. Jake tried cutting open the mana with his will, only to find it slicked off the blade of his mind like water. He tried ripping it open and found that no more effective. A strainer didn’t do a damn thing, either.

But a refinery did. He was able to siphon off some of the aether and lose over half the mana in the process.

This is going to take a lot more R-and-D to figure out, Jake grumbled to himself.

Then he realized he was overthinking the problem.

Mana flowed like water through his body. With his aether, he could form a container to control the flow of said water. Mana always took the path of least resistance when it spread out. So rather than fight the mana for aether, why not guide it to where I need it?

Jake settled on constructing an aetheric network of pipes to guide the healer’s mana to his nervous system. The process was sloppy, messy, with mana fighting him every step of the way, but it did work. He guided the mana to where it needed to go, speeding up his healing process.

With a sly grin, he repeated the steps with the other healers’ magic. Hang on, guys. I’m coming back.


Chapter three
Sam


With the fleet gathering around the Oberon for their second boarding action against the elven supercarrier, Sam had plenty of time to level up. Their first attempt to take the ship earned them enough aether to hit tier three, thanks to their mysterious benefactor funneling money at them for every kill against the so-called “unknown entities” the cthulhi kept throwing at them. Sam appreciated the rewards. After all, for as much of a pain as those monsters were to kill, they did not let a single drop of aether slip through their claws.

They really don’t fight fair, do they? Olivia commented.

Sam’s lips quirked into a bemused smile. Nothing since the Collective showed up has been fair. Why should that change now?

True, Olivia grudgingly agreed. But even by the Collective’s standards, these things are a little ridiculous.

Sam nodded grimly. You can say that again. I’m not convinced hitting tier three is going to make enough of a difference when it comes to fighting these things. The cthulhi, I mean. Our strongest attacks were just getting shrugged off by that shield.

But Jake managed to force an opening, Olivia countered. So long as the other cultivators can figure out what he did, then we stand a chance fighting these monsters.

Sam frowned, glancing at her unconscious brother on the bridge. The medics around him were pouring healing spells into his black, vein-ridden body, but progress moved at a snail’s pace. It took a full minute before Sam even noticed one of those black veins had begun to return to anything resembling normal human coloration. The corpse-white flesh wasn’t reassuring, either.

She tried pulling up Jake’s status. Her frown deepened.

Olivia gasped. Where are his attributes? I can’t get a read on anything from him or his muse.

Do you think the emissary destroyed his muse or the nanotech within him? Sam asked.

Olivia was silent for a long moment. You don’t really think those monsters could kill us, do you? Separate a user from their muse?

If they can, we’re in much bigger trouble than we realized, Sam said.

Sammy, look! Olivia shouted.

Sam winced at her muse’s excitement and focused on her brother. The heads-up display flickered to life over his head in a digitized mess of colors and quivering pixels attempting to form words. The pixels suddenly snapped back into place.

System Restored

Jake Hicks

HP: 1/100

Error: Muse offline.

Error: Aether core unstable.

Error: Wild aether fluctuations detected.

Sam’s eyes widened. Her brother was alive, but the depth of the damage he’d received far exceeded what she’d suspected. His maximum health wasn’t even remotely close to half of what it had been in the past. There was no way Jake could fight anything more than the most basic seeders—or take more than a single hit—with that little health. But what did that mean for the rest of his power? Were his stats in the tens or lower? Was he able to use his cultivator powers?

I don’t know, Olivia said softly. But Nokor and the ogres might. The faster we finish here, the faster we can safely take him to them.

Sam sighed. Olivia had a point. As much as she wanted to turn tail from the Oberon to get her brother the help he needed, that left the rest of humanity at too much risk. They had an infested ship dead in their sights, and it was crawling with monsters just waiting to start trouble on Earth. If they lost track of it, there was no telling what problems would arise on their homeworld.

Let’s just hope the healers can help him pull through, Sam said, and turned to her level-up screen.

Congratulations, you have leveled up: Shinobi — Level 4

+1 Perk Point

+95 Strength

+149 Agility

+102 Constitution

+68 Intelligence

Choose one of the following:

Skill Increase: Backstab, Dodge, and three additional skills of your choice. +4

Replicate: Replicate the last spell or ability used by an enemy. Skill level of replicated ability or spell is equal to that of Replicate.

Shadow Menace: Strike from the shadows at all hidden targets surrounding the caster. Cancels out stealth effects.

Choose one of the following:

Shadow Redirect: Redirects any damage from the caster toward a designated replica.

Deadly Infection: Spreads status ailments a target is suffering to all nearby hostiles.

Regardless of whether all the stat gains in the world would help them punch through a cthulhi shield, Sam had to admit they were impressive. But not nearly as impressive as the skills. And a level dedicated entirely to some amazing utility skills was sure to even the odds in their favor. The trick was deciding which skills were the right call.

Remember, you can have any of these skills commissioned by one of our crafters or the gnomes, Olivia reminded her.

I am aware, Sam said. But that doesn’t help us clear the ship right this second.

Sam skipped right past the skill increases and pursed her lips. Replicate was the obvious choice in her book. If some monster threw an insane spell or ability their way, she could throw it right back at them. Easy, simple—and provided she actually survived the exchange, it could help turn the tables against a monster like the emissary. But she couldn’t quite shake the feeling that Shadow Menace would be incredibly useful. The cthulhi had to have some sort of stealthy monsters just waiting to be unleashed on them.

The Oberon isn’t exactly full of sneaky monsters right now, Sam, Olivia commented.

True enough, Sam said, and picked up Replicate.

Her next two options were difficult to choose between as well. With Shadow Redirect effectively being an alternative to Shinobi Substitution, she wasn’t so sure that was the ability to choose. While Sam could always summon more replicas to take damage for her, she wouldn’t always have an item laying around to use Shinobi Substitution to trade places with. Then again, what was stopping Shinobi Substitution from allowing her to trade places with one of her replicas? That way she could avoid the damage entirely.

She twisted her mouth from one side to the other and looked over Deadly Infection. On the surface, the ability wasn’t that useful. Her damage was so high now that only the strongest enemies would survive a barrage of her attacks, so status effects didn’t really matter. But if she wanted to make short work of a horde, she could single out the biggest threat, then activate the ability to spread the love. Sam chose the better part of valor and went with Shadow Redirect.

Someone else can handle crowd clearing, she thought, and moved on to her next level and its capstone abilities for shinobi.

Congratulations, you have leveled up: Shinobi — Level 5

+1 Perk Point

+143 Strength

+224 Agility

+153 Constitution

+102 Intelligence

Choose one of the following:

Skill Increase: Backstab, Dodge, and three additional skills of your choice. +4

Annihilation: Conceals the shinobi and quickly slashes nearby enemies with guaranteed critical hits.

Soul Destroyer: Unleash a potent shockwave at a single target with a chance to destroy their mana pool for a time. Recovered mana pools start at zero mana points.

Choose one of the following:

Counter Instinct: Automatically parry and counterattack a number of incoming enemy attacks with guaranteed criticals. Enemy opponent must be within melee range to counter.

Full Throttle: Fully restores HP when cast and increases all stats for the skill’s duration. Consumes entire mana pool when activated.

Why are these choices always so hard? Sam thought, ogling her newest abilities. Annihilation sounded a lot like the ridiculously overpowered skill she’d seen ninjas use in shows of the past: A ninja would vanish in a flurry of strikes, then reappear with a room full of their victims falling over dead. Not great for dealing with a single, high-threat monster, but definitely a skill Sam would have taken purely on “the rule of cool.” However, the cthulhi threat had her leaning towards practicality. There was no guarantee Soul Destroyer would do anything against the tentacle-faced monster’s capacity to cast abilities, but Sam thought it the more useful choice. If she could even hinder the monsters a little, it could mean the difference between life and death.

Sam scooped up Soul Destroyer and moved on.

Her last and final choice was no contest. Full Throttle was a blatant “oh shit” button, and she never felt a build was complete without one. Useful as Counter Instinct sounded, she also didn’t like the automatic nature of it. It made her feel like she wouldn’t be in control of her own fate if she picked up a skill like that. She already felt it was bad enough when she used Flicker Strike and the ability decided to dump her in a less-than-opportune position. It was a good thing she had a perk to alleviate that exact problem.

Congratulations on reaching Tier 3 of the Rogue class!

Please select from one of the following three advanced classes:

Grand Assassin: Master death dealers, Grand Assassins further capitalize on the rogue’s high damage output to strike down their enemies. Where the Assassin waits for the right opportunity to strike, Grand Assassins dictate the terms of death.

Trickster: Deception, subterfuge, and misdirection are the bread and butter of the Trickster. Less focused on directly combating their enemies, Tricksters use all manner of gadgets, spells, and incantations to keep their enemies off balance.

Shadow Warrior: The peak of stealth combat. Shadow warriors blend trickery, stealth, and deadly martial prowess to dispatch their enemies. By the time a Shadow Warrior sets their sights on a target, it’s already too late to save them.

Sam’s eyes were immediately drawn to Shadow Warrior. For once, this was an easy choice. It was the natural extension of shinobi, after all. Not that Trickster and Grand Assassin weren’t useful classes, but they just weren’t her style.

Congratulations, you have leveled up: Shadow Warrior — Level 1

+1 Perk Point

+215 Strength

+336 Agility

+230 Constitution

+153 Intelligence

Choose one of the following:

Skill Increase: Backstab, Dodge, and four additional skills of your choice. +5

Hyper Strike: Move with blinding speed across the battlefield, striking at large swaths of enemies at once.

Shadow Stars: Unleash shadow ninja stars in a fan or circular spread. Shadow stars apply all of the currently active status effects on the user’s weapons to targets. Shadow stars penetrate targets who fail to block them.

Choose one of the following:

Weapon Crush: After catching an enemy’s weapon in a block, activate Weapon Crush to attempt to destroy the weapon. Higher-quality weapons are more difficult to destroy.

Ripper Slasher: Consume all stacks of bleed on target, increasing the Shadow Warrior’s speed and damage per consumed stack.

Sam was excited about the crazy-high stat gains for her tier up, but if tier three was anything like the last advancement, every level after the first was going to have a reduced multiplier to her stat bonuses. But gains were gains, and those numbers were already in absurd territory as far as she was concerned.

Hyper Strike sounded like an awesome ability to clear out swaths of enemies and get past crowds, but it also sounded like a fantastic way to leave her friends behind. She added the ability to her list of things to order later, but for the moment, Shadow Stars was the way to go. It was yet another ranged option in her toolkit, and one that wouldn’t risk abandoning her people.

It does risk hurting them, though, Olivia warned. Remember, those ninja stars won’t stop unless they run out of mana or find something that can block them.

Sam nodded. Right. Don’t throw the deadly ninja stars at my friends. Got it.

Her second choice wasn’t as easy as the first. Weapon Crush was a great way to deal with a particularly pesky enemy, even if she found the wording a bit strange considering what the ability did. Maybe it was limited to working against melee weapons, so she had to block someone to use it as the description said—or maybe she could use it on any weapon she could reach? Either way, most enemies she’d faced since the apocalypse began preferred the hands-on approach. Ripper Slasher was another excellent choice. After all, who didn’t appreciate faster attack speed and higher damage?

Weapon Crush seems like the way to go, Olivia said. Imagine if it actually works on something like those banshee blades. It would make dealing with those monsters so much easier!

Sam frowned. You’re forgetting their claws and the beam weapons built into their bodies. I think they’d have no problem coming after us even if I broke their blades off.

Yes, but the sword was always their primary weapon, and you always struggled to stack bleed on them, Olivia countered. I can’t imagine fighting the actual cthulhi will be any easier than those walking nightmares.

True, Sam grudgingly admitted.

Olivia had a point, of course. With Weapon Crush she had a chance of wrecking those tendrils the emissary threw at them along with any other melee attacks that came their way. If the ability somehow extended beyond a defensive counter, then the skill might be far more valuable than she could imagine.

With her final choice made, she went straight into perks and was surprised to see her concern was swiftly alleviated.

Perk — Offensive Weapon Crush

Allows the offensive use of Weapon Crush. Blocking is no longer required.

Perk — Piercing Blows

Allows for additional damage to bleed through enemy armor.

Perk — I Am Shadow

Greatly increases stealth and mana recovery while in shadows.

With those perks, she was certain she had all her bases covered—and just in time, too.

“The fleet’s in position, Sam,” Brad said. “You said you found one of those nightmare factories here, right?” He pinged a location on the Oberon’s map towards the rear half of the ship.

Sam nodded. “That’s right. I’m guessing there’s a second one on the other side. This ship has two barracks sectors, and the hangar bays were clear when we went in as well.”

Brad headed out of the bridge. “Then that’s our plan. We’ll split into two main forces targeting each of the barracks blocks and put a stop to these nightmare factories. From there we go deck by deck making sure we aren’t bringing any of these monsters down with us. Am I understood?”

A chorus of agreement sounded through the raid party chat.

Brad smiled at Sam as the ship moved into position on the Oberon’s hangar bay. “Coming with us this time around?”

Sam laughed. “This time. I can’t let you get yourself taken out, after all. Danny’d never forgive me!”

Brad shook his head. “Oh sure, because you weren’t just as screwed as I was when Lord Tentacle Face the Second decided to rain on our parade.”

Sam grinned as the boarding ramp lowered. “Let’s kick ass out there.”

“You heard the lady, boys and girls,” Adams bellowed from the top of his tank. “Devil Dogs: Open fire!”

The ramp hadn’t even finished lowering before they’d trained their sights on the mass of husks crowding the hangar bay. The Devil Dogs opened fire with cannons, spells, and rifles. The Starfury was not one to be left out of the fight—its spell cannons flared to life, scorching swaths of the corrupted elves.

But they weren’t alone this time. The Starfury had a second cruiser squeezed alongside it in the elven hangar providing fire support and reinforcements. The scene was much the same inside the Oberon’s second hangar bay; while the rest of humanity’s fleet did what they were designed to do, they breached the Oberon’s hull and dumped troops inside.

“This is going a lot smoother than last time,” Sal said as he took potshots with his sniper rifle at the oncoming husks. “You know, no spinning out of control in the depths of space!”

Sam laughed. “Come on Sal. We have a ship to clear.”

Brad raised his halberd into the air and bellowed, “Charge!”

A surge of power from Battle Order rushed through Sam’s body as she and everyone else within earshot of Brad’s order received his buff.

They poured out of the Starfury. Blades, guns, bows, and spells hacked, sizzled, and blew open a path through the monstrous throng.

Elven husks came at them in every size and shape. From mighty elven warriors—clutching tower shields and spears, bows, and great bows—to civilians who had been unfortunate enough to get caught up in the Cthulhi Empire’s schemes. Not even the elven children were spared the empire’s corrupting touch. Sam wished there was something, anything that could be done to save them, even if House Oberon were a bunch of self-obsessed, slaving, genocidal maniacs intent on wiping humanity off the face of the galaxy.

No one deserved this fate, especially the kids.

Sam activated her Gunpowder and Crimson Shadow Styles with a quick cast of Replica. In the same breath she and her replicas activated Flicker Strike and teleported into the thick of the fray. Whirling her blades, she hacked, slashed, and stabbed through the husks. Cannon fire from Adams’ tanks blew swaths of husks into the air in a churn of pieces. And yet the damned things kept moving and fighting without feeling an ounce of pain. So long as their cores remained intact they would keep coming, even if that meant fighting as little more than a dismembered hand.

The shriek of a banshee pulled Sam’s attention to the hangar’s exit. The towering abomination had forced its way inside, along with two other, bulkier monstrosities. These held warped, twisted mockeries of the elven tower shields and spears.

Sal’s red targeting laser flickered over the banshee’s skull and fired a powerful burst. Right at the last second, twin shields darted ahead of the banshee, stopping Sal’s bullets dead in their tracks.

“So I’m calling those things phalanxes,” Sal said over guild chat. “On account of they’re a little crazy when it comes to defense.”

“Give me a moment,” Adams said. His tank swung its turret over and fired at the lead phalanx.

The monster braced against the coming shell, but the blast proved mightier than it could handle. The phalanx’s arm swung wide, leaving its body completely exposed. Before anyone else could take advantage of the opening, the second phalanx moved in to protect its brother. While its shield took the brunt of the incoming abuse, its spear gathered maroon energy into its head.

“Oh, that can’t be good,” Sal said.

A brilliant flash erupted from the spear, headed right for Adams’ tank.

“No it’s not!” Sam shouted. She immediately tried to use Replicate to counter the attack.

Insufficient Mana.

Sam’s eyes widened. How much power was flowing through that attack?

A barrier of blinding blue runic circles erupted before the Starfury. The maroon beam smashed into the domed barrier and erupted into smaller beams that fell across the hangar like a meteor shower.

“What was that?” Sal asked in between shots of his rifle.

Sam looked back to see Ceres and Teresa holding their arms up. The two mages had to have hit tier three as well, and had further improved their mana barrier to stand up to the cthulhi. But she’d never expected the barrier to also act as a counterattack.

“Nice save, mages,” Adams said.

Ceres laughed breathily. “I can’t believe that actually worked!”

“Sam, Sal,” Brad called out over guild chat, “we need those things dead. Leave the cannon fodder to us.”

Sal swung his rifle like a club through a group of husks and opened up on them. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, Brad, but those things can block tank shots!”

“Not very well,” Adams countered.

The path to the abominations was a very long way away. Already the wounded phalanx had regained its footing and was braced alongside its brother. The twin monsters charged up beam blasts, which Ceres and Teresa worked diligently to fight off.

At that very moment Sam sorely wished she had taken Hyper Strike. “We’re on it.”

Sal rushed ahead of Sam and braced. “One big opening, coming right up.” His rifle concentrated mana around its barrel for a second, then erupted in a blinding beam of light. It was hardly as impressive as the power output the phalanx had, but against the husks it was more than enough. Sal’s shot cut a swath through the monsters big enough for Sam to put her increased stats to work.

Sam Hicks

Strength: 624

Agility: 983

Constitution: 673

Intelligence: 496

Wisdom: 14

Charisma: 13

Health: 3365/3365

Mana: 2480/2480

Sam took off like a rocket through the gap Sal had made for her. The movement was so fast that her mind struggled to cope with the new blinding speed. One second she was halfway into the hangar, the next she was—

The banshee appeared before Sam, blade crashing down upon her. Sam let out a surprised squeal and threw her twin daggers up to stop it. She expected to sink down into the hull plating, to leave behind a crater, to take some serious damage from blocking the monster. Instead, she merely rocked back.

“Holy crap. I blocked it,” Sam said in awe, even as the banshee was trying to crush her. The monster still had a strength advantage, but it wasn’t enough to overwhelm her.

“Watch out, Sam!” Sal said.

The banshee’s helmet flipped open to reveal its horrific, dagger-filled mouth and the glowing cannon gathering power at the back of its throat. Sal fired, taking out the cannon and causing a detonation inside the beast’s throat. Its jaw came clean off.

The banshee let out a gurgling shriek. Sam activated Weapon Crush and split the abomination’s blade before it could recover.

Rocky hopped off Sam’s shoulder. The flying squirrel rushed up the banshee’s arm and carved up its face with his little claws even as it swung its arms out to shred Sam to ribbons.

Sam flipped her daggers back into a reverse grip and vanished behind the flailing banshee. Her mind still struggled to keep up with her new speed, but Rocky’s distraction bought her the time she needed to leap into the air.

Casting Replica, Sam and her seven doppelgängers plunged their daggers into the banshee’s back. The daggers exploded on impact, ripping through thick, biomechanical armor before plunging into the warped flesh underneath. The banshee erupted in green gore. Its body crashed to the ground, lifeless.

Unknown entity defeated.

You have received 0 aether.

You have received 10,000 aether.

With their banshee companion out of the picture, the twin halanxes took note of Sam. One lashed out with its spear, cleaving a path across the hangar floor that detonated soon after the spear passed. Sam backflipped out of the way, but the second one was ready and waiting, its spear fully charged and aimed right at her. Even with her absurd agility rating she wasn’t going to be able to move out of the way fast enough.

“Surprise, freak!” Sal shouted as he appeared above the phalanx. Or rather, ten of him appeared. Nine of the replicas were blue, shimmering copies of Sal. All of them were aiming fully charged rifles down at the phalanx. They unleashed their blasts as one, burning down the monster in a brilliant blast. Only the burning wreck of its blown-open torso remained when Sal hit the ground.

Unknown entity defeated.

You have received 0 aether.

You have received 10,000 aether.

“Oh man, that was awesome!” Sal said. “But damn, that thing cost half my mana.”

“On your six,” Adams called out.

Sam whirled around. The phalanx had dug its shield into the deck, sheathed it in a maroon glow, and was rushing right for them. Cannons thundered from the other end of the hangar, their volley smashing into the shield—but their explosive fury wasn’t enough to slow down the phalanx. Sam was going to take the hit…but she had a trick for that.

She activated Raptor Wings.

The second the shield came to crush her, she shot into the sky above the phalanx in a shadowy cloud of raven feathers. She whirled about in the air, blades ready to strike. Sam came crashing down, daggers plunging into the phalanx’s back. The monster staggered forward but was quick to recover and tried to shake her off. A maroon glow built up around the beast.

“That can’t be good,” Sal called out, blasting away at the phalanx, which quickly shifted its shield between him and all the other small-arms’ fire heading its way.

Sam agreed with Sal’s assessment. It wasn’t unheard of for melee classes to have area of effect attacks centered around them. The monster was probably trying to literally blow her off.

Now seems like a good time to try that Soul Destroyer ability, Olivia suggested.

That or Shinobi Substitute, Sam agreed.

Sam activated Soul Destroyer. Her fist drew back, enveloped in a shadowy spear of energy, then slammed into the phalanx’s back.

Shards of maroon energy erupted from the phalanx followed by a violet duplicate of the monster that disappeared in a flash. The ominous glow surrounding its body ceased and the abomination collapsed to the ground.

“Woah, you literally punched the soul out of that thing!” Sal said.

Sam nodded in amazed disbelief at what she’d just done. A rather ominous warning on her HUD brought her back to her senses.

Warning: Unknown entity remains active.

Sal echoed her thoughts: “It’s not dead?”

Sam frowned. “These things must run on pure aether. I severed the connection, but my skill says that won’t last forever.”

“Use your Critical Eye to find its core, then,” Sal offered.

Sam activated Critical Eye, scanned the downed phalanx, and found just what she was looking for. Right above its hip, to the left, glowed the red pulsating marker of its weak point. Sam plunged her daggers in, twisted, and tore it free.

Unknown entity defeated.

You have received 0 aether.

You have received 10,000 aether.

“I really need to use that perk more often,” Sam said.

Sal nodded with a quiet laugh. “Yeah, yeah, it’s a handy skill. Doesn’t do you much good if you can’t connect, though. My rifle really struggles with these things’ armor.”

“We’ll need to buy you a new one when we get home,” Sam said.

Sal held up a hand. “About that… Did you get a world first for hitting tier three?”

Sam thought back and shook her head. “No. Did you?”

Sal shook his head. “Damn. Did someone else beat us to it?”

Sam shrugged. “Maybe the Collective stops playing nice at tier three when it comes to goodies? I mean, my stats are pretty ridiculous right now.”

“Maybe,” Sal said. “But if that’s the case then it sucks, and we need to get Karen on their case.”

Sam laughed. “I’m sure she’ll make a very convincing argument.”

“Nice work taking care of those things, Sam,” Brad said as he and his party arrived.

“Nice work on everything else,” Sam smiled. The fighting around them had been reduced to a mop-up operation that the Devil Dogs were handling with clean, practiced efficiency. Strangely enough, there were no more enemies pouring into the hangar.

“Yeah, that’s weird,” Brad said, reading Sam’s mind. “They fought too hard to keep us out to give up now.”

Sam frowned. “Do you think they’re responding to the other boarders?”

Brad rolled out his shoulder. “I would imagine so. Those factories are effectively their nest. If they’re focusing all their resources on keeping those safe, then I can’t imagine they can build new nightmare factories until one of the cthulhi shows up and sets it up for them.”

Sam headed for the doors. “Then we need to take them out right now.”


Chapter four
Brad


After Sam’s display of power, Brad decided he needed to level himself up before their next set of problems showed up. And what better time was there to level up than running through the halls of a ghost ship?

Oh you know, sitting at home, safe, when you don’t need any situational awareness, Frank said.

Hey, this boarding action wasn’t going to plan itself, Brad countered. Besides, we’re surrounded by friendlies. If this isn’t the closest thing to safe you can get on this wreck, I don’t know what is.

Go on then, hurry it up, Frank said. I’ll try to pay attention for you.

Brad smiled and bought his first level up.

Congratulations, you have leveled up: Templar — Level 4

+1 Perk Point

+95 Strength

+95 Agility

+122 Constitution

+86 Intelligence

Choose one of the following:

Skill Increase: Healing, Siphon, one weapon skill, one armor skill, and three additional skills of your choice. +4

Blessing of Clairvoyance: Increases the accuracy and defense of all friendlies around the templar by allowing them to predict their enemies’ movements.

Magehunter’s Blessing: Increases magic defense for caster and surrounding friendlies.

Choose one of the following:

Barrier: Blast enemies away and create a barrier of protection that does not allow hostiles to enter.

Stone Skin: Greatly increases the templar’s physical and magic resistances at the cost of movement speed.

The first choice always seemed to be the hardest when it came to level-ups. Brad really wasn’t sure which of the two skills was the better option: Not getting hit in the first place and having a better chance to actually hit one’s targets, or being able to face-tank magic.

Without any specific details, Brad couldn’t really gauge how worth it Magehunter’s Blessing would be, but his perks would amplify its effects as well as its reach. Thinking back on their fight against the cthulhi so far, Magehunter’s Blessing was most likely the reasonable choice. While the husks were limited to the combat training they had learned during their past lives, the abominations and cthulhi themselves were capable of fielding incredibly powerful magic attacks. Attacks which had proved difficult to avoid thanks to their size and ability to track.

Brad picked up Magehunter’s Blessing and moved on to the second—and significantly easier—choice of Barrier. Stone Skin was fantastic from a purely caster-centric survival mindset, and he imagined the movement penalty would decrease with levels at the same rate the defensive bonus would increase. But Brad wasn’t a solo player. He loved being in a party, in these big raids. Barrier was the easy choice. He had no idea how it compared to Mana Shield, but at the very least it had to take some of the pressure off Ceres and Teresa when it came to fending off incoming attacks.

Good choices all around, Frank praised. It’s almost like all these months of getting chased around by monsters has finally beaten some sense into that thick skull of yours.

I appreciate you too, Frank. Brad moved on to his next level.

Congratulations, you have leveled up: Templar — Level 5

+1 Perk Point

+143 Strength

+143 Agility

+183 Constitution

+129 Intelligence

Choose one of the following:

Skill Increase: Healing, Siphon, one weapon skill, one armor skill, and three additional skills of your choice. +4

Smite: Strikes down an enemy with divine fury from the heavens. Allies caught in the pillar of light receive health regeneration.

Ring of Light: Creates a ring of light that spins around the caster, dealing damage to all impacted targets. Ring explodes at the end of its lifespan and damages nearby targets.

Choose one of the following:

Divine Rites: Channels healing to all allies within area of effect while damaging all hostiles in range. Divine Rites ends in an explosion of divine energy, damaging enemies and healing friendlies.

Fell Cross: Engrave an unholy pattern on the ground, unleashing destructive power on all who set foot upon the marked area. Not even the ground itself will remain unscathed.

Brad’s jaw hung open. Can we talk about that last one?

What’s there to talk about? Frank asked. I told you Fell Cross was waiting for you at level five. You wanted to see an unholy version of Grand Cross, and this is it.

It seems excessive, Brad admitted, an undeniable hint of giddiness creeping into his voice.

So is whatever the cthulhi did to all these elves, Frank said. Personally, I’d pick that ability up and wipe out the bastards the first chance I got.

Brad nodded and selected the ability without any hesitation. Then he realized what he’d done. Damn it. I have no idea how big this spell is going to be or how bad the damage will turn out.

So tell your buddies not to get caught in the blast zone, Frank countered.

Brad sighed. He supposed that was fair; it was what mages had to do, after all. Still, he was going to have to scrounge up the aether to have Divine Rites crafted later on. That skill was far too good at supporting his people to pass up.

He moved on to his first choice of skills, which was a simple matter. Ring of Light made it clear that using it was a danger to everything around him, his friends included. The damage might have been fantastic, but Brad didn’t want to risk hurting any of his people, especially his friends. Sure, the ability would have made him a walking, talking, exploding blender, but he’d made it this far because of his party and guild. Brad was going to do everything he could to support them. Plus, he’d already picked up a very dangerous spell, so why would he add another to the mix? That would be redundant.

With Smite selected, Brad finished his last level of templar and moved on to advance his class.

Congratulations on reaching Tier 3 of the Healer class!

Please select from one of the following three advanced classes:

Divine Templar: Pure warriors of heart who walk in the light. These divine warriors blend the martial prowess of warriors with a heavy emphasis on supporting their allies in battle. Everything about their strikes, blows, and cries serves to inspire those around the Templar to greater deeds. Choosing this class replaces all unholy Templar skills with their divine counterparts.

Dark Templar: Death and despair incarnate. Dark Templars forsake the light in favor of raw destructive power. Their very presence shakes the hearts of their enemies, saps their strength and will to live, and can drive their allies to murderous bloodlust. Choosing this class replaces all divine Templar skills with their unholy counterparts.

Templar Lord: Masters of the battlefield. Templar Lords do not go to the extremes of their brothers. They understand when the men need inspiration and when to strike horror into the hearts of their enemies. They understand the chaotic order of battle and seek to assert their dominance over the chaos. Templar Lords have full access to the dark and divine skill lines, but must purchase them separate of their chosen ability path, thus slowing progression.

Brad whistled inwardly. So I can be a holy warrior, an edgelord, or an all-around badass.

We’re going with all-around badass, aren’t we? Frank asked.

Hey, I don’t want to lose my shiny new edgelord nuke before I even get to use it, Brad said. Besides, it seems like the most balanced approach to the two classes, plus whatever Templar Lord-specific skills I get access to.

Frank chuckled. I hope you realize dabbling in the divine and unholy abilities as a Templar Lord means you’ve picked one of the most expensive classes in the entire Collective to play.

Brad smiled and selected Templar Lord as his class. Bring it on.

Congratulations, you have leveled up: Templar Lord — Level 1

+1 Perk Point

+215 Strength

+215 Agility

+275 Constitution

+194 Intelligence

Choose one of the following:

Skill Increase: Healing, Siphon, one weapon skill, one armor skill, and three additional skills of your choice. +4

Standard Bearer: Summons a standard bearer to improve the reach and intensity of all Templar Lord buffs. Standard bearers will fight to the death to defend their lord’s standard. Number of standard bearers increases with level.

Lord’s Grace: Bestows the lord’s blessings to the caster and surrounding allies, granting increased health recovery and protection against status effects and damage.

Choose one of the following:

Honor Guard: Summon a pair of templars to defend the Templar Lord and their party. Reserves half of caster’s mana. Increased levels improves retinue’s performance and number.

Aetheric Cavalry: Summon an aetheric cavalry unit at targeted location and unleashes them upon the enemy.

Brad was speechless.

It’s a little ridiculous of a class, isn’t it? Frank asked.

Brad just nodded and wrestled with the amazing choices before him.

Lord’s Grace was fantastic to support his party with, and given his spread of perks, its reach and effectiveness would be no joke. The problem was, he didn’t see himself involved in too many small battles from now on. Even as he contemplated his ability choices, they were running into the heart of the Oberon with hundreds of warriors to wage a massive war to destroy the cthulhi nightmare factories. The skill was fantastic, but it was a small-scale warfare ability. As Invictus’s leader, Brad needed to keep the larger picture in mind. Standard Bearer would allow him to reach even further with his buffs and make them stronger as he leveled it up. Plus, if he managed to scoop up Lord’s Grace later, he could probably combine the two abilities to great effect.

Brad picked up Standard Bearer and moved on to his second ability.

This time there was no contest in Brad’s mind. Honor Guard would provide them with some badly needed support on battlefields of any size, big or small, like the crowded halls of the Oberon. That wasn’t to say Aetheric Cavalry was a terrible choice. Having a unit of cavalry on demand was a fantastic option, but cavalry required space to operate, which made it more situational than Brad liked.

Good choices all around, Frank said. And Jason will be glad to know you didn’t replace his cavalry with ghost ponies.

I’m sure he’s a very big fan of that choice, Brad laughed.

“We’re almost at the doors,” Sam said. “Be ready for anything.”

Brad glanced off to the side where the second unit was heading for the other barracks block. He swung out his arm and casted Standard Bearer. A human knight clad in heavy, ornate armor of white, black, and gold rose out of the ground. He held a towering standard in one arm and a rifle in the other. Brad thought the armaments impractical until he realized the man also had a sword on his hip for when things got personal. Sadly, the standard itself was nothing to look at—just a plain black-and-white pattern with no emblem.

We really need a guild emblem, Brad chided himself.

At least his people didn’t slow down when the standard bearer randomly appeared in their midst. They gave him confused stares, and through the summoning’s senses Brad could hear them asking what it was and where it had come from. The standard bearer put their fears to rest by explaining exactly what it was.

Brad was relieved, to say the least. He didn’t have to micromanage the thing. It was self-aware enough to take care of itself. More importantly, it allowed him to keep track of both teams at the same time.

That might be more than your thick skull can handle right now, Brad, Frank said. But it is handy.

Brad was about to respond when the doors in front of them burst open. A wall of elven great arrows greeted them. Devil Dogs and Invictus troops flew back, their bodies carried away by the mighty arrows, knocking many in their flightpath out of the way.

The elves swiftly nocked fresh arrows and drew.

“Les, Michael, you’re with me,” Brad ordered, and charged through the opening.

In seconds they were surrounded by elves. The curved swords they dual-wielded whirled at them like angry blenders.

“This was a mistake,” Michael said as he lined up his pistol with an elf’s kidney.

“Shut up and kill them,” Les growled as she swung her blade at the coming tide.

The elven husks were mere inches from lacerating Brad’s party to ribbons. Brad could almost feel the cold steel against his neck when he shouted, “Barrier!”

Air and dust erupted all around them as the barrier took form. Elven husks were launched away like they’d just been struck by a car. The ones unfortunate enough to be caught against the walls were smeared against them. Brad was rather pleased by that hidden perk of his ability.

“Nice trick,” Les said. “You stole my kill, though.”

Brad laughed. “You snooze, you lose, Les.”

Great arrows lanced into his barrier, the enormous arrows lodging themselves deep in the blue shield, so much so they could actually reach up and touch the arrowheads.

“So about those elves…” Michael said.

Brad swung his halberd and summoned his Honor Guard. Twin knights appeared on either side of him. One wielded a heavy executioner’s sword, the other a standard sword and board. It seemed his guards’ armaments were randomized.

The two knights fearlessly charged out of the barrier. One broke the archers’ ranks with a shield charge, while the executioner did what his name entailed.

“You have summons now?” Les protested. “Man, why don’t I get any cool abilities?”

Brad laughed. “Because you totally don’t have ridiculous warrior abilities.”

Les huffed. “Yeah, but nothing summoning-related.”

“Coming through,” Ceres shouted. She rushed ahead of their ranks and chain lightning spewed out of her fingers, lancing through the horde of elven husks.

Teresa followed, covering every inch of the hall ahead with ice that erupted into vicious spikes, skewering everything on their path to the barracks. “The path is clear.”

The twin honor guards shook off the ice covering their bodies. Brad saw they were at half health from being caught up in their mages’ attacks, but otherwise pressed on without complaint. Brad followed them and cast Healing Hands. It was hard not to think of them as people. They had the shape of humans, after all, and were it not for the faint blue glow of their eyes he sometimes caught behind their helmets, Brad really wouldn’t have known otherwise.

Still, they weren’t real people; they were tools for him to use so he could protect the living that were risking their lives to take on the horrors ahead. Brad willed his summons to go through the doors first.

Biomechanical tendrils lashed out at them from every direction. The honor guard defended themselves, giving Brad the opportunity to sever a tendril with a well-placed shot. Michael rushed through, taking out another as Les took the vanguard on. With a mighty cleave of her blade she unleashed a violent arc of aetheric energy, carving through everything in its path until it smashed into the wall on the other end of the hall.

“That was awesome,” Brad said.

Les waved him off. “Yeah, whatever, Mr. I Can Summon a Pocket Army.”

Brad was about to retort when he realized what was around them. “What the hell is all this?”

Sam walked past him. “This is where they used to keep the elven…raw material, I guess?” She pointed out one of the empty cages. “Those used to be jam-packed full of bodies when we came through here, but they’ve clearly been hard at work going through their supplies since we wound up stuck on the bridge.”

Brad frowned. There weren’t many elves left in the cages. Most of them were out cold, or dead. The obsidian spikes Brad had seen on Earth were present there as well. Many were broken thanks to Les’s attack. The ones that remained had elves impaled on them, shriveled-up husks of their former glory. Like spent juice boxes.

“Damn these things,” Brad hissed. “I swear I’m going to wipe every last one of these cthulhi and their abominations off the face of the galaxy.” He snapped his attention to the back of the group. “Last team in, I want you demolishing every piece of cthulhi tech you find in these rooms. We are not allowing these things to make more monsters.”

“Yes sir,” replied one of the soldiers at the back.

Sam set a hand on Brad’s shoulder and pointed ahead. “There’s one more room before we’re at the sparring arena. That’s where the main production line is.”

Brad nodded. “Good. I’ve got a present for them.” With a nod of his head, Brad sent the honor guard on ahead again.

In the next room, they encountered another biomechanical-tendril ambush. It seemed the tendrils were stuck wherever they were placed, so they had no choice but to sit there and wait for humanity’s forces to come through. Not unlike the rest of the abominations surely waiting for them in the main arena. Brad was certain the bulk of them were there, ready and waiting to protect their spawning grounds.

But even in this abandoned chamber, there were more signs of what the cthulhi did to their victims.

Discarded limbs lay strewn about. Intact bodies lay on tables, waiting for the tendrils to decide what to do with them. From what Brad could make out, he had a strong feeling that the operation was centered around the large vat at the center of the room. In the center of the chamber was a broken mess of machinery surrounded by green goop.

“That’s where they make the abominations,” Sam commented. “They cut up the elves however they please, cram them together, then dump them in vats like that to make things like the banshees.”

Brad grimaced. “I hate everything about these monsters.” His gaze drifted across the chamber.

Elves were strapped to the obsidian spikes with all manner of wires dug into them. Brad gnashed his teeth at the sight. His body twinged with prickles of pain just imagining those pipes running through his body.

Sam was quick to slit the throats of every elf she saw there. Before Brad could ask what she was doing, she answered, “Better to kill them now, before they’re turned to husks.”

“But couldn’t we save them?” Brad asked. “I’m a healer. We can pull them off these things and—”

Sam stared back at him. “Do you want to save these elves, or stop whatever monstrosities they’re stockpiling past those doors?”

Brad grimaced, but he knew she was right. The longer they took to put a stop to the nightmare factory, the more monsters they would have to deal with in the end. Seconds could make the difference between having an additional group of banshees or phalanxes to deal with or putting a stop to the monsters the emissary had left for them. “Let’s go.”

The two honor guards advanced through the final door. Just as quickly as they stepped inside, they were split into three. A large figure slid past the doorway, trailing a cloud of dust in its wake.

“What was that?” Michael hissed. “What the hell was that?”

“Angry, is what that was,” Brad said.

Les stepped forward. “I’ll go in first.”

Brad began casting buffs. He gave Les Sevenfold Avenger and Divine Sword to improve her defensive and offensive abilities. On everyone else he cast Battle Orders, Flying Colors, and Magehunter’s Blessing just in case. “Let’s take this thing out.”

Les charged through the doors and the largest abomination Brad had ever seen came lashing out at her through the darkness. Just over ten feet tall, the hunched-over monster crouched low to the ground, dragging twin blades in its wake. The monster could easily be twice its height if it were to stand up straight, but that wasn’t at all how it moved as it whirled like a hurricane after Les.

She blocked a flurry of attacks before getting knocked across the chamber. “A little help here,” Les shouted.

Brad and the others poured in. Using The Last Word, he blasted the whirling beast with explosive shotgun slugs.

The monster stopped its spinning and turned lazily to face him.

“I think you made it upset,” Michael said.

The monster swiftly dashed from side to side toward Brad, avoiding spells and gunfire slung its way. It whirled about with the grace of a dancer as it slashed away at him. Brad used his enhanced agility and strength to dodge and block the attacks as best he could. The monster’s deadly grace was a thing of awe. Just when Brad thought it had overcommitted to a swing or he spotted an opening, the beast lashed out and closed the window of opportunity.

Les roared back into the fight, activating her Fiery Rage. The monster swung about to intercept her blow, but the shockwave of flame erupting from the clashing blades knocked the monster back.

That was the opening Brad needed. He activated Last Rites and pointed his halberd at the beast. “Let’s see how you like this. Smite!”

A golden beam of light smashed down from above, burning through the towering beast’s body. It wasn’t enough. The monster spun away, bruised, beaten, smoking, but no less nimble than before.

“Quit dancing from us, you… What do we call this thing?” Les asked.

Brad shrugged. “Dancer or blade dance works.”

As if on cue, the monster dragged its twin blades across the battleground. One ignited with orange flames while the other was shrouded in black mist.

The shriek of banshees in the distance caught Brad’s attention.

“Uh, sir, I’ve got a really bad feeling about this mess,” Adams said.

Brad nodded. “Adams, take everyone we have and go after the nightmare factory. We’ll deal with the dancer.”

“Understood.” Adams waved for the others to follow. “Let’s go people, we’re on demolition duty.”

The dancer spun toward them like a raging wind. Everywhere it swung, its blades left a trail of burning, detonating flames.

“That’s an awesome move,” Brad said.

Les grinned. “She’s not the only one who can do that.” Les planted her sword on the ground and charged right after the dancer. Her blade ignited as it dragged through the deck plating, and when the two met, it was a fireworks show.

The trails of destruction left in the blades’ wake detonated, sending both combatants staggering back from one another. Again and again they crossed blades and were rebuffed. While Les struggled to recover each time, the dancer had come to terms with the rhythm of battle; its adjustments brought it closer to a killing blow each time they clashed.

“Its weak spot is in the chest,” Sam said. “Above and to the right of the heart.”

“On it,” Michael said as he melted into the shadows and reappeared in a bloom above the dancer. He plunged down with his dagger, only to be swatted away with a lazy shift of her arm as she swung for Les again.

Brad charged forward, firing every step of the way. The blasts of his shotgun blew chunks off the dancer’s armor but did little to throw her off balance.

That was where the mages came in.

Ceres fired an Arc Tether just above the dancer. The electric tendrils all coiled around the towering monstrosity—arms, limbs, torso, and head alike got zapped. It seemed Ceres had picked up a perk that allowed her tether to focus every electric tendril it could onto a single target. The number of tendrils alone was enough to slow the struggling beast, but not enough to keep it from being a threat.

That was where Teresa stepped in with Blizzard. The rain of exploding ice spikes battered the monster’s armor and covered her in a thick sheet of ice. Her slowed movements came to a frozen, brittle stop, leaving the abomination completely open to attack.

“My turn,” Les roared, and threw herself at the monster’s weak spot. She dug her Divine Sword-buffed blade through the dancer’s armor. The resulting blast exposed the pulsing core within the heart of the beast, enraging it.

The dancer broke free of Ceres and Teresa’s attacks with a fearsome shriek. The ice crumbled off her body as she smashed Les away, then used Ceres’ Arc Tether like a flail, smashing it down onto the pesky warrior. The dancer erupted in a torrent of black flame with a sorrowful howl. With every step it took, black flames spurted from its feet in wild waves across the deck.

Brad had to end this quickly. Sam and Sal were tied up with the rest of their force, keeping the tide of banshees and phalanxes away from them.

He charged into the monster’s path and fired. The dancer casually knocked aside his exploding slugs with her swords, but Brad would not be denied his kill. Brad thrust his hand out and cast Smite once more. The pillar of light forced a howl out of the monster. For a brief second it raised its arms to block out the light, leaving its core completely exposed.

Brad raised his arm in kind and summoned a spear of golden light. He hurled Judgment across the heavens straight through the monster’s exposed core. “Hit it with everything now!”

His words were unnecessary. Spells and bullets were already raining down on the monster. The dancer’s core erupted in a flash of maroon light. The monster fell. It was dead, but Brad had to be sure. He detonated his golden spear, blasting a hole clean through the walking nightmare.

“Finally!” Michael said. “I thought that thing was going to kill one of us before we brought it down.”

“Those things might still do the trick, though,” Sal shouted from the front line.

The demolition crew was stuck facing down a tide of monsters. The husks numbered in the hundreds of thousands. That was bad but manageable. The problem was the growing tide of banshees. There were at least two dozen of them backed up by a handful of phalanxes.

Brad looked past the battle to the vats and obsidian spikes beyond. There were so many more husks coming for them. So many more abominations. And among those abominations were another five dancers.

“Keep those things at bay,” Brad ordered, recasting his buff on his raid party. I’m going to destroy this nightmare factory once and for all.”

“And just how are you going to do that?” Les demanded.

Brad rushed ahead in range of the horde and thrust out his hand. “Fell Cross!” As he spoke the words, he hoped he hadn’t just doomed his people.

A grand ring erupted beneath the heart of the nightmare factory with an ominous, shadowy, violet glow. The same ornate cross as with Grand Cross appeared at the heart, only when this one finished there was no joyous golden light or healing to be had. A brilliant flash of violet erupted from the runic markings. Shards of hull and cthulhi machinery erupted into the air as if they had been ripped up by some great, unseen force. Vats of abominations, obsidian spikes, husks, banshees, phalanxes, all were raised into the air and torn apart by the violent display of aetheric might.

Then, just as suddenly as it had appeared, the ring vanished. Some banshees and phalanxes survived the spell, but they were hardly in any shape to fight. Just like Brad’s mana pool. It was completely spent.

You have taken 1,000 damage.

You have learned: Fell Cross — Level 2

Brad fell to his knees, coughing and wheezing.

Ceres rushed to his side. “Brad, are you alright?”

Brad swallowed hard and nodded. He planted his hand on his chest and cast Healing Hands. At least that was the plan until his mana bar flashed red. He fished around in his pockets for a healing potion instead. “Y-yeah… That spell didn’t mention anything about costing health to cast it.”

“Most spells do not mention a cost at all, Brad,” Teresa said. “The system is rather picky about what information it wishes to divulge.”

Les helped Brad up to his feet. “Come on, fearless leader. Now’s not the time to nap on the job. We have a ship to secure.”

Brad nodded. “First we clean up this mess. And then we’re going home. We have a war to prepare for.”


Chapter five
Jake


Jake shot upright and gasped for breath. His lungs stretched as if opening for the very first time in his life and his eyes struggled to bring the world into focus.

He found himself sitting on a bed, but not his own. He was in a hospital room with a window overlooking Bastion’s grand promenade. The vibrant green of the ruined city streets stood in sharp contrast to the harsh whites and grays of the frozen wastes beyond the city dome.

They’d done it. They made it off the Oberon and…did they capture the ship? His mind ached, trying to recall information from the vague voices he’d heard in his unconscious state. It would be easier to simply ask the others.

Jake! Hazel’s voice shot through his mind. You’re finally awake. I was starting to worry you’d never wake up. There was a distortion to the muse’s voice, one that hadn’t been there before. At times her words came out garbled, though Jake could pick up on her meaning easily enough.

I’m glad you’re alright, too. Jake smiled. While I was trapped inside my own body I couldn’t call out to you or hear you. I couldn’t even make out the world around me.

That emissary fellow did put you through the ringer, Hazel agreed with a static-laden garble. But what matters is we made it through in one piece.

Not really, Jake said. My core was destroyed, and you… You sound a little messed up.

Hazel harrumphed. I’ll have you know that it takes far more than a little aetheric overload to fry my systems! OK, maybe that was far, far more than a little overload, but it’s nothing I can’t handle. My nanites are hard at work repairing the damage and I’ll be in tip-top shape in a day or so.

Jake was glad to hear that, and he couldn’t help smiling at the insulted edge to her words. That’s good to hear, Hazel. But I’m afraid it’s going to take a lot longer to get patched up than the others. I was able to rebuild a basic core and stabilize myself, but… Jake shuddered and wrapped the blankets tighter around his body, his mind just then catching up to processing the frigid air flowing across his skin. I think there’s still way more damage than I managed to fix.

It seems that way. Hazel’s words came out thick with concern. The ambient temperature is set to a comfortable seventy-five degrees here. You shouldn’t feel cold.

See what I mean? Jake said.

Well, I’m sure the damage can’t be that bad, Hazel replied cheerily. Let me just pull up your stats and… Oh.

Jake Hicks

Strength: 15

Agility: 10

Constitution: 20

Intelligence: 50

Wisdom: 70

Charisma: 20

Health: 100/100

Mana: 250/250

Jake grimaced. Those numbers seem just a tiny bit smaller than the last time I looked at them.

Hazel was silent for a long, drawn-out moment. Jake, these are less than half of the power you were at before the fight with the emissary. With the exception of wisdom. That stat has nearly doubled.

I was experimenting a lot to get back in gear while I was trapped in my own body. So that makes sense, Jake said. Still haven’t figured out the meaning of life, though.

Hazel laughed. If I could slap you for that, I would.

Jake smiled. Well, it looks like I won’t be doing any fighting any time soon.

Maybe, Hazel said. Nokor is making his way here now. He may have some insights into your condition.

Let’s hope so, Jake said.

While waiting for his ogre friend to show up, Jake pulled up the alliance chat and dug into everything that’d happened while he’d been out cold. A week had passed since the events at the Oberon, and somehow Brad and the others had managed to clear the vessel of the gifts the emissary had left for them to tangle with. Those nightmares apparently put up one hell of a fight, and Brad had to use some new ability that ripped out a huge chunk of his health and mana to make short work of them.

As for the fate of the Oberon, it currently sat at the newest and largest shipyard in Bastion. Apparently Brad had been investing heavily in upgrading the city’s manufacturing capabilities to field a top-tier structure capable of building and maintaining a supercarrier. Jake wondered how much of that came from their mysterious benefactor and how much of it was the new trade deals and alliances Brad had forged while Jake was unconscious.

He decided not to worry about it too much. Politics had never been Jake’s strong suit. He much preferred working with his own two hands, cultivating, and punching aliens in the face. Sadly, looking at the fractured remains of his old core and the basic level-one core that had taken its place, he wouldn’t be tangling with anything bigger than a basic seeder any time soon.

The doors to his room whooshed open.

“He’s alive!” Darius cheered as he charged in to hug Jake like a vise.

Tanya rushed in on Darius’s heels, latching on to Jake and jumping around with a squeal of delight. “You had us so worried! We thought you were dead, or worse—stuck inside your body with no way out.”

Mason approached with a nervous chuckle. “That last one was my bad. I put that idea in their heads.”

“But it was a very real possibility,” Nokor said as he ducked through the doorway. “Rare is the record of cultivators who have survived the destruction of their core, and rarer still is the cultivator who has managed to come to their complete senses after such a wound.”

Jake chuckled. “Lucky me. But I don’t feel so lucky.” He turned to look at the others. “Are you guys freezing in here? Or is it just me?”

“Uhm, how are you freezing?” Darius asked. “It’s super chill and cozy, unlike how it is beyond the walls. You don’t even need to take much more than one step out there before you want to turn around.”

Mason chuckled. “That’s because you’re too soft, Darius. You need to master that discomfort, embrace it.”

Darius waved him off. “Yeah, yeah, I don’t remember anyone but you squealing like a baby when Korin started dumping acid on us, Mr. Big Tough Manly Man.”

Mason and Tanya burst out laughing.

Jake was glad to see them in good spirits but he had far more pressing matters to deal with. He turned to Nokor. “So how bad is it?”

“Bad,” Nokor answered simply. “The fact that you were able to salvage even a basic core from what must have been a wild storm of power is nothing short of impressive. And you have built an incredibly strong foundation from scratch, at that.”

Jake nodded. “But?”

“But your old, fragmented core remains, holding on to a great deal of your prior power,” Nokor continued. “Not only that, but it will interfere with your current core’s ability to store aether and channel it.”

Jake frowned. “What do you mean?”

Nokor looked down.

Darius sucked in a breath through his teeth. “It means your core is effectively leaking aether. Like a bucket…if it was made out of cracks.”

“This is why you are feeling cold,” Nokor continued. “Subconsciously, your body is doing everything it can to keep that aether in, which poses several unique problems: temperature sensitivity, lethargy, muscle weakness, headaches, and little to no means by which to grow your power.”

Jake shook his head. “Don’t tell me that, Nokor. I fought way too hard to come back to the world of the living. Those things, the cthulhi, won’t just take a defeat lying down. They’ll come back to fight us, and we need to be ready to take them head-on.”

“I’m not sure any of us will ever truly be ready to take them head-on,” Nokor admitted.

Jake weakly clenched his fist. “Better to die on your feet than on your knees, I say. I’d rather not go out there fighting like this, but if that’s what I have to do to stand against the cthulhi, then that’s what I’ll do.”

Nokor frowned.

Darius turned to Nokor. “Jake won’t get himself killed, Nokor. I mean, maybe fighting the cthulhi he will, but not if he goes through the ordeal.”

“What ordeal?” Jake asked.

Nokor shot Darius the briefest glare, then sighed. “The Trinity Ordeal. It is a challenge we ogres spend a lifetime building towards in the hope of achieving true mastery over ourselves, aether, and our cores. Even Grandmaster Zeras has yet to attempt hers.”

Jake raised a brow. “Why hasn’t she?”

“The trial has a very high fatality rate,” Nokor said. “And for many reasons. The first and foremost being that it requires an locale with an extreme concentration of aether. Far more aether than even the strongest cultivators can handle.”

Jake nodded. “You did say Earth has more aether than other worlds. I’m sure we can find a place like that here.”

“I am certain we could,” Nokor agreed. “But that would involve scouring the far corners of your globe, plunging into the deepest depths. I am uncertain we have that kind of time. But locating such a source is not a problem. I have a place in mind already, if you were to undertake this ordeal.”

Nokor had clearly been thinking this through while he was out cold. Jake wondered if part of his hesitation to share this plan came from how sensitive humans were to aether. What would a place with extreme concentrations of aether do to them, especially to someone with a broken core like Jake?

“What’s the next reason the ordeal is so deadly?” Jake asked.

“Curiously, it requires a broken core,” Nokor answered. “Normally we ogres achieve the rank of master by creating small breaks in our cores, then rebuilding them, strengthening them in that way. The higher up the ranks we climb, the more pieces we can break our cores into, and the stronger we thus rebuild them.” Nokor met Jake’s gaze. “But these are clean breaks, Jake. They are much easier to work with and repair. They are not the ruins that the emissary reduced your core to.”

Jake stroked his chin. “So I’m going to have to break my core again? The crazy-dense one I made within myself?”

Nokor nodded. “That’s right. It is not something we have taught you to do yet, but as someone who has faced off against a cthulhi and lived to tell the tale, I have no doubt you will figure it out quickly.”

“Why not just tell me how?” Jake asked.

“The process is different for every person,” Nokor said. “While I visualize a blade to cut my core in two, you may prefer to split it with your hands, or smash it with a hammer, or any other number of methods. You will have to see what works for your particular core.”

Jake frowned then nodded, counting on the fingers of his hand. “So excessive aether…destroy my core…plus no time and training to prepare for this. What else could possibly try to kill me during this mess?”

“Your squishy, messed-up body?” Darius offered helpfully.

Jake pointed at him with a fierce nod.

“A lack of concentration,” Nokor said. “Not only will you be wrestling with the excess of aether and trying to forge your core anew, but the ordeal will hound you at every possible opportunity. The visions are different for each cultivator, but do not take them lightly. They will kill you all the same. And should you survive the ordeal, there is still the matter of finalizing your core.”

Jake cocked his head. “Wait, so we go through this ordeal and we still have to finalize our core afterward?”

Nokor nodded. “After the ordeal you will be left with an incredibly powerful but fractured core. A core that makes the aether leaks you feel right now seem comforting by comparison. But you will have greater control over the aether you pull in.”

“How do I make the core whole, then?” Jake asked.

“Intense meditation. Practice. But for our needs, combat will be the fastest way forward,” Nokor answered. “The more aether you use and pull in, the stronger your core will become, and the more the gaps will fill in until you are left with one of the strongest cores known to us cultivators. That said, the fights cannot be simple ones. They must push you to your limits, take you to the edge of death.”

Jake stroked his chin. “That puts fighting the cthulhi out of the question… I’m pretty sure they could kill me with ease on a good day.”

Tanya held up a hand. “We could spar with you.”

Nokor shook his head. “You would never risk killing your master. It would not work.”

Tanya frowned. “True.”

Mason shrugged. “We could always go hunting seeders, and I’m sure there’s plenty of aliens looking for a fight out there.”

“Orcs,” Darius said.

“They do love fighting,” Mason agreed.

Nokor set his hands on his hips. “Those are all valid options, provided you could find difficult enough battles to achieve the desired effect.”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.” Jake dragged himself to the edge of the bed and forced himself to stand on weak, wobbling legs. “First we need to go do that ordeal.”

Nokor pursed his lips tightly, eyeing Jake up and down. “If that is the path you desire to take, my friend, I will not stand in your way.”


Chapter six
Sam


“So I was all like, ‘Pew-pew!’ And the pointy ears were all like, ‘Oh no!’ and that’s how I found my puppy, Floofer,” Danny explained a mile a minute, holding up a corgi in his little arms as they walked across the grand promenade.

The corgi, Floofer, dangled from his arms, his pink tongue peeking out just past his lips. If his little tail flopped around any faster, Sam imagined the dog would have taken flight.

Sam nodded along to Danny’s dashing story of how he’d single-handedly saved the adorable dog from a bajillion—his words—elves with nothing but his trusty revolver and amazing skills. As a tier-two ranger of the desperado class, Sam could believe Danny was a force to be reckoned with. The young boy had all the stat gains and abilities six levels could provide, after all, and his revolver was a quality firearm too. But he wasn’t nearly experienced enough to handle a party of elves on his own, let alone a “bajillion” of them.

“Well, alright then,” Sam finally said. “And all this happened during the elf invasion?”

Danny and Floofer nodded in unison.

“And you want to keep Floofer around as your pet?” Sam asked in a deadpan.

The two nodded once more, both of them giving her puppy eyes.

Damn it. My only weakness, Sam thought as she pursed her lips.

“I promise I’ll take good care of him,” Danny said. “He can stay in my room, and I’ll walk him lots, and I’ll even train him so he can fight like Rocky and Sweetness.”

Sam struggled to maintain a calm expression. The idea of that goofy little corgi fighting like an overgrown honey badger or her own flying squirrel was too cute. Then again, people would probably have said there was no chance Rocky could learn how to fight, let alone hack alien computers, yet the little squirrel had done just that on multiple occasions.

One look at Danny and Floofer leaning in with their puppy eyes and Sam broke. “OK, OK,” she laughed.

“Yes!” Danny jumped for joy, and Floofer let out a happy bark.

“But I have conditions,” Sam added quickly.

Danny stiffened, looking up at Sam. “What conditions?”

“First, Floofer is your responsibility,” Sam began. “That means you feed him, bathe him, walk him, and make sure he doesn’t make a mess of the house.”

Danny nodded. “Like I’ve been doing in secret already, yeah!”

Sam gave an amused roll of her eyes. “Second, no more secrets. I know you were worried about us telling you we couldn’t keep your cute little dog around, but we’re a family now. That means we don’t keep secrets about anything, got that?”

Danny pouted. “But how am I going to sneak off with more of Chippy’s cookies if I can’t keep a secret?”

“That’s the neat part, you won’t,” Sam said.

Danny’s pout intensified.

“If you want more cookies from Chippy, then you better ask him what you can do to get some, huh?” Sam patted Danny’s head.

The boy’s face lit up. “That’s a great idea!” He turned on a heel and was ready to bolt.

“Now for my third condition.”

Danny wheeled himself back around to Sam.

“I want you training harder with your skills,” Sam said. “I know you’re a kid and Brad’s worried about you getting hurt out there, but…things might get really dangerous around here real soon, and I want you to be able to take care of yourself if anything happens.”

Floofer tilted his head to the side.

Danny blinked up at her. “What’s going on, Sammy?”

Sam frowned. She didn’t want to stress the poor kid out with the news of the Cthulhi Empire and just what they were capable of, but she couldn’t keep a secret from him after what she’d just said. She didn’t want to be a hypocrite. “We found something up there, when we went to fight the elves.” Sam took a deep breath. “Some very scary monsters called cthulhi.”

“But you guys kicked their butts ‘cause you’re back here in one piece, right?” Danny asked with a big smile.

Sam shook her head. “No… No, we didn’t. We barely made it out alive. If it wasn’t for your uncle Jake coming in to save us, we wouldn’t have survived.”

Danny gasped. “They’re stronger than you guys and the pointy ears?”

“Elves, dear,” Sam corrected.

“Yeah, them,” Danny said.

Sam gave him a tight smile and nodded. “Yeah. They gathered up elves and turned them into monsters. Kinda like in the zombie movies, but worse. Way worse. They could still fight like they they were alive, use skills and spells, and they even had extra weapons built into their bodies. It was terrible. But the cthuli were doing worse things than that with the elves.”

“What were they doing?” Danny asked.

Sam shook her head. “I won’t tell you the specifics. You don’t need nightmares. The short version is, they were turning the elves into even bigger, scarier monsters…and that was before we ran into the emissary.”

“The emissary?” Danny asked.

Sam drew to a stop. “Some tentacle-faced monster. He was the one pulling the strings. Just one of their kind nearly killed our three best parties.” She locked gazes with Danny. “Which is why we need you to get stronger. We don’t know how bad the fighting is going to get with these monsters, but if they come for Bastion, Brad and I need to know you can take care of yourself and everyone else.”

Danny gulped and nodded. “OK. I will! But how am I going to get stronger?”

Sam had given this very question some thought, and she was pretty sure Brad wasn’t going to be happy about it. Then again, she was pretty sure no one involved would be. “We’re actually going to deal with that particular problem right now.”

Danny smiled. “OK.”

Sam patted Danny’s head and rounded a corner heading toward Bastion’s martial district. It was a section of the city entirely dedicated to training combat skills, magic, and teamwork—they even had an arena for duels and sparring matches.

“Hey, Sammy?” Danny asked.

“What’s up?”

Danny looked up at her. “How come I can call Jake ‘uncle,’ but I can’t call you or Brad mom or dad?”

Sam flushed furiously at the question. “B-because. It’s weird, isn’t it?”

Danny blinked. “A little bit, I guess,” he finally admitted. “But you and Brad take care of me like a mom and dad, and I like you guys a lot, so what’s wrong with it?” His gaze fell to his feet. “It’s not like I’m going to see my real parents again any time soon…”

Sam pursed her lips tightly, unsure of how to handle the question.

“Some of the other kids make fun of me about it too,” Danny admitted.

“They what?” Sam snapped.

“Yeah. They’re mean,” Danny confirmed.

Floofer let out a bark of agreement.

Sam rubbed at her brow. “I swear to god I will punt those small children if they—” She let out a sharp breath. “Point those kids out to me later. I’ll go talk to their parents.” That sounded like the reasonable, adult thing to say.

Because it is, Olivia agreed cheerily. My cute little Sammy’s growing up!

Shut up, Olivia, Sam simmered.

“OK…I will,” Danny said, his gaze never leaving the floor.

She hated seeing the poor kid sad. She hated seeing kids sad in general, but she’d grown far too fond of Danny ever since they saved him and his mother back in Salmon Arms. Now that she was taking care of him as her own, seeing him in any kind of discomfort was uncomfortably distressing.

Sam knew exactly what he wanted to hear. She groaned. “Alright, fine… I guess you can call us mom and dad if it makes you feel better.”

“Really?” Danny’s face lit up.

Sam nodded. “Yeah, really. It’ll be weird at first but—”

Danny latched on to her side in a tight embrace. Poor little Floofer squeaked in between them. “Thanks, Mom.”

Sam flushed furiously and awkwardly patted Danny’s head. Hearing anyone call her that made her instantly feel ancient, awkward, and overjoyed all at once. “N-no problem, Danny.” She cleared her throat and straightened. “But don’t thank me yet. I’m about to throw you into a world of hurt.”

“Huh?”

They turned the corner towards a large warehouse-looking structure. The Devil Dogs’ emblem was planted proudly above the main door: a cerberus with glowing eyes and angular features, with a ringed star for the background. Their colors had changed from the silver and gold they used to have to the colors Invictus rocked on the daily.

Sam left Danny’s question unanswered as she led the way through a small side door into the building. He’d get his answer soon enough.

Within the warehouse was a large section of tank hangars where crews were hard at work running maintenance on the Devil Dogs’ tanks. Farther inside, squads of men and women were pounding out pushups.

Adams paced in front of them. “Twenty, tubby-tubby. Twenty-one, tubby-tubby,” he counted out before he spotted Sam and Danny. “Reyes, keep the pain train going. We’ve got a visitor.”

“Yes, sir,” Reyes said with a crisp salute.

Adams walked over to Sam with a broad smile. “Sam. I see Brad’s got you on babysitting duty today.”

Sam laughed. “Hey, I happen to enjoy hanging out with Danny here.”

Danny gave a big nod and announced proudly, “She’s letting me call her mom now.”

Sam awkwardly smiled at that. “Yup.”

“Progress,” Adams said. “So, what can I do for you today? New marching orders? Tentacle faces show up early? Brad managed to contact our mysterious benefactor?”

Sam shook her head. “No on all counts. But it does involve the tentacle faces. Or rather, preparing humanity to fight them and anything else the Collective can throw our way.”

Adams nodded. “Sounds reasonable. What’s the plan?”

“I’ve been talking to Brad about this, and we’ve decided humanity needs to get organized when it comes to fighting,” Sam said. “That means proper military training, tactics, forming up units, the works. Most of us were gamers, and even then we were solo players or small-group players rather than big-guild types. So we’re used to everyone just running around doing our own thing. That works great against mindless monsters and small, disorganized skirmishes, but that hasn’t been working at all in the larger battles we’ve been having recently.”

Adams sighed. “Yeah, those casualty numbers the other guilds had were a bit high. It’s not even that they lack skill, power, or gear, but rather a lack of proper organization and discipline. I’ve been meaning to talk to you all about that, actually.”

Sam gave a nervous chuckle. “Things have been a little too crazy around here for any of that, haven’t they?”

“Doomsday monsters. Alien invasions. Alien invasions invading alien invasions.” Adams laughed. “We call that Tuesday.”

Sam grinned. “So, Brad and I were thinking we should put you in charge of… well, organizing our military into something that actually looks like a fighting force instead of a random mishmash of”—she waved her hands about—“everything.”

Adams stroked his chin. “General Adams does have a nice ring to it.” He chuckled. “You aren’t thinking about putting me in charge of the navy though, right? I’m a ground-pounder at heart.”

“Who would you recommend for the navy?” Sam asked.

“Andrew from the Booty Bay Beach Boys,” Adams said. “His people turned out to be a bunch of space nerds who took to ship orbital mechanics like fish to water.”

“Makes sense,” Sam agreed.

Danny burst out laughing.

Sam rubbed at her brow. “But they definitely need to change their name.”

“For sure.” Adams chuckled. “Now here’s how I was thinking of organizing our combat units.” He waved for Sam and Danny to follow him into his office. With a wave of his hand, Adams called forth a holographic projection of different unit formations and different scales for them. “So the basic unit we field is the party. A group of up to five soldiers who can fill any role. For small operations their composition isn’t a terribly big deal. They need a leader, a healer, and the rest is up to what the mission needs. Simple, right?”

Sam nodded. “I imagine this works the same way for specialist missions as well, correct?”

Adams nodded. “That’s right. Elite parties can also do what they want so long as they can get the job done. It’s once we get to the squad level and above where things need to be much more organized, with five parties to a squad and a single leader responsible for said squad.”

“That’s basically a raid already,” Sam said.

Adams pointed out at the collection of dots representing a squad. “Exactly. With squads we can have dedicated melee units, rangers, mages, even vehicle crews. We can even get highly specialized with these squads, with a sword-and-board-only squad or pyromancers only and so on.”

Sam frowned. “That does seem a little too specialized. Wouldn’t we want these squads to have more flexibility?”

“Ideally, yes,” Adams agreed. “But that would be our rank-and-file units. Sometimes you’re going to need a unit like Dan the Man and his shield gang to hold a pass. Except with a more organized weapon loadout than whatever looked handy at the time.”

Sam leaned back with a nod. She thought back to the mess at the shield generator during the elven invasion. A group of shield-wielding warriors supported by a single, powerful mage had held the line against the elven armies. At least until they were overwhelmed and Jake needed to come in and save them. “Fair enough. So basic squads are our Swiss army knives, and more specialized squads will tackle other roles?”

“That’s right,” Adams said. “Then we move up the chain all the way to battalion level, which should be able to handle damn near any problem they come across on the ground and—as soon as we get decked out for it—any problems flying the skies.”

“This all sounds pretty good,” Sam agreed.

Adams nodded. “The problem comes down to training. We don’t have much outside of the Devil Dogs, so implementation is going to be a pain in the ass with a bunch of civilians wanting to play hero and the other bunch losing their cool. No offense.”

“None taken,” Sam said. “Go ahead and start setting up a training regiment. I’ll talk to Brad about what we’ve discussed here and we can get started right away. I’m sure we won’t have any shortage of volunteers after the elven invasion.”

Adams nodded. “Nothing riles up patriotic sentiment like an attack on the homeland. Now I know you want us to be ready for anything and everything, but I have a strong suspicion you want us focused on fighting tentacle-faced freaks and their minions. Am I right, ma’am?”

“That’s right,” Sam confirmed.

Adams sat on the edge of his desk. “Then any information you can share on those abominations will help in training our forces.”

“I’m afraid I don’t have much I can say about the cthulhi,” Sam admitted. “All I know is that Jake managed to rip the emissary’s shield open. Once that happened we could strike the creature directly, but even then it took a hell of a beating in stride.”

“Huh, so the key to fighting those things involves cultivators,” Adams commented. “I’ll make sure every party has at least one of those running along with them.”

“But I don’t see how that helps if we don’t know what Jake did,” Sam said.

Danny smiled up at Sam. “We can ask him when he wakes up.”

“We don’t know if he’s going to wake up, Danny,” Sam said.

Danny shook his head. “Nope. He’s gonna wake up. Trust me.”

Sam smiled at him. “Sure, Danny. We’ll ask him what he did when he does.” She hoped he was right. She didn’t want to lose the only clue they had as to how to defeat the cthulhi, especially when that clue was her own brother.

“It occurs to me that the cultivator factor poses a bit of a gaping hole in our strategy,” Adams said. “We don’t have a whole lot of them. Maybe a couple hundred, if I’m being generous.”

Sam frowned. “People tend to gravitate towards the easy way of doing things. The cultivator’s path is a hard one on a good day. Jake’s party told me all about the acid torture they had to deal with to deepen their mastery over aether.”

Adams’ face twisted in a grimace. “Hell, I thought I was going to be rough on the civvies. Those ogres are a twisted bunch.”

“Can’t argue with the results,” Sam said. “Jake’s party represents the peak of human cultivation, and the only reason we’re even having this conversation right now.”

“I suppose so,” Adams agreed. “But we’re going to have to bump up our cultivator recruitment if we’re going to take those tentacled fu—” Adams stopped, glanced down at Danny holding Floofer in his arms, then cleared his throat. “Those cthulhi. That, or figure out from the gnomes, dwarves, or whoever how it is that we can punch through their shields.”

Sam sighed. “I wish we could have killed the emissary and dragged his body back. That way we could have checked out his gear and tested it. Right now the only thing I can think of is using weapons that disrupt mana. My new Soul Destroyer ability allowed me to disable their abominations. It might also allow me to knock out their shields.”

“That sounds like a pretty important tip. Any others?” Adams pressed.

Sam nodded. “Rogues with Critical Eye can detect the cores in any of the cthulhi monsters. Each one has a core lodged in a different location, and unless it’s destroyed, the monster will keep coming.”

“Like a zombie,” Danny said, nodding along with Floofer.

Adams pursed his lips. “So that’s their heart then. Power core. Whatever it is these biomechanical nightmares use. We destroy that and they’re done for. I suppose that beats expending high-explosive ordnance on a single husk and hoping for the best.”

Sam chuckled. “If the core was located in a hand and that was all that survived the blast, it would still be coming over to kill you. These monsters seem to work off of a hive mind as well, so they don’t need their eyes and ears to come after you.”

“You’re sure they work on a hive mind?” Adams asked.

Sam shook her head. “That’s just my guess. I’ve seen them respond to things they had no eyes or ears on. Like when a dismembered arm came after me while we were clearing the Oberon.”

Adams let out a low hum. “Huh, I figured it was nanomachines or something. I noticed those things literally go out like a light when their cores are destroyed.”

Sam shrugged. “Maybe that’s the case. Could be they just have a network of sensors through their entire body, and they aren’t working on a crazy neural network.”

“Why not both?” Danny offered helpfully.

Sam chuckled in agreement. “Why not both.”

“Anything else I should know?” Adams asked.

Sam thought for a moment. “They’re not immune to status effects or gas attacks. So if you can pop their helmets off, those are all effective methods of hindering the monsters. But that’s the last thing I can remember. Anything else I’ll have to send your way later.”

“Good deal.” Adams rose to his feet. “That’s plenty of information to start up a training regiment to deal with these things. At least the cannon fodder. It won’t be easy, but I’ll be ready to start molding our volunteer army into a proper fighting force to be reckoned with in a day’s time.”

He glanced outside his office to the group of men and women sparring with one another. “We’re just going to have to expand into the frozen wastes outside.” Adams grinned. “Nothing like a healthy heap of adversity to forge warriors. Am I right, ma’am?”

Sams gave Adams a nervous smile. “About that.”

Adams shot her a glare. “The next words out of your mouth better not be ‘take it easy on them.’ Because I am not here to babysit anyone, least of all someone pretending at being a soldier. I will weed out the weak, tear down the strong, and build them bigger and badder than ever. There won’t be any mercy for anyone under my wing because the enemy will show us none.”

Sam’s nervous smile only grew. “That’s actually what I was hoping to hear from you.”

Adams’ brow clamped tightly together. “Then why are you so nervous?”

“The babysitting part,” Sam said.

Adams shot her a confused look, then Danny, who glanced just as confused back at Adams. Both of them turned their confusion on Sam, Floofer was happy to join in.

Sam smiled down at Danny. “I was kinda, sorta hoping you might teach Danny here how to take care of himself.”

“That’d be awesome,” Danny erupted with excitement.

Adams grimaced. “Child soldiers were not part of the deal, ma’am, and that falls very firmly under the no-babysitting clause of my contract.”

“There was a contract?” Sam asked.

“No, but that doesn’t change things,” Adams said.

Sam sighed. “I’m not talking about making a wing of child soldiers or anything of the sort. I just need someone to teach him survival skills, tactics, how to fight, discipline, all of that.”

Adams twisted his lips into a sharp frown.

“Brad and I would do it ourselves if things weren’t about to pick up again,” Sam insisted. “There’s going to be a lot of work that needs our hands-on approach to get done soon, and we won’t be able to take care of him like we should.”

Adams glanced down at Danny. “Have Sam and Brad taught you anything so far, kid?”

Danny nodded. “Sam’s been teaching me how to sneak whenever she gets the chance. And Brad teaches me how to shoot and fight up close. But Uncle Jake is way better at up-close fighting. If he weren’t sick, I’d be learning from him.”

“Danny is a level-one desperado,” Sam added. “That’s a tier-two ranger class. He’s a strong kid, but he’s still too…inexperienced for this world.”

Pouting at Sam’s words, Danny said, “Nah-uh! I fought elves and stuff when they came at us! Just because I’m little doesn’t mean I can’t take care of myself.”

Adams frowned as he looked over Danny. “His stats line up with a tier-two ranger. But damn it, he’s still just a kid.”

“Technically I am too,” Sam said. “Brad’s not much better off, either. But this new world of ours doesn’t give a damn, and the cthulhi care even less.” Sam took a deep breath and whispered at Adams, “Those things were using kids as weapons. I don’t want that to happen to Danny or anyone else. Please, Adams. Help us out here.”

Adams leaned away with his arms crossed tight over his chest and a scowl that could break an army’s charge. He grunted and threw his arms up. “Fuck it.”

“Fuck it?” Danny asked.

“Fuck it,” Adams confirmed. “I got some guys who went through military academy as kids. I’ll see what they can figure out for Danny here. Just don’t go expecting a SPARTAN Program out of this. This whole mess is uncomfortably close to training child soldiers for my liking.”

Sam sighed in relief. “Thanks, Adams.”

Adams held up a hand. “I have one condition though, and this is non-negotiable.”

“Name it,” Sam said.

“I ain’t giving you or Danny special treatment just because you’re at the top of the food chain around here,” Adams said. “If we’re going to start a military academy, we’re going to do it right. So ask around if any other youngsters are interested. Get me a class of at least thirty and we’ll give this scheme of yours a go. Sound fair?”

Sam’s jaw tensed, but she nodded. “Sounds totally fair to me. I bet Danny already knows a few kids who’d want to come along. Isn’t that right?”

Danny nodded. “Elsie and Effie would! They’re cultivators, but they want to get out there and help fight the monsters too.”

“Just make sure you ask their parents,” Adams reminded them. “The kids can want it until the cows come home. If their parents don’t want this, then we ain’t taking them. Got it?”

Sam nodded. “We’ll get it done.”

Adams moved to the door. “Good. If there’s nothing else, ma’am, I’ve got a lot of work to do.”

“We’ll see you again real soon,” Sam said.

Adams sighed. “I don’t doubt it, ma’am. I’m not happy about this babysitting job, but I can get behind your reasoning. Just don’t make me regret it.”

“You won’t,” Sam said, and headed out with Danny.

Gathering up a full class for the military academy scheme would take some doing, but Sam was confident there was no shortage of parents who felt the same way she did. The world was a dangerous place now more than ever, with homegrown and interstellar threats. The sooner their kids could learn to defend themselves, the better. She just hoped she’d made the right call asking he Devil Dogs to take on Danny and the other kids.

Of course, none of this would matter if they couldn’t hold their ground against the Collective’s hostile races, let alone the cthulhi.

It was a problem Brad was hard at work solving.


Chapter seven
Brad


At the top of the heart of the pyramid, Brad gathered his war council. Among them were the best crafters humanity had at its disposal, Ironmane and his generals, Xaxi and her gnomes, and Myrdin representing the dark elves.

“So as you can see, we’re outgunned and outclassed by these things in every way, shape, and form,” Brad said after explaining their encounter with the emissary.

Ironmane turned his attention to Myrdin. “And you can vouch for this, knife ears?”

Myrdin let out an amused chuckle. “My dear dwarf, I thought you had worked with the humans far before we dark elves showed up. Do you not trust the human’s word?”

Ironmane huffed. “Of course I trust Brad’s word. We have faced down the pharaohs together, the elves of House Oberon. But this? This Cthulhi Empire is completely unheard of. My muse has been searching for any trace of them since Brad first mentioned them. He’s come up empty at every turn.”

Xaxi nodded. “I have come to the same result as Ironmane. No one in the Collective has seen these things.”

“After everything Brad has told us, I strongly disagree,” Myrdin said. “The Collective has clearly been hiding the existence of these cthulhi. For what reasons I do not yet know, and I doubt they will be forthcoming enough to reveal them to us. But they are real.”

With a flick of his wrist, Brad summoned footage from their battles on the Oberon. Biomechanical tendrils scooped up unconscious elves and cut them to pieces, impaled them on obsidian obelisks, or bound them to the spikes to convert them into husks. Limbs were grafted together into abominations such as the banshees they’d faced. Worst of all was the emissary, the single monster who’d nearly wiped out humanity’s strongest fighters by itself.

“We aren’t making anything up,” Brad said, frustration creeping into his voice. “These nightmares are out there in space. We barely managed to fight off one of them, and all we accomplished was driving it off.” Brad took a deep breath and steadied himself. “If we don’t band together now and muster our forces, I’m afraid that when those things return, none of us will make it out alive.”

Brad stared each one of his allies dead in the eyes. “Your karaks will not save you, Ironmane. Your profits will dry up and your trade routes will burn, Xaxi. And your kind will be hunted down to the edge of the galaxy, Myrdin. If these things could sneak onto Earth and House Oberon’s flagship without anyone noticing, there is nowhere safe for us. We have to fight.”

Myrdin cleared his throat. “For the record: the House of Blades has never denied the threat these abominations pose to us. We are merely struggling to formulate an appropriate plan to deal with an enemy we know so little of.”

“Which makes the prospect of selling this tale to my fellow dwarves difficult to say the least,” Ironmane admitted. “I do not doubt these recordings are real, Brad. Your wounds and the multiple reports we have received prove as much. Even the damned orcs were terrified into working with us to defend themselves against these creatures. But convincing the other karaks will not be easy, especially when there is no direct threat to them.

Xaxi nodded. “The other trade consortiums will likely react the same way without any clear and present danger to them. Self-interest forces their hand. Perhaps the intelligence networks are aware of some strange happenings that could bend them toward cooperation, but we have nothing to bring to the table at this very moment. Only the frightened stories of a new member species.”

Brad frowned. “We’re hardly a frightened species, Xaxi. Humanity has had the odds stacked against it since day one of the Collective arriving on Earth. We’ve fought monsters we were woefully unqualified to take on, faced down a great elven house, and even went toe to toe with the mighty Pharaoh Empire—and every time came out the victor. If I thought we could handle this problem on our own, I would not be asking for your help.”

“Indeed you would not,” Myrdin agreed. “It would be incredibly shortsighted of us to turn our backs on a rising power among the Collective in their time of need, especially against a threat to all of us. After all, the emissary said as much himself.”

“They might make Earth their priority target, but they won’t stop there,” Brad said. “We have no idea how many of these things are lurking in the shadows waiting to strike, or how many ships they have, or even how many of the cthulhi can fight at the level of the emissary. The faster we band together against this menace, the better our chances will be of holding them off.”

Xaxi sighed. “The consortium will have my head for this, but my gut says we need to throw in with you, Brad. I will have my trade ship relocate to Bastion’s docks. Our goods and craftsmen will be available to you at a steep discount while I try to convince the board of our plight.”

Ironmane stroked his short—for a dwarf—beard. “Aye, that seems the reasonable move to make. With the orcs busy scouring the mountains for any more of those monsters, my people are free to rapidly expand our mining operations. We can provide raw materials for your crafters. We dwarves know how to speed things along.”

Brad smiled at the two. “Glad to hear it. Our combined know-how in building the cruisers was a resounding success. If we combine dwarven, gnomish, human, and dark-elven ingenuity into our gear, I’m sure we can come up with something to strike fear into the heart of the cthulhi.”

“That might very well be possible,” Myrdin said. “But I would not get my hopes up. Without any clue as to how their technology works, defeating their defenses will prove…challenging.”

Ironmane let out a laugh. “Then we take the classic approach, my knife-eared friend.” He stabbed his finger into the command desk with every word. “Excessive. Gratuitous. Force.”

Myrdin smiled. “The classics rarely tend to go out of style, that much is certain. It seems you and the orcs have more in common than you care to admit, my dwarven prince.”

Ironmane fumed at the very comparison.

Myrdin held up a hand with a laugh. “Calm yourself, prince. This is merely an observation. Us ‘knife ears’ merely prefer a more…elegant solution to our problems. Which, unfortunately, is nowhere to be seen at the moment. I will reach out to our houses and see if they have run across any information on these cthulhi and their so-called empire. Even rumors of strange disappearances and happenings might guide us to some sort of clue as to how to fight back against these monsters.” The dark elf gave a light shrug. “But I am afraid this is, as the humans say, hunting down a needle cowering in a stack of hay.”

“Something like that,” Brad said. “I appreciate all of you coming in and agreeing to at least help in our production efforts to prepare for this threat. Hopefully your people will come to see the dire situation we are in before it becomes more readily apparent.”

Ironmane gave Brad a tight smile. “I wouldn’t get my hopes up, lad. We dwarves are a stubborn lot. But the least I can do is try.” He turned on a heel and headed for the door. “My craftsmen will be here by day’s end. You can expect the first shipment of raw materials in the coming days.”

Xaxi nodded. “My people will be no less difficult to convince. If nothing else, our trade numbers should draw more consortium ships to the area.”

“I’ll take all the resources, gear, and craftsmen I can get, Xaxi,” Brad said.

Xaxi hopped off the command desk and headed on out.

Myrdin gave a light bow. “I will be on my way as well, Brad. The House of Blades is fully committed to your cause and will work swiftly to hunt down any trace of the cthulhi among the stars.”

“What about the other dark-elven houses?” Brad asked.

Myrdin smiled. “They are no strangers to hardship or existential threats. I am certain convincing them to join our cause will hardly be a challenge. Bear in mind that we will not be joining you in any direct combat actions. As I told our dwarven friend: We dark elves prefer more elegant solutions.”

Brad clapped Myrdin on the shoulder. “Then strike from the shadows, my friend. We’re going to need every edge we can get against this threat.”

Myrdin bowed and turned to leave.

“So that was pretty heavy,” Tim spoke up after everyone left.

Brad chuckled. “Nice of you to join the conversation.”

Tim ran a hand through his long hair with an awkward smile. “I don’t know what you were expecting me to do in a room full of heavy-hitters, Brad. I might be high up there in the tier-two levels, but that hardly makes up for the knowledge and experience all these guys have fighting everything the Collective has ever run into.”

“We’re all equally clueless when it comes to the cthulhi,” Brad said. “Did you come up with any ideas for our vehicles?”

Tim nodded. “For sure. Well, it depends on the vehicles, actually, and what sort of… What was the word Adams used? Doctrine? I think that was it. Anyway! It depends on what sort of combat doctrine you want to employ, Brad.”

Brad leaned against the command table. “Let me guess. You have ideas for every situation.”

Tim beamed. “As a matter of fact, I do. So which one do you want to hear about first? High mobility, defense, offense, rapid deployment, stealth, or the balanced approach?”

Brad pursed his lips. Without knowing how the cthulhi fought, it was impossible to pick the best strategy for dealing with them. “I wish we had the time and people to implement all of them, but let’s go with your top three ideas.”

“Let’s start with high mobility, then,” Tim said. “For this plan, all of our vehicles would use hover engines to get across the field quickly. Provided we have open terrain, this would let our forces rapidly get to where they need to be while avoiding getting shot.”

Brad nodded. “But the drawback comes in the form of lacking armor and firepower, right? That’s how the elven transports handle, at least.”

Tim nodded. “That’s true. You could make up for that somewhat in a tank by removing the turret in favor of a fixed gun. With the vehicle being able to hover, you would just turn the whole tank toward the enemy and fire. That lets you get away with fielding a bigger gun or heavier armor.”

Speed was always helpful when it came to getting out of danger and evading enemy attacks. The problem was, he wasn’t so sure that would work out great against something like the cthulhi. With multiple tendrils that seemed to target independently of one another, the emissary would wipe the floor with them if they couldn’t take a hit. If they ended up in a situation where their mobility was restricted, their vehicles would be little more than expensive coffins.

“OK, what’s our next option?” Brad asked.

“Personally I’m a fan of the heavy-ordnance approach to dealing with these things,” Tim said. “I figured since all of your weapons didn’t do anything against that emissary guy, you might need to apply more gun. Or bigger gun.” He shrugged. “That shield can’t be impervious to everything.”

“No it can’t,” Brad agreed. The trick was finding out what the weakness was. “Third option?”

“The balanced approach,” Tim said. “And by balanced I mean skew toward the more-guns, more-armor approach. Mobility won’t be anything amazing since these designs use wheels and treads, but we’ll be able to get in and out of some nasty fights.”

Brad stroked his chin. “I don’t suppose we could make giant robots like Gundams, could we?”

“Bro. I’m a car guy, not a robot guy,” Tim said. “I wouldn’t even know where to start with that. Maybe if we made friends with the pharaohs we could get an idea. Those scorpion tanks of theirs are basically walking tanks, after all.”

Brad chuckled. “Alright, alright. What did Adams think about all this?”

Tim shrugged. “He was boring and said the balanced approach is best for a broader array of tactical situations. Because apparently having hyper-specialized anything without the proper support structure leaves you wide open to being countered.”

Brad nodded. “The man’s got a point. Let’s go with the balanced approach and see if you can do anything about the mobility issues without sacrificing defense or offense.”

“There’s not much wiggle room there, but I’ll figure out what I can do,” Tim said. “After all, there’s no shortage of crafters who know how this stuff works.”

Brad patted him on the back. “Get to it, then.”

Tim gave Brad a sloppy salute and strolled on out of the room.

Brad sighed and headed out as well. He needed to give a speech to his people about everything that was going on. Brad figured it would have been better to give it after they arrived with the Oberon, but with so much negotiating, discussing, and planning that needed to be done with the other factions, he simply had no time to fumble through his words and explain how bad things looked for everyone.

But Brad made no secret about their plight, either. Word had gotten out from the different ship crews about what happened in the Oberon. The number of parties heading out to grind aether or train in the martial district had increased substantially in the days after their return. Brad was glad to see that initiative from his people. He hoped they would keep it up after finding out exactly how bad things were.

He took the elevator down to the pyramid’s middle level and headed out to the balcony overlooking the grand promenade, where he’d wing his announcement to the entire guild. There was no putting it off any longer.

Sam came around the corner with Danny in tow and a big smile on her face. “Hey Brad.”

Brad nearly jumped out of his skin at the sudden appearance. “Sam! Where’d you come from? How’d you even find me so quick?”

Sam laughed. “I’d be a pretty terrible rogue if I couldn’t sneak up on you. Besides, it’s not hard to track you when the map tells me exactly where you are all the time.”

Danny nodded. “Yeah, it was easy to find you! I can do it too.”

Brad rolled his eyes and grinned at the pair. “So what brings you two here?”

“Well, I was hoping to see the fancy new guild emblem you got for us,” Sam said.

Brad raised a brow. “Seriously?”

“No.” Sam laughed. “I just dropped by to let you know Adams agreed to take over organizing and training our military. At least the ground part of it. He says the navy is all Andrews’ to run. He doesn’t want to touch it.”

