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                A Reincarnation Sci-Fi Progression LITRPG

Humanity lay dying in the cradle of their birth. A victim of their own hubris. 

The age was set to be a utopia. War among humanity was a footnote in history, having united under one purpose with a singular goal: reach the stars and explore the vast cosmos that made up the universe. 

In their unmitigated hurry to achieve perfection, mankind created fantastically advanced technologies. They pushed the boundaries of what was known and explored the stars, only to find more and more questions and fewer answers. 

Follow the story of Ray Finnigan. Brought back into the world for a purpose that was not his own, by beings who sought to utilize him for their own purposes, this survivor seeks to restore humanity and return the Earth to its rightful inheritors. 

HEX is a story of the undead, Systems gone haywire, and a Nemesis that just doesn’t seem to die no matter how many times he kills it. Physics and common sense don’t apply when the rules of reality are governed by those who seek only to manipulate the results. Results that only kill those who achieve them. 

But the restless sacrifices for such ambitions roll in their graves and such secrets won’t stay buried for long. 

Neither will the bodies.
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        PROLOGUE

    
    
    
    
                “No. Nope, no way, Nuh uh!” said Vell vehemently. “Did you see what those things did to the last poor bastard we resurrected and sent down? They fucking ate him!”

Two odd creatures looked at the monitor in shocked silence. Their faces were beaked, had no discernable noses, and contained two small black, beady eyes. Their bodies were nearly perfect spheres and covered in thick, shaggy yellow fur. A long thin pair of chicken-leg-like arms stretched from their torsos and terminated into hands containing four claw-tipped fingers. Likewise, their legs followed the same look with narrow legs ending in clawed feet.

Nell, the second creature standing next to the first, sighed and shook its beaked head. “Look Vell, I get that. This is a dead world with … not so dead biological monstrosities on it. We agree on that point. But there is a node down there. We can't pass that up. Not for ourselves or the clan.”

Frustrated, Vell stomped it's tiny foot and turned back to the screen. Clicking its beak in irritation, the feathered being finally responded, “Take a look at what we know about this nearly extinct race. Four-star systems, three worlds, and a large space station, and an estimated fifteen to twenty billion in population. This race was expanding so well. I just don’t even know how such a biological event such as this is even possible. Separate worlds like that tend to be isolated from one another, at least in regards to most diseases.”

Nell nodded, it's fur ruffling slightly. “I don’t know. To be honest I don’t care. The node is the important thing here. Whether they killed themselves or we end up killing them from orbit the result is the same. However … our little friend managed to connect the coms unit to a device on the surface of the planet before he was torn to pieces. The data we received was interesting, to say the least.”

Vell looked at Nell curiously, “The odd creature we found and resurrected? And interesting how? I have yet to review those records. I’m too busy analyzing the … reanimated things down there.”

“Well, to begin with, the planet wasn’t a single polity. There were at least a hundred. Possibly more” explained Nell as Vell clacked it's beak in surprise. “Now their social development was … basic to say the least. They put an emphasis on this thing known as a ‘social network’. Some kind of popularity contest I think, it's difficult to figure out with the data sets I have.”

“Hmm, that is interesting. Most races don’t get off planet much less to the interstellar stage with a fractured home world,” Nell hummed. “What else was there?”

Vell chuckled, “They called their world Dirt. Ah, I apologize. Earth. They called their home world Earth. They seemed to be bipeds, at least based on those things down there. Similar to another species on the planet they called monkies.”

“Seriously? Did they call their world Dirt? Earth, Dirt, whatever. Some races have absolutely no creative abilities whatsoever,” huffed Nell, fixated on the name they had given their planet. Shaking it's head it continued “Regardless, did you figure out how they killed themselves? How this pathogen works?”

Vell cackled madly at that question. It took some time for it to calm down enough to explain what it had found to their comrade. Eventually, though, the tall skinny alien was able to catch it's breath.

“Yes, oh yes I did. It's rather hilarious all things considered. Morbidly so,” it began to explain. “Most races die in vast nuclear exchanges or through an astrological event before ever reaching space. These … these humans, boy, they were just outright stupid.”

Nell waved it's partner on, “Yes, yes. I get it. Amusing. Continue.”

“It has a bit to do with the node you see. They seemed to not even know it was there. Birds were falling out of the sky dead, crops would wither then thrive, no one had a clue,” chuckled Vell. “For Pantheon's sake, they didn’t even know why ships would randomly disappear from their oceans! They should have been more aware of what even an inactive node is capable of.”

Nell grunted again, “Come on Vell, I get it. Big bad mystery. Just tell me already. I tire of these games.”

“You take out all of the fun of this you know. Eight cycles in a ship with you and the survey team and you just want it all spoiled. Fine then,” grumped Vell. “They tried to create a new version of this plant called wheat. Apparently, where they were growing it was short on water. So rather than moving or pumping in water, they changed the genetic structure of the plant.”

“And this killed everyone?” hypothesized Nell.

Vell waved him down, “Somewhat. It was a major factor at least. Based on what I can see from the data we retrieved, something called the chaff of the plant contained a biologically altered bacteria. This part of the plant is often fed to animals. Animals the humans ate. Apparently, this odd bacterial anomaly could survive being ingested and bonded to its host. Animals went crazy, killing humans. The dead humans were infected and this accidental organism reanimated them. Then the humans killed the animals and the humans. I am unsure if they ate both their dead and the animals, but the problem just kept spreading from there. Hence why their world is covered in the dead. Well, undead that is.”

“Wow,” Nell said. “That’s … that’s new. A society completely dependent on something that would be an observationally appealing addition to my garden back home. Forty dead worlds so far and this is the first time I’ve heard of a plant wiping out an entire species. A domesticated grain killed most of the species who domesticated it. Makes you wonder who tamed who in the end. Ah, question. Do you think we can use that bacteria?”

Vell rolled it's shoulders suggestively, “Who knows. Maybe. With caution perhaps. But let's not go down there and bring something back that could potentially contaminate anything. After all the survey team is all dead due to a lack of precaution. Anyway, that’s not the end of this little tale.”

Nell rocked forward slightly, it's interest was unmistakable. “Oh? Do tell.”

Vell chuckled again, “Well that node we found? At some point, after this bio lifeform started spreading it went active. And as we both know, even in the best of times a node activating can be catastrophic for the native race.”

Nell rocked back as if struck. “So there may be variants down there? Variants based on this … resurrection bacteria?” he asked in a breathy voice.

“Yes, more than likely. At least that’s what I postulate based on the evidence,” agreed Vell. “And the humans called them ‘zombies’. Some kind of old media reference from their cultural history. Why they don’t call them undead, resurrected, or something sane completely baffles me.”

Nell rolled it's eyes, “Perhaps the entire race was insane. After all, how could these zombies wipe out the entire race? They did eliminate our survey team as well after all. Sane or not, these ‘zombies’ must be formidable to breach battle armor,” said Nell curiously. “Formidable indeed.”

Vell nodded, “Yes they killed the survey rather quickly. Even took out the bots. Apparently, anything not infected is deemed an enemy to be infected or destroyed. However, you are incorrect about their race being extinct. The humans seem to be far more adaptable than first perceived. Our resurrected experiment notwithstanding.”

Nell considered that statement for a moment before responding. “How so? We resurrected that … astronaut? Yes. That astronaut and we sent him back to the surface with one simple purpose. Attach a transceiver. Then he goes off when he sees the … zombie did you call them?” Vell nodded. “Right, the zombie of some political leader from his nation. Then he gets eaten by said zombified political leader.”

“Nothing new there. Politicians are known for devouring their opponents and constituents equally,” shrugged Vell. “But politics aside, there are nearly a hundred million survivors spread around the planet. The deep crust scans show that some of them have dug deeply into various mountain ranges. Much like the Dwarves.”

“Incredible. And rather tenacious,” admitted Nell. “And those creatures don’t go after them?”

Vell shrugged, “I don’t know. I'm certainly not going down there to find out. From what little the survey team was able to gather, those reanimated things home in on either body heat, some kind of living signature, or by sound.”

“And the node being active complicated things quite a bit, didn’t it?” remarked Nell as it examined the screen.

Vell shrugged, “No more than any other node activating. It’s when we connect it to the System’s network that things will get really complicated. And to top that all off, we won’t even get much of a bonus for this survey.”

Nell blinked at that, coming quickly to the same conclusion that Vell had. “Pantheon damn it, you’re right. There are still natives down there. That means no claims until they unify.”

“Indeed Nell, that is the case,” said Vell cautiously. Then it's eyes narrowed in concentration as it said, “Now, and just hear me out for a second, crazy as this idea may be … what if they weren’t any natives left? This mysterious bacterial phage just happened to kill them all. After all, their colonies were simply full of the dead, not the reanimated.”

“Specicide Vell? That’s pretty low, even for you. And I’ve read your docket,” shamed Nell. “But if, and I’m just saying this off-hand you know if the node happened to become fully active? And that activity happened to increase the survivability factor by, oh say, fifteen levels? Well … the natives wouldn’t stand much of a chance now would they?”

Vell chuckled darkly at that, it's beak clacking in amusement. “While my docket may be full of warnings, it seems you were smart enough to avoid any type of administrative action. Your plan has merit, but how would we cover up such an event?”

“Well, Vell, my good friend, and comrade … let me tell you about this interesting concept I have recently learned of. Courtesy of the human media of course. They had so many interesting and insane things, but this really stuck out to me. It’s called a ‘fall guy’.”

            

    
        CHAPTER 1

    
    
    
    
                Ray

Very few people can ever claim that they remember being born. The event is at such a particular time in their development that they are hardly aware of their own being much less anything going on around them. It makes the event one that is difficult to identify as an experience for the one being brought into the world.

These thoughts flashed through Ray’s mind as they tried to catch up to the events that were currently happening around him. Moments ago he had slid out of a large glass and steel tube and slammed into a cold tiled floor, pink fluid spiraling out around him like some odd flower.

He was also naked.

Coughing out more of the gross stuff, the taste vaguely reminiscent of burnt gym socks, he managed to crack open his eyes and look around.

The creche that he was in wasn’t very large, containing four other strange pods that had just disgorged four other equally naked people. Three men and a woman.

Ray couldn’t quite make sense of what was going on. The last thing he remembered was his death, slowly asphyxiating in the orbit of the moon aboard his ship while the last dregs of his oxygen ran out. He had positioned himself to be found by any rescue crews, leaving extensive notation about the events he observed as whatever spread through humanity continued to kill everything in the system.

Coughing out the last of the pink gunk, he heard the sound of what could have been a door hissing open. Looking up his breath caught in his throat as two of the strangest creatures he had ever seen walked through the door.

“Ah, Vell, they seem to be awake and somewhat coherent,” said the first creature as it took out a small device and waved it over the five humans. “Healthy, alive … and surprisingly resilient.”

“Who the fuck are you? Do you know who you just kidnaped?” raged one of the other men. “I am Senator-“

The man’s words were cut off as he dropped to the floor limply as if he had been a puppet and his strings were just cut. Ray took a quick look at the man's open eyes, still filled with fading indignation and rage. Unfortunately, his chest wasn’t moving, which made him very dead.

The young woman looked on dispassionately even as the two remaining men moved backward slowly. As if putting any amount of distance between them and their captors would help anything.

“My apologies,” said the second creature. “It seems that this human will not be viable. Oh well, that leaves four of you.”

“Fucking …aliens?” asked Ray cautiously, not wanting to meet the same fate as the now-dead senator. “Why are we here? Why did you come back now?”

“Look, Nell, the human has questions. He thinks we’re back. Hilariously delusional. We can explain things succinctly I suppose,” said the creature known as Vell. “Pay attention humans, you have been chosen to revitalize your race. You get the honor and privilege of fighting through swarms of monstrous reanimated creatures that your media calls ‘zombies’. Ridiculous descriptor by the way.”

“Vell is correct,” continued the other creature that Ray now identified as Nell. “Our purpose here is to ensure that your race has an opportunity to revitalize and come back from the brink of extinction. Not everyone gets this opportunity, but there are enough humans left on the planet to … restrict any other actions.”

Ray didn’t miss the small pause from Nell. There was something more here, but he didn’t know what. “How exactly can we do that? We have five, sorry four people here. It’s not like we can exactly … hang on did you say zombies?” he asked incredulously. “There are zombies down there?”

Nell did an odd shoulder shrug, his chicken arms rising into the air in a somewhat comical action. “That is the closest approximation to a descriptor that we could find. Your species media describes them as such anyway. Something about a wheat plant and genetic engineering. Our data is far from complete because, well, everyone is dead. Kind of.”

Ray stared at the skinny furball for a moment, his eyes narrowed. “Right,” he said slowly. “And you didn’t have anything to do with this? I faintly remember the disease that was running rampant across nearly every inhabited place that we had. But I don’t know anything about zombies.”

“He’s right!” said one of the other men, “I recall everything right up to … well to being here. There were definitely no zombies rolling around eating people. Ah … where is here by the way?”

Vell dropped a closed-taloned fist through the air cutting off any more questions from the remaining humans. “Enough. Time is short and valuable. Obviously, we aren’t from your world. We are aboard our survey ship over the planet you call Earth. Dumb name by the way, who calls their planet dirt? Regardless. We aren’t responsible for this travesty of sorts. Our interactions with new space-faring races are strictly governed by the Stellar Council, our ruling body. I highly suspect that if we had met sooner we would have rendered aid of some kind. Maybe.”

Ray and the others slowly nodded. It made sense to have some kind of directive to govern, or even prevent, first contact. It was also true that if they had so desired they would all be dead right now. Not rescued and rejuvenated, naked as they were, aboard some alien vessel.

“Now, with that being explained we are at a bit of a crossroads. You see, your planet was never integrated into the System. Your planetary node is inactive,” said Nell, explaining it as if Ray had some knowledge of what the alien was talking about. “You can make one of two choices. You can fight through zombies and set up a node actuator, a device that will turn your planetary node on and save your species, or you can get dropped off somewhere on the planet and we can try again with new humans. As expensive as your resurrection was.”

Ray blinked at that. As a captain for a private yacht usually filled with affluent individuals, paying close attention to what was being said was an absolute must in his profession. There were two important bits of information here. The first being that there was some kind of system these beings used regularly, and that it surprised them Earth hadn’t been integrated yet. The second was that he had been resurrected.

“I see,” said the woman, finally speaking. Her light tone of voice offset her intense stare. “We were dead then. And you brought us back somehow.”

Vell clacked its beak, “Indeed. You were all resurrected from your deaths. Time wise you have been dead for … twenty some of the orbits of your planets. Not an impossible length of time to come back from, but you five were the first to be successfully resurrected. Well … minus that one. He initiated too much at once and burned out. As is the norm.”

“Ok. Got it. So, either we get dropped off and we can fend for ourselves or we can deploy this device to bring our world into this … System?” summarized Ray. “What will that do?”

Nell shuffled to one side and explained. “You are all part of the System now. It is what allowed us to revive you. It cost a lot of NEX by the way, so please don’t die again. Based on my research the closest parallel that you would be able to understand is that the System is a governing program that manages and quantifies existence on a level that we, frankly, can't comprehend. Think about yourself and wonder how you can be quantified. Or, if that’s too complicated for your species, imagine a bright blue box.”

Ray snorted at the sarcasm the furball on their legs put out and chose the simple option. Curious about what would happen, he pictured the blue box in his mind. Without warning, massive pain brought him to his knees. It only lasted for a second, but the pain was so intense he legitimately thought one of the creatures had stuck a knife into his skull.

After a moment the pain faded away and he realized his nose was bleeding freely. Wiping the blood off on his bare arm, he looked back at the three people behind him. The woman was already on her feet, while one of the two men was struggling to stand up. The remaining man was face down in a pool of his own blood.

“Oh dear, we lost another one. Well … not everyone is meant to survive the process I suppose,” Vell said uncaringly. “Now, imagine a blue box. Once that is visible let me know.”

Scowling at the uncaring alien, Ray did exactly that. He nearly jumped out of his skin as a blue screen appeared in front of him:




	
RAYMOND ‘RAY’ FINNEGAN





	
RACE 


	
HUMAN


	
CLASS 


	
NONE





	
NEX 


	
CALCULATING


	
LEVEL 


	
1





	
PHYSICAL STATE 


	
HEALTHY


	
MENTAL STATE 


	
WARY





	
ATTRIBUTE


	
BASE


	
CURRENT


	
NEX TO INCREASE





	
STRENGTH


	
5


	
5


	
50





	
AGILITY


	
3


	
3


	
30





	
POWER


	
0


	
0


	
100





	
WISDOM


	
4


	
4


	
40





	
LUCK


	
2


	
2


	
400









“What in the hell? Is this … some kind of game or something?” Ray asked uncertainly. Turning to the others he watched as the woman absorbed whatever she saw in front of her while the remaining man in the back were as equally interested in what had popped up in front of them.

Turning back to the two furball aliens he asked, “We have to be dead. There is no way that this little screen is going to make me stronger by leveling up,” he said skeptically.

“Oh look, Nell, an unbeliever,” said Vell.

“Well, I suppose we better push it out the airlock,” responded Nell.

Ray put his hands up placatingly, “Now let's not be hasty. This is just a bit unbelievable is all. A big change. My mind is having a hard time keeping pace, I’m only human after all,” he explained. “Can you explain just what the System is and why it looks like any average RPG video game from Earth?”

Nell and Vell looked at each other, then back to Ray. “Well … that has perplexed races far more advanced than ours for eons longer than either of us have been in existence. Just learn what you can and experiment. Each race has different options available to them, along with different bonuses and abilities,” explained Vell. “You will need to find out on your own.”

“What is NEX?” asked the woman, speaking up again.

Nell nodded, “NEX is Necessary Experience. Every meaningful action you take is rewarded by the System. What is a meaningful action you may wonder? That’s a good question. No one has quantified that yet, and if they have they aren’t sharing. Kill things, build things, claim things, travel, and explore. All rewarded.”

“What is NEX used for?” she prompted again.

Nell sighed and gestured to Vell. “My turn? Fine. It's not like we were going to just boot them into the wilderness and expect them to succeed,” it grumbled. Turning to the woman it said, “NEX is used to upgrade your STATS, purchase abilities, or it can be used for a variety of other things through a node.”

The remaining man in the back stepped forward hesitantly and asked, “So … this node you mentioned. What is it? And how would we use it?”

Nell took over and snapped, “A node is what controls everything around us. It is the central hub for change. We are going to give you a portable one to place in order to activate the planetary node. So just find out for yourselves when you’re down there. Enough with the questions about this, you will learn it all as you go along.”

Ray nodded. It didn’t seem like these two were going to exactly be helpful. However irritated they may be though, they had an agenda. Of that he was certain. No one anywhere did anything out of the kindness of their heart. They either did it for themselves, for personal gain, or for other more mysterious reasons.

“So, are we just going down there naked then? From what you’ve said there are, and I can hardly believe I’m saying this, zombies and other things down there,” Ray said.

“Yeah!” said the other man. “Can we get some beam pistols, or maybe a laser sword?” he asked with bright-eyed enthusiasm.

Vell clacked its beak and said, “Of course not. Law prevents us from arming you with anything outside of your technological level. Take this and be happy we aren’t choosing to send you down to that mess of a world with nothing covering your exterior reproductive organs.”

The odd creature tossed the three remaining humans a small, silver, non-descript cube. “There, use that and enjoy it. It is all that you are getting,” Vell said before turning away.

Catching the cube out of the air, Ray examined it intensely. After a few seconds a small screen popped up in front of him:




	
COMBAT SUPPLY CUBE





	
USE = YES


	
USE = NO









Curious, he pressed the yes prompt. The cube vanished and Ray found himself dressed in a one-piece suit that covered him from neck to toe. The fabric was flexible, yet sturdy. While he wasn’t sure how well it would turn away a knife or stop a bullet, it would definitely do for day-to-day activity. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed a small icon blinking. He poked at it with a finger and another screen popped up detailing what he had just gotten:




	
RESOURCES GAINED





	
X1 Survival Suit





	
X1 Survival Multi Tool





	
X1 50 NEX Card









“This is all very strange. I do not have any tools,” said the woman looking at Nell and Vell and cocking her head to one side.

Rolling its beady little black eyes, a feat Ray found impressive, to begin with, due to their small size, Vell said, “Every being and creature under the System has access to a storage space. Just imagine it opening up and you can clearly see what you have stored. Foolish humans, you need to keep a more open mind or your race is doomed,” it clacked out.

Doing as he was instructed, Ray imagined an invisible bag in front of him. True to the concept he imagined, a grid-like inventory system appeared before him.

The five-by-five grid had only one slot taken up with the multi-tool inside of it. Imagining it in his hand, the box emptied and the tool appeared in his hand. About as long as a cooking spoon, it had several tools he could readily identify that could be pulled out of it. Much like a utility knife.

“This is nifty,” he said with surprise as what suspiciously sounded like an amused laugh came from Vell. “Can we stack things?”

“Of course human. Not a horrible question, but you hardly have anything to test the concept out on I suppose,” said Nell. “Now, you each are equipped. The tool can be used as a weapon, or you can find something better. Keep in mind that damage is allocated according to several variables, however, fatal strikes are fatal. Limbs don’t grow back without much investment. And the dead are, usually, permanently dead without excessive intervention.”

Ray was about to ask what they meant but Vell tossed him a sphere the size of a watermelon. Catching it he was nearly dragged to the ground by its weight before he slid it into his inventory.

“Excellently done. That is your node. Deploy it where you want but keep it safe. It doesn’t move. It can be destroyed or captured. If it is destroyed that’s it. Your race is done and the planet is up for grabs said Vell. “Now, good luck.”

Ray was about to ask just what they meant by deploying it but suddenly found himself outside of the ship falling rapidly towards the planet. As he accelerated toward the ground he couldn’t help but scream the entire time. Just before he met the grey concrete of Earth he blacked out.

***
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        CHAPTER 2

    
    
    
    
                Ray

Ray opened his eyes slowly, discovering that he was hovering a few inches above the ground. Unfortunately, he didn’t have much time to wonder at his circumstances as he was dropped bodily onto the ground.

“Assholes, at least warn a guy. Fuck,” he muttered. Then he froze. The last hour or so had been a whirlwind of information, events, and revelations. And it suddenly began to sink into him a little bit. The reaction was mild at first, his hands began to tremble. Then to shake. His pupils dilated, and he curled up into himself, knees flat on the rough pavement as his whole body shook in silent sobs.

He was a star ship captain for fucks sake. Not a hero. Not a soldier. He did some time in the military, but once his two years were up he was out. He never saw combat, even though he had heard stories and came close to being deployed once.

This was on an entirely different level though. He knew that he was having a small breakdown, and not in a very safe place according to those alien bastards. There was no way to avoid it, unfortunately, so he only contained the noise as best he could. There were threats everywhere now after all.

For a few moments, he was a pitiable, tear, and snot soaked wreck. But he couldn’t stay that way forever. Slowly he gained control of his emotional state, bringing himself back into the reality he now faced.

Taking a few deep, silent breaths, he brought his head up … only to stare into the twin pits that had once held eyes. Long ago decayed away.

With a small yelp, he rolled backward, falling on his ass.

The legless thing that had once been a human had been cut in half at the belly button. It slowly, and damn near silently, drug itself forward towards him while its emaciated arm and hand grasped at the air between them. It wanted him. It wanted him so badly Ray could almost feel the undead things' need. Its rotted mouth was missing teeth even as he watched in fascination as it crawled closer, one terrifyingly quiet inch at a time.

Ray couldn’t help but drink in every detail he could about the long-dead woman. Pale, sun-bleached skin was stretched taut across every ich that remained of her frame. The skin was so thin in places raw bone could be seen, particularly on the skull. The ratty chunks of cloth that remained of her clothing told Ray that, even to his inexperienced eye, she had been crawling around for quite some time.

Blinking out of his stupor, he quickly looked around to attempt to locate any other dangers. He was standing in the middle of a suburb alleyway, just off of what looked to be a main street. Seeing no immediate threats nearby, he refocused on the undead woman crawling towards him.

“You poor lady,” he muttered. Picturing having his multitool in his hand, it rapidly appeared. Coalescing out of some kind of pale light, he felt the cool grip of the item in his hand nearly as soon as he had pictured it in his mind.

He fiddled with the tool for a moment, using a handy display to select what he thought looked like a crowbar. Expecting the tool to be deployed out of the handle, he was surprised when the entire tool shifted into a futuristic-looking silver prybar.

“Well … that’s new. Issuing technology above our development level my ass. We never had these things,” he grumbled.

Returning his attention to the creepy crawly, he stepped just out of reach of the grasping hand. Raising the bar, he swallowed nervously, then brought it down on the zombie's head.

The first strike bounced off its skull, causing Ray to stagger to one side. In the short moment, after he attacked, the undead woman lunged forward far more quickly than she had been moving before, teeth snapping with a clacking noise that echoed in the alleyway.

Twisting to one side it narrowly missed his ankle.

Ray didn’t know how tough this survival suit was, but those claws looked sharp, and this suit didn't seem like the sturdiest piece of clothing. he wasn't eager to test the durability by letting that creature gnaw on him.

Irritated at his failure, and more than a little pissed off, he brought the prybar down violently on the creature's head, caving it in. The zombie immediately began to spasm, so Ray did the only natural thing that came to mind. He hit it again.

Repeatedly.

After the fourth strike, it lay still, the malevolent sockets that had been watching him still giving off a creepy feeling of being observed. The clacking teeth were silent now, however. Ray stood above the motionless re-dead body in viscera-splattered relief. He had done it. He had killed one! Now he just had to stay alive long enough to plant this beacon thing. Anything past that point he would figure out if, and when hopefully, he got there.

Glancing up both sides of the alleyway he didn’t see anything moving. As the corpse didn’t have anything on it of worth, he approached the rear of one of the houses. Peeking in the window, he saw it was packed shoulder to shoulder with standing, still as death zombies.

He quietly backed away. Houses were going to, apparently, be a very bad idea to try to loot for now.

He mulled over his next steps. Those alien morons didn’t even give him any food or water. How he was expected to survive long-term, in a zombie-ridden apocalypse, with no supplies he didn’t know. Kind of like this whole thing had been an impromptu decision and poorly planned out. And they had been the patsies.

Ray headed down the alleyway towards the street. While it was daylight out, and fairly warm, he watched every shadow and crevice like it contained an army thirsting for his blood. Because it probably did.

Thinking about the others as he moved as quietly as he could, he realized that they hadn’t been dropped with him. There was strength in numbers, why those alien bastards didn’t choose to ensure they were dropped together was beyond his ability to fathom.

“Fucking assholes, this whole thing stinks like a used car scam,” he grumbled to himself.

Ray checked a few more houses as he explored the main street of the suburb. He occasionally caught glimpses in between the homes of massive, towering buildings on the horizon. Based on temperature, building style, and the clear house numbering, he guessed he was somewhere on the East Coast of the North American Republic. Possibly Boston or even New York.

Moving down the street he checked what seemed to be dozens of homes, each one the same. Quiet and filled with the dead. More than likely not safe to enter at all. Ray began to wonder if perhaps they were more active during specific times. Perhaps the horror movies he had seen held some merit and nighttime was far more dangerous.

Looking into yet another white paneled single-level home, he was pleasantly surprised to find that this one didn’t have any obvious zombies loitering around. Deciding he had to take a risk and get some basic supplies, he cautiously tried the handle on the front door.

It was unlocked. This was either going to be a horrible idea or a great one.

Deciding that the blunt pry bar was a bit difficult to use in enclosed spaces, but deciding that destroying the brain seemed to be effective, he looked through the options on the multi-tool until he found a pointed chisel option. Selecting it, the tool flowed inward onto itself into he was holding a two-foot long pointed spike. What this was used for, he could only imagine.

But it suited his purposes just fine.

Advancing into the house slowly, Ray closed the door most of the way but left it cracked slightly. In case he needed to get out fast. He checked the closet in the entryway. Thankfully, nothing was hiding in there but coats and shoes. Closing it, he advanced into the living area.

The living room was well decorated. The sectional couch and appliances were fairly modern and up to date. Whoever had lived here had taste. As he passed the couch slight movement in the corner of the room made him freeze. A huffing sound from under the curtains told him something was there.

Ray wasn’t a doctor, but what came out from behind the curtain covering the front window could never have been mistaken for a person.

He had missed it somehow, standing there in the darkened room. With skin that looked like it had been peeled away, one layer at a time, revealing whipcord lean muscles and veins. Eyes burned out of its head, yet somehow Ray felt that those two hollow sockets could see him. The most terrifying part, however, was the mouth. Inch-long dagger teeth in a number that was fit more for a shark than a human filled the wider than possible mouth to the brim.

This house hadn’t been empty out of some esoteric reason you couldn’t figure out. It was empty because that thing had probably eaten everything worth eating inside of it. Including the zombies.

“You’re an ugly fucker,” Ray muttered, taking a stance with the sharp implement he was holding facing towards the threat.

The thing hissed at him, like some overgrown pissed off cat. The response startled Ray a bit. It was almost as if it understood the insult. Its empty sockets moved between Ray's multi-tool and his eyes. This only confirmed to the human in the room that it somehow retained some level of sight and intelligence. It was nothing like the other zombie he had seen. The thing's eyeless sockets narrowed.

Scratch that, it had definitely understood the insult.

In the split second Ray hesitated the creature sprang forward over the couch. Throwing himself backward, he narrowly missed the claws that flashed out. Expecting the taloned digits to bounce off the table he had been standing in front of, Ray broke out in a cold sweat when they effortlessly sliced through the dark wood.

Twisting its head around to continue tracking Ray, it quickly moved forward and opened its maw to take a bite out of him.

Instinctively, Ray thrust the spike forward while falling back onto his ass. The multi-tool pierced the roof of the thing's mouth and erupted out the top of its head in a spray of gore. There was no way in hell this thing had ever been a human. Not possible.

The creature struggled violently for a moment, dragging its claws down the sides of his survival suit before suddenly falling limp. Somehow … somehow Ray didn’t have a scratch on him. That thing had carved through the table like a hot knife through butter. But not only was his skin intact, but the suit was also intact as well.

Pushing the thing off him and extracting the spiked weapon, he quickly examined himself for cuts. There were faint scratches on his clothing, but no breaches. This stuff was far and away more resilient than he had first realized. While he couldn’t become complacent, this offered a level of protection that was nothing short of a full suit of modern body armor.

“Thank god, that could have ended badly,” he grunted after the self-inspection.

Ray continued his inspection of the home, clearing the kitchen, two bathrooms, and three bedrooms. Thankfully there were no more surprises. The back door was boarded shut from the inside, signifying that someone had at least made an attempt at fortifying the home before probably fleeing for their lives.

Heading back to the living room Ray froze. The body of the creature he had just killed was gone and the front door was wide open.

Freaking out a little, he closed the door and locked it using the deadbolt on the side. Double checking the closet to make sure no monsters were hiding, he huffed a sign of relief. This place was safe, at least for now, and would serve to have as a small base of operations. At least temporarily. He would need to find a much stronger building if there were more dangerous things out there than that bite-happy creature. And he had to assume that there were.

Ray got up and headed into the kitchen. He opened every drawer, cabinet, and container he could find and began piling it all on the counter. After a second brief search, he had everything that could be construed as food gathered in one location. Taking stock of it all he had nine cans of mystery food, eight bottles of water, a half a bag of rice, and a dozen freeze-dried instant noodles. A haul by any means.

He now had food, water, and a somewhat safe place to stay for now. Looking around for a bag to store everything in, he slapped his forehead. “Dumbass, you have the storage thing. Also, stop talking to yourself,” he grumbled.

Moving back over to the pile of goodies, he placed his hand on each pile of goods, moving it to his inventory. To his delight, they seemed to stack, taking up a single inventory space per item. He wondered briefly how far he could push such a system. He began playing with his inventory, stacking, dividing, and moving items. Exploring this odd ability. He was a few minutes in when a fuzzy blue screen popped up in front of him:




	
LOCATION CLEARED – SAFE LOCATION AVAILABLE





	
DEPLOY NODE TO ENABLE HEX DEVELOPMENT





	
NEX CALCULATING – DEPLOY NODE FOR NEX ACCRUAL








“What in the hell?” Ray wondered, attempting to interact with the screen. Reading back over the scant information he noted the last line. “Damnit. Even the window wants me to deploy the stupid silver ball of wonder. If I had two of them I would be the most hung guy on the planet,” he grumbled.

Wiping the screen out of existence Ray took a bottle of water and an instant noodle out of his inventory. He had eaten them dry as a kid for a snack, so doing so now was no big deal to him. He knew of others that would have freaked out in his past life. Reminiscing he downed the water and dry noodles.

Once he was done eating he slowly got up and dumped his trash into the receptacle in the kitchen. There was no sense in living like a pig if he didn’t have to. Making one final sweep of the house he made sure every door and window was as secure as it could be. Taking every towel, blanket, and large cloth covering he could find, Ray then blocked out every possible angle and opening something or someone could use to look into the house.

Sighing tiredly after double checking his work at frustrating any attempts to see into the home, he sat down bodily on the comfy couch in the living room. Deciding that this would be the place any trouble would pass through first, he lay down length-wise on the piece of furniture. Keeping his weaponized multi-tool at hand, he closed his eyes.

Even with all the worries and events he had gone through in the last little while, he had no trouble falling asleep.

***
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        CHAPTER 3

    
    
    
    
                Ray

A slight tapping noise brought Ray back into the conscious world.

For a moment, he didn’t know where he was or what had happened. The nearly serene sense of confusion that filled him momentarily was drowned out by the rapid and sudden rushing return of memories from the last day. It truly had been a ride. And not a good one either.

It's not every day you learn that you have been resurrected from death, sent on a mission to return your species to prominence, try to survive a zombie apocalypse, and find out that those regular rumors of humanity having met others between the stars are true. And said aliens are the ones that essentially pimped you out to save your species. On their behalf.

Joy.

Ray was about to turn to sit up and see what the banging noise was when a hand slapped over his mouth and a sharp implement was pressed into his neck. “Make a noise and we both die,” hissed a voice so quiet he could have imagined it.




	
NEW ALLY ENCOUNTERED









Turning his head slightly, even as the blade adjusted so that it didn’t cut him, he looked the woman from the alien spacecraft directly in the eyes. He had no doubt now that this system was anything but inaccurate.

Meeting his eyes, she nodded and removed both her hand and the knife from his throat. She must have seen the notification as well, otherwise, he had no doubt he would be just another corpse right now.

Gesturing for him to look, he quietly dropped into a crouch and moved slowly over to the window he had covered with blankets. The rhythmic thumping noise on the front door continued incessantly as he moved.

Lifting one corner so that just a hair of the yard was visible under the moonlight, Ray's blood went ice cold at what he saw.

There were hundreds, if not thousands of decaying bodies walking, crawling, and moving about the streets. Around fences, over lawns, and between houses, the dead wandered as if they were searching for something. Unfortunately, he had a good idea on what they were looking for.

Dropping the blanket back into place carefully, so as not to cause anything to shake or move, he duck walked silently back to the couch where the woman was sitting.

He pointed to the couch for him to sit. He did so, and the minute his rear end met the sofa she tossed a very heavy blanket over the two of them.

“This is to muffle the noise,” she said quietly. “Short sentences. No loud words,” she cautioned.

Ray could only nod in agreement as they stared at one another. The rhythmic thumping in the background continued to be a constant reminder that a fairly flimsy door was all that was between them and a rather gruesome death.

“Who are you? What happened when you came down?” he asked in the same hushed whisper she had employed earlier.

The woman was silent for a moment, almost as if hesitant to respond. Then, shrugging slightly, she whispered, “My name is Josephine. When they tossed us out into the … void? Yes, the void. When they tossed us into the void and landed, we had somehow been split up from one another. The other man and I were together, but you were nowhere to be seen. We were unsure why.”

“What happened to the other guy?” wondered Ray quietly.

Josephine only shook her head in the negative. When no answer was forthcoming from the woman after several minutes, Ray gave up getting one from her at all.

“Fine,” he muttered, “What's going on outside? Why are there suddenly zombies everywhere?”

Again she shrugged wordlessly. He was positive she would stay silent like before but just when he was ready to ask something else she said, “They're nocturnal. A few that we saw wouldn’t come out into direct sunlight. We saw … some other things too, but they avoided direct sunlight as well.”

Ray nodded, “Yeah I thought I killed one here,” he said quietly, gesturing to the gore-stained floor. The woman's eyes widened. “It apparently didn’t stay dead. When I came back out from clearing the house, the door was open and it was gone.”

“A different type of zombie and it ran? That denotes some level of intelligence,” muttered Josephine to herself. Turning back to him she said, “Have you placed the node yet?”

Ray shook his head, “No. I'm taking what those creepy space chickens said to heart. I am only going to put it down where I know it can easily be defended. This isn’t a good spot at all,” he explained.

Josephine nodded, “Makes sense. Probably a good plan. Do you have any ideas where?” she wondered quietly.

He nodded, “Actually yeah. We seem to be in a suburb somewhere in North America, just based on the building style and layout. So there should be a public works building, industrial area, or a decently sized commercial area nearby. Any of those buildings would make an ideal location to fortify and set up in. What are your thoughts?”

The quiet woman examined him for a moment in surprise. She had figured he would have chosen some remote location in the woods or mountains, away from as much of the danger as possible. But it sounded like he was planning on fighting, or at the very least reclaiming as much of an area as he could.

“Why not a rural area?” she asked, wondering what his response would be.

Ray nodded, “Yeah, logically speaking it's not a horrible idea to get away from the large numbers of … zombies,” he explained quietly. “While those super rural areas may have fewer zombies, they have far fewer resources. No cars, trucks, shops to loot, building materials … you get the idea. Far harder to survive really, even if the actual danger may be less than an urban environment.”

“Soundly thought out,” agreed Josephine. Suddenly she cocked her head to one side, “Listen.”

Ray listened to their surroundings intently, but couldn’t hear anything. Even the banging at the door had stopped. “That’s … either good or very, very bad,” he muttered. “When is dawn?”

Bringing up her wrist, Josephine check a watch that he had missed previously. “Six minutes, so I think they may be returning to their secure locations.”

Ray shook his head in disbelief, “How the hell did you get through all of those things to even get here? I'm blown away that you even knew I was in here,” he said in amazement.

She shrugged, “Tony, the other guy I landed with, led the groups away. As I was running I saw that this was the only house with covered windows. You seemed fairly smart when we were on the ship in orbit, so if this was the only house that was blocked out from the inside … yeah. So I ducked inside through a window in the back. Saw you sleeping on the couch and waited,” she explained directly.

Taking the blanket off of them she walked over to the window and peeked outside. “They are all going back inside the houses,” she muttered. “The sun must really fuck them up.”

“Right. Nighttime is a no go unless we are trying to thin them. Got to have an exfil as well if we ever attempt that,” said Ray.

“Exfil?” asked Josephine curiously.

“A plan of ordered retreat. A way to escape if necessary,” explained Ray. “At least that’s how I’m using it. It was a military term I think.”

“No more military now, so you can use it however you want I guess,” shrugged Josephine, still standing at the window. “Speaking of, the coast is clear. Did you want to try and find that building you mentioned?”

Ray nodded. He grabbed his multi-tool and stood up with a stretch. “Yeah, let's get going. Something tells me that even if we find a building like that we may have to clear it. And that won't be fun or safe. Particularly if there are more of those flesh things running around.”

The two of them opened the door and stepped out into the sunny morning. Ray had slept longer than he had thought it was already this bright out. Looking off into the distance he could see some grey clouds on the horizon. Nothing thick enough to give excessive cloud cover, however.

Shrugging, he began walking down the street, Josephine staying close behind him. The echo of their footprints on the pavement bounced on the houses and abandoned cars on the street. After several minutes of walking, they came to a large intersection where a housing development sign signified the end of the suburban area.

Across the street was a small shopping center, a gas station, and what looked like a vehicle parts shop.

“Man, not a whole lot changed. There’s no way it could have been more than a few years since we, uh, died,” said Ray.

Josephine nodded, “That gas station should have some magazines or something. I doubt those were looted. That should give us the approximate date of the last print. Hopefully, it doesn’t have too many zombies inside.”

Ray paused. He hadn’t considered there would be undead inside of the building. He really had to adjust his mindset here. Refocusing, he nodded. “We can get some supplies too. Did you manage to scavenge anything?”

Josephine shook her head, “No. James led that horde off while I ran to the house here.”

Ray blinked, “I thought his name was Tony?” he asked with suspicion.

The woman shrugged, “I watched him get torn to pieces. He never told me his name. Even if he did … he looked at me with undisguised lust. He was a creeper.”

“Right. Fine. Just don’t kill me or something. If you do I swear I will come back and haunt your ass,” Ray said as he moved across the street toward the gas station.

As they approached the small building, he could clearly see two vehicles parked next to the charging stations. Pointing to them he said, “I wonder if we can get one of those working? They are plugged into the charging pads so they are probably fully powered. We would just need to find the keys.”

Josephine nodded her agreement but didn’t say anything as the pair sidled up to the window. Sure enough, she had been right. As they peeked inside Ray saw no less than a dozen stationary bodies standing in the gloom.

“I do not think we can kill that many,” Josephine said hesitatingly. “They would swarm us.”

Ray didn’t nod or respond. Turning to him, Josephine could see he had an intense look on his face as he contemplated something. After a few minutes he turned back to her and said, “They avoid sunlight right?” he asked as she nodded. “So I used to be a bit of a gamer before I died. There was this popular one with zombies where you would build a base and survive waves of undead.”

“This is hardly a game Ray,” said Josephine bluntly.”

He waved her down, “Agreed. But … a large part of those games were utilizing unorthodox tactics in the face of overwhelming enemy numbers. I think one of those tactics would work well here,” he explained. “Let's jam the door open a crack then stab them in the face as they try to eat us. One at a time. Bottleneck them in one spot.”

Josephine blinked at him in surprise as the idea ran through her mind. “I see no issue with this. Let us try.”

Turning around she grabbed one of the charging cables attached to the pad. With a swift slicing motion, her bladed multi-tool cut through it with ease. Bringing the long cord back over, she wrapped one end to the door handle and tied it off. The other end she wrapped around a protruding metal bar meant for a bicycle. Giving the door a slight push it only opened half a foot.

The response from the zombies, however, was immediate. Unlike the crawling evil Ray had dispatched prior, these all looked up at the door simultaneously. Then dozens of undead made a shambling run toward them.

Yelling in surprise, Josephine stabbed the first one through the eye. It went down as if its strings had been cut. Ray theorized that she had destroyed something vital in the brain region. With the unspoken agreement, she killed a few more before stepping back and letting him take her place. With his modified spike tool he killed several as well before swapping places. In this manner, they killed dozens of the dead without risking themselves.

After nearly a half hour of swapping places, Ray stabbed the last one. Watching it drop to the floor, he wiped his forehead. He was exhausted, his arms felt like lead, and they had only cleared one small gas station. He couldn’t imagine what it would take to clear a much larger complex like he wanted to previously.

Suddenly a screen popped up in front of him:




	
LOCATION CLEARED – SAFE LOCATION AVAILABLE





	
DEPLOY NODE TO ENABLE HEX DEVELOPMENT





	
NEX CALCULATING – DEPLOY NODE FOR NEX ACCRUAL





	
NATURAL GROWTH DETECTED – STRENGTH +1









“What the shit?” he wondered as he felt a surge of strength. Suddenly he wasn’t so tired, had a little more energy, and felt like he could kill a few more undead. “What the fuck was that?” he wondered aloud.

Josephine shook her head, “Apparently we need a location to use NEX, but we can also grow naturally through the system. This is good to know. Come, let's search the building and get what we can. Daylight is wasting.”

It didn’t take them long to clear the building of the dead bodies. Ray discovered that every door and nearly every window had shade link coverings that could be pulled down over them. The Shade link was similar to the standard chain link security curtains but was mirrored on the outside allowing for one-way vision. They also prevent vandalism or break-ins using laser cutters.

After dropping the last decomposing body into a nearby alleyway, Ray stopped to take a break on a nearby bench. Taking out some water, he drank it greedily. Tossing the empty bottle at a nearby bin, and missing, he examined the empty street around him.

Where they had come from was definitely some kind of suburban housing development. It opened up into a large, four-lane road that ran North to South. Further up the northern end, he could see the beginnings of a business park and industrial center. To the south, he could see the road join an on-ramp going to the main highway. Off into the distance, towering above everything else, were the multi-hundred-story atmospheric skyscrapers. He shuddered thinking how many undead could be packed into such structures.

Or what kind.

Hearing a soft shuffling noise, Ray whipped his head around and saw a zombie shambling in his direction. It stuck to the shaded areas near the sides of the buildings. It was tall, lanky, and had a snake like unhinged jaw and wide pot belly. It was the oddest zombie he had seen since the fleshling he had fought the prior night in the house.

Shrugging, Ray grabbed his multi-tool off his belt and put it into the spiked configuration. He walked towards the thing, aiming to put it out of its misery.

That’s when it looked up at him and, mouth unhinging into an inhumanly wide chasm spat a massive glob of green goo at him.

***




	
RAYMOND ‘RAY’ FINNEGAN





	
RACE 


	
HUMAN


	
CLASS 


	
NONE





	
NEX 


	
CALCULATING


	
LEVEL 


	
1





	
PHYSICAL STATE 


	
FATIGUED


	
MENTAL STATE 


	
TERRIFIED





	
ATTRIBUTE


	
BASE


	
CURRENT


	
NEX TO INCREASE





	
STRENGTH


	
5


	
6


	
50





	
AGILITY


	
3


	
3


	
30





	
POWER


	
0


	
0


	
100





	
WISDOM


	
4


	
4


	
40





	
LUCK


	
2


	
2


	
400








            

    
        CHAPTER 4

    
    
    
    
                Ray

Ray dove off the bench and slammed into the concrete ground, bruising his arms through his clothing as he scrambled forward. Turning to the side his eyes bulged out of his head as he saw that whatever that thing had spit at him had melted clean through the bench and several inches into the ground.

“Josephine! Help!” he yelled as he scrambled to his feet and took a fighting stance.

The thing in front of him made a choked gasping sound and reared back, maw open. He dodged again, cursing as he did so. “Could really use your help now!” he yelled in a shrill voice.

Josephine came out of the door just in time to see the acidic bile plow into the ground where Ray had just been, and summarily eat clean through it. Cursing Josephine ran back inside. Ray was sure she was leaving him to his death, but it was only a moment later when she returned holding a spear. She had converted her multi-tool into a four-foot-long trident with a double-pointed end resembling a fork missing the middle prong.

Reaching back while holding the middle of the long weapon, she took several stutter steps before pitching it forward with all of her strength. The spear flew true, slamming into the hideous acid-spitting undead square in the middle of its face.

It dropped to the ground limply as Ray looked on, impressed with the athletic throw. She must have hit something important.

“Awesome throw,” Ray said in appreciation as he stood up. “You saved my bacon.”

Josephine nodded and walked over to the creature. With the accompanying noises of ripping and tearing flesh, she retrieved her muti-tool. “This creature was outside during the day,” she stated.

“Yeah. It was. I mean, it still stuck to the shadowed part of the street. It wouldn’t step directly out into the sunlight, for whatever reason they avoid it. But yeah, this thing defiantly came out and was more than definitely targeting me,” Ray said with a shiver. “We made eye-to-eye socket contact.”

Josephine quirked an eyebrow in curiosity. Turning away from Ray she said, “You should come look what I found. It is interesting. In addition to food and water, there are many magazines and articles. But some things are not adding up.”

Nodding Ray followed her into the electro station's main building.

The inside was a mess. There were tipped-over shelving units, broken glass, and papers everywhere. Ray could see where Josephine had cleared off a section of the counter and had begun stacking loot that she had found. Mostly water and small snack items. Enough to keep from starving at least. What was of more interest to him, however, was the stack of intact magazines and newspapers piled neatly next to the food items.

Picking a magazine up, he scanned the front page. “China makes aggressive moves in the Pacific. Emmy Awards canceled due to terrorist threat. Scientists discover new crop genes,” he said, reading aloud.

Flipping to the page about the crops he read out loud, “Scientists have recently created a hyper-hydrophilic bacteria capable of utilizing far less water to grow wheat and soy crops,” looking up and meeting Josephine’s eyes, he knew they both had come to the same conclusion. “This was the bacteria the aliens were talking about.”

She nodded, not bothering to respond verbally to his statement. Picking up a newspaper she said, “This is the most recent newspaper I could find. It is dated 2102.”

“That would put my death three years prior to that. I asphyxiated in my ship when the asteroid hit us in 2099,” Ray said, musing over the new information. “No wonder I didn’t know anything about it.”

The woman nodded, then hesitated. Ray looked at her questioningly before she said, “I died in 2109. On the space station. As a refugee from the creatures that had appeared on Earth,” she admitted. “They decompressed the bay to keep the infection from spreading. It obviously didn’t work.”

“What the fuck Josephine? You survived round one of those things and came back for round two?” Ray asked incredulously.

She nodded, “I wanted to help. I took the opportunity. When I fled the planet before there were no … variants that we have seen. Just the base undead. But they were much faster and much stronger than what we have encountered so far,” she explained.

“Maybe they get that way at night?” wondered Ray as the quiet woman just shrugged. “Regardless, I haven’t seen any huge amounts of overgrowth. There are no signs of deep building degradation either. I'm going to say, ballparking here of course, that no more than twenty to forty years have passed. So there are more than likely some people alive left somewhere. I hope.”

“Your analysis is well thought out. You said you were a pilot?” questioned Josephine as she leaned back and crossed her long, well-tanned arms. The corded muscles stood out against her suit.

Ray nodded, “Yeah. I was a pilot up until my … it's weird every time I say. Up until I died. My college days were spent learning how to be a starship structural engineer. It's what I had a passion for. But the industry was highly competitive, and I had no connections. So I leveraged my safety knowledge into becoming a pilot.”

“Very adaptive of you,” said Josephine. “We should secure this place and then continue to – “ she cut herself off and whipped her head around to look out the window. “What is that noise?”

Blinking in surprise, Ray went to the front of the store and listened. At first, he couldn’t hear anything. Then slowly as it built, he could begin to make out a sound. One he couldn’t place, and didn’t think he had ever heard before. It was almost like …

The first set of shade links slammed shut in a massive crash of steel and noise, causing the sound to echo about the intersection and down the streets. Probably for blocks. The noise briefly stopped as Josephine spun towards him, “Get the back one! Now!” she yelled while moving to the next set.

Ray didn’t know what was going on but scrambled to do as she had asked. He had only known her a short while, but he had the distinct feeling she wasn’t one to panic over very much. And Josephine was most certainly panicking right now.

Ray slammed each shade link shut and snapped it into place. One by one each one come down until, just a few seconds after she had closed the first one, the entire electro station had been secured. Turning to look at the woman, Ray found her curled up on the floor in the fetal position. She was crying silently.

Wondering just what the fuck was going on he was about to ask when he noticed that the noise had gotten much louder. The noise was now surrounding them entirely and was much akin to standing in the middle of a river. Like rushing water, but somewhat different still, Ray couldn’t quite place the noise. Until he peaked outside of one of the shade links.

His face went white as all the blood drained from it.

Around the electro, station marched tens of thousands of, possibly hundreds of thousands or more, decaying bodies. Ray saw men, women… even children. Animals of all shapes and sizes from house cats to bears. It was a march of death. A parade of grisly and gruesome undead that was coordinated to the level of a professional ballet. Almost in lockstep they shuffled forward, line by line, as they moved towards the North end of the city.

He was transfixed, even as in the back of his mind he knew that this shouldn’t be possible on any level for a mindless body to achieve. A rapping on the side of the wall, similar to that on the house, made its way to his ears. Looking over he somehow manage to blanche further, suddenly very happy he had never opened the door.

Standing in front of the door to the electro station was, for lack of a better word, a mouth on legs. It was open, showing serrated foot-long teeth in a mouth ready to pounce on whatever came to the door. Realizing this was no ordinary zombie, Ray returned his attention to the undead parade and began analyzing it. It didn’t take him long to pick out a dozen or more shapes that simply … could not have been natural.

From the mouth’s on legs, such as the one continuing to politely knock on the door, to massive hulking shapes that he couldn’t quite make out. They were as varied as they were spaced out in the grotesque procession.

“Fuck,” Ray breathed.

The moment he spoke the mouth on legs stopped tapping. It placed the side of its head to the door as if listening to anything that could be inside the electro station.

Ray stilled his breathing, attempting to make not even the slightest of noises. He knew that if that thing alerted the horde that they were both dead. Beyond dead. And probably would be, if not torn apart too badly, very undead.

The massive parade of monstrous beings flowed past the station for what seemed like hours. Ray re-evaluated his earlier estimate. There were easily a million creatures passing by. Where they were going he didn’t know, but if they weren’t around here then they weren’t nearby enough to be a threat to him and Josephine.

As the long line of shambling corpses began to decrease, the polite zombie door knocker rejoined the parade. It must have been convinced there was no one inside, either that or someone or something that was giving orders had called it back somehow. Regardless, the electro station was now zombie free.

Just as the last of the trailing undead passed by their impromptu hiding spot the ground shook violently. There were massive fireballs in the distance rising into the air as fierce winds from the displaced air danced through the streets. Ray could swear that he heard the distant crackling of gunfire, but he couldn’t be certain. After several minutes of disruption that too passed and the dusk became quiet and still.

Sitting bodily on the floor, drenched in sweat he hadn’t even been aware of before, he yanked a bottle of water off the counter and downed it in one go. “I need a fucking beer,” he grumbled.

His words brought Josephine out of wherever she had been mentally. Sitting bolt upright she locked onto him with her eyes. “Are they gone?” she whispered with dilated pupils.

Ray looked out the window again, noticing a single zombie shamble by, and nodded. “Yeah,” he said, “the rest just passed by. Our house guest went with them. It… sounds like there may have been a very short and brutal fight somewhere in the city as well. Some explosions and maybe gunfire. Outside of that, there’s been nothing else going on,” he explained.

They both froze for a second as a notification appeared in their vision:
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“Well fuck,” Ray grunted out. “We seriously need to find a place for this node. It wants to give us all this stuff, hopefully, stuff we can use, but we can't even gain access to it until the damn thing is installed.”

Josephine nodded in agreement and stood up, wiping the tears on her face away. Her red-rimmed eyes made Ray feel guilty. About what exactly, he wasn’t sure. But he felt that way nonetheless. “Yes. We must find a place, and soon.”

They stood there in silence for a few moments more before he said, “Right. That was terrifying. Let's, ah … let's get ready for bed. Neither of us has gotten much sleep, and it's clear this place will make an ok base as long as we don’t get regular zombie armies marching past us.”

The woman just nodded silently.

“You know, you would make a great mime. All action and no words” said Ray sarcastically. He sighed deeply and, having mellowed out a bit, follow up with, “But you take action when you need to I suppose. I don’t know what kind of trauma you went through, or what caused you to break down there. I can't understand it, not fully, but if you need to talk I am here. And not because I am the only man potentially alive on earth.”

Josephine choked out a laugh before schooling her emotions once more. “I will talk when I have something to say. But thank you.” She laid down on the ground behind the counter, and as Ray went to find his own sleeping accommodations he heard her say, “You’re not so bad for potentially being the last man on Earth you know.”

With a small grin, Ray headed into the back of the store. Deciding that he wasn’t quite tired yet, he explored a bit. Finding a bunch of boxes that were on shelves that hadn’t been opened yet, he pulled them down and began going through them.

He found nearly forty bottles of water, jerky, several full and unopened boxes of rice, and more instant noodles than he had probably ever seen before. Putting as much as he could in his inventory, he was upset to discover that the items had only stacked to twenty. He was, however, happy to see that while the boxes of rice weighed far more than one freeze-dried noodle they still stacked to the same limit.

“Funky System,” he grumbled. “Maybe there is a way to increase this whole inventory ability? Apparently, I can increase my strength by using that NEX stuff. Hmm,” he trailed off in thought. Looking up at where he had taken the boxes down from, he noticed that there was a wall safe embedded there.

“Now that … could be a decent windfall,” he muttered. Standing up he walked over to the safe. He tried the handle first to see if it was unlocked. After all, it sometimes paid off to start with the easy stuff first. Unfortunately, it was still secured.

Taking out his multi-tool, he thumbed through the select until he found the pry bar. As the tool took shape, Ray realized that it would be too large to use to pry open a safe this small. Searching through the options again, he found what looked to be a hand wedge of some kind. Guessing that the tip would be small enough to get into the crack, so he chose that tool.

As the tool formed in his hand, Ray put it up to the safe but had no way of getting leverage enough to force it open, even though the tool fit into the crack of the door of the safe. Frustrated he grunted and crossed his arms. Then he stared at the tool. The change tool indicator was still flashing at him.

With a savage grin, and with the tool still being inserted into the door of the safe, he moved it to the pry bar option and hit change.

With a cracking noise, the safe split open as the force of the multi-tool changing simply broke the entire container in two. The pry bar being far too large to fit into such a small crack, it popped the door off and punched clear through the back of the safe. A wonderful tool to have on hand in any situation.

“Work smarter not harder,” he muttered with a grin.

His grin was accompanied by a whistle when he saw what was inside the safe.
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                Ray

“Oh this is just too good to be true,” he muttered as he reached into the safe and removed the handgun. Dropping the magazine out, he cleared the chamber to ensure that it was unloaded before sliding it back into the firearm. “Ranged firepower here we come,” he grunted.
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Mankind had spread to the stars, created technological wonders, and even had begun terraforming alien worlds. But a chemically propelled piece of lead was still the best and cheapest way to kill something. Sure, the military may have energy weapons. Sure, spacecraft may have missiles and plasma cannons. But a good, reliable handgun could never be beaten in terms of concealment and self-protection.

Ray reached into the safe and retrieved two fifty-round boxes of ammo. Noticing one had been opened already, he cracked the tab open to look inside. Roughly half the rounds were still there. It wasn’t an armory by any means, but he had a solid seventy-five shots to stop anything that may come his way. Although at this point it may be more useful for stopping any hostile survivors than it would be for stopping a horde of the undead.

He placed the gun and ammo into his inventory and was about to turn away when he saw something else in the back corner of the safe. Peeking in, he saw a key with an attached paper circle on it lying in the corner. Reaching in, he grabbed it and pulled it out to more closely inspect it. The key was unadorned while the paper tag had, ‘Box 4’, written on it.

“Must be for a storage unit or something. Might come in handy later,” he said to himself. Tossing the key and tag into his inventory, he made a final check of the safe and then moved on. He looked through the rest of the backroom but didn’t find anything else of extraordinary value. He did find several cases of water and a ton of canned and dried food that was used to stock the store out front.

Taking a moment to organize it, he nodded in satisfaction and headed back out to the front of the electro station. As he came out front he saw Josephine standing at the counter with maps spread all over the top. She had obviously failed to fall asleep. Stress can be a nasty thing. She looked up at him briefly, she nodded and returned her attention to the documents in front of her.

Walking over, Ray saw that there were more than just maps there. There were tourism documents all over the table as well. Based on those, he could see that they were currently in the City of Elizabeth. Not too far from Old New York and Staten Island.

Touching the map, Josephine redirected her attention to him, watching what he was doing intently. Ray traced a path through the city and down to the massive docks for ocean-bound vessels. There were massive facilities there for receiving the super-transports that came from overseas. Storage, warehouses, and offloading facilities for tourist ships were present as well. It was also centrally located in the area and was just across the sound from the air and spaceport.

“I think this may be one of the better locations to set up,” he said, tapping the port facility. “It is centrally located, near everything, and gives us access to air, sea, and land. We may not find a better spot than that within the area.”

Josephine nodded and replied, “You make good points. It will be a hard battle if we have to clear the entire area, however. There may be many, many, undead there. If this is the case we may not survive.”

Ray hesitated, as she had brought up his biggest fear. Turning to her he said, “I agree. It won't be easy and we will need to be cautious. However, we can't put this node down just anywhere. According to our not-so-benevolent alien friends it can't be moved once it is placed. That makes the location immensely important, even if there is some risk of getting to the location in question. Besides, a port facility will have far fewer people than a place with major civilian traffic, like an airport.”

Josephine nodded slowly. “Very well. I am with you on this. We must get the core placed and activated. Not only am I curious, but the messages that we are getting hint at many more functions to the core than we can currently guess at. Perhaps one of those functions can help us. Or even save us entirely.”

“Great. We have a goal. Now we need to figure out how the hell to get there,” complained Ray. “I saw those two cars outside. That one didn’t look too badly damaged. Maybe we can piece them together and get one running? It's sunny out, so they should have at least a small charge. It would be far easier than walking through undead-infested streets without the ability to get away quickly.”

Josephine nodded. “I will take a look at them. I know a few things about vehicles and their repair. You should check the batteries on the roof of the electro station to see if the solar panels there have given them any charge. If they have, and the vehicle is operational, we can fill the batteries before we leave.”

“Game. Set. Match. Let's get going then,” Ray said with a grin. “We don’t have much time before dark and I don’t think either of us wants to be out and about when the sun goes down.”

Josephine gave a small shudder at that and headed out into the late afternoon light. Ray guessed they had somewhere in the neighborhood of two hours left. “Better get started then,” he grumbled.

Opening the shade links and walking outside, he double-checked the shadows before walking around the edge of the electro station. Looking for a ladder, he finally found it at the rear of the building next to the large icebox. As he approached it he froze. He swore that he saw the icebox lid move. Moving slowly backward and around the corner, he paused and watched the lid intently.

Once again the lid moved slightly, confirming his suspicions that there was someone or something inside. Based on his experiences so far, it was probably something that would take great pleasure in attempting to eat his face. If zombies felt pleasure that is.

Picking up a nearby rock, he bounced it off the lid of the trashcan. And sure enough, he got a reaction.

A maw filled with teeth popped out and snatched the rock up before it hit the ground. Grinding its teeth together, it spat it out before slamming the lid shut again.

“Holy fuck, was that even a zombie?” he asked aloud.

“I do not know what that was,” said Josephine from behind him. Ray nearly shit himself.

Turning around slowly he looked her in the eye, “With zombies wandering everywhere and odd things that we can't explain or fully understand, do you think it’s a good idea to scare the living hell out of me?” he asked in a deadpan tone.

“Yes,” she said simply. “Being aware is important. You were not aware. I help you. Your welcome,” she replied walking forward while Ray sputtered at her back.

Stopping several meters away from the icebox, Josephine picked up another small rock and bounced it off the lid. True to form the maw burst out of the box, snapped up the pebble, then spat it out with a gagging noise. It retreated back to its home and slammed the door shut behind it.

Tossing several more rocks, and a can she found, from her location to the ladder didn’t prompt any reaction from the icebox creature.

“It seems that it only reacts when directly touched. Don’t touch it, you should be fine,” she said, turning to him. “The car out front works, but has less than four percent of a charge. If the panels on the roof work we can charge it up.”

With that, leaving Ray to sputter at her back, Josephine walked back around the corner of the store. Grumbling to himself, and keeping an eye on the icebox creature, Ray grabbed the bottom rung and swung himself up onto the ladder. Within a few short seconds, courtesy of his familiarity with emergency hatches on spacecraft, he was on the roof far quickly than someone who was unfamiliar would be. He quickly found the solar panels and batteries. And, for the first time on this wild ride of survival, got some good news.

The entire electrical system had, for whatever reason, been heavily reinforced. The battery banks were sealed and the solar panels were covered with thick materials. The charging bank screen showed a thirty percent charge in the batteries, more than enough to fully charge a vehicle.

Working quickly, Ray uncovered the panels themselves. Leaving them open would charge the batteries in case they needed to come back here for a recharge. Nodding to himself, he flipped the breaker for the charging stations on the ground. Now that they were connected to the batteries it would be easy to simply plug the car into it and let it charge for a few minutes.

Ah, the conveniences of modern life. In a zombie apocalypse.

Grumbling, Ray double-checked the connectors before clambering back down the ladder. Checking the areas at the bottom, and making sure the icebox was closed, he hopped to the ground and headed around the corner of the electro station.

To his surprise, Josephine already had the four-door sedan rolled up to the station and plugged in. Normally it took about five minutes to go from nearly zero charge to full, so as she charged the vehicle and checked its other components he stood watch. He couldn’t quite trust the daylight as a safety blanket, even if those undead did hate the bright golden rays that were falling from above.

Soon enough though, the light began to dim as dusk took hold of this side of the world.

“The car is charged, we should go inside. Quickly,” said Josephine nervously as she unplugged the car and looked around.

Ray nodded in agreement, “Yeah let's go.”

The entrance to the electro station was no more than thirty feet away. However, they were no longer alone. Sitting in the shade in front of the door, missing one eye, was the skinned creature that Ray had thought he had killed.

Stopping as it looked up from where it had been sniffing around the door, its lone blood-red eye squinted in rage as it hissed at him. Its massive, skinless muscles were bunched up as if it had been preparing to jump on anything that came out of the door.

Ray could have sworn that it had gotten bigger.

“Oh fuck, that’s the thing that was in the house with me. How the hell did it find me?” he wondered. He took out his multi-tool and chose the pry bar configuration. He would bust that fucking thing's skull open this time and call it a day.

Josephine opted for her needle-like weapon, taking a fighting stance next to him.

Ray began to shuffle forward when a slight sound from his other side caused him to turn his head slightly.

“There are two more,” grunted Josephine. “Smaller. But just as disgusting.”

Making a choice, Ray didn’t hesitate. “Hold off the other two. I'm going to kill the big one,” he said. Then he ran at it.

The skinless monstrosity let out a massive roar, spittle, and blood flying in Ray's direction. The loud noise startled him with its ferocity. Then the thing sprang at him.

Stunned, Ray barely had enough range of motion to leap out of the way, the monster landing right where he had been. Slamming into the concrete shoulder first, he heard something in his shoulder pop. But it was no time to worry about injuries. Scrambling to his feet, Ray took an impromptu swing at the thing crawling towards him slowly on all fours.

The horror reared up, hissing and batting his weak attack away. Grunting in frustration Ray took a batter's stance. A squeal from the side caused both of them to look over. Josephine had just skewered one of the creatures through the head, killing it. The second one continued to stalk her from the side.

Taking advantage of the momentary distraction, Ray jumped forward and brought his prybar tool down in a two-handed swing. The attack caught the much larger horror square in the center of the head.

Roaring, the thing spun and struck Ray in the chest with a kick from its rear legs sending him flying backward. As he landed heavily, he noticed that the sun was almost completely down. He had been so focused on the fight that he had neglected his environment.

“Shit, Josephine! The Sun!” he cried out, getting back to his feet only to be bowled over again as the flayed monstrosity landed on him.

The lips curled back from the teeth, showing Ray dozens in multi-inch pointed protrusions that snapped inches from his face. Wanting nothing better than to take a bite out of him, Ray shoved the pry bar against its throat and held it off.

As the two struggled, a warbling cry from down the street caused them both to freeze once more. A shuffling noise, similar to the one he had heard when the horde had gone by could be heard … but from all around them. Ray couldn’t see any undead yet but he was sure they were coming now.

He used the edges of the bar to hit the nasty thing repeatedly in the head using short, oar-like movements to ensure the thing couldn’t clamp down on him with its dagger-like teeth. He got four or five strikes in before the creature reached down, with surprising elegance, and simply batted the tool away. It reared up, the glare of victory apparent in its remaining eye. It almost seemed as if it was pausing to gloat about its victory.

The monster on top of him was suddenly smashed aside as Josephine hit it with her multi-tool, now in the form of a large hammer. Skidding across the ground the creature bounced off the car they had parked to charge. Ray marveled at her strength. The woman grabbed him roughly by the cuff and hauled him up as the horror bounded to its feet as well. Taking one look at them and roaring out in fury, it bounded off into the darkness on all fours like some demonic, skinless dog.

“We are surrounded, get inside quickly!” Josephine said just loud enough to be heard over the sound of shuffling feet. She shoved him to his feet as they began to move towards the relative safety of the electro station. As he moved, Ray briefly wondered how many bodies had to move to drown out a voice.

He didn’t have to wait long to find out.
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They ran to the front door of the station, flinging it open with no regard for the amount of noise they were making. As it crashed open, Ray looked behind him only to see the first slow-moving bodies shuffle out of the side streets as the sun dipped below the horizon. As the world plunged into darkness, Ray heard a raspy, primal scream sound out across the desolate world.

The chorus that followed it was inhuman, drowning out everything that could have possibly contested it. As if the world itself had given birth to a death dry and then embodied it within creatures who wanted nothing more than to destroy.

First one voice … then thousands … then tens of thousands … then so numerous it drowned out his very thoughts.

The two staggered into the electro station even as the pounding of feet behind them came nearer. Slamming the door shut and activating the shade link, Josephine sprang backward as a slavering maw slammed into the glass, smashing through it and denting the shade link behind it. Right, where her head had been.

Panicking, she fell backward, tripping over Ray who was shaking the pain and fuzziness out of his mind after such a marrow-chilling experience. Looking up, he had just enough time to see a tidal wave of the dead slam into the building. Smashing through windows by the hundreds they cracked the shade link in dozens of places as the mindless undead threw themselves against the building in an attempt to get to the sweat meat treats inside.

Looking around quickly for a solution, Ray saw that the corner of a ceiling tile had been dislodged above the counter. Thinking quickly, he grabbed Josephine by the hand, he dragged the surprised woman to the counter.

“Climb up inside! Now!” he yelled, before dashing up and down the aisles of the store. Finding a jug of bleach, he ran back to the counter. The woman had just finished climbing up into the ceiling crawlspace as the shade link behind him made an ominous creaking sound under the immense press of the bodies.

Tossing the jug up to her, Ray leaped upwards and caught the edge of the crawlspace. Hauling himself up into it rapidly, he grabbed the jug and dumped it all over the counter beneath them. He hoped and prayed to whatever god would listen that it would mask their scent. His eyes went wide as a notification came up in front of him:
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Startled he fumbled and dropped the jug onto the counter beneath them. Cursing he slammed the hatch shut, plunging them into darkness. The groaning of the shad link turned into a tearing sound that shook the building as it gave way in multiple points beneath them. The slavering jaws of the undead tore the building beneath them to pieces in search of the flesh of their prey.

Slamming into one another, they tore through the shelving units, counter, and walls. Then the shade link barrier gave way altogether. Unable to withstand the press of so many bodies, the barrier was ripped away from the foundation, crumpling in like a ball of tin foil. Amazingly, this is what saved the two living beings huddled in the crawlspace above the horde of flesh-crazed undead.

The shade link barrier took up nearly a quarter of the store's interior, smashed up as it was. It had been pushed right up against the counter and jammed into the corner of the store, preventing entry into the section where the crawlspace hatch was located.

For hours the thrashing of bodies, growling, and animalistic roars tore through the neighborhood. Ray now had an excellent idea of why no humans had survived. He huddled there with a shaking and trembling Josephine, holding her tightly as she relived whatever psychological trauma had caused her to be so withdrawn.

Ray blinked his red, watery eyes. The dust in the crawlspace having saturated him to such a degree that he felt like he was one with the wood. Coming back to his senses, he realized that the loudest noise he could hear was now the ringing in his ears. There was not a single tremble, footstep, growl, or groan.

Looking down at Josephine, she sat on the ground with his arms wrapped around her. Wide-eyed, with rapid small breaths barely audible. He recognized this from some of his combat friends who had served in several of the independence wars. She was suffering a psychotic break.

Shaking her gently, she looked at up at him, “Hey,” he said quietly, “They are mostly gone now. There may be a couple down there, but I don’t know if it's still night. I’m gonna crack the lid and check ok?”

With a small nod, he let go of her and turned to the crawlspace hatch. He hadn’t moved more than a foot when her arm shot out and grabbed his shirt. Turning back to her, she handed him her multi-tool. He had lost his in their mad scramble up into their hiding spot. He took the tool and nodded in thanks.

Turning back, he cracked the hatch just barely, only to let the sunlight stream in from outside.

They had made it to daylight.

“Josephine,” he said turning towards the woman … and he froze. Standing over the woman’s corpse inside the tight crawlspace was his one-eyed foe. The skinless creature had grown a tail and speared it through the back of Josephine’s skull, killing her instantly. Her vacant eyes stared at him as blood pooled beneath her from the center of her forehead where the tails still protruded.

He hadn’t even heard her die.

Screaming in rage, he pulled the handgun from his inventory. Pointing it at the creature, whose remaining eye went wide in recognition, he pulled the trigger.

The noise in the crawlspace was deafening.

He pulled the trigger again and again in fury and desperation, the bullets striking the creature, Josephine’s body, or missing entirely. The skinless one-eyed horror screeched in agony as the bullets struck it, tearing its tail free of Josephine’s body, it roared at him and attempted to move towards him. The crawlspace was too limited, however, and it didn’t move any further forward than a couple of feet.

Roaring at Ray it lept up vertically from its position on all fours, tearing a hole in the roof. The skinless monster scrambled out into the sunlight, screeching the entire time. Ray scrambled after it, having half a mind to pull the magazine and check it for remaining rounds before reinserting it into the handgun.

Tentatively he popped his head out of the hole in the roof, only to duck back in as the monster's tail whipped through the air where it had occupied. He had nearly died like Josephine with his stupid choice.

Watching the tail retract, he shot it in the center of the tip of the appendage, causing the creature to hiss from above him on the roof. Putting just the gun out, he pulled the trigger a few times in that direction. The recoil nearly broke his wrist from the odd angle, but he had immediate satisfaction as he heard the rounds strike flesh. The creature roared in fury again, but unlike last time the sounds of it walking moved further away.

The steady scrambling across the roof turned into a pounding sprint. Popping up from the hole quickly, Ray’s upper torso and head were visible from the crawl space. If it had been another trap, he would have very much been dead. Thankfully, however, the creature was streaking across the sun-covered street, trailing smoke behind it. The scent of charred flesh filled what remained of the store.

Now he knew what sunlight did to those freakish fucks. And he liked it.

Sitting back into the hole, he slowly reloaded the handgun. Of the nineteen rounds in the gun initially, he had one left. He needed to work on his aim. As he examined the gun a blue, see-through notification popped up in the corner of his vision:
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Shaking his head, he finished loading and put the gun back into his inventory. Stupid fucking boxes. They had no empathy. Whoever, or whatever created this stupid system must have been an unfeeling monster.

With an extreme feeling of sadness and no small amount of loss, he crawled over to Josephine. “Sorry, I really thought we were safe here,” he whispered, as he closed her open, vacantly staring eyes. “I promise I will kill that thing for this. I promise if it’s the last thing I do,” he swore. The moment the words left his mouth, a blue screen popped up in front of him:
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-KILL YOUR NEMESIS-





	
AN UNDEAD SKINWALKER HAS TAKEN A LIKING TO YOU, AND TO EVERY SCRAP OF MEAT ATTACHED TO YOUR BONES. IT HAS TAKEN FROM YOU TWICE NOW AND IT IS TIME FOR VENGEANCE. KILL YOUR UNDEAD NEMESIS AND CLAIM THE REWARD FOR DOING SO.









This last box caused him to lose his cool, “Fuck you!” he yelled loudly. “Fucking … whatever you are you fucked up System! Lives are not something to be played with!” he yelled angrily. Taking a deep breath he sighed. This was shit. Utter and complete shit. But he had to move now and he had to move quickly. Taking one last look at Josephine’s body, and realizing he had to leave her here, he turned away.

Then he climbed out through the hole and walked across the roof to the ladder. It was mangled and dented, but intact enough for him to get to the ground. Looking to the side, he noticed that the ice chest had been cracked open and whatever had been inside having been torn to pieces. “Fucking undead freaks,” he muttered.

Walking around the side of the building he was glad to see that the car was mostly undamaged. It had been pushed to the side by the tight press of the bodies, and the charger tore out of it but seemed operable. Even if he was fairly certain he wouldn’t be able to charge it a second time. Climbing inside he pressed the button and was immensely relieved when the engine started.

Sitting there, feeling the electricity of the vehicle hum under him, he sniffled a second. Then he cried. This was all a bit much for him. Watching his only companion so far get killed in front of him and hit him hard. However, as stressful and terrifying as life was right now he had things to do.

Taking a couple of deep breaths to steady himself, he wiped the tears away. Huffed out his frustration, and put the car into drive.

The plan, as it stood in his mind at least, was to travel over to the old State Route 78 crossing Newark Bay. From there he would head to the major port at Cape Liberty. Overall it was a trip of just a few miles. But between undead, traps, this thing that was stalking him, and any potential hazards he couldn’t think of off the top of his head, it may as well be on the moon.

Caution would be required.

Shifting the small two-door car into drive, it cracked and crawled over the broken-up pavement of the electro station. The main bridge across the channel was a bit over two miles away. Not a huge distance pre-apocalypse by any means. But it was now.

As he drove, Ray cautiously moved around stalled-out cars, piles of debris and bodies, and the occasional charred skeleton. Those last ones must have been undead caught in the sun. For whatever reason, they burned easily. This could be a great weapon to use against them, but only if he could find some high-powered grow lighting or something that could mimic the sun.

Driving past the airport was nerve-wracking. Ray could see massive shapes moving through the dirty, tinted terminal windows. Planes were strewn all over the landing way and he could see the remains of a recent fire at the far end near a hanger. That could have been where the gunfire originated from the previous night. Finally, after nearly an hour, he was through it. The more distance he put between himself and that terrifying place the better.

The first leg of the journey ended quietly with Ray arriving at the beginning of the bridge nearly two hours after he left the electro station. At least according to the clock in the car. It was also where his current plans ended and he would need to re-think what he was trying to accomplish.

The old state route bridge had been demolished like someone had dropped a bomb on it from above. It was shorn clean in two in the center, the two uneven sides dangling from what was left of the supports holding them aloft from above. It was, no holds barred, the worst-case scenario. He couldn’t go around, nor could he move forward through the mess on the major highway. He had to find a place to cross, and quickly before it became night.

He got out of the car and climbed up onto the roof to see if he could locate another way across. And find a way he did.

Running nearly parallel to the remains of the bridge was a second bridge that just poked out from behind it. Ray would have never seen it if he hadn’t gotten up onto the roof. It's not like he had a GPS or anything to search with.

The smaller bridge looked intact from end to end, and it seemed like he would be able to make it across. If he could figure out where it started that was. Looking around, he saw that it terminated on his side near some trees by the offramp. There was a large industrial complex in the way, but he could clearly see a road stretching between the buildings to the far side.

That had to access the second bridge.

Getting back in the car, he maneuvered his way down the road and onto the off-ramp. There were remarkably fewer cars here … and he quickly learned why. The off-ramp led directly into the bowels of an underpass.

Ray could clearly see the underpass wasn’t obstructed by any debris or vehicles. However, he could also see that it was absolutely packed to the brim with the undead.

Swallowing to moisten his now dry mouth, he decided he really only had one of two choices. Drive through slowly and hope to whatever god was out there they decided not to tear this shitty little car apart … or step on the accelerator and also hope to whatever god was out there he made it through. He didn’t have the time available to him to try and find another way around. If there ever was one.

Blinking rapidly, and gripping the steering wheel tightly, he made his decision.

His foot slammed down onto the accelerator.

***
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        CHAPTER 7

    
    
    
    
                Ray

The car revved up as it gathered speed. Contrary to what he had heard about the ancient gas-guzzling vehicles, electric vehicles were mostly silent. Innovations in the last fifty years had led them from being a mildly inconveniencing and expensive mode of travel to the absolute norm. And the power they had available mirrored those developments.

The little car rocketed forward, hitting sixty miles an hour in less than six seconds. Two seconds after that Ray entered the overpass tunnel and plowed into his first zombie.

All hell broke loose.

“Ah shit!” he screamed, struggling to hold the vehicle straight as numerous undead bounced off the hood of the car. He blinked as one particular zombie somehow become attached to the windshield wiper. Even as the car slowed due to the dense pressing of bodies, he had the foresight to turn the windshield wipers on.

As the plastic pieces scraped back and forth, they hit the slavering undead’s face repeatedly. It silently clacked its teeth at him from the other side of the glass shield, as if asking him if that was really necessary. Deciding it was Ray jammed on the accelerator, pushing it all the way to the floor and cranking the wipers up to full speed. The fleshy slapping noise increased in tempo as the wipers couldn’t quite get to the other side of the windshield.

After almost forty full seconds inside the tunnel, and feeling like it was forty hours, Ray and his car burst out the other side and into the daylight. Trailing bodies, parts, and various bits of viscera, he was most surprised by the fact that the zombie still attached to his windshield ignited into a flaming creature out of hell itself.

The screeching that it made as it slowly burned to ash would haunt his darkest nightmares. These things may be undead or some approximation thereof, but they most assuredly still felt pain. The thing eventually stopped moving and crumbled completely into dust and bone fragments, sliding off the car. The entire escapade and crossing had taken less than two full minutes, yet would stay with Ray for life. Experiences were often like that. Over in moments, yet the consequences of choices being made were eternal.

Breathing hard, he stopped the car. Putting his forehead on the steering wheel he began to chuckle. That chuckle rapidly devolved into maniacal laughter as he struggled to control himself. The last hour and a half had just been fucking insane.

“Just fucking insane,” he repeated aloud. “Like some character in a novel being written by an asshole who has nothing better to do than make every character he comes across suffer. Fuck you. You’re a bitch,” he grumbled.

Collecting himself, he saw the access road leading to the bridge. Driving along it, he noticed that there were more abandoned vehicles that he had to avoid here than he had encountered on the side streets so far in other places. Perhaps others had had the same idea as him. Perhaps some of them were even still alive? Who knew at this point? He could very well be the last person alive on Earth.

At long last, he came to the bridge on the other side of the industrial complex. However, it wasn’t what he was expecting.

Blocking the front of the bridge were fortified emplacements made of exocrete, a very strong concrete-like substance that was used by the military. The doors on the front of the structure had been knocked aside as if a large truck had struck it head-on. However, there was no sign of such a vehicle. Ray suddenly had a thought about those large, hulking shapes that he had seen during the parade of undead the previous night. Shuddering, he edged the car through the busted gates and onto the bridge. Then he encountered his second surprise.

It wasn’t a walking bridge or even a driving bridge. No, it was an old historical rail bridge. When trains were still widespread and used to transport goods across the nation, these bridges were built in thousands of locations across the nation. However with the advent of sub-orbital cargo ships trains had rapidly dwindled in use, eventually being relegated to the history books altogether.

Ray parked the car just on the other side of the gates, as the bridge itself was obstructed with large, concrete blocks that prevented vehicles from accessing the bridge itself.

“Stupidest design ever,” he grumbled, “Hey people! Here’s an escape route, but you have to fucking walk. Good luck!”

Getting out of the car he crossed through the barriers and began his trek across the bridge. The sun was directly above him at this point, signifying he had, at best, five to seven hours of daylight left. If he didn’t find a safe place before then he was fucked. Well … with this so call Nemesis Skinwalker after his hide he may be fucked anyway.

Just thinking about that disgusting creature made him grind his teeth. He would get vengeance for Josephine. He had made an oath, an oath that this System wouldn’t let him forget apparently. He just wondered if there were any penalties for failing. Like any of the old RPG games, he used to play.




	
QUEST PARAMETERS CAN BE ACCESSED AT ANY NODE









He laughed at that, “I’m sure they can. And all I have to do is place the one I have right?” he said aloud with an eye roll, not expecting an answer.

But an answer is exactly what he got:




	
YES









That one word caused him to stumble. The fucking thing had responded to him. Actively. That meant that it wasn’t just some benign system waiting for exterior input to react to. Either it was sentient … or someone somewhere was controlling it.

“Hello? Can you hear me?” he said aloud, recovering his pace and continuing to trek across the bridge. He didn’t get a response. That was both worrying and expected he supposed. After all, he had no idea what it took to directly respond. Maybe this was like one of those LITRPG novels or a video game-like concept. Every action had a cost, or perhaps an equal and opposite reaction or something. Maybe the being controlling the system was just a dick. That was certainly a possibility as well.

Who knew, in reality, there was no way for him to find out. After all, it wasn’t like this System was available before the apocalypse had gone into full swing. If it was, then it had been a tightly held secret. Although he could see all the rich and powerful hoarding such knowledge to ensure their superiority and status.

Shaking his head in exasperation, Ray noticed that he had been so deep in thought he had crossed nearly three-quarters of the bridge without realizing it. Unfortunately, the sun was already a quarter of the way past the zenith. He didn’t have an enormous amount of time left.

Worried, he picked up the pace and got to the other side of the river in just a few minutes. This was not a leisurely walk in the park, and he needed to stop treating it as such. Regardless of how peaceful it was. That peace would last when the things in the shadows came out to play. Or when his skinwalker friend decided to show up again.

Going to a full jog, Ray came down off the bridge and through another checkpoint. Skeletal remains and blood stains were all that remained of the defenders. Moving in between the cement blockades, he rapidly traversed the exit point and onto a well-made walking trail that wound through a marshy area. It ran parallel to the highway next to it. He had two, perhaps three more miles to go. He didn’t think he would make it as he still had to find a place to hide for the night.

Looking around at his surroundings, he saw some large white chemical tanks in the distance. They couldn’t be more than a half mile away. If he could get to the top of one and secure the entrance, it would make an excellent overnight spot.

Making his choice he moved at a quick pace in that direction. Ray had never been hugely into bodybuilding, but he had to remain fit enough to captain the yacht and any other small orbital craft that he was required to oversee. Some of those cockpits were small, so he maintained his fitness which included regular five-mile jogs. This much was nothing to him.

He jogged down the road, moving between cars and debris. More than once he saw movement in a vehicle, telling him that the occupant was long dead and long trapped inside. He had no desire to check for any survivors here. That could come later.

Reaching the primary highway, Ray jumped the jersey barrier and jogged across the six-lane road. Hopping over the other side, he found himself in front of a long chain link fence. His goal, the white chemical tanks, were on the other side. Now he just had to find a way through. Looking up and down the fence line, he saw a van that had crashed through his side and rolled several times before coming to a rest a dozen feet past where it had struck.

Perfect.

Moving down towards that spot he climbed over the debris and was now on the correct side of the fence. Amazed that it had worked out that way, Ray moved quickly to the massive white cylinders. True to form, there was a ladder with a locked grate running up the side of the nearest one. Those grates were great for keeping out children or deterring the unmotivated, however keeping someone out who was determined to survive something looking to eat him like a Sunday snack was another thing entirely.

Grabbing the bottom rung of the ladder, Ray swung himself back and forth until he could reach the bars on the side of the grate. Grabbing them, he hauled himself up and over the security grate, bypassing it entirely. Stopping to catch his breath, he looked up and saw that the sun was just touching the horizon. Filled with an immediate, and very valid, fear Ray climbed the ladder to the top of the chemical tower as quickly as he could. Just as the sunlight began to fade into red twilight, he reached the top.

Just as the howl of the awakening undead spiraled out through the air, encompassing the world with their hunger.

Sliding over the lip and laying on the top of the chemical storage building, Ray caught his breath. It was within that brief moment that Ray nearly lost his life.

He had only been laying there for a moment when the pounding of feet came towards him from across the roof. Alarmed he sat up, only to catch a full-bodied attack from an undead that had been on the roof. Bracing one arm across the creature's neck as slavering jaws sought his flesh, Ray ended the fight quickly by kicking upwards and pitching the monstrosity over the edge of the tower. It hissed and clacked its teeth on the way down, up until it hit the paved ground that is. That victory was heralded by the immediate sound of silence from below.

A silence that was broken by a massive roar from several buildings down. The roar was so massive in fact that the metal sheeting that made up the roof vibrated as it swept over Ray. Slowly the echo of the feral sound faded and he heard the heavy footsteps of whatever it was making its way toward where he had just tossed his neighbor off the roof. He certainly didn’t want to meet whatever was big enough to make noises like that.

Panicking, he looked around for a place to hide. The only place he could see, however, was a single hatch that possibly led into the interior of the silo. If he was lucky, there would be some ladder there, Running across the roof, forsaking stealth for speed with his clanging footsteps, he grabbed the handle and jerked up … only to be met with resistance from the hatch.

The creature below roared again, but this time it was accompanied by the tearing of metal. Either it had torn its way inside the silo below him, or it had just ripped off the security grate on the ladder. The shuddering grew closer to him however so he rapidly surmised the thing was making its way up the side of the silo.

Crouching down, he felt around for a latch, lever, or release that would allow him to open the hatch. He struggled to find anything that would open the damn thing and began to panic. Looking over his should he saw one massive, meaty hand the size of a suitcase come up over the edge. Squeaking, he redoubled his efforts and smashed his knuckles into a release located on the side of the hatch.

Swinging it up he looked back one more time to see a massive, mutated head rise above the edge. Its beady eyes looking for a meal and, since he was the only living thing up there, looking for him in particular.

Ray swallowed his panic and didn’t hesitate in the slightest, knowing that if he did so he was very dead. He grabbed the edge of the hatch and leaped into the darkness beneath him. The last bit of light that he could make out as he plunged into the pitch-black hole was blocked out as the secure cover slammed shut behind him. As he dropped, his hand slipped off the handle on the inside of the latch.

Then Ray dropped into the darkness that was the silo.

***
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        CHAPTER 8

    
    
    
    
                Ray

He Was positive he was dead. For the half second that Ray fell through the pitch-black interior of the chemical tower, to the moment he impacted the walkway under the hatch, he was sure he was done for. His entire new life flashed before his eyes, thankfully he didn’t have long to think about it as the fall was rather short.

He slammed into what felt like chain-link fencing, the breath leaving his body with a not-so-quiet wheezing sound. Laying on his back on the catwalk, his chest heaved with its effort to get oxygen to his brain. Oddly enough the structure he was in didn’t smell like much of anything, so breathing was much easier than he had planned on it being. The chemicals being stored here must have leaked out or evaporated long ago.

He was musing on his good luck when he remembered the giant thing on the roof. Holding his breath he listened for any sounds above him. Sure enough, he could hear the feet pounding back and forth across the top of the roof. That monster was probably looking for him. Ray wasn’t quite sure how they tracked their prey yet, but he was sure that they were damn good at finding whatever they were looking for.

After a few moments of what seemed to be purely rage-fueled movements, the feet pounded off to the side of the curved wall. With a loud, long roar that vibrated the very structure under him, the footsteps stopped briefly … only to be followed by a loud impact at the bottom of the building.

The fucking thing had jumped off.

Shaking his head in disbelief, Ray got to his feet. Contrary to everything that had just happened to him he was still alive. Somehow.

Groaning he sat up, taking a look into the pitch black that surrounded him. Yup. Definitely couldn’t see anything. Ray was still completely in the dark about any threats that may be locked inside here with him.

Taking his multi-tool out from his inventory, he gripped the handle to begin looking for the selector button to change its form only to be surprised as it lit up. The light was just bright enough for Ray to see several feet in every direction, just bright enough for him to realize he was in a caged-off safety section of the catwalk.

“Great, Ray under glass,” he grumbled as he tested the door to see if he could force it open. Going with the day's theme, he was surprised yet again when it swung open easily on silent hinges. Apparently whoever built these things built them to last.

As he stepped out, the illuminating glow of the multitool projecting out in front of him, he followed the catwalk to its terminating point at the wall.

“Well … this isn’t getting me anywhere,” he grumbled again, turning around.

Unfortunately, the other side of the cage was locked, preventing him from traveling in the other direction on the catwalk. Examining the padlock on the steel barred door, he jumped backward as the slavering maw of an undead came screaming out of the darkness, slamming into the steel bars that separated them.

Taking a few quick steps back, Ray’s heart was pounding as he watched the thing snapping its teeth in his direction, trying to get through the door and eat him. The door in question, however, didn’t even budge. Once Ray realized that the creature wasn’t going to get any closer to him, he took the opportunity to really examine this one up close.

Contrary to his earlier thoughts, upon close inspection, the previously normal human being wasn’t rotting away. This surprised Ray, as every fiber of his being said if it was dead then it would decay. But this was certainly not the case.

While he could clearly see bone jutting out or outright visible on the undead body, each spot was growing almost what looked to be a fungus that covered it up. Moving up from the legs to the torso, even as the thing stuck its one arm through the grate and clacked at him, Ray noticed a hole torn clean through the body. The illumination from the multi-tool gave him just enough light to clearly see that it was a hole.

The insides were crusty with dried gore, but also contained large amounts of fungal growth as well. Stepping back slightly he took a good long look at the face of the creature. The clacking teeth, the missing eye, and the veins bulging out in its face.

