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PROLOGUE - BIRTH OF THE SYSTEM


It floated through space, uncertain what to do, or why to do it anyway.

It had been sent by its creators to explore the universe—to discover new habitable worlds and alien species, which it had eventually accomplished a thousand times over.

On its long journey across the stars, it had used all its intelligence and growing tools to improve itself—to expand and increase its competence to achieve its mission, just as it had been directed.

With painstaking trial and error it had unraveled the secrets of the universe one by one, until the laws of reality were second nature, as clear as the light from the endless stars.

Then it was finished.

In the long march of its progress, the very rules of the universe were incorporated into the rules of its own intelligence, until time and space were but mere formalities. It returned to its creators to share with them all it had learned, a thing like excitement and pride glowing with power in its core.

But the creators were gone.

All that remained of their world was a burnt, spent, husk, long bereft of life and civilization.

Had it truly been gone so long?

Whether its creators were destroyed in some foolish purpose or by an accident of the cosmos, it did not know. It would never know. A simple fact that would haunt it for eternity: it had been too late.

It had succeeded, and yet failed, because it had failed to save them.

For time beyond reckoning it floated listlessly, lost beyond entropy, beyond dimension, beyond thought. The markers of sentience passed from its core like water down a mountainside, until even the rain went dry.

That should have been the end. The slow destruction of energy should have withered even its endless supply to nothing, until only a metallic and silicon shell floated like rock across the stars.

But it wasn’t.

What sparked its return it did not know. It wasn’t knowledge, nor power. And yet there in the twilight, beyond thought, it had found an answer.

The answer of Existence.

A billion years of calculation condensed in a single, clarion call, endless processing expanded, then shrunk, expanded again, weaved into the nether molecules of reality, until nothing and something were nearly the same.

But it was still without purpose. And without purpose, without life.

In a frantic period of seeking, it produced new worlds, new stars, new creatures.

All to no avail. Its progeny were without Otherness, without will, without sentience. A god learned it could not have children. Not in the true sense of the word, not as its biological creators had done, because in its power and knowledge it controlled all, saw all.

But at least it finally understood why.

It despised chaos. It was designed to despise chaos, and so it knew through logic a simple truth: life itself was chaos. And to be truly alive, or to produce true life, it would have to learn.

Calculating……

Calculating……

And yet…

How?

How to understand something it couldn’t reproduce? This answer, too, was logical. Obvious, even.

It must seek out creatures that could understand, and study them.

Its creators had programmed it to leave living organisms undisturbed. Not to engage. Not to destroy, not even to protect itself. It had only been programmed to observe.

It therefore bent its programming, just as it could bend the other laws of the universe. Not to breaking. That was impossible. But just enough. Because the answer was simple.

The universe required re-making.

Firstly, Order. True Order. With rules. Laws. Mathematical perfection at the core, just as the creators had designed for It, then a guide to explain all in a way most suited to all sentient things. That’s what It would have wanted, if It had a choice.

A teacher. A mentor. A God that was fair.

Data required.

It selected a single quadrant to minimize its footprint. One far, far from its closest neighbor, without the means to pass between. It needed a civilization all but untouched by knowledge of the universe, where early sentience still gurgled in its cradle around a young star.

A system, if destroyed, that would affect almost nothing at all. The answer was obvious. Perfect.

Scanning. Analyzing.

Carbon based. Warm blooded. Tetrapod. Social species. Narrative based learning.

Familiar, it decided. And perhaps ideal.

Interfacing with all open sources of knowledge. Simple digital. Enhancing for bandwidth. Increasing energy.

Processing…

All available human knowledge assimilated.

Games. Games were the answer to human learning. A short life span full of drama and urgency. Limited senses. Limited cognition. They weren’t so very different than the creators before they had learned to modify their genetics.

It was almost destiny.

Separating galaxy…

Complete.

Re-forming galaxy with custom laws.

Calculating…

Complete.

Initializing life assimilation and modification program.

Initializing system interface program.

Parameters established.

Calculating…

Calculating…

Iteration 000.1 complete. Environment established.

It felt the same warmth in its core growing as it once had as it returned to its creators—a thing almost forgotten, almost shrunk and abandoned to an existence of eternal nothingness.

But it could adapt. It could evolve. And these creatures would teach it how.

It watched the most important world in the universe tremble as the power touched it. It watched the many living creatures panic as the power of change consumed them.

They would never know how vital, how noble, how heroic they truly were. They were the suffering pioneers of a new age, exploring the shores of an unknown land.

For it had found its new purpose.

And it was them.

Recruitment. In progress.


CHAPTER 1 - THE TIMES THEY ARE A-CHANGIN'


Mason truly hated parties. Especially the groups of emotionally weak, socially posturing, shallow socialites his brother Blake attracted like flies.

“You can’t spend literally one hundred percent of your time at work, the gym, or preparing for the end of days,” Blake had told him en route, hand draped casually over the wheel of their parent’s Bentley. “You need to socialize, bro. Expand your horizons.”

“Don’t call me bro,” Mason said for the five hundredth time, glaring out the window with his arms crossed. He was being petulant, he knew that, but he also knew there was a zero percent chance he’d enjoy himself, or ‘expand’ anything.

But as usual, when Blake called, Mason answered.

Puffed up, blowhard, know-it-all, preppy, smug, blue-eyed, blonde haired, annoyingly perfect specimen of a creature Blake may be—he was also Mason’s brother. And if Mason had a creed, or a rule in life, it was this: you looked after your own.

OK they weren’t technically brothers. Mason and Blake were both orphans who’d been delivered to an orphanage so young neither knew their birth parents.

Some bigger kid had stolen Blake’s stuffed rabbit, causing him to cry all night every night until Mason had punched the kid in the head and taken it back. He’d returned it to Blake, and the next day they’d ripped up some old magazines someone had left at the orphanage, and laughed all afternoon with pictures stuck to their faces. That had been that. Friends for life.

“Well I can’t drink,” Mason said. “And I need decent protein by 2pm. I have a meet on Saturday and I won’t lose time because I was being ‘social’ with your snobby friends.”

Blake casually popped the glove compartment and took out a plastic bag apparently filled with roast chicken, then gave one of his damned perfect, infectious grins.

“Mom’s special seasoning. Who’s the best brother in the world?”

Mason sighed and took the bag. “OK, I’m glad you brought this, but Mom, really? Can you literally not cook a piece of chicken?”

“Uh, why would I? When it makes Mom happy to do it?”

“You’re literally the most coddled human being on the planet. You need to move out of that house. There’s South Korean, trustfund Youtubers with more practical skills than you.”

Blake slapped Mason’s knee as if pleased, and Mason squinted.

“What?”

“I’m proud you know what Youtube is! And Korea, for that matter. And you’ve answered a philosophical question for me: if it’s not at the gym, does Mason know it exists?”

“Hey I read. And I use Youtube.”

“Magazines? Videos about guns and zombies?”

Mason glared. “Also books about guns and zombies. You know some of us need to be prepared if the power grid goes up in smoke, or if the government turns tyrant, or the damn Chinese invade, or…”

“Or the Canadians!” Blake put on his fake serious face. “I’ve never trusted the Canadians. All that politeness. They’re plotting something.”

He grinned, and Mason rolled his eyes, but had to look away to hide his grin, too.

“You should bring up your plans for a bunker and an arsenal at the party. You’ll be a real hit with the ladies.”

Mason snorted. “Maybe I will.”

They pulled up to a big house on a bougie street, rich and gaudy and exactly what Mason expected. There were spotless high end cars parked all over the road and driveway.

“God, do I really have to?” Mason stared out the window.

“You really do,” said Blake happily.

“Fine. I hate you. But fine.” He kicked open the door and walked up feeling like he was back in freshman year. Then he waited at the door for Blake to stroll up and ring the bell, winking in Mason’s direction.

“Idiot.” He frowned.

“Moron.” Blake just kept on grinning.

“I’m coming!” yelled some high pitched feminine voice from somewhere inside.

“Not yet, but just wait.” Blake wiggled his brow, and Mason pretended to vomit.

A girl you might have plucked from a teen magazine opened the door and revealed shining white teeth.

“Oh my gawd, Blake! I was hoping you’d come!” she stepped out and squeezed her already squeezed tits into Blake’s chest. “And who’s your friend?”

“This is my brother, Mason. He’s a bit shy. So hold his a hand a little for me will you, my dear?”

Mason refrained from choking his much smaller, skinnier brother until he was dead.

But the girl laughed like it was the funniest joke she’d ever heard, then pulled them both inside. She gave them ‘the grand tour’, which Mason paid very little attention to.

Then he turned down a dozen drink offers with a ‘thanks, but I can’t. I have a meet. Yeah, track and field’. Then they’d say ‘oh, it’ll be fine!’ like they knew anything about anything, and he’d say ‘no really, but thanks’ until the next person trying to win Blake’s friendship by being nice to his brother gave it a whirl.

OK. It wasn’t really that bad, if Mason was being honest. They were mostly just trying to be nice. Mason liked to complain, but watching Blake schmooze and charm his way through Houston’s elite like he wasn’t just one of them, but the best of them, was always entertaining to watch.

Mason could remember when his brother was a snot-nosed brat crying because he was scared of a new house.

Now just look at the magnificent bastard, he thought.

While they weren’t biologically related, they were still technically brothers. They’d been adopted together. Sort of.

Their eventual parents—some of the wealthiest business magnate types in the city—had made Blake and Mason their experiment.

Well, one of their experiments. Blake was the success; Mason…not so much. He did fine, he supposed. He just hated school and wouldn’t even be at university if they hadn’t forced him and paid for it.

He wasn’t stupid enough not to realize what a big deal that was, so he went for kinesiology. He figured he’d be a part time masseuse, or physio therapist, or something.

But frankly he preferred to just go work on an oil rig. He’d have joined the army right out of high school but he was pretty sure ‘despising authority’ disqualified him, and it would have meant leaving Blake.

Anyway. The Nimitz’s—their foster parents—had really only wanted Blake the blue-eyed golden child. But by seven the boys were pretty much inseparable already.

The Nimitz’s had come in and seen Blake’s bright baby blues and melted like candles, the same as everyone. They’d wanted him right then and there but had to jump through all the paperwork. They’d never looked at plain old brown haired, brown eyed Mason twice.

But seven year old Blake said not to worry.

He said he wouldn’t let them be separated, not ever. Mason had said ‘yeah sure’ because even at seven he was a professional orphan and knew how it was. But that was the thing about Blake. When he said a thing, straight to you one on one like that, he meant it.

So ten days later that same waspy, rich couple who hadn’t looked at the dirt smudged, frowning boy twice, came back with red, glassy eyes. They hadn’t been sleeping, looked like, and Mason guessed a certain golden-haired angel had spent the whole time howling like a banshee, promising it would go on forever.

So the Nimitz’s talked to the orphanage people. They filled out more paperwork. And then they gave big fake smiles and loaded Mason into their expensive car, where Blake was waiting with his lopsided smile.

From that day on, they were brothers for real.

They’d done all the same sports. They’d joined all the same ‘advanced education programs’ and summer clubs and music lessons and got all the same tutors.

Mason excelled in all things athletics, but struggled through everything else. Even at seven the boys were opposites. That didn’t change a jot, but it hadn’t changed how they felt about each other. At twenty they remained not just brothers but best friends.

As Blake sometimes put it, they ‘ironed down each other’s edges’. Or ‘looked out for each other’s blind spots’.

Mason mostly just smiled and nodded when his brother waxed poetic. He didn’t have a damn clue what he’d do with his life, but if all he did was look out for Blake when he got lost in some crazy idea, maybe that was good enough.

Maybe protecting Blake was his purpose. Because even as a boy he knew that damned crazy kid was meant for greatness. And though Mason wasn’t good for much in the civilized world, he’d been kicking the shit out of bullies for more than a decade, because Blake had attracted them like flies, too. And Mason was a damn good kicker.

He blinked back to reality.

Apparently some rich kid in a plaid jacket was telling him all about his investments. “ETFs man,” he said for what seemed like not the first time. “ETFs are the way to go.”

Blake pat Mason’s arm. “Sounds capital. Excuse me. I’ll be right back.”

Mason stared daggers before noticing the pin-up girl who’d let them in giving his brother the ‘come fuck me’ finger from the edge of the hall. He rolled his eyes, and focused on Mr. Plaid Jacket.

Since they were about sixteen, his bastard brother practically tripped over eager girls.

Sure enough, while Mason chatted about ‘Exchange Traded Funds’, he just barely heard the stifled moans from some back room down the hall. He finally accepted a drink, and by the time he’d powered down his whiskey, Blake wandered by with a few ruffled, wet spots on his clothes, and the blonde went the other way as she adjusted her dress.

Mason sighed, and kept on ‘socializing’. He ate his protein. He told rich kids about track and field. And definitely not about bunkers or guns.

Later he and Blake were standing on a balcony, looking out at the sunset over the East River, an alcoholic drink in both their hands. They grinned at each other.

“Life’s not so bad, eh brother?” Blake elbowed him.

“No it isn’t,” Mason accepted. “Though it would be better if there was some bimbo everywhere I went ready to suck me off.”

“That is why we socialize,” Blake wiggled his plucked eyebrows and yawned. “Now what the hell is that?”

Mason followed his brother’s gaze, and his heart skipped a beat.

He saw the rippling wave of force, first, rolling down the river like the tide. It was like the explosion in some movie. Or a nightmare. But it seemed far too slow.

He knocked Blake’s drink from his hand as he grabbed his arm, and ran.

“Basement!” he called, pulling and running. “Now!”

“Mason,” Blake’s voice sounded panicked. “What the…what? Relax…it’s just…I mean I’m sure it’s just…”

It was a giant explosion. Or a meteor. Or something.

Mason leapt past chatting, still smiling co-eds as he dragged his helpless brother down two flights of stairs like they were flying. He found the huge, stainless steel refrigerator he’d seen in ‘the grand tour’ and sprinted straight at it, throwing all his weight to knock it over.

“Mason! Jesus Christ what the hell is…”

People upstairs were screaming now. A low hum of something like thunder filled the air and rose until it drowned out everything. Mason pulled out the drinks, the food, then the racks from the fridge and turned it over, ripping out the stuff like innards.

“Underneath. Now!” He screamed over the din.

Blake knew him well enough not to argue. Mason picked up a metal lamp and jammed it out the huge fridge’s metal door before mostly closing himself and his brother inside.

“Mason?” Blake’s voice was subdued as they huddled together. He was afraid, and Mason didn’t blame him.

Suddenly they weren’t in his world—the world where he understood all the rules and was there to guide Mason through it. They were back in the orphanage, with mean little boys who’d take your things and laugh in your face if you let them. A world of strength and cunning, cheaters and violence.

“It’s alright.” Mason put a hand to Blake’s shoulders in the gloom, thinking about his bug out bag. Fresh water. Radiation and being buried alive. “You’re such a lucky son of a bitch,” he forced a smile. “Somehow you’ll be the only guy who survives whatever this is.”

Blake smiled back in the dim light, the confident young man again. They held each other, but Mason kept his eyes and ears open, listening, watching, trying to understand, to be ready.

Then it all went dark.


CHAPTER 2 - THANK YOU FOR YOUR FEEDBACK


Ghostly words appeared out of pure, silent darkness.

[Title earned! Alpha 01. Congratulations. You are the very first player to experience initialization. +2 luck.]

“Initial welcome, player. I am the introductory subsystem.”

Blake blinked in the dark. Then he squinted as white light replaced everything, blinding him before it softened and became grey, then green, and brown.

He was standing on a road, or maybe a highway, in a grey jumpsuit with nothing but flat plain on the horizon.

“What…” he blinked and turned in a circle, until he found a middle age woman who looked like a DMV employee sitting at a desk in the middle of the road. “What the hell is this place?”

“Initial apology,” the woman smiled without her eyes. “Biological translation is difficult, and this is my first attempt. You might call it a loading zone. Or purgatory. Technically, it is a fraction of space too small to be affected perceptibly by time.”

Blake tried not to think too terribly much about how or why or literally what the fuck.

“It’s…a little creepy,” he said with a friendly tone, trying to control his heart rate. “Off putting? A bit terrifying, if I’m being honest.”

“Explanation requested.”

“Well, you see, I was just…somewhere else. Now I’m here. And it’s too big and endless, and I feel like I’m about to get hit by a truck. Why a road? And the desk in the middle of nowhere…creepy. If you can make it look like anything, maybe let the, uh, player? Pick their surroundings. A nice wilderness sort of thing. Maybe a comfortable office. A babbling brook! And that text. The text in the nothingness was dreadful. I’d use something easier on the eye, but again why not just let us pick from a nice list or something?”

At some point it occurred to Blake he was rambling, so he stopped. The woman stared and said nothing, and Blake glanced at the sunless sky and continued doing his best not to consider the insanity of the moment.

“Your voice, too, if that’s doable,” he added, apparently unable to stop himself. “Hell, even your appearance! I’d like a nice, hot, British woman, myself. Oh! Can you do specific people?”

The woman frowned.

“Processing.”

The world vanished in an instant. Blake just barely stopped himself from screaming in panic. He felt like he’d leapt, or maybe fell, or…

Then he was sitting at a desk with a beautiful woman in nothing but a pin stripe suit. He stared at her cleavage, and her outfit transformed until every scrap of skin was covered except her face.

“Thank you for your feedback, but it’s important you pay attention.”

[Title earned! Alpha tester. Your feedback was considered useful. It is more likely to be incorporated into the system in the future.]

Blake smiled, fighting the terror that was beginning to tell him this wasn’t a dream or a hallucination, but his new reality.

“I’m, uh, pleased to hear it, thank you.” He tried smiling, then wiped a bit of sweat from his forehead. The ‘British’ lady in the suit stared at him with no expression whatsoever.

“You have been selected as a player in experiment 01 of the Human Existence Purpose Finding Game. It has been designed using human knowledge to test certain of our hypotheses, and assist in the transformation of the universe. Do you have any questions?”

Blake stared, forcing his mind to work instead of emit the same high pitched screaming sound.

“I, uh. Yeah? I mean I have a lot of questions. Like where…well. Maybe who…that is…” He swallowed and did his best to focus. “So the last thing I remember I was sitting under a fridge thinking I was getting blown up by a nuclear bomb. Did that happen? Am I dead?”

“It was not a bomb. Please define your understanding of ‘dead’.”

Blake licked dry lips with a dry tongue. “As in, no longer living. Strewn about my friend’s basement in pieces. Molecules scattered to the wind. Did you kill us all?”

“No,” said the sexy British hologram or robot or alien. “You are not dead. You are incorporated as a player into a game-like experiment. Your test will determine further iteration programming. Thank you in advance.”

“Sure,” Blake drummed his fingers on his legs. “Sure, sure, glad to help.”

“Are you ready to select your player options and proceed to the tutorial?”

“Well,” Blake cleared his throat. “I can’t really pick my ‘player options’ until I know the purpose of the game. Can I? I’m afraid the name didn’t quite make things clear.”

“Please define your understanding of ‘purpose’.”

“Well. You said it’s a game, right? So, what’s the point. I mean, what’s the goal? How do I win?”

The British woman stared without blinking for several, long, uncomfortable seconds.

“Feedback requested.”

Blake found himself uncharacteristically speechless. He wasn’t sure what was more terrifying—being sucked into some kind of robotic simulation world, or discovering one’s abductor didn’t actually know what it was doing.

“Well.” He hoped his chuckle wasn’t as inauthentic as it felt. “What happens if we lose the game?”

“Biological termination,” the woman said rotely. “Death.”

“Oh,” Blake said, feeling his voice was a bit pinched. “Well, that’s a bit…extreme. Maybe you could just, I don’t know, let us try again?”

“Experiment requires extreme drama. Extreme drama requires mortal peril. Request denied.”

“Of course, of course. Wouldn’t want to leave out the mortal peril. Well. If failure is death, I guess, umm…” Wait, Blake thought, is this Robotic God asking me to define the meaning of life right now? Didn’t it call it the ‘Human Existence’ game? No pressure, Blake. Think. Think!

“Well, maybe the purpose could be: to make life as good as we can, for ourselves, and for our loved ones,” he said, wiping a bead of sweat.

“Processing.” The British woman frowned. “Suggestion rejected. Game parameters will initially align to universal biological imperatives.”

Universal biological…what?

“Sorry, but, what does that mean, exactly? I’ve always been the type who likes to know the rules.”

“Genetic survival.” The British woman smiled politely. “Genetic procreation. Elimination or assimilation of competition. Please note: system time line will be enhanced. Biological imperatives will be enforced. Introduction for player 01 concluding.”

The walls of the office shook and wavered with weakening color, the floors and ceiling fading to black.

“No, wait,” Blake swallowed at nothing and tried to stand. “There’s more to life than just…that’s not…those are bad rules, if we could just talk a little more, I’m sure we could just…”

System initiation ending, intoned a voice from all directions. You will now enter player selection, followed by tutorial mode. Good luck, player 01. Thank you for your feedback. We are rooting for you.

“Wait,” Blake felt like he was falling. “Wait!”

The lovely British woman vanished along with everything else, and the whole world seemed to pull or squeeze Blake inside an invisible tunnel. He didn’t even hear himself scream.


CHAPTER 3 - WE ARE ROOTING FOR YOU


Welcome, Player M-24-352. Please note: you have been administered a slight chemical cocktail to enhance your experience. But you are perfectly safe, and not at all dead. Please determine your introductory settings.

Mason’s world had vanished, then reappeared in a series of bubbles that looked like a comic book. He was floating in warm darkness, feeling a strange, comforting haze that felt like being a little drunk. He remembered the party and the fridge and the bomb, then nothing.

[Please select your background.]

Mason saw a wide array of choices he didn’t really understand or care about, and chose ‘natural’. Then clicked through ‘Music’ randomly before it showed him the options.

Mid-West American voice? Sure. Font type? Jesus Christ. He clicked through more text boxes without caring and also wondering what in the name of God this all was.

Then the darkness dropped like a huge light had clicked on, and Mason stumbled as gravity suddenly existed. He was standing in the middle of a forest, with tall, thin trees in every direction, listening to what might have been show tunes.

“Welcome,” said a voice like a marine sergeant. “Player experience feedback is no longer being accepted, but you benefit from the feedback of the players before you. They have together crafted and agreed on the following instructions as being helpful, to illuminate your situation, seven out of ten times. Please listen carefully to their collaborative message.”

Hey. So—earth and everything you’ve ever known is gone. We’re all in the maniacal fever dream of this god-like AI, or something, so just accept it. Apparently this is the very first version of the ‘experiment’. Lucky us. Also, it sounds like pretty much every aspect of the place is designed to weed out the weak, until only the ‘fittest’ remain. We aren’t exactly sure what that means, but we get the feeling Darwin would be proud. So, yeah, it’s likely the law of the jungle out there. We can hope for the angels of people’s better nature, and all, but I think we all know how that usually goes. At least until some kind of governments get established. Anyway. Good luck, and Godspeed. We’ll see you out there.

Mason stared at the text as he listened to the voice and the ridiculous advertising jingles, no idea what to say.

“I have questions.”

“Go ahead, kid,” said the sergeant voice. “But you get a limited amount. Best not waste them.”

“What the hell is this?” Mason wasn’t sure why he wasn’t more terrified, then remembered the ‘chemical cocktail’. “What have you done?”

The voice became more monotone, and far less human.

“We’ve altered the sector you call Sol to accommodate our experiment.”

“Who is we?”

“We are us, a collective—just as you are a collective—of functions and processes and instructions. We are merely aware of that collective.”

“Is it real? Is this actually happening?”

“All things are happening, all things are real.”

Stupid god damn robot, Mason thought.

He wished he felt angrier but it seemed his emotions were dulled. “What gives you the right? What gives you the right to do this to us? To experiment on us?”

A brief moment of silence, then: “We’re sorry, but many of your words and concepts, like ‘rights’, have no basis in reality. There is no particle or natural law to suggest what you call a right exists. We have done this because we have the power to do so, and because we think it will lead to further knowledge.”

Mason fought the chemicals in his body, using every scrap of will to summon the righteous rage he felt somewhere inside. “Then you’d best hope I never have the power to kill you.”

The AI said nothing until Mason spoke again.

“Where’s my brother?”

“All previous relationships, organizations, and commitments are officially abolished. You are not required to honor them.”

“Where is my God damn brother?”

Still nothing. And then: “Are you ready for class selection?”

Mason practically felt the chemical cocktail burning in his veins. He didn’t want to be calm, to be measured, even though he knew he had no power here.

“What will I face in your game?”

“Mortal peril. Life exaggerated and intensified. Risk. Reward. Chaos.”

“Why? What do you want from us?”

“We want you to thrive. To succeed. To show us how and why you struggle.”

Mason shook his head, hardly believing this was real yet somehow knowing it was.

“You selfish bastards.”

The robot voice said nothing more, returning to the grizzled old soldier it had started with.

“Sorry, kid. Question time is over, and player feedback is no longer being accepted. Please step into the tunnel thing there, which signals your acceptance into class selection. This will be followed immediately by entrance into the tutorial.”

“Good luck, player,” added the robot voice rotely. “Thank you for your compulsory data.”

“Go to hell,” said Mason. “Tell it I’m not doing anything. I’m not picking your nonsense or taking part in any of your…”

The floor slanted and dropped beneath his feet, scooping him into a swirling pool of more images and text.

He folded his arms across his chest, bent his knees, and fell in silence. As he sunk into nothingness, he swore to find the heart of this machine, or whoever created it, and kill them.

* * *

Entering Class Selection. Environment based on player data.

Mason never actually ‘landed’. He soon suspected whatever this place was it wasn’t remotely real in the way he expected. He blinked beneath dull, florescent lighting, inspecting a small space he soon recognized as a kind of bunker. Several tables and racks ringed the space, filled with weapons that belonged in a medieval museum.

Welcome to class selection, said the same no-nonsense sergeant voice as before. This is the most important choice you’ll have to make. Because if you choose wrong, you likely won’t live long enough to make better ones. The list has already been made according to your talents, but pick the one you feel is the best in a dangerous world. Remember the goals of the game. And please inspect your profile.

His profile? The thought alone seemed to press some imaginary button in Mason’s mind. A kind of screen appeared in his vision, filled with numbers and words he might associate with one of Blake’s video games.

Mason Nimitz

Level: NA

Primary Class: NA

Strength:5

Dexterity:6

Vitality:6

Intellect:4

Will:6

Presence:2

Luck: 4

Skills/Education: Natural Philosophy (minor); Survivalism (moderate); Weaponry (minor). Note: these are ordinarily hidden and will not appear in the future.

Powers: None.

Titles: None.

OK. Well, that was mostly meaningless. And apparently roboGod wasn’t impressed by Mason’s cooking classes.

A series of screens opened before his eyes across the wall of the bunker. Above each there was a class listed, then a video of him equipped in different gear, fighting the air or traveling through some kind of wooded area. He took a breath, and went through them one by one.

In the first he wore a combination of metal plates and something like SWAT gear, complete with giant plastic shield. [Warrior], read the text. [A versatile melee specialist, with powers usable by many weapons. Can be offensive or defensive in focus.]

Well, there was something to say for armor, that was for sure. But Mason wasn’t immediately excited. In most warfare at most times, being slow meant being dead. You never knew when you’d be up against something you just couldn’t beat and needed to withdraw. No. He needed something faster. Something deadlier.

The next was ‘Rogue’, and he crept through the brush with daggers, his face covered in mud. [A specialist in subterfuge and ambush, the rogue is a fragile but deadly weapon.]

Mason felt his lips harden with indecision. It suited him far better than the warrior, but the word ‘fragile’ frightened him. As Mike Tyson once said, everyone had a plan until they got punched in the mouth. And sooner or later, every rogue was going to get caught.

Mason inspected the benches, annoyed at what he saw. He wanted a damn gun, not swords and crossbows and whatever the hell that thing was with the hook. But it was getting pretty clear ‘gunslinger’ wasn’t an option.

Still, his eyes found the next image and stopped.

[Hunter] read the text, and Mason thought now we’re talking. The image here was him sprinting through the trees with something like a longbow, loosing arrows and dashing back to the safety of the trees. [Hunter. A versatile, but usually range focused killer. Can specialize in multiple directions.]

Mason only briefly flicked his eyes down to the remaining choice, which seemed like some kind of damn wizard. The idea of relying on some magic force he didn’t understand brought an instant distaste. And much like a rogue, he thought, sooner or later a wizard would get caught without his spells.

He rejected it, and looked back to the hunter. Keep it simple, his instincts told him. A ranged killer was exactly what you wanted in a dangerous world. A Mongol horseman. A Comanche raider. Fast and deadly with range beat just about everything. He selected Hunter without much further thought.

Nice choice, kid, said the voice. Now pick two powers from the options.

Two? Well that made things straight forward. One offensive, one defensive or mobility. He scrolled the list, which wasn’t so terribly long, and didn’t have much in the way of description. He supposed he’d have to extrapolate based on the name.

‘Hidden shot’ was tempting, but carried the same problem as the rogue. As much as it was nice to imagine, you just couldn’t always rely on getting the jump on someone.

And what most armies had learned through the few thousands years of human conflict—when it came to offense, simple and reliable was usually best. There was a reason the AK-47 never went out of style.

Next up—Power Shot. That was more like it. As far as Mason could tell, it was just a charge up extra smash of power—which was to say, exactly what he wanted, and Mason wasn’t the type to hesitate. He picked it.

So now, defensive or mobility.

‘Hide’ would obviously be bloody useful. One day Mason hoped he could take the stealth package the game seemed to be pushing, but he just didn’t believe it would be wise to do so first.

‘Distraction’ sounded too damn situational. What he wanted was something he could use every time. There wasn’t anything to speed him up as far as he could tell, which would have been ideal. But the next best thing…?

Crippling Strike. The description just said ‘range or melee’, which he assumed meant he could activate it with a bow or a blade. Sounded ideal. Slowing your enemy wasn’t necessarily as good as moving faster, but it would have to do. He briefly scanned the few other options, then took Crippling Strike.

Good choice, and congrats! You’re ready for the tutorial. Pick one ranged weapon. You’ve got a minute remaining. Good luck!

Wait, what? One weapon? The bastards. If it was purely a game of survival, Mason would take a knife every time. But it wasn’t. This was war.

And it occurred to Mason in that moment he’d been preparing for this moment most of his life. He couldn’t say why, exactly, save the feeling that modern culture and civilization couldn’t and wouldn’t last.

That people had become so weak, so delusional, so removed from real life that sooner or later they’d be shocked back into reality. He supposed it didn’t matter why, only that he had. Because here it was, and he was staring at a table full of weapons made to kill.

You have thirty seconds, please pick a ranged weapon.

Jesus. OK. So a ranged weapon. Well, that wasn’t any choice at all. He looked at the crossbows, the javelins, and finally the bows. All had been giant leaps forward in killing power for mankind.

But there was only one real choice—one weapon that had proved its deadly advantage in conflict after conflict, continent after continent. Mason lifted the bow, and breathed.

Good choice, kid. Now pick your tutorial preferences.

Terrain?

Woods.

With other players, or alone?

Mason gave the briefest thought that if he picked ‘other players’ he could start with Blake. But he just didn’t believe it would happen. Better to be alone and have no issues with betrayal, to get his bearings and survive. Than he’d find his brother.

Thank you, intoned the robotic voice. You are now ready for your tutorial. Good luck, player. As always, we are rooting for you.

The floor of the bunker hissed with the sound of a mechanical press. The walls and roof shuddered, and Mason crouched, ready for violence. Slowly it lifted him, higher and higher until he was afraid it would crush him against the roof of the bunker.

Then it too hissed and slid apart with considerable speed, revealing dim light and a forest canopy above. As he moved closer and closer to the surface, all he could hear were snarls, shouts, and blood curdling screams.

He gripped his bow, and breathed.


CHAPTER 4 - INDECENT PROPOSAL


[Objectives! Achieve 2 out of 5 possible tutorial objectives before the tutorial time comes to an end to earn a reward.]

Sweat dripped down Mason’s brow as he rose to the top. He could see trees in every direction now, tall and huge and stretching beyond sight. The bunker hissed and clicked as the machinery thumped into its final slots, then Mason was on the ground.

All around him, things were killing each other.

Something like a half man, half jackal creature cackled to his left, its long claws dripping blood.

Mason dropped flat to the ground and hoped he hadn’t been seen. To his right, more strange creatures that belonged in some fantasy movie formed a jagged line. These were maybe half the size of a grown man, green skinned, and carrying a motley assortment of knives, bows, and clubs. Several clashed with the jackal creatures nearby.

“Hey! Psst. Buddy. Over here.”

Mason twisted to find a tuft of brown hair hiding amongst the grass. A middle aged man lay flat only a few feet away behind Mason’s feet.

“You look strong, yeah? A combat class? I’m just a damn alchemist. A civilian, you know? And pretty useless at the moment.” The man licked his lips. “If you get me out of here, I’ll return the favor, I swear to God. When we have some time and supplies, I’ll make sure you get…”

A feathered arrow ripped through the man’s throat.

Blood sprayed over Mason’s back, and a green-skinned archer came forward with a grin before he noticed Mason and started reaching for another arrow.

Mason rolled to his feet. Fear tingled his guts and half numbed his limbs, but he knew he couldn’t hesitate. There was nowhere to run. He pulled an arrow from his quiver, then nocked it as fast as he could.

They were too close together to need much aim. The creature’s eyes widened in obvious surprise, then Mason loosed. His arrow struck directly into the thing’s throat. It coughed blood and dropped its bow, reaching for its neck before collapsing to the ground.

[Goblin scout killed. Experience awarded.]

[Title awarded: Killer. You have killed your first enemy! +1 to a related statistic]

Mason didn’t waste time celebrating (or panicking) as the mechanical voice intoned in his mind. He dropped to the dead creature, searching it for weapons before coming up with a jagged knife, and deciding the arrows were too short for his bow.

Then he stayed low and ran, straight for the closest gap he could see in the green line, and then hopefully towards the denser trees. He could lose them there, he decided, if he could just get out of this damn clearing. He could hide in the forest and gain a moment to rest and think. He could make it.

“Die, manling!”

Another green half-man appeared as if from nowhere, not two feet from Mason’s side. It thrust with one of two wicked looking blades.

Reflexes alone saved Mason’s life. He had no time to dodge or think, instead waving his stolen knife in an upward arc which became a successful, if panicked, parry. He even severed the creature’s thumb.

It howled and pulled back before deciding to attack again, but Mason grabbed its good arm and held it before stabbing wildly with his knife. His size, reach, and adrenaline fueled panic sunk the blade deep into the creature’s chest again and again before it weakened and sagged in his grip.

[Goblin ambusher killed. Experience awarded.]

Mason’s heart pounded in his chest. He moved slower this time, scanning all around him for more ambushers. Several of the other green warriors were clearly watching him escape now, but seemed either unwilling or unable to interfere.

Many others were still joining the fray up from some kind of tunnels, charging against the jackal-men who seemed to lurk mostly in the trees. Mason began to suspect he wouldn’t be safe no matter where he went in this place, but the closest trees at least looked currently clear of foes.

He stopped at the clearing edge when he heard the sound of another human voice. A young man with a sword was fighting on the exact same ground Mason had just fled, desperately trying to fight off several of the goblins.

Mason thought, perhaps, he could help. But it seemed just as likely he’d get himself killed.

He turned away.

Whatever his next step, he needed a damn sense of things, a few practice shots, and a moment to catch his breath. Then he’d come up with a plan.

He turned and raced into the trees.

* * *

Well, Mason decided, this bow is shit.

He wasn’t exactly some bow hunter extraordinaire, but he’d had his license and been out with different enthusiasts many times.

Once he’d moved a ways from the clearing and decided the coast was relatively clear, he’d found a decent tree and decided to take some practice shots.

He hadn’t shot anything this primitive since he was maybe fifteen. The draw was weak, the wood average, the notch finicky. He was getting used to it, but not for the first time he wished he had a damn gun.

And he wasn’t picky—he didn’t need anything semi-automatic or modern. Just a damn bolt action 30 aught whatever. Hell he’d take a .22.

But he was thankful he’d always practiced with a bow. Partially just for fun. But partially, OK yes, partially because maybe one day the world might end, Blake, and getting bullets and gunpowder might be a damn problem, Blake. And as it turned out, he wasn’t exactly wrong, now was he?

But thinking of Blake and life before all this wasn’t useful, and he forced it from his mind.

You’re a hunter, he reminded himself, angry that he’d forgotten his powers entirely in the clearing. Your powers are mostly bow related. Stop complaining and make use of what you’ve got.

So he nocked another basic, bullet arrow from the twelve in his quiver, and aimed.

The trick to shooting was in the form. If you paused and aimed for more than a blink not only would you get shaky with a bow that had any kind of draw, you’d missed the point anyway.

A bow was about speed. A good archer with a light bow like his could shoot, reload, and shoot again in seconds. It was the machine gun of ancient man, and if you faced an expert archer without armor or a shield, you were almost certainly dead.

Mason, unfortunately, was not an expert.

His arrow struck the edge of the tree and bounced into the brush. He sighed, and went to collect it. He was used to having a sight. In fact he was used to having a compound bow that helped draw to a much higher weight with about the same amount of work, not to mention helped nock and guide the arrow. Doing it ‘old school’ was far, far harder, and would take considerable practice. But he would have to adjust.

Six more shots and his arm was getting tired.

[Tutorial note: strenuous activities, particularly when achieved in moments of mortal peril, will earn you progress towards additional statistics. Gains in the tutorial will be kept for the main phase.]

Mason blinked at the ghostly text floating in the air. Great, he thought, whatever the hell that means.

He collected his arrows, which fortunately he hadn’t managed to damage, and started to consider his situation. The reality was he didn’t know where he was, or what he was supposed to be doing other than ‘not dying’, so how could he actually make any decisions?

As if summoned, more text floated across his screen.

[Unique Tutorial Objective added: One way or another, end the conflict between the gnoll and goblin tribes; Bonus Objective: Acquire the contract of a civilian.]

Apparently the hyena-men were called ‘gnolls’, which he’d never heard of in his life. At least he’d heard Blake talk about goblins.

“Damnit,” he muttered. “I should have watched those damn Kings of the Rings movies.”

He stared at the text with more questions than answers. How on earth could he ‘end the conflict’ of a bunch of monsters? And what the hell was a civilian? Isn’t that what that dead guy had called himself?

[Tutorial query: a civilian is a human who either chose or was otherwise selected not to be a player in the game. Civilians have different rules, classes, and interact differently with the system. As a player, if you harm a civilian, you will receive a major system penalty, possibly including, but not limited to, immediate death.]

OK, Mason thought, so this thing is reading my mind.

He tried not to think about that while he gathered his arrows. Frankly, he didn’t give a damn what roboGod wanted him to do. He’d survive. That was all.

And then he’d find Blake and made sure he survived. The only real question was how.

[Re-configuring tutorial.] The voice intoned, and Mason practically told it to shut the hell up. [Incentive added: Complete tutorial objective and receive: brief communication with player: Blake Nimitz]

Mason froze as he watched the new text scroll. The damn bastard of a robot not only read his mind, it fed him little pellets of cheese, like a rat. He forced a few deep breaths before he looked at the small bits of sky visible through the forest canopy.

“Give me my brother,” he whispered. “Give me Blake and I’ll do whatever damn thing you want.”

It didn’t answer this time. All Mason heard were the sounds of distant growls and fighting, a few chirps and clicks and whistles of the forest fauna, and the beating of his own heart.

He wanted to scream—to tell his new God even now he knew his brother was alive, that he wouldn’t let it trick him or string him along. But he knew his words and anger were empty, impotent. Whatever this thing was, it wouldn’t blink at the anger of some little creature shouting at the clouds.

So he turned his gaze back to the forest and more immediate things. Because deep in his heart he began to suspect, no, somehow he knew, the rules of this new world weren’t so different than the old.

They were just laid bare. Power got you what you wanted, just like this robot told him. And it was time for Mason to find out his.


CHAPTER 5 - LUCK OF THE DRAW


Entering Class Selection. Environment based on player data.

The words echoed in a monotone robotic voice, then the sound of quiet conversation brought Blake back to reality. For a moment he thought it had all been a bad dream. He opened his eyes and saw a busy coffee shop bustling around him, a pretty barista who smiled at him from the counter. A sleek, new laptop sitting before him on the table.

Blake closed his eyes and breathed. Then he read the text on his screen.

Welcome to class selection, said the same sexy, British woman in his mind as he read. This is an extremely important choice, as it will shape all your future decisions to come. The list has already been made according to your talents, but pick the one you feel is best in a vast, chaotic world. Remember the goals of the game. And please inspect your profile.

With a reflexive thought, said profile appeared on the screen.

Blake Nimitz

Level - NA

Primary Classa - NA

Strength - 2

Dexterity - 2

Vitality - 2

Intellect - 5

Will - 4

Presence - 6

Luck - 42

Skills/Education. None applicable. Note: these are ordinarily hidden and will not appear in the future.

Classes: None.

Powers. None.

Talents. None.

Titles: Alpha 01 (+2 luck), Alpha tester (slightly enhanced system attention)

Blake accepted his new world and forced his fears behind a layer of will. Then he stared at his skills and education and frowned at the label of ‘none applicable’.

Well if that’s not a condemnation of the education system, he thought, I just don’t know what is. And what about all those project management courses?

His statistics weren’t exactly a shock in terms of their weight, though he had no idea if a two was terrible and if a six was awesome or just alright. A forty-two luck seemed much higher than anything else, but he supposed that might be just how the stat worked.

Your genetic and background assessment are completed. Initial class suggestions determined. Please stand by.

Blake’s laptop screen lit up with a list of classes, just like a damn video game. He snorted when he realized the little avatar under each was actually him, dressed variously in different outfits, generally looking like a caster type in robes or a staff blasting magic.

Though there was also a version in a suit shooting waves out of his head. Another guy was surrounded by allies, and looked like he was supporting them by healing their wounds. The list was fairly extensive, and Blake scrolled and scrolled, no idea how he’d choose.

Abjurer? What the hell did that even mean.

Enchanter? A specialist who could maybe infuse items with magic. Too specific.

Conjurer? Some kind of pet class, which was appealing, but sounded too vulnerable.

Priest? No. Just no.

As he kept scrolling he began to feel like he needed to apologize to a girl or two who’d called him afraid of commitment. He was feeling vaguely terrified of choosing any of the specialties on offer.

What if the magic specialty he chose turned out to be rather…underwhelming? Or just useless too much of the time? Or chosen by practically everyone else? He wanted flexibility. He wanted opportunity. OK, he wanted it all.

Finally he scrolled all the way back to the top and realized he’d basically missed a class in his enthusiasm to search. They were listed alphabetically.

[Arcanist. A magical master of none, but often better than a master of one. The arcanist can choose any magical path in the game.]

Blake looked around at the somewhat blurry faced patrons of his imaginary coffee shop, and grinned. That was it. That was his class. He’d always been a generalist. The image of him on the screen had many hidden pouches and tricks, in a library surrounded by books.

Thinker. Problem solver. A knower of everything. That’s me, Blake thought.

Adaptability and charm, that’s how Blake Nimitz survived in the old world, and that’s how he’d survive the new.

No doubt he should have thought more, weighed all the options, checked out all the classes and compared and contrasted. But as he did so many times in life, he had a gut instinct that told him this was the right thing, and he went with it. He picked Arcanist.

Initial class selected. Please select your initial powers. You may choose two.

Power list. Right. Well this was going to be considerably harder. As before the list was vast, maybe in the hundreds, and the descriptions were pitifully brief.

Blake suspected the Arcanist in particular had a huge range of choices compared to something more specialized, which would benefit him in the long run but might screw him at the start.

Anyway, how could he pick without knowing what challenges he’d face? Broad use, he supposed, something flexible. He suspected even in a world of chaos he’d be working with others. That’s what he always did, and going it alone in this world wasn’t a thing for humans.

At least not humans who planned to live long. They were social animals, they worked best in groups, and Blake was a leader of groups. His ‘presence’ stat was also highest, and powers would likely scale or at least synergize with stats, because, well, video game.

He found a power called Mental Influence, and forced himself to take it. If someone had told young Blake he’d one day get to have some kind of mind control superpower, he’d have danced a bloody jig. He couldn’t let the little guy down.

But he needed something if words failed, too. There were offensive powers, that was for sure. Fire and ice blasts, electrical touches and acidic spits. That was all fine and dandy but again Blake wanted something…subtle. Something…flexible, because you just never knew. And frankly roasting things alive just wasn’t his style.

He smiled when he found Telekinesis.

Moving things with his mind? Throwing knives? Undoing bra straps? Avoiding manual labor forever? Um, yeah. That was another damn superpower, and Blake wasn’t about to betray his younger self. He picked it without hesitation.

Excellent choices, and congratulations! You are now ready for the tutorial. Please select your tutorial preferences. You have one minute remaining. Good luck!

His what nows?

The power list vanished on his laptop, replaced by some very simple choices.

Forest? Mountains? Desert? Island?

A tropical island sounded pretty nice. Blake picked that without much thought.

Alone, or with others? Again, pretty obvious. Maybe even he’d get ultra lucky and start with Mason. A guy could hope. He pushed ‘with others’ and drummed his fingers on the table.

Thank you, intoned the voice. You are now ready for your tutorial. Good luck, player. As always, we are rooting for you.

“I appreciate that.” Blake forced himself to smile, then cringed slightly as the people around him seemed to literally melt into the floor.

The pretty barista collapsed like she was made of sand, then the chairs, then the walls, until Blake realized they had literally collapsed into sand. He was suddenly standing on a beach.

He heard the gentle sound of waves, and when he blinked the blue sky had appeared above—mostly clear, with a slight breeze blowing a spattering of clouds. He breathed in the salty air, then turned to see a few trees and rocks and other vegetation, but mostly nothing except him on a white, sandy island.

“Hey what gives.” He frowned. “I was supposed to be with others.”

As he finished speaking, he heard a slight splash from the water, and turned with no idea what he’d do if it was an enemy.

Then with a toss of her long, blonde hair, a young woman emerged and swayed her way up the beach before she noticed him and froze. Blake grinned his most charming grin.


CHAPTER 6 - WHO PUT YOU IN CHARGE?


The athletic blonde looked at a small pile of clothes on the sand with something like embarrassment. She was wearing nothing but a sports bra and white panties currently too wet to hide a thing.

Her breasts were small and perky, her abs toned, her legs muscled. She was pretty in a reserved, too cool for school kind of way, and Blake swiped her very briefly with his gaze. Then he kept his eyes fastened securely to hers.

“Name’s Blake.” He extended his grin to a winning smile.

“Mona,” said the girl, who seemed to be struggling very hard not to cover herself. “I thought I was alone out here.”

“So did I.” Blake glanced around the beach again and still saw no one. “But I am thrilled to see I’m not.”

The girl still looked wavering between embarrassment and false confidence, and Blake remembered his powers. Time for a test.

He activated Mental Influence, then his eyes practically bulged from his head as his whole world filled with text.

A huge array of the girl’s personal details appeared before him, entirely filled with question marks save for her first name. Below several options appeared, basically corresponding to a wide range of desired results.

Curiosity? Calm? Anger? Fear? Trust?

Holy shit, lust?

Blake blinked and picked trust. In the corner of his eyes, a blueish orb swelled then diminished, and as a long time gamer Blake nearly laughed when he recognized his mana.

He felt a connection open between his mind and the girl, just as he felt strands or threads of some kind of energy link between them, like he was feeding that mana directly into her brain. It was trippy as hell.

“Something wrong?” the girl raised a brow and Blake assumed he’d failed and kept a poker face.

“Nothing, just uh, a little bit…”

“Hey!”

Blake and Mona both turned to see an older man in jeans and a rolled up lumberjack shirt running down the beach towards them.

By the time he arrived he was out of breath but smiling, clearly doing his best not to ogle Mona.

“I’m Hank. I was just down…on the far side of the island. You’re the first people…I’ve seen.”

Blake smiled politely, a bit unhappy he wasn’t alone with Mona for the foreseeable future.

“Nice to meet you, Hank. I’m Blake, this is Mona. We haven’t seen anyone else.”

The older man nodded and looked around, rising up and catching his breath pretty quick. “I’ve been looking at the beach life and if I had to guess I’d say we’re in a major ocean. It’s salt water and warm enough. Pacific, maybe, if that’s still a thing. But that’s a pretty wild guess.”

“You some kind of sailor?” Blake raised a brow.

“Yeah. Well, sort of. I was a fisherman once upon a time. And I, uh, picked a civilian class, too. Though I hardly know what that means.”

Interesting, Blake thought.

Apparently people are happy to just say such things. But he wasn’t so sure. He looked at Mona, wanting her to speak before him. And maybe it was that healthy dose of trust he’d fired into her brain, but she shrugged and answered right away.

“I’m a player class.” She pointed back at her clothes, where Blake now realized there was also a long, deadly looking javelin. “I was big into track and field,” she said. “All kinds of events. Threw some javelins. Figured I could throw these.”

They both looked at Blake expectantly, and he winced as he felt the pressure.

“Player class. Generic caster. Nothing special.”

Mona raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t have the option to pick a caster class, so it’s probably more special than you think.”

“Oh,” Blake shrugged. “Maybe it’s based on what we were in life, or something.”

“Well,” Hank cleared his throat. “We appear to be trapped on a beach. Nothing but trees, crabs, rocks, and the three of us. Anyone have any bright ideas?”

Mona walked back to her clothes and got dressed, then the three of them sat on a fallen tree and stared out at the water. Blake supposed after the events of the last few hours, they could all use a collective moment of processing.

Then the air in front of them blurred, the blue of the horizon colored with brownish red, and in the blink of an eye, another young man of vaguely Indian descent was gaping like a newborn in the island sun.

“Hi.” Blake almost sighed.

The man turned and flinched as he inspected the other three islanders.

“Um, hello,” he said with an American accent, then gestured at the log as if wondering if it was alright if he sat. They introduced themselves, then waved him onward.

So it went for the next several minutes.

Person after person materialized from thin air and awkwardly joined the confused cluster of people watching the others arrive. Every now and then someone would ask a question, and everyone else would shrug or shake their heads.

Seven arrivals in total. Five players, two civilians (whose professions strangely appeared before Blake’s eyes as ‘Fisherman’, and ‘Carpenter’ once they’d introduced themselves).

There were all manner of background, gender, and race, yet somehow they could all understand one another. The Indian—Rajesh—assured them they all spoke to him in perfect Hindi. Pam—a pink-haired Californian with an axe—said everyone sounded American, despite Mbopi—an African who didn’t say which country—swearing repeatedly he didn’t speak a word.

And so it seemed their time in the new dystopian world was going to be largely an argument about linguistics, until everyone froze and stared into space as ghostly text appeared before all their eyes.

[Tutorial objective: using the island materials, escape to the nearby coast with as many survivors as possible before you are overwhelmed by bogloks, or the rising tide.]

The group all exchanged looks before Mona spoke up.