Brad smiled. “Fair enough. I wouldn’t want to drop everything on one guy anyway, especially when half of the stuff isn’t even his specialty.”

“I also may have talked Adams into trying to start up a military academy for the kids,” Sam added sheepishly.

Brad blinked. “A military academy?”

“You know, to teach the kids how to fight and take care of themselves,” Sam said. “After everything we’ve been through, I thought we’d better be safe than sorry when it comes to defending them.”

Brad sighed. “What exactly would they be doing there?”

“Learning about the different monsters and races, how to fight, how to survive in the wild.” Sam gave him a nervous smile. “Heading out on field trips to hunt monsters.”

“Yeah! Monster-hunting,” Danny added with uncontained excitement.

Brad couldn’t fault her logic, but that didn’t make it any less concerning that they were sending kids out to fight anything, even basic seeders. “Please tell me they aren’t going out on their own to do this.”

Sam shook her head. “No, not at all. They’ll have their instructors with them in case things get out of hand. It’ll be completely safe.”

“Sure. Right up until an alpha shows up, or an overlord wants to lay out the red carpet.” Brad rubbed at his brow. Part of Brad wanted to shut down the idea, but at the same time he couldn’t argue against having everyone in Invictus—even the most vulnerable—ready and able to defend themselves. With the battles ahead of them, it was the reasonable thing to do. “But you’re right. Danny and the others need to be able to hold their own. We’re not doing them any favors by protecting them from the reality of this new world, as much as I wish we could. Just make sure Adams doesn’t turn this into a babysitting job.”

“He won’t,” Sam said. “Mostly because he’s having other people handle that for him. He had just as many problems with this whole idea as you do.”

Brad smiled. “Good. Then I expect he’ll take it very seriously.”

“So, Mr. Bossman,” Sam said with a cheeky grin, “are you ready to get on out there and rally the troops?”

Brad laughed. “I sure hope so. I even got us a guild emblem and everything.”

“Oh yeah, that’s very important,” Sam teased. “Let’s not keep our people waiting, shall we?” She leaned in for a quick kiss and hauled him out to the balcony.

Banners of white and crimson with a golden lion emblem at the center fluttered in the wind. With a crown over the lion’s head and a shield in the background, Brad wasn’t convinced it was the most original emblem in the world, but he hoped it sent a message to the other races in the Collective and humanity as a whole: That they were the masters of their own destiny, and they were not to be taken lightly. Plus, the lion imagery really went well with all the armor he’d been getting recently, so it was a win-win.

The crowd covered nearly every inch of the grand promenade. Most of them were humans who’d joined Invictus or one of their vassal guilds, with smatterings of dwarves, gnomes, and dark elves who’d decided to stick around in the city after the threat of House Oberon had passed. Brad couldn’t blame them; Bastion had grown into a sprawling metropolis, and even with the damage House Oberon’s attack had inflicted, it was the safest city on Earth, with more people migrating to it from across the globe every day.

The crowd cheered as Brad came into view, and suddenly he felt acutely aware of every single pair of eyes locked on him.

Sam gave him a light bump of her hips. “Knock ’em dead, tiger.”

Brad straightened and hardened his resolve. He’d commanded armies into battle, faced down horrendous monsters—he shouldn’t feel intimidated by speaking to a crowd bigger than any he’d seen in his life.

“People of Bastion, today I come with you with great news,” Brad began to an eruption of cheers from the people below. “A week ago Invictus’s first fleet—humanity’s first fleet—took its maiden voyage to the stars to face down House Oberon. As many of you already know, we waged a hard-fought battle and, against all odds, we won.”

A mixture of cheers and concerned rumbles emanated from the crowd.

“But when we went up to take the fight to our enemy, it wasn’t elves that we faced, but rather the cthulhi,” Brad continued. “An unknown race of aliens with tentacles for faces that apparently no one in the Collective knows about. At least, no one is supposed to know about them from the looks of things.”

At that last bit of information, concern grew audibly among the crowd.

“The things those monsters did to the elves of House Oberon is unforgivable,” Brad continued. “Men, women, children—it didn’t matter to those things. All of them were used as fuel for the cthulhi war machines or turned into living nightmares dead set on killing each and every one of us.”

The crowd’s terrified gasps didn’t escape Brad’s ears, even from high above.

“While we were victorious in our efforts, we failed to kill the cthulhi emissary,” Brad continued. “That monster nearly killed our three strongest parties, and he promised he would return. Which is why I have gathered you all here today. Please listen carefully.”

The crowd fell silent. Brad could have heard a pin drop amongst the gathered masses below.

“As of this moment, Invictus has entered into full-scale war footing against the Cthulhi Empire,” Brad said. “We do not know how numerous our enemy is, how strong their forces are, or when they will strike. What we do know is that they will, and we will do anything and everything in our power to combat them.”

Understandably, the crowd was unsettled by how little they knew of their new enemy.

Brad allowed them a moment to digest his words and quiet down. “That is why we have taken steps to prepare for the coming war. As we speak, Adams is organizing our fighters into a proper military force, one to be reckoned with. Andrews is in charge of the fleet, and with the aid of our dwarven, gnomish, and dark-elven allies, we are working to produce the equipment we need to take the Cthulhi Empire head-on.”

Confidence was returning to the crowd’s rumbling cries. A few cheers reached his ears.

“Now more than ever, we need you to give it your all,” Brad said. “If you want to fight, speak to Adams or Andrews. They will help train you and level you up to face down the enemy. If you can’t or won’t fight, then meet with the crafters to see what they need. An army needs food and resources to stay in prime fighting shape, and if we’re going to be ready for the Cthulhi Empire we’re going to need every drop of aether and raw materials we can get our hands on.”

More supportive shouts barked out from the crowd. His people understood what was at stake after the apocalypse came. They had just carved out a sense of normalcy for themselves in their strange and dangerous new world when aliens threatened to take it all away again. First it was House Oberon, now it was the far-more-dangerous Cthulhi Empire. None of them would give up their new home without a fight, even if some people’s version of fighting was mining for precious resources or crafting new arms and armor for the war effort.

“We won’t be caught with our guard down like we were when House Oberon showed up over our skies. This time we will be ready to stare down our enemy and fight with everything we’ve got.” Brad’s voice built into a resounding roar. “We’ll show the Cthulhi Empire, the Collective, and everyone else in this galaxy that humanity is not to be messed with!”

The crowd erupted in cheers.

Brad waved at them. “Now let’s get to work, people. These tentacle-faced uglies aren’t going to kick their own asses.”


Chapter eight
Jake


“You’re not going outside dressed like…this.” Tanya gestured at Jake’s medical gown.

Jake grinned weakly. “Come on now, Tanya. It’s not like the temperature isn’t controlled within Bastion’s walls.” Of course, if Jake was freezing within the hospital he wasn’t looking forward to setting foot outside. His right knee buckled, and he seriously doubted he would make it far before having to rest.

Darius caught Jake by the arm and helped him up. “We probably should’ve guessed Jake wouldn’t want to hang out here when he woke up.”

“After the beating he took?” Mason asked. “How were any of us supposed to know he was going to be up on his feet at all?”

Nokor let out a soft chuckle. “I suppose now is as good a time as any to present you with this gift.” The ogre held out his arms and summoned a set of black, orange, and white robes for Jake. They looked like the sort of thing a shaolin monk might wear. “Enchanted robes. They should help speed your body's recovery and keep you comfortable. I would not take them into a fight, however.”

Jake took the robes with a soft smile. “Thanks, Nokor. I’ll get changed.”

“Alright Tanya, you heard the man, clear out,” Darius said, waving Tanya off. “You aren’t getting a free show today.”

Tanya blinked, then flushed. “I wasn’t looking for one!” With a flick of her finger she shot a tiny aether bolt at Darius’s brow.

Darius rubbed at the red spot on his head, lips pursed in an amused frown. “Mhmm, mhmm, sure. Because you aren’t at all interested in ogling any of our dazzling physiques.”

Jake clasped Darius on the shoulder. “If you don’t mind helping me out with this, I’d like to get this broken body of mine fixed sooner rather than later.”

Darius let out a nervous laugh. “Of course, master!”

Jake groaned at the title, but he wasn’t going to complain. Darius was a good kid; he just enjoyed pushing Jake’s buttons. He was certain that in the future Darius would become a great teacher for other cultivators coming up in the ranks, as would Mason and Tanya. But first they needed to make sure there was a future for them.

The cthulhi were coming, Jake was certain of that. It was only a matter of time before they showed up again. Then, humanity—and the Collective as a whole—would be put to the test against this new threat.

That is making the assumption the rest of the Collective actually wants anything to do with us, Hazel commented. They probably won’t even believe half our story. A newly inducted race getting spaceborne so quickly and going toe to toe with House Oberon? That’s simply unheard of.

Jake finished slipping into his robes with Darius’s help. Normally I’d say we’ll show them why we aren’t to be messed with, but that seems pretty counterproductive in our current situation.

True, Hazel agreed. Without knowing how large of a threat this Cthulhi Empire really is, I would feel much safer having every possible fighter available and ready to take on these monsters.

Darius patted Jake’s shoulder. “All ready to go.”

Jake nodded. “Let’s go see Brad, then.” He took a step forward and nearly fell over.

“Let me help you,” Darius said.

Jake shook his head. “I need to be able to at least walk.”

Darius and Mason exchanged a frown.

“Let him try,” Tanya said.

Jake channeled aether from his core down to his legs—or rather, he tried. No matter how incredibly dense his newly forged core was, the fragments of his old core interfered with his guidance. The flow of aether streaming through him ricocheted away towards the nearby fragments, stripping off precious aether from his muscles and bones. Sweat formed on his brow as he struggled to wrestle his own aether away from the vortex of ruined core. It bent sharply towards Jake’s desired destination, then violently snapped back towards the fragmented core. It seemed he was still too weak to overcome the problem. Nokor was right about his ruined core interfering with the flow of his aether.

If Jake couldn’t get his core situation under control, things were not going to go well when the rest of the tentacle-faced cthulhi showed up.

“Good effort, but it will not do,” Nokor said. Without any more warning, he scooped up Jake and swung him over his shoulder.

“Hey, what are you—” Jake began to protest, but was swiftly cut off.

“Carrying you,” Nokor said “I watched you try to fight your ruined core for control of the aether. But it did not work. Do you know why?” the ogre asked as he carried Jake through the hall. More than a few of the doctors and nurses roaming nearby threw them questioning looks.

Jake awkwardly waved at them, hoping that would assure them everything was all right. “My guess is because my tier-two core, even in its broken state, has a much stronger pull over aether than my better-made level-one core.”

Nokor nodded. “Good. Your injuries haven’t damaged your mind, then.”

“Not for a lack of trying,” Jake admitted.

Nokor nodded. “The good thing is that having such a strong core will be equal parts blessing and curse when you go through your ordeal. A curse because you will have to fight that core every step of the way. A blessing because once your new, fractured core is formed, it will not leak aether as badly as most.”

Jake frowned but nodded. “Will I have to destroy the remains of the old core?”

“The larger pieces,” Nokor said. “But that should not be so difficult. They were severely damaged after your battle with the emissary, after all. You merely need to find the structural weaknesses and exploit them. No, it is your new core which will prove a problem.”

“Why’s that?” Darius asked.

“It is too well made,” Nokor admitted. “Rare is the cultivator who can make such a fine core even on their tenth attempt at reforming themselves. Which means either Jake is an extraordinary individual, or he had a powerful catalyst driving him forward.”

Jake gave a tired smile. “Not dying and being there to protect my sister and friends probably did the trick.”

“Necessity often is,” Nokor said.

The party slipped inside the elevator and headed out to the grand pyramid they had taken from the pharaohs.

Once a half-finished, skeletal structure, the pyramid had been completed sometime after House Oberon attacked Bastion. The gold-and-black structure loomed over every single other structure in the city, and with good reason, too. The Pharaoh Empire supposedly used such grand pyramids to move entire armies across their teleporter network. Had humanity not been able to wrest control of it from the pharaohs, they would have likely been far too busy tangling with the empire to realize the cthulhi were skulking about their world.

Part of him wondered how the pyramid would have looked had the Pharaoh Empire finished it. The other teleporter pyramids were far more ornate with their hieroglyphs, statues, and obelisks, whereas their own giant, finished pyramid was fairly plain by comparison. Outside of Invictus’s new banners, their pyramid lacked entirely in the decoration department.

Jake glanced around as they walked. To his relief, in the week he’d been unconscious the citizens of Bastion had been hard at work putting the city back together. Demolished buildings were cleared out or in the process of being dismantled. New structures had been built in their place with the use of portable construction units.

Everywhere he looked, people wore determined faces, like they were driven towards a greater goal.

Jake glanced at Darius. “Hey, did I miss something while I was in the hospital? Everyone’s looking like they’re gearing up for a fight.”

“Oh, yeah.” Darius stroked his beard. “Brad gathered everyone together to tell them about the whole Cthulhi Empire situation. Since the whole mess with the elves attacking us, everyone’s kinda been on a war footing. Now that we know a bigger, badder threat is coming along, everyone's fired up to kick some alien ass.” Darius cleared his throat. “No offense, Nokor.”

“None taken.” Nokor chuckled. “I know exactly what you mean.”

Darius nodded. “Anyway, since that whole speech Adams has basically been building a space marine army to handle every situation that we could find ourselves in. Andrews is handling the fleet, and we’ve gotten ourselves a metric ton of new cultivators looking to walk the path.”

Tanya smiled at Jake. “A good portion of them weren’t undecideds, either. They were classers who are starting over as cultivators.”

“It seems a little extreme to start over, don’t you think?” Jake asked.

Mason shrugged. “Can’t say I blame them. With the fleets needing cultivators to supercharge their equipment and cultivators being the only feasible means of punching through a cthulhi’s shield, we’re going to need all the cultivators we can get.”

“You still haven’t told us how exactly you pulled that off, by the way,” Darius said.

Jake pursed his lips. “Yeah, that would be kinda important to share, wouldn’t it?”

“Just a bit,” Darius laughed.

Jake smiled. “I’m not a hundred percent certain on how all of this works, so this is a working theory, alright?”

“Working theories are better than cluelessly running into battle,” Tanya said.

“Right,” Jake said. “So while the emissary and I were trading blows, I noticed there was raw aether in all of his attacks and even his shield.”

“Raw aether?” Nokor asked. “So they are cultivators.”

Jake nodded. “Either that or their technology has much better control over aether than the Collective’s. When I was trying to regain physical consciousness, I tried forcing the classers’ healing magics to where I needed them to go. By doing so, I noticed their mana’s aether was slippery. I couldn’t get ahold of it, but I could redirect it. The cthulhi was different. Outside of matching and surpassing its power, I couldn’t do much of anything to stop its attacks, but I could grab on to that sheath of energy it had wrapped around its aether.”

Nokor nodded. “Interesting. So both factions corrupt aether to their own ends.”

“Corrupt aether?” Tanya asked.

“It is a belief amongst us cultivators that the Collective’s use of aether is a corruption of its very nature,” Nokor answered. “Where we harness raw aether, the others have to process it, refine it, and convert it into mana or whatever it is the cthulhi call their own corrupted version of aether.”

“Corrupted aether works for me,” Jake said with a shrug. “The emissary was able to throw around an obscene amount of the stuff, but the trick to countering him was ripping apart that protective sheath. Once that was out of the way, I found I could directly manipulate their aether. Whether I drew that aether directly into my core to power myself up or I sent it right back out into another attack the emissary’s will wasn’t strong enough to fight against mine.”

Nokor craned his neck to glance over his shoulder at Jake. “Very interesting. I wonder then if the Cthulhi Empire are true cultivators, or cultivators who use technology as a crutch to heighten their powers.”

“Maybe both,” Jake said. “Every bit of their technology was biomechanical as far as I could see. Even the classers they converted into husks had cores within them. The place they stored the core changed every time, but they had them.”

“I suppose the only way to find out for sure is to defeat them,” Nokor said. “The book we have on the cthulhi has thus far proven less than enlightening.”

Jake raised a brow. “You read that thing? I thought it was supposed to be super-forbidden, God-will-strike-you-down-from-the-heavens, bad-news-bears kinda bad.”

Nokor shook his head. “After the lack of action by the Collective, Grandmaster Zeras allowed me to read through the text. It offers little more than detailed descriptions and drawings of the cthulhi and several detailed theories as to what the creatures are, how they came to be, and what they want.”

“So what do they want?” Tanya asked.

Nokor smiled at her. “I believe you humans know better than anyone what they want. More power. It is clear from your encounter with the emissary that they thirst for aether, and Earth is currently the crown jewel of the Collective in that regard.”

“We didn’t agree to let the Collective take over our world,” Mason countered.

“And the Collective hasn’t,” Nokor said. “They have submitted you to the same assimilation process every other world is subjected to. And humanity has earned their right to be a member race of the Collective. This world belongs to humanity, but it is still a part of the greater whole. Sooner or later—and my guess is sooner—the Collective will make direct contact with your species’ leader, which currently appears to be Brad, and fill him in on what that entails.”

Tanya tilted her head to the side. “What does it normally entail?”

Jake and Mason groaned in unison, “Taxes.”

Nokor nodded. “Much like the guild system collecting a portion of your aether to grow your guild’s treasuries, the Collective itself gathers aether from each individual member world and its population. But there is more to it, varying from one planet and species to the next. We will have to wait and see the specifics.”

“Tell them we’re a little too busy with our own problems to give them whatever it is they’re asking of us,” Darius said.

Nokor chuckled. “I believe Brad is the one you’d have to tell that to.”

They entered the pyramid and followed Brad’s marker right up to the main teleporter chamber. Conveniently enough, he was already talking to Kahi about something.

“Brad,” Darius called with a wave.

He turned around and smiled at them. “Hey, Darius.” Brad raised a brow at Nokor. “Did you guys kidnap Jake?”

Nokor gingerly set Jake down. “Trust me when I say this was best for everyone involved.”

“Jake was going to march over here with or without our help,” Mason added.

With a weak, sly grin, Jake nodded. “What can I say? I was never good at taking days off.”

Brad chuckled. “I appreciate your desire to help us out, Jake, but you’re in no condition to help anyone right now.”

“That’s exactly what we’ve come here to fix,” Jake said.

Kahi slipped around the teleporter control console and peeked past Brad’s shoulder at Jake. “Unless your plan involves us sending you to a luxury resort world, I don’t see why you’re here,” the feline-headed pharaoh said without the slightest hint of amusement.

“Aww, don’t be like that, kitten,” Darius said.

Kahi’s ears snapped flat against her head, her cheeks blushing as she hissed, “I told you monkeys to stop calling me that.”

“Maybe when your reaction stops being so cute,” Darius laughed.

Brad turned his attention back to Jake. “Alright, Jake. The least I can do is humor you after you saved all of our lives. What are you planning?”

“We’re going to the ogre homeworld to fix my core,” Jake said simply.

Kahi blinked. “You know, that does actually sound like a luxury resort trip.”

“Except it won’t be.” Brad turned toward Nokor. “Right?”

Nokor gave a tense smile. “No, it most certainly will not. But this is what Jake desires, and I believe it is also in all of our best interests to allow him to do so.”

Brad’s frown deepened. “Look, I get that Jake here is our ace against the cthulhi, but what is it exactly you’re going to do over there? This cultivator’s path isn’t exactly the easiest thing in the world to walk. I’ve seen what it does to people. Hell, Darius and the others told me about the acid baths they were getting from Korin to improve their control over aether.”

Kahi’s eyes shot wide, like twin slitted yellow moons. “They what?”

Darius waved her off with a nervous laugh. “It wasn’t a big deal, honest.”

“That was the most miserable week of my entire life,” Tanya groaned.

“See what I mean?” Brad said.

Nokor let out a nervous laugh. “No, it will not be easy.”

Brad’s gaze shifted to Jake.

Jake took a deep breath. “Look, Nokor says the only way to fix my core is to go to a place with an extreme concentration of aether, destroy my current core, and rebuild a new one from all that dense ambient aether.”

Brad glanced from Jake to Nokor, then back to Jake in utter disbelief. “You realize the first time your core was broken you died, right?”

“I died?” Jake blinked.

Brad nodded. “I used a spell to bring you back to life and then you almost died on us all over again.”

“Oh…well it’s a good thing you were there, huh?” Jake chuckled nervously.

Brad crossed his arms tightly over his chest. “And what happens if you mess up whatever crazy cultivator adventure you’re going off on this time, Jake?”

Nokor grimaced. “The process may prove fatal if Jake fails the ordeal.”

“Do you or any of your ogre friends know how to resurrect people?” Brad asked.

“Of course,” Nokor answered. “But I am afraid this sort of death is quite permanent.”

Jake gave Brad a nervous smile. “See? No pressure.”

Kahi leaned over to face Brad. “Why are you humans like this?”

Brad shook his head. “Look, Jake, I know you want to help, and I would love for you to get back to full strength, but there has to be another way.”

“There isn’t,” Nokor said definitively. “Not according to any of the knowledge available to our enclave, the grandmaster, or the rest of the ogres back home.”

Brad frowned. “Then at least let Jake find a concentration of aether here on Earth. Everyone we talk to about Earth’s aether tells us there isn’t a single world in the Collective that holds a candle to us.”

“That is true,” Nokor agreed. “However, there is the issue of time. We do not know where such a location might be, nor do we know what manner of powerful beast guards such a location. Which, as you are well aware, does not bode well for us with the Cthulhi Empire ready to strike at us from the shadows at any moment.”

Jake nodded. “This is the fastest way to try and fix myself, Brad. If we don’t do this, we’re going to be down our strongest weapon against the cthulhi.”

“You aren’t just a weapon, Jake,” Brad said sternly. “You’re my friend. Hell, you’re practically family.”

Jake gave a warm, weary smile. “That’s exactly why I have to do this, Brad. I can’t sit idly by while these monsters come down from the skies and do to our world—our people—what they did to the elves on the Oberon. I will not sit by idly and watch as they come kill you, Sam, and everyone else I care about in this world. So you can try and stop me—”

“And he is very stoppable right now,” Darius added helpfully.

Jake grimaced at the reminder of his rock-bottom stats. “Yeah well…that won’t stop me from going through that portal and doing what I have to do.”

Brad drew in a long breath and exhaled. “You’re going to try and sneak in here and run off no matter what I say, aren’t you?”

“Of course,” Jake said.

“Very well then.” Brad turned to Kahi. “Is the portal to the ogre homeworld ready?”

Kahi’s brow tightened. “Are you really going to send your friend to die on this fool’s quest?”

“I appreciate the concern, Kahi, but that’s not what I asked,” Brad said.

Kahi huffed and went back to her console. “Xaruk Prime’s teleporter is operational. We have a strong lock on their location. No anomalies detected, and no traffic either. We can send them through at once if you so desire.”

“Please do,” Brad said.

Kahi keyed in the commands. A brilliant portal of blue light appeared at one of the smaller teleporter pads within the pyramid. “It is done.”

“Thanks, Kahi.” Brad turned back to Jake. “There’s your way out of here, Jake. Don’t go dying on us, alright? Sam’d never let me live it down if I let her brother get himself killed.”

Jake planted a weak hand on Brad’s shoulder. “Good thing I’m coming back then, huh?”

Brad gave a worried smile in response. It was clear he didn’t share Jake’s optimism about the situation.

Jake took a weak step towards the portal and nearly fell over. Darius and Brad quickly moved to catch him, but Jake waved them off. Under his own strength of will, he steadied himself and took another step forward. If he was going to tackle this ordeal and come out alive, he needed to remind his broken core who was in charge.

One glance back and Jake saw the anxiety etched on everyone’s faces. If Sam were there, she’d probably refuse to let him go, just like he’d refused to let her go anywhere at the start of the apocalypse. But Jake knew he had to take on this ordeal. They were going to need every edge they could get against the cthulhi.

Don’t worry guys, I’m coming back.


Chapter nine
Sam


“What’s on the menu today, Chippy?” Sam asked after a long day of hanging out with Danny. Luckily for her, Elsie and Effie had caught sight of him and the two girls stole him off to play for the rest of the day.

The old man grinned from the commissary’s kitchen. It was a large area where anyone from Bastion could come to eat when they didn’t feel like dining out at one of the restaurants, or they just wanted to get their hands on Chippy’s latest culinary experiment. “Dire bison steak with a side of potatoes and flame boar bacon.”

“Is that flame boar bacon actually hot?” Sam asked with a chuckle.

Chippy came out with a platter for her. “Cooked? Very. Spicy? Disappointingly not. It’s tragic. So far I haven’t found anything from our local aether plants that can reproduce the kick of ghost peppers or even crushed red peppers.”

Sam took the platter. “Good thing we’ve got more and more people scouring the globe these days, huh?”

Chippy nodded. “I’m sure one of these days we’ll find some aether-mutated peppers we can use to spice things up. The stuff the gnomes sell just doesn’t do it justice.”

Sam picked up a strip of bacon and bit off a chunk. “Oh! This is good,” she praised. Her voice rang out almost as loudly as her stomach, which clamored for more.

Chippy laughed. “Glad you like it.”

“So what’s wrong with the gnomish stuff?” Sam asked.

Chippy set a hand on his hip. “Eh, nothing’s wrong with it, it’s just not what I’m going for. If I was cooking sweet and spicy it might do the trick, but the sweetness of their stuff is a little too overpowering for most everything else I want to cook. Maybe If I used just a hint of it then it could work for a dessert.”

“Well I’ve never had any sweet and spicy food, but if it’s anywhere near as good as this bacon then consider me your guinea pig,” Sam said between bites of her bacon.

Chippy grinned. “I’ll be sure to call you to try out all of my disasters before we get to that point. Now go on and take a seat. I don’t want you tearing into that steak like a seeder.”

Sam laughed. “A table might not stop me.”

She turned and headed off to find a nice secluded corner in the commissary. Even after getting accustomed to a leadership position—which involved more and more people coming to talk to her about…anything—Sam liked her alone time. She found being around people for too long to be a far more draining experience than fighting off hordes of monsters.

Jake had explained to her that was because she was an introvert. Sam just thought it was because she was weird. After all, Jake, Brad, and most everyone else seemed to do fine in larger groups. Then again, Sam had kept her party small in recent days. It had been just her, Sal, and Rocky ever since Aron, Jo, and Chet all went off on their own adventures. Those adventures currently involved trying to wrestle Aron free from a dark-elven princess who was obsessed with him while simultaneously keeping Jo from nuking whatever ship or planet they were currently on.

Sam missed that bunch, even if they didn’t help in the slightest when it came to stealth.

With a wistful smile, Sam dug into her steak. The juicy, savory meat practically melted in her mouth it was so tender. I might have to ask Chippy for seconds.

Congratulations! Access to classified information granted.

Cthulhi Empire archives unlocked.

Sam blinked at the completely random notification, then peered down at her steak suspiciously. Why would she get this so suddenly, and was she the only one?

No, you definitely weren’t, Olivia said.

Sam felt a mental tug towards the scattered crowd in the commissary. Most of them looked just as confused as her, with others blatantly dismissing the notification to get back to their food.

The Collective just unlocked all of this information for humanity, Olivia said in awe.

How much information are we talking about here? Sam asked.

Everything. Olivia pulled up the archives before Sam’s eyes.

It felt like she could scroll for miles before she would ever reach the end of the available data on the cthulhi. Sadly, she didn’t find any folder distinctly labeled, “How to make tentacle-faced aliens super-dead.” Instead she found obscene amounts of history on the monsters, from their first arrival to their eventual defeat and disappearance.

Maybe we should start with the basics, Olivia offered. Like what the cthulhi are, where they came from, and what makes them tick.

Sam nodded and pulled up the records in question.

Species Origins: Cthulhi.

As it turned out, the cthulhi weren’t a native species to their galaxy. They came from beyond the galactic rim. A nomadic species, they roamed from world to world, stripping them of resources until they’d left their home galaxy a barren wasteland. While the Collective speculated the abandoned galaxy would eventually recover millennia after the cthulhi left, their empire took its fleets and traveled across the great darkness between the stars to the Milky Way.

First Contact: Cthulhi Empire.

With such a ravenous species, it was only natural first contact would be less than friendly with the alien species. Before meeting any of the other races of the Collective—and before the Collective existed, for that matter—the Cthulhi Empire came across the vast Pharaoh Empire. The two species became locked in apocalyptic levels of warfare in which several of the empire’s worlds were lost, including their homeworld named after their greatest and most powerful member of the species, Osiris. Ironically enough, while the Pharaoh Empire was far too proud to ask for help from the other known alien species, Anubis decided to go rogue against his people’s wishes in order to seek their salvation.

So… Wait, you’re telling me the all-powerful death god Jake saw trying to recruit or conscript humans was actually the hero of this story? Sam asked.

If I could shrug, I would, Sammy, Olivia replied. I am finding this out at the same time you are. Well, technically I could read all of this before you could blink an eye, but it’s a lot more fun learning together, don’t you think?

Sam shook her head and went back to reading.

Founding of the Collective.

Sure enough, Anubis was the hero of this story. Anubis went from world to world, contacting the different species of the Collective. First came the orcs. With the promise of unending battles, it was a simple thing to bring the greenskins to heel, ceasing their hostilities with every other species to focus their efforts solely on fighting the Cthulhi Empire.

Next came the dwarves, a greedy species with a tendency to cling to grudges. Anubis recruited them with promises of mining rights to resources on pharaoh worlds destroyed in the conflict.

Anubis’s argument was further strengthened when the cthulhis’ tentacles reached the dwarven karaks, forming a grudge the bearded warriors would not soon forget.

Gnomes were a simple matter to recruit as well. A race of tinkerers and traders, all they required was the signing of contracts and the promise of technology being shared with them from the great Pharaoh Empire as well as anything they could salvage from the cthulhi. But even the gnomes were quick to slash their prices and focus on the war effort when the cthulhis’ dark tendrils came for them as well.

The problem children were the elves.

Of course they were, Sam thought.

They always are, Olivia sighed.

Even prouder than the top rungs of the Pharaoh Empire, the elves refused to so much as to listen to Anubis’s warnings. For that matter, the elves were busy fighting amongst themselves. Light elves against dark elves. House against house. The elves were too tied up in petty slights, excessive indulgence, and flat-out degeneracy to be of any use. Anubis left them to their own devices. When the cthulhi came for them, they were nearly wiped off the face of the galaxy. While the different houses had no shortage of bad blood between them, and the light and dark elves despised one another, the calamity humbled them just enough to bring them to the bargaining table.

Thus the Collective was formed. An alliance forged out of necessity and desperation. An alliance of species who weren’t particularly fond of one another on a good day, according to what Sam was reading.

Establishing the System.

Sam blinked. Wait, I get the Collective not always existing, but now you’re telling me the system didn’t always exist, either?

Of course it didn’t, Olivia said. Much like humanity was oblivious to aether, so were the Collective’s races until the pharaoh united them.

Which was exactly what the archive covered. The Pharaoh Empire, being the oldest and wisest of all the Collective races, had long ago discovered aether on their worlds. They used it for everything from powering their cities and weapons to healing and feeding their people. It wasn’t until a member of Anubis’s Death Guard tried to infuse his body out of desperation that they discovered aether could be used to enhance life forms.

That was when the tides began to turn. With a combination of scientists and engineers from all the races, the system was born. Through aether they were able to enhance the races far beyond natural means. Skills were transferred from vast central archives, aging was brought to a complete stop once a creature had reached their prime, and mastery of magic became a simple thing. So did harvesting aether from both the ambient environment and the fallen.

Getting the races to accept this technology was no easy task, however. With their long history of conflict and mistrust, the different races feared these nano-pills could be used to kill each other off once the cthulhi were gone.

Thus, Anubis and his Death Guard were the first to take the plunge, dispatching a cthuli fleet through a show of force. The other races shelved their misgivings about the nano-pill and the system and quickly joined in to strengthen themselves. The orcs were the quickest to adopt the system, realizing how much better their fights would be if they could get bigger and stronger faster than they ever could without it. Their green tide alone nearly brought the war against the Cthulhi Empire to a stalemate. Once the other races joined in, the deadlock wavered in and out of their favor.

Well, at least it’s nice to know the orcs have been consistently consistent for… How long ago was this? Sam asked.

Several millennia, Olivia answered. Why, the Pharaoh Empire had even been on Earth for a brief time before the cthulhi showed up.

That does explain all the similarities to ancient Egypt, Sam agreed.

An uneasy truce.

Both sides were incapable of gaining ground against one another for nearly a century. The cthulhi attacked, the Collective retaliated. Worlds were lost and regained on a near-monthly basis. Over the years, both sides ramped up technology, spells, classes, and tiers to maintain the stalemate.

Eventually, both sides came to the table to discuss peace.

Anubis immediately shot down the very idea. After everything the Cthulhi Empire had done to the pharaohs—costing them so many worlds, lives, and all of their gods except himself—he wasn’t interested in making nice with the enemy. And that was before he even factored in the damage caused to the rest of the Collective species. No, Anubis was after one plain and simple objective: the complete eradication of the cthulhi species.

The rest of the Collective was not nearly as dedicated. Led by the elves of House Fae, the Collective grew convinced that if there was a path forward that lessened the loss of lives and worlds on both sides, they should take it. Even the dwarves’ grudges weren’t enough to dissuade them from compromise. While Anubis couldn’t blame them, especially after the heavy losses from the conflict, he vehemently argued against allowing the Cthulhi Empire into the Collective, the cost of brokering peace.

Unfortunately, he’d set up the Collective to give each of the member races equal say on Collective matters. Anubis was outvoted. The cthulhi were brought in as a member race of the Collective. Peace reigned in the Collective for decades after.

Until it all went horribly wrong, Sam said.

The beginning of the end.

Thanks to House Fae, not only were the cthulhi accepted into the Collective but after the initial decade of membership they were given the system as well.

Sam rolled her eyes. Who could have ever guessed the elves ruined everything for everyone?

From that moment on, the Pharaoh Empire became an isolated power among the Collective, refusing to so much as engage with the other races for what they considered a fatally foolish decision. The elves went back to their nonsense. The dwarves and gnomes returned their focus to trade and technological pursuits. The orcs continued to pick fights with whoever they wanted—which, thankfully, was the cthulhi on most days.

But while the Collective races effectively went to sleep, the pharaohs continued to sharpen their blades. As did the cthulhi.

Not only did the cthulhi fully embrace and reverse-engineer the system in a few short decades, they pushed far beyond the Collective’s understanding of it. They developed direct mastery over aether and rose to greater and greater levels of prominence in the Collective. While the other races saw this as a boon for all of them, the cthulhi kept the source of advancements to themselves, just as they kept their twisted experiments hidden.

At the turn of the century, House Fae was no more. Through the use of corrupting spires the Cthulhi Empire took over the elven house responsible for bringing them in and brought into the galaxy new horrors: husks and abominations. Each one was a corruption of biological life.

Husks were life forms jam-packed full of nanomachines. For all effective purposes, the original creature was dead and its body was taken over by the machines. Thanks to this, the cthulhi were capable of controlling them like a mindless mass of cannon fodder, with access to all of their skills, spells, and experience to bring to bear on their enemies.

Abominations were a far more insidious nightmare. The cthulhi took apart those they deemed worthy of “ascension” and grafted only the best parts into new bodies to fit their needs. These abominations were far more adaptable than anything else, as the ascension vats could draw from an ever-expanding list of skills, abilities, spells, and combat tactics to tailor the monsters to their enemies.

This was all before the cthulhi discovered they could build weapons directly into their new monsters.

Well, that’s convenient, Sam thought. We already call them those things.

Our odds don’t look particularly good if those things can adapt to us, though, Olivia whined.

Sam nodded. The smart thing would be to take the Cthulhi Empire out in one fell swoop, but I doubt they’re going to give us that chance any time soon.

With House Fae under cthulhi control, they began their conquest of the galaxy anew, only this time nobody suspected them due to their proxies. The other races believed it was the elves attacking them at every turn. Rare was the survivor who encountered an abomination and lived to tell the story. Rarer still was the survivor who was believed by anyone.

As the cthulhi campaign of terror expanded, they brought more and more races under their corruption, quickly swelling their numbers. This counteracted the single greatest advantage the Collective had against the cthulhi—the low cthulhi birth rate. Powerful as each cthulhi was individually, they didn’t make many new ones. In the decades of peace following their induction into the Collective, there were only a thousand new cthulhi seen across the galaxy. Of course, many scholars debate whether or not this was a fact, or simply the empire keeping another secret from the Collective.

But the Cthulhi Empire would not go unopposed for long. Anubis had been gathering his strength and recruiting from all the member races of the Collective as much as he could, preparing for the inevitability of the cthulhi turning on them. While they were able to dispatch husks and abominations in droves, two problems became readily apparent.

The cthulhi had discovered how to prevent others from gathering their aether upon death, and some of the cthulhi had grown far more powerful than what was theoretically possible under the system.

When a Pharaoh Empire cruiser crash-landed upon on a previously uncharted world, they discovered how this was possible.

Xaruk Prime, the ogre homeworld, was full of cultivators. This species that had never been contacted and lived off simple, humble means had direct mastery over aether. When rescue crews came for the fallen cruiser, Anubis recruited the ogres into the Collective. While he feared what they would be capable of when introduced to the system and the galactic war at large, he had a far greater fear of what would happen if the cthulhi won.

You know, if it weren’t for this guy forcing everyone to join his army when they told him no, I’d actually like him, Sam said.

Desperate times call for desperate measures, Olivia said.

Sam sighed. Yeah, I guess he saw the tentacle faces coming back.

Fall of the Cthulhi Empire.

Thanks to the ogres joining the fold and the revelation of the Cthulhi Empire’s nightmarish deeds, the Collective swiftly ejected the cthulhi from its member races and resumed their war against the monsters. Things escalated once more, with both sides developing increasingly powerful abilities and weapons to destroy one another, but the Collective was winning.

Ogres, humble as they were, developed some of their own into legendary cultivators who were able to overcome even the strongest defenses the cthulhi could bring to bear. Coupled with their smaller numbers, the Collective was able to purge the galaxy of their presence. When the time came for the final battle, there was one cthulhi fleet left with a massive flagship at the lead. This turned out to be the most powerful vessel the Cthulhi Empire had. Their mothership.

Anubis led the Collective fleets to hunt this vessel to the edge of the galaxy, but they were unable to put an end to the cthulhi threat. They escaped beyond the galactic rim, far beyond where even the Pharaoh Empire’s finest vessels could reach, even with the most creative and impractical logistic chains ever invented.

The Age of Complacency.

So the modern age? Sam commented.

It sure seems that way, Sammy, Olivia said.

For a time after the Cthulhi Empire was chased out of the galaxy, the Collective maintained a heightened state of readiness. The member races trained vast armies, developed new weapons, and cooperated to prepare for the cthulhi’s inevitable return. The ogres rose in power at an astronomical rate to keep up with the other races, frightening the others. The elves, of course, were the most opposed to this growth in power. Anubis shared their concerns, but refused to move against such a priceless ally.

Months turned into years, which turned into decades, then centuries.

The cthulhi never returned. The Collective believed them to be completely defeated. They were some other galaxy’s problem. Even the masses began to doubt the cthulhi ever existed in the first place. Thus, the Collective became complacent. Their vigilance in preparing for a deadly invasion waned, devolving into expanding their holdings and taking jabs at one another.

Thus the seeders were created, and one world after another was swiftly terraformed. The process was considered monstrous by many, but the Collective originally justified it as a necessary evil to prepare for the cthulhi’s return. After all, the humane methods of terraforming would take far too long when they had an enemy that could return with a vengeance at any moment.

But with that enemy nowhere to be seen, they turned their attention to the next greatest threat: ogres. As a newly inducted race with capabilities beyond what the system allowed for, and the potential to go toe to toe with the cthulhi, the other races feared them. The elves in particular went about unleashing a propaganda campaign across the galaxy of un-assimilated worlds, depicting the ogres as savage monsters who ate people alive.

The ogres, of course, weren’t the vile monsters they were painted as. They offered to teach their mastery of aether to any who wished it and welcomed everyone with open arms. As the years rolled by and the Collective forgot about the cthulhi, that suspiciously innocent attitude didn’t do them any favors.

The ogres were kept as the smallest empire within the Collective, with the shortest reach. The other races turned back to fighting one another and amongst themselves. The pharaohs continued to declare that the cthulhi were out there, waiting for the right moment to strike, but their warnings fell on deaf ears.

Because of this, the Collective decided it was best for everyone if they just forgot about this ancient threat. They locked away all knowledge of the cthulhi, their technology, and their atrocities on penalty of death. The Collective even kept cultivation quiet, and frowned upon it whenever it reared its head—though they would never outlaw it outright for fear of what the ogres would do if they tried. It was a case of the Collective believing its own propaganda.

The pharaohs never let go of their concerns over the Cthulhi Empire’s return, and became a powerful expansionist power. Any world they came into contact with they would offer to join the empire. Any who refused were swiftly subjugated and brought into the fold. Due to this, the pharaohs became the most feared empire in the galaxy while their isolationism kept them and their motivations a mystery to others.

And now they’re back, Sam said. I’ve got to tell Brad about this.

You know he probably received the same notifications as you did, Olivia said.

That doesn’t mean he read them! Sam countered. Besides, there are stories here of individual battles, the tactics and strategies used to fight the cthulhi. We can use this to give us an edge.

Except you’re forgetting the part where the cthulhi adapt to anyone and everything thrown their way, Olivia shot back.

Sam frowned. That’s what the records say, but the emissary we encountered was very clearly an overconfident bastard.

Right up until Jake tore his shield open, Olivia said. Which might be a little bit of a problem, since he did get away.

Sam pursed her lips. Yeah, that wasn’t ideal. She quickly finished the remainder of her food. But if we have some jumping-off point to work from, the coming battles will go a lot smoother.

She shot to her feet and rushed outside only to nearly run face-first into Brad.

“Sam!”

She planted her hands on his armored chest and smiled up at him. “Hey! I was just looking for you.”

“You got that weird notification too, didn’t you?” Brad asked.

Sam nodded. “Me and basically everyone else, as far as I can tell. There was a lot of interesting information there I thought we should go over.”

Brad smiled. “I read over most of it before I came running over. Pinged Adams and Andrews about it, too. Every little edge we can get in fighting these monsters is going to be a blessing for us.”

Sam laughed. “See, I knew there was a reason I liked you.”

Brad blinked. “Did I miss something?”

Sam reached up to pat his head. “We need to work on your wisdom score.”

Brad opened his mouth to speak when a new notification flashed across Sam’s heads-up display.

Incoming Priority Transmission

From: The Collective

Urgency Level: Red

Please proceed to the communications center with all due haste.


Chapter ten
Brad


“That sounds vaguely important,” Brad said.

“Just a bit,” Sam agreed.

Brad opened his mouth to speak when a rush of wind sent his cloak fluttering behind him. Out of thin air, the phantom appeared. “I really need to get my own car.”

Sam grinned. “Hey, I don’t mind our rides on stolen alien vehicles.”

The pair slipped inside and they took off toward the command center. Brad couldn’t be happier for the ride. Had they sprinted there, Sam would have left him in her dust with her three hundred point advantage in agility.

Brad Grosslin

Strength: 625

Agility: 624

Constitution: 795

Intelligence: 585

Wisdom: 16

Charisma: 17

Health: 3975/3975

Mana: 2925/2925

That’s what you get for picking a more generalist build, Brad, Frank commented. You get access to a broader skill set, but you don’t really excel in any one department like the other classes.

Obviously, Brad said. But on to more important matters. Do you know anything about this priority transmission?

Only that they’re refusing to speak to anyone but you, Frank said. The comms station crew hasn’t had any luck picking up the call.

Good thing we have the phantom, Brad said.

The communications center had been placed on the outskirts of the city, just within the edge of Bastion’s shield. Alan and the other more technically savvy survivors among their number recommended they plant the communications center on the highest mountain they could reach to get a clear signal to space, but the muses shot that down. Apparently the Collective’s communications technology far exceeded anything humanity had ever thought possible; they could bury the communication station under a mountain and still get a clear signal. At least in theory.

Sam and Brad covered ground that should have taken an hour in just a few minutes thanks to the phantom’s ridiculous speed and Sam’s wicked driving skills. It seemed her response time had decreased alongside her stat gains, or else she had been putting a lot more time into driving practice.

Brad stepped out of the car, shaking out his legs. “Remind me to never play a racing game with you, ever.”

Sam beamed. “If you thought that was impressive, you should see Sal drive.”

Brad shook his head. “Nah, I’m good.” He headed inside.

“Room twenty-three,” answered a woman behind the lobby’s desk. Clearly it didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out why Brad and Sam were there.

“Thanks,” Brad said, and headed over.

Floating, holographic text greeted them as they entered the dark chamber.

Incoming Priority Transmission

From: The Collective

Urgency Level: Red

Please proceed to the communications center with all due haste.

“On screen,” Brad ordered.

The hologram shifted to a shadowy figure Brad could scarcely see due to the brilliant light behind them. All Brad could make out was the faint outline of their body. It was a bald man with bronzed skin and a smooth, clean-shaven face. That immediately ruled out the dwarves, but neither was he a gnome. His structure was far too large and powerfully built.

“Guild master,” the figure said in a deep, distorted voice. The slight shift of his body revealed the outline of pointed ears and golden finery decorating a black suit. This was an elf. “We have been watching your exploits for quite some time. It is a pleasure to finally speak with you. I only wish the circumstances of our meeting were more favorable.”

Brad nodded. “And with whom do I have the pleasure of speaking?”

“You may call me the Spokesman. I serve as the voice of the council, young human, and I come bearing grim news.”

“Let me guess,” Brad began. “The Cthulhi Empire’s coming back faster than anyone realized, and it’s definitely more than just the one guy we fought.”

The shadowed figure leaned back. “Indeed. Their entire fleet approaches. In the millennia they have been gone from our galaxy, it appears they have bolstered their numbers during their time in exile.”

Sam pulled her lips into a tight line.

“Fantastic,” Brad said. “Exactly how bad is the situation?”

“Our sensors have picked up a thousand vessels entering through the northern edge of the galaxy,” the Spokesman answered. “The cthulhi mothership, the Leviathan, is among their number.”

Brad blinked. “Only a thousand ships? That doesn’t sound nearly as bad as I expected.”

“Under normal circumstances we would agree,” the Spokesman said. “However, your fight against the emissary proved the Cthulhi Empire has not been idle all these years. Their technology has advanced far beyond what any of us thought possible.”

Sam frowned and crossed her arms. “From what I read, you haven’t been doing a whole lot of thinking on the cthulhi problem since they vanished into the void.”

“We are well aware of our failings, Ms. Hicks,” the Spokesman replied without a shred of guilt. “The fact that they chose to launch a probing attack on your world by corrupting an entire elven house merely adds insult to injury for my species.”

Brad nodded. “It didn’t help that you guys let them into the Collective to begin with. This problem would have been done and over with if you’d just listened to Anubis.”

“Anubis’s heart was in the right place, but he was driven to rash decisions by his lust for revenge,” the Spokesman replied. “He was willing to sacrifice entire sectors if it meant the complete and utter annihilation of the Cthulhi Empire. When they came to the negotiating table, we merely sought the path forward with the least amount of bloodshed. Unfortunately, the cthulhi had other plans.”

Sam raised a brow. “Did you really expect anything else from a species that consumed their entire galaxy?”

“Unfortunately, the current council’s predecessors did,” the Spokesman said. “You will find the grizzly end of that original council buried deep within the archives we released to you and the rest of the Collective’s member races. However, I am not here to discuss the failings of the past. I am here to discuss what we may do today to prevent future tragedies.”

“So what is it you want from us?” Brad asked.

The Spokesman stared Brad dead in the eyes. “We want you to take charge of the Collective’s forces against the Cthulhi Empire.”

“What?” Sam and Brad balked in unison.

The Spokesman patiently waited for a more intelligible answer.

Sam held up a hand. “Why would you want us to lead the Collective in this war? We’re a new member race, and Anubis along with the Pharaoh Empire are still alive and kicking.”

“You may be a new member race, but you have proven yourselves not to be trifled with,” the Spokesman answered. “From the very beginning of your assimilation process, you have exceeded all of our expectations. Our most optimistic calculations saw the population of humanity surviving in the low hundreds. Yet here you stand in Bastion, a city of thousands of powerful humans, with yet more cities springing up across the globe to house thousands more. All under your banner, I might add.”

Brad grimaced at the Collective’s expectations of humanity. He supposed he shouldn’t have been surprised; the early days of the apocalypse had been rough, to say the least. His home city of Kelowna—a city of thousands—was reduced to a few dozen people, and Brad’s dozen had to put down the other few dozen that made it out alive. Still, it gave him some sense of ease to know that humanity was doing better than both he and the Collective had expected. He had instructed his people to establish new cities and outposts around the world to expand their resource-gathering operations, but he never expected there to be thousands more people ready and waiting to join them.

“Humanity has proven itself acutely sensitive to the blessings aether provides,” the Spokesman continued. “The rate of growth your classers have shown alone is testament to that. To top it off, your muses had to expand the system further to allow for perks or risk overwhelming the system’s very integrity. A very impressive development. One we have yet to adapt to our member species, I might add, which gives you yet another edge over the other races. Given your gifts, we hope you will spell the downfall of the Cthulhi Empire once and for all.”

Brad frowned, thinking back on what he’d read about the cthuli, and what he’d seen firsthand. Levels and perks weren’t enough to break the emissary. They needed more to go toe to toe with those monsters.

“And then—much to our dismay—some of your members embraced the forbidden art of cultivation to an extent rivaling the Cthulhi Empire’s own mastery,” he continued. “While that development is extremely concerning, the character of your species as a whole—the fine character of the wielders of these forbidden powers—has eased our fears in this regard. And there is no denying how valuable cultivators of that caliber may prove in deciding this fight.”

Brad nodded. “Alright, so we’re tougher than we look, but we’re still new to the system. We wouldn’t have managed to get into space were it not for our allies within the Collective, or Andrews’ people having an unhealthy obsession with space sims.”

“Yet you did so without incident, and managed to board the Oberon,” the Spokesman said. “For complete novices, your people took to void battle like fish to water, Guildmaster. I would not sell yourselves short.”

Sam frowned. “That doesn’t explain why you would choose us over Anubis.”

“Anubis is what you humans might call…damaged goods,” the Spokesman said. The slightest hint of a frown peeked through the shadows, obscuring his visage. “While his heart has always been in the right place, his methods following the induction of the Cthulhi Empire into the Collective have left a lot of bad blood among the other races.”

“But the Collective only exists because of his actions,” Brad said.

“And it was very nearly dissolved because of them,” the Spokesman countered. “You humans value freedom for the individual above all else. To be left to your own desires. The Collective races value this to different extents. Most important of all, they desire to rule themselves. Which, as you might imagine, causes a bit of friction when your supposed allies come along demanding you join their armies or face the end of a spear. No matter how friendly their initial offer appears, the outcome is the same.”

He drew in a deep breath and sighed. “Anubis will prove to be a powerful ally on raw power alone. His experience fighting and preparing to face the Cthulhi Empire for millennia makes him a priceless asset. However, his actions have branded him and the Pharaoh Empire a threat to all other Collective races. No one will trust him, let alone follow him, until their worlds are already burning beneath the Leviathan’s fleet.”

Brad stroked his chin. “That does actually make a lot of sense.”

“We did kinda, sorta go to war with the pharaohs over this,” Sam agreed.

The Spokesman nodded. “And what a beautiful war it was. Brief, brutal, and decisive. Just as it was with the elves of House Oberon. While we are under no illusions this will be the case with the Cthulhi Empire, we do have high expectations of you humans. Which is why we wish for you to serve as the vanguard of our forces, and why we will provide for you as such.”

Brad raised a brow. “What are you getting at?”

“Your current production levels are…subpar, to say the least, Guildmaster,” the Spokesman said. “The cthulhi apparently see the same potential in your species as we do, thus their fleet are headed straight for Earth. At their current speed they will arrive in force within weeks, provided they do not stop on any other worlds.”

Sam and Brad exchanged a wide-eyed glance full of dread. A thousand ships full of cthulhi. They could barely handle one of them. How were they expected to take on armies of them?

“Indeed,” the Spokesman said as if reading their thoughts. “As such, we will be granting you full access to the Collective’s aether stores for the duration of this war, should you choose to accept our offer.”

“What does that translate into for ships, tanks, fighters, and everything else we need?” Brad asked.

“For all effective purposes, you will have infinite resources,” the Spokesman said. “That will not make up for lost time building everything necessary to ramp up production or delivering goods, but it will speed up your current industrial output to an absurd degree. Even so, it may not be enough for what is to come.”

Sam held up a finger. “OK, but an offer like that can’t come without strings attached.”

“No strings,” the Spokesman said. “Only a condition.”

“Which is?” Brad asked.

“Do not, under any circumstances, use this aether to power-level anyone,” the Spokesman said with a hard edge to his words. “We have been down this path in the past, and each time the results have been the same. Those who are given power rather than earn it fail to understand their true capabilities and become a greater danger to themselves and those around them than their enemies. I suppose it is what you humans would call handing a gun to a child.”

Brad awkwardly cleared his throat at having done just that with Danny.

“We are aware, Guildmaster,” the Spokesman said. “At the very least you took it upon yourself to ensure the child was properly trained in the use of this weapon.”

Brad blinked. “Did you just read my mind?”

“Through your muse, yes,” the Spokesman answered. “We normally punish such massive overreaches of power with torture followed by death. However, these are no ordinary times we live in, and we must be absolutely certain you humans do not seek to betray us with all the trust and power we are about to bestow upon you.”

Sam pursed her lips then nodded. “Fair enough. The fate of the galaxy is riding on this.”

“Indeed,” the Spokesman agreed. “To further aid humanity in its efforts, we are granting you all twenty skill points to distribute as you desire, and the Collective’s seal to mark you as our representatives to the other races.”

“Couldn’t someone just fake this seal?” Sam asked.

“No,” the Spokesman answered. “The system immediately destroys any false seals.”

Brad nodded. “We were going to fight in this war one way or another. Might as well do it with the Collective backing us. Humanity agrees to serve as the vanguard against the Cthulhi Empire.”

“Excellent,” the Spokesman said, noticeably relaxing as the word left him. “The path before you will not be an easy one, but I trust you are more than capable of doing what must be done. Starting with uniting the Collective.”

Brad tilted his head to the side. “Couldn’t you just issue a system-wide broadcast to tell the others what’s going on?”

“We already have,” the Spokesman answered.

Sam sighed. “Let me guess. It’s not going well.”

The Spokesman stroked his brow. “Predictably, the elder races are…reluctant, to say the least. They do not wish to follow a young, upstart race to fight creatures that until this day were little more than the boogeymen of stories to frighten their young with. My own species has been particularly adamant about this.”

“But you told them they would be following humanity’s lead before we even accepted?” Brad asked.

The Spokesman nodded. “Indeed. Judging by your behavior and prior actions, the council concluded there was a high probability that you would accept this task. Just as we predicted, the other races would not be so easily brought into line. Thus, it is up to you to bring the Collective together. Thanks to your acquisition of pharaoh teleport technology, jumping from one homeworld to another should prove a simple enough task.”

Brad sighed. “I will talk to our allies about the current situation and see what they can do. Ironmane, Myrdin, and Xaxi are already hard at work convincing their different species. Grandmaster Zeras and the ogres are already completely on board with our cause after seeing what the emissary did to Jake.”

“Convenient,” the Spokesman said. “Ironmane is the prince of one of the largest and most powerful dwarven karaks. The services you have provided to him will go a long way toward swaying the dwarves. The Sparkgear Consortium is also one of the larger trade consortiums among the gnomes, and nothing drives up profits like war. Show Xaxi the Collective’s seal, and the gnomes will be flooding Earth with goods come Earth morning.”

Sam chuckled. “Infinitely deep pockets will do that to merchants.”

The Spokesman raised a hand. “Please do us a favor: do not let the gnomes charge whatever they wish. Their greed can sometimes prevent them from seeing the larger picture.”

“We haven’t seen that with Xaxi’s crew just yet, but we’ll keep that in mind,” Brad said.

“As for the dark elves, the House of Blades is a particularly large force when it comes to combat,” the Spokesman continued. “They command a great deal of respect among their warrior houses. That does not guarantee the entire race will join our war effort, but it improves our odds.”

“Even with that princess of theirs?” Sam asked.

The Spokesman didn’t so much as flinch. “Princess Idrvase may be immature to a comical degree on her downtime, but I can assure you there is no tougher negotiator among the dark-elven houses. There is also no better blade dancer in the Collective. Provided this Jo of yours doesn’t kill her.”

“She’s very possessive of Aron,” Sam commented with a quiet laugh.

“Evidently,” the Spokesman agreed. “Unfortunately, monogamy isn’t a very big practice among dark elves. But we are not here to discuss the mating practices of the different species, we are here to build an army.”

Brad nodded. “Which leaves the pharaohs, elves, and orcs to recruit. Any idea on how we should go about this?”

The Spokesman leaned back into his seat. “As Humanity’s leader, Brad should be the one to speak with Anubis to try to earn the pharaohs’ allegiance. They maybe a powerful and openly hostile race at times, but they are not unreasonable, especially if you are there to speak to Anubis himself about the cthulhi.” He took a deep breath. “However, take caution when dealing with the man. He still sees himself as the sole person capable of leading the Collective to victory against the cthulhi. For all we know, that may very well be the case. Sadly the pharaohs keep to themselves, and their muses do not speak to us at all.”

“We brought the arbiter to his knees. I’m sure we can do the same to Anubis,” Brad said confidently.

The Spokesman stared at him in silence. “I appreciate the bravado, but please do not get yourself killed picking a fight with Anubis.”

“How do we handle the elves?” Sam asked.

“I believe that is a question best answered by Myrdin and Kahi,” the Spokesman said. “There is a gathering of the great elven houses taking place tonight on their homeworld of Emyalune. Using your portals, you might be able to reach them in time to lay out your case.”

Sam nodded. “I’ll see what we can do then.”

“That just leaves the orcs,” Brad said. “Convincing them should be easy enough. Just tell Golgug the cthulhi are coming and need their teeth kicked in.”

“No, I am afraid it will not be so simple,” the Spokesman said. “The orcs are currently the single most fragmented race in the Collective, with everything from individual orcs to giant warbands roaming the galaxy. In a few days’ time, however, their most powerful leaders will unite to decide who among them is the biggest and strongest of them all.”

Brad leaned back. “That can’t be good.”

“It rarely is,” the Spokesman agreed. “Shortly after these tournaments of theirs, the orcs often go on a rampage across the galaxy, fighting anything and everything they come across. Thus, recruiting them solves two problems: it prevents an incalculable amount of internal damage to the Collective, and grants us a massive fighting force to throw at our enemies. The very same fighting force that brought them to a stalemate millennia ago.”

Brad frowned. “We’re definitely going to need to find someone capable of bringing them in line.”

“I trust you will find the right person for the job, Guildmaster,” the Spokesman said. “The Collective is counting on you to end the Cthulhi Empire once and for all.”

With that, the holographic projection went offline.

Congratulations! Your species has been chosen as the Collective’s representatives in the war against the Cthulhi Empire.

The guild Invictus is hereby granted full access to the Collective’s treasury for the duration of the war. The Collective’s Seal is granted to Brad Grosslin, the leader of Invictus. He may share this seal with anyone he chooses to represent the will of the Collective.

A silver disc materialized in Brad’s hand. It was a silver ring with a rather pointy kite shield that looked better suited for cutting things than blocking blows. A round, violet aetheric gem shone at the top of the of the shield, flanked by a smaller, triangular gemstone above it and another larger one below.

Collective Seal

This item marks the wielder as a representative of the Collective’s will. This item cannot be replicated without authorization. Any attempt to do so will result in the item’s destruction.

To replicate this item, please provide 100 mana to the seal.

“Neat,” Brad said, and spent the hundred mana to duplicate the seal. The aetheric gems built up to a brilliant glow. Suddenly there were two seals in Brad’s hand. He passed one to Sam. “Here. You’re going to need this for the elves.”

“Somehow I doubt the elves would care even if I showed up at their front door with the cthulhi raining fire from the skies,” Sam said. “But we have to try, don’t we?”

Brad nodded. “Any luck reaching Myrdin?”

“Not yet.” Sam frowned.

Brad nodded. “I’ll try to find someone to handle the orcs, then.”

Brad put out a message across the guild chat, relaying everything they had just learned to Invictus. He told his people to inform everyone they came across about the situation in the hopes of driving up recruitment. They were going to need everyone they could get to fight the cthulhi.

Sadly, finding volunteers to recruit the orcs proved easier said than done. Few people were willing to go to a world jam-packed to the gills with orcs. Fewer still were actually qualified to take on such a task. While Brad had no idea how strong these orcs were supposed to be, he thought it was pretty safe to assume they would easily be in the high end of tier two or even tier three.

“I’ll take them,” Jake replied in guild chat.

Brad exchanged a worried glance with Sam. “Jake, you can barely take care of yourself.”

“We’re going to fix that,” Jake countered. “Trust me. I’ve got this.”


Chapter eleven
Jake


“Bold words for a man who can barely walk,” Mason said as they made their way out of the ogre’s teleporter pyramid at a glacial pace.

Jake grunted. “And I meant them too.” He reached for the deep aether reserves of his new aether core and guided them towards his battered body. Once more his shattered core pulled at the flowing aether, like a dehydrated man desperate for water. Jake only managed to get a trickle of energy into his limbs. It wasn’t enough to do much of anything with.

Tanya glanced around at the pyramid. “You know, I expected a lot more for an ogre-built place.”

Nokor chuckled. “This pyramid was only just completed, Tanya. We have had no time to decorate just yet.”

“Not that I’d recommend it,” Darius said. “I’ve heard Kahi go on and on about all the horrible things that could go wrong with teleporters. If it were up to me I’d try to keep the place as pristine and untouched as possible instead of risking any of those horrible things.”

“What horrible things?” Nokor asked.

Darius shrugged. “Getting merged with whoever you traveled through, coming out as ground beef on the other side. You know. Real nice, lovely things.”

Nokor grimaced. “Perhaps it would be wise for us to leave this place be, then. I will be sure to warn my people.”

Jake frowned at himself for slowing them down so much they couldn’t even leave the pyramid quickly. He couldn’t afford to stay in this condition with the cthulhi coming, but there wasn’t much he could do to fix it with his shattered core interfering. Most frustrating of all was the fact he remained in such a condition after a week spent in the hospital.

It does beat being dead, though, Hazel said.

You’re right about that, Jake grudgingly admitted. I guess I’ve just become spoiled by our near instantaneous healing ever since the system came to us. Back before the Collective showed up, a serious injury could take weeks, months, even years to heal. These days all you need is a quick healing spell and boom, you’re good as new.

I know it is frustrating Jake, but the kind of injury you received was not normal, Hazel said. Your entire nervous system needed to be rebuilt, and that was after Brad brought you back from the dead.

There’s a lot more rebuilding I’ll need to do if I’m going to get back in the fight, Jake said.

He decided pulling from his core was not the best way to go about enhancing his broken body. Instead, Jake focused on the ambient aether, drawing it into his body. Rather than run it through his core as he normally would, Jake pulled it directly into his muscles.

Jake straightened. Running his body off ambient aether avoided the interference of his shattered core. More importantly, it restored his balance and strengthened him enough to achieve a normal walking speed, though the effort involved caused sweat to roll down his brow.

“Come on, we’ve got an ordeal to tackle,” Jake said.

Mason smiled. “Using the ambient aether to fix yourself up? Clever.”

“‘Fix’ is a strong word for what I’m doing,” Jake said. “This is just a crutch until I can get my core repaired.”

Darius cleared his throat. “That’s awesome and all, but what do you mean we’ve got an ordeal to tackle?”

Jake chuckled. “You mean you guys traveled all this way across the stars to avoid strengthening your own cores?”

Darius gave a nervous grin, then looked back at the others.

Tanya grimaced. “The trial seems weighted very much on the fatal side of things, Jake. If we go through and fail, Earth will have four fewer powerful cultivators to defend it rather than just the one.”

Jake wasn’t too fond of the negativity Tanya was giving off. At least her thought process was reasonable. They were going to need every cultivator they could get to fight back against the cthulhi. If this ordeal was truly as bad as Nokor said it would be, there was a real possibility Jake wouldn’t make it out alive.

He forced a smile. “Then I’ll just have to do this myself.” Jake led the way out of the pyramid.

They were greeted by a lush, green, sprawling mountainous landscape covered in trees of pinks and reds pulsing with aether. Drifting in the air was a thin purple-and-blue mist. High in the sky not one but two suns arced across the heavens, along with the enormous remains of a shattered moon.

“It’s beautiful,” Tanya said in awe.

Darius breathed deep. “And the air is so nice and crisp and clean. I bet this place would give the rainforests back on Earth a run for their money.”

Mason nodded. “In a place like this, it’s no wonder you ogres all ended up becoming cultivators. This world of yours looks cut straight out of a wuxia film.”

Nokor smiled warmly. “We did what we could to spread our way of life across the stars, much to the Collective’s dismay.”

Mason frowned. “Yeah, I read about that when they declassified the cthulhi. It’s pretty messed up that the Collective would do that to you ogres after everything you did to push the ugly tentacle faces back to wherever they came from.”

“It was unfortunate, yes,” Nokor agreed. “But it is my hope we can change how the Collective sees us after all these years. We have been, after all, the least troubling of all the member races.”

Jake chuckled. “Even after us humans joined, right?”

Nokor simply smiled.

“Don’t worry, Nokor,” Darius said. “After we kick the cthulhi’s asses, I’m sure the Collective will get their heads out of their own.”

“We can only hope,” Nokor agreed.

“Speaking of hope,” Jake said as he glanced around the beautiful landscape. “Where are we going and how are we getting there?”

“To the Sanctum of the Ordeal,” Nokor said.

Darius planted a hand on his hip, leaning his weight to one side. “Could that name be any more on-the-nose?”

Nokor chuckled. “As for how we shall get there…” He raised a hand into the air. The mist around them quickly coalesced inside the palm of Nokor’s hand. The mist grew in density and size until it was large enough to support the party of five. Nokor flicked his wrist out and the cloud dropped to his feet. “We will be traveling by dream cloud.”

“Dream cloud?” Jake asked as he climbed on board. It really was a bed of clouds. If he wasn’t careful he was going to doze off from how incredibly comfortable it was.

“Yes,” Nokor said. “It is my people’s native means of transportation. Unfortunately it is rare that we can find a world where such phenomena are natural. Aetheric mists, fog, and clouds only manifest in the most aether-dense worlds, after all.”

The party climbed on board the cloud and made themselves comfortable.

“But the Collective said Earth is the most aether-rich world in the whole of the Collective. If that’s the case, then why haven’t we seen anything like this back home?” Tanya asked.

Nokor walked to the center of the cloud. He stood with his arms behind his back as the cloud lifted into the air and took off towards the rising suns.

“Your world is still quite young,” Nokor explained. “Give it another year or two and I am certain dream clouds will become quite commonplace among your world’s cultivators.”

Mason smiled. “First we have to make sure we’ll have that kind of time. How far out is this place?”

“A few hours,” Nokor answered. “It will be noon by the time we arrive.”

Jake laid down on his stomach and crawled to the edge of the cloud to take in the scenery. They flew over a broad river that seemed to go on for an eternity.

Now and then little clusters of structures popped up. Buildings with sloped roofs reminded Jake of Japanese architecture back on Earth, though they were considerably larger in order to fit the ogres comfortably. With structures of white walls, red-orange wooden support beams that gave the buildings a pop of color, and green tiles on the roofs, Jake could tell the ogres really did try to be one with nature. With their focus being all about mastering aether, that came as no surprise to Jake. Aether was as much a part of nature as the very air they breathed in, even if humans had only recently become aware of it.

“Do you guys not have cities on your Xaruk Prime, Nokor?” Tanya asked.

“We do,” Nokor said. “But we try to minimize our impact on the world. The more we allow aether to grow and spread freely, the denser the aether concentration becomes on our world. Which I suppose makes our cities a little bit ironic.”

Mason raised a brow. “How come?”

“Our cities are centered around the largest concentrations of aether,” Nokor explained. “Before the great clans were united under Supreme Druruk, we ogres—like every other race in the galaxy—warred amongst ourselves. Each great clan required a strong source of aether with which to establish their academies of cultivation and develop their sacred arts—what we now call spells and abilities thanks to the system. While laying claim to these locations dense in aether proved priceless to each of the clans, it did interfere with the aether’s natural flow. Right before Supreme Druruk rose to prominence, the concentration of aether was so affected by the great clans’ expansion, only the strongest cultivators among us were capable of summoning dream clouds, and even then it took a great deal of time.”

“So what changed?” Darius asked.

“Druruk did,” Nokor said. “He began his life as an unblooded. An ogre incapable of forming a core. Some scrolls from the past even go so far to say such creatures were born without a soul.”

“Harsh,” Darius said.

Nokor nodded. “Not as harsh as his kind were treated. Unblooded were often killed as soon as they were found out, for all manner of superstitious reasons. Rare was the family who would take one in. Duruk was no different, but his father refused to allow his son to be killed, even against his mother’s wishes who—ironically enough—was one of the most powerful cultivators of her time. Thus Druruk was spirited away into the badlands where he grew up surrounded by all manner of exiles.”

Jake glanced back at Nokor. “So what exactly was wrong with an unblooded?”

“They were completely disconnected from aether,” Nokor explained. “It is a relatively rare and tragic condition which prevents ogres from sensing or interacting with aether. Today we understand this condition comes about because of an extreme concentration of toxins within a child where their core should be. A corrupted core. Or anti-core, if you will.”

Darius let out a low whistle. “That sounds really bad.”

“It is,” Nokor agreed. “The condition can be cured through the use of extremely expensive pills and elixirs these days, though it leaves the user crippled in comparison to what they could achieve through the ordeal.”

“Wait, hold on.” Jake sat up. “Are you saying that this Druruk guy went through the ordeal to fix his core?”

Nokor nodded. “That is what the legends say. Historical records from that time are few and far between, with some being more fantastical than others. What we do know for certain is that Druruk was the first ogre to reach the heart of the badlands and come out of the ordeal alive. Later he went on to establish the Sanctum of the Ordeal there as his home, as well as to defend it from monster surges.”

“Monster surges?” Tanya asked.

“Imagine one of the system’s seeder overlords raising an army to attack your cities,” Nokor said. “Now imagine every one of those monsters is a powerful aether beast hungering for both dense aether and the cores of their victims. What do you think happens when such monsters reach the most aether-dense location on the entire planet?”

Darius shrugged. “They get very big and very angry?”

“Godzilla levels of angry,” Nokor said.

Mason blinked. “You watched that?”

Nokor chuckled. “I am a fan of what you humans call kaiju films. The classic ones especially. They are rather quaint compared to the real thing.”

Jake blinked, imagining something on par with Godzilla stomping through their cities. He was fairly certain even Bastion with its shields and defenses wouldn’t be able to keep that giant, nuclear lizard out.

“So what did Druruk do to fix his core?” Tanya asked.

“He went through the ordeal,” Nokor said. “Step one is fighting your way through to the heart of the sanctum. Which is easier said than done when you don’t even have a basic core to work with. The aether there is so dense it has a will of its own and actively fights back against any who try to get in. And let me assure you, you will not be alone there.”

Jake grimaced. “There’s monsters, aren’t there?”

“Many,” Nokor said. “But with your skills I am certain you have a great chance of surviving the journey. It is the next two stages which concern me the most.”

“Which are?”

“Step two is destroying your core,” Nokor said. “We have not yet trained you to do such a thing, so the challenge will be…difficult, to say the least. As I said before, the process is unique to each cultivator as each core is unique to their creator. In your case, you have created a small and incredibly dense core to keep the aether rampaging through you in check. This will make it far more difficult to destroy than a normal core, especially without experience.”

Jake frowned. “Had I known this trip was in my near future I would’ve built that core out of wet cardboard and well wishes. What’s the next step?”

“The third and final step is assembling your core,” Nokor explained. “Given the intense concentration of aether there, you will have to deal with fighting off the strongest case of aether poisoning you have ever faced in your life, Jake. Not only that, but you will have to incorporate every single fragment of your destroyed cores into this process and cement them together using this aether.”

“That doesn’t sound so terrible,” Darius said.

“While fending off monsters,” Nokor added.

Tanya blinked. “Wait, what? That doesn’t make any sense. This Druruk guy went in there and did this with no ability to control aether. How did he manage to do any of this and fight off monsters at the same time?”

“The legends vary from one telling to the next,” Nokor said. “One story has Druruk stalking through the sanctum with spear in hand and meticulously slaying every last monster inside, ripping out their cores, and forming a necklace out of them to channel the aether he needed.”

Darius nodded. “Badass. With all the monsters dead, he didn’t have to worry about anything harassing him.”

“Another tells of Druruk earning the respect of the aether and being blessed by it,” Nokor continued. “This is one of the more fantastical tellings, in which through sheer force of will alone Druruk survived everything the ordeal could throw at him. Thus he earned powers and a core, which put him on the path to godhood.”

“Godhood?” Jake asked.

Nokor nodded. “The third and final of the more popular tellings—my least favorite of them—explains that Druruk simply came to power through sheer dumb luck.”

“That doesn’t sound very fun at all,” complained Darius.

Nokor frowned. “It is often done rather poorly. The best versions of that twist on the story are done as comedies. While I feel they disrespect Druruk and his achievements, there is no denying they are quite entertaining.”

Jake waved his hands in the air. “Hold on, hold on. Let’s not skip over the important details here.”

“Which one?” Nokor asked.

“The godhood one,” Jake said. “That seems too important to just gloss over. What happened with all that, and is this guy even alive anymore?”

Nokor pursed his lips. “Whether he is alive we do not know, but yes, he did become the strongest ogre ever known among our kind. At the height of his power he had the ability to destroy entire cities with the snap of his fingers, to clash against the primal gods of old, and even fight entities from beyond our own existence, if you believe the legends.”

“Beyond our own existence?” Darius asked in awe.

“That is where the legends say Druruk ran off to at the end of his story,” Nokor said. “He’s never been seen since, so we do not know if he in fact died or simply moved on to another plane of existence.”

Jake blinked. “What do you think happened to him?”

Nokor drew in a breath and exhaled. “Personally I believe he went into the great void of space to fight threats our ancestors could not comprehend. This was far, far before the Collective so much as brushed up against our star system, after all. Back before we could even dream of touching the stars.”

“Makes sense,” Tanya said. “Even our ancients believed the realm beyond the sky was another dimension where monsters and demons could come from.”

“Pretty sure that was hell,” Darius said. “And that was firmly beneath our feet.”

Tanya shrugged. “Depends on what ancestors you’re reading about. There are tons of stories out there with all sorts of different takes on damn near everything.”

Nokor chuckled. “We do have particularly troublesome beasts on this world that claw their way up to the surface. Oftentimes they do this during a surge, however.”

“Any of those coming any time soon?” Jake asked as the lush landscape slowly morphed to a flat, barren wasteland.

Nokor frowned. “We have not had one in nearly a year…which means we are due for one any day now. It is only a matter of where the surge will occur, not if.”

“How likely is it that the Sanctum of the Ordeal will get hit?” Mason asked.

“Almost guaranteed,” Nokor said. “As the most powerful concentration of aether on Xaruk Prime, it is hit nearly every year by the strongest monsters.”

Tanya glanced over at Jake. “Sounds like we won’t be babysitting you through your ordeal.”

Jake let out a worried chuckle. “That’s fine. I can handle whatever the ordeal throws at me if you guys keep the monster surge out.”

Nokor nodded. “That would be ideal. However, even if we could join you in the ordeal there is no way we could help you. The ordeal frowns upon those who seek to cheat their way through it. It is a test of the individual, so if a group goes in they must take different paths to the heart of the sanctum and take on the challenges before them on their own. If not, the sanctum has been known to shun or outright kill those it deems unworthy.”

Jake twisted his mouth into an amused frown. “OK. So I have to survive getting in through crazy-strong aether and monsters. Next I have to survive breaking my own core. And finally, I have to survive rebuilding my core while fighting off monsters with no help from anyone…or else this ordeal will just tell me to get lost?”

“Or kill you, yes,” Nokor confirmed.

“Fantastic,” Jake said.

Their magic cloud ride carried them over vast stretches of desert pulsing with aether. Aether came in varying forms on Xaruk Prime. Wildlife both monstrous and beautiful roamed the wastes, hunting and killing. The rare desert plant stood tall in defiance, pulsing with aetheric energies of different elements. Veins of raw aether peeked through the desert sands in brilliant violet.

Unlike the mountainous region they’d left, these badlands were devoid of civilization. Jake saw not a single hint of ogres roaming the deserts. No animals being herded, no clusters of structures or even single huts, not even a stray campfire.

In the distance a pillar of brilliant, violet light shot up into the heavens like a beacon. Jake was certain every living soul on their side of the planet could see it. As he glanced around, there were others in the distance but none as blinding or large as the one directly ahead of them.

“Uhm, Nokor, what’s that?” Tanya asked.

Nokor grimaced. “A monster surge is coming.”

“That’s bad, right?” Darius asked.

“Yes, but also no,” Nokor said. “Powerful monsters will be coming for the sanctum, but the surge is a sign of the planet venting excess aether.” He glanced down to Jake. “There is no better time than now to forge a powerful core, Jake.”

Jake smiled. “Then we better get down there fast, huh?”

As the suns climbed higher into the sky, the desert below shifted once more into savannah. The closer they got to the pillar of light, the denser the greenery became until a new, lush landscape full of aetheric plants spread out before them.

As did the monsters.

Monsters resembling oni from Japanese mythology poured out of the ground. Huge, lumbering beasts with horns and twisted faces. Red and blue ones towered over the smaller, lesser demons, swinging great clubs of ice and fire. The smaller oni were mostly skeletal beings of varying sizes, but there were some beastial ones among them. Black-furred boars with tusks each easily the size of Nokor surged forward, their eyes glowing orange and their feet and maws spurting flames. Giant spiders emerged with the twisted head of an ogre serving as their eyes and a mouth that looked like it belonged on a shark—if that shark had mandibles strapped to its mouth.

Then came the largest of them all: a beast that looked just as Jake had imagined an ogre would, but angrier. It howled into the night, twenty feet of broad, angry, rampaging, dark-red muscle and a crimson mane that would make a lion feel inadequate about their hair-care routine. The beast’s horns crackled with energy as the wild hair on its head, forearms, and calves erupted in flames.

“They look friendly,” Darius said anxiously.

Nokor leaned forward, and the dream cloud’s speed surged. “We must hurry before they see us.”

“What happens if they see us?” Darius asked.

Spears of flame shot past Darius’s nose as Nokor deftly evaded to the side.

“What did you think was going to happen?” Tanya shouted.

“Brace yourselves,” Nokor warned, and throttled the cloud forward.

Tanya squealed and was nearly flung from the cloud by the sudden force pushing her back. Mason clasped her arm and pulled her to the safety of the center of the cloud, where she latched on tight.

Jake lowered himself flat onto the cloud and grimaced. His weak grasp was already slipping. Darius dropped prone beside him, latching an arm around Jake.

A city came into view ahead of them, built around the base of what looked to be a volcano. Except the volcano was spewing aether into the heavens above, while the city was more of a fortress monastery than anything else.

“Almost there,” Nokor said.

Flashes of orange light erupted in the sky above them. Creatures with lithe, humanoid bodies appeared with the wings of bats and scorpion tails longer than they were tall. The heads of the beasts were like a cross between a bug and a piranha.

“Flying oni,” Nokor yelled.

Tanya blasted the first of the beasts with a swift aetheric bolt. It detonated on its chest, blowing the bony carapace armor wide open. Gore rained down as it fell out of the sky.

“They’re easy to kill, at least!” Tanya cheered.

Mason fired a beam through another as more of the orange flashes erupted in the sky. “There’s a whole lot more where those came from!”

“Almost there,” Nokor said. “Keep them off us.”

He took the dream cloud into a sharp dive, heading for the sanctum’s walls. The flying oni shrieked and chased after them. The monsters had no ranged attacks to throw at them, but they were fast fliers aided by an ability to blink every few seconds. Tanya and Mason did what they could, blasting away at the monsters with one hand while they clung to the cloud with the other.

“Darius, do something!” Tanya protested.

“I’m more of a melee guy,” Darius countered. “Besides, I’m holding Jake!”

Jake frowned at being used as a perfectly legitimate excuse for Darius slacking off in combat. If Jake could just hold on under his own strength, Darius would be free to help. As things stood, if Darius let go, Jake would fly off straight into the claws of the oni.

Nokor dove them down faster and faster. They were so close to the walls Jake could almost reach out and touch them. But the same could be said of the flying oni.

One of the beasts swiped at Nokor, only to catch Nokor’s elbow through its skull. Another raked its claws over Mason’s back shortly before exploding to pieces. A third dove straight for Jake.

The Sanctum of the Ordeal was suddenly illuminated with spheres of aether floating above its walls and towers. The spheres shot out at the flying demons, branching wildly into spears of light that skewered the ever-growing horde of flying oni. Just as it was inches from Jake’s neck, the flying oni coming after him caught an aetheric spear through the gullet and fell towards the tide of oni below.

Nokor brought them down behind the fortress wall and dismissed the dream cloud.

Jake and his fellow humans crashed face-first onto the floor. Thankfully the drop was only a few inches. “A little warning next time,” Jake groaned as he pushed up to his feet.

“By the lotus, who are you people?” barked a particularly large ogre clad in—strangely enough—armor. Like the rest of the ogres, their look was very much reminiscent of the Far East. Samurai armor, Jake would call it, were it not so bulky and metallic. If Jake had to guess, the enormous crest on his helmet depicting a violet lotus meant this particular ogre was important.

Nokor bowed deeply. “Forgive our intrusion, Commander. We are on a dire mission to bring this human to the ordeal, and we have no time to waste.”

“A human? To the ordeal?” The commander glanced down at Jake.

Nokor remained bowed. “Yes. We will remain to assist with your defenses. We only ask that Jake be allowed to undergo the ordeal right now.”

“Rise, Nokor,” the ogre commander said. “Tell me why we should allow this human to undergo one of our holiest and most rigorous trials. Quickly now, before the oni breach the gate.”

“The Cthulhi Empire are coming,” Nokor said. “The monsters we tell our young ones about to scare them into behaving properly. They’re real, and they’re coming to wipe out our galaxy. Jake might not look like much now, but he was capable of fighting off one of those monsters at great cost to himself. Please Commander, if Jake is capable of surviving this ordeal, I believe he may very well be the key to defeating the greatest threat the Collective has ever seen.”

The commander glanced down at Jake, then back at Nokor as if to ask if he was being serious.

“The Collective declassified a lot of this information not long ago,” Tanya said. “It’s what you guys called forbidden knowledge or something like that. The sort of stuff they would apparently kill to keep quiet if it wasn’t about to kick down their front door.”

The commander’s eyes went wide. “What?”

“Check your notifications,” Tanya pressed.

Had the commander’s eyes gone any wider they might very well have fallen out of his head. “Get this man to the ordeal immediately, then return to the wall. This monster surge is the largest I have ever seen in my life. If this frail human can truly turn the tide against these cthulhi, I will not have it known that Commander Tezag Miret was responsible for his downfall.”

Nokor bowed again. “Thank you, Commander.” Without any warning, he scooped Jake up in his arms and sprinted across the fortress monastery. Using cultivation he greatly enhanced his speed, allowing him to hop off nearby buildings to the rooftops, then the layered walls surrounding the mountain.

Jake clung to Nokor as best he could. “Don’t drop me!”

“I swear on my life and the honor of all my ancestors you will arrive safely, Jake,” Nokor said.

Darius and the others followed after Nokor. They sprinted across rooftops and ring after ring of defenses surrounding the sanctum. They sprinted past more warrior ogres who looked far less like the harmless monks back on Earth and more like proper warriors and wizards.

At their heightened speed, it was a simple task to reach the base of the mountain. A cavern hollowed out of the side of the mountain led to two slabs of stone the ogres called a gate.

Nokor set Jake down and glanced up. “Here we are, Jake. The Sanctum of the Ordeal.”

“How do I get in?” Jake asked, seeing no guards or mechanisms to open the gate.

Nokor clapped Jake’s shoulder. “Fortunately, this is one step of the journey I can still help you with, my friend.” He stepped towards the gate and swirled the ambient aether into a sphere of energy the size of his torso. He held up the sphere in one arm then thrust it towards the center of the gate.

The sphere slotted neatly into the central bezel. The violet aether spread throughout the walls in a brilliant display of violet runes. The gate groaned and split open. Dust fell from the stone slabs as a violent wind shot out of the growing gap.

Only it wasn’t wind. It was aether. The densest aether Jake had ever seen. It nearly threw him on his back. The air was so thick with it he struggled to breathe and keep himself from starting down the path to aether poisoning.

“That’s a whole lot of aether,” Darius said with wide eyes as the gates swung fully open.

Jake nodded. If just a whiff of the stuff was already straining him, he wasn’t sure how he was going to make it to the center of the sanctum. But the Collective needed him. His friends needed him. His family needed him.

“Keep the fortress clean for me guys. I’ll be back in a bit,” he said with all the bravado he could muster, and walked inside.


Chapter twelve
Sam


“So how exactly are we supposed to get to the elven homeworld?” Sal asked on their way to the teleporter pyramid. “I don’t know if this super-secret council knows this, but us humans don’t have the best interstellar travel tech laying around like the rest of the races.”

“That’s exactly what we’re going to figure out…if Myrdin ever gets back to us,” Sam said.

Getting to Emyalune was the first of their challenges when it came to convincing the elves to fight alongside humanity and the Collective. The other challenge was knocking them off what was certain to be one hell of a high horse. Sam wasn’t exactly sure how they were expected to accomplish that ridiculous task. For the most part, the elves gave no thought to anyone but themselves. In fact, they thought every other race was beneath them and meant to serve them.

Maybe we should ask them nicely, Olivia offered.

Sam grimaced at the very idea. Yes, because the crazy race who thinks they’re the greatest thing since sliced bread is totally going to respond to someone asking them nicely. You know what? We can do better than that. We can lay out a calm, logical, perfectly sound presentation as to why we are all royally screwed if they don’t come play nice with us.

That’s a great idea, Sammy, Olivia practically beamed. Do you think it’ll actually work?

Hah! No.

Olivia huffed. Well, what would, then?

Sam frowned, scouring her mind for an answer. With the elven council being comprised of several different great houses, there wasn’t a single figurehead who stood above all others as far as she knew. Each house was effectively a faction unto themselves, with their own organization, schemes, and goals. The council was mostly there to keep the elves from killing one another over every petty reason they could possibly come up with.

Actually, they do sort of have one, Olivia said.

A king or queen? Sam asked.

I suppose “queen” would be the closest term for the current leader of the elves, Olivia said with an anxious chuckle. Though they’re really more like the head of the most prestigious elven house. And the most powerful one.

So maybe we could take them hostage and make the others follow, Sam thought.

Oh goodness, no, Sammy, Olivia scolded. First of all, that’s just rude. Second of all, the other elven houses would see that as a sign of weakness. They would come rushing in like sharks smelling blood in the water to try and take her place.

Sam sighed. Fine. So we’ll try the least-likely-to-succeed approach of trying to reason with the elves. But I need to know who exactly I’m going to be dealing with here, Olivia.

Of course, dear. You will be looking for one Aerith Virzana of House Stormwind.

Any idea what she looks like? Sam asked.

Nope! Olivia answered. Apparently she’s rather fond of keeping her identity a secret. Makes the other houses trying to assassinate her have a much harder time doing so.

Sounds like a rogue to me, Sam said. Maybe we’ll be able to get along.

Sam and Sal entered the grand pyramid and went straight for Kahi behind the teleporter control console.

“Welcome back,” Kahi said. “I am afraid you two are a little early for your trip. Myrdin has yet to get back to us on the status of his teleporter.”

Sal held up a hand. “Remind me again how the dark elves got their hands on that technology?”

“Did Brad not give it to them?” Kahi asked.

Sam shrugged. “They did help us out of a bind with the whole House Oberon mess, so I imagine he did. Either that or that princess weaseled it out of Aron.”

Sal laughed. “My money’s on Aron.”

Kahi’s console chimed. “Ah, there he is. What is that expression you humans use all the time?”

“Speak of the devil?” Sal offered.

“Yes, that is the one.” Kahi hit a button on her console.

Myrdin’s hologram appeared before them. The dark elf wore a dark leather jacket that exposed his chest and abs to the world. His pants were more a pair of thigh-highs and a loincloth. “Greetings,” the dark elf said with a bow.

“Sir, we wear shirts and pants in this establishment,” Sal replied in a deadpan expression.

Myrdin rose with a tight, friendly smile, the kind he often gave when he did not care in the slightest about someone’s opinion. “My dear Sal, I put on the most modest clothing I could find to suit your adorable human sensibilities.” The hologram waltzed over to Sal until his face was less than an inch from Sal’s nose. “But if you prefer, I could put on something with a lot more flair.”

Sal gently tried to push the hologram away, only for his arm to go right through the image. He cleared his throat. “How about next time you come down to Earth I buy you some real clothes?”

Myrdin pulled back with a delighted smile. “Oh, a cultural exchange? How quaint. I will be more than happy to do so, but only if you agree to come along with me for a shopping spree to…spruce up that drab excuse for fashion.”

Sam cleared her throat. “If you two ladies are done talking about playing dress-up, we have an apocalypse to prevent.”

Myrdin turned towards Sam. “Of course, Sam. You were trying to reach Emyalune in time for the council of elven houses, correct?”

“The sooner the better,” Sam answered.

“Fortunately for you, Brad reached out to us with this request before we deployed the portal on our homeworld,” Myrdin said. “It just so happens we had a scout fleet lurking on a nearby moon who set up the portal for us. It should be coming online in…” He gestured at the portal with a pair of fingers. “Now.”

Kahi raised a brow. “You were quick to figure that out. You didn’t skip any steps did you, elf? Because I can assure you Brad will not be happy if—”

“Yes, yes, kitten, we are well aware of all the horrendous mishaps that could occur should we make one single, solitary slip-up in the assembly process,” Myrdin said dismissively. “We took your warnings to heart and shall not be tampering with anything beyond our knowledge. Besides, the last thing we want is for humanity to go to war against us because we accidentally killed one of your leader’s wives.”

“Wives?” Sam asked.

Sal blinked. “There was a wedding?”