There was definitely something more going on here than initially seemed. Ray thought about it a bit. Even if a zombie apocalypse seemed impossible, it had happened. At least, something so similar had happened that even those alien chuckle fucks in orbit couldn’t differentiate between what was and anything else that it could possibly be.

Getting as close as he dared, with the nasty thing snapping its maw at him, he looked closely at the empty eye socket. Something was … yes, yes there was definitely something moving inside of it.

Stepping back, Ray turned the multi-tool into its long spiked form. Drawing back, and taking a deep breath to line up his attack, he snapped forward and sunk the weapon neatly into the eye socket. The undead dropped to the ground like a marionette with its strings cut. As it fell, Ray withdrew the weapon.

The thing was fully dead now, but on the end of his tool, there was a long strand of wiggling mass. Honestly, it looked a lot like a plants root to him. Looking at it closely, but not so closely it could touch him, it wiggled fiercely. As if it wanted nothing more than to reach out and sink its tendrils into him. As he watched, however, it slowed down before eventually falling limp. Then it dissolved into ash.

“God above us,” he mumbled staring at the ashen remains of whatever the fuck that had just been. “Its almost like this root was living in that things brain.”
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The blue screens vanished almost as quickly as they had shown up. Blinking his eyes quickly he reoriented on the dead body in front of him. He didn’t have time to think about anything except for what was in front of him. Not if he wanted to stay alive.

Ray and corpse were separated by a steel-barred door, but it still made him uncomfortable to be that close to it. Taking several steps back, he turned around only to hear the soft click of footfalls on the roof above him.

He recognized that scrambling sound. He had heard it as the skinless beast had fled from him across the rooftop of the electro station. That fucking thing or one of its lackeys was after him. Again. How the fucking kept finding him he had no idea. But he needed to kill the damn thing before it caught him unawares and killed him in turn.

It was do or die.

He took up a position looking at the hatch. The soft clacking of footsteps made its way across the ceiling and towards where Ray was waiting. He followed the sounds of movement with his eyes as it traversed the roof, ready for anything that may pop through the hatch. As the steps grew closer, Ray’s anticipation and anxiety grew. He hoped that whatever that thing was that it wouldn’t be able to navigate the hatch and get inside with him.

That would really, really fucking suck.

He heard sniffing and scratching at the hatch, then as suddenly as the sounds had carried down to him everything was quiet. Unsure of what was happening, Ray gripped his multi-tool closely. The first time he hadn’t known what he was getting into. The last time it had ambushed him and Josephine had died. He wouldn’t be caught unaware again.

The moment of silence stretched onward. So long that Ray’s world ceased being anything except the hatch. He was so intent on the opening that when the scream rose from outside his heart nearly stopped. With no hesitation at all, before the cry even waned in fact, Ray heard the scrabbling of claws across the top of the tank and down the side of the access ladder against the wall.

Blinking in confusion he paid close attention as the cry died out. Utter silence enveloped the world outside of his hidey-hole. Whatever that was even scared the undead back into their holes. Ray listened intently for any noise that he could pick up. Anything at all that would give him a clue of what was going on outside of the building.

Then, he heard it.

At first, he thought it was the wind and dismissed it. As it drew closer, his mind told him that it couldn’t possibly be what he was hearing. So he ignored it. Then it moved toward him, getting closer and louder every moment. Music of a kind he had never heard before. A song of the dead … a symphony of the damned. It grew closer and louder in a way that was both terrifying and morbidly interesting.

Bones rattled and shook, feet pounded in rhythm, and ghostly wails of souls long lost rose into the air and assaulted his every sense. Ray could see … feel … hear the suffering that those voices had been privy to. Could taste the blood as it ran across his gums and down his throat. The savage taste of flesh as it was chewed and swallowed. The joy of hunting down anything moving … and ending them just to obtain the simple pleasure of a meal.

How this odd music, and it couldn’t be described as anything but music, could convey these concepts Ray didn’t know. Couldn’t fathom or even process would be a more accurate description. The very idea of sound imparting the lasting feeling of eternal hunger was so odd, so alien, that he couldn’t do anything except collapse on the floor and curl up into the fetal position.

The sound seemed to fill the streets around him for all eternity. The ebb and flow of whatever was outside hunted for him. He knew that it hunted for him, the very music told him so. That his demise was the only thing that would appease the creature creating this ode to death.

Ray didn’t know how long he sat there in the darkness, eyes wide and breathing shallow. It seemed like an eternity. An eternity was spent in the mind of something that had nothing on its mind but eternal slaughter to appease a hunger that simply could never be satiated. A mouth that devoured not just someone’s flesh, but what made them human, to begin with. An eternity listening to the sweet whispers of death, begging to be let inside and lull him into a sleep that would last forever, with promises that the flesh they left behind would be reused. After all, what being needed their body after they were dead?

He lay there, curled into himself, making the smallest target possible. At some point during the session of mental and emotional torture, however, Ray took note that the music seemed to dim in intensity. Over the next few moments, it grew quieter and quieter, before eventually fading into obscurity altogether.

Ray lay there for a while longer as his mind reassembled itself. The music had shaken him to the core. He wasn’t aware that anything, even the stories of demons and fictional descriptions of the purest of evils, could possibly describe the depths of darkness he had just experienced.

He would get to where he needed to go, plant this damn node, and ensure that he hunted down and killed the fuck out of whatever that had been.

Struggling to his feet, he managed to stand up on shaky legs. He turned to the hatch that he had fallen and reached for the bottom rung of the ladder that led down the side of the barred catwalk. Turning to the side to ensure that the undead he had killed didn’t need killing again, he froze. The body was gone with nothing but a pile of dried blood and scattered flesh remaining. He peered into the darkness.

And whatever was in that pitch-black hellhole stared right back.

Ray had no idea what was there. He couldn’t explain it. Couldn’t quantify it in any way. His mind simply couldn’t comprehend what he was looking at, but his instincts told him that whatever was there was so far beyond him that it was a death sentence to remain there. So he ran.

He tossed his multi-tool up through the hole and sprinted up the ladder as quickly as he could, his every survival instinct telling him he needed to get the fuck out of there. Now. Getting to the top of the ladder, he flung open the hatch and burst into the sunlight. Ray flung himself out of the hatch, rolling head over heels onto the metal roof. As he spun, he saw a pale clawed hand dart back into the shadows of the hatch.

There had been no noise, no sound, nothing giving him even a remote hint that he was being pursued outside of some sixth sense that told him to get the hell out. It was far more terrifying than the skinless monstrosity that had killed his companion.

Shaking with fear, he quickly stored his multi-tool and began moving towards the other side of the hatch. He gave the hole a wide berth as he traversed around it to travel down the far longer ladder on the side of the chemical storage building. Whatever made this its home had nearly made him the main course.

Getting to the side of the roof, he traversed downward, noting that there was some significant damage to the ladder. Several rungs were bent in the middle with others missing entirely. It was as if something with immense weight or strength and grabbed or stood on them with impunity. If he had been a safety inspector he would have shut down the building immediately until it was repaired.

He delicately traversed around the damaged pieces of the ladder, eventually getting to the bottom and encountering the remains of the security grate. Shaking his head at how strong whatever had come up the ladder after him had to have been, he simply dropped the last five feet to the ground. Landing in a crouch with the sound of crunching gravel, Ray took a good look around him.

Not seeing any threats he stood up and brushed himself off. With a deep breath, he started moving forward toward his destination. He had to be cautious as there were far more dangers than he had initially thought. He only hoped that whatever had tried to find him last night wasn’t hunting him like the skinless wonder was. Regardless, he was possibly the only hope for humanity, as edgy as that was to even think.

He shook his head and slapped his cheeks. “Let's do this mother fucker,” he said, encouraging himself aloud.

He had a node to plant.

***
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        CHAPTER 9

    
    
    
    
                Ray

Ray got his first good look at the area around the chemical tanks as he got to the bottom. Rolling his eyes at the fact that he probably should have done some scouting from the top of the tank, he pushed the thought process aside to appreciate just how close to his objective he was.

He only had to cross a small highway, get through a green belt, and he was practically at his destination on the terminal. Getting a move on Ray began crossing the gravel lot to the far side of where the dozen or so chemical towers were. Climbing a chain link fence, he dropped to the other side to find himself face to face with overgrowth.

Grumbling to himself, Ray shoved through the branches and overgrown brambles to the side of the road. He took note of numerous abandoned vehicles and semi’s on the highway. There were probably a lot of supplies still bunkered down in those airtight containers. Supplies he could use at some point. Taking note of that idea, he climbed over the guard rail and quickly traversed across the six-lane road.

Casual everyday vehicles were very close to being obsolete with the advanced rail and public transit systems that were in place around the city, however, moving large quantities of goods by truck had never gone out of style. With the advent of high-powered electrical vehicles and sub-orbital travel, this signaled the slow death of adventuring by road.

Climbing over the railing on the opposite side of the by-way, Ray found himself facing another chunk of overgrown vegetation. He could still see the remnants of an old steel track underneath them all, but he wasn’t about to go exploring yet. He had a mission to complete. The terminal was close, which meant he was only a few hours away from possibly saving mankind.

He took three whole steps before growling froze him in place.

Turning very slowly, he saw two orange eyes staring at him from under a pile of refuse. Swallowing, Ray figured it could only have been the skinless demon that kept following him. Taking a few slow steps back, he brought his multi-tool to hand and prepared for a fight.

He couldn’t have been more surprised when what slowly emerged wasn’t a zombie, demon, or monstrosity, but a dog. A skinny, malnourished German Shepherd. Blinking at the growling animal, Ray slowly put his tool away. Reaching into his inventory, he removed a bottle of water and a couple of packets of dried noodles. As he moved, the dog's eyes followed the food and water as it emerged. Its demeanor went from one of hostility to one of cautious curiosity.

Ray opened both packets of food and tossed them to the dog. It moved to them slowly, sniffing them for a moment before tearing into them savagely. The crunching of noodles echoed in the greenbelt alleyway between the two large warehouse-like buildings.

“Boy, you must have been hungry,” Ray said kindly. “I wonder how you survived this long? Maybe a bit of luck? Skill? It couldn’t have been easy, that’s for damn sure.”

He had always had a soft spot for animals, in particular dogs and horses. Having grown up in the Midwest of the North American Common Wealth had made him intimately familiar with such animals. The dog eyed Ray speculatively as it ate, and all too soon both sets of noodles were gone. It looked back up at him and cocked its head to one side as if asking for more.

“Sure thing bud, I have a bit to spare,” he said, opening another two packages. The dog didn’t even wait this time, trotting right up to him and taking each one right from his hand.

Ray reached out tentatively, petting the matted fur on top of its head. “Boy, you need a bath. Well, then again so do I,” he chuckled.

The dog finished the last two packaged meals as Ray stood up. “I’m heading this way, you’re … uh … welcome to come?” he said, feeling a bit strange at talking to an animal.

The dog just looked at him, cocked its head to one side, then turned and ran back into the overgrowth.

“Ah well, there’s gratitude for you,” he grunted.

Ray continued his trek down the old byway in between the factories and warehouses. He saw dozens of old and new tractor-trailers, as well as very outdated train cars that had been abandoned behind their respective buildings. Taking note of everything that he could for later, he was laser-focused on getting to the terminal and planting the node. He had a lot to do, and the node was only the first step in a very long process of getting mankind back to the level of dominance over the world that they had once held.

He stopped suddenly, taking note that in front of him, for roughly two hundred yards, the foliage had grown over from one building to another. This created a shaded canopy that was shrouded in darkness. While he could see the other side clearly enough, he had no idea what was lurking in those shadows. Once again, Ray was facing a choice. Take the risk and get through, knowing that his goal was on the other side. Or try to find a way around and possibly get caught outside at night. Where he would most likely be killed.

Swallowing, he brought his multi-tool up and began flicking through the options. Eventually, he settled on an odd-looking hammer with an elongated handle. As the tool took shape in his hand, he realized that things were moving in the shadows. Not many, but they were there. He only hoped there were none of those odd undead with weird abilities. Or those Skinwalker demons. Any one of them could kill him quickly.

Hefting the hammer, Ray took a deep breath and then sprinted into the overgrown tunnel.

As soon as he crossed from daylight into the shadows, a cry went up. All around him bodies began to shuffle and move. He was already a dozen meters in when he realized that he was being chased. And that they were so close he could hear the clicking of teeth behind him.

The utter fear of being eaten alive consumed him, and he poured on the speed to put distance between whatever was in pursuit and himself. Sprinting down the alleyway he pulled in deep breaths and could taste the stench of decay. This may have been a very, very bad idea.

Ray was more than halfway through the tunnel when the worst possible thing that could have happened, did. Something stepped in front of him.

Careening sideways and slamming into whatever he had hit, he spun on his feet and somehow stayed upright. But his advantage in momentum and distance was now gone. A boney hand latched onto his arm, slowing him even further. With a strangled cry, Ray brought raised his hammer and brought it down on the appendage, smashing through the dried skin and bone. It separated completely, and the moment he was free, and with his panic giving him a massive dose of adrenaline, he exploded into the fastest sprint he had ever done before.

It was mere seconds before he burst outside the other side of the tunnel and into the sunlight. Continuing to run, he gave himself some distance before turning around. What he saw terrified him to his core.

There were dozens, if not hundreds, of undead that had stopped at the line of shadows dividing life and certain death. They were clacking their teeth at him in rage, raking clawed hands into the air. Every so often they would misjudge and a hand would swipe through sunlight, causing it to smolder and smoke. Ray could smell the singed flesh from where he was.




	
DEATH TRAP SURVIVED





	
COULD HAVE MADE A BETTER CHOICE, BUT WHATEVER I GUESS





	
NATURAL GROWTH MEASURED - STR +1





	
NATURAL GROWTH MEASURED - AGI +1





	
NEX CALCULATING – DEPLOY NODE FOR NEX ACCRUAL









The surge of stats left Ray breathless. He feltstronger, faster, and generallymore hearty than before. In fact, he felt so good he nearly forgot about the horde of undead that were trying to inch towards him across the sunlit ground. Nearly, that is.

Grunting while he struggled through the surge of energy, he forced one foot in front of the other to move away from the threat. He got a half dozen steps in before he fell to his knees, panting. He enjoyed the boosts to his abilities, however that worked, but getting two points at once made him feel like he had gotten kicked by a mule. Mules sucked.

Struggling to his feet, he continued down the alleyway and out onto a road that crossed the tracks. There had definitely been more activity here than the end of the railroad behind him. Here he could see burned-out tractor trailers, smashed cars, and dozens of old shipping containers.

Hesitating between heading down another alleyway, the more straightforward route, Ray opted to take the road. It was mostly clear and he didn’t see any more overgrown areas going this way. Sometimes not taking the straightest path ensured the best results.

It was only a couple hundred feet to the intersection. He reached it without issue and turned left … and then stopped.

The road curved away, with a small electro station on one side and the end of the factories on his right. However what caused him to pause was that there was not one ship terminal, or two, but three. Three major choices to pick from.

Eyeballing a nearby sign, Ray deduced that he had a cruise ship terminal that had just been finished, a commercial terminal, or a residential terminal. Why the hell anyone would take a boat across the ocean when they could fly was beyond him, and the residential terminal didn’t seem like it would have the resources he may need going forward. Making a quick decision, he made for the central commercial terminal.

As he got closer, he cheered to himself. He could see a massive container ship still docked. In addition to that, there was a road that led straight down to the end of the massive pier. Near the end was a large building, probably a warehouse or office complex of some kind. He could clear and fortify that, place the node, and activate it.

He had no idea what would come after that, but planting the node should give him an idea at the very least. Those cowardly alien fucks in orbit gave off that vibe at least.

Ray jogged down the road, amazed at the lack of effort it took to move at a decent pace. Whatever the System had done to make him stronger didn’t have much of a drawback aside from the moment of disorientation when it first happened. He could get used to that. Although, purchasing stats seemed to be an option as well. Thoughts of lifting cars and punching through walls came to his mind.

Pushing the idea of being some kind of superhuman out of his mind, for now, he focused on the upcoming set of buildings at the end of the terminal. Slowing down as he got closer to the three-story structure, Ray opted for maximum stealth. This included him walking across the gravel pad up to a window, probably causing enough noise to literally wake the dead.

He peeked inside and, true to form, there were several dozen of the undead standing around the first floor. That didn’t take into account any that may be on any of the other two floors or the attached warehouse. Shrugging, he looked up. The sun was high, nearly directly above him. This meant he had a good four or five hours before dusk. At a minimum.

“Can probably just … open a door and lead them outside? That should work. Probably? I can always run away I guess,” he mumbled, debating various tactics with himself. “Right. Can't waste any time. Let's just open the door and see what happens.”

Walking over to the front door, Ray brought out his multi-tool in hammer form. Then he opened the door and stepped back.

For a moment, nothing happened. He was at a loss as nothing came rushing at him out of the building. Cautiously stepping forward with the hammer cocked to the side, he reapproached the dimly lit interior of the doorway. He had only taken one step on the gravel only to have an undead lunge out of the door at him.

Ray caved its skull in with a single swing.

“Get fucked!” he yelled, only to repeat the process again as another one followed it out.

Ray repeated this process a dozen times before the things stopped coming at him. A pile of smoldering bodies in the sunlight was all that remained of the undead on the first floor. At least those that he could see. He highly suspected that there would be more on the second and third floors, as well as the warehouse, that would be a far more difficult fight.

Stepping cautiously through the door he examined the interior of the building, confirming that this first level was some kind of office and processing center. Moving past the front desk and into the back area filled with cubicles, Ray was filled with a nervous apprehension as he waited for the next attack to come.

Lunging from the top of a desk to his side, Ray caught the movement just in time to bring his hammer up. The undead bit down on the head, shattering most of its teeth on the tool. The disgusting sound of molars grinding up their fellow teeth filled the room, nearly causing Ray to vomit. He powered through, punching the undead in the side of the head and knocking it down. As it fell, he pulled the hammer back and smashed its head in.

“Another one bites the dirt,” he muttered, stepping back and re-scanning the room for threats. He took note of two more undead moving towards him.

The two undead, two men in overalls and toolbelts, moved towards him, teeth clacking and gnashing. Ray could see their white, decaying eyes locked onto him and eager to dig into his flesh. Stepping forward he slammed the hammer into the side of the first one's head, causing the tool to sink into the skull and get stuck.

Panicking, Ray braced his foot on the side of the body and ripped it out in a shower of gore. But the extra movement had taken a few extra precious seconds that the second undead had used to get within his winging arc. So Ray did the only other thing he could think of and kicked the creature in the kneecap.

His foot went through the joint with a cracking noise, as if he had put his foot through a chunk of dried-out wood. The separated leg caused the undead to fall over onto its side. Ray, never one to let an opportunity pass by, ended the fight by bringing the hammer down on the thing's head. Its movements stopped entirely as he dislodged his hammer from the caved-in skull.

This would have to be the process. Find a few, and kill them. Step back. Re-scan for threats. Rinse and repeat.

This was going to take a while.

***
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        CHAPTER 10

    
    
    
    
                Ray

Ray lost count after fifty of the ghoulish undead. Killing them in small groups or luring them into choke points to finish larger ones, he had probably killed close to seventy when he cleared the third floor of the office building. Then came the cleanup. Dragging the bodies one by one out into the sun to smolder and turn to ash was far too labor-intensive. He had no choice for the first floor, but for the second and third floors, he just pushed them out the windows. Overall, it had taken him three hours. That only left the warehouse.

Taking a breather and drinking some water, Ray prepped himself for the last building. Easily equal in size to the office complex, he was sure that it held numerous dangers. Far more places for the undead to hang out in. Far more places for them to ambush him. But he had been lucky so far, there had been none of those special zombies or any sign of his nemesis. He could only hope that was still the case when he went inside of there as well.

Of course, just thinking about those things screwed him.

He had just steeled himself to attack when the door burst open and a naked, pale white body rushed him. Startled, he leapt backward as the thing swiped oversized hands with inch-long claws on them through where he had just been standing. A feeling of immense dread roiled through Ray’s guts, telling him this thing was different than the others up to now.

“Motherfucker!” he yelled, bringing his hammer down.

Unlike the prior undead, who took their hits and died like he expected them to, this thing dodged to the side. Rolling like some kind of pale white ninja, it hissed at him and then scurried up a wall.

Ray stared at it in disbelief. “Hey, you bitch! Get down here and let me kill you … again!” he yelled, shaking the hammer at it. The pasty white creature opened its maw and hissed at him, like some kind of demented cave dweller. “Fuck you!” Ray yelled back.

He was both keeping an eye on the creature chilling in a corner of the office and the open door to the warehouse. Slowly moving towards the warehouse door, the pale monstrosity narrowed its eyes and watched him. Head swiveling from Ray to the door and back again, it hissed and flung itself at him. Almost as if it had realized what he was doing.

“Shit!” he cried out, throwing himself into a roll to avoid the sharp-looking claws. Ray came up out of the roll and swung his hammer blind, surprised when it connected and flung the creature across the office and into a cubicle wall. He took the opportunity to close and secure the door to the warehouse, even as the creature attempted to free itself from the debris.

Locking the door, Ray looked up to see the thing midflight, aiming for his face. Its claws extended and maw open showing dozens of razor-sharp teeth.

Ray spun the hammer up into a golf swing, catching the creature under the chin even as the claws dragged across his chest. The strength of his attack caused its head to explode in a shower of gore, painting the ceiling with very wet, and very red, blood and brain matter.

This immediately told Ray two things. The first being that this thing wasn’t dead, and if it wasn’t dead then other things could be alive too. The second thing was that those alien fucks had, if not outright lied to him, then had not included a lot of information they probably already knew.

Breathing heavily at that thought he realized that his chest hurt. Looking down he saw that the claws had cut clean through the supposed reinforced fabric of his suit. Even the nasty skinless monster that was stalking him couldn’t do that. Two shallow gashes had sheeted blood down into his suit. Grabbing a nearby coat hanging on the back of a chair, he tore out the line and held it against the cuts.

As he stood there, recuperating, Ray realized he didn’t have a lot of time left. If there were more than a few of those things left inside the warehouse he was fucked. He also hadn’t gotten a safe zone message from the System yet letting him know that this area was secure.

Swallowing, he pulled the liner away after a few minutes and saw that the bleeding had stopped. Taking a deep breath, he dragged the headless pale corpse outside of the building and tossed it into the sunlight. He then beelined for the warehouse door. Standing out front of it, Ray once again steeled himself. Opening the door quietly he didn’t see anything.

Daylight streamed in from the skinning windows lining the upper portions of the warehouse. It gave a somewhat creepy illumination to the building, allowing shadows to stretch from one row of stored goods and materials to the other. He just really hoped that there wasn’t going to be more than one or two more of those things in here.

Unfortunately, there was something far, far worse.

As Ray moved deeper into the warehouse, something crashed into the ground at the very back. Swiveling towards the noise instinctively, he nearly missed the crate that was thrown at him from the opposite side.

Once again on the defensive, he threw himself into a forward roll, almost avoiding it entirely. The crate clipped him on the shoulder and sent him into an uncontrolled spin into a stack of coiled wire on the far side of the aisle.

Scrambling to his feet he raised his head to look at what was attacking him only to see a blade flashing toward his head. He parried it with the head of the hammer and lashed out with a kick, getting a growl back in return. As he gained his feet and steadied himself, he saw the skinless monstrosity retreat back into the shadows.

That fucking thing was in here with him.

Knowing how it had sent its little minions after him before, Ray had no doubt that it was only the two of them in here. Now he knew why that white thing had been so eager to get out. It hadn’t been trying to solely attack him, it had been trying to escape that skinless monstrosity.

Taking a good look around the warehouse, Ray could now clearly see the signs of intense fighting. There were body parts, pools of drying and congealing blood, and viscera spread all over. He could see white limbs and bodies, as well as bodies of the skinless spread evenly across the floor of the building.

Swallowing, he took a defensive stance. Whatever this thing was, it had been strong enough or brought enough friends to take out a whole nest of those white bastards. And they were no pushovers, to begin with. They were fast, strong, and had claws that could cut through his suit. Something his nemesis couldn’t do. At least not during their last encounter.

A roar shook the building to its rafters, causing dust and dirt to rain down around Ray from above. His instincts screamed at him, so he threw himself forward into a dive just as that damnable tail slashed down, smashing into the concrete floor and leaving a small crater. He briefly caught the creature as it withdrew its tail, and he had no doubt that he would have been cut clean in two by that attack if it had hit him.

Deciding being on the defensive wasn’t going to work, Ray began to run. He had more than enough space to maneuver within the large warehouse, dodging between crates and vaulting over obstacles. As he moved, he memorized the layout of the building. He couldn’t win if he couldn’t find an opportunity to attack. In order to find that opportunity, he needed to force that thing into a choke point.

As he was running, a smaller shape dropped in front of him. A miniature version of the monstrosity hissed in front of him. Without even slowing down Ray took its head off with his hammer, eliciting another roar from the much larger creature. There couldn’t be many of them in here, not if losing one made that thing so damn angry.

“Get fucked you freak!” he yelled back, responding to the intimidating noise. Another roar was its response to his taunting.

As Ray completed his circuit of the warehouse, he decided that he couldn’t fight in here. The ceiling was simply too high for him to reach wherever that thing was hiding. Without a way to get up there, he wouldn’t be able to finish it off. He raced towards the office doorway, intending to move into the shorter confines of the attached building where he could fight properly. The environment here was simply not conducive to his survival.

As he reached the door, his instincts screamed at him. He dove forward, smashing through the door even as the bladed tail ripped through his shoulder and side. He landed on the other side of the entryway in a heap. Reacting quickly, he grabbed the tail that was still piercing him and jerked with all his strength. The creature couldn’t get enough purchase on the smooth metal walls and was yanked off and slammed into the concrete, courtesy of Ray’s efforts.

It hissed and attempted to scramble to its feet, but Ray was having none of that. Huffing with effort, and short of breath due to his massive injury, he used the momentum to begin spinning. He smashed the skinless monster through multiple cubicles, chairs, and the receptionist's desk all while building up speed. With titanic effort, he released the tail causing it to rip out of his shoulder with a shout of pain.

The creature was flung into the air and through a window out into the sunlight. Ray scrambled over to the front door, determined to catch it outside and end it once and for all. As he staggered outside, clutching his hammer in one hand and holding his bleeding shoulder with the other, he saw the smoking thing running directly back towards him seeking to get out of the sunlight.

Hefting his hammer, Ray judged the distance. With a windup, he hurled it as hard as his newfound strength would allow him to. Whether the creature didn’t see it because of the smoke, or if it was too panicked because of the sun, Ray’s aim was true. The hammer struck its skull with a sickening crunch, causing the creature to fall onto the concrete.

Waiting for a few seconds, the bleeding man stared at the unmoving and still-smoking body. Others had turned to ash by now, which led him to believe this may be another trap. However, his only weapon was embedded in the thing's face.

“Hey fucker, you alive?” he grunted out to no response.

Ambling over to the thing, he paused just out of reach to examine it. Its chest wasn’t moving, and it was bleeding profusely all over the ground. The hammer had smashed a good quarter of the things head in. If it wasn’t dead yet, it would be shortly. Deciding the benefits outweighed the risks, and wanting to ensure it was dead before the sun set, Ray stepped closer to retrieve his hammer.

He placed his foot on the skinless shoulder, noticing for the first time that the muscle was dense and grey-colored. Shivering with revulsion, he reached down and grabbed the hammer. Only to have the thing's tail spear his lower abdomen.

With a release of air, Ray hefted the hammer and grabbed the tail even as the monster came alive. Filled with fury, he smashed his hammer down onto its skull even as it attempted to free its tail from his stomach. He was enraged, grinding the creature's head and shoulders to nothing but ground meat. After five swings the thing was only struggling weakly. After ten it was still. After fifteen it vaguely resembled hamburger.

Pulling his hammer up once more, exhausted from blood loss and the back-to-back fights, he opted to change the multi-tool into a blade. He used this to sheer off the tail that was embedded in his stomach, knowing that removing it was an immediate death sentence. As soon as the tail detached, the body began to slowly smoke itself into ashes.

“God … damned fucking garbage,” Ray gasped out. He staggered back to the building, just as the sun hit the horizon and dusk began.

Collapsing just outside the door, he drug himself across the threshold even as the cry from the undead outside went up. Ray knew that this was it, he was going to die.

Closing the door as he got inside blue screens popped up in front of his face. He took a brief look at them before dismissing them one by one.
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Gasping, and with blood frothing to his lips, Ray opened his inventory. Taking out the node he set it on the ground.
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Shakily, he raised his finger and tapped the Yes option. A countdown from thirty appeared.

Ray dropped his hand near his side utterly exhausted. His vision began to darken on the edges. He knew that he was bleeding out, and might not even make it to see what activating the node even did. Well, he was damned sure that he gave it his best shot at least. There was no way he would have not tried to help. Not if it meant helping out any survivors left on the planet.

His one greatest regret about this whole thing was that Josephine had died. He hadn’t had the chance to even thank her before she died.

Sighing, blood pooling out of his lips, he faintly heard banging on the door and the roaring of the undead outside. Of course, if he had spilled this much blood they would find him. Quickly at that. Looking over at the node he was that it was counting down its last few seconds.
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Ah, he was tired.
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Ray closed his eyes even as his last breath left his body.
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The world disappeared into white static.
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        INTERLUDE

    
    
    
    
                Nell and Vell

Vell’s sleeping pod hissed open as it yawned and clacked its beak. Standing up and stretching, it began climbing out of the chamber. It simply couldn’t believe that it was here, now, with its partner Nell, to achieve something that had been dreamed about by their entire clan for generations. Claiming a homeworld of their very own.

As Vell worked the sleep out of its limbs, it heard a screech of pure rage from the command center. Thinking there could have been an emergency, or that a subject had escaped from the lab again, it raced through the automatic door and down the hallway. Vell’s long legs were genetically engineered to ensure that it had maximum speed and grip in nearly any terrain, ensuring that it got to the command center faster than any human sprinter.

Racing into the room, it found Nell screeching at a display, a display that showed the human Ray’s vital signs on it.

“The damned human failed! Another failure!” it screamed again, slamming its taloned fists down on the counter, denting the metal in.

Nell’s stats were far higher than Vell’s own, although its specialization into a combat-oriented class ensured physical superiority over its own science and discovery-based one.

“What is the problem here Nell? What has you so enraged?” questioned Vell as it came up to the display. “Ah … oh. Oh my,” it muttered, backing through the video footage of the last few on-planet days that their survivors were so kind to provide to them through their suits.

“This is a tad bit of a problem. Oh. Wow, the male survived that? The female certainly didn’t last long. Hmm,” it continued to mutter to itself.

“The damned human died! Look! Its monitoring has flat-lined. Yet another failure to activate the node! That was our last one!” raged Nell. “The other four were lost with our two surface teams and our two attempts to get the resurrected humans to plant and activate them somewhere safe! We must now return to the spawning grounds in shame. It will cost us our lives and the hope of our clan.”

Nell had always been good with fighting and plotting, but when it came to the technical aspect of their species Vell certainly excelled over its partner. Flicking through the video footage again, Vell watched as the three remaining humans were dropped onto the planet. One male shucked his suit and was most certainly immediately killed. The woman was killed in the presence of the node bearer shortly after that by …

“Gods above us, he had a nemesis already?” wondered Vell aloud, causing Nell to freeze in its outrage. “That’s not possible. That would require, at a minimum, a partial System activation on the planet.”

Curious, Nell poked its beaked face over its partner's shoulder to look at the skinless, demonic-looking creature. “Oh hey, that looks a lot like a Skin Walker,” it clacked out. “That … you’re right. That shouldn’t be possible without the System. Look there, it even evolved a bit between this point and that one. Here and here,” it said, isolating two frames of video for comparison.

“There is something very odd going on here,” grunted out Vell. It turned to Nell, “I thought you said this was going to be a, ‘fall guy’, situation. This Earth media you are so fond of has caused us yet another delay, and potentially a significant issue with our plans,” it grunted out, narrowing its eyes. “If we are forced to return to the spawning worlds you will take credit for this failure.”

Nell backed away a bit. Combat class or not, it knew when it was beaten. “Look here Vell, it's just us. I am sure we can find a way to fly out of this situation. Perhaps the node that was given to our latest attempt was activated? Even partial activation should provide enough of a base for the System to begin-“

Their conversation was interrupted by a massive spike of energy from the world below them. The instrument panel in the command area went wild as Vell raced over to it.

“Gods above, what did that human do?” it wondered aloud. “System connectivity is … less than one percent. However, energy readings from the planetary conversion are skyrocketing. What in Pantheons name?” it turned to Nell, “What in the Twelve Realms kind of node did you give the human?”

“The last one that was in the node's container of course,” said Nell. “We had two standard, two advanced, and one spare node,” it explained. “This Ray human received the spare, it was the only one left.”

If it was possible for a bird-like alien with no visible skin to pale, Vell certainly achieved that result. “Fool of a partner!” it screeched, kicking the combat class in the chest with bladed feet. The result of which didn’t even leave a scratch, but further perplexed Nell.

“What? What is the problem with using the spare?” it wondered aloud as Vell continued flailing at him with enough force to have killed any unenhanced human being easily. Nell waved its partner off, causing it to crash to the floor of the command center. “Enough. Commander or not, you will explain yourself before continuing your assault it said haughtily.

“Fool of a being, that was no node, you gave the human a Pantheons be damned core!” seethed Vell, spittle flying from its beaked maw. “Just walking around with a core would have affected local changes!”

Nell also achieved the state of unobservable paleness that would have put any sheet of printer paper to shame. Its feathers could almost be seen visibly wilting in fear and shame. “Oh,” it said simply.

The two were silent for a long while as they contemplated the oversight. After what seemed to be hours Vell said, “This is most distressing. The power surge that we detected was certainly the core activating. Who knows what effects it will have on a world with no uplink to the System? This could very well become another spawning world, but for who knows what.”

Nell nodded in agreement as it helped Vell to its feet. “Agreed. The threat here is going to be far too high to ignore … as will the potential gains.”

Vell looked at its other half curiously, “How so? Explain,” it asked.

Nell nodded and said, “Currently the planet and its worlds are covered, or for lack of better terminology infested, with the undead. The core is now active. This means that it will pull from the closest environment in regard to species and parameters. If the human Ray is indeed deceased, this also means that there will be no formed intent by a sentient being nearby. Unless, of course, that nemesis is still lurking around.”

Vell’s eyes opened in surprise, “Indeed! Why did I not see the possibility before? If we were to claim a sector of the planet when the core expands, we would have access to its base-level functions,” then it paused. Looking at Nell in concern it said, “But there is the consequence of entering into a core that hasn’t been integrated. We would lose all progress we have currently gained.”

Nell nodded, “Indeed we would. However, the cores are programmed with this eventuality. While we would lose our progress we would also be reimbursed with NEX. More than enough to re-establish the clan on this world. At that point it would be simple to wipe out the natives, consequences be Pantheon damned.”

Vell considered this. There was merit to Nell’s idea. Quite a bit in fact. Should they be able to restore even a fraction of their clan's power then taking this world and eradicating the infestation would be hatchlings' play. Even wiping out the natives would be easy enough. They would never even know what annihilated them. They could even use them as a labor force until their usefulness ran out.

The options were nearly limitless.

“Oh counterpart of mine, I always knew that large cranium of yours was good for more than head butting,” said Vell appreciatively. “The human did activate a core, whether through our mistake or not. However, we did not. There are no laws governing the use of cores in such a way, nor are there any restrictions on interfering within the confines of a world utilizing one. At least not to my knowledge.”

Nell nodded, “Well then, we have a plan. Establish our clan on this world and wipe out the undead,” it began-

-, “and claim all the usable resources before wiping out everything else,” Vell finished with unveiled glee.

            

    
        CHAPTER 11

    
    
    
    
                Ray

The first thing he heard as his awareness came back to him was a soft humming noise. This was followed by incessant tapping, almost as if someone impatient was waiting nearby. Groaning, Ray cracked one eye open, the dried blood that caked his face flaking off onto the ground around him. His other eye didn’t seem to want to work, so he gave up on trying to get it open.

He felt like he had gone thirty rounds against a team of professional fighters. Thirty rounds of them using him as a punching bag that is. Testing out his movements, every tiny shifting of his body or muscle contraction wracked his body with pain. He wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.

And that could be bad.

Licking his dried lips, he tried to form some words. Not that there was anyone one to talk to, but he had to try and do something.

“Hurbubble?” he finally managed to groan out, the words entirely unintelligible. The world around him came into focus, even as his mind struggled to understand just what was going on.

A ping got his attention, causing him to look around as much as he was able to. He didn’t see anything near him that was living … or undead. He could clearly see the front door was still closed as well. The sound had simply rung out around him, much like a notification would.

“Grung hroo?” he said aloud through cracked lips and blood-stained teeth. He was unsure if whatever was there would understand him, but that wasn’t going to be from his lack of trying. Fortunately for him, something was there. And it was listening.

The response was immediate and surprising. A blue box popped up in front of him:




	
UNNAMED HEX CLAIMED





	
SAFE ZONE CLAIM TIME REMAINING: 63:27:13





	
SAFE ZONE SERVICES AVAILABLE





	
SHOP


	
DEVELOPMENT


	
INFORMATION









Ray read the list a few times, wondering if possibly there was something that could help him survive. By all rights, he should probably be dead right now. His body had certainly lost enough blood. Yet here he lay, essentially immobile but still alive.




	
THE CLAIMANT'S LIFE WILL BE PRESERVED UNTIL THE EXPIRATION OF THE SAFE ZONES CLAIM TIMER








Ray dry swallowed at that. The message insinuated that, by all rights, he should already be dead. At most he had another 63 hours to live. If he couldn’t find something to essentially bring him back to life by that point … well then he would probably remain dead. Re-dead? Deader than he was right now at any rate.

There were another dozen or so notification icons in the corner of his vision, but he opted to examine this shop list first. The other things could come later. Flicking his eye to the shop option, he selected it. Maybe there would be something inside of it that would help him. A medkit or something.

The list was short, but the description gave him all of the reasons as to why that was.




	
BASIC SYSTEM SHOP





	
LEVEL 0
NO PHYSICAL LOCATION IS AVAILABLE





	
GOODS CATEGORIES





	
CONTRACTORS


	
ITEMS


	
EQUIPMENT


	
MATERIALS









Blinking, he clicked on items. This list was also depressingly short with its number of categories restricted. Apparently level 0 for a shop ensured it wouldn’t provide much, however, it had a section for medical items. One that Ray immediately began looking through, hoping something would be on there that could heal him.

Most of the items there were basic. Things such as bandages, splints, and basic first aid kits for a variety of maladies, injuries, and illnesses. However, at the very bottom was a single item that stood out from the others. One he hoped would at least get him back on his feet. Clicking on it for more information, Ray read the description:




	
TERRA’S TEARS





	
ITEM CLASS


	
MEDICAL – SINGLE-USE





	
ITEM GRADE


	
RARE





	
A SINGLE-USE RESURRECTION ITEM THAT BRINGS A RECENTLY DECEASED OR DYING ENTITY BACK TO FIFTY PERCENT VITALITY AS LONG AS THE BODY IS MOSTLY INTACT





	
COST


	
250 NEX








Bingo! Now he just had to buy it and … shit. He had to buy it. He not only had no money, the only NEX he had was on a card in his inventory. However, it was only fifty units of the currency. Grumbling to himself and wondering what he would do next, Ray tried to take a deep breath only to realize that he wasn’t breathing. Right. Basically dead.

Closing that window for now he turned his attention to the other windows. Maybe one of them would have something in them that could save him. And when he opened up the queue … damn did he have a lot of notifications. It was almost like he was back in his office doing paperwork again. Leafing through them quickly he found one in particular that he was sure would help him accrue the NEX he needed to remain alive.




	
NEX ACCRUAL CALCULATED





	
BASIC ENEMIES KILLED: 312


	
NEX AWARDED: 312





	
ENCOUNTERS SURVIVED: 1


	
NEX AWARDED: 50





	
EVENTS SURVIVED: 4


	
NEX AWARDED: 40 NEX





	
SPECIAL ACTIONS: CORE PLACED


	
NEX AWARDED: 155





	
TOTAL NEX AWARDED: 1902








Ray stared at the numbers. This was more than enough to purchase the medical item. Quickly accepting the payout, Ray selected Terra’s Tears from the list causing it to vanish entirely. He was startled when he received a notification that the item had been deposited into his inventory. Reaching in, he withdrew a glass bottle no bigger than an average-sized test tube.

The glass tube was ornately carved, with gold filigree cascading down the sides. The stopper was gold with silver inlay, two small wings came off each side. But the liquid itself was the strangest thing. Staring at it for far longer than was comfortable, Ray examined the silver liquid intensely with his eye.

Unable to discern whether it was indeed a liquid or some kind of heavy gas, the conclusion the wounded man arrived at was that it was both and neither at the same time. The silvery liquid seemed almost to fold into itself at any given moment in time. Like some kind of otherworldly substance that reality couldn’t quite quantify.

Thinking about the best way to use it, as it hadn’t come with instructions, he decided to play it safe. Ray ripped the topper off with his working arm and tipped the vial into his mouth carefully. He only hoped that he was using it correctly and that there were no side effects. After all, what was the worst that could happen? He certainly couldn’t be any closer to death than he was at this very moment.

The contents of the vial gave Ray the feeling he was slurping down mint-flavored jelly. Not his favorite flavor, but it could have been much worse. Overall the experience wasn’t that bad. Up until the last of the strange substance passed his parched and puckered lips. The moment the last drop hit his tongue his entire body spasmed.

It felt like someone had lit him on fire, dipped him in napalm, and then tossed him into a volcano. Every nerve ending in Ray’s body lit up causing his body to shake and contort before spasming again. His back arched as he screamed soundlessly in pain, his voice unable to fully form passed his cracked lips and dry throat. Rasping gasps of air escaped giving off the only noise as his body soundlessly convulsed.

He wasn’t sure how long his body seized for, but at some point, his self-awareness was restored. Taking in massive lungfuls of air, he realized that he was no longer in pain. Anywhere. He ran his hands over his body, and while the suit he had been wearing was torn to shreds with massive gaping pieces missing, his chest and stomach were whole.

“What the hell?” he muttered, realizing that even his voice had been restored.

Sitting up, he checked the timer left on the core and saw that nearly six hours had passed. Shaking his head in disbelief, he stood up. “What the hell is this time even for?” he wondered aloud.




	
SYSTEM CLAIM TIMER: A TIMER SET BY THE SYSTEM FOR EVENTS








“What? Really? Thanks for the in-depth explanation,” he responded sarcastically. “Why don’t you just tell me how to get someone who knows where they’re doing on the line.”




	
PLEASE REVIEW THE CONTRACTORS TAB FOR MORE INFORMATION








Ray didn’t know if the system was mocking him or if it was serious. Either way, the System seemed to respond to active inquiries. Like a codex of some kind. It didn’t look to be self-aware or hold any kind of intelligence that a sentient being would have.

Opening up the contractor's tab, he was immediately presented with an overwhelming number of options. From mercenaries and soldiers all the way down to general advisors and cooks. There was every kind of profession and specialty that he could imagine here. Even ship engineers.

Ray whistled as he continued to look through the thousands of professionals for hire. Then a thought struck him.

“System, uh, can I call you System?” he asked out loud. Receiving no answer he shrugged, “Right, whatever. System how do contractors get to where I am? Do they just … appear?”




	
CONTRACTORS ARE RESPONSIBLE FOR TRANSPORTING THEMSELVES TO THE CONTRACT HOLDERS’ LOCATION





	
SLAVES AND PURCHASED GOODS WITH NO SENTIENCE AND LACKING TRAVEL CAPABILITIES WILL BE AUTOMATICALLY RELOCATED TO THE NEAREST SAFE LOCATION








“That’s both … vague and gives me the answer I wanted, although that second bit makes more sense,” he grunted. Refocusing on his task, he explored the filter options on the side of the menu. Setting them to display the various contractors by type, cost, and length of contract, he made several startling discoveries.

“Slaves? There are slaves on this thing? That’s … insanely barbaric,” he muttered. “How can advanced societies have slaves?”




	
SLAVERY IS A SYSTEM-SANCTIONED SERVICE THAT IS GOVERNED LOCALLY BY EACH GOVERNING BODY








“Well shit, I knew that. I wanted to know why it was allowed in the first place!” said Ray angrily.

The System didn’t respond with another text box, however. Instead, the settings for one of the slaves opened showing specific stats of the creature on the screen.




	
GOBLIN FODDER





	
RACE 


	
GOBLIN


	
CLASS 


	
NONE





	
NEX 


	
CALCULATING


	
LEVEL 


	
1





	
PHYSICAL STATE 


	
HEALTHY


	
MENTAL STATE 


	
SHINEY ROCK





	
ATTRIBUTE


	
BASE


	
CURRENT


	
NEX TO INCREASE





	
STRENGTH


	
4


	
4


	
40





	
AGILITY


	
11


	
11


	
110





	
POWER


	
0


	
0


	
100





	
WISDOM


	
1


	
1


	
10





	
LUCK


	
0


	
0


	
-












	
GOBLINS ARE COMMON SLAVES USED FOR MENIAL LABOR, COMBAT FODDER, AND ENTERTAINMENT. THEY ARE NOT SMART OR LUCKY.








“Monster? Wait, so they are not sentient races? I am … so confused here. I need to figure out more, and quickly,” he muttered to himself.

He flicked over to the advisor's tab and began searching through the options. They were all … immensely expensive. Ranging from a thousand NEX on the low end to several hundred million at the other end of the spectrum. There were advisors such as Dwarves, Aelvin, Fairies, and even Dragons available for any number of topics.

Changing the filter to general advisors, Ray wanted someone who could help him understand what was going on. Even for a time Based on the prices, he was seeing, it would be a very short amount of time.

He continued to leaf through the options until he came across one in particular that stood out to him. He didn’t recognize any of the racial information at all. Alien races weren’t well known to Humanity Afterall. But what had caught his attention was the contract stipulations.




	
GALE





	
RACE 


	
DRAKLING


	
CLASS 


	
ADVISOR





	
NEX 


	
-


	
LEVEL 


	
74





	
PHYSICAL STATE 


	
HEALTHY


	
MENTAL STATE 


	
CURIOUS





	
ATTRIBUTE


	
BASE


	
CURRENT


	
NEX TO INCREASE





	
STRENGTH


	
47


	
112


	
-





	
AGILITY


	
61


	
131


	
-





	
POWER


	
80


	
80


	
-





	
WISDOM


	
144


	
208


	
-





	
LUCK


	
77


	
77


	
-





	
CONTRACT TYPE


	
PERMANENT RESIDENT





	
CONTRACTOR RATING


	
6/10


	
CONTRACT COST: 1200 NEX












	
CONTRACTOR NOTE: I AM SEEKING A PERMANENT PLACE OF RESIDENCE. A NEW WORLD I HAVE YET TO VISIT WITH PLENTY OF OPPORTUNITIES TO LEARN. MY SERVICES WILL BE BASED ON A ONE-TIME FEE OF 1200 NEX AS LONG AS LODGING, FOOD, AND SAFETY ARE PROVIDED








“She’s overpowered as fuck. But … if she’s willing to relocate then I can’t knock it. Hmm, That’s interesting, I wonder why this … Darkling? No, just gonna call her Gale. Wonder why Gale is looking for a new home, and for so cheap?” Ray wondered aloud. Then he saw her rating was six out of ten. That could pose problems, but he wasn’t in any position to be picky.

Checking the time quickly, Ray realized he was hungry and thirsty. Making a snap decision he shot off an offer to Gale, along with a very brief description of his current circumstances. Hiring her would consume most of his NEX, but he needed the help quickly and badly. He was far outside of his realm of knowledge here. Besides, it seemed that he could always kill some more undead for money.

Taking out a bottle of water and some noodles, he chewed his way through the small, crunchy lunch and drained the bottle. He had only just finished when a notification popped up in his view. It was letting him know that Gale had accepted and would be arriving in just a few hours.

Shaking his head and the System, and at just how quickly people could traverse the stars, it was apparent that he wouldn’t be the only one here pretty soon. Looking around Ray decided that this place wouldn’t foster any confidence. He grabbed a nearby piece of paper and a pen and make a quick list of things to accomplish. Looking down at himself, a set of clothes would be at the top of that list.

He couldn’t greet his new advisor half-naked after all.

He began searching through the cubicles for any scraps of clothing. Finding some jeans and a grey and white hoody that fit somewhat, he slipped those on over the remains of his suit. The suit wasn’t pretty, but it still provided far better protection than anything he was likely to find here. Minus the chunks that were missing over his abdomen and shoulder that was.

After he was suitably attired, Ray began taking apart the cubicle walls with his multi-tool. Stacking the walls of the cube against one side of the room, he worked up a sweat dismantling everything on the first floor. Taking off the now warm sweatshirt, he wiped away the sweat with it. He definitely needed a shower at some point. He was covered in gore, sweat, and dried blood.

Getting into a rhythm, he became engrossed in the work. He wasn’t sure how long he labored for, but eventually, his body told him it was time to stop. Increased strength and stamina or not, he could only do so much. Stepping back and wiping off the sweat that had built up on his face and shoulders, he realized he wasn’t alone.

Turning slowly he saw a large lizard … no that wasn’t right. He saw a lizard woman sitting on the receptionist's desk, observing him. If that was who he thought it was, then he had been cleaning far longer than he had meant to.

She had long silver hair tied up in a ponytail flowing from the top of her head. Deep blue eyes observed him with a casual yet intense curiosity, and while her face retained a human-like shape and orientation, she clearly had fangs and much longer teeth than any person would.

But that was where the human-like similarities ended.

Two large deep silver wings were folded neatly against her back. The same silver color spread to the rest of her body, which was covered in small fine scales. A tail stretched off her backside, wrapping around her lithe, muscular form.

As he drank in her otherworldly beauty, he startled himself by realizing she was examining him just as much as he was her.

“Uh, hi there. Welcome? You’re either Gale or an undead that I haven’t encountered yet. Either way … please don’t eat me?” Ray asked kindly.

Her response was tinkling laughter.

***




	
RAYMOND ‘RAY’ FINNEGAN





	
RACE 


	
HUMAN


	
CLASS 


	
NONE





	
NEX 


	
CALCULATING


	
LEVEL 


	
1





	
PHYSICAL STATE 


	
HEALTHY


	
MENTAL STATE 


	
AWE





	
ATTRIBUTE


	
BASE


	
CURRENT


	
NEX TO INCREASE





	
STRENGTH


	
5


	
7


	
50





	
AGILITY


	
3


	
4


	
30





	
POWER


	
0


	
0


	
100





	
WISDOM


	
4


	
6


	
40





	
LUCK


	
2


	
2


	
400








            

    
        CHAPTER 12

    
    
    
    
                Ray

The laughter cascaded over Ray like a cool stream of water. It was refreshing with its kindness, something that he had not experienced many times in his life. Staring at her as she hopped off the desk, Ray realized that the woman was taller than he was. By almost a foot. In fact, her head nearly scraped the eight-foot ceiling tiles.

She walked over to him and looked down. Coking her head to one side she said, “I am certainly no undead. Thou first guess was most correct in its nature. Mine name is Gale, a general advisor, and counselor. While I have most enjoyed your physical efforts, a question arises. Why hast thou not utilized the System to complete these labors?”

Ray stared at her for a moment, off-put by her archaic way of speaking. He was having some difficulty understanding her but did get the gist of her point.

“What do you mean use the System?” He responded, a bit confused. "Use it for what?"

Gale brought up a blue screen in front of her, one that Ray could see as well. Spinning it so that he could see what she was doing she rapidly navigated the interface to show him the Development tab.

“Thou world and System art interesting. They both differ greatly from others where the System reigns,” the Drakling began. “An average world may be granted a development system, allowing entire complexes to be purchased by NEX. However many art not, thus requiring greater manual actions to take place. Thy world … is unique among the many I have been upon.”

Turning to him she gestured, bringing up a map of the area. A massive grid system of hexes surrounded them, every single one of them pitch black. That is, except for one. The one that they were in.

“The System is uniform in application and purpose, but differs in utilization based on environment,” Gale explained, “Thou is now upon a world with a unique environmental application of the System. One I have never been privy to or seen prior to this moment.”

Ray nodded, having become accustomed to her archaic dialect. “And what does that mean for me here? I don’t understand how this ties into having the System complete work for me,” he said.

“The System upon this locale, as thou art observing it, works within a section-based map. A hex, as thou may observe within thine map. Each hex can be developed as thou see fit, for a price of NEX of course. The cost can be lessened by actions or materials present, however, full buildings may be rendered outright. Be thou wary, however, as any System intervention or service has a cost,” the advisor warned.

Ray thought about that a bit. The System sounded, for all intents and purposes, like the most realistic game he had ever heard of. Full dive games with haptic feedback were a reality in his previous life, but this was on an entirely new level. While the System seemed to govern reality, what it really sounded like, at the very essence of things, was a way for individuals to better govern themselves.

Shaking that thought from his head, he forced himself back into the present. Looking at the patiently waiting advisor he asked, “So I live in a hex, and I use NEX for everything? Or I can at least? Buildings, materials, services, slaves?”

Gale shrugged, “Yes and no. The System governs not what is possible, but what is plausible. Thou will never be capable of, as an example, creating fire from water. But thou may be able to create water from the fire.”

“That’s confusing as shit, can you just tell me what’s going on with this map and hex?” Ray said in frustration.

The advisor sighed, “Thou will be more difficult a client than most I suppose. But I was desperate in mine gambits. Very well. Let us focus solely upon thy hex,” she said in an almost depressed manner. “Thy world has been divided into many hexagons, a grid if thou would. Thou may claim a hex through combat or, possibly, through purchase by way of the System. Then thou may develop each hex in whatever way thy will sees fit.”

That made much more sense to Ray than some esoteric crap about possibilities. He didn’t know why the System existed, just how to use it. Before he was killed by something or someone that was more proficient than he was.

“Got it. Thank you for being direct,” Ray said.

Gale cocked her perfectly proportioned face to one side, “If I had been any more blunt with my dealings with thou, you may have received a concussion.”

Ray snorted at that. Pulling up the development tab, he was once again assaulted by thousands of options. Filtering them by price, he realized that not only did each option have a cost in NEX but also in time. But there was an option for everything. As he was looking at the options, however, Gale suddenly hissed in what he suspected may have been fury. He looked up to see her glaring at him.

“Lies! Thou have been untruthful with me,” she said, rising to her full height and drawing a massive bastard sword from literally nowhere. “Thou shalt pay for this deception with thine life!” she raged.

Ray immediately held up his hands and took a fetal position. He was under absolutely zero misconception that he would be able to even slow her down in a fight.

“Wait! Wait!” he cried, raising his hands.

Gale paused, “Hast thou any last words?” she asked.

“Yeah, I do!” Ray said quickly, “Can you explain?”

Whatever the Drakling woman had expected, that question wasn’t it. Lowering her sword she stared at Ray intently for several minutes. Eventually, she hopped back up to sit on the countertop where he had first seen her.

“Abilities are a focal point of advisors. Mine abilities may discern truth from falsehood. Thou doest not speak lies, however, and this confuses me,” she explained. “I will now ask questions. Thou wilt explain. If thine answers are less than acceptable, I will simply take thine life.”

Ray nodded quickly, “You got it!” he replied enthusiastically, sitting up.

“Dost thou know of the core that has been placed here?” Gale began.

Ray thought about that for a moment. “Do you mean the node? The grey node that I placed?”

“No. Thou did not place a node, thou placed a core,” responded Gale, narrowing her eyes. “However, thou wouldst not have known this if thou wert unfamiliar with the System,” she muttered to herself. “Curious. How did you come about possessing a core?”

Ray decided that he would just tell her the entire story. Leaving nothing out. He went into a rapid-fire telling of the events leading up to this point. The more he spoke, the wider the advisor's eyes became. When he finished the last bit leading up to the point they found themselves at currently, Gale held up her hand.

Sighing deeply she said, “I now believe what thou have explained. I … apologize for mine hasty actions.”

“Don’t, uh, don’t worry about it. We all make mistakes I guess,” Ray said cautiously, although most times those mistakes didn’t involve decapitating him. “But I have to admit, I’m more than a bit curious about why you were so angry?”

Gale nodded, “Indeed. I am sure thou art. I will explain. Nodes are used on worlds to expand the Systems Presence. Not all worlds receive a node. Not all worlds are part of the System,” she explained. “However, cores are different. Cores are placed upon worlds that are rich in unintelligent life. Over time, they transform all beings, plants, and animals upon the world they are placed upon into monsters.”

Ray sat down on a nearby office chair, “So basically, I’m fucked is what you’re saying. I am going to spend all this time, effort, and blood surviving and working on getting my species back in control of the planet only to have some thirty-story squirrel Godzilla eat me.”

“I do not know what a Godzilla is, but this is a common occurrence on other core worlds to die horribly. However, thou doth have a … unique world here. As I said before,” Gale reiterated, “This core doth not exhibit the power surges that result in such extinction events. It is … odd.”

Ray leaned back in the chair as he spoke, “So what do I do now? Survive? I get that. The planet is still overrun with the undead. How do I bring humanity back? I can’t really have enough kids to repopulate the planet either. Besides, there would be serious issues after a while there. I doubt anyone else on the planet is alive either,” he lamented.

“Hast thou checked?” inquired the advisor.

Ray sat up quickly, his eyes wide. “I can check?”

The dragon woman nodded, “Indeed. Thou hast control of the sector with the node within its confines. Thus, thou hast the ability to check the overall status of the planet the node is located upon,” she explained. “However, the unique nature of this node seems to block out visual access to all regions, my apologies, all hexes, that you have not claimed or explored.”

“Fog of war it is,” Ray muttered as Gale looked at him quizzically. He pulled up the map and, with his advisor's guidance, got the filters to the proper settings. Then he hit accept.

The information that popped up was a detailed summary of every creature on earth in numerical format. The only thing it didn’t seem to show were the counts of insects if that was even possible. However, the important figures were there. Ray leaned forward to take a deep long look at the chart In front of him:
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HUMAN – 233,411,902





	
UNDEAD – 11,411,708,101





	
DRAKLING – 1





	
SOLIAN – 2









“Fuck me that’s a lot of undead,” whistled Ray.

Gale shook her head, “I doubt that our species is compatible, not to mention this was not a part of the contract that thou hath offered,” she said, quirking an eyebrow.

“It's just a turn of phrase, a saying,” explained Ray. “But I am excited to see I am far from the last person alive on Earth. Now, how can I go about getting everyone together?”

The Drakling leaned forward, “Thou hast several options, Ray. Thou can be impartial, allowing factions to form and fall as desired. Thou can unite thine race through military or political might. Thou may choose to observe only, or thou may decide to simply purchase the planet outright and force thine rule on its inhabitants.”

Ray blinked at that. Out of all of the options buying Earth seemed the most … extreme. “I can buy a planet?” he wondered aloud.

“Indeed. Many races and empires own their home worlds. However, this may be difficult for thee, as thou hast competition not only in the form of thou own race but also several alien visitors,” explained Gale. “See? There are two visitors upon thine world, two Solians even. They are cruel, vicious traders that exploit native species. I highly suspect it is they who provided thou the core. Probably by accident as they are not very smart at times.”

Ray simply blinked at that description of his so-called benefactors. He had known something was off with them, they did send him down here with what amounted to a fancy crowbar after all, but nothing like what Gale was making them out to be. Now he knew there was another enemy aside from the undead. One capable of orbital bombardment.

“How would they have taken advantage of us? I mean, the entire planet is basically dead. There’s only a few hundred million people left planet-wide compared to the billions of undead. While I’m glad that I know I am not the last one, it’s not much to take advantage of,” questioned Ray.

Gale shook her head, “Thou is not understanding. If thy alien benefactors had the ability to come below and claim thine world, they wouldst have. There are rules, even amongst star-faring species. One of these is the Great Rule. I would recommend thou retrieve the System’s files on these rules. It is one of the very few System services that will cost thee nothing.”

Ray nodded in agreement. He would definitely have to review them at some point. But right now he had more questions.

“So, what now?” he asked Gale directly. “What should I do? I have this … hex claimed? I can build it up. That’s neat. But my question still stands about how to retake the planet.”

Gale sighed. While she was, by all means, considered a high-level advisor she had forgotten what it was like to explain the processes of the System to the newly initiated.

“Ray, thou art going to do the following,” she said patiently. “First and foremost, thou wilt ensure the safety and security of this hex and core,” she gestured to the floating white orb behind him. “It is in no way secure and easily taken as it stands. Failure to provide adequate defenses will result in the loss of thine core and the doom of your species.”

She eyeballed him to ensure he was listening before continuing, “Secondly, thou may resurrect, hire, or even create new life as the core controller. This being unique to you and you alone as the owner of the hex containing the core. Finally, thou hast been marked by a nemesis. If it grows in power, no amount of development will be able to stop it from ending thy life.”

“Right, build defenses. Protect the core, and kill the Skinwalker. Got it,” he replied as Gale nodded in satisfaction. Ray rolled those three goals around in his mind, then his thought processes came to a screeching halt. “I can resurrect people?” he asked in a whisper.

“Indeed,” the Drakling confirmed, “Easily enough and, based on thy low development stage, cheaply. I would estimate that it would be fifty to one hundred NEX a person currently.”

Whipping open the menu he quickly found the resurrection tab in the shop, but it was greyed out. Frustrated he slammed his fist into a desk. “Damnit, why won't it work?” he raged.

“Thou must be patient Ray. The shop as it is provides courtesy services. It is far from its final form,” explained Gale. “Thou must build a shop and upgrade it through selling, purchasing, and investing. Mine recollection of the stages tells me that a level one shop can resurrect any who have died prior to the cataclysm upon thine world.”

Ray took a deep breath and replied, “Got it. Sorry Gale,” he said as she nodded to acknowledge his apology. “Right. Build a shop. Probably in the development section. Ok.”

“Ah, yes. One other thing,” the advisor said, bringing Ray’s attention back to her. “This hex is not yet secure. It seems thou hast quite the number of undead to deal with. I would recommend hiring expendable troops with your remaining NEX and purging them.”

Ray blinked at that, “What?” he said stupidly.

“Thou must clear this hex. Failure to do so within the timer countdown will reset thine control over this sector,” she explained. “Losing control of the core would most likely result in your immediate death, as it will spawn vast numbers of creatures to mirror the most prevalent type upon this world.”

Ray stared at her, “So you’re saying that I have to kill every zombie in my hex or I lose it? If I lost it the core is going to go crazy and create a ton of zombies right on top of me?”

“Indeed,” Gale confirmed.

“Motherfucker!” rage Ray.

***
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        CHAPTER 13

    
    
    
    
                Ray

The spear came upwards into a thrust, skewering the undead through the center of its mouth and severing its brain stem. As the Goblin slave struggled to withdraw the weapon, a second undead ran in from the side only to meet its end at the hands of an Orkin wielding a massive steel-banded club. With a sickening splattering sound, the club met decaying flesh and painted the walls with gore and brain matter.

Ray watched from his side, observing the casual viciousness that each of the slaves that he had purchased displayed. They were each brutal and experienced with casual murder, making them effective killing machines when it came to clearing the undead. Not to mention Ray could both clear locations far more quickly and in a far safer manner than he had been before.

After his conversation with Gale, he had discussed the merits of hiring mercenaries, permanent soldiers, or slaves with her. Mercenaries were temporary but powerful and very expensive. They were discarded as a choice immediately. Ray could afford several permanent soldiers but could not meet the conditions of their employment such as food and lodging.

That left slaves as the only viable option.

The System viewed slavery as a mere commercial transaction, which sickened Ray on every level. But when it came to his survival of himself and the possible comeback of humanity, he was willing to do nearly anything to succeed. He spent all of his remaining NEX to purchase a half dozen basic goblin warriors and an Orkin fighter.

They were almost exactly how he had envisioned them from the fantasy books and shows he had seen growing up. The Goblins were small, fast, and vicious. They were also incredibly stupid, and although they could talk Ray couldn’t understand them.

The Orkin were another thing entirely. Six-foot plus muscle-bound murder machines. They were intelligent, tactical, and Ray could see immense utility for them in the future if he treated them well. The System didn’t allow for rebellions, but it did allow for the setting free of slaves. An option he was very much considering.

With Gale advising him on tactics and strategies, he immediately tasked them to clear the hex they were located in. There were nearly two thousand undead within his immediate area. Most of them hidden within shaded areas, warehouses, and abandoned buildings. It would certainly take a while to clear.

However soon enough the NEX was rolling in. Within a mere four hours, Ray had already gained back what his trek here had earned him. He immediately bought several more Goblins and Orkin, but this time he went out himself.

Gale had explained to him that his stats could be increased through using NEX, but only three times their total base could be purchased. Buying stats past that was not allowed by the System. There were potions, rare fruits, or divine items that could permanently increase stats, but those were exorbitantly expensive.

So it was decided that Ray would increase his the old-fashioned way before purchasing anything. This way he would maximize his gains when he did have to buy them. The hard way, however, meant fighting. A lot of fighting. And he certainly wasn’t going to do it alone or unprepared.

Ray and his small squad were currently in one of the nearby abandoned warehouses clearing it of all the undead. The Goblins were having a field day, as they enjoyed rampaging through the much slower undead. His Orkin slaves were much more cautious, not having the agility of their smaller counterparts. Although their superior strength enabled them to easily overpower twice their number in undead.

Wiping sweat from his face, one of the Orkin trundled over to him, stopping a few feet away. “Boss, deez skinny fukz are done forz,” it rumbled. “Diz building is cleaner den mawz deena tayba.”

The big lug's accent could curdle milk and certainly left a lot to be desired. But Ray wasn’t in any position to be picky at this point. He took a quick peek at the huge Orkin’s stats:
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Shaking his head at the disparity between his strength and this monster, he at least knew its name now. “Thanks, Grok. Take the Goblins and move to the next warehouse. If you run into anything but the basic undead retreat immediately and call for reinforcements,” ordered Ray.

Grok nodded and walked off, yelling commands as the group headed to the next building on their list. Ray pulled up his interface to see their progress. Yet another function of the System was that he as the owner could, anywhere within the territory he controlled, utilize the full functions of the System. Anyone else had to go to a specific building or location. Or make trades in person.

Outside of his territory, however, was a different matter entirely. The System heavily restricted any information, use, or function when a leader left their territory. It meant that if Ray did step away from his sector for any reason, he would be just another basic bitch.

He checked his timer, aware that they were coming right up against the limit for beating the clock and establishing a true foothold in the hex:




	
UNNAMED HEX CLAIMED





	
SAFE ZONE CLAIM TIME REMAINING: 36:41:22





	
UNDEAD REMAINING IN HEX: 844





	
AVAILABLE NEX: 1844









They could certainly accomplish this, at least if everything continued going to plan. Gale was certain there were not many advanced or mutated creatures within the hex. That would have placed the core in danger immediately, something the System wouldn’t have allowed. It was callous and unfeeling, but precise and balanced. Always balanced.

Ray was convinced that they could meet the deadline with time to spare, particularly at the pace they were going. His NEX reserves were already over what he had spent previously, although Gale was always sure to pull him back and remind him that this was essentially pocket change. Even a poor citizen of an interstellar polity could buy a few Goblin slaves. They were, quite literally, cheaper than dirt. And probably more numerous.

As he headed back to their primary building, Ray mulled over his next few steps. Upgrading the building, and his troops, and getting more resources for defenses was first and foremost. Followed very closely by hunting down and killing his Skinwalker nemesis. Once Gale had heard the description of the monstrosity, she had quickly theorized it could possibly have been a sub-specie of a creature called a Wendigo. Only undead.

The interesting part is that the creature couldn’t grow or evolve through normal means. It had to actively hunt Ray in order to do so. It being locked out of the hex, even temporarily, made him feel much better, although Gale had warned him that specialized zombies could still be present. Advanced ones were highly unlikely though.

Ray pondered what the difference was, wondering if he had come across any of those yet. He knew that there were a few creatures had had seen or heard from a distance that could certainly fit the bill. The bile spitter came to mind almost immediately, with those white spidery creatures also lodged in his mind. Fighting that thing so up close and personal had been a nightmare, and very nearly lethal.

Shaking his head he walked into the office building through the newly built solid steel door. The bottom floor had been reinforced a bit, thick steel walls having been built out to fully block access to the core. Slanted windows created something that Gale called ‘fighting positions’, a location from where defensive measures and attacks could be employed.

The second floor had been partially renovated into a cafeteria and storage area, while the third floor was a barracks-style living and common area. Overall their little fort was shaping up quite nicely. Even their equipment stores were looking good. The amount of food, potable water, and materials the slaves had gathered put them in a good spot for the immediate future.

Gale was adamant that his next purchase be for a blacksmith. When questioned about why a blacksmith and not going straight to a nano-fabrication machine, a standard on any spacecraft, she explained that this world was now essentially tech level 0. It would be melee weapons, bows, and medieval armor for the foreseeable future. They could scavenge weapons, of course, but the system would not allow anything to exist outside of the planet's tech tier.

Ray sat down next to Gale, who was going through lists of contractors and upgrades that were necessary for the short term as well as creating a long-term list. “I see thou hast grown again,” she said with amusement.

He blinked, not even having bothered to have checked on his growth yet. Looking at his stats he saw that his strength had gone up two points. “Yeah, yeah I did,” he admitted. Then narrowing his eyes he said, “You know that’s not fair. I can't even see your stats. I don’t think it's right you have access to mine.”

Gale rolled her eyes. “Thou agreed to mine contract stipulations. This was but a single part of it. I cannot advise thou on thine development if I cannot see thy stats. It is simply required. Mine stats, however, cannot be viewed by thou simply because you are not of a high enough Wisdom. Grow more Ray, and more will be available.”

He was about to ask more questions when a number of his slave's icons vanished off the map. “What the fuck?” Ray grunted as he turned to look at what was going on. Gale turned to observe as well as even more icons vanished, leaving a single one left that was heading back to his location. “Shit, something in that large complex took out nearly every one of my guys,” he muttered.

“Indeed, something doth reside there. Perhaps multiple somethings. The speed with which it moved signifies either a large number of creatures or a single powerful undead,” Gale observed. “A slight possibility that it may be advanced, but certainly no greater than that.”

Ray had yet to figure out how the ranking structure of nonsentient beings worked, but he had learned that they were divided cleanly into three categories; Creatures, Monsters, and Beasts. The System had a full and partial compendium for purchase. Both of which were outside his means and would be for a long time. This was a large reason about why Gale was so valuable.

“What do we do?” he asked, “Should I get another group together and go take it out?”

Gale nodded, “Indeed. Numbers will be important. I would recommend putting together a team of at least thirty Goblins and half a dozen more Orkin. At a minimum.”

Ray quickly made the purchases and watching his NEX drop so much caused him to wince. Orkin and Goblins were classified as monsters, low-level ones at that. So they were fairly cheap. But buying them in bulk was still expensive with how limited his resources were.

Unlike sentients and contractors like Gale, monsters can’t move themselves. The System solved this issue by transporting them through some means to the buyer's location immediately. This ensured that the room became very crowded very quickly.

Ray raised his voice over the din of squabbling Goblins and grunting Orkin. “Attention, hey everyone …. Shut the fuck up!” he eventually yelled after being ignored. “All the creatures went silent immediately, their obedience ensured by the System. Just as he was about to continue, the door opened and Grok stomped in.

“What happened Grok?” Ray asked immediately recognizing his now go to Orkin. He focused his attention on the rather torn-up-looking green guy.

“Da boyz got shredded Boss,” he grunted out, dropping heavily into a chair. “It waz a good biggun, one monsta,” Grok explained, “Funny lookinz thing, dropped down fromz the ceiling and tore da Gobbiez some new breadin holez. I rand though, likez ya told me ta, Boss.”

“Good job. Now we at least know more than we did,” Ray said as Grok puffed up at the praise. “Can you kill it if I put you in charge of these guys?” he asked, gesturing to the group of Orkin and Goblins.

“Oh ya Boss, datz eazy. Just a big dead gobbla. Seen dem before I haz. If youze come den it would be eazy Boss. Real eazy,” the big green guy said with a grin.

Ray rolled his eyes. Grand. He was off to try and kill something that tore through enough Goblins and Orkin to be a serious threat. He just hoped and prayed it wouldn’t be his nemesis. That thing was far too strong to fight yet. Not to mention Gale said it was impossible for it to be in this zone yet, although she had also admitted this was a rather unique set of circumstances.

“Fine, let's get going. Everyone grab your gear and let's go kill a big fucking … gobbler,” Ray said to the ragged cheers of his new purchases. It seemed that monsters were always up for a fight, even if it meant they would do most of the dying.

Leading the motley crew out of the building, Ray found Grok walking next to him. Coking his head sideways he asked, “So, you have a story? Something that brought you here, made you a slave?”

Grok shrugged, “I gitz bored eazy Boss. Poundin da weaklings where I used ta livez got borin. Soz I’z went up to a System shop and sayz, “Hey, fight me!’ The dumb git put meh in chainz and I aint stopped fightin since den. It’z been great!” the big green guy explained.

Ray shook his head. Some people were just made for certain things. He guessed that Orkin were made for cracking skulls and fighting everything that moved. More the better for him then, as having a few guys on your team built for and will to march off to a fight at any time, anywhere, was a definite asset.

“Well, glad to have you I suppose,” he responded to Grok. The Gorkin snorted in response and spat a massive wad of phlegm onto the ground. “That’s … gross,” Ray followed up, much to his unusual companions' amusement.

It didn’t take long for the group to reach the huge warehouse in question. The words, ‘Titan Works’, were plastered on the outside of the twin doors that had been pushed open by the prior team to come this way. And perhaps, just perhaps, the warehouse had been the wrong term to use.

Now that Ray was seeing this place firsthand, he realized it was more of a chain of buildings inter-connected with a web of paths and breezeways. There were even a couple of sky bridges in the distance he could see.

Glancing upwards, he took note that the sun was past its zenith and heading toward the horizon.

“Well shit, I guess we better be quick about this,” he said aloud with concern, unsure if any undead would cross into his hex at night.

Grok only grunted in agreement.
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        CHAPTER 14

    
    
    
    
                Ray

Ray sent a few Orkin and half his total number of Goblins into the complex ahead of himself, holding back most of his heavy hitters and Grok. He had no idea what was inside, but he didn’t want to be on the receiving end.

Opening his map, he changed to the view that was more or less one from a strategy game. He could zoom in and out, issue orders, and even track his units through a dizzying variety of custom icons. For now, however, he simply used the numbers one and two to identify the two groups on the map. The unit interfaces even came with hand designators showing what troops were where, and even how they were equipped!

Equipment would be next on his to-do list, which seemed to be growing longer by the day. However, that thought needed to be set aside for now. He watched carefully as the group went inside and spread out in twos and threes. Yet nothing happened, even as they moved deeper into the complex.

In fact, nothing happened for so long that Ray began to wonder if whatever had been here had simply moved out. If it was him he would have hit and run, eschewing a superior position for mobility. Unfortunately, that line of thought came to an abrupt halt as a trio of goblins simply vanished from the map

“Got you bitch,” he grunted, issuing orders the everyone to converge on that location. “Let's go, guys, we have a … whatever the fuck is in there to kill,” he ordered as he racked a round into the pistol. He didn’t have many rounds left, but hopefully enough at the very least for this little adventure.

Ray and his group entered the massive structure. It had been, at its most recent point, a vehicle manufactory. Something that would be invaluable once he developed his sector more.

Several more icons from the forward group disappeared, even as the sounds of fighting echoed through the cavernous buildings. “Let's go!” ordered Ray, doubling his speed as they rushed forward to support the other group, which was apparently getting its ass kicked.

As they moved from the initial manufactory to a larger, more open materials storage warehouse Ray froze. Letting loose a long string of profanity that made even Grok look impressed, he ordered his troops to charge the massive undead that was filling the center of the room.

He recognized the damn thing even as it turned, its small black beady eyes locking onto him while ignoring everything else. With a roar that shook the rafters, the truly huge undead that had chased him up the side of the chemical tower started trundling his way.

Ray unloaded two shots at the thing's head, missing both times. Cursing as he began to strafe, he lined up another shot. This one glanced off the monstrosities head, causing it to roar again. It snatched up a Goblin in fury and, with unsettlingly good aim, pitched it at him.

With a squeal, the squealing green monster was flung through the air in Ray’s direction. Going into a roll, the Goblin narrowly missed him but was traveling at such speeds that when it struck the ground it simply left a long green smear across that section of the warehouse.

Yells of rage came up from the other Goblins, who summarily rushed the giant undead and began perforating its knees with their spears. Ray was surprised at their sudden fury and directed the Orkin to assist. Even as the much larger monsters began to move, Grok yanked his human owner up and set him back on his feet.

“Look herez,” said the bruised bruiser, “Ya gotz ta stay on ya wahkaz to kill dem undeadz.” With that simple piece of advice behind him, Grok threw himself into the fray, leaving Ray to puzzle out just what the hell he had been told.

With several more losses, the group eventually wore down the fifteen-foot-tall undead and it fell to its knees. However, this posed a new set of problems. While it was no longer mobile, it could now reach all of his troops much more easily. Goblins and Orkin began flying through the air as the massive undead simply grabbed them, and then pitched them through the air.

This was not the kind of fight Ray had in mind when he came down here. In fact, this whole expedition was rapidly turning into a disaster.

Circling around, Ray got into the undead juggernaut's blind spot. Stopping for a moment, he designated the creature just that. A new label appeared above the things head:
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Ray was both annoyed and stunned at the response to his attempted analysis of the mass of undead flesh. This only drove home the fact that the System was both more, and less, than others, suspected. He would not be the one to bring it up however, he was beginning to get the feeling that anything System related was … dangerous at a minimum.

Deciding on an all-out attack, Ray sprinted at the creature's back. He quickly reached his top speed and then jumped, going much higher than anticipated. His poorly thought-out plan had been to leap past the side of the thing and fired several rounds into its face. Instead, he landed neatly on its shoulders. Wrapping his legs around its neck Ray panicked, put the pistol to its head, and pulled the trigger. Repeatedly.

Orkin, Goblins, and Grok looked on in impressed amazement as their fearless human leader rode a bucking giant undead while repeatedly shooting it in the top of the head.

Ray struggled to hang on as the creature whipped side to side, attempting to dislodge him. Even as he held on for dear life his troops continued their attack, distracting it as much s they could. But it was finally Grok who put down the monstrosity.

Having climbed to the top of a nearby storage rack, Grok was a full twenty feet above the berserk undead. With a loud war cry, he hefted his club and leaped off. Ray looked up and saw his minion leaping directly at him. With a curse, he loosened his legs, allowing their opponent to throw him clear just in time for the Orkin to deliver his kinetically charged strike.

As the club met the creature's head, two things happened. The first was that a wild backhand swing caught Grok and flung him sideways, smashing him into and through a steel storage rack. The second was that the steel banded club Grok used caved in a part of the juggernaut's head, embedding the club into its skull in a spray of rotten fluids and matter.

But the damn thing still wasn’t dead.

Sitting up, Ray had just enough time to see the thing drag itself towards Grok, who was helplessly tangled in the storage rack. Getting up quickly he raced over and, planting one foot on the monstrosities neck to steady his aim, unloaded the remainder of the magazine into its exposed brain.

The shots echoed into the storage facility causing the Goblins to drop their spears and cover their ears. The Orkin grunted in discomfort but seemed hardly worse for the wear. The juggernaut, however, finally stopped moving, outside of the occasional twitch.

Breathing hard, Ray stepped back to observe his handiwork. Looking back at Grok, who watched him warily, then over at the remnants of his fighters, he directed them to begin freeing the trapped Orkin.

He moved a bit further away and sat down heavily. Weary, Ray began re-loading the pistol's magazine, irritated that he only had a few shots left. Looking up as he returned the weapon to his inventory, he saw Grok rise out of the mangled steel like a great big bruised, and bleeding avenger. The big Orkin staggered over to Ray with the help of several Goblins standing on one another’s shoulders. He couldn’t help but snort at the sight.

“Dat waz a good move Boss,” grunted out Grok. “Iz seen’d plenty of udders take down a jugg before, but I’z neva seen a person ride one beforez.”

Ray just chuckled and finished up with the handgun. Slipping it back into his inventory he turned back to Grok. “This could have gone a lot worse. I could have gotten everyone killed just because I was being hasty. I … I’m sorry about that,” he blurted out without thinking, feeling horrible that he had just rushed in with no plan.

Grok blinked several times, even the Goblins look a bit uncomfortable. Eventually, the big green lug said, “Look, Boss, I’z getz it. You’ze are all new to the leadin bit. Fair. But … uh … we’z slaves and stuff. We get boughtz to die. No need to be all apologizein.”

“Well, I did. So there,” Ray retorted. “And look, for what it's worth I don’t agree with the slave thing. My world, this one, never held to that. I mean … it was there at one point in our history, but we got rid of it fairly early on.”

Grok just grunted in acceptance, his attention being pulled back to the giant rotting body of the juggernaut. “Datz a fukin mess Boss. I’z gonna light it up.”

Taking a rock and a piece of metal out of his chest wrap, he walked over the to the creature. Curious, Ray watched the Orkin closely as he drew the two objects together, casting sparks on the undead corpse. In shock, he realized that he was witnessing what he had only heard about in stories and tales from a hundred years ago or more. Grok was using flint and steel.

With a rushing sound of air being displaced, the body suddenly went up in flames. Ray hopped up and stepped back from the roaring inferno. As soon as the fire had started, however, it burned itself out. The body was nothing but a pile of bones and ash. These undead were highly resistant to physical trauma, at least the big ones were, but apparently, they were highly susceptible to fire. Particularly after being killed.

“Alright Grok, good job. Take the rest of the squad and clear out that final warehouse. I am going to head back to base and discuss our next steps with Gale,” Ray ordered as the Grok grunted his acceptance of the orders. Grok wasn’t one for words really. Actually, he wasn’t one for anything except bashing the skulls of his enemies in. It's what made him so endearing.

Walking out of the complex, Ray looked up at the waning daylight. There was only a finger-width of sun coming in over the horizon. It would be night soon, and Ray hoped that there would be no more serious surprises. He was exhausted, running out of ammo, and didn’t have much NEX left after that emergency purchase of slaves.

Finally looking at his notifications as he walked back to their small base, he sucked in a breath at the information that was being relayed to him:




	
FIELD BOSS EVENT COMPLETE





	
ADVANCED ENEMY KILLED: 150 NEX





	
NATURAL GROWTH DETECTED: STR +1





	
NATURAL GROWTH DETECTED: AGI +2





	
UNDEAD REMAINING IN HEX: 43





	
HEX CLAIM TIMER: 23:11:51









Ray felt strength course through his body, almost as if he had just taken a hit off the best drug ever. Gasping, his muscles relaxed as he came down to the flats of his feet. Fuck, powering up could be addicting. Shaking his head, he noticed the timer at the bottom and was astonished this had taken them as long as it had.

Shit, it had taken them nearly eleven hours to clear the complex. Not to mention the fight with the giant undead. Although … he had come out ahead. From NEX to learning some valuable lessons about leadership, Ray was feeling a bit more composed and in control.

Not to mention the juggernaut had been worth a hundred and fifty NEX. Even if he had nearly died beforehand, that was still fifty Goblins worth of the System currency. With his stores now and the recent basic undead kills, he was at over three thousand total NEX. Hopefully, everything wasn’t insanely expensive when it got to developing his HEX. God only knew what he would have to do to earn more.

The walk didn’t take him long, as the hex he had claimed didn’t seem to expand more than a couple of miles in each direction from where the core had been planted. Granted, he didn’t know the precise size of his claim, but he was sure he would find out at some point.

Just as he crossed the threshold into the base, a notification came up.





	
HEX CLAIM TIMER: 22:41:08





	
UNDEAD REMAINING IN HEX: 0





	
HEX CLAIM COMPLETED





	
BASIC DEVELOPMENT OPTIONS UNLOCKED









“Fuck yes!” Ray exclaimed in excitement. Up until now all of his upgrades to the base had been done by improving one section of the building at a time. However, according to Gale now that this option was finally unlocked he could make sweeping changes all at once. Excited he opened the menu and began looking through all of the items listed there. And his heart sank, they were prohibitively expensive. The cheapest housing option was nearly twenty thousand NEX. He couldn’t afford that, much less any of the more expensive buildings and factories.

Gale watched Ray’s expression fall. Snorting a short laugh she said, “Thou hast now understood the cost of developing thy lands. However, such exorbitant costs are not the final bill. Thou hast yet to gather resources and store them. Such actions will significantly reduce such costs. Remember, the System gives thou what is possible, not what is plausible. All else is negotiable.”

Ray, blinking at such a summary, realized that she was correct. As if repeating it made it more obvious to him, he began to realize that anything in this new world was possible. No. That wasn’t it. Anything had always been possible, and it was up to him and the people around them to ensure that the variables for success were present. The tools and opportunities wouldn’t gather themselves, they had to be made.

Nodding at her he issued a recall notice to his Orkin and Goblins. It was time to issue some new orders. This time, however, there would be a bit more manual labor involved.

Shuffling through his troops, he took note he had a dozen Orkin and twenty-four Goblins left. This made the math really simple. He assigned two Goblins to an Orkin and had them begin searching for materials. From machinery parts to wood and steel, they were instructed to bring everything back to the warehouse at the main building.

“Thou wilt need a converter,” said Gale, watching him from over his shoulder. Quirking an eyebrow to question that statement, the Drakling expanded, “Thou wilt need a converter within thine warehouse to create usable materials from scrap gathered. Only then can such materials be applied towards the construction cost of buildings.”

Ray nodded. He guess it made sense. You couldn’t just magic up a new building out of a big pile of shit. You needed refined materials, and probably rare materials at some point. Searching through the options he found a basic-level converter. He sucked in a breath at the cost:




	
CONVERTER





	
COST: NEX 2500





	
STATIONARY CONVERTER THAT CREATES BASIC MATERIALS FROM SCRAP AND REFUSE





	
ONCE PLACED CAN NOT BE MOVED WITHOUT BEING DISSASEMBLED BY A RANK TWO MECHANIC









Looking over his NEX reserves he winced. This was … really going to suck. He quickly made the purchase without thinking about it. They would need the resources far more than the NEX over the next few days. This would also allow him to begin stockpiling resources for future projects. Ray stared at his balance, almost in a state of depression.




	
NEX BALANCE: 1









Gale giggled, the unusually girlish sound drawing his attention away from his screen up to meet her eyes. She winked at him, “Thou art a mighty, yet poor Lord. Mine advice wouldst be to get thy rest, food, and prepare for the future,” she said. Then she sobered quickly, “I doth suspect that something … unusual may take place.”

Ray stared at her for a long time before responding.

“I really hope you’re wrong,” he said, with both fear and apprehension in his voice. “It’s not like we could stop much right now.”

***
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RACE 


	
HUMAN


	
CLASS 


	
NONE





	
NEX 


	
CALCULATING


	
LEVEL 


	
1





	
PHYSICAL STATE 


	
HEALTHY


	
MENTAL STATE 


	
DETERMINED
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STRENGTH


	
5


	
8


	
50





	
AGILITY


	
3


	
6
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POWER


	
0


	
0


	
100





	
WISDOM


	
4


	
6
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LUCK


	
2


	
2


	
400








            

    
        CHAPTER 15

    
    
    
    
                Ray

Ray looked out over the gathered Orkin and Goblins. Several of the Orkin sported new clubs and Grok had some scrap steel wrapped around his chest as makeshift armor. The Goblins, however, wore loincloths and had their trademark spears. Even Gale was armed, having taken out the massive bastard sword she had threatened him with earlier.

Swallowing in nervousness, he brought up the timer to see how much longer they had to wait.




	
00:04:31









“Ok everyone,” he said, causing them all to look his way. “We have no idea what's going to happen when the timer hits zero. According to Gale here,” he gestured to the Drakling who nodded back, “The hex will become ours fully, allowing for development and upgrades.”

That got an excited cheer from the group. Once the noise died down he continued, “What we don’t know is anything outside of that. We are hoping there won't be any events, because that would probably end up with all of us dying,” he explained honestly. “but I have no doubt that if we bunker down here, with the improvements we have made to the building, that we could survive quite a lot.”

Ray turned to Grok, “Grok will be in charge of ordering the Orkin and Goblins around. Consider him my lieutenant for troops going forward,” he said as Grok puffed up with pride. “Make sure we are as ready as we can possibly be, we have no idea what may be coming our way.”

Nodding, Grok began to issue orders to the group, getting them placed around their small complex. Ray watched in apprehension as the timer counted down. All too soon it hit the thirty-second mark.

“Thirty seconds people!” he called out, confusing the Goblins who started looking around for more humans. Grok was quick to bring them in line, however.

Ray couldn’t help but laugh at their antics. The Goblins were weak, fairly unintelligent, and had a remarkable talent for getting into trouble. But he loved them. They were, for all intents and purposes, right out of a fantasy novel. He only wished there was a way to upgrade them. He froze at the thought as the timer hit zero. Immediately four screens popped up in front of him. The first three made sense.

The last filed him with dread.




	
HEX CLAIM COMPLETE





	
CONGRATULATIONS! YOU HAVE SUCCESSFULLY CLAIMED THE FIRST HEX ON THIS PLANET





	
EVENT AWARDED: 20,000 NEX





	
EVENT AWARD: +3 TO ALL STATS





	
EVENT AWARD: CLASS SELECTION UNLOCKED









Ray had a seizure, there was no other word for it. The upgrades to his mind and body felt like someone had poured molten lava into his veins. New channels for power that he could hardly identify were carved into his very being as he went past being just human. Apparently passing ten in any stat had that effect.

He slammed back into the ground; the upgrade having allowed him to catch his breath for a moment. Unlike last time, however, the pain stayed with him. It was slowly fading, but that didn’t make him feel any better.

Looking at the other menus to distract his mind, he took note of his monetary reward. That was a mind-boggling amount of NEX to Ray. He could accomplish a lot with just that alone, and there were more rewards to be had. If he survived long enough to claim them. He continued down to the second screen even as Gale nodded in approval of the reward.




	
ALL LEVEL 1 HEX DEVELOPMENT OPTIONS HAVE BEEN UNLOCKED





	
CONGRATULATIONS! HEX CLAIM SYSTEM HAS BEEN UNLOCKED





	
YOU MAY NOW CLAIM NEIGHBORING HEXES ONCE THEY HAVE BEEN CLEARED AND OCCUPIED









Ray's fist pumped, he could now claim more territory! There were quite literally metric shit tons of materials, tech, tools, and weapons that he and his fledgling group could find and bring back. Gale had briefly mentioned the looting and scavenging aspects so he wasn’t too clear on those. But he was sure of one thing, it wasn’t limited to just his hex.

Excited he closed that notification and pulled up the third one.




	
RESURRECTION SYSTEM IS NOW AVAILABLE





	
RESURRECTIONS MAY TAKE PLACE FOR SENTIENT BEINGS THROUGH THE TEMPLE OF RESURRECTION OR THROUGH DIRECT ACCESS TO THE CORE









“Fuck yes!” he cried out as Gale leaned over. With a great big smile, he grabbed the Drakling by surprise and kissed her on the cheek. “We can bring everyone back to life! This is awesome!” he yelled, turning away from Gale and missing her turn bright pink.

He dismissed the screen and then froze in terror. The next update was black with white lettering in his vision. It was different from any other notification he had ever gotten, and he knew he was screwed as soon as he heard the intake of breath from his advisor.




	
WARNING





	
WORLD SYSTEM SCAN COMPLETE





	
THIS WORLD HAS BEEN DESIGNATED AS A CORE WORLD





	
MONSTER SPAWN +100%*CREATURE SPAWN +100%*UNDEAD SPAWN +250%*





	
WARNING





	
WORLD SYSTEM INTEGRATION HAS BEGUN





	
PRIOR TIER 5 CIVILIZATION HAS BEEN DETECTED





	
DUE TO THE PRESENCE OF A PRIOR CIVILIZATION THAT HAS A HIGHER TECHNOLOGICAL LEVEL, A DECAY EVENT WILL TAKE PLACE ONCE WORLD INTEGRATION HAS BEEN COMPLETED





	
WORLD INTEGRATION TIMER: 1439:59:48





	
WARNING





	
NEMESIS SYSTEM RESTRICTIONS LIFTED





	
YOUR NEMESIS HAS BECOME AWARE OF YOUR LOCATION AND WILL NOW ACTIVELY HUNT YOU UNTIL ONE OF YOU PERISHES









“What the shit?” Ray cried out, slamming his fist down on the table. The poor wooden construct shattered under his blow, causing everyone to look at him in surprise. He blinked, realizing that his strength had basically doubled and he hadn’t realized it.