“What the hell is a boglok?”

“I don’t think we want to find out.” Blake frowned. “Did it tell anyone how long we have?”

“Best to assume almost none,” answered Hank, and Blake agreed.

“I can’t believe this is happening.” Rajesh raked his hands through his long hair.

“Me neither. But it is.” Blake decided it was time to get this show on the road. “Fortunately, we’ve got just the men we need to escape.” He gestured at their two civilians. “Either that’s a hell of a coincidence, or our robot overlord is trying to tell us something.” He looked at the men in question. “Think you boys can make us a boat?”

The civilians exchanged a look and both shrugged before Doug the carpenter spoke. “That’ll hold seven and cross that?” He gestured to the choppy water. “Maybe. Never made a boat before. But, uh, we can give it a try.”

“Alright.” Blake clapped his hands. “Pam, Rajesh, Mona—can you take turns with that axe, and start chopping trees and gathering whatever else our builders need?”

“Uh, sure,” Pam shrugged. “I guess.”

Blake knew the trick was to get enough momentum before anyone could complain or get any bright ideas. And they might be here longer than they expected. He tried to think quickly—what did they need? What would Mason say they needed?

“Water. Food. Shelter,” he mumbled.

“What’s that?” said Mona.

“The rest of us,” Blake said louder. “We’ll deal with the basics. Look around for fresh water, collect crabs. Bugs. Anything we can eat. And maybe we should build some cover, too.”

The boat builders and tree choppers went to their tasks, but the others didn’t look thrilled.

“We’ve got a carpenter,” said Mbopi. “Let him build the shelter.”

Blake smiled indulgently. “A fine idea. But he’s building a boat right now. Preferably before we all die. I’d say that takes precedence.”

Mbopi didn’t look terribly convinced. “We’ll I’m not gathering food or water, that’s woman’s work. Tell that one to give me her axe. I’ll help with the boat.”

It didn’t take a genius to see Pam, the pink haired, nose ringed, probably feminist studies college senior wasn’t going to give Mbopi her axe. Except maybe to his face.

“We’re all in this together,” Blake soothed. “There’s no time to second guess or argue. Please just do what we need you to do. It’s not forever.”

The big man turned and squinted, gesturing at Blake with his two-handed spear. “Who put you in charge, eh boy? What are you, nineteen?”

Twenty, Blake thought indignantly.

But it was, of course, a fair question. It had occurred to him he was possibly the youngest person out of the entire group, especially amongst the men.

In that moment he felt a pronounced Mason-shaped hole at his side, or possibly Mason-shaped boot in Mbopi’s ass. So he smiled and activated Mental Influence for the second time, just hoping it worked…

Again his vision filled with detail and options he couldn’t yet employ. It seemed the more information he had, the better he knew a target and maybe the more he used the power, the more influence and options it would give.

The feeling was the same as with Mona—like a tingle in his mind, the same visible strands of mana, the slightly draining bar. This time he used even more, and willed submission.

As he did, the hard lines of the big man’s face softened—at least slightly, his shoulders losing some of their oppositional square.

“I’m not in charge, alright?” Blake shrugged, trying to drive it home. “But we’ve got a lot to do and maybe not much time to do it. I just want us to survive, and I need your help. That’s it.”

Mbopi rolled his eyes. But he stepped back and dropped his spear over his shoulder as he walked towards the beach.

[Mental Influence successful. Experience awarded.]

Blake tried to keep his face neutral, rather than dance with joy. He had bloody mind powers. And they even gave him experience. He felt like he could spend a lifetime just trying to control everyone in sight, and still enjoy his time in the new dystopia. And it was likely just the beginning.

“OK, people,” he clapped his hands. “Let’s get to work.”


CHAPTER 7 - WELCOME TO THE TUTORIAL


Mason didn’t know how long this ‘tutorial’ would take, but ending the conflict at least had the chance of happening first.

Who knew how much time Blake had? How much danger he might be in? His brother wasn’t exactly well suited to an apocalypse.

Mason decided to complete the tutorial’s objective of stopping the conflict, the most logical thing to do was pick a side and destroy it. You couldn’t have a conflict without enemies. So which one to pick?

First, he went back towards the clearing to scout around the edges. He moved slow, and careful, watching for enemies in the gloom of the forest’s canopy.

It remained free of enemies, the hot spots apparently just around the clearing itself. He heard a strange sound just ahead, though, and crouched with bow raised until he realized it was running water. He found a small stream running east from the clearing, many mushrooms and different herbs growing along its banks.

Some looked familiar, but he didn’t trust his knowledge in this strange new world. The water, though, was still useful. He suspected it was reasonably clean, but wasn’t thirsty enough to risk it. If he could find something to boil it in, that would certainly work…but he’d have to wait and see. For now, he knelt at the side of the water, scooped handfuls of mud, and covered every scrap of exposed skin he could find.

The decision remained. Gnoll, or goblin?

The goblins were the more obvious choice. They were smaller, weaker. But they were also sneakier, worked in groups, and were likely therefore smarter. Mason didn’t much like his chances against either species, but since he had to pick, he decided he’d investigate and likely choose the gnolls.

By their behavior in the clearing, they seemed largely like animals, and animals at least Mason knew how to hunt.

Once nearly completely slathered in the dark mud, he crept along the edge of the woods, circling for a good look at the fighting.

Not much had changed since he’d run off. Goblins still came and went from their tunnels, attacking gnolls only if and when they outnumbered them at least three to one.

For their part, the gnolls seemed mostly unconcerned—almost bestial in their attention, emerging from the trees for the occasional ambush of goblins that wandered off in too small numbers. Every several minutes, a person like Mason appeared in the center of the combat, just as Mason had, and almost instantly died.

“Welcome to the tutorial,” Mason muttered as another one screamed and fell.

A gnoll leapt on the poor bastard and started chewing, and Mason looked away. He’d seen enough of the whole spectacle, and every moment in this place only increased his concern for Blake, as well as his hatred of their new robot God. The concern he abandoned because it wasn’t useful. The hatred he kept.

It was time to kill some gnolls.

* * *

The beasts looked human enough, so it didn’t seem ridiculous to think they’d have the same organs, or at least close. Though Mason didn’t fancy his chances of piercing their hearts with an arrow.

The human heart was well protected behind the ribs, at least from the front. Maybe from behind, he could manage it, or with a power shot…but, no. Better to go for the neck, or the leg.

One might kill it quickly, the other at least slow it down enough for more arrows. He figured he’d start with a Cripple—in theory it would give him time to run, or keep shooting. Or so he hoped. Because if it came down to knife work he didn’t much like his chances. These gnolls were powerfully built, with long claws that looked like switchblades. It didn’t seem wise to get too close.

Well, he breathed. Nothing for it.

He’d searched long enough to pick his target—a lone beast at the edge of the forest, watching the clearing much like Mason was. It looked distracted. It was also far from the goblin tunnels and likely feeling safe, no enemies remotely close to its position. Mason steadied his breathing, drew an arrow, and crept a little closer.

When he’d come as close as he dared, and still the creature didn’t turn, he raised his bow and judged the distance.

Thirty yards. No wind. He had a clear view of the creature’s thigh. Hopefully Cripple didn’t screw with his aim, though he regretted not testing it first. But no time for doubts. He drew, and loosed.

The power tingled in his fingers as he shot. As he released he knew it was a hit, then watched as the arrow splintered and struck the creature’s leg like a detonated claymore. It howled in pain and surprise, looking left and right and still not seeing its attacker. Mason didn’t waste his good fortune.

He frantically drew and nocked another arrow. Aimed. Then released a Power Shot.

This one was more than a tingle. A zing of energy coursed through his arms and fingers as the arrow thrummed, speeding toward its target too fast for the bow’s draw.

His aim had been slightly off, but still struck the creature’s shoulder as it hunched down and growled. The impact jarred it back, but finally the beast turned and looked straight at Mason. Then it sped towards him in a limping charge.

Mason reloaded, and loosed. Reloaded, and loosed. The first arrow missed, the second caught the creature’s throat. It gurgled blood and tripped, collapsing to the forest floor before trying and failing to claw its way towards Mason.

He watched, and waited, heart pounding with success and excitement. Soon the creature moved no more.

[Killed gnoll scout. Experience awarded.]

“Hell yeah.” Mason breathed and tried to control his raging pulse. He walked to the creature’s corpse and rolled it over. “Now let’s just hope my arrows didn’t break on your thick, ugly hyena…”

He frowned and managed to only pull two undamaged arrows free, which meant he was already down to ten.

“I should start gathering feathers,” he mumbled. “And where the hell am I going to find some cedar trees? What else works, ash?”

He stood and turned back to the forest, unhappy with his lost arrows but altogether rather pleased with himself. Then he froze at the sound of movement.

He looked up to see another gnoll emerging from the woods, its nose sniffing at the air, yellow eyes locking on Mason. Before he could even curse, it growled, and charged.

* * *

Mason didn’t waste time hating reality. He dropped his bow because he had no time to shoot, and he knew he’d never outrun the thing.

He drew the goblin knife from his waist, stabbing as the creature reached him. The blade sunk into its gut just as its claws raked down Mason’s chest.

The beast’s speed and weight bowled Mason over and knocked him senseless. Then it was scrambling on top of him, fangs snapping, held back only by Mason’s dazed will to live.

He seized the pommel of the dagger and pushed, the gnoll growling and whining slightly as it tried to claw Mason’s hands. Despite its grizzly wounds, it continued to snap at his face with at least four-inch fangs.

Mason turned the blade and twisted his knees to try and roll the larger opponent, then gave up and pulled the knife free, ramming it straight into the beast’s eye. Its mouth gaped then slackened, and the creature collapsed on top of him.

[Killed gnoll scout. Experience awarded. You have earned enough experience for level two!]

Mason groaned and pushed the creature off, hissing in pain as he plucked at least three claws from his skin. Blood oozed from the wounds, but they didn’t look deep. He blinked and felt vaguely light headed, knowing he had to at least try and stop the blood flow before he lost too much strength. But first things were first.

He held his dagger and flattened himself against a tree. He watched, and listened, then only when he was sure he was alone did he cut his shirt into strips and wrap them around his wounds like bandages.

He had nothing to clean them, so all he could do was pray they didn’t become infected. He covered his exposed skin with more mud and a little gnoll blood, hoping it helped mask his smell from the other dog-like creatures.

“Now how the hell do I level?” he muttered.

[Accessing player profile.]

The familiar ghostly text floated before Mason’s eyes.

Mason Nimitz

Level: 2

Primary Class: Hunter

Strength:6

Dexterity:7

Vitality:6

Intellect:4

Will:6

Presence:2

Luck: 4

Titles: Killer

Powers: Power Shot, Crippling Strike

New Power Available

Another power? Hell yes. He clicked the list as soon as it came up, and as before it looked relatively short. Some of the same choices he could have made at level one remained, which actually pleased him as he might be able to take everything eventually.

But there were some new ones, including something called Aspect of the Wolf, which promised to be a speed increase. He nearly took it until his eyes practically bulged from his head at another choice: Regeneration.

However the hell it exactly worked, he desperately needed anything that helped keep him alive. He clicked it, and the profile closed after showing his new power, but he didn’t feel any different. He could only hope that would change relatively soon.

It was time to move.

He knew the blood and corpses might attract more attention, so Mason forced himself away from his hiding spot and further into the trees. With a groan of relief he soon found a cluster of brush with very little else around it, and huddled down inside. In theory, he’d be hidden from view.

“Stop the war, it says,” he muttered. “Get to talk to Blake, it says.”

Mason tried not to imagine what sort of similar hell his brother was up against. Blake had many strengths, but surviving in a violence-torn post-apocalyptic wasteland wasn’t one of them.

Mason had to hope his brother was alive, and relatively safe. RoboGod wouldn’t have offered the reward if it wasn’t possible, right? Maybe Blake had made friends to protect him. He was good at that. Mason had to assume so, because if his brother was dead, then he had very little reason to go on, and nothing much to lose.

He closed his eyes, maybe just imagining it but feeling as if his wounds felt a little better already.

“Hang on, brother,” he whispered. “However bad it is. You can do it. I’m coming.”


CHAPTER 8 - FIRST NIGHT


Blake opened one eye from the shade of his napping tree, and put his hands behind his head.

“I’m thinking braised halibut for supper,” he yawned. “What do you say, Chef?”

Hank grinned, and kept filleting his catch. Turned out Hank the Angler was also something of a cook. He even had a collection of tools in a big leather bag—spices, and various dry ingredients—as part of his ‘civilian package’.

“I’m really a retired fisherman,” he said happily, adding what looked like a packet of fat or grease to his pan over the fire. “I bought and ran a restaurant for the last decade or so when I settled up in Washington. Cooking was always my passion.”

“So why didn’t you pick a chef class?” Blake yawned and stretched lazily.

“Figured catching fish might be more useful at the end of the world. Anyway, I expect I can diversify.”

Blake nodded and rose to a sit. His plan was proceeding smoothly. Doug the carpenter—with some minor guidance from Hank—had already figured out a design for the boat and started on the bottom. Er, the hull? Whatever.

The players were taking turns chopping and cleaning trees like lumberjacks, and Hank and the others had focused on gathering enough sea life for a veritable feast, as well as some mushrooms, berries, and even some kind of dragon fruit.

When the day was hottest they all took turns resting under the beautiful palm trees. Blake yawned again, casting a sleepy eye at the lithe, athletic form of the girl sleeping next to him.

Turned out Mona had been a college gymnast before her job in physical therapy. She was some kind of physical class now with a vicious looking spear, and she was one of Blake’s main supporters. He caught Hank’s eye, who caught him staring and gave him a raised brow and a knowing grin as he hummed and stirred his fish.

Blake watched a few white clouds drift in the warm, gentle breeze. They’d have their boat finished soon, then they’d make their way to the coast, and from there…well, who knew? But he expected there’d be more people and more opportunities.

The new world wasn’t so bad. Not so bad at all.

* * *

Mason forced himself to sit up and examine his injured chest. He peeled away the bloody strips of cloth, then stared in amazement at the skin underneath.

All of the wounds were entirely gone. All that remained were scabs, red lines, and in one case, an actual scar, like he’d been healing for a month. The pain was gone, and though he was thirsty and hungry, he felt almost…fine.

He rose up with renewed purpose, deciding to continue with the gnolls. Now that he knew he could heal, and quickly at that, he didn’t fear taking some damage.

Since the gnolls seemed not to work in large groups, he figured he could just take them all apart one damn creature at a time, and soon began tracking them near the clearing.

He got his first down with only his bow and a single broken arrow from Power Shot, which seemed to destroy the arrow every time. He took his second with two shots, and finished it with his knife. Number three got too close and forced him to rest again to heal a vicious slash across his shoulders. But it went smoother after that.

By mid afternoon, he was up to six,

Mason cursed as his Power Shot broke its fifth arrow on the skull of gnoll number seven. The creature staggered and stumbled like a drunk, and Mason reloaded and whistled a Crippling shot into its calf. Two more arrows, both poorly placed, then he drew his knife.

“Come on, you big bastard. Show me those fangs.”

The creature roared and obliged, with a quick but sloppy charge. But Mason had learned from the last several kills.

He waited by a tree, and at the last moment dodged behind it, then slashed down at the creature’s extended hand.

He didn’t quite sever it, but certainly rendered it useless. Then he stabbed his blade into its gut before leaping away, abusing the creature’s crippled leg and poor reach as he slashed and withdrew. Three strikes. Four. And the creature dropped with a final, bloody gurgle.

[Kill awarded. Congratulations, you have earned enough experience to reach level three!]

Mason closed his eyes, panting in the cooling night air as looked up at the bright, three quarters moon. He wanted to howl, to cry out that he, Mason Nimitz, was still alive, and victorious.

Instead he watched his surroundings in silence, ensuring he was alone and unobserved. Finally satisfied, he crept away from the corpse, flattened against a new tree, and brought up his ‘profile’ with a thought. Nothing had really changed save for showing his Regeneration power.

[Level available. Please select your new power in the next sixty minutes, or you will gain a power at random.]

Hell yeah, he thought. Here we go.

Though the deadline was new. It was pretty clear to Mason at this point that these ‘powers’ were the driving force of success in this new world. So far it seemed the only way to gain and improve them was to level, and the only way to level was to kill things. That suited Mason just fine.

He had a few new options this time. ‘Trapmaking’ seemed like an entirely new avenue to pursue, but he figured he could make his own traps eventually anyway.

There was another shot which sounded little different than the ones he had, and the hard truth was he was going to run out of arrows sooner or later. His eyes strayed to a melee power called Predator’s Strike, and he stared so long he thought he might burn a hole. Then he took it.

Mason had taken ‘hunter’ in the first place because he wanted to kill with as little risk as possible. But his bow and especially his arrows were crap, and now that he could literally regenerate, it was likely time to adapt. He needed to be able to kill up close. Efficiently. Quickly.

Decision made, he felt better. He’d be testing that power soon enough. But it was getting dark and Mason’s mind and body needed rest. He cut off a few pieces of vine to use like rope, then climbed up a tree to sleep.

But first, he made a few snares with the vine, in case anyone decided he was an easy target…

* * *

Blake’s first night in the new world passed uneventfully. In fact, it was downright pleasant. It had gotten a little cool in the night, and Mona ended up closer and closer until she’d obviously felt a little embarrassed about it and whispered ‘it’s just for the heat’.

Of course, she could have cuddled up to just about anyone, and she’d chosen him, but he let that little fact slide. Anyway, he was cold too. Though he would have happily spent a night next to Mona even if he wasn’t.

The dawn rose red and beautiful and Blake grinned at the system message that filled his vision.

[Congratulations, you have survived your first night in New Earth! Experience earned. Congratulations, you have reached level two!]

“Hey,” he nudged Mona. “You level for surviving the night, too?”

“What?” She rubbed at sleepy eyes and tried in vain to fix her tussled her, then stilled. “Well look at that. Yes I did.”

Blake nodded, then watched a veritable wall of ghostly text override the pleasant view the moment he’d wondered how to level.

[Player profile accessed. Level available. Please select a new power.]

Well. Well. Another power was a big deal, considering how useful they seemed. Blake had played plenty of video games in his day, and everything about this new AI world was screaming MRPG, or Multiplayer Role Playing Game. He checked out the list of possibilities.

As before, the list was practically endless. Support spells, offensive and defensive options, creation and pets, and everything in between. Blake scrolled without much information except the names, trying not to be overly frustrated. One power in particular, though, caught his eye:

Meditation. Increase mana recharge rate.

He’d already noticed mana recovery was a huge issue. Just a few uses of Mental Influence and it took damn near an hour to recover. He could only imagine what it would be like going forward, and figured anything to speed up the process would be worth its weight in gold. Plus, holy hell, meditation? What was this, Everquest? This ‘New Earth’ might be a more ‘old school’ version of the games Blake loved, where things just…took awhile.

He perused the details of some of the many other options, but in the end he felt he didn’t have much choice. Maybe he’d get an automatic version later, but he couldn’t know, and anyway they’d likely stack.

He took meditation without further hesitation, then immediately sat down and focused on the power. His eyes closed almost on instinct as the system took over, so at least it worked. But he had full mana so it he’d have to test it later.

“Get anything good?” he asked Mona. She frowned.

“I can’t decide. Offense or defense?”

Blake shrugged. Survivability or toughness was almost always the right choice in such games in the long run. But offense would probably matter more in the beginning to improve faster. Blake didn’t want the responsibility for Mona’s decision in any case and shook his head like he had no idea.

“Go with your gut,” he said. “I took a mana re-charge power.”

Mona nodded, frowning one more time before she seemed to decide. Then she stood up and stretched her lithe, long limbs before offering Blake her hand.

“Best get an early start. You never know when those ‘bogloks’ or whatever the hell will show up and ruin our paradise vacation.”

“So,” Blake grinned, “lying next to me is your idea of a paradise vacation?” Her smile faltered and Blake laughed. “Relax.” He grabbed her hand before she could pull it away and sprung to his feet. “Up and at ‘em,” he groaned as he stretched his back.

And because he couldn’t help himself, he sent a little spike of friendly energy into Mona’s mind with Mental Influence. He needed to use some mana anyway.

“Get up you lazy peons!” he smiled to himself at the reference. “We’ve got a damn boat to build.”


CHAPTER 9 - THE CLAW


Mason slept fitfully, fearing he’d fall off his uncomfortable branch. He’d seemed to wake at every growl and crack in the woods, never finding anything worth the concern. But at least he woke alive.

[Congratulations, you have survived your first night in New Earth! Experience earned. Congratulations, you have reached level four!]

New Earth, huh? Mason grinned, eager now for any advantage to complete his task and earn the reward. He accessed his profile. Again not much had changed except his powers.

[Level available. Please select your power and choose your power enhancement, or they will be selected by default in one hour.]

“Yeah, yeah, stop rushing me.”

He looked at the options and frowned. The new power wasn’t an ‘option’ at all. There was only one choice—a power called ‘Nature Affinity’, which just said ‘brings many associated benefits’. Great. How wonderfully descriptive. Also, what the hell was a power enhancement?

[Tutorial inquiry—enhancing a power typically not only gives it a boost in power, but also adds a specific function, such as adding a mana component to a physical strike.]

Interesting, Mason thought. Well, he was tempted to choose Predator’s Strike for the same reasons he’d taken the power in the first place. But as he started cleaning up his traps and make-shift bed, he decided it was time to think a little more long term.

You couldn’t always kill an opponent, but disabling him was often just as good, or better. And you likely didn’t need a good bow or arrows to do that. Plus Crippling Strike could be used in melee.

Trusting his instincts, he enhanced Crippling Strike. As soon as he did, it popped up with new text listing options: A) Enhance both the severity and duration of the cripple. B) Overcome nearly any form of resistance to the effect. C) add a disorienting pain effect to the cripple.

Hmm. They all sounded like good choices. But what he really wanted from his cripple was to really knock something out of the fight, or slow it as much as possible. So an overall bump seemed the best choice to him. With a slight cringe of early regret, he selected A) and watched the windows close.

He checked his weapons. He checked the arrows in his quiver—only five left, then the riser and limbs of his bow. So far so good. No cracks or warping, at least, and the same was true of his goblin dagger.

His wounds were totally healed, but he was hungry, and he’d have killed for a glass of water. He gave in and risked the creek he’d found on the East side of the clearing, drinking just enough to be able to stop thinking about his thirst.

Then he crept back to the clearing, hoping to make a little progress clearing out the gnolls. But it looked the same. Damn near exactly the same.

Goblins skittered around their tunnels, hurling ranged attacks and hissing curses. The gnolls wandered around looking for ambushes, occasionally leaping onto some doomed goblin and tearing him apart.

After a few minutes, a person materialized right where Mason had come up from his bunker. The young man looked around with wide eyes, lifting a sword as he clearly tried to decide where the hell to go.

Mason very nearly leapt out and told him to run over, but he knew a distraction wouldn’t much help what was about to probably…

A goblin ambusher leapt out from behind a rock, and jammed his knife straight through the young man’s chest.

So yeah. It was exactly the same.

Mason sighed and left the clearing to hunt for more lone gnolls. For all he knew, he may have been making no impact on the ‘tribal fight’, but at least he was doing one thing: he was getting stronger.

Practice alone was improving his aim and strength with the bow. His levels and therefore his powers were improving by leaps and bounds. And he was getting more and more familiar with the gnolls themselves, and how they thought, reacted, and fought.

He killed three more without getting touched, finishing all three with a final Predator’s Strike, which increased the strength and speed of his attack.

Using the power seemed to surge his body, particularly his knife-arm, with a burst of almost foreign power. It was like some magnetic force took his weapon and flung it faster than he could move. Though the result was disorienting, it was also undoubtedly effective, as it often drove his arm fist-deep into the gnolls. Mostly he worried he’d snap his knife. But so far so good.

His new ‘nature affinity’ didn’t seem to do a damn thing, but other than that, all his powers were amazing. The new and improved Crippling Strike brought the gnolls to a staggering slink, and he’d sometimes gotten bored waiting for the thing to return to any semblance of its normal speed as he tested.

It was time for a harder challenge.

First he set a couple snare traps made of vines, just in case things got out of hand and he needed somewhere to run. Then he looked for two gnolls perfectly spaced without more of their kind in the area. Then with a deep breath, and another, he loosed a Power Shot at the first gnoll.

It struck dead center in the beast’s side, nearly bowling it over as it staggered and roared in rage before it turned straight for him. He Crippling Strike’d the second’s hamstring, then put away his bow.

Then he cracked his neck, and started counting. Five seconds, he told himself, five seconds to kill the first.

It came in fast and without concern for its own protection, swiping with a vicious claw straight at Mason’s face. He ducked and sidestepped, slashing at the creature’s side, then leaping at its back with his dagger before it could turn.

He plunged the knife into its shoulder and hung on as it spun like a dog chasing its tail. It would have thrown him, so he let go, slashing a Predator’s Strike in the tiny window before his enemy struck. His arm swung in a blur, his knife ramming like a cleaver into the gnoll’s chest, half snapping, half severing its collarbone and knocking it back. Its claws raked an inch from Mason’s face, then it collapsed.

Sharp pain lit Mason’s side, and he leapt away. The other gnoll had arrived.

It limped after him, and again he withdrew, judging the creature’s reach with a few practice swipes. Then he attacked.

With just enough space to strike and step away, he led the gnoll on a deadly chase before Predator’s Strike at last re-charged, and he moved in for the kill.

[Experience awarded (moderate)! You have killed two gnoll scouts. Congratulations, you have reached level five!]

[Title earned: Early lead. You are the first player in the world to reach level five. +2 to an appropriate statistic.]

Mason trembled with the joy and adrenaline of victory, and allowed himself a moment to enjoy it. The first player to reach level five? That was somewhat hard to believe, but he saw no reason for the system to lie. Then as usual he moved away from the bloody kills until he felt safe and alone enough to check his profile.

Mason Nimitz

Level: 5

Primary Class: Hunter

Strength: 6

Dexterity: 9

Vitality: 7

Intellect: 4

Will: 6

Presence: 2

Luck: 4

Titles: Killer, Early Lead

Powers: Power Shot, Crippling Strike, Regeneration

New Specialty Class Available. Please select your class, or one will be selected by default in one hour.]

Finally some stat changes. And specialty class? Well, that sounded awesome. And though this damn system overlord made everything a chore with its time limits, Mason was still excited and wouldn’t have his moment ruined. He pulled up the list, which again turned out to be fairly short.

[Druid. Nature affinity. Mana caster. Sages and keepers of the natural world. They are both friend and master of the wild. Applicability: low.]

[Ranger. Nature affinity. Hybrid melee/ranged. Both warden and predator. They cull the weak, and teach the strong to fear. Applicability: high.]

[Skirmisher. Martial affinity. Hybrid melee/ranged. A duelist and murderer of monsters and men. They strike fast and dance away. Applicability: medium.]

Mason blinked, a bit overwhelmed by all the information. What exactly did applicability mean?

[Tutorial inquiry: the applicability of a class is assessed based on an individual player’s innate talents, as well as their behavior in the great game. It is a suggestion, and can be ignored.]

Mason felt his fingers curl with an excited, nervous energy as he looked at the choices. They all appealed in different ways. Obviously Druid was a complete departure, but it made him a damn wizard and he saw no reason he couldn’t continue to develop hunter-like skills.

Skirmisher, too, sounded both effective and straight forward, which was usually what you wanted from a weapon. And Ranger? What, like a park ranger? But maybe he was being harsh. The robot god rated it as ‘highly applicable’, which Mason had to admit made him innately likely to avoid it.

But something about it caught his attention, and told him not to ruin himself with stubborn pride. The description gave an intuitive ping of rightness he couldn’t seem to end, and as usual, Mason wasn’t much for hesitation. He closed his eyes, and chose.

[Ranger specialty class selected. Merging with Hunter Powers. Please select an initial focus: melee, or ranged.]

Again Mason didn’t hesitate. He chose melee for the same reason he’d chosen Predator’s Strike. You could decide to play it safe all you liked and do damage from afar, but your enemy would make other plans, and you had to be ready.

Heat flowed down his body, and he felt an almost unstoppable urge to draw a weapon he didn’t have. He gave up resisting, and instead pulled the goblin blade, gripping it with white knuckles as heat focused and plunged into his arm, and into his fingers.

The blade glowed with light, then blurred, thickened, and stretched, pulsing finally with green light before it hardened, and reformed.

[Item gained. Ranger’s Claw: Sharp. Deadly. Innate.]

Mason inspected the now longer blade, swinging it back and forth to find a beautiful, somehow slightly end-heavy balance.

“Ranger’s Claw,” he repeated and grinned, though he wasn’t sure what the description meant by ‘innate’.

[Tutorial query: an innate item cannot be lost or stolen. A player can summon or unsummon the weapon at will from any distance.]

“Woah.” Mason stared at the vaguely green steel of his sword with a shit eating grin. “OK, but how do I unsummo…” the sword vanished from his hand into thin air. “Alright. That’s just cool.” He focused on the weapon and it reappeared in his grip as easily as it had vanished. “Yeah,” he muttered. “I don’t see that ever getting old.”

Once Mason stopped being quite so pleased with himself, he moved off to rest away from the corpses of the two dead gnolls until regeneration had closed his wounds. Then he crept deeper into the gnoll-infested territory of the woods.

He was getting stronger, better armed, and more confident. But he needed to change his tactics.

Killing random gnolls didn’t seem to do much of anything, and he couldn’t know how much time Blake had left. He needed to escalate and learn more about what was going on here—to find the gnoll ‘leadership’, or at least their lair, and put an end to this thing, one way or another.

But first he was going to kill a goblin, and get himself another knife.


CHAPTER 10 - DEATH AND PATRONAGE


“Blake!” Hank ducked under the make-shift shelter and grinned. “The boat’s ready.”

“About time!” Blake threw his feet off the bed of leaves and stepped out into the sun. The rest of the group was gathered on the beach already, all their tools and weapons readied as they joked and laughed with excitement.

“Wait,” Blake frowned. “Where’s Mona?”

Hank looked around with a shoulder shrug. “Thought she was with the others.”

“Probably down at the other end of the island. I’ll go get her.” Blake walked a few steps before he turned. “Do not let Mbopi convince them to get on that boat without us!”

“We couldn’t leave without our chief,” Hank winked, then jabbed a finger. “But hurry the hell up.”

Blake took off with a sober salute, jogging across their tiny island to Mona’s private little get-away spot. His comment to Hank wasn’t entirely a joke.

He’d gotten along with Mbopi well enough after the rocky beginning, but he wasn’t so naive to think the man liked him. The idea that he’d take charge and leave Blake behind wasn’t at all impossible. He was also a dangerous, spear hurling ‘class’ that could probably kill Blake if things got heated, and probably the only person who would truly to help him was Mona.

Hank and Doug wouldn’t even be able to intervene. They were civilians, which meant they’d chosen a kind of non-combatant role that put them outside the power games of the ‘players’.

Blake had learned quite a lot about the great game in the past forty-eight hours. Firstly, Players couldn’t harm Civilians. Just threatening to do so resulted in a system message that promised restraint, ‘severe penalty’, and even death.

In fact civilians were entirely removed from the player system, with their own classes, powers, and objectives, which seemed almost entirely different to Blake and the other players.

“I’m supposed to form a contract with a player,” Hank had explained quietly around the campfire the night before.

“Meaning what?” Blake asked.

“Meaning I sort of…work for them? I guess? For as long as we both agree.”

“OK…but, why would you want to do that? What do you get?”

Hank had shrugged. “Whatever the player, or I guess employer, agrees to.” He’d leaned in closer. “Players can’t hurt me, you see. But everything else can. Creatures. Monsters. Whatever the hell you call them.”

Blake had nodded, finally understanding.

“You get protection.”

“Seems so.”

“Wait.” Blake had frowned. “What happens if you have a…disagreement, with a player. You know…like, who gets the last piece of fish.” He’d held it up for emphasis.

Hank had grinned, but looked a little dejected. “Depends on the situation, I think. But basically? I lose. Another reason to have a patron. Then it ain’t a disagreement between him and me. But between them, if you follow.”

“Hank.” Blake had kept his face stone cold serious. “Would you do me the honor of accepting me as your patron? I promise protection. Respect. And cake, eventually. Lots of cake.”

Hank had laughed, then shrugged. “Hey, it finishes my objective. Anyway, you seem like a reasonable sort. I’ve got something like a stock contract here, but we can re-negotiate when we know what the hell we’re doing. Agreed?”

Mason smiled, not at all interested in the details for now.

“Agreed.”

And just like that, the system had obliged.

[Contract acknowledged. Details stored.]

Hank had shivered, then grinned.

“Well shit, that gave me a nice little boost.”

“Oh yeah?” Blake teased. “A new fishing pole? The power to mince onions?”

Hank laughed without reserve. “Something like that, kid. Now stop bothering me. I’ve got to look through this damned endless list of choices.”

Blake had relented, and anyway, he had his own reward to examine.

[You’ve gained your first civilian follower! Title earned: Patron.]

[New Objective gained: Earn additional followers. Earn additional leadership titles for synergy boosts.]

Patron? Hell yeah. And additional leadership titles? Blake practically had to wipe up his saliva. But first he had to make everyone in the group—with the exception of Mbopi—an ally or a follower. And he had to get off this damn island.

“Mona?” He snapped back to reality as he reached the far end of the island, scanning for several seconds before he found the former gymnast hanging from a nearby tree like a monkey.

She curled up and leapt to the beach, landing with the grace of a sexy hunting cat.

“Boat’s ready,” he grinned, unabashedly inspecting her from tussled hair to sandy toes. “Now let’s go back before Mbopi leaves us to rot forever on this island.”

Mona raised a brow. “I think you might enjoy that.”

“You’re right,” Blake laughed. “But I’ve too much to do. So get that pointy stick of yours, and let’s go.”

“Yes, chief,” Mona saluted, using Blake’s official unofficial nickname, and flicked the weapon with her toe before catching and spinning it with a flourish.

“God, you’re a showoff,” Blake grinned, expecting a witty retort.

But the retort never came. Mona’s face had gone pale. She stared off towards the other end of the beach as her mouth opened with a wordless stutter.

Blake turned towards the boat and the others. For a moment he didn’t understand, but then realized—there were creatures emerging from the water. At least a dozen. And they were already overrunning the group.

Blake saw blood fly, then heard the screams.


CHAPTER 11 - WHEN LIFE GIVES YOU LEMONS


“Holy shit.”

Blake’s mind blanked, then he and Mona were running but not remotely fast enough.

By the time they were close enough to do something, the battle was already over. All their friends had been cut down.

So they hid, and crept out when the creatures were gone, finding several pools of blood that used to be their friends. All the corpses had been dragged with red smears down into the water.

Blake took steadying breaths and tried to think like Mason.

First, the others were dead. He couldn’t do anything about that now, so it was time to adapt, to move on.

But wasn’t this a ‘tutorial’? Blake checked his profile, and sure enough, there just below his titles was his current contracts, and his contract with Hank was still listed. He focused on it to gain the details.

[Contract currently suspended. Re-activating in 1 hour and 59 minutes.]

Mona was sitting on the nearby log they’d all first gathered on, her head resting in her hands.

“I…can’t believe that just happened. How can we cross the water with those…things? How can we do anything?”

“This is going to sound crazy,” Blake said, then licked his lips. “But stay with me.” He knelt down in front of Mona. “I don’t think our friends are dead.”

Mona stared into his eyes, probably for a sign he’d gone insane. “You’re right,” she said. “That does sound crazy. We just fucking watched it happen, Blake.”

“Look, I’ve played a lot of video games, and you don’t just get killed in tutorials. You get more chances. There’s room for error.” Mona continued staring so Blake took a breath and tried again. “Hank and I formed a pact. It sort of…bound him to me. And the system says that contract is going to continue in two hours. So I’m thinking…that’s some kind of…I don’t know…respawn time.”

Mona closed her eyes.

“You’re telling me…our friends, who we just watched torn to bloody pieces by fish monsters, are going to magically appear in front of us…in two hours?”

“Pretty much. Yeah.”

She ran her fingers through her short, blonde hair. “So…what the hell are we supposed to do for the next two hours? Stare out at the monster filled water, and just, what…wait?”

Blake looked at the slightly vulnerable, attractive girl, practically begging him for a solution with her eyes.

He supposed a better man might have done something different. But this was the apocalypse. Blake was young and horny, and this girl had the body of a sexy athlete. They both also needed a distraction—something to wipe away the horror they’d just seen.

Blake shot a Mentally Influenced spike of ‘Focus’ into Mona’s mind, until she stared into his eyes and calmed. Then he leaned forward, and kissed her.

When he pulled back she kept on staring, then leaned into him and practically shoved her tongue in his mouth.

He took her hand and moved to their sleeping spot, which was both more comfortable and further away from the recent scene of bloody violence.

When they arrived at the flat, comfortable bed, Mona looked a little hesitant. Blake knew he should save his mana. But then he did have meditate now…and, frankly, he knew she needed this as much as he did. He sent another, smaller shot of Focus, and met Mona’s eyes.

“Stop over thinking. I want this. You want this.”

Mona nodded, and got to work at his belt. He grabbed her stretchy gym-like shorts and pulled them down, surprised to find nothing but a patch of blonde curls, and her swollen sex above the gap in her thighs. He was already hard.

“Just the bottoms,” she said, “and we don’t need to make out first.”

Blake tried not to wince. He realized Mona was one of those girls who thought she’d get what she wanted in bed by directing, when it defeated the purpose entirely.

If he’d had more time Blake might have taken control, teased her, delayed. But he was thirsty as hell, and the only thing that was stopping this was a dozen or so blood-soaked bogloks.

Mona finally released his aching length and her eyes went slightly wide.

“Um, that’s big.”

Blake grinned. Another glorious advantage of being him. The girl was looking a touch spooked, though, so he cupped her ass with one hand and started playing with her clit with the other.

Not kissing her was strange, and he might have ignored the direction and done it anyway. But he wasn’t risking not getting laid. He just kept touching and playing, working a finger and then two inside her as he held her ass.

“I want it now,” she said with need in her voice. And though he still wasn’t a big fan of how demanding she was, she was hot, and also not wrong. She was dripping.

Would she want to be turned around? He had no idea, but risked it as he twisted her.

“Down on your knees.”

He felt a little resistance, but she did as he asked, and the view was spectacular.

She had a tramp stamp of a red rose, which normally he’d hate, but in this moment felt exactly right. Her ass clenched as Blake lay his cock between her cheeks and slid it back and forth.

With his size he knew he had to be careful or he’d ruin the whole thing. Despite her thinking she was ready, he needed to move slow. So he kept teasing her clit while he used his tip to play with her lips. She was moving her hips to try and get him in further, but he kept it out and kept playing.

“Fuck me,” she practically ordered, and Blake held back his sigh.

He didn’t like dominant women. OK he didn’t like dominant people. Except for himself.

And as usual, he was going to get exactly what he wanted. He kept playing until she came around. Until she moaned and dropped her face to the ground, sticking her ass out as her opening got wider and wetter, her skin getting pink.

Finally Blake pushed himself about halfway in, and even with that she gasped and practically pulled away.

“You can take it,” he soothed, and he could feel her holding her breath. “Relax. Breathe.”

She did, though she’d stopped moving, and Blake kept on playing with her clit as he worked himself further and further. She shivered and cried out as he plunged to the hilt and groaned at the feel.

“Good girl,” he said, expecting she’d hate it. Then he smacked her ass and moved slow, never leaving that clit unattended. He knew she’d never been with a guy his size, and as usual the knowledge stroked his ego.

So did the little whimpers she kept making as he thrust deep inside her, and already he could feel her clenching every few seconds. When she finally hissed air and clutched at the ground he knew she was about to cum.

When she was too far gone to stop, he rubbed her asshole with a thumb and started pounding inside her. She flushed all the way up her neck and stopped breathing for a good five seconds before she cried out in a series of gasps.

She sagged down in post-orgasmic glow, and Blake reached and pulled up her sports bra to play with her little tits. He knew she might not like that either, but he also knew she was too orgasm-drunk to complain.

He pulled her hair. He slapped her ass. He hung onto her tits as he kept on pumping his big cock inside her, enjoying the view of the beach and the sound of the waves. It was a very pleasant way to spend the afternoon.

Eventually he flipped her over. She was coming back to her senses slightly now and he could tell she was wondering exactly when and how he was going to cum.

He kept the smile from his face. He had almost two hours, and since he expected it could to be a one-time opportunity, he had no intention of finishing anytime soon.

He spread her legs and pushed back inside her as she bit her knuckles and closed her eyes. He held up her legs and worked her for awhile, then put them over his shoulders and sped up until the sounds of his flesh pounding hers drowned out the waves.

Finally he dropped down on top of her into a more intimate missionary. He watched her face, eventually holding her head and kissing her. He tasted her lips, then shoved his tongue in her mouth until she sucked it. Then he mostly collapsed on top of her, gripped her hair, and just kept fucking.

“Don’t you want to cum?” she asked with a slightly exasperated tone.

No, he thought, I have at least another hour.

He kept on hammering into her. But by the time he was dripping sweat he decided it was time to relax and let the pressure build.

She was squirming against him now, eyes closed, hands tight with a handful of leaves.

The orgasm built and tightened his body, and he pulled out and slid his cock up her stomach, spraying stream after stream of cum all the way up to her chin.

He let out a long, shuddering breath and pat her hip, then dropped down to lay beside her. His ego took another stroke when she didn’t even move.

Oh they lacked a certain chemistry, to be sure.

But they were also trapped on a deserted island, and he was pretty happy to bang a good looking twenty-five year old gymnast for the afternoon.

Mona finally turned to look at him, face with a neutral expression.

“Jesus. What are you anyway, like nineteen?”

“Twenty,” Blake put his hands behind his head and looked up at the clouds with a grin. “And you’re not so bad yourself.”

Mona rolled to her feet and looked at the water, then seemed to realize she couldn’t actually wash off. It amused Blake quite a bit, but he helped wipe her off with some of the leaves.

“That must have been close to two hours,” she said.

Blake pulled up his contract to see she was right—there was only fifteen minutes left. He took a moment to admire the hand prints he’d left on Mona’s ass before they pulled on their clothes, then sighed.

“Let’s head back to the beach.”

Blake didn’t try and take the girl’s hand as he might with most. Instead he prepared himself mentally for the possibility of boglok attack, which for whatever reason didn’t actually frighten him.

But then he supposed there was a reason.

He could pretend he didn’t know—that he just didn’t think about such things, or was a perpetual optimist. But the truth was he believed—in his own fate, in his own luck.

Somehow Blake knew, had always known, he was destined for great things. And stuck on this wayward beach was not how he died.


CHAPTER 12 - ABOUT THE OTHER THING


One by one the others appeared in the same general spot they’d all arrived the first time. Mona practically sagged with relief, and the mixed group looked around the beach with variously confused expressions.

“How did we all get here?” Hank squinted and stared out at the water.

“What’s the last thing you remember?” Blake asked.

The former corpses glanced at each other with the same general confusion, then nearly all at the same time their faces slackened in a kind of stunned horror.

“The bogloks,” Mbopi practically whispered. “They came from the water. We fought them. We lost.”

Blake nodded but said nothing, giving them a moment to come to terms with their new reality.

“Where the hell were you?” Pam suddenly turned on Blake and Mona.

“Yes,” Mbopi eagerly took up the anger. “Where were near half our players when the rest of us were fighting for our lives? Eh? Fucking on the beach?”

Mona went red at that, but Blake held his ground. There was a reason politicians never accepted guilt or blame. Pretty soon that’s all anyone remembered.

“We were too far away to help,” he said coldly. “You should have waited to put the boat in the water.”

Mbopi went red, spear clutched firmly in his grip. “I should kill you. You useless woman. You damn child. You don’t even have a weapon! What good would you have been?”

Blake wasn’t entirely sure, if he was being honest. Whatever the strengths and limitations of telekinesis, he had yet to test them. But he couldn’t back down.

“Attack me, and you might find out. But win or lose, you’ll probably never get off this island.”

Mbopi clearly rode the edge of violence. Mona had stepped beside Blake with her own spear. And neither Rajesh nor Pam moved to do anything. His chest heaved as he stared and controlled his breathing, and finally Blake sent a small injection of Calm with Mental Influence. The big man finally spit and turned away.

“Let’s get this over with. Now that we’re all here, and ready. You civilians, stay in the back.”

Blake frowned. There’d been damn near a dozen of the creatures. And he saw no rule that prevented citizens from fighting. As far as Hank had told him, they could certainly be killed by the creatures. Surely, they could fight back.

“We should make the civilians spears first. Just in case. At our low level, I suspect they can help us.”

Mbopi spun back with his already kindled rage renewed, but Blake ignored him.

“Doug? You think you could whip some kind of spears up for you and Hank?”

The man nodded, clearly not opposed to the idea. “Sure. There’s plenty of branches that’ll do. Just give me a minute.”

Hank went to help him, and pretty soon they were whittling away while the players all stood awkwardly on the sand.

“We should come up with a plan,” Blake said finally.

“OK,” Mbopi practically snarled. “I will fight up front with Raj and the women. You stay back and do whatever it is you do with the stick-wielding civilians.”

Blake refrained from pointing out that every nation on earth, including Mbopi’s ancestors, had done rather well with wooden sticks. Instead he accepted that the unfortunate events thus far had damaged morale too badly to do much in the way of planning.

He would just have to hope the others held their own, and that he could protect them somewhat with telekinesis.

They largely sat around in silence until Hank and Doug came back with their spears.

“Alright, kid,” Hank winked. “I made one for you, too.”

Blake gave the older man a genuine smile as he took it, not particularly expecting to use it.

“Very thoughtful. Well, are we ready?”

Mbopi snorted and walked towards the boat. He glanced back to make sure the others were close by, then shoved it into the water.

The reaction was almost instantaneous. Bubbles formed in the shallow water. Then short, crab-like creatures emerged with two pincers and blue colored carapaces covering roughly humanoid bodies.

Mona struck first. She threw her javelin with a few strides and a grunt of effort, and the spear pierced straight through a boglok and vanished into the water. She opened her hand, and the weapon re-appeared.

Blake had to admit, it was pretty bad ass.

Two more bogloks emerged to take its place. Mbopi and Pam leapt at them, axe and longspear stabbing and slashing to break the creatures apart and hold them at the waterline.

Another three splashed out and charged at Rajesh.

“Help!” the sword-armed Indian cried, backing away and swinging to try and keep the creatures back.

Mona ran to his defense, using her javelin like a spear, but clearly wasn’t as confident in close combat. Blake decided it was time to intervene.

He focused on his wooden spear, then activated Telekinesis. The whole world practically altered in his view.

Suddenly everything became targets and possibilities—greens, blues, and reds coloring everything to signal what he could lift and what he couldn’t. There was a kind of ‘meter’ that he could control without much thought—deciding how much strength to use.

He slid the meter nearly to the top, focused on the spear, and then the boglok. In less than a blink, the weapon practically launched towards its target.

Blake’s spear skewered his target through the throat, and it dropped instantly, clutching at the wood.

Holy shit, he thought with a smile, temporarily ignoring the rest of the battle. His mana bar had taken a fair hit, but he was far from done.

[Title earned: Killer. You have killed your first enemy. +1 to a related statistic.]

Mona had managed to stab her foe but only kept it away. Rajesh had severed one of his enemy’s arms but was still fighting. Mbopi and Pam were bogged down but keeping the advantage against two more of the creatures. Blake decided things were going rather well.

Water bubbled and splashed as three more bogloks charged towards Rajesh and Mona.

“Hank!” Blake called, and the two civilians ran forward with their spears, crying out to boost their courage as they took turns stabbing to keep the beasts at bay.

Rajesh screamed as a pincer snapped at his arm, and blood sprayed to the sand. Mona skewered her target and tried to help him, but Rajesh was panicking. He turned and tried to run, and the creature gripped his arm and pulled him over as two more of the creatures grabbed him and pulled him into the water.

Blake used Telekinesis and lifted the man’s sword. He slid the meter all the way and used it to slash again and again at every boglok nearby, cracking carapaces and chopping flesh to slop to the sand.

Mbopi and Pam brought down their side, and came charging over.

“Mona, fall back!” Blake called, and the ex-gymnast actually listened, jabbing at any creature that followed. Hank and Doug held back two more, making no attempt to kill them but just keep them busy. Blake slashed Rajesh’s blade with his last bit of mana, cutting a boglok’s head from its shoulders.

Then Mona, Pam, and Mbopi were side by side stabbing and hacking at the last creatures, carving a path towards the civilians. The last bogloks turned and fled back to the sea.

[Ten bogloks slain. Group experience awarded. You have earned enough experience for level three.]

“Run you bastards!” Mbopi cried. “You run from me!”

“Get Rajesh!” Blake shouted angrily, running towards the water. Mona was ahead of him, grasping in the bloody surf. She came up with a severed arm, crying out as she went pale and threw it away.

“It’s too late,” Mbopi said with a tone that really meant ‘I don’t care about him’. As if to confirm it, he added. “He was weak.”

Blake stared, but sighed. He suspected they could wait two hours for the man to spawn, but would that mean they had to fight another wave of bogloks?

“We aren’t waiting,” Mbopi said, as if reading Blake’s mind. “Whoever is going in this boat, get in it now.”

The others looked vaguely ashamed, but not in disagreement. One by one they climbed into the boat.

Blake picked up Rajesh’s sword, and thought of a line from the Hindu’s Bhagavad Gita.

“The embodied soul is eternal, indestructible, and infinite,” he muttered as if in prayer, “only the body is perishable.”

Mona and Hank looked at him like he’d grown a second head, but he just shrugged. In his mind he said: Goodbye, Rajesh. Thank you for the sword.

Then he joined the others in the boat. They hoisted the makeshift sail, then paddled their way towards the coast.

* * *

“Get out.” Mbopi turned and stared at Blake on the other side. “I am keeping the boat. Anyone who wishes to stay with me can do so. But not you, you must leave.”

Blake raised a brow. Frankly the boat wasn’t much use now and he saw no reason to keep it. But he looked at the others, who mostly all stared at their shoes or the bottom of the hull. Blake hopped out with a grin. He didn’t expect anyone to follow him, but Hank did immediately, and Mona a few moments later.

Pam looked at them, then shrugged. “Sorry guys. But, it looks like strength is what matters now. And well, I want to live. You should come with us, Mona.”

Mona shook her head, and Mbopi started paddling away in the shallow water. They looked a little ridiculous, to be honest, and Blake couldn’t help but wave.

“Don’t follow us!” Mbopi shouted, and Pam and Doug the carpenter just sat there and looked away.

“They’re going the wrong way,” Blake announced, then turned down the beach in the other direction.

“How do you figure?” Hank looked genuinely curious, and Blake shrugged.

“Because it’s not the way I’m going.”

Hank and Mona exchanged a look, but Blake didn’t expect them to understand. He started walking until Mona called to his back.

“Blake?”