“There wasn’t,” Sam answered. “Pretty sure there’s no other hopeful as far as I’m aware.”

“Last I heard Les did kinda sorta have a crush on him,” Sal said. “She was actually pretty pissed when he came out all doe-eyed over you.”

Sam blinked. “Is that why she was giving everyone the cold shoulder?”

Myrdin coughed awkwardly. “Right. I forget how dull you humans can be about relationships.”

Kahi swung her hands out. “Back to the mission,” she snapped. “Are preparations ready on your end?”

Myrdin nodded. “Yes. Sam and Sal will take the portal, then run along to one of our small scout vessels. From there it should be a simple matter to tactically insert them into Emyalune’s atmosphere near the council chamber. We would go for a direct insertion if this mission called for wet work—the light elves do love their open ceilings—but we are there to make allies, not enemies, so an isolated location nearby will have to do.”

“Sounds good,” Sam said, and headed for the portal.

Sal followed. “So how exactly does this tactical insertion work?”

A toothy smirk tugged at Myrdin’s lips. “Why, that would spoil the surprise, Sal. You’ll find out.”

Sal groaned. “I’m going to hate you after this, aren’t I?”

Myrdin’s smirk widened. His hologram vanished without an answer.

Sal swung his head back. “God damn elves.”

Sam and Sal stepped through the portal. In a flash they were out on the other side, in a considerably smaller pyramid. Two parties of scantily clad “warrior” elves bowed on either side of the path. Had Sam not seen what the enchanted armor the dark elves used could do, she wouldn’t have been convinced in the slightest that these so-called warriors could actually handle taking a hit.

Myrdin bowed at their arrival. “Right this way, friends. The ship is waiting for us outside.”

“So about this insertion method,” Sal inquired.

Myrdin led the way out, ignoring Sal all the while. “Helmets on, people. I would not want you suffocating to death.”

Sam activated her helmet with a thought-command. Sal followed her lead, as did Rocky on her shoulder.

“He really wants to mess with me, doesn’t he?” Sal grumbled over party chat to Sam.

Sam chuckled. “Maybe he’s jealous of the princess and wants a monkey of his own.”

Sal gasped in horror. “No.”

Sam just nodded at him.

“Nah-uh. No. We are not doing that. I’m not doing that. Nah-uh. Nope, no.” Sal went on repeating his denials.

Sam laughed, much to the curious stares of the surrounding dark elves.

They stepped outside the pyramid onto the dark side of an alien moon. All around them was a sea of stars with nothing but the faint light of the pyramid’s doorway to break up the uniformity of the spectacle.

“Myrdin, where’s our ship?” Sam asked.

Myrdin glanced over his shoulder. “Right here.”

A dark-elven vessel materialized around them. Or rather, the loading lift to one. As soon as the ship appeared, the elevator pulled them into the ship as the engines hummed to life.

“Now if you will just follow me over to the drop bays, we’ll have you on Emyalune in no time.”

“Drop bays?” Sal balked. “You’re going to drop us onto an elven planet?”

“From orbit, yes,” Myrdin casually confirmed, leading them through elegant, narrow halls.

Sal glanced at Sam with a look of sheer terror.

Sam couldn’t help but share some of his concern. “How safe is this?”

“Perfectly safe,” Myrdin assured them. “Provided you don’t hit any debris, get knocked off course, shot at, or some manner of spell strikes your pod.” He turned into a room off to the side.

The chamber was filled with a row of drop pods. Each one was a sleek, black, ornate coffin.

Sal whined. “We’re gonna die here.”

“I’d rather not,” Sam said.

“Well, if you don’t survive the landing then we’re going to have much bigger problems than just the two of you dying,” Myrdin said earnestly. “The light elves may have never been the kindest people in this galaxy, but there is no denying their vast empire and resources will be necessary in turning the tide against the Cthulhi Empire.” He stepped toward them and clasped their shoulders. “We’re all counting on you to… What is that human expression?”

“Pull their heads out of their asses?” Sal offered.

Myrdin smiled, patting him on the shoulder. “I knew I liked you for a reason, Sal.”

Sal quickly pulled away from Myrdin and shoved himself inside one of the pods.

Sam smiled at Myrdin. “He’s just shy.”

“I am not!” Sal shouted from the pod.

“Oh, I know.” Myrdin flashed a soft grin. “Now best of luck on your mission. You will be dropping in ten minutes.”

Sam nodded and stepped into her own pod. She was locked inside the cramped coffin with nowhere to go but down. “This is a lot tighter than it looks.”

“On the bright side, we won’t need a burial with these things,” Sal said.

Sam rolled her eyes.

The tight confines are purposefully designed to nullify any excessive impact forces on your body, Sammy, Olivia said.

Sam wiggled around. Cramped as the space was, it was rather cushy. Her fingers felt over some nozzles.

Olivia answered her question before she could voice it. Impact gel is also employed to maximize safety.

Sam nodded. “So, Myrdin, how many cities are on this world?”

“Just the one,” Myrdin said. “We elves tend to only build one city per world. They are often sprawling metropolises, but nothing like the city planets of the gnomes. We do, however, employ outposts for convenience when it comes to gathering resources. We may be minimalists, but that does not make us impractical.”

“So it’s a pretty clean city, then?” Sal asked.

“You’ll see shortly,” Myrdin said. “Prepare for drop in…now.”

“What?” Sal demanded.

The two pods shot out of the dark-elven vessel. Sam looked up trying to spot it, but the ship was cloaked. For that matter, she couldn’t find Sal’s pod anywhere around her either, if not for the party marker showing his location.

“How long before we hit the ground?” Sam asked.

“A few minutes,” Myrdin said. “You should be landing in a dense patch of forest just outside the council chamber. From there it should be a simple thing to slip inside.”

Sam blinked. “And no one is going to notice this?”

“Shooting stars aren’t that uncommon of a phenomenon, Sam,” Myrdin answered. “You will be fine provided you do not attract too much attention to yourselves.”

Sam wasn’t convinced by Myrdin’s word as their pods were engulfed in the flames of reentry. The pod shook violently around her. She wanted to latch on to something, anything, but there was nothing to do but ride the pod down to the planet’s surface.

“I have never appreciated Collective air-conditioning more than at this very moment,” Sal shouted through the roar of reentry. “We are looking all kinds of extra-crispy right now.”

Sam took a deep breath and exhaled. As she did, the flames around them tapered off. The pods angled down towards their destination below: a gleaming city of white built upon a forest cliff face with towering waterfalls flowing around and above it. Were they not on an urgent mission in hostile territory, she would have wanted a tour of the place. It must have easily been twice the size of New York City, counting all the forests woven through the city.

A waypoint marker flashed on her heads-up display, marking out a colosseum-like structure at the heart of the city. This was the council chamber. Myrdin was not kidding when he said the elves liked their open ceilings. The place was massive. Their drop pods could have flown right in no problem. Even the dark-elven ship could have landed there with room to spare.

“Looks like we’re headed for the woods off to the east,” Sal said. “Is it really safe to be landing this close?”

“Well, we aren’t glowing anymore, so there’s that,” Sam said.

“But what about sensors?” Sal asked.

Sam shook her head. “We have our stealth skills to help us avoid all of that. These pods have tech to deal with detection too, just like our armor. Short of someone getting direct eyes on us, no one is going to know we’re coming.”

“Well that’s good,” Sal said. “Last thing I want to do is wind up dead on my first off-world trip.”

Sam blinked. “Pretty sure that was the Oberon.”

“Naw, that hardly counts,” Sal said. “That was basically our backyard.”

Sam laughed when a message flashed before her eyes.

Brace for landing.

“This is it,” Sam said.

Sal exhaled sharply. “OK! We’ve got this. We can do this. I believe in us.”

“You’re needing a new pair of pants, aren’t you?” Sam asked.

“Oh yeah,” Sal said.

Sam laughed and drew in a deep breath to calm herself. There was really nothing else she could do given the situation.

Deploying impact gel.

A thick orange gel flooded the pod, covering Sam from head to toe. She was glad for her helmet, otherwise she would have been suffocating in the stuff.

The forest came up towards them quickly. Thrusters fired off to slow their descent and the two pods came to a swift stop. Sam didn’t feel a thing through the impact gel.

The pod’s door swung open and the gel spilled out, leaving her free to disembark. The moment the gel came into contact with the open air, it evaporated into a thin white haze and was carried off by the wind.

As soon as Sal left his pod, it shimmered with violet light and deconstructed itself. Sam’s pod did the same.

You have received 2,000 aether.

“Normally we would ask for that aether back to resupply our drop pods, but if you can pull this mission off, I will gladly let you keep it as a gift,” Myrdin said over chat.

“We’ll get you your aether back, don’t worry,” Sam said. “Sal, let’s get moving.”

The pair of rogues rushed through the woods towards their marker. With their ridiculously enhanced speed it was a brief sprint to the outermost wall. That was also where their first problem began: There was no way in but up.

“Sal, you don’t happen to have any climbing skills or gene mods, do you?” Sam asked.

Sal shook his head. “No. Why would I get any gene mods? I like being human.”

Sam pointed a thumb back at herself. “Tier-two flying squirrel here, and I’m still human.”

“Oh…well, what’s that let you do?” Sal asked.

“I can jump higher and have a much stronger grip,” Sam said as she scanned the wall. “Not that it really helps me too much here. I’m not sure I can reach the top of that wall.”

“Then we go around,” Sal said. “The map says there should be a gatehouse over on the right.”

They took off, moving from tree to tree, climbing ever higher as they did to minimize their chances of detection. It wasn’t until they had line of sight with the gatehouse that Sam realized they were better off on the ground.

The pair of elven guards at the gate turned towards them. Sam and Sal hugged the tree to stay out of sight, but that didn’t stop the elves from wandering in their direction.

“What do we do?” Sal asked.

Sam frowned. Killing the two guards was the easiest solution, but the worst possible one when trying to make allies. They needed to avoid any unnecessary bloodshed.

Rocky squeaked at Sam and tapped on her helmet, pointing up then at the wall.

“Climb higher, then jump off?” Sam asked.

Rocky nodded, then pointed at the thrusters on his suit. They were the same thrusters all their suits had.

“It won’t be very quiet, but it beats killing our future allies,” Sam said. She gestured for Sal to move up. “Nice and quiet now. We’re going to make a jump.”

“This was Rocky’s idea, wasn’t it?” Sal asked.

“Yeah,” Sam said.

Sal started climbing up. “I need to get me a pet squirrel.”

With their stealth skills and slower movement, the elves didn’t seem to notice them shimmying their way up to the high tip of the tree. But they seemed alert, as though they had heard a noise.

Sam was going to give them something else to search from. She cast Replica and summoned a single copy of herself on the forest floor. It gave a sharp whistle.

The elves turned towards the clone before it sprinted off into the woods.

“Stop right there!” shouted an elf.

They were in the clear.

“Now.” Sam kicked off the tree as hard as she could. With her flying squirrel perks she was able to cover a great deal of space before having to fire off her thrusters. She landed into an elegant roll atop the wall.

Lacking those perks, Sal had to activate his thrusters much sooner. He landed beside Sam right as an arrow flew past his head. “They saw me.”

Sam hauled him over the wall’s edge, leaving another replica of herself behind to distract the elves. “We’re picking you up some gene mods as soon as we get home.”

“Yeah, maybe a few,” Sal agreed as they watched the elven guards chase after the second replica.

Sam guided the replica over the wall and deep into the woods. “Hopefully they think we ran away.”

“Whatever keeps the guards relaxed,” Sal said. “Let’s get going. This meeting place isn’t too far away from us.”

The pair of rogues darted across the shadows, which were more uncommon than Sam liked. With the city’s gleaming white structures allowing so much moonlight in, there weren’t very many shadowy alleys to disappear into, and the white of the walls made their black armor stand out even in the darkest places.

Sneaking past the patrols came down more to timing than actually hiding from the elves. They had to wait for them to pass by, then quietly dart forward without drawing the elves’ attention and pray for there to be cover at the end of their sprint. Fortunately Rocky always made for a great scout. The little squirrel darted about, pointing out patrols and locating cover for the two rogues to use and abuse. Before long, they arrived at the council chamber.

Sam’s sharp hearing picked up some muffled voices. There was a lot of talking going on—a lot of calm, boring, melodramatic-sounding talking. They weren’t going to get any information without heading inside.

The halls were completely out of the question. They were too tight, too long, and too exposed for any sort of sneaking. Thanks to Rocky’s scouting, they knew to rule out any other easy openings. Everywhere the squirrel went he found nothing but guarded halls. Taking even the least-defended one risked killing elves or drawing attention to themselves. Just knocking out a single guard had the potential to kick the entire hornets’ nest into high gear and send the house leaders scurrying away to their ships or safe rooms.

No. Their solution was to go up.

Sleek and beautiful as the elven council chamber was, it was fairly clear to Sam they had never played an Assassin’s Creed game. The structure’s beautiful decorations, columns, archways, and windows all made for excellent hand grips. Sam fully intended to exploit each and every last one of them.

She gestured for Sal to follow her. The pair of rogues silently climbed, taking care to avoid the guards patrolling the streets or neighboring buildings. It felt like an eternity to Sam, but they finally reached the top of the council chamber. They low-crawled along the rooftop to get a good view of the scene below.

The stands were full of important-looking elves wearing luxurious robes of varying colors and levels of ornate decor. Each one was flanked by several of their kind, some much more heavily armed than others with different banners surrounding them. At first Sam assumed they were an audience, but after noticing those banners she quickly realized these were all the different elven houses. There were hundreds, maybe thousands of them in the chamber.

“No wonder they need a colosseum,” Sam said.

Sal pointed down. “Looks like the bigwigs are down at the center.”

His guess was on the money.

The central gathering of elves sat in a ring of chairs, each of which was a work of art. The largest and most regal chair bore a woman that was Sam’s height. She wore a mask of white, azure, and gold that covered every inch of her face. Were it not for the ice-blue glow of her eyes, Sam might have found the beautiful mask unsettling, like she was wearing the face of a broken porcelain doll. The banners flanking her bore the same color scheme, blue being the dominant color. Where most other house banners bore some sort of animal or intricate symbol Sam had no idea how to decipher, House Stormwind had a three-bladed glaive as their emblem. It was a simple, elegant, ruthless weapon Sam did not want to find herself on the other side of. Of course, Sam made this assumption based entirely on the masked woman sitting before the banners. According to Olivia, Aerith Virzana liked to keep her identity hidden and no one else looked to be making a more concerted effort of that than the masked woman.

“Looks like those elves like their death frisbees,” Sal commented.

Sam chuckled softly. “Myrdin, is that masked elf the one in charge?”

“That would be Aerith Virzana, or one of her many doubles,” Myrdin said. “If you manage to convince her to join our cause, the rest of the elves will fall in line with ease. Well, relatively speaking.”

Sam nodded. “We’ll work on that. Let’s listen in on their little meeting first.” They craned their ears and held their breath to make out the voices below.

“That is five houses that have gone missing in the past week,” an elf clad in red shouted. “Minor houses to be sure, but the number is no less alarming.” He thrust a hand out to the empty chair bearing House Oberon’s crest. “And then a great house vanishes without a trace as well? This is completely unheard of.”

“Calm yourself, Kyrenic,” a wizened old elf in violet robes said. “The minor houses are a concern, yes, but House Oberon’s disappearance is easily explained.”

“Then by all means, Alosrin, enlighten us,” Kyrenic snapped.

Alosrin leaned back into his seat. “House Oberon mobilized their entire fleet against the monkeys of Earth. Apparently the heir to the throne managed to get himself killed by a freshly inducted race, a race which shortly thereafter proceeded to go toe-to-toe with the Pharaoh Empire and came out the victor.” The elf turned up his hands. “It stands to reason Durothil and their entire fleet met the same fate as his heir.”

Kyrenic growled. “No, this makes no sense. I can understand Cairen getting himself killed. That brat was always an upstart who did nothing to live up to his family’s legacy. But an entire fleet belonging to one of our great houses wiped out by a newly inducted race? Absurd.”

The colosseum erupted in agreement, the lesser houses crying out in worry.

Sam blinked. “They have no idea what happened to House Oberon?”

Sal pursed his lips. “To be fair, neither did we until we boarded that ghost ship.”

Aerith raised a hand to silence the crowd. “Alosrin, I appreciate your faith in House Oberon’s ability to handle their affairs, even if they were excessive to say the least. However, I must remind you that these humans did not simply go up against the Pharaoh Empire and win. They. Killed. An. Arbiter. How many of the great houses can you say have done that?”

Alosrin frowned. “One.”

“Indeed,” Aerith said. Her voice was melodic yet commanding all at once. “House Stormwind has only ever felled one arbiter in its long and storied history, and until I avenged my father’s death many of our finest warriors had tried and failed to bring one low. If the humans are capable of bringing down such a foe then they are more than capable of dispatching an entire fleet.”

Kyrenic shook his head. “Their armies and warriors I can understand, but not the fleet. The humans were using pathetic chemical-reaction rockets last I saw. They merely throw things into orbit; they have no real means to engage in orbital warfare.”

“Perhaps,” Aerith said. “But however primitive their technology, it would be foolish to underestimate such a powerful new race. Should these humans ascend to prominence, we may soon find ourselves caught fighting a two-pronged war between this new, rising power and the Pharaoh Empire.”

Sam smiled. “Look at that. At least one of them thinks we’re a serious threat.”

Sal frowned. “So much for the element of surprise. I really was hoping they would underestimate us so we could trip them up more easily.”

“So what do you propose we do about these humans?” Alosrin asked.

“Send a scout ship to their world,” Aerith said. “From there we shall assess this new species with far greater care than the fools of House Oberon and decide how best to strike at them before they can become a real threat.”

The lesser houses erupted in agreement.

“That doesn’t sound good,” Sal said. “What do we do, Sam?”

Sam scowled. “Did none of these idiots get the message from the Collective? That was a priority notification involving massive secrets. How did they miss it?”

Sal pursed his lips in thought. “Do you think the Cthulhi Empire could have jammed that signal somehow? I mean, I have no idea how far we are from Earth right now, but I imagine blocking a transmission is pretty doable for them, especially when dealing with a galaxy-spanning civilization like the Collective.”

Sam grimaced. Of course something like that was possible. The Collective and its races might lean towards fantasy for their aesthetics, powers, and classes, but they were still a galactic powerhouse who traveled the stars. Technology was a far bigger part of their new world than it initially appeared to them now that they were operating on the galactic stage. And when dealing with the Cthulhi Empire, their limited understanding of both factions’ technology could break their war effort.

“It is settled, then,” Aerith said. “We will dispatch scouts immediately and see how we shall deal with this new threat. In the meantime, I want all of the houses to prepare their fleets for war.” Aerith rose to her feet. “The Collective may want this blue gem called Earth as their crown jewel, but we cannot allow such a dangerous species to roam freely amongst the stars.”

“We have to do something, Sam,” Sal said. “I don’t know what, but something before these idiots do the cthulhis’ job for them.”

Sam rose to her feet. “I have an idea.”

“What is it?”

Sam took a running jump off the roof and landed right in the middle of the great houses’ leaders.

Their startled gazes all fixated on her.

Sam rose to her feet holding the Collective’s seal in her hand. Her helmet disassembled into her suit’s collar. “My name is Sam Hicks, and I bring grim news.”


Chapter thirteen
Brad


With literally infinite resources, mass production on Bastion and the rest of humanity’s growing cities exploded. New structures were erected, upgrades were bought at every possible facility, defenses were fortified, and fresh new arms and armor were rolling off the production lines in droves. Only the vehicles and starfaring vessels took a serious amount of time to construct.

Brad wished the Collective had warned them of the Cthulhi Empire’s return sooner, so they could have been preparing for them rather than House Oberon. We probably hadn’t proven ourselves in their eyes at that point, though, he thought.

Free from his logistical empire-building tasks, Brad finally headed off to the grand teleporter pyramid to meet his party. Kahi was chatting with the others when she spotted him come in. She tried to pretend she hadn’t seen him, but Brad could tell otherwise from the infrequent glances she shot his way on his approach.

“Everything ready?” Brad asked.

Les nodded. “About as ready as we can be when it comes to waltzing into enemy territory. Honestly, I’ll be amazed if we can make it out of the teleporter pyramid without having to kill our way through.”

Michael chuckled. “Seeing as I’m the only rogue in the party, I don’t think stealth would be a good option for us. I could soften up the troubles you guys will run into, though.”

Ceres smiled at him. “Anything you can do to save us mana would be greatly appreciated.” She patted her bulging satchel. “We’re going to burn through these mana potions on this little trip of ours.”

Teresa sighed disapprovingly. “If things go wrong, you mean. The pharaohs are the only race likely to understand the grave warning we are bringing to them. Surely they will not try to immediately kill us if we explain why we’ve shown up.”

“And yet you’re still carrying around two satchels full of mana potions,” Ceres teased.

Teresa frowned. “It never hurts to be overprepared, Ceres.”

Brad chuckled and glanced at Kahi. “So, are we ready to teleport to Dakra Prime?”

“About that…” Kahi said sheepishly. “I have not been able to reconnect our portal to the pharaoh homeworld. Try as I might, they have locked us out of their network completely.”

Brad frowned. “I take it reaching out to them over the network didn’t work out well, either?”

Kahi shook her head. “There has been no response from the pharaohs.”

Brad’s jaw tightened. What are we supposed to do now? We can’t convert the pharaohs to our side if they won’t even talk to us.

Praying might help, Frank suggested.

Brad was about to respond when the main teleporter activated. The massive gate of blue light spread out before them. It was blinding to look at directly.

A warning blared from Kahi’s console. “Warning: Unauthorized teleporter activation. Warning: Unauthorized teleporter activation.”

Brad shot a glance at Kahi. Her eyes widened, but not nearly as wide as when her gaze turned towards the portal.

Neatly organized squads of pharaoh warriors stepped out of the portal. Cat-headed creatures like Kahi made up the bulk of their number, but there were also units of the larger, bulkier, alligator-headed creatures the pharaohs kept company with. Floating above them were the bird-headed creatures that so frequently made up the mage contingent of the pharaoh army.

As if that wasn’t enough of a show of force, a scorpion tank rolled out of the gate. And the pharaohs didn’t stop there. A total of four towering machines marched out of the portal behind the squads of infantry, their cannons pointed forward. It truly was a testament to the enormity of the grand pyramid they had taken from the pharaohs that so many of the damned tanks could fit through.

“Oh…shit,” Brad said in awe at the army that had just let itself into the heart of humanity’s largest city—and the fact the pharaohs hadn’t so much as insulted them yet. Not a single pharaoh pointed their weapons at Brad and his party.

“What do we do?” Michael whispered, as if every single pharaoh in the room wasn’t aware of their presence.

Kahi was already hidden away behind her console. Les brought out her sword. Ceres and Teresa readied spells.

Brad held out a hand. “Let’s not start anything here.”

“They already started plenty by bringing an army to us,” Les said. “We have to strike first.”

Brad agreed with the sentiment, but his gut told him that particular course of action would not end well. “If they start shooting I’ve got us covered. But don’t worry about that. We’re supposed to make allies with these people, not kill them, remember?”

Les growled under her breath. “Fine.”

From the center of the portal out stepped two rows of pharaohs clad in gleaming black obsidian armor decorated in intricate patterns of gold, blue and turquoise. They carried strange spears and stood at attention to either side of the central walkway. Both ends of their weapons bore a crescent blade, but where the top blade could easily work as a spear and ranged weapon—as was typical for the pharaohs—the bottom blade joined with the spear’s haft at the center, giving it an almost shovel-like appearance.

From the center of the portal emerged eight arbiters flanking the largest pharaoh Brad had ever seen. It didn’t take a genius to guess who this was.

“Anubis,” Brad whispered.

The jackal towered over even the bulky, powerful hippo-headed arbiters. He was clad in gleaming jet-black plates of armor and white robes accented by intricate gold patterns and purple gems. He scanned the humans and fixed his gaze squarely on Brad.

“We are so dead,” Michael whispered.

Ceres gulped and nodded. “We kicked their asses so hard they came back in force to retake their pyramid.”

Teresa rubbed at her brow. “And we decided to set our home right on top of it. How did we not see this coming?”

Anubis and his arbiters headed straight for Brad. With a raise of his hand, he ordered his guard detail to stay behind as he moved forward.

Brad stepped to the head of his group to meet the towering jackal. “You must be Anubis.”

The jackal’s helmet disassembled to his collar, exposing brilliant blue eyes lined with golden eyes of ra. A faint smile tugged at the jackal’s mouth. “It has been quite some time since one of you humans referred to me as anything less than a god. You are correct, Guildmaster. Though I suppose you deserve a far grander title, given your accomplishments.”

Brad returned the faint smile, trying not to show a single shred of the intimidation he felt from cavorting with the god of the dead. “We’ve been a little too busy to worry about titles, I’m afraid.”

“Oh, I am very much aware of your exploits, human.” Anubis turned to face the console. “As I am aware of the cowering kitten behind that console. Rise, Kahi. You cannot escape my sight.”

Kahi yelped and scrambled to her feet. “First Prime! I didn’t see you there.” She bowed deeply. “Please accept my deepest apologies for not greeting you properly—”

Anubis raised a hand to silence her. “You can stop pretending you are a citizen of the empire. It makes no difference to me.”

Kahi gulped and clammed right up.

“So what brings you and your…army…to our home city this lovely time of year?” Brad asked.

Anubis turned his attention back to Brad with something resembling an amused smirk. “This stopped being your city the very moment I arrived, human. But I am a generous god. You know very well why I have come.”

“If it’s not about taking Bastion back for yourselves, then I’m guessing you’re here about our mutual cthulhi problem,” Brad said.

Anubis gave a light nod. “Those abominations have returned from the galactic rim, and my empire has been the only one preparing to battle them these past millennia. And yet I hear the Collective, in their infinite wisdom, has decided you humans are to lead the charge against the great enemy.” The jackal scowled. “Another in their litany of incomprehensible decisions.”

Brad met Anubis’s scowl with his own. “They chose us because we managed to fight one of them off despite having no idea what we were dealing with.”

“Indeed,” Anubis said. “That was a rather impressive spectacle. But that was merely an emissary. A powerful advanced force to be sure, but hardly the strongest of their kind.”

“That wasn’t their strongest?” Les gasped.

Anubis merely glanced at her before leaning down to Brad. “And your strongest cultivator was the only reason you won that day, just as it was when you defeated one of my arbiters. His crippling injury will not be easily mended, Guildmaster. You and your people are not prepared for this war. Uniting the desiccated corpse of the Collective will not make up for that. It will merely allow the Cthulhi Empire to all the more easily eradicate you.”

Brad leaned forward, refusing to back down an inch from the jackal. “Well you should have thought about that before you went around forcing people to join your empire at the end of a spear.”

Anubis leaned back with an approving nod. “Good. You have a spine hidden beneath that soft human body of yours after all. You’ll need it.”

Brad blinked. “Come again?”

“I am not oblivious to what the other races think of my empire, Guildmaster,” Anubis began. “They see us as the greatest threat to each of their races, just as I planned.”

Brad tilted his head to the side. “Huh?”

Anubis let out a bemused chuckle. “To put it simply, I watched the Collective fall into decadence as they forgot about our great enemy. I saw how they turned towards fighting one another and even among their own races rather than working together the way the Collective I created was intended to do. Thus, I donned the mask of the villain and gave them a great enemy to band together against. It is the only reason the other races have even half of the power they do today.”

“Wait, you played bad guy to keep the others in fighting shape?” Brad said in disbelief.

“I do believe that is exactly what I just said, human,” Anubis replied. “I understand it seems nonsensical, but desperate times call for desperate measures, just as allowing humanity to lead is one such desperate measure.”

“So you’ll come along and join our fight…just like that?” Brad asked hopefully.

Anubis chuckled. He placed a large, heavy hand on Brad’s shoulder. “You humans are so bright-eyed and innocent about the way this world works. I would find it refreshing were we not faced with certain annihilation should we fail to defeat the cthulhi.”

Brad frowned. “Then what is it you propose?”

“As I said, I am not oblivious to how the other races see the Pharaoh Empire,” Anubis said. “If I were to take my rightful place at the tip of the spear against our enemies, the other races would not hesitate to attack us before we’ve so much as announced our presence. But neither will we blindly follow a new and unproven race who has merely clawed their way through a few lucky victories. You need to be tested.”

Brad crossed his arms over his chest. “And what is it you propose?”

“A simple wager, Guildmaster,” Anubis said. “You and you alone will partake in the trials of ascension, and should you survive all three we will support your war against the Cthulhi Empire. The whole of the Pharaoh Empire’s military, experience, and technological resources will be made available to you in order to slay our great enemy once and for all.”

“Just like that?” Michael asked.

Anubis glanced at him. “Our intention was never to subjugate the galaxy, human. It was a necessary evil in order to prevent the eradication of all life at the hands of those foul demons. The records the Collective released to you should have made that much clear.”

“They did kinda screw the pooch big time, didn’t they?” Michael offered. Then he gasped as he realized what he said. “N-no offense, big guy!”

Anubis raised a curious brow at Michael, but returned his attention to Brad.

“And what happens if I fail your trials?” Brad asked.

“You die, and humanity falls under the direct command of the Pharaoh Empire,” Anubis said bluntly. “Your seal of the Collective will transfer to me, its rightful bearer, and the task of uniting the Collective will fall to me and my people.” Anubis drew a breath. “It will be a thankless task with an unnecessary amount of bloodshed, but it is the only way to preserve all of our species.”

Brad wanted to argue that, outside of the elves, the other races were fairly reasonable. But he decided against it. “What happens to the others after the cthulhi are defeated?”

“If they are defeated,” Anubis corrected. “They will serve the empire to make up for all the pointless trouble they have caused for millennia until they make amends. Then they will be free to do as they will.”

Brad grimaced. “Guess I’m just going to have to make it through that trial then, huh? What exactly do I need to do?”

“You and yours will come with me through the portal to Dakra Prime,” Anubis explained. “From there we will head to the Temple of Ascension where you will endure three trials. A trial of wisdom, a trial of tenacity, and a trial of might. Survive all three and not only will you prove yourself worthy of leading the fight against the Cthulhi Empire, but you will have ascended to the upper limits of power within the system. For all effective purposes, achieving godhood.” Anubis glanced back at his gathered army. “Believe me when I tell you it will take more than that to defeat the cthulhi.”

Brad nodded. “What happens after that?”

“We go our separate ways and live in peace until you or one of the other races decides to cause trouble for my people,” Anubis said. “All I want is the cthulhi destroyed. I never have nor will I ever care to subjugate the other races. Were that the case, the empire would have spanned from one corner of the Collective to the other.”

Brad glanced back at the others.

“Being a god sounds pretty good to me,” Michael said.

Les nodded. “Sure, we can tackle this together.”

Anubis held up a hand. “The trials are only for your guildmaster. The rest of you will accompany him as a show of good faith and act as witnesses to the pact we have struck, and nothing more. Am I understood?”

Ceres nodded quickly.

Teresa frowned. “Very well, you overgrown dog. But Brad will not die in any of your ridiculous trials. We have come too far only to fall to an overglorified exam.”

“Good,” Anubis said. “You will need that confidence to make it through the days ahead. Now come. The trials will take some time, and the cthulhi are on their way.” He turned and headed for the portal.

Brad glanced at the mass of armed pharaoh around them. “And what about your army?”

Anubis glanced over his shoulder. “Insurance. So long as they remain here you will not risk doing anything…questionable on our homeworld. Should you fail your trial, they will enforce my will on humanity. I hope your people will not resist. We will need everyone we can field against the cthulhi.”

Brad simply nodded and followed Anubis through the sea of pharaohs that seemed prepared to attack at any moment. “Adams, Andrews, we have a situation,” Brad sent over guild chat.

“Sir?” Adams answered.

“The pharaohs just forced their way into the teleporter pyramid at the heart of Bastion,” Brad said.

“Fu— How bad are we talking here?” Andrews asked.

“Four scorpion tanks, a few platoons of infantry, some very fancy jackal soldiers I’m guessing are the Death Guard mentioned in the Collective documents,” Brad listed off as he took another look around. “And about eight arbiters.”

“Eight?” Adams and Andrew balked in unison.

“Yeah, it’s looking pretty bad,” Brad agreed. “Set up a cordon around the pyramid in case any of them decide to go hostile.”

“Decide to?” Adams spat. “Sir, I don’t remember a single interaction with the pharaohs that wasn’t openly hostile.”

“Anubis is being friendlier than that towards us, and I’d like to keep things that way,” Brad said. “Look, we’re going with him to Dakra Prime, I’m going to take on some big fancy trials of ascension. Provided I survive the ordeal, everything’s going to be fine.”

“And if you don’t?” Andrews asked.

Brad frowned. “Then you’re going to be on your best behavior working with the pharaohs to deal with the Cthulhi Empire. After that, well, I leave it up to you to fight for humanity’s future however you wish.”

“Sir, there is no way in hell we’re letting ourselves be chained up by the pharaohs,” Adams said. “We lost too many damn people taking this place from them.”

“There won’t be a future for anyone, pharaohs included, if the cthulhi aren’t stopped, Adams,” Brad shot back. “Do what you can to keep order here in Bastion, but if you hear from the others I didn’t make it, remember who our biggest threat is.”

Adams exhaled sharply. “Yes sir.”

“Do try and come back in one piece, Brad,” Andrews said. “I’d much rather follow a human into certain death than our former enemies.”

Anubis stepped through the portal accompanied by his Death Guard. Brad and his party followed. They found themselves inside another pyramid easily three times larger than the one they’d just left. Several more large detachments of pharaoh soldiers stood ready to deploy at a moment’s notice. If it came down to a war between the two races, the pharaohs had the upper hand in numbers without a doubt. And that was ignoring the heavy ordnance among them, the alien and slave legions the pharaohs employed, and the additional arbiters swelling their ranks.

“Because we didn’t have enough pressure to come out of this alive,” Michael whispered.

Anubis glanced back at Brad with a soft smile. “While I appreciate your concern for your people’s well-being, I am sure you understand now there will be no winning in a war between our two peoples.”

Brad narrowed his eyes. “How did you—”

Anubis chuckled, turning his gaze forward as they marched. “Please, Guildmaster. We created the system. The Collective council believes they have full control over it, but it is only because we allow it that the system still exists.”

“My people aren’t going to be happy if you come waving your spears at them,” Brad said.

“No one ever is,” Anubis countered. “At least you had the good sense to tell them to fight the larger threat. Should your people uphold their end of the bargain, we will release them from our service as soon as the cthulhi are dealt with. Of course, if you wish to save the rest of the Collective’s species, you best survive the trials.”

Brad felt a wave of guilt wash over him at the relief Anubis’s words gave him. Even if he died, so long as his people helped take out the cthulhi, all would be well. After all, why should humanity care about the elves, orcs, or dwarves? All of them had caused serious harm to humanity since their arrival on Earth. But what of the gnomes and the ogres? Both races had been nothing but helpful to them, and technically so were the dwarves after they had smoothed things out with Ironmane. Even the dark elves had come to humanity’s aid in their time of need. Brad frowned. He supposed even the orcs and elves deserved to live their lives however they saw fit, even if that meant having to kill them now and again to get them to stop screwing around.

Pretty sure you could do the whole Collective a world of good by simply not dying, Frank commented. Sounds like a win-win if you ask me.

Then that’s just what we’ll have to do, Brad said.

The party stepped out into a sprawling pharaoh metropolis. The world of Dakra Prime was a city world covered in ancient Egyptian architecture with sci-fi accents blended in. It almost had a cyberpunk feeling to it with all the floating holographic signs he saw in the distant buildings. If he could understand the language, he might have been able to decipher if they were advertisements of some kind, propaganda, or simply directions to the nearest bathroom.

Anubis led them to a transport craft resembling a winged snake, if most of its body had been made of glass and filled with seats. They boarded without a word and lifted up to join the sprawling sea of vehicles flying in the skies above.

Brad was practically glued to the glass, taking in all the sights of the beautiful city stretching out before them. All of his excitement was derailed immediately upon seeing the great obsidian pyramid at the heart of the city. It dwarfed even the behemoth they’d just left behind. Brad could only imagine the legions that structure could send across the stars in one go.

“Damn, that’s a big pyramid,” Brad couldn’t help saying.

Anubis nodded. “That is my personal pyramid. The heart of our empire. It contains our most valuable personnel, technologies, and serves as a mothership in the event of an emergency.”

“A mothership?” Teresa balked.

“Oh yes,” Anubis said. “That pyramid—and much of the city around it—is capable of interstellar travel. It was formerly Osiris’s solar barque, but it fell with him in battle against the Cthulhi Empire. We have made a great deal of improvements to it ever since we recovered it some millennia ago. It now goes by the name of Wrath of Anubis.”

Michael pointed a thumb at the massive pyramid. “Just how killy is that thing if it were ever to lift off?”

“Enough to wipe the elves off the face of the galaxy should they do something so bold as to virus bomb one of our worlds again,” Anubis answered. “It is a lesson their people have not forgotten ever since we dispatched the last set of great houses they cobbled together.”

Les blinked. “Virus bombed?”

Anubis nodded. “Yes. They created incredibly potent pathogens even the system couldn’t counteract quickly enough. Anyone infected with the virus rotted away from the inside out. Those strong enough to resist it for a time became living bombs, waiting to spread the disease to any kind soul willing to help them.” He drew in a breath. “After we burned that world to glass, we reminded the elves of their place in the galaxy.”

“Remind me not to get on your bad side,” Brad said.

Anubis chuckled. “So far you humans have fought honorably. I can respect an enemy who engages in open warfare against a superior foe, especially one so concerned for the loss of innocent lives.”

Brad rubbed at the back of his neck. “We weren’t exactly too concerned about them when we went after House Oberon.”

“But you did not realize the elves would be foolish enough to bring civilians into a war,” Anubis countered. “Once you were aware of this—and had the cthulhi not already wiped out the elves—I believe you would have done everything in your power to spare them.”

Brad narrowed his eyes. “How do you know all of this?”

Anubis chuckled. “I have taken a great interest in your species since your defeat of my arbiter, Guildmaster. It should be no surprise that I have seen the challenges you’ve faced through your eyes and the eyes of your allies.”

Brad frowned. “You can do a lot more than listen in on our conversations, huh?”

“I try not to make a habit of it,” Anubis said. “However, you humans are a rather intriguing bunch.” His gaze pulled to the side. “There it is. The Temple of Ascension.”

The ship veered towards the temple. Rather than entering through the top, it flew low into a channel running through the city into the temple. They flew slowly through the temple gates, flanked on either side by enormous statues of jackals with arms crossed before them holding twin blades. As they drifted through the temple they were flanked by lush gardens of aetheric plants. A handful of pharaohs roamed about in little more than loincloths and sandals.

Brad turned away before he saw more skin, or fur, than he wanted to and fixed his gaze forward. The vessel soon came to a stop at a grand ring towards the back of the temple.

The party disembarked, and Brad immediately recognized the towering statues around them. There was one for each of the ancient Egyptian gods. If what Brad read in the Collective’s records was true, every last one of them except for Anubis died fighting the cthulhi. Brad wondered if this was how the great Egyptian apocalypse he’d read about back in history class was actually supposed to go down. From what little he remembered, there was a great serpent demon who had supposely faced down Ra every night, and so long as the sun rose again, Ra had been victorious.

Apopis, Apep, or Rerek, depending on who you want to go by. The pharaohs use Rerek, though, Frank answered helpfully. The serpent was meant to represent all that was outside of the ordered cosmos, which you could argue represents the cthulhi since they came from beyond the galactic rim. I don’t know why the ancient Egyptians would use a serpent instead of a squid or something of the sort, though.

Maybe the pharaohs never had the chance to show humanity what the cthulhi looked like? Brad offered. It certainly sounds like they might have told ancient humans about some great threat in the void of space before everything fell apart and Earth became some forgotten rock in space.

You could always ask Anubis here, Frank offered.

If he hasn’t been listening in on our chat already, Brad said.

Anubis did not respond as he led them toward the vast stone gate before their transport. The gates parted for him with a low, rumbling groan. Spheres of golden light sparked to life above them as they followed into the temple depths. Hieroglyphs spanned the length of the walls depicting what Brad roughly guessed was how the pharaoh gods came to be.

It was a process of trial and error, as one important-looking figure after another went through the trials and failed, again and again, until the first of the great figures finally achieved godhood. Several more of these gods followed, but he had no idea who any of them were. It was only once Osiris, Ra, Isis, Set, and others appeared in the hieroglyphs that Brad had any idea who they were talking about. From what he could piece together, the initial attempts at creating gods involved the use of some sort of chemical substances, if those syringe-looking glyphs were what he thought they were. Eventually the pharaohs discovered aether in some rudimentary form, as depicted by the violet swirl held between the hands of the first successful god.

Each god who rose to power was depicted going through the same process. They lay down on a pedestal, aether flooded into their bodies, and they were sent to another world where they went through the trials of ascension. While the nature of trials was never hinted at in the different glyphs, those who survived them returned to that same pedestal and rose, changed.

Brad wasn’t sure he was looking forward to whatever changes might come to him after the trial, but he needed to survive them if they were going to save the Collective.

“Welcome to the trials of ascension.” Anubis gestured grandly as they entered a vast chamber flanked by the statues of ancient gods and strange guardian beasts.

One resembled the familiar jackal. Another a serpent. Finally, there was some sort of strange monster that blended the body and mane of a lion with the head of a crocodile and the rear end of a hippopotamus. Strange-looking as the creature was, it seemed like the fiercest of all the guardian beasts.

Brad guessed each one of the statues was meant to represent one of the trials. Serpents were normally associated with wisdom so he figured anything bearing that kind of symbol had to deal with a trial of wisdom. Tenacity and might though he wasn’t so sure on. Maybe the lion was mighty since he was the king of the jungle and the crocodile tenacious. He hadn’t heard too many stories that ended well for anyone once a crocodile’s jaws snapped shut around them after all.

“So, what do we do here?” Brad asked, even though he was certain it involved lying down on the pedestal.

Anubis gestured at the pedestal at the heart of the chamber. It split open like an ancient sarcophagus. A thick fog of violet aether spilled out over the edge and across the room while a blinding glow spilled from the open cask. “Simply lay down within the sarcophagus. It will seal you inside for the duration of the trial.”

Brad approached the sarcophagus with a mild degree of hesitation. “And you’re sure this won’t kill me?”

“Only if you fail the trials,” Anubis said.

Brad shot Anubis a concerned glance.

Anubis chuckled. “If I wanted you dead, Guildmaster, we would have never discussed the trial in the first place. Now, please, enter the sarcophagus. Every second we waste is a second our end draws nearer.”

Brad clenched his hands into fists and nodded. “Right.” He climbed inside.

“Good luck, Brad,” Les shouted.

“You can do it,” Michael shouted. “Kick that trial’s ass!”

“We’ll be waiting for you out here,” Teresa said.

Brad lowered himself into the sarcophagus. There was a pool of liquid aether inside. It was the source of the brilliant glow. To his surprise, it was pleasantly warm to the touch. As he sank he felt a twinge of electricity course through his body. It wasn’t uncomfortable, but his hairs stood on end. He settled to the bottom.

Anubis loomed over him. “May the gods of old be with you, young human.”

The sarcophagus sealed, leaving Brad engulfed in a violet glow.

Nothing happened.

“Well that was anticlimactic,” Brad mumbled to himself.

Suddenly the light around him grew to a blinding white, and the pleasant twinge of electricity built to a searing heat that coursed through every fiber of his being. Brad opened his mouth to scream, but no sound came out. The world around him vanished into hot white light.


Chapter fourteen
Jake


The gate slammed shut behind Jake and locked in place with two dull thumps that reverberated through the aether-flooded hallway. His lungs labored to pull in air through the torrent of aether pushing him backward. His weakened body was swiftly pinned back against the gate by a violent gust of wind. He struggled to forge forward, yet his body would not budge.

It crossed his mind to test the door and see if he could leave. Jake quickly threw that thought aside. If he didn’t make it through the ordeal, there was no point in going back outside. He would die to the oni storming the sanctum long before he had another chance to die to the cthulhi.

He needed to keep going.

Jake reached for the mass of aether pinning him to the wall and drew it into his body. The absurd amount of aether flooded his core in seconds. His veins turned jet black from aether poisoning before he could reroute the aether through his body. His vision darkened at the edges.

Come on Jake, Hazel said. We only just started this ordeal. You can’t go dying at the front door.

That would be pretty pathetic, wouldn’t it? Jake laughed to himself, fighting the remnants of his broken core to get the potent ambient aether to empower his broken body. His old core fought against him every step of the way, attempting to hoard all the aether for itself. Jake overcame its pull by overwhelming it with the sheer amount of aether he drew in. Try as that old core might, there was simply too much aether coursing through Jake’s veins for it to hog.

Jake’s vision darkened further as more and more aether was pulled into his body until the world went black. He gasped for air. His vision snapped back into clarity as renewed vigor pulsed through him. “That feels better,” he said, flexing his hands and throwing a few punches. “Much better.”

He grimaced at his stats. They were the same abysmal ones he’d arrived at the sanctum with, but the fact he no longer felt like death warmed over was a welcome change. Jake pushed forward against the gusting aetheric wind, muscling his way through. He felt like a weak, frail human struggling against a force of nature. According to his low stats, he was little better off than when he’d first taken the nano-pill at the start of the apocalypse.

That didn’t stop me then, and it won’t stop me now, Jake thought as he dragged his leg forward in another step.

He could hardly make out anything in the hall; it was covered in the dense aetheric fog. The fog itself had a faint violet glow to it, with a few torches lining the walls adding supplemental light to the vast space. They were the only reason he even knew where the walls were.

To Jake it felt like an eternity fighting against the battering wind, but he eventually came out into a round chamber where the aetheric winds mysteriously stopped. The aetheric fog stretched away towards the high ceiling, letting him take in his surroundings.

This chamber wasn’t the most impressive place he’d ever seen. Plain stone walls covered in moss and moisture rose all around him, with little more than torches and the occasional roots to break up the monotony of the scenery. There were, however, seven different gates to choose from. Each one represented a different path through the ordeal. What difference any one path would make for Jake was completely lost on him. There were no signs or markers, not even cryptic drawings depicting what horrible things he would face when he stepped through each door. No hint as to which path would be faster.

“When in doubt, the direct approach is always best,” he mumbled to himself, and entered the hall directly ahead of him.

The doors slammed shut behind him, the locking mechanism ensuring his choice was well and truly permanent.

Jake didn’t mind that much. In the prior chamber the aether had been thinner, and he’d felt the weakness creeping back into his body. Thanks to the thicker aether here, he could drive himself forward with greater purpose, even if he was fighting aether poisoning every step of the way. While he felt no excess heat or exhaustion, the black, sticky toxins were accumulating within his body thanks to all the raw, unrefined aether he was using to fuel himself. Were his shattered core not taking every possible opportunity to interfere with his aether management, Jake could have handled the journey with ease, but such was not meant to be his fate.

Distant hisses and clattering claws reached his ears. Jake froze, watching and listening for whatever creature had made the noise. The skittering vanished after an uncomfortable minute.

We are definitely not alone here, Jake whispered in his head.

Nokor did say there might be monsters down here, Hazel agreed. I hope they aren’t too terrible. We don’t exactly have high stats.

Jake advanced, hesitantly stepping heel to toe, trying his best to keep the noise down. While he was confident enough in his aether-manipulation abilities to defend himself, he wasn’t looking forward to finding out just how tough the creatures within the sanctum were. After all, the sanctum was supposed to be the place with the largest concentration of aether in all of Xaruk Prime. Even on Earth Jake noticed how the aether-rich locations tended to spawn larger, more potent creatures, if not outright mutate them into powerful monsters. Why should he expect things to be any different on an alien world?

As Jake advanced he saw several smaller paths breaking off from the main hall. He had the feeling the sanctum was a giant maze, and decided against exploring. With the thick aetheric fog obstructing his vision and the plain cavern walls, there wasn’t much of anything he could use as a landmark to navigate by. At least the aether wasn’t throwing him around anymore.

Spoke too soon! Hazel warned.

Jake sensed it before he could mouth the question. The aether around them condensed into barely visible wires that stretched from one end of the cavern to the other. The razor wires shot across the hall right at him.

“Crap!” Jake shouted.

He threw himself under the first wire. He scrambled back to his feet, barely hopping in time to avoid another aiming to cut him off at the ankles. A third wire went for his neck as he jumped. Thrusting his arms out, he unleashed a quick burst of aether. The force threw him flat on his back, narrowly avoiding the wire and its subsequent friends.

Glancing back at where the wires rushed, Jake caught sight of stones cleaved clean in two.

“That could have been real bad,” Jake said to himself.

I miss the aether wind, Hazel whined.

Jake dragged himself to his feet, narrowly spinning out of the way of another wire. He couldn’t agree more with Hazel.

He forged onward through the obstacles thrown in his way. For every foot of ground he gained against the ordeal before him, another wire formed in his path. Seeing them was easier said than done. There was the faintest glimmer of light along their razor edge as they surged for him. Sensing them was far easier for Jake; with his aether sense, it was as if a sudden, intense pressure manifested ahead of him. It never lasted longer than half a second before an aetheric wire was fully formed and surging his way. Luckily, that warning was enough for Jake to avoid them.

Even as he grew more comfortable with the increasing intensity of wires blasting his way, the dense aether around him seemed hardly done making his life harder than it needed to be. As he jumped out of the way of another wire, the aether around him gusted violently, lifting him off his feet into the path of an incoming wire.

The tip of Jake’s ear was sliced clean off.

You have taken 2 damage.

“Fu—!” he snarled, and gripped his ear. Blood flowed between his fingers.

The brief distraction nearly cost him his life.

A vertical wire slashed right at him. Jake threw himself to the side, but the gust of aetheric wind held him firmly in the wire’s path. Jake tore a chunk of the aether around him and blasted off to the side. The wind seemed to shriek around him and tried to crush him flat as another wave of wires came his way.

Jake growled, reaching for more aether. The ambient aether resisted his will. It refused to bend to him even as it swirled violently around him.

Do something, Jake! Hazel demanded.

Jake gritted his teeth and reached for the aether within his core. Again his broken core interfered, refusing to let him do much more than create a pair of aetheric shields barely bigger than his fists.

They would have to do.

Jake punched at the first wire with all his might. The aetheric blade snapped in two, Yet the razor wire still had enough force behind it as it came undone to slash his robes open and cut his torso.

You have taken 5 damage.

You are bleeding.

Jake fought through the pain and punched at the next set of wires, each time earning himself another set of cuts.

You have taken 8 damage.

You are bleeding.

You have taken 10 damage.

You are bleeding.

You have taken 2 damage.

You are bleeding.

Damn it, that’s four stacks of bleed, Jake hissed. He was going to lose eight or twelve points of health a second depending on how severe those cuts were. There was no time to inspect the wounds.

Pressure built up ahead of Jake like an invisible wall. The hall filled from floor to ceiling with the glint of aetheric razor wires coming right at him. There was nowhere to run, no way that his dinky little aetheric shields were going to cut it here. He couldn’t draw enough ambient aether in with the aether actively fighting his every move. He was done for.

What about the toxic aether in your veins? Hazel offered.

That’s insane, Jake said.

It’s better than nothing! Hazel insisted.

Jake wasn’t going to argue with that logic. Rather than trying to force the toxic aether out of his body he reached for it with his will. To his shock, it responded. The jet black of his veins flowed through his body out towards his hands. Jake thrust them out, summoning a dome of aether in his path. The shield was just as black as the toxic aether coursing through his veins.

I hope this works! Jake said.

The wall of razor wire slammed into the wall of toxic aether. Wires snapped. Chunks of toxic aether were cleaved clean from his shield.

It was all over in a second.

The pressure around Jake ceased. Air flowed freely into his lungs once more, and the tattered remains of his black, foul-smelling shield sloughed onto the floor like far-too-old motor oil. Jake collapsed.

Jake are you alright? Hazel asked

You have taken 12 damage.

You have taken 12 damage.

You have taken 12 damage.

Health: 63/100

Give me a moment, Jake grunted as exhaustion tried to claim him once more. The aether around him had stopped fighting him. It responded to the pull of his will with far greater ease than before, flooding his body in seconds. Rather than drag his body back to his feet, Jake took the sudden calm of the aether around him as a sign it was time to heal.

Beneath his tattered robes, his wounds began to seal with a mix of aether’s violet glow and the black sludge of toxic aether oozing out of his body. With his new knowledge that even toxic aether was useful, Jake wasn’t letting a single drop go to waste. He just had to make sure it didn’t overwhelm his body and turn him into something other than an awesome cultivator.

With his wounds sealed and his health restored to full, Jake stumbled his way back to his feet. “You and I might learn to get along, huh?”

Jake, who are you talking to? Hazel asked.

He pointed at the thick cloud of aether floating around them. “The aether, of course.”

You look like a crazy person, Hazel insisted.

Jake rolled his shoulders to make sure he was back in fighting shape. At least as much of a fighting shape as he was going to be in without fixing his core. “Nokor did say the aether here had a will of its own. It might have a personality, and feelings. I don’t know.”

Hazel let out an exasperated sigh. I think you hit your head a little too hard when you fell.

“Probably,” Jake admitted. “But I’ll take crazy over being turned into sliced ham.”

Fair enough, I suppose, Hazel grudgingly allowed.

Jake continued down the hall for what felt like hours. Which, for all he knew, could have been minutes. There was no way of keeping track of how much time passed within the cave.

You realize I can pull up the local time on command, don’t you, Jake? Hazel reminded him.

Like I was saying, no means of keeping track of time, Jake countered.

Hazel laughed and allowed him to go on as he was.

Jake continued to ignore the time-telling function of his HUD, preferring to keep his eyes on his surroundings rather than the distracting display. The compass and status bars were the only things currently useful to him. Apparently he was heading north within the sanctum, trying to reach the heart of the place. And there was a disturbing amount of nothing trying to kill him.

One thing did make it obvious he was heading in the right direction, however: The aether around him was growing thicker.

Not only was it becoming a bigger pain to see past his nose, but the excessive aether around him was proving too much for his little core to handle.

Jake’s focus shifted from sensing his surroundings to keeping the toxic aether within from overwhelming him. In minutes the robes Nokor had gifted him were drenched in the toxic sludge. Jake reeked of death and felt like he’d gone for a swim in a tarpit thanks to all the toxic aether he had to expel to keep himself moving—and more importantly, keep himself human.

Jake’s ears perked at the sound of skittering feet once more. They were close this time. Much closer. Jake froze, trying to pick out where the monster would come from. It was near impossible; his focus was constantly being pulled towards not succumbing to aetheric poisoning.

I think it’s coming from the left somewhere, Jake thought.

His answer came in the form of two large, glowing orbs looming five feet over him. A bladed arm swung at him through the thick aether.

Jake threw himself under the arm, nearly slipping on his own expelled aether as he dodged the monster.

What few glimpses he managed to get made the monster look like some sort of overgrown praying mantis. And a lot spikier.

“I’m not here to be your next meal ticket, bug boy,” Jake said, hastily retreating farther down the hall. “You back the hell away from me and you can go on living. Sound fair?”

Why are you trying to reason with the overgrown bug monster? Hazel asked.

The mantis’s answer came in the form of an ear-piercing shriek and a pair of claws scything through the fog. Jake hopped back, only to trip over a rock.

He scrambled back to his knees and found that the large rock was a corpse. An armored ogre corpse.

The mantis drove its claw through the armor like it was cardboard.

Didn’t have time to play dress-up anyway, Jake thought.

From the corner of his eye he caught the glint of a thick, round shield. He lifted it right as the mantis swung for him again. The shield squealed. Metal was sheared off like cheese, and Jake was sent flying across the hall.

He fell and rolled, hitting every damn rock along the way.

You have taken 1 damage.

You have taken 3 damage.

You have taken 10 damage.

Jake hissed, rubbing at the back of his skull. His hand came back covered in blood. That last rock had been a big one. Sharp, too. Glancing down at his shield, it was clear the metal surface had a good block or two of plating left before it would be completely worthless to him.

We should try killing it, Hazel said.

Jake gathered aether into his hand. That’s not a bad idea.

The trick was spotting the mantis before it could strike. Jake wasn’t that lucky. Twin scything claws ripped through the fog. Jake barely caught them on the edge of his shield. The twin blades bit deep, nearly sinking into his forearm before they came to a stop.

“Eat this, ugly,” Jake shouted, and sent a blast of concentrated aether into the mantis’s face.

The mantis shrieked, staggering back into the fog.

“Damn it, no kill confirmed,” he growled to himself, and took off running.

His aether blasts were more than powerful enough to kill all sorts of big, ugly enemies, but they always took time to build up. In his weakened state it was likely going to take too long to focus his power. But what other options did he have? At the sound of angry skittering behind him, Jake decided it was time to start charging his laser.

With every step he took, the aether around him grew denser, allowing him to charge his attack faster. But the skittering of the mantis also grew louder. Jake could feel the vibrations of its many feet as the mantis surged forward. With the fog so dense he could no longer make out the glow of its yellow eyes.

Shoot it now, Jake, Hazel demanded.

Not yet, Jake said. He needed to guarantee a killing blow. If he fired blind into the fog, there was a very real possibility it was going to take a lot more time to charge a second attack. Worse, when he poured every drop of aether he had into this attack, he was going to be on the floor gasping for breath, completely vulnerable to attack.

He couldn’t afford to screw this up.

With the mass of aether roiling like a hurricane in his grasp, Jake slid to a halt and snapped his head around, listening. The skittering mantis legs suddenly went silent.

Through the dense violet fog, Jake spotted a shadow coming his way.

“Gotcha!” He thrust his arm out and poured every drop of aether he possessed into the attack.

The mantis barely had time to let out a wet shriek. Its shadow vanished, replaced by the charred, crispy bits of its smoking remains falling around Jake. It almost smelled worse than the toxic aether pouring out of him.

You have received 5,000 aether.

Jake crashed down onto his back with a wheezing grunt. The shield sitting atop his chest felt more like someone had parked a dump truck on his torso than a nice, thick layer of protection between him and certain doom.

You did it Jake! Hazel cheered. How do you feel?

“Ow…” Jake wheezed as he went about the process of healing the wounds he’d received, all while keeping the aether poisoning at bay. That intense power expenditure nearly had him succumbing to cold sweats and intense fever. But Jake was too used to dealing with aether poisoning. He drove the poison from his veins to more acceptable levels, then regained his footing.

“Humanity: one. Killer space bugs: zero,” Jake chuckled softly to himself and dropped the shield. It was too heavy to justify lugging around, especially if it was going to break on the next hit.

How much farther do you think the heart of this place is? Hazel asked.

Jake took off running towards the increasingly dense aether. “Hopefully not far. I’m basically running blind here.”

The aether around him grew so thick he began to struggle for breath. For every lungful of air he pulled in, he had to expel a bucketful of toxic aether to the floor. The loud, wet splashes were probably calling every hungry beast in the sanctum towards his location, too. Jake was not looking forward to fighting more than one of those mantis things, or whatever else lurked in the aetheric fog.

Jake pushed through to an enormous, wide-open chamber that could have easily fit Bastion’s grand teleporter pyramid inside with room to spare. The thick aether gathered up on the ceiling, while the rest of the room was covered in a thin violet haze. At the heart of the chamber was a floating sphere of glowing violet around which the aether fog slowly circled. The sensation of power radiating off that sphere was like a soul-crushing pressure, pushing down on him from every angle. Yet Jake did not buckle. He stood in awe of the sight.

“Is that a giant core?” Jake asked.

I have no idea, Hazel answered.

“So if this is where we’re supposed to encounter parts two and three of the ordeal…is there anything special to it?” Jake asked.

I don’t know any more about this ordeal than you do, Jake, Hazel replied.

Jake glanced around and found an arched stairway leading down to a not-at-all-suspiciously-important-looking stone seat shaped like half of an elongated bowl. Within the seat was a large, plush pillow. The very dead remains of a skeletal ogre lay at its foot.

From what Jake gathered, the ogre was a warrior of some kind. He bore armor resembling that of the ogre warriors defending the temple, though while those ogres wore the colors of the Violet Lotus, this one wore white with vibrant green, gold, and red highlights. Whatever the symbol on the dead ogre’s head crest was meant to represent, it was far too badly damaged for his heads-up display to transfer, but it didn’t take a genius to figure out what the ogre had been up to in his final moments. The broken sword next to him told of a desperate battle that had claimed his life before he’d reached the heart of the sanctum.

What stood out the most about the ogre were the strange cards his skeletal hand reached for in his final moments.

Jake picked up the stack of elongated cards. He couldn’t make heads or tails of the intricate symbols painted on the thick paper. “What are these?”

Talisman Deck

A deck of talismans capable of being infused with aether. Cultivators are capable of manipulating these talisman in all manner of ways. Their only true limiting factor is the cultivator’s mastery of aether manipulation and imagination.

That doesn’t really tell us much, Hazel said.

Jake spread out the deck of talismans. There were twelve of them. He assumed the ogre had lost a great deal of them on his journey to the heart of the sanctum. As he leafed over each of them, he could feel a tug coming from the talismans. It was as if they were pulling at his aether.

“I wonder…”

Jake picked up one of the talismans and fed it aether. The talisman went rigid, its edges gleaming with razor-sharp malice. With an impressed nod, he tossed the talisman across the chamber. To his surprise, he could still feel a link to that talisman. Out of curiosity, he willed the talisman to return to his hand. Without any hesitation, the talisman flew back to him. Jake caught it between his fingers and gasped.

“These are neat,” he said, his mind racing with ideas on how he could apply these to all manner of situations.

The distant hisses and snapping of beasts pulled his attention to the uncomfortably large number of entrances leading towards the heart of the sanctum.

You might want to play with your new toy later, Jake, Hazel said. The sooner you finish your ordeal, the sooner we can get out of here.

Jake nodded and made himself comfortable on the plush cushion provided by whatever madman went through all the trouble of reaching the sanctum’s core just to drop off a pillow. Channeling his aether into each talisman, he linked his will to each of them.

Think you can do this ordeal thing without getting yourself killed? Hazel asked.

One way to find out. Jake released the talismans from his hand. They flew out to surround him in a slowly spinning ring. He hoped it would prove to be a solid defensive barrier against the looming horrors of the sanctum he’d yet to encounter. Or at least provide a distraction.

“Alright,” Jake said to himself. “Step two of this ordeal. I have to destroy my core.”

Just how he was going to accomplish this still escaped Jake, but there was no doubt in his mind that aether was a key component of the process. Good thing there was so much of the stuff floating around inside the chamber. Jake used his will to reach for the dense aether surrounding him. Just as before, the aether responded with ease at his command, as if he’d proven himself worthy earlier in the ordeal.

At his touch, however, the giant core let out a reverberating thrum that sounded throughout the halls, its brilliant glow growing to rival that of the sun.

Jake, you might want to hurry, Hazel said.

Working on it, Jake said. He felt his body growing cold from the intense density of aether he was pouring into his core. His initial strategy was to saturate it with so much aether it would simply burst. Instead, all he achieved was turning his flesh a pallid white and spiderwebbing it with thick black veins. That approach clearly wasn’t working, but even as his head spun, he couldn’t let all that concentrated aether go to waste.

He tried another plan. He visualized his core as a firmly secured marble on a table, and all of his collected aether as one enormous sledge hammer he was going to shatter the marble with. In his mind’s eye, he swung the hammer with all the power of an angry god, striking the violet marble within him dead on.

The hammer bounced off harmlessly. There was not so much as a smudge marring his master-crafted core.

Jake, we have company! Hazel warned.

Jake’s eyes snapped open. He hissed at the sight of four mantises rushing towards him. “I don’t have time for you damn bugs.” He swung out an arm towards the closest mantis. His talismans swirled about his arm, then shot out like a drill at the mantis.

The talismans slammed into the monster’s chest, gouging out a chunk of its chitinous armor and violet flesh. The mantis shrieked in agony, then regained momentum and charged with its brothers and sisters after Jake. Unlike the others, its movements were rough, jerky, and losing coordination as it lost blood.

Jake blinked. That was super effective.

With another wave of his hand Jake brought the talismans about, forming a blade with their razor edge. The talismans punched through the soft, exposed flesh of the mantis, splitting the monster in two. It fell over dead as Jake’s bloodsoaked talismans returned to orbit around him.

What else can those things do? Hazel asked.

Shoot? As if on command, the talismans floating around him fired beams of energy in every direction. Without a target to focus on, they were less than accurate. One of the mantis monsters shrieked as a beam punched into its shoulder, sending it staggering back in pain.

That attack gave Jake an idea. If each talisman was capable of pouring their energy into a beam, could more than one talisman combine their power into a larger attack?

Jake directed the aether around them into the talismans and focused on the fastest-approaching mantis. The talismans spun in front of his hand and fired a dense beam of aether. The beam burned a hole clean through the mantis’s chest and took the head clean off its buddy behind it.

“These things are awesome,” Jake said.

The last mantis leaped at Jake. Without so much as shifting from his position, he willed the talismans into the mantis’s path. The enchanted pieces of paper actually brought the monster’s blade to a complete stop without suffering so much as a single scratch.

If these talismans handle this well off my aetheric mastery alone, how much more powerful will they be when I fix my core? Jake wondered with awe.

The shrieking of the mantis brought his mind back into focus. The creature tore free and went for Jake’s head. Jake retaliated by severing its arms with his talismans before swiftly cutting off its obnoxious alien cries.

With the last mantis dead at his feet, the talismans returned to floating around Jake. There were more monsters coming, drawn by the giant core’s activation. Jake wasn’t sure how long he was going to be able to keep fighting the way he was, even sporting his favorite new weapon in the whole world. He needed to proceed with the ordeal, and quickly.

After watching the way the talismans worked, Jake decided to replicate them within his mind’s eye. He summoned a whirling ring of talismans and had them target his intact core. Rather than have each individual beam fire on it, Jake flooded the talismans with every drop of aether he could pour into them and focused their firepower into one single, powerful beam.

A violet beam of concentrated aether shot out from the talismans like the Death Star’s planet-killing laser. And just like in the movie, his ridiculous idea produced results. His hyper-dense core erupted into a sea of fragments, joining the pieces of his old high-level core floating around the center of his being.

Jake retched immediately. Black bile surged up his throat and shot out with enough force to make the exorcist kid blush.

Jake, are you alright? Hazel asked desperately. Your health and stats suddenly dropped.

Jake Hicks

Strength: 1

Agility: 1

Constitution: 1

Intelligence: 50

Wisdom: 100

Charisma: 20

Health: 5/5

Mana: 25/250

I don’t know what you’re talking about. Jake’s thoughts came out slurred. I feel fine.

But he was anything but fine. He could see the black veins spidering across his vision. The glimpse of flesh he caught beneath the muck he’d been expelling from his body was corpse white. Every breath he pulled in was like trying to suck the thickest, sickly-sweetest syrup known to man directly into his lungs. To make matters worse, the swirling talismans around him began wobbling as they patrolled his surroundings.

I might actually die here, Jake admitted to himself with a delirious laugh.

Now’s not the time to lose your cool, Jake, Hazel shouted. You need to move on to step three.

What was step three again?

Rebuild your core with all the fragmented pieces, Hazel said. That’s what Nokor told us. It’s the only chance we have to get out of this alive. It’s the only chance we have to stop the cthulhi!

The reminder slapped some sense back into Jake. Right…that’s why we’re here. Gotta get strong again… Have to save Sam.

Jake’s focus was briefly lost as his wobbling talismans shifted to fire aetheric beams at the first group of mantises to reach him. The talismans’ flight became more erratic the more they fired. Jake shunted what aether he could towards them, but it was clear his time was running out.

“Alright, Jake,” he said to himself, words slurred. “You’ve got this… You’re the master of your own destiny! And if you don’t do this, we’re all screwed!”

With his limited mental faculties, he pulled at the fragments of his shattered core. The low-ranking, high-quality core he’d just shattered was incredibly receptive to his touch. It came right back together, a perfect sphere covered in cracks and fissures. Using the dense aether he drew into his body like calk, he held the sphere together. Mostly. Now and again a piece would fly off into the raging storm of aether within his body, which he was quick to pull back and reinforce.

As usual, it was his old core that was the problem child.

Jake called out to those shattered fragments and found moving them to be as difficult as pushing a boulder up a greased cliff face. The aether he used to move those fragments around was rapidly absorbed by them. With a frustrated grunt, he shoved a jet of aether into one of the broken pieces. It floated off towards his rebuilt core before snapping back into orbit around it.

His eyes widened. That’s it. That’s the trick.

What’s the trick? Hazel demanded.

I have to bombard each of these fragments with so much aether they have no choice but to obey me, Jake said.

But if you bring too much aether into your body, you might die, Jake, Hazel countered. Worse, you might become an aether beast yourself.

Jake let out a tired chuckle. Things aren’t looking that much better for me as they stand right now, Hazel. It’s do or die. And I’m not dying.

Hazel drew in a deep artificial breath and exhaled. Alright then, Jake. You haven’t steered us wrong yet. I believe in you.

Thanks, Hazel.

Jake poured as much aether into his body as he could without completely blacking out, and pushed the chunks of broken core towards the center. It worked for a time. Several pieces tumbled toward the broken core, bouncing and clunking together sloppily. It was an absolute mess, but it was all coming together.

Then it all went to hell. His hard work shattered; even his much-more-compliant core came undone from the force of impact.

Jake retched again. His bubbling breaths shuddered out, accompanied by an uncomfortable amount of heat pouring out of his body. Was he bleeding?

You have taken 2 damage.

That answers that question, Jake grunted.

It was time for plan B. Rather than use his aether as an external force with which to pull the core together, he visualized it as gravity—a swirling black hole of power that not only drew in more aether with greater intensity, but carried with it every single fragment and speck of core dust towards the center of his very being.

You have taken 1 damage.

This method was a double-edged sword. Not only was it incredibly efficient at bringing all the pieces together, but his body could feel the crushing force and growing heat all around him.

A weak smile pulled at his lips. In the end, it didn’t matter whether he was killing himself to rebuild his core. If he failed to do so, the Collective, humanity, his friends and family—they were all dead.

Jake dedicated every last shred of focus and power he could muster into intensifying the black hole’s power. With fading vision, he watched as overgrown bugs poured in through the sanctum’s entrances. His talismans fired off in every direction with ever-weakening aetheric blasts.

You have taken 2 damage.

Health 0/5

As his last breath left him, the black hole within Jake’s core collapsed. It erupted in a blaze of light, new life surging into his body. The excess of power was such that it erupted from his body in a violet flame, killing every mantis who dared enter the chamber.

Jake’s eyes fluttered back open. He gasped for breath and blinked away the black ooze pouring out of his eyes. “W-w-what happened?”

You’re alive! Hazel squealed with delight.

Fractured core established.

Jake Hicks

Strength: 750

Agility: 825

Constitution: 930

Intelligence: 875

Wisdom: 100

Charisma: 20

Health: 4650/4650

Mana: 4375/4375

Those are some huge stat gains, Jake, Hazel cheered.

Jake honestly couldn’t believe the gains—or that he was alive, for that matter. He’d died twice now, and couldn’t wrap his mind around how he had come back both times. He decided questioning wasn’t going to do him or anyone any favors.

Warning: Fractured cores struggle to contain aether. Aether will constantly leak from the cultivator’s core. Once enough aether has leaked, the cultivator’s performance will drop severely.

Jake wasn’t fond of his new condition, but he supposed it was better than being dead. With his mastery over aether, he figured he could handle constantly bleeding out the source of his power. Balancing it during a fight was going to be the real challenge, however.

He turned back to the giant core that glowed like a sun. The aether swiftly swirled around it then erupted in a stream of energy that poured directly into Jake’s core.

Jake didn’t know why, but he felt like the core before him, much like the aether around him, had a mind of its own. It was helping him. He bowed to the huge core. “Thank you for your help.”

The core let out what Jake could only describe as a low, cheerful thrum.

That was weird…but OK, Hazel said. What now?

Jake took one look at his body wreathed in aetheric fire. He popped his knuckles, then his neck. “We’re going to become super best friends with the orcs.”


Chapter fifteen
Sam


Bows pulled taut all around Sam. Taking a casual glance at her surroundings, she counted at least a dozen archers. To her relief, none of them wielded greatbows. She could take a few arrows, even knock them out of the air with her daggers. A greatarrow? If one of those hit her, she was going wherever it wanted her to go.

“Sam Hicks?” Kyrenic burst out laughing. “What sort of pathetic monkey name is that?”

Alosrin leaned forward, stroking at his chin. “Hmm…I have heard this ‘Hick’ term before. It is a variant of the humans’ redneck subspecies, is it not? Strange that the humans would take a subspecies’ name as their surname.”

Sam drew in a deep breath, rubbing at the bridge of her nose. She didn’t know if she should be amused or frustrated by the elves' attitude.

“Kill the monkey,” shouted one of the house leaders from the stands.

“A fine specimen like that? Are you mad?” cried another. “She would do well to serve our house.”

That’s more along the lines of what I expected. Sam visibly relaxed, her gaze fixed firmly on the masked woman before her.

Everything about this Aerith was a mystery outside of which house she belonged to. Her face was always hidden behind a mask. She was never seen in public wearing anything less than full head-to-toe coverings, usually in armor. Even her hair was tucked away beneath a blue hood. The only thing Sam had managed to dig up on Aerith was that she was a particularly powerful elf from the most powerful elven house.

From the brief exchange she’d witnessed earlier, she appeared to be the voice of reason among her species, too.

Aerith raised a hand into the air. The crowd fell silent. “My fellow lords and ladies, please. While I admire your dedication to expanding your houses and slaying our enemies, you are missing one crucial detail… How in the nine hells did a human set foot on Emyalune? At the heart of our grand council chamber, of all places.”

The chamber filled with concerned rumblings.

Alosrin leaned deep into his seat. “Perhaps she stowed away in one of House Oberon’s ships and transferred to another vessel headed here?”

“Maybe the humans have better interstellar-travel technology than we first realized,” Kyrenic offered.

“You are, of course, ignoring the fact she is carrying the Collective’s seal,” Aerith said. “An item bearing a galaxy’s worth of responsibility and power. An item that cannot be duplicated. Believe me, I have tried.”

“Pharaoh teleporters,” Sam answered simply. “I left Earth maybe an hour ago, boarded a dark-elf ship, and next thing I know I’m dropping through the sky into your forest. Sneaking past your guards was a simple matter after that.”

Kyrenic sneered. “Of course a foul monkey would work with those degenerate dark elves. Tell me, which of their hells-damned houses do you serve?”

Sam never broke eye contact with Aerith. “The House of Blades was the one to bring me here, but I serve no elven house. I am the second-in-command of Invictus, the human guild responsible for evicting House Oberon and the Pharaoh Empire from our homeworld. The guild responsible for humanity’s recent membership in the Collective.”

Stunned gasps and whispers filled the air.

Aerith tilted her head to the side. From what little Sam could see of her eyes, they’d taken on a curious expression.

Kyrenic drew his sword. “So you are the foul creatures responsible for the disappearance of one of our great houses!”

This time Sam met the man’s gaze. “No, but not for any lack of effort on our part, elf. Another, far greater threat claimed House Oberon.” She turned back to Aerith. “An old foe that threatens the entirety of the Collective.”

“Interesting,” Aerith said.

Kyrenic growled. “Aerith, you cannot be serious. Are you honestly humoring this foul monkey’s lies?”

Aerith gave a light shrug. “I am merely listening to a tall tale by a most unexpected guest. It is the least I can do for the first human to ever set foot on our homeworld.”

“Well, I will have no more of this foul creature’s lies,” Kyrenic spat. “If you will not slay this beast, then I will.”

Aerith gestured lazily at Sam. “If that is your wish, then by all means proceed, Lord Kyrenic.”

The red-clad elf didn’t hesitate to dash at Sam. With her heightened agility and her mind finally catching up to the absurd speed with which her body could move, Kyrenic may as well have been moving in slow motion. She considered how best to handle the situation.

Summoning a replica would keep the man busy without doing much damage to him. But it would also reveal one of the aces up her sleeve prematurely.

She could simply kill the elf. He was powerful, sure, but not powerful enough to pose a serious threat to her.

In the end, she decided neither of those paths would do them any favors.

Sam stepped back from the elf’s elegant swing. The ruby-encrusted blade looked more like a work of fine art rather than a weapon to be used on the battlefield. Sam whistled. “Nice knife.”

Kyrenic whirled about with a swing that would have easily decapitated her two levels ago.

Sam caught the elf’s sword with her own dagger. “Mine’s better though,” she said with a warm smile.

Kyrenic pushed back from Sam. “Why you— You will not make a mockery of me, monkey!” He swept his hand over his blade and ignited the weapon.

“Uh, Sam, you OK down there?” Sal asked, tracking the action through the scope of his rifle.

“I’m fine,” Sam said as she lazily sidestepped Kyrenic’s next attack.

Sam stuck out her foot and tripped the elven lord. As expected, the elf gracefully rolled onto his feet, then snapped around to face Sam.

Kyrenic’s eyes went wide.

Sam’s dagger was firmly placed at the elf’s throat—which, to her surprise, barely had a sign of an Adam’s apple. Elven males really weren’t all that different than their females. Other than the flat chests.

“I appreciate your show of swordsmanship, Lord Kyrenic, but I’m afraid we don’t have a lot of time,” Sam said. “I’m not here to make an enemy of you. I am here to recruit your people into our war against the empire.”

Kyrenic snarled and drew his blade back while gathering mana in his free hand.

“Stand down, Kyrenic,” Aerith ordered.

“But—”

Aerith rested her head on her knuckles, her gaze firmly fixed on the man.

Kyrenic gritted his teeth but withdrew. He dismissed his blade into the aether and took his seat across from Alosrin. The old elf in violet looked positively mortified that Sam hadn’t so much as broken a sweat taking on Kyrenic.

“So the Collective has finally decided to move against the Pharaoh Empire?” Aerith asked.

Sam frowned. “You really have been cut off from the network, haven’t you?”

Aerith raised a brow. “Explain yourself, human.”

“The Collective is at war with the Cthulhi Empire, not the Pharaoh Empire,” Sam said. “As we speak, my guildmaster is in the process of recruiting the pharaohs to the war effort, and I suspect he’s received a much better greeting for his trouble.”

Aerith shook her head in disbelief. “You humans, recruiting the pharaohs to your cause? But I suppose that is no less strange than your appearance on the most heavily guarded world in elven territory.”

Sam chuckled. “Believe me, this is not where I saw my life heading a few months ago, Lady Virzana.”

“A few months ago, your backwater world was devoid of any meaningful aether,” Aerith replied. “Now tell me who this Cthulhi Empire is. You claim to be representing the Collective in a war against them and that they are supposed to be an old enemy. But we elves are a long-lived race, and we have never heard of them.”

Sam nodded. “Of course you wouldn’t have. The Collective buried any records of their existence after they chased the cthulhi beyond the galactic rim. Millennia passed and they decided it was best if everyone simply forgot about the very threat the Collective was founded to stand against.”

“Alosrin,” Aerith called.

“Yes, Lady Virzana?”

“House Nightwater has access to a vast array of ancient records, does it not?”

Alosrin nodded. “Records predating the founding of the Collective, yes. But if you are asking if my people have ever come across any mention of these cthulhi, I am afraid I do not know.”

“Have your people look into it,” Aelrith ordered. “The Collective’s seal is no trifling matter. For a human to have it? This is either an extremely elaborate ruse, or we are indeed in dire straits.”

Sam frowned. “They are worse than you can imagine.”

“Tell me about them,” Aerith said. “What do they look like? How do they fight? What makes them so vile that the entirety of the Collective needs to be brought together to face them?”

Access granted to holographic projectors.

Sam called forth an image of the emissary. The beast in black, grey, and maroon armor floated above the ground in all its hideous glory. With eight mechanical tendrils jutting from its back pointed in different directions in the midst of firing off powerful attacks, he truly was an imposing sight. But nothing left a deeper impression than the monster’s hideous, tentacled face. Its hide was a deep-sea green. Its glowing red eyes seemed fixated in a permanent glare, oozing with disdain for every living thing that dared commit the error of not being a member of its species.

“This is the emissary, the first and only member of the cthulhi race we have encountered,” Sam explained. “This creature alone was responsible for the downfall of the House Oberon fleet, as far as we are aware. There were no signs of any other cthulhi in the rest of the fleet’s ships we cleared, or in the debris after our battle. Not even in the Oberon, and that ship is truly massive.”

Kyrenic gasped.

Alosrin leaned forward, squinting at the hologram. “No, we have certainly never seen such a creature in any of our records. Squids and other such creatures, certainly, but nothing like this.”

“And you swear on your life this thing alone destroyed the House Oberon fleet?” Kyrenic demanded.

Sam nodded. “My guess is it breached one of the airlocks and made itself right at home. But we can get to that nightmare fuel in a moment.”

The holographic projection zoomed out to show Sam and Brad’s party clashing against the towering abomination that had once been King Durothil and his bridge crew. Horrified gasps and screams of terror filled the open-air chamber as Sam showed them every grueling moment of the fight, how they’d very nearly died to the king, and then finally got to the important part—when their most powerful spells and weapons did little more than shake the dust off of the emissary’s shield. After that, it was a montage of humanity’s finest getting their asses kicked by a far-too-raw piece of sushi.

“This right here is just one of the many reasons why the cthulhi are such an enormous threat,” Sam said. “We have no idea if this emissary is just a particularly powerful member of their species or if all the cthulhi can take and dish out as much damage as this thing. Whatever the case, it has the Collective Council spooked enough to grant humanity infinite resources to fuel the war effort.”

“Infinite resources?” Aerith’s eyes went wide behind her mask.

Sam nodded. “We are currently tapped straight into the Collective’s treasury for the duration of this war.”

“Shocking as that fact is,” Kyrenic said with a shaky voice, trying far too hard to sound pompous and proud, “what in the nine hells happened to Durothil?”

“You’re not going to like it,” Sam warned them.

She pulled up the footage of her party going into the Oberon’s barracks, where they found the nightmare factory. She made sure to show them everything they’d seen in grim detail, making a point of pausing to explain things like the obsidian spikes the cthulhi used to drain the aether from their victims and convert others into husks. She showed them the cages jam-packed with elves, both soldiers and civilians alike.

“Man, woman, children—it doesn’t matter to the cthulhi,” Sam said, pointing out the small elven children she’d missed in the cages when she first went through. It twisted her stomach into a violent rage to see those images, but the elves needed to witness this if they were ever going to get their heads out of the sand.

The elves watched in stunned silence as Sam continued with her presentation.

“And this is a lesser version of what happened to King Durothil,” Sam said.

The hologram came to the formation of the banshee. It showed the process from beginning to end, how one elf was chosen seemingly at random to be sliced up to serve as the core of the abomination, while several others were reduced to component parts to make up the rest of its body. Every piece was joined together within the vat before the first of many banshees they had faced rose to take them head-on.

Sam went on to show them the phalanxes as well as the two other abominations they had encountered on Earth: the agile, feline-looking thing Brad had discovered and guessed was a human abomination, and the much larger, bulkier, gorilla-like war machine Sam guessed was actually an orc before the cthulhi got their hands on it.

“As you can see, these things are no laughing matter,” Sam said. “The cthulhi are a serious threat, and us humans were barely capable of fighting off one of them. Their minions are our own people turned against us or twisted into some biomechanical nightmare dead-set on eradicating the enemies of its master.”

Sam’s gaze ran across the countless elven lords and ladies gathered around. “The Collective nearly fell to the Cthulhi Empire the first time they waged their war against our galaxy. Back then, elves, pharaohs, dwarves, and all the other races banded together and nearly lost. Now the cthulhi have had millennia to gather their strength and watch us. There is no telling how much worse things will be this time around, but one thing is certain: If we do not join together against this threat, we will be picked off one after another.”

The council chamber was dead silent. Sam could have heard a pin drop on the soft, grassy floor around them.

“Nice little show-and-tell, Sam,” Sal said. “Think they actually bought it?”

“I sure hope so,” Sam replied.

Aerith glanced over at Alosrin.

The older elf shook his head. “I am sorry, Lady Virzana, but my people have yet to find any records regarding these creatures. And they likely will not turn up anything for quite some time. Our libraries are a vast collection of arcane knowledge, after all.”

Aerith nodded. “Continue your search. In the meantime, there is the matter of what to do about this monkey.”

Sam frowned. “You don’t believe me, do you?”

“Of course not,” Aerith said with a bluntness unbecoming of her musical voice. “However fascinating the means of your arrival upon our homeworld are, I find your story lacking.”

Sam heaved a heavy breath and exhaled her growing frustration and urge to abandon the elves to their fate.

“Those holograms of yours could have easily been developed for any number of virtual reality games or films,” Aerith explained. “Or do you take us for fools?”

Kyrenic pursed his lips. “Perhaps the monkeys are not yet developed enough for hyper-realistic, full-immersion simulations?”

Alosrin shook his head. “No, no, prior to their induction into the Collective the humans had access to quite a large array of such games. They are virtually indistinguishable from the real thing. Which does lend credence to Lady Virzana’s assertion that this has all been an elaborate ruse by this human.”

Sam thumbed the Collective’s seal in her hand. Fat load of good this trinket’s done us, she thought bitterly. “Believe what you want, Aerith. What I showed you were real recordings. We lost hundreds of people trying to take the Oberon back from the Cthulhi.”

“You actually took the ship from those things?” Kyrenic sounded equally insulted and impressed.

“It’s back on Earth right now,” Sam said. “We’re in the process of repairing and refitting the ship for the war effort against the cthulhi.”

Kyrenic glanced back toward Aerith. “Well, I am not easily impressed by any of the lesser species, but…if this monkey speaks true, it would not do us any harm to bring our entire fleets to their world and verify the story for ourselves.”

Sam was amazed that the crazier of the three active elves was speaking sense for a change.

“After all, if they are lying we can wipe them off the face of the galaxy while we are there.”

Aerith glanced at Kyrenic. “And waste all the time and resources it would take to move our fleets there? Really, Kyrenic, did this human scare you with her children’s tale?”

Sam sighed and finally let her cool slip. “And here I thought you were the reasonable one.”

“What did you say, monkey?” Aerith asked.

“Did I stutter, knife ear?” Sam shot back.

Aerith glared at her.

“Clearly those big ears are for show, so let me repeat myself.” Sam raised the volume of her voice: “I thought of all these elves here, you were the reasonable one. Yet here is Lord Kyrenic, the hot head who attacked me—no offense—speaking reason.”

Aerith rose to her feet, pulling a disc from the side of her belt.

Kyrenic cleared his throat. “Ahem, perhaps it is best you shut your monkey mouth while you are ahead.”

Sam was far from done venting. “Every damned second you elves waste with your nonsense is another second the Cthulhi Empire is using to gain ground on us. But I don’t know what I was expecting out of your arrogant kind.”

Aerith approached like a lioness preparing to strike down her prey.

“Sam, what are you doing?” Sal asked with concern.

Sam gripped the hilt of one of her daggers. “You elves were the reason the cthulhi nearly defeated the Collective in the first place.”

Aerith pressed a button on the disc she carried. Three curved blades swung out of the disc. The masked elf swung for Sam’s throat. “Lies!”

Sam caught Aerith’s glaive with her dagger. The elven woman was strong, too strong for Sam to take head-on, but she wasn’t there to fight. Sam twisted free of Aerith’s blade. “Then check the records. The Collective sent out a priority broadcast to everyone. You can see for yourselves what we’re dealing with.”

Aerith flung her glaive at Sam. Sam threw herself into a backflip. The glaive’s blades scraped the skin off her chin as it flew past. Sam was about to shoot back to her feet when the glaive returned to Aerith’s hand, nearly taking off Sam’s head in the process.

“We received no such message,” Aerith snapped.

Sam furrowed her brow. She blocked another of Aerith’s attacks, drawing her second dagger to lock the weapon in place. “Kyrenic, Alosrin, is this true?”

Kyrenic turned his gaze towards the sky, then shook his head. “I have no notifications of any kind from the Collective.”

“Neither do I,” Alosrin agreed.

Aerith kicked Sam away and threw her glaive once more.

You have taken 100 damage.

Sam wheezed as she rolled away from the glaive. “Then why don’t you call them to confirm my story?”

“That is a shockingly sensible idea,” Kyrenic said. “I vote in favor of this motion.”

“Seconded,” Alosrin said. “If this human is proven to be a liar, we can dispatch her afterward.”

Aerith caught her glaive. “Or we could kill this lying monkey right here and now.”

Sam rose to her feet. “I can do you one better. You can take me to the communications center and have me call up the council. If I’m lying, you can kill me in front of them. How’s that for a deal?”

Aerith glared at Sam and circled her, looking to strike her down at the first possible opportunity. “There is no need for such theatrics. My people are already making the call.”

She could put on all the tough-girl act all she wanted. The call to the council would prove Sam’s side of the story, no questions asked. Then maybe she could work on apologizing for ruffling the unofficial elf queen’s feathers.

You did come off a little strong, Sammy, Olivia said.

We have a literal galactic apocalypse arriving in roughly a week, Olivia, Sam said. We don’t have time to waste on nonsense, least of all with prissy elves who think they’re better than everyone. Especially after we nearly lost our people to the emissary.

Well, that’s fair and all, but still. You are here to play negotiator, Sam. You can’t lose your cool like this.

Sam wanted to argue, but drew in a breath instead. Olivia had a point. I can’t believe talking things over with the orcs went smoother than this.

Aerith suddenly pulled back, her gaze shooting down and to the side. “What do you mean you can’t contact the Collective council?”

Sam blinked. They can’t reach the council? A chilling thought crossed her mind. What if the cthulhi had done more than just block the Collective’s broadcast from reaching the elves? What if they were actively jamming all of their communications?

A sound like distant thunder erupted in the sky above, followed by a high-pitched thump. A single ship appeared there—an elven carrier.

“Uh, friend of yours?” Sam asked.

“That’s the flagship of House Rhiannon,” Alosrin answered. “They have been missing for weeks.”

The clap of thunder erupted again and again. The sound came faster each time as more and more vessels appeared above, threatening to blot out the sky.

“This…” Kyrenic rose to his feet and backed away towards an exit. “This is not normal.”

The ships above shifted their alignment, pointing straight down toward the city of Emyalune.

Sam activated her helmet. “They’re here!”


Chapter sixteen
Brad


Stone ground against stone with a faint rumbling. Light streamed in through the opening sarcophagus, pulling Brad out of unconsciousness.