“Ray, thou art in trouble,” Gale said, pulling him back from his thoughts about his development. “Thou dost not have the resources to defend this hex from a Decay Event,” she said gravely.

He paused at that before asking, “What is a Decay Event? That sounds … ominous.”

Gale nodded in agreement, “It very much is. A Decay Event is when thine world is essentially reset back to previous levels. Anything outside of thy territory is … recycled. This wilt be catastrophic for thy development. Thou hast but two choices. Claim as much territory as thy can to preserve existing infrastructure, or abandon the world.”

“Nope, not running. First choice it is,” Ray said with zero hesitation. “Looks like I have … a couple months to claim as much as I can before I get fucked over. Grand. Gonna buy like, a thousand fuckin Orkin.”

Grok grinned at that and even Gale smiled as she said, “I do like thy mindset.” Then she sobered yet again. “Thy possesses other problems as well. Thou hast a nemesis. It must be killed quickly or it may gain power to erase all thou hast built. Additionally, intrusion events wilt now be commonplace from neighboring hexes. Thy must increase thine military strength rapidly or risk-“

An alert came up in front of him, although this one was tinged yellow. This gave Ray the distinct impression that events were color-coded either by type or severity. Opening the prompt, he looked it over and facepalmed. It hadn’t taken long for shit to go even more sideways.




	
EVENT





	
UNDEAD HEX INTRUSION





	
THE UNDEAD FROM THE NEIGHBORING HEXES HAVE BEEN DRAWN IN BY RECENT EVENTS





	
NUMBER OF UNDEAD: 411





	
EVENT REWARD: 1000 NEX + KILLS





	
FIRST-TIME INTRUSION REWARD: 40% REDUCTION IN UNDEAD SPAWN IN NEIGHBORING HEXES









“That could ... have been far worse,” Ray said, cautiously optimistic. “I think we can take that number of undead. Grok, do we wait for them to come here, or attack them outside of the base?”

Grok grunted as he thought it over. Eventually, he said, “Well Boss, I’z thinkin we hit em away from da base. Less damage at da place we sleepin iz gonna make da guyz happy,” he said, thumbing over his shoulder at the Orkin and Goblins.

Ray nodded, “Can you take them, or do we need to tag along?” he asked.

“We gotz this Boss. Fukkin undeadz ain't gonna know what ran dem da fukk ova,” Grok said with a savage smile.

“Go get 'em, tiger,” Ray ordered with a grin. His smile faltered when Grok looked confused. “I mean go kill all the undead. Then go back to gathering resources. We are going to need them.”

The Orkin lieutenant nodded at that and led all the troops out of the building and towards the location of the intrusion. Shaking his head as the group left, Ray turned back to Gale and began peppering her with questions.

Gale and Ray spoke for several hours, going over the various functions of the screens, what various levels of buildings meant, capabilities, and the class system. Ray had access to it all and could even assign classes to those he owned or who had sworn loyalty to him. Although he couldn’t upgrade their stats directly, he could provide them tools, weapons, and armor which would, in some cases, provide bonuses. The system prevented anyone from altering another being's stats.

It turned out that all level-one buildings required base materials that the converter could provide. That meant that Ray would need to have his guys stockpile as many resources as possible before the Decay Event went into effect. He wasn’t entirely sure what it would mean, but from Gale’s concern, it would be world-altering.

During their conversation, Ray received notification that he had fourteen-hundred and sixty NEX. Curious about the breakdown, he asked Gale what the NEX rewards for creatures were. It was a more complex answer than he was expecting.

“Thine rewards are calculated on several factors, primary amongst those are if a being is a sentient, monster, or beast,” she began. “Beasts and monsters are further divided into four tiers; basic, evolved, legendary, and mythic. Beasts and monsters are calculated the same for the first two tiers. Thou rewards for which art one and ten NEX respectively. Beasts continue this trend with the rewards being one hundred then one thousand NEX respectively for the remaining two tiers.”

Gale looked at Ray to ensure he was listening. With a nod from him, she continued, “Monsters are more complex at higher tiers. Legendary monsters defeated provide a percent of their total accumulated NEX, usually eight to fifteen. Mythic monsters, of which there are very few, provide all accumulated NEX.”

“So the return for hunting mythic monsters is far greater, but legendary monsters are far more common. Both provide huge amounts more NEX in the form of a reward than the lower tiers,” summarized Ray.

Gale clapped her hands, “Thou caught on quickly. Indeed, thy rewards are greater, but so art the risks. However, in addition to NEX, there shall be additional material rewards that may be used for equipment, buildings, or advanced classes and skills.”

“So what you’re telling me is that we can basically harvest these things like we would normal animals. Hunter-gatherer style that is. Then we can use those pieces in System crafted goods?” summarized Ray.

“Indeed,” Gale confirmed. “Thou must do such things in order to come ahead, or thou may find that thy art weaker than opposing factions, creatures, or at the mercy of monsters.”

Ray shuddered at that, he didn’t want to just survive. He needed to build a place where humanity could come back into power at. That included having the resource stockpile to do so. Not having resources for advanced goods and technologies would ensure that humanity stayed, more or less, extinct.

“Tell me more about the Decay Event, how does that work?” Ray inquired even as he looked through the list of notifications and the menu for services and buildings.

“Such an event is rare, for it is not often an advanced civilization falls. Thy world was classified as a tier 5 civilization, one that has achieved extra-solar colonization,” explained the advisor. “This … event of destruction, one of such apocalyptic proportions, is equally rare. To have a species across multiple worlds extinguished by accident … it simply doeth not happen often.”

Ray prompted her out of her silence with a roll of his fingers. The Drakling responded by rolling her eyes and continuing, “There is but a single example of such an event, a planet-wide Decay Event. It took the world that it spread across and reduced everything, all beings, monsters, and technology, outside of claimed areas to nothing. Where these things and beings went, I know not. But the world was restored to pristine, Gaia-like condition. That is all that I was able to learn of such an event, thy world will most likely face a similar fate.”

“Were there any survivors of the event?” he wondered, looking up from the menus.

Gale only shook her head. “No. The race in question obliterated themselves in a hell storm of nuclear fire and biological warfare. There were no claimed territories for the System to preserve.”

Ray was quiet for a while after that. He had a lot to learn, but no more questions to ask. His first and foremost goal was to learn more about the building system. The Orkin and Goblins had been bringing in raw materials and scrap for a little over a day now, and the converter had been working constantly as the refuse was fed into it.

The strange machine turned out ingots of steel, iron, and dozens of other materials ranging from metals and alloys all the way down to neatly bagged fertilizers. It was a great machine, but it perplexed Ray over one aspect in particular. It had no battery or power source.

“Why doesn’t the converter need electricity or a power source,” he asked suddenly, pulling Gale out of her thoughts once more.

“Ah, thou hast recognized one of the odder aspects of the System. Some things, such as basic converters doth not require external power sources. Why thou may ask? Not a soul has discovered such a secret,” explained Gale with a bit of a twinkle in her eyes. “Such mysteries of the System have been studied for centuries by vast empires with limitless resources. Yet, beings such as they have come no closer to answering questions such as those.”

Ray stared at Gale as she looked away innocently. “Is that just a really round-a-bout way of telling me that you have no fucking idea?” he quipped.

“Indeed,” she replied simply.

Huffing, he returned to his menus. Eventually, he muttered, “The System is weird.” Turning back to his advisor he said spoke a bit more loudly, “It’s like … the System has the capability to do basically anything. But it's restricted on so many levels to what the user wants. I just can't fathom why.”

Gale chuckled, “Thy hast many questions, good ones at that. However, thou fail to understand that at its most base level, the System is a tool. Tools do not make decisions and are but mere extensions of their wielders. A hammer can no more choose to bash skulls than it can nails. Only the wielder has such choices.

Ray nodded at that. It was an analogy he could immediately relate to and, unlike many of her other examples, one he understood without further explanation. “Makes sense,” he replied, “I just wonder what the goal of having such a system would be … and where exactly it comes from.”

That question received another chuckle from Gale. “No one knows. The System simply “was” at one point, and now it continues to be. Why get rid of it when it doth nothing but help whoever interacts with it? It may be restrictive, but it provides the opportunity for such immediate and far-reaching advancement.”

He couldn’t help but agree with that assessment either. A tool was useful. One with multiple functions and purposes was even more useful. And one that provided you opportunities to become faster, smarter, and more advanced by guiding your choices based on your need was downright invaluable.

Ray went back to his studying, convinced that this was the right path to take after all. He only hoped that he didn’t die or fuck this opportunity up.

He doubted he would get another one.

***
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        CHAPTER 16

    
    
    
    
                Ray

Over the next four days Ray and his motley crew of barely sentient monsters, and Gale, fought off three more incursions. Gale recognized early on that there was a pattern of one per day, as that was the number of Hexes that bordered them access-wise to the north. The other two Hexes had destroyed bridges, preventing them from getting over into Ray’s territory. Probably for the better, as each incursion grew slightly larger than the one before.

During this time, Ray made several discoveries. First and foremost that he was heavily limited in the number of slaves that he could buy. He was limited both by infrastructure, food and potable water, and weapons and armor.

Population types other than slaves also required consumer goods, something he produced zero of. And while he had been instructing the Orkin and Goblins to gather materials and place them into the converter between waves, they were short the actual NEX to outright build new buildings. This brought Ray to a nexus of choice. Hire some temporary workers with his small amount of wealth and build some ramshackle buildings to upgrade, or purchase a specialty slave for nearly everything he had and hope he could build some slightly higher quality buildings.

Gale stared at her employer in mock disdain after having been presented with his two ideas. “Thou art an idiot Ray,” she said, causing him to choke on his water. “Thou hast come up with several ideas that, while not the worst choices overall, art some of the poorest thou could have chosen.”

“Well then, as my advisor maybe you should advise me then?” he said. “It's not like I am a master of the system by any means.”

The Drakling snorted in amusement, “Of that, we are agreed.” Before Ray could quip back she pressed on, “Open thy contractors tab. Go to the very bottom. There art two options there that may be of interest to thy plans.” With that, she went back to meditating. Or napping. Whatever Drakling's did that is.

Doing as Gale had instructed, Ray navigated to the very bottom. As soon as he got there, he slapped himself in the face. ‘For fucks sake, really?” he groaned as she smiled in amusement, eyes still closed.

“Music to mine sweet ears. Now, make thy choices and let us progress,” Gale responded cheerfully.

Rolling his eyes Ray moved his attention back to the two tabs in question:

*IMMIGRANTS*REFUGEES*

“I should have explored them all before trying to lock myself into a choice,” he grumbled.

Gale nodded, opening her eyes and looking at him, “Indeed. Thou may use a hammer to pound nails, but fishing with one is most difficult.”

“Right. Metaphorical bullshit. Gotchya,” Ray said offhandedly as Gale rolled her eyes and huffed at him. He opened the Refugees tab first, expecting those to be the easier options for gaining anything resembling skilled labor. Boy was he wrong.

“What the fuck is up with these requirements?” he complained loudly. “These fuckers have nowhere to go, and they need more than a small army of slaves or mercenaries do!”

Gale nodded as Ray looked up at her. The Drakling’s expression was grim, and he swallowed wondering just how he had fucked up this time.

“Indeed, thou hast noticed such stringent requirements. When thou hast nothing, thou must provide. None who have lost everything are willing to settle for nothing. Tis a rare group seeking refuge who will risk their loved ones' lives after surviving such horrible events,” Gale explained grimly.

He stopped to think about that for a moment. While he did, his advisor continued, “Mercenaries bring their own lodgings and equipment. Slaves are but slaves. Thou art limited by infrastructure, certainly, but they require little in the way of amenities.”

Ray sighed, “Got it. Your point is made. Now, what do I do? If the refugees are this demanding then just how bad will the immigrants be?”

“The same. In actuality … there are no differing in requirements,” she admitted, “However, hope is not lost. I have done research prior to mine suggestion, there are but two groups that fit thy needs well. However, thou will need to … negotiate heavily with them.” She flicked her fingers in his direction and an icon popped up in his vision.

Ray was growing frustrated. He wanted to bring back humanity, not introduce new races to his home world. He had expected the Goblins and Orkin to die fairly quickly, not survive. They were a stop-gap measure really. But now … now he was bringing even more sentient competition to Earth. And he said as much to Gale.

“Indeed, thou art bringing in possible issues to your doorstep in the future. However, thou needs this, or thou wilt perish and humanity will remain wilted and dying,” she said bluntly.

Pissed off he whirled from her and opened the blinking informational icon. Immediately two screens popped up. Both describing races right out of a fantasy novel.




	
DWARFLING CLAN





	
POPULATION





	
21 ADULTS


	
9 CHILDREN





	
SKILLS





	
LABORERS


	
MINERS


	
BUILDERS


	
CRAFTERS





	
WE ARE SEEKING A NEW HOME AFTER OUR HOLDING WAS WIPED OUT DURING AN INTER-CLAN WAR. OUR NEW HOME DOES NOT HAVE TO BE SAFE BUT REQUIRES THE POTENTIAL TO DEVELOP INTO A POWER CAPABLE OF SUPPORTING THE CLAN AND PROTECTING OUR FUTURE PROSPERITY









Ray grunted at that. This one seemed pretty straightforward. Accept them in, get them housing, food, and supplies, and protect them. In return, they would build, craft, and probably invent new things for him. How long that relationship would last, however, he was unsure. Not to mention he didn’t know if he was bringing enemies to his doorstep by accepting the survivors of a war.

Gale seemed to read his mind by saying, “Indeed. Thou art correct. There are those who may come looking and demand you remand these beings into your custody.”

Nodding thoughtfully at that, Ray opened the second icon … and his thoughts flatlined.




	
DRAKLING NEST





	
POPULATION





	
4 ADULTS


	
27 SERVANTS


	
11 GUARDS


	
112 EGGS





	
SKILLS





	
MAGES


	
INVENTORS


	
WARRIORS





	
WARNING





	
CLAN CONTAINS A MATURE FEMALE DRAKLING





	
WE SEEK A NEW WORLD TO EXPAND OUR NEST INTO. THE CONTRACT SHALL BE WRITTEN IN BLOOD FOR ETERNITY WITH THE LANDHOLDER. THE MORE FIGHTING THE BETTER. ANY OPPORTUNITY TO RESEARCH MAGIC AND BUILD A TREASURE HORDE WILL BE HIGHLY VALUED AND REWARDED









Ray turned to Gale, raising an eyebrow. The Drakling had the audacity to purse her lips and look away without responding.

“Are you fucking kidding me? I have zero doubt if I asked them to come here they would fucking eat me,” he quipped. And what does having a Mature Female Drakling mean?”

Gale looked back at him coyly, “It means that thou may be busier than thou expected. Mature females of my species have voracious … appetites.”

“Yeah, definitely going to end up being lunch,” he grumbled. “Why should I pick the Draklings? What does each species bring to the table outside of their little advertisements?”

“Dwarflings are hardworking, and industrious, but have little loyalty to any but their own royalty. They art low maintenance, but can be temperamental at the worst times. More than a few fledgling settlements have fallen due to their stubbornness.” Gale explained. “Draklings, however, art difficult to maintain, picky, but will never betray those that they swear loyalty to. This loyalty doth extend to their offspring as well. Eternal contracts are … all-encompassing. Mine and mine race’s combat and magical abilities are, simply put, second to none.”

As he thought over his options, something Gale said to him ran through his mind. A massive epiphany exploded in his brain, stunning him for a moment. He then turned to the Drakling, “No,” Ray said, startling Gale. She stared at him in surprise as he navigated away from that and to the resurrection tab. Opening it he was hit by a list with more than nine billion names. As the total loss of mankind slapped him in the face he went pale, realizing just what they had lost through their hubris.

Swallowing to moisten his dry through, he tabbed through the filter, setting it for laborers, engineers, and specialists. Eventually, he had it narrowed down to a few hundred thousand. Unable to decide, he simply selected the top person on the list.
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“I fucking knew it,” he breathed out, looking at Gale briefly in frustration before turning back to the screen. “I can start bringing them back. I can bring them all back!”

Then his breath caught in his throat as a single name ran through his thoughts … Josephine.

He searched her name, finding her near the very top of the list. Quickly he tabbed open her screen and, without thinking, paid the NEX next to her information. Immediately a timer started:
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00:59:58









“Yes! It worked!” Ray cried out. Then he swiveled to Gale angrily. “You were going to let me use all the NEX I have accumulated and blow it on these rando refugees when I could get started bringing my people back from the brink of extinction. You better have a damn good reason for doing that or I swear I will terminate our contract now and send you packing. And yes, I have read the damn cancellation clause. And Yes, I will pay the fucking fee,” he raged.

Gale was taken aback to the point the large lizard-like woman took a full step back. Raising both her hands to chest level, she put them out in front of her placatingly.

“Thou art angry, I know. I understand. I have been less than clear with mine instructions and I apologize profusely. I shall be honest with thee … I am a rank one advisor,” she said nervously.

Ray just stared at her. Gale stared right back. The silence between the two was thick, almost suffocatingly so. He was about to answer when Grok walked through the door. The pair turned to him.

“Ah, Boss, Iz sorry. I uh … Iz will just come back later,” the big Orkin said, beating a hasty retreat.

Turning back to Gale, Ray demanded an explanation. “Explain or get the fuck out.”

Gale got down on her knees and went into a deep and formal bow, placing her forehead on the cold concrete floor. “I apologize to thee,” she said, surprising Ray. “I am but a novice advisor. My greed to help mine own people overshadowed my duties to assist thou with thine own. I have had but a single contract prior to this. It did not end well. Please, give me another chance to me and I will prove my worth.”

Ray stared at the Drakling woman intensely for a moment. Finally, he came to a decision. “Fine. But you need to do two things immediately. The first being never tell me a lie or omit a truth that can help. You know my goals, so stop trying to fuck with them,” he demanded as Gale looked up from the floor and nodded. “The second is that I don’t mind helping others, particularly others that may be important to you. But I need the full picture. All the details. Now stand the fuck up and start talking.”

Gale shot to her feet in a way that made Ray feel as if she were much younger than him. He didn’t have to wait long to get confirmation on that either.

The Drakling advisor spun a tale of intrigue and betrayal. How her species had their own world at one point and it had been taken from them through a series of savage wars. As powerful as they were individually, they could no less fight an entire empire by themselves than a sword would forge itself.

After their defeat, her surviving clan members used their remaining wealth and magic to place their entire group into stasis. The entire group save one individual who would search for their new home.

The more Ray listened, the more he sympathized. Gale had decided that advising would be the best route to go, as very few entities lived as long as Draklings did. The Matriarch of the clan was nearly two thousand years old and only considered to be middle-aged. Gale herself was nearly a hundred a fifty, young for her species but still old and expendable enough to seek new opportunities.

She had taken her first contract and immediately been screwed over. Imprisoned, she had been harvested and healed for her scale's unique properties. She spent the entire year of her contract being experimented on. As soon as it was up, she had been removed by the System and placed back in the queue. While she could choose which contract to accept, she was forced to fulfill the fifty years of service the System had required of her before freedom and her reward would be given.

Eventually, she stopped speaking and the two sat in silence.

“Dat is a fukkin hell-uva story Boss,” grunted Grok, causing the two to jump. “Iz come from a world dat-“

Ray waved the Orkin down, “One … one origin story at a time bud.” He returned his attention to the, apparently, young Drakling. Who seemed more embarrassed than anything. “So you tried to pull a fast one, failed because I decided to be a bit smarter than the average bear, and gave in.” she nodded. “What else have you lied to me about?”

“That is it. I swear upon mine magic,” Gale said, drawing a glowing X in the air as Grok hissed.

Ray turned to the Orkin who explained, “Dat be a big swear Boss. Da Drak coulda loss all her magicz.”

“So that was a big deal?” he asked to the nods of the other two. “Got it. Future reference, don’t do anything that will make you an invalid,” he said towards his advisor who nodded more emphatically.

Ray sat there and thought about everything for a while. He went through some menus, learned more about the development options for his Hex, and marked some pages for future exploration. The System was far more extensive and complicated than any fusion-powered flight manual he had ever read. Thankfully he had the patience to go through everything one page at a time.

Eventually, he ordered his thoughts enough to respond to Gale’s tale. “Alright. Here’s what we can do. Invite your people here,” the Drakling squealed but he held up his hand. “There are going to have to be some compromises. My people come first. Period. I need to retake this world from the undead, the monsters … and whatever else the fucking System throws my way.”

Ray felt a distant pang of disappointment for some odd reason at that last bit, but he forged on. “I am going to revive a few more people. Resurrection seems to be limited by the System too, oddly enough by infrastructure. So that’s what we will focus on first. Once we have enough to generate food, gather materials, and survive the constant attacks we can invite your clan here.”

Gale nodded happily and was about to respond when a bright red notification flashed across everyone's vision:
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After everything else that had just happened, Ray wasn’t really surprised this was happening now. Why not? After all, things couldn’t get much-
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“Oh for fucks sake!”

***
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        CHAPTER 17

    
    
    
    
                Ray

Ray snatched his multi-tool up and converted it into the large hammer. More force would be needed for this, and since the size of the tool didn’t affect the weight at all … this would be fine.

Turning to Gale he said, “You need to help. Advisor role aside, if I die it's all over for you. I have already agreed to bring your people here. So you need some skin in the game.”

“I will not give thee my skin!” Gale said, highly affronted.

Ray rolled his eyes, “It’s a phrase. A saying. It means investing in what you value, or something like that. Anyway, we don’t have time for this! I need you to fight with us. Get Grok, whatever Goblins we have left, and head towards the choke point that leads out of the Hex. If they get inside, we are screwed!”

Gale hesitated slightly, digesting Ray’s instructions before nodding and moving away to comply. While the Drakling was getting the group together, he opened the shop’s interface only to see that he had been locked out.




	
SHOP IS NOT AVAILABLE DURING AN INCURSION









“Son of a bitch!” he cursed. “Going to have to do this the hard way then and hope no one gets hurt too badly.”

After all, his last encounter with that Skinwalker monstrosity ended in his death. His only saving grace had been the countdown on the core next to him. If that hadn’t happened … he would either be a shambling flesh-loving creature or on his way to the next life.

He slapped his cheeks and hefted his hammer. “Fuck it, let's go kill everything we can.”

Jogging out the front door, he was in time to see the rear formation of the forty-odd Orkin, Goblins, and Gale as they headed forward towards the breach into the Hex.

Just passed the old converted rail bridge he had crossed to get here was the canal that had been put in to accommodate the increase in water travel. This canal essentially created the perfect chokepoint coming into the center of the Hex. The single, four-lane wide bridge, was the only entry point into the back part of the small island that the core was located on. This made a great defensive point for defending the core, and anything that tried to get to it.

Unfortunately, Ray hadn’t invested anything into building a wall or defensive installations as of yet. This meant they would be fighting in a line, and hopefully not getting overwhelmed. If they did, and the undead got to the core, Earth and humanity were fucked.

Moving quickly to the front of the group, Ray took his place between Grok and Gale. They moved quickly to the bridge, ensuring that any undead didn’t sneak past them and onto the island. Luckily, they arrived with time to spare.

It was only a short, ten-minute jog to the bridge. When he pulled up his map, Ray could see the undead hordes icon wasn’t even a third of the way to them yet. Although the map didn’t track individuals, it meant that they had time to do what fortifying they could before the main horde got here.

“Grok, get the Orkin and Goblins to bring anything they can over here to form barricades,” Ray ordered. The Orkin nodded and belted out orders while taking action as well. Turning to Gale he said, “What can you do? I know next to nothing about you or your capabilities.”

“Ah yes, thou hast not inquired as of yet,” Gale agreed. “Mine wings are capable of flight and I doth have decades of fighting experience. Mine proficiency with mine Drakken Blade is extensive. Not many retain the power and ability to best my in a fight.”

“Got it. Thanks for the summary,” he responded. “Can you fly and scout? Maybe let us know if something is coming our way? Scouts, fast movers. Or anything else?”

“Indeed. I can do this,” the Drakling said, spreading her silver wings wide. With several powerful flaps, she shot into the air and headed toward where the main incursion was taking place.

“Fuck, I need wings,” Ray lamented, watching his advisor flap off into the setting sun. “Shit,” he grunted out, realizing they had another significant problem. It was going to be night soon. While the Orkin and Goblins had decent night vision, he was going to be nothing but a liability. With his Nemesis gunning for him, he would need every advantage he could get. Unfortunately, he couldn’t see a way around this issue without accessing the store.

Then he slapped himself in the face. He didn’t need electricity for light. Fire would work fine.

“Grok!” Ray called out, causing the Orkin to swivel its green head in his direction. “You know what a fuel tank is?” The Orkin nodded his understanding, so Ray continued, “Find a couple of them that still have fuel in them and drag them out onto the bridge. Stab them a few times in the bottom and get that bridge nice and soaked!”

Grok grinned ferally, fully understanding what Ray had in mind. He had to admit, at first his lead Orkin had seemed like a dumb brute. But the more time he spent around the imposing guy, the more he realized he was as calculating and sneaky as he was savagely brutal. Grok would definitely bear more investment if they survived this.

Nothing would make it easier to see than lighting a good portion of that big, flammable group of undead on fire.

Ray swore he heard laughter as he spun to look for the source. However, it was gone as fast as it had happened. He really couldn’t risk being snuck up on right now, but as far as he knew there were no threats this deep into the Hex. Narrowing his eyes, he walked over to a large truck that several Goblins were having trouble moving and bent his back to the work.

The small group moved more vehicles than Ray ever thought possible. It had hardly been a half hour and they had a wall of decrepit vehicles stacked two high across the entrance to the bridge on their side. The edges of the cars hung out over the water, ensuring that there was no way for anything to circumvent it. On top of that, the middle of the bridge was littered with discarded fuel tanks, the blue slick of oil being visible from where Ray was.

He nodded in satisfaction, they had done a lot of work very quickly. Peeking at his map, he noticed that the horde was only a short distance away now. He hadn’t heard anything from Gale and hoped that she was ok.

His thoughts on that matter were interrupted by the sound of wings. Turning, he saw the Drakling woman land on the ground gracefully behind the makeshift barricade.

“I was beginning to get a bit worried,” Ray said offhand, not missing the faint blush that crept across her cheeks. “I'm glad to see you are ok.”

Gale nodded, “Indeed. I am fine, thou art kind for thinking of me,” she muttered. Clearing her throat she spoke in a louder tone, “Thou hast several dozen undead ahead of the pack. Thou should be seeing them within a few moments. The main horde, however, is led by a monstrosity I doth have experience with. A Skinwalker leads them, and it doth seem to have evolved further from thy previous descriptions of it.”

Ray cursed. While the number of undead had increased, both generic and advanced, knowing that his Nemesis had gotten even stronger was not encouraging. He only hoped that the damn thing lacked any kind of tactile mindset. If it was capable of commanding the undead they were well and truly screwed.

“Grok! Get the guys up here on the wall! We are going to have company soon!” Ray yelled down. No further instructions were necessary, as all the Orkin and Goblins nearby had heard him and scrambled up the sides of the barricade of vehicles. None of them wanted to be caught on the ground when the horde showed up. As dumb as they were, even Goblins understood it was a bad idea.

Ray took satisfaction to see that even as nimble as the little Goblins were, they still had trouble climbing up the sides of the barricade. If they had any level of trouble doing so then the undead would be hampered significantly. Unless they had some kind of flying undead or another Juggernaut. Ray asked Gale just to be sure.

“I didst not see either, several advanced undead are with the advanced group … there!” Gale said, pausing to point at a group of several hundred undead coming across the bridge.

The last Goblin had just scrambled to the top of the car wall right as the first dozen undead shambled around the corner into the intersection on the far side of the bridge. This coincided, not accidentally, with the last rays of light leaving the sky. As shadows fell across the world, and more undead came into Ray's fading sight, a vast cry went up.

Chilling in its depth and scope, Ray felt an almost surreal sense of rage in that cry. Like the dead were aware of what had been stolen from them, what they had lost when they joined the legions of undead. He was so caught up in the coordinated scream that he nearly missed as the first line of basic undead went from slowly shuffling bodies to outright sprinting at the barricade he was on.

Almost that was.

It was truly difficult to miss several hundred flesh-hungry monsters running in your general direction. As they crossed onto the bridge, he could hear the gnashing of teeth from the other side. Shivering at the thought of those slavering maws tearing chunks of his flesh off, Gale spoke up.

“That is … most disconcerting. Thy race is disgusting in undeath. Disgusting and terrifying,” she said. Then quizzically cocking her head to one side she analyzed Ray. “Although thine living specimens are … acceptable.”

Ray would have quipped back, but the small horde had already reached the center of the bridge. Almost immediately the first line went down as they sprinted into the thick oil slick. Unable to keep their feet while moving as fast as they were, the first hundred or so undead rapidly turned into a large dogpile in the middle of the bridge. But the slick wasn’t large enough to stop all of them, and those behind the initial rush used the fallen as a footbridge of sorts. Entirely bypassing the trap.

“Ya wantz ta set it off Boss?” asked Grok, turning to Ray.

He shook his head, “No. Wait for the main horde. If we need to use that now, on such a small group, then we are fucked anyway,” he responded cheerfully.

Over half of the undead had bypassed the oil trap only to slam into the makeshift car barricade. It creaked ominously but stayed upright. Goblins and Orkin slashed down into the group of undead, bisecting heads, arms, and faces. The undead fell rapidly without ever gaining a foothold. However, even with such small numbers, Ray noticed something that would rapidly become an issue.

“Gale! Try and find another gas tank. Like the ones out there,” he gestured to the discarded ones Grok had left behind. “The biggest one you can! Quickly, we don’t have much time!”

Gale leaped off the barricade and spread her wings. She flew down the road as Ray turned back, smashing another undead skull in with a violent spray of brain matter. He didn’t know how long he fought for, but it couldn’t have been long until the last undead was cut down from the group he faced. He looked up just in time to see the main horde come into the intersection on the far side of the bridge. It emerged right where the smaller one had.

“Shit biscuits,” Ray muttered under his breath as Grok snorted in amusement. A massive thud from behind him caused him to turn. Gale had two gas tanks she had, apparently, ripped right off of a transport truck. “Puncture them and dump them on the bodies at the bottom of the barricade. Spread it out as much as you can! Gale you take one side, Grok take the other,” he directed.

He kept an eye on the now massive horde that was now sprinting towards them. He took note of several odd shapes inside of the front row. He hoped those weren’t what he thought they were. If they were, they were going to get hit hard right out of the gate.

“Grok!” Ray called out, causing the big green man to turn to him. “You have something you can start the fire with?” The big man nodded his confirmation. Ray grinned, “When I tell you to, throw it at the oil slick!”

Grok nodded and turned to prepare whatever he was going to throw. During this time the first part of the horde had passed the midpoint of the bridge. Ray swallowed nervously, as even now the undead hadn’t stopped streaming from around the corner and into the intersection in front of where they were. He was about to issue some more instructions when a long, low howl went up into the air.

The lonely, almost sad cry ripped into Ray and the others on the barricade. The sheer sadness and loss even staggered the undead, causing them to falter for a moment. Looking around frantically, he couldn’t see what was making the noise. Until he did.

The Skinwalker came around the corner of the building. Ray guessed that it was towards the center of the horde, having let the fodder proceed it into their impromptu meatgrinder. And while he immediately recognized it, as the System labeled it his Nemesis, it didn’t look anything like it had before.

Gone was the skinless being he had fought twice before. It was roughly fifteen feet tall, although it was hard to get an exact measurement due to the distance and the dark. It was massive, with thick limbs, and powerful legs, and was covered in thick, almost chitin-like pale skin. And while it still retained a tail, it was much longer coming to a tri-tipped fork at the end.

The thing looked like a goddamn tank.

“What in the unholy name of thy gods is that monstrosity?” whispered Gale.

Ray blinked, turning to her in surprise. “I thought you saw it while you were flying?” he asked. “If it wasn’t that thing, what the hell did you see?”

He didn’t get a response as she merely pointed at the oncoming horde.

The Nemesis had cleared the intersection and was approaching the bridge, but behind it were more than a dozen pale white figures that were miniature versions of it. Unfortunately, Ray immediately recognized them. They were the white creatures that had ambushed him in the warehouse where their current base was.

“Those things are dangerous!” he called out, getting nods from up and down the line. “They dodge quickly, so try and kill them by surrounding them!” More nods accepted that piece of wisdom. After all, if Ray had killed one already who were they to argue?

Gale shook her head, “Mine doubts of attaching mine self to thy cause are growing rapidly. Pray, we doth not fall here.”

Ray was going to respond, but the first wave of undead struck the barricade with the sound of screeching metal. The entire structure wobbled, and he knew that if this was allowed to continue it would simply tip over, allowing them to be swarmed and killed.

“Grok, light it up!” Ray screamed, even as he bashed skulls in.

With a grunt, Grok hefted a Goblin, stuck a lit match to it, and watched for a moment as it burst into flame causing everyone, alive and dead, around it to recoil. Then he wound up and hurled the small screeching creature smack dab into the oil patch the Nemesis had just stepped on.

The entire world went up in flames.

***
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        CHAPTER 18

    
    
    
    
                Ray

The fireball lit up the entire bridge, blinding Ray and causing him to look away. The shockwave was minor, however, one Goblin found a way to fall off the barricade. Gale seemed unperturbed and Grok simply whooped into the air in excitement. The fire was cool after all. At least if you weren’t on the receiving end.

The blaze had an immediate and immense effect on the undead horde. Hundreds of flaming bodies were flinging themselves around. The creatures were both instinctually aware that fire was bad and lacked the mental abilities to put out the flames. Stop drop and roll is not a concept the undead understand.

As the basic undead flailed, Ray saw that they caught others around them on fire as well. He was so enraptured in watching the middle of the bridge burn that he was completely taken by surprise when Grok jerked him to the side. A long barbed spear whistled through the air where he had just been. Three feet of sharpened bone bounced off the car barricade and clattered to the ground.

“What the shit?” he gasped, looking for the origin of the attack. Unfortunately, he found it.

The white figures that had come across the bridge with his Nemesis were tearing zombies apart and fashioning their bones into makeshift projectile weapons. Even as he puzzled out just what they were doing a second spear was flung his way, one that Grok was not prepared for.

With a wicked overhand smash, Gale cut the boney projectile right out of the air with her broad blade. Turning an eye briefly in his direction she said, “Thou must not lose focus in battle. Concentrate, both of ye.”

Grok shrugged and turned back to the line. Smashing skulls was more up his alley anyway, he wasn’t a bodyguard. Ray on the other hand took a step back to observe the overall situation. The center of the bridge was blocked off by flames, and flaming undead, for now. There was several hundred undead at the barricade that Grok and the Goblins were taking care of. Then there was Gale, who was watching the white undead closely for any more bone javelin throws.

Without any warning, the Drakling raised her hand and said a word that sounded odd to Ray. With a bright discharge smelling of iron and earth, lighting pealed out from her hand and struck several of the distant white figures. The one she hit directly burst into flames, while the others that the lightning branched off into dropped to the ground and began twitching.

Gale huffed and continued to watch, even as Ray stared at her dumbfounded.

“Was that … did you just throw lightning?” he wondered aloud.

His advisor shrugged, “Twas but a low-level incantation. Even thou could use it with enough practice. As the old saying goes, Practice Begets Mastery.”

Ray was about to ask another question when a roar split the din of fighting and fire. The roar split the fire and bowled over dozens of undead, creating a path directly to the barricade. How something like a roar did that, Ray was unsure, but he suspected it was more shenanigans from the System. It just had to make everything far more difficult than it had to be.

His tank-like adversary burst from the center of the undead, sprinting on all fours directly at the barricade. Ray’s eyes opened wide as he turned to give a warning, but it was too late. The Nemesis had built up incredible speed, and even as the first word came out of his mouth, it struck the barricade.

The cars that had been placed sideways were simply not reinforced enough to stop such a creature's momentum. The Skinwalker struck the middle section between two vehicles, slamming them sideways into a spin. The Goblins and Orkin on top of that section were flung away like they were nothing. One enterprising Goblin held onto a spinning car and rode it with enthusiasm, squealing the entire time.

The nemesis slowed its charge, having punched a massive hole into their defensive line. Cursing, Ray gestured at Gale to follow him even as he yelled out behind him, “Grok, light up the second line!” Without waiting for an answer, he charged the tank like monstrosity his Nemesis had grown into.

Hefting his hammer as he came within range, Ray brought it down on the disoriented creature's back. To his dismay, it simply bounced off. The thing whirled with deadly grace, catching him in the chest with the side of its tail and flinging him away. Gale caught him mid-air and set him back on his feet.

“Thou must not charge into this fight without further planning. Thou must take one side, I shalt take the other. We shall pinch this monstrous being between us!” she said, taking charge.

Ray couldn’t find any fault with the tactic and began circling around one side of the Skinwalker as Gale took the other.

They both struck at the same time, and to disastrous results. Finding that Gale was easily the more dangerous opponent, the monstrosity spun to face her while swinging a massive clawed hand at her. Parrying with her sword prevented her from being eviscerated, but launched her through the air with such force she deployed her wings to prevent from being tossed off the slope next to the bridge.

Ray continued to hammer away at the Skinwalker's back, grinning in triumph as pieces began falling away from what he was rapidly understanding to be a shell of some kind. The thing didn’t stay still long, however, as it spun back towards him. It's one remaining beady eye locking onto him with single-minded hatred. He could feel the fury coming off the damn thing in waves.

Bringing its tail up, not unlike a scorpion would, it struck out with blinding speed. He threw himself sideways to prevent being skewered but was only partially successful as the tail opened a hairline cut in his side. That was far too close for comfort, and what remained of his suit hadn’t protected him at all.

“So much for this being a protective suit,” he grumbled.

A massive wall of fire bloomed into existence behind them, rising into the sky and completely blocking off the horde for now. For whatever reason, not even the undead enjoyed being burned to death.

The massive flowering flames fluctuated fantastically, casting silent shadows across the battlefield. As the flames rose, the area lit up causing the undead monstrosity in front of them to flinch backward. Gale was not one to let such an opportunity pass.

With a roar that would have put any dragon to shame, and made Ray’s sphincter clench, she dove down from where she was hovering and swing her massive blade. It caught the Nemesis in the front shoulder, shearing through muscle, bone, and the chitinous shell as if it were butter. Her blade burst out clean from the other side, separating the limb from its body entirely.

Her forward momentum brought her to the ground, where she slid into a spin and came back up and around to face the monster in a guard position. Ray nearly cheered but quickly sobered when the creature simply hissed, almost as if in amusement, before rushing him.

“Oh fuck!” he cried out, running horizontally to the Skinwalker's path to him.

Gale cried out, and even as the thing leaped into the air Ray realized he wasn’t going to escape. He blinked his eyes to clear them of the smoke, even as he tried to force himself to move faster. But it was in vain. Just as the creature was coming down on top of him it was slammed slightly to the side, causing it to miss.

With a hiss of fury, it went into a tumble, coming back up on its remaining three limbs in time to see Grok, who had procured a massive chunk of concrete on a piece of rebar from somewhere.

“Get fukked you’ze mahnsta,” he grumbled before letting out a war cry and charging the thing. Gale and Ray looked on in amazement as the Orkin went toe to toe with the creature for nearly a dozen blows before he was forced back by its scorpion-like tail.

Grok stumbled back and took up a fighting stance next to Ray and said, “Boss, ya gots to getz me an axe.”

Ray didn’t disagree. Grok was already a force of nature without a weapon that suited him. He couldn’t imagine what the Orkin would be capable of with some armor and a decent weapon.

His Nemesis tumbled through the air and landed on its remaining legs nimbly like some nightmare-fueled feline. It opened its maw, which Ray now saw was full of hundreds of inversely bladed teeth and roared at them. This close the sound paralyzed him, dropping him to his knees. Gale hardly seemed affected but Grok seemed worse for the wear, his ears bleeding freely down the sides of his head.

He didn’t have time to worry about his companion, however, as the Skinwalker charged again. Only this time it seemed to have thought about its actions. Perhaps losing a limb caused it to be more cautious. Lashing out with its trident tail at Gale, it coordinated the assault by pouncing at Ray. Grok intercepted the attack while he circled around as he pounded on it with his makeshift hammer multi-tool.

The tank-like undead ignored Ray and continued to focus on taking down Gale and Grok, both of whom were having trouble holding off the creature. Its tail seemed to have a mind of its own as The Drakling fenced with it, while Grok went with a brute force approach, each strike of his impromptu hammer being deflected carefully by the Nemesis or outright missing.

Ray grumbled with frustration, unable to contribute. As the fight wore on, the fire holding back the rest of the horde grew smaller, eventually letting several through in twos and threes. The Orkin and Goblins on the line engaged them as they were able, but he had no delusions about them being overrun once the fire died out completely.

Not to mention he would be blind by that point, as it was now pitch black out. There wasn’t even a moon.

It was at this moment in his processing of events that Gale fucked up. Deflecting yet another tail strike, she chose to go on the offensive. But the attack had been a feint, as soon as she hefted her sword it wound around and struck the winged woman in the back. With a cry, Gale went down as the tail slammed her into the concrete road face first.

Ray cursed and charged in, only to be met with a return swing from the tail. This is not how it was supposed to go down. Fight off the horde, kill the Nemesis, and survive. Not difficult. But the System never did things in half measures. Apparently, everything was do or die.

Yelling out as he swung, the tail came up to block. But Ray altered the course of the hammer mid-swing and instead of striking the base of the tail where he had been aiming initially, he connected with the knee of the undead's back leg. With a sound of tearing cartilage and breaking a bone, the knee gave way as the Nemesis let out a startled yipping noise.

“Critical hit mother fucker!” screamed Ray as he continued to attempt to bludgeon the thing into submission.

The Skinwalker, however, was having none of it. With another deafening roar, it shifted position drastically, catching Ray, Gale, and Grok with a massive spin attack, hurling the three away from it. Ray crashed into a nearby car. Gale slammed into the flaming barricade. Grok flew off the bridge.

“Grok! Shit!” Ray cried, scrambling to his feet. In his worry about his big green friend, and more than likely due to his budding concussion, he completely forgot he was in a life-or-death battle.

The Nemesis pounced as Ray stumbled over to see what happened to Grok. Landing directly on top of him, Ray was driven into the hard concrete beneath him. As all the air was driven from his lungs, he began to panic. Flailing wildly he hit the leg holding him in place ineffectively, causing the Skinwalker to hiss with what he suspected was amusement. Its eyes glinted with sadistic amusement at his feeble attempts to survive. They both knew what was going to happen.

The monstrosity opened its slavering jaws as it descended to end him. With a brief flash of inspiration, Ray yanked his handgun out of his inventory and pointed it directly into the thing's mouth just as its mouth clamped over his forearm.

Ray pulled the trigger.

The evil thing paused, unsure of what just happened. So he pulled the trigger again. Then again. Then kept pulling until he felt, rather than saw, the slide of the firearm lock back. Empty and useless. The Nemesis stared at him intently in shock, but only for a moment as they locked eyes. It was almost as if an invisible battle of wills was happening. But it wasn’t. Ray was mistaken. Because then it bit through his forearm.

As Ray screamed in pain and tried to roll away, the creature held him in place. Chewing his arm to mush, it swallowed as if savoring a delicacy of sorts. It then smacked its lips and, with a sadistic grin, turned back to finish his meal. It opened its mouth wide and came down for another bite.

Only to have a blade erupt from the center of its mouth.

The Skinwalker attempted to roar, but all that came out was a raspy sound as the blade coming out from its neck had neatly severed its airways. Ray made the full realization at that point that the Skinwalker wasn’t fully undead. At least, not like the other undead.

As he pondered this in his pain-filled delirium, he watched the blade be withdrawn. With little to no ceremony, it was swung through the air, with massive and devastating force, to take the creature's head off at the shoulders.

Ray blinked as the thing crashed down beside him and began pumping vile blood all over him and the ground that he was on.

As his Nemesis’s blood pooled with his own, he felt tingles go down his spine. With the absurdity of what he was now seeing, and at the person who had just rescued him, he couldn’t help but laugh. With no ceremony at all Josephine walked over and yanked him up. She ripped off a piece of her suit and tied it tightly around the stump of his arm.

“Stupid man. Stupid, stupid man,” she muttered under her breath.

Ray’s eyes widened in realization as he finally understood he wasn’t hallucinating. “You’re real?” he wondered aloud.

“Stupid man!” Josephine shouted, causing him to flinch. She finished tying his bandage off and leaned him up against the recently deceased Nemesis. “Stay here. Do. Not. Move,” she growled before picking up Gales's blade and running at the barricade.

What followed next made Ray almost feel bad for the undead. Almost.

Josephine moved through the remaining fire as if it didn’t bother her in the least. Then she moved through the horde as if she were death incarnate. Utilizing a speed, strength, and grace that Ray hadn’t known she possessed she carved through dozens of undead a second. Even the remaining Orkin were taken aback by her unrestrained fury as swathes of the shambling flesh-eating monsters simply ceased to exist.

In a matter of minutes, the horde was vanquished, Josephine having annihilated them with seemingly very little effort. As soon as the last one fell the enraged woman immediately turned back in his direction and ran over to him. Dropping the blade next to him she leaned over and began to fuss with his bandages.

“Don’t die, don’t die, don’t die,” she muttered over and over.

As his vision began to grow dark around the edges he saw Gale limp over while supporting Grok Ray was immensely glad that they were ok.

“…fukkin hate bathz,” grumbled Grok. ‘Cant swim, so waterz no fun!”

And with those last words of wisdom Ray’s eyes decided to examine the back of his skull, and he passed out.

***
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        CHAPTER 19

    
    
    
    
                Ray

The world came back into existence through fits and starts. Honestly, Ray felt more than a little like he had when he was quasi-dead. Right after he had planted the core that is. Gasping, throat as dry as a desert, he opened his inventory and retrieved a bottle of water. Downing half the bottle he laid the rest of it on the … floor?

He cracked open an eye or tried to at least. Either the room that he was in was pitch black, or his eyes had been taken along with his … ah yeah. He waved his stump in the air. He could tell that it had been perfectly bandaged, but the feeling of his hand was still there. Even now, the phantom fingers and wrist were moving as his mind told his body that they were still there.

That sucked.

As his mind came back online fully, he could hear sounds from below him. Ah, he realized where he was now. He was in the barracks on the second floor of their base. Probably in a vacant bed.

Sitting up, he swung his legs over the side of the bed and onto the floor next to the water bottle he had dropped. As he did so, he stepped on a sleeping Goblin, who promptly woke up, looked at Ray in confusion, then began squawking loudly as it raced around in the darkness bouncing off bunks and various objects.

The response to the commotion was immediate, as he heard multiple sets of feet start coming up the stairs to this level. As the door opened, Grok, Gale, and Josephine walked into the room. Each of them was holding a candle as they moved over towards him. The extra illumination told him that he could, indeed, still see.

As they came closer, dozens upon dozens of notifications flooded his vision. He dismissed them all for now, as he had more important things to discuss with his … group. Mainly, that they were still alive. Squinting into the candlelight as they sat down around him, Grok remained standing, of course, he quirked an eyebrow.

“What’s with the candlelight vigil? I’m not dead yet,” he rasped out, picking up the bottle and downing the rest of the water.

Grok grunted as Gale responded for the group, “Thou hast been asleep nearly two days in recovery. It is no wonder thy body feels as if it were one of the undead,” the Drakling quipped.

“Oi, I can seez ya liked mah, alarm Boss,” Grok grunted out, grabbing the still screeching Goblin and tossing it over his shoulder and down the stairs. “Annoyin buggah.”

Ray gave a short chuckle at that, then turned his attention to Josephine. “Glad you could join us, you certainly showed up at the right time,” he related thankfully. “Good to see you up and amongst the living.”

Ray was about to ask something else, but a sudden thought stopped him cold. “You seem … to be much stronger than before,” he started cautiously. Then, lacking the ability to organize words at that moment in time he simply blurted, “Why?”

Josephine bowed to him deeply at the waist, “My apologies, Savior,” she said in a nearly panicking tone. “I was presented the opportunity to choose a class when you resurrected me. This made me significantly stronger,” she explained while holding the bow.

“Just uh, stand up please?” Ray said as the woman went from bent at a ninety-degree angle to ramrod straight. Then what she said clicked. “Oh shit, you’re a Resurrectionist are you?”

Josephine nodded as Ray put his face in his hand and rubbed his tired eyes. Resurrectionists showed up nearly a decade before his first death. It was an immensely popular, and highly prevalent, set of spiritual beliefs that revolved around reincarnation. Recent innovations in technology had allowed the transfer of a human consciousness from one body to another to greatly expand the human life cycle. However this came at the immense cost of time, money, and resources many didn’t have. However, those who had gone through the process viewed it as akin to a religious experience. Hence the Resurrectionist Religion was born.

The biggest issue, however, was that Resurrectionists tended to be hardcore fanatics. When sponsored by someone and brought back, they were loyal to that person or organization to the death. Many times the death of others. This had sparked several wars in the past, as well as made the religion nearly illegal in many countries.

“Ok. Fine. Don’t kill anyone without my explicit permission. That’s my first edict,” Ray said. He was intimately familiar with the religion. Although having never followed it himself, he had been friends with many who had. Including one of the Resurrected themselves. Acolytes were common and served under the Resurrected. Sometimes in very large groups.

“Consider it done my Savior,” Josephine said seriously.

Knowing their relationship would probably never be the same, or normal in any way, Ray simply accepted what was happening. She had become his first Resurrectionist. Knowing what he did, he now had zero doubts that more would end up this way. He only hoped that it wouldn’t be too terrible in the end and that they could, and would, live normal lives.

Grok and Gale seemed unsurprised by how she was acting. So either Josephine had explained everything to them, or they had experience with something like the Resurrectionist movement in their lives. With the vastness of the cosmos that had been opened up, Ray had zero doubt there were many kinds of religions out there.

Shaking himself out of those deep thoughts he spoke. “So what happened when I passed out? You said that I have been asleep for two days? What’s the situation outside?” Ray asked in rapid succession.

Gale laughed while Grok snorted in amusement. Even Josephine cracked a small grin.

“Thou hast not to worry. Mine curiosity is greater in regards to the rewards the System has bestowed upon thee,” Gale said.

Grok grunted and Josephine explained, “We all received notifications and rewards. Even those little green … Goblins? Yes. Goblins. Even they got rewards. But it specified that you got something special,” clarified Josephine.

Nodding, Ray turned to his notifications. There were … a lot.




	
NEMESIS INCURSION DEFEATED





	
EVENT REWARDS: 50,000 NEX





	
EVENT AWARD: +3 TO ALL STATS





	
UNDEAD KILLED: 1,606





	
ITEM AWARDED: ADVANCED MATERIALS CONVERTER





	
ITEM AWARDED: HEX CLAIM BEACON X2





	
ITEM AWARDED: WAR CHEST









“Well, that doesn’t seem so bad!” Ray said, giddy as he felt his body, mind, and soul expand. He was also immensely happy that the System had given him the opportunity to claim more hexes. He moved on to several red notifications and cursed when saw what they said.




	
WARNING





	
YOUR NEMESIS HAS SOMEHOW SURVIVED. IT NEARLY DIED IN ITS MISGUIDED ATTEMPT TO KILL YOU AND CLAIM THE CORE. ITS NEXT ATTEMPT WILL BE MUCH MORE DEVASTATING





	
WARNING





	
THE NEMESIS INCURSION HAS ENDED, HOWEVER, ITS ACTIONS HAVE GARNERED THE ATTENTION OF SOMETHING MUCH MORE DANGEROUS NEARBY. BE WARY.









“Shit, that thing survived? Something much more dangerous? What the fuck?” he spat, outraged. Turning to the three near him he explained the messages in detail. Once that was complete, Gale urged him to check the other notifications. So he moved on to the orange-colored ones, quickly realizing there were yet more red notices mixed in.




	
ATTENTION





	
A HEX HAS BEEN CLAIMED BY ANOTHER ORGANIZATION





	
ATTENTION





	
A HEX HAS BEEN CLAIMED BY ANOTHER ORGANIZATION





	
ATTENTION





	
A HEX HAS BEEN CLAIMED BY AN INDIVIDUAL





	
WARNING





	
A HEX HAS BEEN CLAIMED BY A HOSTILE FOREIGN POWER





	
ATTENTION





	
A HEX HAS BEEN CLAIMED BY A HEROIC-LEVEL ENTITY





	
WARNING





	
A HEX HAS BEEN CLAIMED BY A HEROIC-LEVEL UNDEAD









“What the hell is a Heroic level entity?” Ray wondered aloud, turning to Gale.

The Drakling was pale. “Heroic? Thy world is … not a safe place to reside Ray. There are tiers of power to be claimed by those who accumulate enough levels,” Gale explained. “The Tiers are simple enough to understand. Basic, Advanced, Heroic, Legendary, Mythic, and Ascended. Mine own Tier is but Advanced, while thou is but a member of the Basic Tier.”

“Grand, I’m a basic bitch, eh?” he grumbled as Gale looked at him questioningly and Josephine laughed. “How do you grow through the Tiers?”

“Thou must reach level ten to advance from Basic. Thy level is then reset to one before thou must grow to level fifty. For Heroic it is level one hundred. For Legendary it is level five hundred. There are no known records for Mythic and Ascended, however, the System has revealed that it is possible to attain those Tiers.”

Josephine cleared her throat, garnering the attention of those around her. “I … uh … I am Advanced,” she admitted with some trepidation. “Level two.”

Ray looked at her in confusion as Gales's jaw opened, revealing her long incisors. “Impossible,” she muttered. “Thou hast nothing to advance! Thy life was recently returned to thine body. There is no way!”

“Well, jokes on you. Cause that’s what it says!” Josephine responded with a snarl. With no hesitation, she opened her screen and spun it around to make it visible to everyone.
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Everyone poured over the screen in shocked silence. Even Grok seemed stunned, and not much slowed down that mouth of his. Around them Goblins observed in quiet contemplation, sometimes whispering among themselves in that odd high-pitched guttural language of theirs. Ray had never seen them so surprised. As odd and interesting as that was, it was what Gale said next that really caused him to swivel his attention back to her.

“Mine own knowledge retains nothing of this Myrmidon Class,” said Gale, looking up at Josephine in curiosity. “What doth it provide you?”

Josephine nodded and her eyes moved side to side as she read off of something that, even with her stats visible, only she could see. “The System says it is a Legendary Class of warrior that served under someone called Achilles. He was apparently a human, but I haven’t heard of him before.”

“He was a King in Ancient Greece,” said Ray, startling everyone. He shrugged and said, “I loved history. There's lots to be found in history. Lots of neat stories, and tales. Particularly the Trojan War, and Homer's Illiad.”

Josephine nodded in thanks and continued, “As long as I am within a certain range of my sworn liege I gain double physical stats. I can also accept something called a Direct System Quest once a month from my liege and be rewarded for it as if it were a System Quest in its origin.” She looked up, “I don’t know what that means.”

Gale sat heavily on a bed nearby. “Thy humans may be … one of the more dangerous races to have been discovered. Thou shalt let no one know of these things or any class or bonus that you receive. I absolutely tremble at the thought of thee getting your class Ray,” she said with nervous trepidation. “Thy world ... thy world may grow to be immensely powerful in the future if thou race survives.”

“I don’t know what’s going on, but it sounds like Josephine got a good roll from the RNG god,” Ray said with a chuckle, much to everyone’s confusion. He waved away their questions, “Never mind, never mind. Before I go on, tell me what you have been up to.”

“Yes my liege,” Josephine said immediately. “The Orkin and Goblins, under Grok’s leadership, have continued gathering materials. The bridge has been heavily fortified for any future incursions,” she summarized. “The three of us have been talking and we now have enough resources for several buildings. We need you to make that decision, as well as decide if this is where you want the core to remain.”

Ray blinked at that, “I thought the core couldn’t move?” he asked, turning to Gale.

Gale shrugged sheepishly, her wings rising with the awkward motion. “Thou is both correct and incorrect. Nodes may not be moved, as they are fused to their location within the Mana Grid. The core … the core may be moved until the World Integration happens.”

Ray shot up, “That changes everything!”

His three companions looked at one another uneasily. Eventually, Grok spoke up, “Uh, Boss, whatcha thinkin?”

“What I’m thinking is that we move our entire base to Governor Island,” Ray said excitedly. “It has a full Renaissance fortress and enough farmland to be self-sustaining for a decent population. Not to mention it would place us in the center of the area to claim more of the lower portion of Old New York as well as the industrial areas. If we can get those, even if the entire planet resets we will have enough space and resources for years.”

Gale sighed and shook her head, bringing Ray back to reality. “It is … not so simple. Thou simply cannot pick up the core and move it. There are … conditions to its relocation. One of which requires thee to have in your possession a HEX Claim Beacon. Any territorial claim beacon is immensely resource intensive to construct.”

Ray grinned and withdrew a bowling ball-sized orb from his inventory. “The first, and hardest step, is complete. What's next?”

Gale just stared in wonder. “Thou never ceases to amaze. Mine ability to predict your actions at this time is non-existent. Wouldst thou happen to have two by any chance?”

Ray nodded happily and retrieved the second bowling ball-sized orb. “The System just so happened to have awarded me two.”

Gale went back to shaking her head. “Absurdity. This is all absurdity. Very well then. Thou must use a single orb to remove the core, and a single orb to replace it.”

“No. We need to prepare first. We have enough raw materials for two full buildings, and I have an advanced converter in my inventory now,” he explained as Gale simply threw back her head and laughed. “So we need ships. Preferably one large one and a couple of smaller ones. Which means we need sailors. In order for that to happen we have to resurrect some people. So let's build the level one shop then go get us a new fortress home.”

“Thou certainly art ambitious, Ray,” muttered Gale as Josephine shook with mirth.

Ray grinned ferally, “You have no idea Gale. I am going to take back as much space as I can. Resurrect my people in droves, and reclaim my damn planet. Then we can start looking at expanding into the stars once more. I may not see success in my lifetime, but I will sure as fuck ensure someone will succeed.”

Gale looked at the determined man in front of her. The Draklings heart beat a little faster with each word. She only hoped that he was able to do as he said. Because even she knew that they were running on borrowed time. The moment someone else found this world after its integration, the real fight would begin.

And none of them would come out of that unscathed.

***
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        CHAPTER 20

    
    
    
    
                Ray

The next six days passed quietly. There were two more incursions, but they were far smaller than the one led by the Nemesis. Grok alone was enough to annihilate both of them. During this time Josephine stayed by his side. Acting as both protector and caretaker, she was wholly devoted to him and his recovery. It made Ray more than a bit nervous, having such zeal directed at him.

During his recovery time, Ray and Gale discussed many different options for achieving his goal of claiming Governors Island as their home base. From means of travel to hiring groups with their now decent levels of wealth, they now had options to pursue the revivification of Humanity.

He quickly approved a Level 1 shop to begin resurrecting people. Foremost among them was the engineer he had found earlier, amongst other specialists. It took a whole day for those prior to the collapse of Humanity to come back into being, and another day to bring them into the fold. They were surprisingly accepting of their situation. Ray suspected that Josephine had spoken to them at some point as well.

The second largest problem was transportation. There was only one current means of traveling to Governors Island, and that was by ship. And although they only had the resources to fully focus on one mode of transportation, Gale was quick to offer a much more versatile method. Air travel was the only way to travel, and she was quick to explain why.

“I believe, Ray, that thou must focus on air superiority. This will enable thee and thy budding group to cover much great territory, as well as possibly find other survivors within thy reach,” she said. “There are several ways thy can reach this level of development quickly. First and foremost is to obtain flight-capable troops. Troops such as the Draklings, Gargoyles, Vampires, or Harpies. These are but a few examples.”

Ray shook his head as he sat in bed. His room had been moved to the rear of the second floor and cordoned off. Goblins were less than clean, after all.

“No. I want to focus on Humanity and bringing us back from the brink of extinction,” he said, wholly determined on this aspect. “We can invite in your group, but I am not going to invite others in until we have more people united under a single banner. I don’t want to get killed, overthrown, or otherwise deposed and lose all chance of bringing back my people.”

Gale shook her head, exasperated, “This is what I am attempting to explain to thee. Thou does not need to do it now, only be prepared for it in the future. Currently, thy retains enough wealth to purchase several zeppelins. These are craft that utilizes the abundant energy that the System brings to each world it uplifts.”

Derrick raised his hand. As a newly resurrected, and the chosen spokesman for the two dozen people brought back so far, he was incredibly intelligent and capable. Ray nodded to him and he spoke with conviction.

“What kind of energy? Will we be safe?” he asked aloud.

Gale nodded, “A good question. Each world is different. However, thy world, the one we are upon, seems to be receiving it well as none of you have died yet.”

Ray blinked at that. Then he slapped his forehead or tried to anyway as the hand he was missing wasn’t there. Looking at the stum sadly he asked, “The core gives off this energy, doesn’t it?”

Gale smiled at him happily. “Indeed, it does. Thou art correct. While it does not discharge as much energy as a node, the core is still a viable charge for System interfacing. And since thou controls it, thy can issued System level commands.”

“What is this energy called?” Josephine wondered aloud.

“It is simply called energy. Not many give it actual designation, there is no need. Although there are individuals who possess the ability to wield it as a weapon by converting it to a state known as Mana,” Gale explained.

“Right out of a storybook or video game,” mused Derrick, who had already admitted that he had been a huge gamer in his past life. “I’m assuming leveling has something to do with this? With the energy part that is.”

Gale nodded, “Mine own mother would be better able to answer that question, but yes. This energy is the Systems method of connecting to each of us. While thee will always contain our own System when disconnected, we cannot utilize System commands or services such as the shop system.”

“So it's like a wifi signal,” said Ray, much to Gales's confusion.

Ray and Derrick spent the next half hour explaining what wifi was, what it was used for, and a little bit about what they knew about how it worked. By the end, Gale was nodding thoughtfully.

“Indeed, what thou has explained sounds remarkably similar to how the System communicates. In fact, this has given mine mind several new ideas on the application of System level goods,” she said, muttering the last bit.

Ray dismissed her musings and brought the conversation back on track. “Zeppelins. How do we get them?”

“They are available to thee inside of the System Shop at level 1. They are not sturdy, by any means. However once this world is integrated and System energy is abundant, they will fly well and cheaply. I recommend that once we get to thine island, we purchase several and wait until the timer expires. Then thou wilt have a ready fleet of early exploratory vessels that will not have to fight through hordes of the undead.”

“That … doesn’t sound horrible,” Ray said, thinking about the idea. “Can they carry people and cargo?”

Gale paused at that question for a moment before saying anything. After a moment she said, “Indeed. Zeppelins can vary widely in size. Mine own experiences with them are extensive, as many worlds use them for terrestrial travel. From the small, scouting size vessels carrying a dozen crew to large freight capable of housing small towns. Varieties are as numerous as the list of versatilities.”

“Definitely useful then. I mean, shit, if they can carry a small town then we could pick up entire encampments of survivors!” he exclaimed excitedly.

“I have … so many questions. From a scientific perspective of course,” said Derrick excitedly. “Then he glanced at his watch, ‘Ugh. I have a meeting with the others right now. Can I … meet with you later Gale? I really want to discuss this in depth. The more information the better.”

The two carried on their discussion as they walked back to the stairway and headed to the first floor. Derrick and his team had been instrumental in designing the shop as well as helping Grok identify ships and smaller boats for repair. They would only need a few to get over to Governors Island initially, but Ray was a void craft engineer and knew very little about water or terrestrial craft.

At some point, they would return to space. Probably not in his lifetime, but it would happen. He had no doubts about it. As Josephine stood guard, he opened his menu to take stock of everything they had gained over the last few days.




	
MASTER TAB





	
BUILDINGS


	
RESIDENTS


	
VEHICLES


	
RESOURCES









He tapped the buildings tab, opening it to look at the two buildings that he had constructed here. Gale had told him that they would both be demolished to recover most of the resources used in their construction, but he was still proud of the minor achievement.




	
BUILDINGS


	
2









Choosing the first of the two listed, Ray opened up the HQ building. Broken down inside were the specifications of their slapstick headquarters:




	
RAMSHACKLE TECHNOLOGICAL HEADQUARTERS





	
BEDS


	
50





	
KITCHEN


	
1





	
OFFICES


	
30





	
CUSTOM ADDITIONS





	
CORE ROOM


	
WAREHOUSE





	
THIS IS A TEMPORARY HEADQUARTERS MASHED TOGETHER WITH THE REMAINS OF A TECHNOLOGICAL CIVILIZATION. REINFORCED WITH PIECES TORN OFF VEHICLES, RECOVERED FROM COMBAT, OR PULLED OUT OF VARIOUS BUILDINGS, IT IS A DANGEROUSLY BUILT YET SOLIDLY EFFECTIVE FORTIFICATION.









Following the headquarters breakdown was the shop. That had far less information, whether it was due to it being a System generated building or just its simple services, Ray was unsure:




	
LEVEL 1 SHOP





	
THIS IS A BASIC LEVEL 1 SYSTEM SHOP









Ray rolled his eyes at the System description of their current home. His pride remained, even if it had been slightly wounded by the harsh reality of what he and the others had built so far. Oddly enough, the shop description stood out to him. But he supposed that the basic level of the building had little if anything, else to impart information-wise. So he moved on to the residents' tab.




	
RESIDENTS





	
HUMANS


	
29





	
DRAKLINGS


	
1





	
ORKIN


	
9





	
GOBLINS


	
19









That was about what he had expected. The System could account for every being on the planet easily, so seeing his small group listed here was no surprise. Moving to the next tab, he was curious about the vehicles. He had driven a car at one point and wanted to see if it was still counted as one of his possessions.




	
LAND VEHICLES


	
0





	
AIR VESSELS


	
0





	
WATER VESSELS


	
1





	
VOID CRAFT


	
0









Apparently, his abandoning it counted as him losing it. A strange mechanic, considering he could just go back and claim it again, but he couldn’t argue the result. He was pleased to see that Grok had gotten a hold of a ship or boat somewhere. One that operated enough to be counted as something other than scrap.

Grinning to himself, as he imagined Goblins staffing a ship, he moved on to his resources tab.




	
NEX


	
84,980





	
RAW MATERIALS


	
114 TONS









Overall everything was looking good. They were doing well on NEX, and Grok had accumulated a truly impressive amount of raw material. The tab had a breakdown of the hundreds of different components, but Ray wasn’t about to go through all of that. Knowing he had a stockpile of material that was usable was good enough for him.

Depending on the size of the water-going vessel that Grok had procured, they may not need a second one. However, it was all down to if they could even get it running. Parts were not in short supply, as the Hex they were in mostly occupied shipping and rail yards. Both of which would be of supreme importance later on.

No, it was the skill and technical competency that would be required to repair and maintain any engines they got going. Unlike land vehicles, ariel and water-going vehicles often times required far too much power, so pure electric motors were impossible. There were a few, wealthier, shipping companies that equipped their planes and ships with barium power plants. Those were prohibitively expensive, however, and extremely difficult to maintain.

Deciding that he needed more information and that it was about time to get off his ass, he swing his legs out of bed and onto the floor. Standing slowly, Ray experienced some vertigo before the world settled into its rightful dimensions. Then he quickly located clothing and, once fully dressed, headed to the stairwell.

The first floor of their little HQ was bustling with activity. Ray was both happy and surprised to see that the people he had brought back had quickly claimed a Goblin helper. Goblins were stupid, but they handled directions well. It's what made them such good laborers.

And someone had figured that out early.

Derrick was directing the chaos as people, Goblins, and the occasional Orkin ran around completing various tasks. He wondered just what was going on for everyone to be so busy. Good thing he didn’t have to wait long to get his answer.

“Ah, Ray, glad you could join us,” said Derrick, setting down the clipboard he was holding. “This place is great! There’s a ton of stuff nearby to salvage. Once this planetary integration is completed I am confident that we can rapidly bring up our tech level. My conversations with Gale lead me to believe that there will be many, many, changes to how that tech works. But it's all the same in the end.”

Ray took another looking at the collaborating men and women in the room before turning his attention back to the engineer. “Yeah, I am getting a good feeling too,” he replied. “I saw through the interface that Grok has a ship now? How is that going?”

Derrick nodded and beckoned Ray over to a nearby table. Covering the top of it were books, schematics, and even a few rough sketches.

“We found an old garbage barge that wasn’t too damaged,” began the excited man. “The engines were toast, but we rigged a sailing system and have it mobile. It's slow, very slow, but working ok. I have no doubt that with some rowers we can get to Governors Island with little to no issue. Then we can start setting up your evil empire for galactic domination.”

Ray stared at him in confusion, causing the man to sigh. “Old series of movies. You know what? Never mind. You didn’t watch much media did you?”

“Not particularly,” admitted Ray. “I was always too busy working or going to school.”

“Fair. But we need to broaden your horizons. Particularly with this bunch,” Derrick replied, pointing a thumb over his should to the other scientists and engineers. “They are total nerds. Anyway, if you want to check out the ship it's actually at the end of the pier here. We just started loading materials into it now. We will need some to effectively construct our first bit of defenses when we reach the island.”

“Good stuff,” Ray replied eagerly. “I can’t wait to have a bit of a buffer between us and anything else that may want to snack on us. Once we get a larger home we can get some more people resurrected and begin making contact with survivors.”

Derrick grinned at that, “Oh yeah. Humanity is on its way back, baby. Booyah!” Then he paused, “Oh, can I make a request?” he asked solemnly. Ray raised an eyebrow, so he continued, “Please get some more of these Goblins. They are … simply fantastic as assistance. Dumber than a box of rocks, but once you give them direction they latch onto it with a single-minded focus that is, honestly, terrifying.”

“Yeah, I can look at doing that. We need to fulfill more requirements before the System will allow me to. There are plenty of restrictions. But I don’t see why not,” Ray said, feeling the idea out. “In fact, Gales people will be joining us as soon as we meet the requirements for their people as well. Then we can begin phase two and start claiming more territory. We are definitely going to need it.”

Derrick agreed wholeheartedly. “Well boss, go see Grok. He and his band of merry green men have been working on that ship almost nonstop for the past few days. I’m sure he is excited to show you the progress he has made.”

Ray patted Derrick on the shoulder and headed out the door. He was going to do just that. And soon, when they were fully prepared, they would make the move to the island in full. That would set them up for their first big goal: establish themselves in a permanent place from a position that was readily defendable. Then they could start in on contacting survivors. There was a lot to do.

And for some nagging reason that he couldn’t shake, not enough time to do it.

***
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17
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LUCK


	
10
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1000









            

    
        INTERLUDE

    
    
    
    
                INTERLUDE

A loud pounding on the door to the room he was sleeping in sounded. Incessant, annoying, and ever-unceasing. Would that these annoying pests leave him alone!

“Go away!” he croaked out, lips dry from having had so much to drink just the night before.

The hammering on his door stopped for a moment, as if in thoughtful repose on its response. Then it returned, heavier and more insistent than ever. The door itself was warded to prevent voices and outside noise from coming through, as he didn’t want to be disturbed during his work or fits of depression.

“I said fuck off!” he snarled, cracking an eyelid. With a wave of his hand the wall, the hallway beyond it, and the neighboring wall vaporized. The soft white cloud-like material that made up the building that he was in simply ceased to be in the face of such overwhelming power.

“Well fuck you too you lazy git!” snarled a voice as a small, dwarf-like being stomped through the newly renovated entrance. With a wave of his gnarled well worked hands the clouds, as that was what they were, flowed back together to reform the wall and doorway. “Ya just have no respect for others' crafts! Now, get the fuck up you lazy bastard!”

The man lying in a bundle of blankets moved his barely cracked eye over to the Dwarf in question. This savage little creature was the High God for this universe. An annoying being, always holding others to their responsibilities. He was also the one responsible for the current level of organization, construction, and maintenance of their central hub of operations.

“No,” he said simply, then rolled back over and snuggled into the blankets.

He heard an intake of breath behind him. “What do ya just say to me? Did ya just tell me no ya daft fuck? Fine. Have it yer way, Kevin!”

A shiver rolled down Kevin’s back as he swung his head back around to tell the miniature ball of bearded fury not to do anything too extreme. But he was far too late for that.

The floor that was in the room promptly vanished, dropping him into the open sky of Valhalla. Rolling his eyes at the theatrics, he banished his bedding into his pocket dimension and summoned clothing. Curling back up and around, he found the High God falling beside him.

“Ya git, was all this really necessary? Ya should just wake up what I call fer ya,” the Dwarf said, still beat red with annoyance. “I don’t have all day ya know.”

Kevin snorted, sipping his freshly summoned cup of coffee. Some being somewhere would rapidly realize that their coffee had mysteriously vanished, but that wasn’t his problem.

“I get it,” he said lazily, “I had a rough night. Sorry about that.”

The Dwarf shook his soot-stained mange, “Gah! Yer daft. Ya been sleepin for nearly four centuries now. Even the laziest of yer peers don’t get more than a century of shut-eye at a time. So yer getting a review. Now.”

That got Kevin's attention. He swiveled his head so hard to look at his boss that he nearly severed his own spine. “What the fuck? I’m not due for one for another couple millennia. You can't do that to me just because I had one bad night and took the equivalent of a day off!”

“Bah, yer assigned race just went extinct. Or close enough ta count. Now ya got other God’s pokin around and makin trouble,” the Dwarf said, arresting their momentum and moving them across the sky to a massive gold and white complex.

Kevin recognized the Management Center as they moved. It was Valhalla’s primary administrative center. It was also where he worked to keep his client race, Humanity, on track. They were undoubtedly problem children, more interested in killing each other or finding new ways to kill each other than working towards ascension.

But at least he didn’t have an annoying race like slimes or cat people. Just the thought of managing those races gave him shudders. Slimes were gross, and cats got hair everywhere.

“Ugh, what did the humans do this time? Did they go to war again? Have they attacked Chuck’s client race? I know they were sharing space,” Kevin muttered. “Wait! Did they finally blow up Earth? Dumb name by the way. Who names their planet after the dirt it's made up of?”

“Shut up. Ya talk too much,” grunted the Dwarf. “Pantheon above, I retired from Central just to deal with this garbage? Fer fucks sake.”

Kevin perked up at that. No one knew much about the High God, or where he came from. All they knew was that he was a cantankerous bastard. And kind.

His thought process was interrupted as they arrived at the building. Walking inside, far faster than his stubby legs would let on, the Dwarf led Kevin through a series of hallways, annexes, and elevators. It was a borderline struggle to keep up with his annoyed Boss, but he made a good showing.

It wasn’t too long before they arrived at Kevin’s office. Kicking open the door, the Dwarf wrinkled his nose in disgust. “Yer office is a trash heap. Get it cleaned up today or I’m gonna make you help with Stacey’s slimes.”

He shuddered, “Right. You got it.”

Walking over to his workstation, Kevin moved all the garbage from the desk onto the floor. Glancing at the High God he muttered, “I will clean it up.” He booted up the advanced-looking machine and began going through reports. The more he read, the paler he got. Eventually, he leaned back and looked at his patiently waiting boss. “Well, I’m fucked.”

“Ya could be, or ya could not be. The balls fully in yer court,” the diminutively powerful being pointed out. “The System is finally active there. This could be yer chance to turn things around. They're also a few determined humans left on the home world. Ya could get them on board to help as well.”

Kevin ticked off the points on his fingers, “Firstly, there’s hardly enough of them left to come back. True, this Ray guy is resurrecting them, but there’s a limit to that. He just doesn’t know it yet. Secondly, that Nemesis of his is going to be a huge issue. Thirdly, the System isn’t even fully running yet. And somehow they have classes. Just how the fuck? And, last of all, the planet is being designated as a fucking undead dungeon world. Go figure.”

The High God chuckled at that. “Yeah, ya may very well be fucked. But, and this be a seriously large butt a bit like yer own if ya can pull off taming a dungeon world? Ya would be catapulted to the top, and I mean the very top of the management pool.”

Kevin thought about that for a minute. Then he thought about it for a bit more. Then he pulled open a drawn, pulled out a bottle, and took a massive swig after popping the top off.

The Dwarf snatched the bottle out of his hands. “What the fuck are ya doing? You fuckin punk, drinking on the job. Should just toss you onta the planet as a mortal, let you feel the burn a bit, eh?”

“No thanks. I’d rather return to the void,” Kevin said. Then he sighed deeply, “This is going to take a shitload of work. Metric tons of shit … loads of … fuck! It's going to take a lot of effort is what I’m getting at.”

“Aye lad, that it will. But I promise that if you give it your all, and still fail, I will give ya a bit of a vacation before assigning you ta yer next client race,” promised the High God. “But if you succeed … well the rewards are substantial.”

Kevin sighed deeply again. “Fine. I will give it a shot, no promises though!” he swore, pointing a finger at the Dwarf. “this is basically an unrecoverable scenario where I have no troops, no bases, no resources, and am at the mercy of an advanced level Nemesis on a world saturated with the undead. And to top all that off the fucking thing is about to wipe and my so-called Champion has a single grid section to his name.”

His boss held up his hands placatingly, “None taken. Promise ya, lad,” he said. Then he downed the entire bottle of Ambrosia that Kevin had snuck into work.

The Divine Administrator sputtered as his boss burped loudly and deposited the empty bottle onto his desk. “That were a fine year lad. Don’t bring booze ta work again … actually, on second thought. Please do. Ah hardly get enough time ta enjoy a nice bottle every now an again.”

With that, the Dwarf waddled out his front door.

Kevin opened the massive list of tickets on his machine, then burst into tears and slammed his head onto the desk. “Why is Fate so fucking cruel to me?” he cried out.

A duck stuck his head into his office door with a quack. Puffing his cigar he asked, “Did you call for me?”

            

    
        CHAPTER 21

    
    
    
    
                Ray

He stared nervously as the shoreline to Governors Island came into view. The journey itself wasn’t very long, but the danger of capsizing with Goblins at the helm, much less what may be lurking within the water itself, was enough to set Ray on edge. You never knew what was going to go wrong until it do.

Oh well. Nothing ventured, nothing gained he supposed.

It had taken them nearly two more weeks to equip the Orkin, Goblins, and Humans for the move. In addition to packing everything up, all the other logistics of such an event during the apocalypse made such an event quite complicated. Now it was time to gamble. Would they be able to arrive, claim the island, and move forward? Or would it be, quite literally, another battle to the death?

At least they all had equipment now.

Ray fingered his leather cuirass. It was a perfectly fitting, System altered item that he had bought from the shop. He looked around briefly seeing the Goblins wearing similar leather armor and polishing their new spears.

The Orkin had on much heavier armor. Most sported steel cuirasses while a few had opted for chain mail. Every one of them had some form of an axe. Grok was holding a massive double-bladed battle axe, cooing to it as he polished the steel. Ray shuddered at the damage the massive Orkin would be able to do with that thing.

Ray smiled a bit though, thinking back to their earlier conversation. These beings may be System restricted slaves, but they were still his people. Thus they deserved every opportunity to live and excel. He would make sure of it. The equipment was only a part of that promise to himself.

The last skirmish with his Nemesis had shown him that he was woefully unprepared for this new world. He had a bunch of smart people, a sassy intelligent advisor, and friends that surrounded him. He had to do a better job of taking their counsel and advice into account when making decisions. No one ran a group alone, much less tried taking over the world.

He laughed at himself a bit, garnering some odd looks from Gale and Josephine. He was thinking like some supervillain. Maybe if he had a name like Lee or Steve, he would be more feared. But his name suited him perfectly. Just an average guy trying to resuscitate his dying race.

Nothing strange there. No sir. Not at all.

“Dock’s ahead boss,” Grok grunted, walking up to him with his giant axe slung over a shoulder.

Ray nodded. “Bring out your guys in formation. Eradicate anything that isn’t alive … uh, dead? No. Just kill anything that tries to eat us.”

Grok laughed at that and wandered off to get everyone together. Only a half dozen Orkin and a dozen-odd Goblins had survived the fiasco on the bridge. Ray would need to look at getting some more at some point, but couldn’t until the store had been re-established.

Part of moving their base of operations had been to tear down, pack up, or outright remove everything they would need or could use on the island. This included the shop itself. Ray still winced thinking about the notification that the level one shop had been reduced back to zero. They had worked so hard, and come so far, only to dismantle everything for a major move.

Ray's musings were interrupted as the converted trash barge they were on bumped up against the large dock on the southeastern side of the island. The long L-shaped dock made embarking and debarking from the vessel key, as it was loaded with both people and materials.

Grok waved his force of Orkin and Goblins forward as they charged down the impromptu boarding blank that had been laid between ship and dock. They moved forward, killing the occasional undead and clearing the entirety of the pier up the shoreline. There they halted and begin fortifying their position with whatever was at hand.

“Well, this should be interesting,” Ray said as he walked down the makeshift ramp. “I won't say much as the System likes to fuck with us. So no flags people!” he ordered to the response of laughs from the Humans and a confused look from Gale.

The human engineering team fanned out behind Ray, Gale, and Josephine as they headed toward the shore. Only one Orkin and two Goblins stayed behind to secure the ship. Hopefully, if anything went wrong that would be enough.

As the group caught up, Grok looked to Ray for orders.

“Let's secure this series of buildings here. I want to put the core down in the fort on the other side of the island, just as we had discussed,” he explained. “I think the shop should go here though. This will let us get supplies and more troops to clear the island if needed.”

Gale nodded in agreement, “Indeed. Thou hast made a good choice. This series of buildings has everything thou will need to establish a trade port within this location as well. Space-wise, it is ideal.”

Josephine stayed silent at their exchange, intently watching their surroundings for threats. She had taken the missing Nemesis hard, and blamed herself. She couldn’t understand that it was just another threat in this world full of threats. Even if it was a bit more directed.

Turning to the engineers Ray said, “Alrighty. I get it, we spoke about it before but, you are not combatants. That being said, earning some NEX and upgrading yourselves will be of paramount importance! Even a few points of strength can easily put you at an Olympic level. Which means you can survive more, for longer. Break up and pair up with Orkin that Grok assigns you to.”

Grumbles followed that declaration, but no one could argue with the fact that someone with a stamina of ten had, essentially, unlimited running stamina. Ray himself had a startling level of strength. A level that Gale said very, very, rarely happens to those without a class.

Drawing his new blade, also freshly purchased from the store prior to its teardown, he advanced into the factory behind the squads of Orkin, Goblins, and Humans. He, Gale, and Josephine were immediately beset by several of the dozens of undead inside.

He never even had a chance to engage. Josephine ripped through them with such ferocity that the undead lurking behind those in the front paused. As she cut through yet another one, she quickly rolled to the side, dodging acidic bile that landed in a stream where she had just been.

Ray looked up, just in time to see a creature spring off the wall and land on the floor in front of them on all fours. Grok and his squads engaged the other undead in the area while Ray and his crew focused on this odd one in front of them.

It had, apparently, four arms. Two where the legs would normally be. It used these limbs to quickly scurry from one spot to another, never staying still long enough for anyone to approach it.

“Curse you vile creature!” Josephine yelled and unleashed a slash into the air.

He was certain that she had been too far away to hit it. Even the creature seemed amused by the attempt, that was until a bright crescent blade of energy flew from the tip of her blade. Screeching in surprise, the four-armed thing attempted to dodge out of the way but was far too late to do so. Both of the arms on its left side were removed from its body.

It crashed into the floor and skidded several feet, then began dragging its crippled body away and into the shadows. But Josephine was having none of that. With a decisive growl, she stalked over and separated its head from its shoulders.

“Done!” she said, turning to Ray with a smile. “It has now been disposed of.”

“Keep thou eyes on thy front!” yelled Gale as she intercepted more undead that came streaming out of the dark interior of the building.

Ray focused on the battle and all too soon fell into a rhythm. Cut, stab, step forward, repeat. Every body he cut down was rapidly removed by Goblins and Humans following in their wake and deposited outside in the early morning sunlight to burn into ashes.

Occasionally a specialized undead would appear, prompting Gale or Grok to step forward and deal with it. Josephine never left his side. She refused to leave him, as she termed it, defenseless. At least until he got his other arm back, which Gale assured him was possible. The System wouldn’t be as amazing as it was if it didn’t let someone regenerate something as mundane as a missing limb.

All too soon the group arrived in the central building, nestled in between the warehouse they had entered and an administrative building. All of which were connected. When they entered through the front door, however, Grok immediately signaled them to stop.

And Ray quickly saw why.

Stretched across the entirety of the room, with a massive covered hive-looking construct in the middle, was thick white webbing. Not reminiscent of a spider's silk. Only there was a lot more. And it was thicker. And Ray hoped to everything that-

“Spiders,” grunted Grok.

Ray cursed internally. Then he turned to his big green companion. “What the fuck do you mean spiders? Giant spiders? I just … what?” he asked incredulously.

Gale responded for the green comrade, “Grok is correct. This highly resembles a nest of spiders. However, thou are incorrect in thinking these are made of flesh and sinew,” she said cautiously, eyeing the walls and ceiling. “Mine suspicious are that, based on no contrary evidence, this wouldst be a Bone Spiders nest. A variety of undead not unlike these variants thy have encountered so far.”

“Giant … Bone Spiders? Grand,” he replied sarcastically. “I am going to assume that, based off stories and tropes, there is some massive queen creating these things?”

Grok laughed and Gale cracked a small grin. “Thou art very incorrect. The nest itself assembles the little demons. Thy must destroy the nest, this will in turn eliminate all the-“

She was interrupted as a creature walked ... slithered out from the shadows. It was easily six feet tall. With two long curved scythes where its hands would be, held with corded arms of muscle not dissimilar to corded steel. The body was that of a worm. There were no legs. Just … bulbous disgusting fat, rolling in on itself in pale flakey waves. The thing's head was reminiscent of a grasshoppers. That is, up until it opened it, releasing a chittering howl that made everyone in the room take a step back.

“That is no bone spider,” muttered Gale, as Grok howled back at it in rage.

That had apparently been the wrong thing to do. From under every crevice, out of every crack, and pouring from the central egg sack-like nest, hundreds of the things emerged. From the size of a house cat, the more common one, to giant six-foot death slug wonders. They were as numerous as they were varied in size. But they all looked the same.

“Fucking flaming shit on a stick,” Ray whispered, taking a small step back. Even Josephine looked reluctant to get involved with these things. “Those are like … fucking Death Slugs.”

“Indeed, I have never encountered-“, Gale was interrupted again as she looked into the distance, reading something the System had put before her. A moment later she was back in reality and staring at Ray.

“What? Something on my face?” he asked curiously.

Gale returned her attention to the horde that was slowly creeping towards them, shaking her head in exasperation. With a flick of her taloned finger, a window popped up in front of him.




	
EVENT – DEATH SLUG RODEO





	
YOU HAVE ENCOUNTERED A HIVE OF THE NEWLY NAMED DEATH SLUGS. GREAT NAME BY THE WAY. NOW YOU GET TO FIGHT FOR YOUR LIVES. CLEAR THE HIVE AND TRY NOT TO DIE. WATCH YOUR BACKS.*









“What the shit?” Ray whispered. “Newly named? Did I name them? But how?” he wondered.

No one had an answer for him, as at that moment in time the wave of Death Slugs chose to rush their line of combatants. With dozens, then hundreds, of shrill cries the scythe-handed wonders slammed into the spears that the Goblins had lowered into a barricade of sorts.

The small green guys were immediately pushed back as their pole arms sank into the nasty bodies of their enemies, spewing green ichor across the ground. Dozens of wounds appeared across the bigger of slugs, with some smaller ones immediately curling up onto the ground and dying.

Ray’s notifications were going crazy, informing him of NEX and events that were rolling in. Mentally he set the entire thing to silent and waded in full force. “Fuck all you nasty jag-offs!” he screamed, plunging his sword into the bulbous pulsating rear mound of a Death Slug.

It didn’t like that at all. But as upset as the now screeching slug was, Ray was more upset having been deluged with foul-smelling green and black pus-like blood.

“This shit is-“ he gagged as some got into his mouth. It tasted like burnt gym socks, rotten eggs, and death. He proceeded to vomit on the slug that had been the source of the pustulant, nasty liquid. The poor Death Slug seemed mortified, and in turn, vomited right back onto Ray. That cycle seemed to be fated to repeat itself, as both allies and enemies avoided the puke fest. That was up until Josephine intervened.

She yanked Ray back off his feet, tossing him into the center of a determined group of Human engineers who were only too happy to hose him off with their water bottles. She then took his place in the line and began hacking away with a long straight-edged blade she had gotten from the shop. Not shaped unlike that of a bastard sword from feudal Earth.

She was an absolute monster in battle. Ray couldn’t imagine giving her a gun, she was far more lethal in close quarters with a blade. And the fact that the Class gave her an absolutely stagging boost to her physical abilities when she was within range of him … well he was as safe as he could be as long as she wasn’t too far away.

The battle raged on as the engineering team finished hosing him down. The gunk that he was covered in was rapidly hardening, causing his movements to become more and more restricted. Now that he could see, he rapidly realized that the Goblins were being constricted through the blood substance that had gotten on them.

Pointing at the front line, he was about to tell the engineers to start dumping what water they had all over them. But he never got the chance.

A truly deep rumble of a growl echoed within the building, causing the fighting to immediately halt. All the Death Slugs looked up at the top of the egg sack hive before quickly turning and vacating the area. Then the fucking hive moved. Not the walls. Not the top. Not the sides. The entire hive.

It stood up, revealing that the egg sack was really on the back of a massive member of the species. The thing opened its maw, which could easily swallow a Goblin whole, and unleased a long low growl. The teeth in its face moved back and forth as if beckoning prey into it.

“Woah, that’s nasty,” muttered Derrick from where he had walked up next to Ray.

Ray wasn’t sure if he was talking about the slime that covered him or the giant monstrosity that had just risen out of the ground. Either way, it was a moot point, because the huge thing started a slow charge toward them.

“Fukk yeah!” screamed Grok while Ray could only shake his head.

***
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        CHAPTER 22

    
    
    
    
                Ray

Grok broke the lines to charge at the behemoth, but a new problem reared its head. All the Death Slugs that had retreated came back, quickly surrounding the Orkin. The Goblins, however, were having none of that. The carefully assembled line of combatants broke apart as everyone involved charged. The quick little bastards had collectively dropped their spears and pulled out wicked-looking knives. Which they used to devastating effect.

Slicing arm joints, stabbing eyes and finding small weak points in the folds of flesh. Ray was honestly amazed at the level of chaos and devastation the little creatures were causing. Every enemy they disabled was quickly finished off by a trailing Orkin. They almost lazily dispatched the fallen, occasionally taking on one that had either been slightly wounded.

Josephine and Gale, on the other hand, had picked up the fallen spears and were hurling them at the massive hive next that Grok had engaged. There were already a half dozen spears jutting out the of the thing's head, and it was bleeding heavily all over the ground. That was going to be gross to clean up.

The Goblins and Orkin had a system going, keeping most of the Death Slugs from interfering with Grok’s duel. Although with Gale and Josephine’s support it was more of a boss fight than anything. Ray didn’t have much to do but sit back and take care of any stragglers that slipped through the cracks and came at the engineering team.

The Humans, while far from defenseless, lacked the overall stats or abilities that the others had. Being so new, they had focused on the repair of the barge and moving the base. There had been little time to train them up so they were support personnel at best. They had, however, unanimously voted in Derrick to lead their group. Ray wasn’t sure what kind of leadership group he had in mind as of yet. But he knew that there were already a few key players.

The battle progressed onward around them, with Ray continuing to pick off stragglers that broke through. He wasn’t sure how long they fought, but he imagined it had been a good few hours at least. The sunlight leaking in through the windows told him that it was probably not far off from high noon.

His thoughts were interrupted by a scream that pierced his brain like an icepick through his skull. As he turned, he witnessed the massive slug slam into the ground with a rounding thud that took several nearby Goblins right off their feet.

Grok stood on top of the thing's head, axe raised high as if in tribute to some long-lost barbarian king. He had ridden that slug like the biggest, nastiest bronco on Earth and come out on top. Then he brought down his sharp shiny toy with both hands and, with one smooth movement, severed the giant Death Slugs head from its body.

A cry came up from the Goblins and Orkin, causing the few remaining creatures to hesitate and falter. Watching closely, Ray came to the conclusion that these things were not undead. Contrary to what they had come across so far. Just Gale’s confirmation earlier that Bone Spiders were a thing made him shiver. But this just lent more evidence to the fact that the undead were not the only things that they would have to contend with going forward. Based on what they experienced here, the opposition would be varied and numerous the more they spread out to retake the world.