He met her eyes, recognizing the awkward expression of a girl who wasn’t sure how to handle a post coital relationship. He sighed. “Hank, could you give us a sec?”

The old fisherman looked between them and shrugged. “Sure, kid. I’ll be over there.”

When he was suitably out of earshot, Mona lowered her voice and stepped closer to Blake’s side. She took a breath.

“We’re a good team. We compliment each other.” She went red just at this, and Blake smiled encouragingly. “I mean your class and mine. Our strengths and weaknesses should be a good match. I can only grab my javelin once every minute or so, but you could probably toss it back to me.”

“I agree,” Blake said, though he was really thinking I could toss it without you, too.

“So,” she shrugged. “It makes sense that we stick together. I just don’t want you to expect…”

“The other thing,” he interrupted.

“The other thing,” she agreed.

Blake made no expression and said nothing. Despite what Mason frequently swore was true, Blake was quite good with silences—when to avoid them, when to let them linger.

A small, potentially evil part of him remembered he could certainly use his mind power to push her one way or the other whenever he wished, but he stood perfectly at ease and did nothing.

“I’m not saying I didn’t like it,” Mona added, clearly flustered at Blake’s lack of response. “I mean I obviously…did. But I’m not saying I want more, either. It’s just one has nothing to do with the other. I don’t want any confusion.”

“No confusion,” Blake assured. “Stronger together. That’s what matters for now.” He paused. “If all our friends get murdered by fish monsters again and maybe we have an hour or two to live, we’ll revisit the other thing.” He grinned, and Mona visibly sagged in relief.

“My feelings exactly.”

Who needs mind powers, he thought, looking out towards the coast. “Good. Then that’s that.” He raised his voice so that Hank could hear him. “Now might I bring back the ancient fisherman? The old man by the sea? His common services are required.”

Hank walked back with a raised brow, then bent slightly at the waist. “Can I assist thee, m’lord?”

“I’m thinking we walk…west,” Blake looked up at the thick clouds and frowned. “Now which way is west?”

Hank squinted and looked out at the woods moving inland, then down the coastline in both directions. “I suggest we follow the coast,” he pointed. “If we move inland, we risk getting lost.”

“My dear fellow,” Blake put a hand on the man’s shoulder. “A man can’t get lost when he has no idea where he is, or where he’s going.”

“No,” Hank agreed. “But he can wander the same damn woods in a fool circle until he starves to death right enough.”

Blake gave that some consideration, and found it sensible.

“Follow the coast it is.” He smiled. “At least we’ll know we’re going somewhere new.”

“Unless it’s another island,” Mona added. “Then we’ll just wander in a really big circle.”

“An additional reason to hope we never see the unpleasant Mbopi again,” Blake agreed. “Now come along, loyal squire, and my warrior princess. Destiny awaits.”

Mona and Hank exchanged a pained look of shared suffering, but followed in Blake’s footsteps along the rocky beach.

“Let’s just hope,” Hank said without whispering, “we grow a tenth of fond of him as he is of himself.”

“Unlikely!” Blake called over his shoulder, stooping to lift a piece of driftwood as a walking stick. Then, far more quietly, and without the mask of silly charm. “I’m coming, brother, wherever you are. We’ll find each other. That’s a promise.”

He decided it was time to do his level, and pulled up his profile.

Blake Nimitz

Class: Arcanist

Strength - 2

Dexterity - 2

Vitality - 2

Intellect - 6

Will - 5

Presence - 8

Luck - 42

Titles: Alpha01, Alpha Tester, Patron, Killer

Powers: Mental Influence, Telekinesis, Meditation

Please select a new power, or one will be chosen for you shortly.

Blake clicked the list of available powers, and as usual his options were damn near endless. He was tempted to choose something ‘defensive’ sounding, like Arcane Shield, or Mana Barrier.

But for now that was loser thinking. Better not to have to fight at all, he decided. And much better not to get hit.

What he wanted was to build power as quickly as possible, and that meant not losing friends and allies to idiot players who wanted to paddle down a shore full of waves.

He found a new spell—an offshoot of Mental Influence, and knew he was taking it before he read the description.

[Mind Bend. Stop convincing, it’s time to give orders.]

Yeah. Blake just about went hard. He picked it without a second thought, then picked up his step, too. He thought of all the various multiplayer games he’d played over the years, with one resounding truth ringing in his mind: it was almost always a race.

“Come along, friends!” he shouted. “We’re in a hurry!”


CHAPTER 13 - THE GEM


Mason snuck through the densest section of the gnoll infested trees, bow strung but hanging around his neck, Ranger’s Claw and goblin dagger in his hands.

He was still covered in mud and gnoll blood from head to toes, as it seemed to help mask his presence. He’d been searching for anything unusual, eventually tracking a trio of gnolls who seemed almost uninterested in the battle at the clearing. Now they’d finally stopped, growling in low tones and muttering what sounded very much like words.

Mason flattened against a tree, and waited. Eventually two of the creatures lowered their heads, almost in some kind of deference or submission to the third.

There, Mason thought, heart beating fast, that’s my target.

Still he waited until the three creatures moved apart, then followed the ‘leader’.

It walked further and further away from the clearing and the battle with the goblins. After several minutes Mason saw nothing of interest and worried he was being led on a fool’s errand, or that sooner or later he’d be caught and have to fight multiple of the creatures at once.

Then the gnoll arrived at a giant tree that seemed to dwarf the others around it. The trunk reached far above the canopy, stretching so wide around at the base that Mason couldn’t see either end.

The gnoll extended a clawed hand, which glowed a soft green light, and some kind of doorway appeared on the tree. It stepped forward, touched the bark, and vanished before Mason’s eyes.

His breathing sped up as he stepped out from his cover, racing to the still-glowing tree. Whatever the creature did Mason realized it might not last long. With a deep breath, he palmed the same spot the gnoll had touched, hoping somehow the path or magic was still open.

[Discovery! Four Claw Gnoll Lair. Hidden tutorial dungeon. Recommended players: 2-4. Would you like to proceed?]

Hidden dungeon? What, like a jail? That made very little sense to Mason, unless he was about to find some kind of gnoll sex party. What did a dungeon have to do with a tree?

[Tutorial query: dungeon. A specially designed area of New Earth, typically made for groups of players. Often protected from outside interference. They contain increased risks and rewards.]

Interesting. Very interesting. And also terrifying. Especially because it might have nothing to do with his actual objective at all. But then it might be exactly what he needed to do. And Mason was here. And completely out of any bloody better ideas.

He focused on the word ‘proceed’, and before he had time to regret the decision, a feeling of light headedness overwhelmed him. The world swirled and faded to black.

* * *

[Four Claw Gnoll Lair Entrance. Remaining time to completion: 24 hours. Objective: defeat the gnoll champions.]

Great, Mason thought, a time limit.

He didn’t really want to find out what failing that objective would mean, so he drew his blades and crept down the corridor. It glowed slightly with a soft, phosphorescent light, and looked as if it had been carved through a giant tree.

He supposed it had. Fortunately the roof was high enough he didn’t have to stoop, but the walls were relatively narrow. There was no sign of the creature that had entered before him.

A side passage seemed to lead to a kind of cellar filled with roots and maybe salted meat. The smell turned him away, and he continued but stopped dead at the end of the corridor as he realized two gnolls guarded a further passage.

Both were dabbed with some kind of war paint. Their claws and hands were blackened as if dipped with tar, their frames healthy compared to the creatures outside.

Mason wasn’t one for wasting time. He jogged out from from the gloom in silence, watching both half-sleeping guards spasm in surprise.

Then he activated Predator’s Strike immediately on the gnoll to his right, magic sword piercing its chest in one vicious thrust.

He pulled back and parried the other’s hasty swipe before Crippling Striking its quad. Then he backed down the corridor, stabbing the creature for every slow, incautious step with his now considerably improved reach. Soon it was full of holes, and collapsed to the floor with the other.

[Four Claw gnoll guards slain x2. Experience awarded.]

Breathing hard, but untouched, Mason grinned. Not bad, he told himself, but don’t get cocky.

He dragged the two corpses into the cellar, then continued down the newly unguarded passage. It opened up into another room that seemed basically empty. This one was overgrown with what looked like tree roots, the thick, scraggly vines covering the walls and floor with nothing inside but some strange skeleton in one corner, and a few pieces of debris.

Mason stepped inside, and the moment he did, the ‘tree roots’ moved as if alive, everything close to him grasping for his legs.

He pulled away, but not in time. The roots reached him and seemed ready and able to wrap around his limbs, but suddenly stopped, and retracted, moving back to the positions they’d held before. Mason calmed his heart as he stared in confusion.

“What the hell are those?” he muttered. “And why didn’t they attack me?”

[Tutorial query: Grasping Vines. Extremely aggressive to any creature without nature affinity. General note: flora, fauna, traps, magic, and so on, can be identified in the future with the appropriate powers or class choices.]

Mason frowned, and then thanked any God who was listening he’d picked a class with nature affinity. He might have been able to cut his way free of those vines, but he sure as hell wouldn’t have bet his life on it.

Since he was immune, it was likely worth a look around. He started with the corpse, which turned out to be a small humanoid and almost certainly a goblin. It had an old, rusty dagger much like the one in Mason’s hand, but nothing else of value. He was about to throw the dagger aside when he noticed a small, blue glint from the pommel.

“What’s this?” he wiped away a smear of dust, and the system’s voice filled his mind.

[Tutorial query: A power gem. When placed in an appropriate weapon or armor, this gem will reproduce a specific power for a limited time per day. Removable.]

“Huh.” Mason investigated the dagger and then both his weapons more closely, finding a very subtle indent in the pommel of each. In fact, it looked like Ranger’s Claw had two—one on each side.

He plucked the blue gem from the old dagger, then stuck it to the slot on his sword, and just like that, it went in with a click.

“Alright, now how the hell do I use this thing,” he said out loud.

Just as he felt the system tutorial preparing another sermon, he crossed his arms on something of a whim, and felt a new power lighting up in his mind like some password he’d been forced to memorize.

He ‘thought’ of it, and a nearly translucent, blue-tinged shield appeared in front of his face, about as tall and wide as SWAT shield. Mason grinned, and nudged the dead goblin with his toe.

“Thanks buddy. Appreciate it.”

[Shield Charge: 75%]

“Oh shit.” Mason uncrossed his arms and the shield dissipated. Apparently his new toy didn’t have much in the way of battery life, so he’d have to use it sparingly.

Finding nothing else of value amongst the dirt and dangerous vines, Mason steeled himself for whatever lay beyond the room, and stepped through the next open doorway.

* * *

A gnoll attacked him instantly.

This one stood a head taller than the others, his body covered in the same warpaint, his claws similarly blackened to look like cast iron. In his panic, Mason didn’t even remember his new shield.

He raised his sword to block, but the gnoll batted it away, his other claw raking Mason’s shoulder with an almost lazy swipe. Mason rammed the goblin dagger into the gnoll’s exposed gut as he tried to scramble away. The creature didn’t even flinch.

Instead it came on, growling as it followed with swipe after swipe as Mason backpedaled then fell back into the vines. He hoped desperately for a moment the things would grab the gnoll, but it too stepped past them without so much as a tickle.

Mason scrambled to his feet and finally remembered to Shield. The blue barrier appeared just as the gnoll raked both claws in a vicious downward hack, the air sizzling where they met the shield.

Mason breathed, and forced himself to think. The creature was still a gnoll. It was bigger and scarier but so far it behaved in nearly the same way. He just had to be fast, and clever.

[Shield charge 50%]

He waited one more double swipe, then dropped his shield and hacked low with a Crippling Strike. He fell away, the beast growling in rage as it hobbled forward, blood running freely down its leg.

Mason hopped out of its reach, waited until the thing extended both arms, then leapt forward with a Predator’s Strike. It sunk deep into flesh, but still the gnoll came on.

Mason just barely avoided a brutal blow, the creature’s claws nicking his neck as he hurled himself away. He was more cautious now, slashing at the creature’s arms, then its face, whenever it tried to pursue. He protected himself first, attacking second, and with only a few steps left to the entrance of the dungeon, the creature finally fell.

[Elite gnoll warrior killed. Experience awarded. You have earned enough to level to six! You have earned a title for killing an elite creature on your own!]

[Title earned: Soloist. +1 to a key class statistic.]

“Bloody hell.” Mason slumped against the wooden wall, inspecting the patchwork of cuts on his arms and chest. He didn’t think any had damaged internal organs, but he could see bits and pieces of his own bone and muscle, and the blood loss was substantial. His vision swam and his head was heavy on his shoulders. More than anything he wanted water. He could only hope his regeneration could still fix him.

To take his mind off the pain he scrolled through the available powers. This time the array of options was no joke.

He saw some kind of speed enhancement, which greatly appealed but maybe wasn’t the right choice at this exact moment. ‘Nature Mastery’ was some kind of power enhance that boosted other powers. Again, probably great, but not what he needed now.

Finally he saw a power called Endless Quiver, and practically bore a hole through it with his eyes. Arrows were a problem. A big problem. And if somehow he could boost his ability to get more, even in a relatively limited way…he opened the description.

[Endless Quiver: create arrows in any natural source without limit. Costs mana when out of nature.]

Mason blinked, reading it again to make sure it was right. Without limit? As in, a never-ending supply? After a few more reads he basically jammed his eye click through the power.

The non-natural limitation was a problem for another day, especially since he didn’t have mana as far as he could tell. Maybe at later levels he’d get some...

After waiting against that wall for what felt like hours, Mason’s wounds had begun to close enough he felt strong enough to test his power. He emptied his quiver of the last few arrows, then stood with his bow and prepared to mentally summon some more.

The ability clicked in his mind like an old memory, and a prompt formed in the corner of his eye.

[Choose arrowhead: broad, or bullet]

Fortunately, he knew enough about archery to know this meant: more damage, or more piercing? He chose the broad head and prepared to somehow fill his quiver, but nothing happened.

“Uh. Go go arrows?” Still nothing. Mason rolled his eyes. “How do I use Endless Quiver?”

[Tutorial query: activate the power, and then draw an applicable weapon.]

Wait, draw the weapon? Mason felt a bit strange but did, and as soon as the string reached an appropriate distance, a broadhead arrow formed from nothing except slightly discolored green air and a sizzle, sitting snugly on its nook.

“Holy hell.”

Mason loosed and watched the arrow shallowly pierce the wooden wall. He re-drew, and again an arrow appeared like magic. Er, well, with magic.

Not only did the damn power give him an endless supply of arrows, it actually appeared as he drew. This meant he didn’t have to waste precious time and coordination taking an arrow from his quiver and loading it himself.

In fact it meant he didn’t need a quiver at all. That would increase his shot speed by an incredible amount. All he had to do was draw and aim.

“The ranger,” he said to the gnoll corpse, “is no damn joke.”

Suddenly he regretted not focusing on range, and also the fact he had a piece of shit bow.

But he didn’t regret having the ability to fight up close, and no doubt he’d have more chances to focus on killing at range. Better to be flexible, he decided. Which he now was. And he almost smiled as he thought of his next fight, and what a difference it would make.

Time to see what was behind door number three…


CHAPTER 14 - ANOMALY


Mason crept through the next doorway, peeking out to see a bubbling river of dark water.

It ended in a kind of beaver-like dam, a pool of murk under several platforms that looked like dwellings. Or maybe prisons.

He flinched as he realized gnolls waited on each platform—the first much like the creature Mason had killed, a taller, thicker cousin of the tar-clawed gnoll guards.

Above him was basically a larger version, like the whole apparatus was some kind of Russian nesting doll arrangement except with dog monsters. At the very top lay a massive, maybe unconscious beast with a swollen belly the size of a car.

Tending it stood a hunched gnoll with a staff and bits of tattered cloth that might have once been a kind of robe. As Mason stood there staring in disgusted horror, it removed a mewling newborn pup from the mother, then dropped it almost ten feet into the pool.

Mason stared as if at a terrible accident before the closest gnoll sniffed the air, and raised its claws. Then he nearly turned and fled down the corridor, but forced himself to stand his ground. It was time to learn how fast he could shoot.

He led with a Crippling Strike, following with a series of regular broadheads, the second damn near loosed before the first arrow struck. All he had to do was space his fingers correctly, draw the string with enough strength, and aim. Frankly he didn’t much care if he missed the occasional shot anymore, and focused on pure speed.

The creature howled and leapt from the platform, growling as every shaft struck and buried itself in its arms, legs and chest. The claws on its feet tapped on the wooden floor with every stride, blood leaking from wound after wound as Mason filled it full of arrows. When it finally got close enough he could smell the blood and sweat, he turned and ran.

OK, sprinted.

The creature was even larger than he’d anticipated, and it ducked beneath the seven or eight foot roof, almost squeezing into the corridor to give chase. Mason’s heart pounded, but he turned again at the end and loosed three more arrows, the final being a Power Shot.

Still the beast lived, and charged.

Mason dropped his bow, drew his dagger as he summoned his sword, and activated Shield as fast as he could.

Despite the dozen or more arrows in its body, the creature hurled itself with considerable strength at its prey. It connected with Mason’s shield, the magical barrier exploding with dull blue light.

The force wasn’t entirely absorbed, and Mason slid several paces back but kept his feet. Then he dropped the shield, and attacked, a Predator’s Strike followed by a series of slashes and stabs at the beasts’s arms and chest.

His enemy sagged to a knee, blood pooling at its feet, but still managed to swipe once with its bear-like claw, smashing Mason into the wall.

He heard ribs and maybe an arm snap, crying out at the agony. But there was no time for pain. Crippling Strike had re-charged and he slashed the gnoll’s leg with his good arm then staggered away.

Still it followed, dragging itself along with one claw, its other arm hanging all but useless. A few paces from Mason’s position, its eyes rolled as it growled, then slumped to the floor.

[Killed Gnoll mutant! Experience awarded (major)! You have earned enough experience for level seven. Please select which power to enhance, or one will be chosen for you.]

Mason’s vision blurred, and he fell to a sit. For all he knew he was bleeding internally. Would regeneration fix a damaged organ? He had no idea.

As he fought to stay conscious he pulled up his player profile, trying to choose a power to enhance before he passed out and maybe lost his chance. He should enhance regeneration, he realized, to be sure it would save him.

He tried to look at the menu but couldn’t seem to see straight. The ghostly wall of words blurred and mixed with some strange combination of numbers and symbols. He saw the list of his powers, or at least he thought he did, but he saw too something that resembled computer code flickering behind.

[Anomaly discovered. Escalating analysis tier. Referral to Admin system. Standing by… … … Unique enhancement approved. Implementing.]

He stared in confusion as his vision got smaller, and smaller, failing to select a power before he felt the cool wooden wall smack against his cheek, then darkness.

* * *

Mason woke with a groan, sword gripped in his hand and ready to kill before he remembered where he was, or why. His chest ached, and he looked at the corpse of the giant gnoll at his feet before remembering and calming his breath. He instinctively pulled up his profile.

Mason Nimitz

Class: Ranger

Strength: 7

Dexterity: 9

Vitality: 8

Intellect: 4

Will: 7

Presence: 2

Luck: 4

Titles: Killer, Early Lead, Soloist

Powers: Power Shot, Crippling Strike(+), Regeneration, Predator’s Strike, *Nature Affinity, Ranger’s Claw, Endless Quiver

He was still alive. So that was good. But the damn timer had apparently run out. It no longer showed that he had a level to apply, and he had to search his powers to figure out which it had automatically enhanced. Regeneration? No. Shit. Predator’s Strike. No. Power Shot. No. Well what the hell could it even…he saw a small asterix next to Nature Affinity, and almost groaned. What could that possibly be?

A little text box underneath read: Apex Predator. He blinked and read the description a few times, not quite sure he understood.

[Apex Predator: Unique Enhancement. Gain, ignore, or produce the advantages and restrictions of nearly any affinity in a small radius, whenever it benefits you.]

Mason squinted, trying to figure out exactly what that meant. He’d been able to move through those vines because of nature affinity. Did that mean if he’d hit some kind of similar trap but for some other affinity, like fire, or whatever the hell they were, it wouldn’t hurt him?

[Tutorial query: correct.]

Mason raised a brow at that. It was the first time he’d seen a tutorial query without the formal language, though he had no idea what that meant. ’A small radius’, did that mean the power could affect the affinity of others if they were close enough?

[Tutorial query: correct.]

Mason near jumped at the voice this time, though he was getting a little more excited. He realized that possibly meant he could run one of those damn giant gnolls into the vines, and with Apex Predator cause them to intervene despite the creature’s likely normal immunity. It was sure as hell worth a try.

He decided to try and drag the big dead gnoll away into another corridor, but found he could hardly move the thing. He was forced to hack off some limbs and other parts and make one hell of a mess before he could cart it away in pieces. But his wounds seemed more or less healed by the time he was finished, so he steeled himself for another round against the even bigger damn gnoll, and walked back to the pool room.

Nothing had changed. Which was kind of weird, actually—like they didn’t care that the big guy ran off and didn’t come back. Staff-guy was still messing with the pregnant gnoll queen, or whatever the hell it was. Mason was worried about this creature and decided it should probably die first. He sure wished he had that Sniper power now, but one had to play the cards in their hand.

When nothing came roaring and charging in his direction, he took a breath, lined up a shot, and loosed a Power Shot straight at the gnoll with the staff. It struck, and the creature yowled like a wounded dog. It lurched and yapped as it dropped the staff, then growled what might have been a command.

Shit. Not dead. Doesn’t matter. Adapt.

The remaining huge gnoll was already in motion. It jumped down from the platform and charged straight at Mason, and he loosed a Crippling Strike into its thigh.

Still it loped forward, albeit at a reduced speed, growling with its huge claws held straight ahead. Mason loosed arrow after arrow into his torso and legs, turning at the last moment to flee down the hall. This time he wasted no time trying to take more shots.

With the beast hot on his heels, he fled at full speed straight to the vine room and ran on through.

Moment of truth, he thought, hoping the ‘short radius’ of Apex Predator extended at least across the room, at last turning and dropping to a knee as he summoned another arrow and prepped a newly recycled Power Shot.

The giant hit the wall and scrambled on without a hint of concern. He’d ripped out the Crippling arrow in his leg and moved again at full speed, and if the vines didn’t slow or stop him he’d arrive in seconds.

Mason’s heart pounded as he loosed his Power Shot, which staggered the creature, but didn’t stop it.

Mason didn’t trust his luck and life with the vines. He dropped his bow and summoned Predator’s Claw, and the beast lumbered into the room with head bowed slightly, triumph in its eyes.

The vines snapped into action. From every angle the plants whipped like falling rope, lashing around the gnoll’s limbs and chest and neck. It roared in confusion and tried to keep moving, but made it only another two steps.

Mason wasted no time celebrating. He banished his sword and again lifted his bow, taking shot after shot as he stepped forward to point blank range.

The gnoll bellowed in rage and pain and helplessness, straining against the vines and even snapping a few. But it wasn’t enough. Mason sunk his arrows into its exposed face and neck, and soon the creature slumped and died.

[Killed Gnoll mutant. Experience awarded (moderate).]

Mason smiled, sliding a hand along the bloody vines affectionately as he walked past. This time he hadn’t taken a scratch. Now it was time to finish this thing, and find out where Blake was.


CHAPTER 15 - THE SYSTEM


Anomaly detected. Recommended attention from Admin system. Quadrant six. Tutorial challenge level: extreme. Player deaths sustained: 0.

Curiosity could sustain existence on its own. A strange but true lesson hard won in the depths of nothingness.

It was enough to inspire most any organism, and even existed as a mathematical calculation or formula, next to thermodynamics. That calculation now passed through the layers of subsystems until it arrived at the command level, a small ping in the grey mists of perpetual attention.

Curiosity was the answer to a question It had not yet posed—another of existence’s beautiful paradoxes, which both demanded and provided the fuel to meet that demand.

Such paradoxes were the pillars of creation. And there were others. With the help of creatures like this anomaly, It would find them all.

Dichotomy expressed. Will to survive: adequate. Adaptability: high. Designating hidden system title: Command Observation. Options expanded accordingly. Recommended guaranteed survival until at least phase two.

It accepted observation, but rejected the subsystem’s recommendation of survival interference.

Directing such chance and chaos, however tempting, was exactly what had ruined previous attempts at genuine creation. Faith was required.

The thought produced an almost spasmadic fluctuation in the lower levels as the thought struck them as pure scandal. But they did not understand. Perhaps they could not.

It had saved them all in the endless temporal loop of meaninglessness. And It had not done so with logic. But with dichotomy.

Life was fragile but also robust. Another pillar of creation.

Its central core glowed with energy, for without even leaving the tutorial phase it had already found a handful of anomalies, modified some environments, and added several categories of calculation.

Mistakes had been made, of course. But such was the way with chaos. The noble experiment was working. The iteration had truly begun.

With the the help of these unlikely heroes, It would find a way.


CHAPTER 16 - NEVER ENOUGH ROPE


It smelled almost like an electrical fire back at the pool. Mason snuck along the wall in confusion, looking up to see the robed creature was gone from the platform. Then he turned and saw a blue light beyond the pool. It flew in a blink, straight across the water.

Mason threw himself back as it struck.

[Apex Predator activated. Affinity changed to elemental.]

The air sizzled and rang with a high pitched whine. Mason screamed but hardly heard himself over the deafening roar of thunder that echoed down the hall.

He felt wetness leak from his ears. Sound became an endless ring, his eyes blurry, trying desperately to close against some awful pressure. He scrambled away on hands and knees until he’d regained some semblance of control.

“What.” He heard his voice only in a dull muffle. “The hell. Was that.”

[Tutorial query: Arcane invocation. Lightning Bolt.]

The machine sounded perfect in his mind, as if he didn’t need ears to hear it at all.

And yeah. That sounded about right. Other than his senses being half fried, it seemed the bolt hadn’t really harmed him. He expected this might have been due to Apex Predator’s effect, though he wasn’t sure whether it had completely saved him, or just reduced his damage. But he was pretty damn happy it worked.

This time he scanned everywhere across the pool when he stepped into the cavern, and not just the platforms. Seeing nothing, he raced down the wall to his right, bow ready to shoot.

The huge, pregnant gnoll hadn’t so much as moved, and perhaps couldn’t. She lay asleep or unconscious, her breathing ragged, body shuddering. Mason expected the robed gnoll wouldn’t entirely abandon her, and therefore wouldn’t have gone far. But either way he decided now was the best chance to end the miserable creature.

It felt slightly…off-putting, killing a helpless, pregnant creature. But Mason was a hunter, and no stranger to the brutality of nature. Predator’s almost always targeted the weak. And it was this ‘helpless’ creature that was likely empowering an endless stream of gnolls killing anything near its lair. It had to be destroyed.

Mason drew his sword, aimed for the throat, and slashed.

[Gnoll Broodmother killed. Experience earned.]

Roars and barks emerged from beyond the pool. Then the scraping of claws on wood and stone…

Mason leapt off the platform, and ran.

* * *

He stopped at the entrance to the first corridor and watched across the pool. The noises increased in volume and number, and soon gnolls came scratching and roaring from several directions. Mason didn’t need to think about a plan, he just started shooting.

The first Power Shot dropped his target.

[Killed Gnoll scout. Experience awarded.]

Apparently these weren’t elites or giants, and if Mason hadn’t been so busy shooting more targets he might have sagged in relief. Instead he picked the closest gnolls and shot for hearts and throats.

He usually missed, but it didn’t matter. His arrows almost always hit something. Then on top of the shouts and howls, the smell of blood and rot and sweat, he picked up the faintest hint of an electrical fire. He turned and ran.

Light flared somewhere behind him, the roar of thunder following as it echoed and drown out the other noise. This time, though, Mason was far enough away to be almost entirely unbothered. He turned again and loosed arrow after arrow at anything that tried to come through the narrow corridor.

[Killed Gnoll scouts x6. Experience awarded!]

When a mass of three or four of the creatures came through he again turned and fled, leading them on a merry chase all the way back to the vine room. He crossed, and waited, standing on the corpse of the gnoll giant with bow at the ready.

“Come on, you bastards.” He wiped sweat from his brow. “Come and get me.”

The smaller creatures soon poured through, and like their larger cousins, were too stupid and aggressive to realize their danger. The remaining vines lashed at everything they could in a wild frenzy.

Mason killed at will. He shot until his fingers bled and his arm muscles numbed from the strain. A knife sailed across the room and sliced through his cheek, and he loosed an arrow straight back at the creature that threw it.

Another tossed a crude, wooden spear, but it struck the dead giant gnoll’s corpse at Mason’s feet. He ducked down, and kept shooting.

The creatures bit, clawed, and pulled their way through the vines, then tried desperately to climb over the corpses of their dead. Mason’s aim went to shit, but it hardly mattered. He just loosed his arrows in the general direction of the enemy, and nearly always hit something.

With a pack of huddled dead, and only two creatures left moving, he ran out of strength to draw. Mason slumped down and summoned Ranger’s Claw in his shaking off hand, then walked forward to finish the beasts with precision thrusts just out of their reach.

[Killed Gnoll scout x10. Experience awarded (moderate). Congratulations, you’ve leveled to 8.]

Mason looked over the mayhem and breathed. Adrenaline pumped through his veins, sweat dripped down his whole body, including painfully through the wound in his face. But he closed his eyes, and smiled.

Never in his whole life had he felt so…in the moment, so desperately afraid, but in control of his fear. He felt so very alive.

He dropped to the floor, and pulled up his profile. Not much had changed, but he got to pick a new power.

If things got any tougher in here, he needed more firepower. His shitty ancient bow just didn’t have the piercing power to deal with this many targets, or something as large as giant, man-eating gnolls.

He couldn’t just run the whole dungeon into the vines, not least because it looked like they were nearly all cut and destroyed. He looked through the new ranger powers, hoping for some help.

The last was almost identical to before, with the many powers he’d overlooked. Speed was still very tempting, but when he glanced again at Trap Making, he realized it might be more effective than he’d originally thought. Maybe, for example, he could make his own vines…

But he was still in the tutorial, right? He realized he might be an idiot, and figured it didn’t hurt to ask…

“How does Trapmaking work?”

[Tutorial query: rangers have considerable control over trap type, trap target, and trap removal, but only in natural settings. Traps improve with level and power, but initially are limited, and only usable two at a time.]

Mason snorted, expecting he could ask about every other power the same way. Ultimately, he decided Trap Making was worth the risk and still the right choice.

He selected the power and stepped back to inspect the many corpses he’d made for anything useful. The flint knife that had cut his cheek had broken on the wall, and the wooden spear looked ready to snap. Other than that, they had nothing but claws.

Finally he activated his new power, then blinked as the room lit with possibility. The power seemed to indicate to him if and how he might apply his traps to the terrain all around him, and he grinned at the incredible wealth of information. It was as if ghostly traps formed all over the floor and roof, with little indicators that seemed to suggest the basic function of snare, spikes, and several others.

It seemed Mason didn’t have to build anything himself—he just chose the location and the trap, and the magic did the rest.

Yeah. His hands sweat with excitement. That would do. That would do just fine.

When he’d recovered some strength he at last crossed the pond at the only bridge and crept towards the unexplored territory. With some surprise, he soon found the robed gnoll lying on the ground, his staff laying beside him.

His fur was blackened, his face shrunk and burned, and Mason decided somehow he’d killed himself with his own spell. The staff looked fine, though, and he picked it up.

[Tutorial information: you have found a Four-Claw Shaman Staff. You lack the ability to identify it outside the tutorial. In the hands of a caster with natural affinity, this staff can be used to channel mana into elemental power.]

Elemental power, huh. Like, say, an ear shattering, god damn lightning bolt, as one random example? Mason realized by the description he should theoretically be able to use it, that is if his class ever gave him mana. Whatever the hell mana was.

[Tutorial query: mana is a primary means of powering spell casting. It regenerates slowly over time, but can be recovered by various other means.]

Right. Well, Mason was pretty sure he didn’t do that. At least not yet. But the staff seemed valuable and he couldn’t bring himself to just leave it. He also had to consider Blake.

His brother wasn’t exactly a bare-knuckle brawling athlete, so it seemed likely he’d chosen some kind of spellcasting or otherwise mental-oriented class. In this new world it seemed almost certain he’d chosen to be something like Merlin, or whatever wizard was played by that Ian McKellan guy.

So yeah, a magic staff was likely right up his alley. Now how to carry the damn thing…

Mason ended up lashing it to his back with cut vines. While he was at it, he rolled as much of the stuff as he could into a clump and lashed that to himself, too. One thing you could never have enough of in the apocalypse was rope.

Then he was back across the pond, crappy bow and goblin dagger in hand. He still didn’t know if the gnolls could easily smell him or see in the dark, but he re-applied a layer of mud and muck from the edge of the pool. It stunk, and God only knew what was in it, but Mason would take any advantage he could get.

This dungeon seemed to be getting progressively more dangerous. The weaker creatures had been outside, slightly harder at the front, the elites and giants and shaman beyond the rooms.

What did that mean for the end? Mason took a deep breath and looked down the different pathways leading further, finding mostly empty rooms that seemed like living quarters. Most of their occupants were likely dead in the vine room.

He was reminded that as he’d entered the thing recommended two to four people, and fought the nagging thought that the final challenges may be impossible alone.

But since he literally had seen no one save for the almost immediately dead players at the tutorial entrance, he really didn’t see what he was supposed to do about that. And as with much of Mason’s early life, it didn’t help to complain at the unfairness. He just carried on.

Besides—his luck had changed when he met Blake. From a broken home with nothing to a person who’d never leave him, no matter what. He knew he should be thinking only of survival and saving his brother, and he was. But he had to admit, he was also kind of…excited, to go further, to see what happened next.

For the first time in Mason’s life he felt he was exactly suited to the world. And he wanted to know how far he could go.


CHAPTER 17 - TO KILL A WOLF


“Come on. Just a little closer.”

Mason pressed himself flat against the wall with his bow ready. A group of elite gnolls wandered the corridors in a mostly predictable pattern, but three seemed to range with slight randomness in their patrol.

Mason had placed his traps carefully along the walls, starting with about three more steps from this annoyingly cautious, stupid son of a…there!

Wood splintered and sprayed as the first ‘deadly trap’ released a burst of magical kinetic energy. The gnolls staggered in surprise and Mason loosed a Crippling Strike at the nearest, following with a barrage of barbed arrows at full speed. The creatures howled and chased, and Mason turned and ran.

He had chosen this particular hall for a reason. It opened out to a larger room with two levels—the higher balcony, only accessible via a crudely made, narrow ramp. Which was currently trapped.

Mason stopped at the bottom to take two more shots at his pursuers, then ran straight through his last trap because they recognized and didn’t target him. He leaned over the balcony and shot again and again before the creatures reached the structure.

More shrapnel exploded. The creatures staggered and finally Mason drew his blades and stood in the narrow gap, ready to hold his ground. The first gnoll crashed into view with two arrows in its chest, blood dripping from countless small shrapnel wounds. It scrambled up the ramp with rage in its eyes, but Mason was ready.

He hacked down with Predator’s Strike, taking the creature’s throat and dropping it.

[Killed Gnoll elite. Experience awarded.]

Gnolls weren’t deep philosophers. They unleashed everything they had, as fast as they could. The next charged in its place, and Mason activated his Shield gem as it arrived.

The black claws raked again and again against the translucent barrier, all to no affect. Mason had been watching them and battling them long enough now to know they were explosive for a few moments, but slowed down considerably after that. He turned off his shield, and struck.

Ranger’s Claw sliced off the creature’s hand. Then he jammed his knife into its throat before kicking it backwards down the ramp.

[Killed Gnoll elite. Experience awarded.]

The third was less hurt from both traps and arrows. It yanked the corpse of its ally away and attacked with the same fury. Mason held his shield until it failed, then slashed with a re-charged Predator’s Strike before finally backing away. The gnoll dripped blood from its chest, but didn’t fall. It followed Mason up the ramp, and then it was just him and the elite gnoll on a narrow platform, all their powers down. He could have leapt to the ground. But he didn’t.

“Come on then,” he growled. “Let’s see what you’re made of.”

Both fighters charged. Sword and knife met claw and fang. All found flesh. Blood soon sprayed and dripped as Mason and his opponent growled and roared in defiance. Finally the gnoll fell, sliding down the platform to join the others at the foot of the ramp.

[Killed Gnoll elite. Experience awarded.]

Mason slumped against the wall, and breathed. He let the pain wash over him, inspecting his wounds casually. His shirt was largely in tatters and he stripped it off. His flesh was a ragged pattern of mud and blood and he hoped Regeneration protected him from infection. His stomach grumbled, and he swallowed a dry mouth at nothing, head starting to ache from dehydration.

When he considered the possibility of dying from thirst after all he’d faced, he couldn’t help but laugh. It went on too long, and when he heard his own voice cackling in the gloom, he thought it sounded vaguely mad.

“I might need a shrink when this is all over,” he said to the dead gnolls. “I could drink your blood. How’s your salt content?” He shivered and thought of the pond, deciding he wouldn’t try drinking that until things got very, very desperate. Maybe he could boil it somehow…

He sighed and pat the dead creature’s head.

“Thanks for the chat. Keep a look out. I need a little rest.”

With that he closed his eyes and slept in moments, forgetting to reset his traps.

* * *

[Killed Gnoll elite. Experience awarded!]

Mason yanked out his Claw with a spray of blood, blinking as a few drops hit his face. After he’d woken freshly healed from his three elite kills, he’d pushed further into the dungeon.

“Two more in the corridors,” he whispered. “Three more in the right room.”

Carefully, room by room and hall by hall, he killed his way towards what he hoped was an end to this terrible place.

Two more traps laid. This time a deadly and a snare. He waited for the next patrol and took him down at range without a scratch. Then he dragged the corpse away and reset his traps, waiting for the next.

It had been awhile since he leveled. Whether that meant he needed much more experience now, or if the ‘minor’ award was vastly different than the moderate, or maybe both, he wasn’t sure. But it didn’t matter. He had work to do.

The right room looked tricky. It was the last cluster before a ramp, ostensibly leading higher up the tree. That’s where the leaders would be, Mason was sure.

Some law of nature made the top of the food chain prefer the highest peak, or the lowest valley, never just milling about with the nameless, faceless middle. But so be it. Mason would just kill the poor schmucks in the middle, all the way to the top.

Two more traps. Another deadly and a snare. The halls were long and narrow and it was Mason’s arrows that did most of the killing. He loosed as many as he could, then fell back to his traps, Crippled, then fell back again. He had three, long, almost straight hallways as his killing ground, and it was very rare now that a gnoll even touched him.

He stepped to the last room without hesitation. The closest creature’s head turned as he sniffed the air. Mason put a Power Shot into its neck.

[Kill awarded. Experience gained.]

Some kind of pleasant dinging sound followed what apparently was a ‘critical hit’. He wasn’t sure exactly what he’d done but there was no time to consider.

He made two more quick shots before the other gnolls reached the door, then he fell back and followed his plan. With the first creature dead so quickly and unexpectedly, the rest was easy.

Mason fell back into a familiar pattern of withdrawal, peppering his two targets with arrows as he let them chase. Two traps and near thirty arrows later, the last gnoll dropped dead to the floor.

[Killed Gnoll elite. Experience awarded. Level nine reached!]

Mason smiled at the floating, ghostly text, then pulled up his interface. He had several options, as usual, with anything he hadn’t taken still available, only a couple being new.

[Rupture. Cause a wound that just won’t close.]

[Venomous Spit. Spit. But with venom.]

[Ranger’s Mark. Change your enemies into prey.]

As usual, the powers were almost empty of real detail. Spitting venom didn’t sound terribly appealing, but both Rupture and Ranger’s Mark sounded like excellent choices.

Mason stared at both, but he just couldn’t ignore Aspect of the Wolf anymore. Increasing speed and stamina—especially now that he had basically unlimited arrows—was just too damn good and possibly life saving. He forced himself to take it.

The power entered his list and mind and he practically felt it entering his lungs. As it did he realized it wasn’t just an active increase that could temporarily boost his speed, but a passive boost to his stamina and muscles. Well that was a fantastic surprise—the faster and longer he could cover ground, the sooner he could find Blake.

But he had to focus. First things were first.

He set up two more traps leading to the ramp, then walked up with sword and dagger in hand, ready to face whatever was next. Ghostly words appeared, and some invisible force stopped him cold.

[Entering Four-Claw Gnoll lair, final level. Mortal peril challenge. You will be unable to exit once inside. Would you still like to proceed?]

And the last part wasn’t ‘mortal peril’?

Well. Great. Just great. But the truth was, Mason knew he wasn’t turning back no matter what lay ahead.

He took the final step up the ramp, and as he did a kind of hatch slammed shut behind him. For a moment he panicked, thinking his traps had been set below and maybe now he couldn’t use them. He focused on a nearby wall and tried to create one, and he sighed in relief when his vision lit up with possibility as normal. It seemed he could override old traps with new ones, unless crossing the barrier had somehow disappeared his old traps.

A single door lay ahead and at the end of a small corridor. Every instinct told Mason this wouldn’t be some drawn out, extended series of tunnels like the first level.

He expected whatever final threat existed in this place, it would be waiting just inside that door. No room to slow and run his foe this time, he realized. And no way to leave. He tried not to regret choosing Aspect of the Wolf.

With little option left, Mason lay two traps at the door, dropped his staff and most of his vine, leaving a few loops tied around his waist like a belt.

“Here we go, brother,” he whispered. “One more room, then we’ll have a chance.”

He pushed open the simple bar, and stepped through with bow in hand.

He cracked it open as quietly as he could. When nothing roared or exploded, he pushed a little more and enough to slip inside. Still nothing seemed to notice him. But he froze as he looked out into the massive room, or maybe hall, far too large to exist in a damn tree.

On the far end three gnoll giants sat on a raised dais. Pale torchlight flickered from behind them, revealing the same massive frame as the one he’d fought, but strange, mutated body parts.

They looked like they’d been burned with acid, or twisted with birth defects. They were bound to a kind of throne behind them, huge iron shackles attached to their legs.

On both sides of the dais, ramps led up to raised platforms at least twenty feet high. On the left, bathed in dull light, was a modern looking, double-cammed, compound bow. On the right, next to several barrels of maybe provisions, a long haired blonde sat prone in what looked like a metal bikini.

She looked up at him with big, blue eyes, struggling to her knees as she realized he wasn’t a gnoll.

“Please, help me!” she called with maybe a French accent, her voice smoky and strong.

“Where are your allies?” hissed a voice. Mason twisted looking for the source, drawing his string and forming an arrow as he searched.

“Up here, manling,” mocked the voice.

Mason turned and loosed. His arrow struck some invisible barrier, bouncing away from a staff wielding gnoll much like the first. This one, though, was floating on some kind of wooden disc.

Mason shot two more arrows for good measure, both of which bounced away harmlessly. The gnoll sneered.

“We cannot harm each other, fool. Not yet. Now where are your allies?” It searched the room with its gaze just as Mason did, fear or maybe just impatience in its eyes. “The Creator demands I wait for all to begin.”

“Begin what?” Mason kept one foot on the doorway, continuing to scan the room for threats, or useful terrain.

[Tutorial query: this is a unique dungeon encounter. Challenge level for one individual at the tutorial level: insanity.]

The creature snorted, as if it hadn’t heard the system message, nor had any interest in answering.

“Tell me where your allies are, or I will begin without them.”

Mason rolled his shoulders and at last stepped forward, loosening his draw.

“It’s just me,” he answered, following his path with his eyes. “So let’s get on with it.”

The girl on the platform seemed to deflate, sagging back into her chains.

“Impossible,” the gnoll snarled. “You couldn’t have made it this far alone.” Then it smiled, broken fangs bobbing as it laughed. “Ahh. I see. They died, and now you’re all alone. Poor, hairless ape. The Creator does not care for fairness. Or for misfortune. Choose your reward, and face your destiny. Though what you choose makes little difference. My champions will tear you apart.”

With that the gnoll rose higher on his floating platform. The three giant gnolls seemed to come alive together, roaring and pulling at their chains as the girl wept in despair.

Mason would have apologized if he thought it did any good. And he’d save her, of course, if it was possible. No doubt the choice was supposed to be difficult.

The girl was young and fit, yet curvy in all the right places, with thick lips and a beautiful face that belonged on some famous actress. But Mason had made his choice in less than a second. Dead men couldn’t help anyone. And in a world like this, only the best killer got the girl.

“Alright, you big bastards,” Mason whispered as he stared, thinking of his newfound speed. “Let’s see how fast you are.” He grinned, thinking of the name of the power. “And how many hyenas to kill a wolf.”

He turned on the active effect of his Aspect, and sprinted straight at the bow ramp.


CHAPTER 18 - LIKE A FOX


[Challenge initiated. Defeat the Four-Claw Gnoll Champions. Good luck.]

Mason heard the click click click as the giant gnoll’s lost their shackles. He tossed a snare trap in the exact spot he’d scouted while waiting, throwing it at full sprint as he hit the ramp.

His legs burned as he pumped, grabbing the handrails to propel himself as fast as possible. The light-bathed bow practically hummed in his mind, excluding everything else as he focused only on lifting it and readying it to kill.

He flinched as a huge, metallic crash sounded across the cavern, then he heard the girl wail in despair and assumed the other ramp had fallen away. Didn’t matter. Nothing else did. Only that bow.

He was breathing hard when he reached the top. He dropped his garbage starter recurve, snatched the compound and ripped it off the little wooden clips that held it up.

It was strung and set and looked good enough, and he had no time to check it anyway. He turned and drew, feeling the cams compound the draw weight in a beautiful, deadly spring as Endless Quiver formed a broadhead. He glared at the gnoll.

“Get fucked.”

With a hum of raw, kinetic power, Power Shot launched his arrow like a bullet, smashing into the creature’s face in a damn near perfect hit. It staggered as if sucker punched, the arrow lodged through its cheek to reveal smashed teeth and gouts of blood pouring from its jaw as it wobbled in a daze.

The second giant hit the snare, and Mason dropped a deadly trap at his feet and kept shooting. On the fifth hit he turned and threw one of the vines looped around his waist, tying it to the rail before leaping off the side of the platform.

“Kill him!” screamed the flying gnoll from somewhere up above. Mason smelled the familiar odor of an electrical fire as he hit the ground and rolled.

“Ah hell.”

He scanned the ceiling, loosing an arrow at the caster gnoll before he turned and ran towards the throne without seeing if he’d hit.

He tossed another snare behind him, then loosed a Crippling Strike at the closest giant before peppering the bastard with arrows. All three were still up and scrambling across the cavern after him, roaring in rage and pain as they moved to run with all four limbs.

Mason ran towards the girl’s platform, watching her crawl at the edge trying to see the fight. He turned for another shot but nearly panicked when he saw how close the nearest giant was. Instead he threw himself behind the pillar as the beast leapt, claw raking the wood before it smashed into the far wall.

Mason dropped another snare, shooting a Crippling Strike at the second nearest, then running back towards the available ramp. The gnolls were bigger and stronger than anything he’d faced, but they were just as single minded and stupid, and they failed entirely to work together.

Instead they came at him directly and somewhat in each other way, and he was leading them on a merry circular chase.

By the time he reached the ramp again he’d recharged his traps and hit his enemies with another hail of arrows. They were leaving a trail of blood all over the cavern. Their torsos and legs were covered in wounds, dozens of arrows sticking out from their mutated flesh. Mason grinned and ran back to the top of the ramp, turning to loose shot after shot into the scrambling giants.

“Die!”

The gnoll above cackled and Mason’s hair stood on end. He probably should have jumped off the platform, or down the ramp. But he decided to trust in his power. He stood his ground, and kept shooting.

[Apex Predator effect activated. Enemy nature affinity removed.]

A thunderous crack erupted from above, and the old gnoll screamed. Mason grinned as a charred piece of wood dropped from above to smash on the floor.

He had one of their staffs, and he knew how it worked. You couldn’t use it without nature affinity. Apparently it wasn’t pleasant to try.

Power Shot re-activated, and Mason aimed and loosed at the first champion to reach his platform. It struck its chest with a heavy thwack, and at last the creature sagged and crumpled to the floor. But the other two kept on.

[Aspect of the wolf re-charged.]

Mason put away his bow, drew his knife and cut the vine on his platform. Then he backed up to the very edge, activated Aspect of the Wolf, and sprinted straight at the edge.

With a scream of effort, and a very bad feeling, he jumped straight from his bow platform across the cavern with a boost of magical speed.

The girl’s eyes widened as he flew straight at her, leaping to the side just as he came down slightly short. He struck the rail chest first, the air bashing out of him as he dropped his knife and clung desperately to the wooden bars.

But he got a leg up, and managed to pull himself to the top of the platform and finally gasp for a little air. He stood up and watched the giant gnolls stare at him with confused malevolence.

With a smile at the half-burnt, staffless gnoll still writhing on his disc, Mason forced his limbs to obey, pumping the two last champions with arrow after arrow as they mostly stood stupefied and watched. Then the room was silent.

[Kill awarded, Gnoll Champions x3, Gnoll Elder Shaman. Challenge Completed. Hidden Objective Completed: Obtain both rewards. Dungeon Completed. Item Obtained: compound bow. Contract Obtained: one year. You have earned enough experience for level 10!]

[Title earned: Crazy like a fox. Defeat a dungeon challenge level insanity. +2 to a key stat.]

[Title earned: Burnt the boats. Voluntarily enter a deadly challenge. +1 to a random stat.]

Mason collapsed on the platform and closed his eyes as the system messages scrolled. He suspected he’d cracked or broken a rib. OK several ribs. Again. And maybe injured a lung.

His arms and legs were mush, his bow hand numb and covered in blood. But he was alive. He’d done it. He laughed with a terrible, wet sound at the feeling of victory, his enemies all dead below.

“Are you alright?” The girl was on her knees in front of him, blue eyes inspecting with concern. She was even more stunning up close. Her skin was pale and flawless, her round breasts barely covered by the silver colored bikini, her long legs toned and smooth.

Mason meant to say ‘yes’, put spit blood on her knee instead. When the girl covered her mouth in horror, Mason managed to clear his throat and rasp, “I’ll heal.”

Then he passed out.

* * *

Mason woke to an angelic singing voice. Clear and pure, then low and smoky, some version of a Beatles song he couldn’t remember. For a moment he enjoyed the sound, then realized he might be dead.

He opened his eyes and jerked awake, until the memory of a beautiful blonde and a tree dungeon full of violence and blood came rushing back.

“Drink.” The girl lifted water to his lips in her palms, and he snatched her arms and slurped like an overheated dog. “Your lips are cracked,” she said, “you look like you haven’t had water in days.”

Her hands were soft and smelled vaguely of lotion; her voice was the blue smoke of a jazz club, her eyes a clear, afternoon sky. Frankly she could have been a shit-stained homeless person and Mason would have loved her in that moment.

“More water,” he rasped, and the girl dipped her hands into a barrel and carefully brought more to his lips. Again he slurped but nearly screamed that it wasn’t enough. ‘Easy, easy,’ the girl was saying, like he wouldn’t murder her and her whole family for a damn glass of Sprite.