Grasping at the edge of the sarcophagus, Brad dragged himself out. He was in the same chamber as before, only the lights seemed to have been snuffed out. The same towering statues of Egyptian gods were all around him, but there was no trace of his friends, Anubis, or the way they’d come in through, for that matter.

“That’s weird,” Brad muttered to himself.

A breeze rolled through the chamber, sending a shudder through his spine. Brad went to rub at his arms only to find them bare, along with the bulk of his body. His armor was completely gone—so was his clothing, for that matter. The only modicum of decency he managed to preserve was granted by an Egyptian-style loincloth that looked like it should have been worn by a pharaoh, not some random schmuck from Canada trying to save the galaxy.

The lack of cajoling from Frank brought a twinge of concern to Brad.

Frank? You there, buddy?

Still nothing.

Notice: System disabled for the Trials of Ascension.

Muse: Offline.

Class System: Offline.

Stat System: Offline.

Skill System: Offline.

Spell System: Offline.

Ability System: Offline.

Brad’s heart sank. He expected the trials to be a difficult, grueling challenge, but he never expected to have to go through it without the help of the system. He’d been relying on its many benefits for so long he felt even more naked without it.

He drew in a nervous breath. “Relax, Brad. You survived the apocalypse before the system gave you a meaningful advantage. You can do it again.” The words were earnest, but convincing himself to believe them was easier said than done. Before the system’s introduction, an injury as simple as a cut could cause a world of hurt and take a good long while to heal. He, just like everyone else who used the system, had become spoiled by the ability to instantly heal any injury they had with spells or potions. And that was before all the amazing advantages of increased stats, skills, spells, and abilities came into play.

Another cold shudder surged up his spine as a spotlight shone on a distant gate. He let out a relieved breath when he realized it was just that, a gate.

Brad had no idea whether being stripped of the system was actually a part of the trials or a convenient way for Anubis to eliminate Brad, but one thing was certain: the more time he wasted with the trials, the closer the cthulhi were to striking Earth. Whatever challenges lay ahead, Brad would have to take them head-on.

Taking one more look at himself, he felt a degree of confidence return. While the system’s gains may have been stripped from him, there was no taking away his body’s conditioning. System or not, his everyday life of fighting monsters and hostile aliens had carved his formerly doughy body into something worthy of an action hero. He just hoped it would be enough to carry him through the trials.

Brad headed off after the spotlight. The large stone doors they illuminated were plain sandstone, nothing impressive other than their size. What was odd, however, was the changing sculpture at the center. It cycled through the three different animals depicting the trials of ascension: serpent, jackal, and whatever that strange blend of hippo, alligator, and lion was supposed to be called.

“So what am I supposed to do here? Push the doors open?”

As if responding to his question, the shifting sculpture stopped at the jackal.

“Trial of Tenacity,” announced a booming, disembodied voice that sounded like it would have been much better suited to playing announcer in Unreal Tournament. Even if it was a fair bit tamer.

The doors split open, vanishing into the walls and revealing a thick mass of fog.

Brad couldn’t help but snort. “Oh cool, we’re in Dark Souls now and I’m doing a deprived run.” He stretched his arms forward and back, steeling himself for whatever awaited him on the other side of the door. “Bring it on.”

He pushed a hand against the fog wall. It was cool to the touch and offered some resistance, almost like a soft gelatin—if gelatin was made out of clouds. That made exactly zero sense, Brad thought to himself, and pushed through.

He was greeted by a shadowy hall and the sound of a snapping rope. A column of stone about the size of a bus swung down at him.

“Holy shi—” He didn’t have time to finish cursing his luck before he had to throw himself out of the way.

The stone column smashed into the wall behind him, which Brad noted was distinctly missing the doorway he’d come in through.

As much as Brad wanted to question what was going on with the trial, he was being peppered with fragments of shattered stone. Thinking was a luxury he didn’t have time for. The stone fragments of the pillar that had broken off revealed an intricate pattern inside, building up to an ominous orange glow.

“Oh, that can’t be good.” As he hauled himself to his feet, that building glow was joined by an increasingly high-pitched hum. “That definitely can’t be good!”

Brad darted away from the column. The moment he cleared it, the scraping of metal greeted his ear, and almost his face. He wove left, right, jumping and rolling as blades erupted out of the shadows after him. Just when he thought he’d cleared the first absurd trap, another wave of blades swung at him. Their pattern was impossible to read, as was his ability to predict where they would come from. Only his ears served to warn him, along with the faint, menacing glint of light skating off the razor edge of each blade.

The glow behind him built up bright enough to illuminate some of his surroundings. There were in fact walls surrounding him. Walls with tracks carved through them at different angles to allow those impressively long blades trying to dismember him to move. Concerning as all that was, it wasn't nearly as concerning as the fact that the path he was on was surrounded on both sides by what could only be described as an abyss.

Before Brad could question what the point of all this was, the intensifying hum behind him built up into a solid, high-pitched chime.

“Shiii—!”

The column erupted in a ball of fire. The wave of pressure slammed into his back, blasting him forward. Blades swung past Brad’s face. He tried tucking his limbs in tight against his body, but it only sent him tumbling through the air. Slashes and cuts tore at his flesh as he sailed through the air to a rolling stop.

His heart pounded inside his chest. His eyes instinctively focused on the corner of his vision for any sign of damage notifications or his health bar, but even that feature was gone. Not that he needed a fancy heads-up display to tell him he’d been hurt. He felt every cut, the streams of blood running over his body, and the intense pain inflicted by the column that had quite literally almost blown out his back.

Brad only wished he could tell how screwed he was.

The sound of stone grinding against stone greeted him from above. His eyes widened as another pillar of stone dropped from the shadows. Brad rolled out of the way, scrambling to his feet just as the pillar punched through the bridge behind him. The shockwave nearly knocked him off his feet again. Spiderweb cracks spread across the platform beneath his feet.

“I am having the best day!” Brad shouted with all the sarcasm he could muster, hopping from the collapsing piece of stonework to another much sturdier-looking one. He repeated the pattern as the path ahead became increasingly perilous.

Stone pillars swung across his vision, threatening to knock him off the collapsing bridge in the most optimistic scenario, or turn him into a red smear on the distant walls. More blades swung at him from every direction, making his already perilous jumps all the more dangerous. But the collapsing bridge soon came to an end. Another platform—this one in pristine condition—awaited him.

That was when he noticed that the platform was a large ring with a pillar at each of its four corners. The second he threw himself off the collapsing bridge onto the ring, the four pillars opened up, spewing jets of flame in four directions as they began to spin.

“What kind of platforming hellscape is this?” Brad shouted.

He jumped over the spinning flames only to nearly get himself shish-kabobed as spikes shot across the void above. One of the metal spikes lanced through his shoulder, tearing out a chunk of his muscle.

Brad crashed to the floor, screaming in agony. Reflexively he went to cast Healing Hands on the injury, but nothing happened. Clenching his hand into a fist, he punched at the floor. “Right. No magic. Fu—” He ducked his head as a jet of flame flew past the top of his head.

The challenge of tenacity really did not give one, single, solitary damn about how Brad was feeling or if he needed to catch his breath. He supposed that was the entire point of the trial: he had to prove just how tenacious he was and muscle his way through anything and everything the madmen who’d designed the trial could imagine.

Brad hauled himself to his feet as the flame passed overhead once more and took off sprinting to the bridge ahead.

The second he set foot on the trap, the bridge split into several shifting segments. Their movements were swift and jerky, but they operated on a consistent pattern. Brad’s first instinct was to sit and watch the pattern, but he didn’t have a moment to observe anything. So he went for it.

Like clockwork, the platforms shifted every two to three seconds. Just how far a platform would shift varied entirely from one platform to the next. Sometimes it was a small enough change for Brad to jump across. Other times he had to backtrack to go forward.

All the jumping around and running was starting to take the wind out of Brad. He hadn’t realized before how much of an insane benefit the system was to him. In the past he could run for what felt like hours—fighting, healing, and saving his people’s lives. Now just the running and fighting was draining the juice out of him.

“At least…this place…doesn’t have arrow traps,” Brad said to himself as he managed to clear the shifting bridges onto the next platform.

No, the hallway of death did not have arrow traps. It had friggin’ lasers.

Pharaoh bolts zipped across the chasm and down from the ceiling with brilliant light. The heat given off from one bolt was enough to burn his skin. The bolts crashing onto the platform were slowly but surely blowing it away.

“I would jinx myself,” Brad said to himself with tired amusement, and took off sprinting.

He wove through the incoming maze of pharaoh bolts, gritting his teeth as close call after close call left his bare chest and back streaked with bright-red burn marks. By the fourth or fifth close call, his flesh was peeling wildly. He had to pick up the pace.

As he did, the trial picked up in intensity, weaving the challenges Brad had faced earlier together into new and deadly configurations.

Pillars swung at him as he hopped across platforms. Blades tried intercepting him as he hopped over whirling, fire-spewing discs which also happened to explode if he hung out around them too long. Segments of the trial became literal bullet hells, as Brad had to carefully weave his way through bolts of energy or risk finding out what happens to an unenhanced human body when it came into contact with pharaoh weaponry.

But there was hope in the distance. Past all the death coming his way, he saw a pillar of light illuminating another doorway. The shifting figure at the center marked it clearly as the transition to the next trial. Brad only had to make it there.

“Come on Brad, you’ve got this,” he shouted to himself as he rushed on.

The traps intensified.

Beams of light, the likes of which Brad had only seen fired from pharaoh ship guns, shot across the chamber, destroying segments of the bridge ahead of him. Smaller versions of those beams fired from swinging pillars, chasing Brad across the trap-filled hellscape. Exploding discs came after Brad, nearly taking out his legs.

He was almost there. Almost to…safety was probably a strong word, but anything was better than everything going on around him.

“Just a bit further!”

In the middle of dodging everything the hallway of death could throw at him, Brad overcommitted to dodging a wall of beam fire heading his way. From the corner of his eye he spotted the glint of a blade rushing right for him. It would split him in two if he didn’t move.

Throwing all of his weight to the side, Brad avoided death by the skin of his teeth. But it was not without cost.

The blade caught his right arm at the shoulder. It sliced clean through him like a hot knife through butter.

Brad collapsed to the floor, clutching at where his arm should have been. He screamed. It was all he could do to deal with the loss. His arm was too far out of reach to retrieve, and the death traps coming for him weren’t stopping just because the loss of his arm mildly inconvenienced him.

He had to move. Brad refused to die in the first room of the trial, no matter how ridiculous it was. Even if it meant bleeding out in the next.

Clutching at his bleeding shoulder, Brad kicked himself out of the way of another pillar aiming to crush him. He stumbled up to his feet and ran for the light with all the strength he had—strength that was swiftly escaping his body through the massive blood loss pouring from his severed limb.

An orange bolt slammed into his thigh. A hole the size of his fist blew clean through the back of his leg to the front as he came crashing down into the light.

Just like that, the traps stopped.

Brad took in slow, shaking breaths. His vision blurred as the door before him became two, then three. The shifting sculpture changed faster and faster as he pushed with his one good leg towards the door.

“You’re not getting rid of me that easily.” The defiant words rang hollow with the growing weakness in his voice.

The door did not care. It stopped at the strange, chimeric creature and pulled open, revealing another fog wall.

“Trial of Wrath,” announced the booming, disembodied voice.

Brad was certain no matter what challenge awaited him on the other side of the wall, he was done for. But the least he could do was meet it head-on with his head held high. Brad propped himself up against the doorframe and hopped through to another dark chamber, revealing a broad arena.

Notice: Trial of Tenacity cleared. Health and stamina restored to full.

Without any fanfare or special effects, Brad’s exhaustion melted away. His wounds sealed up before his very eyes, and the bloody stump where his arm had once been swiftly grew into a new arm. The system controlling the trials didn’t do anything for the bloody, filthy mess covering his body and loincloth, but he was otherwise alive and as fresh as when he’d woken up that morning.

Brad took a moment to breathe deep. “Holy crap, that was close… Oh man. If I make it out of this mess, I’m going to have to thank Anubis for introducing checkpoints… Not that you could really test out someone’s potential for wrath if they came into this place bleeding out. I suppose that would really defeat the purpose of the trial.”

Brad moved into the arena, where three weapons floated before him.

“Choose your weapon,” the disembodied announcer said.

Brad hummed, looking over his options. They were all of pharaoh-make.

The first was a sickle-shaped sword which Brad had come to learn was called a khopesh. Apparently the weapon had evolved from battle axes, so Brad wasn’t sure which skill would apply to wielding it. Swords, axes, or both? Not that it really mattered; no amount of skill levels were going to help him through the trial of wrath.

The second weapon was a bow. There wasn’t much to say about it other than there was a distinct lack of arrows with that weapon. Maybe they were infinite, but Brad wasn’t about to take his chances on that assumption.

Third and most important of all was a pharaoh double-ended spear Anubis and his Death Guard used. Affixed to what Brad was calling the “business end of the weapon” was a sickle-shaped blade like the khopesh had. On the bottom end was that weird shovel-like blade that sat horizontally rather than running vertical with the shaft. Maybe a pizza cutter was a better description for that end of the blade or fan… Brad was going with fan blade.

Out of the three weapons, the spear was the one Brad was most familiar with, even if it lacked any hint of a ranged option. He picked it up, and the other two disintegrated away.

“Begin,” the voice boomed.

Brad wasn’t sure what sort of enemies he would face in the trial, but his mind raced with all sorts of possibilities. Seeders, aetheric beasts, the other Collective races, even the cthulhi.

A giant cobra that could’ve put an excessively long stretch limo to shame dropped from above. It brought its head up and stared down at Brad. Heavy, spiny ridges protruded from it. The beast’s underside was a bone-white color, the middle a bloody orange, while the top was somewhere between a light, charcoal grey and deep green. The creature’s glowing yellow eyes fixated on Brad, watching him curiously.

“OK…so we’re just going to skip the warm-up fight and go straight to eleven?” Brad asked the disembodied voice.

It didn’t respond.

The cobra flared its hood and hissed at Brad, exposing its enormous gullet. Brad was fairly confident he could comfortably drive a bus into the thing’s mouth with room to spare, and he did not want to find out just how roomy its interior was.

He wasn’t going to get a choice in the matter.

The cobra lunged for him. Brad dove out of the way as the huge monster tore through the arena floor like it was little more than an inconvenience. Scrambling to his feet, Brad took a swing at the beast’s hood, figuring hitting anything was better than nothing. Swift as a snake of a much smaller size, the monster batted Brad’s spear away with its overgrown spines.

Brad stumbled away, nearly losing his balance. “OK, OK. You’re fast, strong. What other tricks do you have?”

Before he realized it, the snake had surrounded him with its enormous body.

“Oh.”

The cobra coiled around Brad, but he wasn’t about to let himself be crushed. Brad rushed forward, using his spear to pole-vault over its body. That was mostly effective. The cobra’s body slammed together with a resounding thump while Brad face-planted on top of the creature’s back.

To Brad’s shock, the scales on the cobra’s back felt like rocks to his touch, jagged ones at that. He wasn’t going to make any progress trying to hack through those. Maybe the cobra had a soft underside for him to exploit?

Brad drove the fan axe of his spear into the cobra’s back and pushed himself up to his feet. The cobra turned its head around to face Brad, its hood pulling back as it drew in a breath.

“Don’t you do it,” Brad shouted at the monster.

The cobra lunged its head forward, spreading out its hood as it did. A glob of green shot out of its maw like a javelin. Brad threw himself off the cobra’s back, rolling to his feet. The cobra shrieked.

What Brad had assumed to be venom turned out to be much, much worse. It was acid. Smoke wafted up from the cobra’s scales as the acid spray it fired burned through the thick scales on its back.

Convenient as that self-own was, Brad didn’t expect himself to get lucky twice in a row.

Sure enough, the cobra slithered away from Brad and drew its head back. It fired acid again and again, leaving Brad to scramble across the arena. The force of impact alone blew chunks off the arena floor, but the added acid turned them into deep craters.

And then the cobra’s glowing yellow eyes flashed.

“That’s never a good sign,” Brad shouted.

The cobra fired a jet of acid, sweeping it across the arena floor.

Brad scrambled forward, getting under the cobra’s attack at the last possible second. He hissed, clenching his teeth as droplets of acid splashed over his back, burning deep into his skin and muscle, but he wasn’t about to waste the opening he’d been given. He was going in for the kill.

He plunged his spear into the cobra’s chest with a defiant roar. Just as he suspected, the monster’s underbelly was soft, pliable, and easily pierced. He didn’t stop there as he tore the spear through as much flesh as he could, hoping to hit something important.

The cobra cried out in pain and tore away from Brad, flicking him away with the tip of its tail as it did.

Brad flew across the arena floor and rolled to a stop clear on the other end. “My spear!”

He’d dropped the weapon in the middle of the arena.

The cobra was on the opposite end, staring daggers at Brad as thick orange blood spilled from the deep wound Brad had given the beast. The monster seemed leery of him now, like it had not taken him seriously before. That wasn’t a good sign. He didn’t need the giant snake to start trying its damndest to kill him. That was his job.

Brad ran for his spear. The cobra rapidly fired acid bolts at him. He felt every bruise, scrape, and cut on his back as he ran, with new, sharp pains shooting through his body as more acid droplets splashed on him. Brad wouldn’t stop—he couldn’t stop. Stopping meant death.

The cobra had figured out that much. As soon as Brad reached his spear, the cobra shot at him like a torpedo, darting across the arena floor. Brad flung himself out of the way too late. The beast’s sharp outer hide scraped over him, earning him a wave of deep cuts across his arm.

Brad hissed as blood streamed down his limb. Half of his strength had been taken out of it from that attack alone, and at the rate he was bleeding, he didn’t have long before the rest of his body joined it.

The monster slammed its tail down at Brad while he was distracted. Brad sprinted out of the way and right into the cobra’s next attack. The giant creature’s maw engulfed the entirety of his vision. Its pink-and-red mouth snatched him up.

“Son of a—” Brad said as he tumbled past the monster’s lips.

Right then would have been a perfectly reasonable time to surrender and accept his fate. With one flick of its head, Brad would be down the monster’s gullet and his life would be well and truly over.

Brad hadn’t made it this far by making reasonable life choices.

As the cobra flung its head back to swallow him, Brad plunged the head of his spear into the roof of the monster’s mouth. Its shriek of agony was deafening. Good thing, too—Brad couldn’t stand listening to the sound, and the ringing in his ears was far more pleasant.

The cobra slammed its jaw down, trying to crush Brad within its maw. Little did the monster know his spear had two sides! As it tried clamping down on him, all it succeeded in doing was driving the fan axe deep through its tongue and out the bottom side of its mouth. The spear Brad had picked out was too strong for the overgrown snake to break in half with the strength of its bite.

“Hah! You messed up now, snake,” Brad taunted.

The monster flailed its head back and forth, trying to shake Brad free. It was working to an extent. With each rough, jerky motion his blades tore deeper through its flesh, drawing more of the monster’s blood. Brad doubted those superficial wounds would be enough to kill the beast, but it was better than nothing. The problem was that at the rate things were going, all he’d succeed in doing was getting himself killed by a very angry snake.

He needed to hit something important if he was going to survive.

That was when the cobra signed its own death warrant.

It tried to shake him loose by spitting acid again. The glob of acid shot right past his head. Brad clenched his jaw, growling through the burning acid droplets digging into his skull.

Brad hooked his arm into the gap his spear had carved into the roof of the cobra’s mouth and tore out the spear with the other. The cobra threw its head back, howling in pain. Thrusting the spear with all the force he could muster, Brad punched through the roof of the snake’s mouth and tore open the creature’s acid sac from one end to the other.

His spear withered under the potent acid. The thick green ooze poured out of the wound as Brad’s spear crumbled in two. The cobra threw its head from side to side as Brad clung to the monster’s wounds, watching as acid spilled down its gullet, burning a bloody path through the snake’s innards. The cobra thrashed about with growing intensity until finally it crashed down. The world went uncomfortably still.

Glancing around the darkness of the cobra’s mouth, Brad jabbed a finger at the monster’s tongue. No response. The monster was finally dead.

“Suck it, snake!” Brad wriggled his way out of the cobra’s maw and rolled free of the beast.

The bottom of his foot burned immediately. He’d brushed it up against the acid spilling out of the monster’s wounds. Brad growled, scurrying away from the dead cobra.

“Can’t even get careless after these things are dead,” he hissed.

Dragging himself to his feet, and missing a considerably frightening chunk of his foot, Brad hobbled his way across the arena to the newly appeared doorway. The sculpture of a serpent stood at the center. It was time for the final trial.

Brad opened the doors and stepped through the fog wall.

A shudder surged through his body as his wounds were swiftly healed and his exhaustion whisked away. But where he expected another chamber full of challenges to take on, he instead found himself overlooking a pharaoh city, different than the one he’d seen on Dakra Prime.

The sea of structures spread out before him, with a beautiful sunset marred by a sea of black dots against the sun. Brad squinted at them, making out the largest of the vessels. An enormous ship resembling a giant squid.

Shadows loomed over Brad as the scream of engines roared overhead. Pharaoh fighters and drones swarmed forward, with the great pyramid ships rushing to meet the cthulhi.

“What’s going on?” Brad asked.

The cthulhi fleet opened fire long before the pharaohs were in range. A stream of beams spread out from the vessels before arcing towards the pharaohs. Fighters erupted into fireballs. Frigates were carved to pieces. Pharaoh cruisers listed to one side from severe wounds but pushed on, deploying more craft and finally returning fire.

Several smaller ships darted down from the cthulhi fleet. Flames and explosions erupted throughout the city.

As he followed the path of destruction, Brad found himself standing on a floating platform, trapped within a bubble.

Holographic projections spread before his eyes, of cthulhi husks and abominations scything through warriors and civilians alike. Cthulhi warriors made rare appearances, but each one was an army in their own right. Obsidian spikes crashed down across the city as the dead and soon-to-be-dead were impaled upon them to fuel the cthulhi war machine.

Brad clenched his hand into a fist. What the hell am I supposed to do from up here?

“Choose,” the disembodied voice said as the world came to a halt around him.

Three holographic projections appeared before him, each one showing glimpses of a path he could take.

The first was the clear and obvious choice of retreat. There, Brad saw glimpses of himself rushing to a vessel and abandoning the world to the Cthulhi Empire. Reasonable as that sounded considering the thrashing of the pharaoh forces he’d just witnessed, that choice didn’t sit well with him, even if it was all just a simulation for the trial.

The second choice was far more his thing: Engage against the cthulhi in a no-holds-barred battle. The preview of the path didn’t show him how the battle would end, but it was clear the fighting was heavy and violent. Most of the fighting was in the skies, however. Brad had a whopping one flight into space under his belt, and he hadn’t really been involved in the fleet battle. If this trial decided to put him in charge of orbital defenses, they were going to lose hard.

The third and final choice was the more curious of the three options. In it, he caught glimpses of ships leaving, battles against husks and abominations in the city streets, civilians fleeing for their lives.

Was the last choice another attempt to escape, or to save as many lives as they could before the empire fell?

Brad frowned, weighing his options. If the battle he saw playing out before him was gathered from historical events, then there was a clear right or wrong answer to everything he chose to do within any of the paths he took. If it was all a simulation, then there was the possibility every path had a means to win. Then again, it could just as easily have been a no-win scenario.

There was no contest in his mind. Brad reached for the third path.

The world around him shifted, as did his appearance. Brad was no longer human but a pharaoh, one of the cat-headed ones like Kahi. He was a soldier—a Secu or a sergeant with the Pharaoh Empire’s military. He was armed with a simple spear and energy shield. But the spear was ancient compared to what he remembered the pharaohs using. There was no gun to it. For that matter, he had no ranged weapons other than a belt of spherical grenades around his waist.

“OK. So now what?” Brad asked.

The world unfroze. The sound of distant beam fire and explosions dialed up all of his senses to eleven. He took in his surroundings, finding himself in a dark alley with a pile of dead pharaohs and even more dead husks broken all around them.

“Secu, where are you? Did your unit stop the breach at sector six?” a voice demanded in his ear.

Brad had no idea who this person was or how to respond to it, so he just played along. “My unit’s dead, but so are the husks.”

“Unfortunate, but not unexpected. These things are stronger than anything we have faced before,” the voice explained. “Can you still fight?”

Brad nodded. “Of course. Where do you need me?”

“Get to the spaceport,” the voice ordered. “Hangar thirty-nine. A priority evacuation is taking place there—civilians, nobles, everyone who can reach the vessel in time. We have to protect those people, Secu. Do you understand?”

A marker appeared in his vision, and a map with it. Apparently some of the system’s functionality had been restored to him.

“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Brad said. “I’m on my way.”

With no idea on how to navigate the city, Brad followed the path marked for him. He sprinted down dark alleys, realizing his team had been stationed to guard a key choke point, preventing the cthulhi forces from swarming the hangar. With that choke point undefended, they were going to have a lot more trouble holding the line against the monsters.

Explosions rang out overhead as a scarab-like pharaoh fighter was shot out of the sky. The craft slammed into a pharaoh structure, throwing slabs of stone and metal across the streets.

Civilians cried out as they sprinted past the collapsing structure, trying to get clear. They weren’t going to make it.

Brad knew he shouldn’t feel a damn thing for any of them. They weren’t real. None of what he saw was real. All he should be worried about was completing the trial. But everything looked and felt too real for him to simply ignore them.

Brad rushed to the civilians and threw his shield up high just as a feline pharaoh and her five children were about to be crushed. Brad snarled as the weight of the debris dropped him to a knee. The woman and her children screamed as they fell over, and Brad was brought low.

“Get out of here,” Brad hissed, planting his spear on the ground to push back against the rubble.

“T-t-thank you,” the woman stammered, and fled with her children.

The second they were in the clear, Brad scrambled away.

His shield flickered and sparked. A sharp gouge had been torn deep through the heart of the device, the shield’s field emitter.

“Damn it,” he hissed under his breath. “I haven’t gotten into a fight yet, and already my gear is getting messed up.” He glanced around for any more civilians. Satisfied that there were none, he sighed. “Dumbass Brad, letting yourself worry over NPCs… Whatever. The trial is still going. I can finish whatever objective this has for me.”

He rushed after the civilians to the spaceport. According to his map, they were all heading for the same place.

They entered the main port through the bombed-out entryway that looked more like it belonged to an airport than anything else. The defenses strewn about were broken. A small mountain of abominations Brad had never seen before were scattered about. Pharaoh husks littered the streets alongside pharaoh warriors and civilians. Most were of the feline variety, but there were the larger, bulkier crocodile types as well.

Following the crowd through the spaceport ruins, he found more and more dead strewn about: larger abominations that had cleaved swaths through floors and walls; broken pharaoh tanks and heavy weapons emplacements. Brad had expected to see a jackal among all the dead, but there were none. Apparently that particular flavor of pharaoh was exceedingly rare.

The crowd of civilians took him down to hangar thirty-nine, where a cruiser-sized vessel sat with its boarding ramp lowered. It was a long, blade-shaped ship with a pyramid for a bridge. From what he remembered of the battle in the skies, the vessel could take one, maybe two hits before it went down for the count. But he wasn’t there to worry about that; he was there to make sure they crammed that ship full with every last living soul they could.

“Secu, you have arrived,” spoke a tall, crocodile-headed man.

Brad’s mind buzzed with knowledge that didn’t belong to him. It told him this man was a renek, a captain in the military, and how to greet him. “As ordered, my renek.” He pressed his spear hand to his chest and gave a slight bow.

More people came rushing through the hangar’s entrance, heading for the ship. From what Brad could see, there were only two ways in and out of the hangar—the main gate they’d come through, and the vast hangar gate above them meant for vessels. There were probably a few side entrances for maintenance and the like, but Brad couldn’t find them to save his life.

“What happened to your shield, Secu?” the Renek asked.

Brad grimaced. “Civilians were about to be crushed by debris. I stepped in to protect them.” He pointed out the woman and her children running up the ramp. “Those ones right there.”

The renek frowned. “Noble, but foolish of you. You will need that shield when those foul beasts come for us next.”

Right on cue, screams curdled the air at the hangar entrance.

“They’re here,” Brad said.

“To your positions,” the renek shouted. “Take not one step, men. We defend this vessel with our lives or we die heroes' deaths.”

If nothing else, Brad appreciated the renek’s dedication to his duty. But he had no idea where he was supposed to station himself. Rather than make himself look like a fool by asking questions, he spotted the line of feline pharaohs with shields and spears at the front and took up position beside them with his flickering shield.

The screams grew louder with every passing second, as did the scraping of rushing, scrambling feet.

Brad took another look at his surroundings to make sure there weren’t any openings the enemy could exploit. He also wanted to make sure his allies were ready.

To his surprise, he found the pharaoh military shockingly modern and similar to human armies before the apocalypse. Their armor was clearly Egyptian-themed, as was every bit of their weapons—which he found very aesthetically pleasing—but outside of the melee fighters and energy shields, most of the rear line was equipped with guns. Laser rifles, if he had to guess from the red glow emanating from the weapons.

This definitely has to be a first-contact situation with the Cthulhi Empire, Brad said. The entire scene was likely before the advent of the system, and certainly before the Collective came to be. After all, the modern pharaohs fought with spears with blasters built into them. Even the arbiter had a wrist-mounted gun that sprayed death at anything unfortunate enough to happen to be in front of it.

Brad was snapped out of his thoughts as civilians rushed into view. One in particular caught his attention: a rather important-looking jackal, if the headdress was anything to go by.

The swarm of husks ran around the corner after them like zombies. These were definitely an earlier variant of the monsters Brad and his people had encountered. They didn’t move with any sort of motor skill coordination or anything vaguely resembling thought to their actions. They were driven purely by bloodlust and hunger.

The more Brad thought about it, the more those husks reminded him of the basic seeders. They shared a similar appearance with their pale, grey flesh. Their glowing eyes, their clawed, elongated fingers. The only real difference he saw between them was that the husks still had clothes on, and the heads were that of the different pharaoh species.

“Open fire,” the renek ordered.

The hangar filled with the high-pitched whine of laser weapons unloading into the tide of husks behind the fleeing civilians. The heavier weapons spun up with low, heavy thumps. Beams of energy snapped over Brad’s head, burning holes through dozens of husks at a time.

Try as they might to save the civilians, there was only so much they could do.

A husk leaped after a woman carrying a small child. The monster was shot out of the air by a well-placed laser to the head, but another swiftly took its place, taking out the woman’s leg with a brutal swing. She vanished behind the tide of bodies, her haunting screams stabbing at Brad’s heart.

The noble jackal was the next to fall; a careless shot clipped his shoulder. The jackal clutched at his arm and stumbled, bearing his fangs in pain. He didn’t lose much speed, but it was enough to prove fatal. A trio of husks leaped atop his back, wrestling him to the ground even as they tore him limb from limb.

Brad tightened his grip on his spear. This was the hell he was about to take head-on: monsters on par with or superior to seeders, in far greater numbers than he’d ever seen at the start of the apocalypse. And he was about to do so with no system enhancements to back him up.

As the civilians rushed past the shield wall, the warriors opened up their charge with the toss of grenades. The moment they detonated, the warriors surged forward into the fray. Brad went with them without hesitation. They hacked and cleaved, bashed and smashed their way through the monsters.

Part of Brad hoped that the similarities to the seeders would continue in these early cthulhi husks, that they would prove easy to kill if one simply did enough damage. He quickly discovered that wasn’t the case. Taking off the head of a husk didn’t stop its body from lashing out at him. Brad threw his damaged shield in the way, only for the barrier to burst into a cloud of particles as it went offline underneath the husk’s claws. Brad thrust his spear through the monster’s chest. Like the other husks he’d encountered, it ignored pain. But there was one crucial difference between the husks of the present day and the husks of the moment in history he was living through.

Their cores were visible.

As the husk tried to tear the armor off his chest, Brad caught a glimpse of a pulsing orange sphere of light tucked beneath the monster’s armpit. The glow was faint and hidden beneath flesh, muscle, and thick black veins, but it was there.

“I’ve got you now,” Brad shouted. He slammed the broken remains of his shield emitter into the husk, creating some distance between them, and stabbed the monster’s core with practiced ease.

The husk’s body fell, dying instantly.

Whipping his spear around to keep the tide of monsters from overwhelming him, Brad noticed every one of the pharaoh warriors around him was clueless about how to kill the monsters. They hacked, stabbed, and shot until they scored a lucky hit on the core, or the husk was simply too broken to be a threat.

They weren’t going to make it like this.

“Aim for the glowing orange spot,” Brad ordered over the chaos of battle. “It’s their weak point.”

“That is ridiculous,” the renek shouted in between bursts of fire from his gun. “Why would the enemy place such an obvious weakness inside their warriors?” He fired again and scored a hit on the glowing temple of a husk about to take off Brad’s head. “By the gods, it works! It actually works!”

“You’re welcome,” Brad shouted as he cleaved through another husk.

The warriors began to push back the tide of husks, but they were not without losses. The melee combatants had lost nearly half their number in the skirmish, and things were about to get far worse. Brad could tell because the fighting suddenly came to a dead stop.

“Did we win?” asked a bloodied warrior, rubbing a healing ointment over his torn-open side.

Brad reached for one of his grenades. “It’s never that easy.”

He felt his feline ears perk up, straining to listen for any hint of an approaching enemy. Things would escalate for sure, Brad had no doubt of that. Whether that meant more husks, an abomination, or both, he wasn’t certain.

He didn’t hear any scrambling footsteps or heavy, lumbering movements. No, what he heard was far worse: calm, purposeful steps accompanied by the soft clatter of machinery.

“Warrior,” screamed the renek as the cthulhi warrior stepped into view.

He was dressed much the same as the emissary: a form-fitting muscle suit of blacks, greys, and maroon, only the forearms and shins were armored far more heavily, glowing with energy pulsing through them. The heavier chest piece shone with a pulsing core inside its torso.

Laser fire rained down on the cthulhi warrior. His shield shimmered as it was battered. Lazily raising one of the four mechanical tendrils on its back, the warrior fired a bolt of energy clean through the renek’s heart.

“Our renek is dead,” cried one of the warriors at the rear.

“What do we do?”

Brad wasn’t about to let things fall apart. “Keep fighting! All guns, focus down that thing!” As a secu, he was the only person there with any sort of authority now that their renek was dead. The pharaoh warriors exchanged worried glances but hardened their resolve. They continued pouring fire. The heavy weapons proved especially effective, tearing chunks off the cthulhi’s shield.

The cthuli noticed that his enemies hadn’t broken—and who had spurred them on. It turned one of its tendrils towards Brad.

“Grenades, now!” Brad ordered.

The warriors beside him obeyed, hurling half a dozen of the exploding spheres at the cthulhi.

Brad waited until the mechanical tendril’s head glowed with orange light and flashed bright before throwing himself to the side. The bolt sailed past him, but the monster did not stop its attack. It advanced forward, calm and collected as its other tendrils targeted the different pharaoh warriors around it. One after another, they were cut down like nothing more than an inconvenience—right up until the lovely cluster of grenades they’d tossed out detonated.

The cthulhi was engulfed in a wall of fire and smoke. The shockwave sent Brad sliding across the hangar floor.

“Is it dead?” asked one of the surviving gunners.

Brad grimaced, realizing only three of them had survived and none of them were on the heavy guns. “Keep firing,” he demanded. “And someone get on that heavy gun!”

Before anyone could respond, a volley of bolts erupted from the cloud of smoke, eliminating Brad’s backup.

The cthulhi warrior stepped out of the smoke. Its shield was gone. All but one of its tendrils were blown to pieces. The last remaining tendril had a grappling attachment, but the gun embedded inside was a broken heap. The pristine armor it wore was marred in soot and glowing green blood.

They’d done it. They had broken through the monster’s shield. Now Brad just had to kill it.

“You are different from the others,” the cthulhi’s voice reverberated in the back of Brad’s mind.

Brad scrambled to his feet, readying his spear. Even wounded, he wasn’t expecting the cthulhi to go down easily. “Am I now?”

The warrior approached him, step by predatory step, its glowing red eyes fixed on Brad’s. It felt like something was writhing about inside his skull. He clenched his jaw and shook his head, trying to get it out, but he couldn’t.

His eyes narrowed on Brad. “What is a human?”

Brad’s eyes shot wide. Those things can read minds?

The cthulhi chuckled. “Amusing. Time to die.”

The warrior rushed forward in the blink of an eye. A blade of energy erupted from the alien’s bracer. Brad tried to bat the weapon away with his spear, only to find he accomplished the incredibly impressive feat of cutting his own damn weapon in two.

“Are you kidding me?” Brad said right before the warrior snapped around with its tendril and slammed Brad across the hangar.

He flew through several crates before coming to a crashing halt at what he figured was the pharaoh equivalent of a forklift.

“Renek? Renek, do you read?” came a voice through the haze of Brad’s mind. “Renek, you and your forces need to board the ship and escape. All our preparations are ready.”

“The renek’s dead,” Brad wheezed out, hauling himself to his feet with grim determination. “And at this rate, I’ll be joining him pretty soon.”

“What?” the voice balked.

“Get your people out of here. I’m going to buy you all the time I can.”

The voice was silent for a long moment. “Very well, then. Gods watch over you, Secu.”

The hangar doors above groaned into motion as they began to open. The cruiser pulled up its boarding ramps and sealed them.

Brad swung himself onto the forklift. To his pleasant surprise, he found he knew exactly how to operate the machine. Look out world, I’m forklift-certified!

The cthulhi warrior snapped his gaze towards the ship. “You think you can save them?” the reverberating voice rang out in the back of his mind.

Brad brought the forklift swiftly online. “No, no I can’t,” he admitted. “That much is out of my control.” He swung the hover forklift to face the cthulhi warrior. “But I can make sure you won’t live to see them killed.”

Brad threw the controls forward, and the forklift charged with impressive speed. The cthulhi simply sat there, summoning a second blade to take Brad head on. Brad was fairly certain the cthulhi could knock the forklift aside without a concern. Why else would he just sit there? But he could use it to quickly close the gap with the monster. His plan would likely end with him getting himself killed, but at this point, Brad didn’t think that mattered. He was going to die one way or another. Why not make his death count?

He raised the forklift’s blades, leveling them with the ctuhlhi warrior’s chest. The monster spun out of the way, cleaving the blades clean off. Before Brad and his forklift passed by the tentacle-faced monster, the cthulhi snatched him out of the forklift and brought Brad face to face with him.

“Bold, but foolish. You will die a pointless death here, human,” the warrior said. “And I will savor your screams as I drain you of your aether.”

The monster’s tentacled face spread wide apart, revealing a horrific mouth resembling a lamprey’s with row upon row of teeth.

Brad quickly promoted “death by cthulhi mouth” to his number-one-least-desired method of dying. It was time to put his plan into action. He shoved the active grenade he’d been clutching in his hand right down the monster’s gullet and released it into whatever the monster called a stomach.

“Surprise, motherfucker!”

The cthulhi warrior’s eyes widened with horror as it read Brad’s mind to see exactly what he’d done. The grenade detonated inside the warrior, sending glowing blood, flesh, and bits of armor flying everywhere.

Brad went flying with a significant portion of his arm missing halfway down the bicep. He slammed into the side of a crate next to his dead renek and wheezed out a laugh, amazed his plan had worked so well. Judging by the state of the cthulhi corpse, its armor had taken the brunt of the damage for him. Not that it was going to do him any favors. Brad was cut deep by shrapnel, not to mention the excessive amount of blood pouring out of his arm. He tried to drag himself up to his feet only to find his remaining arm could scarcely handle its own weight, let alone pull him up.

His darkening vision drifted in and out of focus, fixated on the cthulhi warrior’s corpse. His final, great victory.

A grim smile tugged at his lips. “Looks like I failed my trial…”


Chapter seventeen
Jake


Running out of the sanctum was far easier to do than heading in, especially when he was all jacked up on aetheric power.

Jake barreled through mantis monsters who’d yet to realize one does not simply tangle with a cultivator of his caliber and live to talk about it. The power surging through his body was a refreshing change from barely being able to carry his own weight, let alone breathe. He felt like he could take on the whole galaxy compared to how he was before the emissary destroyed his core. But through that sense of euphoria, one enormous concern kept rearing its ugly head.

He was still tethered to the sanctum’s core.

The violet stream of aetheric energy flowed into his body every step of the way to the sanctum’s exit, fueling his fractured core with aether. He wondered how his body would handle being separated from it, or even simply being away from the dense aether flowing through the halls.

One way to find out.

Jake placed a palm on the sanctum’s gates and pulsed aether through it. The runes etched into the stone blazed to life and the doors split open.

The fortress monastery was ablaze. Flying oni dove down from the sky, taking out ogres on the walls, while others carried smaller oni in their grasp, dropping them into the fray.

Jake had hoped Commander Miret was exaggerating when he claimed the fortress might fall to the monster surge, especially when they had much bigger fish to fry. But he wasn’t about to leave the ogres defenseless, not after all the help they’d given him.

He rushed outside of the sanctum. The sanctum’s aether snapped free from Jake’s core. The unexpected shock to his system hit him like a mule to the chest.

Warning: Core venting aether.

That doesn’t sound good, Hazel stated the obvious.

While the sensation was unexpected, the aether leak was not. Jake turned his focus inward and pulled the fissure-covered wreck that was his fractured core into his vision. The fractures were like geysers, spewing jets of aether in every direction. His core struggled to cling to the wisps of aether leaving it; there was simply too much escaping all at once. Jake didn’t know how much aether he would have to lose before he returned to being a complete weakling, but he wasn’t about to find out.

He formed his will into a sphere around the fractured core, capturing all the ather he could, then condensed it around his will. The sphere swiftly dragged much of his escaped aether back to his core and held it firmly in place.

A frown crossed Jake’s lips. The amount of focus and effort it was taking to hold his aether in was nearly equivalent to that required for forming a new core.

But that’s part of the process, isn’t it? Hazel asked. Learning to hold it all in while wielding it?

Something like that, Jake agreed. And if Nokor was right, he was going to need to find the biggest, baddest oni in the monster surge and beat him down if he was going to start taming his fractured core.

Jake pulled up his map, finding Nokor, Darius, and the others at the third ring of defenses around the sanctum. They were swarmed by monsters and one particularly large, angry red dot. That must have been the huge oni they’d seen on the way into the sanctum.

Channeling aether into his body, Jake found it responded to him with refreshing ease, even urgency. But that was a double-edged sword. Pulling aether out of his core was easy; keeping it in and controlling the flow wasn’t. He’d have to work on that later.

Jake kicked off into a powerful jump, landing him atop the closest wall, then kicked off again to the rooftops of the fortress. Jake ran with speed unlike he’d ever experienced.

And he would have enjoyed it too, if it weren’t for the flying oni coming after him.

Jake reached into his tattered robes and flung out his deck of talismans. The pieces of parchment formed a perimeter around him, spinning wildly as they acquired targets. The oni rushed in for the kill, only to find the talismans moving to intercept their blows and punch through them with powerful aetheric beams. Jake was delighted by the development, but found firing those beams was taking more aether out of his body than he was comfortable with spending on cannon fodder. Shifting strategies, he used the talismans as blades to tear up the flying demons.

The monsters roared indignantly at being denied their kill. Luckily they didn’t have to suffer long. Pieces of demon rained down across the fortress in Jake’s wake.

From one wall to the next, Jake quickly approached his friends’ position. With a mighty leap, he shot himself high above them. His brow tightened at the sight below.

The huge oni with the flaming mane swung a studded metal club through the combatants. Commander Miret took the blow head-on. His body shot away like a rocket, hitting Nokor before cratering into a wall. Darius and the others dodged the attack while Nokor regained his footing, but the swing was followed by the sundering of earth in its arc. Magma shot out of the ground with explosive force, sending jagged pillars of volcanic rock shooting out to impale the oni’s enemies.

Tanya gracefully backflipped out of the attack’s path, landing gingerly on one of the rock spikes.

Mason threw up a barrier. It spared him the damage, but didn’t stop him from being launched into the air.

Darius smashed through a rock, only to catch another in his side, sending him soaring high into the air past Mason.

Nokor barely escaped by sprinting to the outer limit of the attack’s range.

The maned oni howled its fury as the ogre defenders rained arrows and aether blasts upon it, doing little more than enraging it further. The oni raised its club, aiming to bring it down on Darius and Mason.

Jake needed to end the fight before that monster got any more out of hand.

Channeling his aether, he pulsed a quick blast at his back, launching himself at the oni. He made his entry into battle with a flying knee to the top of the oni’s skull, burying its face in the dirt like a comet impact. Earth and debris shot up into the air around them, and Jake definitely felt something crack beneath his knee.

Pushing off the oni, Jake hopped away and looked back at his stunned friends and the ogre defenders.

“Did you miss me?” He grinned.

Warning: Excessive aetheric expenditures detected.

Performance reduced to 90%.

Jake’s grin fell. He hadn’t done all that much and already he was being punished for using his abilities. He couldn’t afford this nonsense when it came time to fight the cthulhi.

“Jake, you’re alive!” Tanya cheered.

Mason landed on a knee, dusting himself off. “He’s better than alive. Look at all that power.”

Darius face-planted on the dirt with a wheeze. “I knew Master could do it.”

“Watch out Jake, it’s still alive!” Nokor warned.

The huge oni—which really looked much more like the horrible things the Collective said ogres were like—slammed a fist into the ground and pushed to its feet.

Jake gave the monster the time it needed to rise. He needed the breather to focus on dragging all the ambient aether he could inside him to make up for his core’s lack of aether. Besides, he had to break in his new core, and the overgrown oni looked like he’d do the trick.

He hit full strength once more and grinned.

The oni brought its club crashing down on Jake. He poured aether through his body and caught the oversized club with his bare hands. The ground fissured, erupting in a blast of magma and volcanic rock.

“Jake!” the others cried.

Performance reduced to 80%.

“Huh, neat. It only takes twenty percent of my power to block that,” Jake commented. “But it looks like I need to work on my cultivation a lot more if I’m going to keep going like this.” Jake focused the bulk of his will on gathering and compacting the ambient aether around him, using it like a glue to fuse together the cracks of his fractured core. Good thing the black hole trick he’d figured out in the sanctum worked wonders for that.

The oni peeked around the enormous club at him with a look of pure astonishment on its demonic features.

Jake grinned at the beast. “Oh, hey. You’re still here.” He tore the spiked club from the oni’s hands and took a firm grasp of the weapon’s handle. The weapon was the size of a damn city bus. “Sorry, but I’m going to have to ask you and your friends to leave. We’ve got a galactic-level apocalypse to stop. You understand, right?”

The oni clenched its hands into fists, its body erupting with flames as it lunged at Jake with a fearsome roar.

“Thanks for understanding.” Jake smiled and swung the club like a bat with all the power he could muster.

An earth-shattering crack resounded from the impact. The earth sundered. The overgrown oni blasted into the sky, flying off far into the horizon, taking with it any lesser demons that happened to be caught in its path.

You have received 15,000 aether.

Performance reduced to 0%.

Warning: Core unstable.

“Oh crap.” Jake dropped to a knee, clutching at his chest. He’d never felt anything even resembling a heart attack before, but he had a feeling the strange mix of crushing and exploding pain spreading from his chest wasn’t far off the mark.

Darius was the first of his friends to reach him. “Jake, that was amazing!”

Tanya shoved Darius out of the way. “You idiot, he’s hurt!”

“Oh yeah,” Darius admitted. “But his health isn’t any lower.”

Mason frowned. “It’s his core.”

Jake nodded. “Working on it.”

With the aether granted by the oni kill, he was able to weave the new aether into his fractured core. Working the aether like he had in the past wouldn’t cut it; the core was already formed, just fractured, so he had to apply it like glue or concrete. Ever so carefully, he pried his fractured core open. To his surprise, he found the very heart of his core had already healed up some. A tiny sphere of solid aether at the center acted as the foundation. All he had to do was build upon it. Piece by piece, he layered the broken core around the heart, making sure each piece fit smoothly together.

The more care he took to fix his core, the stronger it would prove in the end.

Once his work was done, he brought the fragmented pieces of his core back together and applied pressure upon them, then released the core. As he’d expected, he needed more time. The glued pieces of his core wobbled, trying to split away from one another. He reapplied the pressure to his core, figuring it would be like any other carpentry project he’d done in the past. He needed time and pressure for the glue to take hold.

Performance increased to 10%.

Minimum performance threshold: 5%.

What does that mean? Jake asked.

Hazel let out a soft hum. According to the new information I have, it means your basic bodily functions will continue to operate even if you do something stupid like you just did.

But it was pretty badass, wasn’t it?

If I could roll my eyes at you, I would, Hazel shot back. But yeah, it was pretty awesome…

Jake grinned.

Try not to push your luck, though, Hazel warned. At five percent, you’ll basically be at death’s door and uable to do much about it.

Yeah, that’s what it felt like at zero. Jake pushed up to his feet with a grunt and continued drawing in aether. “Everyone alright?”

Tanya planted her hands on her hips and leaned forward at Jake. “You just had a heart attack in front of us and you’re asking us if we’re alright?”

“Yes.”

Tanya threw her arms up in the air. “This guy!”

Darius laughed. “That’s our master for you. We’re a little roughed up, but it’s nothing we can’t recover from.”

“Speak for yourself,” Mason grunted as he stretched out his back. “I’m going to feel this in the morning.”

Nokor stared down at his feet. “Not all of us made it, though. The commander is dead.”

Jake frowned. He didn’t know the man long enough to feel any kind of attachment, but it didn’t make hearing about his death any easier. “I’m sorry. I wish I could have gotten here faster.”

Nokor shook his head. “The fact you returned at all is a blessing, Jake. Do not blame yourself for Commander Miret’s death or any of the others.”

“So what’s our next move?” Mason asked.

“We go back home and figure out how to talk the orcs into fighting by our side,” Jake said. “The tricky bit is going to be finding them. I don’t think the orcs have any kind of central command structure.”

Darius chuckled. “Yeah, about that… We may have a solution to that problem thanks to Sam.”

Jake raised a brow. “Oh?”

Darius nodded. “Her friend Golgug the Mighty Wizard is on his way to Bastion to help us get to some big gathering of orcs that happens every few centuries. She said something about a competition to decide who’s going to be the big boss for a grand campaign.”

Jake glanced at Nokor for confirmation.

Nokor shrugged. “I do not keep up with orcs and their practices.”

“Then we better hurry on back to Golgug,” Jake said.

Nokor raised a hand in the air and gathered aether to form his dream cloud. The process took considerably longer than the first time he’d pulled the trick.

“Excuse me, Jake,” Nokor said. “Would you mind not hogging all of the ambient aether? It’s making this rather difficult.”

Jake blinked. “Oh! Sorry, I didn’t realize that would mess with you.”

Tanya leaned over to him. “You probably should’ve seen that one coming, Jake. You are kind of an aether vacuum right now.”

Mason stroked at his chin. “That might prove to be a particularly large problem to overcome on worlds that aren’t as aether-dense as this one.”

Jake frowned and stopped drawing aether. “There has to be a way around it.”

With Jake’s drain gone, Nokor was able to quickly summon his dream cloud. “There is an inefficient way to supplement your aether stores I’m honestly surprised none of you have figured out yet.”

“What’s that?” Darius asked as they loaded up.

“Mana potions,” Nokor answered, and took them up into the air. “Where classers instantly feel the benefits of such drinks, us cultivators take a moment to convert the mana into raw aether.”

Tanya leaned back onto her arms as they flew across the sky. “That does seem pretty handy.”

“Indeed,” Nokor said. “However, Jake is a special case, and I worry such potions will not provide him much benefit.”

Jake grinned. “That core of mine is pretty thirsty. We’ll stop by Chippy for some food that buffs mana regeneration and the like. I’m sure that’ll help us out along with the potions.”

“That they will,” Nokor agreed.

***

Back in Bastion, Jake left the commissary with a duffel bag strapped across his back filled to the brim with the highest-grade mana potions he could get his hands on, along with a hefty bag of finger foods Chippy had made for him. Fruits, razorprey tenders, aether-boar bacon strips, and the spiciest, tangiest barbecue sauce Jake had ever tasted. All of it served to buff his health, stamina, and mana recovery.

Jake noticed the mana recovery was particularly useful. It helped him with his passive aether collection, as cultivators didn’t really have a need for mana. The system still tracked it, of course—it served as a good guide to see how much juice the potions had left to give, even though it was the aether contained within mana that cultivators could use for their abilities.

He had no idea what the conversion rate from aether to mana was, or the other way around, and he wasn’t enough of a nerd to even try to figure it out.

“So, where is this Golgug guy?” Jake asked, munching down on the post-apocalyptic equivalent of a chicken strip.

Darius grimaced. “Causing trouble at the south gate.”

Tanya adjusted the strap on her own bag full of mana potions and food. All of them were carrying such bags. “Then we better get to him before he gets himself killed.”

“A mighty wizard like that?” Mason said mockingly. “If anything, he’ll be the one dishing out damage.”

Jake chuckled. “Let’s not give him the time to do that. We need allies, not corpses.”

Taking one look at his performance indicator, Jake found himself nearing seventy percent. He had plenty of juice to afford a mad dash across Bastion. If necessary, they could walk the rest of the way back to the pyramid to give him time to recharge.

Jake took off sprinting down the street with his party following close behind. He found he had to slow down to keep from leaving them in his dust. That was saying a lot, since the party of cultivators was quite capable of speeding past most vehicles on the city streets.

It didn’t take them long to reach the southern gate, where a small army of humans had formed a cordon around an orc wearing an absurdly large wizard hat and far more belts than made sense.

“Come on den ya runty, ‘umies,” Golgug shouted. “Me and me boyz could mop da floor with yaz.”

One of the guards, a warrior with a greatsword, rushed Golgug. The mighty wizard was not amused. He pointed his staff beneath the warrior’s feet and a green disc of energy manifested. It shot upward, launching the warrior into the air. He came crashing down like a sack of potatoes on top of the gatehouse.

Jake took a quick look at the guard’s status to find he was alive. With a broken leg and half of his health missing, but alive. A healer would patch him up in no time.

Nokor rubbed at his brow. “Ugh…orcs.”

“Pheh, stupid, clumsy git.” Golgug snorted. “Iz no wonder youz humies need orcs tah fight fer ya. Not like dat there sneaky git. Now das a ‘umie whos can foight.”

Jake chuckled as he stepped through the cordon to face Golgug. “Oh yeah? Was that my little sister, Sam?”

“Lil sister?” Golgug balked. “Hah! So she iz a runt even among humies.” Golgug approached Jake, looking him up and down, his big green, tusked face hovering inches from Jake’s. “Yeh, youz do be lookin’ like the sneaky git. Only biggah, meanah, n’ ‘arder.”

Jake smiled. “Sam’s still a growing girl. Give her some time. So, I understand you’re here to help us out with our cthulhi problem.”

Golgug nodded sagely. “Das roit. Sneaky git toldz me all about dem tentacle faces you gits fought on the pointy ears sparkle fairy boats.”

Jake translated that as a reference to House Oberon’s elven ships. “They were pretty nasty. And there’s apparently a lot more of them where that one came from.”

“Good,” Golgug said. “Me and me boyz want sum payback for what dem freaks dun to da otha orcs. But I ain’t convincin nobody of nuffin for you gitz. You’z haz ta do dem convincifying of da big orc clans.”

Jake nodded. “Fair enough. How do we do that?”

“Dem dark sparkle fairies wif dem pointy ships dun took one of those teleport thingies to where wez needs’em,” Golgug began. “Gots a roit, propah rock for da War Boss tournament in da Crimson Coliseum.”

Jake tilted his head to the side. “A big rock?”

“On the count of us orcs always wanderin’ from one world to da next,” Golgug said. “Da clans ain’ evah in the same place fer deez. Da place iz always different but da coliseum is always da crimson one. Is da biggest, orciest ship we’z got. Oldest one too.”

“OK…and this tournament helps us against the cthulhi, how?” Jake asked.

Golgug pulled back from Jake, staring at him like he’d just said the stupidest thing in the world. “Alroit then…let me explain real slow liek for you ‘umie. Orcs love fightin’. Orcs get strongah from fightin’. Big orc brawl makes biggah, strongah orcs come out winnin’. Biggest, baddest orc bosses fightin’ means biggest, baddest orc boss is boss of all da orcs. Dat there boss gets ta lead all da other orc clans to war against da galaxy an’ ‘es even strongah fer it. But if youz wins, youz can make all da otha orcs foight dem tentacly gits.” Golgug drew in a deep breath. “Make sense, git, or does I needz ta slow it down even moar?”

Jake blinked. “Oh, I get it now. So I basically just have to fight my way to the top and we have a big, mean, green army?”

Golgug looked around at the gathered humans. “‘Es a lil slow but there’z more brains in dat skull of ‘is than all you gits.” The big orc strode past Jake. “Come on ‘umie. Iz wonts diz done before dem gits show up. I can’t foight ‘n win if all you gits iz too dead to fight.”

Jake shook his head and followed Golgug, waving his party along to follow. They were going to be in for an interesting time.

***

Between the time it took them to leave Bastion and get to the giant asteroid Golgug had marked out for them, Jake was able to fully recover his aether and work on improving his core further. He’d only achieved ten-percent stability, but every little bit helped as far as he was concerned. After all, he had to fight his way through several of the biggest, baddest orcs around if he was going to convince the rest of the fight-loving aliens to help out the Collective.

Luckily the trip wasn’t a very long one, thanks to the dark-elf ship they’d hitched a ride on. And that was for the best, as Golgug’s idea of passing the time involved fighting anyone and everyone he could get his hands on. After his fifth attempt at starting a fight with the dark-elven crew, Jake had his apprentices take turns fighting Golgug to keep him occupied, with the express rule of not killing one another. It mostly worked.

Golgug limped his way onto the bridge after a particularly fierce bout with Darius. He used his staff to support himself while Tanya poured healing magic into his face to help his swollen eye go back to normal.

“Coming up on the orc rock now,” said one of the bridge crew. “Putting them on screen.”

Jake gasped at the sight before them. The asteroid was big enough to be a small planet, just drifting in a vast, empty expanse of space with several smaller rocks orbiting around it.

The fleet of orc ships clustered around it was absurd. There were thousands—tens of thousands of them, even. Not a single one of them looked alike. At most they shared their clan colors, but each vessel was an unique mess of looted ships, comandeered asteroids, and whatever guns and metal they could slap onto them.

“That’s a ton of orcs,” Darius said in awe.

Tanya grimaced. “And their ships are insane.”

Golgug gave a sagely nod. “Orc engineerin’ is da best in da galaxy. Iz knowz, ‘umies.”

Every head on the bridge turned to face Golgug, who had delivered the line with all the certainty in the universe.

Nokor pointed out the viewscreen. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised, but why are they fighting one another?”

As Nokor finished asking his question, a set of blue-and-white marked orc ships rammed the broad side of a much larger, red-and-black one with a big orc head fashioned out of scrap metal attached to the head of the vessel. The red ship didn’t budge one bit, and the smaller blue ships were little more than debris beside it. The red ship’s crew didn’t take kindly to the assault, however, as the mess of guns on the red vessel opened fire on the blue fleet.

“Orcs is made fer fightin’, rockin’, ‘n’ winnin’,” Golgug answered like it was simply a fact of life.

Jake sighed. “I hope your orc friends can avoid killing each other once we point them at an enemy.”

Nokor nodded. “That would be ideal.”

Golgug burst out laughing. He stopped abruptly at all the stares he got. “Oh, you gitz is serious.” He laughed even harder.

Jake rubbed at his brow. This was probably a massive mistake.

Just a bit, Hazel agreed.

As the dark-elven vessel drifted about the asteroid, an enormous orc ship came into view. The Crimson Colosseum.

Somewhere underneath the mass of ship parts, random scrap, and metal covering the patchwork thing, there was an actual design to the ship. A structure, a reason to the madness that seemed unnatural to orcs. Whatever that reason was had been lost to the ages under heaps and piles of random metal and guns. True to its name, the Crimson Colosseum was a deep red, the paint faded and damaged in places with the random introduction of other colors throughout its hull, like blacks, whites, and yellows. The engines alone dwarfed the small dark-elven frigate Jake and his party traveled in, but the ship on the whole made the Oberon—and Bastion, for that matter—seem insignificantly tiny by comparison.

Most ridiculous of all to Jake, however, was the head of the ship. The orcs had gone through the trouble of fashioning the head of the ship into the literal head of an orc. It was massive, covered with sharp, pointy metal bits for teeth and every possible gun they could cram on it. Even the mouth of the orc head was jam-packed with cannons that dwarfed the dark-elf vessel. And that was before he realized the orcs had stuck random blades to the front and side of the ship…as if that would do anything in a space battle.

Tanya was the first to break the silence. “That ship is absurd.”

Golgug wiped a tear from his eye. “Iz bootiful.”

“Hey, how come that round bit in the middle is open?” Darius asked.

“Daz da colosseum of da Colosseum,” Golgug said. “Where we’z doin’ da fightin’.”

Mason smiled at Nokor. “Good thing you taught us how to breathe in space, huh?”

“Do orcs not need to breathe?” Nokor asked.

“Wotz you mean?” Golgug replied.

Nokor grimaced and turned away.

Jake sighed. Unless that colosseum happened to have some sort of environmental control they weren’t seeing, he was going to have a hell of a time keeping himself alive and fighting at the same time.

A display came online within the bridge and the grouchiest, wrinkliest orc Jake had ever seen flashed on screen and stared at them with a pair of bright-red cybernetic eyes. “Oi! Wez sees yaz creepin’ out there knoife ears. Youz gits ain’t allowed in da tourney.”

“How did they see us?” commented the ship’s captain with pure horror on his face.

Golgug shoved the captain aside and would have sent him through the wall had Mason not caught the man. “Oi! This ain’t no knife-ear ship. Diz an orc ship. Dem pointy ears jus’ don’ know it yet.”

“Golgug? Iz dat you, ya runty lil git?” The orc practically shoved one of his eyes into the camera. “Yer biggah dan I ‘membah.”

Golgug grunted. “Yeah it’s me, Dad.”

“Youz still being a git ‘n’ playin’ wif magics instead of propah fightin’?”

Golgug stared up at the ceiling. It made the large, menacing wall of muscles and magical power seem more like an angsty teen than the vaguely-in-control beast Jake had thought of him as the entire time he’d known him.

“Das roit, Dad, and I’z a mighty wizard now!”

Golgug’s father shook his head. “Yer breakin yer mothers big green orcy heart being a prissy little sparkley boy,” the old man derided, a hint of genuine concern buried somewhere in his tone of voice.

Golgug snorted. “Wutz she gon’ do ‘bout it? Beat me ‘til I stopz bein’ a mighty wizard?”

The orc’s father gave a toothy grin that looked more suited to a demon. “She’z been practicin’ for just dat, ya lil git.”

Jake had never seen an orc pale before, but Golgug turned positively puke-green upon hearing that warning.

He quickly recovered and cleared his throat. “Wutevah,” Golgug spat. “Lookz here, ya old git. These runty gits wit’ me? See dem?” He waved in the general direction of Jake and his party.

The old orc pressed his eyes to the camera again. “Isn’f dem, dem there, new Colletive runts? ‘Umies or sumsuch?”

“Demz honorary orcs now, and they’z here for the tournament,” Golgug carried on.

The old orc pulled back, snorting out laughter. “Dem runty gits?”

Golgug nodded. “Dey’z strong for dems size.”

The old orc stroked his hand over the slab of metal covering his chin. “Diz request iz highly unusual-like…” He threw his arms up in the air. “But I’z allow it. Da boyz’ll love seein’ ‘ow da new gitz git stomped. You gon be theyz big boss, Golgug?”

“Nah,” Golgug waved him off. “Diz git is. Jake.”

“Jake?” The old orc furrowed his brow. “Wot kinda pansy name is Jake?”

“No idearz,” Golgug said.

The old orc leaned in close to the camera again to ogle him. “Looks liek a runt tah me too.”

Jake chuckled. “You could say I’m a grower.”

Darius clasped his mouth and failed at strangling his own laughter.

Tanya buried her face in her hands.

“Because this situation wasn’t ridiculous enough,” Mason said with a hint of amusement.

The very confused orc on the screen pulled away and stared into the distance like he was searching for something. After a minute he threw his head back laughing. “Diz runt’s funny. I like ‘im. He can die first at the tourney. Wellz, we ain’t doin a normal tourney diz time.”

“Not normal how?” Jake asked.

“Da bosses wanted ta spice things up for da boyz diz go around,” Golgug’s father said. “On the normal like we’z do one on one foights. But since da bosses and da boyz iz really itchen fer a fight we dun decided ta do that uh… Wotz diz thing called.” He shuffled around the mess around him until he found a slab of metal covered in scribbles. “Battle royale format.” He looked back at Jake. “Dem big, fancy words means you’z all foightin at once if yer smooth brain didn’t catch demz meanin’. Last orc standin’ wins.”

Jake cracked his knuckles. “Sounds easy enough to me.”

Golgug’s father snorted. “Easy he sayz. We’z got thirty bosses diz time ‘round. Youz make thirty-’n’-one. ‘N deez ‘ere bosses is sum’ve da biggest ‘n’ baddest I’z evah seen in my long life.”

“How long are we talking here?” Tanya asked.

The old orc shrugged. “Golgug iz da runt of our pack… Wut iz ya git? Numbah three hundred?”

Golgug simply glared at the old orc.

Snorting, the old orc leaned in conspiratorially toward the camera. “Poor lil git’s always been touchy on the count of ‘im being so smol. His mama did always like him best though on the count of ‘im being da cutest.”

“Iz gon kill ya, old git!” Golgug spat.

The old orc spread out his arms in a grand gesture, laughing mockingly. “‘Bout time one of my lil gits dun it. I’z gettin’ too old fer diz.”

“As much as I love to see orc family dynamics…” Jake interrupted. “I’d appreciate getting to the tournament.”

The old orc blinked. “Oh. Roit. Daz startin’ soon, ya gitz bettah hurry.” He punched at a display on the side. “Docking bay sixty-nine.”

A marker appeared on the viewscreen for the ship.

“Nice,” Darius said.

Tanya smacked him upside the head.

“Don let dem lil pointy-eared gitz try ta get up ta nuffin,” the old orc warned. “If theyz do we’z blowin up yer lil ship.”

Jake imagined that process involved taking out the entire orc docking bay and everything in it. He put on his best winning smile and said, “They won’t get up to any trouble, will you guys?”

The dark-elf captain tried to match Jake’s smile. “We would never dream of it.”

“Uh-huh. Youz knife ears always say dat,” the old orc said. “Then you’z wonderin why all yer sparkly blood’z spillin’ out of yaz.” He cut off the communication.

Jake smiled. “So that went well.”

The pale dark-elf captain nodded slowly. “Take us in for a landing, helmsman. I’d like to get this dreadful day done and over with as soon as possible.”

“Alright boys and girls,” Darius said excitedly. “It’s tournament time!”


Chapter eighteen
Sam


Orbital fire rained from the skies.

Emyalune’s shields flared to life at the last possible moment, preventing the horrendous damage the cthulhi-infested fleet had hoped to inflict.

“Holy crap. Sam, did you see that?” Sal shouted.

“Sal, get ready to run,” Sam said.

The smaller frigates’ engines flared to life, sending them hurtling down towards the city. Some of the cruisers joined in on the suicidal charge while the rest of the fleet remained in orbit, bombarding the shields.

“Where are our orbital defenses?” Aerith snapped.

Kyrenic shot to his feet. “They’re coming online right now.”

Emyalune’s defenders retaliated with their own bombardment of spell cannons. Explosions filled the sky as ships were shot out of the air, but it was already too late to stop the cthulhis’ plan. The wrecked ships slammed against the city’s shields. They flared and shuddered, emitting electric squeals. Each consecutive impact drove them further and further to the breaking point.

“You won’t stop them like this,” Sam said.

The comment earned her Aerith’s ire. “You dare insult us, monkey?”

Sam caught herself before she could scowl at the overconfident elf. “I’m willing to bet a lot of aether that the cthulhi are using the same tactic they tried on us back on Earth. Those ships will be full of cthulhi husks, abominations, and the means to make more of them. I’m sure of it.”

“Husks? Abominations?” Alosrin asked. “Those nightmare creatures you showed us?”

Sam nodded. “The very same ones,” she said with increasing concern in her voice as the shields above began to fracture.

“The monkey is lying,” Aerith snapped. “Nothing in the galaxy is that horrific.”

The first of the shields collapsed. A frigate came crashing through along with all the other infested ships trying to force their way into the city. Earthshaking explosions resounded throughout the city, sending clouds of debris into the sky. It wasn’t long before distant screams reached their ears.

“By all means, stick around and find out for yourself, Aerith,” Sam said with a cold edge. “But you elves are no good to me dead.”

Aerith drew her glaive back.

Kyrenic quickly stood between them, thrusting out a hand to stop the woman.

Aerith glared at him. “What are you—”

Kyrenic cut her off. “And just what is it you propose we do, human?”

“The only thing you can do at this point,” Sam said. “Evacuate everyone you can off this world and head for Earth. We need you just like you need us to defeat the Cthulhi Empire.”

The shield directly above them cracked as a heavy cruiser slammed into it. The vessel fired its guns at the barrier, trying to force its way inside.

“Sam, I hate to interrupt, but we really need to go,” Sal said. “Like, now would be good.”

Sam grimaced. “None of us are making it out of this alive if we don’t work together. So make your choice: Die alone or fight by our side.”

“The human is lying,” Aerith insisted. “There is no threat short of the Pharaoh Empire we can’t handle ourselves. We do not need them!”

Sam stared up at the growing fissures in the shield, then back at Aerith. “Then find out for yourself.”

The shield shattered.

Sam darted forward. She snatched Kyrenic by the collar and threw herself over Aerith, bringing the red-robed elf along with her for the ride. Alosrin barely managed to stand before Sam grabbed him as well. Using Shinobi Substitution, she traded places with a piece of debris that was about to slam down next to Sal.

The trio came crashing down to the roof just as the cruiser impacted.

A shockwave of dirt and debris spread as the vessel careened through the chamber and cut a swath through the city. Its enormous spell cannons fired in every direction as quickly as its guns could manage until they fell silent.

“Oh no,” Alosrin said. “Please don’t be a reactor breach.”

“That doesn’t sound good,” Sal said.

Kyrenic grimaced, staring in wide-eyed horror at the cloud of dust where so many of his fellow lords and ladies had just been a moment earlier. “Short of a teleportation spell, we won’t be able to outrun the blast radius of a reactor breach.”

Sam and the others watched with bated breath, waiting for the last flash of light they would ever see in their lives. Their ears were greeted by a far worse sound.

The cruiser’s doors and hatches burst open and a tide of husks surged out after the elven leadership.

“No, no, no!” Sam cursed. “They’re trying to kill everyone in charge before we get a chance to put up a real resistance.”

Kyrenic nodded. “How am I not surprised that a rogue knows these things? Admittedly it is a brilliant strategic move.”

“You can tell the cthulhi later,” Sal said. “Preferably when we’re killing them. Which won’t be right now, because we need to get the hell out of dodge.”

Sal was right. Between the orbital fire raining down on them and the increasing number of ships crashing down across the city, they were going to be up to their eyeballs in monsters before they knew it.

“Kyrenic, Alosrin, do you have ships off this world?” Sam asked.

“Of course we do,” Alosrin answered. “Our fleets are with us as well.”

Sal pointed wildly at the sky above them. “Then why the hell aren’t they doing anything about this mess?”

Alosrin frowned. “Emyalune is considered hallowed ground for us elves. We do not bring our military forces here. That includes keeping our fleets at a great distance from the planet to avoid any unfortunate incidents between houses.”

Kyrenic nodded. “Even the guard detail on this world is independent from the houses.”

“That sort of works out for us,” Sam said. “It means we have a fresh force to take back with us. But how do we get everyone off this world?”

Alosrin held up a hand. “As we speak the houses are following evacuation protocols and rushing to the spaceport.”

Sal frowned. “What about the civilians living here?”

Kyrenic glanced over his shoulder at the burning city, then back at Alosrin. “The monkey is right. We can’t just abandon our people here.”

“Neither can we afford to lose any more house lords and ladies, Kyrenic,” Alosrin said. “You have always been a brash, idealistic fool, but I thought even you would know better than to risk your life for mere peons.”

Kyrenic opened his mouth, his eyes narrowed in fury. Suddenly he froze as if having a realization. “But if what this human told us is true, every single peon we leave behind for the cthulhi is another weapon they will turn against us.”

Alosrin opened then closed his mouth. He looked down at the tide of husks dumped out by the cruiser.

The guards below were engaging with the monsters while trying to protect the surviving house lords and ladies. As Sam had expected, they didn’t have the faintest idea as to how take out this new threat, just as her own people hadn’t when they’d first run into the cthulhi. Deadly and elegant as the elves were, in a battle against a relentless enemy who kept coming until their core was destroyed or their body had suffered an excessive amount of damage, they were outmatched.

Realization dawned on Alosrin’s face as more and more guards fell beneath the tide of husks. The monsters were their former brethren, fighting with all the skills and tactics they had gained in life. Realization turned into abject horror as the shriek of banshees filled the air. The first trio of the monsters stepped out into the open.

“We cannot afford to let an entire planet’s population fall to these monsters,” Kyrenic insisted.

Alosrin nodded shakily. “No, no we cannot.”

“Glad to have you on board,” Sam said. “Now how the hell do we get everyone out of here?”

“I will get the governor on the line,” Alosrin said.

A long moment passed with an uncomfortable number of spell-cannon blasts landing around them.

“Well?” Sal asked.

Alosrin frowned. “I regret to inform you that the good governor has been killed.”

“Damn it,” Sam said.

Kyrenic held up a finger. “I can fight my way to the governor’s manor. From there I will be breaking all manner of rules by stealing his seal of governance, but it will grant me authority over Emyalune’s people. From there I should be able to order them onto the lord’s vessels. We also had a great deal of trade vessels dock earlier today which should provide ample room for the population to escape.”

“They will never allow that,” Alosrin said.

“No, they won’t, which poses a particularly big problem,” Kyrenic agreed. “The only elf with the authority to command the other houses in the event of an emergency is Aerith.”

Sam groaned. “Of course she would be.” She glanced at the chaotic battlefield below. “And what happens if she’s dead?”

Alosrin frowned. “I suppose you could take her seal, but that opens up all manner of problems regarding who rises to that level of power, the proper chain of heirship, and so on.”

“So what you’re telling me is that it’d be a lot better for everyone if the stubborn elf wasn’t dead,” Sam said.

Alosrin nodded. “Essentially, yes.”

“Come on Sal, we have a damsel in distress to save.” Sam moved to the roof’s edge.

Sal blinked. “You want to go down into that mess?”

Sam answered by dropping down into said mess and opening up a private message with the old elf. “Hey Alosrin, you mind doing me a favor?”

Alosrin swiftly replied, “It is highly unusual for an elf to do any of the lesser races any kind of favor outside of granting them service in their house.”

“Uh-huh,” Sam said. “Anyway, do you mind telling all the other elves they need to look for a glowing core on these husks and abominations? Destroying that is the fastest way to kill these things, but they’re kinda hidden. It’s best if they have a rogue or anyone with Critical Eye to find them.”

“Oh,” Alosrin said. “Well of course I can do that. Anything to help my people.”

“Don’t forget who stuck their neck out for your people,” Sam said.

Sal dropped down beside Sam, crushing a husk who came running up to her side. “So what’s the plan?”

“Search and rescue,” Sam said. “Unless you happened to spot where Aerith’s body got off to when that ship crashed down.”

Sal shrugged. “Smeared somewhere underneath that cruiser?”

“That’s the only scenario worse than Aerith being dead,” Sam said, and took off running for the last place she’d seen the elf.

Finding discernible tracks belonging to Aerith was going to be an impossible task in the chaos of battle, but they didn’t have time to sit around and wait for someone else to find her. More importantly, there were a lot of important elves needing help to pull their rear ends out of the fire.

An elven lord and his honor guard tangled with a banshee. The huge monster threw aetheric beams and whirling blades at them. The honor guard—clad in the elaborate works of art the elves called armor—were reduced to smoking limbs or a gory, dismembered mess in the assault. Only the elven lord remained, clutching at his split-open thigh and flailing his little sword at the banshee.

“Back! Back, you fiend,” he shouted.

“This one’s got a core in the head,” Sal announced as he blew the banshee’s helmet off.

The monster staggered to the side. It recovered quickly and snapped its gaze at Sal. But it was too late. Sam closed the gap with the monster and launched it into the air with the activation of Hexxen Dropper. She sent the monster spinning head-first into the ground through a crowd of husks, splitting the banshee’s head open and spilling its gooey contents all over the floor.

“I love it when they make it easy,” Sam said, throwing out Shadow Stars to cover her retreat to the elven lord. She snatched up a health potion from one of the dead guards and tossed it at the man. “On your feet.”

The elf caught the potion and downed it swiftly. “W-why are you helping us?”

“Because none of us will survive this threat on our own,” Sam said. With the use of Critical Eye she was able to drive her daggers with surgical precision through the husks’ cores. The problem was there were far too many of them for even her amazing stats to keep up with. Sooner or later, she was going to get caught up between one too many husks and the damage would start piling up.

The elven lord scrambled to his feet once his wound healed. “Thank you, human. For your service you will have the aid of House Sageleaf.”

Could you sound any less threatening? Sam thought, tearing her dagger out of a husk’s throat, then breaking away from the fight with a smoke bomb. “I appreciate it! Go join up with Kyrenic’s fleet as soon as you can. While you’re at it, take as many people with you off this planet as possible.”

The elf opened his mouth to protest, but something about Sam and Sal tearing through husks together convinced him to bite his tongue. “Right away!” He turned on his heels and fled the battle.

“That went well,” Sal commented. “Think Aerith will have a change of heart too after seeing the enemy for herself?”

“I sure hope so,” Sam said.

Spells erupted in the distant battlefield as elven mages threw ice, fire, and lightning to stem the tide of husks. The raw destructive force of the magic cleared out swaths of the monsters, but without damaging their cores they did little more than scatter the monsters across the battlefield.

Suddenly a whirlwind erupted towards the heavens, taking with it dozens of husks. A glaive followed them up, cleaving through one target before bouncing off to the next.

“Hey Sam, I think our elf is still alive and kicking,” Sal said.

“Thank god,” Sam said. “I was not looking forward to trying to get these elves to play nice without her.”

Sal laughed, blowing out the kneecaps of a rushing husk before tearing out its core. “Now you just have to worry about getting her to play nice with us.”

“Maybe we should give her a little more time to struggle,” Sam said.

A banshee weaved in through the chaotic battle, impaling an elven lady on its blade, then flicked the broken body through another mass of elves. It followed up its gruesome attack with a barrage of beam blasts.

“On second thought, let’s not waste any time,” Sam said.

She headed for the site of the whirlwind.

Rocky took off ahead of her, knocking down husks with surprising efficiency for a squirrel. The second he brought down one of his targets, he’d hop off to take out the next one, causing the cthulhi cannon fodder to trip all over themselves. Rocky even scored a couple of kills by getting the husks to trample over their allies.

“Good work, Rocky,” Sam praised.

They shot, stabbed, and clawed their way through the mass of husks, saving whatever elven lords and ladies they could along the way.

Aerith’s burst of power had come from the opposite side of the wrecked cruiser. The good news was, the ship had taken a fair bit of damage at the bottom, essentially carving out a tunnel from one side of the ship to the other. The bad news was, it was packed to the gills with husks and abominations trying to force their way out.

“Think you can run through all that?” Sal asked.

Sam shook her head. “No. I could go crowd-surfing through it, but something’s bound to catch my ankle.”

Sal took aim at the opening. The barrel of his gun glowed as a blue sphere of mana built at the tip. “Then I’m going to have to punch a hole through for you. Ready?”

Sam spun her daggers. “Ready.”

“Go!” Sal fired a fully charged shot of Anti-Material Blast.

Sam sprinted alongside the beam.

The blue beam surged forward, eradicating any husks caught in its path. An unfortunate banshee lost its leg in the process, sending it careening down to the ground. Sadly, it wasn’t a kill shot.

Taking notice of Sal, the remaining husks and abominations all turned to face him, but then noticed Sam running right for them. They rushed to intercept her, but Sam was faster. She dodged and weaved between claws, blades, and blasts of aether. Sal did what he could to keep her covered, firing off rounds from his rifle with blinding speed.

One round snapped past Sam’s ear and right through the skull of a heavily armored husk. Sal was a damn good shot, but Sam still couldn’t help feeling she was one wrong step away from catching one of Sal’s bullets through the head when he cut it that close.

A husk dove out of the crowd of monsters right at her. She didn’t have time to dodge, but she could put the monster down before he closed the gap. Her dagger shot through the husk’s side and ripped clean out its back.

But the attack left her vulnerable.

Three more of the monsters lunged out at her. One sank its teeth into her ankles, another stabbed her through the gut, and a third clawed at her back.

You have taken 50 damage.

You have taken 175 damage.

You have taken 85 damage.

“Sam, get out of there,” Sal shouted, taking out the blade-swinging husk.

“Working on it,” Sam hissed.

She activated Shadow Dance and launched herself forward in a whirling dance of death through the horde of monsters. She didn’t score a single kill with the attack, but it bought her precious time. Leaping into the air, she called forth a Hallucination Bomb and tossed it into the crowd of husks, then used Shinobi Substitution to swap places with a husk on the far end of the ship.

Sam staggered through to the other side, tearing the elven sword out of her gut.

You have taken 100 damage.

You are bleeding.

Sam quickly fished out a healing potion from her many pouches and downed it to stop the bleeding. Looking back at the path she’d forced her way through, she saw her plan had worked: the husks attacked the air or one another as her bomb worked its magic on them.

You have learned Hallucination Bomb — Level 3.

You have learned Shadow Dance — Level 3.

“How’re you doing, Sam?” Sal asked.

“I’m alive,” Sam answered.

“Good,” Sal said. “It’s an absolute mess over here. I’ll try to find a way around to you, but climbing this ship is out of the question right now.”

Sam blinked. “Why’s that?”

The answer came in a wave of aetheric beams scything across the air.

“That’s why,” Sal said. “A bunch of banshees ran out of the cruiser with a ton of phalanxes. It looks like the cthulhi are losing their patience.”

Sam’s stomach sank. She looked up at the sky where yet more of the elven ships were barreling down towards the city. They needed to hurry up and leave.

Luckily, Aerith announced her presence. A glaive flew at Sam’s head.

Sam smacked it back to Aerith with her dagger. “Same team, elf.”

“We are not on the same team, monkey,” Aerith spat. “You brought these abominations to us.”

Sam let out an exhausted sigh. Dealing with elves was more draining than the horde of husks around them. “I tried to warn you about them. Had you listened, we could have been well on our way to evacuating the city.” She opened her mouth to remind Aerith who had attacked who first, but decided that wouldn’t help anyone right now. “Look, we can still get out of this mess together, but we need your help.”

Aerith glared at her. “We? And who is the, ‘we,’ in this monkey?”

“All of your elven brothers and sisters along with me and Sal,” Sam said. “Kyrenic and the others told me you’re the only one with any authority over the other houses in the event of an emergency, and I’m pretty sure this qualifies.”

Aerith spun her glaive in her hand. “Lies. You attacked Kyrenic and Alosrin before unleashing these monsters upon us.”

“I saw what was coming and pulled them out of the fire before they could get killed,” Sam snapped.

At the reminder of the ongoing danger, she looked up and gasped in horror. Another elven cruiser filled her vision. There was no way either of them were getting out alive if Sam didn’t act immediately.

Sam kicked off into a blinding sprint. Aerith summoned forth a whirlwind around her glaive, causing it to spin more like a buzzsaw than any sort of throwing weapon. Sam reached the idiot elf first.

She snatched Aerith by the throat. The sudden force of the grab made Aerith’s eyes bulge out of her head. With her other hand Sam shoved her dagger into Aerith’s glaive, keeping her death frisbee from carving Sam up like a haywire blender.

“What are you—!” Aerith’s eyes went wide.

Sam saw the reflection of the cruiser in those glowing blue orbs. They were nearly out of time. Sam searched around for something, anything to trade places with. That was when she spotted a phalanx taking aim at them from atop the first cruiser. She activated Shinobi Substitution and hoped she could trade places with the monster.

It worked, mostly.

Rather than trade places with the phalanx, Sam traded places with its shield, hauling Aerith along for the ride. The ship crashed behind them, throwing up a fresh wave of dirt and debris into the air, obscuring their vision and nearly flinging them all off the cruiser.

The phalanx didn’t hesitate to act. It drew its spear back and took aim at Sam and Aerith. Ignoring the fact Sam needed Aerith alive, she had zero confidence in her ability to serve as a meatshield, just as she had zero confidence in her ability to dodge the attack in time.

Sam made the only choice she could. She tossed Aerith out of the way and took the phalanx’s spear through the gut.

You have taken 2,500 damage.

Health: 455/3365

You are bleeding.

Ya think? Sam’s delirious mind thought as she slid down the spear into the monster’s hands.

Sammy, look out, Olivia warned.

The phalanx took a hand off its spear and swiped at Sam’s head. Sam activated her Crimson and Gunpowder Shadow Styles followed by Raptor Wings and hoped for the best.

The phalanx’s claws swung through her.

Raptor Wings worked as it always had. She shot up into the air in a cloud of shadows and feathers, her blades at the ready. But with her grievous injury and the river of blood pouring out of her, she could hardly hold herself straight.

Sam crashed into the phalanx. Her daggers punched through the monster’s armor, wedging deep into its flesh and applying bleed and hemorrhage, but it wasn’t enough to stop the beast.

Strength rapidly faded from her. She fished around her pouches for a healing potion but the phalanx didn’t give her the time to heal. It snatched her off its shoulder and squeezed.

You have taken 335 damage.

Health: 120/3365

“Release that monkey at once, abomination!” Aerith cried, her glaive surging clean through its elbow.

Sam crashed to the cruiser’s hull. Thankfully the phalanx's fist took the brunt of the blow, but that wasn’t saying much.

You have taken 100 damage.

Health: 20/3365

The phalanx spun its spear about in one hand, smashing Aerith’s attacks aside again and again. The tip of its spear was building a maroon glow. It was charging an attack.

Aerith caught her glaive after yet another failed attack and infused it with wind magic. The blade spun wildly, growing into a tornado in her grasp. As she readied to throw the weapon, the phalanx took aim at her. The tip of its spear emitted a blinding glow.

Crack!

A blue beam burned through the phalanx’s remaining hand, forcing it to drop the spear. A beam of destructive force spewed from the falling spear and soared wildly off mark into the stands.

“I’ve got your back, Sam,” Sal said.

Aerith unleashed her glaive. Rather than come clean out the other side, the glaive buried itself deep inside the monster’s chest before erupting in a whirlwind of destruction. The monster’s torso blew open as twin cysts shot out of its body, ripping out its core in the process.

Abomination defeated.

You have gained 0 aether.

You have gained 15,000 aether.

Sam fished out one of her healing potions and downed it in a hurry before the next tick of blood loss hit her. She down another before she found her potion of mend wounds that sealed the gaping wound in her torso.

“Why did you save me?” Aerith demanded.

Sam looked up at her, exhausted and suffering from the agony the phalanx had inflicted upon her. “Because of your sparkling personality?” she said, still delirious from the damage.

Aerith looked away, the faintest hint of a smile breaking through her scowl.

Sal rushed over to Sam from the opposite end of the cruiser and fed her another healing potion. “You really need to stop dancing with death. He might get attached one of these days.”

Health: 1120/3365

“And today is not that day,” Sam grunted, stumbling up to her feet.

An elf’s voice came through the city’s speaker system. “People of Emyalune, this is Lord Kyrenic. The planetary governor has been slain by cthulhi abominations. As such I am taking command of Emyalune for the duration of this emergency.”

Aerith raised a brow, looking at Sam. “Did you put him up to this?”

“Pretty sure it was his idea,” Sam said.

“I am hereby ordering any and all personnel, civilian or otherwise, to withdraw to the spaceport,” Kyrenic said. “Load up into any vessels you can find space in. Trade vessels, patrol vessels, even the ships of the visiting lords, it matters not. What matters is that we evacuate every elf we can from this world before it is too late.”

Aerith frowned. “The others will not take that well.”

Kyrenic began to speak, then suddenly stopped. “This is an emergency decree from Lady Aerith. She is invoking the Rite of Imperium. As of this moment, all elven houses are under direct command of Lady Aerith and House Stormwind.”

“That’s a good thing, right?” Sal asked.

Sam looked at Aerith. “Does that mean you’re on our side now?”

Aerith glared down at Sam. “Against the cthulhi and nothing more, monkey. We will honor the ties that bind us through the Collective, but know that you are not our equal, not now, not ever.”

“But the Collective seal kinda says you have to follow our lead,” Sal added.

“Of course,” Aerith said with a sly grin. “Which means you get to die first in battle against these monsters. Now hurry, we must reach the spaceport and leave before these abominations overwhelm our defenses.”

Aerith led the way off the wrecked cruiser back into the fray. She cut swaths through the tide of husks with her glaive.

It turned out she was a tier-three classer as well. A fighter of the Spellblade variety, an advancement built upon battlemage. Sam wasn’t sure how a fighter managed to get a class like that, but she was happy to have the angry elf on their side.

Invoking the Rite of Imperium, Aerith was able to rally the elves of any house to her side and began forming a respectable fighting force out of the disparate masses of elves.

“Lady Virzana! You live,” Alosrin cheered as they reached him just outside the council chambers.

Aerith pointed at Sam. “Heal her. I want her back at full strength for whatever challenges lie ahead.”

“Right away, my lady.” Alosrin rushed to heal Sam back to full health.

Kyrenic returned to the council chamber. This time he was accompanied by a retinue of six guards clad in red armor. “Is this everyone?”

Aerith nodded. “Everyone we could reach on our side of the chamber. We were separated by the cruiser wrecks. What of the spaceport, Kyrenic?”

“The guards have shifted their focus to its protection, but it is under heavy siege,” Kyrenic answered. “As it stands, half of the city has reached the port with many more still trying to make their way there.”

Sam glanced up at the fleet above bombarding them. They had run out of cruisers and frigates to throw at them. Sam hoped they wouldn’t resort to sending one of the enormous battleships down upon the planet. Of course, the moment she had that thought one of the large vessels took aim at the spaceport.