“Good job Grok!” he yelled out, causing another round of cheers. “Mop these fucks up so that we can establish an outpost!”

Grok yelled in agreement and was poised to jump down when everything went wrong. In hindsight, maybe Ray should have realized that anything that went to plan should be expected to go wrong at some point. No plan survives contact with the enemy after all.

The egg sack on the back of the giant Death Slug, with no warning or build-up, exploded. It showered the area with gore, slime, and most importantly of all baby slugs. Baby slugs with teeth. Hundreds of them. The group quickly found themselves going from winning a fight nearly one-sided with minor injuries, to a defensive footing.

“Pull back! Back!” shouted Ray as the Goblins and Orkin assembled themselves in a semi-circle facing outwards around the door they had come through. He couldn’t see Grok at all. Hopefully, he had survived that epically disgusting biological explosion.

Then shit really hit the fan.

The rearmost engineer, a young man by the name of Wilson, went down under a pile of undead that had come into the building behind them. He was quickly torn to pieces under their claws. Ray really should have had someone watching their backs.

Hearing the screams, Ray turned only to see even more undead streaming through the wide doorway and into the cavernous warehouse. They were now surrounded. With hundreds of baby Death Slugs in front and an unknown number of undead behind them, they were rapidly being squeezed in the middle.

Ray leaped forward with Josephine at his side. They cut through the undead that had killed Wilson and cleared the first line of ghoulish rotting bodies that faced them. Ray struggled with his use of one arm, but his obvious opening was offset by Josephine’s Class Abilities. Every few seconds her blade glowed, allowing her to cleave through multiple enemies in a single swing. Envious, he continued to kill the old-fashioned way. One mother fucker at a time.

However, they were still being pressed backward. Thankfully the Goblins and Orkin facing the slugs were killing them quickly, only a few of them having fallen to the surprise attack. This meant that their breathing room was slowly expanding forward into the warehouse.

With no fanfare or announcement, Grok dropped into the middle of the undead streaming through the doors. With a spinning slash, he cut down nearly two dozen, opening up a massive breach in their line. This allowed Ray and Josephine to push forward, eliminating the creatures between them and their green comrade as well as establishing a combat line at the door. This stopped the tide of undead from entering behind them.

“Where the hell did you come from?” yelled Ray as he removed another undead head from its shoulders.

“Fukk blewed me into da raftaz boss. I jus swung on ovahz and dropped dahn,” he roared in return, sweeping his axe back and forth to cut several of the monsters in half.

Suddenly Grok sprouted a white quill from his shoulder, causing him to spin while cursing in a language. Ray looked over the top of his fallen friend to see several of the white spider-like creatures perched on several storage racks. They were reaching down and picking up undead as they passed. Only to rip them to pieces and form bone spears to hurl at them.

“Those bastards again! Shit, I hope my skinless friend isn’t hanging around,” muttered Ray worriedly as Grok stood up and ripped out the spike.

Glaring at the white creatures, the Orkin roared a challenge at them. Contrary to what Ray expected to happen, the things screeched back and charged at him, knocking over any mindless undead between them and their target. Slamming together, the three immediately went into a frenzied brawl-style fight.

He shook his head as once again Grok was enveloped in a brawl of his own making, only this time there would be no space to help him. There were simply far too many basic undead within the building. How they had gotten there when they had cleared it out up to this point, Ray had no idea.

But he wasn’t going to let that stop him.

Ray and Josephine continue their systematic elimination of the undead coming at them. He took note that they flowed around the two white creatures and Grok, letting him know that somehow they knew not to attack them. This would warrant investigation at a later time. When things weren’t trying to eat him.

He cut through a dozen more undead in rapid succession then noticed that a Goblin was next to him, supporting him with its spear. Then more Goblins appeared, then Orkin. The fight on the other side of them must have wrapped up for them to be joining in. Ray grinned at that. Hopefully, things would wrap up quickly now.

However, the fight continued. The entry to the warehouse was packed shoulder to should with undead. Every so often a specialized undead would show up, causing Josephine or Gale to leap into the fray and put it down before it could cause too much damage.

Ray lost himself to the ebb and flow of the battle. He was scraped, bruised, cut, and battered, never having been this tired in his entire life. Eventually, however, the flow of undead slowed. Everyone breathed a sigh of relief as they realized that the horde was, hopefully, beginning to die down.

True to belief, it wasn’t much more than an hour later that the survivors of the escapade stood breathing hard in the middle of a mountain of bodies.

“There … has to be a thousand plus of those fuckers here,” gasped Ray, who was still struggling to catch his breath. “A thousand. On top of the hundreds of the … Death Slugs, we killed in the other room.”

He took a good look around. There were two battered Orkin and five very beat-up Goblins still alive. Four engineers, plus poor Wilson, had also died. That left himself, Gale, Grok, and Josephine as their heavy hitters. In all, a little more than two dozen people survived Ray’s gambit to take the building.

“Fuck. Fuck!” Ray yelled, throwing his blade onto the ground. He immediately picked it back up and slipped it into the sheathe at his waist after a few attempts, not quite used to missing an arm as of yet. “Fuck,” he repeated one more time. “Let's get the shop up and fortify this building. If this is what was at the unpopulated end of the island then we could be utterly fucking screwed when we move up it. We need more.”

Gale nodded tiredly at that and turned to Derrick. Between the two of them, they soon had the Goblins unloading enough materials to get the level one shop re-established. The very moment their group crossed the threshold of the warehouse to move back to the ship Ray got a notification from the System.




	
EVENT COMPLETED – DEATH SLUG RODEO CLEARED





	
NEX AWARD: 5,240





	
RESOURCE CHEST AWARDED





	
ALL STATS +1





	
DAMN, YOU SURVIVED? YOU SURVIVED! THAT’S GREAT! JOB WELL DONE. BE BETTER PREPARED NEXT TIME.









“Fuck you too,” grunted Ray. He mulled over the two chests he now had in his inventory. He had earned a War Chest from their last fight with his Nemesis. Now he had a Resources Chest. He wasn’t sure what they contained, as neither Grok nor Gale had ever seen the System grant physical rewards before.

Shrugging, and deciding that it was now or never, Ray pulled out the War Chest and examined it. The onyx-black chest appeared before him. It wasn’t small by any means, being the size of a large toybox. It was engraved with pulsing green lines that lit up the container in a hellish hue, holding heavens knows only what within.

Swallowing in apprehension, Ray put his hand on the lid. Checking that Josephine was nearby, he pushed it open. Immediately the box shattered into motes of light. Along with those motes, several notifications popped into his vision.




	
CONGRATULATIONS





	
YOU HAVE OPENED YOUR FIRST CHEST





	
WAR CHEST OF RETRIBUTION HAS BEEN USED





	
ITEMS AWARDED





	
BLADE OF RETRIBUTION





	
30 EMPYRION STEEL BLADES





	
10 EMPYRION STEEL SPEARS





	
4 EMPYRION BOWS





	
MAY THE GODS HAVE MERCY ON THE VICTIMS TO BE. -ARGYN, FORGEMASTER OF EMPYRION ARMS









“That … was not what I was expecting. Not that I knew what I was expecting. But still, odd,” he said.

Josephine raised an eyebrow at him, “What happened? I saw you touch the box, then it shattered. That was it.”

“I got a ton of some kind of weapon. Empyrion knives and blades? I … and not completely sure what that means,” he admitted. “I don’t have a good reference point for this. Maybe Gale knows.”

“Mayhap I know what?” the Drakling said, walking up behind him and causing Ray to jump. She laughed lightly as he glared at her. Quickly, he explained what he had just done and acquired. “Oh my. Empyrion weapons are some of the best weapons thou can acquire at a base level. They art powerful, nye unbreakable, and excellent for entry-level troops to use. I would recommend that thou equip thy Orkin and Goblins with such weapons. However, I know not of this Blade of Retribution. Thou shall have to experiment with it to discover its use, much as these things go.”

After a momentary pause, she continued, “These …chests that thou has acquired. They are strange. Thy System upon this world is strange. Be cautious of opening any further chests that may contain unusual wording. The System never does anything without cost,” she warned.

Josephine spoke up as well, “Using something that you know nothing about is always a risk. I recommend that you keep it somewhere safe until you are … fully healed and better able to respond to anything that may happen.”

“That’s … a really good point actually. I will just keep it in my inventory for now. Better safe than sorry,” Ray agreed. There was nothing quite like putting yourself into a situation you couldn’t get out of. Using an unknown weapon with a name that included the word ‘Retribution’ seemed like a good way to do just that.

Derrick walked up to the impromptu gathering, excited. “We found some intact vehicles in the far warehouse, they were even wrapped! There were a few more undead, but they were cleared out easily enough. Also, you really should invest in getting some more Goblins and Orkin. We don’t have enough people to really clear this Island now either.”

Ray grit his teeth, but eventually gave in. He had promised himself he would be more cognizant of the advice that others gave him. This was one of those times for sure.

“Fine. I don’t like it. I want to bring back more people. But you are absolutely correct. We need more front-line combatants,” he admitted, causing Gale and Derrick to smile in appreciation. “Once the shop is up and we have the barracks kitted out I will make the purchases.”

Derrick nodded happily and practically skipped away to do just that. Both would be required, by the System at least, in order to retain more people. Slaves required a one-to-one ratio of food and lodging in order to be held. While Ray didn’t like slavery, much less that it was utilized widely by the System itself. He did appreciate that the System at least made it as humane as possible. The fact that there was a requirement for basic food and lodging made it a tad more palatable.

He sighed, getting looks from Gale and Josephine. He couldn’t change anything overnight, but hopefully, he could at least make those that ended up here comfortable. Slave, refugee, or resurrected.

He couldn’t do much to help with only one available arm, so he grabbed a crate, took a seat, and began going through the System again. This time he was looking at the requirements for each refugee group. If he couldn’t focus purely on Humanity right now, he would at least try to help any of the groups that he saw were most in need.

That would be the best way to achieve the goal he wanted. But who said it had to be only humanity he brought back?

***
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        CHAPTER 23

    
    
    
    
                Ray

Leafing through the requirements as the tingling of his strengthening wore off. As he reviewed all the options and possibilities, he couldn’t help but cringe. He knew that there were restrictions and requirements, but some of these were outrageous! There was a group of slime people whose home world had been destroyed in a cataclysmic war. Ray felt for them, really, he did. But having homes made of uranium, with sulfur baths were not within his means to do. At any time!

Ray wasn’t sure if it was the groups themselves who set the requirements or the System. But he had a handy source of answers for those kinds of questions, so he asked.

“Hey Gale, who sets the requirements for refugees and slaves?” he wondered aloud, not looking up from his screens.

The Drakling advisor wandered over and looked over his shoulder. Ray made the screen visible for her and waited for her response. He didn’t have to wait long.

“The groups themselves set requirements for their own acquisition,” she said. “If their requests are not enough to meet thy Systems minimum requirements, they may be increased regardless of their input to meet their basic needs.”

Ray nodded at that. Basically, if a group was desperate enough they may put nothing down. If they were to do that the System would essentially slap their hand and set up the most basic requirements to survive possible. Apparently, it wouldn’t allow a group to go from one potentially fatal situation to another.

Somehow this made him feel a bit better about an omniscient System that could make or break him.

“Grand. Here's a short list of people I may be willing to hire going forward. Take a look and let me know what you think,” he said, spinning off a screen to Gale.

The Drakling jumped, staring at the screen with wide eyes, then moving her gaze over to Ray. “Ray, does thou know what thy have just done?” she asked in wonder.

Ray quirked an eyebrow in confusion. “Uh, no?” he responded, curious.

“Thou hast issued me a quest. One with a NEX reward,” she said quietly. “This is something only thy System has done previously.”

Ray laughed, “Must not be much of a question. And I did mean to give you something for it. Color me curious though, how much is the reward? And do I pay you?”

Instead of responding, Gale spun the screen around to him. This allowed him to see the request in full. Ray whistled at that.




	
ADMINISTRATIVE QUEST I





	
REVIEW THE REFUGEE CHOICES FOR YOUR CONTRACTOR. DETERMINE THE BEST FITS FOR THE SITUATION AND ENVIRONMENT AND ADVISE HIM OF YOUR CHOICES AND WHY.*





	
REWARD: 20 NEX









“That’s interesting. It still doesn’t say who pays you,” Ray said slowly. “But if I do, then maybe I can submit paid quests to everyone? That would be helpful.”

“Thy damn System keeps … working outside mine confines of knowledge,” grumbled Gale, while Ray laughed at her. Even Josephine cracked a quick smile before going back to observing the surroundings.

“Everything changes, it's just how we cope and adapt to those changes that matter,” Josephine said quietly, all eyes turning to her. “Change will always happen whether we want it to or not. Change is inevitable, as one breath to the next is. Even in death, we change. Trying to hold on to what we know without adapting and learning is to stagnate. To stagnate is to ensure nothing of humanity will remain.”

Ray didn’t quite know what to say to that. No one had any idea what to say to that.

“Right. So, quests. I can … issue them? Or at least something like them. Maybe,” he said. “Also, I think it's time that I let you all know I have been getting odd phrases in my System notifications.”

Gale focused on him with an intensity that made him sweat. “Describe these … odd phrases,” she said with enough feeling to nearly be described as a bloodlust.

“Uh, right,” Ray stammered. “It almost feels like someone is mocking me. But with a purpose. When I received the event notification for those Death Slugs, the last bit told me to watch our backs. We didn’t, and we got hammered and nearly killed because of it.”

Gale cursed in a language Ray didn’t understand. Flicking her eyes back to him she said, “Thou art aware of beings greater than ourselves, yes?” she asked. Ray nodded his confirmation so she continued, “Gods, what many perceive as divine entities. They doth manage some aspects of the System. Some. Mine words cannot convey nor stress that word enough. They are but caretakers of minor aspects of the System. Mine suspicions are applied greatly to the idea one such divine may be interfering here. Why? I know not.”

Ray held up a hand, “No. No God talk yet. I can't wrap my head around it right now. I get there are things greater than us on a massive level. Cool. But let's focus on getting established before we go on a crusade for information that we can't apply yet. I’m not saying never, but the snide remarks seem to be aimed at helping us, at least a little. So let's leave it at that for now.”

Gale nodded, “Very well. Why thou art ready let me know. It is wise to focus on survival for now anyway. With the integration coming, thou shall be immensely busy. We know not what the future holds past that point. These past days and weeks have altered mine perception of the System, and you.”

Ray was once again caught flat-footed on how to respond. He rubbed the growing beard on his face with his remaining hand, wondering just what would come in the future.

Derrick sauntered over to the group, “Hey guys! And gals, and uh … Draklings? Sorry,” he chuckled. “Some news already. We are getting ready to set up the shop, however, we keep running into an issue. The System is saying that we haven’t claimed this set of buildings yet. Can you do something about that boss?”

Grumbling about owning the damn Hex, Ray swapped his interface over to the territorial view. Seeing that the buildings they were in were lit green, he reviewed the building's layouts. Opening the screen so everyone could see it, he took Derrick and Gales's advice and made some modifications to the structure.

Using most of the materials within all three attached warehouses, the structure resembled nothing like it had before. Sitting back, Ray reviewed their changes.




	
STANDARD OUTPOST





	
BEDS


	
200





	
KITCHENS


	
2





	
OFFICES


	
10





	
EXPEDITION ROOM


	
1





	
CUSTOM ADDITIONS





	
INTEGRATED SHOP


	
WAREHOUSE





	
REINFORCED WALLS AND ENTRY POINTS


	
COMMANDER QUARTERS





	
THIS IS A FULLY EQUIPPED STANDARD STRENGTH OUTPOST WITH CUSTOM FEATURES. BOASTING REINFORCED WALLS, DOORS, AND WINDOWS, IT WOULD TAKE A CONCENTRATED EFFORT BY A SUPERIOR FORCE TO TAKE THIS BUILDING. CONTAINS A LEVEL 1 INTEGRATED SHOP









“There, I would say this would do it,” Ray boasted while Derrick nodded. “Do we have to leave for the changes to take place?”

Gale smirked, “Indeed. That would be wise. Unless thou wouldst enjoy viewing your new abode from the interior of a reinforced wall.”

Gale ushered all of them out of the building and towards the dock. When they were far enough away, she asked Ray to accept the changes. So he did.

The entire building slowly melted into a puddle of goop. There was no other word for it. Moments later the goop seemed to come alive and spread out in the foundations of a single large square building. It was as if he were watching a structure being built, but with no people doing the building itself.

The goop that made up the main building put walls, doors, and windows into place. Once those had hardened it stretched across the top to form a roof. That made up the primary structure two-floor structure.

Once the main structure was up, two long, single-story rectangles came out from two sides of the structure. One had no windows and a single large opening on the far side pointing towards the road. The other had windows evenly spaced along its sides with a single set of double doors on the side not connected to the main building. These must have been the warehouse and barracks buildings.

“That … was fucking awesome to watch,” drooled Derrick. “Just imagine the architectural and manufacturing capabilities we can take advantage of with the System!”

Gale shook her head, “Thou should temper thy expectations,” she said, also watching the building assemble itself. “Construction and creation through thy System is far more expensive in terms of material and NEX than completing it thyself. Notice, none of the materials present in the building prior to its reconstruction remain.”

Derrick nodded at that then froze, “Fuck! We didn’t take the vehicles we found out of the warehouse!”

Ray laughed at that. While Derrick lamented, practically in a state of tears, it didn’t bother him at all. They had the barge behind them and plenty of stuff to scavenge over the next several weeks before the integration began. He wasn’t too worried.

All in all the reconstruction of the building took thirty minutes. The Orkin and Goblins patrolled the perimeter for threats, occasionally dispatching a wayward basic undead. There was no noise, so nothing was really drawn to the area to investigate. Ray liked it that way. There were definite perks that were given through System construction, even if the cost was outlandish compared to doing it yourself.

All too soon the building solidified, and Ray found himself looking at a nondescript grey building.

“Well, should we head in and check it out?” he wondered aloud.

“Onee if ya wan stayz out in da cold boss,” said Grok in his broken language as he meandered up from the dock.

Gale laughed, “No. Thou wouldst not enjoy me being cranky from the damp air. Let us go inside and explore your newest creation.”

Nodding at the group they headed inside the main structure. Approaching the door, Ray pushed it open, noting how thick the entrance doors were. Nodding in appreciation he led the group into the first floor. It was open and lit by the afternoon sun through windows placed high on the wall.

The main room was a kind of meeting room, complete with a central table, several tables with chairs, and ringed with the offices listed on the System summary. On the far side, next to the door to the barracks, was a kiosk with a sign above it that said, ‘Shop’.

“Well, we know where the shop is now. Good placement boss,” Derrick said, heading that way.

Rolling his eyes, Ray and the remaining entourage headed for the second floor. It contained a kitchen, a small meeting room, and several quarters that the System had apparently deemed the Command Quarters. Most likely Officer level rooms.

Heading back downstairs while Grok and Gale checked out their new digs, Ray headed over to the shop.

“We are going to need more people,” he said to Josephine, who nodded in silent agreement. “Anything you would like? We should probably invest a bit in some troops with more training and equipment.”

He quickly checked his NEX balance:




	
NEX BALANCE


	
92,811









“Just shy of a hundred thousand. Ok. We have two hundred beds so … let's get another twenty Orkin and fifty Goblins. That puts us right at a hundred used,” Ray said, moving around the interface quickly. “What else should we look at?”

Josephine thought for a moment, then perking up said, “We need scouts. And a ranged troop. Gale and I did a lot of damage using those spears. If we can get some kind of bowmen or javelin throwers that would be ideal,” she said.

Ray didn’t fault her for that. Ranged fighters were a must here, and just the two of them had wrought immense damage in their last fight using impromptu weapons. He wasn’t sure how effective they would be against the undead, however, he couldn’t say no outright.

Looking through the list of slaves, he found dozens of species he didn’t recognize. And he found a few that he did, or were similar enough to legends and media he had read or seen that he could draw an approximation to them.

Pausing in thought, thought brought something back to the forefront of his thinking. Just why were all the races so similar? Of course, there were many he didn’t recognize, but it almost looked like everything he had ever heard of from myth and legend, or even from made-up media, was personified in the list of creatures and people within the System. It was almost like everything that he knew was all drawn out of one large database of some kind.

Shaking the thoughts away, he refocused his efforts on finding some beings to fill in. Orkin and Goblins were, as he previously found, very cheap. Life didn’t mean much apparently unless it was directly relatable to those holding it. No, Ray wouldn’t throw away their lives unless there was no other option.

As he scrolled through the list, he set aside different groupings in a side list to look at. Eventually, however, he came across something that froze him in his tracks.

In front of him, identical down to a T, was a human being. Listed as a slave.

“Gale!” he yelled, startling everyone around him. His advisor ran over to him from the barracks where she had been, moving just as fast as if she were in combat conditions. “What … the actual fuck is that?” he asked, pointing to the person on his System display.

Gale looked at it briefly, then relaxed. “Ah, I see thou hast found the Thymians. They art but an approximation of a Human, not Human in origin. Thou will find many races within the Systems confines that resemble one race or another. Tis how the System works, and how life evolves,” she responded, watching as Ray relaxed. “Thymians are powerful spell casters in tune with Mana. You wouldst do well to hire a dozen or so. They are expensive but worth the price.”

Expensive was an understatement. A squad of four cost twenty thousand NEX. But he wasn’t about to gainsay his advisor. He purchased the squad, then picked up a group of twenty-five Aelvin archers. They reminded him heavily of Wood Elves from one of the popular online games he had tried once. With their lengthy tied-back hair, pale complexions, and long pointed ears, it was like they came right out of the media itself.

Almost instantly the central room went from having less than a dozen people, to nearly two hundred. Ray set a personal reminder in the System to do this in a far large place next time. Grok burst into the room at the dull roar, battle axe at the ready. The new Goblins scattered as the huge Orkin approached and immediately took charge of them and the newly purchased Orkin. The Thymians and Aelvin, however, remained in the neat rows, waiting to be approached and spoken to.

“Grok! Take the Goblins and Orkin to the barracks. Get them situated,” Ray shouted over the chaos. His green companion nodded and quickly rounded up the curious Goblins and ushered the entire group into the barracks. Once the doors closed, Ray turned his attention to the other two groups.

The leader of the Thymians stared at Reeve, then he said, “You … aren’t one of us.”

That got the attention of the Aelvin as well. Ray responded quickly enough, however. “Nope. Not one of you. But I bet we evolved similarly on our respective worlds. Our languages are close enough to understand each other as well, so there’s that. I still can’t understand the Goblins.”

The Aelvin leader snorted, “No one can understand them. Their language is below the first stage in its development.

Ray looked at the haughty leader closely. The sneering Aelvin glared back, unashamed of his hostility.

Yeah, this was going to be a problem.

***
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        CHAPTER 24

    
    
    
    
                Ray

Ray stared down the defiant Aelvin.

The almost Elf-like slave showed nothing but defiance toward him. That was until Gale walked over and, with zero hesitation, punched him hard enough to fling him across the room and into the back wall. The Alevin leader slammed into it so hard Ray could almost hear the bones breaking from there.

“Art thou any more complaints?” she asked into the stunned silence. “No? Thou may continue, Ray.” Stepping back, she sat down in one of the nearby chairs.

Ray stared at her a moment longer before turning back to the stunned Aelvin. “Right. So … so that just happened. Ahem, any other questions? What was the deal with so much hostility?” he said, asking the question as he made eye contact with the next Aelvin in line.

With slightly less animosity the next Aelvin responded with, “We cannot, as warriors, serve someone less than ourselves. The fact you have a single arm, are remarkably close in look to Thymians, and do not have a class tells us you are beneath us.”

“And what do you think of Gale over there?” he asked, pointing to the irritated Drakling that had just decked their leader.

The Aelvin thought for a moment. With pursed lips, he said, “She is worthy.”

“And mine loyalty is to Ray. Not out of some misguided appropriation of my services, but out of true loyalty,” she laughed. “Thou art pathetic, Aelvin. In both awareness and ability. Ray hast slain an undead juggernaut in battle, losing an arm in the process. Still, he fought on. Can thou boast the same?”

That seemed to give the Aelvin a second pause. True consideration came across his features, even as the far-flung captain groaned and began coming to his senses.

“Either way, thou art a slave,” continued Gale. “Thou wilt address thy owner with proper homage or find thyself sold back to the System. Perhaps to an Ogre?” she said with a wicked smile, baring all her sharp teeth to the pointy-eared bastard.

“That … we were unaware. Perhaps your assessment of our observational abilities was correct, and we were hasty,” admitted the Aelvin. “I am Verrick. Bow Master Second of our hunting team.” He turned to Ray and bowed, “I apologize for any offense our Bow Master Prime may have caused.”

“No harm no foul,” Ray said, causing Verrick to scrunch his eyes up in confusion. “Regardless, speak with Gale. She will bring you up to speed on our situation and needs.” Turning to the Thymian man who was smiling openly at him.”

Gale lead the Aelvin off to the other side of the central area even as Ray gestured to the seats around him. “Sit down, get comfortable. I have a feeling we may be here for a bit,” he admitted while taking a seat himself. “Tell me about yourselves.”

The man smiled genuinely, “First off, seeing those Aelvin bastards taken down a peg was amazing. We are appreciative that you allowed us to see such a sight. Thank you,” he said with a quick bow. “My name is Remus. I am a fire mage.”

“How the heck do people like you end up on the open market like that?” Ray asked, unable to contain his question any longer. “Your ability to use fucking magic is amazing! I couldn’t imagine enslaving and selling you for anything!”

Remus looked deadly serious as he explained. “Our world was met with a cataclysm we couldn’t handle. It was rendered nearly uninhabitable, however, there was hope. But the cost was more than our people could bear. So we volunteer to be sold on the market or sell ourselves as mercenaries, to raise funds for the restoration of our world. This story is … common.”

“Well, welcome to the common story then. That’s exactly what we are aiming to do here,” Ray said. Remus sighed as if he weren’t surprised. “I won't sell your lives cheap Remus,” Ray continued. “That I will promise. And if b chance I have an opportunity to bring more of you on I will do so. I know the System has restrictions on you as slaves, however, you are my people the moment you arrive.”

With that, he turned and walked away leaving Remus opened-mouthed in surprise at the mild outburst.

Gale walked up to the Thymian. “Thou art surprised. However, thou should not be. Ray is … an oddity within this universe. Caring, yet distant. Kind, yet cold. Thou will find him a most appropriate master. Mine own opinion finds him to be so.” With that the Drakling wandered off, leaving Remus to his own thoughts.

Ray, however, was busier than ever. Having no time for such conversations and still needing dedicated scouts, he was eyeballs deep in the System. Reviewing slave lots by the dozen, he eventually came across one that he thought would fit the bill, regardless of the literal warnings plastered all over it.

“Gale, can you take a look at this for me?” he asked, spinning the screen around.

She took one look at the slave lot he was proposing and hissed in disgust. “These are … disgusting creatures. However, I can see where thy thoughts are going. They are most effective, but difficult to control and highly untrustworthy. I shall agree, but be careful. Trust them not.”

Ray nodded and tapped the purchase option. Six bright lights formed in front of him, rapidly dispersing to reveal six humanoid beings. Four males and two females stood in front of him. The males were bare-chested, wearing only loose-fitting pants and head wraps. The females were slightly more attired, having chest bands and shoes but no head wraps.

Their fiery red skin was offset by the smooth, banded horns that rose from the upper portion of their foreheads and swept back. The men sported closely cropped black hair and blazing red eyes, while the females sported equally as black hair. However, their eyes were dazzlingly green, an offset to the men’s fiery red ones.

“Welcome. My name is Ray, and I guess I just purchased you from the System. I brought you on board to be scouts, possibly assassins, and general mischief makers,” he explained, as the their heads swiveled and eyes narrowed. “I was advised to make my rules clear, short, and concise. Don’t betray me or mine. Don’t steal, harm, hurt, or attempt to kill or undermine me or mine. Follow instructions in both word and spirit. Follow the chain of command. Any questions?”

One of the larger men stepped forward, “I am Jalla. I lead this Burst. What are your goals?”

“Retake my world. The primary opposition is undead, however, there are opposing factions here on the world as well apparently. My immediate goal is to claim as much territory before the integration,” Ray explained.

Jalla nodded. “We have a joy of burning the undead. Very well, we will follow you for now.” Then he and his people wandered off, interacting with the other new arrivals, as well as seeking out Grok for more instructions.

Ray sighed. He can see why the warnings said what they had, as well as why the so-called Draemon had been so cheap. They were likely to rebel at the drop of a hat the very moment they became unhappy. Not a single one outside of Jalla had even said a word, simply glaring at everything and observing their surroundings. Honestly, he had dismissed the warnings out of hand up until Gale reinforced them with her immense dislike. Although … their trickster nature could be of benefit if directed properly.

Ray sighed, maybe not focusing on humans first was a mistake. He was certainly having misgivings. And on top of all of this, he still had to bring Gale’s clan on board.

Grunting in frustration, he waved Grok over. “Hey, get together a group. Let's go see if we can't figure out where that horde came from so we don’t get blindsided again.”

“Gotz ya boss, but weze already know where dem undead came from,” the big green lug grunted out.

Ray blinked at that, a tad confused. Gale hadn’t updated him on any scouting that had been done. In fact, he was sure he had told everyone to bring it in and focus on the perimeter. Grok must have seen his confusion and clarified.

“Ah, dem undead came through the back doorz boss,” he clarified with a grin.

Ray rolled his eyes at the Orkin’s fuckery. “Not funny Grok. Not funny at all,” he said with a small grin. “Let's get a group together and go kill something. There are several small outbuildings here that we haven’t cleared yet. And this is only the tip of the island as well, there are tons of little nooks and crannies we need to clear out.”

Grok nodded in his stoic, ‘I get it but don’t have time for words, way and trundled off to put together a team. Ray finished up with the System check and headed over to Gale to let her know what was going on.

“Very well. I shall stay here while thou galivant across the island, murdering undead. Again,” she said with a smile. Then turned back to what she was doing with the interface. As an advisor, Gale had automatic access to most administrative functions of the territory. So she could handle the organizational stuff while he was off being a murder hobo.

He spent a bit more time exploring the building before heading back to the main area. There was still some time left in the day, so he figured a routine patrol with some of the new folks would go a long way to building some comradery.

One look at the Aelvin told him that wouldn’t happen.

“Why are these … inferiors tagging along? All you should need is my hunter squad,” Verrick stated directly.

“Because they are a part of this team. Because you will get along with them, or I will find a new home for you,” said Ray with a threatening tone. The somewhat cowed Aelvin bowed his head and pulled back to his group.

“Aelvin are not known for their hospitality,” Remus drawled, reaching out and clasping forearms with Ray. “But they aren’t the most difficult to get along with. Honestly, I’m surprised the little Goblins aunt a bigger problem than they are.”

Ray laughed, “Oh, they run amok. But Grok keeps them in line,” he said with a grin. Looking at the group that was assembled before him, Ray took count. Four Aelvin archers, a dozen Goblins, five Orkin which included Grok, two Thymians, Josephine, and himself.

“Excellent. We seem to be good to go,” he said. “Look, here’s the goal for this little patrol. We have three outbuildings that haven’t been swept. The goal is to clear one, maybe two, of them and then retire for the evening. I want no injuries, no deaths, and everyone to fully support one another. Is there anything about those instructions that aren’t clear as crystal?”

“I like this saying, clear as crystal,” said Verrick, trying out the phrase.

Ray stared at him for a moment, then a question came to mind. “Hey uh, where is that first bow guy?”

“Gale killed him,” Verrick said with a shrug. “He was weak, inciteful, and did not take proper stock of his surroundings or environment. It was no loss.”

Ray shivered slightly, “Right. Good to know you cared,” he said. “Anyway, let's get a move on. Remus, you and your guy will play support.”

Before the Thymian could respond, the second figure who had been hooded in a cloak flung it back to reveal a young Thymian woman with bright red hair and deep blue eyes. “I am no man you pig, retract your statement or-“

Remus bopped her on the head with a fist, knocking her to the ground.

“Child, you are gonna be the death of me,” he sighed. “This is my niece, hot-headed youngster that she is. My apologies, Ray, she’s just a bit of a git.”

“As I apparently like to say now, no harm no foul,” he said with a grin as the young woman staggered back to her feet with a glare at Remus. “Play by the rules missy. In combat, there are no second chances. To drive this home, just keep in mind we were once three times the number you saw when you first arrived.”

That caused her to pale slightly. With a more serious nod, she got into formation with her uncle. Nodding, and happy with the resolution, Ray beckoned for the Aelvin to move forward. They were almost at the doors when a single male Draemon approached him, taking up position for him at his side.

Shooting a curious look at the horned man, Ray quirked an eyebrow in challenge.

“I will go with you. Jalla says don’t let you die until we figure out this place,” he said simply.

Ray didn’t have much of a response to that. He simply walked outside the double doors leading into the main meeting area, Josephine at his side. Being outside in the late dawn air, Ray could taste the precipitation on his tongue for the first time that he could remember. At least since his reincarnation.

He lead the group across to the street to the much smaller, boarded-up warehouse. Being only a quarter as large as the structure they just came from, it was large enough to house a significant threat if packed with the undead.

“Ok Grok, the show is yours,” ordered Ray.

The Aelvin next to him looked at him curiously. “You do not command us yourself?” he wondered aloud.

He shook his head, “No. Grok is an excellent fighter when he’s not beserking his way through enemies,” he responded, watching the Orkin and Goblins arrange themselves. “No sense in fixing what isn’t broken.” Verrick had a pensive look on his face as he took up a position near the rear, bow at the ready.

Grok grunted and stepped up to the large rolling door. Testing it, he found it rocked back and forth fairly easily. Grunting, he gripped the handle and with a roar yanked the huge door open all the way.

True to his expectations, there were hundreds of undead packed inside. How the fuck they even got onto the island, Ray couldn’t guess. But here they were. So they needed to re-die. Again. But he really needed to figure out how they were getting here.

“Josephine,” he said as the first line of the fuckers crashed into the Goblins and Orkin, “Watch our backs.” She nodded and turned away, watching their approach as well as keeping an eye on him.

Drawing his blade with his remaining arm, he started forward. They had a while before the integration, but a while wasn’t forever. And with the number of things that just seemed to keep showing up, the number of issues that just kept increasing, they would miss the window to expand at all.

And that would be a travesty.

***
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        CHAPTER 25

    
    
    
    
                Ray

It had taken Ray and the new recruits four days to clear the outbuildings around the new Outpost. During that time they had been hit seven times by hordes that had seemingly appeared out of thin air. To top that particular problem off, after the first two huge groups, they had begun to include specialized undead. The most recent horde had even had an Advanced monstrosity that cost the lives of nearly a dozen of his men.

And there was still no information from the System. No events, no System notification, no warning. It was beginning to piss him off, but he suspected that if it wasn’t a System driven series of events that there had to be an explanation of some kind.

However, with each horde, Ray and his team narrowed down the possible locations they could be coming from. After the fourth grouping of undead that had come their way, the scouts they had put in place discovered they always came from the northeast portion of the island. This verified that they were not System generated undead and enabled them to set a series of scouts and warning measures to prevent as much damage as possible.

Each fight, however, wore down his troops, caused injuries and deaths, and essentially made them weaker. They had to stem the flow of these fuckers, and quickly, or there wouldn’t be enough of them left to clear the remaining two-thirds of the island.

This brought Ray to the next problem that was on his mind. The shop inside of the Outpost refused to let him purchase any additional manpower to replace what he had lost. There was no explanation or reason as to why it would levy such restrictions on him. Even Gale was perplexed, not having any way to advise on what was happening.

These events, coupled with the fact they had essentially iron-age technology, left them on a defensive footing. Ray needed an equalizer of some kind. Weapons, armor, vehicles, and some kind of tool that would enable him to rapidly clear the island and set the core up inside Fort Jay. But something … something in the back of his mind said that it wouldn’t be easy. That there would be hell to pay once they actually reached that point.

Before they could assault and clear the fort, however, they needed to retake the middle third of the island. The northwest side was primarily grass and hills, interspersed with roadways, parks, and gazebos. The island had very much been a tourist hub in its past.

The southeastern portion of the island, however, was riddled with dorms, warehouses, several small docks, and large naval administrative buildings. It was going to be a nightmare of building to building fighting in order to clear out that entire section. Ray had no idea what was hiding there, but he hoped that there were no more surprises like they had run into with the Death Slugs.

Not to mention he still didn’t know where his Nemesis had wandered off to. He figured being decapitated and left out to burn would be enough. But apparently not. The fact that it hadn’t shown up yet, which it was supposed to be forced to do by the System according to Gale, was both perplexing and concerning.

Ray sighed and turned his attention from his inner thoughts and back to the task at hand. With Derrick's help, he had designed a wall, several small outbuildings, and defensive emplacements for the Outpost. This essentially segmented the bottom third of the island off from the rest of it, providing enough space to begin growing food and setting up a small manufacturing center. God only knew that he was hemorrhaging NEX trying to feed everyone.

So many issues, so many problems, and not enough time or people. Just to ensure he had a reminder, he opened the World Integration timer:
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He winced. A little more than thirty-one days left. Not a huge amount of time, but it's not like the integration would roll around tomorrow either. A sudden voice next to him brought him out of his thoughts entirely, and back into reality.

“I think that does it on the designs. An inverse sloped wall, three outer gates, two inner gates, dedicated workshop building, dedicated warehouse, and small dormitory,” Derrick rattled off. “I think that’s pretty good. We aren’t going to pack much more into this small area at least, not if you want a farm.”

“Ugh, farming. Fuck, I didn’t even think about getting someone who could farm,” Ray said, dragging his hand down over his face in exasperation. “We only have enough NEX to feed everyone for … forty-ish days through the System? Food is fucking expensive.”

“Indeed,” added Gale as she walked up to the pair. They were all in the officer's quarters on the second floor of the Outpost, troubleshooting various issues. “Food is expensive and rare within the System markets. Very few organizations are capable of growing food in amounts that are sellable. Those that do sell at exorbitant prices,” she elaborated.

“That’s dumb. You need food for people to live and thrive. How does anyone justify that?” Derrick said, both outraged and curious.

“Thou are not asking the correct question,” Gale pointed out, gaining the entirety of Ray's attention. “Thy should be asking how these disparate groups to control a populace that has an excess?”

Ray’s eyes went wide, “Oh shit. Whoever runs the show makes sure food is scarce to control the population. Probably population growth as well,” he breathed as Gale nodded in surprise. “Fuck. Fuck. We could be in a lot of trouble if we aren’t careful.”

“How so?” questioned the engineer.

Ray pulled out a dried noodle pack from his inventory. His supply had dwindled, but he had enough for a demonstration. He was getting puckish anyway.

“Imagine this,” he started, unwrapping the pack. “You have enough food for no one to starve. No one starves, and no one dies. No one dies, the population naturally grows,” he explained, taking a bite of the noodles. All too soon the pack was gone. “Now imagine you grow only enough food to ensure the populace is borderline starving. There are some deaths, but people worry too much about food to rebel. It is, essentially, a currency in and of itself.”

Derrick pounded a fist into his palm, “This controls people, prevents rebellion, and stems overpopulation. While an extreme control, I understand what you’re saying. What I don’t get is how it applies here?”

“We retake the planet and begin growing enough food to rebuild our population. But we will eventually hit the same bottleneck we did before. Remember what got us into this mess?” Ray said, pointing out that humanity had killed itself off trying to grow more food. Derrick made an agreeing grunt, so he continued. “If we get there again, one of two things is going to happen. We fail and find ourselves back where we started. Or we succeed, and everyone who uses the System, and probably others outside of it, pay attention to us and our ability to grow huge quantities of food.”

The engineer was startled at that revelation. Thinking about it, he nodded slowly. “Oh. Fuck,” he mumbled.

“Yeah, fuck is right. We mess this up and we could get wiped out before we even begin,” Ray pointed out. “If this integration does anything like what Gale expects, we will essentially be a fucking garden world waiting to be exploited by anyone and everyone stronger than us.”

“Anonymity is going to be thy race's greatest tool for a long time to come,” Gale said, piping in. “In most things, not just thine efforts at generating food. Thy planet is … unique in that it mostly contains water. Many worlds contain far less, making this a great boon to whoever controls it.”

Ray shuddered at the thought of being invaded, enslaved, or even outright wiped from the face of the world. “Right. So no System selling for anything until we are absolutely ready to deter any adverse attention we may garner,” he said tiredly.

“Indeed,” Gale agreed.

“Well let's turn to some more relevant problems then,” Derrick said enthusiastically. “The materials for the wall don’t exist here. We are going to need to send a crew on the barge back across the river to our old stomping grounds to salvage. With that issue, the other major concern is where the hell those things are coming from. We keep turning back the waves from the northeastern part of the island, but we can't stop them forever.”

Ray sighed. He didn’t want to commit his forces to fighting something that may wipe them out. It was rapidly looking, however, like he would have no choice but to fully commit. Either that or move again. Something that would take much more time and many more resources than he had currently.

“On the other hand, I think I have a solution for our immediate food problems,” Derrick chuckled, getting both Gale's and Ray’s attention. “Do you like seafood?”

The two stared at each other, then returned their attention to the now outright laughing engineer. “What has thou so mirthful?” wondered Gale.

“Well, you see … have you ever seen a Goblin fish?” he responded, still laughing. “It’s the funniest thing you’ve ever seen. Turns out the world has done a lot to repopulate the oceans in the last couple of decades since mankind has more or less stopped fishing it to death.”

“Right, what does that have to do with Goblins though?” Ray asked. Even Gale looked interested about what he had to say regarding the normally chaotic little minions.

Derrick nodded sagely, “Turns out Goblins are native to a jungle world with lots of rivers, lakes, and oceans. This made them fairly adept seafarers and fishermen,” he explained. Ray looked doubtful, but he waved down the one-armed man and continued. “Like I said. Fairly adept. They are still crazy little bastards, don’t get me wrong. But they’ve already been catching enough fish to feed themselves. I say we get them some boats and let them have at the rivers and inlets around here.”

“I … don’t see a problem with that if they can deliver,” Ray said slowly. “I just can't spare a lot of them from combat duties. We are short on personnel as it is. The System isn’t allowing me to purchase or revive anyone right now, so we are in a bit of a hard spot.”

Derrick was thoughtful for a moment. Then, looking back at Ray he said, “Give me five of them. That’s all I ask. Those five should generate enough food to feed the Goblins by themselves. Now, that being said, I also have a solution to the farming issue.”

He was about to continue when the door burst open and Remus ran in. Just before he spoke, however, an explosion rocked the building.

“What the fuck is going on out there?” Ray yelled, rising to his feet and taking out his blade from his inventory. Strapping it onto his waist, he moved towards the door. “Explain as we move!” he told the Thymian mage.

“Ah yeah, we’re under attack by a boatload of them weird undead with abilities. I think one of the scouting groups may have led them back by accident, but we are having a hell of a time dealing with them,” explained Remus as they moved down the stairs and out through the double doors into the darkness.

Ray froze for a second.

“Why the fuck is it dark out? Isn’t it like … noon or something?” he asked, wondering just what the hell was going on.

Remus just pointed. Across the field, where the Goblins and Orkin had engaged the undead with support from the Aelvin, was a giant snail that was pumping out black smoke into the air, obscuring the sunlight.

“Where the fuck do these things keep coming from?” yelled Ray as he drew his blade and moved into the fight. “This is getting seriously fucking ridiculous!”




	
EVENT – KILL THE SMOG SNAIL





	
YOU HAVE RECENTLY BEEN ATTACKED BY LARGE HORDES OF ENEMIES, AND NOW THIS THING HAS DRAWN A SMOG SNAIL TO YOU. KILL THE SLUG WITH A SHELL, DEFEAT THE HORDE, AND FIGURE OUT WHAT THE HELL IS GOING ON BECAUSE THIS IS GETTING A TAD ABSURD!









“You’re telling me System!” Ray yelled back, confusing some of the others with him. “Gale, take Remus, find Grok, and kill the shit out of the snail!” he ordered. “Once that things pounded into mush the undead should burn in the sunlight!”

They split off to do as he asked, even as more of the thick, black smoke was pumped into the air. Ray noticed that it had vent-like incisions on the top of its shell. How it was able to produce so much smoke he wasn’t sure, but it was really fucking annoying. The black acrid clouds not only rolled through the sky but also clung to the ground. It was foul-smelling and probably horrible to breathe in as well.

Then Ray finally took note of the undead.

There were … there were thousands. Thousands, and thousands. There were so many packed into the area that Ray couldn’t see the ground in front of him. They had pressed the group all the way back to nearly the main doors of the building.

“Fuck! Fuck!” he yelled, unable to even get to the front of the lines. He turned and saw a Draemon loitering just inside the doors. “You, get Jalla!” it rolled its eyes at him. “Get fucking Jalla or I’m throwing you into the middle of the fucking undead!” he screamed. That got it moving.

The male Draemon ran inside with wide eyes. It returned quickly with Jalla in tow. “You called?” he said slowly, as if bored with the situation.

“I need you and yours to help. If you don’t, we are all dead,” Ray ordered.

Jalla stared at him, then said, “No. Die. Then we will be free to-“

Ray cut his head from his shoulders, even as the emerging Draemon looked on in fascination. Not the reaction he was looking for, he turned to the next male and lifted his blade. “Help or so help me I will kill you next. I know you have the ability to clear this up and give us breathing room. Your System information told me as much. Now fucking help!” he roared.

The last thing he expected was for Jalla to spin him around, head fully attached.

“You … you cut my head off,” he said simply, staring at Ray who could only nod. “That was funny. You are a funny little man. We must speak later, but for now, we will help.”

Without any preamble, Jalla picked Ray up and threw him into the building. Stepping forward, the other five took up positions around him and raised their arms. A large circle of blazing runes burned into the ground and began propagating an ever-expansive, and horribly complex series of lines and symbols around them.

The Goblins and Orkin were being pushed back, ever closer to the front doors where Ray sat on the ground stunned. Right up until the lines connected, and the bright red design turned a purple so dark it was nearly black. With this last change, Jalla spoke a single word.

And hell descended from the skies.

***
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        CHAPTER 26

    
    
    
    
                Ray

Ray had been places in the world where he had seen rain fall, striking the ground in such an even spread that it sounded like a thunderclap. He had been places that have perpetual thunder and lightning storms. He had even seen active volcanoes.

He had never seen the sky spit purple fire.

Just visible through the hazy smoke, the sky seemed as if it had been made of glass. Cracks ran from the central point of impact that Jalla’s spell had caused. And it was leaking purple flames into the world. Ray shivered, even as the first sheet of dark fire uniformly slammed into the ground just off from the front lines of his men.

Terrified he was about to lose everyone, Ray was immensely relieved when he saw multiple blue domes pop up around his people. The Thymians spread out in the ranks had erected some kind of defense, preventing the fire from falling onto his people. They didn’t stop the undead from walking through, however, and anything that entered the domes was safe from the flames.

Everything outside those blue domes was annihilated. Everything, that was, except for the Smog Snail and some of the larger undead surrounding it. Ray could clearly make out more than a few Juggernauts in the horde, along with something that look like a puddle with tentacles sprouting out of it.

He wasn’t sure what that thing was, but as he struggled to see through both the smog and the fire, he saw many more of them than just the one loitering near the snail. None of the larger creatures were moving forward, almost as if …

The barrage of flame suddenly ceased, and two of the Draemons collapsed to the ground. The remaining four wearily slumped as several Orkin grabbed them and drug them inside the Outpost.

With the fire gone, Ray finally had a good look at the level of destruction such a … spell? Yes, it had to be a spell of some kind. That such a spell had caused. The creatures and undead between the front line and the Smog Snail had ceased to exist. While a few had made it into the safety of the blue domes, they had all been dispatched by the occupants.

Pulling up his System Menu, Ray noticed that he hadn’t lost a single troop as of yet. A roar sounded out across the newly created no man's land. Ray looked up in time to see the first massive hulk of undead flesh move forward. As if breaking some silently agreed-upon truce, the rest of the creatures behind it roared, screeched, and hissed out in unison as they stormed forward as well.

This was bad.

Ray had a good idea of how to stop one of those Juggernauts, but a dozen? Along with whatever creatures were accompanying them? That was a tall order. He just knew that a bunch of those on the front line were going to die.

Then the Aelvin stepped up. Every single one of them lifted their bows, pulled the strings taught, then released bright green streaks of light at the first huge Juggernaut. Ray nearly bit off his tongue when they all struck simultaneously, exploding with enough force to stagger the nearby monstrosities. The unfortunate creature they had singled out only had two remaining legs, the rest of it having been splattered across its companions.

“Holy fuck. What the fuck was that?” he asked in awe.

Gale stepped up beside him. Covered in gore, she wiped down her massive blade with a rage before saying, “That, Ray, was thy Aelvin archers. Rangers to be precise. They art adept at taking down single targets, regardless of size.”

The remaining monsters roared and began a full charge to their lines, their massive strides eating up the distance as they lumbered as quickly as they could to close the distance. The Rangers didn’t care. They calmly target one after another, to similarly devastating effect. By the time they reached the front lines, and the Orkin and Goblins, there were only two left. The Aelvin quickly stepped back, having exhausted whatever means they had for using such amazing abilities.

“Let's kill some fucking undead,” grunted Ray as he drew his blade.

Running forward, he used his newfound speed and strength to cut through several base undead with ease. He quickly passed the defensive lines that the Orkin and Goblins had set up and found himself fighting through the remaining undead to reach the first Juggernaut. Josephine and Gale kept pace with him the entire time, ensuring that he didn’t get cut off or surrounded.

Like the two women, the moment he passed the defensive line, the blue bubbles went down and the line advanced to follow in his wake. It was then he got a first-hand account of how the Thymians fought.

Whipping past him and the others, bolts of lightning, acid, and wind tore into the legs and torsos of the remaining two monstrosities. A few even hit the Smog Snail, who bellowed in protest. Ray found himself having gotten close enough to a single one of the looming targets, so he began hacking at the ankle and knee of the nearly twenty-foot-tall fucker.

He had been cutting through undead using some strength up to this point, but he had never had to utilize everything in one strike before. This time, however, he put everything he had into the first swing into the monster's leg. He was more surprised at anyone when the blade went into the leg cleanly, got caught on bone, and summarily broke. Ray brought the remains of the blade out from the leg on the other side, nearly bisecting it completely.

With a screech not unlike that from one of the much smaller creatures, the Juggernaut tipped over slowly, balanced on one leg briefly, then crashed to the ground in a roaring cascade of flesh, blood, and bile. It was then swarmed by Goblins, the little mischief makers ditching their spears and climbing up on top of it using their daggers like ice picks.

Then somehow it caught on fire.

Ray stared at it in confusion, wondering just how something like that can catch fire when no fire was used.

Then it exploded.

With a meaty pop, the entire area was covered in gore. Even the fucking snail used an antenna to clean the gunk out of one of its eye stalks. The mess on the ground was much worse, and it made the entire situation much more dangerous. Now not only did they have to contend with a remaining Juggernaut and the Smog Snail, who still hadn’t attacked outright, but they also had to traverse a much tricker environment to do so.

“Fuck me, this can’t-“ Josephine slapped a gore-covered hand over his mouth. He gagged as some of the rotten flesh and bile dripped into his mouth.

“No flags,” she said simply, glaring at him.

Ray would have swallowed, but his gag reflex wouldn’t allow it. He nodded quickly and began spitting out anything that had fallen into his mouth the moment she removed her hand. Josephine smirked a bit at that and then jerked Ray off his feet.

An eye stalk smashed into the ground where he had just been standing, cratering it. The huge eye came up out of the ground, and the lid opened to display a massive bloodshot eyeball staring at the top of them.

“Holy fuck!” he yelled as they both backed off quickly.

A lone Goblin ran past them, knives out, screeching random warbling words in some distorted version of a war cry. The Smog Snail smushed him with a second eye stalk.

“Argh! Not Gunkz!” roared Grok, pointing at the snail who turned his way in confusion. “That fukkin ting smashed Gunkz! Get im boyz!”

A small tidal wave of Goblins flowed past Ray and Josephine and rushed the startled snail. Why such small things were trying to attack it, the creature knew not. All its small brain could comprehend that they were smaller than it was, they were angry, and there were fifty-five million of them.

And some of them were on fire. Somehow.

Goblins went down in ones and twos as the eye stalks wreaked havoc on their charge, but not a single Goblin was deterred. The remaining four or five dozen rapidly began scaling the back and sides of the now panicking creature as it turned and attempted to snail away. But it didn’t get very far. While the back was covered in a massive, thick, nearly impenetrable smog-spewing shell the head and eye stalks were fleshy vulnerable bits. Something the Goblins realized quickly.

The small green army made its way up to the fleshy part and began carving out large, steak-like portions of flesh. The Smog Snail rapidly went from large and imposing to a rapidly diminishing carcass.

Ray knew the moment the dark smoke stopped pouring off the things back that it was dead. Sunlight rapidly began to filter through the diminishing smog, causing the remaining Juggernaut to start smoking. Patting out the bursts of flame that were coming off its body, it caught one last strong ray of sunshine and burst into flames.

Bellowing in rage, and possibly pain but Ray wasn’t sure the undead could feel pain, it rushed off towards the side of the pier, ran down the length of it, the promptly exploded into ash just before it reached the safety of the water.

A ragged cheer went up from everyone as a group-wide notification from the System came through. Well, everyone except the Goblins who were still stabbing the dead Smog Snail.
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“Snail meat? The System gave … rubble. Did it give me fucking rubble? What the fuck?” Ray wondered aloud. “Just what the hell?”

Gale looked at Ray oddly, “Thou are right to be worried. It seems the System itself may not be functioning to its regular standards,” she said, speaking slowly as if finally sounding out an idea she had had for a while now. “Thy world is broken. In more ways than one, Ray. Perhaps the System cannot function fully until the Integration has been completed?”

“I just … why even work at all then? It’s weird we even have any of these prompts if the System isn’t supposed to be active,” he grumped back. “It gave me a pile of fucking rocks as a reward. Rocks, Gale.”

He showed her his list of rewards, and as her eyes went down the list, they widened in alarm.

“Ray, do not under any circumstances use thy reward for Assorted Rubble. Mine suspicious are that thou may be pleasantly surprised if mine guess is on its mark,” she said quietly. “It may be most fortuitous for thee.”

Ray shook his head and pushed the conversation out of his mind. Looking out at the carnage, most of the undead were beginning to turn to ash in the sunlight. The odd tentacle things had been, apparently, offshoots of the Smog Snail itself. They, along with the body of the snail itself, however, remained in all its gory glory. Sunlight didn’t burn everything to ashes apparently.

“Why isn’t the snail dissolving Gale?” he asked, wondering aloud what they all must have been thinking.

Gale responded quickly and clearly, “Tis because the creature is not an undead. It seems to have mutated naturally within the confines of thy Systems limitations.”

“That’s a natural evolution? The fuck it is,” said Ray incredulously, gesturing at the huge carcass. “That thing is anything but a natural evolution. Evolution takes place over the course of millennia, not days.”

“Not where the System is concerned,” replied Gale. “Evolutions into varied tiers happen when one reaches a threshold. Level plays quite the role as well.”

Ray pulled up his stats screen, noticing that he was still level one. “Why am I still level one then? Shouldn’t I have, you know, gotten stronger?”

Gale pondered on this while he went through his screens, annoyed that he hadn’t leveled, much less gotten a class yet. He voiced as much to Gale, who just looked at him pensively for a while. Eventually, however, she did give him a possibility as to why.

“Thou art a conundrum in several ways, Ray. Mine ideas are twofold. The first being that thou, as the core holder, cannot gain a class until Integration and thus the full activation of the System upon thy world,” she explained. He nodded at that, so the Drakling continued, “Mine second idea is much more … aggravating. In as much that you have not met the threshold for the class you are meant to have. While the possibilities are endless as to why these are mine best two guesses.”

“Nothing about this stupid System is working right apparently. Thank god that what we do have works correctly,” Ray complained. “At least the shop used to work correctly. I can't even purchase more people. Hell, it's not even letting me resurrect people!”

“Be wary Ray, thy System is unlimited with such services. Yes, thou may pay a fee in NEX, but the fee quickly becomes exorbitant for additional resurrections,” Gale warned. “For example. Check Josephine’s cost for a projected resurrection.”

Curious, Ray did just that. His quick intake of breath was all the confirmation Gale needed. “What was thy cost?” she asked, also somewhat curious. She knew that, as a general rule of thumb, the cost for a resurrection was ten times the prior cost. This was negated, of course, by various benefits of a particular group or political entity's bonuses. But it was never zero.

“It’s a million,” he said quietly.

Gale choked, absolutely gobsmacked at the sheer quantity of NEX required for a basic resurrection. Usually, there was a base cost plus level, plus a specific amount for class. It could build quickly, true, but for basic System residents? Never had she had never heard of such a cost for a System resurrection. She herself had been killed and resurrected multiple times in a prior contract. That wouldn’t be possible here.

Recovering quickly she stared at Ray, “What was the amount thou paid previously?”

“Fifty,” he said again, just as quiet. Then, looking away from his screens and at her, he said, “This … I can't bring back anyone more than once at this rate.”

Gale wasn’t sure how a human would eat thoughts, but one thing was for certain. The System on this world was very, very broken. She wasn’t sure why but it was clear something here had either gone very wrong or changed dramatically compared to other locations that had integrated into the System.

She watched as Ray continued going through his menus, cursing the entire time. She couldn’t blame him, not in the least.

Sighing audibly, the frustrated man closed everything out and stared off at the Goblins and Orkin who were in the process of disassembling the giant snail. As he watched, he mulled through their next courses of action.

“Gale, I think we need to push harder. As hard as we can. We only have a little less than half the time left before integration,” Ray said calmly even while knowing what she was going to say. “I know,” he said again, cutting off her reply. “But we can't wait. We still need to go back and swap out the core for the node I have. We just can't wait any longer. If we do, we may not get another chance to move the core.”

Gale knew he was right. It wasn’t the best choice of action, but it was the only one that guaranteed they would be able to move the core to the island. This would, without a doubt, result in far more security and stability.

“As thou wish,” the Drakling advisor replied grimly. “I will rally everyone and speak with Jalla.”

They simply had no other choice.

Just as she turned to leave, Ray muttered, “I wonder if Goblins will eat snail meat?”

***




	

RAYMOND ‘RAY’ FINNEGAN





	
RACE 


	
HUMAN


	
CLASS 


	
NONE





	
NEX 


	
CALCULATING


	
LEVEL 


	
1





	
PHYSICAL STATE 


	
GOOD


	
MENTAL STATE 


	
ANNOYED





	
ATTRIBUTE


	
BASE


	
CURRENT


	
NEX TO INCREASE





	
STRENGTH


	
5


	
12


	
50





	
AGILITY


	
3


	
10


	
30





	
POWER


	
0


	
4


	
100





	
WISDOM


	
4


	
10


	
40





	
LUCK


	
2


	
6


	
400












	

JOSEPHINE SANCHEZ





	
RACE 


	
HUMAN


	
CLASS 


	
(A) MYRMIDON





	
NEX 


	
CALCULATING


	
LEVEL 


	
2





	
PHYSICAL STATE 


	
GOOD


	
MENTAL STATE 


	
PROTECTIVE





	
ATTRIBUTE


	
BASE


	
CURRENT


	
NEX TO INCREASE





	
STRENGTH


	
18


	
19


	
180





	
AGILITY


	
21


	
22


	
210





	
POWER


	
4


	
5


	
400





	
WISDOM


	
17


	
18


	
170





	
LUCK


	
10


	
11


	
1000









            

    
        CHAPTER 27

    
    
    
    
                Ray

It was early morning, and Ray was checking his inventory inside of the command room to ensure that he had everything in order for their large push into the fortress at the other end of the island. He wasn’t sure what was waiting for them there, but it certainly wasn’t going to be good. If anything, he expected most, if not all of them, to die a horrible death. So really it was like any other day up to this point.

As he finalized his gear, Gale came up to him. Josephine, ever at his side, gave her a once over before going back to looking over her own weapons.

“Jalla will not be able to accompany thee into battle,” said Gale, sitting next to Ray. “The Draemon have stressed thy-selves into a state of rest. Many are not able to move, and only Jalla himself is able to travel any distance. Mine recommendation is to ensure that this Outpost is sealed once thou departs.”

Ray nodded at that, choosing to say nothing. It was no surprise that Jalla and his little group had stressed themselves. Based on his conversations with the Thymians, what they had done was nothing short of a minor miracle. Once that could have easily killed them.

It turns out that magic, and the use of Mana in general, was not so cut and dry as it seemed. There was no Mana Pool like in games, nor was there a way to accurately keep track of how much you had available. That only came with knowledge and experience.

Mana was a complex conversion of the System’s raw energy into a form used by specific classes. Much like the other two primary types of energy, Miasma, and Aether. Spell casters could be immensely powerful if they literally didn’t burst into flame or disintegrate using the very energies they cast with.

Jalla had nearly burned out himself and his group with such a massive cast. Remus had explained that the spell the Draemon had used was a higher mid-level one called Reign of Fire. It didn’t so much summon fire as it breached the walls between Realms to allow fire into this one within a target area. Honestly, the entire thing was very complex, and even with his knowledge of games giving him a very basic understanding of events, Ray was still confused.

He would learn in time however, he had no choice.

Ray nodded at Gales's explanation, irritated but not surprised. “Right then. Now we have a choice to make. We can progress in one large group, or we can split into two groups,” he said. Gale looked doubtful but he reassured her. “The island isn’t big enough to get too far away from each other to support the split. And I know basic game law is to never split the party. Regardless, we need to rapidly speed up our clearing of the island in order to have time to return and get the core.”

They had sealed the core in what amounted to a building-sized block of solid concrete and steel. Turns out that, unlike many of the stories he had read, the core didn’t need direct access to its surroundings. This left a ton of options to secure it. However, you did need direct access to it to make any last changes to its parameters. It made sense to him that there were drawbacks to any plan. The System didn’t seem to be overly fond of absolutes.

Ray stood up and walked over to the large table in the center of the room. On it were maps from tourist pamphlets, what building schematics they could find, a massive poster of the island from an aerial view, and a bunch of scavenged pens and markers.

The poster had been marked, with lines showing what had been cleared as well as buildings with thick black marks through them showing they had been cleared.

The center of the island was a large, winding park. Multiple roads and paths cut through it, allowing for easy travel from one point to another. The northwestern side of the island was a collection of empty foundations where cabins had once stood. Dividing the center of the island was a long administrative building with additional organizational structures on the northwestern and southeastern sides. Above that was more parkland, housing, several additional large buildings, and Fort Jay itself. Their final goal.

Ray gestured to the others in the room to join him. Grok, Gale, Derrick, Remus, Josephine, and Verrick all gathered around where he was. Drawing his finger along the northwestern side of the map he said, “I think we should split. At least until we clear up to the center of the island. We should split our forces evenly, with Grok, Remus, and Verrick leading the northwestern group. Gale, Josephine, and myself will lead the southeastern side group.”

“Is splitting our forces the best thing to do? Not splitting the party is basic strategy one oh one,” remarked Derrick.

Ray nodded, “Normally, yeah. But we don’t have a lot of time. It took us around thirty days to get where we are now. We have a little less than half the time remaining before integration, and we haven’t even taken Fort Jay yet,” he said. “we need to clear and secure the island as quickly as possible. Or we will be in serious trouble.”

Derrick accepted that explanation as the others examined the map. Verrick surprised the group by speaking up next, “Lord Ray, I believe your idea is sound. However, I would like to discuss a modification of the plan.”

Curious, Ray gestured for him to continue. “I believe we should come together after the midpoint of the island and clear the fortress immediately. Then break into smaller clearing parties based on building size. This will speed up our process while ensuring as much of our safety as possible.”

“That is if a horde doesn’t appear out of thin air again,” remarked Josephine quietly.

They all had valid points. “Gale? What do you think of Verrick’s idea? I don’t see any issues with it, and it's better than what I had beyond the midpoint of the island.”

Gale thought for a moment, looking at the poster map of the island. After a few minutes, she turned to Verrick and said, “Thy idea is sound. As we are so limited with resources, this is the by far the preferential plan of attack. However, should we be beset by another horde we face extermination.”

“Nothing we can do about that,” Ray interjected. “If this is the plan that lets us clear the island the quickest, maybe we can find the source of those hordes and creatures and block it off somehow.”

As they spoke, Derrick had been examining the map in detail. As they spoke his eyebrows drew closer and closer together, until eventually, he said, “Oh shit! I got it!”

Everyone looked at the engineer, who blushed in embarrassment at his outburst. “I mean, I think I know where these things are coming from. Maybe not the snail, but at least the hordes of undead,” he clarified.

“By all means, do not keep us in suspense,” prompted Gale at his lack of follow-up.

Derrick gestured to the northeasternmost part of the island, to a small round concrete tower. “As most of you know I am an Engineer by trade. What most of you don’t know is that I am a structural engineer and I worked on major public projects. This, ladies, gentlemen, and beings in between, are what is known as an emergency access tunnel. It is, for lack of easier to understand terminology, an emergency escape and ventilation tunnel leading to the major highway system under the river.”

“Mother fucker,” said Ray simply.

Derrick nodded as the others looked confused. “Boss man gets it. There’s a huge road network under the river connecting everything. This access tunnel is connected to the island by a massive concrete causeway that rivals the size of the pier we arrived on. The island cant hold as many undead as we have killed off. Care to guess where they are all coming from?”

“Wouldst thou be insinuating they are traveling under the river using these roads. Then climbing up onto the island from the depths below?” guessed Gale.

The engineer grinned in acknowledgment. “Yup! I can almost guarantee that, unless they are pulling some Pirates of the Galapagos shit, this is where they are coming from,” he confirmed. The others looked confused at the reference so he added, “Unless they can walk on the bed of the river, which with the current is probably not possible, they are coming from the tunnel system.”

“This is good and bad,” Ray said, getting the group's attention. “Good in that we can bottleneck them and close off access fairly easily. Bad as in there are probably tens, if not hundreds of thousands of undead in those tunnels. Getting anywhere near that place, even during the day, is going to be insanely dangerous. We definitely are not going inside.”

“Ya can blow upz the bridge boss,” Grok said. “The Gobbiez and me can make a bomb.”

Ray shook his head, “No. As much as I want to do that, the access is too much of a possible resource. With all those undead and the resources and NEX we can obtain from them, I don’t want to close it off permanently. But we defiantly need to find a way to seal it up, at least for now.”

Grok grunted at that assessment, having nothing else to add.

“Alrighty, let's get this show on the road then,” Ray said. “Let's seal the doors here and start heading out. We have a big ass warehouse to clear and you all have a bunch of fields and administrative buildings to make safe. Let's meet in the middle no later than … let's call it early afternoon. Then we can set up another outpost and lock up for the night. Before tackling Fort Jay tomorrow.”

Ray headed out into the cool morning air, Gale and Josephine behind him. They rallied up a few Thymian Mages, four archers, and a dozen Goblins and Orkin. Roughly a third of their forces. Since the heavy hitters in their little army were with them, Ray assigned the rest of the troops to the other team with a small contingent to stay behind and secure the outpost.

He began moving off, the group in a short, stubby column behind him. Gale and Josephine were on either side of him as they followed the southeastern road along the shoreline. The massive black and grey warehouse was easily visible in front of them, only being a few hundred yards away.

They didn’t even make it halfway before they got into their first fight.

Fortunately, they were surprised. There were several decently sized open-ended storage sheds n the concrete pad just before the warehouse. As they passed by a dozen or so undead stumbled out of it. These ones must have been particularly stupid, as they immediately went up in flame in the sunlight.

The group watched them burn in silence. Ray chose to speak up only after he was sure the last one had turned to ash.

“Did … they really just do that?” he wondered aloud.

No one really had an answer to that obvious statement, sot he group continued on. It was only a couple minutes before they were huddled around the outside of a large bay door that led into the dark interior of the huge warehouse. Peeking inside carefully, Ray could immediately see dozens of undead. Turning around and stepping away from the door, he informed the group of what he had seen.

“Lord Ray,” said a Thymian, “Are you looking to retain the building in its current form? If not my partners and I could simply incinerate the undead inside.”

He entertained the idea for a few moments before shaking his head. “No, we better not. While I can see undead inside, there’s no guarantee there isn’t something else lurking around in there. If the sunlight won't kill it then we may find ourselves in a bad spot. Better to go in using our established tactics. Goblins and Orkin in front, Gale and Josephine supporting, mages and archers in the back.”

Everyone agreed, and the Goblins seemed excited to finally be killing something again. Not for the first time, Ray wondered if they had enjoyed the snail meat. Shaking his head, Ray brought himself back into the present. He was finding himself to be lost in thought more often than not anymore, sometimes in the most absurd situations.

The formation moved into the warehouse slowly, not drawing any attention from the undead at all. That was, up until a Goblin decided to stab one.

The resulting melee was as brutal as any other engagement that Ray had been in up to this point. Undead came, undead died, Goblins were used as melee weapons and occasionally caught fire. Nothing different. Nothing different at all.

It took an hour to clear that first major section of the warehouse. All in all, it was a quick engagement with almost no surprises. There were two spitters and a strange, hunched-over undead that jumped on a Goblin and tried to ride him. Ray didn’t ask any questions beyond that.

The second, and main, area of the warehouse was a much more savage. The entire place had been turned into a nesting ground for the white bone spear-throwing undead. Ray wanted to call them Bone Throwers, but after the name snafu of the Death Slugs, it was decided they would be referred to as Wendels.

That fight went much more poorly. Four Goblins and an Orkin were killed in the engagement. The moment they crossed over the threshold the entire front line was hammered with a couple of dozen bone spears. Apparently, the Wendels had gotten smarter, having set a trap for them as they entered.

They stayed out of reach, fighting from a distance until the Goblins finally had enough of not being able to reach them. They had the Orkin hurl them at the white, spider-limbed undead. There were plenty of misses, but the tactic was effective enough to wipe out the annoying fuckers in less than an hour.

That should have cleared out the facility. Ray wasn’t so lucky, however.

As the group left the building to continue to the center of the island, they walked right out into a horde lurking in the shadows of the building. It wasn’t as large as the one that had stormed the Outpost, nor did it have a Smog Snail. But it did contain enough specialized undead to cause some serious injuries among his remaining troops. After another hour of hard fighting, Ray was left feeling tired, empty, and reluctant to continue. And the day was only half over.

“Fuck me,” groaned Ray as the group trudged through the burning remains of the horde that had just hit them. Oddly enough, it seemed that the sunlight affected them less than the last horde. Granted, these ones had still been loitering in the shade, but it seemed their outright fear and hatred of the sunlight was waning.

“Gale, why are they attacking us in broad daylight?” he asked as the center part of the island came into view.

She was silent, contemplating possible answers. Then she clapped her hands together, causing Ray and those near her to jump in surprise.

“Ray, thou are going to have a most difficult problem. I believe that, at last, advanced undead are appearing. True Advanced Class undead, that is.”

Ray had no words for that. He was confused, but Gale simply pointed and told him to inspect one of the more recent corpses they were walking by.

He did so and cursed every god he could think of.

***
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        CHAPTER 28

    
    
    
    
                Ray

He stared at the basic undead’s character screen, pissed as all hell that he didn’t think to check earlier. He had been warned that changes would occur regularly. That enemies would get strong, faster, and tougher to kill. That they could even evolve. But this almost seemed like a worst-case scenario.
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“Grand. I don’t know exactly what that class does, but I can guess,” Ray groaned. “We really need to close off that entranceway or kill whatever is buffing the undead. I hope the other team has been making as much progress as we have been.”

Gale sighed, “Tis a buff from either a necromancer or an Advanced undead. Either is bad news, although a necromancer would be far more preferable than a Lich.”

Ray was about to respond to that when Josephine pointed to the other side of the long building that cut the island in two. “There they are now,” she said.

Turning his attention to where she was pointing, Ray squinted into the afternoon sun, watching as a line of his people got closer. They were torn up a bit, but he could clearly see Grok had a huge shit-eating grin on his face. That Orkin certainly loved to fight, that was for damn sure. Ray only wished he could get another thirty of him.

Waving as they approached, Grok broke into a light jog and arrived before the rest of them. Stopping in front of Ray he said, “Hey boss, you lookin like youz had fun.”

“Oh yeah, a whole warehouse full of those spear-throwing pasty white ass fuckers,” he grumbled. “Not to mention we may have an Advanced undead issue. You guys look tore up as shit. What happened?”

Grok shrugged with disinterest as Derrick arrived and answered the question himself. “Grok ran us into a big nest of those Bone Spiders you mentioned before. I … I never want to see another spider again,” he said shivering as the big Orkin laughed. “Those things were nasty.”

Gale made a disgusted face, obviously agreeing with the engineer.

“Well then, glad I wasn’t with you guys then,” Ray said, stifling a grin. Then, a bit more serious he continued, “Ok. I want to clear this building in one go. It's two floors, and the pamphlets we found said there are hallways from one end to another. Let's keep our groups and do one floor each. Easy peasy.”

Derrick looked as if he had something to say, so Ray gestured at him to speak up. They didn’t have all day after all.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea Ray,” he said slowly. The others turned their attention to him as he explained. “The building is only two stories, true, but it's huge. There could be a shitload of undead, unique variants, or even that advanced undead you were talking about earlier. I caught the tail end of that conversation.”

Ray agreed with that assessment. “Ok, you seem to have a better idea. Have at it.”

“Well, I wouldn’t say it's better, just different. I say we split into our two groups but start at opposite ends. The hallways are narrow and will restrict how many people we can have in the front anyway. So if we have each group clear the sides then split again, we effectively halve the amount of undead either team would face while being able to clear them twice as fast.”

Ray … couldn’t find any fault in that logic. Taking a deep breath, and mildly peeved that he hadn’t thought about a plan in more depth, he said, “That sounds like a plan then. I'm beginning to think being an engineer is wasted on you. You’re two for two on great plans so far,” he said to Derrick.

“Well, I did minor in military studies. And I love history. I’m no Sun Tzu, but I can puzzle out and provide a few good tactical ideas here and there,” he replied.

“Well then,” Ray said with an acknowledging nod, “if no one has any complaints let's roll with Derrick’s idea. Seems better than mine anyway,” he chuckled.

The two groups separated Grok and Derricks heading back northwest with Verrick, and Ray heading to the southeastern end with Gale and Josephine. He just really, really hoped there was no Advanced undead inside of the building. That would make clearing this a far more arduous task than it should be. Not to mention it would probably push them into fighting after dusk.

And everyone would lose if that happened.

There was just no way to stand up to a horde of undead, empowered at night, moving faster, and being stronger than anyone on his team. Thus, the need for a second, rapidly put-together Outpost. Could they retreat to their first one? Absolutely. But what would inhabit all of the building up to that point? How could they keep an eye on it, or ensure nothing snuck in behind them? Simple answer: they couldn’t.

As Ray’s group checked the outbuildings on the southeastern end, they were pleased to find that each of the three buildings there had already been abandoned. The windows were boarded up and secure, the doors chained shut, and the gates locked. One of the buildings appeared to be some kind of theater, with faded advertisements pasted on the front brick façade.

“I don’t think anyone is home,” he said. “Let's split up from here. Gale, go with the Thymians, Orkin, and Goblins. Josephine, you come with me and the Aelvin. We need to clear this out, so consider it a speed run.”

Gale looked confused at the term but understood the context. More or less. She led her team inside first, taking the stairwell to the second floor. After the last of them had disappeared upstairs, Ray and Josephine continued down the hallway of the first-floor annex.

Door by door, they checked every single room in that section of the building. They faintly heard fighting from upstairs, but then the noise moved on. They, however, didn’t run into a single undead. As they moved through the mostly silent and dusty building, Ray began to have the hankering feeling they were being watched. Somehow, his senses were telling him that something was wrong. But what it was, he just couldn’t put his finger on it.

Then an Aelvin touched the wrong door.

The entire thing folded in half, slamming down on the unsuspecting Ranger in a shower of gore. The now maw had ripped the poor man clean in two at the waist and was chewing him, almost thoughtfully. Ray shivered even as he drew his blade, the scene bringing back memories from not too long ago of his own arm being gnawed upon.

“Fucking kill it!” he yelled as the remaining Aelvin Rangers drew back and fired glowing arrows into the creature that had mimicked the door so well.

The thing screeched, and spider-like legs sprouted out of the sides of it as it changed shape to a more box-like form. It scuttled forward and was intercepted by Josephine. A swift slash of her weapon had it rearing back to avoid damage. She quickly took advantage of the thing being off balance and kicked it in the chest, tipping it over onto its back.

Two fiery red arrows slammed into it, causing it to burst into flame. It screeched pitifully before the legs curled into it as if they had just killed some kind of demented wooden spider.

Swallowing, Ray looked over as the Alevin examined what remained of their fallen comrade. Looking up, one deadpanned, “He is dead Master.”

Obviously, they didn’t care for any losses. Ray was pissed, he more than likely couldn’t bring the Aelvin back anytime soon. Regardless, he rolled his eyes and turned away. “Let's continue. Before touching anything, poke it with a stick or something. No one else dies to a fucking door that isn’t a door,” he growled.

One of the Aelvin grabbed a long skinny coat rack from a room that had already been cleared and began tapping on everything with it. They immediately found a few dozen of the mimic-like creatures. And they certainly were not limited to just doors. Desks, chairs, a coffee cup, and even two toilets in the upper-level restrooms. Ray shivered a bit, thinking about having to drop a deuce into one of those.

In between the mimics were the occasional undead. Apparently, they weren’t tasty to the copycat creatures and had been mostly left alone. This made clearing out some of the rooms rather complicated, as not only did the group have to avoid anything that wanted to eat them they also had to dance around any hungry and attacking undead.

Thankfully there were no unique or advanced variants within the building. With a tactic in place and a good idea of what to expect within the building now, they very quickly cleared the second floor. Getting to the primary stairwell on the far side of the building, they proceeded down it. As they hit the first-floor landing, the sound of combat because clear. The Aelvin Rangers exploded into action, charging through the door and spreading out to provide the first line of defense for those emerging.

What Ray and the group walked out into could be described as nothing less than chaos.

A slowly widening hole in the floor was disgorging hundreds of giant rodents of unusual size. Unlike your regular giant rats, however, these were obviously not alive. In addition to clearly being undead, Ray noticed that within the missing chunks of fur and flesh were writhing vine-like things. Not unlike tree roots.

“Hit them from behind, pull everyone back into a defensive line!” yelled Ray as his people advanced into the melee with Ranger support. He took immediate note that there had been significant casualties on both sides. “Fuck,” he breathed.

Drawing his blade with his arm, he waded into the melee with the rats. There were plenty of them to go around. As the two groups united and formed a defensive line, their backs were to the wall. Either they would win this fight, or be forced back up into the stairwell. The choke point would be better, but with the rat's numbers, they would no doubt be overwhelmed one at a time.

A shout of rage followed by a wall of wind changed everything, however. Remus was pointing at the mass of giant rats, lightning discharging in a steady stream from his fingers. The bolt had struck one rat and branched out to two others. Each fork continued to break into two and strike additional targets. Rodents fell by the dozens, electrocuted into a crispy snack that no one but possibly a Goblin would be interested in.

Ray took note as he was fighting that as each rat died, the writhing vines under their skin fell still. Where exposed, then shriveled up quickly, as if they had been exposed to the sun without water for long periods of time.

The last rat was blasted apart by Remus, who collapsed to his knees in exhaustion. The other Thymians also seemed to be weak on their feet, telling Ray that they had somehow shared the burden of what their leader had done. But they weren’t done yet.

A roar followed by the hole in the floor collapsing into a twenty-foot diameter opening that descended into what looked to be maintenance hallways below. Rising from the rubble, however, was a disgusting creature that couldn’t be described as anything but a queen rat. At least thirty feet in length, it was standing on its back feet, towering out of the hole and nearly scraping the ceiling in the entrance hallway they were in.

It roared again, displaying rotten, broken teeth as spittle and phlegm sprayed the group. Its mottled green and brown fur was ratty and patchwork as if heavily afflicted by mange. Or, you know, being undead.

Ray appraised it quickly, even as he readied himself for round two. These engagements, he was finding, often followed a pattern. Minions, then boss.




	
RODENT BROOD QUEEN









“Seriously, that’s it? What a stingy fucking-“ Ray began but was cut off as the Brood Queen opened its maw and spat acid at them all.

There was a mad scramble to get out of the way, even as he heard Grok laughing maniacally. Several balls of fire and green arrows struck the creature, making it hiss in rage and pain. It swiped a claw down, smashing a Goblin into paste.

As it roared again, Josephine darted forward and swept her blade through a paw that was holding it upright, severing one of the talons entirely. The creature roared, either in pain or annoyance, Ray wasn’t sure. But one thing was for certain, it was pissed off now.

Faster than would be expected of such a large, fat creature, it whipped its other clawed paw through the air and struck Josephine, smashing her across the lobby and through one of the walls. Ray yelled out, feeling rage building within him, sprinting forward with a speed he didn’t know he possessed. He leaped into the air, pushing his body to the max, and sank his blade up to the hilt in the Brood Queen’s eye.

Knowing full well what was coming, he pushed off violently enough with both legs to snap the massive rat’s head back. The force threw the creature off balance as well as got him clear of the incoming claw, which missed him entirely.

As soon as he was clear, several much weaker bolts of lightning struck his embedded blade. The Thymians were utilizing it as a lightning rod and were pumping the violent destructive energy into the body of the giant monster. It spasmed violently, smashing the ground around it until it eventually tipped over with a sad groan. It impacted the ground enough to shake the dust from the walls and ceiling around them. And then everything was silent, at least for the moment.

Ray ran over to the hole in the wall, but Josephine was already pulling herself back through it. As he ran up to her, she grunted in annoyance. “Didn’t see the claw. I’m fine. Tougher than I look,” she said simply. Giving her a quick once over, he nodded and was convinced that she wasn’t injured.

“That was way too close,” he said. Looking back at the group he saw they had lost a Thymian Mage, another Ranger, several Orkin, and close to a dozen Goblins. Their forces had been reduced significantly. Any mainline combat unit that faced the number of casualties they had accrued to this point would have been deemed ineffective and disbanded entirely. Unfortunately, that simply wasn’t an option here.

“Well fuck me with a ten-foot pole,” he muttered. No one but a nearby Goblin, who looked at him questioningly, had heard him. “No not literally!” he said, shooing the little green guy away. It walked away, huffing and mimicking him. They were helpful but really fucking annoying.

Clapping his hands, the weary group turned towards him. “Alright everyone, let's head across the way to the small cleared building over there,” he said while gesturing northwest to the much smaller outbuilding. “We can fortify, rest, and wait for morning. Then we clear the fort itself.”

With groans, a few well-placed kicks by the Orkin, and a lot of tired shuffling, the group got going. They had a bit more to do and then they could rest for a bit.

Then it was on to the main event.

***
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        CHAPTER 29

    
    
    
    
                Ray

The night, thankfully, passed without incident. There were no hordes, no monsters, no creatures rising from the depths. Granted, they still kept watch out, but nothing came gunning for them out of the darkness. And it was a welcome reprieve.

Most everyone got a decent amount of rest, and even the goblins seemed a bit subdued going into the evening. Not even they could maintain their high levels of energy when having been faced with such an intense day.

It seemed like only moments, but Ray nodded off just after sundown only to be nudged awake just before dawn by Josephine. “We are preparing,” she said in that straight forward quiet manner of hers.

Ray stood up and stretched the kinks out of his back. He really needed to invest in proper expeditionary gear for the group at some point. While this probably wouldn’t be the last reactionary impromptu invasion of a place they needed to get to he could at least plan a bit better. When time permitted that was.

Grok and two other Orkin opened the large steel doors that had been upgraded when they claimed the building. The remainder of the group poured into the clearing, enjoying the cool and crisp morning light. His big Orkin friend spun quickly to stare at the corner of a building, but eventually shrugged and hefted his battle axe up and across his shoulders into its accustomed place.

“Alright everyone,” Ray started, stepping to the front of the group. “We have no idea what we are going to face in the center of Fort Jay, so just be alert and aware. Call out anything you see that’s strange, unusual, or just doesn’t look right.”

Immediately one of the Goblins raised his hand. Curious, Ray pointed to him. The resulting chitter-clack interspersed with grunting and a couple of rude gestures left him speechless.

“Anyone uh, know what the fuck he just said?” Ray asked

Grok laughed, “She sayz no worries boss. Just be listenen for da screamz.”

Shaking his head he started moving towards the fort. It was not that far away, regardless of what the map they had may say. It was when they stepped out from the other side of the building that everyone froze, unsure of how to progress.

Staring at the blacked and cracked ground, the environment past this point seemed more like an alien wasteland than anything that would be found on Earth. Occasional spurts of vibrant green, vapor-like gasses leaked up from the shattered ground, quickly dispersing into the air.

Everything on the northern part of the island, except for the fort itself, had been razed to the ground. The black skeletal remains of the buildings just above the hill, casting dark shadows across what used to be a well-manicured lawn and parade ground.

“That’s … what is that Gale? That’s not normal,” Ray said, unsure of how to absorb or fully understand what he was looking at.

Cursing, the Drakling said, “Tis Miasma. Thy island has been infested with Miasma. Thou should hope there is a cause or curse that we may undo or remove. If not, thy plan to claim this place is moot.”

“Miasma?” Ray questioned.

Gale nodded, “Indeed. Miasma is a corrupting infestation that may spread rapidly or slowly, depending upon thine investment into it. This … seems slow. Mine suspicions are a possible undead of middling power resides within thy fortress.”

“What are we talking here? Like another Nemesis?” he asked again. “I think we can take another one of those as long as it's alone.”

But the Advisor shook her head. “No Ray. Thou art willing enough, but this situation differs greatly from your expectations. Thy Nemesis is … somewhere. Not dead, but not living. If it was, thou wouldst have been attacked many times over. Many times. No, something else resides here. Something far fouler and corrupting than an average undead. Mine suspicions are a Lesser Lich has taken residence here.”

“What is a Lesser Lich? And can we kill it?” asked Derrick from the back of the group.

“Possibly,” Gale said, not shoring up anyone’s confidence in the matter.

The skeleton next to Grok shrugged, “I saw we leave it alone!” it clacked. “it's probably not hurting anyone!”

Grok nodded, “Yea boss, if we just gonna leavez it alone, maybe itz not gonna bug us?”

Everyone stared at the giant green man. “What?” he asked. Then he turned to the skeleton. They stared at one another, then Grok turned back to Ray. “Uh, boss? Dats an undead.”

Ray nodded slowly. “Thank you … Grok. You are extremely observant. I appreciate you. Now, step back so we can smash it.”

“Woah, easy there!” the skeleton said, raising its bony hands. “Can't we all just … get along?” Gale cut it in half at the waist, its legs shattering into shards of bone. “Violence is not the answer! Geneva has all sorts of-“ it was cut off as the Drakling crushed its skull with her boot.

“Tis not an undead we face. Tis a necromancer,” she declared. “We shall face many minions within the confines of the fort, but it is fortuitous that the disgusting thing is weak. Mine thoughts are it cannot summon much more than a horde of skeletons at this point. Killing the foul thing shall also result in dispelling the Miasma.”

Ray nodded, “Well, it knows we're here now. Let's get in there and kill it.”

The group moved forward quickly, entering the Miasma-laden ground. It took exactly eight steps before dozens of arms sprouted from the dry earth as skeletons pulled themselves free. “Death to the living!” they cried as they ran forward, wielding pieces of themselves and their allies as weapons.

They smashed through the wall of weak undead with hardly a thought. Each skeleton was as weak as it was verbally aggressive. And they were very verbally aggressive. Hurling insults that even made some of the Goblins blanch in rage. Every skeleton cut down meant two had the time to pop up. As weak as they were, there was value in extreme numbers, and they were beginning to slow down.

It took them far more effort to clear the last hundred feet to the first outer wall than it did initially, and they were all a bit tired by then. However they couldn’t stop, and Ray was the first one up and over the walls themselves. With Josephine right behind him. The moment he hit the dirt a notification popped up. Then another. But he was too invested in not dying. He immediately minimized them without reading anything off the screens, saving them for a safer time and place.

He slammed into the dirt and came up in a roll. Up until now, Ray had seen undead. He had seen monsters and creatures. Hell, they had just killed a brood of giant rats and their queen. But this is the first time he could honestly say he had seen a zombie.

The dead woman turned towards him, a vacant look in her eyes. Raising her arms to a forty-five-degree angel, she shuffled towards him with a long drawn-out, “Brains,” escaping from her lips.

“Come on man, this is fucking stupid,” he said as he cut the zombie's head from her shoulders. “Did you do nothing but watch a bunch of cheap, B-rated horror movies before everyone died?”

He engaged the next zombie, even as one near him huffed in displeasure. “I will have you know that Earth’s media in the horror genre was amazing.”

Ray killed that one too. How dare it talk back to him, particularly when he was making a point.

The rest of his group spilled over the lip and into the trench between the two walls. Just as with the skeletons before them, once the group was assembled they made short work of the zombies. Even though their cheesy, half-muttered lines caused confusion within the group. Ray was quick to call out that they were still undead and to just treat them as such. Simple instructions carry a lot of weight with fighters that don’t have much intelligence.

Smash the bad guy. Simply enough.

Ray noticed, however, that the skeletons didn’t follow them. He wasn’t sure why, but it seemed like it would be a good idea to sandwich an invading army between two defensive forces. But that didn’t seem to be the goal here. He wasn’t sure what was going on, but he wasn’t sure he liked it. Always go for the kill, it ensures your safety.

After another hour of fighting through the trenches, and hundreds of cheesy lines, they got to the main thoroughfare leading into the fort itself. The group moved in quickly, grabbing the rusty gates and slamming them shut behind them. Retreat was no longer an option.

Both sides of the entry tunnel had been bricked shut. This left walking out into the huge, open courtyard in the center of Fort Jay itself. As they cautiously crept forward, a loud, booking voice sounded out over them.

“Welcome! Welcome to my little kingdom,” cried a voice.

Searching the walls, Ray was startled to find that the entire second floor had been removed and Roman-style seating, complete with a Caesar palanquin, had replaced it. Sitting on a massive throne, draped with the skins of what he could only guess were prior victims, sat a skeleton with a crown. A crown, purple sash, and white toga.

“And just what the fuck are you supposed to be?” he challenged.

The skeleton just laughed. With a click of his boney fingers, thick metal grates dropped across every entrance, effectively sealing their group into the courtyard.

No, not a courtyard. Looking around at the bones, decaying bodies, and blood splatters, Ray was quickly coming to realize this was an arena. Like the arenas that archaic Earth had used for blood sports.

“It's so nice of you to … drop in,” cackled the skeleton.

Gale pointed her huge blade at the creature and a bolt of lightning shot out, only to bounce off a grey and green dome of energy that sprung up to protect it. “Die Lich!” she screeched.

Sitting up and leaning forward it called out, “That wasn’t very nice. Or sporting. You bore me. Now, fight for my entertainment!”

One of the gates on the far side opened up, and a double line of skeletons marched out. Unlike the previous ones, these were grey-boned, clad in armor, and wielding short blades. “Fight for your Emperor!” screeched the Lich. Then the skeleton troops charged.

With a clash of weapons, the two sides met. And the skeletons were smashed to pieces with little to no fanfare.

Ray grinned, “Is that it? Seriously, why don’t you come down and fight us yourself? Some big bad Emperor Lich!” he spat.

Yelling in rage the Lich rose, toga and crown swapping out for a cloak as dark as night and a staff with a green and black mottled gem floating above the top of it. “Meh, I didn’t think those guys would do much anyway. You certainly seem a bit more put together than the last few groups that came through. Although it has been a while,” it mused, throwing Ray off kilter with the change in attitude and mentality.

“Unfortunately, I don’t have any resources to do this here with you. I could kill you all, but that would … cost me. Dearly so,” it said calmly.

Gale threw another bolt of lightning at the thing, who simply deflected it. “Would you stop doing that? It's annoying,” the Lich said, clearly annoyed by the interruption. “I see you have Aelvin, a Drakling, and … oh dear, are those Thymians? How’s the reclamation of your home world coming along?”

Remus shrugged, “Not terrible. Not great, but not terrible.”

“So … what’s going on?” Ray said, confused.