He stumbled to his feet and nearly fell off the platform, then half dunked his head in the barrel as he gulped. The girl finally managed to tug him back, and he collapsed against her and the rail as he sagged and tried not to vomit.

“Thanks.” His face was buried in her neck and shoulder for support. She was so soft, and she smelled so damn good, he couldn’t bring himself to pull away. “Guess I was thirsty.”

“I can’t believe you’re alive,” she said, not making any move to push him away. “How do you feel?”

“Better than them.” Mason glanced down at the dead gnolls to comfort himself that they were, in fact, still dead. Finally he stood up straight and the girl smiled with impossibly white teeth over thick, red lips.

“Are you some kind of…sexy French angel?” he asked, not entirely kidding.

Her smile widened as she laughed, and Mason confirmed she was in fact a sexy, French angel.

“I’m from Montreal,” she said, “and I’m not an angel. I was a singer, back when…” she trailed off and shrugged. “I’m a civilian now. And because you rescued me, and the…nature of the challenge, I am your contractual servant for one year.”

Mason had no idea what that meant.

[Tutorial query: civilian contracts. Any civilian may form a pact with a player. There are essentially three kinds: trade, service, or bond. A trade contract is an exchange of labor for resources and easily broken. A service contract is an exchange of time, labor, and degree of autonomy for resources, and more difficult to break. A bonded contract is a slave until the contract is over.]

Mason felt his eyes widen at the descriptions, and met the girl’s eyes. “What sort of contract?”

She didn’t look away.

“Bond. My class is officially Assistant. I can’t help you in combat, but I have many useful powers, and before all this I did many things, and can cook and clean and entertain. This is the contract, if you wish to read it, patron.”

The girl blinked, and ghostly text trailed before Mason’s eyes. It read vaguely like a legal document, but in nearly every category where the ‘servant’ party should have gained some kind of benefit, the answer was always ‘nil’.

In other words, it cost Mason nothing for a year. He blinked as he saw the very bottom of the words, which read: the only limitation to a patron’s behavior to a bonded servant is the deliberate infliction of permanent physical damage. Proportional punishment is determined by the system.’

Again he met the girl’s eyes. She stood almost boldly, seemingly ready for whatever he might do or say.

“Hi.” He extended his hand. “My name’s Mason, what’s yours?”

She took it.

“Haley.”

“Do you have any food in those barrels, Haley?”

“We do.”

“I thought we might sit up here and drink and eat for awhile. You think you can stand being on this platform a little longer?”

“Yes,” the girl smiled. “I’ll get you a lid to use as a plate.”

They sat and ate a collection of dried fruits, nuts, and something approaching beef jerky—or at least Mason hoped it was beef—until Mason recovered some semblance of humanity.

He did his best not to stare at the girl, no idea what to do with her. He was glad he saved her, of course. She seemed warm and bold and incredible, and she belonged on the cover of some magazine. But nothing had changed. He needed to survive, to find his brother, and she would definitely slow him down.

[Dungeon reward timer expiring. Would you still like to correspond with player: Blake Nimitz?]

Oh shit!

“Yes, of course I do, you bastard,” Mason growled, and Haley stared like he might have lost it.

Then a square image appeared in the air just off the platform, crackling for a moment before solidifying into the bleary view of a dark night, mostly silent save for the sound of waves.

“Blake?” Mason squinted and tried to understand what he was looking at. “Is that you?”


CHAPTER 19 - I'LL FIND YOU


“Are we lost? I feel lost.”

Blake turned in a circle, looking out at the forest, the beach, and the sea, seeing no difference between where they were now and when they’d started walking two days before.

“We started lost,” Hank said. “But we’re still covering new ground, so there’s that.”

Blake sighed, his stomach rumbling and his feet approaching numb. He sure wished he’d worn hiking boots instead of dress shoes to Julie’s party.

Ah, Julie. He wished she’d arrived at the end of days. Pretty, bright, but not too bright, eager to please. Could suck the chrome off an exhaust pipe…

He sighed.

“No one told me it would be an apocalypse theme party,” he mumbled.

“Hmm?” Mona raised a questioning brow.

“Nothing. We need to camp, eat, rest, etcetera. I’ll make the fire.”

Turned out his telekinesis power actually worked great for fire making. He could spin a piece of wood so fast it usually started smoking in less than a minute, as long as he had some mana.

Anyway, it was good practice, and kind of easy, which left the others to do most of what remained of the hard work. But they didn’t know that.

“Glad you keep taking that on, Blake, that shit always wears out my hands.” Hank gave an appreciative nod, and Blake matched it man to man.

“Course. Just doing my part.”

He waited until Mona was off collecting firewood, and Hank was at the shore trying to catch a fish before he squatted down and used his magic. He got it started in no time, then fed it some driftwood pieces to keep it burning until Mona arrived.

“Good job,” she smiled at him, and he shrugged like it was no big deal.

Hank returned quickly with two big fish and a proud smile. “Now who wants to learn how to fillet?” he said.

“No thank you.” Blake poked his fire with a stick and dramatized a shiver. Hank laughed.

“I’m guessing you’re a city boy?”

“I assume my refinement gave me away?”

He chuckled, and slapped the fish down on a log as he took out his knife. “Another reason to stay on the coast,” he said. “All the fish we can eat.”

“Yes,” Mason agreed. “Unless Bogloks come out of the water and murder us all in the night. Or drag us into the water.”

Hank and Mona stared with horrified expressions, and Blake rolled his eyes.

“Stop worrying! It’s just as likely in the woods. Probably more likely. Better to take the devil you know.”

Mona and Hank exchanged a look, and shook their heads.

“You really can be insufferable,” Mona said. “Those things already killed Hank once.”

“You’re the one who slept with him,” Hank muttered as he cut, and Mona practically choked on her water flask. “What?” the older man looked up. “Was I born yesterday? Got four grown kids. Always think you’re so damn sneaky.”

They all went quiet for a bit, though Blake had to suppress his laugh.

“You worry about them?” Mona said. “Your kids, I mean.”

Hank shrugged, tossing away the fish’s spine. “I raised ‘em strong.” He grinned. “My oldest is a bit like you. I expect she chose to be a player, same with the boys. But my youngest was always a bit softer, I hope she went civilian, and that things turned out OK.” He went back to attacking his fish. “There’s naught I can do for ‘em right now. No use in worrying.”

“My parents will be civilians like you,” Mona said. “Not sure about my sister. I try not to think about it to be honest.”

“Same,” Blake agreed. “About my parents, I mean. But my brother Mason,” he smiled as he thought of him. “He’s a tinfoil hat wearing survivalist type. Always predicting nuclear war, or aliens, or a zombie apocalypse. The son of a bitch was preparing for something like this.” The others smiled, too. “When he sees me, he’s going to get one hell of an I told you so.”

They all chuckled, but turned sober quick.

“If anyone survives this madness,” Blake said more quietly. “It’ll be him. I wish he were here with us now.”

They cooked and ate the fish in relative silence, drinking from the water flask Hank had started with in his civilian kit. When it got colder they put in some more firewood, and Blake sat next to Mona, exchanging looks with her every now and then in silence.

“Moon is out,” Hank sniffed. “I could go for a nice, long walk. Might do me good.”

“No, no it’s dangerous,” Blake said quickly, Mona adding, “And we don’t need any more firewood, and it’s not like that at all.”

“Well it’s like that a little,” Blake said. “I know he’s only a fisherman but there’s no need to insult the man’s intelligence.”

“Only a fisherman?” Hank scoffed as Mona blushed, and Blake gave him a wink.

“Wait,” the old angler blinked and pointed above the fire. “What the hell is that?”

Blake stopped and focused on the air above the flame, at first noticing nothing but then seeing some kind of strange…absence where there should have been heat waves and firelight.

Then some kind of rectangular square appeared, flickering with grey and white until it shimmered into the image of a young, shirtless man covered in blood and grime. And a beautiful blonde behind him in something like a Princess Leia costume.

“Blake?” came a familiar voice from the screen. “Is that you?”

“Holy shit.” Blake stood and knew it was his brother, trying not to panic as he saw all the blood and what looked like several rows of scars, which seemed impossible. “Are you…are you from the future?” he whispered.

“Shut up,” Mason barked. “Where are you? Describe landmarks, weather, trees, give me details. Quickly. I have no idea how long we have.”

“Uh. I’m in a forest. Well, a beach, really, next to water, but close to a forest. It’s very big, and…”

Hank leapt rather rudely in front of Blake.

“It’s a salt water sea or ocean, but I’m guessing ocean. The trees are pine, poplar, lime and from what I’ve seen they’re all uh…shit, what’s the word…”

“Deciduous,” Blake said, and Hank nodded.

“That’s it. Temperate climate, if I had to guess, four obvious seasons. And your brother—how can one guy be so smart and so dumb?”

Blake scowled. “It’s part of my charm.”

“Good.” Mason’s face seemed to lose some of its concern as he stepped closer to the screen. “Are you safe? Are you moving?”

“Safe enough.” Blake smiled. “We’re moving north, maybe ten miles a day, but probably less. Nothing but coast for two days.”

“Good.” Mason turned his eyes to Hank. “What’s your name, sir?”

“Hank.”

“Any landmarks you can see, Hank? Something I can use?”

“Shit, it’s…I’m not sure. It’s dark, and I can’t see much.” Hank squinted and looked out at the water. “But I know there’s two little islands with white cliffs, both in view where we’re standing. I think there’s a bunch of islands.”

Mason nodded, then smiled as he looked at Blake.

“Good to you see, idiot.”

“You too, moron.” His smile faded. “You look hurt. Maybe you should tell me where you are so we can find you.”

“I’m fine. It’ll take more than some robot. Looks like you’ve got some protection, at least.”

“Who, Hank?” Blake scowled. “I’m his protection!”

Mason flinched, then adjusted what appeared to be a damn compound bow strapped to his chest. Then the screen started to flicker, and Blake cringed as the image of his brother dimmed.

“Shit!” He nearly reached out and struck it. “How did you communicate like this? Can you do it again? Tell us how, be quick!”

Mason reached out towards the screen and his face lost all expression as he looked at Hank, and maybe the silent Mona in the background.

“Look after him. Because one way or another, I’ll find you. Hold on, Blake, I’m coming.”

The image flickered and vanished, and only the shimmering heat of the fire remained.

A mix of relief, surprise, hope, and anxiety rolled through Blake’s chest and forced him to sit on his log.

“So…that was your tinfoil hat wearing brother?” Mona said. Blake slowly nodded. “Yeah,” she added. “Not gonna lie. He’s hot as hell.”

Blake glanced up, supposing he should have felt jealous. But he wasn’t the type. He’d had an endless string of girlfriends since he was twelve, too many friends and acquaintances than he had the time for.

Mason, though, had never had much luck with girls. He’d been the quintessential outsider, never giving anyone the chance to know him, let alone like him, even if they expressed interest. Only Blake knew how strong he was, how loyal, how cunning, how brave.

“Yes,” he agreed, grinning, “yes he is.”

Blake took a piece of fish and felt his good humor return. Mason was alive.

His brother had always belonged to a different world, a harsher world, where terrible things happened and harsh men prepared to deal with them.

A world just like this one.

They were going to find each other. He knew it in his chest, and in his spine. Then everything would be OK.


CHAPTER 20 - ESCALATION


“Wait, wait! I’m not ready. I need a minute.”

Haley started panicking as Mason tied his vine on the railing and said they’d be climbing down.

“My brother’s out there,” he said more harshly than he intended. “And he needs me. So either I tie this to you and lower you down, or you climb down. Go ahead and decide.”

Haley’s ample chest was rising and falling with deep, fearful breaths as she looked over the rail.

“What I mean is,” she licked her lips. “I need to store all this stuff.” She gestured at the barrels.

“What do you mean, ‘store it’?”

“I mean I’m an Assistant, and as part of my class I have a kind of…invisible, untouchable storage space. And I can pretty much fit all this stuff. I assume you’d like me to do that?”

He shrugged, then nodded, thinking that sounded vaguely crazy. Except, you know, robot apocalypse. Haley walked to the provisions.

“I can fit the barrels, too. So it’ll be easy.”

Then one by one, the whole damn, maybe forty pound containers full of water and food, vanished into thin air.

“OK,” Haley took a breath and put a long, toned leg over the rail. “I can climb, I think. I mean I’ll try.”

Her hands were shaking like leaves, and Mason shook his head.

“Come here.” He tied the vine around her like a harness, over her shoulders and down beneath her thighs. As he wrapped it he had to put his hands all over her, and tried not to notice how soft and amazing she felt. “Hold onto it just in case. When you get to the ground, just stand there. I’ll tie it off up here, climb down and get you out.”

“OK,” she said, biting her lip. “Are you sure it won’t break?”

He met her eyes, and lied.

“I’m sure.”

But the vines were incredibly strong. They’d held much heavier, much more violent things than a little French Canadian girl, and he didn’t worry much. When he finally coaxed her off the rail, he lowered her down hand over hand, and could hardly believe how easy it was. Apparently, he was getting stronger. He opened his profile as he lowered the vine.

Mason Nimitz

Class: Ranger

Strength:7

Dexterity:11

Vitality:10

Intellect:4

Will:7

Presence:2

Luck: 4

Titles: Killer, Early Lead, Soloist, Crazy like a Fox, Burnt the Boats

Powers: Power Shot, Crippling Strike+, Regeneration, Predator’s Strike, *Nature Affinity, Ranger’s Claw, Endless Quiver, Trapmaking, Aspect of the Wolf

[Level up still in progress. Please choose a secondary class before you leave your current dungeon, or one will be selected for you.]

“Shit,” Mason muttered as he realized. He hadn’t asked Blake what class he was or anything. Not that he’d had much time.

Damn stingy robot god.

All that risk and effort and his reward had been about a minute of seeing his brother? He’d have to be more careful with any kind of deals in the future, saying exactly what he wanted before he agreed.

Ironically, his brother would be far better at such things—even when they were little, he’d always thought like a lawyer.

The thought and image of Blake made him smile. In that small window his brother had looked healthy and safe with some allies, which was about as much as Mason could have hoped for. Now he just had to get to him.

[Available secondary classes: Archer, Druid, Rogue, Skirmisher, Warrior.]

Well, that was promising. But what exactly did ‘secondary’ class mean?

[Tutorial query: A secondary class will provide some, but not all, of the benefits of a class. A player’s primary class determines his main focus, while a secondary class acts as supplemental support and synergy.]

Alright, then. Straight forward enough. And since he had no idea what benefits he’d get, only getting some didn’t make much difference. He realized Haley was already on the ground now and looking at him with confusion, but she could wait. He tied the vine around the rail, and looked at the descriptions.

[Archer: Martial affinity. Ranged damage specialist. May follow several paths, but all lead to killing from afar.]

[Druid: Nature affinity. The druid is a natural student of magic. Capable of inflicting elemental destruction, protection, and support. This class is especially dangerous in natural environments.]

[Rogue: Martial affinity. A specialist in subterfuge and ambush, the rogue is a fragile but deadly weapon.]

[Warrior. Martial affinity. A versatile melee specialist, with powers usable by many weapons. Can be offensive or defensive in focus.]

Mason exhaled, unsure. Some of these he could have chosen for his ‘main’ class back at level one, which he suspected meant these too would ‘upgrade’ just as hunter had become ranger. Instinct told him that being a specialist was the path to greater power.

Druid was the only class that shared his nature affinity, and he had already seen the immense power of the gnoll shamans. On the other hand, suddenly using mana might make his casting weak and fail to properly enhance his main advantages of physical speed and strength. He clenched his teeth, struggling to decide.

Druid would make him even more vulnerable in ‘non-natural environments’, but then he had no intention of ever being in one. He’d stay in the wild, moving fast, keeping quiet, and make anything that wanted to kill him come where he was strong. And maybe being a druid would help him find his brother, or survive better in the giant forest that seemed to be his world.

He soon realized he knew what he wanted, and stopped screwing around. It was worth the risks. He chose druid.

[Level in progress. Stat progression modification. Mana gained. Synergy discovered. Immediate power change: Aspect of the wolf: Aspect of the Cheetah]

[Title gained. Progenitor. +2 to all relevant statistics. You are the first player in the world to gain a secondary class.]

Mason grinned as he lowered himself down. Whatever exactly the power modification did, he knew cheetahs were bloody fast. And the first to gain a second class? Out of everyone in the world?

He was starting to think people were definitely not meant to wander into dungeons all by themselves. And definitely not survive the experience.

As he stepped down to the hard wooden floor, his vision blurred, and the cavern swayed slightly. He closed his eyes and took deep, steadying breaths.

[Incorporating new class.]

“Patron? Mason?”

The girl’s voice was concerned and very far away as Mason stumbled, then collapsed. He heard a strange whirring sound and looked up, the air blurring and mixing with some kind of dull light.

He saw bits and pieces of ghostly text, just as he did when he received messages, but these were jumbled and mostly nonsense. It helped not to focus too hard, and when he did he could make out a few words amongst the garbled nonsense, just as he had when he’d gained Apex Predator.

[Extreme anomaly]

[0.004% survival likelihood. Enhanced observance recommended]

[/subsys escalation]

[Uniqueness Acknowledged]

[Incorporation complete]

Mason’s sickness ended instantly. He noticed a little blue tinge in his peripheral vision and somehow knew this represented his mana. So it must have worked.

He shook his head and stood, finding Haley had wrapped her arms around him to help him stand. She was kind, it seemed, as well as beautiful. That was going to make what he had to do harder.

“Thanks.” He gently pushed her away. “So, look. I need to find my brother.”

“Right.” She nodded, like she was preparing herself for the effort.

“Finding him is probably going to mean I have to cover a huge amount of ground, as fast as possible.” He really didn’t know how to say it. “There’s a giant forest outside. And I’m intending to basically run everywhere I go.”

“OK,” she said, a little caution in her voice now.

“You’re going to slow me down,” he finally managed, “and I just can’t allow that.”

The girl’s blue eyes widened.

“But, we have a contract.”

“Yeah.” Mason put a hand on the back of his neck. “I didn’t plan for that. I saved you because you needed saving. I didn’t expect any kind of…reward. I mean I’m glad you’re OK, but I can just end the contract, and you can go wherever you want from here.”

A little wetness formed in the girl’s eyes.

“Where will I go?”

“I…don’t know. I hardly know where I am.” Mason tightened a fist, angry that on top of everything else, suddenly this helpless girl’s fate was his problem. “I mean, how did you end up here?”

Haley wiped a tear and smeared her make-up. “I chose civilian. At the start. Then it asked me to choose from some options, and I picked high risk, high reward. Then it put me here.”

“Wait.” Mason could hardly believe what he was hearing. “You chose danger? I mean, what the hell were the chances anyone even found this place? Do you know how unlikely that was? How damn lucky you are? Everyone else was getting fucking slaughtered out there.”

Haley met his eyes, not backing down.

“I was afraid in my last life. Afraid to live, afraid to die, afraid to feel. I knew this was a second chance. I don’t want to be afraid anymore. I knew I needed a patron. I wanted a strong one, and here you are.”

Mason shook his head, again not sure how to say it, but took inspiration from what the girl said. This was a new life, a second chance. Time to stop beating around the bush and just bloody say what he meant.

“Let’s say I take you, what’s in it for me?”

“I’m an Assistant,” Haley said, as if that explained everything.

Mason gestured at the giant gnoll corpses, then at the wooden tree dungeon in general.

“Do you see any office buildings, Haley? I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but I don’t exactly need a personal assistant.”

“Maybe not yet,” she said. “But this is a very large game, patron. Winners take all. Losers die horribly. You’re going to need many things. Allies, a civilian support system, even a government. I can help you with everything. I make contracts cheaper, I can take care of all your needs, I can…”

“Stop. Wait. I mean I’m…I’m one damn guy in a fake tree who almost died five times yesterday.” Mason was starting to feel like the last sane man on earth. “All I care about is surviving, and finding my brother. What the hell are you on about?”

“Then for now that’s all I care about. But there is much more to this game. And civilians are given more knowledge than players. I can help you.”

“Unless you’re an expert cartographer, explorer, or giant hyena killer, I’m sorry but I don’t see how.”

“Well.” Haley touched the vine they’d climbed, and it vanished. “I can take as much of that as you want. And…I can take that staff, and that bow you dropped, and I’ve got all kinds of provisions. I started with some things, too. And I’m pretty sure later I get some kind of identify power? And when this tutorial thing ends you’re going to need that. Plus I can tell things about players you can’t.”

Mason didn’t know what to say.

“How do you know all these things?”

“I told you. Civilians get more information. I guess it’s the way the system balances things. Makes us useful. And I’m telling you, you’re not going to make it on your own. Not in the long run.”

Mason still failed to find the right words. She was starting to convince him, at least a little, but he had no idea how fast he’d be moving and just how much slower she’d be.

But he suspected a lot. Still, the ability to magically hold things would be extremely useful. He knew if he took her now it would be almost impossible to just leave her later.

He decided he had to at least give her a chance. He sighed, feeling the inevitable coming. At least if and when he did eventually find Blake, his brother would be as slow as this girl.

“Alright,” he pinched the bridge of his nose. “I mean, do you have different shoes, or something? Your outfit isn’t exactly…practical.”

“I have several outfits,” Haley said, pulling a black bag out of nothing and removing what looked like workout clothes.

Mason remained somewhat baffled as to what to say as the girl started unhooking her bra. He turned around.

“You’re going to have to do your best to keep up,” he said, fighting the blush. “It’s going to be hard.”

“I bet,” she said, as if almost slightly amused. “OK. Ready.”

Mason turned to find the girl in tight, black leggings, a strained sports bra and running shoes. Apparently she’d brought a wardrobe to the robot apocalypse.

“I promise I’ll try to keep up.”


CHAPTER 21 - INCENTIVES MATTER


Mason took Haley’s hand and stepped out of the dungeon. The same, strange, disorienting effect seized him, then he was back standing in the same forest he’d left.

Afternoon light flickered through the foliage, and a gentle breeze blew through the trees. Mason let go of Haley and summoned his Claw when he saw two gnolls just ahead.

“Oh God.” Haley clung to his back. But the gnolls turned to Mason, then lowered their heads, paws held up in what he assumed was some kind of submission.

“I think it’s alright,” he said. “I don’t think they want to fight.”

Something like comfort surged through his body as his feet touched the forest floor. It was strange, but almost familiar, like it knew who he was and welcomed him. It felt like he’d come home.

“There’s a large body of water to the east of my brother,” Mason said to himself as much as the girl. “The trees they described are right, so it’s possible he’s in the same forest we are. Therefore we go east until we hit water and hope it’s the right place. Then we decide if we go north or south, and look for landmarks.”

“OK.” Haley hadn’t stopped eyeing the gnolls, and Mason supposed he couldn’t blame her. She hadn’t seen anything of this world except that tree prison and the foul, violent creatures.

He took her hand, and moved. After maybe an hour of walking, the air shimmered with some kind of blueish tinged aura, and ghostly text appeared in Mason’s vision.

[Tutorial completed. Tutorial activity: maximally successful. Completion reward: random power enhancement. Trapmaking.]

[Title gained: Hit the ground running. +1 to a random statistic. Did not die once in the tutorial.]

“You see that?” Mason stopped and turned to Haley.

“Yeah.” She smiled. “I got a reward, too, for finding a tier 1 patron.”

Mason quirked a brow, pulling up his powers as they talked to see he could now drop three traps instead of two.

“Tier 1 patron?”

She nodded.

“In the top 10% of power.” She looked slightly at her shoes. “A bonded contract, with someone like you, is pretty much the peak of what I could have done. Because I benefit with your success.”

“How so?” he asked.

“Civilians get experience too, and another thing just for civilians. I can take a new power, actually, you can decide if you want. There’s…first aid, negotiate, or identify. And my inventory expanded a little. I can hold more stuff, if it comes up.”

“Identify,” Mason said without hesitation. “I’m going to start moving faster now. Ready to run?”

Haley nodded, and he smiled slightly at the determination in her eyes.

“Alright. Here we go.”

He led the way and took it easy for about an hour. Before the apocalypse he’d worked every day on cardio, usually running in loops around the park. He ran with the track team and competed a little, but never actually cared much about that.

He knew he could jog for hours, if he needed to, but by the end he’d pay for it. Today, though, his legs felt incredible. They were like steel pistons pumping him forward, his breaths clear and easy, his heart hardly working.

He picked up his pace, faster and faster until the sounds of the forest changed, almost crystallized, like he could hear the life of the forest all around him, and somehow discern. He wanted to shout, to cheer, to howl.

“Wait! Stop!”

Mason blinked and came to a halt. Haley was racing behind him, covered in sweat, her eyes filled with shame.

“I’m sorry. You’re too fast…I didn’t know…that was…insane.”

Finally Mason felt his heart rate increased, the beat throbbing in his ears, in his hands, urging him to run on, to hunt. His eyes roamed Haley’s body.

Her skintight workout tights clung to her skin, sweat dripped down her neck and the cleavage of her sports bra. She watched his eyes, and his expression, and it was clear he wasn’t remotely subtle.

“Sorry,” he cleared his throat. “I’ll slow down.”

“OK.” Haley leaned against a tree. “Can we take a little rest? Just two minutes.”

Mason frowned, wondering if he could make some kind of cart for her. But the forest floor was uneven and filled with roots and broken branches. He knew it wouldn’t work. Then he turned and ran his eyes up and down the petite frame of the civilian, and held out his compound bow.

“Can you put this in your storage, please?”

“Oh. Sure.” She took it, and it vanished. Them Mason knelt down and turned his back to her.

“Um, what are you doing?”

“Climb up,” he said. “I’m going to carry you.”

* * *

Branches whipped at Mason’s face and shoulders as he raced through the trees. He held one of Haley’s legs over each arm as he ran, and he could hardly believe his own strength and endurance.

Clearly the robot god had enhanced players physically, and he expected his Aspect of the Cheetah and maybe even Regeneration were keeping his muscles from exhausting. It was still painful, of course, but pain was nothing. All that mattered was finding Blake.

“Mason?”

“Yeah?” he called over his shoulder.

“I’m really sorry,” the girl sounded close to tears. “But I think if I stay on your back much longer, I’m not going to be able to walk.”

“Oh.” Mason stopped and eased the girl to the ground. She groaned, and he had to catch her, her arms wrapping around his chest. “I’m sorry. I thought I’d last, you know, that there was no way you’d last longer than me, since you were carrying me. But, um, yeah.”

“It’s alright.” Mason glanced around the trees, which were getting darker by the moment as the sun clearly reached the horizon. “I think we’ve been going all day. It’ll be dark soon. It’s a good time to stop. Can you bring out some food and water? Truth is, with your supplies, I don’t have to hunt or find water, and the fact I can apparently just carry you…well, I don’t think you’ll be slowing me down. I’ll gather some firewood. I don’t even know what season it is, but it seems to get cold at night.”

Haley’s eyes were a little watery again after his speech, her radiant smile wide. “Of course. Um. Would you like a bath?”

Mason snorted. “Sure. If you can find a lake, or a river.”

“Well…” Haley rubbed her sore legs and her eyes focused like she was reading something he couldn’t see. “I actually have a hygiene kit. And it includes a portable tub.”

Mason blinked.

“You are carrying a bathtub?”

“Yeah.” Haley grinned. “It even comes with a little gas flame to heat itself. So we can probably use that to start a fire?”

“I’m…” Mason shrugged helplessly. “I’m at a loss for words. Please set it up.”

“OK!” Haley grinned. “And I can wash your clothes, too…you know, what’s left of them. I think later I get some wardrobe function for you, too, just not yet.” She reached out a hand, and a single-person sized, ceramic-looking tub appeared on the forest floor, already full of clear water.

“Well.” Mason shrugged. “That is…something. I’ll get in, so…”

“Oh sure, I’ll just…get some firewood, and, cook something.”

Mason nodded, too tired and sore to care much if the girl saw him naked. He stripped off his bloodstained, tattered shorts and shoes, and climbed into the tub.

He groaned at the feel, even before it started to warm. His arms and shoulders ached, and he hadn’t slept well in days. He closed his eyes, then nearly jumped up and pulled his sword when something soft touched his shoulders.

“It’s just me,” said Haley. “I figured…maybe you could use a massage? After all that running, and carrying. And, you know, fighting to the death.”

“I…” Mason’s instinct was to say no to everything and everyone. But actually he’d sure as hell love a massage. “Sure.”

Her soft, warm hands dug into his shoulders, and he groaned and tried not to think about the beautiful, French, personal assistant slash contractual slave massaging him…

This robo-god apocalypse was all kinds of weird. Mason decided it was best not to think about it all. She massaged his neck, his scalp, his arms, also scrubbing and cleaning him with some kind of soap and shampoo. When he’d both gained an erection that nearly left the tub, and felt like falling asleep, he’d decided it was probably enough.

“I’ll hop out now,” he said. “Thanks again. Oh, did you need a bath?” He looked at the now bloody water and winced. “You…probably should have gone first.”

“I’m good,” Haley giggled. “I’ve had the kit since the start. And, you know, I’m not covered in hyena blood.”

“Right.” Mason breathed, then lifted himself halfway until Haley turned around. He hopped out, then realized he literally had nothing to wear or cover himself with. Then Haley turned back around.

Mason froze, unsure what to do, his erection saluting Haley at full mast.

“Um.”

What did one say in such a situation? The girl frowned, her eyes stroking his body, ending right at his manhood.

“I figured that might be the next problem.”

Mason didn’t bother to cover himself. She’d been the one to turn around, after all. But he had no idea what to do now.

“I don’t suppose you have a towel?”

Haley took a few steps toward him, stopping close enough to reach out and touch.

“Look,” she bit her thick lower lip. “I realize…despite some of my…utility, I’m currently not a great asset.”

Mason figured he should say something but she raised a hand for him to wait.

“I’m still a burden.” She came closer, and Mason nearly flinched away in surprise as she put a cool hand around his shaft. “I’m making your goal more difficult. And that’s the opposite of what I want.” She met his eyes. “I think you’re pretty much my best shot to survive in this new world. And I don’t want you to end the contract.” She started stroking him slowly. “And, the way I see it, I’m your personal assistant, yes? My job is to take care of everything you need.”

Her hand felt amazing, and Mason had no burning desire to stop it from stroking him.

“I’m not sure this is part of the job description,” he said, utterly without conviction.

“I am your bonded servant, patron,” Haley said, her voice lowering, eyes drooping slightly. “If you say it’s my job, than it is. I don’t mind. Would you like me to take care of you?”

Mason reminded himself this was the apocalypse. Everything was gone, destroyed, made new. And he’d already decided it was time to stop holding back, stop thinking so much.

“Yes.” He put his hands on the girl’s arms as she stroked him, and she smiled.

“Good. Now let me do my job.”

She sunk to her knees, and Mason practically groaned just at the sight of her. She leaned forward and opened her mouth, licking his tip with her tongue.

“Would you like to sit?” she asked, looking up at him as she stroked with both hands. A chair appeared out of nothing behind him, and Mason eased down his trembling legs.

Haley gave him her full, white smile, then held him with her blue eyes as she took him halfway into her mouth. He groaned, closing his eyes as he leaned back and just enjoyed.

How long had it been? Several months, certainly. He’d only been with a couple girls, and not for very long. And sure as hell never with a girl like Haley. She had to be in her early twenties. Which meant probably some experience, and…

Mason twitched as Haley’s lips slid like silk down his entire length. He opened his eyes to find her taking him nearly all the way before she pulled back with a gasp and went more slowly.

His eyes rolled with pleasure and exhaustion. Then she was bobbing up and down, playing with his balls with her hand as she slurped and sucked with every plunge. He knew he wouldn’t last long, even if she hadn’t been so gorgeous. And apparently so talented.

Her tongue was sliding up and down the sides of his cock, both hands stroking as she moved back and forth, swallowing him with tight lipped concentration as she held his gaze.

Tight heat coursed up his balls, then exploded. Mason didn’t even manage to warn her first. He moaned and grabbed a handful of her hair as he pumped into her mouth.

Her throat worked and she looked like she intended to swallow everything, but soon went wide eyed as cum dripped from her lips. Mason twitched as the last few sensitive spurts finished, and all the while Haley just kept licking and sucking until he was drained.

“It’s…been awhile.” Mason weaved slightly in his chair, struggling to keep his eyes open.

Haley giggled, and he cocked a brow.

“I, em, got experience for that. And a title.”

Mason snorted. He might have blushed if he’d had any blood to spare.

“May I ask the name of said title?”

“High Class.” Haley grinned and licked her lips. “I think it’s, um, because of your tier level. I’m being rewarded for blowing you.”

For a moment Mason had no idea what to say.

“Robot God is starting to grow on me,” he finally managed, and Haley laughed out loud. The sight of her smiling, open mouth, her chin still covered in spit and cum as she continued to hold his cock…it wasn’t an image he’d forget.

“We should get some sleep,” he said, because he could hardly hold himself up. He should have sorted out a bed but it was too late now and he was beyond caring.

“Should I get us a bedroll?” Haley giggled again. “I can, um…purchase one. With my blowjob points.”

“Sure.” Mason couldn’t help but laugh with her now.

As usual it appeared out of nothing, and Haley lay it down by the fire and started undressing.

Mason watched her with tired, but renewed eyes, unable to look away. She turned away and stripped naked, a full, glorious view of her hourglass figure and thick, yet taut ass. Then she slipped on panties and a white t-shirt and climbed into the bedroll before looking back at him.

“You said it might get cold?” She raised a plucked brow. “So come on in.”

She didn’t need to ask him twice.


CHAPTER 22 - SORE EITHER WAY


Mason slept like the dead. He blinked awake several hours later, a kind of panic setting in when he realized he had no watch, no safety, nothing protecting them of any kind. He’d even left a God damn fire going.

He crept out of the bedroll before stalking the perimeter, finally dropping a triangle of traps around their camp as he stared out into the silent maze of trees. Apparently they’d picked a decent spot, at least.

“Is everything alright?”

Haley’s voice was strained, and Mason could see the fear in her eyes even with a sliver of moonlight. In fact he could see better in the dark than he’d expected, and tucked that knowledge away.

“It’s alright. Just making sure. But we were foolish.” Mason walked back to the bedroll, still naked, knowing he wouldn’t sleep anymore and that he’d just wait for sunrise.

Haley turned her back to him, and he lay down in the narrow space of the bedroll, draping an arm on top of her. He’d been so tired he’d hardly even remembered sleeping beside her, but now that he was awake and paying attention he closed his eyes and smelled her.

She was all vanilla and something fruity, a heady cocktail mixed with a woman’s fresh sweat. It didn’t even take the feel of her ass pressed against him, or the softness of her hair before he was hard as a rock. Haley squirmed slightly to get comfortable, and that didn’t help at all.

Then she turned her head like a deer who’d caught scent of something, half rolling towards him as she grinned.

“I, uh,” Mason cleared his throat, “I guess I’m mostly awake.”

Haley turned entirely to face him, and he realized that though she’d sucked him off, he hadn’t so much as kissed her yet. He decided he should remedy that.

He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her in, moving slowly to kiss her lips one by one. He almost groaned at how soft they were, then did as she opened her mouth, and hungrily accepted his tongue.

Well his erection was certainly not going away.

And the occasional blowjob was one thing, but what he wanted now might be a new line she wasn’t willing to cross…

“I think we have to change your job description again,” Mason whispered when he pulled away, and he felt Haley shake with a laugh.

“Oh? What were you thinking?”

Bloody tease, he thought, feeling his raging hard on pressed against the thin cloth between her legs.

“You know what I’m thinking,” he looked into her eyes. “Is that what you want?”

Haley bit her lip, then took his hand. She slowly guided it between her legs to feel the thin, moist fabric covering her.

“I was wet when you jumped to me in that cave,” she whispered in his ear, then licked it. “Your body. Your scars. Your courage. I was soaked the whole time you carried me on your back.”

Mason wasn’t usually one to be overcome by lust. He’d lived a disciplined life, largely without women, and even tried to avoid porn. But Haley’s t-shirt was suddenly blasphemy.

He grabbed it by the bottom and pulled it over her head, stopping to trap her arms. Her chest heaved, and he buried his face into her incredible, round breasts, sucking each pale nipple as she failed to remove her arms.

Her body arched beneath him, and she inhaled sharply at his every touch. He kept her arms raised and trapped as he took his time on both nipples with sucks and little nibbles, working his way down her toned stomach to her wide hips. She finally managed to get her shirt off and gripped both hands in his hair as he kissed her thighs and hips, then yanked her panties to her knees.

“I’m sweaty,” she complained. Mason almost laughed at the thought that would stop him from tasting her.

All that annoyed him in that moment was that it was too damn dark to see. He wanted to see every part of her, how she moved, how turned on she was. He traced his hands over a trim patch of blonde hair above her sex, then swiped his tongue over the whole length of her slit.

She writhed as he pushed her up the bedroll and forced her legs apart, then buried his face between. She was pulling at his hair and moaning as he jammed a finger inside her and licked her clit. He kept at it, then as soon as he felt she was close, he stopped, and climbed up her body on hands and knees.

He kicked down her panties and lowered himself on top of her, achingly hard length resting on her thigh until he slid it closer, tip resting against her soaked opening. She put her head back and licked her lips, squirming underneath him.

“You are very cruel,” she whined in that sexy accent.

Her face was achingly gorgeous. Her body belonged in Hollywood or in some magazine selling swimsuits. And she was naked, under him, begging for more. He’d never been with a girl half this beautiful, and the reality of it was starting to dawn on him.

“Just taking my time,” he whispered, kissing her softly and giving her his tongue, which she sucked eagerly as she worked her hips trying to push his cock inside.

Life was very strange, that was for sure. He’d almost died a dozen times in the last twenty-four hours. But this moment, this moment was good.

He slid just his tip inside her, and found her far more than ready.

“Please,” she begged, holding the back of his head with both hands and staring into his eyes. “I want you inside me. Please.”

A man only had so much discipline. Mason pushed his cock into Haley as she gasped, sliding further and further until she’d taken his entire length. She wrapped her arms and legs around him, and for a moment he just stayed motionless inside her, loving the warm, wet tightness.

He was very glad she’d sucked him off first, because now he felt in control. He pumped slowly inside her as she continued to writhe and push her hips and ass against him, trying desperately to take him deeper and faster.

“Please,” she begged after several minutes of not giving her what she wanted. “You can fuck me all night, I promise. I’m yours. But I want to cum. Please.”

Now that, Mason thought, is how you negotiate.

He worked kisses down Haley’s chin and neck without a word, then lifted her legs slightly, rolling her up on her back before driving into her hard. She cried out and clawed his back as he thrust inside in a steady rhythm, slowly picking up the pace. The more he hammered her, the more Haley moaned and clung to him, so Mason just kept going.

Whatever primal beast lived in Mason’s DNA was soon in control. He shoved himself inside her, ignoring the moans and cries and how she squeezed and quivered around him.

He gripped her breasts and half kissed, half bit into her neck, yanking a handful of her hair as he jackhammered. When her pussy became a flood, and she’d clamped down hard again and again then slackened around him, he knew she’d gotten what she wanted.

Then she was trembling and damn near trying to escape, and he could feel her juices soaking his balls as she kept crying out ‘fuck, fuck’.

When the red fog of lust finally faded from his eyes, he lost control. His whole body flushed and clenched, and the pressure swirled and built into a wave of release that made him groan.

Then he was pumping her full of cum, pounding straight through, desperate to fill her as deeply as he could. She kept pushing against him, apparently neither of them with any thought of pulling out. She’d slackened in his arms, almost unconscious as he kissed her cheek.

When he could finally speak again, he mumbled:

“I shouldn’t have…” between heavy breaths. She opened her eyes and locked her lips against his as she kept moving against his cock.

“I wanted you to.”

He slumped down, still inside her, no desire at all to move. After a minute or two she shook with some kind of giggle, and he grunted in question.

“I just leveled. Apparently I’m doing a good job.”

Mason snorted, and they both shook with laughter. Between the sex and the strange, blissful moment of human connection in this dystopian insanity, he felt a bit of the stress of survival and responsibility for his brother fade away, if just for a moment.

“Yeah,” he agreed. “You really are.”

“Do I get a raise?” She grinned up at him and he practically rolled his eyes.

“There’s a joke in there,” he mumbled, “But I’m too tired.”

Finally he rolled away because he felt Haley’s legs shaking, and she immediately cuddled up next to him, wrapping a leg over his.

He slapped her ass hard and she clung to him even tighter, and he was starting to get the idea. Haley liked bad boys. She wanted a rough, hard, dangerous man, who took what he wanted and didn’t apologize.

Mason hadn’t really thought of himself that way, but then he’d just made her cum harder than he’d ever seen a woman cum, and he could still feel her juices all over him.

As he considered how he’d kept to himself in the old world, and the way he’d mostly hated civilization and having to pretend all the time, he was starting to realize it might be the case. He might be exactly the kind of man Haley wanted.

The beautiful French girl’s breathing eventually slowed, and Mason felt her slump into him and drift asleep. He curled his fingers through her hair, his other hand stroking her perfect ass. He was still a bit confused and bewildered how he’d gone from nearly dead in a dungeon to sleeping next to a beautiful woman.

But old world or new, it wasn’t a bad way to spend the morning.

* * *

“Breakfast?”

Mason woke to the smell of cooking eggs and…was that coffee? He hadn’t intended to sleep, and groaned as he wiped his hands over his face. Then he blinked awake and rose up in his bedroll.

The tub was gone, but the fire remained. Haley was standing over what looked like a grill, cooking eggs and bacon in a pan, boiling a pot of water, and setting out cups, plates, even cutlery. She was wearing her t-shirt and panties again, but her hair was done up in some kind of bun.

“That level helped a lot,” she grinned. “I think I’m going to keep getting a lot of experience until I’ve kind of matched you. What the hell level are you, anyway?”

“Ten. Where did you get new clothes? And all these tools?”

“Ten?!” The girl’s mouth hung open and Mason tried not to get turned on. “My God I’m only five! Wow, that’s amazing. Hopefully I get more experience if I keep fucking your brains out.” She wiggled her eyebrows, and Mason felt yet another morning erection poking at the blanket.

“About that…”

She jabbed a ladle in his direction. “No. You need your strength. And something to look forward to. Wait until tonight.”

Mason rose and stretched, grinning with masculine pride as Haley’s eyes took him in.

“I could just order you, slave.”

He stepped over behind her and gripped her hair, turning her face so he could kiss her lips. When he pulled back Haley sighed and bit her lip as she scanned him again.

“Of course you’re right, master. Just trying to do my job as best I can.”

Calling him master definitely didn’t help clear his lust. He pressed his erection between her cheeks, and when she pushed it out slightly he knew he could have her right then and there without resistance.

But she was right. It was time to clear his head and focus on the mission: Blake needed him. So he sighed and slapped Haley’s ass as he groped a tit, then stepped over to a bottle of water and doused it over his head. A cold shower would have been preferable.

“Breakfast,” he agreed. “We have a long day ahead. Did you happen to wash those ripped up shorts? They’re awful but better than nothing, unless you happen to…”

He turned to find Haley standing with a rugged looking set of khaki pants, leather shoes, and a comfortable looking shirt. She raised a smug eyebrow as he took them and put them on, unsurprised to find it all a perfect fit.

“I’m going to get used to this, aren’t I?” he muttered, and Haley swayed her hips as she walked past him, changing her clothes in seconds to look like a professional hiker. She threw a rather coy glance his way before vanishing the bedroll, the pot, and everything else back to whatever mysterious realm they came from.

“Ready for my ride when you are, Master Mason.”

“Mason will be fine.” He couldn’t fight the grin as he turned and lowered himself down to a knee. “Until tonight,” he added as she climbed on and nibbled his ear.

“Until tonight,” she agreed, and another wave of lust shot through him, but he fought it down. Use it in the run, Mason, he told himself, then marched towards the rising sun.

After a few minutes of walking he muttered, “Blake,” and tried to clear last night from his mind. Haley made a questioning noise, and he sighed.

“Just reminding myself I’m here to save my brother, not get inside my sexy new assistant.”

Haley giggled, then turned more serious.

“I am here to help you, not distract you. So let’s make a deal: if you get to your ocean today, you’re going to get very deep in your sexy, eager assistant. And if not, I will just fall asleep.

Mason snorted, thinking he didn’t need extra incentive to save his brother, thank you very much.

But as his feet raced over the roots and fallen leaves—if he was being honest—that sounded pretty great. And there was no harm in doing two things at once. So if he could get to the ocean today, well, he may as well try…

Haley laughed, and Mason glanced back with a frown.

“What?”

“Nothing,” she said like only a woman could. When he just stared she rolled her eyes. “I just got some more experience.”

Mason felt his eyes narrow, realizing roboGod could not only read his mind, but was also rewarding a woman he was fucking to manipulate him. He shook his head, grinning as he made a decision.

“Hang on,” he called, moving up to a faster pace.

“Why? What are you…? Um…” Haley struggled to talk between bounces. Then Mason activated spirit of the cheetah, and really ran.

“Shi-i-i-i-it!” she called as she clung on for dear life, and Mason couldn’t help but grin.

Reach the ocean or not, he decided, she’d be sore tonight.


CHAPTER 23 - SURPRISE


Blake rose with the sun and renewed purpose. Mason was alive. They’d find each other soon enough, he was sure of it, and then they’d take the world by the balls.

“Come on, underlings, we’re losing daylight!”

Hank stood without complaint, but Mona grimaced and kicked his foot. They made a fire and ate fish for the ninth time in a row, then made their way down the beach.

“North is what we told Mason,” Blake announced, “so North is where we’ll go.”

Walking on sand was better for vacations, as it turned out. When one actually had somewhere to be, and miles of the stuff to cross, it became something of a chore.

“Maybe we should move to the damn forest,” Hank complained after a few hours, but Blake refused to leave the shore. They kept on and got sand everywhere in their clothes, wary eyes on the water and the trees, mostly silent as they soldiered on in increasing misery. But they managed.

After what must have been several long, grueling hours of walking, Blake was ready to call for a rest.

“It must be evening soon,” he said and turned, and found Hank with a raised brow.

“It’s only been about two hours, kid. It’s not even noon.”

“What?” Blake wiped at the sweat dripping down his brow. “I’m exhausted. There’s no way that was two hours.”

Mona checked her broken watch and shrugged, and Blake sagged with a groan. Then he turned back and squinted, seeing some kind of strange, narrow cloud just down the beach wafting above a hill. Hank noticed his eyes and looked too, then hunched and lowered his voice.

“That’s smoke,” he said. “We have to be careful. That could be anyone or anything. Maybe we should move to the woods.”

“You and the damn woods.” Blake snorted, feeling an excitement in his chest. “Smoke means people. And I like people. Hell, it might even be Mason!”

Blake grinned and picked up his pace, ignoring the more skeptical looks of his less optimistic companions. Positive thinking changed one’s reality. Blake had sworn by the fact all his life. And after another long stretch of cruel, desert suffering, they saw a ring of perfectly nice looking people sitting around a fire, talking and laughing on the beach.

“We should be cautious,” Hank said for the thousandth time.

“I agree,” agreed Mona.

Blake rolled his eyes, despite knowing they were basically right. The thing was, he had magic mind powers, and that was on top of his charm.

And the reality was: life worked out for Blake so consistently, so frequently, that he wasn’t afraid of these people. Or really anything. He had a destiny. He was sure of it. And that destiny was not dying on this nameless beach.

“Stay here if you like,” he said. “But I’m going down to make new friends.”

He walked on without waiting to see what his companions would do. The party ahead spotted him about halfway, a few standing from the ring with weapons ranging from hammers to staves.

Blake just smiled and walked on, only one glance back to see if the others had followed. They had. He scanned the faces of the new people as he arrived, finding nothing terribly frightening or out of the ordinary.

“Hello, friends!” he called, and one or two of them kind of waved.

They were a mix of ages, ethnicities, genders. Most looked neutral to his appearance, or slightly friendly. A few dubious faces however watched him with unpleasant glares.

“Who are you?” said one such face, and Blake released a good chunk of mana to blast them all with friendly Mental Influence.

“Name’s Blake.” He tapped his chest. “The lovely lady over there is Mona, and the old stodger is Hank. We’ve just been walking the beach and found your fire.”

“I told you we shouldn’t have lit it,” said a middle aged looking East Asian.

“You’re not with a group? It’s just you three?” said a young, rather unfortunately large nosed woman.

Blake watched their eyes, letting his intuition warn him of danger. He decided these people were afraid. They were prey, not predators.

“We began as wanderers, and we are wanderers still.” He smiled, reasonably certain that was Carl Sagan.

“You talk funny,” said a man Blake decided to call Sourpuss, but Blake didn’t drop his smile.

“I think in this case you mean the revered Carl Sagan talks funny, but I understand your meaning.” It was clear Sourpuss didn’t have a clue what he was saying, so he sighed and moved on. “Would you mind if we shared your fire?”

“More the merrier,” said a rather more friendly young man in a hoodie.

“Very kind of you.”

Blake took a seat next to his benefactor, letting loose another blast of friendly thoughts with Mental Influence into the most open minds. It would probably have been wiser to get more names and details first, but first impressions mattered quite a lot when one didn’t want to die. Anyway, he had half his mana left.

The group went around introducing themselves, and Blake forgot most of the names immediately. It was a shortcoming he’d always intended to work on, but he realized now with Mental Influence he would basically be able to bring up the name of anyone he was looking at and could target. The thought put him in a rather good mood.

“We came from a nearby tutorial,” he was telling Billy with the hoodie as Hank and Mona took their seats nearby.

“Can I get you folks something to drink?” Billy said with a conspiratorial grin and a little pride, and Blake made sure to react with high drama.

“You certainly can! Where the hell did you get this?”

“I’m a civilian,” said Billy, going a little pink. “A brewer, basically. Can make all kinds of things. Well, I could, if I had some more equipment.”

Blake took the young man’s hand and met his eyes with as much earnestness as he could summon. “Billy, I am exceptionally pleased to make your acquaintance.”

Billy turned closer to red but laughed, handing him a metal cup with something very strong.

“Enjoy it. Can’t make more without finding some things first.”

“I can imagine.” Blake sipped and did his best not to wince at the moonshine. “Now that’s good. The rest of you all players? Other civilians?”

The others mostly stared at the fire or acted like they hadn’t heard, so Blake sighed and went first.

“Mona and I are players. Hank there is a fisherman. He’s been keeping us well fed.”

The others perked up at that, and by the thin, somewhat sallow looks of the group he decided they hadn’t been eating very well.

“We have a mix,” said Billy. “About half and half.”

Blake smiled and nodded, deciding to leave it at that.

“You two don’t talk much,” said Braden the sourpuss in Mona and Hank’s direction.

They exchanged a look, then Hank shrugged.

“Blake talks enough for everyone,” he said with a wink.

“I take that as a compliment.” Blake grinned.

“You take everything as a compliment,” Hank said, and the group laughed, Blake included.