“We don’t have a lot of time,” Sam said. “They’re bringing down the big guns.”

“Literally.” Sal pointed out the battleship in question.

Aerith hissed. “To the spaceport with all haste!”

Their collection of lords, ladies, and honor guard sprinted across the city streets. With the most powerful elves the species had to offer, the tide of husks in their path didn’t stand a chance. Spells obliterated their ranks. Warriors destroyed their bodies, and with the help of rogues like Sam and Sal, the elves were able to put their grace and speed to use by taking out cores left and right.

The problem was the number of enemies they had to cut through.

Even during the worst battle against the seeders Sam had seen—the battle against the apex seeder overlord—there weren’t anywhere near as many seeders as there were husks in the streets of Emyalune. A journey that should have taken but a few short minutes stretched longer than Sam was comfortable with.

Looking towards the heavens, the battleship coming their way was a slow, lumbering beast. It was slowed further by the concentrated fire of Emyalune spell cannons, but that didn’t buy them much more than five minutes before they had to be off-world.

“The lines are breaking,” Kyrenic shouted as they reached the outer perimeter of the spaceport.

Abominations charged through the guards with a mix of durable phalanxes and swift banshees. Among their number was even a handful of dancers, the huge, dual-blade-wielding monstrosities scything through droves of elven warriors like they were made of spikey-eared cheese.

“Push past them,” Aerith ordered. “Everyone to the ships. We’re leaving.”

Under Aerith’s guidance, and with the initial shock of the cthulhi attack no longer gripping the elves’ hearts, the gathering of nobles powered through a line of abominations, buying the civilians and guards fortunate enough to be in their path the precious time they needed to get to safety. Sam used Dagger Fan and Shadow Stars as often as she could to keep the monsters off their backs. But for every husk she took out, ten more appeared to take its place. The same held true for abominations.

“This is where we go our separate ways, I’m afraid,” said Alosrin. “May the gods be with you.”

“And you as well,” Kyrenic said.

The nobles split off from the party one after another, heading for individual ships.

“And where are we supposed to go?” Sal asked.

Aerith shot him a glance. “Were your dark elves not meant to pick you up?”

“The plan was to make friends with you guys,” Sam said. “So I don’t think a pickup was part of the plan.”

Myrdin’s voice came to Sam’s ear. “You wound me, Sam. We had several contingencies for rescue operations.”

Sam dragged Aerith into the group chat. “Did any of them involve dealing with a full-scale cthulhi invasion?”

“Something, something, bravely run away,” Myrdin said.

“Typical dark elf,” Aerith groaned in disgust.

Myrdin chuckled. “I would hate to disappoint, dear cousin.”

“You will ride with me, monkeys,” Aerith said. “You came all this way to warn us, it is only fair that I repay your kindness by saving your lives.”

“Awww, she does care,” Sal said.

Aerith shot him a glare that could make a mountain crumble.

Sal merely grinned and kept running.

They followed Aerith down what was quite possibly the most unnecessarily elaborate airport she had ever seen. Well, technically it was a spaceport, but they served the same purpose as far as she was concerned. There were marble sculptures and gold as far as the eye could see, with all the lush, beautiful greenery they could fit inside. The elves really did love nature, almost as much as they loved themselves.

“On the right,” Aerith said.

They took a sharp turn into a hangar where a sleek elven craft in House Stormwind’s colors sat waiting. It was a cruiser-sized vessel, and Sam hoped it had firepower and defenses befitting Lady Aerith.

The ship’s ramp dropped for them.

Behind them, the spaceport wall blew open under a concentrated barrage from phalanxes. The monsters rushed after them with a dancer at the head of the pack and banshees teleporting after it.

“Seal the gate!” Aerith ordered.

The hangar gates sealed, but not before the dancer rolled through and swung its twin blades at them.

Sal threw himself under the scything blades.

Aerith used her wind powers to launch herself into the air.

Sam cast Flicker Strike and appeared behind the monster, plunging her daggers into its back. It didn’t do much.

The dancer ignored Sam in favor of hunting down Aerith.

“Can’t that ship of yours gun this thing down?” Sal shouted while taking shots at the dancer’s knees.

Aerith threw herself out of the blade’s path and hurled her glaive at the dancer’s head. The glaive chipped off part of its helmet but did little else to the monster.

“At this range we will get caught up in the blasts,” Aerith said.

“Sam, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but that battleship is almost on top of the spaceport,” Myrdin warned.

“Noted,” Sam said.

They needed the dancer dead, and they needed it dead yesterday. The problem was, its core was deep, deep within the most heavily armored part of its torso. It would take her far too long to reach it, and she wasn’t sure Sal’s skills could punch through in time either.

That was when she remembered her Soul Destroyer skill. It had worked once before against a phalanx, and she didn’t see why it wouldn’t work against a dancer. She activated the skill.

Sam’s fist was sheathed in a spear of shadowy energy as she punched deep into the dancer’s back. Shards of maroon exploded out of the monster, shortly followed by a partial violet duplicate.

That’s different, Sam and Olivia thought in unison.

The phalanx she’d first used the ability on had had a full duplicate leave its body. The reason for the difference made itself clear soon enough.

The dancer collapsed to a knee, barely able to support its own weight, or its weapons. It dropped them to the floor and fell to all fours, shoulders rising and falling like it was struggling for air.

“What did you do to that monster?” Aerith asked.

Sam threw herself off its back. “Don’t know, don’t care. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

Sam sprinted for Aerith’s ship. The trio clambered aboard, and they were taking off before the boarding ramp even finished closing. They punched it, putting as much distance as they could between the ship and the doomed spaceport.

Looking out the gap, Sam saw why the elves were in such a hurry to leave. Sheathed in flames and covered in far too much damage to survive, the infested elven battleship came crashing down like an asteroid onto the spaceport. The crash alone destroyed the facility, but there was so much more.

As the ship’s ramp shut, Sam switched over to the external cameras.

The battleship went off like a nuclear bomb, incinerating the spaceport ruins and much of the city of Emyalune with it.

“That was way too close for comfort,” Sam said.

Aerith collapsed on her rear and exhaled sharply. “Indeed it was, monkey. Now tell me, what is your plan for defeating the Cthulhi Empire?”


Chapter nineteen
Brad


Athin sliver of light pierced the darkness then grew into a blinding pillar of hot white light. Brad felt his body lift into the air, flying deep into the brilliant illumination.

This is not what I was expecting when people say they saw a light, he thought. But he supposed it was a little too late to complain about the afterlife. If he was being honest with himself, he was frankly quite amazed there was an afterlife to begin with.

The disembodied voice from the trial spoke: “You have been found…worthy.”

Thunder crackled. Electricity surged through his body. Brad’s eyes shot wide.

The Trial of Ascension’s chamber appeared around him. Brad was carefully lowered to his feet by whatever force acted upon him. The power surging through his body was unlike anything he had ever felt before.

“Brad, you’re alive!” Les shouted as she ran up to him.

Anubis gave a light, impressed smile. “So he is.”

Les threw her arms around him in a tight embrace that quickly turned into a dogpile as Michael and the others tackled Brad to the ground.

“You were in there for hours!” Michael said.

Brad let out a most unheroic yelp as he strained to hold himself upright at the sudden mass of bodies on top of him. “Nice to see you guys too!” He laughed.

Sweetness was the final domino to fall. He tackled the dogpile and sent them all sprawling across the floor. The overgrown honey badger slurped at Brad and anyone else unfortunate enough to get caught in the path of his tongue. If they hadn’t been so thoroughly enhanced by the system, Brad was fairly certain at least two of them would have been crushed by Sweetness’s eager affections.

The whole party shouted in surprise and laughter.

Ceres practically strangled Brad with her hug. “I was really starting to get worried.”

Teresa nodded. “I was beginning to think this was all an elaborate ruse by Anubis to have you killed off!”

Anubis let out a low chuckle. “I hardly would have had to do anything, given the trial’s lethality. Trust me, young humans, I do not mince words. I mean what I say. Never have I misled you, just as I have not misled the others of your species who serve the empire today.”

Brad’s party untangled from him, giving him a chance to stand up. Except for Sweetness, who decided his job was to wrap Brad in his arms and hug him tightly.

“But I died in there,” Brad said. “Or at least, I did on my way out.”

Anubis nodded. “The trial of wisdom?”

“Were you watching me in there?” Brad asked.

“Of course,” Anubis said. “The trial was as much for the system to find your worth as it was for me to see it with my own two eyes.” An amused grin tugged at his lips. “How did it feel to be a pure human once more? Without the blessings of the system?”

Brad’s party looked at him in shock.

“Not gonna lie, I felt pretty naked,” Brad admitted. “That little loincloth the trial gave me definitely wasn’t helping matters, either.”

“The trial does not factor in cultural differences from the other races, I’m afraid,” Anubis said. “It was never meant for anyone but the pharaohs.”

Brad gave a slow nod. “The last trial was pretty weird, though. I never thought being a pharaoh would feel so much like being human. Just fuzzier, and with cat ears.”

“The trial, like the system, would never work with an incompatible species,” Anubis explained. “Different as we may be from one another, we share enough similarities that the nanites can do their work on our bodies without destroying our minds. For example, your honey badger can have his body enhanced, and even his mind to a degree, but benefits to the extent you possess would kill the creature.”

Sweetness squeezed Brad tighter in his embrace with a concerned chuff.

“He’s enhanced enough to understand what you mean,” Brad said.

Anubis nodded. “So tell me, Brad. You have seen our great enemy. What do you think of them?”

Brad thought back to the last scene of the trial. How a single cthulhi warrior had wiped out an entire defensive unit of pharaohs before the advent of the system. “They’re absolute monsters. But the one I faced in the trial was weaker than the emissary. But so were all the pharaohs. Honestly, I can’t believe you guys used to have guns instead of your spears.”

“They were simpler times,” Anubis agreed. “As happens in all wars, we had to adapt to our enemy’s tactics, technology, and fighting prowess to stand our ground. They, in turn, did the same. After all, the cthulhi were the first species in this galaxy to understand the workings of aether at a basic level. We merely took what they learned and built upon it to a far greater degree than they had, eventually laying the foundation for the system you know today.”

Brad blinked. “But I thought the cthulhi learned about aether technology from the Collective.”

Anubis frowned. “It seems some details have been lost to the sands of time. It is the system and its benefits that they picked up from us, and through reverse-engineering that system they developed what the ogres had come to naturally—cultivation.” The jackal stared off into the distance. “What they have developed from this is an amalgam of both class users and cultivators, making them far more powerful than either type on their own.”

Michael held up a hand. “But if they’re relying on the system to help with their cultivation, that means they can’t have as strong a mastery over aether as a full-blown cultivator, right?”

“Indeed,” Anubis confirmed. “Cultivators who take the natural path to advancement have the potential to match or even surpass the greatest of the cthulhi. They were the reason we were even able to turn the tide against those monsters in the first place. However, most cultivators die long before they can reach that level of power, as I am sure you are aware.”

Teresa nodded. “I have seen some of the young cultivators give themselves horrific injuries trying to master their arts. Thanks to the system they aren’t a problem for long, but it is clear their path is far more difficult than ours.”

“I sure hope Jake and his plan to fix his core is going well,” Ceres said.

“Cultivators like him are an important factor in this war,” Anubis agreed. “But that is not to say we are helpless without them. Now tell me Brad, what domain have you earned?”

Brad blinked. For someone who had completed the trials of ascension and supposedly ascended to godhood, he felt shockingly normal. Powerful, sure, but nothing he would describe as divine.

He pulled up the notifications that had been angrily flashing in the corner of his vision throughout the entire conversation. Brad’s eyes widened. His jaw hit the floor.

Congratulations, you have achieved godhood. Domain: Life.

Healing and support spell potency and efficiency have increased tenfold.

Aether-siphoning abilities and spells potency and efficiency have increased tenfold.

“A ten-times increase to healing, support, and aether-siphoning spells?” Brad shouted.

Anubis chuckled to himself. “The life domain, then. Fitting, considering the last surviving god in our pantheon is of the death domain.”

Michael leaned over to Brad with a conspiratorial whisper: “I think he’s talking about himself.”

A coy smile pulled at Anubis’s snout.

“I’m not seeing any new abilities or skills beyond that, though,” Brad said, unable to hide the disappointment in his voice.

Anubis chuckled. “Godhood allows you a far more freeform experience when it comes to the system’s mechanics. You can create your own powers in much the same way a cultivator can. The process is difficult, and I am not certain the Cthulhi Empire will allow us the time to develop those abilities. I myself only have a handful of such spells and abilities in my domain, and I have been at this for a very long time.”

Brad gulped. He was not looking forward to what that process entailed, nor did they have the time for it, with the cthulhi less than a week out from attacking Earth. If they could destroy their tentacle-faced enemies, Brad would have all the time in the galaxy to tinker with creating new abilities.

“Now, I believe it is time for me to honor our end of the agreement,” Anubis said. “From this moment on, the Pharaoh Empire and all of its assets are at your disposal for the duration of the war against the Cthulhi Empire. Know that we are not your underlings, however, Guildmaster. The pharaohs will be acting as equals with humanity on this front, and any questionable orders we receive from you and your people will be promptly overruled by pharaoh command.”

Brad smiled at Anubis. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

Anubis furrowed his brow. “I am sorry, I believe I misheard you. Did you just say you want things this way?”

“That’s right,” Brad confirmed. “The pharaohs have been fighting the cthulhi and preparing for their return longer than any of us in the Collective. If anyone’s going to have any idea of how to defeat them, it’s going to be you guys.”

Anubis gave Brad a pensive stare. “That is shockingly refreshing to hear.”

“After everything I’ve read? I bet,” Brad said. “But we didn’t come all this way just to have a sword-measuring contest. We’re here to save the Collective.”

Michael snickered. “Sword-measuring contest.”

Les thwapped him on the back of the head. “Now’s not the time.”

“I will just pretend the rogue didn’t say that,” Anubis said. “Very well then, Guildmaster. What is your first order of business?”

Brad smiled. “We’re going back to Bastion to hold a war council of all the races.”

“Discuss strategy, then?” Anubis said. “A reasonable enough request. We shall use our portal network to make the trip. We will also donate a small fleet as a show of goodwill, along with instructions explaining to the other races how make use of them.”

“I appreciate it, Anubis,” Brad said.

“Do not thank me yet, Guildmaster,” Anubis said. “These things rarely go well.”

***

The trip back to Earth only took a few hours thanks to the pharaohs’ portal network. The deep-space structures were more beacons than gates; they synced up to the pharaohs’ navigational systems before launching the ships to their desired destination. According to Anubis, any ship using Collective technology was capable of making use of the portal nodes so long as they had access and knew how to activate them. Which, thanks to Brad, every race in the Collective now had knowledge of, short of the orcs.

Gnomes, dwarves, ogres, dark elves, and even light elves were on their way to Bastion for the war council. Brad would have to make sure to thank each and every one of his friends and allies for bringing the factions of the Collective together—even if “collective” was a very strong word for what they actually were.

In the meantime, Brad had gotten himself a rather important notification that needed tending to.

Congratulations, you have achieved Templar Lord — Level 5. Please see your level-up menu to select skills.

Congratulations, you have leveled up: Templar Lord — Level 2.

+1 Perk Point

+269 Strength

+269 Agility

+344 Constitution

+243 Intelligence

Choose one of the following:

Skill Increase: Healing, Siphon, one weapon skill, one armor skill, and three additional skills of your choice. +4

Tactical Withdrawal: Targeted units receive a vast improvement to movement speed and ranged defense at the expense of vastly reduced melee defense when withdrawing. Targeted units can terminate the buff’s effect at will.

Tactical Repositioning: The Templar Lord can target a number of units and shift their position at will. Range is limited. Templar Lord must have line of sight to the target unit and destination.

Choose one of the following:

Litany of the Blade: Greatly increases the attack speed and damage attributes of units surrounding the Templar Lord.

Litany of the Bulwark: Greatly increases the defensive attributes and knockback negation of units surrounding the Templar Lord.

Tactical Withdrawal seemed like a fantastic choice for getting people out of a hairy situation, but there were two major problems: timing and coordination. If he activated the ability at the wrong time against the wrong enemy without providing cover or warning the unit in question, all he would achieve was getting his people killed very quickly. Which made Tactical Repositioning the only reasonable option. Coordination would once again be key, but telling someone to get ready for a combat drop or extraction was far easier than telling them to run for their lives while avoiding getting stabbed in the back.

Brad picked up Tactical Repositioning and moved on.

More damage and attack speed was always good in Brad’s book, so Litany of the Blade was an easy winner…had they been fighting a normal enemy. Instead, they were fighting the Cthulhi Empire, which preferred wars of attrition as it brought its overwhelming force to bear on their enemies. Brad had to go with Litany of the Bulwark. Survivability coupled with his ridiculously enhanced healing abilities meant they could beat the cthulhi when it came to attrition. As for damage, they would have to make up for it with their enhanced weapons and armor. The Collective’s generous war fund and whatever technological marvels the Pharaoh Empire saw fit to share with them would go far to meet that end.

Congratulations, you have leveled up: Templar Lord — Level 3.

+1 Perk Point

+336 Strength

+336 Agility

+430 Constitution

+304 Intelligence

Choose one of the following:

Skill Increase: Healing, Siphon, one weapon skill, one armor skill, and three additional skills of your choice. +4

Lord’s Blade: Powerful melee combo with greatly amplified damage ending in a devastating explosion.

Lord’s Cannon: Powerful beam blast capable of piercing through all but the most powerful enemy defenses.

Choose one of the following:

Triage Unit: Summon a squad of healers at the target destination to support allies in battle.

Siege Unit: Summon a squad of siege units of the Templar Lord’s choosing to target destination.

Brad pursed his lips, wondering which choice was the right one for his first skill choice. On the one hand, an awesome, explosive combo. On the other, a devastating beam to cut through swaths of enemies. The problem was, neither option mentioned anything about friendly fire. Then again, neither did most abilities that could hurt allies. A devastating explosion would be fantastic in a one-on-one battle, or if he was off on his own away from his party. But that wasn’t how fights tended to go for them. Michael and Les both got up close and personal with their enemies. If he finished the combo and detonated with them nearby, they’d get caught up in it as well. Lord’s Cannon was the safer bet. He could use it as an opening salvo to soften up their enemies or punch a hole through their lines. Either way, the ability was an absolute win.

His next choice was much easier: Triage Unit. There was never a lack of demand for healers, and thanks to the bonus from his life domain, the Triage Unit would be a powerful help in keeping his people alive. Having an on-demand siege unit would be useful, but Brad was fairly certain they’d have that covered between the Devil Dogs, the Booty Bay Beach Boys, and the dwarves.

Congratulations, you have leveled up: Templar Lord — Level 4

+1 Perk Point

+420 Strength

+420 Agility

+538 Constitution

+380 Intelligence

Choose one of the following:

Skill Increase: Healing, Siphon, one weapon skill, one armor skill, and three additional skills of your choice. +4

Angels of Death: Grants invulnerability to all friendly forces for ten seconds. Does not affect allied units.

Executioner Squad: Summon an executioner squad at the chosen destination. Executioners are super-heavy infantry that come in two variants. Standard: A ranged unit with heavy weapons to make short work of the Templar Lord’s enemies. Assault: A powerful melee unit specializing in breaking enemy lines.

Choose one of the following:

Rising Morale: Replenishes health for each ally within the Templar Lord’s aura for every enemy killed. Grants temporary hit points if health is at max.

Lord’s Covenant: Replenishes the health of all allies within the Templar Lord’s aura for every enemy killed by the Templar Lord. Critical hit kills double the healing. Grants temporary hit points if health is at max.

Brad chewed on the inside of his cheek, wondering what skill to take—temporary invulnerability, or summoning another unit to dish out damage. Angels of Death sounded like it would work only for people in his raid group, which led Brad to believe there was an upper limit to raid groups they hadn’t found just yet. Still, that was an ability with an absurd amount of casualty negation, and considering their enemy it would likely be well worth it. On the other hand, having another powerful unit to summon to the battlefield sounded like a great way to punch a hole in enemy lines.

Normally I’d tell you that you could buy these and not worry about it, but the price tags here are on the ridiculous end of things, Frank commented.

How bad are we talking? Brad asked.

Many, many millions.

Oh. That bad, huh?

Yup.

Brad mulled it over some more. Against husks, invulnerability wouldn’t be of much benefit for such a short duration. So long as their people were aware of how to kill those monsters and their larger abomination counterparts, they wouldn’t need it. The cthulhi themselves would prove a problem, but ten seconds of invulnerability likely wouldn’t make a difference against them.

I hope I’m making the right choice here. Brad chose Executioner Squad. Like his other summoning abilities, there was no stated limit on how long they would last. There also wasn’t any information on their numbers or general power level. Still, at such a high level the summons had to be incredibly powerful, and they wouldn’t leave his people hanging like Angels of Death would upon wearing off. Plus he could always sacrifice his summons for his people.

The next choice seemed less like an actual choice and more of a style preference. Did he want to personally be responsible for healing his forces, or did he want everyone to take part in the healing process? Brad assumed Lord’s Covenant was infinitely more powerful than Rising Morale, and that was before factoring in critical-hit kills. It would have to be to make up for the potential number of kills happening on a battlefield. But Brad wasn’t always going to be able to get the last hit on his enemies. Having everyone he could reach with his aura be able to heal the group by simply killing monsters was too good to pass up.

Congratulations, you have leveled up: Templar Lord — Level 5

+1 Perk Point

+525 Strength

+525 Agility

+673 Constitution

+475 Intelligence

Choose one of the following:

Skill Increase: Healing, Siphon, one weapon skill, one armor skill, and three additional skills of your choice. +5

Orbital Bombardment: Target an area with a precision orbital bombardment. Each beam deals extreme damage and is capable of capturing all but the largest of targets in their gravitational well. No orbital assets or line of sight to the sky required.

Hellfire Barrage: Target an area for a missile artillery bombardment, leaving behind flames in their wake. Covers a vast area. No artillery assets or line of sight to the sky required.

Choose one of the following:

Steel Rain: Designate area for a heavy drop-pod bombardment, summoning random units to the field. No orbital assets or line of sight to the sky required.

Mass Resurrection: Resurrects all friendly targets surrounding the Templar Lord. Targets must not have been dead for longer than one minute. Resurrected friendlies cannot be resurrected again for seven days.

Well, all of these are just completely broken, Brad said.

Frank laughed. You don’t have to take them if you don’t want them.

Of course I’m taking them! Brad shot back. I would have to be stupid not to. But still, I thought the whole point of the system was for there to be some sort of balance in the galaxy.

Partially, Frank said. It was mostly to fight the cthulhi, as we now know. Besides, this is a capstone level. Every single one of the abilities we’ve gotten for every prior class has been orders of magnitude more ridiculous than the last. And since this is the system’s upper limit, it’s going to be pretty disgusting for anyone who’s made it this far.

Brad supposed Frank was right. Fell Cross was an ability he’d only picked up on level five of templar, and that spell was effectively a small nuke. Sure, it had tried to kill him as well in the process but…details. Smite was another equally powerful spell, but so was Resurrection and Sevenfold Avenger for their capstones. Considering the enemy they were up against, they were going to need every overpowered trick they could bring to bear.

His first choice was an obvious one: Orbital Bombardment. Because who wouldn’t want to just point at a group of enemies and delete them? The word “precision” also filled him with warm, fuzzy feelings at the thought of not nuking his own allies by accident as he imagined Hellfire Barrage would do. Then there was the practicality aspect. As powerful as he imagined Hellfire Barrage would be, he didn’t see it wiping out droves of abominations, let alone a single cthulhi warrior. But from the sound of Orbital Bombardment, cthulhi who could survive such an attack would be obscenely powerful.

Or they just flat out outclass the Collective’s best tech and we can kiss our posteriors goodbye in advance, Frank offered helpfully.

I appreciate the optimism, Brad said.

It’s what they pay me for, kid.

Brad’s final choice was the hardest of them all. Did he choose a means with which to vastly reinforce his forces, or use as an early strike force to throw his enemy into disarray? Or did he try to save as many lives as he could? Was the range on Mass Resurrection even worthwhile? Sure, he had that ten-times multiplier to obscenely increase the reach of the spell, but that didn’t tell him the default he was working with.

What’s more useful, kid, a bunch of summons or a bunch of people with high levels, gear, and skills? Frank asked.

Brad frowned. The answer’s pretty obvious. My people are better than any number of summons. But that’s not what I’m worried about. It’s the one-minute restriction that worries me.

Oh yeah, Frank said. Mass Resurrection sounds like it’d be a pretty expensive spell to cast, and depending on how a battle’s going it might not really be worth much if you blow all your mana and pick up two or three people.

That’s exactly what I’m worried about, Brad said. I don’t want to lose anyone if I can help it.

Brad, we’re in a war, Frank said bluntly. Before that we were fighting for our lives against alien empires and the seeders before them. Well, the seeders were technically a constant threat, but you know what I mean. People are going to die no matter what we do. It’s up to you—as their leader—to do everything in your power to keep them alive.

Frank’s words were sobering. They helped Brad make his decision, though it was not the one he would have preferred.

He chose Steel Rain.

The choice was simple thanks to Frank’s words. Supporting his people would always be helpful no matter what situation they were in. But there was no getting around the fact they were going to lose people in the war against the Cthulhi Empire and whatever conflicts came afterward. It was simply a fact of life. Mass Resurrection sounded good on paper, but unless his people were decimated all at once, the ability would just be an expensive paperweight. And if the cthulhi could wipe out their forces in one go, no amount of mass resurrection was going to save them.

There. All done, Brad said.

Finally, Frank commented. It gets real hot in here when your brain is working that hard. And that’s before you throw in moral dilemmas like whether or not you should try to bring people back from the dead.

Brad sighed. Never change, Frank.

Like I could even if I wanted to. Frank laughed.

Brad pulled up his character sheet to see just how ridiculous the numbers looked.

Brad Grosslin

Strength: 2175

Agility: 2174

Constitution: 2780

Intelligence: 1987

Wisdom: 35

Charisma: 25

Health: 13900/13900

Mana: 9935/9935

He let out a low whistle. Damn. I’m a walking, talking raid boss all by myself now. Those numbers are off the charts.

Let’s not gloat about how awesome we are until the Cthulhi Empire is good and dead, yeah? Frank cautioned.

Good point, Brad agreed. The emissary had nearly killed them all without them so much as tickling his shields. Not until Jake came in to save the day with his power of cultivation. Bringing down the Leviathan and whoever was in charge of the Cthulhi Empire was going to take everything they had.

And even that might not be enough.

“Attention passengers: We have arrived at Bastion,” reported the pharaoh ship’s captain.

Home sweet home, Frank said. The gnomes, dwarves, and ogres are already here. Dark elves too. The light elves—as usual—are late to the show.

Brad rose from his bunk and rolled his shoulders. Of course they are.

So, are you ready to make a bunch of aliens who hate each other's guts play nice with one another? Frank asked.

Brad chuckled. If I can’t, we’re already dead.


Chapter twenty
Jake


“Ireally don’t know what I was expecting,” Jake commented as they strode through the Crimson Colosseum's halls.

Like the ship’s exterior, there were clear signs of careful design and engineering to the vast vessel, but just like the exterior, most of it was covered up in so much patchwork metal that it was hard to make rhyme or reason out of any of it. Still, it wasn’t completely different from the other races' homes. There were stores, crafting halls, bars, and cafes to be found within their sloppy, chaotic, orc construction.

And, of course, orcs being orcs.

An orc the size of a small SUV came flying through a window in front of them. The huge beast rolled to a stop, shaking the glass off his back. “You’z gon have tah hit me ‘arder than dat ya git!” the orc shouted.

“Wot?” the orc inside the store called out. He wore a tattered apron with a great big heart printed on the chest that was two sizes too small for the large orc. On his head was a chef’s hat slouching off to the side. He must have owned the place. “Iz can’t hear ya from all da way down there, pipsqueak.”

Darius laughed. “Looks like a lot of fun to me.”

“Oi!” The orc on the ground rushed to his feet, staring down Darius. “Wotz you laughing at, ya git?”

“Just the first orc I’ve ever seen get their ass kicked by a cook,” Darius mocked. “Never thought it’d be such a big one.”

The orc pulled his fist back. He caught a green fist of energy to the face, sending him crashing into a back alley.

Golgug cleared his throat. “If you ‘umies is done wastin’ time, we’z got a tourney to win, and by we’z I meanz da big one.”

Nokor pointed at himself.

“You ain’t no ‘umie,” Golgug scolded. He pointed at Jake. “Dat one.”

The party walked past the clobbered orc while a small gang of…were those orc children?—ran up to get a bunch of free hits in on the larger orc while rifling through his pockets. They were a little on the big side, and far gruffer-looking than anything Jake would call a kid, but compared to the rest of the orcs they certainly fit the bill.

“So I take it this isn’t a team sport?” Jake asked.

Golgug shook his head, his big, floppy hat swinging with every motion. “Nah. Not fer da big boss tourney. Each boss has tah prove demselves da biggest and da stronkest. Ain’t nobody following a runty git dat gets dems teef kicked in.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Tanya said with all the sarcasm she could put into her words.

Golgug nodded sagely. “‘Course it is.”

Darius opened his mouth to explain the finer points of sarcasm to the mighty wizard when Mason promptly covered his mouth.

“Team tourneys wuz earlier anyways. We wuz too late fer dem,” Golgug said.

“Shame,” Mason commented. “I was hoping to get a good workout in.”

“Brave one, ain’t he?” Golgug chuckled.

Jake nodded. “So anything I should be aware of for the tournament? Special rules or traditions I shouldn’t mess up?”

Golgug snorted. “Nah. Youz just kill dem otha bosses deder dan dead or get yerself killed. Da boyz ain’t fond of healin’ magicz so I’z stay away from any of dem spells. But ain’t no one gon’ argue with da biggest and da strongest orc tah leave da arena.”

“I like this tournament already,” Darius said.

Jake turned to Nokor. “What about you, Nokor? Anything I should keep in mind about my core in there?”

Nokor frowned. “There is a great deal to concern yourself over. Primarily the aether leak within your core.”

“So far I have that under control,” Jake said. “It won’t stay that way as soon as we start fighting, but I can deal with it.”

“Good,” Nokor said. “You can make up for any aether that escapes your body by killing your rivals and drawing their aether into your core.”

Darius snorted. “So you’re basically a vampire. Minus the sparkles.”

Mason groaned. “Please do not remind me or anyone else that someone tried to make sparkle vampires an actual thing.”

Jake chuckled. “I did notice that after I killed the oni. As soon as I wove that aether into my fractured core, it became more stable.”

“Good, then you already know how to fix your core,” Nokor said. “I can only hope that there are enough powerful orcs there to bring your core up to full power. Once your core is repaired, I doubt anyone will be able to touch you, Jake.”

Jake already felt fairly ridiculous when it came to power, but he knew it was fleeting. The moment he ran through too much of his aether he’d become increasingly weaker, until he was only able to breathe. If he was lucky he might even be able to move.

“Which does bring me to another particular problem of this tournament,” Nokor continued. “I do not believe the colosseum has any environmental controls. It’s the void of space out there.”

Jake looked to Golgug for confirmation.

“Dat why yer pointy elf gits ain’t got no windows in da ship?” Golgug asked. “I wuz jus wantin’ a lil breeze.”

Jake’s eyes widened, as did his entire party at the words.

“Are you saying orc ships have windows?” Tanya balked.

As if to answer their question, an orc called out, “Oi! Ribshankah, open up a window.”

“Iz a bit stuffy in ‘ere innit?” the orc in question said as he moved to a blocky patch on the wall.

“Oh…” Jake began.

“Shit!” Darius finished for him.

The orc threw the window open to the void of space.

“Shield yourselves!” Nokor called out as his body was wrapped in aetheric energy. It didn’t prevent him from being dragged down the wrong hall by explosive decompression. He latched on to a light post and caught Tanya as she flew by.

Tanya and the others swiftly shielded themselves against the void of space, grabbing ahold of anything they could to avoid getting sucked out.

Strangely enough, not a single orc budged from their position, nor cared that the air had been quite literally sucked out of the ship. They kept moving and talking like normal. Jake couldn’t believe he was hearing their voices until he realized the system was sending their words directly to his mind.

“This is too damn weird,” Jake said.

Golgug simply stared at them. “Why’z youz runty gitz danglin’ ‘round? Ain’t youz ever opened a window?”

It took another minute before the explosive decompression came to an end and they were able to plant their feet on the ground.

“How the hell did none of you get bothered by this?” Tanya demanded. “How are any of your breathing in the vacuum of space?”

Golgug shrug. “Must be on the count of orcs being bettah dan everyone else.” He waved them over with his staff. “Now quit muckin’ ‘bout, ya gitz. “We’z got to reach the tournament.” He took off at a rather hurried pace.

Jake glanced down at his aether gauge as it slowly began to drop a percentage point a minute. That was what it took to maintain the shield around him, the only thing keeping him from dying to the vacuum of space currently filling the hall. He tried to supplement his aether by drawing in ambient aether, but it wasn’t working. Compared to the thick aether fog of the Sanctum of the Ordeal or the aether-rich air of Xaruk Prime, the void of space was practically barren. Certainly there was aether, enough for Jake to sense and draw toward himself, but it wasn’t enough to cast even the most basic aetheric abilities.

This is going to get messy real fast, Jake thought.

“You can feel it already, can’t you?” Nokor asked. “The aether leaking from your core.”

“Just a little bit,” Jake confirmed as they followed Golgug through the crowded halls.

“Keep that fact in mind always, Jake,” Nokor warned. “You are fighting under a time limit for this tournament. The faster you win, the faster we can get you to safety.”

“Don’t have to tell me twice,” Jake commented, and pulled a mana potion from his bag to gulp down. He wasn’t about to start the tournament with anything less than a hundred percent aether.

By the time they reached the colosseum entrance, Jake had downed half a dozen mana potions to keep himself topped off. Even with the most powerful potions he carried, the conversion from mana to aether was an agonizingly slow process that did little to actually refill his aether gauge. If anything, it merely halted the drain temporarily while gaining him a percentage point or two back.

“This is it,” Jake said.

Darius clapped Jake’s shoulder. “Good luck in there, Master.”

“Knock them dead,” Tanya said. “We’re all counting on you.”

Mason smiled. “See you in a few.”

Nokor bowed to Jake. “No matter what happens today, Jake, it has been an honor to help you along the cultivator’s path.”

Jake chuckled. “You don’t have to make it sound like I’m about to die here, Nokor.”

“Dyin’z ‘bout da only guranteed fing in dat arena,” Golgug snorted. “Now if youz excuse me, I’z gots ta see my mother.” The orc shuddered and wandered off into the crowd.

“Showtime,” Jake said. He gave Nokor a quick bow and headed into the arena.

Thanks to some surprisingly kind orcs, Jake was able to find his way down to the tunnels within the depths of the ship. For a brief moment he had air again and could drop his shield, but that didn’t last long. As soon as he opened the doors to the arena proper, he was sucked out of the tunnel by the decompression.

Jake made a less-than-stellar entry by crashing to the floor, landing him beside some of the biggest, meanest orcs he had ever seen. Sure, orcs varied wildly in size from one to the next, from roughly human height to a foot or so taller, but these orcs were built like tanks.

The biceps on one of the huge beasts alone dwarfed Jake’s torso. Another stood a whopping two heads taller than Nokor, and he was a big ogre. Then there were the armor and weapons. No two orcs, no matter how similar their kit was, were the same. Each one had a collection of scrap metal strapped onto their bodies, with varying levels of bulk and spikiness. Some orcs had ridiculous guns strapped with more guns on top of their guns with a side of gun because someone had clearly heard that orcs liked more guns. Others wielded axes, claws, cybernetic implants, wizard staves, and great big hats. It was a chaotic mess of warriors standing around in a circle just waiting for the signal to murder each other.

“Hah! Lookz like da old man weren’t lyin’ ‘bout havin’ us a spechul treat, boyz!” a booming voice came over loudspeakers that shouldn't have worked in the vacuum of space. “Diz runty git ‘ere’z called Jake. One of ‘em hoomies dat dun joined da Collective a bit ago. An’ he finks ‘e can foit ‘gainst our biggest and strongest!”

The crowd of orcs exploded with laughter. The tournament participants laughed at him. Jake didn’t mind; the less they thought of him, the easier it’d be to kill them.

Uhm, no Jake, Hazel said. That’s not how orcs work at all.

The announcer went on introducing each of the contestants, but Jake didn’t pay much attention to them. They were all big, angry, and bloodthirsty. By the end of the tournament, they’d all be dead or he would have would have gotten himself killed. It didn’t make sense to worry about their names.

Then how do they work? Jake asked as he gulped down another mana potion.

Orcs despise weakness. Hazel said. They’ll want you dead just for having the audacity to show up here.

That doesn’t mean they’ll take me seriously right away, Jake countered.

No, but I wouldn’t go around relying on that either, Hazel huffed.

Alright, alright, I’ll be on my guard, Jake said.

“‘N’ last but not least of our big boss bashfest iz da five-time returning champion of da galaxy!” The announcer paused for the roaring crowd and amping up of rock music playing over the speakers. “Youz knowz ‘im. Youz ‘atez ‘im. Iz da one. Da only. Big Boss Zhorggrot Killfrag! Mighty mecha-butcha of Kaliphas Eleven. Da rampagin’ waaaar-thumpah of Belagis Epsuhluhn. Da cunningest, undefeatedest, mega-crusha of da Crimson Colosseum!”

The crowd went wild, and the biggest of the orcs threw his arms up into the air. The beast had to be damn near ten feet tall with limbs that absolutely dwarfed Jake’s body. Even so, the orc was clearly weighed down not only by the sheer size of his body but also the thick armor and cybernetic augmentations littering his frame. It was no wonder they called him the mecha-butcher—or mega-crusher, for that matter. In one arm he had an enormous clawed hand arcing with blue energy that looked like it could take an old Tesla truck—or even its upgraded Brawler form—and crush it with ease. On his other he had a triple-barreled chaingun under his forearm crammed with as many blades as could fit onto each barrel.

That thing was a walking, talking murder machine that made the rest of the gathered bosses look like angry stray puppies by comparison.

I’m having second thoughts about my ability to survive this tournament, Jake said.

It’s a little too late for that now, Jake, Hazel said.

Jake drew in a breath and downed another mana potion. He was in for one hell of a fight.

How’s this for a plan, Jake? Hazel offered. We focus on the small fries and work our way up to big ugly over there. I bet he has plenty of orcs wanting to take away that undefeated title from him, along with his skull. Far too many to care about the local freakshow. That’s us, if you didn’t catch on to my meaning.

Oh, I caught on alright, Jake said.

“Ready!” the orc announcer shouted.

The crowd erupted with cheers. The clatter of blades and gunfire filled the vacuum of space, which Jake was becoming uncomfortably accustomed to.

“Get tah killin’!”

The announcer had barely gotten halfway through his sentence when the orc boss beside Jake came at him—a large beast sporting a cybernetic arm with a fist big enough to crush Jake in a single blow. The other arm had been replaced at the elbow with a strapped-on cannon of some kind. But otherwise he was the least armored orc in the entire arena, wearing only a pair of pants, some heavy boots, and a big, spiky jaw protector.

The orc’s gun thundered with shells fit to be fired from a tank. Jake threw himself out of the way, tossing out his talismans as he did. The strips of paper flew up into the air, their aetheric power allowing them to intercept the shots of the rushing beast. To Jake’s surprise, the talismans survived contact with the obscene ordinance. And to his dismay, each time a talisman blocked a shot it would get knocked so far away from him that it would take far too long to return to be of further use. To make matters worse, the talismans were eating a considerable amount of aether to survive the abuse they were taking.

Warning: Excessive aetheric expenditures detected.

Performance reduced to 90%.

Jake had bigger problems to worry about than the notification—like the giant mechanical fist coming right at his face. “Oh crap.” He threw a blast of aether at his feet, launching himself onto the orc’s enormous fist.

“Wot?” the orc roared out. “Stand still, ya git!”

For a beast its size, it drew its fist back surprisingly quickly. Jake was faster. He threw himself onto the orc’s shoulders where he was pretty sure the beast couldn’t reach him and ripped free some very-important-looking cables leading into the orc’s skull.

The orc howled in agony. It thrashed about, trying to throw Jake off its back when suddenly it brought its arm cannon to point squarely at Jake.

“How the hell?” was all Jake managed to say before the first shell ripped past his head.

Jake threw himself off the orc’s shoulders, kicking his head into the path of the cannon. The orc shot itself in the head not once or even twice, but three times. Its head split open like a ruptured watermelon and the monster fell lifeless.

You have received 20,000 aether.

With no time to waste, Jake immediately channeled that aether into his fractured core and began reforging it once more. It was a process made all the harder by the oversized pizza cutter swinging for his neck.

“Can you give me a moment!” Jake shouted.

“Hah! No,” an orc in blue-and-white checkered armor said.

Jake really didn’t know why he’d expected anything else from the orc. On the bright side, it was the exact type of situation Nokor said would help fix his core faster. And with another large orc to kill, he was sure to get a nice jump in core stability.

The orc swung, swung, and swung again before his weapon let out an angry buzz like a too-old lawnmower. He slammed the weapon down into the sandy arena floor and let the weapon drag him forward like a runaway car. Jake stepped out of the way at the last second and poured all the aether he could spare into his fist, amplifying the blow to the orc’s face.

Performance reduced to 65%.

His head exploded in a shower of gore, splattering across the battlefield. The orcs went wild at the graphic display of violence and began shouting, “‘Umie! ‘Umie! ‘Umie!”

So that’s how you get them on your side, Hazel commented. Violently murder the hell out of your opponents.

You have received 15,000 aether.

Performance increased to 80%.

Before any other orc could show up to rain on his parade, Jake focused every shred of his will into repairing his core. Once again he called upon the black hole he’d formed his fractured core with and pulled in every shred of aether running wild within him to fill the cracks. The heat and pressure were so intense he almost didn’t notice the twin shadows looming over him.

Minimum performance threshold: 20%.

Attributes increased.

Jake kicked off the arena floor—two powerful blows cratered the ground he’d just been standing on. The shockwave from the blows sent him soaring far higher than he was comfortable with.

His new opponents were two orcs who were more machine than anything else. One wore a surprisingly simple brick of armor with a cannon strapped to his chest and a big glowing green eye on its metal head. It had a missile battery on one oversized mechanical shoulder, a gatling gun made of gatling guns for an arm, and a heavy mechanical fist strapped with four sets of dual guns on it. The second orc was far more lithe, with reverse-jointed mechanical legs and a hammer with a rocket engine strapped to it.

These two are going to be a problem, Hazel commented.

Ya think? Jake asked.

“Git down ‘ere, ya git,” barked the mechanical voice of the bigger of the two orcs. To make sure his point was completely clear, he fired a barrage of wildly dancing missiles and all of its guns at Jake.

“I don’t get paid enough for this crap,” Jake grunted, throwing his talismans ahead of him and summoning shields to block the insane barrage.

It was too little too late. While the bullets were stopped, the missiles swerved around them and detonated above Jake.

You have taken 2,000 damage.

You are bleeding.

The blast sent Jake crashing down to the arena floor, throwing a column of dust into the vacuum of space.

You have taken 1,000 damage.

Health: 1650/4650.

Performance reduced to 60%.

Jake grunted and felt around for his duffel bag full of potions. The good news was the bag was still there. The bad news was the blue fluid pooling in the bottom of the bag wasn’t going to be doing him any favors any time soon. Much like the orc above him.

With the whine of a jet engine, the lither, faster orc brought its hammer down on Jake. Jake rolled out of the way just as the hammer impacted. The force sent him flying away again, but this time Jake blasted himself back at the orc. The mechanical beast let out a raspy, distorted mechanical growl and readied its hammer to strike Jake.

“Playtime’s over,” Jake shouted as he rocketed toward his target.

The orc swung too late, narrowly missing Jake by inches. Jake tackled the orc with all the force his aether-assisted flight allowed. It was enough to knock the orc off balance, and just in time too. The orc made of guns opened up on Jake with the full might of his arsenal. Jake kicked the lither orc into the path of destruction, using him as a shield.

The lither mechanical orc took the wall of bullets for Jake, crumpling to a messy heap on the floor. The bulkier orc’s guns came to a sudden spinning stop.

“Uh-oh,” the brick of an orc said. He was out of ammo.

Jake rushed for the rocket hammer and hefted it up. To his surprise it responded to him like an extension of his body. A broad grin spread across his face. “‘Uh-oh’ is right, tincan.”

Jake charged the orc, revving up the rocket engine on the hammer. The bulky orc replied in kind. It might have been out of bullets, but its fists and body were more than capable of crushing Jake if he got sloppy.

The two combatants clashed, rocket hammer against cyborg fist. The rocket hammer won, tearing the arm clean off the orc. But the orc didn’t cry out in pain. It pulled back and swung its empty gun arm at Jake. Jake used the rocket hammer to launch himself out of the attack’s way, then came back around, taking out the orc's mechanical knee.

The orc flailed about wildly on one leg. “Oi! Das cheatin’, ya git!”

Jake shoved the orc over. “Sounds like you aren’t ‘ard enough for this line of work, runt,” he said in his best mock-orc voice.

“Youz ain’t green ‘nuff fer dat kinda talk,” the talking tincan barked back.

Jake brought the battle to a swift, brutal end, caving in the orc’s chest cannon through whatever fleshy bits yet remained within the hulking mass of metal.

The crowd of orcs went wild, chanting ‘umie louder than ever before, stomping their feet and firing their weapons upward in the stands.

You have received 60,000 aether.

Performance increased to 70%.

Jake grinned. He might not have gotten any aether for using the first orc like a not-so-meaty meat shield, but the second orc had stored up all that aether for him, giving him a nice big payout. The problem was he’d clearly burned through a lot of aether just keeping himself alive, or else he would have been much closer to full performance. But where had all that extra aether gone?

Health: 3812/4650.

Must’ve been subconsciously pouring aether into my wounds, Jake thought. It was something he’d come to do as second nature during his time as a cultivator. The worse his wounds became, the more aether he dedicated to them. But with a fractured core leaking aether everywhere, he needed to be a lot more aware of where his aether was going at all times.

Jake drew in the aether and restored more of his fractured core before moving on to the next fight.

Minimum performance threshold: 50%.

Attributes increased.

At the halfway point, Jake felt a noticeable increase to his attributes. He could move faster, think clearer, and hit harder as he punched, kicked, and used the orc rocket hammer he’d looted to smash his way through the opposition. Most important of all, he felt himself leaking less and less aether, which allowed him far greater flexibility when it came to using his abilities.

It was time to move on to the main show.


Chapter twenty-one
Sam


High above the elven homeworld, from the bridge of House Stormwind’s flagship, Sam saw them. The cthulhi fleet lurked in the distant void while the infested elven fleets continued their bombardment and invasion of Emyalune.

Squidlike in shape, the dark ships blended into the background of space. The tendrils at the front of each vessel slowly writhed about like a predator waiting to consume its prey. But rather than head for the elven homeworld, those ships were moving towards the collection of elven house fleets.

“We should go,” Sal said.

“And abandon our homeworld?” Aerith spat.

That was when Sam received Brad’s message. The pharaoh portal network was open to them, along with the location of their beacons.

Sam turned to Aerith. “Your homeworld is already lost, Aerith. There’s nothing we can do about that now without risking the fleet.”

Aerith opened her mouth to speak, but Sam cut her off.

“If you engage the cthulhi now, your species dies a pointless death, Aerith.” Sam met the masked elf’s blue gaze. “But if we defeat them on Earth, I swear on my life we will come back and help you reclaim your homeworld.”

Aerith hissed and glanced at the tactical display. There were thousands of elven ships ready to take on the few hundred cthulhi vessels. “We have the clear edge in numbers, monkey. We can take them right here and now.”

“In a pure numbers game, you have the clear edge, sure,” Sam agreed with a shrug. “But you saw what happened down there. How those husks and abominations cut through your people.” Sam stepped up to Aerith. She was a head shorter than the elf, but it didn’t stop her from coming nose to nose with her. “That was the cannon fodder, Aerith. What they throw ahead of their main force to soften you up. You saw the kind of damage they did to me. Now imagine what kind of damage an actual cthulhi is capable of, given they nearly killed humanity’s finest warriors.”

Aerith broke her gaze and stepped back. “What would you have us do then, monkey?”

“Head to these coordinates.” Sam sent them over with a thought. “There is a pharaoh beacon there that’ll let us jump to Earth. The other races are already there waiting for us.”

“Very well,” Aerith seethed. “You heard the monkey. Inform the fleet—we move at full speed.”

“What about the stragglers, my lady?” asked one of her commanders.

Aerith took a seat at the bridge’s throne. “May they fight bravely and the gods watch over them.”

The commander stared at her in shock for a moment, then bowed. “As you command.”

The fleet of elven ships turned and burned away from their besieged homeworld. Thousands of vessels headed for the pharaoh portal beacon with thousands more still trying to catch up to the main fleet.

It wouldn’t matter in the end.

The cthulhi vessels swiftly gained ground on the fleeing elven ships. It was clear who had the better engines, and several of the straggling fleets put the dots together on their own. Rather than continue to flee, they turned to meet the cthulhi head-on.

“What are they doing?” the elven commander asked.

“Buying us time,” Sam said.

The fleets clashed. Cthulhi shields flared as the elves struck first with concentrated barrages of spell cannonfire. The shield broke swiftly under the absurd battering it took. Eveln fighters and bombers swiftly deployed to take on the exposed vessel. The cthulhi fought back with point defense beams erupting from the fleet, but it was too little too late. Another concentrated barrage of bombs and spell-cannon blasts decimated the ship.

“They have slain one of the beasts!” cheered an officer on the bridge.

The elf commander turned to Aerith. “Then perhaps it is time we turn to aid them.”

“No, it’s not,” Sam warned.

Everyone on the bridge watched in horror as the first of the cthulhi ships caught up to the elven stragglers. Beams of maroon aetheric light burned a path across the void from cannon mounts on the hull of the cthulhi vessels. The shields of the elven vessels popped like balloons. Hulls were carved open like sliced ham, and one after another the straggler fleet’s smaller vessels were demolished.

The cthulhi had a far worse fate for the larger vessels.

A squidlike vessel no larger than a cruiser rushed up to the side of a much larger battleship. The two ships traded blows, with the cthulhi’s shields weathering the assault with frightening ease for a one-on-one fight. Then, just as its appearance suggested, the cthulhi cruiser’s tendrils spread wide open and coiled tight around the elven battleship, shattering its shields and driving itself through the side of the hull. Another cthulhi vessel joined in.

“What are they doing?” Aerith demanded.

The elven commander stared at Aerith in wide-eyed horror. “They’re boarding them, my lady. House Ember reports cthulhi warriors are decimating the crew and erecting obsidian spikes within the ship as we speak.”

“That is sickening levels of efficient I’m not here for,” Sal said. “Let’s get out of here before they do the same to us.”

Aerith nodded. “Continue the retreat and ready our long-range weapon systems. We cannot afford to have the cthulhi sink their claws into us.”

“Understood,” the commander said.

Sam kept watch on the exterior display, where the straggler feet was being dismantled ship by ship. The cthulhi didn’t seem all that rushed for time when it came to dealing with their enemies. While they suffered the occasional casualty as fleet commanders realized the key to defeating them was overwhelming focused fire, the cthulhi preferred to board the larger vessels over outright destroying them. Sam could hardly blame the tentacle-faced aliens; every one of the cthulhi ships was effectively a parasite infesting another vessel, gaining their empire more expendable assets they could throw at a problem. Like Earth.

Sam didn’t have to be a mind reader to see the effect the slaughter behind them had on the elves. It seared the severity of the threat they were dealing with into their minds. The intense focus and worry scrawled upon their perfect elven faces said as much.

Thankfully, they didn’t have to bear witness for much longer. They reached the pharaoh beacon and activated it even as the cthulhi vessels moved on to give chase once more.

Everything stretched out to infinity, and the elven fleet took off towards the distant stars. One moment, the cthulhi were seconds away from weapon’s range. The next, a stream of golden light surged past them. They were gone, far beyond the cthulhis’ reach.

At least that’s what they were all hoping.

“Stay on high alert,” Aerith ordered. “We do not yet know if the Cthulhi Empire has the capability of following us into…whatever this is.”

“Hyperspace?” Sal offered. “It’s not quite as instantaneous as using their teleporters.”

As soon as Sal finished his sentence, the stream of golden stars around them came to an abrupt end and they were dumped out on the other side of the galaxy, supposedly near Earth.

“Looks pretty instantaneous to me,” Sam said. Considering they’d just moved thousands of vessels across an impossibly large distance, she wasn’t going to be bothered by a few seconds of travel time. “Now if you don’t mind, I’m going to find a nice, quiet place to level up. Let me know when we’re approaching Earth.”

“It should only be a few hours, Monkey Hicks,” the elven commander replied in his best attempt at being respectful.

Sam sighed. “It’s Sam Hicks, not monkey or Monkey Hicks.”

Sal laughed. “Hey, I’d watch that show. Maybe it’s about some sorta space bounty hunter getting into ridiculous antics. Maybe even starring an actual monkey!”

He earned himself a few awkward laughs from the elven bridge crew.

Sam just groaned and wandered off.

Thanks to the elves generously granting Sam a map of the Stormwind, she didn’t have to spend hours lost in the ship’s vast halls. An elven super dreadnought, the Stormwind’s entire design philosophy seemed to be about making their targets, their ancestors, and any possible future generations they might have suffer a swift and merciless end. It certainly had more than enough guns to make that a reality for anything unfortunate enough to be in one of their firing arcs. Many of those guns were far bigger than the cruisers humanity had built to face off against House Oberon.

Sam eventually arrived at a small park not too far from the bridge. It was a serene place, with a beautiful aetheric tree resembling cherry blossom trees back on Earth. It pulsed with pink aether running up along the trunk. It likely remained in full bloom year-round thanks to the aether. Sam crossed a bridge over a small waterway ringing the park and made herself comfortable against the base of the tree, as there were no benches or cushions to sit on.

Pulling up her skill menu, she found she had enough aether for two level-ups. At the rate she was building aether, she thought it was a safe bet she’d reach the level cap before they were done with the Cthulhi Empire.

Then what? Sam thought.

Olivia let out a soft chuckle. Then you keep living, Sammy. But if you’re worried about progression, your class levels may have come to a stop, but there are still so many things to improve. Skills, spells, abilities. You could even be so bold as to start over and become a cultivator like your brother.

Sam let out an amused huff at that last suggestion. Let’s not do anything too crazy now. I’ve worked too hard to reach this level of awesome to go and throw it all away.

Well, whatever you decide to do in the end, Sammy, it’ll certainly be a good problem to have.

Sam nodded. Definitely beats being dead. Or husk-ified. Or being turned into an abomination.

Please don’t give me nightmares, Sam, Olivia protested.

You can have nightmares? Sam asked.

No, but I like to pretend.

Sam chuckled and purchased her first level-up.

Congratulations, you have leveled up: Shadow Warrior — Level 2

+1 Perk Point

+268 Strength

+420 Agility

+288 Constitution

+191 Intelligence

Choose one of the following:

Skill Increase: Backstab, Dodge, and four additional skills of your choice. +5

Hallucination Walk: Hides the Shadow Warrior while creating replicas of them to engage the enemy.

Dark Illusion: Repositions the Shadow Warrior behind a target while leaving a replica at their previous location to engage the enemy.

Choose one of the following:

Poison Research: Greatly increases the damage and duration of all poisons applied by the Shadow Warrior.

I Am Shadow: Greatly increases the effectiveness of the Shadow Warrior’s stealth abilities.

Sam was always fond of having more replicas to throw at her enemies, and this level seemingly came with two options for that. On the one hand, Hallucination Walk gave her more replicas to throw at the enemy while granting a greater degree of stealth. On the other, Dark Illusion allowed her to reposition herself while leaving another replica in her wake. In her experience, the more replicas an ability natively summoned, the weaker said replicas were. That wasn’t to say they didn’t get better with skill levels. Not only did their numbers increase as skills went up, but so did their potency. The future held a lot more direct combat than opportunities for stealth, so Sam went with Dark Illusion. Getting a free backstab on an enemy was always a good time, and having a powerful replica to throw into the mix made it an easy choice.

Hallucination Walk also didn’t make any sense to her when it came to the purposes of straight-up stealth. Sure, she could go invisible with it, but she’d be leaving a trail of replicas in her wake to tell the enemy exactly where she was headed.

Next she went for Poison Research. More poison damage and duration never hurt anyone…except the people and monsters on the receiving end of her poison. I Am Shadow sounded amazing for a more stealth-operation-focused shadow warrior, but since there was no way they were sneaking anyone aboard the cthulhi fleet, Sam saw no point in picking the skill up.

Sneaking on one of those ships is probably an express ticket to the afterlife anyway, Sam thought.

Do you think the rank-and-file cthulhi are even half as strong as the emissary? Olivia asked.

I’m definitely not looking forward to finding out, Sam said, and moved on to her next level.

Congratulations, you have leveled up: Shadow Warrior — Level 3

+1 Perk Point

+335 Strength

+525 Agility

+360 Constitution

+239 Intelligence

Choose one of the following:

Skill Increase: Backstab, Dodge, and four additional skills of your choice. +5

Kunai Splash: Throws kunai in a spread surrounding the Shadow Warrior.

Shadow Trampling: Immobilizes a nearby stealthed target and forcibly reveals them.

Choose one of the following:

Rapid Throw: Removes casting time and mana cost for throwing-weapon abilities for a duration.

Cross Slash: Deal damage to an enemy and inflict the marked status. Marked enemies take more damage from all attacks.

Sam had to admit that her chosen path had a lot of skills involving throwing weapons. It felt like she could build a loadout entirely dedicated to throwing knives and stars and still have a perfectly valid rogue build. But she was already too deeply invested in her up-close-and-personal approach with a bit of variety thrown in to keep herself flexible in a fight.

So rather than taking Kunai Splash, she picked up Shadow Trampling. Sam already had too many throwing-weapon abilities to need another one. Plus there was no telling when she’d run into stealthed enemies, especially considering the Cthulhi Empire had all manner of deadly warriors at their disposal. She had already skipped such a skill in the past, but while that particular skill removed the stealth effects from anyone in range, Shadow Trampling left them wide open for attack. Sure, it was only a single-target ability, but it was clearly designed for one stealthy warrior to take out another.

Her next choice was a little harder. Both skills provided a great deal of utility, from turning her throwing-weapon abilities into a literal machine gun for a brief time to simply upgrading the damage she and anyone else attacking the same target could do. Sam wasn’t too much of a team player when it came to dispatching enemies, but every now and then she’d run into a particularly tough nut to crack. Each of those times Sal or someone else had come to back her up. For all she knew the ability stacked with Brad’s Judgment to further amplify the damage a target received. They were probably going to need every last drop of concentrated violence they could squeeze out of their people to take out the Cthulhi Empire. She figured it was about time she picked up something that supported her team and went with Cross Slash.

Sam Hicks

Strength: 1227

Agility: 1928

Constitution: 1321

Intelligence: 926

Wisdom: 20

Charisma: 15

Health: 3365/3365

Mana: 2480/2480

With her leveling out of the way, all that was left to do was wait until they arrived at Bastion.

***

Hours later, they arrived on an Earth playing host to a surprising number of alien ships.

There were the dwarven fleets holding position in high orbit above Bastion. Their ships resembled bricks jam-packed with guns and sculptures more than actual vessels.

The gnomish trade fleets along with their escorts were wildly varied from one trade consortium to the next. The main similarity between them was that the main vessels always had containers of some kind strapped to them, depending on the goods they were shipping. Compared to the dwarves, however, the gnomes didn’t look like they were worth much in a fight.

Dark elves with their bladed ships were present in small numbers, but Sam wasn’t surprised by that. She was certain the bulk of their forces were lying in wait somewhere, as they preferred stealth and fast-attack tactics to direct confrontation.

What surprised Sam was the tiny detachment of pharaoh ships. There had to be little more than a dozen of the vessels, each one with a crescent wing and a large command pyramid towards the back of the vessel adjacent to their engines. Their smallest and least-impressive ships were little more than a simple pyramid floating in space. Sam figured those were mobile teleporter platforms the pharaohs could drop where needed to start teleporting their armies through.

Last but certainly not least were the elves. With their house fleets they could have easily blotted out the sun over Bastion and then some. But instead, the fleet was spread out across the solar system, providing security as per Aerith’s orders.

Sam, Sal, and Aerith loaded into her personal cruiser and headed down to Earth, where they shortly arrived at the war room.

“Ah, there they are,” Myrdin said with a cheeky smile on his face. “Our illustrious golden cousins. Fashionably late as ever.”

Aerith stared daggers at the man as she took her place beside Sam and Brad at the table. “Well, if it isn’t our degenerate cousins. I’m impressed you actually managed to drag yourself out of bed.”

Myrdin gave her a tight smile. “The fate of a galaxy is a tad bit more important than my harem, I’m afraid.”

Aerith scoffed. “At least you finally figured out how to wear pants.”

Myrdin grimaced. “I know! It’s awful. But these humans are such… What’s the expression? Killjoys about fashion?”

“That’d be the one,” Sal confirmed.

Brad cleared his throat. “Now that we’re all here, we can finally get started.”

“It’s about time,” Ironmane said.

Sam blinked, glancing around at the gathered leaders. Ironmane was clearly representing the dwarves, as was Myrdin for the dark elves. Xaxi was there for the gnomes and their trade consortiums. Anubis was the only one who didn’t surprise her, as he was the pharaoh leader. Their first prime, if she remembered correctly. “Wait…weren’t we going to gather up the leaders of all the races here?”

“What?” Ironmane said in offense. “Ye think just because I ain’t no long beard I cannot speak for my people?”

“I just thought your father would be here,” Sam said.

Ironmane snorted. “The old man is hard at work rallying the other karaks to our cause. When I showed him the recordings of what you saw on the Oberon, he called our ancient archivist and confirmed what they were right away.”

“You had records of the Cthulhi Empire?” Aerith said in surprise.

Ironmane gave her a cheeky grin beneath that beard of his. “We dwarves are serious about our grudges, little elf.”

“So you are,” Aerith agreed.

Sam glanced at Xaxi. “And you?”

Xaxi, standing on the war room’s table, planted her hands on her hips. “Seeing as I have the greatest experience with you humans, the consortiums elected me as their representative so as to avoid any awkwardness that might have come about from introducing a new negotiator. Speaking of which…Brad?”

“Yeah?” Brad asked.

“The consortiums would like you to know that we gnomes are here primarily in a support capacity,” Xaxi said. “We aren’t nearly as strong in a fight as any of the other races here, but we can more than make up for it by speeding up your production efforts and improving your equipment.”

Brad nodded. “Hey, that’s an important role we need filled here. Tell the consortiums we appreciate it.”

Xaxi nodded.

Sam figured the answer was the same for Myrdin, so she didn’t bother asking about him. She moved on to a more pressing matter. “Are the orcs coming?”

Brad shook his head. “Jake’s gone off to try and recruit them, but we haven’t heard from them since he left. The good news is I haven’t received a notification of his death, so he’s still alive.”

“That’s good,” Sam agreed.

Brad turned his attention back to the table. “Now, you all know why we’ve gathered you here today. The Cthulhi Empire is coming for our galaxy, and they’re starting with Earth.”

“Technically they started with Emyalune,” Aerith corrected.

Anubis’s brow pinched together. “What? They’re already here?”

Aerith nodded. “We were forced to flee our homeworld when they dropped infested elven ships upon it. A small detachment of cthulhi vessels chased us all the way to the portal beacon.”

“Damn,” Brad said. “The Collective council told us we had a week before they showed up.”

“Clearly they have slipped at least one advance force underneath our sensors,” Anubis said. “Perhaps more. We need to move with haste if we are to counter them. What information can you share from the fleet battle, Lady Virzana?”

Aerith explained exactly what they had seen: the disturbing efficiency with which the cthulhi dispatched their straggler fleets; the way their tentacled ships latched on to vessels to board them. Most important of all, she described the speed at which the ships moved. Along with the recordings from the engagement, it painted a dire picture for when the main cthulhi fleet arrived.

“So the great enemy has not sat idly by as the Collective has,” Anubis grunted.

Ironmane glared at the towering jackal. “Sat idly by? Bold words for a damned pharaoh. Your kind were always running around picking fights with the other races and empires for no good reason.”

“No good reason you were aware of, dwarf,” Anubis said. “Your ancestors refused to heed our warnings and even welcomed the cthulhi into the Collective with open arms before they saw reason and fought them out of our galaxy.” He leaned his weight onto the table. “And yet again your ancestors decided to sit idly by and pretend the danger was gone while our enemy lay in wait, preparing to bring an end to our galaxy. It is only because of my empire’s ceaseless preparation that we even have a chance against these monsters today.”

Ironmane snorted. “And you mind explaining what harassing us smaller empires had to do with any of this?”

“Your blades grew dull, dwarf,” Anubis said with a low growl. “As did the blades of every other race. Even the brilliant minds of the gnomes are little more than a shadow of their former glory. The Collective grew complacent. They needed a catalyst to drive them forward, to better themselves rather than fall victim to entropy.”

Ironmane opened his mouth to snap something back at Anubis when Brad held his arm up.

“Enough. You can squabble over who wronged who later. We need a plan to defeat the Cthulhi Empire when they arrive.” Brad pulled up the galaxy map. “According to the Collective’s latest scans, the main cthulhi fleet is five days away. Plenty of time to prepare if we rush production.”

Xaxi nodded. “The consortiums are already offloading supplies and craftsmen.”

“Good,” Brad said. “With the arrival of the elves and the dwarves coming en mass in a few days, we’ll have a force capable of rivaling them. Thanks to the dark elves we’ll have hit-and-run fleets to throw the cthulhi off balance, and if Jake actually manages to pull the orcs into this fight, there’s no way those damned tentacle-faced monsters will make it out of this one alive.”

“Except there are several,” Anubis cut in. “The Cthulhi Empire is not so proud that they will not seek to run away. With their superior speed they will easily escape our grasp. We need to reserve the bulk of the dark-elf fleet for intercepting them.”

Myrdin flashed a toothy grin. “Singularity bombs are a fantastic means of closing escape windows.”

“Of course the race of scantily clad space pirates has singularity bombs,” Sal groaned.

Myrdin chuckled. “It is only a small singularity. Barely enough to cause any serious harm, but strong enough to hold the largest vessels in place for an assault.”

Anubis flashed a smile. “It seems not everyone has been lax in their preparations for this battle. But there is still the problem of shielding and weaponry capable of tackling the cthulhi weapon systems.”

“Their systems were nothing brute force alone couldn’t overcome, jackal,” Aerith said.

Anubis raised his brow at her. “You elves are known for being graceful warriors. Brute force is not only counter to your nature, but we all bore witness to the end result for your people.”

Aerith hissed under her breath.

“But worry not, little elf. While your pride blinds you to the necessity of our time, we pharaohs have the means and technology to defeat the cthulhi.”

Sam held up a hand. “This is the part where you reveal a great big ‘but,’ isn’t it?”

Anubis pursed his lips in a tight nod. “But we did not expect the cthulhi to return so soon. While we have a small surplus of extra components we can share, it will not be enough to outfit every single ship and soldier for the coming battle. We can, however, share the technology so it may be constructed by our printers and craftsmen.”

“Then share it,” Brad said simply. “We’ve got tons of gnomes and, thanks to them, even mobile factories to fast-track whatever we need.”

“Very well then, Guildmaster. The blueprints shall be yours.” Anubis turned away for a moment. His calm expression tightened. “What?” he balked.

“What’s going on?” Sam asked.

Anubis’s eyes widened. “The cthulhi are assaulting Dakra Prime. A large fleet of their ships just appeared in our orbit.”

Brad reached for the galaxy map when it flickered wildly, then updated once more. The cthulhi fleet wasn’t five days away; they were two days out at the most. “Oh crap, that’s not good.”

“What about Dakra Prime?” Sam pressed.

Brad pulled up the planet in question. A large fleet of hundreds of cthulhi vessels moved in to bombard the pharaoh homeworld. The pharaoh fleets moved swiftly to intercept, but it was clear from what Sam was seeing the cthulhi were there for a precision strike, as their weapons were focused on only a few locations.

“No!” Anubis said. “They’re focusing their attacks on my pyramid.”

“That sounds very important,” Sal said.

“You have no idea, human,” Anubis said. “If the teleporter hub is destroyed, we lose our mobility advantage over the cthulhi in this galaxy.”

The orbital map around Dakra Prime went dark.

“What just happened?” Sam asked.

Anubis slammed his fist on the table. “The cthulhi have taken out our communications networks.”

“What does that mean for getting our hands on those blueprints?” Xaxi asked.

“It means you won’t. Not unless we can get to Dakra Prime in time and extract them,” Anubis said.

“Then that’s what we’ll do,” Brad said. “Kahi, please tell me we haven’t lost connection to the pharaoh homeworld.”

Kahi replied over alliance chat, “Even with the teleporter hub taken out by the cthulhi, the connection will still remain open for a few hours…give or take a few feet of accuracy.”

Sal cringed. “This is how you get teleported through the floor, people.”

“It’s a risk we’ll have to take,” Sam said. “Let’s go.”


Chapter twenty-two
Brad


Anubis led the charge down to the teleporter room where his army of pharaohs sat in wait. “Pick up the pace, humans,” he demanded, running faster than all but Brad.

“We’re running as fast as we can,” Michael protested.

“Aren’t these guys supposed to be coming with us too?” Ceres asked as Kahi fired up the portal ahead of them.

“No,” Anubis said. “They are here to bolster your defenses should the cthulhi arrive early.”

Brad gulped. He hadn’t even considered that the cthulhi could arrive even earlier than the updated estimates. Clearly they had some sort of technology that helped them travel between the stars even faster than the Collective’s standard drives, and the technology to jam the vast sensor arrays spread across the galaxy.

“Dakra Prime’s defenders should suffice to hold off the fleet,” Anubis continued. “But this is a surgical strike. The cthulhi aren’t there to destroy us, they are there to cripple us.” With that, Anubis vanished through the portal.

Brad and Sam’s party followed. In a flash they’d gone from one pyramid to the next, and rushed outside into the chaos of war.

The sky was filled with Cthulhi Empire vessels. Their ominous beams scythed through pharaoh defenders while the bulk of their fire focused on Anubis’s pyramid, as they’d seen on the map before communications went down. Despite their efforts, the bombardment from the cthulhi ships was stopped dead in its tracks again and again by the pharaohs’ potent planetary shielding. If only that had been enough to deter them. Streams of smaller ships poured out of the cthulhi vessels, speeding towards the pyramids they aimed to destroy. Fighters, bombers, and dropships, Brad guessed. As the elven craft of House Oberon had done during the Battle of Bastion, these vessels slipped right through the city shields and rained chaos across the city.

Pharaoh drones and ships rushed to intercept them. Swarms of winged snakes sped ahead of crescent fighters and the larger, heavier pharaoh dropships. In the distance, the pharaoh ships dumped droves of the scarab drones who’d given Brad’s people so much trouble in the past. They might not be much of a challenge for the cthulhi warriors, but any cannon fodder they could use to distract the tentacle-faced aliens bought them precious seconds to score a vital hit.

“What’s the plan here?” Sam asked.

A trio of pharaoh dropships landed just ahead of them. Two were full of armored jackals—Anubis’s Death Guard.

“We will need to split up as soon as we arrive,” Anubis said as he led them to the third dropship. It took off the moment they were all on board. “One team needs to secure the teleporter hub. The other needs to secure the blueprints we need to bolster your weapons and shielding.”

“We can just pick this teleporter hub up and run with it?” Michael asked.

Anubis nodded. “We prepared for every eventuality. Having a single critical point of failure such as this is terrible design, but it was all we could do. The network refused to work with more than one hub. So we miniaturized until even a gnome could run away with the device if needed.”

“Smart,” Sam said. “But how do we get the network up and running again once we do get our hands on it?”

“We install it at the grand pyramid in Bastion,” Anubis answered. “Such structures were designed to serve as backup hubs should anything happen to the one on Dakra Prime.”

Les nodded along to the conversation. “But aren’t you pretty confident your people can hold off this fleet? It doesn’t seem as big as the one headed for Earth.”

At her words, a new group of larger vessels appeared in the skies above, issuing dull cracks thunder as they appeared. The cthulhi bombardment picked up as more vessels were deployed, and infested elven, dwarven, and orc ships were sent crashing into the city below.

“Pharaohs of Dakra Prime,” a dark voice rumbled in Brad’s mind. The hazy image of a familiar cthulhi came into focus before his eyes. It was the emissary, his sickly green skin still charred and tentacles missing from where Jake had nearly killed the beast. “We have missed your obstinate opposition to our rule after all these millennia. Your resistance is a refreshing change of pace from the worlds and fleets we have so easily consumed in the past, but your fate will be no different than the others. Surrender now, and we will make your deaths quick. Resist, and you will serve the empire as more than mere fuel.” The emissary’s voice and vision vanished from Brad’s mind.

“Please tell me I was not the only one who saw that,” Brad said.

Anubis shook his head. “No, you were not.”

“This fight’s going to get messy without Jake,” Sam warned.

Brad grimaced with a nod. “Let’s hope our tier-three levels and abilities can put a dent in that bastard’s shielding.”

“Your weapons alone should suffice once we secure the upgrades you need,” Anubis said. He turned back to Les. “As for your question, human. My people will fight to their last dying breath to secure our homeworld. And they will be victorious. I can assure you that once the Wrath of Anubis lifts off, this threat shall be dealt with swiftly. But that’s not what the cthulhi are here for. Their numbers are still too small to wipe us off the galactic stage.”

“That’s why—if I was some big, bad, evil, tentacle faced weirdo—I’d be thinking about sending a surgical strike team to deal with those upgrades before they became a problem,” Sal commented. “If your toys work like you say they do, then the cthulhi definitely don’t want that tech spreading around to the rest of the Collective.”

Sal’s theory was confirmed by the arrival of new pharaoh fleet ships. Their orange beams battered the cthulhi vessels, shattering shields and crippling smaller ships with far greater ease than the mass fire approach of the elven fleets. The fight was by no means equal, however. Each of the smaller cthulhi ships seemed to be worth three or five of the pharaohs’. The larger battleship that had just appeared in orbit was likely worth hundreds, in Brad’s calculation. Or a direct rival to the Wrath of Anubis.

Which brought a very important question to Brad’s mind. “Why hasn’t the Wrath taken off yet?”

Anubis grimaced. “The cthulhi are already inside. Assassins took out the bridge.”

“That does sound like a slight problem,” Michael commented.

“Please tell me that thing doesn’t have a self-destruct sequence,” Brad groaned.

Anubis shook his head. “Not without my express authorization.”

“That’s good, I think,” Ceres said.

Sam leaned out the open side hatch of the dropship as they approached Anubis’s pyramid. “Send me the location of the teleporter hub. Sal and I will take care of securing it.”

“Done,” Anubis said. “I will lead the guildmaster to the blueprints and our stockpile of spare modules. They should prove useful in the current battle.”

“You know you can just call me Brad, right?” he commented. “I’ve been calling you by your name all this time.”

Anubis raised a brow. “I am used to humans referring to their gods by name. And Brad is a far more lackluster title than Guildmaster. With your new status as a deity, we will have to work on both after this crisis is settled.”

Brad snorted. He couldn’t believe the god of the dead was concerned with fancy-sounding names and titles given their current situation. He supposed it was a good sign, though: If Anubis was worried about such trivial things, then his estimation of the Collective’s ability to survive had to be better than Brad’s own.

“This is our stop,” Sam said.

Les blinked. “We’re still too high to—”

Sam and Sal jumped out of the dropship.

“Sam!” Brad and Les shouted in unison as they looked on.

The two rogues didn’t just jump out; they were actively boosting down to one of the pyramid’s landing platforms with their armor’s thrusters.

“Do you think those things can break their fall?” Les asked.

Brad pulled his lips tight. “I sure hope so.”

“They both picked up tier three of the flying squirrel genetic modification,” Teresa explained. “It greatly reduces fall damage and grants them a native ability to glide.”

Anubis chuckled. “You humans are the first race outside of the pharaohs to use that technology.”

“Is that why all of you pharaohs have animal heads?” Michael asked with all the gingerness of a frying pan to the face.

“No, we were always a—shall we say, diverse people. Even before the empire first reached for the stars.”

The dropships flew over the pyramid’s grand entrance as a sea of husks and abominations swarmed towards the gate guards. Orange pharaoh bolts lanced across the air, punching straight through the heart of husks and tearing chunks out of the abominations. It didn’t take a seasoned eye to tell they weren’t even aiming for the cores. Whatever modifications the pharaohs had made to their weapons allowed them to take out the cthulhi cannon fodder with ease and reduced the abominations to a a simple case of burning the beasts down with reckless application of more gun. Of course, precision shots were still the fastest way to deal with the monsters.

Even so, it was always a numbers game when husks and abominations were involved. For every one of the monsters the pharaohs killed, ten more took their place. The tide of bodies quickly reached the pyramid’s entrance, where they were met by the larger, crocodile-headed pharaohs and their twin khopeshes.

At the rear of the tide of bodies was a party of cthulhi warriors. They were easy enough to spot by the occasional bolt of pharaoh fire that made it to them. The impacts sheared away sprays of maroon particles, making the shields flicker with growing weakness. Compared to the one Brad had seen in the trial of wisdom, these certainly seemed bulkier. They wore heavy armor over undersuits; sleek yet violent bladed plates covered their bodies, making their armor just as much of a weapon as the biomechanical tendrils at their backs and the energy blades Brad knew they could summon from their bracers.

“Prepare for battle,” Anubis said.

Brad tightened his grip on The Last Word, ready to be buried up to his eyeballs in husks and abominations.

The two escort dropships rushed ahead. A spray of pinpoint-accurate bolts rained out from the sides of the ships as Anubis’s Death Guard dropped into the fray. With whirling spears, powerful blasts for their weapons, and pillars of black-white flame, the jackal-headed warriors proved they were not to be trifled with. Their presence alone stemmed the tide of abominations and husks and forced the cthulhi warriors to move in and engage.

“Those warriors need to die if we don’t want to watch our backs,” Brad said, and dropped into battle.

“Like we won’t have to with all these damned monsters raining down on our heads,” Les said as she followed him in.

Brad cleaved through a swath of husks like they were made of papier-mâché and sent their remains flying. His eyes widened in surprise at his own strength. The numbers on his stats page were massive, sure, but he didn’t expect to have the ability to launch his enemies into orbit. He wondered just how much more powerful his abilities had become thanks to the increased attributes.

Les bulldozed past Brad into a banshee. The abomination staggered back from the shoulder-charge and quickly flickered around to her side in a blur of shadowy motion. Les was already expecting the shift. Her oversized aetheric sword ripped across the floor, igniting with a raging flame that split the monster in two.

Teresa finished off the abomination with a volley of ice spikes that shot through its exposed innards straight into the monster’s core.

Brad took the opportunity to start casting, first summoning a Standard Bearer and his Honor Guard.

You have learned spell: Standard Bearer — Level 2.

You have learned spell: Honor Guard — Level 2.

The levels earned him a second standard bearer and an additional two guards. The standard bearers he sent to support the pharaoh defenders, while the guards he ordered to keep the tide of bodies off his back as his casting continued.

Litany of the Bulwark was next, along with Triage Unit. The first spell greatly bolstered the defenses of everyone within reach of his aura, which was further extended by the standard bearers. The second summoned a squad of ten knights with a big red cross embossed on one of their shoulder plates. These knights swung hammers and shields through their enemies as they rushed to cast heals on all the wounded around them.

Brad was ready to charge into battle with his shiny new Lord’s Cannon ability when Anubis beat him to the punch.

A sphere of black flame manifested over the battlefield and came crashing down upon the tide of monsters.

The resounding blast briefly deafened and blinded Brad. He had to dig in his heels to keep from being blown away like Michael, Ceres, and Teresa. Les was able to catch Michael, but Ceres and Teresa had to be caught by the Death Guard at the rear of their line.

“Remind me not to get on your bad side,” Brad said as the ringing in his ears faded away.

Anubis summoned his spear in a flash. “This battle is far from over, Guildmaster.”

The smoke cleared ahead of them, revealing a maroon shimmer through the haze. The cthulhi warriors were still standing, their tendrils outstretched and forming a powerful barrier even Anubis’s destructive power could not break.

“Now that has got to be cheating,” Michael shouted.

The cthulhi warriors charged with blinding speed after them. Energy blades formed over their wrists as their tendrils spread out and fired aetheric blasts at them.

“Those are definitely new!” Brad shouted, dodging a blast that singed his eyebrows. He promptly activated his helmet, as did Anubis.

The Death Guard rushed to intercept, but mighty as they were, it was immediately clear why the pharaohs feared the cthulhi’s return. The mighty jackals weathered two, maybe three aetheric blasts from the cthulhi warriors before their shields broke. A final blast reduced them to little more than ash. Death Guard bolts hammered the cthulhi warriors, breaking their shields with amassed fire before closing in for the kill.

A cthulhi warrior leaped into the air, plunging his blades through a jackal’s chest, then ripping them out. The warrior’s tendrils lashed out at the surrounding Death Guard, impaling them on the obsidian spikes jutting out of the biomechanical limbs.

Brad gasped. They weren’t just killing anyone unfortunate enough to get into melee with them—the cthulhi were actively feeding on their victims.

The cthulhi warrior’s feeding session was short lived as another jackal split its head in two with an upward swing from his fan axe. The remaining tendrils somehow continued to move, lashing out after him. With the warrior dead however, their strength quickly faded. The jackal swung his spear around, blasting them to pieces before they could score a hit.

They’d lost half a dozen Death Guard to one warrior. Some of the mightiest, if not the mightiest, warriors in the Pharaoh Empire. And they were buffed by Brad’s ridiculous abilities as well! Brad did not like these odds.

“Brad, buff our damage,” Les demanded as she charged in to support the jackals.

God damn it, I’m an idiot, Brad thought. He’d completely forgotten to cast some of his buffs in the heat of the moment.

Hey, if it helps you feel better, you can say “Brad damn it” now, Frank commented.

Not helping! Brad shot back.

Brad sped through casting the rest of his buffs. Battle Orders, Flying Colors, and as many Divine Swords as he could get off before they lost more Death Guards. Each of those abilities increased the damage dealt by those under their effects, and they needed every drop of damage they could squeeze out to break the cthulhi shields.

With Les’s third level of Wolf Knight, a third-tier warrior class, and all of Brad’s buffs, she brute-forced her way through the warrior’s shield. The cthulhi caught her aetheric blade with his own and its tendrils moved to intercept Les’s blade. They were going to break her blade just as the emissary had when they first fought him.

“That trick won’t work twice on me.” Les kicked off the cthulhi’s chest, clearing a great deal of space between them.

She landed with her sword resting over her shoulder, her clawed gauntlet ripping through the pavement. Brad swore he heard the snarl of a wolf as she kicked off into a spinning leap. The cthulhi warrior blocked the blow with his tendrils, but sheer force alone broke his guard. Her eyes blazed with fire as she activated Fiery Rage, further amplifying her damage to smash through the warrior’s energy blades with a furious whirl of her blade. It was left wide open, and Les drove her sword through the monster’s chest, lifting him up into the air and detonating him with fire.

The cthulhi warrior—or rather, what was left of him—rained down across the battlefield.

“Holy crap, Les,” Michael said. “What the hell was that?”

“Flame Berserker comboed with Wolf Knight is a hell of a drug,” she bragged right up until she got caught in an aetheric blast from another warrior.

“Les!” Ceres and Teresa shouted in unison.

The blast cleared, revealing the shattered fragments of a mana shield falling away and Les’s armor charred black. The heavy smoke wafting off her body was enough to hint at how badly wounded Les was. Her health bar hovered a few dozen points away from zero, and Les falling to her knees proved it.

Brad rushed to her side as his honor guard went to engage the warrior. With a quick cast of Healing Hands he swiftly brought her health back to full, then followed up with Magehunter’s Blessing to improve her defenses against magic. “Are you alright, Les?”

Les coughed and wheezed, staggering to her feet. “I’m going to need new armor. This suit ain’t cutting it anymore.”

Brad let out a relieved breath. That relief promptly went out the window.

His honor guard were all impaled on another cthulhi warrior’s tendrils, their aether drained into its now-glowing armor. Around them, the remaining Death Guard were reduced to but a handful, and yet three warriors remained.

The cthulhi warrior rushed after them, tendrils snapping at their weapons. Les knocked a tendril away, but not before she was swatted aside by another. Brad blasted another with his halberd-mounted shotgun, then parried the other tendril.

He was too slow.

The cthulhi warrior closed the gap and impaled Brad on his energy blades, lifting him up into the air.

You have taken 2,500 damage.

You have taken 3,000 damage.

Health: 8400/13900

Brad wheezed in agony and disbelief. The damage those monsters put out was unbelievable, and that was with every buff Brad had at his disposal mitigating the damage. It was no wonder even the mightiest pharaohs were getting slaughtered. The rest of their forces didn’t stand a chance fighting against the cthulhi, not with their current firepower. And there was just no way Brad could get his buffs to spread across an entire planet—or even a massive fleet—even with his ridiculous bonus from godhood.

“This one is powerful,” the warrior’s voice reverberated in the back of Brad’s mind. “You will make for a fine meal, morsel.”

Brad wheezed out a laugh. “That’s where you’re wrong, ugly.”

With all the others tied up fighting the remaining two cthulhi warriors, Brad’s opponent let out a menacing laugh. “I will humor you, human. Why?”

Brad grinned. “Because I have the power of god and anime on my side.”

What must have passed for deep confusion crossed the cthulhi warrior’s face. Brad felt its tendrils reaching around Brad’s mind to figure out what this strange power he was referring to was.

That was a mistake.

Brad thrust his halberd into the air and shouted, “Smite!”

A pillar of golden light shot down from the heavens, bathing both fighters. The cthulhi warrior snarled as its shield broke, forcing him to release Brad. Brad, on the other hand, received health regeneration. Thanks to his bonuses he was healing at a whopping five hundred health points a second. That would have been great had Brad not immediately caught a cthulhi tendril-whipping across his face.

You have taken 2,000 damage.

Brad spun through the air, slamming back-first onto the ground. The cthulhi let out a horrific howl as it dove for him.

An obsidian spear covered in gold and gemstones punched through the monster’s chest.

Anubis raised the creature into the air. The lights on the cthulhi warrior’s armor and ominous glowing red eyes flickered and dimmed until the monster stopped moving. Black flame spread through Anubis’s weapon before he discarded the dead warrior.

“You really must be more careful, Guildmaster,” Anubis said. “Even godhood does not guarantee your safety against these monsters.”

“I noticed!” Brad coughed and scrambled to his feet. Smite’s regeneration effect had lasted for ten seconds, healing a good chunk of the damage he’d received. He made a note of that for later.

Anubis glanced back as Les, Michael, Sweetness, and the remaining Death Guard were thrown aside like rag dolls by the surviving warriors. With a raise of his hand, black flames erupted beneath the cthulhis’ feet. Burning hands reached up from what Brad had to assume was literally hell and latched onto the screaming cthulhi. The monsters thrashed wildly, tendrils clawing at the ground around them, trying to break free. They were dragged lower into the ground, and the lower the monsters were pulled, the more burning hands latched on and pulled until there was no trace of the cthulhi left.

The pool of black flame flickered away.

“Why didn’t you just open up with that?” Michael wheezed, holding his guts in with both hands.

Brad quickly cast several heals on his friend before his condition worsened.

“The spell requires some preparation,” Anubis said. “Specifically, a powerful sacrifice to be drained of all their aether in order to fuel it.”

Brad blinked, noticing the flames around Anubis’s spear had vanished after the spell was used. “Did you make that spell?”

“Indeed,” Anubis said. “It is a death domain spell. I’m afraid it is a little too powerful for my followers to learn, and it’s use is extremely situational but I thought: What better way to rid ourselves of the cthulhi than by giving them a taste of their own medicine?”

“That’s pretty metal, not gonna lie,” Michael commented.

Anubis nodded. “I must admit I have always been a fan of that particular genre of human music. But we can discuss the finer things in life at a later date.” He pulled Brad up to his feet. “Do you understand now why we need to secure those blueprints so urgently?”

Brad nodded. “Yeah. Your boys have been doing some serious damage—and taking it, too.”

“But I did just fine with my sword,” Les countered.

“You are a Wolf Knight of the third level with a very potent aetheric weapon, human,” Anubis said. “My Death Guard are only tier-two class users. The strongest among them are barely level four. Those who advance to level five are rare. Rarer still are those who advance to tier three and become arbiters.”

Ceres blinked. “You mean not all of your arbiters are big hungry-hungry hippos?”

Anubis shook his head. “We do not bar any of our members from climbing the ranks. Even a lowly conscripted warrior may rise to the rank of arbiter if they prove their worth and loyalty.”

“That’s a very fancy way of saying slave soldiers,” Michael translated in a not-so-quiet whisper.

Anubis stared at the human. “I suppose that is fair.” He pointed at the broken body of a cthulhi warrior surrounded by dead Death Guards. “But this is exactly why we went to such desperate measures.”

Michael shrugged. “Well you know, I can forgive you. If this ends with the cthulhi war.”

“First we must eradicate them from the galaxy,” Anubis said. “Then we can discuss what the future holds for all of us. Come, humans. The cthulhi are likely on their way to destroy our data center and stockpiles as we speak.”


Chapter twenty-three
Jake


Big Boss Killfrag was no slouch when it came to combat. While Jake was running from one orc to the next, dancing around his enemies and trying to dispatch them in the most gruesome way possible, Killfrag bulldozed his way through the competition. His guns roared to life, turning other bosses into bloody green confetti. His claw skewered, crushed, and shredded enemies limb from limb.

The crowd cheered as battle drew the two stars of the show closer and closer together. “Rip un’ tear!” chanted the orcs over and over again.

Jake had to admit, if the fate of the galaxy wasn’t at stake—and if he didn’t have to murder every single one of his opponents—he could get used to the idea of becoming an arena fighter. But the galaxy wasn’t going to save itself.

With hammer and fist, talisman and aetheric powers, Jake cut a bloody swath through the orc bosses, earning himself greater and greater power.

Killfrag was much the same. But as his fights became dicier, his cunning nature became more and more apparent. The orc had all manner of tricks up his sleeve. Mines, bombs—all sorts of gadgets. Even at full power, Jake was certain the orc was going to be a tough fight.