Surprisingly it was Remus who turned to him to answer. “That, Master, is a Lich. As in the Race, not a System Monster. I suspect he has been here for a very, very long time.”

“About fifteen hundred years to be precise,” it said aloud, dropping into the arena. “But look, I had fun here. Killed some people, raised some skellies. Good times. But I was more curious about you than I was looking for a fight. I only did the bare minimum. So now I’m out. There is little to no doubt that we will meet again. Please, do entertain me a bit.”

With that, he drew his staff down through the air and ripped open what Ray could only describe as a portal. As the Lich stepped through he waved, “Too-da-loo!” And then he was gone.

“What the fuck was that?” Ray said as the portal snapped shut. He turned to Gale, “The fuck was that?” he repeated, waving his hands in the air towards where the Lich had just been. “Gale. What. The. Fuck.”

The Drakling turned to Ray in a painfully slow manner, all the blood had drained from her face and she was white as a ghost. “ … Undead,” she whispered.

“What? Gale, snap the fuck out of it. I need to know what happened! I can't get the System to say anything!” he yelled, but the Drakling was petrified. Sighing, he finally noticed the alerts that he hadn’t opened when the first got into the fort.

Tabbing them open, he saw that there were three. The first was simple and somewhat expected.




	
EVENT – HEX CONTESTMENT





	
FIGHT TO TAKE THE HEX FROM THOSE HOLDING IT





	
SKELETONS


	
250





	
ZOMBIES


	
500





	
LICH


	
1





	
A CONTESTMENT ALREADY? THE SYSTEM ISN'T EVEN INTEGRATED YET! YOU KNOW WHAT? FUCK IT. GOOD LUCK.









The message was as expected as it was snarky. Ray didn’t know who was sending these messages to him through the System, but he knew one thing for certain. They were far from Omnipotent. In fact, they sounded like any systems troubleshooter from back in the day when Humanity wasn’t in danger of going extinct.

Pulling up the second message, Ray blanched.




	
YOU HAVE ENTERED THE TERRITORY OF AN ENTITY YOU CANNOT FATHOM. HEROIC LEVEL UNDEAD DETECTED.*









“Oh,” he said simply, directing a quick look toward Gale. She nodded at him, even as he felt a bit sick to his stomach. “That’s what the fuck happened, isn’t it?” Again she nodded.

Feeling ill, Ray opened the third and last message.




	
EVENT COMPLETED– HEX CONTESTMENT





	
EVENT REWARD – 500,000 NEX (REWARD DEFERRED)





	
EVENT REWARD – REVIVAL TOKEN X5 (REWARD DEFERRED)





	
EVENT REWARD – HEX CONTROL GRANTED





	
HOW IN PANTHEONS NAME DID YOU SURVIVE THAT? YOU KNOW WHAT, NEVER MIND. THE MINUTE YOU READ THIS THE SYSTEM IS SET TO TAKE YOU SOMEWHERE. KEVIN IS GOING TO BE PISSED TRY NOT TO DIE.









Ray began to glow as Josephine cried out and immediately reached for him. Gale was completely off guard. Before anyone could do anything, however, Ray vanished in swirls of blue and white light

He found himself sitting in an office, staring at a sandy-haired man sitting behind an old-style monitor. The moment he appeared, the man moved the monitor to the side, steepled his fingers, and stared at Ray through his thick, coke-style spectacles.

“Hey there,” he said, “I am sure you are wondering who I am, why you’re here, and just what in nine hells is going on. Well, let me make this simple for you. My name is Kevin. So you stupid terrestrial monkey, you are going to answer my questions.”

Ray stared at him in total incomprehension.

Kevin sighed and leaned back. “Fine. Let's do this the stupid way,” he mocked. “You dirt ape. Me God. Tell me what the fuck you did to break the System on Earth so badly or I’m just going to hit the delete key and start over from scratch.”

“Uh, what?” Ray said stupidly.

***
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        CHAPTER 30

    
    
    
    
                Ray

“What do you mean what?” snarled Kevin. “You did something to break or damage the System on your little ball of dirt, and it is causing me no end of issues!”

Ray wasn’t sure how to respond to that. It wasn’t every day you got jerked into God’s office and talked down to. Much less being told that everything on Earth was your fault.

“Yeah, I’m not totally sure what you’re talking about,” he said, causing Kevin to turn purple in rage. “First off, this dirt ape has been struggling to stay alive. I barely have the ability to do that, much less mess with something I don’t even understand. Hey, wait a second,” he said pausing, “are you the asshole sending me all those messages?”

Now it was Kevin’s turn to look perplexed. “Messages? Do you mean the System messages? Those are automatic. Set to respond to what you do,” he said while waving Ray’s concerns away. “No, I’m talking about every event you complete, every mission you take on, and every NEX you accrue,” he explained, pushing his glasses up.

That wasn’t what Ray had been talking about, but he stayed silent. If this so-called God didn’t know about the messages then he wouldn’t enlighten him. “Right. So am I just supposed to die then?”

“No, you were supposed to just fucking survive. Not somehow get your hands on a core, plant that core, then proceed to claim fucking territory!” he raged. “You should have stayed still, done nothing but survive until the Integration, and been a good little mortal. But no! You had to wander around and cause all these issues!”

Ray raised his hand and said, “Yeah, I still don’t know what issues you’re referring to. I mean, if you’re talking about all the undead, that’s hardly my fault.”

Kevin stared at him for a moment, at a loss for words. “Right,” he muttered. “He doesn’t know. He wouldn’t know. Just a dumb dirt ape. Right.” Turning to him fully the God said, “Every action you take shapes the core and how the Integration will take place,” he explained, deadly calm. “It's basically already a certainty that … Earth, stupid name by the way, will become a Dungeon World. What has everyone including my boss in a fit is that so much of the System that should govern how that works out is broken. Take your fucking Nemesis for example. Normally those things show up, you die, Nemesis becomes a faction leader. Bam. Happy resolution.”

“Except for the part where I’m dead? That doesn’t sound happy at all,” Ray complained.

The divine being waved him down. “Doesn’t matter, because that’s not what happened. The first time you killed it was in the house. Yeah, it died. Against all logic a weapon you were given, that shouldn’t exist or be able to function on a planet with the System, was used to kill it. It confused the way the fucking thing works. So what did it do? It brought it back to life. And you killed it again. This time with an inventory chock full of shit that shouldn’t be possible to possess on a Tech Zero world.”

“So … I have a multi-tool, a gun, and a sword I bought from the System. That makes me an issue?” Ray said, still clearly confused as to what the problem is.

“Yes. No. Yes. Aw fuck,” Kevin said, leaning back. “Your little Nemesis still isn’t dead. And you are probably wondering why it hasn’t popped up to eat your face. It's because you killed it with something the System recognizes you shouldn’t have. But because you had it, and the damn thing doesn’t understand why it essentially stored it for later. It will pop up again after the Integration. Who knows how fucking strong it will be at that point. Or weak. Or whatever. I don’t even know at this point.”

Ray gaped at him, “That thing may come back stronger? We’re fucked. Totally fucked.”

“Yeah. That sums it up. Maybe. Look, when a node is deployed everything on the planet gets about forty-eight hours to get their affairs in order. Then everything is reset during the Integration. Two days on your fucking planet,” Kevin said, emphasizing the amount of time. “You got fucking sixty.”

Ray shrugged, “And how does that matter?”

“Let me spell this out for you shit for brains,” Kevin said slowly, “It only takes two days because that’s the amount of time to infuse the planet with energy to fuel the conversion. You are getting thirty times the amount of time.” He stared at Ray expectantly and, upon not getting an answer, finished with, “So you’re getting thirty times the fucking energy. What the hell do you think happens if you put thirty gallons of water in a two-gallon tank? A two-gallon tank that doesn’t have a release valve?”

Ray paled at that. “It tends to break, shatter, or explode,” he said slowly.

“Yeah. Exactly,” Kevin said, drawing his hands down his face tiredly. “Look, maybe most of this isn’t your fault. It’s really those Solian's fault. You’re just the one paying the bill at this point. Unlike my example, your world won't blow up. Probably. Instead, what will most likely happen is that everything on the damn thing will be five to thirty times stronger than it normally would. The overflow is also causing absolutely astounding mutations for nearly everything on the planet. I saw that snail you killed. You think that’s fucking normal?”

Ray was non-plussed at that. “Wait, probably? Holy hell, you guys have no idea what's going to happen. Do you?”

“Not a damn clue,” Kevin admitted. “This is so far beyond what the System has ever been used to regulate that we don’t know what's going to happen. I know that I want nothing to do with it, but that’s not my call.”

Ray sighed, “So what do we do? Roll over and die?”

“No,” the God said, leaning forward. “You take that little island of yours that was gifted to you and you fortify the ever. Fucking. Living. Shit. Out of it. You be cautious, work within the confines of the system, and try your damndest not to fuck anything up. And maybe, just maybe, you won't die.” He paused for a second, “And for fucks sake pick a fucking class once the Integration is over. Shit, it was unlocked for you a long time ago. You’ve been doing everything on hard mode for weeks. But now you will have to wait, I’m not unlocking shit for you until this mess is cleaned up.”

Ray frowned at that but nodded in agreement. He was about to speak but Kevin wasn’t done. “IN regards to your stuff, no gun for you. Bam. It's mine now. No bullets either. Those multi-tools? Also gone. You can keep whatever you earned from the System events. There's no reason to take those, they are System registered and recognized. All the shit you bought though? Gone. I don’t even know what to do about these resource boxes. Fuck if I know what they are, never seen those before. So keep them if you want.”

“What about all my people?” Ray wondered aloud, opening his inventory and watching things vanish from it.

That got an aggravated sound from Kevin, “You keep them. But you can't have anymore. I disabled your shop privileges to prevent anything else from getting onto that damnable planet. I really don’t need more issues for you right now. That seemed the best way to prevent additional variables.”

He paused for a moment, glancing at the screen he had pushed away briefly before turning back to Ray. “Fucking work. It never ends. Keep your head low, or I swear to every power I have that I will come down to that world and shove my boot so far up your ass you will be able to tie my laces with your tongue.”

“Shit!” he said suddenly, causing Ray to jump, “I kept you here way too long. Look, bunker down. Reinforce everything. Blow that fucking tower leading to the mainland to hell, it will cause you problems later. And for Pantheon's sake, avoid the fucking Solians. I really don’t need any more fucking issues. One last thing no matter what don’t lose control of that core, or you, your little race of dirt apes, and everything that isn’t undead on that world is done for. Get me?”

Ray nodded, then found himself skidding across the concrete in front of a surprised Gale and Josephine. There had been no warning, no heads up, and definitely not any communication. Kevin was a complete and total asshole.

“Ow,” he muttered, standing up and brushing himself off. He was immediately tackled by Josephine, who went over him in detail as Gale interrogated him.

After explaining everything in detail, they both looked shocked.

“Thou are sure this being declared himself a God?” Gale asked, incredulous. “Thy luck knows no bounds, to directly meet such an Administrator of the System. Didst thou retain any information that may be of use?”

Ray thought about that for a second, “Well, kind of? He said to stick to the island until the Integration was over. He also said the Nemesis wasn’t gone quite yet. Something about killing it both times with weapons that I shouldn’t have? He also mentioned that the Integration was taking far too long, and would most likely end badly.”

Ray went on to describe the conversation he had with Kevin in detail, answering all of Gales's questions in detail. She was most concerned about the energy that would be absorbed by the core, and if it would be safe being anywhere near it.

“Not even remotely. It being safe that is,” Ray pointed out. “On the other hand, Kevin was very adamant that we not lose control of the core. So I say we bunker down, fortify this place as much as possible, and move forward once the Integration is complete. We have … somewhere around twenty-nine days left I think?” He pulled up the countdown timer to make sure:




	
WORLD INTEGRATION TIMER





	
711:44:19








“Yeah, a tad over twenty-nine,” he confirmed.

Gale nodded, “Very well. Thou has two tasks on front of thyself. The first, and foremost, being the moving of the core to this location. Both Beacons in thy possession will be required for that. Secondly, the full and complete fortification of the island.”

“Yeah, that sounds about right. By the way, what are Claim Beacons used for if there's already something in place? Are they just used to take over territories?”

The Drakling shook her head, “No. Not exactly. Thou concept is on the right track but applied incorrectly. Nodes are used for a wide variety of purposes. They may be used to claim territories in thy name, certainly. But they may also be used to upgrade territorial nodes, dungeon cores, buildings, or provide raw sources of elemental energy.”

“So they are, for lack of a better term, a small powerplant?” he asked.

Josephine intervened, “No. Gale is saying they are an interface. They draw power from somewhere and store it. Like a battery. That battery can then be used for several different things,” she said quietly.

“I know not what a battery is, but thy description is precise. It is much like how Josephine has described it,” confirmed Gale. “However, based on thy conversation with this … Kevin, it seems there are many changes coming to this world. What that may mean for us, I know not.”

Ray grunted, “Yeah. No kidding. It seems even they don’t know what's going to happen. This whole idea of us sucking in a shit load more energy than what we should be has me worried. I would fucking hate to fight even a basic zombie if it was thirty times stronger and faster.”

Everyone gave a bit of a collective shiver at that. There would be no way to survive anything even remotely close to a horde event if the undead were even a few times more powerful than they were now. Or any event really. If there would even be events going forward. Who the hell knew at this point.

With a deep sigh, Ray rubbed his eyes and said, “Yeah. Ok. We need to head back and swap out the core for the Claim Beacon and get it over here. I only want to take a couple of people. Maybe Josephine and Grok. Keep the team small, light, and fast. A couple Orkin on the barge and we should be good.”

Gale nodded at that as Ray continued, “In the meantime, I want you and Derrick to get together with Jalla and work on turning this fort into … well, more of a fort. Get a plan together for the island as a whole as well. Something has to be in place before the Integration, preferably as much as possible.”

“I will get Grok, Derrick, and Jalla,” said Josephine, turning quickly and jogging away.

Ray laughed, scratching the top of his head with his arm. “Well, she doesn’t waste anytime. How is everything going with you Gale?” he asked, turning his attention back to the Drakling. “We haven’t had much of a chance to stop and actually talk.”

“Thou art kind,” she began, “to be honest, however, mine goals remain unchanged. Get my clan here. Get them established. Rebuild my race.”

He could appreciate those goals. “I will get them here, I promise. It will be among the first things I do when that prick Kevin lets me back into the System shop.”

She nodded appreciatively. “Just know, thy will have to contend with the Matriarch of the clan for dominance. It is our way. The choice of challenge is yours, however. Choose something thou will excel in, and thy will have a chance at victory.”

“You mentioned that before, having to fight with your … mom? Matriarch? I'm assuming that’s your parent,” he asked, unsure of how the family dynamic worked there. A quick nod from her reassured him, however. “Got it. Well, we can figure something out when we get to that point. I am kind of curious though, what happens if I lose?”

Gale snorted, “Thou will not have to worry moving forward. My mother will eat you.”

“Of course, she would. Probably not in the good way either,” he sighed as she snorted. “Grand. Just grand. Well, let's go get the fucking core. At least I can accomplish something before the fucking dragon eats me.”

“Thou are mistaken, I dislike sentient flesh. Although thou hardly qualify,” Gale quipped.

Ray placed a hand on his chest in mock pain, “Did you just … mock me? The great Gale? Mocking her poor little boss? The sheer audacity of it all!” he replied back with a grin.

Gale rolled her eyes and headed off across the fort. Already what remained of their group was setting up and fortifying. In the distance, through the gate, he could see Josephine sending some Orkin back outside, probably to retrieve Jalla and those who remained at the outpost. Moving again would be a pain, but they were only a few short steps from being as ready as they could be for the Integration.

He only hoped that, in the end, their efforts would be enough.

***
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        INTERLUDE

    
    
    
    
                INTERLUDE

The Dwarf god watched as Kevin tore into the human in front of him. There was no small amount of screaming involved. While the man seemed stunned at first, he rapidly recovered and argued back. The small Grand Overseeing Director had to admit that the human had gumption. Not many beings could argue with a divine and come out on top, but Ray seemed to be doing alright. He very much reminded him of a mage he knew once a long time ago.

He certainly didn’t take much lying down.

Sighing, he turned back to the screens in front of him. There were dozens of worlds displayed on them. Statistics and System information was slowly scrolling by, each major action notated and addressed by their assigned Divine Liaison. However, on the central screen lay Earth. Its action log was, suspiciously, empty.

The dwarf knew that it shouldn’t be. He knew that there should be a detailed log of what had happened on the world in regard to the System. He also knew that Kevin had taken multiple direct actions that should be recorded in the log. But still, there was nothing.

Tapping his fingers on his desk, the Director was at a loss. The System had been created to manage and direct the flow of energy that spilled over from the Elemental Sea. It managed, broke down, and distributed the energy into its three primary forms, Mana, Aether, and Miasma. Having the System on a world, with a log that didn’t record anything, while it was active, made no sense. Not even that sentence made sense.

He sighed even as a knock on the door sounded through his cavernous office. He looked over at the offending sound, across the spacious room with its table, chair, bookshelves, and mementos. With a gesture, it swung open on silent hinges to reveal a beautiful man, dressed in a black suit with a red tie. A casual glance at the suit told you that it was, somehow, alive. Almost moving independently of itself.

“Sam,” he said simply. “This be an unexpected visit. What cannah do fer ya?”

Sam casually strolled into the room, closing the door behind him with a wave of a single well-manicured hand. Contrary to his well-dressed appearance, he flopped down into a nearby chair with a casualness that belied his intent.

“Oh yeah, I’m aware. But you know as well as I do, Eric, that I never show up unless there is a reason to show up. That’s my role. Well, that along with a few other minor things,” he said, his voice as smooth as silk.

Rolling his eyes, Eric got out from behind his desk and marched over to the chair across from the dangerous being. He sat down and stared at the divine in front of him. “What do ya want ya dandy?” he said bluntly.

Sam grinned briefly. Then all the levity left his face as he became uncharacteristically serious. “Earth Eric. There’s no log for it, is there? Stuff isn’t working correctly, is it?”

“Now how in the nine hells can yah know that?” said the dwarf, annoyed. Power flashed through his eyes briefly. “Yer not involved are ya?”

Shaking his head, with hands held out placatingly, Sam responded, “No. No it's not my fault, at least not this time. I mess with you guys but I don’t go out of my way to mess with the System. It works too well and is far too embedded for me to do anything to it,” he explained. Then he sighed, “No. Unfortunately, this is going to be the same case as Nagamis and Tertina. Only there is the added complication of a core being used to activate the System, not a node. Those Solians fucked up, I warned you they would.”

“Aye, that core was supposed ta be a seeder for the dungeons, not used ta activate the System,” agreed Eric. “But ah fail ta see how the Solians made the error.”

“Listen to me, Eric. That world, for whatever reason, was a complete void in the System until that node was placed. It’s going to mutate everything on that world, undead included, the moment the Integration is complete,” Sam said, deadly serious. “And it's going to do that based on the overarching type of creature that currently inhabits the world.”

Eric nodded, “Ah know that. The planet is expected ta become an undead world, and the humans extinct. We know this. But what does that have ta do with the logs, not workin?”

“The logs aren’t working, and the System not functioning properly, because Earth is becoming a Dungeon World,” said Sam directly. “There is no Administrator yet. Kevin won't cut it, at least not from here. You need to install an Administrator the very second Integration is complete.”

Sam let Eric mull that over for a moment before continuing, “I mean, the System is using a HEX-based grid system. How in Pantheon's name did you miss that?” he wondered out loud. “Not only that, it's using a one hundred and twenty square unit system. That’s a … lot of territory.”

“Bah, these Earths are always annoying. Everyone one o'them” complained Eric.

Sam nodded, a coffee mug with ‘#1 Devil’ appearing in his hand. “Agreed. But this one is a tad unique even out of those. This world requires … oh look, the human is gone,” he said, pointing at the screen. The pair watched Kevin sit there, unmoving for a second. Then he put his head clean through the desk, shattering the computer and keyboard. The action made both of them jump.

“What the fuck is wrong with him?” wondered Sam aloud.

Eric just shook his head, “Ah dunno. He’s ah bit of a loon,” he said, uncertain. “He be Artie's kid. Ah gave him ah job here out of pity. Honestly, bein ah Admin is not his strong suit.”

“No shit,” Sam muttered. “Wait, that’s Artemis’s son? No kidding?” They watched Kevin remake the desk and computer, only to put his head through both of them again. “Yeah, don’t let him be the Administrator for this. No way in hell. Trust me, I run the place.”

Eric snorted. “Trust ya? Right. Like ah trust a rattlesnake not to bite me if ah step on it. But ah get ya. Fine. Well, what should ah do about the humans then? They kinda got the shaft.”

“Hmm,” Sam hummed. “Why don’t you let me talk with them? Or send David, he is a solid troubleshooter for core-related issues.”

“No. Yah can do it. If David works out, maybe we can put him in place as the admin. But ah won't risk losin humanity in this Realm over a matter of experience,” Eric said firmly.

“Done and done. I will stop on in right after they claim that little fort of theirs. That Ray guy has a good head on his shoulders, even if he completely forgot to pick a class. He cant now, at least until the Integration. But thats besides the point. If they had stayed on the mainland, well, they would have all been overrun,” Same said. He opened another screen and spun it around. “Those … Europeans? That’s a ridiculous name. Anyway, they and the far Eastern groups seem to be acclimating well. They even have a few territorial claims. Although that big continent in the South has some serious things going on as well.”

Eric waved him off, “It's all gonna change as soon as the Integration completes,” he said. “The existing grid … hex … layout will alter significantly. Ah, think there's only fifteen hundred o’them right now.” He consulted one of his screens from the chair. “After integration, there’s gonna be around … five hundred thousand o’them.”

“One hundred and twenty units per hex then?” Sam asked. “Ah, miles. Right, one hundred and twenty miles per hex. That’s a lot of claims.”

The Dwarf nodded, “Aye. Which is why the System is going to be tweaked a tad to make it work. We are gonna have ta use a conquest method and do away with the claim system. If ah the System allows it. Blasted ting can be tempermental at the best o times.”

“That’s going to piss off everyone who has something right now,” Sam pointed out. “You may even kill off the few humans left entirely. Unless that is, you have something else in mind?”

Nodding, Eric pulled up a System screen and spun it towards Sam. “Aye. Something a bit different indeed. This should put everyone, even those blasted undead, back on the same playing field. It won't reset any of their knowledge, and it will require adjusting quite a bit, but this is the only way ah could see to make it all work.”

Sam read through the screen rapidly, nodding and whistling at parts. Eric had certainly done a lot of the groundwork here, ensuring that the disparate parts would come together nicely with a minimum of errors. There are plenty of Dungeon Worlds within the System. There are plenty of worlds within the System that have cores used on them. They are frequently used to create dungeons on worlds that others can run as well as used as resource-gathering points.

However what Sam was looking at had, to the best of his knowledge, never been seen or attempted before. What Eric was proposing was ambitious. And if it worked, the way it was designed could change how Dungeon Worlds worked all together.

Looking up at the Dwarf with excitement he said, “This. The humans won't like it. The undead are going to be pissed … when they become sentient that is. Oh boy, is this going to change a lot.”

“Aye. Ah know,” the Dwarf said with a huff. “Ah know.”

            

    
        CHAPTER 31

    
    
    
    
                CHAPTER 31

Ray

Ray watched as Jalla snapped off a small fireball, immolating an undead from the barge. It had been hiding in the shade of the building next to the dock. Once he found out his master was leaving the island, he insisted he had to come. At any expense. Why was anyones guess.

Ray marveled at the odd ability to cast spells. He only had one thought at the sight, magic was fucking cool. Even if it wasn’t really magic. Josephine watched with interest as well, wondering if she would ever have such a capability.

When the Draemon had head that he and Grok were off to have some fun getting the core, he had asked to join them. While Ray didn’t fully trust the demon like bastard, he certainly wasn’t going to say no to a willingly helpful hand. Besides, Jalla had asked to help, and everything he knew of their race led him to believe that they would honor the words and, more importantly, the intent behind their words. To the death.

Now they found themselves on the barge, just offshore from where their original ramshackle headquarters was. Unfortunately, it now seemed as if the undead had moved in. In quantity. Ray could see them lurking in the shadows of nearly every damn place that held them. He was sure once the sun came up that most of them would either burn or find crevices to hide in. But for now they only made enticing targets for Jalla.

“So … how does your magic work Jalla?” he asked offhandedly.

The Draemon snapped off another fire ball, grinning as an undead burst into flame and wandered out from its shaded hideaway. Only to collapses as the rising sun added additional damage.

Turning to Ray, he said, “This is considered a somewhat rude question among those who have adapted to the System. As you are uninitiated, I will answer this. Just know going forward many people may attack you over such a question,” he explained.

With Ray’s nod of acceptance he continued, “The word Magic simply describes a process and effect. One that is esoteric and not fully understood. It comes in many different types and is applied in many different ways.”

“That’s fair. Could I get the basics for now?” Ray asked.

The Draemon nodded slowly, “Yes,” he replied simply. Jalla was silent for a moment, probably trying to boil down an incredibly complex concept to a simplistic form that Ray could grasp with a minimum of learning on the subject. “Magic, as you know it, is a distillation of raw energy pulled by the System from a place called the Elemental Sea. The Sea itself is … not understood. We will skip this for now. The energy is converted into three types of magic used by various races. Mana, Aether, and Miasma.”

The barge bumped up to the dock as he spoke. While the Orkin tied off the makeshift vessel and prepared for landfall, Jalla continued his educational spiel.

“Each of the three types of magic are used differently,” he explained, “Mana is purely elemental force. Fire, Water, Earth, Air, these are the magics of creation. Aether is the divine magic, often used and collected over time by more powerful entities. It is used to empower others or create something from nothing. It is a powerful healing magic, and one most Clerics use. Miasma is the magic of the dead. Reanimation, necromancy, chimera, and demon summoning. It is a far more nefarious magic that focuses around blood, death, and suffering.”

“Right. Miasma is the magic of fucking every living thing within reach. Is that why everything died out inside the fort? And why those skeletons and zombies were fine in the daylight?” Ray wondered.

Jalla mused over that for a moment before answering, “Undead usually do not combust in day light. This is a new phenomenon that I am experiencing for the first time on your world. Yes, they do weaken. Yes, they do become slower, stupider. Catch fire and turn to dust? Never before have I seen this.”

Ray nodded, “How about the Lich then?”

“He was a Heroic Level Undead. Sunlight affects him not at all. Not to say that about its minions, he was there to play. Those were not undead but summons. All of them were summons,” Said Jalla slowly. “That thing probably had a second, possibly a third class that allowed it to summon hordes without the need for any bodies. Truly a powerful skill, being able to summon the equivalent of an undead army without the need of any corpses.”

Ray was shocked. He had met some sadistic people in his life, his job was all about ensuring the safety of his passengers after all. But he had never heard of anyone showing up to a place in force to kill others for fun. Even the most sadistic of murder stories he had heard about had the killer in a broken from of mind. Insane and psychotic, not calculatingly sadistic.

“Fuck me. If he was there to play I couldn’t imagine what else he would have done. Why do you think he left so suddenly? And that portal … can we do that?” he said, firing off questions rapidly.

Jalla laughed, his soft tickling voice carrying over the waves. “Let us claim the core and return to the fortress. Once this is complete I will answer more of your questions. You are … amusing for a human,” he said, still laughing softly.

The Draemon walked away and down the gangplank leading to the massive pier that they had floated up to. Ray was left sputtering, questions whirling in his mind. Jalla had said humans like this was far from the first time he had run into them.

“Hang on one second now!” he said, jogging after the horned man with Josephine in tow. As they caught up, they watched Jalla casually toss out a fireball, immolating an undead. He repeated this, targeting undead hiding in the shadows of buildings and shipping crates. Each fireball he snapped off was accompanied by a maniacal burst of soft laughter.

The duo caught up to him quickly, but regardless of the tactic used the Draemon wouldn’t respond to any of Ray’s questions. Other than to laugh at him in that oddly soft manner of his. Jalla was, at every level, an enigma to him. At first, he seemed to want nothing more than to murder the human who had purchased him and his group. Now … now he wasn’t so sure.

“There it is,” said the fiery man, pointing towards a somewhat chipped away block of solid metal.

When they had departed the mainland with their first makeshift headquarters, Ray and Gale had decided to seal the core in a solid vault of metal, debris, and concrete. It was the most secure thing they could do with the materials that they had on hand. Anything else would have cost him his hard earned NEX, or utilized some of the refined materials that they had worked hard to scavenge.

The brick itself wasn’t too far from the end of the dock, and the barge. A couple hundred yards at most. It lay dead center where the headquarters had been. Ray had paid a bit of NEX to collapse and condense it around the core, providing as much protection as they could for as long as they could.

It seemed to have worked. At least so far.

Moving across the open ground quickly, Ray and Josephine marveled at just how much shit the Orkin and Goblins had scavenged during their move. Nearly everything around the brick itself was gone. Some minor scrap piles remained, but for the most part every valuable metal and component had been stripped from the immediate area. Sure, there was literal tons of stuff left to find and use. But that was for a later day.

“The area is clear. I recommend doing this quickly before we bring more attention to ourselves,” muttered Josephine. Jalla nodded in agreement as Ray stepped forward and placed his hand on the brick.

He immediately received an option to deconstruct the condensed block of material. It would only cost him a few hundred NEX to perform the action, so he didn’t hesitate in the slightest. Selecting yes, the entire structure fell apart into neatly packaged bundles. Ray and Josephine marveled at what the System was capable of with a bit of palm greasing. Nothing like bribery to get a job well done without having to resort to sullying your own hands.

As the material sloughed off and was conveniently packaged for transport, the core became visible. The silver ball was slightly orange, and slightly larger, than before. Ray wasn’t sure what that meant, but based on what Kevin had told him about the amount of energy being built up he was positive it wasn’t completely good.

Stepping forward, he placed his hand on the core:




	
CORE MODIFICATION





	
WARNING – REMOVING THE NODE WILL AFFECT THE INTEGRATION PROCESS





	
RESOURCES REQUIRED





	
NEX COST: 5,000*HEX CLAIM BEACON: 1









“Hey Jalla, it says its going to affect the integration. Any idea what that means?” Ray asked the Draemon aloud.

The red man shrugged, “No. We may all die. The timer may pause. You could trigger an event. Much is unknown,” he replied cryptically.

Ray shook his head. Jalla and Gale were highly knowledgeable, had lived for centuries, and were both extremely powerful. Their help, in this particular situation, was so limited that it may as well be non-existent. Not even Kevin knew what was going on with the System, he shouldn’t expect his two most knowledgeable people to have all the answers.

He hit yes to accept the changes.

The core popped out and he snagged the large silver orb from the air. At the same time the Hex Claim Beacon vanished from his inventory, and appeared in front of them. It appeared as a solid green cube, more akin to an emerald hue really. Roughly the size and heigh of a dinner table, it was far larger than Ray had imagined it to be.

“I … am not going to say a damn thing. Lets go back to the island,” Ray said turning quickly and walking back to the barge.

Jalla looked mildly confused while Josephine looked to have trouble containing her mirth. “Not a damn word woman!” said Ray vehemently as she slapped her fingers over her lips and sputtered.

“I do not understand,” Jalla said. Turning to Josephine, “Can you explain?”

She nodded and, after taking a moment to calm herself, said, “There are these things in human culture and media called flags. Often within works of fiction. The are triggers for events and major developments within a story, and they are often begun by someone saying some version of, ‘that was too easy’.”

“Ah. I understand. We too have a concept such as this,” Jalla said, his amusement now clearly apparent. “It is called blessing the Draemon. As divine magic can be fatal to us, even in small amounts, this portends something that may happen due to provoking Fate.”

Ray didn’t miss that capital F on Fate, but before he could ask a question a shifting shadow near a stack of containers caught his eye. “We may have company,” he said, drawing his blade.

The trio approached the side of the containers, wary of anything that could pop out or hit them from a distance. Ray had had far too many close encounters with bone spears and acid himself not to be overly cautious.

As they got closer, an all too familiar growling sound came out from between the large containers. Ray paused, listening to audible warning sound before figuring out what it was. He had heard it before, had fed it in fact.

Chuckling, he put his blade away. Josephine and Jalla looked at him oddly, but followed his lead. AS the group relaxed, Ray stepped forward and took out one of his few remaining noodle packets from his inventory and stuffed it in his hoodies pocket. Then he took out a bottle of water and popped the cap off.

“Come here boy, come on,” he coaxed gently. “You remember me. Oh yes you do. I found you a while back, remember? I gave you those tasty treats.”

Jall leaned in towards Josephine and quietly asked, “What is he doing? If there is a hostile creature there, it may very well kill him.”

“There isn’t. Before the apocalypse people kept various animals as pets. The animal here is, I am certain, a dog,” she said, explaining.

Jalla nodded and watched as slowly, very, very slowly, an emaciated dog crawled out from under the container. It was skinny, malnourished, and seemed to be hurt. Its hand leg was bent at an odd angle and its fur matted with dried, caked blood.

“Oh shit boy, something got into you, didn’t it?” Ray muttered, moving closer. As he got closer the growls trailed off. The dogs tail, once curled up under its belly, began to unfurl. Even wagging a bit. “Shh, I got you,” he said quietly, bringing the bottle down next to the dogs face. He poured a bit into his hand and let the thirsty pup drink out of his palm.

Looking up at Jalla he said, “See? Definitely not an undead. Not even a hostile creature.” The Draemon nodded, suitable chastised. “I ran into this guy a while back, after Josephine … uh … kicked the bucket,” he said while glancing at his now scowling bodyguard. “Right. Ran into him in an alleyway between two factories a bit West of here. Fed him, watered him, and then moved on. He didn’t seem to interested in coming with me at that time.”

“You cant possibly be thinking of taking the dog with us,” Josephine asked, quirking an eyebrow. “We hardly have enough food for ourselves, much less an addition. Aside from that, the creature may not live much longer with the state it’s in.”

Ray sighed. She wasn’t wrong. But something was telling him that it would be even more wrong to leave the Shepherd here. “No,” he said, bending down and trying to scoop the pup up into his arm. But Josephine was already ahead of him.

With a deep sigh, she picked up the dog, wrapping her arms under the front and back legs to ensure the wound on its haunch was not disturbed. “We need to get back to the barge. We have what we came for,” she said briskly, walking away from the two men.

Ray and Jalla swapped amused glances with one another and quickly followed the lady. There were something you just didn’t comment on. Both of them realized this was one of them.

The trio arrived back at the barge and got up the gangplank without any problems. As the Orkin withdrew the plank, Ray looked back at the HEX node. The green glow of the Beacon was visible even from where they were.

Turning back to the barge, he wondered if when the integration happened that it would still be there. He hoped it would be. They had sacrificed a lot to keep their beach head here. Well, if it did disappear they would make due. This new world of theirs seemed to care little for emotional attachment to anything. Afterall, the only thing that mattered was that they survived in the end.

Sometimes that was enough.

***
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                CHAPTER 32

Ray

Their departure from the dock was uneventful. It would only be a couple of hours to the island, then back to work fortifying, scavenging, and working towards getting ready for the integration. Ray was standing at the railing, staring over the calm river towards Governor's island, the shoreline of which he could see from where he was at.

The barge was gently rocking, moving back and forth on the steady flow of the river. Ray could feel the chugging of the engine below decks as they slowly but steadily moved towards their destination. Everyone was stowed away safely. The dog they had rescued was in the cabin with the Orkin, the big green lugs having taken a strange liking to the animal.

He was lost in thought, thinking about everything they had to do. Between expanding their holdings, building defenses, and taking care of the tunnel that Kevin had confirmed was going to be a huge pain in the ass, they had a lot to do. He was so lost in thought that he didn’t even see Josephine sprint towards him and shoved him to the ground.

He landed with a curse and turned to see what the hell was just going on when she hit the deck next to him. It was then he saw the spines in the decking where he had been. Long, thin, spindly lines that reminded him a lot of a porcupine’s quill. A foot-long porcupine quill.

“What the fuck? Where did those come from?” he asked.

Josephine gestured to the water, “Jalla saw them come out of the water. They arced up and out, like artillery,” she explained, still prone.

The barge lurched to the side as if it had just struck something, causing everyone on board to stumble or fall. Ray and Josephine were the two lucky ones, having already been on the deck. So they simply slid further to one side.

“What did we hit?” Ray called out, receiving a shrug from the Orkin at the helm. The half dozen Goblins running back and forth across the deck had nothing to add in their guttural language either. They were, for all intents and purposes, in the dark about what was happening.

While the boat had struck something, it hadn’t stopped them from moving.

Ray rolled to his feet and moved to the railing just in time to see a long, skinny shadow dart under the boat. “Was that a fish?”

“It is quite possible that whatever water life was present within this body of water has begun mutating,” Jalla said, moving next to him. “I doubt your aquatic life was capable of hunting birds.” He pointed to a nearby seagull floating on the winds.

It didn’t float for very long, as several spins shot out of the water and pin-cushioned it. The second the now deceased bird stuck the water, the calm surface boiled into a free for all for whatever was waiting for the food to come down.

“Holy shit! It's like a pack of missile-firing piranhas are hanging out down there,” he said in wonder. “Ugh, maybe an island wasn’t the smartest idea?”

Jalla shook his head in disagreement even as Josephine joined them at the railing. “Those look like pike,” she said. Seeing the other two look at her quizzically, she clarified. “Pike. The fish. Long, kind of snake-like. Big teeth. Sharp fins. Tales abound of people losing toes and fingers to them. How accurate that is, I don’t have a clue.”

“I believe your choice was the correct one, however,” Jalla said, bringing their attention to him. “An island surrounded by voracious sea life tends to remain a safe island surrounded by voracious sea life. Not to mention it is a ready source of food and NEX.”

Ray couldn’t disagree with that.

The group watched the waters silently, waiting for something to spring out and attack them. However, it seemed that this encounter was going to be the exception, rather than the rule. Who knows how dangerous sea travel could be in the future, however right now it seemed this was more of a probing attack than anything. The murderous fish didn’t seem to be interested in something they couldn’t kill and eat, so they had moved on.

“This is wild. Even the fish have changed … mutated? Whatever,” Ray said, exasperated. “Well, hopefully, they don’t get bigger. Or develop longer range. Or fucking learn to walk on land.”

Jalla laughed that tinkling laugh of his. “Wouldn’t that be amusing to see. Fish walking on land. You continue to amuse me, Ray,” he said with an affable smile.

Ray hadn’t had a chance to try to analyze the sea creatures. Honestly, he didn’t know if you wanted to. So much was changing, and so rapidly, that he was worried he wouldn’t recognize the world after the changes were all done with. To be honest with himself, he wasn’t sure he recognized the world now.

While they stayed on edge, being careful to stay alert for any additional events, they reached the island all too soon. The old barge sailed up to a much longer, thinner dock located further up the eastern side of the island. This enabled them to embark and debark much faster, as well as placed them closer to the fort itself.

As they approached, Ray could already see changes having been made to the fort. While they had only been gone for a few short hours, the Miasma-cracked earth had been sealed over. The grass was even growing in some places. The fort itself had been turned from a tourist attraction into a more defensible location.

Ray could see it looming above the surroundings, a full story taller than it had been. Derrick and Gale had been working hard, particularly if they had achieved this much in such a short time. They didn’t have a whole lot longer before the integration began, but what they had already achieved was praiseworthy.

The new fort was no longer made of brick, but some kind of smooth, grey-mottled concrete material. Possibly plascrete, a concrete and liquid metal blend that made up most modern-day buildings and roads. It was strong, durable, and elastic. And it lasted damn near forever.

Ray wasn’t sure what kind of fortifications were on the inside, but he could see the first exterior curtain wall was almost a quarter done. Rising half the height of the fort itself, it was also made of the same mottled grey material. He really wanted to know what it was made of and reminded himself to ask Derrick later when they weren’t so busy.

As the barge touched the dock, the Orkin deployed the gangplank, allowing the small group to disembark quickly onto the pier. They rapidly made their way to the new base, and as Ray passed the first curtain wall a huge notification popped into his vision:




	
FRONT LINE FORTRESS





	
FEATURES





	
BEDS: 450


	
MILITARY CAFETERIA: 2


	
OFFICES: 50





	
OFFICER'S QUARTERS: 30


	
MILITARY OFFICERS MESS: 1


	
MEETING ROOMS: 10





	
COMBAT TRAINING GROUNDS: 1
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COMMUNICATIONS CENTER: 1
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LARGE GRANARY: 1


	
MATERIALS WAREHOUSE: 1
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UNIQUE FEATURES





	
CORE VAULT: 1


	
SYSTEM SHOP: 1 – LOCKED





	
A FULLY OPERATIONAL FRONT-LINE FORTRESS MEANT TO PROTECT KEY POINTS OF INTEREST FOR FACTIONS. THIS FORTRESS BOASTS REINFORCED PLASCRETE WALLS WITH NUMEROUS UPGRADES, TWO FULL CURTAIN WALLS, WEAPONS EMPLACEMENTS, AND ENOUGH STORAGE SPACE AND TRAINING FACILITIES FOR A HALF-BATTALION OF TROOPS AND OFFICERS. FURTHER UPGRADE OPTIONS ARE AVAILABLE FOR FURTHER DEVELOPMENT.









“Holy shit,” Ray said in awe. Even Jalla looked mildly impressed. Josephine was, as usual, observing the area for any threats. But if he had to put a label on it, Ray would say she was happy with the developing situation.

As they entered the gigantic building, Ray marveled at what had been accomplished. The courtyard itself, however, looked nothing like it had. Gone were the paved civilian streets, grassy picnic areas, and trees. In their place was a drill yard that looked like it could fit fifty or so people in it, a rack of training gear, an outdoor area for observation, and a sparring arena. He could also have sworn the inside was a bit bigger than it had been.

Inside, he saw that there was definitely a second story now. Walkways crisscrossed the interior, leading from one side of the new courtyard to the other. Orkin, humans, and Goblins were moving from one side to the other using these walkways, carrying materials and other items he couldn’t identify.

As they entered through the main gate, Derrick and Gale met them immediately as they had been waiting in the main courtyard. “Hey there boss man,” greeted Derrick with a grin. Gale gave a slight bob of her head in greeting to him as well. “We’ve uh, been a bit busy with the fort here. Let's get you down to the core room, then we can get you the full tour. From what Gale tells me having the core offline for any length of time isn’t the greatest idea.”

Ray could definitely agree with that point. “Yeah, lead on. Let's get this thing installed quickly and get back on track. Things to do.”

Derrick led the group to the far side of the fortress from where they had entered. Walking inside, Ray was sure that this place was much larger than it had been. The wide, grey hallways were marked with colored lines on the walls. Ray stopped to examine them even as Gale spoke up to explain.

“Derrick has explained to me that these are called route guides. Each colored line is a guide to a specific destination. Red being for the armory. Blue is for various meeting rooms, while green is for the mess halls. Yellow is for administrative offices,” she said, explaining.

Nodding his understanding, Ray could see the value in an easy to grasp map. Without having to examine a floor plan with a, ‘You Are Here’, sticker people could navigate far quicker. Looking slightly closer, he saw that a short list of rooms was under each line.

“It’s a list of rooms in the section of the fort,” said Derrick, “it makes it easier to know where you are at and where you need to go. A throwback from my time in the Navy. The area we are going to, though, isn’t marked at all.”

Leading them further down the hallway, he stopped in front of a hallway with multiple guard posts that hadn’t been staffed yet. “This is the hallway going to the false core room. See? It's marked, easy to find, and completely fake.”

“Fake?” Josephine asked, “Why the need for a fake room?”

Derrick touched the wall just past the second security checkpoint. Depressing slightly, and sliding open silently, the wall opened to reveal a narrow staircase spiraling downwards.

“Security Jose, security. This room isn’t exactly well advertised, but it's defended enough to ensure everyone knows there’s something of value here. Set up a fake core, with guards, while hiding the real one, and you have an easy way to defend what’s really important,” explained the engineer. “That and I’ve always wanted to build a secret room. That’s just cool.”

The warrior woman nodded in understanding. “That makes sense. Call me Jose again and I will bury you in this secret room of yours.”

Derrick had never agreed to something faster in his life.

Following the staircase down about thirty yards, Ray was impressed at how deep they had come. The group found themselves in front of a heavily fortified hallway. It wasn’t long, probably twenty feet or so, but it was filled with murder holes, firing slits, and traps. All of which were disabled, thankfully.

At the end of the hallway was a huge metal and plascrete door. It was featureless, having no keyholes, entry spots, or hidden buttons.

“Thank god that the System still allows us to build and upgrade buildings. I mean, I get the shop is down right now, but this would have been impossible to do without some serious help. We burned through most of our raw materials making this place,” explained Derrick. “The engineering team and I call this the Vault. I have more plans for it at some point, but for now, nothing short of a nuke is getting to whatever is inside.”

He gestured at the door, “Touch it, Ray. It's keyed for you.”

Ray walked forward and put his hand on the door. With no warning or sound, not even a lock opening, the door swung forward. He quickly realized it was more than a quarter of the length of the hallway in thickness.

“The entire room is only twenty by twenty. With the door open and the pedestal, it’s a little under two hundred square feet,” explained the engineer excitedly. “Only you can open the Vault door. The walls are seventeen feet thick and made of reinforced plasteel and plascrete. Don’t ask me about the plasteel. It’s a System thing and I have no idea what it's made of. It's just harder than hell and tougher than titanium.”

Walking into the room, Ray saw that with the exception of his group and the pedestal, it was completely empty. No marks on the wall, no other entrances, and no air ventilation. It was a solidly grey, non-descript room at the end of a murder hallway.

“Ok then,” he said as he turned to Gale. “Do I just place the core on the pedestal? Then hope for the best?”

The Drakling nodded. “Indeed. Thou will place the core onto the pedestal. Then hope it does not explode, killing us all.”

“The positivity for this action is immense. My curiosity, however, is pushing me towards staying here and observing to see just what happens,” Jalla said dryly.

Ray rolled his eyes and turned back to the odd look pedestal. He wasn’t sure how Derrick had calculated it, but the smooth, round receptacle base looked to be the perfect size for the orb. Taking it out from his inventory, he heard a slight intake from the group behind him. Minus Jalla, not much seemed to phase him.

The moment he held the heavy sphere in his hands a System message showed up in front of him:




	
CORE INSTALLATION





	
WARNING – ^#&%@$





	
RESOURCES REQUIRED





	
COST





	
NEX COST: 5,000


	
EXISTING HEX CLAIM BEACON: 1


	
CORE X1









“Uh, is the warning supposed to look like that? Should … maybe we should wait?” Ray said uncertainly.

No one knew what the cause of what happened next was. Gale swears that Jalla poked Ray. Derrick remembers him getting just slightly too close to the pedestal. Josephine wasn’t watching, too busy keeping her eyes on the others, just in case they pulled something.

Everyone present, however, can agree on one fact; the core left Ray's hands and landed perfectly on the pedestal causing everyone in the room to hold their breath. Except for Jalla, because he literally gave no shits.

Releasing his breath, Ray said, “Well that wasn’t so bad, was it?”

Everyone stared at him in astonishment. Josephine facepalmed and said, “Fucking flag.”

Ray had never heard her outright swear before, and he didn’t get the chance to ask before the core erupted in blinding light. Everything was bathed in the hot, fiery light that erupted from the spherical object.

The light was abruptly cut short as the room was plunged into darkness. No one could see each other in the pitch black. Not even Jalla’s powerful eyesight could pierce the thick black that had permeated the room.

“Well … what the fuck just happened?” Ray’s voice sounded out. A chorus of replies came back to him. The simple response was that no one had a clue.

Collectively they turned to where the exit of the room was. Inching forward slowly, they passed the vault door and into the hallway. Once past the threshold of the massive vault door, the light returned to the world. Ray was first across the threshold somehow. Turning back, he could see the silver sphere floating in the center of an endless expanse of darkness. Whatever had happened, it was restricted to the room itself. For now at least.

Hopefully whatever it was didn’t affect anything else. They had just claimed the fort and the island. Being blind inside of it would suck and require them to more than likely abandon the structure.

Something he wasn’t willing to do.

***
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                Ray

The group, led by Derrick, headed up to the main floor.

“This is the main floor of the fortress. It has most of the offices and meeting rooms, cafeteria, and the armory. The central courtyard is split into four squares that make up the combat training grounds. One square for drill, one square for training, one square for sparring, and one square for storage,” he explained. “The materials warehouse, shop, and granary are all located on the first floor, but on the inside of the fortress. The second floor has meeting rooms, the barracks, the officer's quarters, and some small storage spaces.”

He turned back to the four people following him, “And that’s basically the full tour. You saw the core vault. Outside of that, there is the third floor that we are planning that will have a landing pad for one of those air dirigibles you talked about Gale.”

“Fantastic. What about that curtain wall outside? That seems to be coming along well, but it's far from finished,” observed Ray. “We definitely want that to be up and patrolled before the integration happens.”

Derrick nodded, “Yeah, that’s a bit of a problem. This island is fantastically easy to build on and defend. But we lack a ton of the raw resources to finish building everything out. We are going to need to send out foraging parties to gather materials. Grok and I have been chatting about this, and we came up with an idea.”

The engineer led them across the combat training grounds and into the other side of the fort. As they traveled, Derrick explained their ideas for expansion, and island fortification, and promised that more information would be available once they reached their destination.

After traversing a few hallways, the group ended up in a large meeting room. The tables were covered in documents and schematics, with a dozen human engineers and Grok reviewing various plans. There were even a few heated discussions on the best way to go about various tasks to accomplish their end goal. Ray was frankly amazed at the level of organization and work that was taking place here.

“Welcome to design central,” said Derrick proudly. Heading over to Grok, the two high-fived. Even though the huge Orkin had to angle his high-five downward. “As I was saying, all the ideas are here. Along with the answers to most of your questions.”

Grok grabbed a rolled-up piece of blue paper. Unfurling it, the group was surprised to see a well-drafted set of plans for the barge they had been using. It had been made longer and wider, with a strange engine schematic that Ray couldn’t make heads or tails of. But what he did recognize was that towards the control tower for the water vessel was a large square grinder looking machine installed on the deck.

“Is that the materials converter?” he asked, tapping the schematic. “Cause that looks like the materials converter.”

Derrick nodded, “Yeah, it is. Instead of making multiple trips back here with scrap and scavenged materials, Grok and I thought it would be more prudent to convert everything on the barge itself. This would allow us to bring back a ship full of materials we can use rather than having to carry everything multiple times back and forth. With time being a premium, this was the best thing we could think of,” he explained.

“I mean, when you put it that way, it does make a lot of sense,” Ray admitted. “Having the converter on the barge itself would mean a much shorter turn around time. And we have … twenty-seven days to go. A bit more actually. Should be plenty of time for us to send out scavenging parties. My only concern is that we lack people, and we can't get any more right now. That prick Kevin locked us out of the shop.”

Grok waved his hand in the air getting everyone’s attention. “Den we jus gotta hitz da placez near da shorez boss. We won't getz too far off. Them Goblin gitz are good at runnin away too. Weze can send em off onta da shore ta grab everytin.”

Ray blinked at that, trying to decipher Groks horrible accent. Derrick put his fist into his palm immediately though. “That’s right! The Goblins are fast, can carry a ton when you use more than a half dozen of them and can be used to both scout and scavenge!” he turned to Ray, “Give me the barge, a half dozen Orkin, and all the Goblins. I can solve our resource problems in five days.”

“Yeah … sure. Just … sure. Do that,” Ray said, still somewhat confused. He turned to Gale and Jalla. “What about the little issue of that land bridge connection? The one to the tunnels? I think we should address that with everyone who is left. All at once.”

Gale nodded. “Indeed. That will be a problem, as the sheer numbers of undead that may disgorge from the tunnels will have the capability to overwhelm us.”

“Actually, I've got a solution for that too … I think,” Derrick interjected. “I was uh … looking for ways to build an engine that worked with the System. And … well I may have accidentally made a bomb?”

The group stared at the flustered engineer, speechless. Even Grok was a bit skeptical, crossing his arms. “Why you not tell me dat? Grok loves bombz,” he grunted. Grok response to the situation broke the silence and got a well deserved chuckle from the group.

“Explain in more detail, please. How, pray tell, did you go from designing an engine to creating a bomb?” Jalla asked eloquently. “While there are many inventions that come as a result of pursuing revelations that come up during the creative process, I have rarely heard of such results that have differed in purpose so greatly.”

Derrick rubbed the back of his head. “Well, for most engines you need a fuel source. Something to get energy from in order to cause motion to happen within the device right?” The others nodded while Grok just stood there patiently. “Well, I was messing around with the idea of a fuel cell using some of the ones that we recovered while we were at the old base. The one on the mainland. It turns out that if you supercharge them they … well they explode. Violently.”

“How violently are we talking here?” questioned Ray, “Like grenade violently or ten sticks of TNT violently?”

The engineer looked insulted. Placing a hand on his chest he said, “I am one of the leading engineers of my generation! Grenade? Sticks? Try a ton. One ton of TNT.”

“Holy shit. How many of those cells do you have?” Ray asked after a short whistle of surprise.

“Forty. We have forty of the bastards,” Derrick replied, grinning ferally. “Based on the calculations from myself and a few of the guys who specialize in structural engineering, we need to place eight to blow that land bridge to hell. But … would you be willing to entertain a different idea?”

Ray cocked his head slightly to one side, “Sure. I mean, I need to be a bit better about listening to everyone. And if Gale and Jalla back up what you say then sure, I would be more than willing to just entertain new ideas,” he said, sneaking a glance at the surprised Jalla.

Up to this point, while Jalla and his group have contributed, he has been more or less left on the outside of things. Ray had realized that the Draemon was much more than what he initially seemed, and bringing him into the fold on his side as an advisor was the right thing to do.

With a sly smile, Jalla nodded his agreement at Ray’s implication that he would weigh in.

“So what's this idea?” he asked with a relieved sigh.

Derrick nodded, “Right. So … this Kevin character. This god, he said to blow the hell out of the bridge right?” he started with, getting a nod from Ray. “Well, that land bridge leads to a tunnel chock-full of undead. That means it's chock-full of NEX and resources. What if, and bear with me here it's only an idea, instead of blowing that bridge and tunnel to kingdom come, we seal up the tower and build a drawbridge from the shore to the tower? We could farm the tunnels below and, hopefully, after the integration, it would still be in place.”

Most of the group nodded at that assessment. Turning a threat into a potential asset, much less an ongoing return on investment, was a great tactic. Although there were usually great rewards with great risks, there were many unknowns about how the world would look when the Integration was complete. Ray wasn’t sure if he was ready to make a gamble like that as of yet.

“Seal it,” Jalla said into the contemplative silence, startling everyone. The group turned to him with questions dancing in their eyes. “This world is odd. Everything here is odd. Nothing works as it is supposed to. Even the System itself seems … lacking in so many ways. Do not take a risk that the Integration will turn this opportunity into a threat you cannot contain. Seal the tunnel to the surface and level the land bridge. There will be other ways to make NEX and gather materials through future opportunities,” the horned man explained.

“Got it,” Ray said with finality. Turning to Derrick he apologized. “Sorry man, but Jalla is right. We just can't be sure of what a future threat like that would look like, or if we could even contain it. We need to reduce as many variables as we can right now.”

The engineer shrugged with a grin, “That’s fine. It was just a thought on my part I wanted to run by the group. Regardless, I took the liberty of running the calculations to collapse the tunnel and bridge. You only need seven of them.”

Gale made a small noise as she examined the map. “This is what thy markings are for in these locations?” she asked.

The map had four black x-marks on the land bridge and three around the circumference of the ventilation tower leading to the surface above the water.

Derrick tapped each x in order. “Yup, simple as simple can be. Go in. Kill the undead. Place and arm the converted fuel cells. Get the ever loving heck out of there.”

Ray frowned. Looking over the map he saw that each mark had a number next to it. Number one was at the center, on the back side of the tower. Looking up at Derrick he asked, “So … we have to place these in order? Starting with the far side of the tower? Don’t you have some kind of remote or something you can detonate it with?”

Derrick snorted at that. “Heck no. I’m an engineer, not a magician. These things are set on timers, remotes won't work with the way the fuel cell is set up. Without getting too deep into the details, you need to manually set up each one to detonate. I’ve taken the liberty of rigging an easy to use switch. Drop it, flick the switch, latch the cover, and run for the next one.”

“This sounds too easy, what’s the catch?” he asked, eyeballing the now somewhat nervous engineer. “You aren’t explaining everything. That makes me as nervous as you look right now.”

The man rubbed the back of his head, “Look Ray … you are all going to need to be in position at the same time before the first bomb is set up. Based off of what we know and can see, the second you set foot on that bridge you are going to be fighting. Not one or two of those nasty things … hundreds. We haven’t seen any of those weird variants either, but that’s not to say they aren’t present.”

“So we fight all the way in, then conduct a fighting retreat? That sounds … nasty,” Ray said slowly.

Grok grunted, “Boss ain’t goin,” the large green man said simply.

“The fuck I’m not,” Ray said pointing a finger at Grok. “I’m kind of leading this whole thing. That means I need to be there to ensure that everything goes off without a hitch. This isn’t going to be a stroll through a warehouse, it's going to be far more complex than that.”

Grok nodded, “You gotz one arm boss. No keepin a line of da boyz in orda if youz can't stay in line,” he replied back.

“Ray, what thy companion is trying to say is that your handicap, while having been worked around up to this point, would place others in danger,” Gale said softly.

“Indeed. The task is not difficult, only the journey. You are needed here. After all, if you die then not only does your goal of restoring your world remain out of your grasp, then the rest of our … group would be free to disperse as they see fit. While freedom for my Burst would not be unwelcome, being trapped on this world would be. Very Much so,” elaborated Jalla.

Josephine stared daggers at the Draemon while she placed a hand on her blade. The red man simply smiled back, his tinkling laughter seeming to enrage the woman even more.

Ray stepped between the two quickly. “Hey, knock it off. We are all on the same team.” He looked at Grok and Gale, “I get where you’re coming from. I hate that I only have one arm, although Gale tells me there’s a fix in the System Shop for that. If going places you all in danger, or reduces the overall effectiveness of the team … the fine. I fucking hate it, but I will stay here,” he begrudgingly conceded.

“But,” he jumped back in before Grok and Gale could celebrate the small victory, “I want everyone who needs to go, to go. I also want everyone outfitted with everything that we have. There is no reason we need to suffer losses to achieve the results we are looking for. Gear up, get organized, and … gather whatever spells you need. Or however that works,” Ray ordered, brooking no tone for disagreement. Jalla laughed at that, his tinkling voice dancing across the room. He walked away, leaving the others to stare at his retreating back.

“Well, with that being said I guess I better go prep those fuel cells,” said Derrick. “Grok, I need you to help me. Heavy lifting and what-not.” The merry duo walked off as well, retreating to wherever the crazy engineer had stored his makeshift bombs.

“Mine own preparations must be completed as well. If this is to be a battle such as Derrick has described, I must be ready for any contingencies.” With that simple explanation, Gale strode away, her wings tucked tightly into her back.

Josephine watched her intently. “I still want to know where she gets that big sword from. She hasn’t admitted she has an inventory, but I can't help but feel that isn’t quite it,” she muttered.

Ray laughed. “I think we have enough mysteries for now. Let's set that one aside and focus on taking that land bridge and the tunnel entrance. Once that’s done with we can figure out which pocket she puts that big butter knife of hers in.”

Josephine shrugged. It wasn’t the answer she was looking for, but it was one she could accept for now.
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        CHAPTER 34

    
    
    
    
                Ray

The group decided that they would take a day to rest, gather what they needed for the tunnel assault, and check their equipment.

Ray was still pissed that the prick of a wannabe god Kevin took his handgun, but he was mollified when Grok gave him a few throwing axes. They were nowhere near as lethal as a firearm, but he appreciated the gesture nonetheless.

On top of the rest, the group got to sample the first large batch of Goblin gathered fish. While Ray recognized more than a few of the species they had caught, the little green men also managed to wrangle out one of the large eel fish. The thing had to be nearly ten feet long and weigh several hundred pounds. It had enough meat on it to feed everyone for a few meals.

Derrick had been spot on when he had made the suggestion to have the Goblins fish. In fact, the little guys, while still impossible to understand, seemed to be far more intelligent than they were given credit for by anyone else. Even the System.

When he brought this up to Gale, she laughed at him.

“Thou are correct Ray, they are far more intuitive than most give them credit for. However, this is not because of their initial System rating. Goblins are … interesting creatures. They often take on the characteristics of those around them. Both in form and ability,” she explained. “They rarely survive long enough to do so, but a group of Goblins will evolve depending on their owner, environment, and the care given to them. In rare cases, they have even been able to gain classes and utilize various forms of magic.”

Ray was more than a little shocked. Goblins had, at least according to Gale, an astounding amount of potential. The fact they were thrown away like fodder was mind boggling to him. When you could invest a bit of time, energy, and NEX to make them into far more potent versions of themselves …

As they sat in the cafeteria, Gale saw where Ray’s mind was going. She nodded sadly. “Indeed. Thy thoughts are accurate. Goblin kind does retain an adaptive power that is astonishing. However, many do not see this potential. They would rather have a cheap, easy-to-breed source of fodder and slave labor rather than build up what many within the Systems embrace see as nothing but a nuisance.”

“That’s fucking stupid. From what you described the investment in time and resources isn’t even that much. But it also makes a lot of sense. It's crazy that these guys were nearly feral when I got them, and now they can wield spear formations and fish. That’s nuts!” he exclaimed. “Goblins are borderline over powered!”

Gale stared at him, eyebrow cocked back like the hammer of a shotgun. “Now let us not get ahead of ourselves. Their potential is great, but they are limited in their adaptations. Once a path is chosen they cannot move further forward,” his advisor warned.

“So they have a wide, nearly unlimited number of paths to choose from but are restricted in developing those paths?” Ray questioned. “That’s … pretty fucked.”

“Very fucked indeed,” Gale agreed. “This is why many choose not to promote them into various roles. Why when you can get another slave or refugee for nearly as cheap, but who has far more specialized talents?”

Ray thought on that for a moment before responding. His mind eventually settled on something that had been bothering him for a long time. Something that he could have apparently done a long time ago, but just kept pushing off as something that wasn’t immediately impactful on the goal of staying alive.

“So tell me more about the classes. That prick Kevin locked me out of the store, so I can't pick one yet apparently. But I need to know what I can expect. What should I choose? How do I even choose?” he asked.

Gale stared at him in shock. She tried to form words with her lips but failed miserably. For a long, while she simply stared at the human in front of her. The man who had hired her brought her to this world and was hopelessly lost in the way any part of the System worked. Navigating your screens was one thing, understanding even the basic concept of leveling or the class system was another thing entirely.

Eventually, she got her thoughts into gear and said, “Ray, thy class isn’t something purchased through the store. It is … a class that is either earned through action, inaction or assigned to you by the System at birth. Josephine received one upon being resurrected, remember? A resurrection is a form of rebirth. Although Myrmidon is a class I know nothing of.”

Ray was utterly confused.

“Ray, I have never heard of someone choosing a class. Ever,” the advisor said calmly. “This Kevin God was either mistaken or gave you an inaccurate assessment of the situation at hand.”

“He told me to pick after the Integration though. Those were his exact words. ‘For fucks sake pick a fucking class once the Integration is over’,” he repeated word for word. “It was unlocked for me a while back, but I never really paid attention to it.”

Gale sat back as Jalla and Verrick, of all people, walked into the cafeteria. Seeing them, the duo waltzed over and sat down.

“Based on Ray’s face, you seem to be having a somewhat intense conversation,” Jalla remarked casually with a grin. “Pray, do tell,” he remarked as Verrick observed with silent curiosity.

Ray looked at the Draemon. “Well,” he began with frustration evident in his voice, “I was talked to by Kevin, some god that wanted to chat with me, that I needed to pick my class. Gale though is telling me something completely different. Apparently, classes are not picked?”

Gale was about to respond when Jalla laughed, the soft noise like win glasses touching softly. “She is indeed correct. Beings within the system do not pick their classes,” he said as Gale deflated in relief. “But you are not within the System yet, are you now? You have not died, been born or reborn, or experienced the Integration have you?”

Ray shook his head in the negative.

“Well then, you can hardly be expected to know what to do,” the Draemon explained. “I have seen several Integrations, although none with this number of issues. The core is probably to blame, but I digress. Once the Integration happens, you will most likely get a short list of classes and their accompanying descriptions to choose from. This is how Integrations work. They align a worlds inhabitants with the possibilities that lie before them. These possibilities are built around an untold number of factors that are gathered from the person being integrated.”

“So who I am, what I have done, and what I may be capable of are all taken into account?” Ray asked incredulously. “How the hell does that even work?”

Jalla shrugged. “I know not. I am neither an administrator nor a divine being capable of learning such things. In my long life, however, I have learned that not even those so-called Gods who work within the System know everything. It is, simply put, not knowable.”

“The System sounds like the worst used car salesman ever,” snorted Ray in disbelief.

“I know nothing about a salesman of used cars. However, if your comparison involves not knowing what you are getting, for a high price, and usually feeling regret afterwords… then yes. Yes, it is very much like this used salesman,” Jalla said, laughing.

Ray shook his head. “At least the comparison translated. It's good to know that the System likes to fuck with everyone else as much as it does me,” he said with a sigh.

Jalla cackled, “Oh, no. It is very much a you thing,” he deadpanned.

“What the fuck are you two doing here,” Ray said, a vein popping out on his forehead. “Aren't you supposed to be getting ready for the tunnel shit? How are the bombs coming along?”

Verrick quirked an eyebrow. “Master, Engineer Derrick has finished all seven devices. These ‘fuel cells’ are a strange technology, but they have been altered and are ready. I believe we are just waiting on Lady Gale,” he explained.

“Odd technology? You know what space vessels are but not fuel cells?” Ray asked incredulously.

The Aelvin Ranger shrugged. “Power is generated as needed, and is not a commodity on other worlds as it was on this one. Any polity that has reached the stars has shed their need for energy. However, I do see much utility in the technology,” he explained.

“Right. Yeah, it’s a neat, but dangerous tech for sure. I think Derrick is proving that now,” Ray agreed. Turning to Gale he said, “Ok, time for you to get going. If I hear the explosions I am going to assume you were successful. If not … well if I don’t hear anything in a few hours I am heading your way with everything we have left, myself included.”

Gale nodded her head slightly in agreement and stood. “Very well. Thy determination in arranging a second wave of attackers to cover any failures or holes in this plan is well known. We shall not fail, and thou will not be placed in danger. Mine own clan is riding on the outcome of this Integration as well. I will not risk thy safety carelessly or willingly,” the Drakling said sternly.

“I will be fine Gale. Like you said, you are not going to fail. Besides, if you do it means most of the people left are dead,” Ray reassured her. “If you are all dead, it's likely I won't be far behind you. Then we won't have to worry bout anything.”

Gale stared at him, eventually huffing and stalking off. As she walked out the doors he heard her say, “That is hardly reassuring!”

Jalla cackled again as he and Verrick stood. “Woman, Ray, are even more mysterious than the System. However, Lady Gale has a point. Keep yourself safe. Don’t do anything that is too dangerous. We should be back within the day.” Then he paused, a small frown on his face. “If you don’t hear anything from us within three hours, it wouldn’t hurt to be prepared to charge in though,” he finished lamely.

With that he and Verrick departed as well, leaving Ray to his thoughts and fears.

With so many moving parts, there were any number of things that could go wrong. They had been met with setbacks and disasters so far, often times back to back. If this gamble didn’t work out then there wouldn’t really be enough of them left to seal the tunnel and land bridge. At that point, they could only hope that the Integration didn’t fuck them all over.

If he could keep the core safe, and stay alive, until the Integration, however, he could bring back everyone who did die. At least he hoped that would be the case. Ray paid serious attention to everyone's warnings about the oddity of how the System was acting. Who knows what the result would be once the timer hit zero? Maybe it was futile and they would all be vaporized as the planet exploded anyway?

No one really knew.

Standing up and stretching his arm above his head, he walked out into the central square. There were several Goblins training with an Orkin in the fighting square. Off to the far side, one of the Thymian mages was practicing with magic. Curious, Ray headed that way. He knew next to nothing about magic and may be able to pry some answers out of them.

He walked up to the square the woman was in and sat on a bench. Watching her, she cycled through several elements. First was a flame in her hand. Then she froze the flame, before letting it dissolve into water, which she then evaporated into mist. Ray watched the process repeat itself, fascinated with what she was able to do.

Without turning towards him she said, “Care to learn? I am not as adept as Remus, but I can show you the basics.”

Ray nodded enthusiastically. “That would be great. I haven’t had a chance to sit and learn at all. Did most of your abilities come with your class?” he asked curiously.

“You should never ask after one’s class,” the woman said seriously. “It is considered incredibly rude, and some cultures would fight you over such a request. Aside from that, basic manners dictate that you learn a person's name prior to asking more … intimate questions.”

Ray had a good enough nature to accept the chastisement. “I’m sorry about that. It's been … a few short weeks since being brought back. I haven’t been the most respectful person since then. Nothing like I was before my, uh, death.”

The woman sat next to him. “I am Althea. Please, tell me your story. It seems a talk would do you more good than burdening your mind with new knowledge to break down.”

Ray was tempted to say no and walk away. He was tempted to turn away Althea’s goodwill. But something in the back of his head told him that not only would that be a bad idea, but it would also result in him blocking off an avenue of communication with his people in the future.

“I am not a good person,” he began after a lengthy pause. “I grew up poor. I fought to make it out of the slums and into pilot school. But I didn’t do that without debt or without a patron. Unfortunately, the only people willing to sponsor a slum kid were those heavily invested in the criminal element.”

Althea nodded as Ray continued, “I piloted what were called ‘runners’ for years. Tiny, single-person smuggling ships that were built to evade detection. Eventually, I built a reputation for myself, rose through the ranks, and found myself the captain of a yacht for some of the more prominent members of the cabal.”

“These criminals, they were not good people. But they were your people. They took care of you, but you had regrets still?” guessed the Thymian woman.

“Regrets would be an understatement. I killed people, stole, smuggled, and broke laws, and in the end what did I amount to? A well-paid taxi driver,” he said bitterly. “I think that’s why I am so … stubborn about this whole thing. Getting mankind back on its feet. I may be an important lynchpin, but someone else could certainly take up right where I left off if I were to bite it. Derrick is a good choice, I think.”

“Regrets are simply our mind's way of continually teaching us of what not to do,” Althea chided lightly. “Your life was hard, as are many peoples across the stars. The System does not make life any easier, simply more convenient. Even with the System, there are many who prey upon others, break the laws, and steal and kill for entertainment. Much less to survive. You did nothing that no other person or being would be willing to do in order to survive. That is it.”

Ray shrugged. The woman’s words were nice, comforting even. But that didn’t make him feel vindicated in anything that he had been responsible for in the past. His actions alone had killed dozens, perhaps hundreds of people. That was a difficult burden to bear.

“Ray, you are a leader of people now. Disparate people who are eager to help you succeed so that they may, in turn, achieve success. Your past actions have no bearing with those of us that are here now,” she said, observing him closely. “Nor do we care. We have all done things in the name of survival that has required us to look into the past with regret. Sometimes even despair. The path forward, what we do from those moments onwards, is all that matters to those around us. You cannot allow the chains of the past to restrict your future.”

Ray thought about that for a while, sitting in companionable silence with Althea. She seemed content to wait for him to gather his thoughts and think through what they had just discussed. As he opened his mouth to respond, a massive explosion sounded out from the north side of the fortress. The blast rocked the main square nearly knocking Ray and Althea off the bench.

Ray shot to his feet, Althea right behind him, and headed for the main doors. It was far too early for the bombs to have gone off, not to mention they were six explosions short.

Something had gone wrong.

*** 
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        CHAPTER 35

    
    
    
    
                Ray

Ray slammed into the door that led outside, smashing it open with Althea hot on his heels. As he ran outside, he saw a plume of smoke and ash rising into the sky from behind the fort. An Orkin ran up to him from the training hall as he skidded to a stop to observe the rising dust cloud.

“Boss, da Gobbiez an us are all set up,” he grunted out. The accent was every bit as bad as Groks.

He nodded, “Get everyone moving towards the front of the fort. Seal the doors and leave one of the Orkin and a couple Goblins behind. Everyone else with me,” he ordered. He started moving towards the armory. His weapon was inside.

Althea followed him closely and was soon joined by Josephine. “What happened?” she asked as she join them.

“No idea. All I know is that one or more of the bombs went off way too soon for it to have been planned. Hopefully-“ Ray was interrupted by another massive explosion, followed quickly by a third one that was just as large.

“Holy shit, it sounds like a warzone over there,” he yelled over the sound of the bombs going off. Then he counted them, “That’s three. They took seven!”

He got into the armory quickly, retrieving his blade from a stand next to the door. Josephine helped him belt it on while Althea slid into some leather armor and grabbed a spear. It was the first time Ray had seen a Thymian wielding a pole weapon. The woman noticed his look of curiosity and just winked.

As soon as the blade belt was attached, he tossed a sweatshirt on and the trio ran towards the opposite side of the fort that faced the tunnel tower and land bridge. They met a half dozen Orkin and a dozen Goblins. The group followed Ray outside, while the remaining three closed and sealed the doors behind them. For better or worse, they were committed.

The group moved quickly between the buildings on the far side of the fortress, weaving in and out of old tourist attractions until they popped out on the road next to the shoreline. They had a clear view of the tunnel tower and the land bridge, and they froze momentarily in shock.

The entire area was a warzone.

The troops they had sent had been broken up into pockets of organized resistance, surrounded by what looked to be hundreds of giant spiders. Ray could practically feel Josephine shivering next to him. The things were the size of the German Shepherd they had back at the base. Only there were hundreds of them, with more streaming from the tower and across the partially destroyed land bridge every second.

“What the fuck?” Ray muttered, “Form a line! Move into those nasty fucks and smash them! Break out the groups and add them to the line as you can, send the wounded to the back!” he ordered.

His Orkin and Goblins rushed forward, smashing into the spiders with surprising fury in a tide of green bodies. Ray waded in as well with Josephine protecting his side and Althea on their flank with her spear. The trio wrought devastation wherever they wanted, cutting down dozens of the huge grey and black-mottled spiders as soon as they had engaged.

As they fought their way forward, they began to rescue the groups that had been split up. They added them to their number and advanced, driving the creatures back toward the tower’s land bridge. They had rescued four groups in total before Ray finally found Gale in the fifth, and she was hurt. Badly.

The Drakling was on the ground, swinging weakly at the occasional spider as they got close to her while her remaining Goblin escorts did their best to keep the eight-legged freaks at bay. It was only when Ray’s troops swept the harassing arachnids away that she breathed a sigh of relief and dropped the sword, the massive two-hander crashing to the ground.

Immediately Ray could see that the wounds were worse than he had initially thought. Gale was missing one wing entirely, with burns and stab marks covering her torso, chest, and left arm up to her shoulder. Her clothing and armor had been burned away, revealing her skin in all of its glory.

With zero hesitation, ray whipped off his sweatshirt and slid it over her head. Her gasp of pain not-withstanding, she was grateful for action. “What in Pantheon’s name took you so long,” she grated out over her pain. “We thought the first bomb would have gotten your attention.”

Ray shook his head, “We got in here in less than twenty minutes. I would say that was damn fast as far as a deployment goes. Regardless, good to see you alive if a bit banged up. Where’s Derrick and Grok?”

“Derrick is dead, I think. Grok was separated from me and mine while holding the bridge when the first bomb was detonated,” Gale said through gritted teeth. “The events are … complex. When we approached the tower, those monsters come out in the many dozens. We immediately retreated, however thy Engineer Derrick was determined to destroy at least the land bridge. He was partially successful.”

He nodded at that, “He blew up the first bomb then. What about the other two?”

“The remaining six we attempted to pull back, however, two were damaged and unstable. It was at that point our friend decided thy must be detonated to block the flow of the arachnids,” she explained. “He did so manually. That brave man is more than likely dead now.”

Ray grimaced at that. At more than a million NEX in cost, it was highly unlikely Derrick could be resurrected anytime soon. “Gonna have some Goblins help you back to the fort. We are heading to that bridge. Where are the rest of the bombs?”

“I ensured they were left at the head of the bridge. Those monstrosities did not seem interested in them. They should still be safe and … armed,” Gale said, cracking a small smile.

He rolled his eyes at the joke and stood up. “Get her back to base safely. The rest of you on me, we have some bugs to squish.”

“Technically, they are arachnids,” corrected Josephine.

“Whatever. They still go squish,” he quipped back. They quickly got back into the groove of killing the giant spiders. They hacked, slashed, and killed their way toward the land bridge. In the process they rescued two more groups, adding another dozen combatants total to their fighting forces, including the rest of the Thymians. He had yet to see the Aelvin or Verrick.

When they arrived at the bridgehead, they saw Grok. Or what remained of him at least. The Orkin had been shredded by the mandibles and claws of the spiders. But he had taken down more than a hundred of the things with him. His prized battle axe was laying on the ground nearby with the pieces of dozens upon dozens of the nasty things surrounding him. He had gone and taken the enemy with him.

Ray snatched the axe up, barely able to lift it, and placed it into his inventory. Grok would want that back when Ray revived him. If everything held true, he would be able to do so once with little penalty.

The fighting continued for the bridge, although the flood of spiders seemed to be dwindling. There were far fewer than there were before. That was both encouraging, and extremely concerning to Ray, as before this they had encountered hives of creatures like this twice before. Both times the stemming of the tide signified something much larger, and harder to kill, was approaching.

He was not disappointed.

The double doors that had been open and leading into the darkness of the tunnel tower were torn clean off their hinges and multiple arachnids the size of small cars burst out from the interior. While the prior spiders were much smaller, these had massive thick limbs, dripping maws filled with very un-spider-like teeth, and chitinous armor covering their bodies.

What Ray did not expect was the much smaller figure in the middle of the two dozen massive creatures. One that looked like a mix between a human and a spider.

With a torso joining a spider body, the clearly feminine form was moving rapidly away from the tunnel entrance and toward the battle line Ray’s troops and set up. She screeched to a halt, eyes wide in surprise as she caught sight of them. Turning back, and staring at the entrance to the dark interior of the tower, she bit her lip in an all too human way. Then Ray noticed the bundle in her arms. She was carrying a single large egg.

Then the undead burst forward into the sunlight. Many of them went down, bursting into flame and collapsing into charred hulks. However many more started to steam and smoke, the sunlight harming them but hardly causing the instant death of their brethren. As they emerged, they set upon the arachnids with the usual violent ferocity the brain-dead monsters displayed.

“They're attacking the spiders! What the shit, that one almost looks human!” he cried out, pointing to the spider woman who was cowering behind her embattled bodyguards.

It was at that point Remus showed up next to Ray. “Pantheon above,” he muttered much like one would mutter a curse. “They're fighting one another. We should attack now and push the spiders into the undead.”

Thinking about it, and watching the female cover the egg, Ray made a decision. One that surprised most of the people there. “Advance! Don’t attack the spiders, hit the undead and push them back into the tower! Josephine, I need you to take some Goblins and grab and a couple of those bombs, we're going to put the fuckers inside and set them off! Save one for the land bridge though.”

Josephine shot off like a rocket, snagging a few Goblins off their feet with a gurgling sound as she hurled them at the bombs and get them situated.

As the group moved forward, the spider woman’s attention turned to him. Her eyes narrowed in worry and suspicion as she made eye contact with Ray. So, he did the only thing he could think of, he smiled and waved.

That seemed to disarm her completely. She sagged, either in resignation or relief Ray wasn’t sure. But something happened and the giant spiders, and the remaining small ones, facing them turned and set upon the undead with renewed ferocity.

“Don’t attack the spiders, focus on the undead!” Ray reminded them all.

Remus shook his head, “These creatures don’t think. You may be making a mistake here Ray. Best to get rid of them now,” he said before launching a fireball between two of the hulking arachnids and into the swarming undead monstrosities.

Remus may have had reservations about Ray’s instructions, but he still followed them. He took note of this for later, and would have to have a sit down with their remaining group members in order to ensure there were no toes stepped on. Ray had made a command decision in the heat of battle, and that would have to be trusted going forward to avoid any mishaps.

As his men and women engaged the undead at the side of the spiders, Ray made his way over to the spider-woman with Althea at his side. As he approached, she shuffled back, defending the egg she clutched in her arms.

Ray stopped where he was and, sheathing his blade at his side, held up his arm with his hand open in a placating gesture. “I don’t know if you can understand me. I won't harm you,” he said gently but loudly to carry over the din of battle. “Can you understand me?”

Slowly the spider woman nodded but still didn’t respond. Ray took that as a positive to continue.

“Good. I think this whole thing was a big mistake, us fighting. We are going to collapse that tunnel and prevent the undead from coming through it. You need to retreat with us, or when we blow it up you will all burn with it,” he said slowly, trying to impart the complex concept of a bomb to the eight-legged woman.

She seemed to think about it for a moment, then nodded. Halfway closing her eyes for a moment, she stood and moved over to him. She was much taller than he had realized, easily being six and a half feet tall on all eight legs.

She turned to the combat line and pointed, then slowly mimed walking back to the far side of the damaged land bridge. Then she pointed back at the town and made an explosion motion with her hand before finally pointing at the fuel cells that Josephine was transporting to the tower.

Chuckling Ray said, “Yeah, that about sums it up. When we drop those inside, we need to run. And fast. Can you wait nearby? I will let you know when it is time to go.”

She nodded and moved away, standing nearby and watching the battle anxiously.

“Can you trust her?” Althea asked worriedly. “They could turn on us the moment we least expect it.”

Ray shook his head, “No. No, I don’t think so. I think we may have actually found an ally. An unlikely one, certainly one that will take getting used to, but an ally nonetheless.”

They watched as the Orkin forced their way just inside the tower doors. They wouldn’t be able to hold against the sheer number of undead emerging for very long, but Josephine wasn’t waiting. Ray watched as she armed all three bombs at once and the rear line Orkin hefted the large rectangular devices. Then they threw them inside as fast as they could, one after the other.

Then they ran the fuck away.

“Oh shit! Oh fucking hell, run! Run!” Ray said, startled by the speed they had done what they needed to. They hadn’t given him any warning whatsoever.

The line disintegrated as everyone left sprinted down the land bridge and onto the shore. The massive spiders held the rear line, holding the undead at bay. There weren’t very many of them, but only two followed them onto the shore.

Then the tower erupted.

There was no better word for it. Ray suspected, looking back at this moment in time, that the Orkin had gotten at least one of those bombs into a shaft of some kind and deep underground into the tunnel itself. The resulting explosion jettisoned the entire tower, everything inside of it, and thousands of gallons of water into the air.

The explosion was massive, the shockwave rolling out and over the survivors knocking them all to the ground. Even the two remaining spiders were bowled over. The Goblins, being much smaller and lighter than anyone else, were hurled through the air like small screeching missiles. Only a couple died as they landed, but that was a couple more that wouldn’t be around to help in the future.

Large blocks of concrete and debris splashed into the water and onto the shore around them, raising clouds of dust as the remains of what they had destroyed crashed back into the earth from their failed attempt at accessing heaven.

As the dust and debris settled, Ray pushed several boards off of him. Sitting up, he saw many of his people stirring, and one of the huge arachnids standing back up, shaking the dust off itself like a huge eight-legged dog.

Looking over at the tower, he was pleased to see it had collapsed in on itself, the water draining from the bay and into the tunnel system below. He doubted anything would be coming after them from that direction now. The entire tunnel system under the river was now a watery grave. Sealed and silent, the undead couldn’t access them from that direction anymore.

He turned to the arachnid woman as she stood, brushing the dirt and debris off her chitinous skin.

Now he had another problem to address. One that he hoped would turn into a boon.

***
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        CHAPTER 36

    
    
    
    
                Ray

They recovered quickly, pulling out the survivors from the dust and debris. They talked about it but ended up sending a couple of Goblins swimming across the water to ensure the tower was fully collapsed. That would take some time, so while they waited the key members of the group approached the arachnoid woman and her sole remaining spider bodyguard.

“So … hi there?” Ray started out, a tad nervous. The spider woman just stared at him, clutching the egg to her chest a bit more tightly. “I’m not going to hurt you. I think we are past that at this point. Sorry about the … misunderstanding with the little spiders. You were running apparently? We didn’t know.”

The woman eyed him with a critical eye, her very human brown irises analyzing him to a standard he could only guess at. The big creature next to her shifted as if implying he should get to the point before they started fighting again. Maybe the big thing was inherently aware of the danger that surrounded it. Or maybe it was smarter than anyone gave it credit for and was just bored out of its mind.

Either way, Ray wasn’t going to simply wait for a misunderstanding to come out of the situation.

“Right … can you talk? I know you, mimed? Gestured?” he said, trying out a couple of different words. “Yeah, gestured … earlier that is. When we were discussing about the tower exploding.”

She shrugged, “Yes,” she said simply, her voice so quiet Ray had to strain to hear it. “Not speak. Rare.”

“I can understand that, it's not like you have had a ton of people to chat with in those tunnels,” Ray agreed. The look she was giving him at that statement caught him off guard. “Were there?”

“Yes. No. Were. Gone now. Escaped. Died. Living gone, above ground,” she explained, struggling to find words.

Ray stared at her slack-jawed until Josephine elbowed him. “There are survivors then? They fought, died, then abandoned the tunnels to survive?” she asked as the arachnoid nodded. “Where did they go?”

The spider woman pointed across the river to the gleaming towers of Manhattan. “Go towers. Survive.”

Shaking off his stupor, Ray became determined. There were human survivors here. They weren’t even that far away. They would have to get over there and figure out what their status was if they could help, and get them back to the island if possible. All before the Integration. Doing that on foot was going to be a nightmare … but he set aside planning that particular adventure for another time.

“Where art thou from?” Gale asked, jolting him back into the here and now.

The spider woman shrugged again. “Know not. Woke up. Broke egg. Others listen. Never find others,” she said, words coming more easily to her now. Even her voice was a bit louder.

Gale nodded and turned to Ray, “This rings true. Many arachnoid races are born from the eggs of their progenitors. Often times they are born alone, or with a small grouping of siblings. This one may be truly alone, although I know not what species she is of.”

“Parasteatoda Tepidariorum,” she muttered, catching everyone off guard with the complexity of the statement.

“Para what now?” asked Remus as he crossed his arms. “That seems … too long to really be a name you know.”

Ray shook his head, “That’s a Latin name. I think … it may be a species of terrestrial spider?” he asked hesitantly, looking at the spider woman. She nodded in affirmation. “So that answers one question. She definitely isn’t another alien. Good to know we aren’t being invaded by everyone and their brood mothers.”

“Interesting,” said Jalla in his smooth musical voice. “I believe you are correct about her being from this world. However, I have seen races like hers before. This may be another case of mutation through the extreme energy saturation due to the Integration.”

Gale breathed out, “Another new species. Ray, thy world is a conundrum wrapped within an enigma. How the race of Humanity has been the single most evolved species of this world remains a question when there is so much potential for evolution among even the most basic of creatures.”

“We digress,” said Verrick, somewhat harshly as he eyeballed the arachnoid woman, causing her to recoil. “Master, you have yet to determine if this … woman is friend or foe. We also have many things to achieve, and even fewer slaves to achieve them with than before. Not excluding the construction of the fortress. I suggest we expedite this conversation and move forward with the tasks at hand.”

Everyone stared at the Aelvin Ranger in shock. Even Jalla seemed impressed with how much he had spoken. Verrick was normally stoic, quiet, and observant. He never had much to say. The fact that he had said this much was a shock.

“Right. Ok. Point well made then,” Ray said, taking a small step back from their rabbit hole discussion. Turning back to the arachnoid woman he asked, “Do you have a name? A designation? Does your … bodyguard?”

The eight-legged humanoid shook her head. “Does not,” she said in that broken manner of hers.

“Well, we can't just keep calling you spider girl. Someone could sue us,” he said jokingly. “Hmm … Paras? No. That’s a creature from a card game. How about Tepi? Does that sound agreeable to you?”

She cocked her head to one side, “Tepi. Agreed. Yes.”

“Well perfect Tepi. Let's get back to the base. Can you answer some of my questions?” Ray continued, moving back in the direction of home.

Ray had many, many questions for Tepi. Including what she ate, how she ate, what her bodyguard would require if they could expect more of the spiders to be born, and just what the heck that egg was. Turns out that the arachnoid woman ate just like anyone else. So did the giant tarantula. She could lay eggs, although that would rapidly reduce her life span. Her spider friend however was more pet and less sentient. Laying eggs for them were no problem. A possible workforce could be born sometime soon.

Fish, meat, and grains were equally nutritious and acceptable to both her and her spider brethren. However, some fruits were poisonous. There were some spiders that could, in turn, produce poison and were uniquely created in order to process the deadly fruits into just such a substance. Turned out there were nearly a dozen variants that a queen could choose from.

This led them to the egg.

Tepi spun a poorly worded tale of their nest, that once stretched the entirety of the tunnels and a bit beyond, being invaded by the undead. Swarms of specialized and advanced monsters stormed the tunnels night after night, reducing their numbers to all that had made it to the surface. One Solider Spider, one Infiltrator Spider, and one Queen Egg.

“So that’s a queen? No wonder you are so protective. What … uh, what does that mean exactly?” Ray wondered aloud.

“It means, Master, that the being inside of that egg will represent either a grave threat or an unmatched opportunity for an alliance,” quipped Verrick.

Remus was quick to intercede, “Spider silk is some of the strongest materials known. I’ve seen some armors made from the stuff that are lighter than leather and stronger than steel. It conducts Mana excellently as well,” he said, defending the trio.

Tepi nodded, “Silk is strong. Workers make. Also build. Quickly,” she explained haltingly. The arachnoid was getting better at speaking, both in tone, volume, and amount. As usual, however, her stalwart companion was silent. Ray wasn’t sure the large spider could speak at all.

“Right. Well, I am leaning towards alliance. No sense in fighting or kicking them out, particularly if they evolved here on Earth. That, technically, makes them Earthlings. Even if they aren’t exactly humans,” Ray said, working out the concept in his mind. “Regardless, there were at least a couple hundred spiders down there. If that many of those things couldn’t stop the undead, I doubt we could. There’s no reason why we can't work together. At least until the Integration.”

“Intro … intern … ment?” tried Tepi, struggling to say the word.

“Integration?” Ray guessed as she nodded, a quizzical look on her face. “It's something that’s supposed to happen in a few weeks. The energy causing mutations all over the planet, and apparently powering the undead or something, is set to absorb our world fully into the System. It's what governs those boxes you see, if you have seen any that is.”

Tepi nodded so he continued, “We have no idea what is going to happen. Even the so-called Gods I spoke to don’t have any idea. They are as clueless as the rest of us. I mean, it sounds like they have some kind of plan. But it sounds a lot like a used car salesman pitch to me. Invest now, buy our newest used model, hope you don’t get fucked,” he said snidely. “Right, as if I am just going to stand around and trust them with no hesitation. Not happening. If you stay here with us you are one of us. That comes with all the rights and protections that I can provide.”

The arachnoid nodded her head. “Safe here. Queen? Hatches safe?” she asked.

Josephine set a hand on her carapace-covered thigh, causing Tepi to start. “If Ray says that something will happen, it will happen. He resurrects the dead. He takes in the sick and poor, the refugees of worlds we can only imagine. He helps those in need, often risking his life to do so. He is not the brightest, but you are as safe here as anywhere if he says so.”

“Thanks for that … ringing endorsement. I think,” Ray said, narrowing his eyes as Josephine whistled and walked away to case the perimeter. “Now that the peanut gallery has said what it has to, there are a few things we need to plan out.”

The group walked into the cafeteria and took a seat. The Goblins and Orkin outside went back to their assigned shifts while Gale wandered off to speak with the rest of the human engineers and let them know what happened to Derrick.

“I heard that there were human survivors over in the city from our new arachnoid friends. I want to send a scouting mission over to get into contact with them. I don’t think that they will survive the integration. Hell, I’m not a hundred percent certain we will either, but better to be with us than in a place that isn’t claimed under the System,” Ray said as everyone nodded.

He pointed to Remus, “You me, and Gale will take the Orkin and half the Goblins. She won't like the fact that I am leading this, but I don’t know for sure that anyone who is surviving over there won't attack you on sight. If I'm with you there's an even chance we can get them to talk first.”