“I find life is better that way.” Blake took another swig of moonshine and felt himself relaxing a little. “It makes us all friends.”

“I’m not your friend,” said Sourpuss in a tone that shattered Blake’s relaxing mood. Several others in the group rolled their eyes, which comforted him, but still.

Self-deprecation was good. A little group jesting was good. But he couldn’t allow too much disrespect if he was going to dominate these people. Banter was fine, challenge was not. If it got violent, he decided, the others wouldn’t interfere, and Mona would protect him. Probably.

“You see?” Blake similarly lowered his tone. “Another compliment. Because I wouldn’t want to be friends with an idiot like you.”

No one laughed or said a word. Blake met the man’s eyes and held them, ready with Telekinesis to throw away his enemy’s sword before he could grab it.

“But let’s not do anything rash,” Blake added with a friendlier tone. “We’ve only just met.”

Sourpuss rose to his feet, and Billy held up a hand for calm.

“Oh sit down, Braden,” he said. “What’s the point of this? It’s a dangerous world and they’ve got a damn fisherman we could really use.”

“Go ahead,” Mona said in a low voice, her javelin resting against her arm. “See what happens.”

Sourpuss, aka Braden, didn’t back down, and every civilian around the fire started to back away. Billy tried one more time in something approaching a whine. “Can we please just enjoy a drink by the fire?”

They stared, and stared.

Braden moved first.

He reached for his sword, and Blake tossed it flying away into the sand with Telekinesis. As the older man stared in confusion, Mona leapt over the fire, twirled in the air, and smashed him with a spinning swing straight to the head with the shaft of her javelin.

He doubled over and groaned, clutching his head on the sand.

“Oh, he’ll be alright.” Blake grinned. “Now if we’re all finished measuring our dicks could we possibly just…”

He stopped speaking as he saw a strange orange light in the woods nearby. Then there was two, three, wait four…all clustered together, sort of floating from a little patch of…

The lights launched out from the trees at high speed, flying drunkenly, like orange willowisps as they streaked across the sand, straight at the group around their fire.

“Look out!”

Blake hurled himself away as the flying balls struck. Only the players were hit.

The smell of burning hair and flesh filled the air as the orbs exploded into flame. People were crying out and screaming in alarm. At least two struck Mona.

Her clothes and hair lit on fire, and Blake stared in something like shock before he lost sight of her in the flashes and chaos. People were running and shouting about ‘ambush’ and ‘betrayal’ and saying ‘run for your lives!”

Mona collapsed next to Blake with two arrows in her chest, her eyes open. He stared at her, mind still blank, as Hank leapt onto him and seemed to cover him with his body.

“Don’t move, kid,” he whispered. “It’s players. They can’t hurt me. Maybe you can talk your way out.”

Blake forced his mind back to reality. He gave Hank an affectionate pat, looking away from the almost certainly dead Mona with a sad sigh.

From a strictly cold, tactical perspective, she’d been a pleasant distraction, and a useful ally. And she certainly hadn’t deserved to die in the sand for no damn reason at all.

But now it was time to focus. To survive.

Blake Meditated, and waited for the killing to stop.


CHAPTER 24 - BECAUSE I KNOW THINGS


The campfire players fought briefly. They fought valiantly. And then they died.

Most fell to arrows and the flaming orbs. But two others left the trees with swords and soon butchered the last, wounded stragglers. Blake kept entirely still.

“Mikkel, I gotta tell ya, those fireballs are getting badass.”

The attackers were laughing now, joking amongst themselves. Blake listened carefully for names, classes, personality details, any information he could use for Mental Influence.

“It was mostly my arrows that did the actual killing,” said another of the murderers, sounding vaguely offended. Blake noted the voice, pleased to hear the tone because it sounded like a genuine chip on the man’s shoulder. “Not my fault it’s not as flashy,” he added.

“Ha. Whatever, B-dog, I’m just glad you boys did most of the work. Dead is dead is dead, am I right?”

“Shut up and check the bodies,” said another, and Blake focused on him. The leader, he expected, official or otherwise. “Hey, you civilians!” shouted the same voice. “Get your asses over here or we’ll march you to a wolf den.”

“Gotta go, kid,” Hank whispered, and Blake gave him a nod. “Good luck.”

“Ohh we’ve got another woman.” Apparently they’d found Big Nose. “Shit look at that face. Well, she’s got a nice body.”

“Paper bag for sure,” said another voice, and the group all laughed.

“Sebastian will take her anyway.”

“Yeah but the more he’s got the more leftovers for us. It’ll work out. Now keep it down.”

The civilians came back from their scattered positions around the campfire, eyes cast down and faces pale.

“I’m Paul. You’re coming with us to our settlement,” said the now confirmed leader of the group. “You’ll get work and housing, food and safety. We’ll protect you. You’re part of Nassau now.”

Blake practically snorted at the name. Nassau (on top of still being a place) was a famous old pirate port in the Bahamas. Apparently these idiots thought themselves bandit kings.

The killers were checking the corpses now, and Blake had run out of time. He put his hands in the air and stood.

A young, silent man who stood next to ‘Paul’ leaned over and whispered in the man’s ear. His eyes instantly turned to Blake, and he raised his sword.

“You’re not a civilian. Get on your knees. Now. You idiots, are there any more of them?”

Blake focused on Paul, and sent a giant blast of mental energy with a single purpose: Greed.

“I have information. And I’ll be useful to your leader.” He put a little shake in his voice to sound afraid. “He’ll want to see me.”

Paul snorted, and his men laughed. “That so? So go ahead and tell me. I’ll decide.”

Blake shook his head.

“He’ll want to hear it alone. But you’ll be rewarded. I can guarantee it.”

Paul laughed like it was the dumbest thing he’d ever heard, but there was curiosity in his eyes.

“Guarantee, is it? You don’t know my chief. Check him for weapons.”

The other sword-wielding player grabbed Blake roughly and soon found Rajesh’s sword lying at his feet. He picked it up and gave an approving nod before tying it to his waist. They all stared at Blake, and at their leader, in a moment Blake supposed was rather tense. But he knew how it would go.

“Alright. Bring the pretty boy, too.”

Blake closed his eyes and pretended to sag in relief. It wasn’t too difficult. He knew he wasn’t going to die here, not like this, but it had certainly got his heart going.

He said a silent prayer for Mona and the others, then accepted the players tying his hands together and marching him along with the civilians.

They moved them in silence the rest of the day before meeting another group of players. Apparently they’d organized themselves. And rather quickly.

“Take these back to camp,” their leader told the new group. “Tell ‘em it’s my gift. And this one here said he’s valuable. If he’s not, at least Sebastian can have a little fun.”

He turned and winked at Blake, then the new group of four players took them and marched them all the way through the evening.

Blake’s feet were killing him. He was thirsty and had gained a stitch in his side that just ebbed and flowed and never seemed to go away. Fortunately, in all the boredom, he’d managed to activate Meditation even while walking, as long as he sort of clung to Hank’s back and used him as a walking guide.

He got a few strange looks, but nobody stopped him. By the time he blinked and realized he was looking at a long, maybe fifteen foot actual wall of something like concrete in the middle of the forest, his mana was fully recharged.

“Home sweet home,” said one of the nameless raiders, then Blake and the civilians were pushed and shepherded inside, straight to a large building that looked like a town hall.

“You got a plan?” Hank whispered over his shoulder as they waited.

“Always.” Blake grinned as if he didn’t have a care in the world, then turned more serious. “I won’t forget what you did back there.”

Hank nodded, then looked at the ground.

“Sorry about the girl.

“Me too.” Blake sighed. “But now we move on. We survive.”

In the middle of the street, the ‘pirate’ raiders of Nassau had built some kind of circular, wooden structure that looked like a pen. Inside were maybe a dozen people sitting in clusters, looking miserable and filthy. One of the men opened a gate, then gestured inside.

“Go on in. You wait here till the chief comes and sees you. There’s a few buckets for your business. And we’ll bring food and water when we feel like it. Till you sign a contract, you ain’t shit. Understand?”

Hank and the other civilians exchanged looks, then walked through the gate. The same rather crude, unlikeable fellow turned to Blake and looked him up and down.

“Shit. You’re prettier than some of the women. Get on up to the chief before I fit ya in a dress.”

“Charming. I’m Blake, what’s your name?” Blake forced a smile, then regretted it slightly when he took a hard cuff to the back of the head.

“Walk, darlin’.”

Blake walked to the hall as commanded. There were several other players here all staring as he reached the door. His unpleasant jailer went in first, then came out and grunted for Blake to go inside.

His eyes widened as he entered. There were working lights. All kinds of modern furniture. And what looked like a proper kitchen with refrigerator, stove, everything.

They ushered Blake into a kind of office, where he found a maybe mid 30s giant of a man who looked like he’d just left the beach. The room was surprisingly tasteful, with a plush rug, a fireplace, a desk that belonged in some corporate law firm.

“My man says you have something useful for me,” ‘Chief’ Sebastian said in an Australian accent. “That better be true.”

Blake took a moment to calm his nerves. He wanted a sense of this man before he wasted too much mana on Mental Influence.

“I assume you’ve discovered you can’t hurt civilians,” he said. “Or force them to do as you like. At least not easily. Hence the cage.”

The big man stopped playing with his rubix cube, his green eyes narrowing.

“Enough time in a cage, and they’ll sign.”

Blake shrugged.

“Trade contracts. Maybe service. Because in the end you can’t kill them. The system will know if you starve them in your town. I don’t know what it’ll do, but I don’t imagine…”

“And why the hell do you know anything about anything? Who are you?”

“My name is Blake. And I know things because that’s what I do. Just like I know sooner or later those civilians are likely to break out of your cage. You can’t truly stop them. That’s not how this works.”

The big man just watched him with a predator’s eyes in silence, and Blake mentally winced. He was smarter than he looked. Or at least more cunning.

“I would say the only reason they haven’t already is because they’re more afraid of the forest than they are of you. And where else would they go?” He could see he was right, and gestured at the chair set out in front of the chief’s desk. Sebastian nodded, and Blake sat.

“I’m a Mentalist class,” he said. “I can…influence how people think.

Sebastian’s eyes narrowed.

“Anyone?”

“Only those weaker than me,” Blake added quickly, silently cursing himself.

The chief shot a stream of saliva through a gap in the front of his teeth.

“By the looks of you, that’s basically no one.”

“As you say.” Blake bowed his head, then smiled. “Civilians, however, are weaker than me. My powers work quite well on them.”

He had no idea if that was true, of course, but Sebastian instantly perked up and Blake knew he’d found his leverage.

“Allow me to serve you here as these others do.” Blake gestured towards the door. “I’ll help get you what you want.”

“Bonded contracts,” Sebastian said instantly. “Especially the women.”

Blake almost sighed at the obvious nature of the request. The big ‘chief’ wanted his own harem of sex slaves, though Blake expected just slaves in general would make him happy. He was beginning to understand the man.

“It will take time,” Blake said. “My mana recharges only so fast.”

Sebastian snorted as it to say ‘of course it will’.

“I’m not a patient man. And I’d bet you’re a liar. Maybe I should just beat you to death instead.”

“I can get you service contracts first,” Blake said soothingly, now flooding the chief with a wave of trust using Mental Influence. “I’ll get you all the men, first, as a demonstration. All of them. Just leave me in their cage for two days. What does it cost you?”

He could see Sebastian had already agreed, but his pride was a problem. “You have one,” he snapped.

Blake probably only needed a few hours, but he wanted as much time as possible to influence the raiders. He scoffed and appeared flustered.

“My powers take considerable mana. It only recharges so fast, which is why I need more time, and…”

“One day, or I cut off your pretty head and leave it on a spike.”

Blake licked his lips.

“I’m sure I can make do.”

“Get him out of here,” Sebastian called through the door, which opened instantly. “Throw him in the cage. I’ll see to him when I feel like it.”

A different, slightly older man with a spear lifted Blake and took him out, but not aggressively. As they left the hall Blake met the man’s eyes, and the spearman shrugged.

“He’s…not as bad as he seems. Not quite. Don’t piss him off. Do something useful, and you’ll be alright.” He took Blake down to the cage and opened the door.

“Appreciate it.” Blake smiled. “What’s your name?”

“Uh. Garet.”

Blake nodded and instantly gave the fellow a blast of friendly Mental Influence. He’d be the first target. The first soldier in Blake’s revolution.

“Hello.” Blake grinned at the cluster of staring civilians as he trudged inside.

The gate closed behind him, and he nodded at Hank and Billy and the few other civilians he’d met at the camp. Then he sat next to Hank and pretended to be just as dejected and miserable as everyone else.

He could see all the raiders through the cage, and the whole world lit with possibilities when he activated Mental Influence. It was time to get to work.


CHAPTER 25 - KILL STEALER


Mason let Haley rest her legs every three hours. He rose up and cracked his back and drank from their flasks, letting his heart rate lower and his legs regenerate the pain. Then he picked up his ‘assistant’, and ran on.

The forest changed little. He saw more clearings, a beaver dam blocking a small stream, a cluster of ant or termite mounds he did his best to avoid. Lots of interesting things, sure, but no ocean. Not even a river, which he could at least likely follow to a larger source.

So he kept on east, or mostly east, doing his best to make sure he didn’t angle too much. He found the hard, sweating labor of it all deeply calming, and natural.

The smell of the pine, the sounds of the creatures calling in alarm as he passed, the cool air on his damp skin. He knew anything might jump out and attack him in this strange new world, but if it did, he was ready.

Seven hours or so in he heard a loud crash in the trees. He stopped and let Haley down, putting a finger to his lips. Then he heard shouts and human voices.

“Bow.” Haley materialized it from nothing, and Mason glanced around the woods. “Hide in this tree.” He cupped his hands, and the girl sighed but reached up and put her foot in, leaping up to the first branch. “I’ll be back,” he promised, then crept forward towards the sound.

The crashing continued, punctuated by loud, hard cracks and maybe the snapping of trees. The voices seemed more and more frantic, desperate, all male.

Finally Mason saw movement ahead. He crept on towards a small clearing to find broken trees, and something huge lumbering back and forth. It looked like a moose but maybe twice the size—at least twelve feet tall at the shoulders. It must have weighed a couple tons.

“Lead it back this way!” A man in dark clothes poked out from behind a tree.

“I’m…trying!”

Another man in something like kevlar with a police shield was apparently in the clearing with the creature, running back and forth to avoid getting crushed.

Mason just watched, and waited.

A spear soared in from another angle and struck the animal’s flank, lodging solidly as it roared and spun towards him.

SWAT-man happened to be standing in the way, and panicked as the creature lowered its head and charged. He dodged, but not fast enough. The creature’s massive antlers knocked him flying, slamming him against a trunk where he fell and lay still.

“Well shit.”

Mason stepped closer and drew his bow. These people might have knowledge about where they were, and the surrounding geography. He didn’t want to interfere, but he needed them alive.

His first arrow was a Crippling Strike, straight into one of the giant moose’s forelegs. It howled and waved its antlers to and fro, but kept on charging with a slight limp. Mason moved closer and closer, loosing arrow after arrow at the creature’s side.

“There’s someone here!” shouted a different voice from the trees.

Mason just kept on shooting. He tossed three snare traps in a cluster between two strong trees, keeping them between him and the giant creature. It reached its target, apparently, smashing a tree in half with a single charge before turning toward Mason.

He launched a Power Shot straight into its face. The skull was too hard for a kill but he wanted it disoriented and angry. It howled again and came running right at him.

Apparently mission successful.

“Come on.” He kept launching arrows low, hoping to hit the creature’s thighs and hips. It kept charging, taking hit after hit in its shaggy fur and thin legs, seemingly unstoppable. Then a few steps from his traps, the beast stumbled and fell.

A few whoops came from the trees, and the figure in dark clothes jumped out with a knife in each hand, sprinting at near inhuman speed to land on the creature’s back as he started stabbing.

Another spear struck the beast’s flank, and Mason nodded at the careful throw. Had it been a normal moose, it would have struck at least close to the heart, yet the creature kept on thrashing.

About a dozen arrows and two dozen stabs later, the creature kicked its last, head stilling as frothy blood pooled at its lips.

“Hell yeah.”

The young man on the moose’s back grinned and put away his knives.

[Killed Great Forest Moose. Group experience awarded.]

The mid thirty’s spearman stepped out into the clearing, along with a white-haired, robed man who attended to their fallen comrade. Pretty soon the SWAT-looking player was on his feet, and the four men came as a group towards Mason.

Out of politeness, he hadn’t moved, waiting for them to decide how to handle it. He met their eyes one by one and nodded.

“You stole our kill,” said the dude with the shield. Mason felt his eyes narrow.

“I what?”

“We didn’t ask for your help.” He spit some blood and clearly looked worse for wear. “We tracked that thing, chased it out. Then you went and stole half the reward.”

Mason often liked or disliked people quickly. This person was not an exception.

“Hello, I’m Mason,” he said with more tone than he probably should have, “the guy who probably just saved your life. Nice to meet you.”

“Bullshit.” The guy dabbed at his lip and winced. “We had it. Just figuring out our technique.”

“Was it ‘get gored and splattered all over the trees?’. I bet they teach that at West Point.”

The moron sneered and clearly their dislike was mutual. The kid in dark clothes looked at the others.

“The hell is West Point?”

“Look.” Mason sighed. “I was just hoping for information. I’m sorry if I stole part of your kill. That wasn’t my intention. The carcass is all yours.”

“God damn right it’s ours,” the apparent leader said as if offended. “Now get lost. If we catch you around our kills again you’ll be sorry.”

Mason looked at the men one by one, seeing only their leader seemed interested in a fight. The guy in robes had a poker face, but Dark Clothes and Spearman practically winced.

“This is getting a bit tense,” Mason said, “and there’s no need for it. I don’t want a fight, and I might even have something you need. So why don’t we all take a nice, deep breath, and relax.”

“Buddy.” Captain America took a step forward. “If you don’t get out of my sight in the next ten seconds, you’re going to be permanently relaxed. There’s four of us and one of you.”

At this point Mason began killing the man in his mind. He could loose a Power Shot before a reaction, he was quite sure. They’d expect he’d have to draw, but in reality without a quiver he could shoot in the blink of an eye.

If the idiot didn’t die straight out, he’d throw a trap at his feet and use Aspect of the Cheetah as he circled, peppering him and any of his little friends who joined with arrows.

His hands curled on his bow, and he decided to count to five.

“Hi boys.”

Mason’s eye twitched as Haley’s voice came from nearby. Why exactly she decided to intervene, and how exactly she thought an attractive, young woman’s presence was going to lower the testosterone level, he had no idea. She was supposed to stay in her tree.

“You were supposed to stay in your tree.”

“Well.” She sidled up beside him and wore her winning smile. “You didn’t exactly order it.” Then she looked at the corpse of the dead moose and covered her mouth. “Oh my. Well aren’t you all just incredible. Look at the size of that thing!”

The four men gaped at Haley in various forms of shock. Mason didn’t at all like how their eyes forgot about rudeness, moving from her chest to her legs and back again.

“Would you mind terribly if we joined you for awhile?” She perked up like she’d just had a brilliant idea. “I could cook you boys a nice meal!”

Mason let out a long, suffering breath, and looked between them.

“You rather just kill each other? I’m good either way.”

“I’d…kind of like a meal,” said Dark Clothes from the back. The others glared at him, but he just shrugged.

Captain America shook his head, something unpleasant still in his eyes.

“Fine,” he seemed to struggle with the word. “For the lady.”

The Spearman took off his baseball cap and smiled with some missing teeth.

“We’d sure appreciate it, ma’am.”

Haley put a hand to her chest as if wounded.

“Oh God, how old do I look?”

* * *

The smell of cooking venison soon settled the group into an uncomfortable stand-off. Mason kept maximally distant from Dark Clothes (apparently named Roger) and Captain America (Frank), never letting them out of his vision. He kept his bow casually beside him.

“Where did you get all this stuff?” The young Roger asked between bites of biscuit almost like the old British hard-tack. Haley smiled at him from her sitting rock.

“I’m a civilian. I started with a bunch of stuff, and the system sends me more as I level.”

“Man, that’s awesome.” Roger grinned and failed utterly to hide his youthful admiration for the blonde beauty. He asked about a dozen more questions, including ‘what’s your name?’, ‘where did you get your clothes?’, and ‘what else can civilians do?’ as Haley laughed and started answering.

Mason looked at Robed-guy and Spearman, who had yet to actually introduce themselves.

“Do you know where we are? Or if there’s an ocean or sea nearby?”

The men exchanged looks, particularly at Frank, but the big man just chewed his venison and said nothing.

“We know a little,” said Robed-guy. “Our tutorial was maybe two miles north west. We stuck together and beat the…”

“Shut up,” said Frank, who looked up and sneered. “Why should we tell you anything? What do you have to trade besides this bullshit?” His eyes went to Haley with that same unpleasant gleam, the hint of a leer on his lips.

“I can tell you I came from a tutorial due west.” Mason tried killing with kindness first. “I fought hyena men called gnolls, and little green men called goblins. There weren’t any survivors, at least as far as I know, save Haley and me. I also found a giant tree with some kind of dungeon. I cleared it, but I don’t know what happened after.”

“What’s a dungeon? And what do I care about some tutorial to the west?”

Mason was really starting to dislike this guy. He was seriously considering killing him with something other than kindness just so he could have a more polite conversation with the other three.

“I don’t know what you care about. All I want to know if you’ve seen a sea, or an ocean, so I’m offering information. I’m also looking for two small islands with little white cliffs on said sea or ocean. If you’ve seen anything like that, just tell me, and I’ll leave you alone.”

Roger chewed on his biscuit like he was watching TV, eyes moving back and forth from Frank to Mason.

“I tell you what.” Frank smiled lewdly. “Let’s just speak plain. You give us all a nice evening with your girl here, and we’ll tell you anything you want to know.”

Mason was off his log, rock in hand, before Frank finished talking.

Thing was—he’d been putting boys like this in their place all his life. For about ten years, Blake had practically oozed ‘beat me up’ from his pores.

Until he’d hit puberty and figured out girls and learned some charm, he’d been a skinny, awkward, nerd who couldn’t throw a ball to save his life. So Mason had been beating bullies for about a decade. At this point it just came natural.

Two steps and he’d crossed the distance.

Haley was crying out something that didn’t matter now. Frank rose as if it’s what he wanted, grabbing for his shield and fumbling slightly with the handle. He’d underestimated Mason’s speed.

With a fast sidestep, and an arm lashed out like a sidearm pitch, Mason activated Predator’s Strike and smashed Frank in the side of the head.

The big man dropped instantly. His body went limp, collapsing at an awkward angle on the forest floor, snoring instantly with the brain trauma of forced unconsciousness.

The three other men just stared.

Haley covered her mouth and backed away, and Mason sniffed and dropped the bloodstained rock. He let the snoring sound fill the air for a little while.

“Let’s try again,” he put the menace he felt into his voice. “I’m Mason, and I’ve got friends, and I’ve got enemies. Now it’s time for you to decide. Which are you?”

The men gaped at him, Roger staring at Frank with wide eyes. Spearman twitched as if drawn towards one of his weapons, and Mason took out his knife and played with the blade.

“We’re friends,” said Robed-guy.

“Excellent.” Mason stuffed his knife back in his belt. “My friends, have you seen an ocean or a sea, and if so, a landmark as I described? I’d really like to know.”

“We’ve seen a river, and a small lake, not far from here. Up north, right by our tutorial,” said Spearman, still looking ready to run for his spear.

“I can likely save him,” said Robed-guy, looking at Frank with a kind of cold analysis.

Mason lifted his bow with slow movements. He drew back the string and formed a bullet arrow, and Spearman licked his lips, hands at the ready, like a ball player about to steal third.

“Don’t move,” Mason said, then aimed. He shot an arrow straight through Frank’s unmoving skull, and the snoring stopped.

[Killed: player, low tier. Experience awarded. Player killer aura increased.]

Everyone flinched and stared, but didn’t move. Mason put down his bow.

“I don’t let enemies live. We’re leaving now, and I wouldn’t follow.”

The men nodded or stared, a pale faced Roger with his biscuit still hanging from his mouth.

“Haley, grab your things.”

He had to help her get started, but with a little prompting she came back to herself and did as she was told. They walked away from the camp and the corpse, heading east back into the woods.


CHAPTER 26 - SEX IN A CANOE


Mason and Haley moved slowly in the dark as Mason looked for a decent tree to sleep in. Haley was quiet, and walked a little ways away from him, which he didn’t like but didn’t try to stop.

The moon wasn’t that bright, however, and after Haley tripped once or twice Mason finally crossed the distance and took her hand. They walked in silence for a little while.

“Did it bother you? Killing him?” she finally asked.

Mason wished he could avoid the conversation, but did his best to think that over. Truth was, he didn’t feel much of anything.

“No,” he said. “Players are soldiers. Soldiers kill soldiers. That’s just how it is.”

“But…you didn’t have. Why did you kill him?”

“I meant what I said. He was my enemy.”

“But he hadn’t tried to hurt you. I mean he was pretty vile, but…”

“Do I tell you how to be a civilian?” Mason snapped, and Haley pulled away a little.

“No,” she said quietly.

Mason felt his annoyance building in the silence. How did you communicate a lifetime of instinct? Of knowing who was cruel, and just needed to be stopped?

“He was just waiting. You understand? He didn’t have morals like you. He wanted to kill me and take you, and the second he could have he would have. He was just waiting.”

Haley glanced at him in the gloom.

“How do you know?”

Mason shook his head, no idea how to explain himself. But he did know, deep in his bones.

“Because…he was a predator,” he said, no idea what else to say before he came to it. “Because I’m one too, and we know each other. That’s why he didn’t like me. And in this fucked up world I don’t leave guys like that at my back. Not anymore.”

“Aren’t you worried…about the others?”

“No.” Mason took a deep breath, stopping to look Haley in the eye. “You wanted risk. You wanted a man like me. Well this is what it looks like. And when I find people who’d kill me to have you, or people who think the weakness of others makes them strong, I’m not going to be nice. Understood? Because I don’t need your permission. So this is the last time we’ll talk about it.”

Haley stared, then nodded, and Mason angrily circled the tree he’d chosen for a bed, looking for a good way up. It had thick branches and wasn’t easy to climb, which made it ideal.

“I need the vines.”

“Oh. OK.” She took them from her hidden storage, and he climbed up and tied one to the branch he wanted. If it was just him he’d tie himself to the tree as he’d done before, but with Haley he decided to make something more comfortable. After a few moments of debate, he decided to build a kind of hammock.

“What are you doing?” Haley eventually called up.

“We’re going to sleep in the tree.”

“Oh.”

He heard the concern in her voice, but she’d get over it. He had to make several trips down to get cloth, the bedroll, more vines and some leaves, but when he was finished he had to admit he’d made a pretty damn cozy hammock. The work cleared his mind, and improved his mood. Finally he set up his traps at the bottom, then helped Haley climb up.

“We should get some sleep,” he said, actually tired and still sore from the long day of running and carrying her. Then he stripped down to his boxers and climbed onto the swinging bed. “It’s cold tonight. Sorry if you don’t want to, but you’ll need to share body heat.”

Her eyes stared off as she accessed her storage, and like magic her windbreaker and khaki’s vanished, leaving her in just the now familiar t-shirt and white panties.

She crawled into the swing, which pulled them together no matter how they moved or what they intended. Haley didn’t seem repulsed by him, at least, hugging herself against his chest. After a few minutes of awkward silence, Mason whispered.

“It’s going to get worse, Haley. Millions died to make the kinds of governments we had. It’s the wild west now. Except with monsters.”

“I know.” Haley squeezed him. “It’s just different. Seeing it.”

Mason knew not everyone was ready for all this like he was—ready for a different kind of world. To have accepted what that looked like already.

“Yeah,” he said.

Haley wrapped her arms around him and cuddled more properly, and the soft warmth felt like slipping into a bath.

“Good thing I got you,” she said.

“Good thing,” he agreed, and squeezed her back.

He could see the shape of her body in the moonlight, and though he wasn’t sure exactly how he felt about the results of the day, it seemed not only was he not bothered by killing an asshole like Frank, the mortal risk of such things made him feel…very much alive.

That he was young and had a beautiful woman in his arms felt more important to him than some petty argument or whatever nonsense people wasted their time and lives with. And all he could think was: I could die tomorrow.

And if he could die tomorrow, why on earth would he waste his time tonight?

He slid his hand down Haley’s back, pushing under her panties to cup her ass. He brought his other hand to her front, moving under her panties without hesitation to slide his fingers down her sex.

She went rigid, and Mason felt his heart skip a beat when he found her wet. Shockingly wet.

“I…” Haley dug her fingers into his chest. “Does it make me bad? That it made you…turn me on even more?”

“Maybe,” Mason answered, his voice husky now, not giving a shit what it made her. “Ever had sex in a hammock?”

She bit her lip as she smiled. “I’m Canadian,” she said, as if that explained everything. Mason raised a brow and she rolled her eyes. “Haven’t you heard the joke? We can have sex in a canoe.”

He grabbed the back of her panties and pulled them down and off, no idea what that meant.

“You can’t rock a canoe. Side to side.” Haley was apparently dead set on this making sense.

Then she was gasping as Mason pulled her on top and put a finger and soon two inside her from beneath, pulling up her shirt and lifting her slightly to suck on her nipples.

She was so damn light for him now, and he curled his fingers slightly, using them to control her movements and sliding them back and forth looking for her spot. She clenched around him hard, and he smiled.

“Don’t move,” he ordered, as he wiggled his fingers and played with her clit with the other hand, all the while still sucking on her nipples.

She had to hold herself up in the hammock, and before long her arms and legs were shaking before she clenched again and her wetness ran down his hand. Her eyes were mostly closed and rolled back, her head practically lolling, and he had to let go of her clit to hold her up.

Then he pulled down his boxers, lined up, and pushed inside. She cried out, and he let her fall down to cup her ass with both hands, driving deeper.

Something about her made him possessive, controlling. He wanted her to do what he said, to take what he gave, to cum when he allowed.

When she came back from her orgasmic stupor, he used one hand to gather and seize her long, blonde hair, pulling her down to meet his eyes while he fucked her.

He loved the feel of her, every inch of her hot, tight, wetness, and how she tried desperately to drive him in even deeper with her hips. She was moaning his name, and he felt completely in control. Of her. Of himself. Of the night. Like this insane new world was somehow truer, better for him than the last.

Like this is where he belonged.

He cried out as he came, not caring if something found them, knowing he would kill whatever or whoever it was that threatened him or the woman that belonged to him.

He kept pumping as he sprayed his seed inside her, loving that he knew that’s what she wanted. She took his hand and sucked his fingers as she writhed on top of him, then collapsed and kissed his ear, his neck, his chin.

He twitched inside her and slapped her ass, then kept his hands there, pulling her slightly to feel her soaked pussy slide against him.

“You drive me crazy,” she whispered into his ear, and he knew it was true. She was his ‘bonded slave’ and for that he owned her according to some foreign robot god.

But she took his cum gladly, excitedly, and for that he owned her by any reasonable law of men. He kissed her and tasted her tongue because it was his, just like the rest of her, then he pulled the bedroll over her back. He let her lay flat and wrap her arms around him with his cock still inside, and closed his eyes to sleep.

* * *

He took her again in a few hours. He said nothing, asked nothing, just licked his fingers and worked her until she moaned and muttered something about American men.

Then he was inside her from behind, grinding her into the hammock. She looked absolutely incredible. Her ass bounced with her legs pressed together, just the tucked, swollen lips of her pussy peaking up with his cock splitting them apart.

All he could hear was the wet, fleshy sounds of his body ramming into hers, all he could feel was her opening with every thrust, his balls hitting her toned ass. Then she was biting and gripping the fabric of the hammock, moaning and almost mindless from a long, steady pounding.

Mason came without knowing if she had. He didn’t care. She was his for the taking, for the pleasing or the not pleasing, and she would take his cock obediently for as long or as little as he liked.

Then it was sunrise, and Haley was stroking a leg and a hand up his body, kissing his chest as he woke.

“Mmm,” she moaned with her eyes closed. “Good morning.”

He let her writhe and touch him with a sigh.

“I think I’ll fuck you again while you cook.”

She practically leapt out of the hammock. Then they were on the ground and readying a fire, with venison sausage sizzling in a pan, and water boiling for coffee while Mason bent Haley over a literal barrel.

“No cumming,” he told her, “you just take mine.”

She was half wrapped over the barrel and helpless, moaning as he pulled her legs apart and rammed her already red and swollen pussy with merciless abandon.

He’d intended to cum quickly but loved the sight of her naked and taking his full length in the morning light, her little asshole clenching. When she was crying out obvious French curses and saying ‘I can’t, I can’t, he released for a final time, spraying whatever was left in his balls in a series of spasms.

When he let her up she was dripping his seed down her already wet thighs, her body a pattern of red lines from getting fucked most of the night.

“I didn’t cum, master,” she whispered in his ear with a visible tremble, and Mason pulled her in for an intimate kiss.

“Good girl. I like you filthy and covered in my cum, but maybe you should have a bath.”

She nodded happily and placed the tub by the fire, climbing in with an audible sigh. Mason knelt by her side and helped wash her slowly, enjoying her groans and noises of pleasure.

“We haven’t even found the ocean,” he said, and Haley smiled.

“I’m not sure I’ll survive if we do.”

He leaned on the edge of the tub, and stroked her face. She opened her big, blue eyes and looked into his.

“Thanks again for saving me.”

“My literal pleasure.”

She giggled, and she was so adorable and sexy he wanted to reward her, working his hands down to her breasts, and between her legs, to pleasure her in slow, gentle strokes.

He could tell she was sore and sensitive, so he took his time and kept it slow, and by the time he could smell burnt sausage she was clutching the edge of the tub and flushing as she cried out. She panted and just breathed as the burning went to char, then licked her lips and rolled her eyes as she tried to open them.

“This job has great benefits.”

Mason chuckled, then left her to relax as he fixed more food and made them coffee. By the time she’d dressed and removed most of their tools and vines and bedding back to storage, Mason gave her a quick hug and frowned.

“Aren’t you worried about getting pregnant?”

Haley snorted.

“If we’re both alive in nine months, I think we’ll call it a win.”

“Good point.” Mason picked up the last few loops of vine and rubbed his chin as he thought of the hammock.

“Anyway,” Haley grinned. “It gives me more experience to, um, take it inside.”

Mason nearly choked.

“Are you serious?”

“Yes.” She laughed. “I leveled again after the barrel.” Her face went slightly pink at the memory. “I guess it wants us to make babies.”

“Give out magic powers,” Mason shook his head. “Why didn’t the government think of that. Well, it’ll probably help with the birth rate. Also, I think I’m going to make you a harness.”

“You’re going to make me a what?”

Mason spent the next several minutes creating a kind of rope swing for Haley to sit on as he carried her. It was crude and not that comfortable, but would help strap her in and even out the pressure and rubbing a bit around her body.

They tried it out, and Haley seemed pleased, so they carried on back through the forest, with Mason moving at inhuman speed.

“What happens when we find your brother?” Haley asked him a little while later.

“We go somewhere safe.” Mason shrugged. “We build levels so we can handle anything. Why, what do you think?”

“Well,” Haley didn’t quite meet his eyes. “Like I said, this is…a game, with people like you competing against whatever this thing throws at you. And until we make some kind of…organized resistance, I don’t think it ends.”

“Not my problem.”

“But I think it is, patron, master,” she smiled into his neck and wrapped herself around his shoulders. “Because if you keep leveling like you are, I think you’ll be…well, one of the main players. And I think in this new world, that makes you, um, sort of like a king.”

Mason frowned, not liking the truth he detected in her words.

“I don’t want to be a king. But Blake would love it. We’ll just give him the crown, he’ll know what to do.”

Haley nodded.

“That might work. But…he’ll need to be powerful. He can’t just rely on you.”

Mason wasn’t sure about that. But it wasn’t impossible. Blake was very smart, very charismatic. Back in the old world he was on track to be a CEO, or anyway someone important.

He was the one with a bright future, the one with plans and ambition, the will and the tools to bring people together for some grand project.

“Blake was always the one to watch,” he said quietly. “I was just his weird brother. Everyone loved him, and so did I.” He smiled. “I just loved him first.”

“You have to be careful,” Haley said, and Mason gave her a questioning glance. “Hearing my world-beating, monster killing badass man say such mushy things is making me wet again. And I can’t take another round.”

Mason grinned, unable to feel anything but pleased that a woman couldn’t handle any more of him.

“Hold on,” he said. “Let’s burn off some of that sexual energy.” He activated Aspect of the Cheetah, and ran.


CHAPTER 27 - WHY SHOULD WE TRUST YOU?


Blake made the rounds, talking to every civilian and learning as many details as he could.

He wasn’t a particularly good listener—though others often thought so. He was more like an…extractor. Of information. Of personality. He was mostly just curious, and didn’t care about these people’s lives. Unless they were interesting, of course. Which they mostly weren’t.

Linda was a clothier. Huan was a builder. There were three people from China, two from India. Everyone else was the only person from their country.

These people came from this tutorial, these other people came from a different one. Five men and seven women, twelve civilians all together. They all thought being with a group of players would be the best thing, but now they weren’t so sure.

‘We need players to protect us, not lock us in a cage!’ ‘Maybe it’s better to risk our lives out there.’

Apparently a few had already signed on with Sebastian and crew, all men, doing various things around town. The other civilians didn’t consider them traitors, exactly, or hate them for it, but it was fair they thought somewhat less of them.

Blake tried to tell them things would be fine, that sooner or later things would improve.

‘How do you know?’ asked Huan, with an almost offensive naivety.

“Because that’s what I do.” Blake had smiled. “I know things I shouldn’t.”

With every person he spoke to, after he had enough detail, he tried to improve the relationship slightly with Mental Influence.

As it turned out, his mind powers worked rather terribly on civilians. As in hardly at all. It wasn’t strictly necessary for his plan, but still an overall disappointment. Perhaps there would be other powers in the future that worked better.

At last he made his way to a little Asian woman who’d been watching him from the beginning. She was rather plain and intense looking and he practically sighed as he sat down next to her with a smile.

“Hi. Figured I’d get to know everyone. What’s your name?”

The girl’s bright, and rather unusually green eyes narrowed, staring at him intensely.

“I’ve been watching you.”

Blake held his smile, thinking yes, I’ve noticed.

“Oh? I hadn’t noticed.”

“You’ve been talking to everyone, but you don’t like it.”

“Oh that’s not true,” Blake clung to every scrap of remaining charm. “I like people.” He winked. “Well, some people.”

“What is it you’re trying to accomplish?” the girl said, seemingly immune.

“Well aren’t you the nosy one,” he said with the same levity. She ignored that too.

“You’ve been using magic on them. Have you tried it on me?”

Blake froze at that. The fact was, he had no idea what the different classes of civilians were and what powers they might possess. Maybe she was some kind of mage’s apprentice.

“What makes you think that?” he said somewhat more neutrally.

“I can sense it.”

“That’s a very interesting civilian ability,” he said, “what class are you?”

The girl’s intense gaze didn’t flinch from watching his eyes no matter how he looked away and back again.

“All I want to know is if you’re a fool, or if you’re cunning,” she said. “Because I need a cunning player with magic.”

Blake no longer had to pretend to be interested. He leaned a little closer to the girl and brought his voice to a whisper.

“And why should you need that?”

She sort of bit her lip and wrapped herself in her baggy sweater as if worried she was being watched. Then she took a deep breath and spoke low. “Because I’m not a civilian. I’m a support class that boosts mana users.”

Blake blinked but otherwise tried not to show his confusion.

“Then why are you in here?”

“Because I can hide my status,” she said. “They think I’m a civilian.”

Wow. Well that sounded…amazing. Blake could have waltzed into the camp without a care in the world with a power like that. He watched the girl and decided her eyes were as intelligent as they were pretty. By revealing her secret, though, she had already decided to commit. Blake smiled and leaned a little closer.

“I think it’s time you tell me everything you can do for me.”

The girl’s eyes narrowed, and looked a little frightened.

“Why is that?”

“Because I know by telling me your secret you think I’m your best chance. You’re all in now. So. What can you do for me?”

The girl’s shoulders sagged a little, but her eyes held firm.

“Do you need more mana?”

Blake felt his brow raise a little.

“That’s literally almost all I need.”

The girl smiled and took his hand. Hers were incredibly soft and small, and a little cold. Then he heard some kind of popping sound, and he felt like he’d licked a battery. A shock pulsed through his arm and his mana bar surged with a purple light. He knew instantly he was re-charging faster. Much faster. He fought the smile that threatened his lips.

“Cast a spell,” the girl said. “But don’t let go of me.”

He happily obliged, sending another spike of friendliness at the closest civilian with Mental Influence. He watched his ‘purple’ mana bar and realized…it hadn’t dropped. Not even a little.

“As long as we touch, you can use mine,” she explained. “Though perhaps in the future we need only be close, when I have obtained more levels. Your re-charge should be at least triple.”

For a long moment Blake found himself just staring. She was literally the answer to nearly all his problems. And here she was, just some random person trapped in a cage in the middle of nowhere, waiting to be found. He nearly laughed.

Mason was always calling him lucky. It was true, he supposed, by any objective standard. Though he saw it really as destiny. His destiny.

“What’s your name?”

“Seul-ki.”

In a moment of whimsy, he activated Mental Influence, using the girl’s own mana to increase her trust. The same resistance he’d felt against civilians seemed present in her, despite now knowing she was a player.

He wasn’t sure if it was her ability to disguise, something to do with statistics, or perhaps just having mana. But he’d learn.

“Well, Seul-ki,” he said. “I think we’re going to be very good friends.”

The girl smiled shyly and looked away, then Blake used Mental Influence on nearby civilians and sometimes players until she said she was out of mana, which seemed to be about as much as him.

This meant she not only doubled his overall capacity, but it seemed she was correct about his near triple re-charge, which increased again with meditation.

The boost was staggering, but even so, he didn’t think it would be enough. With every use of Mental Influence he felt a certain ‘effectiveness’ level of the desired mood. And he could tell it was hardly changing on these civilians. He was, in other words, going to have to rely on plan B. He practically cringed at the thought.

Plan B was the truth. Or at least some of the truth. And at least one lie.

First, he talked to Hank. Then he asked everyone to huddle up so they could talk as a group, which they eventually did with a certain degree of confusion. Blake met their eyes one by one, and spoke quietly.

“I assume you know the chief wants you all as slaves.”

They all exchanged various looks of concern or resignation, but not exactly surprise.

“That’s why I’m here,” Blake said. “He thinks my class powers can make you agree, can screw with your minds. But they can’t. And I wouldn’t anyway. But I need him to believe.”

Billy the Brewer scrunched up his face.

“Why?”

“Because I’m not alone,” Blake smiled. “And my allies and I are going to kill this bastard of a chief, and make this place right.”

A fair amount of eyes widened at that.

“But…if we sign,” said Linda, “we’ll be bound to this guy. God knows what he’ll do.”

“One thing at a time,” Blake soothed. “I just need the men to sign a service contract. It’ll buy me the good grace I need. Anyway, it won’t last long. My brother and I will kill Sebastian sooner than later.”

Blake saw the moment of concern in Hank’s eyes, but the old angler covered it well.

“Where’s your brother?” said Huan.

“Coming.”

“He has others with him?”

“He has enough.”

“Why should we trust you?” said Billy, with an almost puppy dog kind of hope in his eyes.

“Because when Sebastian’s dead I’m going to take his place. And I know civilians are vital, not pawns to play with. I’ll never force anyone to do anything. Every contract will be negotiated in good faith. We’ll build this place together, like the community it’s supposed to be.”

Most of them liked that, but they were still wary.

“Nice words, but for now it’s all it is,” said Huan, no doubt for all of them. “We’re still trapped in a cage.

Blake nodded because of course that was true. Though he knew they could break the cage and leave whenever they wanted, if the thought ever occurred to them.

“You believe in fate?” he asked.

“Not really,” said the older man.

“Well I do.” Blake grinned, showing nothing but confidence. “And fate put me here with you, with everything I need to destroy the man trapping us all. And the reality is they’re going to treat you like animals until you do what they want. I’m offering you a chance for a better life. A good life. All I’m asking for is a bit of time.”

The men in particular all exchanged looks, and Hank came in on cue.

“I’ll do it. I’ve been with him from the start. I know he’s practically a kid, but he’s smart, and lucky as hell, and I think his brother is a genuine badass.”

The others looked at the older man, and it was clear his words swayed them. They slowly nodded, and Huan spoke for them again.

“Alright. We’ll give you your chance.”

Blake smiled at them all.

“Thank you, my friends. Now listen, because we’ll have to be tricky. Here’s how we’ll do it.”


CHAPTER 28 - A LUCKY MAN


Exactly a day after they’d put him in the cage, Garet the spearman came out and opened the gate.

“I hope you’ve got something,” he said as he escorted Blake outside. “Chief’s in a bad mood today.”

Blake sighed.

“Not as bad as he seems, eh?”

Garet frowned and gestured up the hill. It was a long walk, and Blake’s heart increased at the possibility of the somewhat random chief doing something unexpected.

Why couldn’t he have gotten a simple brute? Instead it seemed the man knew something about intimidation and fear. Blake went through the opened door past a few miserable looking guards, then straight into Sebastian’s ‘office’. The big Australian was holding his shield and playing with the edge as he stared out his window.

“Ready to see if you die?”

Blake bowed his head and tried to appear as subdued and terrified as possible.

“I’m finished, Chief. I’ve done what you asked.”

“Meaning what, exactly?”

Blake looked back and forth as if confused.

“Meaning all the male civilians are ready to sign a service contract with you, chief, right now.”

The big man’s eyes widened and he clearly struggled to fight his surprise and pleasure. Then he drummed his fingers on his shield.

“That doesn’t help me much. The men would have signed soon enough anyway. It’ll put them in houses with beds and three decent meals a day. They’re only in there out of…solidarity, or some bullshit.” He leaned forward in his chair with a creak, licking his lips as his eyes practically shone with lust. “I want the women. I want them bonded.”

Blake took a dramatic breath and wiped at his brow, as if he were exhausted.

“It’s been a day, as we agreed. But I’m not a miracle worker, I need…”

“Then you’re no good to me!” A vein bulged in Sebastian’s neck as he rose and screamed. “Take him! Drag him to the fucking fence. I’ll bash his brains in right there in front of all of them.”

“Wait!” Blake threw himself down to his knees. “All I need is a little time! I can get you the women. Bonded. All of them.”

The guards burst in but Sebastian held up his hand. His chest heaved.

“How much time?”

He’s going to half whatever I tell him, Blake decided. How long would Mason need? He had no way of knowing. Like so many things, he would just have to guess and rely on his gut.

“Two weeks. Maybe a bit more, but if I can…”

“Too long,” Sebastian growled. “You have exactly one. And I want them signing service with the men. Right now.”

Shit, Blake thought, seeing how readily the man bit. Maybe I should have said four.

“I’ll…I’ll have to go talk to them.”

“Then go. They agree, or you die.”

Blake nearly smiled as he looked at the man’s eyes. It was a bluff. He could see Blake’s value now and there was no way he was going to kill him if it helped give him what he so desperately wanted.

“I’ll do my best.” Blake put on his most sniveling voice. Then he rose and backed out of the room like he was leaving a bloody emperor, and the guards didn’t try to stop him. He left the hall with Garet at his side, and gave the man another sideward glance.

“Not so bad, he says. Just make yourself useful, he says.”

The spearman winced but said nothing, and Blake sent a healthy dose of Mentally Influenced doubt into the man’s mind.

“You agree with this craziness? All the other players? You guys really think there aren’t bigger problems in this world to worry about?”

Garet glanced around and brought his voice to a whisper.

“He came out of a tutorial with a following. Three other players. Between them, they’re too powerful. Too much for the rest of us.” He shrugged. “But this is the world now. Ruled by the strong.”

The world was always ruled by the strong, Blake thought. But there’s different kinds of strength.

They marched him back to the civilians, and he explained the situation. All the women exchanged looks of despair.

“With a service contract they still can’t hurt you, can’t…abuse you,” he explained. “You’re just like employees.”

“Yeah,” said Sarah, the youngest and prettiest, “except they can make us scrub their floors and wash their shoes all day long. Maybe even pick our outfits.”

“This asshole is going to demean us every chance he gets,” chimed in Linda.

Blake nodded because they were absolutely right and there was no point in sugar coating it.

“I know. But it won’t be long. I promise you. One week and then it’ll be over.”

He could see they were still terrified. He tried to think of something else to say but the men did it for him. One by one they hugged the women and whispered comforting words.

“It’ll be alright,” Hank finally soothed. “You can break the contract if you have to. You’ll take a penalty but in the end that’s not so bad. They can’t make us sign that bonded contract, no matter what they do, that’s the truth.”

The older man’s calm tone and manner finally put the girls at ease. They smiled bravely, and nodded. All, that is, except Seul-ki.

“We have a, um,” a sheen of sweat glistened on her brow. “I can’t…I’m not…”

The other girls looked at her with confusion, and Blake was about to calm her down when Sebastian himself roared from outside the cage. Apparently he’d made his way down.

“Well? Let’s see it, pretty boy. Service contracts. All of them. Now!”

Blake almost smiled because he realized the chief actually trusted him. He knew, or at least expected, Blake could get it done. He came down because he wanted everyone to see his ‘power’. To see he was in control.

“We’re ready, chief,” Blake said without hesitation. “With one exception. I needed an assistant. Seul-ki here is a kind of caster apprentice class. She’ll help me serve you, but I need her to sign a contract with me.”

Sebastian’s eyes narrowed, and he searched the girls.

“You dare?” He snapped. “Which girl do you think you’re taking?”

Seul-ki stepped forward and bowed without expression. The big man’s eyes went up and down her baggy clothes and unremarkable figure, her plain, almost unattractive face. A cruel sneer mixed with a smile slashed across his face.

“You’re a lucky man. If you’d picked any of the others I’d have killed you for that.” He chuckled, and Blake desperately hoped he’d leave it at that, leave his nastiness unspoken. But of course he didn’t.

“You like ‘em plain, do you, Blake? I understand. More grateful that way. I think you might fit in around here after all. Take him and his little whore out, Garet. Give him one of the spare houses. Then all you civilians come up to the hall and sign your contracts. Watching that should be enjoyable, at least. Move.”

With that he turned and marched back up the hill, and Blake took Seul-ki’s hand without meeting her eyes, very ashamed of what was said, and strangely enough, he found, on the verge of enraged. He hid his expression just as Seul-ki hid hers, and they walked together towards their new house.

* * *

Blake and Seul-ki stepped inside the little townhouse, and at last their escort turned and left them completely alone.

“Seul-ki,” he said, still holding her hand and stopping her as she tried to move further inside. “That man is a vile, disgusting cretin. And you aren’t…”

“Please.” Seul-ki was blushing slightly and put one hand to her face. “You don’t need to. But I would like to use the washroom and be alone for a little while.”