At long last, the two combatants came face to face: one enormous orc against one slightly-bigger-than-average human jam-packed full of aether.

“Jake, eh?” the orc asked with a surprisingly calm but gruff voice for a powerful beast covered in the blood and guts of dozens of his fellow orc bosses.

“That’s right,” Jake said as he gathered up aether to repair his core. He was sweating bullets and feeling like he’d parked himself head-first underneath a hydraulic press. With the mountain of aether he’d accumulated, it was everything he needed to fully restore his core. Now all he had to do was forge it without getting himself killed.

“Lookin’ awful nervous for a squishy git dat dun slaughtered a dozen of da biggest, meanest orcs in da galaxy,” Killfrag commented as he circled Jake. “Wotz yer deal, runt?”

Jake had to admit he was shocked. Unlike every last one of the orcs he’d faced, this one was taking him seriously. He was sizing him up, trying to figure out how to put him down for good without risking his neck. This orc was going to be interesting.

“Nothing too special,” Jake grunted as a spike of pain shot through his skull due to the pressure exerted on his core. “Just a human looking to gather allies for the biggest fight in the galaxy.”

Killfrag let out a deep, rumbling chuckle. “Dat so? Well, das wot wez orcs doin’ ‘ere. But I get da feelin’ you ain’t talkin’ ‘bout our normal kinda big foight.”

Jake’s mouth had dried out and a small pool of sweat had formed around his feet while trying to fully repair his core. “I’m definitely not talking about the Collective. I’m talking about something bigger, meaner than any of us has ever faced.”

Killfrag scoffed. “‘Ain’t nuffin biggah dan da Collective, runt. I’z an old orc. I’ve seen all kinds’ve things in da void. If there wuz biggah, I’d be out there fightin’ it.”

“Ever heard of the Cthulhi Empire?” Jake asked.

“No,” the orc said flatly.

“Didn’t you get a notification about classified information?”

“Boo!” began the shouts of the crowd. They weren’t happy in the slightest that their kill-fest had come to a sudden stop.

Killfrag snorted. “I ain’t readin’ all dat. I’z got bettah things tah do. Like crushin an’ tearin runts like you!”

The huge orc charged Jake.

Jake grimaced, his focus shifting to defending himself against the powerful beast, causing him more pain than any blow he’d taken before. It was as if he was being split right down the middle, but he held tough and swung the hammer.

Killfrag had indeed been watching Jake closely as he fought. The orc knew the exact timing of his swings, and for someone so big he moved with a strange grace Jake hadn’t thought possible. Killfrag backstepped away from the hammer and snipped the head right off the weapon, sending the hammerhead careening into the distant crowd of orcs.

The crowd erupted in cheers as the action picked back up.

Killfrag brought his gatling cannon up to Jake’s head, the bladed barrels mere inches from his face. Jake spun, expecting a hail of bullets to come his way, but instead the huge orc’s clawed arm smashed into his side.

You have taken 2,500 damage.

Jake careened across the arena floor, bouncing off every rock, mound, corpse, and chunk of debris in his path.

You have taken 1,000 damage.

Health: 815/4650.

“Iz dat da best you’z got, ‘umie?” Killfrag shouted.

Jake struggled to breathe, not just from the blow but the instability the distraction had wrought upon his core. His fractured core was vibrating within him, tugging apart at the seams, trying to shatter itself apart. Jake couldn’t let that happen. He’d come too far to fail now.

He needed to focus.

Dragging himself into a sitting position, Jake turned his will inward to the one battle that truly mattered. His core.

Killfrag cocked his head to the side. “Oi! Wot’z youz doin over thar, ‘umie?”

Jake ignored him, straining every fiber of his being to stabilize his core. It was working. Slowly but surely the core stopped quivering and began to pull inward once more.

“Kill ‘im, boss,” shouted an orc from the stands.

“Yeh! Stomp dat git!”

Killfrag shrugged. “If you’z gon make it boring, I may as well makez it quick.” He took aim and fired his gatling cannon.

Jake’s talismans swung ahead of him, summoning more powerful shields than before thanks to his increased performance. Their barriers shattered Killfrag’s shells or sent them crashing away into the stands.

“Huh…das a neat trick,” Killfrag said. “Guess we’z doin this all physical liek.”

The orc stomped forward. Jake’s talismans rushed forward to intercept, firing beams of aether at Killfrag and swinging at him like blades. The orc smashed and clawed the talismans aside, his brute force alone completely draining them of their power and reducing them to nothing more than harmless parchment.

Jake was defenseless. Even with his focus entirely fixed on his core, he could sense his coming doom.

Killfrag loomed over Jake, raising one huge, mechanically enhanced foot in the air. “Iz really wuz hopin’ fer a better fight from ya, runt.”

Killfrag plunged his foot down upon Jake.

The pieces of his core snapped together. A surge of violet energy erupted from the reforged core and surged through Jake’s body in the form of violent aetheric flames.

Killfrag was blasted away by the sudden outburst. The ground turned into perfectly smooth and flat terrain around him. Jake’s body suddenly floated into the air, legs still crossed in the same sitting position.

Fractured core restored.

Attributes increased.

His eyes flashed open, twin orbs of pure violet glowing. His senses were heightened to an absurd degree. He could see, feel, smell, and hear every individual soul around him with pinpoint precision. He could tell when and where they would move, how, and even guess at the why. And that was just his awareness.

Lowering his feet to the ground, Jake wondered just how powerful he’d become.

Jake Hicks

Strength: 3575

Agility: 3800

Constitution: 4000

Intelligence: 2500

Wisdom: 500

Charisma: 25

Health: 20000/20000

Mana: 12500/12500

The numbers were big, sure, but he was curious what they translated to in real life.

“Wot wuz dat, ‘umie?” Killfrag demanded as he lurched back to his feet.

Jake dashed in front of the orc so quickly he may as well have teleported.

Killfrag jumped back.

“Oh, this?” He gestured at the violet flames emanating from his body. “I guess you could say I leveled up.”

“Oh yeah?”

Jake smiled. “Yeah.”

“Well try diz, ‘umie!” The orc threw out a wall of bombs and unloaded on Jake.

You have taken 5,000 damage.

Jake lost sight of the orc behind the explosions, but he still knew exactly where Killfrag was. Rather than come out of the smoke, he poured his aether into healing his wounds and watched with astonishment at how quickly he regained those five thousand points of health. It did come at the cost of a fair bit of juice, but whereas before his core would allow that aether to escape into the world around them, Jake’s core was now more than capable enough of holding it all within his body and recycling it back into his core.

“That stung,” Jake said as he stepped out of the smoke.

Killfrag glared at him. “How’d you survive all dat? Demz wuz my biggest bombs!”

“You’re going to need a lot more of them.” Jake grinned.

Killfrag threw out a flurry of discs and ran away. It didn’t take a genius to figure out those were land mines. With his new speed, it didn’t matter. He ran right over them and cleared their blast radius by the time they went off. Killfrag swung his claw at Jake. Jake lazily stepped out of the way. The orc may as well have been moving in slow motion compared to him.

But Killfrag wasn’t known as a cunning fiend for nothing.

In the middle of attacking Jake, the orc boss threw out a trio of large spheres. They rose into the air with a brilliant orange flash, summoning forth a couple dozen orcs in between them.

Jake raised a brow, stopping Killfrag’s claw with a single finger.

The orc’s eyes widened with horror.

“Did you get pharaoh tech working on your own?” Jake asked.

“Daz none of yer bidness,” the orc snapped. “Get ‘im, boyz!”

Killfrag teleported away a few dozen feet as his minions rushed Jake. It wasn’t even a contest. To anyone else watching the slaughter, Jake just stepped past the onslaught of orcs and left a wave of dismembered bodies in his wake. From his perspective, he’d rushed through them with a flurry of blows that didn’t give the poor orcs a chance to fight back.

In Jake’s mind, it was clear the battle was done and over with. Killfrag couldn’t stand up to him if he tried. And the orc was certainly trying to kill Jake.

Killfrag emptied his gun into Jake. He sat there, letting himself be shot as he summoned a sphere of aether into the palm of his hand.

You have taken 2,000 damage.

Compared to all the other orcs he’d faced, Killfrag had definitely earned his titles. Jake thought it a waste to kill such a powerful orc when they had the cthulhi to fight. That was when a brilliant idea struck him: Why kill the orc when he could recruit him? He just had to make a big enough show of things that no one would think to question his decision. At least from the perspective of an orc.

Jake tossed the aetheric sphere over Killfrag’s head. Killfrag looked up and braced for a devastating attack.

The attack was devastating—but it wasn’t aimed at him. The sphere erupted with four aetheric beams that carved the ground around Killfrag. The sphere spun around, burning a path through to the colosseum’s underworks and making sure Killfrag had nowhere to go to.

“This fight is over,” Jake announced for all to hear. He made his way to Killfrag. “And I’ve won. Which makes me your boss, doesn’t it?”

“Yer ‘spossed ta kill me, git,” Killfrag spat.

“Why would I do that when there’s so much fun fighting to be had?” Jake said with a big grin. “You’re a good fighter, the strongest orc here, probably the smartest one too.”

Killfrag snorted. “‘Course I iz.”

Jake nodded. “Me? I’m just a dumb humie. I don’t know anything about orcs or how they work, so if I took over it’d be a total trainwreck.”

“Colozzuhl,” Killfrag agreed, his gaze growing in suspicion.

“So how about it, Killfrag?” Jake said. “You take command of the orc clans, and all you have to do is follow my lead to the biggest, baddest fight your kind has ever seen. My people get the help we need against the Cthulhi Empire, and your people get a good, proper fight with some real tough bastards. Sound like a deal?”

Killfrag frowned. “Dat does sound liek a good deal it do…. But ain’t no orc going ta want tah follow a beaten orc. Bad for morale. Gives da boyz ideas.”

Jake snorted and spoke in his best orc impersonation. “You telling me da rampagin’ waaaar-thumpah of Belagis Epsuhluhn can’t handle a few gits getting uppity?”

Killfrag huffed. “‘Course Iz can! Let ’em lil gitz try!”

“Then it’s settled.” Jake clasped Killfrag on the shoulder. “Come on, Big Boss Killfrag. We have us a war to win.”


Chapter twenty-four
Sam


“Couldn’t we have landed closer?” Sal asked as he looked up at the top of the pyramid.

They had landed on a platform halfway up the enormous structure, and it was going to be one hell of a run to make it to their destination. Sam’s heads-up display was rather persistent about reminding them it was very far away, and very much at the top of the structure.

“Did you see any closer platforms?” Sam asked.

“No,” Sal replied.

“Didn’t think so.” Sam marched forward for the doors guarded by a party of feline pharaohs. “Let’s get moving. We can’t afford to lose the teleporter network.”

The pharaoh guards exchanged a confused glance with one another as the humans approached. One of the cat-headed aliens gestured for the others to step aside.

“We are letting humans in now?” asked one of the guards.

“First Prime’s orders,” answered the lead guard.

“How’s the situation looking in there?” Sam asked.

The lead guard frowned. “Lower levels are flooded with the great enemy. Their numbers spread through the pyramid as we speak. The bridge crew is dead and their killers are gone without a trace. It is what you humans might call a mess.”

Sam nodded. “What’s the fastest way to the teleporter network hub?”

“The central elevator, or at least it used to be,” the guard said. “But the cthulhi destroyed it along with the other elevators. That leaves only the stairs.”

Sal checked his rifle. “At least the stairwell should be clear.”

An explosion in the sky pulled their attention upward. An infested elven vessel had been shot down by the pharaohs, and it was heading straight for the pyramid. It wasn’t the only infested ship falling their way, either.

“You had to say something,” Sam said.

Sal groaned. “Yeah, that’s my bad.”

“Inside!” the guard ordered.

They rushed through and barred the doors behind them.

“We will hold them off, humans,” the lead guard said. “You make sure you complete whatever orders the First Prime has given you. Hurry!”

Sal stopped dead in his tracks. “But what about you guys? We can’t just leave you to die.”

The structure shook as the first ship crashed into the pyramid. Sam held her breath, waiting for the building to come tumbling down around them, but it never did. Instead, the barred door banged with the strikes of countless husks.

“If we fail to hold the line, then our lives are already forfeit,” the lead guard said. “Now go, before you share our fate.”

Sam pulled Sal along. “Let’s go!”

Sal grimaced but followed.

The doors broke down as they rounded the corner. The hall filled with the sound of pharaoh blaster fire.

With their enhanced speed, they cleared their floor before the cthulhi cannon fodder could break in. That didn’t do them any favors, as the pyramid shook again and again. They were being bombarded.

“Are the shields down?” Sal asked.

Sam considered that a very real possibility, as much as she didn’t want to believe it. Even as the battle raged high in the skies above, the cthulhi never stopped bombarding Anubis’s pyramid for a second. If the pyramid was taking direct fire, they didn’t have long before their whole plan came crashing down around them.

A brick of a dwarven ship came crashing through the hall ahead of them, throwing Sam and Sal flat on their backs. The hall started collapsing.

“Back up, back up!” Sal shouted as he crawled backward in a sprint.

Sam followed his lead, getting clear of the collapsing debris before stopping to look at the damage. “Everyone alright?”

Sal had taken cover behind a pile of rubble. “Not a scratch on me.”

Rocky nodded on Sam’s shoulder as they watched the side of the ship.

A half-buried hatch was pointed their way.

“Think they’re going to come after us?” Sal asked.

Sam nodded. “You bet they are.” She pulled up her map, searching for a way around the wreck to the stairs, but their next-closest path was barred by another wrecked ship, an elven one. Their only way forward was to double back, head through one of the core sections of the pyramid, and hope nothing else decided to block their path.

The hatch banged, and a dent pushed aggressively outward.

“Oh crap,” Sal said. “Something’s pissed in there.”

Sam nodded. “How bad do you think fighting infested dwarves would be?”

“Bad,” Sal said as the door dented outward again and again. Whatever was in there was taking an axe to the hatch, and it was damn strong. “Dwarves are tougher and stronger than elves by a lot. If the cthulhi turning them into husks or abominations enhances them like it did the infested orcs and elves we’ve faced, these things are going to be a real pain to take out.”

“Then we need to leave,” Sam said.

The hatch ripped open and a dwarf twice as large as normal stepped out, covered in the same biomechanical armor as the banshees and phalanxes they’d seen.

“Abomination,” Sal shouted as he opened fire.

A stream of dwarven husks poured out after the walking tank. No matter how many powerful shots Sal connected or how many exploding daggers and stars Sam threw at the monster, it didn’t slow down for a second.

“That thing is made of rage and hatred,” Sam said. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” Sal said as he peeled off.

The abomination let out an earth-shaking roar as it surged forward. A shockwave of air erupted ahead of it on approach. Sam held her ground, activating her Critical Eye to put the monster down before it could become a real problem. Its core was right at the center of its chest. With the monster holding its axes out to its side as it charged, it was an easy kill.

Sam threw a Dagger Fan buffed by Gunpowder Shadow Style and Crimson Shadow Style. The entire spread connected, shrouding the dwarven abomination in smoke. Sam tensed at the lack of an aether notification. The monster rushed out through the smoke, its armor battered from Sam and Sal’s attacks, but the beast was no less determined to kill them.

The abomination leaped into the air, bringing its axes down on Sam. Sam backstepped, but as the axes burrowed their way into the floor, twin tears of maroon energy ripped across the ground and detonated.

Sam flew back across the hall past Sal and slammed into the wall at the end.

You have taken 1,250 damage.

Health: 2115/3365

“Sam, are you alright?” Sal asked as he ran up to her.

Sam pried herself out of the Sam-shaped crater she’d left behind and shook the dust off her. “That thing does not mess around.”

“So we stick to the original plan?” Sal glanced nervously back at the monster.

Sam nodded and activated her Smoke Bomb ability. With the line of sight broken, she activated Replica and left the cthulhi cannon fodder something to keep them busy.

The pair of rogues darted down another hall, making their way as fast as they could towards the core of the pyramid. Once they made it across to the other side they would have to loop around the pyramid to reach the next set of stairs, but at least that was better than trying to climb up an elevator shaft.

That it is, Olivia said. The Collective races don’t use cables for their elevators like humans used to. There is a lot less to latch on to and make your way up and down.

Must make for some boring movies, Sam commented.

I wouldn’t know, I haven’t seen any, Olivia admitted. But I imagine if someone went down the spider-gene-therapy route they would certainly be able to traverse those elevator shafts.

Sam’s mind tugged back towards her replicas. They had engaged with the enemy. Already three of them had gone down to the dwarven abomination while the others danced in between the husks, trying to bait the big monster into cleaving through its allies.

“So, what are we calling that thing, Sal?” Sam asked.

Sal pursed his lips. “Berserker? Really all it was missing was a mohawk and a beard and it would have fit the bill exactly.”

“You used to play a lot of RPGs, didn’t you?” Sam asked.

“Hey, don’t bring my tragic backstory as a closeted nerd into this,” Sal shot back and laughed.

Sam snorted and focused on the task at hand, just in time for the doors ahead of them to be blown off their… Well, Sam wasn’t really sure if the pharaohs used hinges for their sliding doors. But that wasn’t important. What was important was that where a doorway had once stood there was now a smoking hole with twin phalanxes pushing through and a wall of husks following right behind them.

It was a less-than-ideal situation.

Sam’s replicas had all fallen. The phalanxes were going to require a serious beating to take out, even if they targeted their cores with cold efficiency. The tide of husks in their path was going to be all but impossible to get through easily. Sam seriously wished she had picked up Annihilation. Even Kunai Splash would have been fantastic at crowd-sweeping. But time and again she’d decided to prioritize single-target damage.

Sal let loose the opening salvo with a piercing beam. The phalanxes deflected it with their shields. “The hell? Did they get better shields?”

Sam grimaced. “Are they learning from every encounter?”

Sal fired again, this time aiming for the swiftly approaching husks and cutting a swath through them. “Looks like whatever they’re doing didn’t work on the husks.”

The phalanxes marched forward as a shield wall, spears out, launching aetheric blasts.

Sam and Sal scattered. Summoning a Hallucination Bomb, Sam threw the gas into the center of the husks. The infested elves coughed and wheezed, flailing at the air or one another, even turning on the phalanxes. The twin phalanxes muscled through the husks, trying to crush them underfoot like bugs without so much as bothering to swat at them with their weapons.

At least that buys us a bit more time, Sam thought way too early for her own good.

The doors behind them flew into the room The berserker entered the chamber and howled. He scythed his twin axes across the floor, sheathing them in corrupted aetheric flames.

“Don’t you know when to give up, buddy?” Sal asked as he jumped over the berserker’s charge, getting a few shots into the top of their skull.

The berserker snapped around, hurling an axe through the air. Sal squealed, barely throwing himself out of the way. He scrambled to his feet as the next axe came down between his legs and the first returned to the berserker’s hand.

Sam wanted to help, but the twin phalanxes took the opportunity to focus on her. They rushed to block her off with their enormous tower shields, using the beam blasts from their spears to corral her in.

They must have thought she was some kind of amateur.

“Sal, I need you to bring that berserker over to me,” Sam said over party chat.

“What are you, nuts?” Sal balked. “This guy is a damn brick house!”

“Trust me,” Sam said.

Sal grunted but did as she asked. He started running towards her and the phalanxes.

Sam allowed the phalanxes to push her into a corner. She caught glimpses between the elven abominations of Sal running with a raging dwarven berserker hot on his tail. Everything was going as planned. Sam quickly activated Poison Research followed by Raptor Wings. The phalanxes went in for the kill, trying to impale Sam on their spears. It didn’t work. She shot up into the air in a cloud of shadow and raven feathers, just high enough to spot the dwarven berserker.

“Bail now,” Sam ordered.

Sal leapt into the air and unleashed a powerful shot that sent him flying back over the raging berserker. The monster nearly gave Sal a new crack down his back, but that was just as Sam had planned. The berserker’s momentum sent its axe deep into a phalanx’s back. The phalanx collapsed forward just as Sam activated Dark Illusion. A replica appeared where Sam had been, while she appeared behind the berserker.

Twin Sams attacked in unison.

The real Sam plunged her daggers through the berserker’s back for that sweet, sweet backstab critical bonus damage. Sam’s replica plunged its daggers through the phalanx’s skull and ripped its helmet clean off, exposing the twisted elven visage underneath. Her daggers applied intense poison, bleed, and a solid twenty-five percent hemorrhage buildup to both abominations, but while the phalanx nearly had its head ripped off from the replica’s attack, Sam couldn’t reach the berserker’s core. The damn thing was just too big.

Whirling about in a fury, the berserker flung Sam off his back. Sam threw Dagger Fan and Shadow Stars at the berserker, ripping off more chunks of its thick armor.

The phalanxes whirled about. One crushed Sam’s replica in its grasp while the other fired a charged shot.

Sam’s eyes went wide. She activated Shinobi Substitution to trade places with a most unfortunate husk, landing herself far, far away from danger.

Sal popped out of cover behind a pillar and shot the wounded phalanx right through its core. Which, comically enough, was located between the monster’s legs. The phalanx crashed to its knees, head turned up toward the heavens as it let out an agonized howl. The phalanx detonated in a blast of brilliant, corrupted aether.

“That’s new,” Sam said, rushing back into the fray.

Sal relocated to some scattered pharaoh furniture, activating his stealth to evade the incoming barrage of phalanx beam blasts and the rampaging berserker. “I think he was just a little upset I shot him in the family jewels.”

Sam laughed.

“Seriously though, I think they rigged some of these cores to blow since we know to aim for them now,” Sal said. “I’m pretty sure that was a perk in Call of Duty they put in for the butt-hurt kids who couldn’t take getting owned.”

“Leave it to the most powerful race the galaxy has ever seen to be a bunch of sore losers,” Sam commented.

Sam activated Twilight Stinger, closing the gap with the berserker for a brutal backstab that quickly sent her into stealth. It didn’t help much, as the berserker became a whirlwind of blades, spinning like some crazy cartoon character.

Sam backflipped away, nearly losing her throat in the process. She rubbed the back of her hand against it, trying to coax away the expectant twinge coursing through her. Fifty-percent hemorrhage. Twenty-five more and this thing is going to be in for a bad day.

It’s already bleeding and severely poisoned, Olivia said. I think you can let the damage-over-time kill this monster.

Let’s not give it a chance to kill us, Sam said.

Sal’s rifle flashed a trio of flickering lasers centering in on a target, right at the phalanx’s shield arm. With a thundering crack that sent him skidding back across the chamber, he unleashed a bullet powerful enough to rip the phalanx’s shield arm clean off. The phalanx snapped around with his spear, carving a path across the chamber with its beam.

Sal dove for cover as the path the phalanx had carved exploded. “He’s open, Sam.”

Sam rushed forward, activating Replica the moment her stealth timed out. She sent the copies of herself to hound the berserker while she took on a much-softer target: the phalanx with a core in its right eye.

The phalanx thrust its spear at Sam. Sam activated Flicker Strike, appearing just above the monster’s head. But the phalanx saw the attack coming. It swung its spear up at Sam. She wasn’t about to be caught off guard by the phalanx’s fast reaction time again. She activated Executor Sweep. The powerful kick to the head spun the monster completely around, leaving its back exposed to her. That was when Sam activated Shadow Dance midair. She closed the slight gap between them with a flurry of blows all counting as backstabs as far as the system was concerned. She ripped through the phalanx’s armor, skull, and tore right through its core. The maroon sphere flashed brilliantly with an increasingly rapid and ominous pulse.

Damn it, they really did rig all these things to explode, she thought before she activated Shinobi Substitution once more. This time she traded places with the berserker.

The dwarven abomination’s gaze snapped every which way before the phalanx detonated, shrouding the creature in smoke and debris. The berserker stumbled out of the cloud of debris, its armor broken, its bare flesh lined with the ominous glowing tattoos the cthulhi left upon their infested fodder.

“Will you just die already,” Sal said, and shot him in the head.

The dwarven berserker replied with a fearsome roar. He pounded on his chest like a gorilla, eyes erupting with the burning glow of corrupted aether, as did his body.

Sam glanced back at Sal. “He seems upset.”

Sal let out a nervous laugh. “Aheh. No shit?”

Sam wasn’t going to give the monster time to show off its new moves. With its bare torso exposed to them, she activated a fresh wave of replicas and had them spam Dagger Fan on the berserker. The beast charged as daggers bounced off its hardened flesh. Still, enough of the daggers broke through to create the desired effect.

Hemorrhage built up to a hundred percent.

The dwarven abomination erupted in a shower of gore as hemorrhage activated. Between that, poison stacks, and bleed effects, the monster crashed to the ground, finally dead.

Abomination slain.

You have received 0 aether.

You have received 50,000 aether.

You have learned Hallucination Bomb — Level 4.

You have learned Shadow Dance — Level 4.

You have learned Poison Research — Level 2.

You have learned Shadow Stars — Level 2.

OK, seriously Olivia, can we not turn that zero-aether notification off? Sam asked. I get we aren’t getting any aether off these damn things, but I don’t need the constant reminder.

You have received 0 aether + 50,000 bonus aether.

How’s that? Olivia replied cheerfully.

Sam sighed. It’s a little better, I guess.

The system is very clear on this matter, Sammy, Olivia said. I am not allowed to tell you you’re getting aether from a kill when you aren’t.

I’ll just live with the old notifications, then, Sam said, and turned back to Sal. “Still alive?”

Sal downed a mana potion and glanced back at the confused husks turning their attention to them. “I thought I was, then that fight happened.”

Sam downed her own mana potion and threw the empty flask at the nearest husk’s skull. “Today’s going to be a long day.”


Chapter twenty-five
Brad


Anubis ordered his remaining Death Guards to stay behind and defend the pyramid’s entrance with the rest of the pharaoh rank-and-file. Brad left them with a standard bearer so they could maintain their buffs while his party headed inside.

“So how far do we have to go before we find this tech?” Michael asked.

Anubis slid around a corner and headed for an elevator at the end of the hall. “Not far. The archive is deep within the heart of my ship as well as the spare components we planned on sharing with the other races in the event of a cthulhi invasion.”

Brad nodded. “Good, then this’ll be quick. We can focus on getting the Wrath in the air right after we secure the goods.”

“That is indeed the plan, Guildmaster,” Anubis agreed. He reached the elevator first and planted his hand on the console.

The elevator doors slid open to reveal an empty elevator shaft. Before anyone could ask what had gone wrong, the elevator platform came crashing down in a shower of sparks and flames.

While Anubis quickly stepped back, Brad shoved his face in the elevator shaft and looked up. He caught a glimpse of a cloak vanishing out of sight high above them.

“So much for a quick job,” Les said. “How much is this going to slow us down?”

Anubis frowned. “There are other…”

“Let me guess,” Michael said. “They took out the rest of the elevators.”

“Correct,” Anubis said disapprovingly. “The journey to the heart of the ship will be considerably longer now.”

The pyramid began shaking.

“What is it now?” Teresa snapped.

Anubis tightened his grip on his spear. “The Wrath’s shields have broken. We are taking direct fire. Come humans, we must hurry.” He sprinted down another hall at full speed.

Even Brad struggled to keep up with the speeding jackal. He recalled that Les and Aron had told him that across the Collective races, fighters had higher levels of agility than healers. It wasn’t by much, but it clearly added up with levels.

“How long do we have before the Wrath is destroyed?” Ceres asked.

“The Wrath will not be destroyed,” Anubis insisted. “We have specifically reinforced the armor and structure to withstand cthulhi bombardments. The ship will hold.”

Teresa scoffed. “That is a given with your people, Anubis. How long do we have?”

“Hours at most with this rate of bombardment,” Anubis admitted. “My people have been ordered to secure the bridge and weapon systems at all costs. The Cthulhi Empire will not end our war before it can begin.”

Brad hoped that was the case. Dying millions of light years—or however far they were—from Earth was not high on his to-do list. Neither was allowing their galaxy to die at the hands of some ugly, tentacle-faced aliens dead set on consuming everything they came into contact with.

Anubis slid to a sudden halt, spreading his arms out. “Brace for impact!”

The jackal death god barely had time to summon a barrier around them. Ceres and Teresa took the hint and assisted him with their own mana barriers as a ship came crashing through mere feet in front of them. Debris rained down as more impacts shook the pyramid to its very frame.

The cthulhi were bombarding them with ships.

“Is everyone alright?” Anubis asked.

Michael nodded. “So far.”

Anubis frowned. “There are more ships crashing all around the Wrath. They intend to drown us in bodies!”

The dust cleared, revealing the badly damaged hull of an elven vessel—the sleek, ornate design was the dead giveaway. Luckily, there was no hatch to dump swarms of husks on them.

Michael let out an amused huff. “At least they screwed up with this one, huh?”

The side of the elven ship bulged out violently, like the hull wall was made of aluminum foil and someone was vigorously tapping it with a teaspoon.

Michael laughed nervously. “Ahah… We’re in danger.”

The ship’s side exploded open. An abomination came floating out into the hall, its lower half covered in a flowing robe that hid its feet. Its upper body was bare yet had armored plates grafted onto it. From its back hung…hoses? The monster was either rushed out of the cthulhi abomination vats or the beast required a lot of juice to operate. Its armored head was completely covered as with all the abominations, only this one had four swept-back horns resembling chimneys. With bone-white-and-maroon-colored armor, this monster stood out from the other abominations Brad had encountered.

“Void weaver!” Anubis shouted. “This way.”

The party darted after Anubis into the nearest hall. Before they cleared the gap a tide of husks and lesser abominations rushed out after them.

“Why are we running?” Les asked. “It’s just another abomination. We can take it.”

“I’m not sure you noticed, Les,” Michael said, “but there was a whole damn ship full of those things!”

“The rogue is correct,” Anubis said. “The tide of monsters was sent to slow us down. There may be many more powerful abominations accompanying the void weaver, even cthulhi. One can never be too cautious such powerful foes.”

“The void weaver is a big deal?” Brad asked.

Anubis nodded his head. “They are among the most powerful abominations the cthulhi ever created. An amalgam of potent casters from all the different races of the Collective,” he explained as he rounded another corner. “Some say lesser cthulhi are used as the base for such monsters, to grant them their ferocious aetheric power.”

“Wait,” Teresa said. “You mean to tell me these cthulhi can blend any number of races into one monster?”

Anubis nodded. “It must be a relic from the old war. Surely the cthulhi haven’t been in the system long enough to build more of those abominations.”

A monster crashed through the wall ahead of them. The monster—which was equal to Anubis’s size—barreled into him, slamming the death god into a wall. The fearsome howl of a chainsaw roared out as the monster raised its blade high above its head.

Ceres and Teresa acted first, blending their ice and lightning into a powerful blast that sent the monster crashing down the hall.

“Rude!” Ceres shouted.

“We were in the middle of a conversation,” Teresa scolded the creature.

Anubis coughed, dragging himself to his feet. “Scorpion marauder. The close-combat brother to the void weaver.”

Brad cast Healing Hands on Anubis while inspecting the creature.

It rose from the floor, its armor singed and cracked where the powerful blast from their mages had impacted, but the damage was negligible. The creature wore sleek armor with the same jagged edges the cthulhi warriors had. Its helmet bore a pair of forward-arching horns jutting out from the jawline, like a flame boar’s tusks only more elegant in their deadly nature. Like the void weaver, the scorpion marauder also had hoses hanging out of its back, lending credence to Brad’s theory that these amalgams required a lot of aether to operate. Also attached to the monster’s back was a tail—a scorpion tail, as their name suggested.

Michael glanced around. “I’m not seeing a way out of this fight.”

The horde of monsters at their backs arrived at the opposite end of the hall. They were caught in a pincer.

“There’s not a lot of room to maneuver here, either,” Brad added.

Sweetness let out a concerned grunt as the scorpion marauder revved its vicious chainsaw sword. “Dude, that sword is metal as hell,” Les commented. “If we kill that thing, can I keep it?”

“Of course,” Anubis said. “But first we need a more suitable battlefield.”

He stabbed the fan axe on his spear into the ground. Black veins of darkness spiderwebbed across the floor.

The scorpion marauder’s sword whistled as the monster charged. The void weaver’s minions rushed in behind them as the monster lazily floated toward them.

“Uhm… Not to be a negative Nancy here or anything,” Michael said, “but what are you doing?”

“Taking the express elevator down,” Anubis said.

The black veins exploded into flames. Where once was a floor was now a rain of airborne debris. Brad and the others shouted in surprise as they fell through the air to the chamber below.

Anubis landed perfectly on his feet, as did Michael after a flashy flip.

Les landed hard on a knee, her sword burrowing through the floor as she caught herself before she could eat rubble.

Ceres and Teresa used their mana shields to break their fall, but their landings were rough to say the least.

Brad landed on his back with all the grace of a sack of potatoes, with Sweetness piling on top of him.

You have taken 500 damage.

“Sweetness, buddy, I need you to get off me,” Brad wheezed, tapping the side of his honey badger.

Sweetness happily obliged, and just in time.

It was raining men. And nobody was saying hallelujah.

Husks poured in through the gap in the hallway above, landing with varying degrees of success. The void weaver hovered above them, watching menacingly.

Brad scrambled to his feet and his party took up positions around the large chamber. It looked like it had been a mess hall prior to the sudden remodeling it had received. A rather fancy pharaoh one, too, with all its sculptures and ornate pillars marred by debris—and soon thereafter, by battle.

Just as Anubis had said, the chamber was far more favorable for their purposes. While the open space didn’t do them any favors against hordes of enemies, Brad—and clearly Anubis’s—main concern were the two abominations.

“What’s the plan here?” Les said.

“Bring down the abominations as swiftly as possible,” Anubis ordered.

Brad nodded. “Michael, you’re with me and Anubis. Ceres, Teresa, Les, you’re on crowd-control duty.”

“On it.” Les activated another of her Wolf Knight abilities, and again let out a canine snarl. She flipped forward into the tide of husks, landing with a powerful shockwave that scattered them across the room.

Ceres and Teresa went to work, controlling the crowd with blizzards, chain lightning, and other powerful spells.

Brad, Anubis, and Sweetness split off from the main group while Michael hung back.

The scorpion marauder came down after them, its sword singing in the air as he slammed it into the ground. Anubis and Brad rolled out of the way. Sweetness threw himself on top of the blade’s flat back, trying to wrestle the weapon out of the monster’s grasp. The marauder tore its sword free from the ground, hurling the honey badger across the room back-first into a pillar.

Brad didn’t have time to worry about his wounded companion. In the next breath, the marauder spun to face Anubis and turned its back to Brad. The great big scorpion tail was pointed directly at his face.

It fired an aetheric ray, scything after Brad. Using his halberd, he pole-vaulted out of the way.

The marauder clashed against Anubis, and the squeal of cthulhi chainsaw against pharaoh steel filled the chamber. Anubis was forced back.

That was when Michael struck. He melted out of the shadows onto the marauder’s back and plunged his dagger deep into the creature’s ribs.

The marauder turned its tail on Michael, plucking him with its graspers and hurling him away. But Michael didn’t go flying across the chamber. He stopped abruptly in the middle of the room.

Brad gasped. Michael hadn’t just stopped abruptly. He’d been caught.

Thin slivers of silvery light glimmered behind Michael’s position. It was a spider web—one the void weaver was weaving from above. The whole time they were busy fighting the scorpion marauder and the husks, that monster had been working to entrap them.

“Guys, I’m a little stuck here,” Michael said, struggling against the web.

“It is one of the weaver’s many dreadful abilities,” Anubis said, smashing the scorpion’s sword aside only to dodge a tail swipe aimed at his head. He ducked underneath and fired a volley of bolts into the scorpion’s chest. Whatever Michael had done to the marauder, it was moving noticeably slower after his attack. “The fastest way to escape the webs is to take out the weaver.”

“Oh really?” Brad said with a mischievous grin tugging at his lips.

Michael struggled harder against his bindings. “What are you doing standing over there, Brad? Cut me out of here!”

Technically, Michael had a point. But Brad was worried his weapon would get tangled up in the web, and he had a much more permanent solution to their problem. “Bullying a nerd.”

Brad cast Executioner Squad, assault configuration. He had just enough line of sight to summon them right behind the weaver. The enormously armored warriors rose out of the ground behind the void weaver, and just as Brad had intended, shoved the monster off its perch. It plummeted into the chamber below.

Merciless as their name implied, the trio of armored warriors came crashing down after it. The lead executioner—at least Brad assumed he was the lead, given his much-more-ornate armor—struck like a meteor with a giant maul crackling with energy. The void weaver scrambled out of its way as the strike discharged a blast of energy.

Following behind their leader was a dual-hammer-wielding brute who kicked off after the void weaver. The weaver threw up its hands, sending hundreds of silvery slivers across the executioner, binding it in place. The warrior struggled furiously against the webs, the sheer strength of the summon allowing it to muscle its way forward. But it was too little, too late.

The void weaver spun back and away from the executioners and gathered up corrupted aether into a violently unstable sphere above its head, dwarfing its own body several times over.

The final executioner rushed ahead of its brothers, raising its heavy shield as the sphere of destructive energy bore down upon them.

The chamber filled with blinding maroon light.

Brad stabbed his halberd into the ground to keep from flying away. It was pure chaos when his eyes adjusted to the gloom around them.

Anubis struggled against the scorpion marauder’s blade, its vicious tail stabbing and shooting at the death god, keeping him on the defensive and unable to overwhelm the abomination.

Husks tackled Les, latching on to her limbs to weigh down her fury. More of the infested monsters slipped past her, and Ceres and Teresa were forced to defend themselves rather than hold back the tide.

Michael had been partially blown off the webbing, but he was swamped by husks. He had to defend himself with only one free arm and leg, and it was only a matter of time before he would be killed.

Sweetness came to the rescue, running through the husk tide like a freight train. The honey badger got to doing what he did best: ripping and tearing. But Brad feared it wouldn’t be enough, with more and more of the monsters pouring into the mix and banshees starting to arrive.

The void weaver let out a dark, twisted sound Brad assumed was a laugh as it once more gathered energy into its hands. Its gaze slowly drifted to the smoking crater that had once been an executioner before snapping back.

The shield-wielding executioner was no more, but his brothers were still alive and kicking. The lead executioner trundled forward with impressive speed for its bulk. It swung its hammer into the side of the void weaver’s skull, splitting its helmet open and knocking it clean off.

The dual-hammer-swinging executioner wasn’t one to let up on the assault. It deftly maneuvered to intercept the flying abomination and caught it in a flurry of hammer blows, culminating in knocking the monster right back to the lead executioner.

Back and forth they went, playing the most brutal game of tennis Brad had ever seen, until the weaver was reduced to little more than a heap of glowing green gore and broken bones. Somewhere in the middle of the battle the void weaver’s core had been knocked out of its body; a glowing maroon sphere the size of a cow’s head rolled across the floor looking lost and forlorn.

Satisfied that their prey was well and truly dead, the surviving executioners rushed off to intercept the arriving banshees and husks.

You have learned Executioner Squad — Level 2.

“Guildmaster,” Anubis shouted, “I require your assistance!”

Brad whirled about and immediately cast Smite on the scorpion marauder. The monster smoked as the pillar of light came crashing down around it, but shrugged off the damage it took.

At least Anubis’s health was climbing.

You have learned Smite — Level 2.

“Brad,” Sam called through alliance chat, “I’ve got bad news.”

Brad started blasting at the scorpion marauder’s back with The Last Word. The monster snapped its tail around to return fire at Brad as it wrestled Anubis into a corner.

“What is it?” Brad asked as he dodged fire.

“The cthulhi rigged the cores of their abominations to blow,” Sam said. “So don’t hang around too long around one of those things when you break their cores.”

Brad’s eyes widened mischievously. “Oh really?”

“What do you mean, ‘Oh really?’” Sam asked.

“Don’t worry about it,” Brad said. “I’ll tell you about it if I’m still alive after this idiot scheme.”

“Brad, what are you doing?” Sam demanded. Rushing across the chamber, Brad headed straight for the void weaver’s core. It surprised him the sphere hadn’t detonated after his executioners killed it, which meant one of two things: His summons had literally beaten the core out of the thing before it could consider detonating, or these special abominations were considered too valuable for the cthulhi to simply detonate if they were defeated.

There was one way to find out. Brad scooped up the enormous core and whirled about as a banshee appeared before him.

“Excuse you!” Brad said as the monster tried to cleave him in two. He scrambled past with a considerable reduction to his cape’s size.

The banshee tried to follow up with a beam blast from its palm, but Brad saw the attack coming a mile away. He snapped around and blew the monster’s palm clean off with a volley of shots, nearly losing his head in the process as the scorpion’s beam missed the top of his skull by inches.

“Anubis, I need you to clear out,” Brad ordered.

“Just how do you expect me to do that, Guildmaster?” Anubis spat. The scorpion was practically burying the jackal death god in the corner with its impressive strength.

“Good point,” Brad admitted. “Use your shield now!”

“What are you—” Anubis’s words were cut off by stark realization.

Brad chucked the void weaver’s core with all his might at the scorpion marauder’s back. Anubis snarled and threw back the abomination just far enough for him to activate his barrier.

The core smashed deep into the abomination’s spine. Brad unloaded on it.

A brilliant, hot white shaft of light erupted from the swiftly cracking core.

Boom.

Brad flew across the chamber, smashing through dozens of husks then a wall or two before coming to a painful stop.

You have taken 8,000 damage.

“Everyone still alive?” Brad wheezed as he pried himself out of what looked to be a pharaoh bathroom stall.

“What the hell did you do, Brad?” Les demanded through heavy static. “Were you just carrying around a pocket nuke this whole time?”

“A void weaver core,” he admitted with a nervous laugh.

“You purposely detonated a core?” Sam demanded.

Brad nodded. “A very, very big core.”

“I’m still alive,” Michael called. “Barely. Sweetness too.”

“Ceres and I are as well,” Teresa said. “Next time give us a little warning before you do that.”

“I wasn’t expecting such a big explosion,” Brad said. “Anubis, you still with us?”

“Hardly. No thanks to you, Guildmaster,” the jackal scolded him. “You realize your action detonated not one but two cores simultaneously? Directly on top of me, I might add.”

Brad sucked in a breath through his teeth. “Yeah, I did not think that one through. Sorry.” He quickly cast Grand Cross. The enormous circle spread out across much of the pyramid, damaging cthulhi forces and healing all allies within its radius.

“I appreciate the healing,” Anubis said. “But do try to be more careful next time.”

“You can say that again,” Sam scolded.

“Come humans, while the path is still clear,” Anubis said. “And while there is still an archive to recover.”


Chapter twenty-six
Jake


“Wot’re ya gitz doin’?” demanded an orc from the stands.

They weren’t the only one shouting. The entire colosseum crowd was up in arms.

Jake blinked, confused as to the sudden U-turn from the crowd. He glanced back at Killfrag. “What are they so upset about?”

Killfrag dusted himself off and wiped the blood off his face with his arm. “You stopped da foight, ya git,” the orc spat. “Woiz else you be thinkin’ da boyz is mad? Diz ‘ere was ‘posed ta be a foight to da death. Can’t be havin’ a big boss leadin’ da orcs if there still be ‘nother big boss breathin’.”

“Foight, foight, foight!” chanted the orcs. Others demanded blood, while many broke out into brawls amongst themselves.

Jake groaned, rubbing at his brow. Why did I think anything involving the orcs would be simple?

Because you think they’re simple? Hazel offered.

That’s right, they are, Jake thought. He stepped away from Killfrag with a sharp whistle. “Listen up, orcs!”

The crowd fell silent, their eyes fixed on Jake.

“I know this fight didn’t end how it was supposed to, but there’s a reason I didn’t kill this orc,” Jake tried reasoning with them.

An orc snorted and shouted, “Ya, on the count of youz bein a runty git!”

The orcs around him burst out laughing.

Jake glanced back at Killfrag, then at the orc in question. “So I might be a little smaller, that’s not what matters here.”

“‘Course it does,” shouted another orc. “Ain’t nobody gon follow a runty git! Least of allz a git dat can’t finish a foight!”

Jake frowned. He needed to stop beating around the bush and get to the point or these orcs were never going to let him get a word in. “Look, I didn’t come here to kill all your bosses. I came here to ask you for your help. The Cthulhi Empire is coming—an ancient, powerful enemy the Collective hasn’t seen in millennia. They are an enemy that will require each and every one of the Collective races to band together in order to fight, or else they’ll pick us off one after another.”

“Yeah!” agreed an orc. “‘Cause all da other races is weak un’ green iz best!” That earned the orc cheers and bangs of agreement.

“That’s exactly why we need your help,” Jake said, deciding going along with what the orc said was the best way to bring them around to his side. “If you don’t help the Collective fend off the Cthulhi Empire, the other races will be gone. There won’t be anyone left for you to fight.”

Another orc replied, “Den wez gon kill dem ‘thulhiz.”

“Wot’z a cth-ul-hooey?” asked another.

Another orc shrugged. “Sounds liek dum’, runty gitz, needz clobberin’ ‘z wot dey soundz liek.”

“That’s right,” Jake agreed with the last orc, trying his best not to lose his cool. He needed them on their side—not dead, tempting as that prospect was. “They’re big, ugly, tentacle-faced monsters.”

“Dat roit?” asked another orc.

“Yeah!” Jake said. “They’re even the wrong shade of green and think they’re better than you.”

“No, ain’t no one bettah dan orcs!” roared another.

Oh my. Is this actually working? Hazel asked. Quick Jake, keep riling them up. Keep telling them the cthulhi are better than them.

Jake didn’t see another path forward and leaned into it. “That’s what I said, but the damn tentacle faces disagree! We fought about it back on Earth. We were saying your green is best and they damn near killed us over it.”

“Hah, stomped dem good, did ya?” said another orc.

“We didn’t,” Jake said. “It was only one of the tentacle-faced uglies. And the coward ran away as soon as we punched him real good in the face. Now he’s gone and picked up his friends, and they’re all coming here to fight us.”

“Iz always wantin’ more fingz tah fight!” an orc shouted excitedly.

Jake grinned. “There’s going to be a lot more things to fight. Those monsters take whatever fighters they don’t kill and turn them into monsters to do the fighting for them.”

“Wot?” gasped another orc. “They dun like foightin’ demzelvuhs? Down roit disrespektfuhl dat iz.”

“Right?” Jake agreed. “They’ve turned elves and orcs into zombie-type monster things. They’ve melted humans and the other races down into biomechanical horrors. As we speak the Cthulhi Empire is burning down the elven homeworld and going after the pharaoh homeworld as well.”

“Hah! Sparkly pointy ears gettin’ stomped.” The audience of orcs laughed.

“A massive fleet of those monsters is coming straight to Earth right now,” Jake continued. “The most aether-rich world in the Collective. If they’re allowed to take over and drain all its aether, the Cthulhi Empire will be too powerful for anyone to stop. Which is why we need you to come join us. To fight by our side to stop this menace that threatens all of us.”

“Sounds liek runty ‘umies beggin’ fer der loives,” shouted another orc.

Another laughed. “Youz gon’ cry, ‘umie?”

What the hell did I do wrong now? Jake thought, a scowl spreading across his face.

Probably around the point where you stopped telling them the cthulhi are the big bad looking down at them and started asking for their help, Hazel offered. The orcs aren’t like the other races, Jake. They aren’t reasonable. Their whole way of life revolves around fighting, winning, and moving on to the next fight if they didn’t get themselves killed.

Before Jake could comment, Killfrag shoved him out of his way and let out a loud roar, his gun spraying into the air. “Alroit, listen up, ya gitz. Das no way ta speak to yer boss.”

“Dat ‘umie ain’t no boss’a’mine,” spat an orc.

Killfrag leveled his gun at the orc in question and unloaded. The inaccurate spray of fire took out half a dozen orcs before actually killing the orc in question.

“What the hell are you doing, Killfrag?” Jake demanded.

Killfrag snorted back at Jake. “Establishun’ dominance,” he explained simply. His gaze shifted back to the orcs. “Big Boss Jake ‘ere ain’t one of us,” he began. “‘Ez one of ‘em soft, squishy ‘umies dat don’t know his own arse from a ‘ole in da ground.”

Did this orc just insult my intelligence? Jake asked.

Hazel shushed him. Roll with it, Jake. He has the rest of the orcs listening.

Jake frowned and crossed his arms over his chest.

“But he’s da stonkest foightah I’ve evah come across,” Killfrag continued. “‘Ez won da tournament by provin he’s da stronkest big boss ‘round! An’ ‘ez decided since he ain’t da cunningest orc ‘ere—an’ how could’e be, jus’ look at ‘im, all pale an’ runty.”

The orcs burst out laughing.

Killfrag continued after his own fit of laughter. “Big Boss Jake dun decided I’z gon act as da boss unda ‘im. So I’z can speak orky to yaz gitz an’ make da cunningest and killiest plans.”

The orcs cheered, though Jake couldn’t decide if it was because Killfrag had claimed status as boss or that he’d promised them cunning and killy plans. It was probably the latter.

“So get yer shinniest kit, yer choppiest choppahs, and shootiest boom sticks,” Killfrag shouted. “We gon kill us sum squid boyz!”

The colosseum erupted in cheers, gunshots, and the clash of blades.

Jake had definitely made the right call in keeping Killfrag alive. If he’d killed the orc, he wouldn’t have known the first thing to do to get the orcs to follow his orders.

You’d probably have had to kill half their fleet before you figured out the answer to that problem, Hazel said.

Hey, I’m not that terrible at bossing people around, Jake said.

Hazel laughed. People, sure. But orcs are clearly not your strong suit.

Jake sighed, then noticed a huge old orc drop from the stands into the arena. He looked even bigger than Killfrag, with a thick, grizzled white beard and deep scars along his face.

“We ain’t followin’ no boss dat don’ follow da rules of da colosseum.” The old orc marched forward with a giant two-handed axe in his hands. Except the head of that axe was a chainsaw. “I’z breakin’ tadishun dat iz, an’ I won’t stand fer it.”

Killfrag snorted. “An’ I wasn’t ‘sposed tah bring me boyz into da arena, but I dun it anyways. I wouldn’t be da cunningest boss ‘round if I weren’t breakin’ da rules, ya old git.”

“Cunnin’s one fing. Tradishuhn’s ‘nother,” the old orc said, revving up his axe and charging.

Killfrag shook his head with an annoyed grunt. “Big Boss Jake don proved ‘imself boss by strengf. Das our biggest tradition of all, git!” He snapped up his gun at the coming orc.

Jake stepped forward, pushing Killfrag’s gun down. “I’ve got this.”

Killfrag shrugged and stepped away.

Jake considered his options as the orc ran at him. With his improved cognitive abilities, he had all the time in the world; the orc might as well have been moving through molasses. His first idea was to simply obliterate the orc with an aetheric blast. But that was using magic, as far as the green aliens were concerned. Going off of Golgug’s interaction with his father, the orcs tolerated rather than approved of magic. So that was out of the question. His next option was to completely obliterate the orc with a single punch. But that might be overkill for the fearsome aliens. They thrived off the violence and conflict of combat. A single punch turning an opponent into red mist was probably a massive tease for them, and they didn’t seem the type to appreciate that sort of thing.

You could always bully the old man, Hazel offered.

That seems cruel and unusual, Jake said.

Hazel sighed. You aren’t dealing with humans here, Jake. These are orcs. They’re savages. They respect strength and brutality above all else. You saw how Killfrag dealt with that first orc. He gunned him down along with everyone around him. It worked out for him.

Jake frowned at Killfrag’s methods, but he had to admit Hazel had a point. He was applying a little too much human character and culture to the orcs. The simple fact of the matter was that they were different from humans in almost every way imaginable. They didn’t even need air or respond to explosive decompression.

They open windows in spaceships, Hazel reminded him.

They open windows in spaceships, Jake agreed with a groan. Orcs were just ridiculous. Fine. I’ll kick the old man around, but I won’t kill him. He looks like a tough old bastard we could use against the cthulhi.

That probably won’t work, Hazel said.

My mind’s already made up, Jake said.

The old orc reached Jake and brought his axe roaring down. Shifting his aether to the palm of his hand, Jake caught the axe by the blade. The vicious teeth of the weapon slipped off his shielded flesh.

The crowd cheered at the display of strength.

See what I mean? Hazel insisted.

I don’t like it, but you’re right, Jake admitted.

Jake leaned in to inspect the crude construction of the weapon, the chipped and rusted black-and-blue checkered pattern on it. How the weapon still ran was nothing short of a mystery to Jake. The weapon looked like it hadn’t seen maintenance—or a proper engineer—in its entire life.

“Nice axe,” Jake commented with a light smile.

The old orc roared, drawing back and swinging at Jake once more.

He jumped up and stood on the orc’s axe. “You know, I have a policy against hurting my elders, and you’re really starting to push it, old man.”

The old orc swung his head at Jake. Jake sat there and took it, not even budging from the impact. He was just too strong for the orc to do anything about him. Meanwhile the old orc’s brow split open, blood rushing out over Jake. Luckily the aetheric barrier kept the gore off Jake’s body.

The crowd gasped. It was like they hadn’t just seen Jake butcher the orcs Killfrag threw in to fight him.

You killed them way too fast, Hazel said. That’s not nearly as impressive to the orcs. Remember, they like showy and brutal. Not fast and efficient.

“Why you lil’ git,” the old orc snarled.

Jake planted his foot on the orc’s face and shoved, sending him tumbling back across the arena and leaving his axe firmly stuck beneath Jake’s feet. “That’s Little Big Boss Jake to you, orc!”

The others laughed, clapped, and shot into the air. They were eating up the show.

The old orc was not amused. He hauled himself back to his feet and took Jake on with his bare hands. Rather than dodge his blows, Jake met each of the orc’s fists with his own. Old as he was, the orc was no slouch when it came to fighting.

“You know, for an old orc you’re damn strong,” Jake said.

The old orc snorted. “Fer a ‘umie you talk too damn much!”

Jake slipped in under the orc’s next blow and surged forward. He planted his hand on the orc’s face, slamming him down into a crater on the arena floor. Blood flew out of the orc’s mouth as he wheezed and sputtered on the ground.

The crowd went wild, anticipating the kill to come. Jake had other plans.

“What’s your name, orc?” Jake asked as he paced around the broken beast.

The old orc spat out a mouthful of blood. “Bonekrusha. N’ doncha forget it, ‘umie,” he answered, fighting to his feet. A stiff breeze could have knocked the wobbling orc over without much effort. It was a good thing they were in a vacuum.

“You used to be an orc boss, weren’t you?” Jake asked.

Bonekrusha stared down at Jake with pure disdain.

“One of da biggest and stronkest,” Killfrag answered for him.

Bonekrusha blew snot and blood out of his nose. “Das roit. But I gots old and me runts ain’t done me in yet, so I help lil gitz like Killfrag ‘ere git big. Real big.”

“An cunnin’,” Killfrag said.

Jake wanted to question the orcs on why they were so gung-ho about getting their kids to kill them, but decided it wasn’t the time to study orc culture. He just assumed it had something to do with legacy, since being the biggest and strongest was so important to them. “Then you want to die a real orc’s death, Bonekrusha. You don’t want to throw your life away fighting me.”

“I ain’t afraid of you, ‘umie,” the proud old orc spat.

Jake extended a hand and carved out a canyon through the middle of the arena with a single beam of aether.

Bonekrusha’s defiant gaze never so much as flinched away from Jake’s.

“Oh, I like him,” Jake said with a laugh. “Killfrag, can we keep him?”

“Uh, sure boss?” Killfrag said. “But he ain’t da followin’ type.”

“I don’t want him to follow,” Jake said. “I want him leading his own orc clan. How about it, Bonekrusha? A lot of clans just lost their bosses, and there’s going to be a lot of cthulhi that need stomping.”

Bonekrusha raised a brow at Jake.

“There’s going to be a lot of fighting, killing, exotic loot, and most important of all, a real orc’s death waiting for you,” Jake said. “At least if you can’t prove to those ugly squid-faced bastards that green is best.”

“Youz serious ‘bout dem squid faces?” Bonekrusha asked.

Jake didn’t bother explaining himself. Instead he did the only reasonable thing that would pull the orcs to his side faster than punching out an old man: he sent out recordings of every encounter they’d had thus far with the Cthulhi Empire to every orc within range of him.

Bonekrusha shot Jake a curious stare then shifted his gaze to watch his stream. His eyes slowly widened. But they didn’t widen with shock, fear, anger or even disgust. They widened with excitement. “Diz… Diz iz a real foight roight ‘ere, ‘umie.” The huge orc shoved Jake back. “Why’z didncha say diz from da beginning, ya git?”

Jake laughed. “Slipped my mind in the heat of the moment.”

Bonekrusha groaned. “Are all ‘umies thick ‘eaded gitz like you? Don’ answer dat. Killfrag. You’ll do as big boss. We gon kill us some squid faces and show da ‘umies and da Collective ‘ow real fightin’ an’ winnin’s done!”

Killfrag raised his gun in the air and opened fire with a victorious roar.

“Good to have you onboard, Bonekrusha,” Jake said. “Now let’s get you a clan to lead.”

Bonekrusha snorted and shoved past Jake. “I ain’t needin’ no help fer dat, git. I’z gon make me own clan roit now. But first, I need me hat.”


Chapter twenty-seven
Sam


Reaching the top of the pyramid was easier said than done. First there were the swarms of husks to deal with, then the abominations, then the abominations’ bigger, badder brothers.

It was an absolute mess.

To make matters worse, Brad—in his infinite wisdom—had nearly nuked himself and their most powerful ally while trying to save their lives.

Note to self: Do not give Brad any more dangerous ideas, Sam thought.

Better to let him dive face-first into danger than trip over it, Sammy, Olivia countered.

Sam supposed her muse was right, though it didn’t help her feel any better.

Sal reached the top of the stairs first. The doors slid out of the way, and— “Back up, back up!” he shouted, rushing back down the stairs.

Sam nearly fell over as a wall of pharaoh bolts sailed overhead, shattering the wall above them. Fragments of stone and metal rained down on their heads. The place reeked of sulfur as thick smoke filled the stairwell.

After what felt like an eternity, the rain of fire came to an end.

“What the hell was that all about?” Sam asked.

Sal peeked up past the top of the stairs into the hall. “A lot of dead cthulhi cannon fodder.” Sal leaned up farther and waved into the hall. “Friendly?” he called out.

Sam grabbed his belt, ready to jerk him down the second something didn’t feel right.

“We are friends indeed,” called back the deep, distorted voice of a helmed pharaoh. It sounded like a demon.

Sam peeked over the steps.

The hall was piled high with broken husks and abominations, most too shredded to identify what they had been before the pharaohs mowed them down.

At the end of the hall was not one but two heavy emplacements equipped with what Sam figured were pharaoh heavy machine guns. Between them stood a female jackal, one of Anubis’s Death Guards.

Sam and Sal rushed over the moment they confirmed they weren’t about to run face-first into a cthulhi or a new kind of abomination that could speak sweet lies.

“Anubis told us of your coming,” she said.

Sal lowered his helmet to smile up at her. “Nice guy, that Anubis. Say, why do you sound like you’d bully the devil?”

Sam sighed.

The jackal tilted her head to the side. “Our voice modulators?” she asked.

Sal nodded.

“Standard equipment for the Death Guard. It makes us all sound like one entity and strikes fear into our enemies.”

“How’s that been working out against the cthulhi?” Sam asked.

The jackal chuckled. “The great enemy knows no fear. It is more for the lesser—other races.”

“Hey as long as you’re not calling me monkey, I’m good,” Sal said. “What’s your name, by the way?”

“Neith,” she answered. “I was named after the goddess. She fell many millennia ago against the Cthulhi Empire.”

“Pleasure to meet you, I’m Sal. That’s Sam, and that little guy on her shoulder’s Rocky.”

Rocky gave a little wave.

“Can we skip the pleasantries?” Sam said. “We need to save the teleporter network before the cthulhi bring this place down around our heads.”

“Of course,” Neith said with a light bow. “First Prime Anubis has told us of your purpose here humans, and we must hurry. More and more of the great enemy arrive every few minutes.”

Neith led them past the gun emplacements into the heart of the chamber at the very top of the pyramid. It was a vast chamber with glowing sigils carved into the floors and walls. Four pedestals surrounded a large central pillar of golden light where a spinning orb pulsed with a brilliant glow. If not for the containment field around the pillar of light, Sam was certain staring at it would have blinded her.

“What’s this?” Sam asked.

“The teleporter network core,” Neith answered. “The very heart of the pharaoh empire. Should the cthulhi destroy this, our reach across the galaxy would not be much better than that of the other races within the Collective. It is the reason why even your new teleporter pyramids work.”

Sal blinked. “You mean you guys just let us set up those pyramids and didn’t come running through to invade?”

“The First Prime saw no reason for further hostilities,” Neith said. “You humans became a curiosity for him. That curiosity has proved favorable to our war against the Cthulhi Empire, has it not?”

Sam nodded. “You have no idea.”

The roar of pharaoh heavy machine guns howled from all four entrances to the vast chamber. Husks were coming, and abominations wouldn’t be far behind. If they were lucky that was all they would face, but when were they ever lucky?

Neith turned back the way they’d come. “I must return to my post.”

Sal quickly jumped in her way. “Hold on, we don’t even know how to pull this thing out of the box—pillar—thing.”

Neith pointed at the surrounding pedestals. “Each of those pedestals works a different layer of security. Deactivate them in this order: earth, wind, fire, water. Once they are all down, the heart will open and the core will be yours to protect.” With that, the Death Guard rushed past Sal to help the hallway’s defenses.

Sam rushed to the first pillar Neith had pointed out. Sure enough, it bore a sigil for earth. But she had no idea what any of the holographic hieroglyphs or gauges meant. “Damn it. The pharaoh may be all buddy-buddy with us, but they didn’t transfer over any translation software for their language yet.”

“Must’ve slipped Anubis’s mind,” Sal said.

Rocky hopped off Sam’s shoulder and chittered away, his little arms flailing about, pointing at the different holographic buttons and dials.

Sam opened her mouth to speak when an explosion caught her gaze down one of the halls. A gun emplacement had been taken out by a phalanx’s beam. A tide of husks poured through the gap, only to be intercepted by the Death Guard stationed there.

“OK, Rocky, say that again, but slowly,” Sam said.

Rocky threw his arms in the air and took a melodramatic breath. He pointed at the big, bar-shaped button at the bottom of the menu.

Sam wasn’t going to argue with the flying squirrel who’d figured out how to gain access to all manner of alien tech, pharaoh included. She tapped the button.

A notification appeared in red along with some sort of warning.

Sam followed Rocky’s instructions, deactivating the pop-up, turning dials, flipping holographic switches. She had no idea what she was doing, but it was doing something.

Two shadows moved within the pillar of light. They pushed together around the teleporter core, sealing it within. The brilliant glow, dimmed slightly. She wasn’t entirely sure but Sam guessed she had just placed the teleporter core in some sort of containment unit. As for the pillar of light itself, Sam figured it was part of the many mechanisms to defend the teleporter network core.

When the pedestal went offline, Rocky threw himself off the console and rushed off to the next one. Wind.

The little squirrel tried to hit the buttons, but much to his dismay the console refused to respond to him. Rocky squeaked and flailed his arms at Sam and Sal to hurry over.

“You got this nerd stuff, right Sam?” Sal asked.

“Yeah,” Sam said.

“Good, I’ll help out the pharaohs.” Sal rushed off to get a better angle of fire on the husks swarming the defensive line. His well-placed shots bought the pharaoh guards precious time to regain their foothold.

Sam went through the next console and followed Rocky’s instructions. The glowing sigils on the floor of the room faded, leaving them shrouded in darkness except for the pillar of light at the center of the room. Some sort of steam or gas was venting out of the contained core within.

Rocky moved on to the fire pedestal.

“Sam!” Sal called out. “I don’t mean to rush you, but could you hurry the hell up?”

Sam glanced over, and her eyes widened.

A second pharaoh gun had been taken out. The regulars lay dead on the floor and the Death Guard struggled against the twin phalanxes trying to bulldoze their way inside. A phalanx slapped aside a Death Guard with its shield, leaving its armpit completely exposed. Sal sent a fully charged beam through it, burning a hole through its armor straight to the monster’s core. The phalanx howled as it detonated, scattering the husks around it and sending the second phalanx into the wall. Unfortunately, the blast also scattered the Death Guard, allowing more husks to pour into the room.

“I’m hurrying!” Sam rushed to the next pedestal. The sooner they could secure the core, the sooner they could get everyone out of the death trap they’d holed up in.

For the third time in a row, Rocky proved himself completely invaluable by deciphering the different prompts given by the console. Each one was different than the last, and Sam seriously doubted she could have made any headway without his help. She doubted she’d have fared much better even if she could understand the different symbols flashing before her eyes.

Rocky dealt with the pedestal’s puzzle, and the pillar of light dimmed ahead of them. It came down to the base of the floor, revealing a glass container housing the core. Inside was a pool of pure, liquid aether, its violet glow faintly spilling out into the chamber around it.

Sam wasn’t a hundred percent sure, but she thought she had a fairly solid idea of what she’d done thus far. The first sigil, earth, secured the core in a container for transportation. Wind must have provided some sort of gas or stabilizing agent to make sure the aetheric core was kept nice and stable and didn’t do something ridiculous during transportation…like blow their side of the planet clean off or something equally devastating. Fire was clearly a defensive field of some kind. Sam guessed it was both a shield to keep anything from damaging the core and a means to fry anyone who dared attack it. That left water as the final step to empty the core’s container and prime it for movement.

Time to test out that theory, Sam thought as she rushed over to the last console. She’d gotten much faster at following Rocky’s instructions and swiftly sped through the sequence. With the last button press, the container before her drained of aetheric fluid. But it wasn’t draining down, deeper into the pyramid—it was being drained by the core’s container. Little notches of light on the side illuminated with violet light, one after another. They had to indicate capacity, or charge. Either way, Sam wanted the process to go faster, before things got worse than they already were.

Another pair of explosions tore through the chamber. Another defensive line lost its heavy support. Pharaohs and Death Guard scrambled back as a berserker tried to make a smoothie out of anything within its range, its friends included.

Sal snapped around to open fire on the berserker. “How’re we looking, Sam?”

“Almost done!” Sam shouted.

Sal scored a critical hit on the berserker, punching right through the monster’s knee. The dwarven abomination crashed face-first to the ground. The Death Guard pounced on the opportunity, driving their spears into the monster’s back and unleashing a full-auto spray of bolts from their spear-mounted guns. Where Sam and Sal struggled to break the abomination’s armor, whatever tech the pharaohs were packing allowed them to quickly turn the monster’s back into a smoking crater.

“Last two notches,” Sam called out.

A third defensive line broke as something far more terrifying than an abomination sauntered forward.

Two cthulhi assassins waltzed through the smoke and debris. Each of the creatures wore cloaks seemingly made of shadow. Their obsidian armor gleamed in the faint light remaining in the chamber, taking on an almost skeletal appearance. Their helmets resembled a human skull beneath their heavy hoods, and even the tentacles on their faces were armored.

The teleporter core finished draining all the aether from its glass container. The glass finally slid away, leaving the core free for the taking.

Sam dashed for the tube and snatched it by the handle on top.

The assassin’s twin red orbs locked on to her.

“Oh crap,” Sam said.

Before she could call for help, the assassins were on top of her, shadowy maroon daggers made of pure energy in hand.

Sam backflipped away, leaping high into the air thanks to her flying squirrel gene mod. Dagger Fans thrown by the assassins followed her. Sam retaliated in kind, using her daggers to knock the squid faces’ weapons out of the sky, then swiftly activated Shinobi Substitution with one of the spiraling daggers to get clear of the rest and away from the two cthulhi that had been just about to collect her kidneys.

“Too slow, squid face,” Sam taunted.

One of the assassins’ heads snapped around. Her hand glowed ominously before she raised it up then snapped her hand shut. The ominous glow vanished from the cthulhi’s hand and appeared beneath Sam’s feet. Dark tendrils coiled around her legs, reaching up to her thighs, trying to drag her down to the floor.

“That’s a cheap trick,” Sam spat.

It didn’t do her much good. The very same assassin filled her vision, grasping Sam’s shoulder in one hand as she readied a fatal thrust with her dagger.

Sal appeared with a dozen replicas in the air above them. “Surprise, ugly!” The Sal Gang opened fire at once with their rifles, causing an explosion of mana on top of the cthulhi.

You have taken 2,500 damage.

Health: 865/3365.

Sam went flying back, the force of the blast ripping her free of the cthulhi’s tendrils. She slid on her back into a flip and landed on her feet. Fishing around in her pockets, she popped a health potion. “Thanks for the save, Sal.”

“Sorry about almost murdering you,” Sal said as he landed as well, only to have the very assassin whose kill he’d stolen slash at his throat. Sal shot her in the face, rocketing himself backward. “Hey! Rude!”

The cthulhi shields weren’t fazed in the slightest by either of Sal’s attacks. They were out of their league against these monsters without the tech Brad and his team were trying to secure.

“Sal, we need to get the hell out of here,” Sam said.

Sal squealed as his helmet’s faceplate—along with his face—were nearly ripped off by a cthulhi’s dagger. “But we were just getting to know each other!” he replied sarcastically.

The comment earned Sal a swift roundhouse kick to the skull, smashing him across the chamber’s floor. His health plummeted to twenty-five percent.

“Ow,” Sal groaned from his crater.

The second assassin appeared behind Sam, whose heightened senses picked up the slight shift in the air behind her. She met his dagger with her own, but the assassin had readied a spell in his free hand and pressed it into her stomach.

Neith slammed her full weight onto the assassin, shoving him out of the way as his eldritch blast went off. A spike of vicious maroon energy shot through the air where Sam’s stomach would have been.

“Death Guard, to me!” Neith roared.

The female jackal whirled about with her spear, deflecting the cthulhi’s vicious dagger strikes as best she could. And damn was the assassin trying. It shifted in and out of the shadows, always striking Neith from a different angle. But Anubis, it seemed, had trained his Death Guard well. While she was not always able to avoid getting nicked by the assassin, she was aware enough of his movements to keep her at bay.

That bought enough time for the surviving Death Guard to arrive, their spears blasting at both assassins. The orange bolts from their spear-mounted guns blasted chunks out of the cthulhi shields. No longer harried, Sam and Sal rose to their feet.

Neith broke free from an assassin and joined the two human rogues. “Leave this place, humans. Take the core with you and head to the portal pyramid quickly. The safety of that teleporter core is of the utmost importance.”

“But what about you?” Sam asked.

“We will die with honor this day,” Neith said. “Now go!”

One of the death guard shot up into the air, impaled on an eldritch pillar of energy before its body was discarded. The two assassins moved in on Sam and Sal, but the other Death Guard moved to intercept.

Sam wanted to help. She desperately wanted to do something, anything that might save her allies’ lives. But there was nothing she could do, not as they were.

So she did the only thing left to do. She honored Neith’s wish and ran away.

“Let’s go, Sal,” Sam ordered.

“But—”

Sam dragged him along by the collar. “Now, before it’s too late!”


Chapter twenty-eight
Brad


“How much longer until we reach the archives?” Brad asked, blasting through a tide of husks.

“Not much further now,” Anubis said, his spear-and-fan axe whirling through the tide of bodies.

Les rushed ahead and unleashed a devastating shockwave with a swing of her sword. “This archive better not be in ruins by the time we get to it.”

“It will take far more than husks and abominations to destroy the archive, human,” Anubis said.

“Speaking of the archives,” Michael said. “What’s so special about this fancy tech that we need to beat the cthulhi? It seems the rest of our weapons and armor work well enough if we put enough muscle behind them.”

Ceres glanced over at him. “Are you serious?”

“I mean, the brute-force method worked well enough for us at the front door,” Michael said.

Anubis sent a blast of black flame down the hall, reducing the swarming husks to ash. “Even the mightiest shield has a breaking point, rogue. Expend enough time, effort, and force on any cthulhi shields or armor and you will be able to break through. The problem comes in surviving long enough to deal that kind of damage.”

“Which we have seen is nigh impossible,” Teresa added, scolding Michael. “We had tier-three stats, abilities, and Brad’s buffs to help even the playing field out there. We didn’t when we fought the emissary.”

“He did kinda, sorta, almost kill us,” Michael agreed.

“The modifications we have developed in the empire come from a blend of recovered cthulhi technology and our slowly developing understanding of cultivators,” Anubis continued as they rushed down another hall. “Where we work with aether for our magic, technology, and abilities, the cthulhi effectively bend aether to their will.”

Michael blinked. “I don’t get it. That sounds like we’re both doing the same thing.”

“Human, why is it that every single creature you have killed—pharaoh soldiers included—since the Collective inducted your world has granted you aether?” Anubis asked.

Michael shrugged. “Because that’s how the system was built?”

“Because all the aether within an individual is released upon their death, whether they are aware of its existence or not,” Anubis said. “Aether is a malleable substance some speculate has a will of its own in high enough concentrations, and it is happy to help those who can harness it. We pharaohs developed the system in order to assist people in harnessing the aether.”

Brad nodded along. “So what’s different about the way the cthulhi use aether, then?”

“Like cultivators, they are able to harness it by sheer strength of will,” Anubis said. “Through technology they discovered how to insulate their aether from the rest of the forces of the universe, which is why our weapons have such a difficult time breaking their shields.”

Brad pursed his lips. “So what you’re saying is, there’s a buffer between our attacks and actually hitting their shields?”

“Precisely,” Anubis agreed. “Through raw power alone one is capable of punching through this buffer, but the stronger the individual cthulhi’s mastery over aether, the stronger their defenses and attacks become.”

Michael grimaced. “So it’s like if we were fighting one of Jake’s cultivators, but worse.”

“Much worse,” Anubis said. “When it comes to offensive capabilities, the cthulhi have discovered how to destroy aether akin to the way your human ancestors discovered how to split the atom. It grants them access to far more power, but it reduces the total amount of aether in the universe. This is part of the reason why they always hunger for more aether. Where our aether is returned to the ambient environment after being used, theirs is gone forever.”

Teresa groaned. “And I suppose they believe they will never run out of aether if they go from one galaxy to the next, consuming anything and everything that can produce it. Or are they just expecting it to come back eventually?”

“We have not been able to send any vessels to the cthulhis’ home galaxy to confirm whether it is truly dead or if it has begun to recover,” Anubis said. “What we know for certain is that if we fail to stop them, our galaxy dies with us.”

“So why is it that the cthulhi don’t give off any aether when they die?” Ceres asked.

“They are a self-centered race of aliens, human,” Anubis said. “Rather than allow anyone else to gain aether from them, they would rather eradicate their aether pool.”

“So what you’re saying is, they’re the sorest of the sore losers,” Michael said.

“Essentially,” Anubis agreed. “The technology we aim to recover defeats both of these cthulhi advantages. First, the weapon modifications allow us to destroy the shielding they apply to their aether—the buffer that gives the cthulhi that ominous maroon glow—and instead apply damage directly to their shields. Secondly, the armor modification will grant you shields that can disperse much of their attacks’ energy.”

“What about for us mages?” Ceres asked. “We can’t exactly modify our spells.”

Anubis nodded. “Which is why there are more than blueprints awaiting us, human. There is an entire software update to the Collective’s system.”

Michael let out a low whistle. “Sounds fancy.”

Anubis pointed his spear forward. “The archive is right ahead, humans. Be prepared for anything.”

Brad nodded, mentally readying a swath of summons to throw out at their enemies at a moment’s notice. But just to be safe, he refreshed all of his buffs before they had a chance to time out—everything from Last Rites and Sevenfold Avenger to Rising Morale and Litany of the Bulwark. It was a lot of mana to burn at once, but Brad chugged down a few mana potions as they burst through the doors.

The grand chamber spread out before them for an eternity. Pillars scrawled with hieroglyphs dotted the vastness of the chamber on either side, with all manner of technology slowly rotating before them. Most impressive of all were the samples of various alien life forms. Bat creatures with tendrils floating out of their backs. Canine creatures with faces resembling a battle-axes. Then there were the examples of different collective races. Elves, orcs, dwarves—even humans and a few cthulhi were represented in the archives. Brad seriously hoped those were some incredibly lifelike holograms rather than live specimens.

Regardless, Brad had the sinking feeling they were going to be stuck in the archives for ages, just trying to find what they needed. Brad prayed it was all in one place, for their convenience.

The good news: it was.

Columns cleared out into a single large platform with a ring of brilliant blue water illuminating the otherwise dim chamber. A pyramid at the heart of the platform slowly scrolling through different hieroglyphs awaited them, surrounded by several smaller contraptions Brad was fairly certain were the sample modules they needed to fight back against the cthulhi.

The bad news: they weren’t the first ones there.

A single cthulhi stood before the pyramid, an ominous figure with eight biomechanical tendrils on its back, trying to force its way through the archives’ golden shielding.

“Damn. They got here first,” Brad said.

“It’s just one of them,” Michael said as they crossed the bridge onto the central platform. “They can’t be that hard to kill.”

The cthulhi turned around and a low, reverberating laugh echoed through their minds. “And yet I survived your last attempt on my life, humans.”

It was the emissary.

The scarred cthulhi wore the same suit as before, with one notable addition: a curved obsidian dagger with an ominous maroon glow running through it. The blade would have looked right at home at any local cult’s sacrificial ring, especially with its cthulhi skull pommel.

“Anubis, it has been quite some time since we last met,” the emissary laughed. “How are the kids?”

Anubis was unreadable behind his helmet, but the tight grip on his spear spoke volumes of the history between the two.

The emissary chuckled. “Oh, forgive me. I forgot for a moment. I ate them right in front of you, didn’t I?” What passed for a sneer pulled at the cthulhi’s tentacled face.

“Guildmaster,” Anubis said over a private message, his voice tense. “Your people and I will focus on this abomination upon the universe. You focus solely on reaching the archive and download everything to your muse. From there we can spread the system update and blueprints to everyone on Dakra Prime and eventually the Collective network.”

Brad simply replied, “On it,” and immediately blanked any thoughts from his mind. He didn’t want to risk the emissary getting a glimpse at their plan.

The monster approached with a slow, confident stride of a predator about to slaughter its prey. Sure enough, Brad felt the dark tendrils of cthulhi mind-reading writhing about in his mind, trying to figure out what he would do before he did it.

The others squirmed and clutched at their heads. All except for Anubis, who stood like a statue, gaze dead set on the emissary.

“What the hell?” Les grunted. “Get out of my head, freak!” With a wolven snarl she was the first one to charge, her blade blazing like a comet through the air.

The emissary ignored her as her blade bit into his shield. Les’s sword stopped dead in its tracks before the emissary retaliated with tendrils lashing out at her. Michael went in for a backstab. Les and Ceres bombarded the cthulhi with powerful spells, all of them doing little more than annoying the monster as his tendrils wrought devastation upon them.

Anubis charged into the fray, blasting at the emissary with his spear-mounted gun. Unlike the others, the emissary reacted to Anubis’s attacks. His tendrils shifted to place barriers in front of the bolts, protecting his main shield from damage. The jackal death god rushed through a volley of aetheric blasts and stabbing tendrils. His spear smashed the biomechanical tendrils aside as he closed the gap and thrust his spear at the emissary.

The emissary crossed blades with Anubis. “You’ve gotten faster.”

Anubis fired a blast at point-blank range.

The emissary leaned back, a chunk of his shield sheared clean off before he came back around with a swift smash of his tendrils. “But not fast enough!”

Anubis flipped through the air and stabbed his spear through the ground. As he came to a stop he swung himself forward, blasting away at the emissary with black flame bolts.

Brad wasn’t about to be left out of the fight, even if he needed to sneak off towards the main archive. “Sweetness, we're eating squid tonight. Get him!”

Sweetness grunted and charged. There was nothing about the honey badger’s loadout that had any sort of power against the emissary’s shielding. But it was an undeniable fact that a honey badger bigger than a bear coming at anything at full speed was a terrifying sight.

The emissary snapped around to face Sweetness. His tendrils lashed out to stop the honey badger. All they accomplished was getting one very big, very angry honey badger tangled up in them. So Sweetness tried to do what honey badgers do best.

Rip and tear.

Sadly, the mechanical part of the biomechanical tendrils the emissary wielded were far tougher than the fleshy bits, so there was a lot more scratching and denting than ripping or tearing.

Brad didn’t stop there, however, as he summoned his Honor Guard and Assault Executioner Squad and threw them into the fray. Speeding for the archives, he was about to soften up the emissary with his first use of Orbital Bombardment when he saw its ridiculous targeting ring.

With the emissary dead center of the bombardment, the entire central ring of the main archive and several of the archives around them would be caught in the blast. To make matters worse, one look up revealed that bombardment was going to punch its way straight through Anubis’s pyramid to get at them.

Yeah, that’s a pretty bad idea, kid, Frank said. Assuming your spell can even punch through that much pharaoh steel, you’re going to lead the cthulhi right to us.

So much for not needing a clear line of sight to the sky, Brad said, and activated Triage Unit instead to keep the others alive.

One of the emissary’s tendrils snapped past Brad’s head. “Where do you think you are going, human?” his voice reverberated through Brad’s mind.

“Oh you know, sightseeing.” Brad swung underneath the tendril trying to coil around his neck and darted back.

The emissary snatched his legs out from under him with another tendril and hefted him up into the air. “Now, now, little human. It is rude not to entertain your guest of honor.”

“A little help here, guys!” Brad called out when he realized the situation he was in.

Sweetness had not one but two tendrils tied up in battle with him.

Les and Michael were held off by another two tentacles. The remainder of the emissary’s tendrils took turns fighting off Anubis and keeping Ceres and Teresa, and Brad’s summons at bay.

“We’re a little busy,” Les finally snapped, smashing away a tendril only to be shoved onto the ground by another.

“Now, now, human, there is no need to fret.” The emissary brought Brad close to his face and placed the tip of his dagger against Brad’s helmet. “We have all the time in the world to remodel that disgusting face of yours.”

Brad considered his options. Fell Cross was out. Not only did he doubt it would be enough of a blow to get the emissary to back off, but it would do more harm to his allies. Divine Shield would buy them all five seconds of invulnerability, but that wasn’t going to be of much use if they didn’t get their upgrades. Smite didn’t have the bite they needed, either.

But he did have Tactical Repositioning. Brad activated the ability.

Error: Tactical Repositioning cannot be used on a bound unit.

Son of a— Brad hissed.

The emissary’s dagger took on an ominous glow around its edges. He was gathering power for something.

Barrier, use Barrier, Frank demanded.

Brad wasn’t going to argue. He activated the ability immediately.

A dome of golden light expanded around Brad and the rest of his party with such force that even the emissary’s shields couldn’t save him from the knock-back effect. The tentacled alien flew across the trench of water around the central platform and into one of the archives’ pillars.

Free from the emissary’s grip, Brad activated Tactical Repositioning before he hit the floor. Rather than landing on his head where he’d been held up, he did so in front of the archives’ barrier.

You have taken 1 damage.

Brad scrambled to his feet. “Can you guys handle the emissary?”

“Get in there already, Brad!” Les demanded.

Brad took that as a yes. He placed a hand on the barrier.

“Grand Archives access granted. Welcome, Guildmaster,” a far-too-calm and soothing voice said.

The barrier never dropped, but its solid feel vanished at his touch, allowing Brad to slip right in. A wall of aetheric blasts tried to follow him in. Each one splashed against the golden barrier like jets of water from a fire hose hitting a wall. The barrier shuddered but held.

“No amount of pharaoh toys will save you and your worthless species, human,” the emissary snapped.

Brad didn’t see any access port on the pyramid, so he did the only reasonable thing he could think of: he slammed his hand palm-first down on it.

Grand Archives download commenced.

Brad grinned and looked back towards the swiftly approaching emissary. “You’re pretty mad for a guy who isn’t afraid of getting his ass kicked.”

The emissary flung himself across the trench, landing with tendrils coming down like spears. It immediately executed all of Brad’s combat summons and drained the aether from their bodies.

Michael went in for a backstab only to have his ribs crushed by a tendril before he was tossed aside.

Les roared, cleaving through a pair of tendrils before she was impaled on a third and blasted off it.

Ceres flung an Arc Tether past the emissary. The electric tendrils from the sphere coiled around the cthulhi’s biomechanical tendrils, running spikes of electricity straight through to the monster’s body. The emissary screamed as his charge was stopped dead in its tracks.

“Good job, Ceres,” Teresa praised, and summoned her high-level Blizzard spell.

She froze the ground beneath the emissary and bombarded him with exploding ice spikes from above. From below, spikes of eyes erupted from the ground, breaking against the cthulhi’s shield.

With a vicious snarl, the emissary dragged Ceres’s Arc Tether towards him and impaled it with his tendrils. The beast crackled with electricity as it ripped the aether right out of the spell, dispelling it in seconds. The emissary whipped around and blasted the two mages in the face with pillars of noxious green energy.

Brad watched in horror as his team was taken out one after another, their health teetering on the edge of death and swiftly plummeting. Brad’s Triage Unit was their only saving grace. Their healing magic was able to keep his friends from hitting zero health points, but something about the last wave of the emissary’s attacks had done lasting damage to them. Try as they might, Brad’s healing summons were only able to stabilize his party.

“What the hell,” Brad hissed.

Uh, that’s not good, Frank said.

What? Brad demanded.

Remember what Anubis said? How the cthulhi can destroy aether? I think he just did that to try and kill them, Frank said.

Can I give them aether to fix them? Brad asked.

Aether siphon can be inverted, yes, Frank said. But even with your ridiculous range buff, you need to be outside of this barrier to do anything for them.
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Brad hissed under his breath, “Come on, guys. Hold on. We’re halfway through.”

Anubis was the last man standing. The only thing standing between certain death for Brad’s friends and the Collective.

Black flames exploded around Anubis’s fist as he pounded it into his chest. A beastial roar left the jackal god as the flames spread across his body. Pillars of black fire erupted from the ground around Anubis as he clashed against the emissary.

Brad felt like he was watching two titans battle. Each clash of the god of death and the emissary for the Cthulhi Empire sent shockwaves through the archives. Shockwaves Brad felt hammering him even through the barrier.

The emissary snarled, spreading open the tendrils on his face and exposing the horrific lamprey mouth beneath the tentacles. The dagger in his hand expanded into a greatsword of pure energy. Even the cross guard flared in width.

Anubis crossed blades with the monster, the gleaming edge of his spear glowing with the orange of pharaoh weapons Brad had become so accustomed to seeing. He noticed each time their two weapons clashed, the emissary’s energy blade gouged deeper and deeper. Anubis had the ability to completely disarm the emissary, but the cthulhi was too fast and skilled to make it easy for the death god.

The emissary lashed out, his tendrils coming down on Anubis from every angle. Anubis broke away, cutting and blasting the biomechanical horrors out of the air and scoring a pair of blasts on the emissary’s shields. There were visible holes on the shielding, as plain as the glowing blue sheen of the waters around them. Anubis could defeat the monster. It would be a close fight, but he could do it.

“Time to die, abomination,” Anubis snarled with a whirl of his spear.

The emissary hissed, throwing himself over Anubis and raining noxious green aetheric blasts down on him. The jackal was quick to avoid the attacks and dismember the emissary.

Anubis cleaved through the last tendril and thrust his spear at the emissary. The emissary snarled, thrusting his hand out to the pharaoh death god, unleashing a powerful blast of noxious green energy. Anubis countered with his own black-white blast of flame.

Brad shielded his eyes as the world around him grew to a blinding, hot white.

Download at: 75%.

Brad blinked his eyes back into focus. The emissary’s body smoked like overcooked calamari. Even more tentacles were missing from the monster’s charred face. But he was alive—a fact made painfully obvious by the crimson, blazing orbs still burning with hatred. Anubis was on his back, the cthulhi’s sword skewered through his chest.

“Anubis, no!” Brad shouted.

The emissary looked up at Brad and laughed. “Your flea-ridden mutt is still alive, human. I am not yet done having my fun with him.”

He twisted the blade in Anubis’s wound, earning little more than a pained growl from the jackal.

“Come now, Anubis,” the emissary said with all the offense his twisted voice could muster. “Surely you can scream for me. What is it the humans say? Don’t be a buzzkill?”

Anubis only glared at the monster on top of him.

Brad’s spare Triage Unit summons tried to lend their aid to Anubis, but were quickly turned to dust with a blast from the emissary.

“Scream for me, mutt!” the emissary demanded, driving his blade deeper into Anubis. “Scream for all the cthulhi you and your disgusting kind have taken from our universe!”

“This universe was never yours, abomination,” Anubis replied coolly through the pain coursing in his body.

Brad quickly cast Grand Cross to save Anubis. Where he expected an enormous ring of healing to appear beneath them, instead there was a small one centered around the Grand Archives.

What the hell? Brad asked.

Damn it! Frank said. The shield around the archives is keeping our spells locked in. We can’t do anything from in here!

Brad grimaced. He needed to get back out and help the others—but could he even accomplish anything?

Don’t do it, Brad, Frank warned. If you break contact with the Grand Archives, you’ll interrupt the download. Besides, what could you do against that thing?

Brad glanced at the modules around them.

Weapon Modification: Blade of Anubis.

Grants the ability to penetrate Cthulhi Empire shielding.

Armor Modification: Shield of Anubis.

Grants resistance to all Cthulhi Empire weaponry.

I have to at least try, Brad said.

He tucked The Last Word under an arm and grabbed the weapon modification first. To his delighted surprise, the moment he picked up the modification his HUD marked out a slot at the back of his halberd’s blade to slot the device into. The same occurred when he picked up the armor modification. His chestplate spread open, exposing a socket where the orange gem slotted right in.

“I know what will make you scream, mutt,” the emissary laughed darkly. “The deaths of your children.”

Anubis let out a snort in wounded defiance. “It has been millennia since their murder at your hands, abomination. Your tricks will not work on me.”

The emissary laughed darkly. “No, no, you worthless vermin. I am not talking about a simple reminder. I will make you relive their deaths—from their perspective and yours—over and over again, until I break your worthless mind!” The emissary snarled and ripped the helmet off Anubis’s head. He planted his hand on the jackal’s head and laughed. “And only once you are beyond begging for mercy will I drain the aether out of your worthless meat sack.”

Anubis’s eyes shot wide open. A howl of pure agony left the jackal as maroon electricity arced wildly off his skull.

Brad tightened his grip on his weapon. He had to do something. Anything!
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Installing System Update…

System Update Complete.

Spells are now capable of dealing damage directly to Cthulhi Empire shielding.