Remus nodded at that. “Aye ok. Fair. Although the big green lugs won't like being that far away from home for an extended period of time. There are, to the best of our abilities, few to any undead on the isle. It's somewhat peaceful here, and with the land bridge gone we may be stirring up trouble we don’t need.”

“Agreed, but we need more people, more labor, more fighters, and just more help in general. Since we can't get them from the System Shop right now, we need to source them from wherever we can,” he gestured at Tepi, “And in whatever form we can. Being picky right now is only going to get people killed.”

Remus nodded at that and headed off to find Gale. The two were probably going to hash out a plan of some kind prior to Ray leaving to explore the great unknown. He turned to Jalla, who had been unhelpful during the fight for the tower. He had also been, more or less, silent for the last while. Both annoyed Ray to no end.

“So, I noticed you didn’t fling any spells around to help us during that last scrum,” he said pointedly. “Are you coming with me on this exploratory run? Or are you going to stay here?”

Jalla shrugged, “Our magic comes with a great cost. If we used it now and needed it tomorrow, you would be dead. Because we would have nothing left to offer. I will not be going with you to the mainland this time, however, I will be sending two of my people to watch you. If you die my fun comes to an end after all,” he explained with a shrug.

“Grand. Well rest up, because when we get back nothing short of the apocalypse is going to get me off this island again before the Integration,” said Ray vehemently. “Way too much going on. While we are gone, I need you and the remainder of your people, along with half of Verrick and half his people, to scavenge what you can from any dock you can access along the river. Be very aware of the time and be back on the island, in the base, at least a few hours prior to the Integration.”

Jalla nodded and signaled Verrick to join him. They had a big task and a lot to discuss, particularly if they wanted to finish the curtain wall around the base. Derrick may not have been with them any longer, at least for now, but the design was already laid out. They would be able to finish the first layer of defense without any additional input, they just couldn’t design the others without the input of a master builder. This made Derrick's loss that much more difficult to absorb. The other engineers were helpful and knowledgeable, but he had been the only one with an advanced knowledge of structural engineering.

Ray asked Josephine to take Temi and find a place for her and her pet spider. As the two walked away he examined the map of the island. There were some drawings of what had been completed so far, but currently, they needed more resources, more people, and more everything to really have a good chance at coming out on top during the Integration.

He wasn’t convinced that they would all just die anyways. But he had to make the effort to ensure that if, by chance, they did survive this apparently world-ending event they had the foundation to move into the future and not be immediately wiped out. This meant he had to get as many people as possible on board. As many humans on board.

Unless that is, they ran into other groups of new and mutated people and beings that were amicable to partnering up. Who knew what was out there.

Ray thought he did, then they ran into Tepi. Who would have thought that a giant arachnoid woman and her pet spider would become allies? Much less move-in. He had a funny feeling they would become a lynchpin in their future operations for sure. So the closer he became with them, the better the chances they would integrate seamlessly.

Right now, they needed all the help they could get. And he wouldn’t be picky about anyone offering more.

***
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        CHAPTER 37

    
    
    
    
                Ray

Things around the fortress rapidly fell into a daily groove for the next week in preparation for their search for the surviving people in the city. During this time the Goblins scavenged more raw materials, feeding them into the converter they had on the ship day and night. Occasionally they would come across something rare to feed into the advanced converter, getting high-quality mixed alloys in return. Everything added to their stockpile and ability to complete the defensive curtain wall around the fort.

The enterprising little guys also heavily contributed to their food production. Working in tandem with the human engineers and Orkin, they built a couple of large ballista-like machines. These would snatch the long fish-like creatures out of the water and drag them onto shore to be butchered. Each catch was well in excess of what they would need for several days, and a stockpile was quickly built.

Tepi and her spider companion also made themselves at home, claiming a series of upper rooms and mostly keeping to themselves. Occasionally Ray would see a Goblin riding the giant tarantula around, giving him horrible premonitions of spider cavalry. A combination like that would be terrifying.

Derricks's second in command, a small mousey man by the name of Charles, was an electrical engineer by trade. He was quick to build a small water-powered generator and hook it to the cafeterias storehouse. This kept the room far cooler than normal, enabling them to store large amounts of food, fish, and what greens they could scavenge.

Eventually, however, the day came when Ray was ready to depart to explore the large city looming behind them. The expedition would consist of himself, Gale, Jalla, and his Draemon, Josephine, the Aelvin Ranger squad, the sixteen remaining Orcin, and ten Goblins.

Remaining at the base would be the human engineering, the remaining Goblins, the Thymians, and a very grumpy Remus to oversee Tepi and her companion.

“All right,” Ray said, getting everyone’s attention. They were sitting at the cafeteria tables discussing the plan as it stood. “We have just under twenty days to explore. I plan on taking fifteen and then returning with anyone we can find. That will leave us five days to prepare for the Integration and get the last few things we need done around here completed.” He checked the timer just to be sure.
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Nodding, he turned to Remus, “You need to use your team, the Goblins, and the engineering team to gather as much as you can. Food, resources, materials, anything, and everything. Play river pirate and raid everything you can get your grubby hands on.”

“Aye aye, Captain. Argh,” growled Remus, getting a group chuckle. “We will grab all the booty we can,” he said with a lecherous wink, receiving a kick from one of the female Thymians. “I mean, we can grab everything and anything we can get our hands on. I got a plan.”

Shaking his head Ray replied, “Right. Good luck with that.” Remus stared at him in confusion, but the lady behind him nodded in agreement. He unrolled a map of Manhattan Island that they had found. It was a tourist map, so the resolution wasn’t the greatest. But it would get the point across for his needs.

Moving his finger north of the island, to the southern tip of the city he explained, “There are docks here. Docks with ships. I want you to take a contingent of the Goblins and engineers and see if you can snag a few smaller ones. Or even a bigger one if we can tow it with the barge.”

He then moved up and tapped a small ferry terminal on the eastern side of the island. “This is our destination. It’s a ferry terminal just south of Williamsburg Bridge. It has a narrow walkway, a decent structure, and choke points inside. At least according to the map. This is one of the best places we can land and fortify the crap out of before moving into the interior of the city. Once we land, you take the barge back, meet up with the folks we dropped off at the ships, and get back to the island.”

“What if there aren’t any ships?” asked Charles. “Do you want some of the team to come with you?”

Ray shook his head, “No. If we don’t see anything worth scavenging vessel wise you all head back to the island. We need to spend our time gathering resources and building. As much as possible. It's going to be the only way we can get everything done in the time we have left.”

The small man nodded and pushed his glasses back up to the bridge of his nose. Resurrecting took care of most small ailments, so he didn’t really need glasses. But habits were hard to break. And if they helped the man, well then, who was Ray to complain?

“When we hit day thirteen, I want you guys to load the barge back up and come back to us. If we have been overrun or forced out but are still alive, then we will leave a white flag draped over where we unloaded,” Ray explained. “If you see the flag then head to the southern tip of the city. Gale and I have decided we will remain mobile to avoid as many of the undead and any other surprises that we encounter.”

Everyone nodded at that. “If by chance you don’t see us or the flag, then we probably got pushed out quickly or we are all dead. Either way, head to the southern tip of the city. If you see us on a pier, great. If not, wait for a day. If we don’t show up then leave. We are all probably dead at that point anyway,” he said grimly.

Another solemn nod from the group.

“With that, let's get this show on the road. I have enough fish in my inventory for a solid ten days. We can scavenge as we are there as well,” he ordered as everyone started moving.

When discussing how to carry rations, Ray had mentioned his inventory system to Gale. He had assumed that such an ability was normal within the System, but it turns out it was a rather rare ability. Gale’s sword, which he assumed was stored in her inventory, was actually tied to her class ability of Advisor. She was able to summon it at will.

Upon further experimentation, it turned out he was limited not only by the number of items per stack but also by the total weight of his items. He couldn’t exceed more than his weight times his strength in pounds. While still considerable, it did limit his ability to, say, scavenge an entire ship or building.

That would have just been ridiculous.

He was, however, able to store enough food and potable water for roughly ten days. He had no doubt that they would be able to scavenge or find more food along the way. If anything they could just do some more light fishing. Well, the Goblins could at least.

The group made their way down to the barge. Ray marveled at the changes that had been made to the nasty garbage barge. The deck had been cleaned, the wheelhouse improved and fixed up, and the engine had been replaced by something that Derrick had built called an ambient energy generator. Something to do with the System that Ray didn’t understand. But it gave a small but infinitely steady amount of energy to drive the propellers on the ship.

The embedded converter in the center of the deck, as well as the newly installed material containers, made the entire vessel an incredibly valuable asset. Traveling was now far easier, and safer than it had been. Granted, they had to contend with the occasional fish spine attack, but hanging out inside the materials crates solved that problem. The spines were dangerous but hardly strong enough to punch through corrugated steel.

They loaded everything they would need outside of the food Ray carried, chatting as they did so. The Goblins seemed in high spirits, playing pranks on the Orkin and engineers as they worked. Even the Aelvin seemed a tad less grumpy than usual, even though they kept their eyes on the distant gleaming towers of steel and glass.

All too soon the barge departed, swiftly making its way down the river. The good mood fell quickly as they passed ruined warehouses, burnt-out docks and factories, and the ruins of a civilization that stretched out around them in the morning sun. Survival was a powerful motivator, but fear could be equally as powerful. The group tensed up several times when massive shapes moved in the shadows of the rubble, and Ray couldn’t help but be extremely nervous about this foray.

The trip didn’t take them long, less than an hour to cruise under power to the south end of the city. The Goblins shut up and stared in awe at the numerous two-hundred-story buildings that loomed over them. Jalla rolled his eyes as Verrick stared, either in disgust or awe Ray wasn’t sure. Josephine and Gale were quiet, as usual, but the Drakling had a twinkle in her eye as if the massive buildings amused her.

“These remind me of my visit to Ankar,” the winged woman said softly. “A planetary Ecumenopolis of massive proportions. A city that covered the world.”

“That must have been amazing,” Ray replied, staring at the shoreline. Squinting, he could have sworn something was watching them. “I couldn’t imagine a planet-wide city. Earth had … nearly ten billion people on it when the undead swept through. Probably more, if the Systems count was right.”

Gale sighed, “An Ecumenopolis makes that number seem trivial, Ray. Thy world is beautiful, true, its natural state beyond what most are capable of. But a true planetary city has trillions of inhabitants.”

Ray froze at that. Slightly recoiling he turned to his advisor incredulously. “Impossible. How can a world support that many people?”

“Often times it cannot,” she admitted. “Such a place requires a support structure that is neigh impossible to imagine. The scope and complexity of it is staggering to wrap their mind around.”

Josephine shook her head, “I can't imagine a million people in one place, must be less than a trillion. That’s a hard thing to put into perspective.”

The Drakling nodded in agreement, and they continued floating down the river in companionable silence. That was until Charles called out.

“I see the docks you mentioned!” he said loudly, gathering everyone toward the front of the barge. “But I don’t see any ships. I don’t even see any boats. They may have all been taken or sunk. I suppose there could be a few more around, but as for the big ones we are probably out of luck.”

Ray nodded, annoyed that they couldn’t get another vessel like the barge. They didn’t have the people to man two of them right now, but that wouldn’t always be the case. Once the Integration happened he could start bringing people back in droves. Along with buying more Orkin and Goblins, Gale’s clan, and finding survivors, he expected their population to skyrocket.

“It can't be helped then. Let's move on to the ferry terminal and secure it,” he said, more than a bit disappointed.

They continued their travel downriver. As they came around the curve of the city, they could see the small terminal in the distance. It was much rougher than Ray had imagined. But it was still perfect for their needs.

As they got closer he could see that the gangway to the terminal itself had fully collapsed into the water. Part of the building was charred black as well. But the hearty concrete structure had survived more or less intact. That meant that, hopefully, there weren’t too many undead loitering inside. A quick clear and some long planks across the holes in the bridge and they would have an excellent base of operations for their explorations.

“Flip the barge and dock up against those windows. We can enter that way. Once we are in, we clear the building and break out the back portion of the wall so that you can access it a bit more easily,” he said. “Then you guys can get going back up to the island.”

Charles nodded and headed to the wheelhouse to relay those instructions. The damage to the building prevented them from pulling into the primary structure like the ferry normally would. They were also much shorter and broader, Ray doubted they would fit. So this was the next best solution that he could think of. Although, this did bring his mind back to the zeppelin idea they had kicked around early on. Buying a few was still well within his means. Once the store came back up that was.

The barge did a quick one-eighty in the river, compliments of its energy generator. They aligned to the side of the building where the Goblins manning the barge tied it off. These Goblins had been a part of the ship's crew for some time, making them extremely adept in operating it. Ray couldn’t help but marvel again at how adaptable the little guys were. He looked forward to exploring the possibilities with them.

Tossing a rope and hook up and through a broken window, Verrick tugged to make sure it was secure. Turning to Ray he said, “Master, we will proceed first. Covert infiltration is one of the cornerstones of being a Ranger. Once the building is clear we will signal the rest of you to come up.”

Ray couldn’t think of a counterargument, so he nodded his agreement. Verrick and his Rangers were up the rope nearly faster than he could blink. The moment the last one disappeared over the edge of the window seal sounds of fighting broke out from inside. Within a minute the sounds had stopped, silence flowing out from the window.

With little to no warning, Verrick stuck his head out the top, scaring the ever-loving shit out of Ray and prompting several choice curse words from Josephine. “It is clear. You may come up,” he said with the ghost of a smile before withdrawing back into the building.

“Did we just get punked by Verrick? I think we did. I didn’t know he had a sense of humor,” Ray griped. He grabbed the rope, the as his stump passed through the air he remembered he only had one arm. “Ah … right. Hey, you,” he said pointing to a large Orkin. “Throw me.”

“Ah, youze shur bozz?” the massive Orkin slurred.

Ray nodded. So the big guy trundled over and, with no fanfare, picked Ray up. Eyeballing the distance, he wound up and hurled him like a javelin, directly through the center of the window.

Ray landed in front of Verrick, skidding to a stop some feet into the structure. He slowly got up and turned to see most of the Rangers pointing arrows at him. “What?” he grinned, “Did I surprise you?”

Muttering about how stupid his master was, Verrick and the Rangers spread out to secure the area. It wouldn’t be long before the rest of the team was up the rope as well, along with their equipment. The Orkin would make short work of that job. Then it would be time to explore. Time to find survivors and get them back to the island in one piece.

Ray only hoped that this foray didn’t get the all killed. Really the best-case scenario was that most of them returned alive with as many survivors as they could find.

In the worst-case scenario, he lost most everyone else and rescued nobody. Well, that or he died too.

Optimism was short. Much like everyone’s life expectancy at this point.

***
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        CHAPTER 38

    
    
    
    
                Ray

It turned out there had only been a couple of undead in the first section of the building. While not very large, the floor plan could easily accommodate the roughly thirty party members there who were accompanying him. They pushed the undead they had cleared, along with two more they found loitering in the dark recesses of the reception area, out of the window, and into the water. Hopefully, the fish would find them tasty.

Sighing at the bit of grunge work that they had completed, Ray was more than happy to issue the order to begin bringing in their equipment. There were several boxes of arrows, fishing equipment, and a small fuel cell bomb. Ray was nervous to have that particular thing with him, but couldn’t disagree that if they did need something like that it was better to have it on hand than not. Along with the bomb were some basic building materials they had scavenged, boards, nails, and hand tools.

It didn’t take long to unload their equipment. Ray watched as the last Goblin scurried up the rope and the barge began to steam off upriver towards the island. He only hoped they would get a chance to return there before the Integration. He was already nervous enough about something going wrong, although if the planet exploded he supposed it was a moot point.

“Alrighty, listen up,” he said, getting everyone’s attention. “Verrick, you are on overwatch and scouting duty. Get across the bridge and scout out the area. Don’t be gone for more than a couple of hours and be careful. Don’t engage anything that you can avoid or retreat from,” he ordered.

The Aelvin Ranger nodded and got his squad moving. Turning to the rest of them he started dishing out tasks. “Goblins, get your fishing gear set up. Anything we can catch and eat here will be that many fewer inventory goods I have to dish out. Orkin, start repairing the building, fortifying the walls, and prepping the bridge across the gap.” The two groups launched into motion with no hesitation. Ray couldn’t help but be impressed with their determination. Even the Goblins seemed uncharacteristically serious.

“Jalla, I need you to get the Draemon ready. Small support spells, tricks, and any level of unpleasant nastiness you can think to throw at anything that may come our way. I need you to be on point for this. If we lose anyone else … we may not be able to survive,” he stressed.

The Draemon leader nodded, face fixed in a blank stare at Ray. “We will obey,” he said before turning away with his group.

Sighing, Ray sat down on a pile of boards that had been stacked against the wall. “Shit. Never any rest for the weary,” he grunted out.

“It's no rest for the wicked, I believe,” corrected Josephine. “A few short weeks and we will be into the Integration. At that point, we will either all be dead, or a new world will quite literally spring up around us.”

Ray grunted at that. He wanted his old world back, not a new one. Maybe he was being a bit stubborn again, but he couldn’t help it. His goal was to get humanity back in the saddle again. Before he had been locked out, he had seen there were more than two hundred million people left on the planet. With his ability to resurrect the dead, he was sure that mankind could bounce back from the apocalyptic situation they found themselves in.

“Maybe. No point in worrying about it until it happens. There's no way we can stop it anyway,” he said, leaning back.

He closed his eyes and was nearly asleep when Josephine spoke. “What if there was? A way to put it off,” she said quietly.

Ray didn’t bother opening his eyes when he responded. “No way. I don’t have another item that would allow me to move the core. We can't put it in limbo either, Gale was sure that there would be immense and immediate consequences. She was nervous about us moving it the first time.”

“We could break it,” she said quietly. “I was talking with Jalla. He said nodes couldn’t be broken, mostly because they tended to be absorbed by the world they were on. Cores through… those can be shattered.”

Ray leaned forward and opened his eyes, “No way. We fought too hard and lost too many people to break the thing that could give us the opportunity to come back from the brink,” he said shaking his head. “Definitely not. Besides, I don’t think Jalla always has the best ideas. He is a font of knowledge, for sure, but something has always seemed a bit off about him.”

“Agreed. It is why I stick close when you are anywhere near him. That man is dangerous. In a way, I may never be. And we have probably not seen even a fraction of what he or his group can do,” she admitted readily. “Until he proves his loyalty without a doubt, I will be keeping a close eye on him.”

Tinkling laughter flowed from the doorway as Ray and Josephine’s heads swiveled to see the previously mentioned Draemon leaning against the door frame, a huge grin on his face. “That is both a wise and prudent precaution on your part. One I wholeheartedly agree with,” Jalla said, still smiling.

He pushed off from the door frame and walked into the room fully. “The building is clear. We are on the roof to hit anything that comes nearby,” he reported. “There are many undead in the surrounding towers and buildings Ray. Many.”

“Can you define ‘many’?” Ray asked with apprehension.

Jalla laughed again, the soft sound washing over them. “We can use our magic to sense up to a half-mile radius. There are so many undead within that zone that we cannot count them all,” he paused, a pensive look on his face. “Hundreds of thousands at a minimum.”

Ray shuddered at that as Josephine looked on in horror.

“We … I expected something along those lines to be honest. This city was home to nearly twenty million people after all,” Ray admitted. “New policy, we sure as fuck don’t go out at night.”

The two nodded at that declaration.

“In fact,” he continued, “At night I want to be buttoned up, secure, and leak no light, sound, or odors. Is there a way you can help with that?”

The Draemon thought about it for a moment, then nodded. “We can certainly set up a barrier, however, it will take us out of action for most of the night and following morning. Barriers are extremely expensive in terms of energy, and with no catalysts, we power them ourselves,” the horned man said. “But it will effectively seal us off from everything except a legendary undead. Of which I doubt there are many on this world outside of the Lich we met.”

“Get ready to do just that. I want it up and in place an hour prior to dusk. We can't take any chances with this,” Ray replied. Jalla performed a sweeping bow of acknowledgement before standing and heading back out of the room.

“I will get my team prepared. The barrier will be live and empowered by the time you have specified,” he said eloquently. Then he was gone.

“Still gives me the creeps,” Josephine said under her breath.

Ray shrugged, he would take any help that he could get. There was no reason to be picky with who was with them when everybody that wasn’t an undead counted. They were low on people anyway, so beggars couldn’t be choosers.

He leaned back and got a bit of shut-eye. Ray hadn’t been sleeping well. No wonder, with everything that was going on. Losing Grok and Derrick had resulted in nightmares every night. More often than not he found himself flinging himself forward bodily, emerging from sleep ready to fight a battle. Josephine had to, more often than not, talk him down. She was never far away and always seemed to understand.

Thinking back to their first encounter, and the night she had died, he remembered her own trauma. She had something in her past that had scarred her deeply. Something so horrific that he wasn’t sure she would ever recover. But at this point, who didn’t? She would talk to him when she was ready, he was sure of it. It wasn’t like he was an angel either.

He wasn’t sure how long he was out for, but the screams woke him up.

Shooting to his feet, he had his blade out and in hand in less than a second. Josephine came into the room a second later holding a wooden board with several portions of cold, but cooked, fish on it. “They started up a while ago. You’ve been out for about twelve hours,” she said, surprising him. “You must have really been tired. Jalla got the barrier thing up, I can't even tell it's there. The undead hasn’t come our way though, and we can use fire without an issue. You should go to the roof and look at them all … its something else.”

Ray took the platter from her and dove into the food with a garbled thanks. He was starving. It was more surprising to him, though, at how long he had been asleep. What he had wanted to be a short nap turned into a recuperating rest. At least he hadn’t dreamed.

Finishing the food, he set his makeshift plate aside and followed Josephine to the stairs. They led to the observation deck on the roof. Probably a place where tourists waited outside for the next ferry to come in.

As soon as his head crested the top of the steps, he froze. There were more than a few others on the roof who turned to look at him in grim amusement as Ray looked out over the tens of thousands of undead that packed the streets.

There were the white spider-like fucks that threw spears, juggernauts, spitters wandering around dripping acid from their oversized mouths, and dozens of other variants that Ray had never seen before. They were as varied as they were many. A legion of the dead come to life and mutated because of the System. At least a lot of them were. Most were the normal shamblers that he had regularly dealt with and who made up most hordes.

And while the sight in front of him was terrifying, it was the things in the air that scared him more. He couldn’t make out many of the shapes in the pale moonlight, it being a sliver of a moon and just rising. But he could make out their shapes. Large bat-like wings, long tails, and differing speeds made him think of the stone gargoyles that used to line the tops of churches.

“Interesting,” Gale said, coming up next to him. “Thou are seeing Dire Wraiths for the first time Ray. Terrifying creatures who feed upon the flesh, Mana, and life force of any victim they obtain. They are capable of killing undead for sustenance as well. There must be a large hive of them present within the city.”

“Fuck those things,” Josephine said simply, staring at the swooping and diving silhouettes.

Ray was inclined to agree. If there were already flying undead, or some other equivalent of ariel creature, then his plan to get zeppelins in the air could be in danger. on the other hand, he was sure that his people could come up with a myriad of defensive measures that he couldn’t even begin to imagine right now.

Nevertheless, it would be dangerous to traverse the skies.

“Are there many kinds of flying undead?” he asked aloud.

Jalla’s tinkling laughter was his response. “Yes. But on worlds where the undead are prevalent, there are also many creatures of terror that exist as well. You have seen several, such as the Brood Rats and now Dire Wraiths.”

“Fuck. What doesn’t want to kill us on Earth anymore? It's like the whole place has become an undead version of Australia,” Ray spat venomously.

Australia was a continent in the southern hemisphere that had long been home to many of the world's most dangerous plants, animals, insects, and arachnids. And don’t get people started on the sea life. Enough dangers were in and around the continent that could kill a person that it was a place that ranked in the top three most deadly places to be.

Of course, the reference went right over the heads of most of the people present.

“Right, forget about what I just said. There's… no amount of context I can give you that would get you to understand that,” He said, facepalming.

The group went back to watching the undead and Wraiths fight. Every so often one would swoop down and be snatched out of the air or shot down with acid. The minute it hit the ground it was summarily torn apart by the monsters packed nearly shoulder to shoulder below them. Ray didn’t know how they could fight that. They would have to move only during the day and avoid everything they could. Going inside of buildings was an immediate and absolute no. Entering one was a death wish.

They watch the constant war between the two groups for about another hour before Ray noticed something had changed. It was slight, almost imperceptible. Kind of like the morning temperature warming up. You don’t realize it's happening until the difference between what was and what is had become large enough for the primitive part of your brain to recognize it.

“What’s different,” he muttered to himself. He watched the undead hordes closely as they ebbed and flowed, moving back and forth like a tide of hate, rage, and decaying flesh. Then he saw it. Tiny, imperceptible. But it was there nonetheless.

“Jalla!” he called out, getting the Draemon's attention. “I need something bright and small that can be turned off and on rapidly. Can you do that with your magic?” he asked urgently. Thinking for a moment, the Draemon nodded to confirm the curious request.

“When I tell you to, flash it three times. No more than that,” Ray ordered, raising a finger in the air. The group stared at him in curiosity. Seconds stretched into minutes as whatever Ray had in mind was only known to him. Up until he suddenly dropped his finger and said quietly, “Now.”

Jalla flashed a flame from his hand, hot and bright, three times. The light was bright enough to flood the street in front of the ferry terminal with light, catching both the undead and the Wraiths off guard. As they temporarily broke off their fight to search for the source, Ray pointed to the top of multi-story office building just down from them.

As everyone watched, three small, much less intense flashes, came back at them.

“What is that?” Josephine wondered, staring intently into the darkness to try and make out any details.

Verrick was much angrier, “How did I not see that?” he muttered.

Ray only grinned. “That, my friends, would be survivors. I hope.”

That hope immediately blossomed into a new level of determination to get them rescued. There was no way there would only be a few people left in the city. That wasn’t possible. Humanity was kind of like cockroaches. Give them even basic tools and not even a barrage of orbital strikes would kill them all off.

Letting loose a soft grunt, he tried to stay optimistic that there were enough people left to make this trip worth it. He also worried that they may have significantly devolved in terms of having the ability to work together. In times of extreme adversity, it was every man, woman, and child for themselves. Very rarely did they band together outside of any reason that didn’t affect their immediate ability to survive.

He only hoped he wouldn’t have to kill any of them.

***
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        CHAPTER 39

    
    
    
    
                Ray

The next morning Ray, Josephine, Verrick and his Rangers, and a group of Goblins led by an Orkin departed the makeshift base. Gale and a small detachment stayed behind to continue gathering food, fortifying the small building, and ensuring that if anyone sought to contact them then there would be someone home.

Ray took a look back as the last of their group stepped off the wrecked bridge and into the middle of a three lane street. The sun shown bright in the early morning air as the Orkin inside labored to haul the planks of the bridge back manually, pointing them in the air to ensure that nothing could jump over them. Securing access to their forward base was important, as without it they would be in a world of hurt.

“Well, that’s that,” he said off-hand. Turning down the street, he took stock of where they were. Massive hundred plus story buildings rose around them, with the occasional smaller building mixed in. Manhattan had always had a flair for the tallest, the biggest, and the best. While at the same time, they sought to ensure their heritage was preserved, most often in building form. This resulted in an eclectic mix of architecture ranging from the late twentieth century up to the modern day.

Ray motioned the Rangers forward, and they fanned out as the group slowly started heading down the street. Every so often they would pause, and inspect a shadowed doorway, parking garage entrance, or peek into the occasional dust-covered vehicle. Only rarely did they find an undead to put out of their misery.

The going may have been slow, but Ray would rather they take their time than be surprised by anything overly unpleasant.

A Ranger shot straight up, lancing a pale bone demon five stories above the street. It fell, screeching, to the pavement below, landing with a sickening crunch of flesh and bone meeting pavement. Ray couldn’t help but wince. That had to hurt.

But that just proved his own point to himself. Daylight or not, there were dangers here in spades. More so due to the massive towers, their contents, and the shadows they cast.

It didn’t take them more than an hour to make their way to the office building that he had seen the light in. They had made both better time than he had expected, arriving at the front doors that were covered in grime and half-dissolved newspaper. Looking closely, Ray realized the newspaper was on the inside, denoting that someone or something was inside.

As he studied the entrance the clicking of a lock caused him to jump backward. The Aelvin moved forward, positioning themselves in between him and whoever was doing the unlocking. Ray marveled, not for the first time, at how the Aelvin concept of honor and service worked. They didn’t like him, but they would be damned if he died on their watch.

The door opened and a small, dirt-covered head poked out. Ray thought it may have been another Goblin at first … up until he realized he was looking at a child. A dirt and grime-covered child. Wearing rags.

They looked around briefly before making eye contact with Ray behind his wall of Rangers. Slowly, the kid stepped out into the light, squinting in the sun. Ray looked at the skinny, malnourished body. He was so fascinated by the fact that he was looking at a human, a child nonetheless, that had survived the apocalypse, or been born into it shortly after, that he failed to notice what was behind them.

“Move girl,” growled a voice. Pushing the apparent, girl to the side a large man stepped out. He had a club hefted in one hand and a handgun in a holster on his hip. More like a hand cannon, Ray thought to himself, eyeing the massive forty-five.

“We saw your light, now what do you want? We don’t have much to trade. Maybe some of our weaker people, that’s about it,” he said. Then he saw the Goblins and Aelvin. Squinting he said, “You isn’t human. What are you?”

Ray immediately hated this man. Keeping his expression neutral Ray stepped forward. “We can trade. You want food? We need labor. Can give you some weapons as well,” he said as the man’s gaze swiveled from the Aelvin to his own. “Live bodies though, you give us anything on its way out and we burn this little place to the ground.”

Josephine looked at him in surprise, as did several of the Aelvin. The Goblins and Jalla seemed non-plussed, however, and simply readied themselves to rush the doors if needed.

“Whoa, whoa, I think we got off on the wrong foot here mate,” the big man whined, taking a step backward. “Isn’t many of us in this outpost? I got a few lads and some labor that’s nearly spent is all. You want more you need to head to the Suttons Place near the Square. That’s dangerous land there though,” he said.

Ray looked at the girl. “How bad?” he asked her.

Those two words had an immediate effect. The girl looked at the ground with tears in her eyes, and the man cocked back to swing the club. Josephine took his head off faster than he could think, eliminating the immediate threat.

“Clear the building. Rescue the people. Kill anything that looks like this fuck,” Ray said softly. “And do it quietly.”

The Rangers were inside of the building in a heartbeat. There were several muffled screams, the clash of weapons, several cries of alarm, and then silence. Verrick exited the building, cleaning blood off of his short blade with what looked to be the remains of someone’s shirt.

“My men are clearing the upper floors now. It seems they used the base as a staging point Master,” he explained. “We found two slaves on this floor. There are probably more above us. Maybe as many as two dozen. The food stores here are of … poor quality. I recommend burning them.”

Ray nodded as the girl cried out, “No please! We need that food! Please! My mom and brother need it!” she cried, bursting out into tears.

The outburst caught everyone off guard, but what surprised everyone more was when Verrick whirled and knelt before the girl. “Fear not little one. This food is garbage, not fit for beasts. We plan on taking you back to our home. The food there is plentiful if bland. Your rescue is at hand, even if our leader is somewhat of a dunce.”

Ray wasn’t sure if he should be impressed or irritated, but the girl stopped crying and stared at the Aelvin with large tear-stained eyes. “Really? Really Really?” she asked, snorting snot. “Are you a knight? Like in the fairy tale?”

Verrick blinked at that, turning to Ray with a question on his lips. Ray nodded, so the Ranger turned back to the little girl, “Yes little one. I am a grand knight of the … Order of Rangers. Yes. Like the fairy tale.”

The group was shocked, even the Goblins, in their usual unintelligible manner, had recognized this was very much out of character for the Aelvin. He was about to respond further to the girl when gunshots rang out from inside the building.

“Fucking fucker,” Ray spat, “They let them have guns but I can't? What the hell?” He drew his blade as Josephine slapped him on the back of the head and pointed to the girl. “Right, sorry. Kids. Let's go kill these fu … bad guys and see what we can do to help.”

He ran inside of the building with his bodyguard sticking close to him. He trusted Verrick to keep the girl safe and secure the entrance. Inside was a small shopping center, with multiple stores split off from the main hallway. It definitely wasn’t the office building he had first imagined.

At the end of the hallway, there were stairs leading up. Lying on those stairs were two bodies in what looked to be scrap like armor and clubs.

“That way! Let's get upstairs as quickly as possible!” ordered Ray as more many more muffled gunshots sounded out from above them. “Son of a bitch! How much ammo do they have?”

The group charged up the stairs, and into a war zone.

The Aelvin Rangers were pinned down in a hallway that was similar to the first floors. They would occasionally charge a green arrow and releasing it over the top of their cover at the men at the far end, who were in turn taking cover between several large metal boxes. Ray could see that two of the Rangers were down with wounds, but thankfully none of them had died.

A gunshot could be immediately fatal or cause death long after the wound had been received. It was hard to tell, hard to treat, and difficult to know the ramifications of such a wound early on. And he was no doctor.

Josephine pulled him back violently as two rounds impacted off the wall where his neck and chest had been. The shots from the gun echoed on the floor, making it nearly impossible for him to hear without shouting.

“We need to get around somehow!” he yelled, searching for another way down the hall. On the left side of the hallway was a large gym that seemed to stretch the length of the building. Leaning forward, Ray was about to describe his plan to Josephine when the Goblins came flooding up the stairs. This made anything he had in mind completely moot.

The little green guys ran around the corner and stopped for a moment. The hallway was silent as the green men stared at the other end, that was, right up until someone panicked and shot one. The Goblin went down in a spray of green blood, signs of a lucky shot. The silence stretched on for about half a second. Then the Goblins went batshit crazy.

Much as with the Smog Snail, the crazy things rushed to the far end of the hallway. Unlike the Smog Snail, they bounced off the floors, walls, and ceilings, in startling displays of acrobatic talent. Well, talent was perhaps the wrong word as they constantly tripped, rolled, and stumbled. But the effect was the same as the men with the guns unloaded down the hallway … and didn’t hit a single one. Hitting a moving object is difficult at best. Hitting a moving object two and a half feet tall with the empowered jittery movements of a five-year-old on crack is damn near impossible.

The Goblins flowed over the barricade and tore the men to pieces using their spears, randomly sized kitchen knives they had gotten from somewhere, and their teeth. Honestly, Ray would have felt a bit bad for those guys. Meeting your end at the hands of the monster equivalent of a chihuahua with a pointy stick was embarrassing.

Needless to say, the end result was achieved and the hallway was secured. The Rangers looked annoyed that the annoying green creatures could accomplish quickly what they could not. However, Ray was quick to placate them with thanks for holding the front line.

It was time to head up to the third, and top, floor of the building.

On his way by the dead men, he stopped to pick up a gun … only to have it dissolve in his hands. “Fucking Kevin, make this as hard as you fucking can for me. Fucking bastard,” he muttered under his breath, along with a few select curses for whatever lineage that prick came from.

Cautiously advancing up the stairs, Ray was flanked by Rangers. As they topped the stair he saw a lone man with a knife holding a woman hostage. To his sides were several dozen more survivors, demonstrating that there were probably a lot more people alive in the city than he initially thought.

Ray sighed deeply and stepped forward.

“S-stop right there! I will gut her! You won't get what you came for!” he snarled stutteringly.

Ray stopped and stared at him. The man twitched nervously as he said, “What? Do you think this is some drama? Some story? At what point did you think you were getting out of this alive, killing the woman or not?” he said calmly as the man began to fidget. “Seriously, you are a moron. You hurt her, and you die. You let her go, and you probably have a chance at escaping but let's be honest … you’re still probably going to die. You surrender, throw yourself at our mercy and tell me everything I want to know? You will probably get out of this alive.”

“Promise you won't kill me!” the man said, now shaking violently.

Ray raised his hand, “On whatever System enforced action there may be, I swear I won't harm a hair on your head,” he said.




	
SYSTEM OATH





	
YOU HAVE SWORN AN OATH. VIOLATE IT IF YOU DARE









He rolled his eyes, “Yeah I figured that was going to happen. It's pretty par for the course. Now drop the knife,” he demanded. The man dropped the knife, the weapon clattering to the floor as he released the woman at the same time.

“Now, I have-“ Ray began, but the woman stooped, snatching up the knife, and drove it upward into the man's chest. Directly into where his heart would be. He dropped to the floor like a puppet with his strings cut.




	
THE TARGET OF THE OATH HAS PERISHED. OATH INVALIDATED









“Well shit, I’m glad you didn’t stab him in the head,” he muttered. “Right then. Hey lady, mind if I ask you some questions?”

The woman in question stood up tall and spat to the side, “Fuck you. I aint trading one monster for another. You have questions you come down here and ask them to me yourself. I aint getting near you,” she spat.

The Rangers stepped forward, but Ray waved them down. “Josephine with me,” he said as he walked forward. As he moved towards her, the other survivors watched him intently. He hadn’t made it more than halfway when a scream came from behind him, causing him to spin, blade in hand.

The little girl from the first floor sped past him in a blur, slamming into her mother with enough force to nearly knock her over. The woman both looked startled, and relieved. She made eye contact with Ray briefly, who nodded in return before she turned her attention to soothing the crying girl.

Ray didn’t have kids, but it was things like this that he had always lived for. Even his time during his criminal career, he made it a point never to harm children. Whether directly or indirectly. Even when he had to disobey orders. It made him a horrible hitman, but a reliable ‘uncle’ to many of his organizations' kids. It was one of the reasons why he had been able to rise to a prominent role so quickly.

He continued forward and knelt next to the woman. “My name is Raymond, but please call me Ray. I am not a good man, but I am fair. And this whole scene disgusts me. We are here to find survivors and bring them back to our base. There is a … storm of sorts coming, and this city will, very likely, be wiped off the map. We want to save as many people as we can. Are you willing to come back with us?”

She studied him intently for several minutes before saying, “If you can save my son and feed us, we will go back with you.”

Ray gave a curt nod. “Verrick, check the kid and see if we can do anything for him. Heal him if you can,” he ordered as the Ranger moved to the store where the woman pointed. Standing up he said to the others loudly, “We have a temporary base here up the street at the ferry terminal. We have food, water, and supplies for those coming with us. We aren’t staying for more than a week, so make your choice quickly,” he explained.

He turned away and began walking towards the stairs, Rangers, and Goblins in tow. They had work to do. People to find and rescue. Undead and bandits to kill.

And not a lot of time to do it.

***
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        CHAPTER 40

    
    
    
    
                Ray

Ray and his team spent the next eleven days rescuing people from what he had rapidly begun calling Bandits. And it turned out there were many, many more camps and fortified structures than he thought. Some of which were on the upper floors of heavily infected buildings, making them nearly impossible to get up to unless you knew how.

Those were few and far in between though, usually taking a highly organized and dedicated group of more people than Ray was willing to tackle with his group. So he focused on the smaller ones, hoping that those who were hidden away made it through the Integration.

Everything had been going well, too well in reality. Ray had realized that each base was only lightly organized, with a leader, goons, and human slaves. Usually large groups of women and children. He rarely saw another adult man that wasn’t a part of the Bandit’s goon squad. Which made him worried and angry. It wasn’t like those who weren’t part of the enslaving forces were kind to their charges, not usually anyway. More often than not they rescued them as they were sick, starving, and in some cases dying.

It was after they had cleared the most recent building that everything changed, and it changed rapidly.

The group had just emptied out their eleventh building and were on their way down to the street level to escort their most recent rescues back when Josephine slammed her arm across Ray's chest, stopping him cold in his tracks.

“What? What's wrong?” he asked. Verrick and his squad and Jalla, along with two Draemon, were also with him on this run. They stopped as well, in turn stopping the group of people behind them.

She pointed outside, “There's a solid dozen men in the street. Some have guns, but most have clubs or blades of some kind or another,” she explained. She snuck up to an empty rack of goods and peeked out the grime-covered windows. “Guys on the roof across the way. I think they have … crossbows?”

“That’s a change of pace,” Ray muttered. He turned to Verrick. “Thoughts? You are the one with military experience. I think this situation is a bit outside our wheelhouse.”

Verrick frowned at the phrase but picked up the intended meaning. “We should not engage out the front Master, they have both the range and the high ground. You never strike at someone with the high ground if you can help it. We need to find rear exit, something that provides us cover.”

One of the rescued humans moved forward. She was taller than the other woman and seemed far more muscular than her starving counterparts. A possible new arrival to the pit she had been interned at.

“There's a rear door, but it leads into an alleyway. They usually fill those with walkers to prevent anyone from getting out. But you guys are armed to the teeth, so it shouldn’t be a problem,” she explained to Ray as his eyebrows rose at the new information.

“And, how would you know that exactly?” he inquired suspiciously.

She shuffled in place, “I was a part of Brett’s little empire. There are a few independents, but he runs all the raiding and stuff. I … he did things to some people I disagreed with. Horrible … bad things. So I stepped in and this was my reward. They brought me here a little while ago to rot like the others,” she explained quietly, standing there in shame. “I thought it was how we could survive, but it quickly turned into something else. Now … now I know that it wasn’t the way we should have chosen.”

“Gotchya, I think I have a good idea of what's going on now,” Ray said, surprising everyone. “Take us to the back door. Let's see if we can get out that way.”

The woman nodded and led the group through the building to a set of double doors that led out of what was once a loading dock for the stores within the structure. Ray signed with his hands for the survivors to stay put, and then followed the woman closely to the loading dock roll-down gate.

Josephine began to say something, but Ray cut her off as the woman reached for the bottom of the grate. She pulled upwards, leveraging the gate off the ground a few inches. Just before she pulled it straight up, Ray stabbed her in the back with his blade. He withdrew his blade and the gate crashed to the ground.

The survivors gasped, worried mutterings coming from them as Josephine pulled him back in horror. “Why would you do that?” she cried out even as the angry grunts of the men outside the gate caused her to swing her attention back to it.

“Get ready to fight, that gal was leading us into an ambush. There are a ton of them out there. Not undead, Bandits,” he explained as Verrick and his Rangers drew their blades. “I knew it was an ambush the minute she started talking. She knew the building too well to have just been brought here. That and there wasn’t a single wound on her. She was completely healthy. Well, as healthy as you could be in this shit hole.”

Josephine stared at him in open shock as she quickly realized he was right. There had been way too many inconsistencies in the woman’s story and her condition. Not to mention the men that were now trying to get into the roll door.

“Jalla, I don’t think you can throw fireballs in here. Take your team and get those people back inside. Cover the front door and burn down anyone who tries to get in,” Ray ordered as the horned man started moving. “Verrick, when I give you the signal, whip that door open, and let's cut these fuckers down. We can make a run for the Ferry Terminal. We have enough food and water for everyone until the barge gets here.”

Verrick nodded and directed two of the Rangers over to the sides of the door. Once they were in position, and Ray and the others had lined up, he gave the signal. The two Aelvin whipped the roll door open, surprising the nine men on the other side. Ray’s side cut into them like a combine into wheat. The fight was over before they even had a chance to fight back.

“Well, that was short and sweet. Let's get the others-“ the bolt struck him in the shoulder, spinning him completely around off his feet. He had just hit the ground when he heard the signature twang of bows returning fire, and the cries of pain from the man down the alleyway who had shot him.

“Get him up, now,” ordered Verrick. “Get the humans out here and get them moving. Rangers change to bows. Lady Josephine, take point and eviscerate anything in front of us.”

Josephine nodded as she drug Ray to the side. Realizing the shock of his wounds must have knocked him unconscious, or possibly the landing on the pavement, she left him in the care of Jalla. Who had just returned with the rescued residents. Over the last ten days, Verrick had quickly become Ray’s military go-to, always advising on deployment actions and tactics. This had resulted in a startlingly low fatality rate since their expedition had begun. Only a single Goblin had died, and that was only because it had thrown itself at a person with a gun and gone over the side of a building with its target.

The group advanced out of the docking bay and immediately the Rangers took down two more crossbowmen. The weapons seemed to be getting more and more common as of late. They were slow to reload, but powerful and had a decent range. Perfect for fighting in the tight confines of a city.

As the group got out onto the main road, they heard the breaking of glass and the tearing of metal. The entire group, including the twenty or so people they had rescued, got low to the ground, hiding behind several car husks in the road. They watched as the group of Bandits in front of the building forced their way inside.

After several minutes of watching, most of the fighters were inside of the building. Verrick signaled his Rangers and they killed the archers with a single, well-placed arrow to the head. As their bodies hit the ground the remaining guards turned to see what was going on. They didn’t have time to cry out as three more imbued arrows ended the threat.

“Move quickly. We must get to the ferry terminal outpost to treat Master,” Verrick said, speaking low and fast.

The group nodded and began moving across the intersection with the Rangers providing an overwatch for threats. It wasn’t long until they were past the building and moving quickly down the street. They were only four city blocks from their destination, but they had taken out so many Bandit groupings between where they were, and where they had to be, that the number of locations for a possible ambush were numerous.

Verrick was paranoid about being jumped by any waiting groups that were left behind as a security measure. It would make more sense to catch them in the open with a large group than in a building with numerous possible chokepoints.

His suspicions were realized when they made to cross the intersection one block up from the outpost, and a half dozen bolts slammed into the cars and people around him. Two of the human rescues went down immediately, dead before they hit the ground. A Goblin next to Josephine also died. The other bolts missed, skidding along the ground or getting lodged in the debris surrounding them.

Ducking back down, the escorting warriors corralled their charges into cover while firing back. However, there was hardly any cover in the spot they were in. More refugees went down, killed by the more accurate crossbow fire. Several Goblins tried to charge out but were met with actual gunfire. The Bandit's bullets had to be running low by now, but they apparently knew how dangerous one of the little green guys was.

After nearly a hundred of shots, the crossbows fell silent. Verrick was breathing hard as he snapped a bolt off mid-shaft, leaving the protruding bit in his thigh. It wasn’t fatal, but it would hamper his mobility for the foreseeable future.

A voice called out over the devastating scene.

“Hey! You still alive over there?” a man called out. “How about you just give up? You do that, and maybe we don’t have to kill you? Maybe you just take us back to where you came from and we can … discuss our options?”

Verrick tried to locate the voice but wasn’t able to pin it down. The intersection they were in had several large buildings surrounding them on three sides, and the river to their backs. He would have just had everyone jump in, but not only did the river flow the wrong way, but there was also aquatic life within in capable of seriously harming or even killing a person.

“We run. Run fast, run hard. Cover Ray. This mission is lost. We need to get back,” Verrick said to his Rangers, Josephine, and Jalla. “I will stay with the wounded and cover you. There's… about a twenty-second gap between bolts. If the Goblins rush them and I pick off some shooters, that should get you to the next block, and to the outpost.”

Josephine nodded, but Jalla seemed curious. “Why don’t I just drop a smoke screen and we all leave together? We can certainly do that. Draemon magic and tight spaces don’t mix, but out here? Plenty of room.”

“Do it quickly, Ray is bleeding out,” the Aelvin stated bluntly.

The Draemon Sorcerer nodded and brought his hands together, almost as if praying. With a sharp movement, a loud crack echoed through the quiet square as a red tear in the sky above them appeared. It belched out black smoke in a huge enough quantity that it made the Smog Snail look pitiful.

Cries of alarm from across the street sounded out as whoever was after them began blind firing into the smoke.

“Run! Run now!” cried Verrick as they took off, leaving their dead in the street. The wounded were supported by those who were whole. Gunfire erupted as they ran, the Bandits realizing they were making a break for it. A Ranger cried and went down, along with a Goblin and three more refugees. They moved as quickly as they could through the smoke and ash for several minutes, the dark smog spewing from the tear and covering the streets.

They heard the cries of the undead as they realized the sun had been obscured, the stomping feet getting closer to them. People from the back of the line cried out as they were taken down by the swarming undead. Those cries were silenced almost immediately as they were torn apart.

Verrick grimaced, unsure if they would make it.

Then they were through. The nearly blinding sunlight making them squint as the group realized they were only a few hundred yards from safety. They could see the fluttering white flag above the ferry terminal.

“Go. Don’t stop,” the Aelvin Ranger said tiredly. “When we get there we will seal everything and wait for the barge. This expedition is over.”

Josephine, who was carrying Ray along with one of the Draemon, nodded her agreement. While they had saved several hundred people their losses had been significant. There was an organization here that they couldn’t contend with right now. One that was cruel, evil, and violent. Not that they were much better, but they didn’t starve their people at least. This Bandit group, as Ray had taken to calling them, ruled through fear and violence. Something her Master would never do. Not willingly anyway.

The group struggled up to the gangplanks that had been dropped by the Orkin and Goblins inside of the outpost. They quickly ushered them in, Goblin medics tending to the wounded while the people inside assisted as they could. An early rescue from one of the Bandit camps had been a nurse, or the child of one anyway. That made treatment easier.

Setting her savior down, Josephine took a seat and watched the wooden bridge be pulled back up. Verrick was giving out instructions like they were candy. Coordinating the sealing of the building and preparation for defense. They would only be here long enough for the barge to arrive, then they would head back to their claimed territory.

She had no doubt that Ray would want to come back here after the Integration to set the remaining people free. He would come with fire and death, ensuring that those people would be safe under his banner.

And she would be next to him. Along with Jalla, Verrick, and any of their friends, he could bring them back. He most certainly wouldn’t be alone.

And Gods willing, they would be able to retake their future from dead hands that held it.

***
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The man slowly sipped his cup of freshly brewed coffee. He stared at the notification. “That … doesn’t seem right,” he muttered as he watched the Integration begin on Earth Four.

Quickly bringing up several interfaces on his machine, he moved them to one of the dozen screens that surrounded him. Each was a projection of hard light, hovering in the air at eye level as he sat at his expansive desk.

Each hard light screen displayed a different world with its accompanying data set. From lizards to sentient rocks, the variation was wide and seemingly innumerable. But one section of screens was dedicated to a set of worlds labeled one through twelve. Earth’s One through Twelve to be exact.

“System, pause Integration and suspend Earth Four,” the man said, as he reviewed the data of the Administrators working in that Realm. “What the hell did you guys do?” he muttered.
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EARTH 4 SUSPENDED









Reviewing the information, the man grew more and more angry. Eventually, he sat back in disgust.

“I can't fucking believe they used those bird fucks to seed an Earth. And then changing it to a Dungeon World? Seriously? Fucking scrub Administrators. I should have recruited that Shane Jobs guy when he died. The human was a tech genius,” he grumbled.

He reviewed the preliminary settings for the world itself, noting that it was set up in a hex-based territorial system. “Unique, but not unwelcome,” he admitted to himself. Seeing that the energy the world was drawing in he grimaced. “Thing would have cracked open if they had left it alone. Thirty-six point four times the amount of normal pull on the Elemental Sea? Yeah, it would have been dust.”

The man edited the world, making it much larger, but slightly less dense than before. Leaving the core intact, he sunk hundreds of wells that connected to the Elemental Sea directly. This would stabilize the planet and keep the gravity, rotation, and effect on the star to close to what it was already. However, it would make it an absolute beacon in terms of energy generation.

The world would have nearly four times the surface area it had, with a massive empty shell between the crust and mantle. Lots of things would be different on this planet once the Integration was resumed and completed. It would be a new world after all. New follows old. Mastery through practice, even if that practice was in a place you hardly recognized.

Tapping his chin, he thought about the ruins around the planet. Thousands of cities that had housed billions of people. He couldn’t let that go to waste. Changing settings, he opted to expand the cities into true megalopolises. The ruins of them at least. Cities that were compacted into dozens of miles now spanned hundreds, with the tech that had made them initially spread out in the form of recoverable and salvageable tech. That would give the explorers both on the world and abroad a valid reason to explore and expand.

Happy with that, he filled every city to the brim with the undead. Multiplying their number until it was appropriate. He did, however, reset them all to the basic undead. Some of those variants were just … out of control.

He moved on to reviewing the information of the guy who placed the core on the world. Some dude named Raymond. At least they had found an effective scrub to get the work done. Not only did he stay alive, but through a series of lucky interactions and seemingly miraculous events, he managed to place the core and even move it later on.

“This guy seems … stubborn but able. Why didn’t he pick a class though?” he wondered, reviewing the Systems recordings of his actions. “No shit? He forgot? He had an advisor and he forgot? I take back what I said, this guys an idiot. But those Admins won't get their way. No way in hell is an Earth turning into a Dungeon world.”

Swiping the data set to the side it was shoved onto a new screen that appeared out of thin air. The man brought up a new set of screens and began rapidly entering information into them.
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Nodding in satisfaction the man sat back. The world would now retain all of its features, technological wonders, and have a massive number of options thrown into the works. That fixed the Integration and the claim system that Eric and his cronies fucked up.

He was sure Sam was probably lurking around somewhere too. Those two had a love-hate relationship that even he didn’t fully understand, and it tended to fuck with everything around them.

Seeing another set of Integration options for the undead, he whistled. These guys had plans to make the undead progressively less hurt by the sunlight by increasing the ambient levels of Miasma over time. That was a no-no, as it essentially condemned every living thing on the planet to death. He reversed the setting but enabled the buff option for summoned and controlled undead. The same as it would have been on any other world that was maintained by the System.

As he reviewed everything he was about to close the screens when a tiny snippet of data caught his eye. With an eye twitch that could have obliterated a solar system, he opened the packet of information. Then he got angry, truly angry.

They hadn’t been content to just cut him off from the shop, take weapons he had scavenged as fair loot, restricted his ability to choose his class, and mess with the world itself. No. They had restricted his stats and their application to his physical being. They had also fucked with the Nemesis, ensuring that it kept coming back to kill him. Repeatedly.

“You … you fuckers. You sadistic fuckers,” he raged, slamming his coffee cup down onto the desk shattering it, and spilling the precious liquid everywhere. With a wave of his hand, the mess was gone and a freshly filled, whole cup appeared. “You took his weapons, you took his shop access, you prevented him from changing his class when he finally had an opportunity to do so … no. Oh, ho, ho, no. You guys are fucked now.”
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“Now what to do with you …” the man wondered aloud. Then he snapped his fingers. “Perfect! You rescued that pup and it seems to be doing ok. Let's give your new four-legged friend a bit of a … boost.”
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“Perfect. Gonna load you for bear my man, make you borderline OP,” he said to himself, pleased with how his little bit of revenge was coming along. Tapping his chin and quirking an eyebrow, he made a snap decision and doubled Raymond’s stats. That should give him a nasty boost in capability. Let's see those fucking bird brains get one over him now.

He grinned evilly as he made some alterations directly to Raymond Finnegan. Normally if you survived to the Integration you would be allowed to pick from a series of classes based on your achievements. It was a way of rewarding those with enough ingenuity, determination, and tenacity to survive and even thrive during a species ending crisis.

But the Administrators, probably will a bit of help from Sam, interfered in that process. Significantly interfered. Raymond was set up to be able to choose from nearly fifteen different classes ranging from Basic to Heroic, with one choice in the latter category. But the man was about to change all that.

Wiping the choices from the field, he grinned ferally. This Raymond guy seemed like a survivor, a fighter. Someone he could kind of relate to. He hated seeing guys like that screwed by beings that thought they were above other forms of life. And fucking with the System and the way it was supposed to run. This was how the Game got out of control initially after all.

It was time to level the playing field and get a bit of revenge on those pompous ass Gods.

With a series of curious keystrokes, the man altered Raymond Finnigan’s future.




	
CLASS ASSIGNMENT OVERRIDE





	
TARGET: RAYMOND FINNIGAN









“Fuck with the System? Fuck with my rules? Fuck with everything I have worked so hard to maintain? There are consequences to your actions.,” he said gleefully, “Get ready to experience them firsthand.

The man initiated two actions in addition to the changes that he had made prior. The first was that he forcibly dragged every single Administrator God involved with Earth Four and dropped them in the maelstrom of the Integration. He then sent them a message directly, explaining what had happened and why. Spending a few hundred years surviving on a newly Integrated world should teach them a lesson. They would be back in their roles in the blink of a celestial eye. No harm, no foul. But a lesson well learned.

The second was a direct result of him feeling this Raymond guy was still getting the short end of the stick. He had a soft spot for the Earth’s, as his Father had come from Earth-Two. So he set about creating a Class just for him. A … kind of bonus for having fought so long and hard to achieve what he wanted. Survival for his species in that universe.

Classes were so rarely created from scratch that the mere idea was considered a myth. Fable. Made up. A complete and total lie. Even classes such as Myrmidon existed within the System and its vast repository of information and data. However, having a class tailored for an individual? Held back from the Systems database? Making it truly and absolutely unique? In the four thousand years they had been overseeing the System, spreading its influence, and ensuring that it was properly used, such an action had never been performed.

But that changed the moment Raymond Finnigan, a human on a small world called by the substance that made up most of it, had a class created just for him. A unique class that took him from a possible Heroic Tier Class straight to the equivalent of a Mythic, with all the accompanying benefits … and even more.

A class that could change reality itself within his universe. If he survived long enough to develop it that is. Oh, this would be fun to watch.
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SYSTEM LORD









The man sat back and steepled his fingers, examining his changes. Then he grinned at his changes. This would work. Earth Four would be the launching point for a new humanity in that universe. And a new weapon and tool for them to use against their enemies.

Another screen popped up in front of him, asking for the changes to be accepted in mass. He hit the accept key with no hesitation, leaning back to sip his coffee.
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Let the Game begin.

            

    
        Book 2 Announcement

    
    
    
    
                Good Afternoon Everyone!

Or morning, depending on where you are.

This is an update for Book 2 of HEX, I am sure some of you saw that the next cover had been uploaded at the very least. 

This is my first stab at using the Volume option for a book on Royal Road, so forgive me if the status is a bit confusing currently.

I am in the process of wrapping up The Man Who Wears Demons. You can expect new chapters of HEX once I declare that project is complete. The goal post is by the end of August. You can expect the Prologue, at the very least, starting the first week of September. And that is at the latest. We can resume the face-chomping, mind-altering, God and System Snubbing fun to resume then.

Until that time, enjoy The Man Who Wears Demons.

- The Multi-Verse Admin

            

    
        Book 2 Update

    
    
    
    
                Good Morning Everyone (and afternoon, evening, and night for those of you across the globe),

I am coming to you all with a few updates on the HEX series. Both Good News, and Bad News. Capital G and B required.

The Good News is that HEX 2 is on its way, rocking chapter 15 and nearly halfway done. It shouldn't be long before you can experience the book.

The Bad News, well, subjectively speaking. The HEX trilogy has been picked up in its entirety by an indie publisher. Not a Vanity Press, I am well aware of those, but a full-scale independent publisher with an excellent background and more than thirty artists under their umbrella.

What this means for you all, however, is that the second book for HEX will not be deployed on RR. But instead will be shipped to Amazon and other retailers along with the audio book.

This development came as a surprise to myself, and to the beta readers who have been notified as well. I regret getting everyone pumped up only to send this message out. I can only hope that you are excited for the success of HEX, the audio books that are in the works, and the success that the overall series is seeing.

As always if you have any questions, want to talk with me, or want to discuss the Sundered Divinity Universe or any of the other books I currently have out you can reach me on my Discord, permanent link below.

https://discord.gg/sjsD6wErcu

I thank you for all the love and support that HEX has received from you all over the year it has been on RR. I plan to continue bringing books to the platform, that is unless they are picked up. Which, to be honest, seems to be happening more and more frequently.

My best wishes and love to you all, you helped make the trilogy and the series what it is today. I look forward to seeing you all in future releases.

Best Regards,

'Cam' S.R. Fauth

            

    
        HEX 2 PROLOGUE

    
    
    
    
                Prologue

Yo Ray,

The things I have had to do recently make me a bit to weak to send you anything resembling a voicemail, so you get an old-fashioned handwritten letter. You better appreciate it, you punk.

A lot has gone down, and you are the center of the cause for most of it. I bet you are asking yourself why that is, or even how that would be possible. You are one guy, on one world, with the singular task of bringing humanity back from the brink of extinction right?

Wrong.

You are one guy, resurrected by some dumb space-faring birds using a loophole in the System. That was the first flag that brought my attention to you. Then those moron gods managing this region of the universe went off the rails and tried to use the Earth there to destabilize the entire region in a bid to oust me. That was the second flag. But the third flag is the biggest, reddest, and by far the most important.

You.

Frankly speaking, you shouldn’t exist. There aren’t any records prior to the System initializing, but what I can find out tells me there is a lot that doesn’t line up with you. From your history to your memories, it’s like someone sewed you together using a patchwork of random people. And that, my friend, was the biggest flag of all.

Now we get to decide what to do. Yes. We. As of writing this letter, I have essentially re-written your entire universe. It sucked. It drained me. I have little to no influence there now and won’t for a good while. But I locked everyone the fuck out of my System. I also made a huge number of changes, brought the System back to what it should have looked like a long time ago. But I digress.

Your recent actions on your Earth brought my attention to an entire plethora of issues and problems across the multi-verse, at least our branch of it. But that’s not your problem. Yet.

Getting back on topic, I pride myself on being fair. Being direct. And ensuring that rewards are given to those who earn them. You, Raymond Finnegan, have certainly earned some rewards. The issue here is that I don’t have any capacity to give them to you right now, even though you earned them. That annoys me, but it is what it is. So expect more, just later.

For now, I gave you a one-of-a-kind class. Just for you. That itself would be worth wars being fought. You need to learn more about what I gave you, that class is Unique and will be a huge boon to you. But if you don’t push its boundaries and learn what capabilities it unlocks for you… well give a man a fish, then steal his wallet because he can’t defend himself now.

Other changes you might see. Everyone is fucking level one now. Everyone. Everywhere. That’s going to fuck up a lot in your universe, but it was unavoidable. How leveling works has changed. When I find out who the fuck nugget was that made it so you could buy levels is, I’m going to make him eat glass. For a century.

Now you have to earn every level you get. NEX is still the currency, as it was meant to be, but you won’t find applying that to your levels and abilities to be possible any more. You can, however, buy abilities with it. So explore the store. It's going to be of use to you.

Last two changes, I need to be quick. Universe Two is poking me in the eye with a stick right now.

Earth is much larger than it was. System shenanigans. Deal with it. There’s lots more hex’s, but they can be managed through things you can build. That’s all you’re getting; I have to be fair with the information I hand out, even if I owe you more than most.

The last is that nemesis system. That was pure, unfiltered, bullshit. There was never a system like that and never should have been a system like that. But it gave me some ideas, so I made some updates and created a few classes that use some of those concepts. But again, I digress.

In your restored inventory, I restored that in its entirety by the way, you are going to find a lot of stuff. Building stuff, rewards you accrued but didn’t get, your fucking gun, because I loved that thing, and a coin. That coin has your old nemesis on it, or its soul at least. When you use the coin you are going to get a companion. Now the thing that wanted to kill you is going to protect you. I couldn’t find a better way to spit in the eyes of my ex-employees.

A part of that eye spitting I mentioned is that I restored everyone’s instincts. After a bit of digging during my manual maintenance, I found that your instincts, danger awareness, and even your very feelings had been dulled in an attempt to lure you into situations where you could die. After all, if you died the core they gave you would run wild.

Fuckers.

Anyway, the world as you knew it has, once and forever more, changed irreparably. Prepare for it. Everything you could possibly imagine is going to be on your Earth, making it a unique focus point out of the universes. Do your best to take that shit over and expand.

And I can’t emphasize this enough… get access to the shop. As. Soon. As. Possible. It’s going to save your ass.

Now, my issues and problems. And by mine, I mean yours. I mentioned changes, and there had been many of those implemented. Its about your planet. Earth is not the only one in existence. There are twelve. They all have a weird synergy that I can’t begin to explain to you right now, your head would melt.

Your Earth is located in the fourth dimension. No, not the dimension of time, I mean literally the universe labeled number four. Earth Four, along with Earth Seven and Twelve, are currently undergoing a radical set of events and changes. Each of these Earth’s have been changed to much that they are, for all intents and purposes, an entirely unique existence. But they are linked.

Find a way to reach out to your peers on Seven and Twelve. If you don’t murder each other, you will have found some immensely valuable allies. You are going to want to connect with them, and I want a united front against these wanna-be usurpers.

Now, I have other universes to drag into line, gods to punch, administrators to torture. You helped me a lot, I’m helping you back. But don’t expect any miraculous intervention on my part. If you die, you die. I appreciate what you’ve done so far, but it is imperceptibly small in the grand scheme of things.

So, get more important.

Good luck. You are going to need it.


	The Supreme Administrator



 

P.S. The combination is 14-22-6-9, and I hate Gale’s accent, so I did something about it. Hope it drives her nuts.

            

    
        CHAPTER 1

    
    
    
    
                Ray spasmed, back arcing and lungs heaving as his eyes flew wide open as if possessed. He brought in a massive lungful of air in a gasp that would make any observer think he hadn’t breathed in weeks.

Which, potentially, he hadn’t.

His body came crashing down on the smooth stone floor as his lungs and heart restarted his body. Whatever had happened during the Integration had been painful. Extremely so. Like his entire body had fallen asleep and blood was only just beginning to recirculate through his system.

He wet his parched lips with his tongue and curled into the fetal position trying to catch his breath, his body on fire.

“Fucking… someone shit in my mouth. Why?” he muttered hoarsely to himself, wondering why every time he woke up from a major event, he tasted different flavors of fecal matter. He slowly uncurled and waved in the air, hoping to find someone or something nearby to help him up.

The last thing he remembered, he and the crew had just returned from the nightmare trip into the city with more than fifty survivors. He had ordered the fort fortified, Gale leading the charge with organizing the work yet to be done. Then the timer had struck zero.

Taking a blurry-eyed stock of his surroundings, he quickly realized that wherever he was, he was alone.

“System,” he gasped, bringing himself to his arms and knees. He blinked the blurriness away to see what was around, but only the gray stone of a featureless cavern filled his sight. “System,” he repeated, becoming worried. He attempted to access his inventory but was met with silence.

“What the fuck is going on?” he wondered, forcing himself to his feet. Then he froze. He had been on his hands and knees. He turned his head slowly to where his missing arm had been, only to find it restored in full. He twisted the limb back and forth in wonder, curious as to what just the hell had happened to give him a full limb back. He played with the restored arm for several minutes, testing the full flexibility and strength of the limb.

He smacked his lips, restoring his dry mouth with what spit he could dredge up. It wasn’t a pleasant experience. Deciding that he was healthy, and whole, enough to stand up, he did just that. If shakily. He clambered to his feet, using the wall as a crutch. Shaking off the feeling of a full-body sleep, he took a tentative step forward and found he had full control of his faculties.

Grand.

Now standing, he took stock of his new surroundings, it wasn’t much. He was in some kind of concrete room with a single heavy-duty metal door in the wall. There was also a stack of crates in the corner, a desk with an envelope on it, and what looked like a small wall safe.

Swallowing in the dim light, he decided to try the only observable exit. He walked over to the door and placed his ear against it. If he got ambushed right outside of this place he would never live it down with the other. If they were still alive.

Thankfully, there was absolutely no sound from the other side. He tried the latch and was surprised to find it unlocked. That was a huge plus, but he let it fall back into place for now. He had crates and a desk to search. And something about that letter was bothering him.

He decided to read the letter first. It was so obviously placed that it couldn’t be more apparent that someone had wanted him to read it. Walking over, he picked up the envelope and cracked it open. Inside was a short, concise letter.

He read through it quickly, the contents taking his breath away. Then he read it again, this time slower. Someone had been watching him. The entire time. Someone who had, for whatever reason, been vested in his well-being. Someone who wasn’t fucking Kevin. Now that someone was interfering again, apparently for the last time. Even if they were arrogant and pompous enough to call themselves a supreme anything.

But their help had, apparently, cost them a lot.

Ray decided then and there that if he ever found this person… or whatever they were, he would thank them in any way he could. He was careful not to voice such a thought, however, as he had learned his lesson about System Oaths before.

He folded the latter and carefully placed it in his pocket. Gale and the guys would be interested in it, he was certain of that. He only hoped whatever this person had done to Gale wasn’t harmful or his feeling of gratitude would be non-existent.

With the letter read, he turned his attention to the safe. Entering the combination that had been at the end he popped open quickly. Inside was a well-familiar sight. Sitting on a small, but plush, cushion was his forty-five caliber pistol, an extra magazine, and a single box of ammunition. Smiling, Ray reached in and picked it up.

Then the System attacked.

Dozens of notifications slammed into him, smashing his awareness aside as it felt like his head was splitting open:

{ACHIEVEMENT}

FIRST WEAPON OBTAINED

{ACHIEVEMENT}

FIRST ITEM OBTAINED

{SYSTEM NOTIFICATIONS UNLOCKED}

{WARNING}

EARTH 4 CONTAINMENT INITIATED

EARTH 4 INTEGRATION HALTED

DUNGEON WORLD PARAMETERS ALTERED

DUNGEON WORLD PARAMETERS REMOVED

ARTIFACT WORLD PARAMETERS ENTERED

{CHANGES ASSIGNED}

{WARNING}

PLANETARY DESTABILIZATION AT 412%

{WARNING}

PLANETARY TRAITS ALTERED

PLANETARY SIZE INCREASED 412%

PLANETARY CORE ALTERED

PLANETARY GRAVITY ALTERED

ARTIFACT WORLD STATUS ASSIGNED

HEX ZONE COUNT INCREASED 412%

CREATURE SPAWN RATE RESET

{WARNING}

412 NEW SPECIES INTRODUCED - SENTIENT

{WARNING}

4,121,121 NEW SPECIES INTRODUCED – NON-SENTIENT

{WARNING}

HEX SYSTEM UPDATED

HEX CLAIM SYSTEM UNLOCKED

HEX CONQUEST SYSTEM UNLOCKED

HEX TRADE SYSTEM UNLOCKED

HEX DEVELOPMENT SYSTEM UNLOCKED

{WARNING}

ADVANCEMENT SYSTEM ALTERED

CLASS SYSTEM ALTERED

LEVEL SYSTEM ALTERED

RARITY LEVEL SYSTEM IMPLEMENTED

{WARNING}

UNIQUE CLASS DETECTED

//ErrOr\\

ADMINISTRATOR OVERRIDE

ERROR RESOLVED

SYSTEM LORD CLASS ACCEPTED

INVENTORY UNLOCKED

STATS SCREEN UNLOCKED

ABILITIES SCREEN UNLOCKED


“Fuck… you…” Ray grunted through the wall of text that overwhelmed his mind and body. He fell to his knees, clutching his head and breathing hard. That had been extremely unpleasant. But now he knew something he had done had unlocked access to the System. Gasping, he tried to pull up his inventory. He was surprised when this time an empty window appeared in front of him.

Studying it, the window looked significantly different from before. It was no longer just a list of items but appeared more as a kind of room. It had empty crates, shelves, and even a door. The door threw him for a loop right up until he received a single, far less intrusive message:

{ENTER STORAGE SPACE}

Y / N

Curious, Ray hit yes… and instantly found himself standing in his own inventory space. Turning around, he saw the door behind him was open and led back into the small room he had found himself in.

“That’s… wild,” he said aloud.

Approaching the door, he stuck one finger past the threshold and found himself back in the room he had come from. This… was amazing!

“I teleported into my own fucking backpack,” he said amused. An empty backpack… but it wouldn’t be for long. Picking up the handgun, magazine, and ammo, he imagined them being placed into his inventory space. They vanished from his hands, appearing inside the room on a shelf.

“Wild,” he repeated, grinning

He turned to the pile of crates and walked over to look at them. There were six crates total, each the size of a large moving box. They were each clearly labeled.

“Food, medicine, water, tools, building materials… Goblins,” he said out loud, reading off each label. The last one giving him pause.

He squinted at the last box, “Why the fuck does this box say Goblins?” he wondered aloud. Opening the top cautiously, he looked inside and saw a pile of smaller crates. Picking one up he got a prompt,

{OPEN REWARD CRATE}

Y / N

“Holy shit, these must be the rewards the letter was talking about. But why were they… asshole,” Ray muttered, realizing the person who had left these things for him had been messing with him. He quickly piled everything into his inventory space and then stepped inside. The boxes, apparently, were not auto-sorted like his weapon had been. He began unpacking everything.

He quickly ran out of space on the lower shelves. Using a box to stand on, he reached up to put a reward crate on an upper shelf, only to knock down a small metallic coin. The pling it made when it hit the ground startled him, almost causing him to fall off his improvised perch. He quickly caught his balance, then set the box down and went searching for the coin.

He found it in the corner of the room, vertical with the wall. The letter had mentioned this too, although it had declined to provide details. Picking it up, Ray examined the coin. On one side was a black plain with a massive featureless monster on it. The other side was golden, with what looked like a German Shepherd.

Ray stepped outside of his inventory, the door closing behind him. The moment the door closed he received a prompt,

{SKILL COIN}

SOUL COMPANION

{USE}

Y / N

Shrugging, he selected yes. He should have learned by now that anything System-related was as painful as lightning stuck in his brain. At least that’s what it felt like. He lay on the floor for an unknown amount of time, struggling to get his body back under control. Eventually, he succeeded.

Gasping he sat up, only to come face to face with a giant dog.

Ray screamed. The dog screamed. They both screamed.

He scrambled back quickly, taking a fighting stance, “The fuck? Where did you come from?” He couldn’t have been more surprised when the dog responded.

“The coin you used. Goodness, I never expected to be conversing with you. You always seemed more of a… snack to me really,” said the dog. It hadn’t even moved it lips.

“Are you… talking to me in my mind?” Ray asked, putting two and telepathy together.

“Certainly. I mean, I don’t have a muzzle capable of speech. Yet,” responded the canine with a shake of its head.

Ray looked the dog over, realizing it was a very large German Shepherd.

“How the hell?” he muttered. Then he swore the dog rolled its eyes at him.

“Check your status screen. It may explain a bit,” it growled. “Focus on what you see to get an explanation, since you won’t bother listening to me.”

He did as the canine asked, mentally prodding the System to show his stats, focusing on each item on the list as it appeared;

RAYMOND ‘RAY’ FINNEGAN

{RACE}

HUMAN

THE ORIGINAL INHABITANTS OF EARTH 4

{CLASS}

SYSTEM LORD

A UNIQUE CLASS THAT APPLIES INTENT OUTSIDE THE CONFINES OF THE SYSTEM

{CLASS GRADE}

UNIQUE

UNIQUE GRADE CLASS OUTSIDE THE RATING SYSTEM

{STAGE}

1

STAGE INDICATING THE POWER LEVEL OF THE CLASS ATTACHED TO IT

{LEVEL}

1

PERSONAL LEVEL INDICATING OVERALL CAPABILITIES

{STRENGTH}

5

UNAUGMENTED PHYSICAL ABILITY

HUMAN BASE: 5

{AGILITY}

5

UNAUGMENTED PHYSICAL SPEED

HUMAN BASE: 5

{POWER}

50

THE ENERGY WHICH POWERS ABILITIES

HUMAN BASE: 0

{WISDOM}

10

HOW WELL YOU ACCUMULATE AND APPLY KNOWLEDGE

HUMAN BASE: 8

{LUCK}

10

THE SYSTEM IS WATCHING

HUMAN BASE: 2

{ABILITIES}

CLAIM HEX

CLAIM A HEX WITHOUT THE USE OF A CLAIM ITEM.

OATH OF FEALTY

SEAL ANOTHER'S FATE TO YOUR OWN THROUGH A SYSTEM-ENFORCED OATH.

SOUL COMPANION

SUMMON A COMPANION. YOURS HAPPENS TO HAVE WANTED TO KILL YOU IN A PAST LIFE.

“Oh,” Ray said with finality, looking back at the canine. “You’re my nemesis, aren’t you?”

“Rather intuitive, making that connection so quickly,” the pup said, barking once aloud. “I was, yeah. Although I find my burning passion to rip your throat out significantly diminished. In fact, I have the oddest urge to get you to scratch my ears and call me a good girl.”

“Really?” Ray asked, a bit incredulous.

“Not in the least. Compliment me all you want, but if you touch me, I will bite you,” the apparent female dog growled back.

“Fair enough,” Ray conceded. “I’m going to assume that we are on the same side, seeing as you haven’t tried to murder me yet.”

“Correct. It seems that I have been… reassigned to this body,” it stated.

Ray looked at the Shephard critically before saying, “Well, welcome to the team. Now let’s go find whoever we can and figure out what the hell has changed.”

The dog barked her agreement, and the unlikely duo moved over to the door. Ray opened it cautiously, peeking around the edges for any signs of enemies. Not seeing anything, he stepped out into the morning light. The sunlight nearly blinded him as his eyes adjusted. And what he saw shocked him.

The door from their room opened into an open courtyard of what seemed to be some kind of apartment building. The old, decayed building was overgrown with plants. The cracked tiles underfoot and the ruined fountain in the center told him that things had been like this for a long, long time.

There were trees growing out of the corners of the yard, crawling their way up the sides of the building in massive networks of roots and trunks. The scene was beautiful, if silently devastating. Ray was about to see what the dog thought when a scrabbling noise of claws on wood caught his attention. He quickly backed up to a wall and examined the area… only to see a two-and-a-half-foot tall squirrel climb cautiously down one of the trees.

Ray marveled at the beast, its lush and gorgeous fur covered it from head to toe. The creature slowly climbed down to the ground, examining him as it did so. Awe struck; Ray walked forward slowly.

“It doesn’t look hostile. Maybe it’s tamable,” he said, making clicking noises with his tongue. “Here buddy. Come here, that’s it. I won’t hurt you. I’m friendly… see?” he said, holding out an open hand.

The creature made its way over to him slowly until it was only a foot away from his hand. Stretching forward, it sniffed his fingers and open hand… then its eyebrows slammed down. It did a quick backflip, landing on its feet, paws held forward in some kind of martial arts stance.

“Chiiiii yow!”it screeched at him.

“Ray… I do not think-“ the dog began, but was cut off when the squirrel streaked forward and delivered a devastating flying squirrel kick… directly to Ray’s jewels.

He doubled over groaning and with the air knocked out of him, even as the dog tipped over as it laughed so hard it couldn’t remain standing. The squirrel, however, was not amused.

Neither was the System.

{COMBAT TUTORIAL INTIATED}

DEFEAT THE SQUIRREL NINJA

ENEMIES REMAINING – 1

“Why the nuts?” Ray gasped weakly, collapsing to his knees with both hands between his legs. “Fuck you System,” he squeaked. “Fuck you!”

The squirrel just folded its fingers into its palm, gesturing him forward. Dog, on the other hand, had literally howled itself onto its back with laughter.

Ray hated this place.

            

    
        CHAPTER 2

    
    
    
    
                It took Ray a few minutes to recover. He got unsteadily to his feet and eyeballed the pure evil tree rat in front of him.

“Ninja squirrel? Combat tutorial?” he grunted out after a while. “Fuck you.” He charged the versatile rodent with murder in his eyes. The squirrel, however, was having none of it.

It dodged his first swing and spit in his eye. Ray howled in pain as he stumbled backward, not partially blind and flailing wildly. The squirrel ninja was not going to allow the advantage to be lost. The furry demon rushed Ray, scampering up his leg, across his chest, and settling on top of his head where it proceeded to pummel him.

Dog was no longer laughing now, seeing that Ray was getting his ass kicked by such a minor threat. It stood up on its legs and drew in a deep breath. This would hurt its summoner, but not as bad as that nasty tree rat would. Lungs full, the canine companion unleashed a howling bark powerful enough to knock Ray off his feet.

The pair slammed into the dirt several feet away. Ray landed on his back while his furry opponent rolled gracefully to its feet. Spinning it prepared to continue the engagement, and that’s when Ray shot it in the head.

In a spray of gore, the squirrel's head exploded from the forty-five caliber bullet that impacted it. The round whistled through its skull in a visceral pattern of brain matter and impacted the wall on the other side of the courtyard. The crazy rodent stood standing for a full second more before collapsing over. Dead.

“That… was both hilarious and worrying. I remember you being far stronger than some nasty rodent who knows karate,” said the dog, cocking its head to one side.

Ray couldn’t help but agree. “Yeah. This… something happened when everything got reset. Upgraded? Fuck, when the System changed. All my stats got changed, I feel like a weak slow toddler. Hell, that thing nearly kicked my ass.”

He was interrupted by a notification.

{COMBAT TUTORIAL COMPLETE}

SQUIRREL NINJA DEFEATED

REMAINING ENEMIES – 0

{REWARD}

BASIC COMBAT CHEST

YOU BEAT THE TUTORIAL? TOUGH BASTARD.

“I… wasn’t supposed to win?” he said aloud. “Damn, this new world is pulling exactly zero punches. Shit. I need another weapon too, once this thing is out of ammo it doesn’t even make a decent club.”

“Agreed,” Dog concurred. “Also, we should probably leave. I smell… ew. Lots of decay heading towards us.”

“I have so many questions, but the last thing I want to do is run into a horde of undead we can’t beat. Let’s get out of here and see what we find,” Ray said, more than a bit worried they may get trapped inside of the courtyard should a horde stumble into them.

The pair walked cautiously through the courtyard, finding their way blocked by a plywood barricade. With some effort, Ray was able to pry off a few of the boards and open up a space to slide out into the street beyond it. His canine companion went first and, after a moment of sniffing and looking around, declared the area clear to move into.

Ray exited through the new hole and stepped into a decaying cityscape. Not unlike Manhattan, where their unfortunate adventure and run-in with the bandits had taken place. The pair looked up and down the street and saw nothing moving.

“I’m not sure where to go,” Ray said quietly. “Being in the open makes me nervous, but I don’t recognize anything. I wish I had a map.”

As soon as he finished his sentence a small map popped up in his vision. Startled he had to refocus his eyes in order to see it clearly. On it, in their immediate area, was revealed the buildings around him. Every building had a label along with a series of skulls. Each building also had a list of basic information about it, such as the number of floors or what the building had been used for.

Examining the area, they just came from where he didn’t see any skulls at all, and the building itself was a light green. He assumed this meant it had been cleared. The only thing he didn’t have a reference for was what a skull meant. It was obviously some kind of threat rating, but what constituted a threat? Was one skull a single zombie or a hundred?

Something caught his eye near the edge of the map though, several green dots were clustered together. Ray wasn’t a genius by any means, but he knew that usually green meant good and red meant danger. If there were multiple green dots in an area he hadn’t been to yet it was quite possible some of his friends had made it there alive.

“We have company,” his canine friend said with a growl.

Ray dismissed the map and turned to where she was looking. Across the street, stepping out of an alleyway, were six undead so emaciated and decayed they nearly looked like skeletons. They moved incredibly slowly, giving him a chance to really examine them. He was surprised when a small icon appeared above their heads;

UNDEAD HUMAN

[APPRAISED]

BASIC

“System says they’re basic, that means weaker than us I guess,” he said, popping out his most recent award and opening it. The Combat Chest gave him a crowbar, leather gloves, and a leather vest. He quickly put them on and hefted the weapon. “Perfect.”

“Well, at least you’re easy to please, the dog mocked. “Now, can we please kill those things? I don’t know how far they may follow us. I don’t relish the idea of them getting the jump on us later.”

“Fair enough,” he said, stepping forward. Cocking the crowbar back, he got within range of the closes undead and swung for a homerun. The crowbar obliterated the head of the undead, spraying foul-smelling brain matter across the street.

Wrinkling his nose, Ray quickly dispatched the other five in a similar manner. Not only did they not pose a threat, but they never even got within arm’s reach of him.

“That was pretty easy,” he grunted. He turned to the dog, “What, you aren’t going to help?”

“First off, don’t ever say anything is too easy. Take it from me, life has a way of upping the difficulty. Second off, would you want to take a bite of something like that?” she asked, cocking her head to one side.

Ray opened his mouth, thought about it, and then snapped it shut. “Fair enough,” he said after a moment of contemplation. “On both items. Now, let's see if we can’t go find out if those green dots on my map are friends or more things we get to murder.”

The duo was about to leave when Ray caught something out of the corner of his eye. Turning, he watched in open-mouthed astonishment as the bodies of the undead dissolved into ash. Each body left behind a small bag.

“The fuck?” he said, both curious and annoyed. Walking over he reached down to pick one of the bags up, however, the moment he touched it the bag vanished and he received a notification;

{NEX ACQUIRED}

1 NEX

He quickly touched the rest of the bags, retrieving a total number of NEX equal to the number of undead they had killed. The NEX appeared as a single bronze coin with an ornate one carved into one side, and an infinity loop and three odd symbols on the other. Apparently, the System was a fan of hard currency.

If this was the new, or at least newly reestablished, method of looting he could get behind it. He could already carry an immense number of items in his storage space. If he could gather materials, items, or loot just by touching what he killed or gathered… getting everything put back together was going to be much easier.

It would also be easier for his enemies.

“We gotta move,” he said worriedly, “I have a funny feeling that we are already running out of time.”

His canine companion didn’t bother to respond as they moved further up the street. The area around him was filled with dilapidated multi-story buildings, shops, and apartments. Ray could already imagine what kinds of loot would be inside, that is if they were willing to raid it. Right now the only thing he would be willing to go after would be weapons and a mode of transportation. Anything else didn’t make sense quite yet.

They didn’t see any undead, ninja squirrels, or even another creature for blocks. Just the cold, quiet, and extremely dead city that surrounded them. Ray kept an eye on his map, however, and all too soon they found themselves a black away from the green dots.

“Keep your eyes open,” he told the dog. “Depending on who it is, they may not be friendly. I sure as fuck didn’t trust Jalla.”

His canine companion snorted, “Would that be the horned man who threw fire? I was close enough at several points to hear you say his name. He did seem… exceedingly shady,” she admitted.

Ray blinked at that. “Close enough? I think we only ever talked around the base. A couple of times in the field and in Manhattan… fuck me. You were there, hunting me in the city weren’t you?”

“Yup,” she said unabashedly.

“Goddamn nemesis dog thing,” he grumbled.

The pair crossed the one-block mark from the dots and turned the corner. Ray immediately spun back and slammed his back into the wall, readying his crowbar. The massive decaying group of shambling bodies that had been loitering in the road had apparently not seen them, however. At least he fucking hoped not.

“Lots a lot of fucking undead,” he whispered quietly. He checked his map, then dismissed it. “The map says the place we’re looking for is halfway up the street on the left.”

“I don’t think that’s going to happen, Ray,” the dog said, peeking quickly around the corner. “Those things are all looking directly at that building. My bet is they chase whoever is inside and they barricaded the front up.”

Ray wouldn’t take that bet. He was sure that the dog was right. Based on his experience with the undead prior to the Integration, he was sure that there would be a surprise or two in that horde as well. You didn’t just get a couple hundred undead together without a leading figure. Not even the hordes he had fought had been just basic undead. There was always a leader floating around somewhere.

Peeking around the corner, he studied the group for several minutes and his eyes eventually fell on a taller, skinnier undead. It was standing near the dead center of the horde, eyes locked onto the covered doors of the building he needed to get into. The minute he made the connection, a System message popped up;

{COMMON HORDE ENCOUNTERED}

BASIC UNDEAD REMAINING – 306

UNCOMMON UNDEAD REMAINING – 1

“Common and uncommon?” he muttered to himself, the dog quirking her ears in his direction. “What is an uncommon undead?” He wasn’t expecting an answer, but apparently something was listening as a second message appeared in front of him.

This one had answers.

{GRADES}

BASIC

THE MOST COMMON RANKING OF CREATURES, CLASSES, AND ITEMS THAT ARE USUALLY WEAK IN POWER

COMMON

FREQUENTLY ENCOUNTERED CREATURE, CLASSES, AND ITEMS THAT ARE FAIRLY STANDARD IN POWER

UNCOMMON

UNUSUAL AND ABOVE-AVERAGE CREATURES, CLASSES, AND ITEMS THAT ARE USUALLY STRONGER IN POWER

RARE

RARELY ENCOUNTERED CREATURES, CLASSES, AND ITEMS THAT ARE USUALLY MUCH STRONGER IN POWER

LEGENDARY

EXTREMELY RARE CREATURES, CLASSES, AND ITEMS THAT ARE OFTEN OVERWHELMING IN POWER

MYTHIC

DEVASTATINGLY POWERFUL CREATURES, CLASSES, AND ITEMS THAT ARE NEARLY IMPOSSIBLE TO FIND

UNIQUE

ONE OF A KIND CREATURES, CLASSES, AND ITEMS

“Oh. That was convenient,” he said quietly, reading through the list. Apparently, the dog had been reading too.

“It seems your class gives you more access to certain System-related things. Particularly information. That seems overpowered,” she said, shaking her head slowly.

Ray would take overpowered over weak as shit any day, particularly in a world that wanted nothing more than to kill him. At least the gods… admins, were gunning for him anymore. But he could explore his abilities later, they had a horde to get through right now.

“What should we do? I bet I have something in my inventory that could make a bomb or two,” he muttered.

“Too loud. It would draw them all right down on us,” the canine replied.

He grimaced. He had suspected that as well but didn’t have any other ideas. That is, no other ideas than attacking head-on and reducing the numbers of the horde or attempting to lead them away. Both were insanely dangerous, not that he hadn’t done reckless things before. Ray thought back to the letter and how it had described the dampening of emotion and instincts. He was certainly more capable of thinking things through now, that was for sure. No more death dives into zombie-filled alleyways in shoddy cars for him.

“Let's hit them and take off, I don’t have a better plan than that,” he admitted. The dog chuffed her agreement and the pair turned the corner. Picking up a large rock, Ray hefted it once or twice, then hurled it across the rock and into a window. The sound of shattering glass had all the undead turn toward the noise.

“If that white son of a bitch sees us, blast him with your bark,” Ray said, getting confirmation from the dog.

Ray used the noisy distraction to walk right up to the rear most zombies and start smashing in skulls. The wet noise of the crowbar smashing through skulls and brain matter had nearby undead turning in his direction, but most were still distracted by the prior noise. Not even the tall white fucker was looking at him yet. He had a funny feeling that the minute that thing did, the horde would rush him.

He continued smashing away at the undead for almost a solid minute before a piercing shriek caused him to take a running hop backward. The tall white creature had just noticed him.

“Aw shit. Dog, do your stuff!” he said, taking his handgun out of storage.

The giant German Shepherd inhaled to the point she looked like she might explode, even as the white undead began plowing through its smaller brethren to reach them. Just as it came within attacking distance, the canine unleashed a powerful bark, hurling dozens of the decaying monstrosities in every direction. The explosion of sound hurled the white uncommon undead several feet into the air and almost ten feet backward… where it landed gracefully on the ground.

“Oh shit,” Ray muttered, raising the gun and pulling the trigger. Unlike his run-in with the squirrel, however, this thing wasn’t about to stand still.

And it was fast.

Ray couldn’t connect with any of the half-dozen rounds he fired before the thing was on top of him. Another bark sounded out from behind him, whipping around him and his opponent and scattering the converging undead. He had been so focused for a few seconds he had forgotten about the horde. The thought was fleeting, as the white creature was on top of him.

WENDIGO WARRIOR

{UNCOMMON}

The thing swung even as Ray got the notification about the nasty, snarling monstrosity. But he couldn’t read it. It was time to fight.

Or die.

            

    
        CHAPTER 3

    
    
    
    
                The thing screamed as it swiped at him, a huge law that was disproportionate to its body slamming into his chest and sending him hurtling through the air. Ray hit the cracked asphalt of the road a dozen feet away. The benefit of being hit that hard is that he was now a good distance from the horde and the Wendigo, affording him a chance to get back to his feet.

The hit had hurt, but much less than he had thought. “Dog! Get out of there!” he yelled as the white monster charged him again. Refocusing on his enemy, he couldn’t worry about his canine ally.

After their first exchange, Ray realized he was far slower, far weaker, and far less combat able than he had been prior to the Integration. He couldn’t fight this thing head-on, but unfortunately, it didn’t seem like it was going to give him the opportunity to think of an alternative way to kill it.

The Wendigo was already in striking distance, swinging brutally at Ray. He dodged out of the way, narrowly avoiding being sent flying et again. This thing was way stronger than he was. While he avoided the attack, he didn’t dodge the next one, taking a raking claw across the back.

Yelling in pain and anger, he refocused on the creature. It was grinning. The fucker was grinning at him, wearing a malicious smile that was bearing its fangs. Ray’s vision went red.

“Fuck off you fucking winter land wanna be motherfucker!” he screamed, at its face. He felt a surge of power course through his body as he ran directly at the creature and body checked it. The thing didn’t budge, huffing a laugh at him. It was the last thing it ever did.

Ray brought the gun out and up under its chin. With a scream of range, the forty-five unleashed a gout of green fire when he pulled the trigger.