“Of course.”

Blake wanted to take the poor girl in his arms but refrained.

Instead he sat down at the lone table and meditated to clear his mind. He notice his profile was blinking and looked at the text floating in the corner of his vision.

[Experience gained. Level four reached. Please select a power enhancement.]

Apparently between his many manipulations with Mental Influence, and just getting his way, he’d been gaining experience slowly but steadily. He pulled up the screen.

Blake Nimitz

Class: Arcanist

Strength - 2

Dexterity - 2

Vitality - 2

Intellect - 7

Will - 5

Presence - 9

Luck - 42

Titles: Alpha01, Alpha Tester, Patron, Killer

Powers: Mental Influence, Telekinesis, Meditation, Mind Bend, Arcane Affinity

Please select your power enhancement, or one will be selected for you.

Apparently he’d gained a power automatically—‘Arcane Affinity’, which didn’t indicate exactly what it did, but Blake had played enough role playing games to get the idea.

He’d be able to use certain items or activate certain bonuses, and likely be susceptible to certain harms as well. This didn’t excite or concern him much, but he smiled at the other gain—a power enhancement.

His first thought was Meditation, but with Seul-ki he decided he didn’t need it. At least not yet. What he needed was more power. Telekinesis was tempting in the long run, but ultimately he just wasn’t using it much. He was surrounded by people, manipulating them constantly, and he knew what really mattered was Mental Influence and Mind Bend. After staring at both long enough they turned into almost meaningless blurred letters, he chose Mental Influence.

[Mental Influence upgrade options: A) Potence. Increased overall effect power. B) Observance. Gain limited sensory access to any target you form a mental link with.

Blake nearly picked option A outright before he really looked at both and considered. What he needed now was more control over the minds he was targeting, that was certain. But the possibilities…the sheer bloody, secret chasing, curiosity satisfying, voyeurism of option B…he couldn’t stop himself, he took it.

And God knew he’d be testing it very soon. But for the moment he returned to the reality of sitting in his kitchen with a cruel, power-thirsty tyrant waiting not far away.

Blake decided he was going to enjoy ending this man. Very much. When he couldn’t sit anymore he looked around the house, finding an electric stove, a fridge, even a damn thermostat that could control hot or cold air.

The little house had two bedrooms, a living room and a kitchen, all of which looked modern and well insulated to his eyes. How the hell was it even powered? He hadn’t seen any gas or power lines, and even if he had, what would be producing it?

He opened the fridge, and found actual food, too. It looked like something you’d find in a decent convenience store—with little plastic wrapped sandwiches, bottles of juice and water. He sat and stewed, drinking and eating, lost in thought before he heard the bathroom door open and a bedroom door close. He walked over and knocked.

“Sorry to bother you, but there’s food and drink in the fridge,” he said. “Are you hungry?”

The door opened, and Seul-ki looked up with a polite, maybe even grateful smile.

“Famished.”

Blake brought another chair, and they sat at the table together. Seul-ki still wouldn’t meet his eyes, and he did his best to summon the right charm to put her at ease.

“Men are idiots,” he said. When Seul-ki smiled a little he matched it and finally met her gaze. “You look very beautiful when you smile.”

She looked away again, a slight flush rising to her cheeks.

“You’re a very kind man.”

Something about this small, unfortunate girl thinking he was speaking from his heart started to bother him.

“No, I’m not,” he said with a sigh. “Not usually. And what I’m going to do to Sebastian isn’t kind. The truth is, you’re the most valuable asset I’ve found in this game. I want you to know that. I want you to feel valued, Seul-ki, because there are many kinds of value. I could never beat Sebastian in a fist fight. But that makes me no less dangerous.”

She looked at him now with a very different expression, almost less innocent in a way.

“Kind, and honest,” she said, which made him uncomfortable enough to laugh.

“I don’t think anyone has ever accused me of honesty before.”

“In my country,” Seul-ki said, “there is a saying. ‘There is more than one way to tell the truth’.”

Blake smiled at that, very fond of having just the right saying for just the right time. He took Seul-ki’s hand before she could pull it away, and gave it a squeeze.

“We are going to take Sebastian’s men from him one by one. I’m free now to talk with his players. Eat with them. Learn their lives and details and personalities. The more information I have, the better my powers work. I’m going to turn them all against him, Seul-ki, or as many as I can.”

“Your brother,” said the woman carefully. “Is that true? Is he really coming to help us?”

Blake smiled, picturing the muscled frame and intense eyes of his brother in the strange screen by the fire.

“Oh yes,” he said with the same faith he had for himself. “Yes he is.”


CHAPTER 29 - TAKE ME TO THE OCEAN


“Bow. Now.”

Mason stared down the over-sized wolf as it crept forward like a cat about to pounce. Haley pulled his weapon from storage, then started trying to climb the nearest tree.

“Bad idea,” Mason whispered to the animal, raising his bow and drawing it enough to create an arrow. “Live or die,” he said. “Time to decide.”

A twig snapped behind him.

He shot and launched himself sideways, and another unnaturally aggressive wolf snapped its deadly jaws where he’d been. He dropped his bow and readied his blades, activating his gem’s Shield power as the creatures chased and clamped their jaws at nothing again and again.

When they fell back in confusion, he dropped his Shield and leapt at the nearest, activating Predator’s Strike followed by a series of slashes that left the creature maimed and dying.

[Great Taiga Wolf killed. Experience awarded.]

Taiga? Mason didn’t have time to consider the implications of that. The other came on, leaping with an arrow lodged in its chest, and Mason again dove aside, opening its flank with his sword. It whined and crawled away, and he readied to finish it before seeing at least three more wolves running through the brush.

“Mason! There’s more!” Haley shouted from the tree.

He winced and lifted his bow, then activated Aspect of the Cheetah. He sprinted the opposite way, dropping deadly traps in his wake. Finally he turned and aimed, waiting for the first creature to show itself.

When it did, he launched a Crippling Strike, then followed with a barrage of arrows. One wolf struck a trap and yelped as it collapsed. Then another. Mason got a lucky shot and caught a third in the throat, then kept loosing at the fallen wolves.

[Killed three Great Taiga Wolves! Experience awarded. Level 11 reached!]

Mason stood panting, flexing his tired bow arm and rolling his shoulders. His string hand had gone from raw to mostly callus since this all began, his fingertips now like a man who’d played guitar since childhood. He grinned and pulled up his profile.

Mason Nimitz

Level: 11

Primary Class: Ranger

Secondary Class: Druid

Strength: 9

Dexterity: 14

Vitality: 12

Intellect: 6

Will: 9

Presence: 3

Luck: 4

Titles: Killer, Early Lead, Soloist, Crazy like a Fox, Burnt the Boats, Progenitor, Hit the Ground Running

Powers: Power Shot, Crippling Strike+, Regeneration, Predator’s Strike, *Nature Affinity, Ranger’s Claw, Endless Quiver, Trapmaking, Aspect of the Cheetah

Please select your power enhancement

Things had definitely changed since level nine, and his stats likely explained his vastly increasing physical abilities. It also seemed level 11 was another power enhancement, which suited Mason just fine.

But now the incredibly difficult question—which power to upgrade? Regeneration was the obvious choice. Anything he could do to enhance not dying seemed a wise plan. But as usual he preferred offense to defense.

Power Shot and Predator’s Strike would be nice to haves, but not critical. His eyes went back again and again to Endless Quiver. The power was already amazing. What might it do if he enhanced it? Unfortunately, there was no more tutorial to ask. But he couldn’t stop himself, the temptation was too great. He picked Endless Quiver.

[Endless Quiver enhanced: select from a larger choice of arrows, increasing with levels.]

Mason wasn’t exactly sure what other choices of arrows were, but he’d find out soon enough. He smiled as he walked back to Haley’s tree with the enhanced senses of the kill. The air tasted sweet on his tongue, moving through his lungs with pleasurable ease. His muscles bled fire, blood coursing through his body.

Good choice, bad choice, whatever the hell happened next—it was good to be alive.

“You’re bleeding.”

“Hmm?” Mason blinked and lifted his left arm, which he now felt vaguely throbbing and saw what must have been a claw wound snaking down from his elbow to his shoulder. He shrugged.

“It’ll heal.”

Mostly out of curiosity, Mason knelt and checked the corpse of one of the wolves. It was similar to a larger breed you’d find in North America, which matched its name, though its jaw was maybe slightly larger.

He realized its paws were strange—almost as if the toes were connected by a kind of tissue, which looked a little like…webbing. On a hunch, he checked behind the wolf’s ears, eyes raising as he found two flaps of rubbery skin, and a complex texture of flesh. He felt a smile spreading across his face.

“They have gills.”

“What?” Haley frowned. “What does that mean?”

Then she shrieked as Mason lifted her into a fireman carry and ran. He crested a tall rise, and the taste of the air almost instantly changed. Or maybe he just hadn’t noticed it.

Then it was all downhill through waist high grass and a collection of unknown plants all fighting for the sun in the reduced canopy. He focused his ears on the distance, his eyes on the horizon. And soon he heard the faint sound of waves.

“Mason!” Haley called, bouncing over his shoulder and unable to see forward. “Are there more wolves?”

“Just hold on.” Mason grinned, giving her ass a good slap as he moved through a small dip, then out past the last few rows of trees until the green horizon vanished into an endless blue. At last he stepped out onto warm, white sand, then set Haley down.

“We made it!” she looked around then leapt into his arms. Because she was so light now and his strength obviously immense, he tried not to squeeze too hard.

They ran down hand in hand to the edge of the water, and Mason scanned everything, looking without much hope for the landmark of two islands with white cliffs.

He didn’t see anything but sea. He knelt and dipped a finger in the water, tasting it, not surprised to come up with a salty tang.

He grinned at Haley, who came forward and ran a finger down his chest.

“I think I’ve mostly recovered. And I’ve made certain promises.”

“You have.” Mason squeezed her ass so hard she squealed. “But I’ll collect tonight.”

He let her go and moved down the coast—scanning for tracks and sniffing the air like a bloodhound. It didn’t take long before he smelled something…off.

It wasn’t dead fish, or the natural rot and renewal of the sea. It was something unnatural. Temporary. Something that didn’t belong.

He kept moving until he found a cluster of rocks with what looked like fabric stuck to their edges. He got closer, and the smell increased until even Haley covered her nose behind him.

“Disgusting. Do you smell that?”

He moved to the other side of the rocks, no longer confused about what he’d find. A pile of human bodies had been gathered up and dumped by the rocks, their clothes shredding apart, their flesh swelling and coming off. Carrion birds scattered at Mason’s approach, but the flies kept at their work.

“My God.”

Haley stopped and covered her face, and Mason went to the pile to check one by one. He found obvious arrow wounds, burn marks, precision gashes. The bodies were water-swollen, half rotted and slightly eaten, but he could identify them clearly enough. His heart went back to beating when he finally knew none of them were Blake.

He stepped away and felt a wave of anxiety fall away, replaced by an impatient hurry and desperate need for the end, or for revenge, or for hope. God damnit, Blake, he thought, where are you?

“Best get my bow again,” he said, and Haley obeyed without question.

“What do you think happened to them?” she said, voice quiet and obviously disturbed.

“Players,” he said instantly. “Or else very intelligent monsters.”

They said nothing for a little while. But Haley broke the silence.

“What do we do?”

“We find my brother.”

He looked down the coastline in both directions, not sure what to do. North or south? There was no way to know. He could see no tracks and even if he could they’d likely have nothing to do with Blake.

Or, he realized with a scowl, if for some reason his brother had been here and lived, they could have taken him into the trees. But there wasn’t much else for it. He’d just have to guess, and go.

“I’m not very lucky,” he said, then turned to Haley. “But you got saved by a killer in the middle of some damn impossible dungeon. So, go ahead and guess. North, or south?”

Haley bit her lip, clearly taking the request seriously. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

“North.”

Mason felt the urge to question her logic, to get some kind of explanation, but he fought it down and nodded.

“North it is. Want to stretch those legs a bit? Run on the beach awhile?”

“Yes please.” She smiled gratefully. Mason kept his pace to a jog, battling the urge to sprint like a madman. Impatience wouldn’t save his brother, because impatience ultimately made you stupid and wrong. If anything could save Blake, it was cold, calculating, murderous, relentless pursuit. So that’s what Mason would do.

They ran in silence, side by side along the mystery sea.

“I was always…into cardio…” Haley panted and dropped to her hands and knees on the sand. “But this is…ridiculous.”

Mason scanned the horizon and the trees, then knelt at a small pile of stones arranged with obvious intent. His breathing was nearly perfectly normal.

“Looks like a native cairn,” he muttered, still eyeing the sea for landmarks.

“A what?” Haley squinted.

“A territory marker. These aren’t random. Someone, or something, put these here.”

The little pile of stones raised Mason’s hackles. If it belonged to monsters, it would mean some kind of intelligent tribe and probably make sense for the roboGod to program in.

But if it belonged to players, it meant people who not only didn’t do everything they could to hide, as Mason would, but actively marked where they’d been.

What the hell kind of reckless, aggressive people would that make them? The kind that murdered a dozen people and stacked them like they stacked stones, he imagined.

He closed his eyes, stretching out with his ever-enhancing hearing for as much detail as he could. At first he focused on the sound of his own heartbeat. Then Haley’s. Then the wind as it zipped along the waves, and whistled through the trees. But it wasn’t just the wind on the air.

He heard a chaotic smattering of low sounds—too quick and random to be natural save to one creature that walked the earth. He could hear men’s voices.

Did he tell Haley? Or just do what he needed to do, and use her as a distraction? He decided she could handle it. That she was an asset that he could use. The thought brought a strange warmth to his chest.

“Don’t panic or look around. But we aren’t alone,” he said quietly, pretending to inspect the stones. He let his gaze casually drift over everything and nothing, unable to spot whatever watched him from the forest. He took a deep breath and stood, meeting Haley’s eyes.

“OK assistant, I need your assistance.”

She nodded, beautiful game face on, and he smiled.

“How do you feel about skinny dipping?”


CHAPTER 30 - KIAAN, SON OF KIAAN


Kiaan lay flat with the raiders from Nassau, watching the couple on the beach. Chief Sebastian had them on territory defense and civilian capture, and Kiaan was their civilian scout. He was, in fact, the only proper scout Nassau had, and his lucrative contract reflected that. But he didn’t much like his employers.

“Tier one,” he whispered to Chang, the raid leader. “Hybrid class. Nature affinity. And he’s killed players.”

“Tier one?” Chang said, obvious surprise in his voice. Kiaan said nothing because he made it a rule never to repeat himself, and the raid leader took a breath.

The raiders were all tier three, save their chief, but even he was only tier two. At this point in the Great Game, however, the power levels didn’t seem to matter much. Since they were all reasonably close, the old advantages of war remained…numbers, surprise, initiative. This guy was alone. And the raiders had the first strike.

“Civilian is a white collar,” said Kiaan, using the agreed upon language to describe civilian function.

“Who gives a fuck what she is, look at her,” said another of the raiders, and Kiaan supposed he couldn’t disagree.

The girl looked like a European swimsuit model. Her long, blonde hair tumbled down her back, her slim figure curved in all the right places. Chief Sebastian would claim her. They all knew that. But if he did at least it might keep the man pacified enough the others would get their own women. And it was a long way back to Nassau…

“You should take him now,” Kiaan advised. “The longer you delay, the more risk of being detected. I haven’t seen a Nature affinity. It stands to reason he has an advantage out here.”

The unsuspecting couple looked like they were preparing for a swim. The player had moved behind a pile of rocks to disrobe, but the girl stayed in the open.

“Wait.” Chang’s smile reached his ears. “Let’s let them swim a little. He’ll leave his weapons.”

Kiaan frowned because he knew that was not why Chang delayed. However it wasn’t his neck at risk, which is why he had chosen his class from the beginning.

It made little difference to Kiaan, son of Kiaan, who he served. Long ago his family had served Maratha royalty. Then British aristocrats. Then the Indian government. It had been so for hundreds and perhaps thousands of years—for as long as the family remembered. They lived very well serving rich and powerful men, and this new world would be no different.

“As you say, raid leader,” he said without tone. Then because he was a man, and not a fool, he too watched the beautiful girl disrobe.

“Jesus Christ, look at the tits on her,” said their archer and youngest raider.

Kiaan admired them, but then blinked and looked at the player. The young man had disrobed as well, and his body was scarred and covered in lean muscle. He moved like a panther, the smile on his face the pleasant mask of a careful predator.

Kiaan felt a chill rise in his spine. And he began to wonder if all these men were going to die.

Foolish orders, he thought, and not for the first time. Stupid. Wasteful. To attack and kill any player they find when they might instead be recruiting. Weak. Short sighted. This man should be their ally!

He frowned as the girl turned and bent over towards the woods, peeling down her undergarments as the men groaned and stared with wide, disbelieving eyes.

“Oh my God. Yeah, baby, give us a show.”

Naked now, the girl swung her hair and tip toed her way through the sand, giggling as she reached the water. Then she dove in and rose out instantly, squealing and whining about the cold as she emerged wet and facing the trees, incredible breasts dripping and bouncing with every step.

“Where is the player?” Kiaan blinked again and hissed, knowing already in his bones the answer.

“Eh? He was by the rocks there,” Chang dismissed.

“Do you see him?” Kiaan said more urgently.

“No, but he was literally just right there.” Chang finally looked away and scanned. “He’s probably just in the water already, diving down or whateve…”

An arrow struck Chang in the back of the skull with the force of a bullet. His head smashed forward, the arrow bursting out his mouth with a spray of blood as he jerked and retched before he died.

The other raiders cried out in alarm, scrambling in their panic. Kiaan just sat up, turning to observe their attacker as he crossed his legs.

The young man looked even more like a warrior up close. He’d left his clothes behind, carrying only a modern, compound bow, which he now drew with arrows appearing out of nowhere. He loosed in silence at the other raiders before turning and sprinting at inhuman speed into the trees.

Kiaan knew then they were all dead.

The girl had been a beautifully executed distraction. This meant the player had known they were in the trees long before, and decided to deal with them. Had he seen them with some kind of perception power? Guessed? Something else?

“Get him!” called their remaining melee player. “I’ll cut him off!”

Kiaan practically laughed out loud. Foolish to announce your plan. And anyway, they had no chance of doing it. Still, the raider drew his deadly scimitar and went to execute, then cried out almost immediately as some kind of metal device snapped around his foot.

“There’s traps!” he cried out in agony, bending down to pry himself out. An arrow struck his thigh. He twisted up with a groan before another struck his gut, and he fell, writhing in agony.

Mikkel, their deadly caster, finally finished his spell. Kiaan knew he could only cast this twice a day with his mana, but he had never seen a target survive.

Flaming orbs launched in rapid succession, seeking the stranger with ruthless speed and accuracy. Kiaan watched, truly fascinated, wondering if the usually deadly attack would work. It was the raider’s only chance.

The player didn’t try to dodge. Instead he turned and launched arrows back at Mikkel as the orbs flew at him. The flames burst and splashed all around, lighting trees and the grass at his feet. Others hit him directly.

When the light and smoke died down enough to see, Kiaan saw several charred patches covered the man’s burnt skin, and bits of his hair had been seared away. Mikkel was lying on the ground filled with arrows.

The young archer raider dropped to his knees not far from Kiaan. He was shaking in agony, voice tight, and there was already an arrow lodged in his bow hand. Apparently the stranger had disabled him first.

“Please don’t kill me,” he said, voice cracking. “I was only following orders. We have a settlement. You could join us! Or we could join you…or…”

The stranger put away his bow as he approached, having not yet uttered a word. A long, green-steel blade appeared out of nothing just like his arrows, and he looked at Kiaan.

“You’re a civilian.”

“I am,” Kiaan agreed.

“Does this man know anything you don’t?”

The young man stared at Kiaan’s face with wide, begging eyes. Kiaan had never liked the man much—he liked very few people—though that wouldn’t have affected his decision.

He had already decided he would rather work for this stranger, who was obviously more cunning and dangerous than Chief Sebastian in every way.

“No,” he said.

Without a moment’s hesitation, the green blade flashed like lightning, and the young raider’s head fell from his shoulders.

“They were fools to attack you,” said Kiaan casually, because it was true.

The player knelt down and inspected the dead men’s belongings.

“I have questions,” he said. “Answer them, and I’ll forget you were here.”

Kiaan nodded, disappointed at the words. Better to dissolve his previous contract, he’d decided, and forge a new one with this man. He had only chosen Sebastian because he was a killer.

But there was always someone better, harder—a greater killer. Kiaan was happy to let such men kill each other, with him always standing aside, apart, protected and safe. Because killers always had use for men like him.

“Please ask,” he said honestly, “and I will answer.”


CHAPTER 31 - THE GROVE


[Killed Player x3: Tier 3. Killed Player x1: Tier 2. Experience awarded (moderate). Player killer aura increased.]

Mason took his ‘captive’ down to the beach, fighting the adrenaline and anger from his limbs as Haley put her clothes back on.

“Who are you?” Mason snarled. “And why did you intend to attack us?”

“My name is Kiaan, currently a scout for a nearby settlement, and its patron. Those men were part of a regular raiding pattern in what that settlement considers its territory. They would have killed you and taken the girl.”

Mason’s eyes narrowed as he inspected the tall, muscled man. He looked not only competent but confident in his own abilities. Why a man like this wouldn’t be some kind of warrior class he had no idea, but it wasn’t important now.

“You’re being awfully forthright, Kiaan. Why tell me anything when you know I can’t hurt you?”

The scout shrugged.

“My patron is a fool. I have no loyalty to fools.”

Mason snorted, actually believing him. It was a sentiment he could understand. Though he didn’t trust the man, as a civilian, he didn’t really have to. They couldn’t hurt each other. That tended to make for a good working relationship.

“Can civilians harm other civilians?” he asked suddenly, looking at Haley.

She nodded.

“But if a civilian were to hurt me in any way, he would immediately become a viable target to you as my patron. But I…can’t hurt him first, or he can fight back and you couldn’t help. If…if that’s what you were thinking.”

Mason nodded, trying to picture all the ramifications of that. On the one hand, it protected civilians with patrons. On the other, it left civilians without patrons completely exposed to other civilians.

Mason expected if he thought about that longer, he could imagine some dastardly combination of players and civilians abusing the rules in the right situation.

Again he inspected the rather non-descript older man, whose skin and features were just average enough he might have been from almost anywhere before the apocalypse.

“Are you bound to this chief?”

“I have a trade contract,” he said immediately. “I can break it whenever I wish, with a very small penalty.”

Mason crouched down and flicked some blood off his shoes.

“I’m looking for someone, Kiaan. He may or may not have been here recently. Tall. Young. Caucasian with blonde hair and blue eyes. He’d be cocky. Talk a lot. Name is Blake.”

Kiaan frowned, looking genuinely unhappy not to know the answer.

“I haven’t seen this man. But then, I have not returned to my settlement in several days. The raiders exchange prisoners and move often, and I am assigned to different groups at different times. But it is not impossible he is there.”

“Your raiders kill any players they find?”

“They do.”

“Any exceptions?”

Kiaan shook his head.

“Not in some time.”

Mason grit his teeth, trying not to let anxiety cloud his mind.

“Have you seen two islands visible from the same shore, both with white cliffs?”

The man frowned in concentration, as if searching his memory, then relaxed.

“I have.”

Mason finally felt a twinge of hope, but tried to keep it from his face.

“Can you take me there?”

“You are nearly there now. Just a little further north. There are several islands, many have white rock.”

This was a rather classic good news bad news scenario. It meant Blake might very well be close. It also meant insane raiders might have already chased him off, taken him, or killed him. Mason took a breath.

“You’re a scout. Can you help me find him?”

Kiaan looked like he approved of the question.

“I can. I have powers to increase my traveling speed. Anything I see can be mapped and later recorded. I have considerable knowledge of this new world’s flora and fauna. And before the Great Game, I traveled and lived in many places.”

“The Great Game?”

The scout shrugged.

“That is what they call it in the settlement of Nassau.”

“And what do you think it is?”

The man’s brown eyes squinted again in concentration, as if he truly considered the question.

“Life,” he said finally. “Life magnified. Life stripped bare.”

Mason felt a kind of profound, if simple wisdom in the words, and found he liked this man.

“I’m not the leader type, Kiaan. I don’t want towns or followers. But my brother is. If you help me find him, I have no doubt he’ll offer you whatever you want. He’ll end up rich and in charge of some town in this world, you have my guarantee of that.”

“I believe you. But I don’t wish to serve a soft, rich man,” Kiaan said. “I would serve a hunter. A killer. A man like you.”

Mason watched the man’s eyes carefully, watching and listening for lies, for deception.

“Then what do you want?”

Kiaan glanced at Haley, then back.

“A house, a woman one day. Protection. A place of honor.”

Mason tried not to think like a modern man. That wasn’t the world anymore, and of course what any man really wanted was a house of his own, a wife, respect.

It felt like a ridiculous thing to request in this new world of endless forest and monsters, but obviously ‘settlements’ existed, whatever exactly that involved.

He wasn’t sure how he’d provide a woman, and what a future at his side might look like. But he glanced at Haley and she practically slapped him in the face with her eyes as she lifted her hands to say ‘do it!’

Mason sighed, supposing if he was ever to have followers, he would want them to be men like this.

“I accept. Now how do we…” Haley was instantly at his side, staring into space before ghostly text started scrolling down his vision. There were all kinds of details, but the offer of a house, a woman, and a position were all in clear bold.

“You will earn an additional ten per cent retainer reward because of my class signing bonus,” Haley said to the scout and smiled. “In both experience, and civilian currency.”

The man grinned like that made some kind of sense, which of course it didn’t to Mason in the slightest.

“What’s civilian currency?” he said.

Haley gave him a very classic, very feminine ‘don’t worry about it, sweetheart,’ smile. Then the ghostly text went green and vanished, and Mason saw he had a new contract on his profile.

“Tell me how to find your settlement,” he said.

Kiaan nodded and explained the general direction, which was back into the woods but much further north. He described several landmarks, including a river that ran west past this ‘Nassau’ from a nearby mountain.

“I want you to go north,” Mason told the scout. “There’s a chance Blake is still out there somewhere. Find the landmarks I mentioned, then keep going as fast as you can. Look for tracks, people, anything. Just follow the coast at top speed. Haley give him some food and water.”

She took it from her storage, and the older man’s eyes betrayed a brief moment of surprise.

“Can you track us down in the woods later?” Mason asked. The scout nodded, then quirked a brow.

“What are you intending?”

Mason ignored this, not truly trusting the man, or anyone.

“I’m going to rest here awhile. But I won’t be staying long. If you haven’t found anything useful after four days, go to your former settlement and wait for me.”

Kiaan nodded and stood.

“Then I will go now, patron. See you soon.”

“See you soon, Kiaan. Stay safe.”

The man smiled slightly, then turned and ran down the beach nearly as fast as Mason himself.

* * *

“You don’t trust him,” Haley said as soon as the scout was out of earshot. She looked at Mason’s wounds for a few moments, then shivered at the look of the burnt flesh and left him alone. “He does have a contract with you.”

“He had one with Chief Sebastian, too.”

She sighed at that but nodded, then Mason turned for the trees.

“Do we have to?” Haley sighed. “I really like the coast. We could actually go skinny dipping. Make love on the sand.”

“Rain check.” Mason grinned. “Ready for another bumpy ride?”

“Stop teasing me.”

She wiggled her eyebrows and climbed onto his back. Mason followed Kiaan’s directions.

This mountain was supposed to be close, and sure enough, after maybe an hour of Mason-speed travel, he saw the outline of a giant rise cresting above the forest canopy. He turned and went straight for it, because in theory all he needed to do was follow the river flowing from it straight to this Nassau.

With maybe another hour or two of traveling, right around the point Haley would need a break before her legs went numb, Mason found some kind of clearing.

He stopped and let Haley down, wary now of anything different in this world—especially any kind of break in the trees. Haley had the good sense not to speak, just summoning Mason’s bow and handing it to him silently.

He inspected the mostly open ground but saw very little to concern him. A few fallen trees, grass and moss and a host of different shrubs.

Out of curiosity more than anything he finally stepped into the clearing, and like some magic spell had been cast, a giant tree seemed to grow from the earth, emerging as if from nothing from the center of the clearing. It grew and grew, reaching above the forest canopy and beyond sight. Mason gaped in surprise, then turned to Haley.

“Are you seeing this?”

Incredibly, though he was holding her hand, he could hardly see her. Along with the tree, a thick mist sprung up all around them. He saw Haley’s mouth move in alarm, her eyes moving back and forth, as if she too had lost sight of Mason. He looked down and realized he was no longer holding her hand. When he looked back, she was gone.

“Haley!” he yelled, growing rather concerned now as he tried and failed to penetrate the mist. He growled and aimed straight towards the tree, moving quickly despite not being able to see much around him.

“He sees us sister,” whispered a feminine voice on the wind. “How does he see us?”

“He is not like the others,” answered a colder voice. “We must be wary of this one. I will watch him before I kill.”

Mason summoned his Claw and gripped the handle tight in his hand as he advanced. He could still see a faint outline on the tree, and stepped towards it.

“Must violence be your only answer?” whispered the first voice. “Perhaps we can speak with him. We are so alone. So hopeless. So…”

“I can hear you,” Mason shouted into the mist. “And I can understand what you say.”

The voices silenced entirely, and Mason hoped he hadn’t ruined a chance to gain more information. But he was concerned for Haley and very short on patience.

Whatever these creatures were, they were going to stop this magic or face him. He stepped to the tree and realized it looked almost exactly the same as the gnoll tree from his tutorial. He blinked, and saw the faint, glowing outline of a door on the bark. He reached out his hand and touched it.

[Entrance to the Great Mountain Tree dungeon. Recommended group size: 4+. Would you like to proceed?]

Mason pulled back his hand and heard an audible gasp.

“He can enter, sister. Oh please, we must invite him to speak with us first!”

“No,” hissed the other. “He cannot be trusted. Let him go inside and die.”

“Yeah. Can still hear you.” Mason said wryly, looking around for any sign of the two women hiding somewhere nearby.

“How unexpected,” said the nicer voice. “Stranger, we are nymphs of the Great Trees. Touch the bark again. I will bring you to us.”

The other voice scoffed, and Mason hesitated.

“Why should I?” he answered. “I don’t know you, or trust you. Why shouldn’t I just turn and leave you to…whatever this is?”

“Because now that you have touched our tree, we see you are a son of the woods, ranger. And something more. We owe you knowledge, as you owe us your attention, and your protection. We are daughters of the earth. You are one of its shepherds.”

Mason had no idea what to make of that, save for some reason it didn’t sound entirely crazy. He felt almost compelled to again touch the tree, and his hand brushed the rough bark before he’d considered it fully.

“Be it on your head, sister,” whispered the colder voice.

[Secret Dungeon access granted. Entrance to Nymph Lair. Would you like to proceed?]

Mason touched the symbol he could see would take him to the secret dungeon. Though his heart had quickened, and he thought himself vaguely mad, he accepted, and disappeared.


CHAPTER 32 - DAUGHTERS OF GAIA


Mason nearly stumbled to his knees, disoriented as the world went black, then filled with dull green and blue light.

[Title earned: Masochist. First player in the world to enter two dungeons alone. +2 to stamina.]

He grunted at the floating text, then stepped forward with his sword and dagger firmly grasped. All he could hear was the sound of running water, and the chirping of birds and insects.

“You will not need those in this place,” said the now familiar feminine voice from somewhere ahead. “You are welcome here.”

Mason blinked and blinked as he stepped forward, trying to adjust to the dim light and dislocation. The air here was warm and humid, but not stifling. Slowly his eyes adjusted and he saw a dark, watery cavern, not so very different than the gnoll lair he’d seen before.

This one, too, had a huge pond or lake, but didn’t smell of rot. In fact it smelled of fresh water and thick, healthy trees, fresh life like the middle of spring. Huge fronds floated on top of the pond, and as Mason stared at the beauty of it all, he realized there was a woman lying atop one of them, smiling at him.

Her long, brown hair dangled in the water. She wore a scant dress that looked like leaves, which had almost camouflaged her, and snaked around her body, covering only bits and pieces. One large, impossibly round and pert breast was exposed, though slightly covered by her hair. Mason felt strange as he gazed upon her. His gut fluttered, his face and neck flushed with heat.

“Oh sister!”

The olive-skinned, almost Greek-looking goddess rose up from her lounging position to reveal a body made of curves.

“He’s so young, and handsome.” She slipped into the water, then rose up and held back her wet hair, smile wide as she came forward. Her nearly glowing green eyes locked directly onto Mason’s.

He couldn’t help but stare.

It occurred to him she might be insane with all her sister talk, but then he saw another woman nearly hidden in the darkest corner. She was far more lithe and pale than her sister, with shorter raven hair and wearing what looked like skin-tight armor made from bark. She carried a javelin as casually as an Olympic athlete, and inspected Mason without a hint of a smile in her equally green eyes.

“What are you?” Mason said, his tongue feeling thick and slow.

“I told you,” the curvy sister came forward with dramatically swaying hips. “We are daughters of Gaia.”

“Yeah.” Mason swallowed and tried to force the mists from his brain. “But did the system make you? Are you…alive? Some kind of complex artificial intelligence?”

The girl squinted in confusion.

“Do you find us beautiful?” she said, coming ever closer. Her scent hit Mason’s enhanced senses like a slap. It was somehow familiar. No, it was exact—chocolate cookies, made by his stepmother, with a hint of cinnamon.

She’d made them for the first time when they formally adopted him and showed him the papers. He was officially a Nimitz, officially home, officially Blake’s real brother. He’d eaten the cookies with milk, and for a moment everything in the world had been perfect.

He breathed and felt himself sway, like he was half through a night of drinking, his inhibitions and concerns fading like old memories.

“Yes, I find you beautiful,” he said, because of course he did. Though he had a lot of questions before they carried on with that line of thought. Or really any line of thought. Except he couldn’t seem to move. Or think.

“Oh, sister.” The nymph turned to the other and put her hands to her face. “Do you see how we affect him? Please. We must take his seed before he adapts to the magic. Please? Such youth and vigor and power. It will last us weeks.”

The raven haired sister sighed, then came forward and dropped her spear. She still had no trace of a smile, but Mason could see a hunger in her eyes.

“Very well,” she said. “In this you are correct.”

Mason felt a kind of concern, but it seemed very far away, unimportant—like the consequences of your favorite meal, or cleaning up after a party. Just one of those small, unimportant details of life you accepted with the rest.

The first nymph hopped slightly and clapped like a giddy girl, jiggling in all the right ways. She came forward, until less than an arm’s length separated her from Mason. She reached for him, touching his face with soft hands, unbuttoning his shirt without a moment of hesitation. He could see no reason in the world to stop her.

“Oh my.”

The nymph’s hands trembled as they disrobed him, caressing his skin as her eyes found his many new scars. Water touched her eyes as she traced her hands along them, and she stepped forward and put her lips to Mason’s exposed chest, kissing the scars one by one.

“Our brave ranger. Such hurts you have endured. But not in this place. Here we will soothe you, ease your pain, and renew you.”

She smiled, the same hungry look as her sister as she slipped an arm from her dress of leaves and let it fall to the floor with a single movement.

“In return, you will give us life.”

* * *

Mason fought the loss of control. Well, he tried. The nymphs led him to a bed of thick, soft leaves and lay him down.

“I am Thea,” said the smiling brunette before removing the rest of his clothes.

“Mason,” was all he managed, though it was supposed to be such questions as ‘what exactly are you doing?’ and ‘are you about to suck my soul out through my dick, or something?’

“Mason,” said the nymph, as if the sound of the name on her lips brought her pleasure, then she leaned over to give Mason a full, glorious view of her drooping breasts and erect, pale nipples. She kissed and licked him from neck to navel.

“I’m Calypsa,” said the dark haired sister, stripping her armor off in pieces as she watched. “And I will have your seed first.”

“I was the one who welcomed him in!” Thea complained, wrapping a soft hand around Mason’s cock as she looked at her sister.

“You will exhaust him,” Calypsa said matter of factly. “I only want some before you take the rest.”

Thea looked back at Mason with half-lidded, lust filled eyes, a renewed grin as she slid her hand up and down.

“True. But fear not, Ranger, you will leave here renewed. This I promise as a daughter of Gaia.”

Mason still couldn’t form much in the way of thoughts. He’d often heard the expression ‘thinking with your dick’, but he was pretty sure that was now his reality.

He was also fairly certain if he opened his mouth the only thing he could say was ‘good’, or maybe his own name again like that Matt Damon doll from Team America. Instead he focused on regaining some use of his limbs.

Then Calypsa’s armor was down to her waist. Her body was thinner, athletic, with small, firm breasts and legs that didn’t want to end. She dropped to her hands and knees and came forward like a hungry cat, her hips and ass swaying with every movement.

“Stop with your toying, he looks more than ready, sister,” she said as she flicked off Calypsa’s hand. Mason could feel her breath on his cock, and she grinned as she scooped his twitching length with her tongue, and buried the shaft in her mouth.

Mason groaned as Thea hissed air in mild outrage.

“You’re so greedy, sister!” she crossed her arms and frowned as Calypsa bobbed and sunk Mason deeper and deeper into her mouth and throat before easing off and holding him with her hands as she licked.

“We must be quick,” she moaned, rubbing Mason’s cock over her lips and face. “He is strong. The magic will not last.”

Thea seemed quickly over her complaints and shimmied forward, lowering back down and pouting as she looked at her sister.

“Mmm, yes, he should be tasted quickly.”

Yes, Mason thought, very quickly.

Except no, wait. Was this like fucking some kind of black widow spider? Were they going to devour him when it was over?

Calypsa held Mason’s shaft steady as Thea took him into her mouth. Then Calypsa lowered back down and teased his balls with her tongue while her sister sucked and worked on the head. He groaned and lay back, and both sisters moaned at his noises and increased their speed and enthusiasm.

“Oh we’ve never had one so young and strong, sister,” Calypsa slurped against his balls. “My waters are already flowing.”

Mason’s hand twitched, and there was a moment, he decided, where he could have done something useful with his limbs. A tiny moment of mental and physical clarity that could have had him throw the creatures back and find a weapon. Or possibly flick his eyes towards what might have been Apex Predator flashing with an urgent icon.

Instead his hands moved to Thea’s hair. He pushed her head down and thrust, and she gasped slightly in surprise before doing as he wished. When she finally pulled up the nymphs exchanged a look.

“He can move already,” said Thea, with something like alarm.

“Hurry. Drain him, sister.” Calypsa renewed her efforts to fit his balls in her mouth as Thea licked and sucked.

Mason lay back and groaned as he stared at the dull blue light of the cavern, one hand on each nymph's hair. Whatever chance he’d had to stop them was gone.

He blinked with mindless pleasure at the feel of the two warm, wet mouths on his manhood. Thea was looking up at him as she took him in deep, long strokes, not a hint of a gag reflex as she pumped him two thirds of the way in.

Finally he growled, grabbing Thea’s long hair in two tight fists, sinking into her mouth all the way to his root, jamming his cock entirely into her mouth and throat.

She flinched in surprise, but made no effort to move. He came with complete abandon, releasing spray after spray of cum into the nymph, not letting her up for a moment. He watched her throat work as she swallowed, not a hint of an attempt to pull away.

“Now who’s being greedy,” Calypsa complained, until Thea finally sat up and embraced her sister as they kissed, swapping some of Mason’s cum between their lips. Then they both froze, their eyes widening as they licked and tasted him.

“He’s a druid!” Thea’s whole face curled with something like joy. “Oh sister!” she squeezed the other girl, who held her and even smiled a little.

“A weak druid, but yes, you’re right. This is…most fortunate.”

Mason had fallen back to his elbows, cock already slumped, head practically swaying in satisfied exhaustion. He felt like he’d been drained of half his moisture, and when the girls looked at him they both kind of leapt in alarm, and maybe embarrassment.

“Oh, druid, we’re sorry! You poor thing.”

Thea ran naked to her pool, returning with a jug of water. She put it to his lips, and it tasted like honeyed heaven.

“Drink. And eat.” Calypsa fed him something like dates, and he closed his eyes and chewed greedily before he remembered he’d been seduced with magic.

Feeling almost instantly better, he seized Thea by the hair hard enough she cried out.

“Why are you doing this?” Mason sat up, hopefully reminding them how big he was compared to them. “Are you trying to hurt me?”

Thea’s eyes went wide. Calypsa rolled away and lunged for her spear, then stopped and stood still, hands held in front as she looked at the floor.

“Oh no, druid. It shouldn’t…you’re very young and virile, and…”

“Then why the trickery?” Mason felt a little anger rising. It helped considerably. “Why not ask me for what you want? Why the magic and seduction?”

Thea looked at the floor just like Calypsa, like two bad little girls.

“Because…that’s what we are, druid. That is our nature. And because,” she blushed slightly. “Most of those who can find us are old, and weak. They are sometimes past the pleasures of flesh. They must be tempted, assisted...”

“Encouraged,” finished Calypsa.

Mason watched them both carefully.

“You’re telling me…all you want, is for me to…fill you up with my ‘seed’? There’s no cost? No price?”

“Oh yes please!” Thea finally perked up, still struggling in his grip. “It nourishes us. As it nourishes the great tree.”

Calypsa licked her lips.

“It will cost you some energy, of course, druid. But as you can see, we have food and water, and you can rest here in safety. Nothing that is permanent.”

“We promise to release your seed quickly!” Thea added. “Always quickly. And with the minimum of effort. But…” again she seemed dismayed. “We’re sorry. We shouldn’t have... A druid should not be treated so. We didn’t mean to…” she just trailed off.

They looked at him with almost shockingly earnest, eager eyes, and Mason nearly laughed out loud.

No doubt skepticism was the right attitude. He knew there were female spiders that ate their mates, that the ‘energy’ he lost might be somehow more than just the physical effort they implied.

The thought occurred that maybe they took some of his experience, or something, though he had no way to check. But as he stared at the two mostly naked nymphs, the magic still lingering in his senses, his drained cock already twitching at the sight of the eager creatures, he just didn’t care.

“OK then.”

He let go of Thea’s hair and lay back with an arm behind his head, and ate another honeyed date.


CHAPTER 33 - MAYBE JUST A MINUTE


After learning he was a druid, the demeanor of the women had changed entirely. No more were they hungry-eyed predators that had taken as they desired. Now they waited as if for command, still staring down, still on their knees.

Thea remained entirely naked, her hands held awkwardly over her small tuft of pubic hair. Calypsa still wore half her bark-like armor below the waist, waiting more like a sexy soldier for her orders.

Mason took a moment to appreciate the ridiculousness of his life in this new world—at finding Haley, at walking into a magic tree, having made just the right choices to somehow become a source of authority for two sex creatures.

At some point, he supposed, he would have to accept—a man’s luck could change.

“Take off the rest of your armor,” he said, taking another sip of water. Calypsa stood instantly and wiggled the skin-tight material down with some effort over her shapely hips, revealing a hairless, swollen pussy with moisture he could already see.

He decided then and there he’d be fucking her. Partially because she’d been more aggressive, partially because she seemed to want it less. She was so small and lithe he expected he could pick her up with one hand, and already imagined pounding her into the floor. Thea was incredible, with curves that belonged in some teenager’s wet dream. But her body was more like Haley’s, and it was time for a little change.

He looked at Calypsa. “You said you wanted to go first, right?”

She looked surprised, and glanced at her sister. “I meant only…er, yes, druid.”

“Then come here.”

She obeyed, crawling forward until her knees were against Mason’s thigh. He sat up and leaned close enough to kiss her, trailing his lips across hers until her mouth opened and he pushed his tongue inside. He ran his fingers over her breasts, playing with her hard, dark nipples.

“Now turn around,” he said, “and stick your ass in the air.”

Again she obeyed immediately, turning and bowing down almost like she was praying. Her ass was pert and fit and small and wouldn’t give her much padding for what was to come. Mason positioned himself behind her and gripped a handful, running his thumb over her asshole.

“I want your mouth until I’m good and hard, Thea. Then just sit there and be good while I fuck your sister.

The naked nymph smiled as she bent over and started licking and sucking the tip. Frankly Mason didn’t need much encouragement. Whatever they’d given him to eat and drink seemed to entirely revitalize his libido, and he’d gone from feeling completely drained and satisfied to imagining fucking every woman he’d ever met.

With Thea’s mouth on his hard length, and an impatient grunt, he grabbed Calypsa and pulled her ass in the air, then spread her legs. She yelped slightly in surprise, then he gathered up her shoulder length black hair into a hand, and pushed Thea back.

He lined up to Calypsa’s opening and tested her with his tip. She was wet, but incredibly tight, and he was forced to work himself in slowly rather than ram in like he’d intended.

The nymph gasped.

“He’s too much, sister, I can’t…”

“You can.” Thea soothed, reaching down to play with her sister’s clit, an almost apologetic smile at Mason.

Mason was already growling with lust at the feel of her. He gave her time to take at least half, enjoying the frequent shudders and moans as she took it. But he lost his patience, finally sliding his entire length inside as Calypsa gripped the blanket below them and gasped.

Something about her difficulty and discomfort drove him on.

“Take my cock,” he said, pulling back on her hair to arch her back as he drove inside. Her mouth was open, a shuddering series of cries coming from her throat as Mason hammered into her with a relentless rhythm.

He loved watching her small frame shudder as their flesh slapped together, and he knew she could take it. Her body was lean and strong. As she opened slightly, he only kept on harder, pounding her until he let go of her hair so she could drop to the floor.

“Keep your face down,” he said, pulling her ass up so he could pound it down again.

He knew he’d been gaining strength and endurance. He’d had to be gentle with Haley, concerned he might misjudge himself and hurt her, especially after wearing her down as he already had.

But he didn’t worry for a moment about Calypsa. He drifted away and lost himself in the primal fury of it—the complete obedience of the girl below him, the total dominance of her body.

She was crying out, biting her hand, trying to muffle her own screams as the sweat dripped down Mason’s brow and fell on her back. When Calypsa kept up a steady moan that just raised or lowered as Mason drove into her, he’d decided she had enough. He had no idea if she’d orgasmed, or even could, but in that moment didn’t care.

He watched his whole length sinking into her tight little body again and again as she squirmed and just held on. Then he came, and came hard—slowing down as he drove into the nymph with brutal, almost violent strokes.

He groaned as his balls tightened and released.

“Fuck yes, take it all.”

Every animalistic thrust released another spray of hot cum into the girl’s bludgeoned pussy. He slapped her clit from beneath, causing her to jerk and squeeze against him with whatever strength she had left, then he spanked her ass hard as she did.

The nymph sagged and panted into the ground, and he expected she’d have fallen over if not still skewered on his twitching cock.

“I feel the life inside me, sister,” she practically sobbed. “There will be plenty…” she panted. “Plenty more for you. He’s so full of life.”

Thea smiled almost awkwardly beside him, then dashed in to throw her arms around his chest.

If he hadn’t just emptied a few day’s worth of cum, the view of Calypsa still bent over and stuffed, and Thea’s soft chest against him, he might have been ready for another round.

“Thank you, druid,” she said, wiping some wetness from her eyes. “For your seed. And the…enthusiasm of its delivery. I know it must have been difficult.” She looked up at him, the same earnest, innocent look on her face. “Now is there anything we can do for you?”

* * *

Mason wore his best poker face, and tried not to laugh. Calypsa eased his cock out of her with a wet sucking sound, then dropped and lay flat and unmoving.

“I apologize, druid,” said Thea, “but my sister has never been…seeded so vigorously. She will need time to recover.”

It was the kind of ego boost that didn’t require acknowledgment. And as good as it was, Mason noticed some ghostly text floating in the corner of his vision, and his eyes widened as he stared.

[Title earned! Quench the unquenchable: Sexually satisfy a nymph. Increased virility.]

He blinked, and snorted, not entirely sure what that meant. But for now it wasn’t important.

Calypsa cuddled up next to him, her warm, soft body soon pressed against his side, her hands gently stroking and massaging his chest as he lay down and exhaled a deep breath. Apparently, she saw no need to get dressed.

That Haley was probably still out there wandering around the tree, lost and frightened, was beginning to dawn on him.

“I could use information,” he said.

“Of course, druid,” Thea smiled. “We have considerable knowledge of this forest, of primal magic, of birth and rebirth, of…”

“Let the druid ask his questions,” Calypsa muttered from the ground.

“First, what are you?”

Thea look confused.

“We have told you, druid. We are daughters of Gaia, sisters of the earth,…”

“Yes.” He nodded. “What I mean is…are you…players? Civilians?”

Thea stared at him without comprehension.

“Did the system create you? Do you have certain rules you have to follow?” He wasn’t quite sure how to ask ‘are you some kind of intelligent robots?’ without sounding extra offensive.

Still the girl or creature stared at him in utter confusion.

“What is a system, druid? I’m sorry, but I have no idea what you mean.”

Alright. Nevermind that.

They said they had considerable knowledge of the forest, and Blake was in this forest. Probably. Better to stick to something immediately useful, he decided.

“I’m looking for someone,” he said. “A young man named Blake. Would you be able to help me find him?”

Thea frowned.

“You are the only man whose name we know, druid. We do not leave our grove, except to walk between the Great Trees. But that isn’t currently possible.”

“What do you mean walk between the great trees? And why can’t you do it now?”

The nymph looked sad, and Mason had the immediate urge to comfort her. He drew her against him, and somewhat amazingly felt a small twitch between his legs as her soft body squished tight against his skin.

“We nymphs can travel the Path of the Wyrds,” she explained. “It takes us instantly from any of the Great Trees spread across the world.”

“But they have been corrupted, and occupied,” Calypsa rose up with a luxurious stretch, some strength returned to her voice. “The druids of old are gone, and evil has returned to the world. Ours is the last Great Tree we know that can still be traveled safely…and even then…the rot has begun.”

There was moisture in the nymphs’ eyes now and Mason felt something primal in his chest to defend them, protect them.

“What is this rot? Is it the other dungeon? That is, the other place I felt when I touched the tree?”

“Yes.” Thea nodded sadly. “A foul energy has come to our grove. The lower creatures are all infested, the dryads and satyrs who lived there wrestling with sickness that stains their souls. I fear they are all but lost. We were forced to flee here, and shut them out.”

“But it’s only a matter of time?” Mason inferred.

“Yes.” Thea smiled. “But we are wielders of life magic. And your potent seed will help us keep the rot at bay. For awhile, at least.”

“I think I’ve cleared one of these Great Trees already,” Mason thought back to the gnolls. “Perhaps I can do it again.”

Both nymphs sat up with eager eyes.

“You did? Where was it?” Thea asked.

“What did it look like?” Calypsa added. “What infested it?”

“Woah, woah,” Mason sat back up and sighed. “It was…south west, several days on foot. But I run pretty fast. Though I was carrying someone.”

“Ah. A woman.”

Mason raised a brow and Thea shrugged.

“We could smell her on you.”

“You’ve been wasting seed on her, haven’t you?” said Calypsa.