Spells are now capable of intercepting Cthulhi Empire weaponry.

Grand Archives files and system updates are now being transmitted to all system users within range.

It’s now or never kid, Frank said. Let’s kick some space-squid ass!

Brad surged out of the Grand Archives’ barrier and immediately cast Smite.

A golden pillar of light crashed down onto the emissary. The monster’s remaining shields rippled, bubbled, and steamed like boiling water. The emissary screamed. Tearing himself away from Anubis, it rushed after Brad with his greatsword.

“You dare wound me, filth?” the emissary snarled.

Brad’s weapon crashed against the emissary’s, a shockwave of force erupting from the impact. He strained his muscles to match the emissary’s fury and managed a smirk at the monster. “Wound you? I’m going to kill you, monster.”

With a quick cast of Barrier, he once again blasted the emissary out of the Grand Archives’ ring. Inverting his Aether Siphon, Brad poured aether into his allies, hoping it worked like jumping a car.

Michael — System Restored.

Les — System Restored.

Ceres — System Restored.

Teresa — System Restored.

Anubis — System Restored.

“What are you doing?” snarled the emissary, his shield falling away like shards of brittle glass.

Brad answered by casting Grand Cross once more. This time there was no shield to limit the reach of his ability. The grand ring of healing and damage spread out to cover what felt like the entirety of the archives and beyond. Healing magic rushed through his body and the bodies of his allies while simultaneously assaulting the emissary.

The monster screamed, clawing at its bubbling, blistering hide.

“Brad, what are you—” Les began. “System update?”

“Get your mods out of the archives,” Brad ordered. “Now!”

Les glanced back to the emissary.

The monster erupted in noxious green flames. The ground around him ruptured as debris rose into the air around him. He gathered the green energy into a blinding sphere of light between his hands.

Brad’s party didn’t argue. They sprinted for the archives.

“You have been a thorn in my side long enough, human,” the emissary roared. “It’s time you learned your place. Die monkey! Die!” He shot forth a furious beam of destructive force with the intent to destroy everything that had the audacity of existing in its vicinity.

“Not today, squid face!” Brad shouted back, swinging out his halberd to meet the emissary’s attack. “Lord’s Cannon!”

A brilliant blast of golden light surged forward, clashing with the emissary’s attack. The two waves of energy fought for supremacy at the center, going back and forth between the two casters. But it was clear who had the upper hand in power. The cthulhi’s beam was larger and wilder; vicious green arcs lashed out from the beam and sundered the chamber around them .

Brad tightened his grip on his weapon and tried to will more mana into his attack, but there was no use. A cultivator like Jake would have been able to do such a thing, but he was limited by the system. The only thing he could do was keep burning mana to fuel the attack. He was only slowing the inevitable.

“Allow me to assist you, Guildmaster,” Anubis rasped, joining Brad’s side.

Extending his own spear, he roared, unleashing a violent beam of black-white energy that rivaled the emissary’s own. The three flows of energy pushed back and forth. The emissary poured more aether into his attack, making the beam larger and more powerful. Rather than pushing the blast back at Brad and Anubis, the trio of magical attacks swirled around where they met, building into a volatile sphere of death.

“You will not make it out of here alive, worms,” the emissary snarled. “You are cattle for the empire. Nothing more. Learn your place!”

“If we are to die here, then you will die with us, abomination,” Anubis spat.

“So be it,” the emissary roared back.

The sphere of turbulent energy flashed before them.

“Jackpot,” Brad said.

He cast Divine Shield over himself and Anubis just as the sphere detonated. Behind the shield, they were invulnerable to everything for five seconds, status effects included—which Brad couldn’t have been more thankful for.

For a few moments, the world around them ceased to exist.

When the blast cleared, a perfectly smooth sphere had been carved out of the chamber below them. Several archives pillars had been consumed by the furious blast, and many more had been toppled or reduced to crumbling heaps in the shockwave.

Luckily, the archives had been spared by pure virtue of being directly behind Brad’s divine shield.

Cthulhi emissary defeated.

You have received 0 aether.

You have received 100,000 aether.

Brad threw his arms up and dropped to his knees in victory. “Yeah! Suck it, squid face! Humanity: two. Cthulhi… Actually, don’t answer that. We haven’t won this war just yet.”

Anubis held out his arm to Brad. “But it is a potent turning point, Guildmaster.” Brad took his hand and rose to his feet. “Had you not intervened when you did… I fear we would not be having this conversation right now.”

“You’d do the same for us,” Brad said confidently.

Anubis grimaced and looked away.

Brad chuckled. “OK, we’ll work on it.”

Sweetness tackled Brad to the ground with a happy grunt. He slurped and squeezed Brad like he’d died and come back to life.

“Hey, hey, you’re the one who almost died here, not me!” Brad protested and laughed.

Les and the others rushed out. “Brad, that was awesome!” Les shouted.

“That was some Dragon Ball Z-levels of nonsense, and I love it,” Michael agreed. “Seriously, I picked the wrong class. Rogues are lame.”

Brad grinned. “Don’t say that. With that mod, all of your assassin abilities should be coming into full force against the cthulhi.”

Michael shrugged. “Yeah, but I’m not going to be trading friggin’ beam blasts with people any time soon. Seriously. The system should’ve given us a preview of the advanced classes before we committed to anything. A detailed one!”

Anubis chuckled. “Unfortunately, that skews the results away from the optimal path for each user. We tried it in the past, and while some builds were rather interesting, most were less than useful. Even so, the system grows with each new race incorporated into the Collective, allowing for even more classes. Like the Templar line. It sprung up from humanity.”

Brad blinked. “It did?”

Anubis nodded. “It is based off your own myths and legends. Why else would you imagine Grand Cross uses the symbols that it does?”

Brad shrugged. “I figured it was shared symbology with some alien race or culture somewhere out there in the Collective.”

“Some of it is,” Anubis confirmed. “But the class did not exist until you reached tier two. We can discuss the system in depth at another time, however. We have a war to win.”

Brad nodded. “Right. Now how are we going to haul this stuff back to Bastion?”

Anubis picked up his ruined helmet. By pouring aether into it, he was able to restore the broken armor. He slipped it back over his head and locked it in place. “Have you humans not picked up dimensional storage of any kind yet?”

“That was pretty expensive,” Ceres said.

Michael nodded. “As in, ‘Why choose to carry more stuff when you can stab seeders in the kidneys gooder?’ levels of expensive.”

Anubis gave an understanding nod. “Survival and strength above all else. You humans truly are tenacious.” He summoned a set of rings to his hand. “Come, take these dimensional storage rings and load those modifications. We can issue these to the finest warriors among the races while the gnomes prepare to outfit our armies and fleets.”

Brad picked up his ring and slipped it on. “Thanks, Anubis.” He quickly rushed back with the others and collected the items.

At first the process was awkward. He picked up each item one after another and pressed it to the ring. They vanished into the device without issue, and pulling any of them out to his hand required but a thought. Of course, if he wanted to check what he was carrying around he could just think about opening up his inventory and a window appeared showing the modifications he’d stored. Of course, once Michael figured out all they had to do was sweep the ring over what they wanted to loot like a vacuum, the process became much faster.

“All set?” Les asked.

Brad nodded. “All that’s left to do is secure the teleporter core.”

“Weren’t Sam and Sal on that?” Michael asked. “It’s not like them to take so long to do anything.”

“In all this mess, there’s no shortage of things to slow them down,” Ceres said.

Brad couldn’t help agreeing with his friends. He pulled up Sam’s location on the map. His eyes widened. “We gotta go.” He took off sprinting.

“What is the matter, Brad?” Teresa asked.

“Sam needs our help!”


Chapter twenty-nine
Jake


To say Jake felt out of place escorted out of the colosseum by a trio of great big orcs who weren’t trying to murder him was the understatement of the year. Maybe even the century.

Orcs shouted and cheered, amping themselves up for the great big war they were looking forward to partaking in. Gunshots rang out, weapons clashed, and orcs beat down other orcs in preparation. It didn’t seem even remotely practical for the orcs to be injuring or killing one another before such a big fight, but as far as he understood it, that was just how orcs were. He’d already come uncomfortably close to losing their support earlier. Why risk losing it again by questioning their ways?

Nokor and the others were waiting for Jake outside the colosseum’s entrance. Their faces lit up the moment they spotted him.

Tanya rushed up and threw her arms around Jake’s neck in a tight hug. “You did it, Jake!”

Darius rushed in, piling on the hug. “That was awesome, man. I was pretty sure you were going to get crushed by Killfrag, and then you were just like… Whoosh! I’m a badass now.”

Mason snorted. “A bigger badass, you mean. How many sane people would walk into an arena full of orc bosses?”

Killfrag huffed. “Not a runty git like youz lot, daz fer sure.”

Mason chuckled at the orc. “Even fewer people would step into that ring with a crippled core.”

“Desperate times call for desperate measures,” Jake said with a grin.

Killfrag raised a big green brow and jerked Jake around with all the gingerness of a freight train barreling through a china shop. “Wotz diz git on ‘bout, boss? Youz ain’t no cripplin’ whenz I foughtchaz in dar.”

Jake smiled up at the big orc. “Not quite by the time I reached you. See, I’m one of those cultivators. Know what those are?”

Killfrag shrugged. “Some squishy gits thinkin’ deyz spechul playn’ wif aether or sum such.”

“That’d be the ones,” Jake confirmed. “So are the rest of my friends here, and the cthulhi. We build up cores within ourselves to grow more powerful, sort of like you orcs do with fighting, since we need more aether to grow in power.”

Killfrag scraped his metal claw along his armored jaw. “Huh… Didn’ look all dat orcy tah me all da timez Iz stomped’em.”

“The process is a little more refined,” Nokor commented with an anxious edge.

“Anyway,” Jake interrupted before Killfrag could get any ideas, “the cthulhi emissary we fought before we came here destroyed my core. Almost killed me, but I managed to stabilize myself thanks to my friends’ help. Then I went through some deadly trials while barely able to walk and managed to get my core to a point where I could fix it. Only there was one big problem.”

“Wotz dat?” Killfrag asked, genuinely curious about his story. It probably had to do with the orc struggling to wrap his mind around how a runty little human, a wounded one at that, managed to best him in battle.

“The only way to fix my core involved gathering a ton of aether,” Jake explained. “Which meant I needed to waste a lot of time meditating.”

Killfrag snorted. “Youz ain’t gettin’ stronk by doin’ a big fink. Youz gots tah foight!”

Jake pointed at the orc boss and smiled broadly. “Exactly what I thought.”

Killfrag blinked, then looked to Jake’s party for confirmation.

Nokor nodded slowly. “I warned against it, but Jake was very adamant about the urgency of our situation. As soon as he finished his trial he went out to punch the biggest thing he could find.”

“Hah! I’m startin’ tah liek diz ‘umie,” Killfrag said.

Jake chuckled. “Yeah, but the biggest thing I could punch wasn’t enough to fix my core. It was a little Band-Aid compared to the amount of aether I needed. Luckily for me, no one was coming to recruit you orcs to the war against the cthulhi, and I was allowed to participate in your tournament. There was really nothing better than killing a bunch of the biggest, baddest orcs around to build up the strength I needed to go toe to toe with a beast like you, Killfrag.”

Killfrag nodded sagely. “Demz wuz weak gits, anywayz. Nuffin but walkin’, talkin’ aether bagz.”

“That they were,” Jake agreed. Though he was uncomfortably aware of how close he’d come to dying to even the weakest of the bosses he’d come across. “If I hadn’t been able to kill so many of them, I would’ve had to kill you too to finish fixing myself.”

Killfrag snorted in amusement. “Den you’z had no orcs fer yer war ‘gainst dem tentacle faces.”

Jake nodded bashfully, rubbing at the back of his neck. “Yeah, I’m not used to how…how orcs do things. It’s certainly different from all the other races I’ve come across.”

“‘Cause green is best, ya git,” Killfrag said definitively. “An’ if da otha gits got dat through dey ‘eads, dey’d be a lot ‘appier fer it.”

Tanya opened her mouth to say something, then shut it after a thoughtful expression crossed her face. “He’s not really wrong.”

“Come again?” Darius asked.

“Think about it,” Tanya said.

“I’m trying here,” Darius said in disbelief. “Really, I am.”

“See, the orcs just want to fight, and preferably win—and since they’re always fighting, even among themselves, it stands to reason they are the happiest of the Collective’s races,” Tanya explained.

Darius and Mason both stared at her in confusion.

Killfrag slapped Tanya on the back, nearly sending her crashing down the hall. “Da runty git gets it. Iz liek dat one.”

Tanya stumbled to a stop, rubbing at her bruised back. “You too, I guess?”

Jake cleared his throat. “So, Killfrag, what’s the fleet’s status?”

“Ornery,” Killfrag said. “Lunk ‘eads is protestin’ not ‘avin’ a real orc boss. Otha gits ain’t thinkin’ squid faces iz real. Lots more boyz iz throwin’ a fit ‘bout how comes I’z alive when they ain’t ‘sposed to be ‘nother big boss orc alivenin’ tah lead da orcs in da great big war.”

“So morale’s high?” Jake asked.

Killfrag gave a big toothy grin that could make a shark feel inadequate. “Das roit, boss. Sum ‘eads need klobberin’, but ain’ nuffin mah boyz can’ ‘andle.”

Jake assumed Killfrag’s definition of handling was a “the beatings will continue until morale is restored” sort of deal. Or straight-up killing orcs until there were no more orcs stupid enough to voice their grievances. From the look of things, that was how orcs just handled things on the regular.

“So just how big is this orc fleet of ours?” Darius asked.

Killfrag stared up at the ceiling. He wiggled the deadly claws on his hand. “Carry da three…divide by two… Five thousand and thirdy-five.”

Jake decided it was against everyone’s best interest to ask for specifics on what sort of ships, and just how many fighters, they had to throw at the cthulhi. “Sounds good. Anything we’re missing to get this show on the road?”

“Bonekrusha’z getting ‘is ladz unda control, but dat shouldn’ be much ongah,” Killfrag said. “Wez can get to da bridge and get to da foightin’.”

The sooner they could get the orcs fighting, the sooner Jake could stop worrying about them getting distracted or running off to find a fight somewhere else. “Lead the way,” Jake said.

The party made their way across the Crimson Colosseum, a ship Jake was quickly learning firsthand dwarfed Bastion in size. Killfrag and his two boyz muscled their way through crowds of orcs gathered in the ship’s halls, clearing a path for them to move through.

Orcs of every size and shape brawled with one another or cried out battle chants, and Jake even swore there was a heavy-metal concert blasting somewhere deep in the ship. Curiosity demanded Jake find out what they were doing to prepare their vehicles, or what they were doing with their civilians—if there even was such a thing among orcs. Jake supposed he’d figure that out eventually. Like, what was an orc female even supposed to look like? Golgug apparently had a mother, after all, but Jake had yet to spot a female anywhere. That meant orc females were either rare, or they looked no different from the males.

I could tell you, but what would be the fun in that? Hazel said.

Thanks… Jake replied.

When they arrived at the bridge, it was not what Jake was expecting at all. He’d figured the orcs would have a cluttered mess of consoles, wires, and random junk, but otherwise it would look no different than any other vessel he’d been on. Instead, the cramped space looked like someone thought the cockpit of a fighter jet would make a fantastic command bridge. Sure, it was far bigger than a fighter jet’s cockpit, but the cramped space was hardly a fit for humans, let alone orcs the size of Killfrag. That was probably why most of the bridge crew were orcs resembling children. Children with great big tusks and as armed to the teeth as any full-grown orc, but definitely too small to be anything but children.

“Uh…why are there so many kids here?” Tanya asked.

“Dem smol gits?” Killfrag said. “Dey ain’ big ‘nuff fer proppah foightin’ yet, so we’z let dem fly da big ships. Lil gits fit bettah in da stations dan we do anyway,” the huge orc said as he squeezed his way through along with his two guards.

“I cannot express enough how much I dislike orcs,” Tanya said through party chat.

Darius nodded. “Just grin and bear it. These orcs were going to throw themselves at a huge fight one way or another. Might as well point them at the squid faces instead of letting them come at us out of the blue.”

Tanya shrugged. “I guess.”

Jake followed Killfrag through to what he assumed was the commander’s seat. “Here’s the coordinates for the nearest pharaoh portal beacon thing. We can use it to reach Earth faster.”

“‘Ear dat runts?” Killfrag barked. “Da boss sayz we’z goin diz-a-wayz tah war!”

The room filled with the roaring cries of orcs. Even the small ones sounded surprisingly aggressive and menacing. “Waaar!”

Without much more warning than that, the Crimson Colosseum jerked forward. The whole ship shook as it ripped free from the asteroid and punched clean through a small group of orc vessels like they were little more than flies splattering against a windshield.

It was at that moment Jake realized where the ship’s bridge was located: It was the right eye of the great big orc skull they’d fashioned at the front of the vessel.

Well, we are certainly going to get a view, Hazel commented.

Jake nodded.

“Follow us if yaz wawn’ a real foight, boyz!” Killfrag broadcast on all channels. “Les show dem Collective runts why green is best!”

Another fearsome roar of excitement boomed through the bridge, joined in by all the broadcasts from neighboring ships. The orcs didn’t even care that their flagship had just plowed through a bunch of smaller vessels. To them, it was just another Tuesday.

Jake glanced around as best he could inside the cramped bridge, watching a ride of ramshackle vessels, looted craft, and asteroids with ships or rockets strapped to them fly off after the Crimson Colosseum.

Among the sea of ships, one stood out above all the rest: an orc vessel in the shape of a galleon, giant sails and all. Sure, it was probably a hundred times bigger than one of the old-time warships back on Earth, but the shape was unmistakable, even if it was covered in a whole lot of extra spiky bits and jagged metal. Except the front of the ship had more in common with a great white shark than a ship. The whole vessel was covered in as many mismatched turrets, broadside cannons, and missile batteries as they could fit on it.

“Oi! Iz dat ‘umie in there, Killfrag?” Bonekrusha’s voice came through a central console in front of the big orc.

Killfrag nodded. “Da boss is roit ‘ere. Gimme a bit.” He stomped and kicked at the console until a hologram flickered to life.

Bonekrusha appeared on the display. The orc had gone from an impressively large but otherwise unremarkable old orc to a fearsome beast. He wore a blue trench coat with a dozen different alien skulls hanging off his belt. One shoulder was covered in enough armor to make a tank blush, while the other similarly armored shoulder was covered in so many spikes and fresh gore Jake made a note to steer clear of it if he ever had to fight the orc again.

“Dere ‘e is,” Bonekrusha said. “We’z ready fer da war, ‘umie. But Iz swear on meh axe if diz ain’ a good foight, i’z gon skin ya alive meself. Den I’z skinnin yer runty friends!” A small orc climbed over Bonekrusha’s shoulder, and he promptly hurled the small creature at the camera. The holographic display went offline.

“There’s going to be no shortage of fighting, Bonekrusha,” Jake said. “You can count on that.” He just hoped they could make it in time to help.

From the latest reports he’d seen, the cthulhi weren’t a week away from Earth like they were supposed to be. They were a couple of days off, and Jake felt that was being generous. For all they knew, the cthulhi would hit Earth long before they were truly prepared to fight. If that happened, Jake hoped the united force of the Collective would be enough to defeat the murderous aliens.

“So, Killfrag,” Darius said, “do you orcs have a home planet or something?”

The orc snorted. “Hah. No. None we’z know ‘bout, anyways. Sum ol’ greenskins talk ‘bout our glory dayz before da Collective took our people to space, ‘bout our big fleets and all dat. But I ain’t know no one who knows anyfing ‘bout dat.” Killfrag smashed his fist into the console beside him. “An’ who gives a gitz runty arse ‘bout da past? We’z orcs! We’z fer foightin’ ‘n winnin’! Lookin’ at ol’ junk ain’t no wayz to do any foightin’ an’ even less of a wayz tah do any winnin’.”

“So what do you orcs do all the time, then?” Mason asked. “Fly around in space looking for fights?”

“Obioushly,” Killfrag said like it was the stupidest thing he’d heard in the entirety of his life.

Tanya burst out laughing.

“Wot?” the big orc demanded.

“Nothing.” Tanya took a moment to catch her breath. “It’s just that every other race that has been hit by the Cthulhi Empire so far has had a homeworld. The elves, the pharaohs—there’s even reports of the gnomes and dwarves getting hit.”

Jake tilted his head to the side. “What are you trying to say?”

Tanya smiled. “I’m saying the orcs are the only ones safe from the cthulhi because they’re nomads. They’re too busy moving around for the cthulhi to pin them down.”

Darius shrugged. “Or maybe they knew how much orcs love fighting and decided the best thing to do was to ignore them so they could make a mess for the Collective.”

“Dat wouldn’ work, runt,” Killfrag scoffed. “Soon as we saw dem squid faces smashin’ up da Collective real good, we’z want a piece of dat actshun! Biggah foights make fer biggah winz, an’ biggah winz make fer biggah orcs!”

Jake looked ahead to the pharaoh beacon in the distance. “Then let’s make some damn big orcs.”


Chapter thirty
Sam


“Run, run, run!” Sal shouted.

The pair of rogues sprinted down ten levels from the teleporter network hub into the husk- and abomination-infested pyramid. They didn’t have time to deal with them.

Sam slid around a corner, sprinting onto the wall and kicking off past a wailing banshee.

Fear resisted.

Sal popped the banshee in the head, cutting off her wail abruptly as he followed Sam’s lead.

The rogues jumped from wall to wall, trying to keep away from the monster-flooded halls. It was easier said than done.

Elven husks stabbed spears up at them and gracefully leaped after them with vicious swings of their swords. A dual-sword-wielding elven knight tried to cut Sam off, only to have her ride him down like a surfboard into the tide of husks. With a quick activation of Hallucination and Smoke Bomb, she leapt back onto the walls, using her absurd agility to stay on the move.

A phalanx rounded the corner into their hall. The shield-wielding abomination fired away with beam blasts from its spear.

Sal shot out the monster’s shield with a fearsome barrage. Sam blinded the monster with an exploding Dagger Fan to the face. It grunted and staggered back as the rogues rushed past.

“So what’s the plan here, Sam?” Sal asked.

“Find an exit, any exit, and rush the pyramid before those squid faces can catch up to us,” Sam said. She hoped Neith and the other Death Guard had managed to break away from the cthulhi assassins, but she seriously doubted it. The assassins were too powerful, and the cthulhi were too ruthless to leave any survivors. But if the warriors had bought them enough time to escape with the teleporter core, then their deaths would not have been in vain. We won’t let you guys down.

Gnomish and dwarven husks lacked enough in the height department to reach them like the elves could, even with their mightiest jumps. But they more than made up for it with the sheer amount of guns and crossbows among their number. Bolts and slugs screamed past them, blowing chunks off the walls.

Sal kicked from one wall to the other, dropping a spread of grenades into the crowd. The explosion sent the husks scattering. “Hah! Gotcha.”

Smoke swirled with a glowing light building within. The phalanx’s beam pierced through, heading right for them.

“Oh crap.” Sal fired a Retreating Blast at the ceiling, sending himself crashing through a tide of husks. The beam flew right past his nose.

Sam used Shinobi Substitution on a dwarven husk moving in to kill Sal. The infested dwarf caught a face full of phalanx in Sam’s place.

With a swift cast of Replica to cover them, Sam dragged Sal back to his feet. “Up you get.”

Sal started blasting as the tide of husks closed in around them. “Appreciate it.”

Sam’s replicas were swift to get to work butchering the downed husks and moving on to the other monsters. Sal used his charged beam shot to clear a path for them, but it wasn’t enough. Just as quickly as he cleared them out, another mass of bodies filled the gap.

It was then Sam remembered she had an ability she’d yet to use. Replicate. It allowed her to cast the last spell or ability an enemy used. And what better target to try it out on than the phalanx taking aim at them from behind?

Sam whirled around and cast Replicate. Blue particles swirled around her dagger, and she knew the spell had worked. She was charging a blast. “Eat this!”

She thrust the blade out at the phalanx as it began charging its next blast. Sam caught the creature in the shoulder, disarming the monster and destroying its core. The phalanx exploded, taking out the surrounding husks.

“Did you just shoot him with his own medicine?” Sal asked, bashing a far-too-friendly gnomish husk off his ankles.

“Replicate is a hell of an ability,” Sam confirmed.

“It sounds a little too much like Replica,” Sal laughed. “You’re going to miscast those two spells some day.”

Sam shook her head as they took off running again. “Not with how often I use that ability. Casting Replica is as easy as breathing for me now.”

The two rogues sprinted past the mess through more halls full of husks and abominations. They bounced off walls and used every trick in the book to flee. Even the bigger, angrier abominations like the scorpion marauder and void weavers Brad had told them about were no match for the two rogues' ability to run away.

The problem was the damned pyramid.

No matter how fast they were, Anubis’s pyramid was a massive structure. Even at their incredible speed it took time to make it from one hall to another. Worse still, the fairly straightforward layout of the structure had been complicated by the wrecked ships the Cthulhi Empire had rammed into the structure. Even with the map updating in real time, it was impossible to avoid every single wreck and collapsed hall along their path.

With ever-increasing masses of husks gathering inside the halls with abominations waiting to block their path, Sam couldn’t shake the feeling they were being funneled somewhere.

She pushed the thought aside. If they stopped to fight their way through every obstacle, the assassins would reach them in no time flat. If they were being funneled into a trap, then they were already out of luck. All they could do was push forward and hope for the best.

The pair of rogues ended up fighting their way to the heart of the pyramid. A vast, ornate chamber greeted them there with towering statues of each Egyptian god. Sam wasn’t sure if the room they were in was some sort of temple, and she didn’t particularly care. They were still a long ways off from their destination.

The door ahead of them slammed shut. Locks clicked into place one after another.

Sal, not even a quarter of the door’s size, had the brilliant idea to dropkick it. All he accomplished was landing on his backside with a smarting foot. “So much for that plan,” he said, scrambling to his feet.

“This way,” Sam ordered, and sprinted for the next door.

They hadn’t made it halfway across the chamber when that door sealed as well, along with the other two ways in and out of the room.

“Crap…” Sam said.

Sal pressed his back to hers, head swiveling from side to side. “So, how much do you want to bet those assassin guys are about to drop in all edgelord-like?”

Sam had opened her mouth to speak when a thick gloom spread across the chamber. Only the faintest gleam of light bouncing off the golden ornamentation on the statues made it through the inky black haze. Then she spotted them: twin glowing red orbs down the hall, directly in front of her. Another set of red orbs watched them ominously from Sal’s side of the chamber. The two sets of eyes faded into the gloom.

“Well, that wasn’t as edgy as I expected, but it still ranks pretty high up there,” Sal admitted with a hint of disappointment.

A heavy thud dropped next to them.

Sam and Sal snapped around, weapons at the ready. Around them, the gloom was just clear enough to make out what had landed at their feet: a Death Guard’s helmet. Coated in blood.

“Fu—” Sal began.

Sam threw him aside as a shadowy figure cut through the air between them. Had she not sensed the shift in the air, she would have never seen it coming.

“Are they invisible?” Sal asked, swinging his rifle around in the dark.

“Maybe,” Sam said. “I’m not sure. It’s too dark in here.”

Rocky squeaked out a warning, slapping at the side of Sam’s helmet.

She turned to see a shadowy outline swing at her for the briefest moment. Sam’s breath caught in her throat as she threw herself back. Sparks flew off her armor. A dagger grazed her neck.

That was too close.

Sam readied her daggers and activated Replica. Without a clear target for her clones to attack, they spread out, reacting to how on edge she felt about the situation. She could have used Dark Illusion as well to add another, more powerful clone into the mix, but that ability required a target.

Sal yelped as he jumped into the air. A cthulhi assassin had swiped at his legs, then chased Sal across the room. Sam could barely make out the figure, and it was only whenever they attacked she was even aware of them. Sal fired wildly into the shadows, trying but failing to hit anything.

“OK, forget this.” Sal flipped his rifle around, grabbing it by the barrel and swinging it like a club.

The wild swing made contact. A maroon shimmer flashed briefly, exposing the cthulhi assassin. The monster kicked away from Sal, throwing out a Dagger Fan as it vanished into the shadows once more.

Sal sprayed and prayed into the darkness, but the only thing piercing the dark gloom around them was the glow of his rounds.

A replica shot up into the air, impaled on a maroon spike. Another of Sam’s copies clashed with an invisible opponent, only to have her throat ripped out. A third and forth collapsed as if a great force had dropped on them.

The assassins were coming for her next.

Sam braced for an attack on two fronts. Part of her wanted Sal to have her back, but she didn’t want to risk him getting killed because he wasn’t looking out for himself. Not with the two stealthy assailants coming for them. But Sam did have an ace up her sleeve, one she hoped would work through the cthulhi shielding.

A shift in the breeze washed over the back of her neck.

Sam threw herself forward under a vicious swipe. She shot up to her feet only to parry another blade. She went to activate her ability when a maroon glow covered her face. Sam’s eyes widened, and she threw herself back into a flip as a spear of aether shot out of the assassin’s hand.

A volley of shots slammed into the cthulhi’s shields, bringing him out of stealth and forcing the monster to retreat back into the darkness.

“Slippery bastard, come out here and fight me like a man,” Sal shouted.

You know the fight would be uncomfortably one-sided if they did, Olivia commented, even if Sal couldn’t hear it.

Which begs the question: Why aren’t they just killing us? Sam said.

No idea.

Sam’s eyes widened with realization. The teleporter core! That’s what they’re after. They aren’t killing us because they’re worried they’ll break the device.

That’s as sound a theory as any, Olivia said.

Sam didn’t have time to wonder why the monsters hadn’t figured out she was the one carrying it. Maybe they didn’t know the canister hanging off her belt was what they were after. It was probably why they were after Sal again, who was not at all shy about using his more explosive abilities to keep the monsters at bay.

Another shift in the air, this time to her left. Sam caught the flicker of a shadow at the absolute, last-possible second. She swung underneath the dagger coming for her head and activated Shadow Trampling.

The ability made her swing her knee up like a rocket into the cthulhi assassin’s… Well, it would have been his ribs had his shield not intercepted the blow.

The assassin staggered back, exposed to her vision but still very much in control of his body. Sam scowled. The ability wasn’t just supposed to bring enemies out of stealth, it was supposed to immobilize them. At least there was one perk to having used the ability. Even as the cthulhi assassin leaped back into the shadows, his shield was still shimmering. Whatever effect the ability was supposed to have, it was trying desperately to apply it to the assassin, and indirectly keeping the monster from hiding.

It was her turn to go on the offensive.

Sam activated Dark Illusion, appearing behind the cthulhi assassin and driving her daggers into the back of its shield. At the same time, her replica came at the monster with Shadow Dance, slashing, stabbing, and clawing at the monster in a flurry of vicious swings.

You have learned: Dark Illusion — Level 2.

The cthulhi’s shields flashed from every impact, glowing a bit brighter each time. Sam figured that was a sign the monster had taken enough of a beating from facing off against the Death Guard that even their weapons stood a chance of breaking through the barrier, but it wasn’t happening nearly fast enough for her liking.

The monster snatched Sam’s replica by the throat. Its clawed hands ripped out her incredibly lifelike copy’s wind pipe and kicked it into the shadows. It whirled on Sam. Sam reached for Shinobi Substitution, but she couldn’t see anything to trade places with. The cthulhi shot out its dagger at Sam even as it charged a spell in its free hand.

Sam swung to the side. The cthulhi dagger ripped clean through her helmet’s cheek, grazing her flesh. Throwing its free hand into the air, the cthulhi cast his spell.

The ground erupted in shadowy tendrils that coiled around Sam and tried to bind her in place.

“That’s not going to work on me, freak,” Sam said as she activated Flicker Strike. With only one target available to choose from, she reappeared at the cthulhi’s side, slashing her daggers at him.

Instead of impacting its shield, the cthulhi deftly blocked her blow with his dagger. She tried overpowering the monster, but it became readily apparent she didn’t have a chance in hell of beating the cthulhi in the strength department. But she did have Weapon Crush.

Activating the ability, she slashed deep into the dagger’s blade. It would take at least another two or three uses by the looks of things before she would actually destroy the cthuli’s weapon.

You have learned: Weapon Crush — Level 2.

Not that it mattered. Sam caught a swift knee to the head, sending her flying through the darkness. She slammed back-first into a statue.

You have taken 2,500 damage.

Health: 842/3365.

Sam wheezed for air. How the hell are we supposed to beat these damn things?

Across the way, she saw Sal running and gunning. Now and then there was a flicker of light when he hit the assassin coming after him, but there was no sign of their battle being anything less than a one-sided affair. They needed help—or a stupidly desperate plan.

Sam wasn’t sure either one would work.

The cthulhi assassin appeared from the shadows. The monster was already midair, plunging its dagger for Sam’s heart.

She was done for. Any way she sliced it, she couldn’t escape the sinking feeling she’d die to this monster on some faraway alien world, far from her home. Did it matter where she died, though? If the cthulhi managed to get their tendrils on the teleporter core, nowhere would be safe from them. And if she were to destroy it and the Collective races were able to escape the battle against the Cthulhi Empire’s main fleet, it would only be a matter of time before they were hunted down and destroyed.

There was no getting out of the mess they were in. They had to fight tooth and nail to survive, just like they had since the apocalypse began. And if Sam was going to die, she was going to go down swinging.

Sam activated Full Throttle.

Her eyes opened wide as an intense heartbeat nearly thumped her heart out of her chest. Her health shot to full. Her stats doubled. Just as the cthulhi blade came for her, she kicked the assassin away like a mule and leapt to her feet.

The cthulhi landed gracefully on his feet, giving her a curious stare.

Sam pulled a mana potion from her pouches and chugged it down. Activating Full Throttle drained every last drop of mana she had, and she was going to need more than boosted stats to beat the monster. “Let’s dance.”

The cthulhi gathered aether in its free hand and charged Sam. It darted from one side to another, swiftly closing the gap with Sam like the banshees did. Sam tracked its every movement, even the subtle gestures of his fingers.

Aetheric portals appeared around Sam. Maroon spikes shot out of the darkness after her. Sam whirled between them, losing chunks of her armor as the spikes kept chasing her down through her movements.

Tendrils shot out of the ground again. This time they wrapped around her ankle as she dodged, sending her crashing to the ground. Sam hacked and slashed at the aetheric tendril with Meteor Assault. The explosive force of the cut blew the tendril clean off as she flipped back to her feet before she could receive a surprise acupuncture session.

The cthulhi assassin stabbed at the ground where Sam had just been. His spell timed out, but the monster still shot after her. Sam caught the blade with her own and activated Weapon Crush once more. The cthulhi dagger snapped just above the guard. Sam followed up swiftly with Cross Slash, carving a deep mark into the cthulhi’s shield.

Sam grinned. With the mark applied, the cthulhi would take more damage from all attacks. More importantly, without a weapon the fight should be much easier. The fact that the shield was starting to show cracks only raised Sam’s hopes further.

“You’re done for, squid face,” Sam said with a confident grin.

The cthulhi assassin summoned forth twin energy blades from his wrists.

“OK, that’s just not fair,” Sam protested.

The assassin charged. Sam parried and dodged the vicious opening volley, only to find she had considerably fewer daggers than she’d started the fight with. The weapons were nearly eaten clean through. She didn’t have the gear to trade blows with the monster.

What do we do, Sammy? Olivia asked desperately.

Sam genuinely didn’t have the faintest idea. Worse, she knew the buff from Full Throttle was bound to expire sooner or later. It was a desperation move, not a permanent buff.

But desperation was all she had left.

With no better plans coming to her, she let the assassin swing at her once more. Rather than block the blows, she weaved through them, avoiding contact with the blades as best she could. Her armor glowed as pieces were sheared off by the blades, but it was worth it to get to where she needed to be.

Sam activated Soul Destroyer. Her fist shot forth like a comet, smashing straight into the mark she’d carved on the cthulhi assassin’s shields.

The shield shattered like broken glass.

Sam’s fist kept traveling through to the assassin itself, hitting it dead in the chest. The alien lurched back. A ghostly replica of itself shot out its back. It erupted in a shower of glowing dust.

You have learned: Soul Destroyer — Level 2.

The cthulhi coughed and hacked, dropping to a knee. “What did you do?” he screamed at her, his deep, warbling voice howling in her mind.

“Oh shit,” Sam said with pure awe in her voice. “That actually worked?”

The assassin snarled and shot to his feet. He swung for Sam, but he came up short. His blades flickered out of existence. The monster’s features tightened into a vicious snarl of realization.

Sam grinned. She was going to slice the assassin to ribbons even if she had to break her battered daggers to do so.

The assassin wasn’t one to sit back fearing for his life. He spread out his tendrils, exposing the nightmare lamprey mouth beneath. He dove for Sam’s face.

Sam did not want any of that.

“Pocket Sand!” She activated the ability, throwing a burst of sand into the monster’s face.

The cthulhi choked and sputtered, quickly scrambling back and beating at his face. Clearly, he wasn’t a fan.

You have learned: Pocket Sand — Level 2.

Sam followed through with Executor Sweep, snapping the monster around and leaving his back completely exposed to her. The fight was already over. Sam activated Shadow Dance blended with Meteor Assault. The result was a shower of glowing green, alien gore. Each hit was a backstab critical, applying enormous amounts of bleed, poison, and hemorrhage on top of the massive piles of damage.

The first assassin crashed to the floor, lifeless.

Cthulhi assassin defeated.

You have received 0 aether.

You have received 75,000 aether.

You have learned: Executor Sweep — Level 3.

You have learned: Shadow Dance — Level 5.

You have learned: Meteor Assault — Level 3.

“One more left,” Sam said.

One more, which Sal was currently running from. She was the female assassin of the pair, and it was clear Sal didn’t have any abilities like Soul Destroyer to deal with her. If not for that, Sam was confident her partner-in-crime could have handled the problem on his own.

So she decided to step in.

Sam activated Flicker Strike and wound up in front of the cthulhi as she lunged for Sal…at the very moment her buff from Full Throttle went out. “Fu—”

Sam blocked the blow but the cthulhi swatted her aside.

“Sam!” Sal shouted, and retaliated with a point-blank charged shot.

The assassin muscled through the blast, dagger swinging down for Sal’s heart. Sam regained her footing and threw Soul Destroyer at the monster.

The shield didn’t break. It was too intact, or Sam needed the bonus damage from Cross Slash to make it work on cthulhi, or maybe she just didn’t have the raw power she needed without Full Throttle’s buff.

“You ain’t winning this, ugly,” Sal hissed. He activated his grenades and detonated them all at once.

The blast sent Sam flying away from the fight.

You have taken 1,500 damage.

Sal, what the hell were you thinking? Sam thought. She dragged herself back to her feet.

A noxious green bloom erupted from the thick smoke left in Sal’s wake.

Sal’s health plummeted to zero. A red X crossed out his name.

“Sal?” Sam called out, a quiver slipping into her voice. She knew what the system was telling her, but she didn’t want to believe it.

When the smoke cleared, it was impossible to ignore reality.

Sal was dead. His body was wreathed in spider-webbed veins that spread through him like fire. Thick smoke wafted up from beneath his helmet’s faceplate as the assassin tossed Sal aside like discarded garbage.

She turned to face Sam, wiping off her dagger on her sleeve.

Sam tightened her fist around her weapon’s grip. She was going to murder the assassin and avenge Sal. But she wasn’t going to do it as she was. She took the aether she’d received from killing the first assassin and poured it into two additional levels.

Congratulations, you have leveled up: Shadow Warrior — Level 4.

+1 Perk Point

+419 Strength

+656 Agility

+450 Constitution

+299 Intelligence

Choose one of the following:

Skill Increase: Backstab, Dodge, and four additional skills of your choice. +5

Shadow Slash: Strike a target from stealth, appearing behind them at the end of the attack. Ignores all defenses. Guaranteed critical hit.

Killing Stroke: Reduces the Shadow Warrior’s health to 1% in order to deal a strong blow to a single target. 50% HP restored on successful kill.

Choose one of the following:

Flaming Petals: A trail of burning petals follows the Shadow Warrior across the battlefield, dealing fire damage and inflicting burning status to all affected. Applies fire damage to equipped weapons.

Silent Storm: Imbues all attacks with the lightning attribute. Completely silences all sound from the Shadow Warrior.

Sam and the cthulhi circled one another. The assassin was sizing up the human who had killed her partner. Was she afraid? She should be, with the skills Sam was about to pick up.

Shadow Slash sounded good on paper. Ignoring all defenses would be fantastic against anything as obnoxiously difficult to kill as a cthulhi. But at the end of the day, it was another repositioning skill. She had enough of those already.

Killing Stroke was a desperation move if she ever saw one. So far, those were what had kept her alive. If she could combine that ability with a critical backstab, there was no way the assassin could survive. At least that was Sam’s hope. Otherwise she’d be left at death’s door with no room for error when avoiding any additional attacks. Of course, using the ability first required her to successfully destroy the assassin’s shield.

Sam picked up Killing Stroke and moved on to her next choice.

Fire damage was an awesome element to have, and Flaming Petals certainly fit her blazing desire to burn the cthulhi to the ground. But she wasn’t sure it made much sense for her build. It certainly embraced the “warrior” part more than the “shadow.”

Silent Storm, on the other hand, fit the bill much better. She could add an extra element to her attacks and embrace the stealthy aspects of her class. Plus, if the fight dragged on after she tore down the assassin’s shield, the lightning had a chance to stun her target.

She picked up Silent Storm and immediately had to dodge a vicious flurry of blows from the assassin. Her blade trailed with noxious green flames unlike anything Sam had seen from the cthulhi. It was the same type of attack she’d used to kill Sal.

You won’t kill me that easily, Sam hissed, catching the assassin with a swift Shadow Trampling before it could vanish once more. But the assassin didn’t even try; she kept the pressure on Sam, and Sam responded in kind, allowing her to score a Cross Slash—another vital component for the cthulhi’s death.

With a quick throw of Smoke Bomb, Sam broke off the battle to pick up her last level.

Congratulations, you have leveled up: Shadow Warrior — Level 5.

+1 Perk Point

+524 Strength

+820 Agility

+563 Constitution

+374 Intelligence

Choose one of the following:

Skill Increase: Backstab, Dodge, and four additional skills of your choice. +5

Shadow Execution: Single out a target for execution. Strikes the target several times from the shadows, ignoring defenses. All attacks are guaranteed criticals. Consumes all mana when activated.

Shadow Annihilation: Advanced version of Annihilation. Strikes out at all targets around the Shadow Warrior, ignoring defenses. Attacks are guaranteed criticals. Consumes all mana when activated.

Choose one of the following:

Mirror Image: The Shadow Warrior’s movements are trailed by mirror images. Grants the Shadow Warrior a vastly increased chance to evade and makes their moves harder to follow when attacking.

Shadow Warrior’s Aura: Sacrifice a small amount of HP to increase strength, intelligence, and agility. Boosts the effectiveness of all rogue class skills.

Sam’s choice was simple: Shadow Execution. Cthulhi were high-threat targets that needed to be put down swiftly, not trash mobs. Picking Shadow Annihilation would have been a complete waste, even if the Cthulhi Empire loved to throw waves upon waves of enemies at their problems. Other classes likely had better area of effect options but Sam seriously doubted there were many outside of the rogue classes who could put out the kind of single target damage they needed to quickly deal with the cthulhi or their abominations. Maybe with higher levels Shadow Annihilation would be helpful against the cthulhi, but crowd control was not the issue she was dealing with at the moment. Plus, she could always scrounge up the aether to buy the skill later or have someone craft it for her.

Her next choice was far more difficult.

Mirror Image was just an awesome ability any way she looked at it. It made her harder to hit and gave her enemies a harder time evading her. What wasn’t there to love? On the other hand, a buff that increased her stats and the effectiveness of all her abilities?

What’s the right choice here?

The answer to her question came with the assassin cleaving Sam’s helmet clean off her head. Sam flipped back just in time to avoid having her head removed from her shoulders, but her armor was more an illusion of protection in its current state than an actual defense. She needed Mirror Image.

Sam Hicks

Strength: 2170

Agility: 3404

Constitution: 2334

Intelligence: 1499

Wisdom: 30

Charisma: 15

Health: 11670/11670

Mana: 7995/7995

Mirror Image went up as soon as she had the ability. Sam deftly swung out of the way of another furious stab, and the assassin followed up with a blast of noxious green energy. Her every movement was trailed by mirror images just as the ability described, and the assassin struggled to tell what was real. Sam wasn’t sure if the monster was upset Sam had killed the other assassin, or just desperate to survive.

She didn’t really care.

Activating Soul Destroyer one more time, Sam shattered the monster’s shield, but it wasn’t enough to reach through to this assassin as it had been with the first. Full Throttle really was a hell of a buff, but without any mana potions left, she wasn’t about to risk being caught without mana.

Silent Storm went up next as the assassin vanished into the shadows. Sam’s daggers crackled silently with vicious electricity.

The assassin came at Sam again and again from the shadows like a bloodthirsty ghost. She’d strike, then vanish just as quickly as she’d come. Eventually Sam stopped seeing the assassin altogether—she’d activated her stealth ability.

Sam put a swift end to that nonsense with Shadow Trampling.

The assassin snarled, nearly crashing onto her back, clutching her gut. “Worthless aether sack. Why won’t you just die?” she hissed.

Sam approached the assassin. Tracing her dagger up her pristine chestplate, she confirmed the monster couldn’t move. “Too many people are counting on me, monster. I can’t die.”

The assassin hissed. “And what of our people? Without aether we starve to death.”

Sam shrugged as she traced her dagger to the monster’s throat. “Should’ve thought about that before you started this war.”

The assassin’s eyes widened.

“Shadow Execution.”

Sam vanished from sight, then came at the assassin again and again, each time faster than before. She left trails of shadowy lightning in her wake. When the barrage of blows ended, the assassin exploded into glowing green gore that crashed to the floor in a heap.

Cthulhi assassin defeated.

You have received 0 aether.

You have received 75,000 aether.

With the monster dead, the gloom cleared. Sam took a quick look around. They were still trapped in the chamber.

No. She was still trapped. Sal was dead on the ground.

She rushed over to her friend’s side. “Damn it, Sal. Why did you have to go and get yourself killed?” she said, fighting back her tears.

Whatever answer she was hoping to get never came; Sal was dead and gone. Not even his ghost was around to humor her.

Pulling the helmet off his head, Sam’s breath caught in her throat. “That’s no way to die,” Sam whispered in horror.

Sal’s eyes had been burned from the inside out, along with his nose, mouth, and ears. Wherever the green flames erupted from him was the same—horrific, charred scars and warped flesh.

Part of her wished Brad had been there to save him, to resurrect Sal. Even if he had been, could anything fix that kind of damage? Was there anything in the system that could bring Sal back? She supposed it didn’t matter anymore. It had been well over a minute since Sal had died. There was no bringing him back now.

A bang came at the doors on the other side of a chamber, then another, and another. Something powerful wanted in.

Abominations? Sam wondered as she rose to her feet. Whatever it was, she could use a few hundred monsters to vent her rage on.


Chapter thirty-one
Brad


The door was locked tighter than Brad thought possible. He and Anubis both put their backs into knocking it down, but the door simply refused to budge.

“Maybe we should try blowing it up,” Brad said.

“No, the doors are built too strong for such a maneuver to work. They require a precise application of force.” Anubis pointed at the middle of the door. “There, where the locking mechanisms engage.”

“So we nuke the locking mechanisms,” Brad replied. He opened fire with The Last Word. All he succeeded in doing was scarring the ornate lock.

Anubis leapt into the air and struck it with his spear, ripping out a deeper chunk from the metal, but still the door held. “Damn cthulhi turning our own security features against us.”

Les sighed. “Let someone with a real strength score try.”

Anubis snorted. “By all means, go right ahead, human.” He stepped aside along with Brad.

Les took a running start at the door and smashed her aetheric blade into the lock. The aether sword broke, but so far she’d cut the deepest into them. “OK. We’re going to need a bigger sword.” Stretching out her hand, she summoned forth the enormous chainsaw sword the scorpion marauder had been swinging around earlier.

“Uhm, when did you pick that up?” Michael asked.

“When we ran through the food court,” Les said. “I said I wanted that sword, remember?” She gave the blade a vicious rev. It responded to her will. “Teresa, freeze that lock for me, will you?”

“It wouldn’t hurt you to say please.” Teresa cast Freeze Ray on the lock.

“Pretty please and thank you with a cherry on top,” Les replied.

Teresa rolled her eyes. “There. It should be frozen through…probably.”

“Alright, here we go!”

Les leapt at the door, the chainsaw howling the whole way. That howl melded with the squeal of metal on metal as she carved her way through the locks and slammed clean through to the other side of the door.

“There! We’re in,” Les cheered. Then she found a dagger at her throat.

Sam blinked. “Les?”

“Sam?” Les replied.

“I thought you were more cthulhi.” Sam drew her dagger back.

Les rose to her feet, rubbing at her neck. “And we came here to save you.”

Sam frowned. “You’re late.”

Brad rushed up. “Late? What happened?”

Sam stared down at her feet. “We were trapped by a pair of cthulhi assassins. Sal didn’t make it.”

Brad’s eyes widened. “What?”

Sam nodded. “The assassin burned him alive from the inside out with some weird fire. I’m not sure there was anything you could have done for him even if you were here.”

Brad clenched his hand into a fist. “You don’t know that—”

Anubis clasped Brad’s shoulder as he stepped past them to Sal’s body. The jackal grimaced at the sight. “Not for injuries like this. The cthulhi caused a chain reaction within his body, destroying all the aether within him at the cost of some of their own.” He glanced back at Brad. “It would have taken a split-second transfusion of aether and a great deal of healing at the time of death to counteract the damage done by the assassin. Even so, such a procedure would have put your life on the line, Guildmaster.”

Brad tensed his jaw. If anyone was going to know what could and couldn’t be done when it came to matters of life and death, it was Anubis.

“What I find more impressive is how you managed to kill not one but two cthulhi assassins on your own,” Anubis continued. “How did you achieve such a feat?”

“Soul Destroyer,” Sam answered. “I first tried it on an abomination, and it stunned them by taking out the aether from their bodies. I figured it might do something to the cthulhi… It doesn’t really work if their shields are too strong or you’re too weak, though.”

Anubis stroked his jaw. “Fascinating. To think an ability made to crush rogue mages and cultivators would be able to penetrate the cthulhi’s defenses.” He glanced back at Brad. “If what she says is true, then there is a good chance your aether-siphoning abilities might be able to harm the cthulhi.”

Brad nodded, figuring that was probably the case. But he kept quiet. He didn’t like the casual way Anubis handled the death of one of their comrades. Brad supposed he couldn’t blame the death god; he’d certainly lived long enough to see far more than his fair share of death, even the death of his own children at the hands of the emissary. It didn’t make dealing with the loss of one of their friends any easier.

“And the core,” Anubis continued. “Is it secured?”

Sam pulled it from her belt and held it up. “A lot of Death Guard died to keep this thing safe. I hope it’s worth it.”

“And they will be forever remembered as my finest warriors,” Anubis said. “They knew the importance of their mission when they agreed to join my service. Do not grieve their loss. Instead, celebrate their bravery and strength in battle by ensuring their deaths serve to bring down the great enemy.”

Brad drew in a breath. Anubis had a point. They were fighting a war against an alien race threatening the entirety of the Collective. They were going to lose people no matter what they did. But if they didn’t defeat the Cthulhi Empire, their sacrifices would have all been for nothing.

“Let’s keep moving,” Brad said. “The sooner we get back to Earth, the sooner we can restore the teleporter network to full power.”

Anubis nodded. “Indeed. But I am afraid this is where we must go our separate ways, Guildmaster.”

“What? Why?” Brad asked.

“I cannot simply abandon my homeworld. I’m sure you understand,” Anubis said.

Brad opened his mouth, then closed it. He’d stay behind and fight for his people if they switched places. “Alright, Anubis. Don’t go dying on us out here, alright? We need you to defeat the Cthulhi Empire. Besides, after all you’ve been through, it wouldn’t be right not to have you by our side in the final battle.”

Anubis gave a light bow. “The great enemy will know my wrath in the final hour, Guildmaster. That, I guarantee.”

Brad bowed in return. “Good luck out there.”

Anubis went out the way they’d come. Brad imagined he was heading for the bridge to get the Wrath up in the air. As much as he wanted to see the vessel wipe out the cthulhi fleet, they needed to go.

“Where’s Michael?” Ceres asked.

Sam pointed a thumb over her shoulder at one of the doors.

Michael was picking away at the lock. By the time they’d reached Michael, he’d gotten the door open and hopped down to the floor. “This way to the teleporter pyramid.”

Teresa held up a hand. “Why did you not just open the first door for us?”

Michael shrugged. “You guys seemed so dead set on breaking it down that I didn’t have the heart to take that joy away from you.”

Brad sighed and rushed past Michael, passing Sam a pair of modifications for her weapons and armor. He led the way through the rest of the pyramid, down to the ground level.

They hacked and slashed through halls full of husks and abominations. With all the damage done to the structure, it was a maze of twists, turns, and deadly encounters. Luckily, they were able to swiftly put an end to whatever threats the cthulhi cannon fodder could throw their way thanks to having a full party of maxed-out, third-tier classers carving through the chaos.

Outside of the pyramid was pure chaos.

Pharaoh combat units clashed with tides of husks and abominations. Scorpion tanks carved swaths through the tide of monsters before larger cthulhi biomechanical horrors appeared.

Smaller than the scorpion tanks yet larger than any heavy armor fielded back on Earth, the tick-like armored units surged forward after their much-larger prey. One after another, a scorpion tank blasted them to pieces with its powerful ordnance, but there were a dozen of the creatures. The beasts moved on tentacles, swinging themselves from one building to another whenever possible until they latched on to the scorpion tank. Using beam drills, they carved up the scorpion tank, destroying joints and opening a hole into the main hull proper.

The scorpion tank crew was doomed. And apparently they knew it.

Brad decided right then and there what they would call the strange armored units the cthulhi deployed: ticks.

Before the ticks could bring the scorpion tank to a bloody end, they hit the self-destruct sequence. Brilliant rays of orange light shot out across the tank’s hull before it went up in a nuclear fire. Ticks, husks, abominations, and any pharaohs unfortunate enough to be caught in the blast were vaporized in a flash.

Brad seriously could not express how thankful he was the pharaohs hadn’t done that when they were enemies back on Earth. They could have easily wiped out his forces with that move.

“Over here,” Michael shouted. “It’s a dropship.”

“Nice find,” Ceres praised.

They rushed over to the abandoned vessel. It was covered in pharaoh blood and surrounded by their bodies. Other than some damaged paint and dents, the ship was practically intact.

“Take us out of here, Michael,” Brad said as they loaded up.

“On it.” Michael took them into the air like he’d flown the thing a million times. His time joyriding with Kahi back on Earth had really paid off when it came to using pharaoh vehicles.

But the sky was no safer than the ground.

Pharaoh and cthulhi fighters screamed across the skies. Waves of bolts and missiles crossed the heavens as Michael threw the ship from one side to another, evading weapons fire and zipping craft.

And that wasn’t counting the volleys exchanged by the larger vessels.

Michael ducked into the city skyline to avoid the latest exchange between fighters, only to come back up beneath a pharaoh cruiser. The crescent-shaped vessel thrummed with relentless discharges of its spell cannons against the enemy. It was an awe-inspiring display of terrifying power. Just being near it had a pucker factor of eleven.

That factor vastly increased as the cruiser detonated above them.

A return volley from the cthulhi fleet had ripped through its shields and split the vessel in two. Explosions erupted across the ship’s hull as debris rained all around them.

“Hang on to something,” Michael called out as he dove through the air, pushing the pharaoh dropship as fast as it could go.

They weaved in between chunks of broken, burning ship. Fighter craft exploded around them, smashing into the raining debris. More pharaoh- and cthulhi-fire sailed past them, breaking up larger chunks into molten debris that battered their hull.

The dropship jerked violently to the side. Alarms blared and red lights flashed.

“Son of a bitch!” Michael shouted. “We lost an engine!”

Brad appreciated the warning, but it really wasn’t necessary. He could see the burning stump where the engine—and most of the attached wing—had been a second earlier. “Try to land this thing, Michael.”

“Hah! Yeah…about that,” he said as the ship spun out of control. He wrestled with the stick, trying to pull them out of their spin, but in the end gravity took care of that problem.

The dropship slammed into the ground and skated along a once-pristine promenade, showering the area with sparks and torn-up stoneworks. Also husks. Lots and lots of dead husks.

They didn’t have time to come to a complete stop before the tide of bodies turned on them.

Les wasn’t about to give them the chance. She threw herself out of the sliding dropship with a spinning slash and carved out a swath for them.

Ceres and Teresa rushed after her, landing with all the grace of a kid rolling down a hillside. But they were quick to get back on their feet and start blasting spells.

Sam vanished from inside the dropship and reappeared in the thick of things, carving up husks left and right. It was easy to spot where she was, mostly because wherever she went, husks detonated as their cores were destroyed.

“Michael, we need to go,” Brad said.

“I’m a little stuck in here,” Michael called back.

Brad rushed into the cockpit. The control console had caved in on Michael, and they were sliding straight into a group of abominations.

“Get out of here, Brad. Forget about me,” Michael said.

Sweetness grunted in consternation.

Brad wrapped an arm under Michael’s shoulder. “I’m not leaving you behind, man.”

“Don’t be an idio—”

Brad didn’t give Michael the chance to finish. He shifted The Last Word into its axe configuration and blasted the console crushing Michael’s legs…and took off most of his legs with it.

“Motherfu—” Michael screamed—before screaming even louder as Brad tore him free from the cockpit.

“Hate me later,” Brad said even as he cast Healing Hands and Mend Wounds on Michael.

Michael’s legs quickly began growing back under the powerful healing, but it didn’t do any favors for his pain, or all the blood loss pushing him towards unconsciousness. But they didn’t have time to make him comfortable.

“Out we go, Sweetness!” Brad ordered, and jumped.

Sweetness followed after him. The two crashed and tumbled along the ground as the dropship plowed through a group of banshees into a tick.

“This. Really. Hurts!” Michael said between sharp, ragged breaths.

There was still a lot of leg to regrow before Michael would be back on his feet, or before he’d stop bleeding to death, for that matter. But there was no time to focus on healing when so many enemies were closing in on them.

“Grand Cross,” Brad called out, and placed it dead-center on Michael. Its extreme radius was more than enough to reach his scattered teammates.

They were little more than a mile or two from the teleporter pyramid, but a tide of hostile bodies stood in their way. They had to fight if they were going to make it back to Bastion, and if they wanted any chance of defeating the Cthulhi Empire.

Brad rushed through, casting every single buff at his disposal. He summoned his Standard Bearers and Honor Guard to cover them. Thanks to the upgrades to their weapons as well as the system, Grand Cross alone was able to deal a great deal of damage to the incoming husks. They came apart at the seams like zombies caught in the middle of a summer heatwave in a burning desert. Still, they were durable abominations, and before Brad knew it the husks were clashing against his honor guard.

“We’re coming, Brad,” Sam called out as she, Les, and the others fought their way over.

They were going to be too little, too late. He had to save himself and Michael.

Sweetness rushed forth, tucking into a ball and plowing through the breaking-down husks like a bowling ball. He popped up onto his feet and started to rip and tear at the husks. It only took about three explosions for Sweetness to realize this kind of food wasn’t to be toyed with.

Brad pulled up his next summon as a group of banshees closed in on them. Executioner Squad, standard configuration. Four of the heavily armored knights rose from the ground in super-heavy armor. But where the first group he’d summoned bore hammers and shields, these were equipped with gatling cannons, missile batteries, and flamethrowers.

The roar of their guns pierced the chaos of battle around them to a deafening degree as they carved through the husks and slowed down the banshees. The executioner equipped with missile batteries braced himself as every single hatch on his armor flung open. A spread of missiles scattered into the air, zigging and zagging around before raining hellfire on the banshees. The missiles erupted, bathing the monsters in flames. The buildup of heat caused their cores to rupture in a chain reaction of explosions.

But it still wasn’t enough. All Brad had accomplished was slowing the tide to a crawl. They weren’t making any headway towards their goal.

You still have two shiny new abilities you haven’t used yet, Frank said.

Brad nodded and cast the first of the two abilities: Steel Rain. Half a dozen drop pods came crashing down from the heavens, crushing anything unfortunate enough to be in their way. The teardrop-shaped pods were large enough to hold full squads of infantry inside. Knights, rangers, gunners, mages, and mixed units poured out into the fray. Their numbers helped push the tide farther away and allowed for the rest of his party to catch up to them.

“Look at you, pulling out all the stops for us,” Sam said. Her faint smile quickly fell. “Got any tricks for that thing?” She pointed at the tick rushing their way, aetheric beams shooting from its body to pick off Brad’s reinforcements.

“Maybe,” Brad said.

He waited for the monster to catch up to a group of phalanxes and dancers before he marked out his target area. Orbital Bombardment.

A thin blue line shot down from the heavens in the approaching monster’s path. It was little more than a sliver. A second and third joined it and spread out across the area Brad had marked.

“That was a very underwhelming trick, Brad,” Sam said.

Brad would have agreed, had he not still been casting the ability.

The first thin beam swelled out to a blinding ray of light accompanied by a high-pitched squeal of energy. The beam began to lift up anything and everything caught in its gravitational well. Even the tick struggled to crawl away from it. But it was too slow. The second and third beams flared to life as well. By their powers combined, they hauled the heavy monstrosity into the sky.

Brad watched in awe as husks and abominations were burned away by the trio of destructive beams. Even the ones who weren’t caught in the beams directly melted away from the intense heat radiating off them. Brad was nowhere near them, yet even with his helmet on he felt like someone had just slapped him in the face with a hot frying pan.

With a brilliant flash the beams detonated one after another, leaving smoldering craters and charred body parts in their wake.

“That was awesome,” Brad whispered.

“Not as awesome as me getting my legs back,” Michael said as he shot up to his feet. “Ow! Miss my boots, though.” He wiggled his toes and punched Brad in the arm.

“What was that for?”

“For being a dick and shooting off my legs,” Michael said.

Sam went wide-eyed. “You did what?”

“He was going to die!” Brad said. “You were going to die, Michael,” he insisted.

“That’s why I didn’t stab you.” Michael grinned. “For saving my life.”

Brad rolled his eyes. “The path to the pyramid is clear…ish. Let’s go.”

“Right behind you,” Sam said as they took off running.

It was a swift, messy, mad dash across the tide of bodies pouring in. Brad had to use Lord’s Cannon to carve their way forward several times.

Les ignited a bloody swath through the tide of enemies with her Wolf Knight abilities.

Sam and Michael took turns picking off high-priority targets.

Ceres and Teresa rained ice and lightning across the battlefield, making life that much more difficult for the cthulhi cannon fodder trying to murder them.

They came crashing through the pyramid doors and sealed them behind them.

“Portal to Earth is stable,” called out the feline pharaoh behind the teleporter console…and two sets of heavy guns and a few dozen pharaohs arranged to hold the gates. Nothing was getting into the portal room without a fight.

“How dangerous is this going to be without the teleporter core in place?” Michael asked as they ran past.

The pharaoh grimaced at the question. “Very.”

Michael looked back at Brad. Before he could ask the question on his mind, Les picked him up and hurled him at the portal.

As he flew through the air, Brad hoped they hadn’t just killed him. But if something went wrong with the teleportation, he supposed it wouldn’t matter in a second. They dove through the portal.

“We made it!” Brad shouted as the grand pyramid’s teleportation chamber back on Bastion appeared before his eyes. The Invictus banners hanging from the ceiling made that abundantly clear.

Those are a lot lower to the ground than I remember, though, Brad thought before realization dawned on him. “Crap!”

He plummeted through the air, smashing back-first onto the ground.

You have taken 5,000 damage.

Brad let out a hissing grunt. The teleporter wasn’t off by a few feet—it was off by several hundred. Had his health been any lower, his triumphant return would have been a bloody smear across the pyramid floor.

At the sudden lack of battle around them, his skill notifications poured out across his vision.

You have learned: Lord’s Cannon — Level 3.

You have learned: Executioner Squad — Level 3.

You have learned: Orbital Bombardment — Level 2.

You have learned: Steel Rain — Level 2.

You have learned: Grand Cross — Level 5.

You have learned: Honor Guard — Level 3.

You have learned: Standard Bearer — Level 3.

You have learned: Triage Unit — Level 2.

There were a lot more gains to be had, but Brad dismissed them all. All the buffs he’d activated over and over again during their adventure on Dakra Prime had gotten a good workout. They had all gained at least one level, but there were far too many notifications for Brad to skim through with the clock counting down.

“Is everyone OK?” he finally managed to ask as he healed himself.

“Mostly,” Les grunted.

“Ow,” Ceres and Teresa said in unison. The two of them were draped over Kahi’s teleporter console.

Kahi was more than a little shocked, to say the least, by their sudden appearance. Her shoulders were pulled up tight against her body, as were her arms. Her gaze shifted about anxiously, likely expecting another group of random bodies to come falling out of the sky.

“I don’t know what you guys are on about. I came through this just fine,” Michael gloated. “See? Not a scratch on me.”

Sam rolled her eyes and helped Brad up to his feet. “Come on, fearless leader. We have a war to win.”

Brad nodded. “Right. Kahi.”

The feline pharaoh jumped at her name. “Y-y-yes?”

Sam held up the teleporter core canister. “Can you hook this up?”

Kahi gasped. “The teleporter core? Then…the cthulhi attacked Dakra Prime?”

Brad nodded. “Anubis stayed behind to fight them off.”

“Do you think he’ll make it?” Kahi asked on her approach.

“If anyone’s going to survive that fight, it’s him,” Brad said. “But he won’t be able to join us or get reinforcements if the teleporter network isn’t restored soon. Can you do this?”

Kahi took the canister from Sam with a nod. “Of course. It will be but a few short minutes.”

Brad clasped her on the shoulder. “Thanks, Kahi.”

“Uhm…” Kahi looked about once more. “What happened to Sal?”

Sam frowned. “He didn’t make it. The cthulhi killed him.”

Kahi’s ears drooped. “Oh…” Her gaze fell for a moment, then returned with fresh determination. “Then we better win this war. Sal would not have wanted to die a pointless death.” She stormed off for the nearest elevator.

Brad blinked and pointed a thumb back at Kahi. “Was there something going on between those two?”

Sal shook her head. “As far as I knew Kahi hated Sal’s guts for calling her kitten all the time.”

“That’s what I thought too,” Brad said.

“Brad,” Andrews’ voice came in through guild chat. “Are you alive?”

“And kicking,” Brad confirmed. “What’s up, Andrews?”

Andrews cleared his throat. “I hate to be the bearer of bad news after your trip, but we have a situation.”

The bottom of Brad’s stomach fell out. He immediately transferred all the knowledge he’d collected from the Grand Archives to the Collective network, sharing blueprints, knowledge, and the system update with the whole of the Collective. The second he set the data transfer in motion, he placed mass-production orders with the gnomes and every single crafting hall they had available to them on Earth.

“What’s the problem?” Sam finally asked him.

“The tentacle kind of problem,” Andrews said. “Cthulhi ships are on sensor. They’re passing Mars right now.”

“How bad is it looking up there?” Brad asked.

Andrews was silent for a moment. “We’re picking up a few thousand ships. Big ones, with that Leviathan at the heart of them. But it looks like they have a lot of smaller frigates and cruisers hiding in the shadow of the larger craft. We’re going to be in for one hell of a fight.”

“Always were,” Brad said. “How are the fleets?”

“Dwarves arrived in full force moments ago,” Andrews said. “A few more elven stragglers arrived prior to them. The dark elves are waiting in the shadows. Our gnome allies brought more fabrication vessels with them, along with privateers and cargo ships. Not sure what good those will do for us, though.”

Brad nodded. “Privateers I’m guessing are the gnome military.”

“Essentially,” Andrews confirmed.

“Then they can secure the shipments of offensive and defensive modifications to the fleet,” Brad said.

Andrews gasped. “In the middle of a battle? Are you mad?”

“We don’t stand a chance without those modifications, Andrews,” Brad snapped. “Make sure the gnomes get all the cover they need out there.”

Andrews gulped. “Understood, sir. Our fleet is ready as well, and our number of cultivators are bolstered thanks to the ogres and their training efforts. We will be ready to provide cover and serve as the vanguard in the coming battle.”

“And the Oberon?” Brad asked.

“Fully operational and awaiting your arrival,” Andrews reported.

Brad looked at Sam. “Looks like we better get up there.”

Sam nodded. “It’s time to finish this fight.” She leaned up to plant a kiss on Brad’s lips.

He held her there briefly, then took off. “Let’s move out, people. The Cthulhi Empire isn’t going to kill itself.”


Chapter thirty-two
Jake


The orc fleet came out of the pharaoh portal beacon on the dark side of Mars. Disorganized as it was, the pharaoh tech made sure the chaos of the orc fleet didn’t result in… many more wrecks. Those were all caused by overeager orcs speeding in their haste to be the first to get to Earth. A dozen ships was a small number to lose in the grand scheme of things, considering the fleet’s size, but those were twelve fewer ships they could throw at the orcs.

Jake seriously hoped they’d keep the casualties to a minimum before they engaged. Luckily the bigger, more important ships were much better about not killing one another as they took on an escape trajectory heading for Earth.

“Oi, boss,” called out one of the small orcs. He was the gruffest squeaker Jake had ever heard in his life, with a voice so rough and guttural the kid could have bullied Jake for his lunch money and gotten away with it…if Jake didn’t know the owner of that voice was a pint-sized orc. They were really more like overgrown goblins than anything.

“What is it?” Jake asked.

The orc kid narrowed his gaze on Jake.

Killfrag shoved Jake aside and barked, “Spit it out, ya runt!”

That made the young orc jump to attention. “Wez gotz a message from da ‘umies!”

Jake saw it before the orc could finish.

System Updated.

Offensive spells are now capable of damaging Cthulhi Empire defensive technologies.

Defensive spells are now capable of shielding against Cthulhi Empire offensive technologies.

“Dey sayz we’z can use spells ‘n ‘bilities tah beat up dem squid boyz real good, boss!” the kid continued. “‘N dey dun sent us sum shiny new techy bitz to help us beat dem squiddies gooder.”

Killfrag scoffed. “We ain’t need no fancy kit from ‘umies tah beat up on squidz! We’z orcs! Big, green, angry! We gon stomp dem gitz good!”

Jake glanced over his shoulder at Killfrag. “Not without that tech you’re not. Otherwise it’ll take a lot more orcs than you’ve got to do some real damage to them.”

“Bah! We’z gon see ‘bout dat, boss,” Killfrag said.

Jake, this isn’t working, Hazel said. Remember, you have to rile them up, not try to reason with them.

Pursing his lips, Jake remembered two important details about orc culture. First, they weren’t big fans of magic. Second, they didn’t like fighting people who were cheaters, especially those who could heal themselves. Jake just had to twist the facts around a little bit.

“But you know the squid faces don’t fight fair, right?” Jake asked.

The orc kid gasped. “Wot? Dey don’tz?”

Jake nodded. “Not one bit. They like to use magic instead of getting into real fights. The… The runty squid cowards even throw waves of monsters at their enemies so they don’t have to do the fighting themselves!”

Killfrag let out a seething growl. “Downroit uncultured of dem savaguhz.”

Jake opened his mouth, then closed it, unsure how to handle that response from Killfrag.

“At least they ain’t healin’ gits, roit?” the young orc asked.

Jake shook his head. “Worse. They use shields so they don’t get hit in the first place! Real strong ones you can’t just break without those shiny techy bits we just got from Earth.”

Killfrag gasped. “No.”

Jake gave a quick nod. “Yeah! So I say we break their toys and beat them up real good. Damn, dirty cheaters.”

Killfrag threw a crumpled-up can at the orc kid’s head. “Tell da boyz we’z printin’ dem shiny new techy bitz and stickin’ dem on everythin’! All da choppy bitz, da stabby bitz, da shooty bitz, an’ da shieldy bitz. We ain’t toleratin’ no cheatin’ gitz in diz foight!”

A resounding warcry filled the cramped bridge as the message went out across the fleet. There was some arguing back and forth, but it seemed Jake’s logic of beating up on cowardly cheaters did the trick. The orcs went to printing the equipment they needed for their warriors and ships. By the time they crested Mars’s north pole, they were almost ready for an all-out brawl. And they were going to need it, too.

The Cthulhi Empire’s fleet was halfway to Earth.

Thousands of octopus and squidlike vessels sped towards humanity’s homeworld, but none were more impressive than the Leviathan. The ship was damn near the size of Earth itself, with its colossal tendrils lazily drifting across the void of space. Jake couldn’t help the sinking feeling that massive vessel was meant to latch on to worlds and drain them of their aether—maybe even consume planets whole for every last scrap of resources the Cthulhi could tear from them.

“Daz a big ship,” Killfrag said in genuine awe.

“And we’re going to kill it!” Jake announced.

“What?” His party balked in unison.

“Yeah!” the orcs on the bridge cheered.

Jake snatched the hammer from one of Killfrag’s overgrown guards.

The orc glared at Jake until his buddy reminded him of what happened to the last orcs who tried getting in Jake’s way.

Jake pounded the handle on the bridge’s floor. “We’re going to have us a war, lads! A big, proper war!”

The orcs roared out battle cries as the Crimson Colosseum’s enormous engines howled to life. It took all of Jake’s concentration to keep himself from slamming into Killfrag. If that happened, he would have ended up impaled on all the spiky bits covering the orc’s armor.

“And we’re gonna win,” Jake continued riling up the orcs. “‘Cause green is what?”

“Green iz best!”

“That’s right, boys,” Jake shouted. “And us orcs are made for fighting and winnin’!”

“Youz ain’t no orc, though,” commented the guard he’d taken the hammer from.

Jake whirled about and smacked him upside the head. “You want to say that to my face, runt?” The words carried a comical bark to them. The orc was nearly as big as Killfrag. What Jake had done was the equivalent of a chihuahua squaring off against a Tibetan mastiff and expecting to win the fight. But unlike a chihuahua, Jake had the bite to back up his bark.

The orc shrank down into his shoulders. “You’z an orc, boss,” he spat out quickly. “Da biggest an’ greenest!”

“That’s right, git.” Jake slammed the hammer to the orc’s chest. “Now get ready for a fight. We’re gunning straight for the big one.”

The orcs roared with excitement, and even the frightened guard joined in after shaking his nerves back into shape.

“Hah! You’z alroight, boss,” Killfrag said. “Maybe we’z make a propah orc outta youz yet. Startin wif sum paint.”

Jake beamed at Killfrag. “Maybe after we’re doing bullying the squids. I want the whole fleet focused on that big ship. The Leviathan.”

Killfrag nodded. “Boardin’ acshun?”

“Board them right up their squid butts,” Jake agreed.

“Hahah!” Killfrag slapped his huge, clawed hand on the armrest. “You ‘eard ‘im, lads! We’z gettin’ stuck in!”

The bridge erupted with the cries of delighted orcs. The comms station speakers crackled with far too much noise trying to force itself out of the speakers at once as the orc fleet surged after the Leviathan. Orc ships drifted about the void of space like drunk drivers trying to drift across the bumpiest ice road known to man. And they were shooting the whole way, too.

Jake grimaced as a few of the smaller vessels exploded along the way while the larger ones played bumper cars with one another. So long as the bulk of the orc fleet made it, that would have to do. They could afford a few casualties before they engaged the enemy. What they couldn’t afford to lose was the orcs’ battle fervor.

His party followed him out into the Crimson Colosseum’s halls, where heavy-metal orc rock blasted from the speakers around them. Jake raised his brows with delight at the buff he received to damage and attack speed from basking in the glorious racket.

Hell, maybe I will become an honorary orc after this, Jake thought with an amused smile.

“What—and I cannot stress this enough—the hell, Jake?” Tanya asked through all the noise.

“We needed the orcs riled up to fight for us,” Jake shouted. “So I riled them up!” He walked into an elevator and hit the button for the top floor. It was going to be a long trip, and the speakers shoved into the cramped box weren’t making it easy to talk. Good thing the orcs’ musical buff only increased the longer they listened to it.

“But taking on the cthulhi ship?” Tanya went on protesting.

She was hardly alone in her concern. Mason and Nokor both wore worried expressions on their faces, though they said nothing.

Darius was grinning from ear to ear. “It’s genius, isn’t it? Master’s aiming for the jugular to end this fight as fast as possible. And what better way to do it than dumping a bunch of orcs right in their flagship?”

“But it’s going to be the most heavily defended ship,” Tanya said. “What about taking out their support vessels?”

Jake shook his head. “They’re going to be in range of the main Collective fleet before we can make our move on them. We’ll have backup going in.” The elevator reached the top level. Jake waved for the others to follow. “Get your shields up. We’re going out for a walk.”

“You want to be outside during the mess we’re about to go into?” Tanya balked. “Are you insane?”

“I did take a big hit or two to the head in that tournament,” Jake admitted. “But we’ll be fine. I promise.”

Nokor coughed. “In Jake’s defense, if we were to take a direct hit inside the Crimson Colosseum, we would be no safer here than we would be out there. That is with conventional Collective weaponry as my point of reference.”

Jake made his way through the airlock, further reinforcing his theory that either the orcs hadn’t built the ship, or their long-lost ancestors were far more reasonable than their descendants. He led the way across the top of the Crimson Colosseum, heading to the very front of the ship.

“So, what’s the plan out here, Jake?” Darius asked excitedly.

“Cultivation,” Jake answered as he sat cross-legged.

“Cultivation?” Darius asked in disbelief.

Jake nodded simply. His gaze fixed on the dark fleet ahead of them. They were faster than the mess of orc ships, but just as he’d expected, the cthulhi were slowing down. They were moving into engagement range with the Collective fleet. It looked like the elves made up the bulk of the front line. Jake wondered which of the two warring factions would strike first.

The Collective did.

Using their superior range, the elven spell cannons unleashed a flurry of magical blasts across the void of space. Like lances screaming across the void, the opening salvo assailed the cthulhi vessels on approach.

Cthulhi cruisers exploded under concentrated barrages of fire. Smaller frigates broke off from the shadow of their larger brethren and rushed to meet the Collective fleet. They were intercepted by boxy dwarven vessels rushing from the rear line. With their shields up at full strength, they unleashed heavy ballistic volleys, ripping through the swarming frigates.

Maroon beams of energy scythed across the Collective fleet as the cthulhi finally reached weapons’ range. Shields flashed to life, holding up to the initial volley of fire with ease. Jake didn’t let his hopes run away from him; each of those blasts had been individually targeted at different vessels. The cthulhi hadn’t been expecting the Collective to stand up to their opening barrage—the new tech had made a difference.

It became clear to the aliens the Collective were far tougher nuts to crack than they had originally anticipated and began focusing their fire. Dwarven and elven vessels detonated across the formations.

While the cthulhi and dwarves rushed into knife-fighting range, the elves hung back with their bombardment, unleashing swarms of smaller fighter and bomber craft. The cthulhi launched their own fighters just as dark-elven vessels jumped in from the flanks. The smaller, faster, bladed ships deftly maneuvered among the cthulhi vessels, going in for quick, vicious strikes and trying to get out just as quickly.

The maneuver didn’t end as well as Jake had hoped.

Dark-elven vessels were shot out of space by enormous beams that carved through them like superheated blades through butter. Other ships were caught up in the tendrils of cthulhi vessels. The larger dark-elven craft were latched on to by every cthulhi ship that could get ahold of them. Like parasites, they punched through the hulls of the elven ships and unloaded their deadly cargo inside.

And all throughout the battle, Jake didn’t catch a glimpse of a single human ship. A frown crossed his lips. They must have been caught with their pants down. He’d spotted glimpses of smaller, gnomish craft zipping around the battlefield, docking with other vessels, then swiftly departing. They were definitely caught with their pants down, Jake thought, assuming they were still shipping supplies for the war effort.

When he finally caught glimpses of the human fleet rising up from Earth, the orcs were nearing their own engagement range, and it seemed the cthulhi were none the wiser to their presence. Which was impressive, considering the orcs had the stealth capabilities of a dude dressed in neon signs shooting fireworks in every direction.

The whole time they’d been watching the fight, Jake had been gathering aether. It was easier said than done in the void of space, but it was there in faint, trace amounts. Normally that would have been a massive problem, but Jake’s mastery of aether allowed his core to act as a singularity, drawing aether far beyond his normal reach into his body. Tiny droplets of aether merged into raging river as he drew more and more within him. The cthulhi weren’t ready for what was about to hit them.

“Get’em, lads!” Killfrag broadcast across all channels.

The orcs roared out in response. The fleet spread out and unloaded with every gun they possessed. It was a chaotic mess of ballistic energy and magical weapons going off in every direction. They generally aimed in the Leviathan’s direction, but to say they were inaccurate would have been a grave underestimation of how poor the orcs’ aim was. But who needed to aim when their target was the size of a planet?

Apparently the orcs did.

The orcs’ chaotic firepower did not go unnoticed by the cthulhi. Their tentacled ships were quick to retaliate with beam fire and smaller vessels moving to intercept the orcs’ firepower for the Leviathan. Orc ships raced one another to be the first to board, only to be cut down to size by cthulhi fire.

Luckily, that only excited the orcs more.

As a frigate screen tried to block a group of orc cruisers, the cthulhi found themselves getting lit up by every single ridiculous gun they had. Not only that, but where the cthulhi maneuvered around the ships to board, the orcs used their ships like battering rams against the cthulhi.

Results varied drastically.

Sometimes the cthulhi latched on and boarded the orcs. Sometimes the orcs were the ones doing the boarding. Other times the orcs rammed clean through the cthulhi ships and sped off after their next target, laughing the whole way. At least when they didn’t blow up in the process.

“We’z almost to da big ship, boss,” Killfrag announced.

The orc didn’t really need to—the ridiculously massive guns that filled the orc head’s mouth at the front of the Crimson Colosseum made their arrival abundantly clear. Shells the size of skyscrapers blasted forward, followed by erratic beams of energy of every color in the rainbow and then some. Missiles and rockets shot out in erratic patterns from the huge red ship, flying at no real target in particular, but the display of firepower was impressive nevertheless.

Cthulhi battleships moved to intercept them, their powerful beams slamming the Colosseum’s shields.

“This doesn’t look good, Jake,” Tanya said.

“We should probably do something,” Darius commented.

“Like what? We don’t have ship-killing nukes on us,” Tanya shot back.

“Not with that attitude you don’t!” Darius summoned forth his axe and swung out an arc of aetheric energy across the void of space. The hit connected, carving clean through the cthulhis’ shield. That was about where Darius’s heroic attempt ended. He had successfully scratched the paint and dented the hull of a cthulhi battleship. “Well, that didn’t work.”

“See?” Tanya huffed.

Nokor stepped forward. “Then perhaps we should bolster the Colosseum’s defenses.” He summoned forth an aetheric barrier. The disk was comically tiny compared to the ship, but it was still big enough to block the cthulhi battleship’s beams. One at a time at least.

“That doesn’t look terribly effective,” Mason said.

Nokor grunted, straining to maintain his barrier against a single beam. “It might not be much, but it buys us time to reach our destination.”

“Nokor’s got a point,” Darius said. “Let’s back him up.” He threw up his own shield, working to block as many shots as he could with it.

Tanya groaned and joined in. Mason wasn’t far behind her.

Jake hoped their efforts wouldn’t be in vain. He still needed more power for his plan to work, and a much shorter distance between him and his target. He was so close to unleashing it he could almost taste it.

The Crimson Colosseum rammed its way through one of the cthulhi battleships, spraying and praying its way through the shrieking hull at full speed. A second battleship moved in to latch on to them. Its tendrils were shot off one after another on approach, but it still managed to latch on.

“We’ve got company, Killfrag,” Jake said.

Killfrag laughed. “Hahah! Get to da port side, boyz! Wez got squidz tah clobber!”

The resounding shouts of orcs filled Jake’s chat, and he promptly cut off the channel. As much as he appreciated their eagerness, he had enough distractions threatening to derail his plan.

Like the pair of cthulhi battleships heading right for them.

The Crimson Colosseum’s guns opened up on them, slowing down the vessels, but it was already too late to stop them. Their tendrils spread out like a nightmare predator eager to consume its prey. The mouth hidden within each tendril’s maw was a terrifying maze of teeth and heavy-duty mining equipment.

They were going to bring those damn ships down right on top of them.

“Shiii—” Jake began.

“Out of da way, gitz!” an orc captain roared as a blue space galleon, sails and shark head included, screamed through the void between the ships. “Kaptain Bonekrusha’s got squids tah kill!”

The blue galleon opened up with a chorus of guns on the two battleships that would have made a Texas gun show blush and the pirates of the Caribbean feel inadequate.

The first battleship’s hull crumpled inward like a tin can, then ballooned outward with explosions as every manner of shell, rocket, and missile ripped across its interior. Jake swore he even saw a damn rock thrown through the void by someone on the galleon. The battleship detonated, shaking the Crimson Colosseum as it pushed through the wreckage.

The second cthulhi battleship was crippled by Bonekrusha’s volley, but the orc was hardly done with them. He drifted his vessel around the ship, bombarding it the whole time. He lined up the nose of his galleon with the cthulhi battleship.

“Time for da big red button!” Bonekrusha announced with a laugh.

A brilliant beam of green lightning erupted out of the shark’s mouth, punching through the cthulhi shields and hull. Explosions ripped across the vessel. The squid faces were done for.

Stopping there would have been reasonable. Orcs weren’t reasonable.

Bonekrusha’s galleon flared like a supernova as the ship’s huge engines engaged. The ship shot clean through the cthulhi battleship, shooting the entire time. They came out on the other side spinning out of control as the battleship detonated. Bonekrusha’s ship was a damaged wreck, and still the old orc laughed like a madman.

“Dat wuz it? Hah! Come on, boyz! Wez got biggah squids tah kill!” Bonekrusha’s ship sputtered back around towards the Leviathan. It wasn’t going to be winning any races—or gunfights—any time soon, but Jake would be damned if he’d deny the old orc had tenacity.

Killfrag joined in Bonekrusha’s laughter. “We’z goin in, boyz! Git ready tah scrape off dat squid bug off me ship!”

The massive hull of the Leviathan filled Jake’s vision. Every orc gun they had battered at its shields, little by little carving an opening for the fleet to enter.

Jake wasn’t convinced the orc ships were strong enough to punch through the hull of that massive vessel. As it was, every ramming attack he’d seen ended up with orc ships badly damaged, crippled, or in pieces. Luckily, they had him.

Clambering to his feet, Jake pushed past his friends and channeled the mass of aether he’d been gathering between his hands into a brilliant sphere of light. He may as well have been holding a violet sun in his hands. The sheer force and heat radiating off the sphere ripped the Crimson Colosseum’s hull apart beneath his feet, wildly warping and twisting the metal.

“What are you doing, Jake?” Tanya demanded.

Jake answered by broadcasting on all channels. “Knock, knock, squid faces!” He thrust his hands forward.

A blast of aetheric fury that nearly dwarfed the Colosseum’s nose erupted from Jake’s hands. The orc head beneath Jake’s feet glowed a brilliant orange as metal squealed, deformed, and crumpled beneath him. Shreds of metal ripped free from the ship, flying up into the void around them. Darius, Tanya, and the rest of Jake’s party had to scramble to hang on to something.

The Leviathan fared much worse than the orc flagship.

Jake’s beam had ripped a hole through the heart of the enormous vessel, big enough for the Colosseum to force its way inside and the rest of the orc ships to follow.

“Hahah, rip’em a new one, boss!” Killfrag cheered, banging his clawed hand on the armrest of his chair.

Jake’s destructive fury gave out. He collapsed to his knees, staring in prideful awe at the damage he’d done.

His blast had shot clean through from one end of the cthulhi flagship to the other. The path forward was considerably tighter as the beam died off, but Jake still considered it a clean cut.

The Crimson Colosseum soared through the hole in the Leviathan. Its hull ground against the tightening structure around them. Its guns did not cease their fire for a second, even as they were ripped off by the narrowing gap. They came to a stop with a violent lurch that sent Jake face-first into the broken, burning hull of the Colosseum.

Darius rushed to get him up. “Jake, are you alright?”

“I may have overdone it a little bit,” Jake slurred his words. “Anyone have any mana potions?”

Tanya pressed a bottle to his chest. “You moron. If you pushed any harder you could’ve exposed yourself to the vacuum.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Jake said with a smile, and pressed the bottle to his lips. It wouldn’t be nearly enough to restore his aether tanks to full, but it was a start.

Looking back at the molten path of destruction they’d carved through the Leviathan was a thing of beauty.

Orc ships poured in through the gaping wound, crashing themselves into every possible crevice they could find or carve out for themselves with the reckless application of more firepower. Hundreds—no—thousands of orc ships invaded the Leviathan, dumping out their cargo of orcs with one single, solitary objective in mind: Having a good time.

And an orc’s idea of a good time was fighting and winning.

“So what’s the plan now?” Mason asked.

If Jake was being completely honest, he hadn’t thought his plan through that far. Boarding the Leviathan had just been phase one of his plan. Phase two was a glaring question mark he couldn’t even begin to figure out with the limited information he had on Cthulhi Empire ships, which was effectively none. Phase three, of course, was profit.

Quest Received: Regicide

Slay Cthulhi Emperor Trozh'kross

A marker appeared on Jake’s growing map of the Leviathan, along with his HUD. It told them exactly where they needed to go.

Jake cracked his knuckles and popped his neck from one side to another. “We’re gonna have us a good time.”


Chapter thirty-three
Sam


“We’re late to the party,” Brad said as Bastion’s fleet broke through Earth’s atmosphere into space.

The front line of elven and dwarven vessels were engaging the cthulhi in a dazzling exchange of fire. If their people hadn’t been getting slaughtered, Sam might have considered it beautiful.

Sam grimaced, looking over their own numbers. Bastion’s fleet wasn’t adding much more than a hundred ships. Sure, they were top-of-the-line equipment—with infinite funds, literally not one single penny had been spared—but she didn’t like their odds against the Cthulhi Empire’s mighty fleet. Where the other races had hundreds or thousands of vessels, from fast-moving frigates and cruisers to mighty dreadnoughts and carriers, humanity was mostly bringing cruisers into the mix with a handful of battleships and a single elven supercarrier they’d tactically “acquired.” The Oberon.