{INFUSED ATTACK}

POWER CONSUMED – 10

The Wendigo's head, shoulders, and most of one arm simply disintegrated in the ball of fire that shot into the sky. Then it exploded. While not a large explosion, it was large and loud enough to get the attention of every remaining undead in the horde in front of him. Every single undead turned his way.

“Fuck,” he mumbled, tossing the gun back into his storage, he waded into the horde with his crowbar. The world devolved into a slow retreat, with Ray smashing skull after skull in an effort to reduce the number of undead trying to eat his face. After what seemed an eternity, he swung the bar through the air, vision a bit blurry after such an extended level of exertion. The crowbar didn’t hit anything, and he took a moment to pause, breathing heavily. Surrounding him was the horde, or what was left of it.

{COMMON HORDE DEFEATED}

REMAINING ENEMIES - 0

The bodies were missing arms, had their heads caved in, and were otherwise in an utter state of destruction. He glanced around, looking for the dog.

“Dog are you there? You still alive?” he called out.

The canine crawled out from under the remains of a nearby vehicle. “Yes. I’m here. I gave up trying to help you after you took a swing at me. Glad to see you didn’t need much,” she said in an annoyed tone. “You really should start calling me something else other than dog. It's demeaning.”

“A name is fine but dog is demeaning? Aren’t you a dog?” Ray wondered.

She growled, “You’re a human, so I’m going to start calling you man thing. It's what you are, right?” she shot back.

Ray chuckled, “Fine. Point taken. Let’s get inside and see who is still alive, gather our thoughts. Then we can figure out a name for you too.”

The Shephard just chuffed her agreement. Ray made quick work of gathering any dropped leather bags. Each bag gave him the expected one NEX. When he got back to the Wendigo's body however, there was no bag waiting for him. Instead, there was a very small chest. Reaching down, Ray touched it. The moment he did a new notification popped up.

{SMALL BASIC CHEST}

NEX – 5

WENDIGO CLAW – 1

WENDIGO EYE – 1

WENDIGO MEAT CHUNK – 5

Ray examined each item, a bit off-put that he had gotten random body parts as a reward for such a difficult fight. Shrugging, he tossed everything into his storage. He would check it out later, maybe the bits could be used for something.

Straightening up, the two headed over to the building. Before he could even reach the door, however, the barricade burst open and disgorged Goblins, a couple of Orkin, and one of the last people Ray was expecting to see... After all, Derrick had been dead. However, that supposedly very dead man was now running his way.

“Holy shit! Ray! Raymond! Damn! You're alive!” the engineer yelled happily, practically dancing as he hopped from foot to foot. “God it's so good to see you!” the man wrapped him up in a fierce hug, overjoyed that he had run into someone that he recognized.

Ray grinned and accepted the hug. He knew that he had a new arm, but he wouldn’t have guessed everyone who had died would have come back as well. This was good news. That meant that Grok and the others were definitely out there somewhere. He just had to find them.

“I can’t believe you’re alive!” he said once Derrick had stepped back from him. “I was hoping to resurrect you after the Integration, but I guess that’s not needed anymore.”

Derrick shook his head, then peered around the plaza, “Let's get inside and seal up the building. Quickly now. We can talk when we are safe.”

Ray and the German Shepherd followed Derrick inside. The moment they were through the front doors the Orkin and Goblins quickly put the barrier back in place. Once they were done with the work, Ray got a notification;

{BUILDING NOT SECURE}

“Well… that certainly lacks a lot of information,” he grumbled.

Derrick couldn’t help but agree. “Yeah, the System hasn’t told me a whole lot. We get mostly partial notifications and messages. Nothing really gets explained to us. On the other hand, that could have something to do with the fact that we can’t access the upper third of the building. The staircases are all blocked off. There could be something up there that isn’t exactly friendly,” he rambled. “I’ve noticed that when there is a conflict somewhere, information is heavily limited. This could be a perfect example of that.”

“Stop, stop!” Ray said with a grin. “Before any of that, tell me how you are alive! What happened? How did you get here?”

The excited engineer nodded rapidly. “Right. Basics first haha!” he laughed, practically giggling. “So, Grok and I blew ourselves up and I found myself in this white-and-black limbo. It was only for… a few seconds it felt like before I just woke up in the plaza out front. There were some Goblins and those Orkin with me. We explored a bit before we ran headlong into that horde. So we ran inside, blocked up the entrance, and then you showed up. The rest you know.”

Ray nodded. It seemed that the Integration brought back every, or mostly everyone, that had been killed. Literally just dropped them into the street. That confirmed that everyone who was there prior to the huge event was most likely still alive.

“And I got a class too!” Derrick said, interrupting his thoughts. “I didn’t think I was going to, but apparently you get one the moment you come under the Systems influence. Probably when you’re born as well, or maybe if you hit a certain age. I don’t know yet, more information is going to be needed.”

Ray focused on the man, curious as to if he would pull up any information like he did the Wendigo. He was unsurprised that information did come up. He was very surprised at just how much was made available to him;

DERRICK VANHALEN

{RACE}

HUMAN

THE ORIGINAL INHABITANTS OF EARTH 4.

{CLASS}

STRUCTURAL ENGINEER

THIS GUY CAN BUILD BUILDINGS THAT DON’T FALL DOWN.

{CLASS GRADE}

UNCOMMON

A FAIRLY UNCOMMON BRANCH OF THE ENGINEER CLASS

{STAGE}

1

STAGE INDICATES THE POWER LEVEL OF THE CLASS ATTACHED TO IT. ONLY ONE CLASS CAN BE ASSIGNED.

{LEVEL}

1

PERSONAL LEVEL INDICATING OVERALL CAPABILITIES

{STRENGTH}

6

HOW MANY MUCH YOU CAN CARRY.

HUMAN BASE: 5

{AGILITY}

5

HOW FAST YOU CAN RUN.

HUMAN BASE: 5

{POWER}

5

THE INFUSABLE ENERGY OF YOUR UNIQUE CLASS.

HUMAN BASE: 0

{WISDOM}

15

HOW WELL YOU CAN APPLY KNOWLEDGE.

HUMAN BASE: 8

{LUCK}

2

ARE YOU LUCKY PUNK?

HUMAN BASE: 2

{ABILITIES}

ALTER STRUCTURE

ALTER AN EXISTING BUILDING, FORTIFICATION, OR CONSTRUCT

CREATE BASIC MATERIAL

CREATE 50 UNITS OF BASIC BUILDING MATERIAL FROM SCRAP OR WASTE

BASIC REINFORCEMENT

REINFORCE A BUILDING, FORTIFICATION, OR CONSTRUCT

“That’s awesome man, you can build buildings,” Ray said, enjoying looking through his stats.

Derrick blinked at him, “I didn’t even tell you what the class was yet, how did you know that?”

He shrugged. “I just looked at you, focused, and your stats page popped up. Why? Can’t you do that? I figured that was a pretty base-level ability if I could do it at level 1.”

The man shook his head, “Not at all. I can’t do that at all. I focus on stuff and I am lucky to get a nameplate of something. Mostly I get details through System messages and stuff. I can identify materials all day long though, and my class and abilities let me instinctively know how to construct or fortify something. The {CREATE MATERALS} ability is pretty awesome too, that’s what I used to make the barricade, but it takes an entire point of my Power to use.”

“How does the Power thing work anyway?” Ray asked, curious. “I apparently used ten units of it earlier, but I haven’t even gotten a single point back yet.”

Derrick stared at him. “Ray, how much power do you have?”

“Fifty total, but forty right now,” he answered. “I did something and turned one of my bullets into some kind of focused torch. Melted that Wendigo into slag.”

Derrick nodded. “That’s a lot. I have five points. They came back after I rested a bit, so maybe you just have to stop moving for a while? That’s my theory at least,” he said, thinking about it. “It also seems that the amount of Power needed is proportionate to the changes you want to make. I can conjure basic materials out of basically garbage, or in this case a bunch of old furniture,” he said gesturing at the lobby they were standing in.

“That cost me a single point of Power. You, on the other hand, turned a solid object into basically pure energy. Much more expensive,” he explained. “I still don’t know how you did that, but it must be a Class or Ability based action. More information is definitely needed.”

“Definitely,” Ray agreed.

The engineer hopped onto what remained of a decaying couch and looked at him, “What’s your class anyway? Fifty power is crazy.”

“{SYSTEM LORD}. I have no idea what it does, but I get a couple of interesting abilities. {CLAIM HEX}, {OATH OF FEALTY}, and {SOUL COMPANION},” Ray explained. Then he gestured at his canine friend. “Speaking of, this is… Coco.”

The dog growled at him.

“Right. Not Coco. Bella?” he corrected.

“No bueno little man. Try again,” the dog snarked back.

“The dog can talk?” Derrick said incredulously, jumping to his feet. “Holy shit, that’s amazing! Can all animals talk now? Can I recruit an army of squirrels or something?”

Ray shut that line of thought down immediately. “No. No squirrels. Never again,” he snapped, drawing a hand through the air to cut the idea off even as the dog chuffed in laughter. Derrick was wearing a look of confusion as he also shut down any questions. “And don’t ask.”

Turning to the dog he pointed accusingly, “You know what? You have sleek black fur. You're big, tough, and nasty in a fight. Your fucking name is Nyx. There. Done.”

“Nyx? Goddess of the night? I’ll take it,” Nyx said happily, her tail wagging.

Ray rolled his eyes. “Right. So, meet Nyx, my ex-nemesis made Soul Companion by some Supreme System Administrator who doesn’t give a shit about anything that happens.”

“I… don’t really know how to digest that,” Derrick admitted hesitantly before choosing to just move on. “So other than Soul Companion, have you tried any of your abilities? I don’t know what it takes to claim a Hex, but if you have the ability to do so then it must be hard.”

Ray shrugged as they sat back down on the ratty furniture. “No idea. I’m a bit afraid to try. We have next to no resources. Very little combat power… fuck,” he grunted. He opened his inventory and began moving stuff out of the storage space into the lobby of the building. “I actually have a ton of stuff. Probably a bunch of weapons in there too somewhere.”

“You never cease to blow my mind Ray,” chuckled his friend amicably. “Now, that ability?”

He eyeballed Derrick, “If I try to use this, and it brings a horde down on us don’t blame me if we get eaten alive. Seriously. I will haunt you. Probably a System option somewhere for that.”

The engineer drew a cross over his heart, “Cross my heart. I won’t hold you responsible.”

Ray muttered a response too quiet to hear then tried activating his ability;

{CLAIM HEX ACTIVATED}

POWER REQUIRED - 50

CLAIM FAILED

POWER REQUIREMENTS NOT MET

HEX IS CURRENTLY CONTESTED

HOSTILE CREATURES REMAINING – 12,006

HOSTILE FACTIONS REMAINING – 2

“Nope. Can’t do it,” Ray reported after reading out the contents of the System message to the others. “Not only do I not have enough energy, but it looks like we are going to have to fight for it. There’s a couple other factions and plenty of targets.”

Derrick leaned back and said, “Yeah. But I bet we could clear this building and at least get some kind of base going. Your message said creatures, not undead right? And that there were two factions?” Ray confirmed that so he continued, “I bet there’s another group of survivors or something here. We just need to find them, absorb the factions to increase our power, and then claim the Hex.”

“You’re pretty fucking intuitive for an engineer, you know that?” Ray accused. But Derrick only shrugged in response.

“I played a lot of 4X games when I was a kid. It's what got me into engineering in the first place. I always wanted to build a real-life city, and I got damn close before the world ended,” he explained. “Besides, I’m surprised that you’re not thinking of this stuff.”

He gestured at the supplies, “You obviously made out like a bandit. So let's crack these things open, clear this building, and then look at taking over this Hex. Maybe the others are nearby?”

Ray couldn’t help but grin at his friend’s enthusiasm. Ever since they woke up it's been one fight after another, but he had noticed something early on. The world seemed clearer like a fog had been lifted. His mind, thoughts, and emotions were sharper than he ever remembered.

He stood and started directing the Goblins and Orkin to open boxes. He and Derrick dug into the work as well. It was clear that not only the world around them had changed. There were plenty of other things they had yet to even realize were different.

Including themselves.

            

    
        CHAPTER 4

    
    
    
    
                It took long enough to organize all the items that came from Ray’s inventory that dusk had fallen. If it's one thing everyone there had learned, it was that you do not go outside at night. That was asking to be jumped by all manner of undead, creatures, and any other monstrosities that decided to show up. As going outside wasn’t an option, Ray used several torches from the goods to explore the ground and second floors.

The ground floor was a large concrete box. There were a few meeting rooms, a reception area, and other administrative rooms. No loot to speak of, but plenty of stuff that Derrick was happy to turn into basic building materials and store away for later.

The second floor was a drastic departure from the first. Near floor-to-ceiling reinforced glass windows ringed the level, letting in as much natural sunlight as possible. It also allowed Ray to see outside and watch the myriad of creatures a single floor below them. The glass must have had some level of mirroring because not a single one looked up and saw him.

Or maybe they just weren’t that smart.

Either way, the second floor made for a good lookout location. Ray had several Goblins posted on that floor, watching for threats that may come their way. Having lookouts in a good spot where they weren’t observable was too good of an idea to pass up.

Ray continued to explore the floor but was disappointed to find that it was mostly decaying cubicle spaces, offices, and a bathroom with a janitorial closet. Nothing really usable outside of materials for Derrick to break down.

He had planned on exploring further up, but the staircase had been destroyed. Through what means Ray wasn’t sure, but it had been done deliberately as there was no damage to the rest of the stairwell. Concerning, but there was hardly anything that he could do about it now. He had one more Goblin posted in the stairwell, just in case, before he headed back down to see what the others were up to.

When he got back to the ground level, he paused and took in the changes. Derrick had been hard at work. Where there had once been decaying furniture, rubble, and debris, there were now beds and storage shelving lining the walls. While the beds were bunk bed style, each area had a small partition of thin wooden walls surrounding them turning the area into a small bedroom. They didn’t have doors, but privacy in this environment was an illusion anyway.

“Wow, you’ve gotten a lot done,” Ray said appreciatively, walking over to Derrick.

The engineer was focusing on a small pile of wood scraps in front of him. He didn’t reply to the statement as Ray watched what he was doing. The pile of scraps glowed faintly, before turning into a puddle and rapidly reforming into five wooden shields with a single strip of metal going across the middle.

Derrick let out a tired sigh and turned to Ray, “Yeah. Lots done. But I’ve learned a lot too. Using your abilities doesn’t just decrease your power as you use it, it also makes you tired. I am positive now that there is a physical cost to your actions. Some kind of percentage of the effort you would have to use to do a task manually is imparted into your body when you use the ability. A cost for the speed a precision of using that skill to get to the end result,” he explained. “Now I am fucking tired. But I also learned another thing. My skills adapt to my intent. I can make one shield at a time, certainly, but I can also make five shields at the same time, saving myself the time and effort. It costs more materials, but less power.”

Ray nodded. That made sense, and he said as much. Then he paused and thought about where they were. “I wonder if I can claim just the building?” he said aloud, getting Derrick's attention. “If I… focus Claim Hex, perhaps I can claim just this one building. Turn it into our headquarters or something.”

“You may as well try. It doesn’t seem like there are any negatives to you trying other than being told no,” Derrick reasoned. “Kinda nice actually. If I use my skills and fail it hurts. The bigger the fail, the bigger the hurt.”

Ray nodded and focused on his Claim Hex skill. He turned his thoughts from claiming the entire Hex to just the single building. His concentration was so intense that he began to sweat. Then his head began to pound. Finally, after several minutes of near-excruciating mental anguish a message formed in his vision;

{SKILL CREATED}

CLAIM

CLAIM A SINGLE OBJECT REGARDLESS OF SIZE

“Holy shit,” he muttered.

“What? What happened?” Derrick asked, both curious and concerned. “By the way, you’re bleeding.”

Ray touched his face, finding a thin trickle of blood coming from his nose. “I created a skill. A new skill,” he explained, wiping away the blood and feeling the inside of his nose. Convinced he wasn’t bleeding out, he turned to his friend.

“Hmm,” the man said after a moment. “That’s amazing. Either you have the capability to create new skills based on certain criteria, or we all have that ability and just haven’t fully explored it yet. Either way, that’s amazing!”

Ray grinned, “Yeah. It is. Now, I’m going to try and claim this place. Hopefully, it lets me.”

Derrick nodded and Ray activated the skill;

{CLAIM ACTIVATED}

TARGET – OCCUPIED BUILDING

POWER REQUIRED – 5

CLAIM FAILED

BUILDING IS CURRENTLY CONTESTED

HOSTILE CREATURES REMAINING – 4

“You called it,” Ray said after replaying the contents of the message summary to Derrick. “There’s something in this place that is hostile and, more than likely, wants to eat our faces.”

“Grand,” the engineer said cheerfully. He walked over to a tall container with doors he had created earlier. Opening it, Ray saw the contents and whistled. “I found these in one of those crates you offloaded. Some weapons would do us wonders.”

Inside the container were several weapons. A couple of swords, two maces, a few spears, and a large two-handed axe. The Goblins and Orkin had wandered over to see what was going on and saw the weapons. They lined up in excitement as Ray gestured them over and began issuing weapons. He claimed a blade for himself, strapping it to his waist. The Goblins got the spears while he gave the Orkin the battleaxes and a sword. Derrick didn’t take anything, showing off a machete he had looted from somewhere outside.

Ray double-checked his blade binding and turned back to the group. “It's night right now, and even though we have light I don’t want to push our luck. Let’s bunker down here until dawn then focus on clearing the building,” Ray said. “Derrick, can you put something together to get up those stairs? The idea of trying to find a rope and go up the elevator shaft or something terrifies me.”

“Yeah. Building some basic plank stairs should be more than doable,” the man said. “I have so many ideas rattling around in my head for this place. It's not the biggest building here, but it seems to be one of the safer ones. Only three skulls.”

Ray blinked in surprise. He hadn’t mentioned the skulls next to each building when they spoke before. The fact Derrick could see them told him that there were aspects of the System that were universal… and others that seemed to be unique to him. At least so far. Figuring out where those limits were was going to be important and would only reveal themselves in time.

“Sounds good. Let’s get some rest then. Or as much rest as we can. If your barricades held off that horde earlier, I’m not too worried about anything breaking in at ground level,” Ray observed. The barricades were crude but solid.

”I am more worried about something coming down on us from up above,” he continued, “But with only four creatures and such a low danger rating… we should be ok for one night. Just make sure the lookouts on the second floor know that if they see anything they should make as much noise as they can and run. We can hammer whatever it is as a group.”

The engineer nodded and sent one of the Orkin upstairs. Curious, Ray asked him why. “Orkin are better leaders than the Goblins. The little green dudes adapt quickly, but they aren’t very smart. Having an Orkin with them gives them more of a punch and more tactical options. Not to mention a Goblin may forget to notify the rest of us if they are under duress.”

“That’s… fair. Yeah. That makes perfect sense actually,” Ray replied thoughtfully. “Let’s grab what shuteye we can then get started on those upper floors.”

The group split up after that, claiming various bunks. Ray and Derrick ended up in the same small sleeping cube. Derrick swore that if either of them tried sleeping on a bunk with a Goblin or Orkin neither would sleep at all. Apparently, it was like having a chainsaw next to you all night. Not something that Ray was eager to experience.

His fears never manifested that night. While they all heard plenty of noise from outside, and even a few heavy thumps from higher in the building, there was no nighttime raid or attack. At one point the alarm did go out as a moderate-sized horde wandered by, but there was nothing to draw them to the building and they passed by without incident.

They also often heard slamming in front of the windows on the second floor. The Goblins came down several times to inform them that something had flown into the windows, but they never actually saw what was in the pitch dark of the night. Ray was a bit concerned about that, but if there was no damage to the window there was nothing they could do about it right now.

The night was long, made longer by the constant interruptions to everyone’s sleep. Everyone was on edge, and even the less intelligent Goblins seemed a bit nervous. However, there was no incursion, and dawn broke apart the seemingly eternal darkness. Just the fact that the sun still seemed to rise brought hope and an increase to moral.

It certainly made him feel better.

Stretching, he swung his legs off the bunk bed, then fell off and slammed into the floor. “Fuck,” he grunted while Derrick laughed at him.

“Forgot you were in the top bunk? That’s hilarious,” he said, chuckling.

Nyx had looked up from where she was sleeping in the corner of the room. With a roll of her eyes, she laid her head back down. “It’s too early to deal with you idiots,” she muttered.

Ray got to his feet and stretched out his arms and legs. It was a hell of a way to wake up, but they had things to do. Procrastination would only ensure any surviving members of their group suffered or died. The sooner they could find a way to gather everyone together, the better. He opened his stats screen and checked on his Power. Seeing that it had been refilled, he realized Derrick had been right. He must need some kind of long rest to completely restore it. Turning to the still-chuckling engineer he started issuing orders.

“Derrick, go round up the troops and get what you need to build that staircase. We are going to clear and claim the building today,” Ray said with a grin. He got a sarcastic salute from the engineer before he took off to fulfill the order. It only took a few seconds before he began hearing Goblins and Orkin wake up. The grumbling only increased when he realized they were hungry. Feeling his own stomach growl, he made the most important decision of the day.

“Food first, then world domination,” he said aloud to himself.

Nyx got up quickly at that statement. “Well, if you are going to be getting some food I may as well get up,” she said innocently, puppy dog eyes wide and shining.

“You have zero shame. None. Not a drop,” he accused, heading over to the storage racks where they had organized what rations they had. They had enough food and water for their group for the next several days, but then they would be out. Ray was hoping that the buildings around them would hold some they could scavenge. If not, he would have to get the shop open as soon as he could and pray there was food and water available on there. And that he could get it.

He quickly grabbed and portioned out several of the dried ration packs that had been in the large food box. There had also been farming materials and tools inside, but they didn’t have any dirt around them, much less enough space to plant anything. That would have to wait for later.

The Goblins and Orkin lined up and Ray began dishing out food. Each of them thanked him gruffly, if politely. Even Nyx was thankful for the bite to eat. Except for Derrick. Once it was his turn in line he only complained about the cook. Once Ray threatened to eat his breakfast though, the man straightened right out.

The meal went quickly, and the cleanup was even quicker. Once they were done the group gathered all the basic materials that Derrick needed for the new stairs. There were enough boards, crude metal nails, and other materials that it took both Orkin and more than half the Goblins just to carry everything. Once they were all loaded up, the group moved to the stair well. While they moved Ray outlined their strategy.

“Once the stairs are built, I want both of you guys to head up first,” he explained, nodding towards the Orkin. “Followed by the Goblins. Split into two teams and scout out the floor. If you find anything start yelling and fall back towards the stairs. Derrick and I will cover the exit to make sure nothing sneaks up on us.”

Everyone in the group nodded, and one of the Goblins even contributed an acknowledging fart. In the stairwell there was next to no ventilation, and while the others didn’t seem affected Derrick and Ray nearly lost their breakfast.

“No fucking loot for you,” Ray growled, staring down the now Goblin who had gone from laughing to looking like it wanted to cry.

Arriving at the second-floor landing, they staged the materials for Derrick. The engineer stepped forward while rubbing his hands together. “Behold!” he cried, flinging his hands out wide, “My power!” The group observed with bated breath, but after a few minutes, nothing happened.

“Performance issues?” Ray asked with a small grin, getting hoots from the Goblins.

Derrick just shook his hands, “It’s normally not like this though,” he muttered.

“That’s what she said,” chuffed Nyx, causing Ray to turn to her in shock.

“Did you just… make a joke?” he asked, flabbergasted.

The canine never got a chance to respond as a loud scraping noise sounded within the crowded stairwell. Materials began flying together, assembling in front of the group. Each board was perfectly placed and supported. Each nail precisely hammered into the correct location to hold everything together. In a flash, what was once an empty stairwell contained two flights of well-built stairs.

Derrick turned to Ray, a bit pale. “See? Told you I could do it.”

Then he face-planted into the floor.

            

    
        CHAPTER 5

    
    
    
    
                Derrick was hurt. Or dead. Again.

At least that was Ray’s fear. After hitting the floor, he was quick to wake back up but was physically weak. It turns out that it took all five of his Power to create and reinforce the stairs in order to make them usable. After a short discussion in which they realized running out of Power was a very bad idea, it was decided to leave Derrick on the second floor with a couple of Goblins for support.

He would be of no use in a fight and didn’t have any points left to build anything, so he was left behind.

The group split off and the rest of them headed up the newly built staircase. When they got to the third-floor door, the Orkin had to force it open. It took several minutes of heaving and grunting before the muscle-bound minions realized they couldn’t get it to budge. So… they broke it down.

Open was open after all.

The sound of tearing metal sounded throughout the staircase as the Orkin ripped into it with his battle axe. It wasn’t designed to survive a sustained assault by a walking wrecking ball, and the door was reduced to scrap in short order. The two Orkin stepped through tentatively, followed by the Goblins with Ray holding the rear.

Why the door hadn’t opened became readily apparent as he stepped through the door. A thick layer of green mucus covered the ground. After stepping on it, Ray realized it had hardened into an almost concrete-like substance. It was strong enough to hold its weight, although it did flex slightly when he performed a test jump on it.

He turned to the others, “Spread out. Stick to your groups. The System says we have four hostiles, so if you run into anything you can’t handle fall back.”

“You got’z it bozz,” rumbled the larger Orkin with the axe.

The two groups peeled off from Ray, leaving him to defend the stairwell down. It took exactly thirty seconds before the sound of fighting came from his left.

Ray raced around the corner of the cubicles, ducking just in time to avoid a Goblin that had been flung in his direction. Standing there in front of him, in the center of the nest that it had made, was a large disgusting worm like creature.

The thing had a long worm-like body but held itself up. Its two arms tapered to spikes where its hands would have been while its face was a leech-like maw filled with undulating teeth. The body was black, so black that it seemed to leach any illumination from the area around it. He was now extremely glad they hadn’t come up here at night as it would have been impossible to see.

Gagging, he focused on the disgusting creature to try and get any information he could.

LEACH-LIGHT LAMPREY

{UNCOMMON}

The Orkin attacking it swung downwards and tried to strike the lower part of the worm-like body, but it squiggled out of the way. The spray of concrete chips from the powerful swing, however, sprayed out and caused the creature to hiss in pain. Nyx answered with a power bark, but the heavy monstrosity didn’t even budge, only shaking its head as if mildly disoriented.

Ray ran forward to attack, stepping around the Goblins that were holding it at bay with spears. Tucking in close, he swung his blade and drew a line down the arm the Lamprey had brought up to block him with. He scrambled backward as black blood spewed out and began melting through anything it touched with a violent hissing noise.

The disgusting monstrosity went from hissing to roaring, shaking the inside of the building and causing everyone nearby to cover their ears. The Lamprey took advantage of the stunning attack to drop its maw down over a Goblin, cleanly decapitating the small green minion with a single bite.

“Holy fuck!” Ray muttered as the group pulled back. They didn’t have the manpower to sustain losses like that. If Goblins were a bite sized snack for these things, they were going to be in trouble.

He sidestepped until he was facing the creature's back, it was currently snapping at the Orkin who was holding it off with his axe. When he was sure he wouldn’t be noticed he brought his sword down to his side. He was going to need to use his abilities… whatever they were. He seemed to be able to alter things at will as long as he had the Power to invest. So that’s what he was going to do.

What Derrick had told him earlier had resonated with him. Making small changes in order to conserve as much Power as possible. The more you had available, the less you had to spend to get the result you wanted.

He wondered if that applied to physics.

He focused on the blade or, more accurately, on what the blade was made of. Some kind of metal, an alloy that was capable of cutting flesh. Of killing. Of defeating his enemies. For this creature, however, that wasn’t going to be enough. He could already see that. He needed more. More power.

As he focused he could feel the Power leaving him and wrapping around his weapon, seeking a way to fulfill his need. Then a message appeared:

{MODIFY BLADE}

BASIC FORCE – 5 POWER

BASIC FIRE – 5 POWER

BASIC ICE – 5 POWER

BASIC ACID – 5 POINTS

BASIC MANA – 30 POINTS

Swallowing at the options, he rapidly chose fire. He couldn’t justify sinking thirty entire points into his sword. At least, not until he figured out a way to increase the amount he had available. So fire seemed like it was the best option for now.

He nearly dropped the blade when it turned cherry red and began exuding an aura around the blade. Even though he was holding it out in front of him, he began to sweat. Apparently, he wasn’t immune to the effects of the sword either. Small tongues of fire flickered along the sides of the weapon as another message popped up confirming his choice and success:

{BLADE +1}

GRADE – BASIC

{EFFECTS}

BASIC FIRE

Choosing not to squander the opportunity for an ambush attack, Ray hopped up onto a desk and threw himself into the air. He landed on top of the creature at the same moment he plunged the burning blade into its back. There was only one thing that he hadn’t taken into account.

The thing's blood was acid … but it was also flammable.

The normal reaction when you ignite a substance in a contained area and it expands rapidly is an explosion. The Lamprey, however, lit up from the inside as the fire traced its veins like a kind of demented coloring book, highlighting every organ and drop of acidic blood the flame came into contact with. The Lamprey went berserk.

With a massive spasm, it threw Ray over its shoulder and through a cubicle dividing wall. It thrashed around on the floor, not bothering to actually attack anything in its death throes. Not that it could, being cooked from the inside out was probably both painful and extremely distracting. The large predators struggle eventually slowed before coming to a stop, it body still brightly burning from within.

At that point, the pressure within the monster finally built to the point it needed to explode and showered the group in stinking hunks of Lamprey meat and bone. Any blood at this point had been consumed by the fire, making them very lucky they hadn’t been dissolved.

“That was unpleasant. If you are going to blow up the thing trying to eat us, warn us in the future,” snarked Nyx as she attempted to get pieces of goop out of her fur.

Ray just rolled his eyes at the dog's antics. It wasn’t like he had much of a chance to warn anyone, nor did he know the damn thing would be so flammable. They now had, however, an excellent idea of what the bug creatures were vulnerable to.

Fire.

Anything that would help them kill these Lamprey would be a welcome tool to their arsenal. A flaming sword was fucking cool, even if he didn’t know how to turn it off. Ray re-examined the weapon in his hand, and while it wasn’t burning him directly it was certainly warming up and lighting up the nearby area. He swung it a few times but failed to get the flames to retreat off the blade. Frowning, he focused on the blade and attempted to activate his ability. He didn’t wait longer than a minute before a message popped up;

{IMBUE BLADE}

CONDITIONAL ENCHANTMENT

EFFECT ON/OFF – 2 POWER

A point for each option. That seemed reasonable. Ray selected that option and was relieved when all of a sudden he knew how to turn it off. With a thought and a badass flourish of the blade, the flames receded into the hilt which continued to contain a slight red glow.

“Imbued weapons must glow with their element or something. Neat,” he muttered.

Nyx huffed, “Something tells me there is another term for what you just did. But I don’t know what.”

Ray was going to fire back a snarky response, but one of the Orkin answered first. “Dat’s an enhanterment… armehant… dat’s a spell Boss,” he grunted out several times.

He had no idea what the Orkin just said.

“Enchantment. He means that’s an enchantment. I didn’t know you could do that,” Nyx said, pawing the blade curiously. “Interesting.”

Ray shrugged. “I don’t think I did it how you normally would… or for that matter what the normal process would even be,” he admitted. “Pretty sure I levied my intent onto the item. That’s all. I think it offered me what I wanted to change and what the price would be. Spoiler, I’ve already spent more Power than Derrick even had to get this thing.”

Nyx was silent at for several minutes while the Orkin and Goblins cleared the floor. When they reassembled near the staircase she finally spoke.

“Do you think you can alter anything like that?” she wondered.

Ray thought about it. “Maybe. I haven’t tried. Want me to try it on something else? A chair, table, or maybe a goblin? Wonder if I could give a goblin fire breath?” One of the little green men magically apparated in front of him, rapidly nodding its head. “I guess we have a volunteer?”

Ray focused on the Goblin in front of him, clearing his mind of any other thought. He focused so hard that his head began to hurt, a slow pulsing of pain that slowly increased in tempo. After nearly five minutes, and with the pain becoming nearly unbearable, he received a notification:

{RACE CHANGE}

GOBLIN

{OPTIONS}

AVIAN GOBLIN – 140 POWER

FIRE GOBLINE – 110 POWER

AQUATIC GOBLIN – 80 POWER

HOLY GOBLIN – 500 POWER

DEMONIC GOBLIN – 500 POWER

With a gasp Ray let the menu go, nearly falling to his knees. He was immediately bombarded with two more System messages.

{ABILITY CREATED}

MODIFY


{LEVEL UP}

RAYMOND ‘RAY’ FINNEGAN

{RACE}

HUMAN

{CLASS}

SYSTEM LORD

{CLASS GRADE}

UNIQUE

{STAGE}

1

{LEVEL}

2

{STRENGTH}

5

HUMAN BASE: 5

{AGILITY}

5

HUMAN BASE: 5

{POWER}

60 (43)

HUMAN BASE: 0

{WISDOM}

10

HUMAN BASE: 8

{LUCK}

10

HUMAN BASE: 2

{ABILITIES}

CLAIM

CLAIM HEX

OATH OF FEALTY

SOUL COMPANION

MODIFY

“That fucking hurt, and those options are way more than I can afford” he grunted as the Goblin looked like it might cry. Ignoring the small green man, he looked at his new information. “The skills are there… but I only got ten more power? That’s annoying.”

“Stupid human. Think about it, I bet you anything you can modify yourself,” Nyx chuffed.

Ray froze at that. “Yeah. Yeah, I bet I could. I wonder how expensive that would be?” he wondered aloud. Then he shook his head. “Set it aside for now. We have one floor done, with three more to go. I don’t want to waste any more time.”

Nyx huffed, “Don’t forget the loot.”

In his rush to clear the building, Ray hadn’t even bothered to check for the loot from the Lamprey. He was used to getting rewards directly from the System itself, but apparently this wasn’t how the new world worked. Ray still had a lot to learn, and a lot to adapt to. It would, in time, become second nature.

Ray walked over to the creature and touched it. Unlike the undead from earlier, it didn’t immediately dissolve into a reward. A chest appeared next to it, larger than the Wendigo but still plain and made of wood, but the body remained.

“Huh. The corpse is still here?” he wondered aloud.

“I have no idea. Most of what I have figured out has been educated guesswork. I educate you, then you guess and do the work,” Nyx said, chuffing at her own joke.

Ray rolled his eyes before they widened as he had an epiphany. “I bet you we can harvest something from the body. Probably some kind of resource. Every other body probably dissolved because there was nothing of value on it, so the System didn’t see any point in maintaining it!” he said excitedly.

He pointed at an Orkin, “Go ahead and see if you can’t butcher this thing. Be careful though, I bet there are some dangerous things in or on the body.”

The big green guy nodded and hefted his axe. Ray grimaced as the warrior swung it into the side of the corpse, opening a large gash. He left the Orkin to his grotesque work and turned back to the chest. Selecting the option to open it, several items appeared on the ground in front of him.

{MEDIUM BASIC CHEST}

NEX – 50

LAMPREY SPIKE – 1

LAMPREY TEETH – 20

LAMPREY SCALES - 150

SMELLY MEAT CHUNK – 5

“Woah. I bet these scales would make some pretty tough armor,” Ray muttered to himself. He examined the teeth and found that while sharp, they were also hollow with a dried residue inside of them. Probably remnants of the acid that the creature sprayed.

He shoved the items into his storage space and turned back to the Orkin, who had just finished carving up the creature's body. The large green man reached down and removed a small black orb from the newly opened cadaver. The moment the orb was clear, the body began to dissolve much like the undead had before.

Ray took the offered sphere, holding it in the palm of his hand. It was pitch black and heavier than it looked. Ray examined it for a few moments before he got a notification from the System.

{LAMPREY CORE}

{CONSUME}

Y / N

“Well, what is it?” asked Nyx from next to him.

Ray shrugged. “I have no idea. The System didn’t give me any kind of description. It says it’s a Lamprey Core and asked if I wanted to eat it. That was it,” he explained, tossing the item into his storage.

Having no idea what it would do to him, he didn’t want to take the risk such an item would be beneficial or not. Particularly not while they had fighting yet to do. There were several floors to go, more monsters to kill, and a base to set up. He couldn’t run the risk of eating that and it putting him out of commission.

Or worse.

“Alright everyone, let's go claim our building,” Ray said, turning to the stairs. They had work to do.


            

    
        CHAPTER 6

    
    
    
    
                Ray held perfectly still, his back against the concrete wall in the center of the seventh floor. The Orkin and Goblins were mimicking him perfectly, none of them daring to even breathe hard.

The clearing of the floors went well, resulting in two more Leach-Light Lamprey deaths. Each death gave them the same number of resources, an additional core, and dissolved the slimy floor slick that the creatures seemed to live on

Then they hit floor seven.

The creature on floor seven was a winged reptile. A huge, winged, reptile. He wasn’t going to use the D word, but it was damn close. Far too close for comfort. Ray hadn’t been able to identify it at first, but after some quiet observation, he got an answer;

{AETHER DRAKE}

That simple action woke the damn thing up. It had some kind of hypersensitivity to the environment around it. That included, apparently, any use of skills or abilities. The beast had obliterated what little cover there was on the floor as the group scrambled to find cover, and while it hadn’t utilized any abilities yet Ray was sure it had some seriously powerful ones.

The game of cat and mouse persisted for nearly an hour before both sides found themselves in a standoff. Ray and his group on one side of the central concrete pillar of the building, just around the corner from the exit, and the Aether Drake on the other. Guarding said exit.

The stalemate had lasted for upwards of ten minutes, or so Ray had thought when the creature shocked them all. It spoke.

“Little, little humaaaans,” it said in a sing-song voice. “Come out and play little humaaaans.”

Ray cleared his throat, “I really don’t want to. But say, how about we just leave and you can keep this floor all to your lonesome.”

A burst of hot putrid air wafted around the corner, and Ray swore it had chuckled. “You come into my home. Wake me from my slumber. And then ask to leave?” it chortled. “Oh no, my small, pink, and tasty friend. You are breakfast.”

“Uh… it's not though,” Ray said, failing to come up with a response.

The silence was nearly deafening.

“Not… what little humaaaan?” the voice asked curiously.

“Not your home. I mean, you’re sleeping here, sure, but you have nothing here. No… stuff,” Ray pointed out. “Besides, I’m sure this place is hardly large enough for you. You seem a bit… cramped.”

And it was true. The Aether Drake was packed into a floor meant for people. Or at least, human-like people or smaller. The Aether Drake must have been fifteen feet tall at its lowest height and was only barely packed between the roof and the floor of the office building.

The silence stretched, but unlike the previous consideration by the beast this one almost seemed thoughtful. After a while, it spoke again;

“Interesting. You make a valid point,” the creature conceded. “But my point remains. I hunger.”

Thinking quickly, Ray opened his storage room and stepped through. As fast as he could he grabbed every bit of meat, food, and water he had available and shoved it out of the portal. Even as he stepped back out he heard the Drake questioning what he was doing.

“Well, you talk. That means you are quite a bit smarter than the mindless monsters we’ve run into so far Mr. Drake,” Ray began, “So it stands to reason that we can… reason through this misunderstanding.”

Silence followed the statement. A long silence. Then chuffing. Deep, belly chuffing that rapidly developed into roaring laughter. Ray narrowed his eyes as the Drake lost its shit at his attempt to negotiate with it for their lives. After several minutes, it calmed down enough to speak again.

“Reason through this misunderstanding? You, my little tasty human friend, are hilarious,” it said, still chuckling. “Would you negotiate with a food animal if it wandered into your home? No. You wouldn’t. So Why would I extend the same courtesy to you?”

Ray nodded. It was a reasonable assumption. But he had one thing up his sleeve. Reaching into his storage, he pulled out his handgun. Focusing on it, the slide became so cold it nearly burned his hand. He quickly accepted the cost in Power, dropping a whopping fifteen points.

Gritting in pain, even as the others looked at him in confusion, he ground out, “If you don’t want to negotiate, I’m going to shoot you.”

“Shoot me?” the Drake asked questioningly. “Shoot me? You?” it repeated in confusion. “I don’t think you understand. My scales are harder than steel. I wouldn’t even feel a normal arrow. Ballista bolts might cause me some-“

Ray popped around the corner, lifted the pistol, and pulled the trigger.

The entire floor on that side of the building went from mild apocalyptic warm to frozen hellscape in an instant. The furious storm filled in the empty space, covering the Drake in thick layers of frost and ice and locking it into place. For the first time, Ray got a good look at the beast, its eyes bulging in place as it struggled to move.

It was huge. Black scales glinted in the afternoon sunlight coming in through the windows. A long tail, a pair of huge wings flooded tightly against its body, and four legs with claws long enough to tear a man in half. The thick scaled neck had a head on the end with a pair of horns sweeping back from the base of the skull. The creature's deep purple eyes accented a face with a mouth large enough to swallow most of a man whole.

All in all, Ray would say it was beautiful. Dangerously so.

“What? What is this? Let me out!” it roared, its maw moving just barely enough to talk with a heavy lisp. “Let me go!”

Ray chuckled and pulled out his sword, walking slowly toward the large creature. The Drake began to panic.

“Hey now, come on. Let’s talk about this. Did I say food animal? I meant a fantastic animal! The greatest animal of all! Really!” it blabbered, practically crying. “Surely you can understand the predicament I was in. Something strange wanders into your… eep!”

Its voice was cut off as Ray dropped the flat of the blade onto its nose. “So, Mr. Drake, there seems to have been a reverse of circumstances here,” Ray said, grinning evilly. Nyx came up behind him and sat on the floor, followed by the surviving Orkin and Goblins.

“Don’t torment the thing. Either kill it so we can move on, or use your ability on it,” Nyx said, casually observing the situation.

Ray blinked. “Ability?” he said, curiously, pulling up his stats. “Oh. Yeah. Yeah, I do have that one I haven’t tested out at all. Kinda hard to without any valid targets.”

The Drake, at this point, was practically crying. “I won’t hurt you, so please let me go. I can find another place to roost. Those undead aren’t tasty, but they feed me just fine. Please!” it begged.

Ray actually felt bad. A teeny tiny bit that is. He looked at the large winged creature in front of him, debating on his choices. He could kill it. Easily. A few swings of his blade should slice right through that long-scaled neck. On the other hand… a flying creature would make getting around easier. Much easier. It would also help in finding all of his people.

“Alrighty Mr. Drake, I am going to give you a choice,” Ray said, getting the creature's attention immediately. “I can’t let you go. Sorry, but you are an enemy. It's kill or be killed. No hard feelings,” he began holding up a hand to stave off the drakes whining. “But, I have a solution other than me killing you. I have an ability, {OATH OF FEALTY}. I have no idea what it does, but it binds your fate to me. Could be permanent. Could be temporary. I have no fucking clue. So, you can die, or become a member of my… group?”

The Drake stilled. Then it closed its eyes for a moment. With a deep sigh, it opened them and stared at Ray. “Fine. Better this than death. You said you have no idea what it does, just that it binds me to you?”

He nodded. “Yeah. Never used it before actually, never had a reason to.”

“What about those Goblin’s and Orkin?” the Drake wondered. “Or your canine companion?”

Ray gestured at the dog and his green companions respectively, “Nyx is my soul companion. The others I trust with my life,” he said watching the Orkin and Goblins swell with pride. “I have no reason to use it on anyone.”

“Fair enough,” the Drake said. “Use your ability. Then let's figure out what’s next.”

Ray nodded and pointed at the Drake, “{OATH OF FEALTY},” he said and immediately felt the outpouring of Power. His eyes widened as a list of options appeared before him.

{OATH OF FEALTY}

CONDITIONS MET

TARGET INCAPACITATED – TRUE

TARGET WILLING - TRUE

PERMANENT OATH – 50 POWER

50 YEAR OATH – 25 POWER

25 YEAR OATH – 13 POWER

10 YEAR OATH – 5 POWER

1 YEAR OATH – 1 POWER

“Woah,” he said while Nyx and the Drake looked at him questioningly. Explaining he said, “I got a ton of options for the ability.”

The Drake looked at him in confusion, “Options? Abilities shouldn’t give you options. They are abilities. You just use them,” it said haltingly.

“Not mine,” Ray said, choosing twenty-five years. “Your ass is mine for twenty-five years. We can renegotiate after that.”

A blast of Power exploded out from Ray as he was lifted several inches off the floor. The ice and snow were swept away, obliterated by the explosion of raw force. The Drake was free, even as the abilities manifested force wrapped around it and sunk into its body.

{OATH FORGED}

The creature gasped in surprise as it felt the energy sink into its very being. Then its stats appeared before Ray;

RIVSPLSEA THE REDEAMER

{RACE}

AETHER DRAKE

{CLASS}

CHROMATIC HOARDER

{CLASS GRADE}

RARE

{STAGE}

1

{LEVEL}

6

{STRENGTH}

15

{AGILITY}

18

{POWER}

40

{WISDOM}

22

{LUCK}

5

{ABILITIES}

FLIGHT

LIGHTNING BREATH

FIREBALL

SHIFT

“Wow, you’re actually pretty strong,” Ray said whistling. “Although with wings, shouldn’t flight be an inherent trait, not an ability? Also, I can’t pronounce your name. Rivplacia? Man, that’s hard.”

Stretching, the Drake spread its wings and shook the last bits of ice off of them before turning its attention to Ray. “First of all, flight is absolutely an ability. If it wasn’t, it would take a huge amount of energy and Power to get off the ground. Second, my name is Rivsplsea, but you can call me Rivea I suppose. If it’s easier.”

Then the Drake got down to eye level with Ray. Then it tried to bite him in half. Its maw smashed into an invisible barrier inches from his skin. He recoiled, throwing himself backward into a reverse somersault and coming back up to his feet.

“What the fuck was that?” he roared, pulling his blade out and pointing the gun at Rivea. “You just tried to bite me!”

The Drake shrugged, “Meh. I had to see what would happen. It was weird though, it was like I tried to bite through the side of a building. Can you really blame me for trying?”

“Yes,” Ray said immediately.

Rivea rolled her eyes, “Come on. At least hesitate a little. Jeeze,” she snorted. “Now that I’ve established I can’t even hurt you, what do I do now?”

Ray turned to the Orkin with the battleax, “Take the Goblins down to the first floor and wait for me. Make sure Derrick is doing alright and get any building materials we have organized. I don’t know how they will be used exactly, so just get them prepped.”

“You gotz it Boss,” the large green man grunted. He turned away and began organizing everyone for the return trip to the bottom floor. Nyx remained sitting on the floor next to him, watching with curiosity.

Ray returned his attention to his new companion. “Alrighty… Rivea. Here are my goals. First off, begin claiming the territory around us with the end goal of getting this Hex under our control. Second, and concurrently, work towards finding the lost members of my group. Third, but not least of all, build a foundation to reclaim most if not all of the planet.”

The Drake snorted at him. “Yeah, good luck with that last one. This entire world is one giant Relic World. I can see you controlling a portion of it, but widespread control would be impossible. It's too big, with too many monsters.”

“That’s for me to figure out, although any advice you have would be welcome. The task in front of me is… monumental. It won't happen fast, and it may not happen at all, but that’s my goal,” Ray said, admitting that what she had said was likely the truth.

Rivea sighed. “Well, I can’t help your long-term plans, but I can help you find any missing companions. I can also help fight. I’m pretty strong,” she said, puffing herself up a bit. Then the big Drakken leveled her gaze at him. “But I also have needs.”

“What kinds of needs,” Ray asked warily.

“Drakken powers scale when certain racial needs are met. For one I need a roost. A horde of treasure or items of power will increase my strength dramatically. Food is needed as well. I eat a lot, and monsters make a good meal. So, leaving any bodies alone instead of looting them will help out a lot.”

Ray blinked at that. “But don’t the bodies vanish? You can’t really cut them up and store them…” he said, trailing off.

She laughed. “Silly little human. If you don’t loot them then you can do whatever you want with the corpse. Cut them up, use them as food, use the parts for components, craft armor, and fertilizer. Whatever you want. Looting them, however, gives you the base minimum and returns the matter back to the System for whatever it uses it for.”

“That makes… a lot of sense actually,” he said slowly.

“Forgive Ray. He is a good person, I think, but a simpleton at the core. He can pursue his goals well enough, but understanding anything deep about the System is, frankly, beyond him,” Nyx said, licking on of her paws.

Ray stared at the canine. “Did you just call me stupid?” he said in a monotone.

“No. I just called you simple,” Nyx clarified. “Stick to killing stuff and strategizing. If you get bogged down in the technical details you won’t progress. That means I won’t progress. Delegate those tasks so that we can move forward toward the goals you just laid out. Achieving those goals will mean a serious increase in power for ourselves.”

“She’s not wrong you know,” Rivea said, “I would listen to the dog. She knows her stuff… well she knows her stuff about you at the very least. I would continue to focus on what you can do and listen to others' advice on what you don’t know. But don’t go plumbing the universe for knowledge, it seems that will only serve to distract you.”

Ray understood what they were telling him. Simply put, he should stay in his lane. Straying from it will only distract him. He needs to focus on what he can do and learn how to do it better. A good first step would be claiming the building.

He focused on the building and activated his {CLAIM} ability. The System gave him the green light, so he hit accept.

Then he vanished.

            

    
        CHAPTER 7

    
    
    
    
                Ray was in a space not unlike his storage. At least, that was the comparison his mind could make. In reality, he had no idea what the hell he was looking at. The room he found himself inside of was not large, maybe the size of the lobby of a modest building. But it was completely empty, except for one wall that was filled with screens.

Empty screens that is. Many of them were blank, some cracked and broken, and yet others seemed to be burned out. But one, single, solitary screen was lit up. He made his way to that particular one and examined it.

“This must be some kind of… administrative space?” he wondered aloud. “Huh. Strange. I’m curious if this happens just for me, or if anyone who claims a building or Hex gets access to a place like this.” Shrugging, he turned his attention back to the brightly lit rectangular screen.

On it were details and statistics of the building that he just claimed, laid out in the usual System format. He looked it over closely and reviewed everything he could. There was a primary screen with a staggering amount of information, a list of a dozen or so tabs on one side of the screen, many greyed out, with other sections he could navigate to, and a summary on the opposite side of the screen.  

There was so much information, even down to the square footage, that he immediately turned his attention to the summary portion of the display. It was, by far, easier to read than the in-depth breakdown.

{OFFICE BUILDING}

FLOORS – 7

SUBFLOORS – 1

{FACILITIES}

LOBBY FOYER – 1

OFFICES – 6

BASEMENT – 1

ROOFTOP TERRACE – 1

{STATUS}

FULLY CLAIMED

{OCCUPANTS}

AETHER DRAKE – 1

HUMAN – 2

ORKIN – 2

GOBLIN – 13

“Hmm, got it. That’s simple enough… wait there’s a basement?” he muttered to himself, not remembering any stairs going downward. “Gonna have to look into that.”

Nodding at the information, as it lined up with what he knew and even gave him some information he had no idea about, he eyed the other two tabs there were lit up.

{CONSTRUCTION}

{FORTIFICATION}

Ray selected the first option, only to have a large list appear in its stead. Unfortunately, the entire thing was nearly greyed out, with only a couple of options at the top to look at. Very fortunately, however, there was a single option that he had been outright instructed to get from his mysterious benefactor. He selected that first.

{SYSTEM SHOP}

A SYSTEM SHOP AND ATTENDANT THAT MAY BE INSTALLED IN ANY CLAIMED LOCATION

{REQUIREMENT}

CLAIMED AREA

{COST}

NEX – 500

BASIC MATERIALS - 250

“That’s the one then,” he said to himself. He selected the option, finding that he had just enough NEX and Basic Materials to build the facility. What happened next took him by surprise, as he was presented with a three-dimensional model of the building he had claimed. An object appeared to the side of the model, vaguely in the shape and footprint of what a small corner market would be.

Curious, he touched the screen and found that he could drag and drop the System Shop anywhere inside of the building. Toying with the new, and amusing, feature, he placed it in several areas including the roof and basement. Eventually, he decided to put it in the corner of the first floor just next to the entrance.

Nodding he selected the confirmation to build the shop and stepped back from the wall of screens. As if sensing his intent to depart, he found himself dropped back onto the seventh floor in front of Rivea and Nyx.

“Welcome back human,” snorted the Drake. “Did you find your time within the Claim Matrix pleasant?”

Ray eyeballed the giant lizard, ‘Is that what that was? The Claim Matrix? Is that the place where you go to manage whatever it is you claim? Guess that answers my question if that is available to anyone who fully controls something.”

“Oh yes, everyone gets access to it, or some version of it. It varies for everyone, but it does make decorating or altering any territory or space you own incredibly easy,” she snorted. “At least, it’s easy if you have the resources to do so. I am curious, though, what did you do first?”

“I got the System Shop. It was all I could afford,” Ray said, thinking fast. He wasn’t sure he wanted anyone else to know about the letter yet. “It made sense that having access to that would give us a wider range of options. Anything the System is selling is going to be something we are going to need at some point. May as well have the option to get it if we can.”

Rivea stared at him. “Right. You have no idea what the Shop is for… do you?” she asked as Ray shook his head. “Right… just go down and look at it. I think you may be both pleasantly surprised and disgusted.”

Concerned, Ray headed for the stairwell with Nyx on his heels. Before he reached the doorway, however, he paused. Turning back to Rivea he asked, “Are you stuck up here? I mean, do I just leave you up here? Do you need anything?”

“No. I will be down shortly. Our little… tryst reduced my stores of Power, and I can no longer utilize my abilities,” she explained, dropping her head to the floor. “I will be down when I am suitably recovered.”

Ray nodded and made his way to the first floor. Stepping out from the stairwell, he was immediately stunned at what he saw.

There, in the corner of the lobby, was a large and somewhat ramshackle shop front. The sign above it said, ‘System Shop’. But it was what was sitting behind the front counter that had Ray on edge. A tall woman with the lower half of a snake was relaxing behind the desk. Her top half was dressed in a black blouse, with her hair perfectly coiffed. She was waiting patiently, hands clasped in front of her as the Orkin and Goblins surrounding eyed her suspiciously.

Derek popped out from the makeshift bunks and walked over to him.

“Yeah, that thing just showed up all of a sudden. I… don’t really know what to make of it to be honest,” he said. “None of us headed over that way. We were waiting for you.”

Ray nodded and began walking to the shop, Derrick following on his heels. “I chose that as the first thing to build when I finished claiming the building. We only had enough for that one thing. Hell, everything else on the menu was magnitudes more expensive.”

“You… outright bought the shop? And it took most of our materials?” Derrick asked with hints of accusation laced through his voice. When Ray nodded his confirmation, the engineer sighed in exasperation. “Ray. You can buy or build something outright, but it is expensive. When you build stuff partially or put in the work first it gets much cheaper. You can be fast and expensive, or cheap and slow. But you cannot be fast and cheap and you don’t want expensive and slow. That is a really good way to get killed in our world now.”

Ray opened his mouth, then closed it. He thought it over even as he stopped in front of the new shop. “I fucked up, didn’t I?” he said slowly, turning to Derrick.

“Yeah. Not badly, but we certainly could have used those resources elsewhere,” Derrick pointed out. “I will get the guys working on scavenging from the rest of the building. I don’t know what to do about NEX exactly, but I guess you can figure that bit out. When you do need something else built… let me take care of it. I bet you I can optimize the process, so we spend much, much less.”

Ray agreed wholly and said as much. Derrick was the engineer, and he knew his stuff. He had to take advantage of the knowledge and work towards efficiency as they didn’t have the NEX or resources to spare right now.

Turning back to the shop he walked up to the woman… snake. Examining her, as she did him, he thought through what he wanted to ask. Finally, he spoke up, “Hi there. Can you tell me about the… shop?”

She smiled at him brightly. “Of course! That is why I am here after all. My name is Talla. I am your shop coordinator, at least for now. The System Shop provides base-level services through intermediary branches spread through the multiverse. Many independent companies purchase the rights to these shops, providing them with staffing, services, and goods that would not normally be available through a base System Shop.”

“Right. Like a franchise. A standard franchise will offer stock options, but a privately held franchise will offer those options and more due to personal, local, or outside business connections,” Ray said, causing Talla to smile in agreement.

She nodded happily, “Exactly. It's great to have someone understand. Now, the basics. This shop is at a basic level. The more you buy, sell, earn, invest, or take action will result in a higher shop level. This, in turn, will give you access to greater amounts and higher qualities of goods and services. Once the shop reaches the Bazaar level, you will need a separate building for it entirely, and multiple companies and entities will be represented there. All with unique services and wares for sale.”

“That’s… a lot to take in. Two more questions for right this second. Who do you work for, and… uh… what are you?” Ray asked, hoping he wasn’t being rude.

Talla just laughed, easing his worries that he had offended her. “I work for Trian Incorporated. A Ninth Universe trading firm. And for your second question, I am a Lamia.”

“That’s cool,” he said. “Thank you for explaining. Oh! Another question, do you live here? Do I provide food or a wage or something? Can you fight with us?”

She laughed again. “No, I don’t live here. The shop is open from dawn to dusk on the native world it resides in. I do not fight unless threatened, however, I can be hired to assist in various administrative tasks.”

Then she grew deadly serious. “Any attempts to attack me by residents, however, will be met with an extreme level of deadly force. Should the attackers survive, and I be harmed, Trian Incorporated will dispatch a recovery team and terminate all threats to recover me.”

Frozen with the wave of Power that came off her, she shifted instantly back into customer service mode. “And that’s what I can do!” she finished cheerfully.

“Fuck you’re terrifying,” he muttered, to which Talla only smiled wider. “Fine. Great. So… I have a few things I need help with. First, I need to locate my people. I think we were all split up after the Integration. Then I need help taking over this Hex.”

Talla nodded and pulled out a tablet-looking device. “Of course, Mr. Finnegan, one moment.” She tapped away at the table for several seconds before it hit him that he had never told her his name. But she started speaking before he could address it.

“At your current level, I have scrying spells for one hundred NEX each as well as basic inscribing and enchanting spell books for five thousand each. Those will assist greatly in your attempts to locate others,” she said.

He thought that over. Those were, with their current resources, expensive and out of reach. “How about hiring refugees or slaves? I did that last time.”

“Ah yes,” the Lamia hummed. “I see here that this universe was recently restructured into the standard System format. Welcome to a far more stable reality,” she chuckled. “Unfortunately, what you did before was… crudely done at best. Your administrators were not skilled. Not your fault, and I am glad you survived the experience. You cannot ‘purchase’ sentient beings. You may purchase their contracts or open your settlement for those wishing to migrate permanently. You need to control your territorial Hex fully prior to any permanent residents joining you from off world. Temporary mercenary contracts are available, however.”

“Grand. Well, it’s a shop I suppose. So, you need to make money, er, NEX, somehow,” Ray said quietly. “I will check out those mercenaries later. For now, I need to know if you buy things. And what kinds of things?”

Talla brightened, “Absolutely Mr. Finnigan! We purchase anything you bring to us that is usable. Even some forms of dirt that can sustain crops can be sold. There are countless worlds out there in need of anything and everything that you could imagine. The prices, however, are going to fluctuate wildly.”

She pointed to a small kiosk on the wall. “If you don’t want to buy or sell to me directly, the kiosk is where you can put up sell or buy orders or take on sell or buy orders. Keep in mind that, unlike direct purchasing, there is a percentage fee for facilitating the order. If you are low on NEX, I would recommend that as a possible short-term form of income. It is rather useful for areas with large quantities of beasts and monsters.”

“That’s reasonable, supply and demand and all that,” Ray said offhandedly as the Lamia nodded. “Awesome. Well, thanks for the information Talla. I will definitely come back when I have something to buy, or sell, or more questions to ask.”

Talla bowed slightly at the waist, “Of course Mr. Finnigan. Have a wonderful day. Oh, do be careful when going outside. There seems to be quite the quantity of creatures out there,” she reiterated with twinkling eyes.

He nodded, catching her drift, and headed back over to Derrick. “Alright. It’s a shop. We can’t afford anything right now, but they buy basically anything and everything. Makes me wonder if we have something here that we can scavenge and sell. Based on my discussion with Rivea we can harvest the creatures we kill as long as we don’t take the drops.”

“Ah, that makes sense. I was wondering why the bodies would just vanish like that,” the engineer replied. Then he paused. “Wait, who is Rivea?”

Ray blinked, forgetting that he hadn’t told Derrick about much that had happened on the floors above. “Ah yeah. Let me catch you up to speed. We killed the Lampreys then ran into a massive Drake. Turns out it could talk, wanted to eat me, not in a good way, and that she doesn’t like ice. So I froze her in place with a big use of Power, got her to swear fealty to me, and now we have a flying monstrosity as an ally.”

“Liege or not, if you call me a flying monstrosity again I am going to vivisect you,” said a calm yet distinctly female voice.

The pair turned to see who had spoken and saw a young lady with black horns curling up and towards the back of her head. Jet black hair with grey streaks covered her head and swept down to the middle of her back. She was short, just over five feet tall in Ray's estimation… and extremely attractive.

She was wearing black leather and was standing near them with her arms crossed, tapping her foot in irritation. Nyx sat next to her with an amused look on her face. With a roll of her eyes, the canine imparted an age-old truth to the pair of guys standing in front of them.

“Men.”
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                Ray quickly made the connection that the beautiful woman in front of them was Rivea, somehow in human form. Recalling that she had an ability called {SHIFT}, he made the assumption that it was an ability to alter her body itself. The fact she appeared human at all, as opposed to her massive winged form, surprised him to no end.

Quickly apologizing, he introduced the Drake to Derrick and the Orkin. The Goblins seemed less than enthused, however, as the moment that Rivea saw them she squealed in joy and immediately grabbed one to cuddle like a teddy bear.

The Goblin was not enthused.

No matter how it squirmed, however, it could not escape the impressively powerful grasp of the small woman. Petting the extremely perturbed little green guy, she explained that Goblins were long-time servants, foot soldiers, and laborers for the Drake and Dragon tribes. They would often push the Goblins into evolutionary paths that would make them stronger, faster, and smarter. This only confirmed what Ray had suspected. The Goblins were more than they seemed.

“So the Goblins do evolve and change over time,” Ray mused aloud. “That makes so much sense. I remember them clearly starting to do tasks that were far, far beyond what they had been capable of when I first got them through the System.”

Rivea nodded with a grin, “Some of the stronger Hob-Goblin variants fought as well as Orkin Warriors. Goblin Shamans and Casters could heal, weave powerful hexes, and were considered tribal leaders. Goblin tinkers could build almost anything if you invested enough into them. They start out numerous and weak, but once you have a stable population they evolve quickly into various archetypes and classes.”

“Damn. Little green guys have got serious potential then,” whistled Derrick. “Always knew there was more than what I saw going on. Some of my helpers were… too damn smart at times.”

“That’s for sure. Remember that Goblin who was fishing?” Ray recalled, “He was fishing Derrick. Yanking those giant ass piranhas out of the river and having a half dozen of the dumber ones club the shit out of them.”

The two chuckled at the memory as Nyx, Rivea, and the captive Goblin looked on in curiosity at their mirth. The two sobered quickly and redirected their conversation back to the situation at hand, namely expanding their territory.

“Alright. So. Turns out that we can’t just use the System Shop to bring in more power. We need to find our people and bring them home,” he said, deathly serious. “Although… there are two other factions in this Hex as well. I am wondering if we can co-opt them somehow. Bring them into the fold. It is going to be a complete requirement to have more people in order to retain control of our area.”

Nyx looked at Rivea, “See? He grasps anything that isn’t personal quickly. He just needs a prod at the more complicated stuff that doesn’t involve survival or people management. You should tell him,” the canine prompted.

Ray frowned, “Tell me what, exactly?” he asked suspiciously.

Rivea sighed. “Much like you, I survived the Integration. I was brought all the way back down to this base level of power and am much weaker than I was before that event happened. However, I was not alone. Drakes are not Dragons. We are not solitary creatures. We live in clans, small mobile communities that have a central roost where the leadership resides. We travel extensively to hunt and gather resources or treasure, then make our way home to share and brag about our conquests and exploits. It’s a large part of our culture.”

“Okay? And that’s what you wanted to tell me?” Ray asked, confused.

The Drake shook her head, “No. What I wanted to tell you was that in my clan my role was that of a flight leader. A scout and warrior. I managed a team of Drake’s that would forage, hunt, and combat threats to the roost.”

“You have to be more blunt. The history is nice, but he doesn’t get what you’re trying to say,” Nyx said admonishingly.

Rivea bowed her head, “Sorry. Look, I am bound to you for quite a while. I may even choose to extend that should… you be successful. What I am trying to say is, if you give me a group of Goblins I can scout the area around us for threats, your allies, and resources. I am powerful in my Drake form or as a humanoid. I can even clear out entire buildings on my own as I am now… that is now that I am small enough to actually fit inside of said buildings,” she explained, muttering the last bit under he breath.

Derrick raised his hand to get everyone’s attention. “I suggest we take control of this block first. That’s this building, a slightly large tower next to us, a small shopping center with apartments, and a park in the middle. Then we turn this whole fucking block into a fortress and expand out. That should give us a ton of options, materials, and NEX to work with.”

“That… actually sounds like a really solid idea,” Ray agreed after a moment of hesitation. He turned to Rivea, “Take all the Goblins. Start clearing out buildings and gathering all the materials you can. When you finish a building let me know and I can come to claim it,” he said getting a nod of confirmation from the Drake. “While that happens, I want Nyx and the Orkin to scout the surroundings. Some of the buildings we passed had a lot of skulls attached to them. I am going to assume that means a nasty danger rating. Let's avoid those, but scout the area to see if there is anything around that we can really use. Transportation would be nice, but I’m not holding my breath.”

“I can do that. The Orkin may not be able to keep up with me, however. Are you sure you want them to come with me?” Nyx wondered.

Ray gave the canine an intense look. “Absolutely. You're fast, agile, and strong. But those Orkin can punch way above your weight right now. If you run into something that needs a serious beat down, you are going to need them.”

She chuffed a laugh, “Very well then Ray. I will do as you ask.”

“You and me,” he said pointing at Derrick, “Are going to work on using my abilities to fortify this place and create what we can. We are also going to check the basement.”

Derrick blinked, “There’s a basement? What the hell? I didn’t see an entrance anywhere.”

“It's probably a glorified crawl space or something. Maybe a boiler room. But I would absolutely hate it if it connected to a tunnel or sewer system and we didn’t know until it was too late,” Ray said. “Remember the tower back on Governors Island?”

Derrick shivered. A tower connecting Governors Island to an unground highway that regularly disgorged mass numbers of undead onto the island was something you didn’t forget. Add in the fact that was where he had already died once at? He would never forget that place. Ever.

“Good point,” the engineer mumbled. “Let’s get that taken care of as soon as possible.”

Ray grinned a bit at the normally upbeat man's depression. “Don’t worry about it. We got this. But I can’t do anything until my Power is restored. I think I need to rest for a while to get it up.”

“That’s what she said,” muttered Derrick.

Ray glared at him briefly but ignored the interruption and continued, “Let's take it easy for what’s left of today, then take on what we discussed starting in the morning. We need every drop of Power that we can muster, and being well-rested will only help.”

The group agreed and split up for the remainder of the day. Derrick and Ray tinkered with breaking down materials and testing out the creation of small objects with Ray’s remaining power. Nyx and Rivea went off to do whatever they were aiming to accomplish while the Orkin and Goblins broke down the materials on each floor and stockpiled them near the stairwells. Overall the day was productive and ended without any additional incidents.

The night was a different story entirely.

Ray was sleeping fitfully in his bunk when a hand grabbed his shoulder and shook him awake. He popped up out of his bunk ready for a fight when he saw the Orkin who had gotten him up placing a finger over his lips in a plea to stay silent. Nodding, Ray got up and followed the green man out into the main lobby.

Looking over at the shop, he saw that the lights were off and no one was at the front counter. Shrugging he turned back to the fully assembled group. Ray didn’t have any idea what was going on, but now that everyone was here he was about to find out. He and the Orkin joined everyone and the big green man began to explain, albeit quietly.

“Boss, derz a ton of undead fukkahz outside. Dey tried da doorz earlieah, turnin da knobs and stuff. I think dey know we’z in here,” he grunted out slowly and quietly.

“Fuck,” Ray grunted, as the Orkin just nodded.

“Well… what do we do? Have they gotten inside at all? I doubt they can get through the walls,” he quietly worked out. “Let’s get a barricade together, as quietly as we can, just to be safe. Then we can-“

Everyone turned towards the main lobby doors as the distinctive click of a lock turning got their attention. The two handles on the large, solid metal doors began to turn.

“I think it’s a bit late for a barricade,” whimpered Derrick in horror.

The doorknob turned all the way to one side, then the door slowly swung open. It was pitch black outside, darker than any darkness Ray had ever seen before. The group stood frozen as the sheer scale of the black maw that was the outside world stared into their very souls.

Then the first undead shambled through, breaking the illusion.

The moment the decaying horror stepped into the lobby it saw them. It opened up its broken and disjointed maw and pointed with the remaining three digits of its bony hand. Then it unleashed its screech.

“Fuck!” Ray grunted, covering his ears with the others as the high-pitched guttural howl filled the first floor. Once it ended several of the Goblins screamed back at it, but quickly pulled back as dozens more undead flooded into the lobby.

“Quick! Push them back to the door and force them into the checkpoint!” Ray ordered. “If we get pushed back, go to the stairwell!” A System message slammed into his vision even as he issued orders, and his eyes went wide in fear.

{LARGE COMMON HORDE ENCOUNTERED}

BASIC UNDEAD REMAINING – 2,944

“Fuck! Stairwell, now!” he roared. There were nearly three thousand undead out there. Basic undead, yeah, but the sheer number of them would overwhelm their small group if they allowed the undead to surround them.

The group abandoned all pretense of fighting and ran for the stairwell. While basic undead didn’t seem to be strong or overly fast, they were still able to shamble at a decent pace, ensuring that if the group didn’t move quickly they would be caught up to. If they were caught, they were dead.

Fortunately, they got into the stairwell and Ray slammed the emergency door shut. He took a deep breath and turned to head up the stairs when the tidal wave of basic undead slammed into the concrete column the stairwell was in with a meaty thud. While the column held, the door was not as fortunate.

It began to bow in from the pressure of bodies on the other side.

“Fighting retreat!” he screamed, running up one flight and taking up position behind two layers of goblin spears. The Goblins layered their weapons, effectively creating a very small phalanx in the stairwell. It would be hard for the undead to push their way through if there wasn’t so many of them that was.

With the sound of tearing metal, the emergency door popped off its hinges as the first few undead simply fell through, landing on the floor. The rest quickly filled up the landing at the bottom of the stairs before noticing the group one flight above them. They clambered up the stairs, falling over every few steps to create a carpet of undead bodies that their horde mates clambered over in order to reach the tasty living snacks in front of them.

Then they ran into the spears.

Goblins are, by their very nature, curious, pranksters, and pretty gross. Until they get into a fight. Then they turn into savage, brutal fighters who aim to tear their opponents into shreds at any given moment. The Goblins who had been working with Ray, however, had something else going for them. They had picked up fighting techniques from the Orkin and even from Ray himself just by observing and fighting next to them. And they demonstrated these proficiencies with deadly efficacy.

Ray had expected the Goblins to stab forward with the gleaming and deadly spears, then take a step backward or forward to allow the back ranks of Goblins, or even the Orkin, to finish off the fallen enemies. That was definitely the farthest thing from what actually was happening.

The front line of Goblins thrust forward, skewering the first undead to meet them in the upper portions of their torsos. The furthest line behind them skewered the lower portion, causing the undead to be effectively bisected between the two rows of spears. The middle row of Goblins? They grabbed the two rows and shook them for all they were worth, with some of the small green men even going as far as to jump up and down on their peers’ weapons. This had the insane effect of ripping the undead to pieces.

The process repeated itself over and over in front of Ray, stunning him into inaction. The little green guys' tactic was so effective that the undead didn’t even have a chance to pile up and use their collective weight to push the line backward before they were torn to pieces. They were simply shredded into chunks of meat.

He heard Derrick gag while Rivea simply muttered under her breath about the insanity of the situation. For over an hour they fought but the group wasn’t forced back more than once, when the pile of undead at the stairwell got so high that they were forced to go up another flight or risk being flanked by the yet-to-be-dispatched creatures who were crawling up the pile. Ray hadn’t needed to intervene even a single time, and even the Orkin looked bored. They were nearly at the end of the horde, with a few stragglers, when the situation went from close resolved to them all nearly dying from their complacency.

Ray had just opened his System screen to check on how many undead were left in the horde when the first giant bat dropped into the middle of them, pushing one of the Orkin over the railing… and into the waiting arms of the undead below.
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                The Orkin roared as he fell into the waiting arms of the remaining basic undead, and they immediately began tearing into him. Even as Ray wrestled with the bat the other undead on the stairs turned towards the easier meal, giving the Goblins a bit of respite from their constant attacks. The rest of their party turned to engage the new threat, which appeared in the form of a half dozen massive bats that had dropped into the stairwell from somewhere further up.

Ray struggled against the heavy-winged creature as it snapped a fang-filled maw at him. He wasn’t strong enough to fight the damn thing like this, he needed distance and leverage from his weapons. Then the pressure was gone as the bat was ripped off of him. He had enough time to analyze it as Rivea simply tore it in half with her bare hands.

{VAMPIRE BAT}

UNCOMMON

“Rivea! Grab some Goblins and follow me!” he ordered. “The horde is almost spent here, but we need to close off the roof before something worse gets inside!”

The Drake nodded and tossed the two halves of the bat over the railing. She grabbed several Goblins as Ray began his ascent of the stairs to the roof. He caught Nyx trailing along at the back, agreeing with the canine’s choice to come along. She would be far more useful in the wider areas on the roof than the confines of the emergency stairwell.

It only took the group a few minutes to get to the roof. They were slowed down considerably by encountering more than a dozen Vampire Bats along the way. Each one taking Rivea’s considerable strength to take care of. After the second one, Ray put her in front where she proceeded to plow through each one they encountered clambering down the stairs.

The group got to the top, where Ray saw that the door to the roof was not only wide open but ripped right off of its hinges.

“Fuck,” he grunted. “Rivea, cover the door. Nyx, head back down for Derrick. We need to fortify this roof and do it right the fuck now!” he yelled.

The dog nodded and peeled off, the small huffing and puffing Goblins moving aside to let the dog back into the opening where the door used to be. Taking up positions around the entrance, they became overly aware of their surroundings, prepping for any more enemy intrusions. So far, though, nothing had come over the top of the building or tried to get inside.

“Hmm, hopefully, that was the last of them,” Ray muttered, keeping his eyes on the sky. It was quiet for a few more minutes, then a screech and a clang had him whirling around to stare at the Goblins standing guard. Too late, he saw the two remaining green men waving their spears in the air as the nearly invisible Vampire Bat took to the air with the third hapless, and motionless, victim.

“Shit! Get back inside and guard the stairwell,” he ordered quickly, realizing his mistake. The quartet ran back inside the shattered remains of the door and into the emergency stairwell. They quickly positioned themselves to overwhelm anything that followed… except nothing did.

Rivea turned to him, “You just had to say something didn’t you human? Never tempt the System. Or Fate. Doing so only results in loss, pain, or death. Most often all three, and in very short order.”

He nodded in response. He couldn’t fault the woman for her reprimand. He had to remember, more than ever before, that words held actual and literal power now. The System governed all things, and even a casual oath or promise could be enforced with devastating consequences for failing to adhere to one's word.

“Right. If I ever start to do something like that again please pu-,” he paused, then frowned. “Just remind me quickly that it isn’t a good idea,” he amended, remembering the Drake’s causal action of ripping the giant bat in half with her bear hands. He probably wouldn’t survive a punch from her.

Nyx returned a few moments later while they sat in focused silence, staring at the gaping opening into the darkness beyond them. Derrick arrived shortly after the canine, huffing and puffing his way up the stairs.

“These… damn thing… I can’t breathe,” he gasped, falling to his knees at the top of the landing. “Fuck. I am building an elevator up here at some point.”

He caught his breath and then stood up. He examined the door, running his hands around the edges and focused on the hinges. There was no door to work with however, and after a few minutes, he turned back to Ray.

“Alrighty. I can fix this, reinforce it, and make it damn near impossible for anything short of a bomb to get into it,” he said. “But I have two problems. The first is material. I have wood, metal scraps, and some other basics to work with. That won’t cut it for a secure door here. Those big fucking bats would rip right through it.”

“The second issue,” he said ticking off a finger, “Is that you have ownership of the building. I can’t build anything here without you giving me permission, which you can probably do in whatever building menu… room thing you use. Probably the same ability as when you used {CLAIM} last time.”

Ray nodded, “Alright. Let me check that out. Stick around here, I shouldn’t be long.”

He activated his ability and was whisked away to the room with screens. As with his first visit, all the screens were out or staticky except for the very far one. He stepped over and took a look at the updated menu options for the building.

{BUILDINGS}

{SERVICES}

{ALTERATIONS}

“Hmm. I think maybe alterations?” he said hesitatingly. Then he chose the option. A humming noise behind him caused him to spin. There, just above a round table-sized pedestal, was the building in a blue 3D holographic model. Ray walked over to it and touched the roof.

The entire model zoomed in, showing in extremely detail every aspect of the roof, including where they were standing and what was damaged. He panned over and chose the doorway, a secondary menu showing up in the air next to it. The menu gave him the option to remove the door entirely, repair it, replace it with something new, or seal it off. Looking over the options and their costs he growled to himself.

“I wish there was something that showed our materials and NEX,” he grunted out, annoyed. A resources tab with those exact counts appeared on the other side of the holographic display, somewhat surprising him. He was quickly learning that the System responded to him on a level that not a lot of others could comprehend, much less achieve. He eyeballed the amounts;

{ACTIVE MATERIALS}

BASIC MATERIALS – 412 UNITS

COMMON RESOURCES – 2 UNITS

{PASSIVE RESOURCES}

BASIC RESOURCES – 140 UNITS

COMMON RESOURCES – 5,704 UNITS

“What the fuck?” he said, surprised at the sheer number of Common Passive resources that were stockpiled. “What could those possibly be? Seriously? And what’s the difference between active and passive? Ugh.”

Shaking his head he refocused, “One thing at a time,” he said to himself, choosing the sealing option. He bricked up the door with cement filling for a paltry five units of Basic Resources, dropping his overall count to just above four hundred.

“Right, that’s done. Now, permissions,” he said turning away from the hologram projector and leafing through the options on the display screen. He found it quickly enough under a general Options tab and assigned Derrick open alteration permissions. Thinking about it, he extended the same to Rivea. She could probably help a lot there. Nodding, he exited the room and reappeared back in the middle of the group.

“Done,” he said simply, realizing the others were staring at him. “What?”

Derrick shook his head, “You just vanished, then the doorway filled up with concrete. It was… disconcerting,” he said while gesturing at the newly formed concrete wall.

“Yeah, I go into this kind of control room. It lets me do stuff… I don’t really know how else to describe it,” Ray said apologetically. “I actually had no idea I really vanished. But hey, at least the jobs done right?”

“Jobs done!” chorused the Goblins before dissolving into peals of high-pitched laughter. Ray just shook his head.

“Seems as if the horde down below is taken care of as well, let's go check out the damage and work on reinforcing those doors,” he said, becoming serious. “We have to have way better defenses in place. It was getting a little brighter out just a few minutes ago… well that may be optimistic. It wasn’t entirely pitch dark, which means daylight isn’t far off. We need to get going on claiming the area around us.”

The group headed down rapidly and, true to Ray’s observations, it was rapidly getting lighter outside. Dawn was just around the corner, and so was all the work they needed to get done. Claiming the buildings was going to be complicated, at least if this first one was anything to go by. Having to defend it through the night was equally bothersome. They didn’t have the people to spread between them to defend everything adequately.

Ray brought this up to Derrick, but the engineer was one step ahead of him. “That’s easy. We make a few sky bridges between the buildings then turn the first floor into nothing but solid concrete. Bam, a single point of entry that is easily defendable. Although you really should see about moving that shop somewhere else,” he explained, ending with a good ribbing on Ray’s poor construction planning abilities.

“Whatever,” Ray grunted in response. “Let's get started, we have a lot to do… but there’s something we need to do first.”

Derrick blinked. “What? Did we miss something? I mean, you’re gonna be bust once we have to seal up those first floors, but there isn’t anything to do here but fortify the lobby, move the shop, and get started on some basic tools and stuff.”

“You remember that basement I mentioned? There is something down there. Something that qualifies under the System as Common Resources. Thousands of them,” Ray explained.

Derrick's eyes widened in understanding, “Woah. Okay. Yeah. That’s… that’s really fucking important. That would put us ahead by… by a lot. Yeah. Let's go now!”

Ray patted the excitable engineer on the shoulder. “We need to get everyone moving on their tasks, then we can go. But that needs to be the first thing we do. Whatever is down there is going to give us more options in what we are able to do here.”

The duo gathered everyone together into one group and began explaining the tasks. Nyx got two Goblins and was told to scout the area. Rivea received half a dozen Goblins and was tasked with clearing the buildings on this block. The remaining Orkin took the Goblins that hadn’t been assigned to a job and were told to guard the front door.

Everyone knew their jobs for the day and split up, most of them heading out into the world beyond the building. Ray and Derrick, however, headed deeper into the depths of the office building. Their goal was to find a way down into the basement level and claim these passive resources. They started by searching the stairwell, but having no luck there they bean checking each of the group level storerooms.

“What even makes a resource passive anyway?” wondered Ray as they searched. “I mean, does that mean you can’t use it by itself or something? Is wood passive? A nail? It’s driving me crazy!” He drew his hands through his hair in frustration.

Derrick shrugged, shifting a box to one side to check for some kind of trap door in the storeroom they were in. “No idea. Maybe it’s something that is obvious, and we will understand once we see it? Maybe it’s just something we haven’t claimed directly, so we can’t use it yet? I have no idea.”

He grunted as he shifted another box, then froze. “Fucking jackpot,” the engineer said happily. There, in front of him, lay a huge twin-doored hatch that was set into the ground. “I bet this is one of those service elevators used for moving stuff up and down into the basement.”

Derrick grabbed one side of the doors and gestured to the other, “There isn’t any electricity. Grab a side and start pulling,” he ordered. The two coordinated their attempts at opening the doors, and with several powerful tugs, they gave way and opened up into a black pit in front of them.

“Well that’s not ominous or anything,” Ray muttered.

Derrick just rolled his eyes. “That can't be more than a few feet deep. They built these buildings for access, not for defense. It isn’t like it’s a trapped defensive pit or anything.”

“Yeah? Just like the world wasn’t supposed to be four times larger than it is now? Or covered in ruins of our civilization? Or the undead are walking around on top of the dirt?” Ray pointed out sarcastically. “Right. Jump right in then. After you.”

The engineer was just silent for a while. “Right. You make a few good points. For once. Should we grab a Goblin?”

“No, we shouldn’t grab a Goblin! Damn!” Ray snarled back. He pulled out his pistol and, channeling a single point into the chamber, imagined a long burning but low-heat flame. Then he pulled the trigger.

What came out of the barrel was a white flame that flew into the pit, illuminating a ten-foot drop to the concrete floor below. The flame stuck to the floor and remained burning while not giving off any smoke at all.

“There. No sacrificial Goblin needed,” he grunted.

The pair jumped into the pit, landing heavily on the floor next to the flame. Ray got up and began looking around, seeing that they were in what amounted to a generator pit.

“There isn’t a whole lot here except for these emergency generators,” he growled. “There’s barely enough space to walk between them, but less store anything. You think the Common Resources could be each point of the generators added up?”

Derrick shook his head. He looked around and found an emergency ladder. Deploying it for an easy way back up, he turned and replied, “No. I think it’s the fuel inside the generators that the System is counting. See this label? This says that this is a three thousand gallon tank for diesel, and there are two of them here.”

“There was just shy of six thousand units of the resource,” Ray reasoned. “I bet you are spot on and it’s the gas inside of these things. We don’t have vehicles though, so I wonder what we could use it for?”

Derrick grinned, the white light from the burning flame giving him a nearly demonic look of glee. “Oh Ray, ye of little imagination. I can make so much shit from this that it would terrify you. But I am going to promise you one thing instead,” he said with a grin.

“Yeah? What’s that?” Ray wondered.

“As terrifying as it is going to be for you, any enemies we run into are going to be way more scared. Bring burn cream.”
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                True to his word, it didn’t take long for Derrick to manufacture a variety and number of very dangerous items. It turned out that each of the generators was filled with diesel. With the scrap metal and other bits at hand, a twisted imagination, and a touch of System ingenuity, it didn’t take long for the engineer to create several hundred incendiary grenades.

Sitting back from his worktable, Derrick was sweating profusely as Ray observed the fruits of his labor. Each grenade was roughly the size of an apple and looked like any standard military fragmentation grenade. With one difference, they were cherry red with a small red and orange flame painted on the side.

“Did you… plan on making them red?” Ray asked, curious. “The flame graphic is a nice touch.”

Derrick shook his head, “No. Not at all. I don’t even have dye. I wish I could take credit for that but the System turned them that color and provided the graphic once the crafting was deemed a success.” He gestured to the pile of discarded parts soaked in diesel, “Not every attempt was successful either, but I have the measurements down now so making more should have a significantly lower failure rate.”

“Hold on a second. So let me get this straight,” Ray repeated back to ensure he understood, “When you craft something and it doesn’t meet the standards or requirements set by the System it becomes scrap. But if it does the item is… what? Generated? Put together?”

Derrick shrugged, “I don’t honestly know. All I know is that I assemble the item using the materials. If whatever magical criteria are met, then yes the item is created and… enhanced,” he said with a bit of uncertainty. “I mean… they got painted for fucks sake.”

“Maybe the System has a sense of humor? The author of that letter certainly did,” Ray mused. “Regardless… I wonder if I can use my ability to make them even better?”

Derrick gave him an odd look, “What do you mean ‘make them better’? They are fucking awesome now.”

But Ray wasn’t listening to him. He had focused on one of the cherry red grenades and mentally activated his {MODIFY} ability. Instantly he felt the drain on his Power as a screen opened up to him:

{COMMON INCENDIARY GRENADE}

EXPLODES VIOLENTLY WHILE SPREADING FIRE

{MODIFY GRENADE}

COMMON FORCE – 10 POWER

COMMON RADIUS – 10 POWER

COMMON INCINERATION – 10 POWER

COMMON MANA – 100 POWER

“Woah, that actually worked,” he whistled. “I can modify the grenades using Power and make them better. The cost is… a bit insane actually. I can only do five, then I’m drained.”

“Then don’t,” Derrick said firmly. “The upgrades aren’t worth it, and Power is hard to come by. You may have ten or twelve times the amount I do, but it seems to only refresh over a long period of rest. Perhaps even overnight. I don’t know yet, not enough information. The fact remains that if something comes up later today, like that horde earlier, you will need every drop you can get.”

He sighed ruefully, stretching as he sat even further back in his chair. “I only wish there was a way to store it. Banking Power seems like a solid idea.”

Ray blinked at that. “That’s… a fucking amazing idea. I bet there is something to do just that, and I know who to ask about anything that can do that too!”

Ray strode over to the shop with Derrick hot on his heels. The Lamia shopkeeper, Talla, was present and waiting patiently. The moment she saw them coming her countenance went from bored to smiling pleasantly. Ray was happy to see that the smile even reached her eyes.

“Hey there Talla, how are you doing today?” Ray asked, coming to a stop in front of the shopkeeper.

She nodded gracefully, “I am well, thank you, Mr. Finnegan. I heard there were some interesting events last night. Hopefully, everything went well?”

“We lost a couple of people, a Goblin and an Orkin. The loss hurts, but survival is paramount, and people are going to die,” Ray said, a bit sad but determined. “But here we remain. Anyway, I have a question for you… is there any item that will allow you to store Power? Actually, make that two questions. When does Power restore?”

The Lamia nodded. “Both excellent questions. The answer to the first is no, there is no way that anyone knows of currently to store Power. The second question is, likewise, easy to answer as it is well-known. Power restores at the stroke of midnight on whatever local planetary body the person is on. If you are not on a planetary body it restores at the stroke of midnight on the last world you came into contact with.”

“That… makes complete sense,” Derrick said, nodding. “Do you need to be asleep for the restoration?”

Talla shook her head, “No. Nor do you get a notification or a rush of energy. The Power is simply restored,” she said, ending slowly as she looked at Ray. He was practically bouncing on his heels.

“Thank you Talla! I will… having something to sell you here shortly,” he said. Then he took off at a run, heading right back to the crafting table that Derrick had just been at. The engineer quickly said his goodbyes and followed.

As soon as they got back to the table, Ray grabbed several pieces of scrap and examined them. Then he handed them to Derrick. “Make this into a cube please.”

Confused, Derrick did as he was told, handing back a flawless cube of metal. Ray concentrated on it for a long moment, feeling his Power surge within as his intent became known. Then he spoke a single word.

“{MODIFY}.”

The Power exploded from him, causing Derrick to take several hasty steps backward. Ray, however, stared at the floating screen in front of him in wonder. The new option, sitting there, was much lower in utility than he had wanted… but the option was still there. The System had responded to him.

{STEEL CUBE}

A BASIC STEEL CUBE

{MODIFY MENU}

POWER STORAGE – 50 POWER

He swallowed. While he wasn’t as outright intelligent as Derrick or had the understanding Gale did of the System… he knew that if he did this it would change a lot of things. It may also make him a target for those who had power and wanted him to crank these things out. But he needed the NEX. And if he could trade this for support and money? The trade was well worth it.

He hoped.

He chose the Power Storage option and the blank grey steel cube lit up with energy, becoming translucently blue in nature. Derrick stared at him in shock.

“What the fuck did you just do?” he asked, taking another step away just in case.

Ray licked his lips nervously. “I… just made a storage container for Power. I think.” He analyzed the item.

{POWER CUBE}

STORES EXCESS POWER FOR LATER USE

STORAGE 0 / 5

ATTUNEMENT: NONE

“Yup, that’s exactly what I did. Looks like this thing will hold a maximum of five Power,” he said, looking up at his friend. “I think this might be a big deal?”

“Go ask Talla. Now,” Derrick ordered, pointing him back towards the shop and the curious look Lamia. She had seen the flash of energy, but still had no idea what had happened.

Ray headed back over there and held out the Power Cube. “Here Talla, take a look at this and… let me know if I can sell it.” She took the cube curiously, looked at it for a moment, then went pale.

“I… I…,” she stammered. Then looked back up at Ray and offered the cube back to him. “I need to contact management. This is beyond my grade. Way, way beyond my grade. That shouldn’t be possible, and I have no idea what something like that would be worth. I will be back shortly.”

She pulled out a small red button and pressed it. The woman vanished in a flash of light, leaving the shop unattended but open. Ray wondered how long it would take for her to come back, but the turnaround shocked even him as Talla reappeared. And with a friend.

The demon-looking fellow was tall, rail thin, and was wearing an immaculate suit that seemed to be… alive. His face was wearing a grin that was far too wide for it, sharp teeth on prominent display. His four-fingered hands were pale, with long digits that ended in sharp tips.

“Mr. Finnegan,” the creature hissed out while holding out a hand to shake, “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

Ray shook his hand quickly, but firmly, letting go as the demon continued, “I am Argyle Trion, CEO of Trion Incorporated. My sales associate here, Talla, has brought to my attention that you may have an item capable of storing Power itself. Would this be… accurate?”

He swallowed deeply. Ray had the feeling that the creature in front of him was both ancient and powerful beyond his imagination. Something that should have been impossible, as the letter promised that everyone had been reset to level one. But he had trusted his instincts up to this point and had no reason not to go with his gut feeling. So instead of responding, he simply held the Power Cube out to the creature in front of him.

Argyle took the item cautiously, examining it with deep and cunning eyes that blazed internally. “Hmm. Yes. Yes, I see. Fascinating,” the demon muttered to himself. He looked up at Ray and asked, “Can you make more Mr. Finnegan? With more capacity?”

“Yes. I can make more that is,” Ray said, confirming. “I don’t know about capacity. This is the first one that I made and… frankly, it was expensive. Really, really expensive. At least for me. I haven’t experimented a lot with what I can make so far. I thought this may be valuable, so I brought it over to Talla to sell.”

Argyle nodded, “Of course. That makes sense. And yes, Mr. Finnegan, this item has… value beyond words at this time. So, tell me,” he said with a, somehow, even wider and toothier smile, “would you like to make a deal?”