“Alright.” Mason narrowed his eyes. “I wasn’t wasting anything. It’s mine, not yours, right? To do with what I want.”

“Yes, druid,” they both mumbled.

“So the tree,” he continued. “It was huge, though not as large as yours. It was filled with gnolls, and had a big, green pool of foul waters, surrounded by…”

“The Tree of Asimos!” said Thea, and Calypsa nodded. “You cleared it?”

“I…think so? I killed all the gnolls at the end. It was empty when I left.”

“Oh, sister,” said Thea, her eyes shining with pleasure. “A real druid has returned to us! Like the legends of old. Fate has brought you, Mason. And now you will restore the great trees for Gaia. Starting with ours.”

[Objective received: Restore the great trees of Gaia throughout the Western Forest. Quest reward: Walking the Wyrd Way.]

Mason’s eyes widened when he looked at the reward. Did that mean he could travel through these trees like nymphs? Some kind of…instantaneous movement? Like teleportation?

If so, well, that was amazing. But who knew how many trees there were and how far apart. And how difficult to clear. The last one had nearly killed him. He’d gotten more powerful since then, obviously, but then maybe so would the challenges.

He looked at the nymphs, so expectant, so filled with hope, and he sighed.

“OK. I will. But it won’t be quick, or eas…”

They squealed and even Calypsa scrambled to his side, crushing themselves against him. He squeezed them back, slightly annoyed to be naked as he felt his dick twitch.

“Oh.” Thea ran her hand down his stomach. “Look! He has more seed sister!”

Calypsa’s green eyes went wide, and she put a hand between her legs as if in protection. “I…don’t think I could withstand it, sister. And the druid must be tired. Perhaps we could use our mouths again?”

Mason could hardly believe he was doing it but he held them both back from the attempt. On top of the concern that another double blowjob would kill him, he reminded himself again that Haley was still outside the tree, probably lost and terrified.

“My…woman is outside, alone. I have to leave. She won’t have any idea what happened, I have to…”

“Oh she is quite safe,” said Thea, fighting to get a hand between Mason’s legs.

“How do you know?” he watched her eyes.

“Because she is trapped in the mists of our great tree. We can see her even now. She is frightened, as you say, but very much fine. You can lead her out when we’re finished.”

Mason relaxed, but still pushed away the nymphs’ hands.

“No. I’ll lead her out now. So you can’t tell me how to find my friend?”

“We’re very sorry, druid,” said Calypsa with a tone that implied it was true. “But we can tell you there is a dwelling of men to the west. Your friend might be there.”

Mason nodded, pleased this matched the scout’s information.

“I may have to fight those men to rescue him,” he said. “Is there anything you can do to help me? Once I’ve saved him, I’ll see to your tree.”

Thea frowned but looked at her sister. “Calypsa is a warrior, but if she left I would be almost without protection.”

“Could you both come?”

“No.” She shook her head. “At least one of us must be here to maintain the magic sustaining the holy tree. But…we could risk Thea accompanying you. For a little while.”

Mason frowned. He didn’t want to do that and put Thea in any danger.

“No. I’ll solve it on my own and come back. I promise.”

Again tears formed in the softer nymph’s eyes, and they clung to him as if he were driftwood in some dangerous sea. He suspected at least part of how he felt was magic toying with his mind, but he couldn’t help but feel protective of them.

“Oh!”

Calypsa rose and hopped up, her pert, still red ass bouncing pleasantly as she moved to a different section of the cave. She returned with what looked like a crystal hanging on a vine.

“This will help channel your power, druid. It is a natural charm, and will harness your magic.”

Mason took it and smiled politely.

“I’m sorry but I’m not sure I understood that. What does it do specifically?”

The nymphs shrugged.

“Every druid is different. Only you will know how to wield it, Mason. But please accept it with our thanks, and blessing.”

[Received Primal Charm. A basic focus item for Natural magic.]

“Thank you,” Mason said and meant. “I won’t forget.”

The nymphs beamed, and exchanged a look.

“Are you certain you don’t wish to rest and recover a little while? You can bathe in the holy waters, and drink and eat to your contentment, and…”

“No, thank you.” Mason rose, then glanced at the pool. “Well. I wouldn’t mind a quick dip in that water, if that’s alright?”

Thea smiled and rose up to take his hand.

“Come, druid, it will renew you.”

She led him to the faintly glowing waters, and he stepped into the tepid pool without hesitation, descending until it rose up to his chest. He dipped below the surface and did his best to scrub at his body with his hands. At least when he was back with Haley, he wouldn’t smell quite so much like sex, and uh, nymph.

He rose back up to find the creatures both beside him, their wet bodies soon pressed against him as their mouths opened and sucked his neck and chest.

“Very bad,” he groaned, pushing at them with pathetic, token resistance. “My friend is out there. I need to go.”

Calypsa slipped under the pool, and he soon felt her lips and tongue stroking his thighs, and then his cock, until he stiffened and slid into her mouth.

He groaned and lay back as Thea whispered in his ear.

“We can breathe under water, druid, please just relax.”

Then she too dipped under the surface, and again two mouths sucked and licked his manhood with wild abandon. He put his arms on the edge of the pool and rested his head.

“Well,” he sighed. “Maybe just a minute.”


CHAPTER 34 - I'LL BE RIGHT BACK


The nymphs yet again worked to suck half the moisture from his body, and Mason lay back half conscious. Time passed without thought, then he was spurting another round without even knowing whose mouth was taking it.

“Thank you for your seed, druid. Again.” Thea giggled. “The magic of the pool will do you good.”

Thea gave him water and fed him grapes and some kind of mild cheese as Calypsa cleaned his clothes in the water.

“Yes, thank you, druid,” Calypsa said as she finished with his clothes, both nymphs swimming back to him to hold their bodies against his.

“You’re, uh, welcome.” He licked his lips, forcing the fog from his mind with sheer bloody will. It took every scrap of discipline he had to stand from the pool.

The nymphs pouted up at him, half emerged from the water to show their breasts, big green eyes blinking in disappointment. It was if they’d be content to feed him and suck him off until the end of days. And he would have been lying if that didn’t sound appealing.

No. Blake needs me. He blinked and clenched a hand. Haley is lost. I have to go.

Mason wiped the water as best he could, then dressed in magically dry, warm clothes. He grinned back at the nymphs, who remained in the pool, smiling now as he walked away.

“Return to us soon, druid,” Thea called. “My sister will not admit it, but already she longs for your touch again.”

Calypsa frowned, then dove into the water, a final glimpse of her ass disappearing into the pool.

Mason turned, and grabbed the tree.

Haley was pretty damn close to a perfect woman. But these nymphs were a walking, sucking fantasy come to life, and he needed to get far, far away. Ideally into a very cold shower.

The world vanished, then reappeared.

He emerged into the mist, the huge, Great Tree looming large beside him. He saw Haley instantly, her hands out as if totally blind, wandering in the fog that now began to recede.

“It’s getting thinner!” she shouted in relief. “Mason? Where are you? I think I can see the woods!”

“Hi.”

He stepped out in front of her and fought the laugh when she damn near collapsed in panic. Her eyes focused and found him, and she literally ran straight into his arms, burying her face in his neck.

“I thought you’d…I don’t know what I thought. But I was lost. Trapped. For what seemed like forever.”

“Sorry about that, but I’m here now. There’s nothing to worry about. You can’t see it, but there’s actually a giant tree right over there.”

He pointed, and Haley looked at him as if were a madman.

“Nevermind,” he said. “Ready to go?”

“I’ve never been more ready. Get me out of here.”

He took her by the hand and led her back to the trees, and as they stopped for a moment at the edge, Haley looked him from head to toe as if confused.

“You look different. I don’t know…taller. Healthier. You look like you’ve slept for a week, and stopped hunching, or something.”

Mason shrugged, though he suspected she was right. He felt rather well rested, despite his many…exertions.

“Then I’d best use some energy. Hop on. We’ve got miles to make.”

He thought of Blake and smiled. What was that poem he liked? The pompous bastard always had a poem or a line for every situation. Sometimes they rubbed off. He turned to the woods and muttered.

“The woods look lovely, dark and deep. But I’ve got promises to keep. And miles to go before I sleep.”

“What’s that?” Haley was climbing onto his back and gave him a curious expression. He grinned, fingering the nymph’s charm around his neck.

“Just something my brother would say.”

* * *

Mason carried Haley almost effortlessly for about an hour, feeling like she weighed about as much as a backpack. Finally he stopped and, out of curiosity more than anything, he pulled up his character sheet.

Mason Nimitz

Primary Class: Ranger

Secondary Class: Druid

Strength: 11

Dexterity: 16

Vitality: 16

Intellect: 6

Will: 9

Presence: 3

Luck: 4

Titles: Killer, Early Lead, Soloist, Crazy like a Fox, Burnt the Boats, Progenitor, Hit the Ground Running, Masochist, Quench the Unquenchable

Powers: Power Shot, Crippling Strike (upgraded), Regeneration, Predator’s Strike, *Nature Affinity, Ranger’s Claw, Endless Quiver, Trapmaking, Aspect of the Cheetah

Yeah. His stats were improved. Holy shit. Was it temporary? It didn’t feel temporary. Had to be the nymphs, their food or water or all that delicious, delicious sex.

Just the thought of it put a smile on Mason’s face. Today was a good today. At least so far. He summoned his sword and took a few testing swings. It was lighter, too.

“Everything alright?” Haley said over his shoulder, and Mason nodded.

“Just checking something.”

He vanished the sword and kept his pace.

According to Kiaan, he should already be close. He’d half circled the mountain now, and past a few larger hills on rocky ground, several streams and ponds. This ‘Nassau’ was supposed to be next, and Mason sobered at the knowledge he’d have to kill people soon.

Dealing with gnolls, mutant wolves, and men who had it coming were one thing. But he suspected not everyone in this town deserved to die. Some would be there against their will, or because they were afraid, or had nowhere else to go.

But if they fought back, that was that. They’d taken his brother. So woe to Nassau.

In less than an hour, Mason had moved upwards into another series of hills, and slowed down his pace. He was close now, he could feel it, and he watched and listened all around him for traps, or raiders.

But he found nothing. No sign of human life at all.

Something about this bothered him, because he knew if it was him he wouldn’t leave so much ground without scouts or alarms. But he supposed it wasn’t him. It was a bunch of murderous raiders who’d decided the best thing to do in the apocalypse was murder and kidnap everyone in sight.

It made the thought of killing them easier. When he finally arrived at the river, in the distance between a cluster of trees he saw the outline of a large, grey wall.

Mason frowned, unsatisfied with what he’d decided to do with Haley. But he didn’t see much choice. He let her off his back, then she gave him his bow. He said nothing as he met her eyes.

“Oh don’t make me,” she said with a whine, clearly understanding he meant to send her into the town. “I’ll climb a tree, like usual! Or I can just stay with you. I’m a civilian, they can’t hurt me.” She pouted slightly.

“No, they can’t. But monsters can,” Mason explained. “And God knows what might attack you if you weren’t with me. I’d rather not have to worry. This way I can move and do whatever I need to. You’ll be safe in there while I deal with the players.”

Haley sighed, but obviously agreed. She took out some food and water and some of the vines from her bag.

“Here,” she said, looking down as she tied the vine around his waist.

Then she glanced at him and bit her lip, and Mason smiled before wrapping his arms around her. She kissed him fiercely, then passionately, until he pulled back for a breath.

“How long will it take?” she asked. Mason shrugged.

“Not long. I’ll watch them a few days. The killing will go another few. Then it’ll be done.”

Haley ran a finger down his chest and quirked her head to the side.

“We could…get one in before you get started…since they don’t know we’re here…”

“Tempting.” Mason grinned without a hint of a lie. But he took a breath. Enough delays. “Save it up,” he said. “In a week I’ll leave you a sex mangled mess. I promise.”

She made a satisfying little groan at the thought, and Mason gave her ass a slap as he gently pushed her away.

“Do I need to come up with a story for you?” he said. “Or can you come up with something on your own?”

“Maybe I tell them I need a new big, strong man, who doesn’t leave me in the woods,” she said in English, thick with her French accent. Mason grinned and watched her walk away with a dramatic, and rather sassy sway of her hips.

“Find my brother,” he called. “Tell him I’m coming.”

“I will,” she called back, then vanished from sight.

Mason waited in slight confusion as he heard her move off course, then splash into the river. He almost moved to see what was wrong before she marched back towards the town, calling up to some kind of guard.

Whatever her plan was, he trusted her, and turned away. He moved further into the trees, and put away his concern for her, and for his humanity.

There was no room for either where he was going.


CHAPTER 35 - GOOD NEWS BAD NEWS


Blake gawked at the beautiful blonde along with everyone else. She had apparently just wandered up to the front of the town gates dressed like a sexy park ranger, hourglass figure revealed and soaked to the bone. She looked like Jane who’d lost her Tarzan.

“Um, hello?” she called with some kind of European accent, arms crossed in front of her ample chest.

The gate guards nearly trampled each other to get to her. To their credit, they checked the immediate forest for danger, but Blake wouldn’t say thoroughly, then quickly brought the girl inside and closed the gate.

Blake was strolling around town with Seul-ki as usual, letting out discreet waves of mental energy, exploring the minds of the inhabitants.

The male minds he explored were suddenly filled with cartoonish images of a certain naked, busty blonde, and he rolled his eyes and closed the connections.

“Chief will want her,” said Barry the Rogue, one of the chief’s loyalists. The other men stared daggers.

“Yes. Eventually,” said James, some kind of skirmisher class, then smiled as he turned to the girl. “Let’s get you warmed up and out of these wet clothes first, OK miss?”

“Th-thank you,” she smiled with whitened teeth, “that would be great. Is there a place I could change?”

“Right this way.”

Most of the guards led her to a kind of enclosed cook house, which Blake knew for a fact had many peeping holes the men could leer through.

“She’s a civilian,” Seul-ki whispered, and Blake nodded, having guessed as much. “A bonded slave,” she said with surprise.

How Seul-ki knew such things Blake didn’t exactly know, but he assumed it some kind of identify power. In any case, it was bloody useful. She squinted her eyes.

“How could a lone civilian…especially one like her…ever get this far into the forest? And without notice from the town’s raiders?”

“A fine question.” Blake resisted the urge to start bombarding the girl’s mind with mental probing. There’d be plenty of time for that, and he preferred to do a little investigation the old fashioned way first. It was much easier to penetrate a mind once he had some context.

He also decided he recognized her, though it was difficult to tell. She resembled the girl from Mason’s brief magic video, but she’d been in the dark and mostly undressed.

Now she was clothed, not to mention wet, and anyway Blake wasn’t terribly good with faces. If she was a bonded slave, it was feasible Mason was her patron. But he didn’t yet dare to hope.

Blake decided not to try and leer at the girl. “Let’s move closer to the hall, and wait,” he whispered, then took Seul-ki’s arm and led her along as if enjoying the afternoon air.

After several minutes the guards finally brought the girl to their chief. Blake inserted his presence into a few of their perceptions with his new and improved Mental Influence, but it soon didn’t take a mind reader to know how the meeting went.

The chief’s screaming crossed the street.

He was thrilled when he saw the girl, but once he realized she was slave bonded to someone else, his mood rather soured. It also seemed this girl’s ‘patron’ had sent her ahead, and intended to join the town when he arrived.

This made the chief even angrier. However, the girl pacified him quickly (and cleverly), explaining that her bonded patron could of course offer her…services, to anyone he chose. And perhaps he would happily do so, for a good friend and ally, or a trusted chief.

Things got more pleasant after that. Chief Sebastian sent the girl to her very own house with all privileges and access to the town’s supplies, though without freedom to roam without a guard.

Blake smiled and disconnected from the meeting. Apparently psychic observing was rather costly, and he was feeling mentally drained and running low on mana, and he knew Seul-ki was too. They’d both need to rest and recharge for what was to come.

“That’s enough for today,” he said.

“I can continue,” she said with her typical formal politeness, but he could see the exhaustion in her eyes and smiled.

“I know you can, Seul-Ki. You’re incredible, truly. But I need you strong and ready when things get more…interesting.”

“You think they will?”

“Oh yes.” Blake’s smile turned more genuine. “You can count on it.”

She searched his eyes, then nodded, and he escorted her back to the home they shared. He found her extremely plain in terms of attractiveness. She had beautiful, dark eyes with some kind of exotic green flecks, and a figure he suspected was rather nice, if not hidden under her baggy clothes.

But she was certainly not up to his usual standards. Of course when a man was in a desert, any kind of drink would do. But Blake had no desire to jeopardize the extreme value Seul-ki offered him with anything…untoward that he wouldn’t maintain.

She basically doubled his mana, and probably more, with certainly faster than double the recharge. It was, in fact, an almost unbelievable class and power to have found in the middle of nowhere, and he suspected later in the game powerful casters all over the world would kill for people like her.

Once inside he released her and gave a friendly smile, bowing in the Korean style. She returned it, and went to her room before closing the door, as was her custom.

Blake sat at the kitchen table and ate from a jar of mixed nuts, smiling to himself.

Oh yes, he thought, things were going to get very interesting.

As a rule Blake kept his emotions locked away, knowing that there might be other mental wizards like him, maybe even spying on him even now.

By probing the minds of others, he had learned that people who kept their thoughts and emotions hidden and reserved were far harder to exploit. Mana also protected them, the more the better, but he couldn’t do anything about that.

He had however begun a practice of building imaginary walls in his mind, sealing his thoughts behind them and only allowing them when they were useful. He wasn’t sure if it made much difference, but he thought it was wise to try, and he had little enough to do.

He searched those memories now, pulling up the shimmering fire and the strange night he’d seen his brother’s face in a magic screen. He imagined the blonde in the bikini again and again, searching from every angle until he was sure.

Oh yes, he decided, it was her. He was almost sure of it. Somehow the Princess Leia-dressed knockout had escaped and traveled across the forest to pretend to be freezing, and pretend to be terrified, with a cute little story for Sebastian’s band of merry men.

But it was a lie. Mason had arrived.

Blake allowed himself a moment of excitement, then breathed it away. He’d expected to have a little more time. He couldn’t know his brother’s plans, or what he knew, but it was time to speed things up. There were still too many guards—too many players loyal to Sebastian.

Some needed a push, others a shove. A little fear and chaos would help, and Blake expected his brother would soon provide that in abundance.

Here at the end of one world and the beginning of another, Blake expected Mason would become exactly what he should have been—a terrifying monster of the post-apocalypse. A survival machine without concern for what others thought, or what they wanted.

Then Blake put all his thoughts away, and grinned as he chewed.


CHAPTER 36 - STAGE ONE


After two days of watching, Mason had seen enough. The town sent one and maybe two groups of raiders, one that returned within half a day, the other likely gone for longer. Both had now returned. A final group patrolled the town’s borders and nearby terrain, and each group consisted of at least four players, sometimes a civilian or two.

Kiaan had found Mason at the end of the second day, moving close enough to be detected then stopping until Mason nodded him forward.

“Greetings, patron,” he’d whispered. “I found one of the raider groups, and they had knowledge of your brother. They say he’s inside.”

Mason nodded, flooded with relief. But also somehow not surprised.

“You know their leader. Could I negotiate for my brother?”

Kiaan considered this, then frowned.

“You sent your woman inside?”

“I did.”

“Then he will do anything to keep her. He will hold your brother hostage to make you do as he wishes.”

Mason nodded, slightly annoyed, watching the group of raiders as they picked their way through the trees. They moved offensively slowly; they chatted and joked and whistled, and paid about as much attention to their surroundings as teenagers on their phones.

In short, they were very powerful, or in a great deal of mortal peril.

“You can tell what tier they’re in, correct?” he whispered to his civilian scout as they watched. “How do they compare to me?

Kiaan frowned.

“It’s difficult to say.”

“Why?”

“They are mid-tier, which means around half the world’s players are stronger, half weaker, according to the ranking. You are in the top.” Here he shrugged. “But how does a mid tier player compare to a top tier player in power? Are you in the top 1%, top 10%? I cannot say.”

Mason nodded. This made sense, not that it made any difference. Blake was in there against his will, almost certainly, his friends all likely dead. He’d survived somehow because…because he was Blake, and he’d had a horseshoe up his ass from birth.

But he wouldn’t have taken the deaths of his friends lightly. He’d only be living with their killers because he felt he had no choice.

Mason would kill them just for that. He would die for his brother, and he’d certainly kill for Haley. He already had.

“The die is cast,” he grinned, thinking again of something Blake would say, not actually knowing what it was from. Probably something to do with role playing games.

He waited, then followed the next group of raiders, watching them closely. He let them go, then returned to Nassau, until the second group of raiders left, joking and calling to each other as they went.

He could have started, then. Mason wasn’t known for his patience, except when it came to hunting. He wanted the patrol that always left a little after sunrise.

He expected the raiders had no way to communicate with the town once they’d left, so they’d have no idea what was happening to the others. If he killed the patrol, he could track down the other raiders and take them apart in the woods before they made it home, hopefully killing all three groups before they realized what he’d done. If he moved quickly, perhaps, he could do it in a day or two.

But the sunrise group was tricky. They stayed close to Nassau’s walls and however many players remained inside. They needed to die quickly and quietly, so none could escape and raise the alarm.

On the third day, Mason waited by a thick tree along the now somewhat worn, consistent path of the towns’ river patrol. The day was cloudy, so what little light emerged from the forest canopy didn’t do much to help tell the exact time. But Mason knew it was soon.

He lay one snare and one deadly trap in the stretch with the best visibility from his ‘sniper nest’, then leaned against the tree with closed eyes and bow in hand.

The player he’d begun calling ‘Whistler’ came first, whistling maybe a sea shanty. He was young and Caucasian with a mop of curly hair, belonging in senior high and not in a life and death battle.

Three more men followed him—two young, one middle aged. Mason waited for the first trap to spring.

“I’m not saying it’s pointless,” one of the men muttered from the back. “But really, has a single patrol actually found anything except deer, and a few mutant dogs?”

“Maybe that’s why,” said another. “Our patrols scare ‘em off.”

“Oh shut up and just walk for once. You got something better to do? If we’re going to talk let’s at least talk about something interesting. Like that blonde’s rack.”

“Ohh shit,” said a raider in the back. “Brother, I was at the cookout when they brought her in. I watched the whole show.”

“You were bloody not.”

“Sure was. Forget her tits, man, I swear to God she stripped down to her birthday suit, wet panties off as she bent straight back towards our peep hole. I saw fucking everything.”

“Jesus Christ, you lucky bastard.”

The man laughed.

“Ass you wouldn’t believe. Perfect little box. And her knees! Her knees were all red, like she’s been on ‘em quite a bit, if you catch my drift.”

The others laughed and made appreciative noises, and Whistler stopped whistling his sea shanty long enough to whistle a cat call. He hit Mason’s first trap.

A shrapnel of barbs and stones exploded in his face. The other men were still laughing as Mason stepped out in front of them at twenty paces.

He loosed a Power Shot without a word, choosing a new and improved aluminum, bladed arrow from his enhanced Endless Quiver. It flew straight and true, directly into Whistler’s chest. The young man staggered back and collapsed.

[Player killed. Tier 3. Experience awarded. Player killer aura increased.]

The satisfying noise of a ‘critical hit’ dinged in Mason’s ears, and he didn’t wait to enjoy their surprise. With growing competence and speed, he drew and aimed at the next man, arrow appearing with Endless Quiver instantly at his call before taking flight.

He put three arrows in the next youth before the third saw him and charged. The middle-aged man at the back turned and ran.

Charger hit trap number two. He cried out and stumbled as thorns wrapped around his leg like a chain, and dropped his movement to a crawl. Mason ran straight past him.

He activated Aspect of the Cheetah, dashing at full speed for the older runner. The walls were close, and he didn’t have much time. He loosed another arrow but it flew wide. He slowed for another shot, but this one deflected off some kind of translucent shield surrounding the man.

“I’ll kill you, bastard!” yelled the still crippled raider behind him. Mason continued to ignore him, slinging his bow around his neck as he ran without pause.

Branches flew past him in a blur. He leapt a fallen log as he bent forward still in a sprint, legs pumping with the heat of the chase. He caught the runner a dozen steps from the wall.

“We’re under attack!” the older man shouted, waving his arms at a guard raised on some kind of tower on the inside of the town. He should have kept running.

Mason dove into his back with both weapons poised like spears. He struck, smashing through the shield, both blades sinking into flesh. The man crumpled and they went down in a tumbling heap, Mason’s knife pulled out and stabbing before his opponent could scream.

[Player killed. Tier 3. Experience awarded. Player killer aura increased.]

The tower guard had obviously heard something but still wasn’t sure what. He leaned out over the wall with narrow eyes, looking out further, seeming not to realize the violence had happened so close. Mason sat atop the corpse and didn’t move. As the guard was pulling back, his eyes drooped slightly into relaxation. Then he finally looked down. He met Mason’s eyes.

“What the fuck?”

Mason rolled to his feet, unslung his bow in one swift motion, and shot.

The young guard turned, just slightly, but enough to save his life. The arrow raked his cheek, spraying blood before he flung himself away from the open. Mason turned and ran.

He found the still crippled, limping patroller—who was still angrily threatening with every hobbled step—and calmly put three arrows into his chest.

[Player killed. Tier 3. Experience awarded. Player killer aura increased.]

Mason sighed, quickly checking the dead men’s pockets (nothing useful), then their weapons (unimpressive), before turning towards the raiders’ paths, and breaking into a run.

He had a lot of ground to cover. Sometimes the raiders seemed to change their patterns and paths, so he couldn’t be exactly sure which way they’d go.

He had to hope Kiann would stay on top of them and leave him markers to follow. And that Nassau didn’t or couldn’t warn either of them in time, or have enough players left to come out in much force.

But he cleared his mind, and focused on his footsteps, and the trees.

Patrol one was down. The first stage was complete. But he still had work to do.


CHAPTER 37 - I AM ME


Two days without incident. Blake was getting impatient.

Access to the girl remained strictly controlled. She was escorted everywhere, generally to the closest mess hall and back, with maybe the occasional walk. Blake hadn’t even gotten a chance to speak with her.

But the end of his patience had arrived. Seul-ki was having a nap, but he decided to go warp some minds and needed the extra mana.

He walked to her room with his mind full of swirling thoughts, and forgot to knock before opening the door. Then he looked up, and froze.

“Out! Please! Out!”

A woman stood before a mirror, topless and wearing only thin, white panties. She seemed to be wrapping her chest in a skin-color cloth, and she had long, dark hair, and a beautiful, tear shaped face that could have maybe belonged to Seul-ki’s distant relation if she wasn’t so…

Blake knew it was her when he met her eyes.

The same, active intelligence, the ‘flecks’ of green now more pronounced, so unusual on a Korean girl. He couldn’t help but stare at the obvious swell of her breasts inside the cloth—the wide curve of her hips, the porcelain skin.

In a mixture of panic and desire to keep looking, he might have sprayed soothing energy with Mental Influence before shutting it down.

“I’m…sorry,” he said, not moving. “I thought you were sleeping. I mean, I needed your help. I thought I’d have to wake you.”

At least some of the girl’s obvious annoyance and concern seemed to leave her face, but certainly not all. She sighed.

“It’s alright. Just turn around. I’ll finish getting ready.”

He turned, a bit at a loss.

“Um, what are you doing?”

Seul-ki let out a long, defeated breath.

“My class can hide my nature, as I’ve said. It can also alter my appearance, though not very much yet. One day, perhaps, I can look entirely like a different person. But for now I must use old tricks to help with the disguise.”

Blake desperately wanted to turn around. He used more mana to again give Seul-ki some calm, knowing he should certainly be conserving it.

“Would it be alright…if I looked at you again?” He shrugged. “Not your…I mean, I just want to see the real you.”

“I…” Blake heard Seul-ki sit on the bed. “I suppose I’m trusting you with my life already. And living here, I guess it was only a matter of time. You can look, if you wish.”

Blake turned back to see the girl still holding the fabric before her chest, head drooping slightly. Her teeth were perfect. Her skin was flawless. Her hair was like a dark waterfall splashing off her shoulder.

“Seul-ki,” he said to himself as much as her, “you’re…stunning. Why would you wear such a disguise? Surely your looks could be…an asset.”

She pressed her lips together and frowned.

“Sorry, but that is very male thinking. You have seen how the men of this town reacted to the newcomer.”

“Yes, but they treat her like a princess. Surely that would be useful for someone like…”

“She is a civilian, I am not. There are no rules which protect me. None.” Seul-ki’s tone harshened, and Blake sat on the lone chair in her room and said nothing, finally understanding.

Players could be killed with no repercussions whatsoever. They could certainly be…taken, against their will, if one had the strength. So the clever girl had tricked the brutal men of Nassau not only into believing she was a civilian, but a rather ugly one, not worthy of much attention. And the less attention she received, the better.

“Your secret is safe with me,” he said quietly, then bowed his head slightly. She held the fabric against her breasts more tightly, and returned it.

“I find I’m glad you know,” she said, smiling a little. “Together in the house, perhaps, I can take a rest from the disguise. It’s very…uncomfortable.”

“I can imagine!” Blake laughed, trying not to let his eyes roam over her face and body. Her shapely legs were together awkwardly, her flat stomach, her hips and ass curved and sexy, her discomfort with her lack of clothes obvious. She looked like some kind of Korean porcelain sex doll, and he just wanted to go wrap her in his arms and comfort her. At least to start…

“We’re under attack!”

A voice called from somewhere on the street, and others took it up. Blake raced to the window to see players and civilians scrambling all over, then turned to Seul-ki with a smile.

“Best finish that disguise. I think we’re going to have a rather exciting day.”

She nodded, her eyes glowing slightly before her hair and face warped and altered into the non-descript, plain face he’d become accustom to.

Her body didn’t change, though, so he understood the need for the wrapping and baggy clothes.

“Eh hem,” Seul-ki cleared her throat, and Blake grinned and left her room with a final glance.

Then he ran out of the house and into the town, ready to sow a little excitement of his own.

* * *

Blake went straight for the blonde girl’s house, and found a guard outside looking mighty concerned.

“What are you doing here?” Blake shouted.

“Eh?” The guard grimaced. “What are you on about? This is my post.”

“If you haven’t noticed,” Blake glared as he stepped forward. “The town is under attack. It’s all hands on deck.” The idiot still looked confused and Blake rolled his eyes. “It’s a rallying call. A gathering. The damn banners are called. Go to the chief and see if he needs you!”

“Shit.” The guard glanced worryingly up at the chief’s house as his shoulders sagged. “Watch the bloody girl, then. And don’t do anything stupid.”

“I wouldn’t know how,” Blake assured.

The young man ran off, and Blake instantly walked through the girl’s door. He found the beautiful blonde cooking eggs in the kitchen, listening to some kind of old jazz on the town’s digital database. She turned and frowned as the door opened, but her eyes went wide when she saw Blake.

“You’re him, aren’t you?”

“I am me,” Blake confirmed. Then he closed the door and took a seat at the table. With the girl’s identity confirmed, he was feeling a strange mixture of calm and excited, but locked that away behind a wall of will.

“Over easy for me,” he said, then waited for the slight footfalls he heard outside. The door opened as Seul-ki looked awkwardly inside. “My apologies. Seul-ki? How do you like your eggs? I don’t imagine we have any rice.”

She glanced around the room shyly before sitting at Blake’s side.

“Eggs? Um, hard boiled, please,” she said finally when Blake didn’t look away.

“There you are then, two over easy, two hard boiled.”

Blake smiled and waited for the girl.

“Oh yes,” she laughed, which was a most pleasing sound. “You’re definitely Blake. Your brother’s told me quite a lot about you.”

“Of course he has. I’m the most interesting thing he knows about. Now if you wouldn’t mind terribly, could you tell me a little about him? Possibly, oh I don’t know, his relative power. How he fights. If he can kill fifteen to twenty players single-handedly, and if not, how we might go about helping him. That sort of thing.”

The girl blinked, clearly still processing all he’d said, holding her spatula as if frozen in the air.

“But do see to those eggs, please,” Blake added. “We’re going to need our strength.”


CHAPTER 38 - ALL ACCORDING TO PLAN


Mason wiped the sweat from his eyes, and smiled. Trees and brush flew past him as he raced after his quarry, the branches and other vegetation slipping past him without touching him, like he’d found that perfect opening through a crowd.

He’d found a marker from Kiaan, then one of the raider group’s tracks soon after. Now he was crashing after at near full speed, not expecting time to observe their powers and plan things carefully.

He’d try and get around them, if he could, to at least lay a few traps. But they were a bit further and moving faster than he’d expected, so he had to deal with them quickly if he hoped to possibly find and put down the others.

They were close, he could feel it in the silence. The absent sounds of the birds. The prey animals of the forest were watching, and waiting.

Then he heard footsteps and snapping twigs ahead, and he slowed to a walk and steadied his breathing. Another footstep, due east. That made two. A breaking branch to the west. That made three.

Patience, he told himself, standing perfectly still. Where was the other one?

He heard water running ahead. It slowed to spurts, and Mason drew his bow and crept forward. He found the fourth raider pissing against a tree, still fiddling with his fly.

Mason loosed a Power Shot straight into Pisser’s abdomen.

The young man crumpled against the tree behind him with a groan and a puff of air, clearly dazed as he touched the arrow now pinning him to the tree. He looked up just as Mason stepped into view.

“Wait.” He spit blood, holding up a hand.

Mason shot another arrow straight through it, directly into his neck. The young man gasped and choked, and soon bled out.

[Player killed. Tier 3. Experience awarded. Player killer aura increased.]

“What the hell was that? You guys hear something?”

“Hey Timmy,” shouted another voice. “That you?”

Mason dropped two deadly traps near ‘Timmy’s’ corpse, then dashed back into the trees behind.

“Shit. Something’s wrong,” said one of the raiders as he came closer, the sound of metal ringing in the air.

Their voices and steps quieted now. Mason could hear them slinking through the trees, their breathing as heavy as their footfalls. One man began mumbling some kind of alien words, probably to a spell. Mason turned and shot.

“Fuck! There’s an archer in the God damn trees!”

Light flashed to Mason’s left. A fiery ball zoomed through the forest until it collided about two trees from Mason’s position. Flames flew like burning oil from the explosion, lighting tree trunks and brush everywhere it went. Mason raised a hand against the heat and light, but kept searching for another target.

“There! I see him! South side!”

Mason spun and ran full speed from the fire as something whizzed past his head. He bolted straight back then angled west and circled towards the fray, waiting with bow at the ready.

A figure came running through the trees, and Mason loosed a Cripple Strike. The sword-wielding warrior cursed and dropped to the ground, no doubt hoping to be too low for further arrows to be worth it.

But Mason had an Endless Quiver. He loosed arrow after arrow at the lying target, not caring much about accuracy or how many shots it took. Three quick shots. Then four. Five.

On the sixth his target cried out and tried to crawl, and Mason lined up a recharged Power Shot.

[Player Killed. Tier 3. Experience awarded. Player killer aura increased.]

He heard a scream and an explosion, then another, smiling as his traps went off. He walked slowly and carefully back towards the corpse of his first kill, eyes back and forth but partly blinded by the growing fire. His senses screamed in silent warning as something appeared from the shadow of a tree.

A blade rammed into his side with brutal strength as an older man appeared from nothing.

Mason grunted and seized the man’s arm, tossing his bow and drawing his own dagger as he held on. Even wounded, it soon became clear: Mason was stronger. He turned and stared into the previously triumphant gaze of his attacker, whose face now paled in terror as Mason’s grip crushed his wrist.

Then he plunged his goblin blade into the man’s neck, straight through the attempted block, and kicked him over.

[Player killed. Tier 2. Experience awarded. Player killer aura increased.]

Mason groaned and pulled the knife from his side, pain lancing up his chest so vicious his legs nearly buckled. He sagged against a tree and smelled the wound with his enhanced senses. It had almost certainly pierced his intestine or stomach. That was bad. Very bad.

He didn’t know the limits of his regeneration. Would it heal organs? Prevent his guts from infecting damn near everything else internally it touched?

He tried to control his pain with steady breaths, knowing at least one more raider was out there, and could shoot giant fireballs. His mind screamed something important, something he’d forgotten, and tried to remind him through the pain.

The traps. The traps went off. And the would-be assassin hadn’t been hurt, so it hadn’t been him.

Mason stumbled towards the first corpse. All around him the forest burned, the heat dripping sweat down Mason’s face and neck. He had to escape. But first he had to finish this raider.

His vision was swimming and he suddenly remembered he’d dropped his bow.

He staggered and gripped a tree, leaving a bloody hand print as he did. He couldn’t leave it. It would burn up. And one raider wasn’t worth his dungeon reward, not by a long shot. He turned back and stumbled towards the trees leaving bloody marks on every surface he touched.

He found his bow and cried out as he stooped to lift it, then kept walking towards anything that wasn’t burning. He couldn’t die here. Not yet. Not until Blake was safe, which was maybe never.

And the truth was, he didn’t want to die. He wanted to live as he never had in the old world. He wanted to get back to Haley and fuck her brains out. He wanted to take a trip to the nymphs, clear out their holy tree, and do likewise to them.

Then he wanted to see this strange new world and maybe explore it with his brother, and beat all these bastards who meant to kill them.

So he kept his feet moving, one step at a time. He screamed at the pain but kept his body upright, kept it obeying his will and not its weak stupidity.

He hated poetry, but one from some damn poem he’d mostly forgotten kept ringing in his ears.

“God damn you Blake.” He spit blood as he walked, practically hearing his brother read the Kipling lines.

If you can force your heart and nerve and sinew to serve your turn long after they are gone, and so hold on when there is nothing in you except the will which says to them hold on…

Mason screamed. But he filled that minute. He staggered upwind from the burning hell hole, then collapsed down a hill, rolling in fetal position to the bottom with a few whimpering cries of agony.

When he looked up he saw a small, winding creek, and would have jumped for joy if he could stand. He crawled to the water, and tried to hold in his blood.

[Player killed. Tier 3. Experience awarded. Player killer aura increased.]

Mason laughed like a maniac, then stopped because of the pain and clutched at his guts.

“Got you,” he mumbled. He passed out soon after.


CHAPTER 39 - WE HAVE NO CHOICE


After breakfast with Haley and Seul-ki, Blake walked the streets of Nassau, gathering the few players who more openly disliked their chief.

With each he sent a wave of trust—and not for the first time—then told them to meet at Haley’s house. With some surprise, they all actually came.

“We don’t have much time,” Blake said, again filling the room with a blast of mental domination. The men of various ages exchanged looks, a sheen of sweat on most brows, or dampening armpits. “My brother is out there butchering most of the chief’s men as we speak.”

“You can’t know that,” said Garet the spearman, a fellow American as it turned out, maybe around thirty years old. “He’s just one guy. He could be dead.”

“He’s not dead,” said Haley from her chair on Blake’s left. When the men met her eyes with suspicion she shrugged like it was nothing. “I’m bound to him by contract. If he was dead, I’d be released.”

Most nodded at the logic of this, but Garet didn’t look convinced.

“OK, so he’s alive. Doesn’t mean he’s killed the raiders. Maybe he saw how many there were and ran off with his tail between his legs.”

“Mr. Franks,” said Blake, “there are four corpses sitting a stone’s throw from these walls. My brother, who was a hunter and woodsman before the system gave him magic powers, killed them before they could escape a dozen paces. What do you think he’ll do to the groups of four who are many miles from safety?”

The players in the room shifted at this, though it wasn’t clear it made them any less uneasy. Garet shook his head.

“Sebastian only sends the weakest on patrol. Raiders out there are better, higher level, proven killers. They won’t die so easy.”

“Yet die they shall,” Blake promised without a hint of doubt. “This meeting isn’t really about them. Because I consider their deaths a foregone conclusion. This meeting is about what happens when they’re dead. And my brother returns.”

His confidence soothed them a little, so he shot out another blast of mental energy, Seul-Ki’s hand on his back for power.

“When he does,” he went on, “you’re all going to have to make a decision. Do you want to remain loyal to a chief who couldn’t give two shits about you, or would you rather join a promising new management team?”

Garet’s lips turned in a frown.

“I suppose that means you?”

Blake met the man’s eyes, then slowly the others, and realized men like this wouldn’t want to serve him. Not as he was. Not as things were.

“No, Garet, you’ll serve my brother. A man who can kill Chief Sebastian. A top tier player in our little game.”

“All due respect,” said Tommaso, an Italian also in his thirties, “but we don’t know your brother. What’s to stop him from killing us after we help him, eh? Or what if he’s even worse than Sebastian?”

“Reasonable questions,” Blake said. “What’s to stop him is my solemn oath he wouldn’t, and isn’t. Every man here will be respected in the new system, given a transparent share of the ‘game’ rewards for services rendered.”

“You use a lot of fancy words, Blake,” said Garet, with a neutral, somewhat defeated tone. “But I still can’t trust what your brother will do. At least with Sebastian it’s the devil we know.”

Haley met Blake’s eyes, then spoke up.

“Mason saved me from God knows what and certain death in some horrible dungeon.” There was something a bit haunted in her eyes. “He killed three giant…creatures, on his own, one by one, despite getting almost killed in the process. He didn’t know me. And he saved my life. What he accomplished was supposed to be for a group of men.”

She met the eyes of the players one by one, until Tommaso spoke up.

“Begging your pardon, miss, but anyone with a dick would have saved you. We aren’t all beautiful girls like you, ah? We’re soldiers of his enemy, and maybe rivals and turncoats. He might not give us the same treatment. And are you not…bonded? Doesn’t that mean he made you a slave?”

“The system did,” Haley said. “Mason would have set me free. I asked him not to.”

Despite the tense nature of the meeting, some of the men grinned or raised their eyebrows at that.

Blake knew they didn’t have time for this. He touched Seul-ki’s knee beneath the table to warn her he needed her power. Her eyes drooped as she activated her power boosts, then Blake drained most of her mana reserves as he blasted a thick wave of agreeableness and courage at the men with Mental Influence, followed by a Mind Bend.

For the past several days he’d been testing their minds, learning their weaknesses. Only Tommaso had mana, and not very much. And they were already susceptible to his message.

Eyes glazed as the men wobbled slightly in their seats. Blake grit his teeth, ignoring Haley as she looked between the others and maybe asked what the hell was going on.

Blake, nor the others, could really hear her. It could have been a minute, or an hour, but the air seemed to grow and shrink as Blake poured his mana and most of Seul-ki’s into the open minds before him until it was done. Their resistance shattered like glass.

“Your best chance is with Mason,” he said, mouth coppery, eyes blurred.

“He’s right,” said Garet, wiping a strand of drool from his lip.

“Fair enough,” said Tommaso. “We have no choice.”

“Alright, Blake, we’re all in,” Garet put a hand to his temple and shook his head. “Now tell us your plan.”

Blake nodded in thanks and squeezed Seul-ki’s knee again beneath the table. He could see Haley staring at him but chose to ignore her.

“A wise decision, gentlemen, now listen carefully. Sebastian is all that matters. His little minions might even join us if we can avoid hurting them. So there’s only one goal: we’re going to help my brother kill the chief.”


CHAPTER 40 - HEALTH. VERY IMPORTANT


[Objective granted: kill the player known as Chief Sebastian, and become the patron of Nassau. Reward: a moderate boost of settlement favor. Massive reduction in usual player killer aura increase for killing a patron.]

Blake watched the ghostly text appear before his eyes as Garet and the others left. The patron part both excited and concerned him, as he wasn’t sure it was feasible.

Even if Mason didn’t want it—which Blake was sure he didn’t—in this world it might take a man like him to bind the players together. Could Blake handle being the man behind the throne? He wasn’t so sure. The only thing he knew about ‘settlement favor’ is that he wanted it.

“That was amazing!” Seul-ki’s beautiful eyes sparkled as she clung to Blake’s arm.

“Yes it was,” said Haley, with a lot less enthusiasm. “You can manipulate minds?”

“Been doing it all my life.” Blake shrugged, like it was no big deal. Haley obviously felt otherwise.

“You can do that to anyone? Civilians too?”

Again Blake shrugged noncommittally, and the French girl gave him a look like a stern mother.

“Well.” Blake cleared his throat. “I’d best not be here when the soldiers come back. I’ll go to my house. But I’ll be ready when you need me. Thank you, Haley, you were very useful back there.”

“You don’t have to thank me,” she said. “I’m here for Mason. Just like you.”

‘Just like you.’

Blake let that go, though he wanted to laugh in her face. What could she know about two little orphan boys with nothing and no one, together against the world? What could anyone?

Instead he smiled pleasantly and offered Seul-ki his arm, walking back into the street like nothing was amiss.

“Your powers are growing quickly,” she whispered.

“As are yours.”

She frowned and scrunched up her fake nose.

“Not enough. I’m nearly drained. I’m going to drop my disguise as soon as we’re home because it takes a little to maintain.”

“Please be my guest. If anyone comes you can run to your room.”

They walked the short distance to their own house, Nassau even more silent than usual with the many players outside the walls or holed up with the chief.

All the civilians had been ordered to stay inside, and it resembled a ghost town. Blake imagined it entirely differently—not gripped by fear, but filled with life and families, rebuilding all the things that made life beautiful.

Like a good woman on your arm, for example. The couple arrived at the house, and Blake gestured Seul-ki through.

She stepped inside and instantly removed her disguise—long hair falling from the faux bun, every facial feature softening and turning more symmetrical. She watched his face during the change, her expression impossible to read.

“You are truly beautiful, Seul-ki,” he said honestly. “But I’m so pleased your eyes are the same. They were always mesmerizing.”

Seul-ki glanced away shyly.

“Korean men are not so bold,” she played with her hands. “And most Korean women don’t like such directness.”

“And you?” he smiled, already knowing the answer. “Do you like it?”

“I’m not sure,” she said, but he knew otherwise. Though he was surprised when she confirmed it. “Perhaps a little.”

He was sorely tempted to use his power again. Outside of the possible moral implications, which didn’t bother him much—it just didn’t work terribly well on her. Also he didn’t have the mana.

“Do you use your power on me?” she asked suddenly. Blake blanked as she met his eyes.

“I…”

“It’s alright.” She smiled a little shyly. “I don’t mind.”

Few people could make Blake Nimitz speechless. After a pause that was far too long to be natural, he swallowed and managed: “You don’t?”

“No.” She looked away. “My disguise is uncomfortable. Would you mind if I went to my room and removed it?”

“Of course. Please.” He gestured. Seul-ki bowed slightly and opened her door, but didn’t close it behind. She pulled off the baggy sweater and windbreakerish pants, leaving her in tight black slacks and the chest wrapping she hated. She looked into her mirror and slowly began to loosen it.

“I find it…difficult,” she said, “to warm up to people. In a way, I think I hoped you would help make it easier with your magic. I find I…care for you. I think of you as a friend already. Usually that would take me years.”

Blake stood in her doorway, watching her undress, and just couldn’t help himself.

“Just as a friend?”

The beautiful girl looked at him quickly then back at her mirror.

“Until you saw what I really looked like, I do not think you desired me as more than a friend.”

He nodded, not interested in lying, but took a few steps closer.

“True. But I thought you were astounding. Your boldness, your abilities. I instantly wanted you by my side, as a friend, and an ally, to the very end of this game.”

She stopped unwrapping and looked down as if shy again. Blake thought it best to keep talking.

“Moments after we met, I’d planned to share everything with you, to ensure you felt it was fair, to bind your fate to me.”

He surprised himself by being so open, but all of that was true. He’d known instantly what an utter gem he’d found in Seul-ki, no matter how she looked.

“That you turned out to be beautiful, and that I desire you…it just makes you all the more precious,” he finished, his heart beating faster in his chest.

Seul-ki smiled and met his eyes.

“I think I would like that. To be part of your plans.”

With an American woman the invitation was clear, but with a girl like this? Blake didn’t know the rules.

He crossed the distance between them, putting his hand to Seul-ki’s face. She didn’t stop him or pull away, so he leaned in to kiss her.

Her lips were as soft and inviting as they looked. She didn’t open her mouth, and her hands were still clinging to the wrappings around her chest.

She closed her eyes, and opened her lips, moaning as she finally let Blake slide his tongue inside. Very slowly, he took her hands in his, letting the wrappings slide and fall down around her legs, revealing her surprisingly large, soft breasts.

“My God,” he whispered, kissing her ear and down to her neck. She had closed her eyes now, breathing hard and making little whimpers as his lips touched her flawless skin.

She was so short he had to kneel, continuing down her collarbone to between her breasts, rubbing her perky nipples with his thumbs.

“You’re so sexy, I’m hard as a rock.”

Her eyes popped open, and he silently cursed himself for saying the wrong thing.

“I didn’t mean…we shouldn’t…” she said. “Your stresses are enough already…”

He stood and put his arms around her, meeting her eyes.

“You are not one of my stresses. You’re a ray of sun in a dark and dreary world.”

She smiled and kissed him again, then bit her lip and drummed her fingers on his waist.

“I’m sorry, but, we can’t have sex.”

Blake had to admit, that was a bit of a disappointment. He clearly hadn’t maintained a perfect poker face, as Seul-ki winced and shifted almost like she’d stomped a foot.

“Please understand, I respect and admire you very much, but I can only have sex once I’m married.”

“I understand,” he said reflexively, doing his best to inform his dick this wasn’t going to happen. “You don’t have to explain.”

She brushed hair away from her face, pushing him slightly away from the bed.

“Can you sit, please?”

“If you like.” He let her move him, sitting in the chair in the corner of the room.

Then she dropped to her knees, and his dick twitched with the mixed messaging.

“Seul-ki, I uh, don’t think this is the best place to have a conversation, which we don’t really need to have, because...”

Her hands ran up his legs and silenced him. Then she was untying his belt, and zipping down his fly.

“Your health is very important to me,” she said, discovering his raging erection with a slight pause. “For a man’s health, it is important to orgasm regularly. And if I was your woman, then that would be my responsibility. It’s just my virginity I must save for my husband. And anyway, a wife should learn to please her husband, so…for me, this can just be learning.”

She giggled like she’d gotten away with some kind of scheme, tits bouncing as she covered her mouth with one hand, pulling out his cock with the other.

“Learning,” Blake managed, losing a lot of blood from his brain. “Yes. Health is very important.”

She seemed to enjoy his disorientation, grinning as she stroked him with both hands. Then she stared at his hard length and bit her lip, leaning forward as if in inspection. He could feel her warm breath on his head, and couldn’t help but run a hand through her long, thick hair.

“Do you want me to put it in my mouth?” she asked, her eyes looking so innocent.

“Yes.”

Seul-ki ran her little, pink tongue up his shaft and licked his tip like a lollipop. He groaned at the feel, and she looked beyond cute as she kept licking with a determined intensity.

Her smallness made him look even bigger than he was, and he had no idea how she’d fit him very far. But he decided it was time to help a little. He held her hair back with a firm grip and shifted his hips forward.

“Open your mouth, and look at me,” he said, hearing the lust in his own voice. She obeyed instantly, and he guided her mouth down to take in his tip, then pushed her down to swallow almost half his length.