Andrews and Adams had argued that, as humanity’s leadership, Sam and Brad should take to the Oberon. It was acting as their flagship, after all. It was sound logic and had always been the plan from the start and it remained the plan. But as humanity’s strongest warriors, Sam and Brad decided to lead from the front. They took the same Trident-class cruiser they’d originally used to board the Oberon as into battle: the Starfury.

“How’re those modifications coming along, Xaxi?” Brad asked as the fleet raced across the void.

“We’re printing them out as fast as we can, Brad,” Xaxi replied. “The rear line of elven heavy hitters are fully upgraded. The dwarven brawlers are proving much more difficult to reach, I’m afraid.”

Ironmane cut into their conversation. “Our printers are at full capacity printing all the modules we can get, gnome, but we cannot make them fast enough to deal with these damned squids.”

“We are working as fast as we can,” Xaxi said.

Ironmane slammed his fist into his armrest. “Pick up the pace!” He left the chat.

Xaxi looked grimly at Brad.

Brad nodded. “Do what you can. We’re moving to engage right now.”

“Uh…guys.” Michael pointed out the viewscreen. “What the hell is that back there?”

Sam followed his finger to what seemed like an oddly tight-packed cluster of stars in the distance. They were a mess of glittering things in nearly every color Sam could imagine. As she narrowed her gaze, the viewscreen drew a square around the stars and zoomed in.

A fleet of orc vessels were racing at full speed into the cthulhi’s rear line, firing their guns in every possible direction. It was disgustingly inaccurate, wasteful, and exactly what Sam imagined an orc fleet would look like.

“Jake actually did it,” Sam said. “Jake talked the orcs into fighting with us.”

Les snorted. “How hard could it have been? Hey guys, we got a real big fight coming along. You want to kick some ass?”

“It was probably a little more complicated than that,” Michael said.

“Let’s find out,” Sam said as she reached out to Jake. “Hey, big brother. We see you over there.”

No response.

“Jake?” Sam asked again.

Brad raised a brow. “I’m not getting any messages back from the orcs at all. But the system says they received our updates.”

“But how?” Sam asked. It doesn’t make sense they could receive what must have been a huge file transfer for a system update, but not something simple like a chat message.”

Michael held up a finger. “Because that update went system-wide as soon as we returned to Earth. They must have picked it up before they moved into combat range.”

“What are you saying, Michael?” Brad asked.

“I’m saying the squid faces are jamming our comms,” Michael said. “We’re probably only able to talk to the fleet because we’re on top of one other, but Jake and the orcs are clear on the other side of this fight.”

Sam wasn’t the biggest player of strategy games, but it sounded reasonable enough an explanation to her. It was a safe bet that the cthulhi assumed they had other fleets spread out through the galaxy. Why risk word getting out that they’d arrived ahead of schedule and have more reinforcements show up? The same logic easily applied to any stealth mission one of her rogue teams took on. At least on a much smaller scale.

Dozens of orc craft erupted as the cthulhi fleet moved to intercept.

Ceres placed a hand over her mouth. “Do you think they’re going to make it?”

The answer came in the form of a blinding violet sun flooding the zoomed-in screen.

As Sam and the others shielded their eyes, the illumination flickered out. The Leviathan had been struck by an enormous aetheric attack. Without clear lines of communication, they couldn’t see what was going on behind the titanic, planet-killing vessel, but they didn’t have to wait long. A spot on the front of the ship glowed a dull red, then orange, and finally hot white as it bubbled outward and exploded.

The beam of aether punched clean through the Leviathan and smashed into the ship’s shields from inside.

Michael let out a disbelieving laugh. “Pretty sure they’re going to be just fine.”

“Brad immediately shot to his feet from the captain’s chair. “We have an opening, people. All ships, move in.”

“Uh, sir,” Andrews spoke up, even as the fleet obeyed his command. “The Leviathan’s forward shields are still up and running.”

“Then we’ll just have to punch a hole in them,” Adams said.

Brad nodded. “Besides, didn’t you want to try out those new Daedalus-class cruisers of yours?”

“They’re not equipped for breaching shields that thick,” Andrews protested.

Red squares flashed on the viewscreen as the human fleet took to the vanguard position.

“Then you can clear our path,” Sam said. “We’ve got squids coming in.”

“Ironmane, follow us in,” Brad ordered. “Aerith, cover our advance. Myrdin, you do you.”

“We’re with ye to the end, lad,” Ironmane replied.

“Stormwind preparing bombardment,” Aerith replied.

Myrdin chuckled. “I suppose that doesn’t mean we can withdraw from this mess, does it, Brad? Repositioning for another strike run.”

Dwarven vessels rushed forward to join the human ships in formation, acting as a buffer for the incoming beams from the cthulhi. Swarms of enemy frigates and fighters rushed in, backed by heavy cruisers blasting away at their formation.

A dwarven ship caved in like an over-glorified soda can under a volley of cthulhi fire. A human cruiser took a direct hit to the nose and splayed open like the petals of a flower. A group of ships were latched on to by a wave of cthulhi frigates, sending them spiraling out of control.

Dwarven and human ships returned fire on the tide of hostiles. Enormous ballistic shells ripped out from the dwarven broad sides.

It was easy to tell which ones had received updates and which ones hadn’t yet. Modified ordnance had a brilliant orange shimmer, allowing them to tear into cthulhi shields. Those that weren’t smashed against the barriers, exploding into thick clouds of maroon dust.

The human ships opened up a devastating spread of missile- and spell-cannon fire. Beams raced ahead of the missiles, devastating cthulhi shields before missiles found their way through the broken defenses, tearing apart the aliens’ hulls. Thanks to the cultivators on board their ships, both ogre and human, their aetheric weapons packed a much stronger punch, their shields handled heavier beatings, and their engines pushed harder than the dwarven ships. They deftly maneuvered their way through the interception group and headed for the heart of the cthulhi fleet.

“We’ve got incoming!” Andrews said. “Lots of incoming!”

Hundreds of thousands of tiny glimmering maroon stars spewed out of the Leviathan and its enormous escort ships.

“Holy shit, that’s a lot of fighters,” Brad said in awe.

As if that wasn’t enough, battleships backed up by heavy cruisers broke off formation to intercept.

“Commencing bombardment,” Aerith said.

Andrews gasped. “Hold formation!”

Sam’s chest tightened. The battleship’s enormous tendrils shifted to point right at the Starfury. If they held formation, it didn’t matter how strong their shields were. They were going to pop like a watermelon.

Blinding pillars of light screamed past them, setting the human ship’s shields alight from proximity alone. The size of each beam easily dwarfed any of the human cruisers.

It was the Stormwind’s spell cannons.

The opening salvo cleaved through cthulhi battleships and anything else unfortunate enough to make the mistake of being in their path. A ruined battleship drifted out of control, smashing into another. Their shields flashed but held up to the impact. Right up until the rest of the elven fleet’s cannon fire soaked it in an unending barrage.

“That was too close,” Sam said. “Our shields are at half strength from that friendly barrage.”

“Then try not to be so close to the enemy, monkey,” Aerith replied.

Sam wanted to snap at the elf, but after that display of overwhelming firepower she decided it was not the right time at all to try and humble the de-facto elven queen. Especially not when those guns were right behind them. “Thanks for the save, Aerith.”

“You are not out of the fire yet,” Aerith warned.

While the elven barrage had cleaved through all manner of ships, there were still swarms of smaller craft heading their way. Far too many for their cruisers’ point defenses to handle alone.

“Andrews, it’s time to release the bees,” Brad said.

“Deploying fighters,” Andrews confirmed.

The Oberon, flying at the rear of the rushing human line, opened up every single one of its hangar bays. Being a supercarrier, it held a metric ton of them. Human fighter craft poured out alongside every single elven craft they’d looted from the Oberon. The swarm of blue, shimmering lights went head-to-head against the maroon swarm. The space around them filled with explosions and weapons fire.

Smaller cthulhi bombers buzzed the cruiser’s hull. Small explosions rippled across their shields before another Trident-class cruiser exploded.

Sam grimaced. That was one less boarding crew they had, and the Leviathan was a lot of ship to cover.

“Anubis, where the hell are you,” Brad hissed.

Sam couldn’t agree more with the sentiment.

Already the human vanguard was cut down to half. The rest of the Collective fleet was dropping like flies around them, even with the pharaoh’s enhancements. Dark-elven vessels swooped in across the dogfight, taking out whatever ships they could and crippling others, but they too were ripped apart. The only fleet Sam wasn’t worried about was the orcs. They were just crashing their ships into any cthulhi ships they could get their hands on or vanishing behind the Leviathan. She hoped they were swarming inside the enormous vessel, wreaking havoc.

A squadron of heavy cthulhi cruisers dove down at them from behind the wreckage of battleships, their tendrils extended, ready to grapple humanity’s cruisers.

“Damn it, these guys just don’t quit,” Les growled.

“Focus fire on the cruisers,” Brad ordered.

“Better idea,” Andrews called in. “Initiate Daedalus maneuvers!”

Michael tightened his brow. “What the hell is a Daedalus maneuver?”

Andrews’ newly requisitioned cruisers broke off from the main fleet. They were, for all effective purposes, a tweaked version of the Trident class. The notable differences were how much bulkier the front of the ships were, and their much larger engines and thrusters.

Sam pulled up one of the ships and looked closer at the front. She couldn’t tell for sure, but it looked like it was covered in hatches and ports.

Suddenly the design made sense.

A Daedalus cruiser burned towards a heavy cthulhi cruiser. The tendriled ship darted to the side, trying to coil itself around the Daedalus’s broadside. Instead, the Daedalus executed a high-G turn, pointing its nose right at the beast’s maw. The blue jets of the Daedalus’s engines flared like tiny supernovas as the ship punched through the cthulhi shields and hull.

“So they’re boarding craft?” Ceres asked.

“Kind of,” Andrews said with a mischievous chuckle.

The heavy cthulhi cruiser’s tendrils tried to coil about the human cruiser, then jerked to a sudden stop. Lights flickered all across the alien ship, and Sam swore she saw the hull shudder. Alien metal bulged like the world’s most violent case of goosebumps was spreading out across it. Explosions ruptured out from the ship as the Daedalus tore itself away.

That was when Sam saw them: the hatches on the nose of the vessel all sealed back up.

“Oh, that’s nasty,” Sam said.

“What? What’d I miss?” Brad asked.

Sam pointed out the ship. “The Daedalus cruisers ram themselves into an enemy ship, open up their gun ports, and shoot the hell out of them from the inside.”

“That way there’s a lot less armor to punch through and a lot more important stuff getting hit,” Andrews said with a grin. “I may or may not have been watching a little too much Macross when I came up with this.”

Brad smiled. “Hey, as long as it works. Can your ships do it again?”

“Yes,” Andrews said. “But there’s a lot more cthulhi in our way.”

“We have to make it through regardless,” Brad said. “If we don’t stop the Leviathan, we’re all dead.”

“You don’t have to remind me, sir,” Andrews said.

The human fleet rushed forward as their alien allies tried their best to cover their assault—or merely keep up, in the case of the dwarves. It was a bloodbath of ships exploding all around them. Swarms of cthulhi beam attacks cleaved through the void of space, dispatching more and more cruisers, forcing the human ships to dodge more the closer they got to their destination.

“Shields at twenty-five percent,” shouted one of the bridge crew.

Sam frowned. “How’s the Leviathan’s forward shield?”

“Still holding.”

“We will not make it like this,” Teresa said. “If those shields do not go down, we cannot board.”

“You’re forgetting about our shield diffuser tech we stole from the elves,” Sam said. “With the upgrades from the pharaohs, it should let us slip right through.”

“And if it does not?” Teresa insisted.

Brad let out a long exhale. “Then we’re going to splatter before we even hit their windshield.”

“That’s if we can even make it past all these ships,” Ceres said.

Les snorted. “No pressure, right?”

A glancing blow from a cthulhi beam skated past the Starfury’s bridge.

“Shields at ten percent,” warned the bridge officer.

“No pressure is right,” Sam agreed.

Looking at the map of the chaos around them, they were down to just ten Trident-class cruisers left. Each of those ships had the capability to board an enemy vessel and strike at them with infantry and armored vehicles, but ten wouldn’t be enough to take out the Leviathan. Not by a long shot. The Cthulhi Empire’s flagship was easily larger than planet Earth. Without any information on navigating inside ship, it would likely take them days to find the ship’s core or anyone important enough to kill inside to potentially stop the invasion.

This really is a suicide mission, isn’t it? Sam asked.

Olivia was silent for a long moment. I don’t want to be a Debbie downer, Sammy, but it sure looks like it.

The point was driven home as the Oberon took a direct barrage from the Leviathan itself. Mighty as the supercarrier’s shields were, they shattered in seconds.

The Oberon split in two. Its two halves were bombarded to fragments by the enormous cthulhi ship.

“Andrews?” Brad demanded. “Andrews, are you alive? Andrews, respond!”

There was no answer.

The remainder of the cthulhi fleet focused on destroying the rushing cruisers. Their numbers blotted out the stars around them.

“We just lost our heaviest support in this knife fight.” Michael’s voice trembled. “We’re dead. It’s game over, man. We’re done!”

“Not quite,” Anubis’s voice came through alliance chat.

A thundering growl rumbled through the Starfury’s hull. Through the sea of cthulhi ships, Sam barely managed to glimpse it.

Brad laughed with relief. “The Wrath of Anubis has joined the chat.”

The absolute behemoth of a ship rotated slowly in the light of the sun. It was like a giant pyramid that extended a very long way from the top to its front facing most corner. Sort of like a Star Destroyer’s much bigger, angrier, long-lost and thrice-removed cousin.

“Maintain your heading,” Anubis said.

Michael sucked in a sharp breath. “Hang on to something, people!”

Hot orange streaks of death rained all around them. Cthulhi ships exploded in droves as the pharaohs struck with surgical precision. Sam had always expected the elves to be the deadly marksmen of the Collective. Turned out that was not the case, at least not in space. It honestly made the elves look bad.

The Starfury shook violently as they sailed through exploding cthulhi ships. Debris bounced off their hulls, dropping their shields further down. Sam didn’t need to see a status report. One look outside the viewscreen showed their shield flickering and webbed in deep fissures. But their ten boarding craft were still alive.

“How did you get to us so quickly?” Brad asked. “I thought the cthulhi were jamming all communications.”

“They are,” Anubis confirmed as the vast Pharaoh Empire’s fleet spread out to match that of the Cthulhi Empire’s. “But us gods are linked on a much deeper level than their technology could ever hope to sever. For better or worse, Guildmaster, you and I are bound together for the rest of our days.”

Sam’s eyes widened.

That sounds like it could get incredibly messy, Olivia commented.

“Let’s aim for better instead of worse,” Brad said. “Take us in, people!”

The remaining skeleton fleet of human cruisers rushed forward. With the arrival of the pharaohs at such close proximity, the Cthulhi Empire was forced to focus their efforts on engaging them.

Another bombardment from the Stormwind slammed into the Leviathan, trying to break open the shields. The Wrath of Anubis joined in as well, its mighty cannons shooting through smaller vessels on the way to their target.

It was working. Fragments of shield exploded out of their way, leaving a clear window straight to the Leviathan.

And just as quickly as their hopes rose, it was snuffed out. The Leviathan’s shields shifted to a brilliant, noxious green. The gap in the shields sealed back up.

“What are they doing?” Ceres asked.

Brad scowled. “They’re burning aether to supercharge their shields.”

“So it’s back to plan A,” Sam said. “Get the shield diffusers ready.”

Michael rushed to a seat and strapped himself in tight. “Hey guys.”

“Yeah?” Brad asked.

“I just want you to know that whatever happens in there, it’s been fun knowing all of you,” Michael said.

Les planted her knuckles on the top of his skull and pressed. “Don’t go talking like that. You’re going to jinx us, idiot.”

“He’s not wrong,” Sam said. “We’re going into the belly of the beast. Anything that can go wrong will go wrong in there.” She met Les’s gaze. “If you don’t want to end up like Sal, you better be ready for a bloodbath.”

Les strapped herself in. “Oh, I’m counting on it.”

“Shield diffusers up,” a bridge officer reported. “Brace for impact in five.”

Sam grabbed on to her harness, watching the shield come ever closer to them.

“Four.”

Point defenses came online across the Leviathan’s hull.

“Three!”

The human cruisers broke off, dodging and weaving the intense wall of fire coming at them.

“Two!”

The Starfury’s shields took another glancing blow. Their shields shattered around them.

“One! Impact!”

The cruisers punched through the Leviathan’s shield like it wasn’t even there.

“We’re in,” cheered the bridge officer.

The cruiser off to their right took a direct blow and erupted in flames.

“We need to go faster,” Brad shouted.

“I’m giving it all she’s got, Captain,” Grandmaster Zeras said.

Sam tightened her grip on her harness.

Beams carved across the Starfury’s hull, sending glowing debris ripping free from the ship. But the gaping wound Jake had blown through the front of the Leviathan was straight ahead of them.

“Just a bit farther,” Sam whispered.

The Starfury shook violently.

“We lost an engine!” said a bridge officer.

“Trying to compensate,” called out another.

The ship shook again and spun out of control.

“This isn’t good!”

Brad threw his arm up in the air. “Divine Shield!”

The golden barrier of light shrouded all of them in the bridge. Sam hoped it covered everyone else on the Starfury as well.

They were coming in for a hot landing.


Chapter thirty-four
Brad


The Starfury smashed through the Leviathan’s innards like a bullet drilling through a wound. Slags of hull sloughed off the ship. Consoles erupted in sparks and wires all around them. Sharp, jagged spikes of metal punched through the bridge.

Darkness fell over the world, accompanied by an uneasy silence.

Are we dead? Brad asked.

Unfortunately, I’m still stuck with you, Frank said.

Brad couldn’t help smiling at his smartass muse. “Is everyone alright?” he asked as sparks briefly lit the ruined bridge. He didn’t see much, but what he saw was a complete wreck.

A sphere of light went up into the air. “We’re alive,” Ceres said.

“Not for any lack of trying on the cthulhis’ part.” Sam pointed at Brad’s side.

A jagged piece of metal looked like it had been aiming to punch straight through his rib cage into his heart. Thanks to Divine Barrier, the piece of metal had bent against his body rather than going through it. Everyone else on the bridge had suffered similar close calls. Whether it was their consoles exploding on them or being buried alive in debris, those five seconds of invulnerability made the difference between life and death.

“Adams, you guys good down there?” Brad asked.

“We lost a couple of tanks in the landing, but we’re alive,” Adams replied.

“Good,” Brad said. “Let’s get moving. We have a galaxy to save.”

“About that…” Ceres said. “Where exactly are we going? This ship is huge.”
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Brad blinked at the new marker on his map, along with the path given to him leading deep into the vast vessel. “Apparently we’re going that way.”

“How did the Collective even get this information?” Sam asked.

Anubis’s voice came through alliance chat. “There was another successful boarding of the Leviathan in the past. Of course I am using the word ‘successful’ in the loosest possible manner. The heroes of old were able to reach the core of the ship, which just so happens to be the emperor’s throne room as well. Depending on who’s telling the story, the heroes wounded the emperor or damaged the core, forcing the Cthulhi Empire to retreat. No one knows for sure, however. The handful of survivors who made it off the Leviathan hadn’t taken part in the final battle.”

“We’ll worry about old legends later,” Brad said. “Let’s get moving.”

Brad and his people made their way out of the wrecked vessel. The debris was so heavy at points they had to blast their way through. Once outside, Adams and his people gave them a demonstration. The two surviving tanks blasted their way out of the boarding compartment and drove through the hole. Their soldiers poured out after them.

Adams popped out of the lead tank. “So, what’s our exit strategy?”

“There isn’t one,” Brad said. “We stop the Cthulhi Empire here and now, or we die trying.”

Adams laughed. “Yeah, that’s what I was thinking.” He pointed a thumb back at the wrecked ship. “This old girl ain’t going anywhere anymore.”

“There are still other ships,” Ceres said. “Six of them made it in.”

“At different levels and depths from our position,” Teresa added. “There is no telling what challenges stand between us and our allies, nor is there any point to seeking them out at this very moment. Check the map, we are close to some sort of elevator shaft.”

“Elevator shaft” might have been the wrong words for it, but she wasn’t entirely wrong. Their highlighted path did lead them to some sort of chamber close to the center of the ship. From there, their path was a straight line to the ship’s throne room. Nothing about the path marked beyond the “elevator” bore any resemblance to what they knew back on Earth, or even on the alien ships they’d come across thus far.

“Adams, how many people made it out in one piece?” Brad asked.

Adams grimaced. “Counting the bridge crew? Just shy of a hundred. A lot of people got thrown out during the crash landing. They didn’t survive.”

Brad frowned, but he shouldn’t have been surprised. The second they were outside of Divine Shield’s protection, there was nothing to protect them from the painful reality of a high-speed spaceship crash.

“Understood,” Brad said. “Let’s get moving.”

The party moved forward, their weapons at the ready.

“Jake, Jake are you there?” Sam asked over alliance chat.

“Sam! It’s nice to hear your voice,” Jake said. “How’re you guys doing?”

Sam smiled. “We had a rough landing, but we made it inside. How are things looking on your end?”

“Oh, you know how orcs are,” Jake said between grunts. “We’re having a blast here. But we’re a ways off from the core. What about you guys?”

“So far we’re in the clear,” Sam said. “The elevator isn’t far from us.”

“It won’t stay—” Jake paused to unleash a blast of aetheric fury. “Won’t stay clear for long. This place is crawling with cthulhi. If you guys hadn’t picked up those modifications from the pharaohs, we would have been dead a thousand times over by now.”

“Even with all those orcs you brought?” Brad asked. Surely the orc numbers alone could make up for the tech difference.

“Yeah,” Jake said. “There’s just too many of them. Good luck out there, guys. I need to get back to the fight. Are you with me, boys?”

The chaotic chorus of orc cheers erupted in the background.

“Well, I’m glad they’re having fun,” Michael commented. “Because we sure as hell aren’t. Squid faces on the left.”

A gate split open down the distant hall with full-blown squads of cthulhi rushing out to engage. The distorted roar of their warriors rang out in their minds as they led the charge with wrist blades active and tendrils spread out, firing aetheric bolts at their party.

Ceres threw up a shield to their flank. “That’s way too many of them!”

Teresa added a second barrier. Their shields flashed, stopping and outright deflecting the cthulhi bolts. “We are not defenseless against these monsters anymore, Ceres. We can fight! We can win!”

“That’s my line, ladies,” Adams said. “Brad, get your people to that throne room and finish this damn fight. We’ll hold them off.”

Brad stopped to look back at Adams. “But you’ll die if we abandon you.”

A trio of the cthulhis’ strange tendril tanks stepped through the gate. Their ticks, as Brad called them.

“Devil Dogs never die, Brad. We just go missing in action,” Adams said. “Now get out of here!”

Brad didn’t want to leave his men to die, but Adams was right. If they didn’t put an end to the cthulhi emperor, all the people they’d lost would have died for nothing. They needed to finish this. “Give ’em hell, Adams.”

“You heard the boss man, boys and girls,” Adams bellowed. “Let’s show these squid faces why we were back-to-back world war champions.”

Adams and his tanks opened fire on the ticks. Through concentrated fire they brought down the first cthulhi heavy hitter. A second was brought low by a party of heavy gunners with a pair of rocket launchers firing heavy spreads of explosive ordnance. The rest of Adams’ people dug in to whatever cover they could find and started cutting down cthulhi left and right. Rangers may not have had the flashiest skills in the system, but there was no doubt in Brad’s mind they were effective.

As Brad and his party ran, it didn’t take much more than a glance to spot a hint of shock and indignant rage among the cthulhi warriors. They weren’t expecting an effective fighting force. They were ready for an easy slaughter and a quick meal of aether, not a real fight.

That didn’t make them any less of a threat.

As the warriors closed the gap, Adams and his people swiftly began a tactical withdrawal, trying to maintain distance with the cthulhi. Rangers would be slaughtered in hand-to-hand combat. A single cthulhi warrior was easily worth a full party or two of them, and there were hundreds of the squid faces. The few melee fighters among the Devil Dogs rushed to the front, but skilled as they were, the cthulhi had numbers and experience on their side.

Brad couldn’t leave them to fight alone.

He activated Standard Bearer, Honor Guard, Executioner Squad, and Triage Unit, and sent them all to support the Devil Dogs. Burning up the last of his mana, he activated Orbital Bombardment and Steel Rain one after another.

The Orbital Bombardment came down first. The thin beams of blue light burned holes through the high ceiling of the hall. A few of the cthulhi stopped to look up as the others fought around them. Brad had them right where he wanted them. The trio of beams was joined by a fourth thanks to his additional level in the spell. One after another the beams flared to life, ripping clean through cthulhi shields and dragging their bodies up into the air. Those who were unfortunate enough to avoid being struck directly by the beams suffered a slow, burning death from the intense heat coming off each beam before they detonated. Each blast scattered waves of warriors across the hall, making them easy pickings for the Devil Dogs and Brad’s summons.

Yet still the tide of bodies was densely pouring in. But Brad had expected as much. They were in the heart of the Cthulhi Empire. Security was going to be absurd.

That was when the drop pods came crashing through the Leviathan into the thick of combat. The doors slammed open, crushing any cthulhi in their way as fresh warriors poured out to face the enemy.
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Brad chugged down a pair of mana potions and activated every single buff in his arsenal, greatly amplifying his forces’ fighting strength. He hoped it would be enough to sway the tide of the battle, but it was only a temporary measure. Sooner or later his summoned units would time out and disappear from the battlefield and his buffs would run out. So long as he had mana he could reapply the buffs, but without his presence on the battlefield he couldn’t summon reinforcements to support Adams and his Devil Dogs.

Hold the line, guys.

Brad kept downing mana potions as they ran. Whatever threat the emperor posed, they were going to need every drop of mana they had to take him down. And Brad had a big mana pool to refill.

Ceres and Teresa did their best to keep the fresh wave of cthulhi warriors at range from their rangers. Any who were suicidal enough to get close to them were swiftly put down by Michael and Sam.

As for the groups who reached them, Les turned one of their own weapons against them. She revved up the enormous chainsaw stolen from the scorpion marauder and ripped through them with merciless efficiency.

Sweetness was the only one who wasn’t allowed to help. After he wrestled a warrior to the ground and decided it was time to chow down, Brad had to run back and drag his overgrown honey badger away by his armored collar or risk him getting killed. They’d lost enough people already; Brad didn’t want to lose his pet honey badger, too.

“There, straight ahead of us,” Brad said.

“It’s a portal?” Michael asked.

“Sure looks that way,” Sam said.

Their so-called elevator was a trio of splayed-out arches, split apart at the middle. They poured aetheric energies into a glowing maroon sphere of light, big enough to drive a full party of cthulhi ticks through without issue. And evidently someone didn’t want them using it. The gathering of energy shut down just as they reached it.

“Damn it!” Brad cursed.

“Rocky, get on it,” Sam said.

The flying squirrel hopped off her shoulder and onto a nearby console. He started scrambling about, pushing buttons, keying in commands, tearing panels off.

“Are you serious?” Michael asked. “How is your squirrel supposed to help us here?”

Sam threw wave after wave of daggers and shadowy ninja stars at the approaching tide of aliens. Everyone she hit was engulfed in explosions, but each cthulhi took dozens of hits before they even started slowing down. “Rocky’s got a massive brain in that little head of his. Trust me. If he can’t get us in, no one can.”

Brad cleaved through a cthulhi warrior’s side with his halberd. The warrior caught the weapon halfway through and thrust his biomechanical tendrils at Brad’s face. Brad was faster. With a single thought he unloaded The Last Word into the cthulhi’s chest, blasting him clean off the weapon.

“You’ve got this, Rocky,” Brad said. “I believe in you.” It was a completely ridiculous thing to say, but if it hadn’t been for that little flying squirrel, Sam wouldn’t have been able to pull off some of the stunts she had in the past. Like assassinating Gutwrencha or recovering the pharaoh teleporter core.

As more warriors and rangers poured in, Brad went for his summon abilities once more.

Warning: Recasting a summoning spell will dismiss previously summoned creatures. Would you like to continue?

Brad pulled up his summons bar on the right and saw his summons were still going strong. Thanks to his god of life status, his Triage Unit was able to keep the other units topped off in the thick of the fighting. Unfortunately that also meant he couldn’t summon any reinforcements to back them up.

And they were going to need it. A trio of robed cthulhi rose into the air deep behind enemy lines, raging with elemental energies.

“Anyone have something to deal with those mages?” Brad asked.

“I’m on them,” Sam said, and vanished into the shadows.

“Wait for me,” Michael said, and melted into them as well.

In the distance Brad saw several explosions of smoke bombs as two of the mages and the cthulhi around them turned their attention onto Sam and Michael. The third kept its attention firmly fixed on them.

Noxious, green embers built around it as its hands raised slowly to the air.

“That doesn’t look good,” Les said.

“Ceres, Teresa, can you hold off that attack?” Brad asked.

Ceres shook her head. “Not if we’re busy fighting. That looks nasty.”

“Good thing we have spells for just such an occasion,” Teresa said.

“Oh yeah!” Ceres laughed. “I completely forgot about them.”

“As did I,” Teresa agreed. “But what did you expect? They do not work very well for on-the-move combat.”

“Well, I told you it’s better to be prepared for any situation, and here we are!” Ceres said.

Les ripped through a trio of cthulhi warriors and knocked back their oncoming buddies with their shredded remains. “If you two ladies could shut up and pull our asses out of the fire sometime today, I’d really appreciate it!”

“You do not have to be so rude about it,” Teresa said. “Ice Tower!”

“Lightning Tower!” Ceres shouted.

A tower of ice shot out of the ground at the depths of the cthulhi force. The air around it turned a frigid white. The ground froze over. The cthulhi caught within the tower’s area of effect slowed down or simply froze solid under the spell’s effect. It didn’t reach far enough to cover the entire fighting force, but it was enough to hamper their advance.

A second tower, one of lightning, shot up behind them. It hummed with dreadful energy, building up to a resounding crack. The bolt of electricity slammed through the closest cthulhi then shot to several dozen more, breaking their shields before a second shot finished them off.

“You guys could have been playing tower defense this whole time?” Brad asked.

“They are not great for running around as we so often do, Brad,” Teresa said casually as she and Ceres combined their mana shields into one potent barrier. “But yes, we could have.”

“Can you make more?” Les asked as the charging cthulhi warriors were stopped dead in their tracks by the shield.

“Not without more levels,” Ceres said. Her eyes shot wide. “It’s attacking!”

The cthulhi unleashed a giant ball of noxious green flame at them. It surged forward with terrifying speed, slamming into Ceres and Teresa’s shield. It cracked under the immense force. Already Brad felt like he was being cooked alive behind the barrier, and the green fireball didn’t show signs of stopping any time soon. He needed to give it a push.

Thrusting his halberd forward, Brad prepared to cast Lord’s Cannon.

The air shifted behind him.

Les threw Brad aside.

“What the hell, Les?” Brad shouted, only to see a dagger plunge through her chest. Noxious green flames spread from it and across her body. “Les!”

“You aren’t killing us that easily,” Les hissed, dropping her sword. “You squid-faced freak!” Her eyes ignited with the activation of Fiery Rage as her assailant’s aether-destroying flames reached them.

Brad swiftly cast healing on Les and an inverted Aether Siphon to keep her system from burning out. It was a terrible idea. The noxious flames spread from Les towards him, and the more aether he poured into keeping Les’s system operational, the faster the flames burned.

Les grabbed the cthulhi assassin by the throat and squeezed. The monster let out a croaking laugh and spread its tendrils wide open, exposing its horrific mouth. It planned to feed on Les even as it burned out her aether.

“Open wide, ugly,” she roared, and slammed her head right into the monster’s mouth.

The force caught the monster off guard. The assassin crashed back, tearing her dagger free from Les. The noxious flames engulfing Les from the inside out still lingered. The assassin spat out blood. It let out a vicious roar and dove for Les.

Sweetness snatched the assassin out of the air by the leg and slammed her skull-first into the ground over and over again. The monster’s shield shattered, and Brad’s honey badger did what he did best: ripping and tearing.

Brad quickly deactivated Aether Siphon and focused all of his mana on healing her. “You’re going to be alright, Les. I can keep your body running.”

“Forget about me,” she groaned weakly. Raising a weak finger, she pointed at the mana shield. “Save the others.”

Brad’s eyes widened. The mana shield was crumbling under the enormous fireball. If it struck them, no amount of healing was going to keep Les alive, let alone the rest of them. But if he stopped healing Les, he wasn’t sure there would be any bringing her back from the dead.

He had to make a choice.

“I’m sorry, Les,” Brad said.

He shot to his feet and aimed his halberd once more. He cast Lord’s Cannon. A brilliant beam of golden light shot forth through their barrier and into the noxious green flame. The powerful attack shoved back the sphere just enough for Ceres and Teresa to restore their mana shield. And they needed it. As Brad kept pushing the fireball back, the shield caved in. The roiling surface of flame shuddered and collapsed upon itself. The air was sucked out of the room for a split-second, then blinding light engulfed them.

The shield shattered.

Brad and the others were flung back towards the teleporter. His back slammed into one of the arches and he caught glimpses of Ceres and Teresa latching on to something. Rocky squealed, hanging on to the console for dear life. Sweetness had his claws dug into the floor, the blast driving him back.

You have taken 8,000 damage.

Warning: System disrupted.

Warning: Aether destruction detected.

War—ing…

His vision cleared. Brad’s body was covered in patches of noxious flame, and he did the only thing he could think of—he rolled on the floor to try and put them out.

It wasn’t working.

Luckily the effect wasn’t long-lived. It seemed without the constant application of whatever force the cthulhi used to destroy aether, it died off on its own shortly after. The effect wasn’t pleasant regardless.

His HUD flickered on and off. His health and mana bars fluctuated wildly, their numbers climbing and dropping even more erratically than the bars themselves. His notification bar spammed him with error messages, but one caught his attention above all others.

Error: System effectiveness reduced to 15%.

Brad wasn’t going to be able to fight anyone like that. Neither was the rest of his party. But fifteen percent was better than nothing. He pulled up his spells. All but two were out of action: Healing Hands and Aether Siphon. Having restored his friends’ systems earlier, he knew all it took was a fresh injection of aether to get them back up and running. But he needed a target to drain.

A cthulhi stood up, dusting himself off. His shield flickered but otherwise looked solid. That wasn’t a good mark. Many of the others were dead, shredded, or otherwise burnt to a crisp. There was nothing to be drained from them. He needed a cthulhi who’d lost their shields and was too injured to be a threat.

Brad spotted one at the edge of the crater closest to him: a cthulhi warrior struggling to crawl on all fours, bleeding profusely as it dragged itself away from the fight.

He wasn’t about to let the opportunity pass. Brad cast Aether Siphon.

Target outside of range.

“Oh, what the hell,” Brad hissed. His system was far more damaged than he realized if even his ten-times bonus to aether siphoning didn’t give him the reach he needed.

Brad dragged himself to his feet and lumbered over to the cthulhi warrior. He could barely move his right leg. Maintaining his balance was done through sheer force of will alone, and more of the damned cthulhi were still coming at them.

In the distance, Brad noticed two of the enemy mages were no longer in the air. The third had a pair of blurred figures crawling all over it. The monster flailed and shrieked before it too came crashing to the ground. Brad guessed that was Sam and Michael. His system being so out of whack prevented him from seeing the rogues with their stealth abilities active.

All the more reason to reach the wounded warrior.

Brad picked up the pace. Bolts of cthulhi fire snapped past his head. Another blew a chunk of floor out from under his feet. Brad crashed face-first into the ground. He was less than a foot away from the warrior. He reached out to cast Aether Siphon once more.

Target outside of range.

Brad growled under his breath and crawled forward. He considered swinging his halberd at the monster, but seeing how badly it was bleeding already, he didn’t want to risk killing it and destroying what aether was still left inside its body.

“Come here, ugly,” Brad called out.

The warrior paused to look back at him. That was a mistake.

Brad tackled the cthulhi warrior and wrestled him down to his back. His tendril mouth opened wide and an unintelligible, garbled mess of alien speak erupted in the back of Brad’s mind. Hissing, dark whispers clawed at his consciousness. His heart raced as dread filled every fiber of his being. Without the system’s perks to protect him against fear, there was nothing but sheer force of will left to defend him.

He froze.

The warrior easily overpowered Brad, dragging him towards his horrific mouth. The tangible, physical dread of that abomination overpowered the dark whispers crawling in his mind. Brad’s body sprang into action. His hand shot out to grab the monster by the throat. He gagged, jerking his head away for a brief second.

It was one second too many.

Brad’s senses came rushing back. With the full might of his weak human strength he squeezed the warrior’s throat and cast Aether Siphon. A trickle of aether poured into his body, steadily growing into a stream.

System at 45%.

The stream grew into a flood as aether poured into his body. Black veins spread through him as the system struggled to keep up with the flow of aether. Brad didn’t care. He needed the power to fight, and he was going to tear it out of the warrior if it was the last thing he did.

Brad’s vision darkened at the corners. Dark webs spread across his eyes. His heart tried to pound its way free from his chest as sweat poured from his body. He was deep into aether-poisoning territory.

How much damn aether do you monsters carry?

System restored.

Brad’s vision cleared. His strength returned. And his bars were painfully low.

Health: 2341/13900

Mana: 253/9935

Brad shifted The Last Word to its axe form and buried it in the cthulhi warrior’s skull. The kill earned him back a chunk of his health, but he needed far more. The problem was, getting the mana he needed to heal himself and his allies wasn’t going to happen with the cthulhi advancing once more.

Rocky chittered behind them as a loud hum came to life.

The portal was up and running.

“Time to go, people,” Sam said as she reappeared next to Ceres and Teresa alongside Michael.

Brad fought his way to his feet, dragging the cthulhi warrior with him as a… not-so-human shield. He cast Healing Hands on himself, gaining speed as he retreated to the portal.

He scanned the floor for Les, only to find her charred body lifeless on the floor. Brad gritted his teeth and cast Resurrection.

Error: No system detected.

Error: Not enough mana.

Brad clenched his fist and snapped around to face the coming tide of cthulhi. He was going to kill them all for taking away his friend.

Wrong target, kid. Wrong target! Frank shouted, his voice filled with static and bursts of digitization. If you want to get back at the squid faces for killing Les, you’re going to have to hit them where it hurts. You have to kill the emperor.

Brad’s knuckles turned white with rage. You’re right. He glanced down at his fallen friend. We’ll avenge you, Les. I promise.

He joined the others at the portal. They exchanged worried glances between him and Les’s body, then gave a knowing nod. Ceres and Teresa clutched at their mouths like they were holding back sobs. The party moved forward through the portal.

One moment they were surrounded by cthulhi warriors. The next they were in a vast chamber with maddening height to its walls.

Brad gasped at the strange engravings along the monoliths adorning the edges of the room leading to the throne. They glowed red and oozed, almost like blood. It smelled like blood, too. The oozing fluid poured into troughs etched along the floor, flowing along it to a circular pit at the center of their platform.

But that was by far the least ominous thing about the throne room.

The dark statues had glowing red eyes. Those eyes seemed to linger just at the edge of his vision, gnawing at his mind whenever he looked at them for more than a moment. They were maddening figures, some resembling the cthulhi on a far more nightmarish scale, others Brad couldn’t even begin to make heads or tails of. All he knew was the extreme feeling of dread that punched through his defenses if he kept staring at them.

“This is one hell of a creepy place,” Michael said.

Sam popped a mana potion. “It’s the final boss room of a galaxy-devouring race. Did you think it wouldn’t be creepy?”

Michael shrugged. “I mean, I was hoping for less nightmare fuel and more wow factor.”

Brad chugged down his mana potions, scanning the room for Emperor Trozh'kross. With such an obnoxious name, Brad simplified it to Troz.

Far in the distance Brad made out a terrifying figure. Troz loomed before them, surrounded by a gathering of what Brad assumed were his honor guard. Their spears blazed emerald green.

If the enormous throne made out of alien bodies that had been turned to stone and now oozed glowing-red blood wasn’t enough of a clue, the fact that security was so tight around the cthulhi sealed the deal. But there was something else different about the creature. Where the other cthulhi bore glowing crimson eyes, this one had jet-black, soulless orbs.

Brad scanned around for a core, but couldn’t find anything resembling one. There was just the throne and the strange, massive ring all the glowing blood poured into. He decided the core wasn’t worth worrying about. Troz was dead in their sights. All they had to do was kill him, and it would all be over.

“You guys ready for this?” Brad asked.

“Ready as I can be for this mess,” Michael said.

“Too late to back down now,” Ceres said.

Teresa pointed her staff at the emperor. “Let us be rid of these abominations once and for all.”

Sam spun her daggers. “I’ve got your back, Brad.”

Brad nodded and raised his halberd. “For Sal and Les. For all of our fallen. Charge!”


Chapter thirty-five
Jake


“Bwahahah!” Killfrag smashed aside a whirling cthulhi warrior with a backhand from his claw. The monster’s shield shattered. Killfrag unloaded into the squid face’s gut, and as it hunched over clutching its wounds, the huge orc smashed the cthulhi to the ground, reducing it to paste. “Youz weren’t kiddin’ ‘bout deze squid face gits! They’z loads of fun, hahah!”

The other orcs roared with good cheer, throwing themselves at the tide of bodies coming their way. It didn’t matter if they were getting butchered just as fast as they were butchering the cthulhi. The orcs were having a blast.

“Glad you’re all having fun,” Jake said as he pulled up his map. They weren’t far from the teleporter. “But I need to find my squishy human friends and make sure the big squid boss doesn’t stomp their faces in.”

Bonekrusha snorted. “Go on den, git. Means moar foightin’ fer us real orcses!” The old pirate-hat-wearing orc drove his point home by burying his axe deep in a warrior’s gut, revving it to full speed as he lifted the alien in the air.

“Smash them up good, guys,” Jake said, and split off. “Come on, team.”

Darius let out a whine. “Awww, but it was just getting to the fun part!”

“What about any of this is fun?” Tanya protested.

Darius pointed to the rear lines as they followed Jake.

A huge alien lizard somewhere between a T-Rex and a snapping turtle trundled forward through the orc lines. The huge monster was covered in a random assortment of different metals painted disjointed red, white, and black colors. Upon that armor was strapped all manner of guns and… Jake was just going to call the little bunkers scattered across the monster “pillboxes.” Orcs rained fire from those as the big orc riding atop the beast urged it forward.

The overgrown lizard roared and plowed through orcs and cthulhi alike, heading into the heart of their tide. The strange, tick-like cthulhi tanks rushed out to intercept, but between a literal mountain of guns built onto the dinosaur and its anger management problem, they weren’t going anywhere.

“Damn. That does look fun,” Tanya admitted with a grumble.

Mason laughed. “Let’s get going. We can ask the orcs if we can play with their pet lizard after we’ve saved the galaxy.”

Darius gave an excited nod. “That’s a great idea! They probably want us to fight it.”

“I thought you wanted to ride it,” Tanya said.

Darius shrugged. “I’d prefer to, but I’m not picky.”

Jake whistled. “Focus, people. The portal’s up ahead.”

The glowing violet gate pulsed ominously before them. Jake expected it to shut off the moment they reached it, but it didn’t. The console flashed with red pulsating alien text his system couldn’t make sense of. It didn’t take a xenoarchaeologist to figure out something had gone terribly wrong with their security system. Jake just hoped that meant the elevator still worked.

“Everyone ready for this?” Jake asked.

“Ready as we’re gonna be,” Mason said.

Tanya nodded.

Darius ran ahead. “Leeeroooy Jenk—” His voice was cut off the second he stepped through the portal.

“God damn it, Darius.” Jake threw himself after his overeager apprentice.

He popped out on the other side in a vast, ominous chamber. Channels of glowing blood oozed across the large, ringed platform they’d arrived on. Around him were strange monoliths scrawled in the same alien text he’d seen on the console below—or above? Jake wasn’t really sure. Past the monoliths were shadowy statues with glowing crimson eyes. He knew it was impossible, but somehow he felt like they were looking right at him, staring directly into his very soul. Ice filled his veins the longer he stared, a sensation he rid himself of when he tore his gaze away.

“Well if this isn’t a final boss room, I don’t know what is,” Darius commented as Tanya and Mason arrived. “Oh hey! It’s Brad and the others.”

Jake followed Darius’s pointing finger to the party located clear on the other side of the ringed platform. They were running towards the main staircase that led up to the central dais, where an obsidian-eyed cthulhi sat upon a throne made of…sculptures of other alien species? He couldn’t quite tell from where he stood, and he wasn’t looking forward to the nightmares the cthulhi throne room was going to leave him with.

One thing pulled at his attention more than anything else, however: the center of the ring where all the glowing blood poured into. He felt a pull there, like something was reaching for his core—or perhaps his core was trying to pull at something too big for it. Before Jake could indulge his curiosity, the fighting began.

“Orbital Bombardment!” Brad’s voice carried across the chamber.

“Time to move.” Jake led the charge around their side of the ring, trying to meet Brad and the others at the middle before things got messy.

The cthulhi guards armed with noxious green, glowing spears held their ground even as thin beams of light appeared over them. Emperor Trozh'kross—which Jake would refer to as Troz to spare himself the headache—gave a lazy wave of his hand as he rested his head on his knuckles.

Brad’s thin beams of light flared to life. They shot through the throne room’s ceiling, burning a path straight through to the guards and— They stopped. A green barrier intercepted the volley without so much as thinking about buckling.

And still the guards did not move.

Jake’s eyes widened, sensing the immense power coming off the barrier. All that from a lazy hand wave? He gritted his teeth. Their fight was going to be a lot tougher than they’d realized.

The two parties met at the foot of the stairs.

“Jake, you made it!” Sam said.

“That was faster than I expected,” Brad said.

Jake nodded. “Turns out when you’ve got a wrecking crew of orcs between you and your destination, you can get anywhere easily enough. So what’s the plan here?”

Brad let off a nervous chuckle. “The beatings will continue until victory is assured?”

Jake sighed. “So no plan, then.” He pointed at the guards watching them. “Anything I should know about those things?”

“Don’t let them touch you,” Sam said immediately. “Those weapons destroy aether. If they attack you directly, they’ll start tearing up your system.”

“Good thing we don’t need to rely on the system, huh?” Darius said optimistically.

Jake glanced over his shoulder. “You don’t want them destroying your core and leaving you crippled during the final battle, do you?”

“If he’s lucky enough to be left crippled,” Brad said in a warning tone.

Darius gulped. “OK. Try-hard pants are coming on.”

Jake looked at Troz. The cthulhi appeared as bored as he had when they’d arrived. Which meant he didn’t expect them to even get through his guards. “Let’s get this show on the road, then.”

He led the group up the top of the stairs. The guards shifted from their positions to bar their path. There were eight of them, and Jake didn’t doubt for a second they were among the best the cthulhi had to offer.

“I’ve got the one on the left,” Michael said.

Sam shifted to the side. “The one on the right is mine.”

Jake cracked his knuckles. “I’ve got the middle.”

He kicked off the floor, scattering a jet of fresh debris from the gleaming, obsidian floor. He was on top of his target in less than the blink of an eye. Jake’s fist slammed into the guard’s shield, ripping apart the barrier protecting his aether. A smirk pulled at Jake’s lips. He didn’t even have to use his own supply of aether to fuel his attack; he could siphon it all from the honor guard’s shield.

And that was exactly what Jake did.

He drew the tidal wave of aether shielding the cthulhi honor guard into his fist and unleashed it with an explosion of force. The guard flew back, his face caved in and his body lifeless.

Jake shook out his smoking fist and met the emperor’s jet-black gaze.

Troz raised a curious brow. “Well, well, well… It seems the Collective can raise fighters after all. Maybe your worthless species will provide a modicum of amusement.”

“We’ll do a lot more than that, Troz,” Jake said.

The emperor merely pointed past Jake. “Will you now?”

While Jake had steamrolled his opponent, the others were not so fortunate.

Michael threw himself around the honor guard’s spear, trying desperately to avoid any contact with the business end of the weapon. Jake couldn’t blame him. One glancing blow was all it had taken to sever the blade—the split pieces of the weapon exploded in a noxious green blaze. Michael threw aside the dagger remnants and swung out his pistol, unloading on the guard’s face. His shields flickered as he rushed forward for the kill. Michael dove underneath the spear and sent a flying knee to the cthulhi’s skull, buying himself a window to catch his breath.

A trail of afterimages followed Sam’s every motion, throwing off her opponent’s flurry of attacks. With a quick dash, Sam stabbed the monster’s shield, gouging out a hole through the barrier, then vanished. The warrior swung his blazing spear around, sending out a shockwave of noxious flame. He missed. Sam was above him with a group of her replicas. All of them dove down onto the monster. The honor guard impaled the first Sam.

Jake’s heart sank. Each replica was so lifelike he couldn’t tell them apart from the real thing. Green flames erupted through her body before she detonated to nothing more than a cloud of ash.

“Sam!”

Another Sam appeared behind the cthulhi honor guard, this one trailed by a wave of afterimages. Jake’s eyes widened. That had to be the real one.

Sam vanished once more. He couldn’t make anything out of her attacks except for the trail of black lightning slashing the honor guard to ribbons. His shield shattered. His wounds oozed glowing green blood. The monster howled as it carved up another two of Sam’s replicas, but it was already done for.

The surviving replicas kicked the honor guard into the air. The real Sam latched on to the monster and sent them both spiraling into the ground like a comet at Michael’s opponent. Its shield shattered.

Sam’s opponent was dead, and Michael’s was exposed.

“This is for Les, freak,” Michael said, emptying his pistol into the monster’s skull.

Ceres and Teresa both traded blows with a single cthulhi. It was an elaborate dance of offense and defense where the two mages traded positions after every exchange. Teresa rushed ahead, throwing up a mana shield to block the spear blow. The shield was engulfed in green flames, exploding into ashen mana fragments. Ceres burst through the cloud of smoke, her fist sheathed in a whirlwind of lightning. The blow shattered the alien’s shield but did nothing to the cthulhi honor guard, who whipped her aside with the tail end of his spear. Ceres barely managed to catch herself on her feet, but the honor guard was already charging her.

“Ceres, no!” Teresa shouted and threw herself in the way, mana shield at full power.

Her shield exploded, and the spear plunged through her gut. The guard hefted her ignited body into the air. The noxious fire burned so brightly through her she was reduced to ash in moments. The guard tossed her remains aside over the edge into the vast chasm below.

“Teresa!” Ceres screamed. She was next in line to die. The guard’s spear spun for her head.

Jake rushed to her aid. Channeling aether to enhance his speed, he was on top of them in a flash. Jake caught the spear by the haft and ripped it free from the guard’s hands. The cthulhi nearly fell onto his face. Jake made sure he did. Driving the blazing spear through the cthulhi’s core, he split the monster in two.

“Still with me, Ceres?” Jake asked.

Tears streamed down her face. She choked on her words but eventually managed a nod.

Jake knew she was anything but alright, but now was not the time nor place to mourn the fallen. He turned his attention to searching for the next friend in need.

Tanya and Darius traded blows with another pair of guards.

Tanya moved deftly in between blows, retaliating with aetheric blasts. Little by little she chipped away at his defenses, punching out openings in the monster’s barrier.

Darius summoned his aether axe and tried overpowering his opponent. It wasn’t working out too well. He had to be careful not to touch the business end of the spear with his weapon. With every swing he caught the spear by the haft until the cthulhi guard surprised him with a feint. Darius’s axe erupted in an explosive blaze. He screamed as the noxious fire surged up his arm. He clutched at his burning arm as the blaze spread through the rest of his body.

The honor guard spun his spear around, bringing it in for the kill.

Before Jake could react, Mason threw Darius aside. The former-martial-arts-instructor-turned-cultivator-warrior abandoned his own opponent to save Darius’s life. He sheathed his hands in aetheric energy and plunged them through the cthulhi’s shield, ripping open a hole to the horrific, tentacle-faced monster.

“Mason, watch out,” Tanya shouted as she blew the head off her opponent.

Mason never stood a chance. The cthulhi he fought impaled him through the gut. The one he’d broken away from swung for his head. Clenching his teeth in agony, Mason thrust out his hand at the cthulhi’s face and fired a full-powered blast of aether. The cthulhi guard’s body was removed from the chest down.

Jake was a second too late.

Mason’s head was cleaved clean off his shoulders right as Jake brought down the wrath of an aether-infused god on the cthulhi guard. There was nothing left of the monster but a glowing green smear.

Mason’s lifeless body crashed to the ground, green flames burning what remained of it.

“Brad, bring him back to life!” Jake demanded.

“I can’t,” Brad shouted, breaking off from his own opponent, his eyes blinking furiously. “These weapons rip apart the system. I can’t bring someone back to life if their system is offline.” He shot the cthulhi guard away and activated Aether Cannon. Violet flows of aether poured into his hand from the surviving cthulhi around them. His spell shattered the remaining cthulhi shields to fuel his attack; it was an aetheric blast like Jake and the other cultivators could unleash, except to a much lesser, much more tightly controlled degree. It blew a hole in the guard’s chest.

Jake clenched his fist, desperately wanting Brad to be wrong. He wasn’t. One look at Mason or Teresa’s ashen remains confirmed it.

No system detected.

His gaze turned back to Darius. The flames had gone out, but his young apprentice still writhed on the floor.

Darius

Health: Not Available.

Mana: Not Available.

System Compromised.

“Can you help him, at least?” Jake pleaded, pointing at Darius.

Brad smashed aside another cthulhi guard’s deadly spear and kicked him away. “I can! Sam, back me up.”

“On it.” Sam appeared behind the guard, plunging her twin daggers through the monster’s heart.

Brad broke off, casting Aether Siphon and Healing Hands on Darius.

Darius — System Restored.

Jake watched his apprentice’s health climb—and fresh cthulhi reinforcements arriving as the last honor guard’s body hit the ground.

“I find it rather impressive that you could kill my guards, humans. But this is as far as you go.” Troz said, still as unamused as ever. “You will serve as another among the countless trillions sacrificed to feed the empire. Just as your world will be among the thousands we have consumed in our quest for survival.” Troz’s gaze met Jake’s. “But worry not, humans.” He patted the lifelike statues of aliens that made up his throne. “You will be forever remembered among the rare few who ever made it this far.”

Jake clenched his fist, aetheric lightning arcing up his arm. “You won’t get away with this.” His body erupted with aetheric fury, ripping a crater out of the throne room’s obsidian floor. “I won’t let you.”

Brad waved at the others. “Cover the rear.”

“But we have to help Jake,” Sam said.

“We can’t let the cthulhi gang up on him, Sam,” Brad said. “I’m a friggin’ god according to the system and I can’t put out half the damage Jake does. If anyone can take out Troz, it’s him.”

Sam growled under her breath but nodded in agreement.

Brad went about casting his buffs once more and summoning his forces.

“An impressive show of power,” Emperor Troz commented without a shred of concern. “But do you have the skills to apply that power, or are you simply another loud-mouthed aether-sack playing at god?”

Jake charged Troz, his fist sheathed with aetheric fury. He reached his target with a thundering clash, the explosive force of the impact obstructing his vision.

When the dust cleared, Jake gasped.

He hadn’t landed the blow on Troz. The cthulhi emperor had thrown up a noxious green barrier in Jake’s path. It was completely intact.

Jake quickly hopped away before the barrier tried to ignite him. He wasn’t sure whether that was one of its effects, but Jake wasn’t sticking around to find out.

He rushed in from another angle, shifting his position about quickly before striking again. The barrier shifted to intercept him once more. All the while, Troz sat there, lazily following Jake’s movements with his cold obsidian eyes. Jake went in for another attack, then another. The shield flashed with each impact but showed no signs of breaking down.

Jake threw out his bundle of talismans and infused them with deep wells of aether. They scattered about Troz, raining down volleys of aetheric beams. Troz blocked all of them. The green barrier swooped from one aetheric beam to the next before intercepting another vicious blow from Jake.

Troz was damned fast. Too fast. How’s anyone supposed to kill this guy? Jake thought.

As he smashed his fist into the barrier again, he reached out with his senses to see if he could leech the aether away from Troz.

“You know it is rude to try and see inside another being, human,” Troz commented.

Jake didn’t have the luxury of coming up with a snappy comeback. A flash of green erupted in front of Troz, ejecting a rain of green spears into the air. “Oh no.”

The spears rocketed down across the throne room like missiles. Jake expected them to chase after him, but Troz was smarter than that. As he dodged one attack, the next one came right after him, over and over again, forcing Jake to stay on the move. His blazing-fast speed was the only thing keeping him alive.

Spinning out of the way of the final spear, he caught a glimpse of the battle raging at the throne room’s entrance. Brad, Sam, and the others struggled to hold back the tide of cthulhi warriors. Slowly but surely, the squid faces were going to win if Jake couldn’t bring the fight to a swift end.

Jake charged in again. The barrier intercepted him over and over again. Jake battered it like a sledgehammer. The flashes off each impact were growing brighter. Was he making progress?

Another volley of green spears rained down on Jake. Again he was put on the defensive. He needed to see into Troz if he was going to find a way to defeat him, and he wasn’t going to do that if he was too busy dodging.

Jake threw his arms up, summoning layers of scattered aether shields above his head with the talismans moving to intercept as well. The spears smashed into the talismans first, igniting one after another and detonating the aether within them in brilliant flashes of destructive force. Then they moved to the barriers.

The stunt didn’t buy Jake much time, but it was enough.

He saw.

He saw the aether flowing towards Troz’s heart, its violet, powerful flow like that of a rampaging waterfall on steroids, only to be detonated and poured into the noxious green attacks he used again and again. Except there was a huge anomaly in what he saw: the aether was flowing into Troz rather than being drawn from his core.

Jake followed the flow of aether. It was drawn in from the monster’s tendrils that were draped and coiled over his throne. They reached beneath the throne and the platform they fought upon, extending deep below and behind them. But to what?

A brilliant flash of green tore Jake’s attention back to the fight at hand.

His shields shattered. The last few spears skewered into the ground around him as he dodged. But those weren’t responsible for the flash—it was the enormous blazing spheres of noxious green speeding at him.

Each fireball dwarfed the platform they were on. Jake could dodge them, of course—it was a simple manner of jumping above them or traveling back to the ring—but Jake wasn’t alone. His friends were behind him. If he failed to stop the fireballs, they would seal their fates.

Try a shield! Hazel offered.

Jake had another plan. He channeled the aether deep within his core into a furious aetheric blast. The sudden explosion of force stripped the gleaming surface off the platform beneath them and stopped the first fireball dead in its tracks. It collapsed in on itself with a devastating explosion, sending Jake sliding back.

“I won’t take one step back,” Jake growled, pushing forward as he fueled his attack with more and more aether. His beam grew in size and fury. “Not one!”

The second sphere slammed into his beam of aether and detonated. The third came in faster, forcing his attack to spread around it like a jet of high-pressure water hitting a metal sphere before it too detonated. Jake’s beam broke apart. The noxious green flames finally took hold and burned swiftly toward his hands.

Jake had to cut off his attack to let the flames die off in the air.

Troz had yet to make a single move off his throne. But he didn’t have to—his fourth and final sphere was coming to end Jake’s struggle.

He was out of options. Another beam would take him far too much time to charge up. A shield was bound to break under Troz’s might. But maybe he could try something dangerous.

If it works, I live. If it doesn’t…well, it’s not my problem anymore, is it? he thought with grim determination.

Jake channeled his aether into his fist and spiked the noxious green fireball right back at Troz like a volleyball. It detonated on impact.

A wall of force slammed into Jake, sending him sailing across the air, over his friends, and through the tide of cthulhi charging in.

Did we win? Jake asked.

I am not seeing a quest completion, Jake, Hazel warned.

Jake grimaced. He’d burned through an ocean of aether to fight Troz. He needed to recharge. Luckily there was no shortage of cthulhi warriors around.

“Pardon me,” Jake said as he dug his hand deep into a cthulhi’s shields and siphoned the aether straight out of it, then another and another, all while fighting off the surrounding warriors with kicks and swinging their allies at them like clubs.

Jake had just crushed another warrior with a vicious blow when a jet of debris shot up from the cloud of dust covering the emperor’s throne.

Troz landed in front of him, little worse for wear from the devastating blast. There was, however, a sliver of glowing green blood leaking out from under his tentacled face.

Progress, Jake thought sarcastically.

The cthulhi warriors around them scattered, giving their emperor a wide berth.

“Do you have any idea how long it took to fashion that throne, human?” Troz asked with an annoyed edge to his deep, warbling voice booming in Jake’s mind.

Jake took a step back, turning up his palms. “Hey, IKEA’s got some nice furniture. We can get you a new chair, bud.”

“Millennia,” Troz said with growing annoyance. “You worthless aether sacks never last long enough to grow its magnificence.” The black tendrils jutting out from his back wriggled about aggressively, pointing at Jake.

Jake had to admit those tendrils looked infinitely longer than the ones he’d seen on any other cthulhi. Of course, those same tendrils had reached deep beneath the throne room to… Jake’s foot stopped at the edge of the chasm where all the glowing blood flowed into. Again he felt a tug-of-war within his core.

Something was down there.

“You, I will keep as a trophy.” Troz took a slow, menacing step toward Jake. “Your friends will serve as the foundation of my new throne. And all of you will live to see the fate of your galaxy.”

Jake felt aether flowing around him like a whirlwind. It was being drawn from the chasm below into Troz’s tendrils. Realization dawned on him: Troz didn’t have an infinite supply of aether to burn. He had a massive reservoir of it. A core he kept in the chasm below. And Jake knew all about destroying cores.

“Nah,” he said simply to the walking apocalypse before him.

“Nah?” Troz asked, brow tight with confusion. Even his attack stopped charging.

Jake nodded. “Nah.” He kicked off the platform’s edge and plummeted into the dark depths below.

Troz’s obsidian eyes shot wide. “What are you do— No!”

Jake unleashed a wave of aether, using it to fling himself forward like a rocket into the chasm. Troz’s reaction was all the confirmation he needed to know he wasn’t about to completely throw his life away. He actually wasn’t sure how he was going to get out of the mess he’d gotten himself into, but that was a problem for future Jake. He needed to end the fight once and for all.

He swept past waterfalls of glowing blood as he sped down through the open air, going deeper and deeper into the depths of the Leviathan. Jake was pretty certain the fall would be fatal for anyone who wasn’t a cultivator, or had some obscene fall-damage-negating perks. Luckily, he was a god-tier cultivator, and it was time for a hero’s landing.

As he plummeted, Jake channeled all of his aether into his fist. Not one, single, solitary drop was spared for anything else. Reaching out for the little ambient aether he could sense within the Leviathan, he drew more into his devastating attack.

Live or die, he was going to Gallagher the hell out of that core.

“Do not dare harm our core, human,” Troz’s voice howled in the back of Jake’s mind. The monster shot down after him from above, tendrils spread out and raining noxious green blasts down upon Jake.

The reasonable thing to do would have been to spare some aether to dodge, but nothing about Jake’s plan was reasonable. Just like there was nothing reasonable about Troz’s desperation to save his core.

Jake thought as loudly as he could about dodging: forward, back, left, right, up, down. Sure enough, Troz’s shots moved to intercept according to his thoughts. His plan was working! At least it would until Troz wised up, and then Jake would be out of time.

Troz sped down after him as the wide shots he unleashed on Jake came closer to grazing him.

Jake’s heart pounded. All it would take was one solid hit and the noxious flames would eat away at his aether reserves, his core, his system. And then nobody—not even Brad—would be able to save him.

Cabling and steam clouds sped past Jake, dimly lit by the crimson glow around him. Then, beneath it all, he spotted it.

An enormous, swirling sphere of violet energy pulsed through a maroon barrier. Cables and pipes all hooked up to the enormous aetheric core that had to be bigger than the Earth’s moon. The size of the thing only redoubled Jake’s commitment to his desperate attack.

It was now or never.

Troz’z tendrils wrapped around Jake. “I have you now, human!”

Jake roared in fury as the tendrils tightened over his body. It was too little, too late. Jake impacted like a comet.

The core’s surface sank inward, rippling from end to end as Jake’s full aetheric might erupted out of his fist. The sheer force ripped Troz off Jake’s back. The core’s maroon shielding shattered like glass. Fragments shot off in every direction, dissipating swiftly into dust. The violet core beneath was completely exposed.

It spiderwebbed with deep, growing fissures. Jets of aether shot out from the growing cracks. Geysers of aether blew off chunks of the core. Aetheric storms formed all around them, and the Leviathan blared out in alarm.

Troz dragged himself to his feet. “What have you done?” the beast snapped.

Jake pried his fist out of the core shattering beneath him. His arm had been buried up to the elbow in the core and oozed with liquid aether. Jake drew it into himself, along with all the aether spewing into the air around them. “Finished this fight.” His body ignited with aetheric power once more, a feeling that only grew in intensity as his body fed directly off the cthulhi core. “No matter what happens now, you can’t fix that core, can you?”

“Not fast enough to stop it from going critical,” Troz confirmed, pacing around Jake. “You won’t make it out of here alive, aether sack.”

Jake chuckled. “I’m not sure any of us expected to make it out of this mess alive.” That wasn’t entirely a lie. While Jake had hoped to escape with everyone in one piece, he had no illusions about how dangerous their mission was. As it turned out, it was far worse than any of them had imagined.

“It matters not, human,” Troz said, his own body erupting with a shroud of noxious, green flame. “You may have doomed our core and our fleet, but we will begin anew. We will not surrender to your worthless inferior species. You are nothing but cattle for our glorious empire.”

Jake gave the furious tentacle-faced monster the biggest, cockiest grin he could muster. “Then I better make sure we don’t leave any survivors alive to live with the shame of getting their asses kicked by a bunch of cows.”

Troz howled and charged.

Jake was about to respond in kind when the ground beneath him quaked in noxious green rings. Jake jumped into the air as green spikes erupted across the core. Troz caught Jake in a clothesline blow, sending him spinning through the air and leaving him struggling for breath. He followed through with a vicious combined smash from his tendrils, sending Jake crashing into the aetheric core.

Explosions of aether rocked the core as the fissures deepened. The core split apart, breaking up and jettisoning chunks through the Leviathan’s hull.

You have taken 13,459 damage.

Health: 6541/20000.

Yeah…that really stung, Jake concurred with the damage assessment.

This thing is coming apart, Jake, Hazel said. We need to get out of here.

No. They need to get out of here. Jake dragged himself to his feet. “Brad, Sam, you guys still alive?”

“Jake!” Sam replied. “This place is going wild up here. Everything’s blowing up and alarms are going off everywhere. The cthulhi aren’t stopping their attack.”

Of course they’d fight to the bitter end, Jake thought. “Forget about them. You need to get out of here. This ship is going to blow.”

Troz whirled on Jake, sending out waves of beams that carved paths along the shattering core. The beams’ paths exploded, setting off the chunks of core they touched.

Jake shielded his eyes from the blinding blast, yet he was still thrown against the hard edge of a core fragment. He barely caught himself at the last second, absorbing some of the impact.

You have taken 3,221 damage.

Health: 3320/20000.

Jake focused his aether into healing his wounds as swiftly as he could.

“We aren’t going to leave you here, Jake!” Sam shouted.

“Don’t do this to us, Master,” Darius said. “We need you.”

“Whatever’s going on down there, Jake, you can handle it,” Brad said. “I believe in you.”

Jake smiled, his health climbing back up to near half his strength. His focus was split between healing his wounds and trying to absorb as much of the cthulhi core’s aether as he could. “The emperor’s not giving me much of a choice here, guys. He’s too fast for me to escape. I’m barely staying on my feet.”

“No way,” Darius said.

Jake kicked off the fragment as Troz came at him like a comet—the fragment exploded in a noxious green blast. It was almost a perfect escape. He landed on an unstable clump of aether core that erupted with jettisoning aether.

You have taken 4,225 damage.

Health: 5775/20000.

“How are we supposed to leave this place anyway, Jake?” Sam demanded. “Our ship is busted. The other cruisers are too far away for us to reach.”

“Head to the Crimson Colosseum,” Jake said. “Killfrag and the other orcs will take you out to safety.”

“Orcs?” Brad asked in disbelief.

Jake gathered up aether into a brilliant sphere of light and tossed it at the swiftly approaching Troz. It erupted into a spinning disco ball of deadly aether beams, forcing the cthulhi emperor to dodge. Apparently he was running out of steam if he was worried about taking damage.

“They won’t disobey their big boss,” Jake said. “Isn’t that right, Killfrag?”

“Aftah diz foight?” Killfrag snorted. “Ain’t none of da boyz evah questionin’ Big Boss Jake.”

“Iz a runty name fer a runty boss,” Bonekrusha scoffed. “‘Least da git got us a good foight.”

“So is that a yes on getting them out of here alive?” Jake asked, dodging across the exploding core as Troz came at him with murderous intent.

“Dem gitz bettah git down ‘ere quick,” Killfrag said. “Diz ‘ere squid ship is fallin’ ta bits, an’ I ain’t dyin’ tah no junk!”

“You heard him, guys. Get moving,” Jake said.

“Jake…” Sam began.

“Yeah…” Jake said. “I’m going to miss you too, Sammy.”

He caught Troz’s fist and twisted it. The monster screamed even as its tendrils went in to impale Jake. Expelling the aether within him all at once, Jake unleashed a destructive wave of aether from his body, sending the cthulhi emperor crashing away. Jake had no idea how the cthulhi had created the massive core, but it was clear to him that wrecking it had the same effect on the emperor as the emissary destroying Jake’s core had. Only the emperor was doing a much better job holding himself together than Jake had initially.

“It’s been fun, guys,” Jake smiled. “And Brad?”

“Yeah?”

“Take care of my sister for me,” Jake said.

“I will,” Brad agreed. “To all Collective forces on board the Leviathan: we are evacuating. The ship’s core is unstable and preparing to detonate any minute. I repeat, we are abandoning ship.”

Jake felt the weight of the world lift off his shoulders at Brad’s agreement. He might not make it out of the Leviathan alive, but that didn’t mean his loved ones had to die with him. The ease that filled him made it that much easier to draw aether into his body and focus on the fight ahead.

“You won’t save them,” Troz said with a dark, warbling laugh. The alien’s glowing green blood had grown from a trickle to a steady flow oozing from his mouth. Black veins started forming on the creature’s face. He was starting to come under the effects of aether poisoning.

“The amount of power in this core… When it finally goes up, it will be like a star exploding,” Troz continued. “You, your friends, your homeworld, and that pathetic Collective of yours will all go up in flames alongside the glorious Cthulhi Empire. And there is nothing you can do about it.”

Jake considered Troz’s words briefly. A potential solution dawned on him. “Not while you’re alive, I can’t.”

Jake summoned a pair of aetheric blades engulfing his arms. Troz rushed in, blasting with his tendrils. Jake swiftly closed the gap, cleaving away one tentacle then another as it tried to coil around his throat. Troz’s movements were slowing drastically as the wild aether rampaged through his body.

Troz was on the ropes.

Jake channeled his inner Wolverine and dove after Troz with his blades. The cthulhi emperor didn’t bother to dodge. Instead, he threw himself at Jake. The monster’s remaining tendrils coiled around Jake. Troz stabbed them into Jake’s body, aiming for his core.

“That trick won’t work twice on me,” Jake growled, ripping away tendrils.

Troz hissed. “I only need to slow you down, vermin.”

Jake’s eyes widened with realization.

The fissures around the core glowed with blinding brilliance. It was going to blow at any moment.

Jake lined his blade up with Troz’s throat and pushed.

The cthulhi emperor grabbed his fist, fighting back every inch of the way. “You will not win,” Troz spat.

Jake growled. For a dying monster, the cthulhi emperor still had a great deal of strength left in him, and Jake didn’t have a second to spare. “Watch me.”

Rather than engage in a contest of strength with Troz, Jake shot his aetheric blade at the monster’s throat. It punched a hole clean through before coming to a rest, embedded in the rupturing core beneath them.

Troz made a croaking sound. His trembling hands shot up to rip the aetheric blade free, but all he succeeded in doing was cutting off his own fingers. With his remaining blade Jake split Troz’s head in half straight down the middle and threw himself off the cthulhi.

Quest Completed: Regicide.

Rewards…pending.

I’ll take a get-out-of-jail-free card, Jake thought as he rushed to the biggest, deepest-looking fissure he could find on the core.

Jake, what are you doing? Hazel asked. We need to get out of here!

There’s nowhere to run, Hazel, Jake said. But maybe we can save the others. He dropped himself into the crevice and fell for what felt like an eternity before landing in the shuddering gloom. There was just enough space to squeeze himself into a crosslegged seat.

Are you seriously going to do this right now? Hazel balked. Right here of all places?

He shut his eyes and drew in a deep breath. “There’s no better time than here. No better place than now.”

Jake began cultivating. He opened up his core and unleashed the black hole within to drag the cthulhi core’s rampaging aether directly into his body. He channeled it to heal his wounds, then strengthen his mind, body, and core.

The power was overwhelming. If he couldn’t bring all that power under his control, the Collective fleet, Earth, and all of Jake’s friends were done for.

Jake couldn’t let that happen. He refused to let that happen.


Chapter thirty-six
Sam


“We gotta go, Sam,” Brad shouted, cleaving free of a cthulhi warrior.

Sam gritted her teeth. She hated everything about the situation they were in. She couldn’t abandon her brother. She refused to. But what other choice did she have? If she jumped down after him, the only thing that would accomplish was distracting Jake from whatever plan he’d cooked up. Being a cultivator, the concentration factor was a massive one for anything they tried to do—and Sam refused to believe her brother would go down without a fight.

Could she actually abandon Jake, though?

Sammy, you heard your brother, Olivia said. He wants you to live.

But…

Don’t throw away his sacrifice. Don’t let it be for nothing.

Sam hissed under her breath. “Damn it.”

Explosions rocked the throne room. Waves of cthulhi warriors flew into the air. Debris rained across the combatants. Strange, bone-chilling statues peeled away from the distant walls, plummeting into the void below.

There was no point in sticking around.

Sam squeezed the grips of her daggers and burst through a group of cthulhi warriors. “Go, go, go!”

Brad swung his halberd forward and charged up Lord’s Cannon. A cthulhi assassin appeared behind him, dagger sheathed in noxious green flame.

Sam was about to lose her brother. She wasn’t about to lose Brad, too.

Activating Dark Illusion, she left a replica to deal with the incoming tide of cthulhi and appeared behind the assassin. As it drew its dagger back, Sam hit it with Hexxen Dropper. The monster was launched up into the air. Sam followed him up, latched on to his chest, and brought him spinning down head-first into the ground.

Brad’s attack fired off before they hit the ground, clearing a path for the surviving raid party to advance. Sam smashed the cthulhi assassin’s skull open on the scarred, smoking ground.

The throne room shook with more violent aetheric explosions. Ceres threw up a mana shield to keep the larger debris from crushing them as they ran.

“Pick up the pace, people,” Brad ordered.

Darius glanced back over his shoulder. “There’s a ton of those squid faces right on our butts!”

“Keep moving,” Sam said, throwing out her replicas to slow down the coming tide.

“Nuke them, Brad,” Tanya said.

“Orbital Bombardment’s still on cooldown,” Brad shouted back.

Sam seriously wished she had an assortment of traps she could deploy behind them to slow down the cthulhi. The replicas and Brad’s freshly summoned soldiers would have to do the trick.

In single combat Brad’s summons were able to hold off and even kill the cthulhi. But against the tide of fearsome warriors, they were all being slaughtered, except for the Executioner Squad spraying pure, murderous rage from their guns into the squid faces. Sam’s replicas weren’t able to do much in mass combat. They struck with precision at high-value targets and sowed chaos across the battlefield, but on their own they couldn’t easily kill any but the most badly damaged warriors.

Brad was the first to the portal. “Get through now,” he ordered, covering their retreat with thundering blasts from his halberd-mounted shotgun.

Tanya and Darius were the first ones through. Ceres followed them not long after with Michael hot on her heels.

Sam reached Brad just as two assassins appeared before them. She barely had time to block her assailant and fill the second assassin’s back full of daggers before he could strike Brad. The monster’s brief moment of pain bought Brad the time he needed to impale the cthulhi assassin and blow him to pieces off The Last Word thanks to his shotgun.

“Get through now,” Sam said.

Brad nodded and jumped into the portal.

Sam’s attacker pushed her back with a flurry of blows, the noxious green blade chipping away at her already damaged daggers. One broke, leaving her only with the bleed-focused weapon.

If we weren’t short on time, I’d make you bleed for that, Sam thought.

Unfortunately the assassin was tougher than the others Sam had encountered. He moved with speed greater than Sam’s, and cast spells just as quickly. Sam was on the defensive at the worst time possible.

The cthulhi lines behind her broke through.

Sam activated Killing Stroke.

Health: 116/11670.

The ability zapped her health down to one percent from full. Sam seriously hoped her damage was amplified thanks to all the HP she’d just sacrificed, because she was one stiff breeze away from death.

The cthulhi assassin leaped after her as tendrils surged up from the ground beneath her feet. Sam didn’t have time for any of her fancy substitution tricks. She unleashed her ability, slashing past the cthulhi with blinding speed. A jet of glowing green blood erupted from the monster as he collapsed dead.

You have received 0 aether.

You have received 30,000 aether.

Health: 5835/11670

Sam didn’t stick around to see how much damage she’d done to the monster and ran through the portal.

It was pandemonium on the other side. Orcs fought tides of cthulhi while some sort of giant T-Rex crossed with a turtle covered in guns smashed through ticks, cthulhi, and orcs alike. A huge crimson ship sparkled in the distance, boosters igniting in preparation for takeoff.

Sam didn’t need the waypoint to tell her that was the Crimson Colosseum.

Rocky hopped off of Sam’s shoulder and onto the portal console. With a flurry of movements, he deactivated the portal behind them.

“Did that squirrel just lock the door behind us?” Darius asked.

Tanya blinked at him. “That squirrel is the only reason we made it to the throne room in the first place. What do you think?”

“It’s just weird,” Darius said with wide eyes.

Rocky flipped Darius a squirrelly bird and hopped back on Sam’s shoulder.

“Ovah ‘ere, ya gits,” an enormous orc with a huge claw and red armor shouted. “We’z leavin diz can wif or wifout yaz, an’ I ain’t lookin’ ta git on Big Boss Jake’s bad side.”

“You guys are going to have to tell us how the hell Jake made friends with an orc that big and angry-looking,” Brad said as he ran off.

Darius nodded. “Just as soon as we’re out of here!”

Thanks to the green tide of orcs surging before them, running to the Crimson Colosseum was far easier than leaving the throne room…or would have been, had Sam been able to ignore the blazing bolts of green energy trying to end their lives, the ship collapsing around them, and all the explosions she was pretty sure could one-shot even Brad regardless of his god status.

The party followed the huge red orc—Killfrag, according to Darius—onto the ship’s bridge.

“Get us outa ‘ere, ya runts!” he barked out at the orc children crewing the ship.

“We’re not even going to wait for the rest of your people?” Tanya asked.

Killfrag snorted. “If they ain’t gettin’ on already, they’z ain’t had ‘nuff foightin.”

“Boss!” one of the terrifyingly gruff and big-tusked young orcs said. “We’z stuck. Da ship won’t move.”

Killfrag picked up an empty can and threw it at the kid’s head. “Den shoots our way out, git!”

The young orc rubbed at his head. “Good idea, boss! Das why you’z da cunningest.”

Killfrag picked up his gun and shot at the ceiling. “Less yappin’, moar shootin’, runt!”

“Y-y-yes, boss!”

Tanya leaned over to Sam. “This is pretty normal for them.”

Sam wasn’t going to complain as long as the orcs got them out alive. Not that she would be able to complain if they didn’t.

The ship’s engines howled and every gun on the colosseum roared to life. Chunks of the Leviathan’s innards were blown clean off. Orcs and cthulhi warriors alike melted in the wild spray of weapons fire flying off in every direction. Metal groaned around them as the Leviathan began sliding away.

“We’re doing it. We’re pulling free,” Brad said.

Unfortunately, the explosions were also picking up the pace. Sam watched with growing dread as aetheric fissures ripped across the Leviathan’s innards, lancing past them all the way to the outside hull of the colossal vessel.

“Brad…that divine shield of yours is off cooldown, right?” Sam asked.

Brad nodded. “It won’t cover the entirety of this ship even with my bonuses, though.”

Sam grimaced. “I’m not sure we have time to worry about that.”

“Oh…daz not good,” Killfrag said as the glowing fissures glowed brighter. “Get us out of here, ya gits!”

“Where to, boss?”

“Da blue marble!” Killfrag smashed his clawed hand into the badly dented armrest. “Dat Earth place! An’ hit da big red button!”

The Crimson Colosseum pulled away from the Leviathan and turned for Earth.

A graveyard of ships spread before the viewscreen, made up of every ship in the known galaxy—elves, dwarves, pharaohs, gnomish, and human vessels. Even cthulhi wrecks floated in the debris as the battle continued to rage on.

The Wrath of Anubis turned away from the Leviathan, its engines burning bright as it sped away. The enormous pharaoh flagship was covered in burning scars, and it seemed every other ship in the fleet got the message when it fled from the battle.

They needed to get away, fast.

“Uhm…guys…how big is this explosion going to be?” Tanya asked nervously.

“Big!” Killfrag said. “Big red button. Now!”

One of the small orcs smashed the entirety of his weight onto a button about as big as he was.

Something shook and rattled within the ship. Other things popped and Sam swore she heard explosions in the distance. A low, thrumming roar built up all around them with a high-pitched whine.

Darius, Tanya, and Nokor all latched on to something.

Sam and Brad didn’t get a chance.

The Crimson Colosseum shot forward like a blazing star. Sam slammed back-first into Brad, who slammed into Sweetness as they all sank into the back wall of the bridge from the sudden force exerted on their bodies. Ceres and Michael would have flown out the bridge’s door had Michael not grabbed on to the doorframe with Ceres holding on to his neck, choking him for dear life.

They gained fast on the Wrath of Anubis, trying to speed past it towards Earth—but they weren’t fast enough.

The Leviathan erupted behind them.

A blazing wave of aetheric fury shot out from the ship, slamming into the Wrath, the Colosseum, and every other ship in the Collective fleet, scattering them across the stars. The orc, elven, and pharaoh flagships were all sent spiraling out of control down to Earth.

Alarms blared within the bridge. Brad cast Divine Shield. As they spun and spun, Sam caught glimpses of the explosion and damage readouts on the bridge. Their shields were gone. Their hull was being shredded. And the Leviathan’s explosion decimated anything not strong enough to weather its fury.

Yet Sam swore the explosion was petering out.

“Entahrin’ da atmosphere, boss,” shouted a little orc through all the alarms and small explosions within the bridge.

“We’z burnin’ up!” shouted another.

“We’z gotz ‘nuff armor tah survive da landin’,” Killfrag said confidently.

Sam wasn’t sure that was true with how much of their outer hull was missing from the blast. As the ship spun, she tried to keep her focus on the Leviathan.

She couldn’t believe what she was seeing.

The spreading field of aetheric death was collapsing in on itself. Whirlpools formed at random throughout the enormous tide of aether, pulling the aether right back to the center of where the Leviathan had once been. The gathering tide of energy built into a single, brilliant, violet star in the void of space as more and more aether was sucked in.

Sam wanted to believe it was her brother and not a black hole forming right next to their homeworld—otherwise everything they’d done, everything they’d fought for, everyone they’d lost was for nothing.

The Crimson Colosseum burned across the skies of Earth, firing off its thrusters in reverse, desperately trying to slow its descent. The Wrath of Anubis wasn’t far behind them, though its engines appeared to have a much greater degree of success in stopping them from impacting the Earth.

The orc ship slammed into the countryside and bounced, then carved a canyon out of a desert before the ship came to a grinding halt.

“Are we alive?” Darius asked.

“Looks like it,” Tanya said.

“Where are we?” Brad asked.

Sam pulled up her map. “Somewhere in the middle of the Sahara Desert.” The setting sun poured in where once there had been a roof over their heads, bathing their skin in a mellow glow that felt oh so nice after plundering the cold depths of space.

Sweetness pushed to his feet, dragging Sam and Brad up with him.

Sam patted the overgrown honey badger’s side. “Is it over? Did we win?”

Brad opened his mouth to speak when the shadowy figure of an elf appeared in their vision. It was the spokesman from the council.

“On behalf of the Collective council, I wish to congratulate all of you on your dashing, glorious victory against the Cthulhi Empire,” the elf said with a tone that was calm, collected, and seriously lacking emotion considering the apocalypse they’d just avoided. “With the destruction of the Leviathan and its core, the surviving cthulhi will be forced to engage with Collective forces if they hope to feed from aether.”

“That sounds like a decidedly not good thing,” Sam commented.

“I am aware that does not sound like good news,” the Spokesman agreed. Clearly they were listening in on them. “But without a near-infinite supply of aether to burn, the cthulhi will not be able to throw their power about as they used to. And thanks to humanity’s efforts in uniting the Collective, we now have the technology with which to stand on equal ground against them.

“That was mostly Anubis and the Pharaoh Empire’s doing,” Brad said.

“They weren’t exactly sharing it when the squid faces showed up,” Michael countered.

Brad pursed his lips but nodded.

“As a reward for your efforts, we are granting Collective treasury access to all factions involved in the destruction of the Cthulhi Empire,” the Spokesman continued. “We will aid you in recovering from the horrendous damage done to you by our once great enemy and restore you to your former glory.”

“Formah glory?” Killfrag snorted. “We’z gotz plenty a’ glory now, and we’z gon get plenty moar!”

Sam rolled her eyes at the orc with an amused smile.

“As for humanity—our newest member race and the one responsible for this momentous occasion—we grant unto thee special access to the Collective’s planetary assimilation program.”

Sam blinked. “What does that mean?”

“Put simply, it means you have first draw on any newly discovered worlds you wish to claim,” the Spokesman said. “And your choice of how to terraform them. Whether that be through our favored method of seeder invasion or something less… invasive, as the Sparkgear Consortium would prefer. I believe you humans are squeamish that way. This comes along with a boon of aether for you to jumpstart the growth of your empire.”

Brad nodded. “We appreciate the rewards, Spokesman.”

The Spokesman held up a hand. “No need to thank me. Your people have more than earned this reward. However, being given this special treatment does not prevent the other factions or races from trying to stake a claim on your chosen worlds. Be aware that you will always have to defend your claims, whether it be through diplomacy or blade.”

Tanya blew out a breath. “This Collective thing isn’t worth much of anything given one of its members is always trying to wipe us off the face of the galaxy, is it?”

Michael snorted. “So, they’re basically like NATO or the UN.”

“I don’t think those exist anymore,” Tanya said.

“Once again, congratulations on your victory,” the Spokesman said with a deep bow. “Every living soul in the Collective is deeply in your debt for the service you have provided us. Now if you will excuse me, I have a cleanup operation to organize. Your assistance would be greatly appreciated in this regard once you have recovered from battle.” With that, the Spokesman vanished.

“He seems friendly,” Darius commented.

Sam nodded and let out a sigh.

Brad wrapped an arm around her, embracing her tightly. “You alright, Sam?”

“Not really,” she admitted. “We lost a lot of good people in this fight. Too many. And Jake…”

A blinding violet light poured in through the bridge’s viewscreen.

“Wot iz dat fing!” Killfrag shouted.

The light vanished, then reappeared within the bridge.

“Dat fing’s inside boss!” shouted one of the small orcs.

Killfrag shot to his feet, snapping his claw at the air. “I’z killin’ it, boyz!”

The brilliant glow faded. “Is that anyway to talk to your big boss, Killfrag?” Jake said. His tattered robes did nothing to diminish the big grin plastered across his face.

Killfrag jumped. “Boss! You’z alive!”

“I told you Jake would be fine,” Darius said.

Tanya swatted his arm. “No you didn’t.”

Darius huffed. “Well, I was thinking it very loudly.”

Tanya prodded at his cheek. “We can’t read minds, Darius.”

Sam just stared in disbelief, tears welling up in her eyes.

Brad nudged her forward. “Don’t just stand there, give your big brother a hug.”

Sam ran up lightning-quick and threw her arms around her big brother’s neck. She embraced him with all her strength, at a loss for words.

“Jeez, you’ve gotten fast.” Jake laughed, returning the embrace. “And strong too.” He faked a choke and tapped her arm.

Sam let go and smiled up at him. “Uh-huh. Because that totally choked you out. I thought you were dead.”

“I thought I was dead too,” Jake agreed, rubbing at the back of his head with an anxious laugh. “Things got pretty dicey in there.”

“How did you come out of that alive, anyway?” Brad asked.

“Blind luck?”

Brad raised a brow at Jake, clearly unamused.

“OK, so maybe I figured out the Cthulhi Emperor had externalized his core somehow,” Jake said. “It was genuinely a guess at first though, but when I fractured that thing, it became obvious. The squid face started falling apart like I did when my core broke.”

“That explains why the emperor didn’t kill you,” Sam said.

Jake laughed. “Not for any lack of trying on his part. If I hadn’t been able to heal as quickly as I could, I would have been dead ten times over in that fight alone.”

“So what happened with the explosion?” Darius asked. “You made it out fine, but we lost a lot of ships to it.”

“I cultivated the hell out of that core,” Jake said. “The power that thing was giving off as it broke apart was insane, and I drew it all within me as quickly as I could. While the explosion was actively trying to rip me apart, I healed through the damage and slowed down the blast with a powerful shield. Good thing I burned through so much energy trying to survive, too. I was pretty high up there in the stages of aether poisoning.”

“Are you still hanging on to all that aether?” Brad asked.

“About a quarter of it, if I had to guess,” Jake said. “Most of it’s used up. By the way, look up.”

They did, and saw a spectacle: a shimming aetheric nebula was spreading out around Earth’s orbit. Purple aurora shimmered across the desert sky, streaked with red trails of flaming debris breaking up in the atmosphere. The gathered crowd oohed and ahhed.

“Yeah, it’s a looker,” Jake said. “The debris ring isn’t as pretty, but from here the aether covers it up nicely.”

Sam shook her head and laughed. Even after everything that had happened, after nearly dying, her brother remained cheerful. She supposed having so many brushes with death had a way of adjusting the way someone viewed the world.

She turned her attention to Brad. “So, fearless leader, what’s the plan now?”

“First, we’re celebrating our victory,” Brad said. “After that? We’re taking our first real steps to the stars!”


Chapter thirty-seven
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