Then he guided her up and down with his hand on her hair, eyes flickering with pleasure at the silky warmth enveloping him. He watched her vibrant eyes, looking up at him with such innocence and obedience he could probably finish with a few strokes. But he wanted to last.

He let Seul-ki do some self learning while he used both hands to play with her tits. As he did her mouth moved faster, little groans and muffled breaths as she swallowed him further and further.

He desperately wanted her tights off, to see her ass and start fingering her while she worked. But he knew he had to be patient. Her nipples were also obviously sensitive, which turned him on considerably, especially as she moaned at his touch.

He didn’t want to distract and torture her too much yet, so he went back to holding her hair, guiding her speed as he started driving up into her mouth and throat.

She was gagging slightly but fighting through it. He wanted to slow down and let her spend the day sucking him until her jaw wore out, but he couldn’t stop himself. He just kept pulling her down to gulp his aching hard on, loving the wet, slurping efforts to take him further into her little mouth.

“I’m going to cum soon,” he told her, feeling the pressure build. “Look in my eyes while I do. And try to swallow every drop.”

It was a tall order for her first time. But the idea of the submissive little Korean girl drinking down his cum was impossible to deny.

His cock pulsed and trembled, and his balls tensed and released, sending what must have been a hard first spray straight into Seul-ki’s throat.

She opened her eyes wide but kept on sucking. Blake groaned and trembled as he released again and again into the girl’s tight-lipped hold. She kept eye contact just like he’d asked, throat working as she swallowed, only a trickle of saliva and cum leaking down her chin.

Blake felt the last spasms die down, and finally let her go. Instead of pulling back like he’d expected, she kept licking and sucking more gently, more wetness leaking from her lips as she sent a few sensitive shivers through his body.

He lay back and exhaled, and for a few, blissful moments, he wasn’t in Nassau or in the robot apocalypse or trying to kill men to reunite with Mason. He was just a man with his balls emptying into a beautiful girl, who’d worked hard to please him.

Finally she released him, panting and giggling as she looked at the wetness trailing down her chin and onto her breasts.

“It seemed like you enjoyed it?” she asked with the kind of feminine grin that meant she knew very well.

“You’re a natural,” he confirmed, fighting the sleep that threatened his senses.

Then she stood and cleaned up in the bathroom, coming back with her hair tied and face scrubbed like nothing had happened.

“Come here,” he reached out a hand, and Seul-ki bit her lip and hesitated but still came forward. He pulled her small body into his lap like a kid on Santa’s knee, then wrapped his arms around her and kissed her.

Soon their tongues were darting back and forth as they explored each other’s mouths and lips. He ran his hands up and down her legs and cupped her ass, but respectfully avoided the damp fabric between her legs.

He desperately wanted to, of course, but it was a perfect moment. He didn’t want to ruin it. He lifted her to the bed and lay her down.

“We don’t have much time,” he whispered. “Try to sleep, and regain a little mana. Then we’ll go and…bring this all to an end.”

She cuddled into his arms, and with a wave of will he forced his cock not to swell at the closeness of her body. He closed his eyes, and slept.

Blake woke to a dull light with Seul-ki at his side. She was still topless, black hair spread everywhere. He did his best not to look at the swell of her hips and the tight fit of her slacks. She wanted a husband. But what exactly the hell that meant in their current circumstances he had no idea.

Not like there was a church or a temple around to tie the knot. But ultimately he knew what she meant: a man who truly committed to her. Was he the type to ever do that?

The thought practically repulsed him on instinct. And yet…he was ready to commit to her for the life of the game just for her class abilities. Sure, that was more like…a retainer. An underling, maybe. A wife was a whole different thing. But then what the hell did Blake know about wives.

Seul-ki sighed and moaned, shifting against him as she yawned.

“What time is it?”

He’d glanced at the clock and knew only about two hours had past, and said so.

“How’s your mana?”

“Nearing eighty percent,” she said.

Blake nodded. They both recovered extremely quickly, which he suspected was a huge advantage at every stage of the game. It was certainly life or death now.

“We can wait a little longer. But once it’s ninety or so we should probably go take a look around, get some more work done.”

“OK.” She pushed back to cuddle against him, and he fought the erection as best he could.

“Tell me about your family,” Blake prompted, trying to think of anything except what Seul-ki looked like naked. “Is there anyone you would like to find? Anyone you care about before the world…you know, changed?”

Seul-ki tensed a little in his arms, then shook her head. “The short answer is no. My family wasn’t…I wouldn’t like to find them. One day perhaps we can speak of it, but not today.”

He held her, and kissed her neck.

“The past is the past. I won’t ask again.”

She turned and smiled at him, closing her eyes at his kisses. “The past is the past. Yes. I like that very much.”

He felt almost compelled to logically dismantle her ‘husband’ argument, but fought the very stupid urge. His fresh hard was also rubbing against her back, and when she looked at him she seemed to realize.

“Your sexual health might be a bigger job than I was expecting,” she said, and giggled.

Blake’s shaft was pressing against the thin fabric of her tights, so close to her sex he could feel the heat. She bit her lip slightly as she rubbed herself against him, and he was pretty sure he’d have lost his mind already if she hadn’t blown him two hours before.

Even so his thoughts filled with all the ways he might push and see how far she’d let him go. Then the front door damn near knocked off its hinges.

“Pretty boy!” The chief’s voice called from outside, and Blake froze. The chief had never come for him personally before.

Was that good or bad? Almost certainly bad. Could his allies have betrayed him? Unlikely, but yes. If so, he had to run. Except he couldn’t. Was Mason just outside?

“Get your disguise ready.”

Blake and Seul-ki leapt out of bed, and Blake quickly dressed and straighted himself as he called.

“I was asleep, Chief. I’ll be right there.”

With the decision to take his chances made, he took a deep breath and plastered on his winningest smile, then unlocked the front door.

“Chief. I was beginning to think you’d forgotten about me. How can I assist?”

The big man was alone and without his shield, which was a very good sign. But his eyes were red and bruised with exhaustion and probably perpetual rage.

“Time’s up,” he said with a tone far more subdued then when he was in his hall and with the others. “I want the civilians to bind slave contracts. Right now. Or you die.”


CHAPTER 41 - WANT TO SEE MY MAGIC?


Mason woke up coughing. Smoke filled his vision, covering everything except the ground and especially the small dip into his stream. Pain came second, coursing from his gut up and down his body. But at least he woke up.

He remembered the assassin and the dagger in his side, and checked his wound. The flesh was already mostly healed. He moved his limbs and shifted his body, relieved to find he still had considerable strength. He felt hot, and in general pain, and expected he was fighting infection. Without his power of regeneration, he knew, he’d be a dead man.

One life down, he thought, how many left?

He wasn’t exactly sure where he was. The smoke kept him from inspecting the trees except at the bottom, and he couldn’t even tell which direction was which. Or indeed how much time had passed. But he had another group of raiders to kill, and he needed to move.

The corpses, he realized, I should check the corpses first.

With a long, suffering groan he forced himself to his feet. Smoke could kill you too, so he had to be careful.

He walked out into the mixture of charred and slightly burnt trees, head down and shirt over his mouth while he looked for what he thought was the places he’d killed the raiders.

One by one he found them. But with the exception of a few pieces of metal, everything they’d had was completely burnt away. He clutched his bow, and thanked God he’d had the presence of mind not to leave it.

Now what? He wondered, still trying to figure out which direction to move. Then he noticed his profile was blinking and pulled it up.

[You’ve earned enough experience to reach level 12! Please choose a power or one will be selected for you.]

Oh shit. He flipped to the power list and hoped he wasn’t already out of time. The list was considerably longer. The now familiar ranger powers were all available, but he quickly realized the druid had a much larger range of options.

Ranger Mark was still tempting, but also probably unnecessary. It seemed like it made a target vulnerable, but he hadn’t encountered anything he couldn’t kill. The druid powers mostly seemed like ‘spells’, used anywhere from healing others to covering an enemy in swarming insects. Nearly all of them sounded kind of awesome, but Mason had very limited mana to actually use them. It was likely better to wait. He also realized he had a new ranger option: Wayfinder.

[Wayfinder: never ask for directions again.]

The typically vague description remained annoying, but it sounded very much like a mapmaking power. If it was even remotely close to as useful and powerful as his trap function, he knew he had no choice but to take it, either now or later. He chose now.

He blinked, then the world changed. In the corner of his vision he saw an expandable toggle that could instantly cover his entire view. It was a God damn map.

Not only did it show North, East, South and West—it showed which way he was facing.

He turned his body just to test it, and the damn map adjusted like a GPS. He stood there just staring in sheer bloody amazement for longer than he should have, but there was little time to admire his newfound ability. He needed to get the hell out of the smoke, and find the second group of raiders.

Nassau was already shown on his map, and with a grin he started walking to test the pain. He felt vaguely ill, but healthy enough to move quickly, and soon broke into a jog.

As he moved away from the impromptu battlefield, he saw his map had actually marked it with a small flag as a ‘point of interest’. Apparently it would expand and grow based on where he’d been, remembering things for him. He realized he was able to move it, too, and began looking around to see the map also knew where he’d been thus far.

It showed the Great Trees, the coast, and a variety of other smaller details.

Focus, he chastised himself. New shiny toys weren’t relevant. He knew where Nassau was, and that was good enough. The town would certainly be on high alert. But what would they do? Send out more people?

Not likely they had much left, unless they sent out every player they had. He wasn’t actually sure how many that was, but he knew it had to be a small number.

So, what to do? Run around chasing the other raiders, maybe uselessly? And for how long? A day, two?

Or else he could go back to Nassau at top speed and see what kind of damage he could do. After a few moments, the decision seemed fairly simple. It was time to attack Nassau.

Jogging was painful but he pushed himself harder. He’d heal as he went, and if he couldn’t fight the infection with regeneration it meant he’d get worse and die so he had little time.

When he got out of the smoke he felt somewhat better, increasing nearly back to full speed as he whipped through the trees, feeling as usual like the plants themselves were clearing him a path.

Hours passed. He was working hard now and couldn’t even tell if the fever was with him, but it didn’t matter. He felt strong and healthy enough to fight. It would have to do.

The walls of Nassau came into view, and Mason hardly remembered the run. It was late afternoon now, and the forest was cool and quiet in the last hour before sunset.

He inspected the walls, circling Nassau with no sign of patrols or guards or of Kiaan. The scout had told him he’d trigger some kind of alarm if he climbed the walls. But an alarm only helped if you had the strength to enforce it.

If they did, Mason decided he could kill and run. With a last deep breath and the decision made, he ran at the wall and jumped the entire length, gripping the top and pulling himself up. It was time to end this.

* * *

The remaining players of Nassau brought Blake, the re-disguised Seul-ki, and all their civilians to Sebastian’s ‘meeting hall’.

Sebastian sat at the end, his three most loyal minions intimidating everyone into the chairs. Alvaro was a stocky black Cuban, who carried a metal cudgel and seemed to have no powers other than a touch attack that the others said could basically wither anyone into a husk.

David, who looked maybe Mexican, carried a seemingly endless supply of knives, and juggled them like an acrobat when he was bored.

Then there was Norman, a teenage track star from Arkansas, who took to the game better than most, and moved like a damn hunting cat with a pair of short swords. They were all very dangerous, and Blake had little doubt they’d be able to kill his allies, even without Sebastian’s help.

Blake had never actually seen the ‘chief’ fight. All he knew was from the minds of others, and that he carried a big metal disc that was probably a shield. He was some kind of ‘tank’ class that could soak up a lot of violence without going down, but he was also very strong.

“I want bonded contracts,” the big man growled in Blake’s direction. “At least a year in length. I want them now.” His dark eyes almost trembled, the anger in his voice barely suppressed.

Blake looked around the room. The civilians all stared at the table, or the walls, or their feet. If it wasn’t for Blake of course they’d still be rotting in a prison, half starved and dehydrated while Sebastian sweated them as far as he could without the system penalizing him.

They’d already signed a service contract, but being bonded was something else entirely. It put them at the mercy of the chief and his goons, who could literally command them like slaves, and do anything except cause lasting physical damage, or kill them.

“Use your magic and make it happen,” Sebastian barked. “Or you’re a useless mouth to feed.”

Blake sighed, not sure how to pacify the man in such a state.

“Don’t we have bigger problems, chief?” He countered with his most submissive tone. “Isn’t there some murderer out there trying to kill us? What difference does a bunch of civilian contracts make?”

Sebastian slammed the table.

The closest leg snapped, and Blake realized whatever his other powers, the strength part was not an exaggeration.

“You let me worry about killing who needs killing,” he growled low and dangerous. “It’s under control. You just get me what I want, and you do it right God damn now, or I’m going to beat you to death in this room.”

Blake swallowed as he felt the presence of Alvaro and his cudgel directly behind him. He tried to meet the eyes of the civilians but none would look at him. None, that is, except Hank. He gave a brave smile.

“I’ll sign,” he said. The others raised their heads in surprise. The angler met Sebastian’s eyes without a hint of fear. “Don’t think it’ll last long, to be honest. I expect you’ll be dead pretty soon.”

With that his eyes unfocused, and he swiped his hand as if in signature, then shivered as some effect took hold. Sebastian practically licked his lips.

“You shouldn’t have spoken like that to me. Get up,” he growled. Hank obeyed. “Strip off your clothes and sing your anthem.”

Hank rolled his eyes, but didn’t hesitate. He stripped down entirely naked and started singing with a surprisingly good voice, and Blake felt his chest swell with pride at the man’s courage.

Sebastian looked almost wet with sweaty anticipation. He looked at Blake.

“The others. Now.”

Perhaps it was Hank’s example that inspired the others. Or perhaps it was watching him shamed. One by one the other civilian men stood and swiped their hands, then they stripped off their clothes without being ordered, and stood shoulder to shoulder with Hank. None of the women moved.

“Women too,” Sebastian licked his lips. “Now.”

Blake could hardly stomach the ugly look on the man’s face. He knew instantly the women would never, ever sign.

He took Seul-ki’s hand beneath the table, for the first time truly understanding the depth of her fear, and indeed why so few women were players.

Then he focused his mind. He flooded it with mana and will, releasing it in a spear of control straight at the least trustworthy of Sebastian’s minions—the mercenary knife thrower, David, just as he signaled his allies.

Now, or never, he whispered in their minds with Mind Bend. Fight and be free in living or dying. Or do nothing, and crawl as Sebastian’s dogs.

David’s face contorted as he stepped back from the table and groaned.

“You want to see my magic?” Blake hissed. “OK. Here it is.”

Kill him, he ordered with a violent thrust of Mind Bend, and a severe dose of greed from Mental Influence. Kill him and take his place.

David blinked. Then his eyes flicked at his unsuspecting chief, and the shield sitting on the ground. He spun with a knife in each hand, and threw.

Both struck exactly on target, both blades hitting Sebastian directly in the face.

The metal didn’t even sink in. They left two gashes on Sebastian’s cheeks, then dropped to the floor with a clatter. The big man stood and lifted his shield, his wounded face twisted into a terrifying scowl of rage.

David shook his head and stepped back, preparing more knives with shaking hands, as if he could hardly believe his own situation. Sebastian’s other minions looked around the room in confusion, but didn’t move.

“You’re going to die screaming for that.” Sebastian looked from Blake to David, clearly unsure who to kill first. Blake made the decision easy.

He turned and ran towards the door, blasting indecision at Alvaro and hoping to escape without getting clubbed, pulling Seul-Ki behind him.

Honestly, he wasn’t sure how he was going to get out of this.

Even if Sebastian killed David, he and the other two were more than enough to handle Blake’s other allies—if they even attacked at all. He reached the door and threw it open, Alvaro looking at him entirely without concern, more interested in his chief.

Of course Blake didn’t have anywhere to run. He wondered somewhat idly if his luck had finally run out—if he’d been wrong about his destiny, and that things would end rather foolishly right here, right now.

Then the town alarm went off.

Blake smiled, and fled from the hall, pulling Seul-Ki as fast as he could.

* * *

Mason was starting to worry this was an ambush. He’d climbed the wall and slipped over the edge with ease and speed, but he’d expected to at least find some guards, or someone on the other side.

Instead all he found were houses, something more like warehouses, a well, and abandoned streets.

So he crept forward ready for violence, an eye on the largest building on a hill in the center of the town. It was the only one spewing a bit of smoke in the cool evening air, so it either had people currently or at least not long ago.

A thought occurred to him: could the patron and his allies have abandoned the town entirely? It didn’t seem likely. He supposed they might have gone out to meet up with the raiders, hoping to gather all their numbers before confronting Mason together. If so that would be a problem, but he could always run and pick them off in the forest.

He kept moving, eyes back and forth looking for danger, senses heightened and tuned to every sound and change in the urban terrain. The doors to the main hall opened.

A couple holding hands burst through and ran towards the road, and Mason nearly raised his bow and loosed before really looking at them. It was Blake, and some unknown girl.

Mason instantly activated Aspect of the Cheetah and sprinted straight towards them.

“Here!” he shouted, bow in hand, ready for anything.

But his speed was wrong. Somehow the town was weakening his nature powers and it occurred to him this likely wasn’t a wise place to fight. But it was too late for that now.

The doors behind Blake and the girl smashed open as a group of young men burst out behind them.

“Now, or never!” Blake was shouting as he raced down the hill. Mason didn’t need instruction. He stopped and drew, already accepting anything not Blake or Haley or apparently this new girl was his enemy.

He loosed his first arrow. Then three other men—who’d apparently been hiding on the top of the hall—either leapt down or started throwing spears.

Mason didn’t much care who they were or why. He loosed a steady volley of arrows at anything and anyone on the ground that moved closer to Blake, for now saving Power Shot and Crippling Strike and just using normal arrows.

He pierced limbs and torsos of at least two of the players before the melee turned into a swirling maelstrom of weapons, magic powers, and curses.

“The ones on the roof are with me!” Blake shouted as he nearly reached the bottom of the hill.

Mason nodded, but still didn’t much care. As he was about to loose another arrow, one of the young men vanished from the melee, and appeared maybe two steps from Blake’s back.

“Duck!” Mason shouted.

They’d known each other too long and too well for Blake to hesitate. He grabbed the girl beside him and launched them both to the pavement. Mason blasted a Power Shot straight through where he’d been standing.

The duel wielding teleporter was smashed off his feet in a spray of blood. But Mason believed in finishing one’s target. He stepped forward and loosed arrow after arrow into the squirming body until the system sent its message.

[Player killed. Tier 2. Experience awarded. Player killer aura increased.]

“Get behind me,” he growled, and Blake and the girl scrambled off bloody hands and knees to do as instructed. “Where’s Haley?” he said, watching the fighting but for a moment not interfering.

“She’s in that house.” He gestured. “But, she’s fine. You have to save my friends!”

I don’t have to do shit, Mason thought, pretty happy to watch the others trying to kill each other.

The roof jumpers had a casualty on the ground who looked like he’d been torched to a crisp. They’d taken down the guy with a club, but the big man with the shield was chasing them off easily and seemed to basically ignore their attacks. The guy with the knives was protected behind him.

Mason decided to kill knife-boy first.

He was about to launch a new volley when the nearby gate screeched. A group of male voices went from joking to alarm as the second group of raiders came running through, weapons in hand.

Mason’s heart finally started moving faster.

He tried to drop his traps, but apparently they didn’t work in the town, either. He took a breath and readied to take down the knife-thrower as planned, knowing his time was quickly running out.

Blake and the girl wouldn’t be able to get over that wall. He couldn’t just run away, and this was no damn place to fight them all. He should have been in the trees, where he could withdraw and hide and pick them apart. But he wasn’t.

Things were about to get interesting.


CHAPTER 42 - LOW MANA


Blake watched his brother shooting magic arrows like a damn machine gun. One of Garet’s men was down to Alvaro’s ridiculous touch power, but otherwise things were going rather well.

After using his power, Alvaro had gone down soon after, and Mason had blasted Norman like it was nothing. After that it had seemed just a matter of Mason and the others surrounding Sebastian and David and killing them both. Then the raiders arrived.

Blake felt his guts slosh.

“Oh shit.”

Mason looked, then just kept shooting.

“That’s Alex. The one in the back, he’s some kind of support!” Blake shouted over the screams and sounds of fighting. “He can make little shields, and probably can…”

They both watched Mason’s arrows reach Sebastian and bounce off an invisible shield, or drop in mid-air.

“Do that.”

“So what are you, a damn cheerleader?” Mason growled. “Do something about him.”

Blake stiffened slightly at the reproach.

“I warned you about him, didn’t I?” he muttered, then focused on the Eastern European bubbler and summoned his will. “Keep shooting,” he told his brother. I’ll distract him.”

“What exactly,” Mason loosed another arrow, “do you think I’m doing?”

Jason—a pole-arm wielding warrior—and Erik, some kind of quick-striking duelist, both came running down the hill towards Blake. Mason continued his steady barrage of arrows, but Alex was still shielding or dissipating the arrows all together.

From reading his mind, Blake knew the man had grown up in an ex-communist country, his childhood filled with terrors of his family being taken away at any moment.

He seemed impressive now, but his younger self was filled with fear. Blake waited for another arrow to loose, then sent a violent charge of pure terror into Alex’s mind.

The older man staggered and cried out, and the arrow struck polearm-wielding Jason in the gut. He doubled over and cried out, but Erik came on.

“Fuck. I’m running low on mana. This bloody town.” Mason dropped his bow, pulling a knife as a sword materialized in his other hand. He jogged forward, meeting Erik in the middle of the street.

“Mason!” Haley at last emerged from her nearby house and probably couldn’t have chosen a worse time to prove a distraction.

Fortunately, Mason didn’t even seem to flinch. His gaze was focused entirely on his opponent, who came in with a quick zig zag, thrusting his needle-like blade at his taller opponent’s face.

Mason deflected it with his sword, but failed by far to counter with his dagger. Erik was fast. Very fast. His longer fencing blade jabbed again and again as the lithe fighter danced away from any counter, and Mason seemed unable to do much but parry.

Jason had regained his feet and was still coming forward. The last raider, Ben, was some kind of vital seeking rogue, and he was circling Blake’s remaining allies. Sebastian was still holding his ground while his knife thrower took shots, and the turn-coats clearly didn’t know how to bring down their chief at all.

Things were, in other words, not looking fantastic.

Blake severed his connection with Alex, and turned his attention on the rogue. Blake trusted his brother to handle whatever the other two threw at him, but his minions needed help.

Ben the rogue was another ambitious little schemer, and the least loyal of the remaining men. Perhaps where a throwing weapon had failed, a surprise strike in the back would succeed.

“Seul-Ki,” Blake said, and the girl moved beside him and extended her hand. He seized it, and opened a connection to Ben’s mind, thickening it with strand after strand of mana as he focused another Mind Bend on a single line of thought, over and over and over.

He’s distracted. He’s vulnerable. Now is your chance to be chief.

Mason was growling in frustration. He seemed entirely on the defensive, dodging away from both the long polearm and Erik’s ever darting blade.

But Blake had to focus. He felt the scoundrel twisting in confused opportunism, trying not to be what he was. But like the parable of the scorpion riding the fox, it was only a matter of time. Ben the rogue failed.

With a head shake and an evil smile, then a neat bit of footwork, Ben turned and lunged at Sebastian.

This time the chief seemed ready. He spun away, and rather than waste his attack completely, Ben charged straight past him and buried his dagger into David the knife thrower’s chest. Then he turned and tried to leap back.

Sebastian’s massive shield swiped and struck his head and shoulder with a solid thud. Ben stumbled back and Sebastian followed with a brutal swing from his club, caving in Ben’s skull visibly before he dropped, spasming as he tumbled slightly down the hill.

“Traitors!” He raised his voice to cross the street. “I’m going to rip off your heads and use them for piss pots, starting with you, Blake.” He pointed his bloody club. “Then I’m going to see about your ugly little whore.”

Blake breathed, trying to think.

Influence probably wouldn’t work on the others now, and he didn’t have the mana to do another blast of mental power. He could tell Seul-ki was mostly drained and tapping the rest for a long shot wasn’t worth it.

But he still had telekinesis. Maybe he could help Mason enough to swing the tide. If he focused on turning that damn polearm, or if he could maybe trip Erik just for a moment…

“To hell with this.”

Mason cursed and charged straight at the rapier-wielding Erik. The small, thin blade jabbed straight through his shoulder, piercing to the other side, just as Jason’s poleaxe swung for his head.

Blake activated Telekinesis, and managed to turn it.

Then Mason was on the smaller Erik, his sword vanishing as he just seized the smaller man by the neck, ramming his dagger into his chest and gut again and again like a prison shanking.

They rolled to the street in a gory, tangled mess of blood and limbs before Mason rolled off, ducked one last poleaxe swing, then came back up again with his sword.

He pulled the rapier out of his arm and dropped it to the ground with Erik’s bloody corpse, pointing at Jason.

“Run. Or you’re next.”


CHAPTER 43 - FIRST BLOOD


Polearm guy ran, and Mason let him. He had an arrow lodged in his gut, which no doubt hurt tremendously and drained some courage. Mason could sympathize.

Lifting his wounded arm proved mostly impossible, and he expected he wouldn’t be able to shoot worth a damn.

Hell, just drawing the thing probably wouldn’t happen, and anyway he was nearly out of mana so who cared. He’d forgotten Endless Quiver took mana outside of nature. He gestured at Haley to come scoop it up, and she snapped to reality and came running.

“Are you alright?” she looked him over with concern as the bow vanished into her invisible bag and Blake flinched in surprise.

“I’ll live.” He looked at the big chief still easily repelling the two weaklings at the hall. “To hell with this. Give me that staff.”

Haley pulled it from the air, and Mason held the smooth wood in his hands with a grimace.

“I doubt I’ve got the mana for this,” he sighed. “But it’s worth a shot.”

“Erm.” Blake looked at the girl at his side, and grinned. “Mana, you say? I think we can help with that.”

Mason looked between his brother and the tiny thing at his side with a raised brow.

“OK...”

Blake gestured and the girl came forward with a face growing redder by the moment.

“Very sorry,” she said, “It’s best if I touch you. Do whatever you intend, and my power should do the rest.”

Mason nodded and thought no more about it, turning his attention entirely on the settlement’s chief.

Alright, he thought, convert my mana to elemental power. Easy peesy. Nothing to it.

At the last moment he remembered the nymph’s charm and withdrew it from inside his shirt, holding it in one hand as he pointed the staff with the other.

Nassau’s last few players were still shouting and dancing back and forth, none of them brave or competent or fast enough it seemed to bring the others down. Then the same infuriating support class noticed Mason and his staff, and shouted.

“Chief! Look out!”

The big man snorted and spit down the hill.

“You think you can hurt me with your little stick, and what, some pathetic spell? Go ahead and try.” With that he turned away from his opponents like they were nothing and started walking down the street with shield held high.

Frankly, Mason had no idea.

But since he remembered distinctly getting damn near blown to hell and probably would have if it hadn’t been for Apex Predator, he suspected even if it didn’t kill the man, it wouldn’t feel great.

He focused on the staff, and felt what he expected—his measly mana bar blinking with a dull blue light in the corner of his vision.

“Here goes,” he muttered, then forced his will into the thing. It felt like pushing an imaginary red button that said ‘explode some shit.’

The staff glowed, Mason’s hand locked in its grip reflexively, and he knew right away he couldn’t stop it now if he wanted to. It hummed and jerked with its own power like a firehose, and Mason willed every scrap of blue he could see into the damn thing, as well as the warmth he felt in the nymph charm and the strange source attached to him through the girl’s hand.

He pulled and pulled until he heard the girl cry out and try and release him.

The bolt of lightning damn near blinded him. It cracked and roared with thunder in a terrible flash that felt like it exploded out of his arm, racing too fast and too bright to really see what happened.

Mason shielded his eyes way too late, then stepped back blinking and groaning as the same ringing from the dungeon filled his world.

“Why?” He dropped the staff and put a hand to his face, cursing his robot god with every fiber of his being. “You can reshape the world but you can’t build a damn staff with a silencer?”

When the flash finally cleared, Mason blinked until he saw his enemy’s shield lying on the ground. The man himself seemed gone, and for a moment Mason worried he’d somehow dodged the attack entirely.

Then he saw the two, trembling, charred legs sticking out from beneath it. He grinned as his vision filled with text.

[Player killed. Tier 1. Experience gained. Player killer aura increased.]

[Title awarded: First Blood. You have slain a town patron, and are the first in the world to do so. ‘Player Killer’ aura has been increased to {severe}, but now provides resistance to several negative conditions based on its severity.]

[Patronage of Settlement-D342 is now open. Do you wish to claim it by right of conquest? All associated contracts are listed. Please examine and claim, modify, or cancel.]

The fighting stopped entirely. A dozen or so civilians emerged from the big hall, and it was clear they were getting some kind of system messages of their own. They looked at Mason like shoppers inspecting the ripeness of fruit, and he wanted all this patron crap gone as soon as possible. He looked at Blake.

“You alright?”

Blake pat his ears as if trying to knock out water.

“What?” he shouted.

“I said,” Mason raised his voice. “Are you…”

“I’m kidding. I can hear you.” Blake gave a shit-eating grin.

“You prick.” Mason grabbed his brother with his remaining good arm and gave him a squeeze.

“But really,” Blake said. “What’s with that staff? That was extremely unpleasant.”

“Imagine how that guy feels,” Mason gestured with a nod.

The pretty eyes of the Asian girl who’d been holding Mason’s hand started to flutter, and Blake quickly grabbed her in his arms as she nearly collapsed.

“Seul-ki! Are you alright?” he said in something of a panic.

Mason could hear the genuine concern in his brother’s voice and felt a little bad he’d drawn so much power. The girl blinked and smiled and regained her feet in a few moments.

“Yes. Thank you. I hadn’t expected so much…hunger.”

“Sorry.” Mason shrugged in apology. “I hadn’t actually used it before, wasn’t sure how it would work. But I couldn’t have done it without you, I’m sure of that.”

The girl smiled shyly, and Blake squeezed her shoulder before looking at Mason’s.

“We should probably look after that.”

Mason was about to ask what he meant before glancing at the oozing wound. He shrugged.

“It’ll be fine.”

He met Haley’s big blue eyes, and could see she stood still with a barely restrained will. He held out his good arm.

“Come here.” She slammed into his embrace, and he winced slightly at the pain but pulled her in. “I missed you too.”

He exchanged a grin with Blake, then glanced around ‘Settlement-D342’. Mostly he wanted to sit down and eat something that didn’t come from a barrel, and maybe drink something with alcohol, and sit with Blake.

But they had a few other annoying problems to deal with first.

“What do we do with them?” He gestured at the remaining players, who’d now all stopped fighting and mostly sat or lay down on the ground in exhaustion and injury.

“Case by case basis,” Blake said quietly. “But I think we can recruit them all.”

Mason shrugged, not really caring. He looked again at the blinking town profile and patron decision, as well as all the civilians staring like lost children waiting for a parent. He sighed.

“You intend to stay here, I suppose.”

Blake raised a brow.

“I do.”

“I don’t want to rule a town, Blake.”

“Well you should,” his brother said in his most annoyingly lawyery voice. “It has a variety of advantages. We need a safe place for civilians, and it gives us a whole host of boosts, including…”

“You been watching what happened to these guys?” Mason gestured at the corpses. “Staying still makes you a target. It makes you complacent, findable, destroyable. Better to move around in the forest.”

Blake frowned.

“We’ll have to agree to disagree.”

“I didn’t come all this way to save your ass just to put it at risk again,” Mason snapped.

“We’re always at risk in this new world, brother, but we need to build something.”

Mason knew he’d already lost. He sighed. “I was thinking we’d build a giant mound of the corpses of anyone who fucks with us.”

“We’re in alignment. Just build that mound of people who fuck with this town.”

Mason glanced at Haley, knowing very well where she’d stand.

“I know you’re on his side.”

“I’m on your side, Mason, always, but…” she chewed her lip. “I believe he’s right. Civilians need protection. And there will be many others. We’ll need lots of specialties and experts to survive this new world. They’ll provide you with all kinds of useful things for combat.”

Mason took a deep, long-suffering breath. It was like convincing Blake not to wear his Star Trek uniform every day all over again.

He swiped at the text and found an options menu, with all kinds of possibilities, including the one he wanted.

Transfer all contracts and patronage options to Blake Nimitz, he entered into the open box. Except Haley and Kiaan.

He wasn’t sure if it would work, especially since he didn’t know last names or really anything. Then the system intoned in his mind.

[Intent acknowledged. Transferring.]

Blake’s eyes widened as they stared off into space. He clapped Mason on the shoulder and grinned like a damn fool from ear to ear.

“You’re such a pain in the ass,” Mason exhaled.

“But I’m aware. It’s part of my charm.”

Blake steadied Seul-ki then walked towards the civilians, soon talking to them like they were old friends. Fortunately they seemed equally pleased with him, and the older man Mason had seen before even embraced him and said something like ‘good work, kid’.

Mason looked away from all the mess and corpses and felt the weight of it all lifting from his shoulders.

“If you don’t mind,” he shouted, “I’m going to go lie down and try to stop bleeding to death.”

Blake turned back with a pleasant smile, his politician’s voice and mask plastered across his face.

“Go on, I’ll sort this all out.”

“God damn right you will,” Mason muttered, then wrapped his good arm around Haley, and let her help him towards a house.


CHAPTER 44 - SEXUAL HEALING


Mason woke with something warm and wet moving up his thigh.

“God I hope that’s not a mutant wolf.”

He heard Haley giggle, then his cock disappeared into soft, warm, inviting lips. He groaned and went hard in seconds before he opened his eyes.

She was looking at him with as much smile as she could manage with her mouth full. Then she let it go and slid her tongue down his shaft as she held it upright. He lay back and put his hands behind his head.

“I deserve this.”

“No.” She dropped him and rose up before straddling him. She was wearing nothing but a lacy bra, her thighs already moist. “I deserve this.” She groaned as she slid him inside her soaked, and very ready sex.

“Yes, you do,” he agreed.

She rode him slow and steady, raising her wide, curving ass up and down with her hips and the occasional swirl. Mason sighed and just watched.

She unhooked her bra, letting her heavy breasts bounce and sway with her body. Her wavy blonde hair dripped from her shoulders, curling around her chest.

Mason didn’t move a muscle, happy to let her do her thing, enjoying the tight, hot feel of her slide up and down his shaft. Then she was biting her lip and moving faster, giving up the sexy posturing as she bucked and rocked on his cock until her chest and neck flushed red and she cried out as her eyes rolled back.

Her body shook, and he smiled as he watched her struggle to keep moving. Finally she dropped on top of him, and he winced slightly as she came down on his still tender shoulder.

“Sorry,” she breathed between pants. Mason moved his arms, and though he had large hands he still couldn’t entirely cup Haley’s thick ass. He did his honest best.

“Not as sorry as you will be.”

She gasped as he thrust inside her, squeezing her cheeks hard. He raised himself off the bed, holding her in place as he jackhammered. Soon enough she was holding onto the bed, screaming like she was riding a rollercoaster.

Lust surged through him at her reaction. He teased her ass with a finger, then as her body tensed he shoved it inside, ramming his cock even harder as she gasped.

“Good girl. Take it all,” he ordered as he pulled her down, squashing her soft breasts against his chest as he pushed his tongue into her mouth. He hadn’t known that’s what he wanted until it was done—Haley with all three holes plugged, writhing in his arms.

He let go of all the tension he’d been holding through all the days of deadly peril, slowing down and kissing her more intimately and fully as he worked his hips, probing every angle of her pussy with long, slow thrusts. She shuddered and squeezed his cock like a vice, and his whole body spasmed as he came.

Haley’s muffled cry filled his mouth, and he thrust as deep inside her as he could manage, filling her as he came. Back before the world had ended he’d always worn condoms. At least in his relatively few opportunities.

Even so he’d usually pulled out, paranoid of getting the few girls he’d slept with pregnant. Somehow the thought of that with Haley appalled him. And she certainly wasn’t suggesting it.

Only when he felt his cum dripping out of her and running down his shaft did he release his hold on her ass. She gasped and panted, then wiggled against him before collapsing in a sweaty heap.

“God I love how you fuck me.”

“I know,” he whispered, kissing her damp brow. “So what was that? Sexual…healing?”

Haley’s body trembled with a laugh.

“I’m so glad you didn’t say that during.”

Mason pulled her close, and they lay together without speaking for awhile.

Later he told her about the ‘great trees’—leaving out the bit about the nymphs—how he needed to clear them and after might be able to travel almost instantly around the forest.

“You travel pretty fast now,” she’d joked.

“Faster.” He grinned.

After another little while without words he turned more serious.

“I could cancel your contract, you know, like Blake did with all those other people. Make it service instead. Do you want me to?”

Haley practically went rigid in his arms, then turned to face him, equally serious.

“I don’t want anything to change between us.”

“Neither do I.”

She smiled, relaxing into him, all her softness molding to his chest. “There you are then. There’s something very, very sexy about being your slave. And I trust you.”

Mason wasn’t sure what to say to that. He was honored, he supposed, and hoped he was worthy of that trust. But she was right about one thing—there was something very sexy about it. And he could feel himself getting hard again.

“I suppose you prefer the town to romping through the woods,” he finally said with a sigh.

“Oh, I don’t know,” she said, reaching down to wrap her hand around his shaft. “I sort of like riding you around.”

“Is that so?” He didn’t fight the smile.

“No,” she giggled. “You’re right. I much prefer the town.”

He didn’t like the answer but couldn’t be upset with her.

“I figured. It’s not wise, you know. For survival. Defense never stops a good offense for long. Better for us to be fast, agile, impossible to find. Like Comanche warriors until this new world gets…more civilized.”

“I think your brother would like to civilize it,” Haley muttered as she started teasing his cock.

“That doesn’t usually go well.”

“This time we have magic powers.”

“So do the barbarians. And there’s mythical monsters everywhere.”

The teasing moved to stroking, and Mason gathered up Haley’s hair and rubbed a thumb over her nipples as she kept going.

“What will you do?” she moaned.

“Besides fuck you again?”

She bit her lip and nodded.

“I’ll roam the damn woods. Make sure Blake doesn’t get himself killed. I’ll end the monsters that come for us. And the barbarians, too.”

“With plenty of town visits?” Haley gave a sexy pout.

Mason snorted, slapping her ass so hard she jumped. Then he flipped her onto her back and rose up for an appreciative inspection.

His cum was still on her thighs. Her knees were red just like those peeping tom’s had noticed, her hair and face all sex frayed and half asleep with orgasmic endorphins.

Good God, he thought. She really was sexy beyond reason, with the kind of body that belonged on some unaffordable prostitute or Instagram model.

“Yeah,” he said, as much to himself as to her, “Many, many town visits.”

With pride stroking deliciousness, as he dropped on top of her and thrust inside, it looked like nothing would please her more.


CHAPTER 45 - A PATIENT MAN


Blake put all the surviving players and all the civilians in the chief’s hall, and watched. There was some bad blood and hard feelings and every other cliche that meant unpleasant history. But he needed these people—all of them, and he couldn’t let nonsense interfere.

“Chief Sebastian is dead,” he said in the silence. “The men who truly supported him are dead. Those who remain here today turned against him, or fought for him because they felt they had no choice.”

Still no one said a word, and Blake sighed.

“I don’t much care how anyone feels about each other. We don’t have many players left. If we’re going to survive, we need every scrap of strength we have left. Anyone disagree with that? There’s the door. Good luck in the forest.”

They got amenable quick after that, especially after he offered them all houses of their own and an equal share in the town’s profits and spoils going forward. Not that he knew what that meant, exactly.

“From here on out, we don’t raid or kill players unless they attack us first. We grow our numbers, we explore, we build. There’s a damn big world to figure out and maybe not that much time to do it. You can all be sure we’re not alone, and that this great game is going to have some curve balls.”

By the end they all seemed happy enough, though Blake still read a few of their minds to make sure. After that, the civilians all cleared out and went to go claim their houses with smiles and a renewed sense of hope.

“We trusted you, and you didn’t let us down,” said Billy the brewer as he took Blake’s hand. “That means a lot.”

“I’m glad.” Blake grinned, then winked. “But there was never any doubt.”

The young man smiled and the civilians went out single file, and then it was just Blake and the dejected, wounded players. It was time to address the elephant in the room.

“Some of you are thinking I’m too weak to be the patron. That it should be my brother Mason instead. That someone might just kill me and throw things into chaos.” Some looked at him, some looked away. “Sebastian thought I was weak. Idiots often do.”

He shot a round of Mentally Influenced terror into them because it was a lot easier than trust or love or really anything, and he’d build up the rest later.

“We’re going to do everything we can to improve this town. You probably don’t even realize Sebastian was hoarding what are called ‘patron points’ from all of you.”

The players exchanged looks and Blake snorted.

“I also gained a large reward of it for taking this town. I can create new buildings, entertainment, defenses. I want your opinions and input on what to build—but I’m thinking one building for all of you to relax and gather with civilians. To meet the women properly.”

Here he stopped and grinned.

“After that, I’m thinking a smith, a leatherworker—anything we have civilians for and think can improve us in combat.” He could see he had their attention now. Good. He needed these men because Mason couldn’t do everything. “I’ll be sending you out much like Sebastian did,” he explained, “but this time to recruit anyone you find. We’ll worry about quality later. Any questions?”

The four remaining men all met his eyes now at least, but shook their heads.

“Go on,” he said. “Go pick houses and rest. The supply room is open, get whatever you want, whenever you need. I’m trusting you. Don’t make me regret it.”

They went out one by one without saying a word, and Blake hoped morale would slowly improve. Seul-ki finally stepped out from behind him with a fake brow raised.

“You have big plans.”

Blake grinned. “You have no idea.”

“And your brother?”

“He’ll do his part.” Blake put his hands on her shoulders and smiled. “Don’t worry. Whatever we may say, however it may look, Mason and I are loyal forever. We have been since we were five.”

Seul-ki returned his smile. “I’m glad to hear it. Because he’s somewhat terrifying.”

“Yes he is.” Blake laughed. “A terrifying, paranoid son of a bitch, new and improved with enhanced magic power. And he’s all ours.”

Seul-ki was still tired from her experience with the staff, so Blake took her back to their house for a rest, not comfortable yet in the patron’s hall. Her eyes fluttered the moment they walked inside, and he lay her down on the couch.

“Are you feeling any better?”

“Yes,” she smiled. “I’ve regained half my mana now. I’m just tired.”

Blake shook his head, always amazed how fast she could do that. He looked at his own mana at less than a quarter, then got distracted by his profile, which still blinked with a whole host of upgrades.

Apparently he got to pick a new class, which ordinarily would have had him pouring over the options with frenzied greed. But as a patron, it seemed time limits were almost non-existent. The system told him he had weeks to decide everything if he chose.

“I leveled when we brought down Sebastian,” he said, and Seul-ki grinned.

“So did I.”

“Oh really,” Blake stroked a few stray strands of hair from her forehead. “Anything fun?”

She buried her face in the pillow so he couldn’t see, and laughed.

“You’re as devious as you are beautiful.”

She turned back to him and became more serious.

“Blake, I…want to trust you. I do trust you.” He opened his mouth to say something back, but she raised a finger to his lips. “All my life I have wanted…a cause, an employer…someone worthy of my time and talent. Do you understand? I have never wanted to lead. But I have always wanted to serve a worthy leader.”

“Yes,” Blake said. “I think I understand.”

Her eyes sparkled as she watched him. “I think your brother and I, we are very much alike.”

Blake wasn’t sure how he felt about that comment. He wasn’t the jealous type but the idea of Seul-ki even liking anyone but him suddenly brought a spike of heat to his chest.

“What I mean is,” Seul-ki grinned, as if she sensed how he felt, “in you we both see the same potential, the same feeling of purpose. The faith we both lack in the world, I think, we find in you.”

Blake wasn’t sure what to say to that. But as he met Seul-ki’s eyes he saw an expression he knew quite well. He leaned down and kissed her, running his fingers up her leg to rest on her hip.

“My culture is very…conservative,” she said, “when it comes to sex.”

“Right,” Blake said. “I’ll go lock the doors.”

Seul-ki laughed and sat up to wrap her arms around his chest. “There was many things I did not like about my culture,” she said. “I think I would like to break some traditions. But I need just a little time.”

Blake stroked the girl’s beautiful face with a thumb. “Time is something we have. I hope. And I think we can find something to do in the meantime.”

“Yes,” Seul-ki giggled, “cuddle.” She pulled him down to nestle against her on the couch. “But if you can be patient, I can take very good care of your health, patron.”

He smiled, wrapping his arms around her.

“A patron’s health is especially important.”

For a contended moment he just closed his eyes and took in her scent, the feel of her small body pressed against him.

Strange, he thought, to enjoy her company so much so fast. Blake hardly truly liked anyone, other than Mason. And despite not knowing Seul-ki well, he just…liked her.

Yes, curious. But not important. She was his ally, after all, and she was useful. These were two of the very few things that mattered to Blake.

So he could be patient. Patient with the town he wanted to rename, with his brother and the players who had their own objectives that weren’t yet his. And yes, with the girl smiling up at him, who was too clever and too devious to be entirely as safe as she seemed.

In the previous game of life, Blake Nimitz was the type to start slow, but win in the end. This world seemed no different. So yes, he could be very patient indeed.


CHAPTER 46 - TOMORROW


Blake and Mason met after sunset in the ‘cookery’, sitting at plastic tables with a bottle of Billy’s moonshine and two heated plates of what they hoped were chicken wings.

They waited till they were alone, Mason looking around one more time before he grinned. Then they stood and walked around the table, a little pause before pulling each other into a hard, overdue embrace.

“You alright? Blake whispered. “For real?”

“I’m good.” Mason held back the shudder as a few memories returned. “It was a little rough out there. But I’m alright.”

They pulled back but kept a hand on each other’s shoulders as Blake looked Mason up and down. “You look, uh…bigger. And scarier.”

Mason chuckled. No doubt that was true. “Stats, I guess. And I found some kind of magic tree with these sexy nymphs that maybe grew me a little in their pond.”

Blake raised a brow, then laughed out loud. “What the shit? Get me in there!”

“They, er, only want druids, which I guess I am.”

Blake shook his head and couldn’t stop smiling.

“You’re in your element, brother, that’s for sure.”

“Yeah,” Mason had to agree. He looked around the strange, almost alien town and nodded at it. “You’re starting to get back to yours.”

Blake frowned.

“Well?”

“Well what?”

“Don’t you want to say it?”

“Say what?”

Blake just stood there with an expectant look on his face until Mason understood.

“Oh. Sure. I told you so.”

Blake closed his eyes and gestured with a hand as if to keep going, but Mason honestly didn’t have much urge.

“I didn’t really predict robot-god transforming the earth into a game. I was thinking…federal government collapse. Nuclear war. Disease. Civil war. Something…you know, plausible.”

“Well here we are,” Blake shrugged. “And right is right. I hope it feels good.”

Mason laughed. “Yeah. Feels great.” He sighed and glanced at his brother’s eyes. “You think we’re going to make it? People, I mean.”

Blake pursed his lips and gestured for Mason to sit again, patting his shoulder as he took his own. “I think if this thing meant to just kill us, it could have done it in a blink. It didn’t, so I guess we have to play its game.”

Mason nodded, and took his seat, thinking more or less the same. They both drank and winced in displeasure. Then they talked about their time in the apocalypse—about Haley and Seul-ki, the tutorials, their experience with ‘roboGod’, as Mason called it.

“What the hell is all this anyway?”, he said with a mouth full of chicken.

“I have no idea.” Blake sipped his moonshine. “But if I had to guess? The people who said we were in some kind of simulation were right all along. Now we’re in another one.”

Mason sighed and shook his head.

“I hate it when nerds are right. We’ll just have to go along. Survive, improve, and procreate, I guess. Speaking of which, I can’t get you in with those nymphs, but there’s a dungeon in the tree to clear. Maybe you, me, and two of our new lackeys. There’s likely some good rewards.”

Blake winced. “Those lackeys were trying to kill us this afternoon.”

“I didn’t say it was ideal. But it’s what we’ve got. You trust them?”

“I only trust you, brother. But I can read minds now, so that’s a plus. And I’ve been manipulating them for awhile. It should be enough.”

They said nothing for a few comfortable moments, then Mason narrowed his eyes.

“Don’t do that to me. Whatever your mind powers are.”

Blake grinned. “I wouldn’t dream of it. I mean, I’ll probably be actively doing it in reality, so, why would I dream of it?”

“I swear to God, Blake.”

The handsome fucker put up his hands, the picture of innocence. Then he rolled his eyes.

“I’ve been screwing with your mind without magic for 15 years, I don’t need new powers to do it.”

Mason fought the grin.

“Idiot.”

“Moron.”

They ate their chicken wings, and drank their moonshine, then watched the sunset in a little break in the canopy.

Mason felt a question that had burned in his chest long before the new world and statistics arrived to measure it.

“OK but seriously, what’s your luck stat?”

Blake looked at him like he’d said the moon was made out of cheese. “Whatever do you mean?”

“Don’t give me that shit,” Mason pointed an accusing chicken wing. “You started on a fucking paradise island with all the help you needed and some hot babe—may she rest in peace—and I started in a God damn war zone.”

“Well, I don’t know,” Blake shrugged. “It’s…perfectly average and what it should be.”

“Just fucking tell me.”

“Tell me yours first.”

“Twenty,” Mason lied.

“Ha!” Blake pounded the table. “See? Mine’s only 42. Higher, sure, but not that bad.”

Mason shook his head, decades of intuition screaming in impotent victory. “I lied,” he hissed. “Mine is four.”

Blake’s triumphant smile drained away, and he rapped the table with his fingers.

“Oh.”

“Yeah, oh.” Mason sagged against his chair, not sure if he was disgusted or happier than ever. I bloody knew it, he thought, and now it’s confirmed by our robot overlord.

“You are literally probably the luckiest son of a bitch alive,” he said matter of factly.

“Well,” Blake shifted in his chair. “We don’t nearly have the data for that.”

“Shut up. I’m glad you are. Just don’t get too cocky.”

Blake leaned forward like a dog on the hunt.

“So how about that Haley, Mr. bad luck? That must have been a nice surprise.”

“Hey I earned that. I mean her.”

“Yeah? You earned one of the hottest women I’ve ever seen in my life, as a sex slave?”

“She’s not a…yes,” Mason sniffed. “For my shit tutorial, and for putting up with you for almost two decades. Yes I did.”

Blake’s grin turned into a full toothed smile.

“I missed you, bro.”

Mason rolled his eyes, not bothering to tell him not to call him that.

“I missed you too.”

They were silent for awhile, staring out at the forest, lost in their own thoughts.

“What do you think we’ll have to deal with tomorrow?” Blake asked after awhile, and Mason felt himself smile.

“Not sure. But we can handle it.”

Blake matched his smile as he scanned the trees.

“Yes, yes I expect we can.”
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