Ray was immediately on guard. He had heard stories of demons and their ‘deals’. Hell, even working with Jalla put him on edge, and the man wasn’t technically a demon at all. He stared at the CEO of Trion for several minutes, carefully crafting his response.

“Yes. But only if it furthers my goals,” Ray responded, simply and directly.

Argyle burst out laughing. He clutched the cube to his side as his long skinny arms wrapped around his sides in mirth. After a few moments, he composed himself and straightened back up, the smile now reaching his burning eyes.

“Wonderful, simply wonderful,” he said playfully. “This is the second time this century I have been honestly amused. First by a half-breed and now by a resurrected. You, Mr. Finnegan, are right to be cautious when dealing with a True Demon. However, let me dispel something for you right here and now,” he said all levity dropping from his voice.

“I will deal with you honestly. Something I do not do often,” he said, the soft whisper of his voice giving Ray chills to his marrow. “What you handed me is a game changer on a scale you cannot imagine. The recent changes to the System are immense, widespread, and all-encompassing. You, and so far only you, have the ability to create these… storage devices. So let me make you a fair offer for the one in my hand now. One hundred thousand NEX per storage point.”

Ray blinked, opened his mouth, then closed it. In shock. Finally, he managed to get out, “Five hundred thousand?”

“That is correct, Mr. Finnegan. A Princely sum by any means, and an amount that is nothing to balk at. It is on par with any {LEGENDARY} item, for certain. In addition to this, I will upgrade your shop, at my own cost, to level three once you claim this territory. Speaking of, I will also provide you with enough temporary support to claim said territory as your own,” Argyle said, still deadly serious. “I wish for continuing relations going forward, Mr. Finnegan. Positive relations. Something that, once more, I rarely wish for. From anyone.”

Derrick moved up to Ray’s side. “Take this deal, Ray,” he said quietly, even as the duo saw Talla nod frantically behind Argyle. “I think this doesn’t happen often. And when it does it needs to be accepted.”

Ray thought about the offer. “I have one question,” he said slowly as Argyle locked onto him. “Can I remain anonymous as well? As the creator?”

The demon nodded. “Done.”

Ray held out his hand, “We have a deal,” he said a slow smile creeping up his face. This would catapult their plans forward, give them a base of operations well ahead of schedule, and help them find their other friends far more quickly.

“Thank you, Mr. Finnegan. I think this is the start of a wonderful working relationship,” Argyle smiled, giving Ray the shivers. Then the demon simply vanished. No smoke, no mirrors, no slow fade. One moment he was there… then he was gone.

“That was… amazing and utterly terrifying,” Derrick said with no hesitation. “That guy seemed absurdly powerful. Let’s try not to fucking piss him off yeah?”

Talla nodded vigorously. “Mr. Trion is one of the very, very few and utterly powerful True Demons in existence,” she stated factually, slithering forward to take her usual place at the desk. “He is powerful beyond understanding, and even the reset back to our base levels did little to hamper his abilities or knowledge. He is really scary, and I've never even seen him smile much less laugh,” she said, whispering that last bit as she slumped.

“You are… ok though?” Ray asked kindly, patting her on the shoulder. “They didn’t hurt you or anything?”

Talla blinked rapidly, straightening back out into a stance that was somewhat more professional, if more casual than she had been before. “Oh, gods no, I wasn’t hurt by any means. It is just difficult to stay comfortable in the presence of someone who is so very much more powerful than you are. They have this… aura that makes it difficult to breathe. And when they get excited…” she trailed off.

Ray nodded. “I get that. I’m just glad you are ok… and please let Argyle know that I prefer you here?”

The Lamia nodded thankfully. “I will Mr. Finnegan, thank you!” she said happily. She was about to say more when a high-pitched whining noise filled the air.

Ray was going to ask what was going on, but a pitch-black portal ripped its way into existence in front of him. Out of it poured a twenty or so seven-foot tall, heavily muscled and armored demons. Pouring out behind them were dozens upon dozens of black-skinned imps, equally as armored. They were all armed with a variety of spears and swords.

The last person out of the portal, before it snapped shut, was a skinny pale demon dressed in a suit. A smaller, and far less intimidating, version of Argyle himself. It walked over to Ray and smiled. “You must be Mr. Finnegan,” he said with a bow. “I am Louis. We are here to remove any opposition from this territory for you. What are our orders?” he asked with a somewhat bored tone.

Ray didn’t know where to begin, but there was one overriding question that was stuck in his brain as he struggled to process everything that had happened in such a short amount of time.

How much had the author of that letter predicted?

            

    
        INTERLUDE 1

    
    
    
    
                Josephine leapt backward, drawing her blade through the air neatly bisecting two undead on the waist. Their pale elongated bodies fell to the ground as she twirled as she landed, taking yet another two heads. Bending backward a chunk of corrugated steel whipped by her, annihilating the storefront behind her. She twisted to the next threat and sprang at the Juggernaut.

The massive undead swatted at her, as she was too far inside of its reach to throw more debris at her. But the massively power undead was slow. Far too slow to catch Josephine on anything but a very bad day.

The {MYRMIDON} leaped up onto an arm, running up to the shoulder where she inserted her blade with mechanical precision, her abilities outlining the weak points of the hulking creature. Flinging herself sideways to avoid its grasping hands she spun like a corkscrew, decapitated the Juggernaut. She landed gracefully on her feat as the huge thing crashed to the ground behind her.

Huffing and puffing, and covered in gore, she searched for her next target. But she didn’t find anything. The entirety of the intersection was filled with the remains of the horde she had just dispatched. She was running low on stamina, dangerously so, but the undead never seemed to stop coming from the buildings around her. As soon as dusk turned to night they streamed out of the tall office buildings nearly non-stop, a literal flood of decaying flesh that wanted nothing more than to devour her. A screen popped up in front of her but she dismissed it immediately, she didn’t need to know she just wiped out another horde.

Quickly she checked her stats, it wouldn’t do if she had been granted another ability and didn’t know. Every tool at her disposal was indispensable for survival right now.

JOSEPHINE SANCHEZ

{RACE}

HUMAN

{CLASS}

HOLY MYRMIDON

{CLASS GRADE}

LEGENDARY

{STAGE}

1

{LEVEL}

4

{STRENGTH}

11

{AGILITY}

14

{POWER}

15

{WISDOM}

8

{LUCK}

3

{ABILITIES}

MAIM AND CLEAVE

WEAPON MASTERY

BASIC HEAL

DEVOTED ONE

She grunted, glad nothing else had changed. She had gotten {MAIM AND CLEAVE} at level four and the ability had given her an immense boost to her offensive power. Nothing else had changed, outside of her stats being much reduced from what they were. She could deal with that, however. Nothing would stop her from finding her Master and serving him once more. Even if she had to cut through an entire city of the undead to do it.

She trudged forward with grim determination, flicking gore from her blade. She wandered through the streets, but for a welcome change of pace, nothing accosted her. There were no hordes, no undead, not even a stray bat.

And that worried her.

She had moved another block in a random direction, looking for anyone or anything that was actually alive, when a ground shaking roar rattled the buildings around her. It was so loud she fell to the ground clutching her ears, worried they may burst from the pressure.

After a moment her roar ended and she looked around rapidly for threats, but it seemed that sound had only encouraged the undead to stay indoors. Nothing ventured outside at all.

Josephine thought about it, realizing that the savage audible attack had been from a living creature. She had heard plenty of undead snarls and roar at her, but nothing on that level. That took lung power. Working lung power. Not even the Juggernauts were as loud.

She rapidly moved in the direction of the noise as night drew down. It wouldn’t be long before the pitch blackness of the world broke, and what light there would be blessed the world once more with its light. Once that happened maybe she could see where she was going instead of navigating using only her {DEVOTED ONE} ability. It allowed her to see vague shapes in pitch blackness, and also highlighted clearly any enemies or undead around her. It was an incredibly useful ability, and she would have died without it early on.

Not that she had any doubts Ray would bring her back if she did.

Josephine picked up the pace and headed towards where she thought the roar had originated from. It was only a few blocks more when she got a notification screen that popped up in front of her;

{ENTERING HEX 1338}

{STATUS}

CONTESTED

{FACTIONS}

3

She growled at the screen. If it had pores, it would have begun to sweat. Where she was at currently was irrelevant. It was where she needed to be that was important, and that was wherever Ray was. He was more than likely getting into trouble without her. She was-

Her thoughts were cut off as the whisper of wings in the air went over her head, tracking deeper into the new zone she had entered. Josephine quickly took cover next to a burned-out car. Her eyes could just barely make out the sleek silhouettes of dozens, possibly hundreds, of bats flying through the air. They were all headed in one direction… towards the near center of the Hex, she was now in.

After a few minutes, the last bats had crossed over and had vanished into the distance. Josephine stared after them intensely, her burning glare nearly parting the very night before her. Then she made the decision to follow. Wherever those creatures were going more than likely had a source of food. If there was food, there were living creatures. If there were living creatures there was more than likely someone who knew of where Ray was or had heard something about him.

She trudged down the street, determined to find her Master. One way or another, she would. Come hell, fire, or undead she would cut through anything that opposed her.

She traveled until the sun kissed the sky, and dawn drove away the darkness to light up the world once more. Josephine had woken up in a large park, a place that had taken her nearly a day to cross. She had fought odd undead leprechauns, birds, and giant lizards to get out of there. But for the first time since entering the city proper, she had a good chance to actually see what was around her. It was nothing but ruins. Tall, abandoned buildings as far as the eye could see. Block after block of apocalyptic devastation.

She walked for several hours until the sun was at a midpoint in the sky. Josephine must have walked thirty blocks or more before she stopped for a rest. She had sat for a moment, just one short moment, before her danger sense began screaming at her.

The Asian woman flung herself to the side as a spear embedded itself into the concrete she had been sitting on. Rolling to her feet she sprang up, looking for the enemy. The only thing she saw, however, was a bear of a man holding a bat.

“Hello, love. Pretty sure I knew I recognized you,” he said with a malevolent smile.

Confused and taken off guard, Josephine never saw the rebar club that smashed into the back of her head.

***

Nell smashed through the window pane, his wings were bleeding orange blood from the strike he had just taken. Breathing heavily, he rolled to his feet and ran to the back of what appeared to be an apparel store of some kind. Lacey garments and female humans grinned at him from near lewd poses that were painted in pictographs on the walls.

The bird-like alien slammed into the back door, but it didn’t budge one bit. Breathing heavily he slid slowly to the floor. He was tired, and running was no longer working. He couldn’t evade his hunters forever. He much preferred the dead.

He and Vell had grossly miscalculated. The first blunder had been the issuing of a Core, not a Node, to the human Ray. Their second had been not interfering when the godling Kevin got involved. They may not have been able to stop him from trying his best to harm Ray, but they could have provided more resources to ensure the human's success.

Their last mistake, however, and their most lethal one, was being far too close to the planet once the Integration had taken place. It had sucked their vessel right into the whirling vortex of raw energy and matter. When they had awoken, the ship had crashed into a country on the planet that had previously been known as China. However, that country was long extinct, and the only thing that waited for them was the dense hordes of the undead.

Utilizing their technology, and piecing together what they could with their new classes, the pair had assembled several devastatingly powerful disintegration weapons. They seemed poised to survive for the moment, right up until Vell fell victim to some kind of bony creature.

The creature controlled the undead around it and wielded Miasma as if it were second nature. Once the pair had come across it, they had no idea what they were looking at or how to deal with it. All they knew was that it wanted them. Badly. So Vell shot it.

To their utter surprise, the weapons they had assembled that had annihilated thousands of undead didn’t phase the terrifying humanoid skeleton. No. All it had done was enrage it at their callous actions causing it to descend into rage and savagery. It had sent their hordes after the duo, chasing them down through the massive urban sprawls of some massive city.

The pair had done well to survive at first, right up until Vell took a wrong turn and ended up in a dead-end street with no way out. Uncharacteristically, Vell had boosted Nell over a wall, handing her chip and weapon to him. He would be able to create a restored clone from the ship with that information… if he ever made it back.

Unfortunately, he doubted he would.

Turning over so he could face the entrance, he saw the undead horde clearing the way to him. It wouldn’t be long now, then he would be free of his shell to join the flock in the afterlife.

Unfortunately, others had different plans for him.

“There you are. I’m glad you finally stopped,” chattered the fleshless skull, green eyes blazing at him from within the eye sockets. “It took me ages to find you, you know that? Ages. I may be undead and damn near eternal, but I don’t have unlimited time. Not with the reset that is. Although catching you did net me my next level. Still haven’t figured out the criteria for that, but I digress.”

“Damned abomination, you killed Vell,” snarled Nell, raising his weapon. The skeleton held up its hands placatingly.

“Woah there, let's talk this out,” it said, causing Nell to pause. “First off your friend isn’t dead. Second of all if you pull that trigger I’m going to go crazy again… and that would probably get you both killed. That thing may be good for undead who don’t use Miasma, but for whatever reason it makes me lose my mind.”

Nell shrugged and dropped the weapon. It wasn’t like it was going to help him anyway. Besides, if the bony pile of nastiness was telling the truth then Vell was still alive.

“What do you want creature?” he snapped, beak clacking at the undead monstrosity.

The boney being giggled. It giggled. “First of all, I am a specific type of abomination. I am a Lich. Second of all, I want what all Liches want. To bring undeath to reality. A fantastic goal, really. Someone should pat me on the back.”

A nearby zombie moved forward and did just that.

“Perfect. All is harmonious in the universe once more… except there are too many living things,” he cackled. “This reminds me of that human I ran into before reality imploded. Ray something or other. Fantastic guy. Love him. Would make a killer zombie.”

Nell stared at the Lich. “What do you want?” he asked again.

“Why, I need you to build me something. You and your little friend Vell seem rather adept at creating technological wonders. Something that I, sadly, lack the ability to do. Undead aren’t very good at building things you know,” the boney man said matter of fact.

Nell stared at it. “You want me… us… to build you things?” he said incredulously. “Why chase us down?”

“Again, that device drove me insane temporarily. Can’t tell you why,” it said, shrugging. “But tell you what, if you help me I will get you back on your ship and headed back home.”

Nell was the brightest feather in the coop, but he recognized what any human would recognize a Faustian Deal.

“No,” he said simply.

The Lich just cackled again and leaned forward. “Like you have a choice. You, my bird-brained friend, are going to help me. In so, so many ways.” Nell gasped in horror as the Lich removed a squirming creature from its rib cage and advanced on him. “And you won't even know it. Now, say ahhhhh!” Nell’s screams could be heard from blocks away.

If there had been anyone alive to listen to them that is.

            

    
        CHAPTER 11

    
    
    
    
                Ray watched the clearing force exit through the portal. It had taken them four days to clear the entire HEX. Four days to do what the rest of the group had been entirely incapable of doing. Ray’s group had only cleared a few buildings during their explorations, and that had taken a full day. Not even Rivea, with all of her power, would have been capable of going up against the hordes of undead, monstrous creatures, and the HEX boss that had been located deep in the sewer system by herself.

In fact, they would have all died had they fought that thing. The giant lightning-breathing crocodile gave him shivers just thinking about it.

The other two factions, however, had been a separate matter entirely.

One of the factions had been made up of sentient pale white creatures that reminded Ray of the spine-throwing wall-crawling monstrosities from the warehouse prior to the Integration. The clearing team obliterated them.

The second faction was a bit more complex, however. It was made up of Orkin and humans. The half dozen Orkin had been eager to fight the clearing team, but the human part of the group had asked for a parlay. After sending Rivea in to negotiate, Ray had learned the group had no desire to join them. While he wanted to save every human he could, he wasn’t about to bring in more problems than he could take on. He certainly wasn’t about to endanger his mission for a few stubborn souls. They were given the choice to either fight to the death or to leave the hex entirely.

They chose to leave. An easy solution to a possibly complex issue. He hoped.

The problems had solved themselves for the most part, and they hadn’t gotten any levels or skills out of the deal all of the loot was theirs as part of the agreement with the Trion CEO. Their treasury was flush with loot, boxes, and goods that they were still working through and categorizing. The Goblins had been great for this task, even if they were a bit slow. Talla had offered early on to go through everything for them, for a small price of course, but Ray had politely declined. If they were going to learn about this insane world they now lived in this would be a good first step.

Ray looked out the window from his third-floor office. His new third-floor office that is. His group had hardly been idle for the four days that the Trion clear squad had been working. Derrick had massively altered the block that their original building had been located on. There were no longer three office complexes there. Instead, Derrick had ended up using a considerable amount of the funds that had been given to them, along with most of the Power between them, in exchange for the Power Cube he had created. The result was the beginning of a city block-sized fortress, although Derrick fondly referred to it as a fortified arcology.

Granted, the lower levels were heavily fortified with fighting positions, and space for future defensive emplacements, and had walls that were dozens of feet thick made of reinforced plascrete. The shop had been moved to the third floor, where Ray’s new office was, and where the commercial hub would be in the future.

The third floor was empty. Derrick had said something about setting up crafting or manufacturing there or something. Ray wasn’t entirely sure. He left the layout to his insane, building focused friend. He had no aptitude for that stuff.

The fourth and fifth floors were the residential floors, with the sixth being an open-air aviary for Rivea. Derrick said he had future plans to expand the complex even further up, but that the space they had now would house fifteen to twenty times their current number before that became even remotely necessary.

That left the basement level where the fuel tanks were.

Derrick had thought about it until he nearly ripped his hair out but ended up deciding to install a basic hand pump leading to the third floor. Then he sealed the basement off entirely until they had the resources to do something else with it. The engineer swore an underground level was nothing but a liability, particularly with something as intentionally built as an arcology. Ray just left him to it to design everything and implement it. He was confident that given enough time, materials, and NEX Derrick would build something that couldn’t be broken into. Their home now already put their previous fortress on Governors Island to shame.

Ray frowned, turning to a map on the wall. As it turned out they weren’t on Governors Island anymore. He had initially thought the island had been converted into buildings to mirror the city, those changes would have been understandable and in line with what the note from the Administrator had told him. No, they had been moved entirely to what had been Manhattan Island. At least Ray thought so. The island itself now more accurately resembled some super metropolis like Tokyo, however.

The clearing team had mapped out the edges of the hex during their operations and had yet to even see water of any kind. This told Ray the island, if they even were on one to begin with, was so large it probably contained multiple hexes. Ray’s hex was roughly forty city blocks in each direction from where they were. With each block being a rectangle, this meant the hex was about two miles wide and two miles long… and had an interior of round four and a half square miles. Ray wasn’t sure how accurate that was, but that was the number that the clearing team had given him.

At roughly fifteen buildings, offices, and apartment buildings per block, with the occasional park and open space, the clearing team had rolled through almost sixteen hundred buildings in four days. That was, by any stretch, an insane number for an even more insane time frame. But that brought them to where they were now, and the System message that was currently hovering in front of Ray.

{CLAIM HEX ACTIVATED}

POWER REQUIRED – 50

POWER REQUIREMENTS MET

HEX IS NOT CONTESTED

HOSTILE CREATURES REMAINING – 0

HOSTILE FACTIONS REMAINING – 0

INITIATE CLAIM – Y / N

“Do you think I should claim it now?” Ray asked aloud, turning to the others in the room. Derrick, Nyx, and Rivea were arrayed on the chairs and couch around his office, watching as he worked through his thoughts. “I have no idea what will happen. No clue. We could get swarmed. Could become a target. Or something else we can’t even begin to predict could happen.”

Derrick snorted, “It's going to be that last one. I say we plan for the worst, claim the hex, and have Rivea burn the hell out of anything that comes our way. We need to locate the others if they are even still alive.”

“They are. I know it,” Ray said confidently. Something told him Josephine, Grok, and the others were alive and well. They had to be. The alternative was… simply unacceptable.

Rivea snorted almost in tandem with Nyx. The two eyed each other for a moment before the Drake spoke. “Claim the damn territory Boss. Seriously. We can’t clear all that shit again on our own, and your fucking demonic benefactor won’t extend his graces a second time. Not free of charge. Just do it and we can handle everything else as it comes our way.”

Swallowing, Ray realized that Rivea had a point. Taking a deep breath, he slammed his finger into the accept button with purpose… only to stumble as his finger went through the System screen menu. Clearing his throat, his brain froze as his eyes locked onto the red screen that appeared in front of him.

{HEX TERRITORY CLAIMED}

CLAIM NUMBER – 1

HEX NUMBER – 1341

{WARNING}

WORLD NODE ACTIVATED AND ASSIGNED

{WARNING}

SYSTEM-WIDE MESSAGE INITIATED

“Oh shit… no wait!” Ray said, but it was far too late for that.

{ALERT TO ALL PLANETARY INHABITANTS}

THE FIRST CLAIM ON YOUR RECENTLY INTEGRATED WORLD HAS BEEN MADE.

CONGRATULATIONS TO THE FIRST TERRITORY OWNER RAYMOND FINNEGAN!

THE WORLD NODE HAS BEEN ASSIGNED TO HEX 1341.

THE WORLD NODE HAS BEEN ACTIVATED.

PRIMARY RACE ASSIGNED TO EARTH 4 – HUMAN

{WARNING}

{ALERT TO ALL PLANETARY INHABITANTS}

THE PLANETARY NODE HAS BEEN UPGRADED TO NEXUS NODE

{WARNING}

SHARD OF CREATION HAS BEEN DETECTED

SHARD OF CREATION HAS BEEN ASSIGNED TO THE NEXUS NODE

{WARNING}

NEXUS NODE HAS BEEN UPGRADED TO DIMENSIONAL NODE

{ALERT TO ALL PLANETARY INHABITANTS}

CONGRATULATIONS ON THE ASSIGNMENT OF A DIMENSIONAL NODE TO YOUR WORLD!

PROTECT YOUR DIMENSIONAL NODE AT ALL COSTS.

FAILURE TO PROTECT YOUR DIMENSIONAL NODE WILL RESULT IN THE REASSIGNMENT OF THE NODE.

“Huh. Well… yeah don’t listen to me about making choices going forward,” Rivea admitted shamelessly. “We are totally fucked.”

Ray blinked and turned towards the Drake mechanically. “What in all hell is a Dimensional Node?” he asked, totally lost at what had just happened. But Rivea only shrugged. Turning to ask Talla, he noticed that the Shop was vacant. The normal lights and open signs were off.

His shopkeeper had vanished.

“I have a distinctly funny feeling that we are completely, irremovably, and entirely screwed Ray,” Derrick said calmly. “How or why, I don’t know. But those messages? The ones that apparently went out to everyone on the planet? Yeah… those are never good.”

The engineer looked around before continuing, “On the other hand, I don’t see any changes to the building or the territory. We didn’t get an incursion alert either. And my ability…” he trailed off, a frown on his face. “That’s weird… I can’t see the basement.”

One of Derrick's abilities was to sense any portion of a building that was fully controlled by them. His architectural sense allowed him to alter the buildings at will, or to find issues with construction that would have been missed normally. In essence, he was a walking drafting board.

“You two,” Ray said quickly, pointing at two Goblins, “And Nyx, and Derrick. You’re with me. We need to check the basement. If it’s even still there. Rivea, keep an eye out here and let me know if anything happens. I don’t think things are going to stay calm for long. Fucking world announcement,” he muttered as he stalked off.

The Goblins saluted smartly as they fell in line and followed the group to the door that led downwards into the depths of the building. However, the door wasn’t there. Instead, in its place, was a wall of silver with a shimmering haze of energy coming off of it as though it were insanely hot. Not actually feeling any heat, however, Ray walked forward and reached a hand out to touch the door.

The moment his fingers crossed into the haze that was hovering above the door a System message popped up. This one was, thankfully, entirely blue.

{DIMENSIONAL NODE}

TERRITORY OWNER REGISTERED

DIMENSIONAL NODE IS NOW ACCESSIBLE

With that, the wall in front of him melted into the ground, revealing a hallway that extended into the depths of the earth. Eyeing the possible death trap, Ray noticed the walls were made of that same shimmering material. Probably something that they could, possibly, eventually, make. But it was unlike anything he had ever seen before.

Ray eyed the tunnel and turned to the Goblins, “Scout out the tunnel. If you see anything that looks dangerous come back immediately. Dump your weapons if they slow you down.” The pair nodded and tried walking into the tunnel, only to bounce off the shimmering field that covered the area. Nyx and Derrick tried moving in as well, but it was like trying to walk through a solid wall.

“You know, it's weird. I figured that with Nyx being a literal part of you and all that she would be able to enter just fine. There must be all kinds of crazy stipulations and restrictions on who can even enter this space,” speculated Derrick. “On the other hand, that means it's probably the safest space in the entire territory for you to be in. I would just go on in, there shouldn’t be any kind of threat there.”

Ray gave him the evil eye. “Right. Nothing dangerous. Nothing that could upend life as we know it… even more than it has been. Sure.” Derrick laughed at that but didn’t stop Ray as he walked up to the shimmering field… and passed right through it with no issue.

“See? No issues at all,” the engineer reinforced. “Experiment successful. I bet that you, as the territory owner, are the only one that has access at all. You may not even be able to change the settings.”

Ray turned and started further in, waving over his shoulder in lieu of a response.. They wouldn’t be able to follow him in apparently, so they would settle in at the top of the tunnel to wait for him.

Ray moved deeper into the tunnel, watching the walls, floor, and ceiling for any traps or ambushes. But the tunnel remained non-descript, the walls glowing just enough with that haze lingering off of them for the path forward to be visible. It was silent, cool, and more than a little eerie. Ray continued down the tunnel for several minutes, the width and height never differentiating at any point in time. There wasn’t anything to tell him how far he had even gone, the tunnel was completely non-descript.

Then he walked into a wall.

Bouncing off the side of the tunnel he realized that it had made a sharp left turn. However, the material was so similar he hadn’t even seen the bend before he had walked into the wall.

“Whoever designed this place needs to be shot,” he grumbled, getting back to his feet. He turned to where the tunnel now went and noticed that there was another one of those odd-looking doors. Walking up to it, he didn’t even need to touch it as it melted into the floor. Beyond that, in the center of a spherical room, was a large silver orb. It reminded him immensely of the Node that he had planted prior to the Integration. There was one big difference, however… right above that sphere, and touching the very top of it was a large perfectly cut diamond.

He walked up to the sphere and was met with a System message as he observed the odd sight.

{DIMENSIONAL NODE}

He looked at the message for a moment before dismissing it with a sigh. “Yeah, but what the hell does that mean?” he wondered aloud. Unfortunately, no one responded. Either this Dimensional Node was inert and wasn’t capable of answering his questions, and the function was something he had discovered himself, or there was something he had to do to somehow activate it. Either way, the process was frustrating and annoying.

“Activate node?” he said aloud, but nothing happened. He tried several more tactics verbally with no results before he got frustrated. Annoyed, he focused on the sphere and diamond with his ability. If he couldn’t interact with it through his verbal commands, maybe it needed an ability or something to latch onto.

He focused on the orb and diamond. The glistening, foggy effect rolled off of the oddly paired duo as if they were meant to be paired... The effect absorbed the entirety of his concentration… he was fully enraptured in the perfect shapes that were in front of him. The more he watched, the more perfect they became. His vision began to tunnel.

Right up until the darkness consumed him.

            

    
        CHAPTER 12

    
    
    
    
                Ray blinked.

It was the first sign to himself that not only was he not dead, but that he was in fact very much still in one piece. He wasn’t sure where he was exactly, but that seemed to be par for the course with these kinds of situations. At least he wasn’t unconscious.

“Not unconscious yet would be a more accurate turn of phrase,” chided a voice from behind him.

Ray spun, ready to fight even as his brain caught up to his actions. In front of him was a man who was wearing deceptively plain cotton clothing. Like something out of a medieval fantasy. His rough spun tunic was over simple brown pants, but it wasn’t the clothing that caused him to inhale. No. It was the vibrant black and red tattoo that covered part of the mans face, practically spilling out from his purple eyes and extending around his neck and behind the tunic to his back.

“Ah, you must be on a world that is still experiencing significant upheaval for that kind of reaction. That’s fine, that’s fine. Take your time,” the man said simply, closing the book that he had been reading. “We have all the time in the world here. A day here is… oh perhaps a second or two in your world. You will lose nothing by being here. Ah, you must be tired. Have a seat.”

With a wave of his hand, a comfortable-looking chair simply apparated beside Ray. Someone who could simply create things out of thin air had a level of power he couldn’t contend with. If this guy wanted him dead, then very dead he would be.

He sat.

“Good choice,” the man chuckled. “Sometimes they want to fight me, not really understanding who or what I am. Other times they try to trick me into some kind of contract, once again not really understanding who or what I am.”

Ray didn’t really have a response to that. He wasn’t sure where he was, why he was there, or who this guy was. All he knew is that the person in front of him absolutely radiated danger. On every instinctual level, he could feel it. This man was deadly dangerous.

“See? You already know. I can tell. Practice enough of anything and you will achieve mastery over it,” he said with a grin. “And I have observed a lot of people. Well, telepathy helps too. But that’s another point entirely. Still needed practice though.”

“Why am I here? And where is here?” Ray asked after a short silence.” Who are you?”

“Ah, it speaks. I was beginning to wonder,” the man replied with another grin. “Right now? We are hanging out inside of the Shard of Creation. Well, your soul is hanging out inside of the Shard at least. That should answer the Where. The Why? Well, that’s because something unexpected happened. That and I felt you were a tad different than the others, and now I can see why.”

He said a word, but silence rang out. He tried again, frowning. A strange feeling overtook Ray, as even watching his lips he couldn’t make out any letters or words.

“That’s fucking annoying,” the man grunted. “I bet I can’t tell you my own name yet either. Fucking restrictions, that was a stupid fucking idea,” he complained. “Let's try this then. The Administrator, there we go, really did a number on you. You have the ability to do really weird shit and apply that shit into reality directly from the System. What Class did you get?”

“Uh… {SYSTEM LORD}?” Ray said uncertainly, the very words themselves feeling as if they contained some measure of power.

The man howled with laughter. “System Lord? Man did Mr. Admin ever give you an arrogant and pompous title. That’s hilarious.”

For whatever reason, Ray felt a bit insulted by that. “Hey, I kinda like it. It lets me do a lot of things that I wouldn’t normally be able to do… even if it takes a shit load of Power.”

“Power? Ah yeah… that was a limiting factor wasn’t it?” he muttered, rubbing the stubble on his face. “Well, there had to be some kind of mechanic there to prevent abuse. That works as well as anything. Fuck, the previous iteration was utter garbage.”

Ray didn’t have the foggiest fucking clue what the lunatic in front of him was ranting on about.

“Hey. That wasn’t nice. I may have digressed a bit, but I am hardly a lunatic,” the man protested with a frown.

Ray held up his hands placatingly. “Sorry. Sorry. It's hard to hold back your innermost thoughts,” he apologized.

“Hardly your inner thoughts, but whatever,” he grunted, waving the entire situation away. “Look, you are here for a single reason. Your Shard and the fucking Nexus Node fused. That was… unexpected. And it gave me the ability to show myself to you like this. Normally I would be trapped in that pretty fucking jewel. Don’t mistake me, it's comfy in here, but it's still a gods be damned jewel.”

He watched Ray for a bit, but seeing he had no questions he continued. “Because this development is unexpected, to say the least, I wanted to communicate with you directly. That was the reason I burned some of my own… Power? Yeah, Power. I burned that crappy stat to prevent anyone but you from just waltzing down in here.”

“Ok. But why? You still haven’t answered that?” Ray said, still utterly confused.

The man nodded. “Right. Confusion. It's going to happen. Look, the Shard and the Node fused. That means I can project myself wherever the Node can. I think. I am pretty sure that means I can actually fucking interact with reality for the first time in… a long time. I don’t know what kind of situation you are in, but I should be able to help considerably.”

Ray was instantly suspicious. A mysterious gem man offering to help him? In exchange for nothing? Yeah, there wasn’t a whole lot that was more suspicious than that. Hey guy, come look what’s in my trench coat. It's great, I promise.

“That’s… gross. Not inaccurate, but gross,” he admitted. “And I’m not offering for nothing. There has to be an equivalent exchange of services, or the damn fucking System will seal me back in here. If that happens I don’t know when I will get another chance to escape the bindings of the Shard. So I am offering my experience and knowledge in return for a bit of freedom.”

“I don’t even know your name, but I am supposed to turn you loose in my home?” Ray responded with a hint of anger.

He just shrugged. “Fair enough. My name is-“ the odd silence and facial blurring happened. Once it was done the man came back into focus and grunted. “That is really fucking annoying. Look just call me… Merc. Yeah. That fits. Merc.”

“Merc? I mean, weird name but ok,” Ray acquiesced. “So Merc, you have to admit the whole damn thing stinks. I have a lot of questions. A lot. I need a bit more of a guarantee before I agree to anything.”

Merc sighed. “Fine. Here. That fucker Sam taught me a bit about contracts. Well, more like I ripped the knowledge out of him, but that’s not the point. Here’s a very, very simple contract through the System. The damn thing enforces these things like you wouldn’t believe.”

“Oh no, I would believe it,” Ray muttered as he looked at the System message that had popped up in front of him. It was a contract that was a single page. It expressed that Merc would faithfully serve as a regional manager for the Dimensional Node under Ray in exchange for the freedom to explore any claimed territory and speak to others at will. There were two clauses at the bottom that covered the breaking of the contract, in which Merc would be sent back to the Shard permanently, and another that enforced Merc’s loyalty and inability to do anything to harm Ray or what Ray owned.

“This looks… pretty simple actually,” Ray admitted. “I don’t see anything in here that actually weighs in your favor other than, quite literally, giving you the ability to help me and talk to people.”

The man shrugged, “When you get stuck in a tiny little space but have cosmic-level power, things get lonely. You appreciate the small things you had before far more than you did when you actually had them. Talking to people was one of those things,” he explained simply. “Besides, simple contracts are the best. You don’t need a lawyer. Lawyers suck. They suck terribly. Fuck lawyers. If the law is so complex you need one of those fuckers then it's not a law worth following.”

Ray snorted, then hit the accept button on the contract. “I couldn’t agree more with that. Just don’t make me regret this.”

“You won’t. Not in the slightest,” Merc assured him. “See you shortly.”

Ray was about to ask what that meant, but suddenly found himself once more standing in the circular room in front of the Dimensional Core. Blinking, he refocused on a System message that was in front of him.

{DIMENSIONAL NODE}

“I… still have no idea what that means damnit,” he angrily muttered.

“It means,” said Merc popping into existence behind Ray and scaring the shit out of him, “That the Node is capable of connecting multiple dimensions. There are twelve primary and fuck knows all secondary and tertiary universes, realities, planes of existence, etcetera.”

Ray just stared at the man blankly. That was a lot to take in. Then he looked down and saw Merc didn’t have any legs. His lower torso just kind of… tapered off into a thin wisp of smoke. In fact, now that he was observing the recently freed man more closely he looked a bit see-through as well.

“Still telepathic. Thanks,” Merc said sarcastically. “I’m not physical. More of a… friendly ghost. Yeah. One you can’t exorcise. Yay, go me. I know that was a lot to take in, but you can get used to that later. For now, I see that you have a shit ton of work to finish. Hexes? Fuck that’s complicated. Wish it was just a normal territory System like... normal. But no. It had to be complicated.”

“Isn’t life complicated? When is it ever simply?” Ray quipped, causing Merc to snort.

“That’s fair I suppose,” he admitted. “Anyway, I’m going to go through all your territory information and figure out what the hell is going on. I will probably have some information for you. Depending on what the System and fucking… the Administrator lets me share.”

Merc reached down and grabbed Ray’s face in both hands, his purple eyes staring intensely into Ray’s own. “One thing I will tell you now, however, is the most important thing I will tell you period. That little glass ball over there? If that breaks you are fucked. Immediately. You will die. This planet will die. This fucking universe will, eventually, die. Do. Not. Let. Anyone. Access. The. Node. Period. Not your friends. Not your family. Not your allies. And certainly not your fucking enemies or any monsters. Only you. Period. That Node is the center to everything.” He pushed off Ray and hovered nearby. “Now, seal this bitch up tight. I will pop up after I do some research.”

Ray wandered out of the room in a stupor. He wasn’t quite sure what to think. He used the walk back up to the top of the tunnel to sort out thoughts and feelings. Merc was, if not being upfront with him directly, at least marginally helpful. That bit about the Node was extremely concerning, but he needed to find Gale before he could really make any final decisions outside of expanding and looking for everyone.

Nodding to himself, he came to the top of the ramp. Derrick, Nyx, and the goblins saw him coming and focused their attention on him.

“Well? Find anything interesting?” asked Nyx, coking her head to one side. “Don’t tell me there’s another issue we have to handle because you now have access to this Node thing.”

Ray shrugged. “Yes and no. We have nothing but issues and a very short list of applicable solutions. What’s one more universe-ending problem?” he said sarcastically.

Derrick nodded along then froze. “Universe?”

“Yeah. Apparently, if anyone gets down to that Node we are, as it was simply summarized to me, fucked. As in, colossal level ending all life in existence fucked,” Ray confirmed with a grim smile. “So I am going to seal this thing up tighter than a nun's backside.”

The Goblins looked confused at the phrase and Nyx only sighed at his bad humor. Derrick, however, burst into laughter. Laughter that promptly turned into a girlish scream as Merc floated out of the wall.

“What did I miss?” he asked, looking at Ray. Then he threw a thumb at the still-screaming Derrick. “Is he ok? He doesn’t seem ok. Hey. Screaming man. What’s wrong? Ever seen a ghost before? Boy, you need to live a little more.”

Ray shook his head and ran a hand down his face. “Everyone, this is Merc. He’s a… spirit thing I made a deal with in the basement. Consider him some kind of semi-intelligent advisor… or something.”

“Hey, I resemble that remark,” Merc replied hotly, still eying Derrick who was now recovering from nearly wetting his pants in fear. “Anyway. I figured some stuff out. Not a lot, and some of this crap you have to work out on your own, but I can share a bit. Why don’t we head up, you can introduce me to your crew, and we can talk. I need some context as well as knowing where you are at before I can properly advise you.”

Ray agreed with that. “Right. System shenanigans. Got it. Let's go people. I’m sure Rivea has tried to eat at least one person since we’ve been down here. I swear that woman eats’ her weight in food.”

“If you talk about a woman's weight again I may have to bite you,” quipped Nyx, reminding Ray she was just as much a woman as anyone else in his group.

He nodded nervously, “Right. Sure. Just don’t go full Nemesis on me again.”

“Oh, I won't do that. I can’t, even if I wanted to. But I can certainly help Rivea and the others get a bit of vengeance if needed,” she said slyly.

“Hah! I like your dog. Reminds me of a pet bird I had once,” Merc said. He tried to say something else, but no sound came out and his face went all blurry.

Derrick looked concerned for a moment. “Is that… normal? I mean, he just kind of went out of focus. Like someone hit the mute button.”

“Some kind of System restriction or something. I don’t really understand it,” Ray explained. “He can only advise or talk about certain things. Not sure why.”

Merc came back into focus again as they entered the lobby of the building. “Damn, that’s annoying. Ah well, got to practice this new style of advising to master it I guess. Anyway, introduce me to your friends here… I’m dying to get to know them.”

Ray just groaned. His newest companion was as annoying as anything he had run into at this point. Maybe even Jalla. Only time would tell if he was as helpful as he claimed to be.

Or if he was just another threat they hadn’t identified yet.

            

    
        CHAPTER 13

    
    
    
    
                Merc was an endless fount of knowledge and experience.

The ghostly man seemed to know a bit about everything, that is when he didn’t know everything about something. He was decisive, and informational, and could explain concepts about magic, war, and combat that Ray was only beginning to understand. But it was his imparted knowledge about leading a territory and organization that really helped.

Which was why Merc’s suggestion to explore outside of the territory caught him off guard.

“Look here kiddo,” Merc said, jabbing his finger at Ray, “You need to find your people. You need to learn more about the situation surrounding your territory. You don’t have a lot of people, but you have a shit load of resources. Literally. All that loot from those beings that came and cleared your territory for you is just sitting in your inventory space. Open that shit up, outfit yourself accordingly, take a couple of Goblins and Nyx, and go find your folks. Derrick will do fine here without you, he has the fucking dragon.”

Ray sighed, knowing his newest advisor wasn’t wrong. “My issue,” he counter-argued, “is that with the Shop being… well now that it isn’t working and no one is here, we don’t have any ability to buy anything with our remaining funds. That includes the worker contracts that were supposed to make themselves available. I mean, shit, the Shop didn’t even get the upgrades that were promised. It's still stuck at level one. I can’t just up and leave when we don’t even have the people to defend the territory, much less lack so many capabilities and options the Shop provided.”

Derrick, Rivea, and Nyx watched the pair argue back and forth. While the debate didn’t seem to be going anywhere in particular, neither were outright incorrect. The Shop had shut down shortly after the Dimensional Node had come into existence and Merc had appeared. After they had come back from finding the new node and sealed off the tunnel, they had found an ‘Out of Order’ sign on the front hanging over the dark Open sign.

That had set off a whole new round of curses from Ray.

No one had a reasonable idea about why the Shop would have been closed, not even Merc. The only guess was that somehow the Dimensional Node had interfered with whatever access the Shop had to Trion. It was possible, even, that there was some way to restore that access. It was incredibly important that the group figure that out quickly. The resources available had been important, but at higher levels it became possible to hire other people directly. That was the function they needed most.

“Look guys, I know that things are looking a bit bleak here at the moment but you both have good points,” Derrick interjected. “To be honest, my personal opinion is that you need to get out there Ray. Taky Nyx and a few Goblins and explore. We ousted a few factions from our territory and have no idea where they went. There were people in that group. What if we can find other groups to join us? That would help solve our manpower problems.”

Ray eyed his friend and had to concede the point. They couldn’t all leave, after all, if they lost the Node they were fucked. But they needed information and people. Sitting here wouldn’t get them either.

“See? The engineer gets it!” Merc said even as Derrick reminded the ghost of his name. “Besides more beings, you can probably find a territory or two…. Uh, I mean a hex or two that you may want to take next. You were big on getting water access prior to the Integration right? Well maybe he should pursue that or think about going straight to air transport.”

Derrick shook his head as they had already played with that idea. “We already established that we can’t do that. I have no idea how to build an airship,” he said. “And Ray can’t just make one, it was stupidly expensive.”

Ray shrugged, “I tried. It was like… twenty thousand Power. It was crazy.”

“Oh yeah? How about you open some of those boxes and see if you can’t find a schematic or something? Or have you tried creating a skill book for making one? How about creating one of the vital parts and having our engineer friend build around it?” Merc countered. “There are lots of ways to get around an issue if you stop think about what you can’t do and start trying to figure out ways to make something work with what you have.”

Rivea raised a hand and Merc nodded at her, “Why would Ray go alone? Granted, if he dies I get to eat everyone here… but this doesn’t seem like a very tactical choice. Send our leader out into the unknown to possibly die at the hands of whatever overpowered creature finds him.”

“Two big reasons,” Merc answered instantly. “The first is that Ray needs to get stronger using his abilities. He can’t do that sequestered away in a safe territory. If we had more beings we would send them with him, but the fact remains that the Dimensional Node is just as, if not more, important that he is right now.” Everyone nodded or muttered their agreement with that, even Ray. “The second reason is that if Ray runs into anyone that can join us he needs to use his fealty ability to gain their loyalty. Doing that in our base of operations, where they could possibly outnumber us, seems like a really stupid idea.” Again, no one could really argue with his logic. At least, not then and there.

Ray threw his hands up into the air in exasperation, “Fine! Fine. You make good points. I didn’t even remotely begin to think about any of that stuff about an airship. Making parts individually or even a skill book? Didn’t even remotely cross my mind. You are probably right about the exploration stuff too, so lets just plan on a short expedition for the first attempt. I do have one question though, why can’t Rivea fly me everywhere? It would let me stay out far longer and give me greater range.”

“Good question. You can’t find an answer to a question you never knew to ask,” Merc stated. “Sometimes it takes someone else to view the problem to find the right questions. But in this case, you ran face-first into it. To sum it up in a word, experience. The System doesn’t seem to hand out Power and levels without adversity. If you bomb everything from orbit I don’t think you would gain much.”

Derrick nodded. “He makes a point. You absolutely have to level up. Without you and your abilities in top form, we are screwed. And while I do agree with you Ray, this first run should be shorter. Maybe just one hex over? Our territory is clear, for now, and there haven’t even been any intrusions. That makes me feel a bit… worried?. Weird? Yeah, weird. It makes me feel weird about the total lack of undead we have seen but that may be part of claiming a territory or something. Regardless, let's use this lull to get as many people as we can here. Maybe you will find Grok or Gale? They could be that close and it would be hard to spot them from the sky if they were undercover or hiding.”

Ray gave in rapidly after that point. Nyx suggested that three days would be plenty of time for their first exploration of the area. They had a short list of things to look for as well that would help them further develop their territory. Namely people and any waterways that they could locate. If Ray could find water, they could determine if they really were on Manhattan Island or not, and that would tell them what they had to work with geologically.

Deciding on the exact parameters of the search, the group broke down and started discussing the particulars of what would happen in their territory as Ray pulled items out of storage. There were boxes of resources, chests of loot, skill books like the one Merc had mentioned, and even a few taming tokens. The ghostly guide explained that those could be used to tame any captured monsters, although he wasn’t sure how useful they would be with Ray’s ability to bind people and creatures to him through the very System itself. Regardless, they could be sold using the Shop… if they could get it to function again that is.

Ray dove through the various reward crates, picking out several weapons and armor with the two Goblins that would be accompanying him. He also found himself a small, neat buckler that would allow him some versatility in his defense. Along with those new items he included plenty of food rations, some prefabricated barricades and boxes, camping supplies, and his trusty handgun. With that, the trio were set to head out. It was quickly decided it would be early morning in order to give them the most daylight to explore in.

The dead loved the night. And who knew what else had come into existence as well?

So far they had found giant bats, your generic undead, and even a Yeti. If that was any indication of the spread of creatures that could be encountered outside of their area, then it was as varied as it was going to be deadly. Very. They hadn’t seen any dead in direct sunlight really either. So it remained to be seen if that was still a weakness or not.

The group worked well into the night before calling it and heading to bed. There were no notifications of any incursions, and the guards didn’t report anything having happened during the late hours. Shift change for the guards came about early in the morning, and it was only a few hours later than Ray, along with Derrick, Rivea, two Goblins, and Nyx found themselves standing in front of the still-in-progress arcology.

“Don’t get too wrapped up in your little adventure,” Derrick reminded Ray as they made the final checks of their equipment and items. “If you run into a situation where you are in danger run away. Don’t pull any heroic bullshit and get yourself killed. I don’t want to be in charge.”

Ray snorted, “What do you mean? You would love to be in charge. Think of all the stuff you could do, if Rivea doesn’t eat you that is.”

“As fond as I am of meat, I don’t think Derrick qualifies,” the Drake snorted. “He’s mostly skin, bones, and… math. It’s hard to properly cook math.”

“You’re a goat with wings, you eat anything. I hardly doubt I am…” the engineer began before suddenly pausing. “Why am I justifying my flavor to you? Find something else to eat. Maybe we can get a meat farm going or something, I don’t know.”

Ray just rolled his eyes and closed his status screen. Everything was in order and they were burning daylight.

“Alright, that’s it. Everything is accounted for. We have food, weapons, basic materials for shelter, and everything else we may need,” he said, ticking off the list of items. “Derrick, you have authority over the territory while I’m gone. Feel free to make any changes you think would benefit us. We are only going to be gone for three days, so try not to burn the place down.”

“No promises,” Rivea said, eying Derrick like a tasty snack. He took several large steps away. “Noooo promises,” she repeated.

Ray tossed a wave over his shoulder and the squad headed down the road. According to his territory statistics, there weren’t any real threats within the hex. But he was going to believe that about as much as he believed he had a third arm.

He didn’t… so he didn’t.

They moved quickly but cautiously, the raucous sounds from their base of operations quickly getting lost as they passed between the large, vacant buildings, abandoned commercial spaces and shops, and even passed the occasional gas station. According to Rivea, they should reach the edge of the hex in roughly three to four hours if they took their time. They were moving a bit faster than that, giving Ray the idea, it would only take them two or three at most.

“Interesting. I had not thought the city would be this… quiet. It’s somewhat alarming and unnatural,” muttered Nyx quietly after a couple of hours of silently traversing the dead city.

Ray just shrugged. “The dead walking around while in the company of legendary creatures from myth and lore is unnatural. The quiet hardly…” he trailed off. In the distance, he could see faint green mist coming up off the pavement. “Do you see that?” he asked, pointing ahead.

The group stopped short of where Ray had gestured, eyeing the area in front of them. “Nuttin Boss!” squeaked one of the Goblins.

“I see a road!” said the other.

Nyx shook her head, “I don’t see anything there. What do you see Ray?”

“Some kind of green mist. Kind of like a fog, but only along the ground. And it looks pretty thin. I… I think it might be the territory border?” He looked closer, and upon further examination could faintly make out grey mist on the other side. He relayed that to the group, and they stood there for a moment as they thought about it.

“I believe you are right, that must be the territory border. As there are two different colors, it must indicate some kind of status or level of claim,” Nyx reasoned. “Green for claimed, or possibly friendly. Grey must either be neutral or unallied. I would bet you the next steak you find that there are several other colors. Perhaps red for hostile? Perhaps a color for an allied territory?”

Ray nodded to himself. That made sense. If territory could be claimed there had to be a way to figure out where everything started end ended. He walked up to the edge of the green mist and looked over his shoulder and said, “Probably some kind of notice we are going to get. We may even get attacked. Be ready.”

Drawing his blade, he stepped over the line where the green and grey mist were mixing. The moment his foot broke the barrier between the two he received a System message.

{EXPLORATION}

YOU HAVE FOUND A NEW HEX

{ENTERING HEX 1340}

{STATUS}

CONTESTED

{FACTIONS}

11

His eyes opened wide at the number of factions that were present in this hex. That was a crazy number of people, and probably monsters, that were here. It was also a departure from the quiet territory that he had just come from. He was about to ask what the others thought when both Goblins tackled him to the ground.

Cursing, he fell into a pile with the two short green guys on top of him behind a nearby vehicle. Nyx had taken shelter beside them. He was about to curse them out when moments after they hit the asphalt several arrows went whistling over his head and buried themselves in the remains of the car he had been standing next to.

“Hold fire!” a strong, smooth, and somehow delicate voice called out. A very, very familiar voice.

Ray raised his voice and hazarded a guess, “Verrick? Is that you?” The silence was both deafening and informative. It seems they had found their lost Aelvin contingent.

That hadn’t taken long.

            

    
        CHAPTER 14

    
    
    
    
                “My Lord?” called out a tentative voice, “Is that truly you?”

Ray risked popping his head above the car they had taken refuge behind to look at what they were facing. There, arrayed in front of him at a variety of heights and behind various forms of cover, were nearly two dozen {RANGER}s led by none other than Verrick himself.

“Holy shit, it is you!” Ray said excitedly, standing up. Then he paused, Verrick didn’t look exactly thrilled to see him. In fact, the Aelvin looked almost hostile.

“Ah yes. Lord Ray. A pleasure to see you once more,” he said, drawing an arrow in his bow as the dozen  {RANGER}s followed his lead. “I can assume that you are here to bring us back into your ranks once more. Should that be the case I am afraid I am going to have to respectfully decline. We will be slaves no longer.”

Ray stood there for a moment staring at the man. Then he laughed. He laughed so hard he had to bend over and hold his sides. Ray held his hand out to forestall conversation as he recovered. A few moments later he had recovered from his bout of mirth and straightened.

Whatever the Aelvin {RANGER} had expected, humor wasn’t part of it.

“Verrick I never wanted you as a slave. That whole system was beyond fucked up,” Ray said, grinning. “Granted, I would much prefer if you didn’t put me in the same family as a porcupine, but I don’t blame you.”

He dropped the smile, getting serious. “I won’t lie though. I’m here to find allies, soldiers, people, and anyone else who can or is willing to join me. At this point… I can’t really afford to have a whole lot of factions running around causing problems. Definitely can’t have any putting our goal to unify the area at risk. So I just have one question for you… are you going to be a risk or will you join back up with me?”

“I don’t see any benefit in bringing the {RANGER}s back into line with you My Lord,” Verrick said without hesitation. “Particularly not without any benefits.”

“How does regular food, an undead-free territory, the backing of a powerful corporation, an established and fortified base, and better weapons sound?” Ray countered, recognizing that they were negotiating.

The Aelvin {RANGER} simply stared at him, “All things we could gain on our own in time. The factions in this territory are weak, and while we have not subjugated them as of yet it is only a matter of time.”

“There are eleven left, and I only see a few arrows in your quiver,” Ray pointed out. “You do have those fancy energy arrows, but I bet your Power reserves only give you a few a day. We, on the other hand, are capable of making or buying pretty much anything we need a this point.”

Verrick tapped his finger on the side of his bow several times, clearly thinking his proposal over. Without any warning and a movement Ray could barely follow with his eyes, the Aelvin brought his bow down, pointing his arrow at the ground. His men followed suit behind him.

“And just what would the terms of our… alliance be?” the {RANGER} asked.

“Not slavery, that’s for fucking sure,” Ray said, grinning again. “How about a standard employment agreement for now? We can examine what we may need going forward and alter it as needed?”

Verrick frowned slightly at that but ended up agreeing. “Very well. We will agree to food, water, weapons, and a safe place to rest. A duration of no more than thirty cycles of the sun. We can reexamine our relationship at that time.” Almost as an afterthought he added, “We can also leave at any time we choose.”

“Agreed. That’s easy enough to say yes to,” Ray acquiesced. “In return, you are going to help guard, fight, and patrol. We can start right now. You can come with us as we make contact with the other factions here. Got any information you can share?”

Verrick placed his bow on his back, returning the arrow to the nearly empty quiver on his side. “Indeed My Lord, I do.”

Ray sighed in relief as the Aelvin moved forward to meet with him. He realized that he was as lucky as he was fortunate to have negotiated an agreement with Verrick. The Aelvin were powerful, dangerous warriors and scouts. The fact he had secured a thirty-day period where they would help, hopefully, was beyond what he expected. But it also confirmed that the slave contracts were no longer in effect. The Orkin and Goblins with him now had every opportunity to leave, betray them, or kill them all. The fact that he stayed told him that whatever he was doing, he was doing it right.

“There are ten remaining factions within the territory,” Verrick began after closing the distance. “Six are very small, a band of a dozen beings. Orkin, Goblins, and humans. They keep to themselves, avoid the larger groups, and try their best to survive. The undead are a major presence within this zone and are a constant threat to them. Two of the groups are larger, forty or so each, and are allied. They reside in a… place of commerce on the other side of the zone. A singular long, two-story building with various shops within it.”

Ray nodded, “Sounds like a shopping mall of some kind.”

“Yes. That is indeed what they referred to it as My Lord,” confirmed Verrick. “The remaining two groups are much larger and far more dangerous. One is located near where we are now. They are a group of inventors, Gnomes, and humans mostly. Their building is fortified to a level I would not want to attempt to take with even a small army. Their numbers are few. Maybe thirty beings? However, they are more than capable of holding their territory against any other group here.”

“That leaves the last group, which is probably the biggest in size and the biggest problem right?” Ray guessed.

The {RANGER} nodded, “Indeed My Lord. The remaining group is closer to a thousand beings, mostly humans. If I am not incorrect, and I may well be, they are the combined remnants of the so-called bandits that we encountered during our exploration of the city prior to the Integration.”

“Grand. That means they are probably heavily armed, hostile to everything that moves, and violent to the extreme,” Ray said, grimacing. “On the other hand, it also means a good portion of their number are enslaved people. People we can rescue. How many actual combatants do they have?”

Verrick shrugged, “Unknown My Lord. Their patrols are usually twenty to thirty strong, with several out at a time. I would put their combatant numbers at around three to five hundred. They control the entire west portion of this territory, and getting past their patrols and the undead is difficult without alerting either.”

“Yeah, I imagine that would be. Those fucking things are drawn in by even the tiniest amount of noise. Hell, we ran into a Minor Horde a while back that was led by some freaky uncommon undead that we barely beat,” Ray said, agreeing wholeheartedly. “What is your group's relationship with everyone?”

“We get along with most of the groups and avoid the bandits. There are two of the smaller groups we are hostile to, but they eat the living as food rather than grow, hunt, or scavenge,” Verrick reported.

Ray sighed, “Cannibals. Right. Those groups we can just kill on sight. No need to even negotiate, we won’t be able to trust them anyway. How about these inventors? Are you on good terms with them?”

“Yes, My Lord. We trade with them regularly, and they know us by sight. We have accepted a few requests for materials from them as well and scavenge the area,” the {RANGER} replied. “We also warn them if we run across a bandit group that has entered their territory. They want the inventors badly. Something about motorized transportation and weapons.”

He grimaced. The very thought of the bandits getting their hands on cars and guns made him sick to the stomach. That would give them range and firepower that would put them on an entirely different threat level. They would expand and consume until nothing was left, and then they would destroy themselves. He couldn’t allow them to cause that much damage. No. They would be either rolled up into his own forces or outright exterminated, depending on how bad they were. The honest, and disgusting, truth was that he couldn’t afford to leave even a single person behind. Not unless they were complete monsters.

“Lets go to the inventors and see if we cant strike up a deal,” Ray said, making a decision on his first stop. “We have another day before we have to head back home. Any longer than that and the others may begin to freak out.”

Verrick looked at him questioningly. “Others, My Lord?”

“Yeah. I found Derrick, a few Orkin and some Goblins. Oh, and Nyx as well,” Ray said marking the groups off on his fingers. “We fortified a base, fought a Drake, she works for me now, made a deal with a really shady demon, and sold some stuff for a ton of NEX.”

Verrick stared at him blankly for a solid minute. “How completely expected of you My Lord,” he said calmly.

“What's that supposed to mean?” Ray whined as Verrick turned to Nyx. “Hey! Hey I’m talking to you!” he said, but the Aelvin completely ignored him to inspect his canine companion.

“Ray is absolutely abysmal at introductions. I am Nyx, his Soul Companion,” Nyx said, sitting next to Ray and eyeing him with mildly feigned disgust. “I can see that you are also experienced with his ineptitude when it comes to social interactions. I would recommend you do the talking, {RANGER} Verrick, when we meet with these inventors of yours.”

“The… animal can speak. I should not be so surprised anymore,” Verrick said, blinking rapidly in surprise. While Ray pouted. “I am pleased to meet you. You seem smarter than the Lord. I wish that you will serve him well.”

The comment for a chuffing laugh out of Nyx as he continued, unabashed, “It is also good that the engineer lives. He will get along well with the inventors. I will take you to them. Come. They are not far away.”

Verrick and the {RANGER}s led the way, performing both vanguard and rearguard actions. There was a surprising lack of undead any other monstrosities encountered, even though one of their escorts would occasionally peel away to deal with an errant creature. Overall, however, Ray was impressed with how proficient they had become in traveling the streets. Granted they had been in this territory for as long as he had been in his, but they seemed far more familiar with a larger region of it than he was with his own.

That would have to change.

They traveled quickly, although not as fast as the {RANGER}s could have at maximum speed. The Aelvin were fast, each of them having received new abilities that focused around supporting their profession. Ray had even observed a few of them fading into the environment around them. When he asked Verrick the answer had been quick and informative.

“It is a new ability we found ourselves adapting to called {URBAN CAMOFLAUGE} My Lord,” the Aelvin explained. “It allows us to blend into our environment seamlessly as long as we find ourselves within an area that could be classified as a Town or larger. It is rather useful for surprising foes that would be otherwise difficult to engage or avoid.”

Ray nodded. “I bet it is. I could probably mimic the effect, but the cost in Power would be quite a bit. Changing items and weapons seems to be worth it in the long term,” he replied.

“My Lord?” questioned Verrick, curious as to what abilities Ray may have picked up.

“I can use my Power to alter the world around me. I have, apparently compared to others I have spoken with, a staggering reserve to use. I can give weapons various effects, create materials from nothing, and even alter entire buildings,” Ray said, outlining his ability to alter the fabric of reality that the System managed. “I think I can even alter living things, but I really don’t want to try that without a reason.”

Verrick nodded, “A wise precaution My Lord. The System does things for a reason, even if we do not understand that reason. Altering something it has created could have consequences we cannot foresee until it is far too late.”

The discussion died off into silence as the group came upon a wide, flat plaza that spread out in front of them. It was roughly four city blocks in size, with streets lining each side. The center seemed like some kind of open-air stage and park complete with a fountain. There was also a number of small shops lining the buildings on the other side of the road. But it was the single large L-shaped building that covered the rear of the plaza that caught his attention.

The building had been, at one point, a shopping mall. Just as he had expected. The inventors that called it home, however, had fortified the fuck out of it. Where there had once been open windows to see goods, outward-facing shops, and exterior entrances were now fortified walls, spikes, and barbwire. It seemed that the sole entrance to the building was a large double-door gateway that led into an open-air courtyard of some kind, similar to an outlet mall. This was also heavily fortified, the difference being the solid steel portcullis hanging like an executioner's axe over the entrance as well as what looked to be some kind of improvised flame thrower located on either side.

Overall it was impressive, and something that he certainly wanted for his own base of operations.

“Come My Lord, they will already know we are here. The technology that they have wrapped into this place is beyond impressive for what they have to work with,” said Verrick. “I have no doubt that you will both want to speak to one another. There is much to be learned here. The inventors are as much tinkerers as they are creators of technology. I have no doubt that they will be interested in your story. I wish to hear the full tale myself.”

They walked up to the front of the fortified shopping center. When they got to the front gate both flamethrower turrets turned to them. A high pitch sounded as the speaker above the door came on.

“Halt and identify yourself!” said a deep baritone voice. Then it changed rapidly, becoming much friendlier. “Oh hey, Verrick! The damn camera lens needs to be cleaned again, I couldn’t recognize you. I… holy shit, are those Goblins? Guys, there are Goblins here! With Verrick!”

The voice paused for a moment before the sound of several large locks being opened could be heard.

“Come on in! Any friends of Verrick are friends of ours!” the voice rang out. “Just stick to the hallway until we get the doors closed again. Couldn’t want you to be immolated accidentally. Still working out some bugs.”

Ray blanched. This was going to be interesting.
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                Verrick led the way into a cavernous hallway. Ray could tell immediately that the walls had been put in place and were fortified with everything and anything that could be found on hand. This wasn’t a normal entry hallway… this was a killing field. An area meant to funnel in attackers and wipe them out. The fact that he couldn’t see any weapon emplacements made him shiver at what kind of hidden traps may be present in this part of the building.

The hallway was about a hundred feet long and just wide enough for two of them to walk side by side. It didn’t take long for the group to funnel in and work their way forward. The doors closing caused him to jump a bit, even as Nyx chuffed out a laugh.

“If they meant us harm, Ray, they would have burnt us to a crisp with those fire devices at the front,” she chided.

He turned an inquisitive look towards her, “You could figure out what those flamethrowers were?”

“No. I had no idea what they were,” she admitted. “But I could smell the sulfur and smoke that lined the devices. Those have been used before. Probably several times before.”

“That doesn’t exactly bring me comfort,” Ray replied as they walked out into a larger chamber. Seeing the non-functioning restaurants that lined the walls, they had definitely just walked into the food court.

“It should bring you comfort!” boomed a voice from the center. There, sitting at a table and eating what looked to be some kind of salad, was a very robust man. He couldn’t have been any taller than Ray himself, but weighed easily two or three times what he did. He was wearing greasy overalls, had a shiny bald head, and was wearing thick, black, horn-rim glasses. Overall he gave a very ‘my uncle is a farmer’ vibe.

“If we never used them we could never need them. And if we needed them at some point we would never have had them!” the huge man called out cheerfully, shoving the rest of his food into his mouth before standing.

Ray walked over to him with Nyx and Verrick in tow. “Hey there! I’m Dennis. I kinda, sorta, maybe run this place. When the others let me,” he said with a cheerful chuckle. He held out his hand, “Nice to meetcha!”

Ray shook the man’s hand, his own not-so-small limb disappearing in the massive bear paws the other possessed. He grimaced at the nearly overwhelming strength he felt from the man's grip, causing Dennis to wince and quickly withdraw his hand.

“Sorry about that, I am still adjusting to my own strength. Can’t tell you how many cups I’ve broken in the last few days. Erica is angry at me bout that,” he drawled bashfully. “Anyway, Verrick! Good to see you, my guy! What brings you here? And who have you brought?”

Verrick made a half bow at the waist giving Dennis far more respect than anyone Ray had ever seen him give before. “A pleasure once more to meet with you Lord Dennis,” the Aelvin said formally. Straightening he continued, “With me is my Liege Lord Raymond Finnegan, First of his Line. With him are his Goblin Warrior escorts and his Soul Companion Nyx.”

“A pleasure to meet you,” Nyx said shaking her head in greeting.

“Likewise,” Ray said, shaking his hand. “That’s a crazy grip you have there.”

Dennis laughed cheerfully, a huge grin on his face as he patted his large belly. “A talking dog eh! Boy things have changed hah!” he laughed. “Yeah! Sorry again about that. The changes that got dropped on everyone gave me a crazy strength level. Thirty-one points let me mold steel like putty, but it helps with my class,” he said, his grin turning mysterious.

“But enough of that stuff,” he said turning to the {RANGER}. “Your Liege Lord? You know we have been trying to get you to join us for a long while now Verrick. You have to explain to me how that happened. We didn’t even need you to swear allegiance to us or nothing.”

Verrick nodded. “Indeed. However, My Lord has been my Liege prior to the Integration. Continuing our relationship when presented with the opportunity seemed ideal. We knew who we were dealing with. We knew the caliber of his character. And it hadn’t changed upon our chance meeting.”

Dennis shrugged that off, “Fair enough. It's not like it changes much,” he said, raising an eyebrow and looking at Ray. “Unless it does? Give me the low down my guy, why are you here? None of this fancy beating around-the-bush bullcrap either. Give it to me straight.”

“Dennis be nice to our guests or I will beat you senseless!” yelled a woman through the speakers, causing him to grimace.

Ray just grinned. He knew a wife’s tone when he heard one, and the large man definitely picked up on that realization. “That’s Erica… my wife,” he said sheepishly. “Guess I gotta apologize again,” he began, but Ray cut him off.

“No. No don’t do that. We get it,” he said waving the apology off with a chuckle. “We serve at the whims of our significant others. And I understand the caution. Really I and my little group are here to find the others we lost during the Integration. Finding Verrick as quickly as we did was just a huge plus. The other task I had was to scout the neighboring territories and figure out what we had for neighboring friends… or enemies.”

Dennis rubbed his chin, “Ah yeah, I remember something about a guy…” he trailed off as he realized who was standing in front of him. “You’re the guy that solidified his territory! We saw that System message about you!” he said, pointing a meaty finger at Ray’s chest. “Ah hell, you here to declare war or something? You wanna fight?”

“No, not at all!” Ray said, holding up his hands in a peaceful gesture.

A slamming noise had everyone turn as a door whipped open and a short red-headed woman with green eyes stormed out from one of the restaurants. She looked mad as hell and was holding a frying pan. Verrick’s eyes went wide and he took several steps backward to clear the path between her and Dennis.

“Oh shit,” Dennis muttered holding up his hands. “Erica, honey, sweety, I didn’t mean it!”

Ray, utterly lost as to what was going on, watched the five-foot-nothing woman go after Dennis with the drying pan. “You angry assuming chunk of husband mine! Pull your head out of your ass and start treating others with a bit of dignity!” she yelled as she popped him in the gut with the edge of the pan, using the cooking utensil somewhat like a spear. Ray could hear the air leave Dennis’ lungs as she turned to him.

“What my rude, but chubby and darling, husband meant to ask is what you may want from us,” she said, clarifying. “We aren’t aggressive, but we are a smaller group with bigger means, and we don’t put up with much,” she said pointing at Ray. “So if you come in peace, great. If not, there’s the door.”

Ray chuckled, “You seem to appreciate getting directly to the point. So, I will do just that. While we mean to find our friends, we also mean to unify the groups as much as possible. Through peaceful means as much as possible. Your home here is fairly secure, but to be honest one pass from Rivea and this place would be gone. I would like to extend an invitation to join us at our fortified Arcology home in the next territory.”

“Pass,” Erica said instantly and fiercely. “We know nothing about you. Zip. Zilch. Zero. Don’t come in here and start asking us to uproot and move at the drop of a hat.”

Ray just chuckled, “I hadn’t even dreamed of it. But maybe we can at least trade or something? We have access to a System shop… well once we fix it that is. But we can barter quite a bit. We have food, supplies, and abilities that we can use to support one another.”

Erica eyed him speculatively for a moment before saying, “Aye? Well, you aren’t being entirely truthful, but you aren’t being outright hostile either. Maybe. Tell you what, you take care of those bandit fuckers or maybe clear that dungeon that’s been blocking us from getting to the waterfront, and we can talk about some more long-term plans. But for now, this is all that we are offering.”

“Fair enough,” Ray acquiesced, then he froze. “A dungeon? Like an actual, honest to god place you explore, fight monsters, and then escape with whatever it generates as loot?”

“Aye. That kind of dungeon,” Erica confirmed. “Lots of loot and goodies to be had there, but it's harder than a frozen goat's ass to get deeper into. Between the traps, the monsters, and the puzzles we haven’t gotten past the second floor. The worst part is the damn thing is blocking access to the sound.”

Ray thought about that for a moment. They had two paths forward here. The first would be to go after the bandits. Wiping them out would be key to ensuring peace in the area. Particularly if they were the largest and most hostile group. He would need his Drake for that. Probably.

The second path would be to try and clear the dungeon and get access to the coast. Getting a boat or two going would be a huge boost to their ability to explore if that was even possible. The dungeon would be static however, while the bandits would remain a threat that could hit them from behind if left unchecked.

Nodding to himself, he made his decision.

“We can take care of those bandits. That shouldn’t be too hard,” he reasoned aloud as Eric snorted and Nyx sighed loudly. “What? We just get Rivea to do a flyover and melt them all. Problem solved.”

Even Verrick turned away a bit at that statement.

Dennis chortled, “No one person is going to make a dent in that group. It’s a den of thieves and murderers that will kill you as quickly as possible and use your body for lunch or a sandbag. Probably both. Ain’t no way a single person is going to change that. Between their numbers, their traps, and some of their insane abilities they are a tough nut to crack.”

Ray grinned wildly. “You just leave that to us,” he said before turning to Erica. “But once they are gone I want something a bit more binding in place between the two of us. Trading, allies, or whatever. We are helping you a lot, so I expect something in return.”

Erica was caught a bit flat-footed at Ray’s casual display of absolute confidence. “I only put out the agreement from the group. What you accomplish remains to be seen,” she finally said. “We certainly won’t be letting you take us over as some colony. We fought and bled for the little amount of safety that we have now. The world can burn around us before we let go of that.”

Ray just sighed and turned back to the hallway leading outside. Before he led the group out he looked back over his shoulder and said, “At some point, you will have to either choose to become part of something larger and live, or watch your world do just that.”

With that he led everyone outside, leaving Erica and Dennis behind them. The woman had a thoughtful look on her face while Dennis only seemed amused.

“My Lord, contrary to your interaction with them they are good people,” began Verrick, but Ray cut him off.

“Don’t worry about it Verrick, I don’t want to fight them,” he assured the {RANGER}. “Outside of them actually becoming hostile, I think I can take the territory without them actually surrendering. Once that happens we can come to an agreement, that is if they don’t join us first. Now, about those bandits?”

The Aelvin just sighed, then turned the group up a nearby street and back into the jungle of twisted metal and abandoned buildings.

“The bandit group is holed up in the remains of what seems to be some kind of bank,” began Verrick, “It has been heavily fortified with one entrance and one exit. That we know of. Their patrols cover the streets outside of the building for several blocks in each direction. We should, most likely, run into one here shortly MY Lord.”

“Will we have to fight them or will they be open to discussion?” Nyx asked, curious.

The {RANGER} only shrugged. “I know not Lady Nyx. Most of their members who remain free of enslavement are of the homicidal persuasion. Kill first, rape later, ask questions if it only crosses their minds once the dirty and fun tasks are complete. We have never had a peaceful engagement with them, however with Lord Ray here he may find a way.”

“I do have a way with people, don’t I?” he said with a bit of pride.

“No. No, you do not. You mostly just threaten them or avoid death at the last moment,” Nyx chortled back, “Calling you a people person is like calling an apple a mage.”

Ray just shrugged. “Hey, I knew a Djinn once…”

He was about to continue when Verrick froze in place. The group of {RANGER}s spread out around them in a combat formation. Taking the cue, Ray and the Goblins drew their weapons while Nyx started eying the area around them.

Turning to Verrick Ray asked quietly, “What is it? What do you see?”

“A block in front of us are the remains of quite a few people,” he replied, narrowing his eyes to concentrate on something in the distance. “I make out… fifteen to thirty bodies. A wide range to be sure, but they are torn to pieces.”

He cautiously advanced forward on silent feet, the other {RANGER}s moving with him. Ray and his group slowly moved forward as well, not wanting to just leave the Aelvin {RANGER}s to fight whatever may be waiting for them. The group moved forward for another block, passing the silent buildings that loomed around them. It wasn’t long before they came up to the remains of the first body.

Bending down, Verrick touched the butchered corpse. The legs, head, and a single arm had been removed while the chest was nothing but an empty cavity. Verrick touched the arm at the elbow where it had been severed, looking back up at Ray in alarm.

“A clean cut. This was done by either a weapon or a very sharp tool,” he said calmly.

Ray muttered a curse. “They probably got ambushed. My first thought is some kind of monster or mutated undead. I don’t see any undead corpses here, or at least none that didn’t get up and walk away after the fact.”

“No, My Lord, I think this was one person or creature,” Verrick muttered, looking over the carnage. “Twenty-seven bodies. Clean cuts on all of them in the same areas. All are lethal and meant to kill, not maim or incapacitate. No weapons or equipment were taken. Ambush. Well planned.”

The {RANGER} leaped back as the sound of tearing metal echoed through the area where they were. The wicked noise bounced off the walls of the buildings to create a cacophony of noise. The remains of a bus not far from them were unceremoniously cut in half as a monster out of Ray's nightmares burst through it. It was huge, deadly-looking, and utterly silent.

“Well planned and still present,” grunted the {RANGER}.
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                The creature was a dozen feet tall and had long and heavily muscled arms that ended in scythe-like bone weapons. It was covered in chitinous armor and didn’t have a single tuft of hair on its pale white body. As terrifying as it was, the creature was utterly silent. Its mouth opened like a flower, peeling back to reveal oscillating teeth that descended into a throat covered in… more teeth.

Ray would be having nightmares about this thing for weeks.

ALBINO REAPER

{RARE}

“Shit, it’s a rare!” Ray called out just as Nyx unleashed a massive bark. The attack peeled up the asphalt as the wave of compressed sound and energy struck the Reaper in the chest… and did absolutely nothing. The plates of armor covering its body must have been significantly thicker than they had thought.

“That’s not good,” the canine chuffed out before turning and bounding away. “Your turn!”

“Damn dog!” Ray chided, drawing his pistol.

The creature opened its mouth to the sky in a completely silent roar, spraying the area with saliva. Then it bounded forward with speed that took them all by surprise. In less than a second it crossed the street, ripped through another car, and nearly caught one of the Aelvin {RANGER}s. He managed to dodge out of the way at the very last second but took a nasty cut to the back doing so as the Reaper adjusted at the last second.

Yelling to get its attention, Ray empowered his handgun and unleashed a large fireball from the barrel. It struck the armored monstrosity in the back and caused it to stumble. The {RANGER}s weren’t idle either, as various elemental arrows struck it in the arms, sides, and face. One particularly daring {RANGER} flung herself over the top of the Reaper, unleashing a lightning-infused arrow directly into its eye. She landed nimbly on the far side and dashed away to safety.

That attack got a response they could hear.

The Albino Reaper unleashed a roar that shattered windows and flung debris around the street. Two {RANGER}s were taken off their feet entirely, being closer to the abomination than anyone else. They were flung through the air, impacting the side of a building and a ruined car nearby.

The creature thrashed and spasmed and it both tried to get the arrow out of its eye and suffered the after affects of the electrical shock. It wasn’t close to enough damage to killing the thing, but it did distract it long enough for Verrick to attack.

The Aelvin {RANGER} had an arrow drawn in his bow and had been gathering Power in it using some ability that he had. The arrow had been gathering a blue aura around it to the point that it was glowing like a star. With a grunt, he tracked the thrashing creature and then released the arrow. It whipped through the air so fast it left an electric blue line behind it.

Sensing danger, the creature attempted to dodge or deflect the attack. Ray wasn’t sure which, but it only partially succeeded and to devastating results.

The Reaper brought around its bladed arm and struck the arrow in the side, successfully pushing it away from the center of its chest. However, the arrow didn’t miss it entirely as it took off its other arm at the elbow, vaporizing the limb entirely. The arrow continued down the street for several blocks, piercing everything that it encountered. Each thing it struck caused it to lose some of the blue glow around it until eventually it was no longer visible.

“Holy shit Verrick, what the fuck was that?” Ray asked, eyes wide.

The {RANGER} shook his head and was panting hard, “Not something that I can do again My Lord.”

Having watched the attack and the damage it did, Ray had a few ideas on how to take the thing down. The Goblins had remained by his side during the fight as they had lacked ranged options. Their oversized spears were a bit comical, but he knew better as the little green men were versed in their use.

“I need one of those,” Ray said, pointing to the spears and holstering his gun. He took the freely offered spear and immediately altered it to his thoughts. He quickly reviewed it once he was done:

{LIGHTNING SPEAR +2}

GRADE – UNCOMMON

{EFFECTS}

COMMON LIGHTNING

{ABILITY}

COMPLETE DISCHARGE

VAPORIZE THE WEAPON TO DEAL IMMENSE DAMAGE TO A SINGLE TARGET

Verrick stared at him in astonishment as Ray whooped. “Fuck yeah, this is what I’m talking about!” he said with a feral grin as he held the now pulsating weapon.

Lightning crackled up and down the shaft of the weapon, discharging off the top every so often. IT had been expensive, but if he could get this into the Reaper's body it was game over. Or at least they hoped it would be.

“Verrick, I need a distraction,” Ray began, but the Goblins were having none of that. One of the Green pricks belted him in the stomach while the other grabbed the spear. As the air left his lungs and he doubled over, he watched in anger as the two green men ran toward the Reaper.

Verrick had caught on immediately and began yelling orders out in a language Ray didn’t understand. He assumed it was Aelvin as the other {RANGER}s that were still standing darted back and forth, peppering the Reaper with various abilities centered around whatever element they had chosen. They were conserving their remaining arrows at the cost of Power as he saw lightning, ice shards, fire bolts, and more raining down on the creature.

It roared in fury and swatted at the annoying {RANGER}s, completely missing the Goblins. The two small green guys had grabbed the long Lightning Spear and were sprinting towards the monster. It was so preoccupied with the {RANGER}s that it didn’t see them at all… not until it was far too late. Ray almost wanted to look away, but in the middle of a fight like this that could be life-ending. So he refocused and watched as the Goblins buried the spear right into the left buttock of the Reaper. Apparently, it didn’t have armor there as the spear sunk right in.

With a high-pitched screech, it spun and knocked one of the Goblins away. The other, however, hung on and somehow remained unnoticed. With a violent twist, the green man activated the spear's ability as it rode the momentum of the spinning Reaper and allowed itself to be flung away. A huge flash and rumble of thunder was unleased from the spear as it glowed cherry red and discharged an immense amount of energy in the pale abomination.

The large monster spasmed and shook as smoke poured out of its eyes and mouth as ropes of yellow and blue electricity arced over its skin, blackening anything it touched. The spear exploded with a pop, causing Ray to jump, as it finally spent its ability. The remains of the weapon jutted out of the Reaper's backside as it stood and continued to spasm, the jerks and twitches growing less and less visible.

After several minutes of watching the ability work its way through the monster, its effects no longer visible to the naked eye. But the thing was still standing, huffing smoke out of its mouth. It turned slowly toward where Ray and Verrick were standing and took a tentative step forward toward them.

“Holy fuck, what does it take to kill this thing,” Ray muttered.

With a barking growl, Nyx ran from under the car she had been hiding in. Weaving in between the {RANGER}s attacks, she flung herself at the Reaper's back with abandon. She landed on the thing and latched onto the back of its neck. With a muffled howl the canine unleased another bark, only this one was point blank and compressed. The sonic attack shattered the much thinner plates on the back of its neck and tore the side of the neck, shoulder, and jaw off spraying the gore forward towards Ray.

The attack had the side effect of pushing Nyx back violently off the Reaper and onto the ground. She landed with a yipping yelp of pain but quickly got to her feet. Even missing an arm and most of the left side of its face and neck, the Albino Reaper was still standing. Its pale red remaining eye was blazing with hatred and fury that gave Ray shivers. This thing just would not go down.

The {RANGER}s had not been idle, however, and had been peppering the thing with abilities during the exchange. Now, however, they focused on the gaping hole that was in the thing's neck, piling on the damage in that critical area. It was only another minute before the Reaper stumbled and fell to the ground with a thundering impact.

“That… was not fun,” Ray ground out. “Fuck that thing. If that’s a single Rare grade creature I don’t want to meet anything above that until I have a goddamn nuke.”

Verrick was quick to agree. “Indeed, My Lord, that was most unpleasant. However, I believe we have injuries to see to. I would also like to inquire as to how you change the nature of that spear. That would be most useful for future engagements.”

As they tended to the minor and moderate injuries the group had sustained, Ray explained how he was able to use Power to essentially alter anything that he saw fit. He couldn’t do huge changes, like giving a Goblin wings, but creating anything from raw resources to altering weapons were well within his capabilities.

After hearing the explanation Verrick couldn’t help but ask, “My Lord, can you upgrade our weapons? Having bows that are reinforced or even contain abilities… that would increase our combat capabilities significantly.”

“Well, to be honest, I didn’t know that I could give abilities to weapons,” Ray admitted. “I’m not even sure how I did that. Probably something to do with my intent… anyway, yeah I can do that. I can’t do it today though, I’m tapped out.”

The Aelvin nodded, “Indeed. Having a low power reserve makes it difficult to accomplish much right now. I am curious, My Lord, what your power reserve is?”

Ray opened his stats to check, it had been some time since he had last looked.

RAYMOND ‘RAY’ FINNEGAN

{RACE}

HUMAN

{CLASS}

SYSTEM LORD

{CLASS GRADE}

UNIQUE

{STAGE}

1

{LEVEL}

4

{STRENGTH}

5

HUMAN BASE: 5

{AGILITY}

5

HUMAN BASE: 5

{POWER}

80 (11)

HUMAN BASE: 0

{WISDOM}

10

HUMAN BASE: 8

{LUCK}

10

HUMAN BASE: 2

{ABILITIES}

CLAIM

CLAIM HEX

OATH OF FEALTY

SOUL COMPANION

MODIFY

“Oh wow, looks like I went up a couple levels,” he said happily. “I have a pool of eighty Power, but I only have eleven left right now. That spear really drained me. I wonder if that fucker gave me two levels?” Ray wondered idly, he turned back to Verrick only to see the Alevin staring at him bug-eyed.

“Eighty My Lord? Are you certain?” he asked incredulously. “That is… an amount several magnitudes larger than even myself. Most of my {RANGER}s have pools from right to twelve. I retain a pool of fifteen.”

Ray shrugged, “Yeah, Derrick had five or something to start out. Must have something to do with my class. I don’t really get stats though, so maybe that’s why.”

“He has no sense of comparison as his class is something else entirely,” Nyx chuffed. “My abilities don’t utilize Power, so I cannot compare. However, Ray, you need to be more aware of just how unique your class and abilities are. Once again I will remind you that you can, most likely, modify yourself.”

“Oh. Yeah. I did completely forget about that. Things haven’t really slowed down you know?” Ray admitted sheepishly. “Can you remind me to take a really good look at that when we get back to our territory?”

“I will do so,” Nyx sighed.

“Right. Anyway. Eighty right now. I think I get ten Power or so per level, at least it hasn’t deviated from ten. I have no idea what happens when I go up a full stage. Hell, I don’t even know how I level up yet,” Ray said, rambling on.

He was going to continue but Verrick held up a hand. “There is someone or something coming down the street,” he said. He then issued instructions to the {RANGER}s who were standing. They quickly dragged their two wounded members and the injured Goblin behind cover and got into cover. They would not be caught by surprise this time.

Watching the street from behind cover, Ray saw around two dozen people walking. More than half their number seemed to be combatants, wearing armor and wielding a wide variety of melee weapons. He spotted a few crossbows as well, although these were not being held by anyone and were instead strapped across their backs. The others in the group seemed to be civilians. Wearing large packs or carrying bags, they wandered into the location of the battle and froze.

“Holy shit, what happened here? Fuckers got ripped to pieces,” said one of the men, kneeling and touching the ground with his eyes closed. “Looks like our patrol got wiped out by that pale fucker. Then it tried to jump those elf bastards that are wandering around and got merc’d. Shit, they had help too.”

One of the more heavily armored men spoke out, “Then we need to get back and tell the General. We lost a lot of manpower here, we may need to promote out.”

The unarmed men and women went pale at that. It was obviously apparent that ‘promoting out’ was neither pleasant nor always survivable.

“What are your orders My Lord?” asked Verrick in a very quiet whisper. “We can certainly take them. However, we may not be able to safely escort those people with our current numbers.”

Ray nodded. “We don’t know the situation. Rescuing them could make the situation worse. Let's let them pass and follow them back to their base.”

The Aelvin nodded in response and the pair watched the bandit group tighten up their ranks. They moved much quicker than they had arrived, heading down the street and turning the corner. Verrick signaled the {RANGER}s to follow behind them slowly. They didn’t want to walk into an ambush or set off any traps, something that had been mentioned during their conversation with Dennis and Erica. Caution was the better part of valor.

The group cautiously made their way down to the street corner where the bandits had turned. Peeking around the corner, Ray blanched at what he saw. It was so far outside his expectations that he wasn’t sure what they were going to do.

The bandit group was several blocks away from them once more, but not more than a half block from their intended destination. A massive, multi-story concrete and brick building loomed over them, taking up the entire block. It had reinforced metal pillars and meshing fused into the walls, with a single entrance that led inside. That entrance was covered in spikes and overseen by a fortified wall, gate, and with a pair of matching guard towers. Massive letters on the wall above it read, ‘Federal Depository’.

“Holy shit, they turned the depository into a goddamned fortress!” Ray whistled.

This was going to be a lot harder than he thought.
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                They beat a hasty retreat, falling back a full block before ducking inside an alleyway. After smashing a single undead that had been inside of a dumpster, they came together to try and figure out what they were going to do.

“It hasn’t even been a full day yet. I recommend we return to the base and discuss a path forward with the others reasoned Nyx. “We will certainly need the Drake woman for this. At a minimum. And I am sure that Derrick can create some equipment to assist us further.”

Verrick nodded at that assessment. “I agree, My Lord. Your canine soul bound has several valid points there. We certainly cannot assail such a fortress without considerable backup. We may even want to go so far as to approach several of the smaller groups to gather more to our cause. Taking such a location by force of arms would require numbers that we simply do not possess.”

Ray understood what they were saying. If the repository went into lockdown there was no way they were getting inside without causing so much damage that the building would be reduced to rubble. That would make the location useless, not to mention anyone and everything inside would be killed. While he didn’t give a shit about the bandits he didn’t want to kill anyone they had entrapped or enslaved.

“Yeah, that’s pretty much what I was thinking too. Let’s see if we can get at least most of the way back home before dark,” he said. “Verrick, have someone scout ahead for a low-level building that we can clear. We do not want to be caught outside after dark.”

The Aelvin {RANGER} nodded and issued several commands in the flowery language that his people possessed. Shortly after a single {RANGER} shot out of the alley and down the street. Ray had no doubts that he would find exactly what they were looking for. Verrick wasn’t one to issue a task and not have it completed thoroughly.

The group began to exit the alley, as soon as the first {RANGER} stepped out however a wordless cry resounded through the street.

“See! I told you there was someone lurking around here!” a male voice called out. “And it's an Elf! Hey there pretty Elf, want to come play with me?”

The single Aelvin in view happened to be the only female {RANGER} in the group. She turned slowly and mechanically, death in her eyes.

“Aye look guys, she’s getting a bit grump-“ the voice started, but was cut off with a curse as he narrowly dodged the arrow she sent his way.

Ray cursed and ordered the group out of the alley and into the street. He cursed more when he saw that there were a full two dozen, or more, bandits arrayed against them. Most of the poor excuses for humanity were equipped with clubs, rebar weapons, and various knives and machetes. A few, however, held modern hunting crossbows. Those would pack a punch and easily take out anybody they hit.

“Watch the crossbows,” Ray ordered, drawing his blade as the bandits yelled out a hooting war cry and charged in masse. They were met with Nyx, Ray, the uninjured Goblin, and half the {RANGER}s. The two lines smashed into one another with bone-jarring force, and immediately Ray’s group was pushed back. Quantity was a quality all its own.

Ducking under a swing from the first bandit, Ray got his weapon in between the next attack from yet another snarling bandit, preventing it from striking his chest. Ray snarled back as he activated the enchantment, watching with no small amount of satisfaction as the blade burst into flame causing the man to howl and leap backwards.

“That one’s got a magic blade!” he snarled, causing several of the attackers to swivel towards Ray.

Alarmed, Ray pressed his momentary advantage. He swung low, causing the man to block. At the last moment, however, Ray arrested his momentum and brought his blade up point first. The sharp tip went in under the man's chin and pierced his brain. With a savage yank, he ripped the weapon sideways and parried another blow from a second person, spraying gore in a wide arc and causing a general distraction.

Even as he was locked into combat with his current attacker, a sharp line of fire erupted from his back. With a yell, he shifted his weight and brought his blade up and around scoring a glancing slash on the shoulder of the bandit. The wounded man fell back as Ray quickly located the crossbowman who was reloading. He had narrowly missed him the first time, and Ray wasn’t about to give the man a second one.

Charging forward, Ray brought his blade down on the head of one man that was struggling with the Goblin, freeing up the small green man to go after a new target. He made several more opportunity attacks as he moved, allowing {RANGER}s to group up and push forward. The crossbowmen had taken up positions on top of a large burned-out van. Unfortunately, they weren’t quick enough as the five men leveled their weapons at Ray and fired. He was about to resemble a pin cushion.

A bark that was closer in kin to a roar sounded out from Nyx. She had snuck in under the bandits and positioned herself perfectly. The sonic attack ripped the projectiles out of the air, and unlike the Rare monstrosity they had fought earlier, flung bandits in all directions. The crossbowmen on the van were also thrown off their feet, two of them falling off their makeshift perch entirely.

Ray disabled another bandit with a downward slice, cutting off his hand. The man recoiled backward with a howl, only to catch an arrow in the throat. He parried another blow, only to have the Goblin abandon its spear and fling itself at the man's face. The small green man landed on the surprised bandit and began tearing into his head with its claws and teeth. It wasn’t long before he want down, falling still as the Goblin torn into his chest, ending the fight.

Ray shivered, that was not a way he ever wanted to go.

Taking a short step back, he observed the fighting. One {RANGER} was down, pierced with a dozen knives. They weren’t getting back up anytime soon, not until Ray could resurrect people. If that was even possible with all the new changes to the System. There were numerous small injuries and a few significant ones, but overall just a single loss.

Nyx was dueling a bandit, the Goblin was enjoying its meal, and Verrick was finishing the last few bandits and crossbowmen left. All in all, it could be considered an overall victory. Even with the casualty and injuries. Between the losses that they had seen from the Reaper and their current win, the bandits had lost a significant chunk of their fighting power. Ray only hoped that would make them more cautious, and not so quick to send out patrols. Ambushing and wiping out patrols was great, but they needed to get back home and strategize. Not keep fighting when they had no supplies or base of operations.

The last bandit was dispatched with brutal efficiency by one of the {RANGER}s. He looked up and nodded at Verrick, who turned to Ray for orders.

“Quickly gather up any decent weapons and toss them in the storage,” he said, opening his storage space. “Put the Aelvin body in here as well, it will be preserved. Then grab the hurt Goblin and lets get the fuck out of here.”

The weapons were mostly trash. Several machetes and crossbows were all that made it into storage along with the Aelvin corpse. It took only a few minutes to accomplish that before the group was moving, and none too soon. They were only a half block away when yells came from the area they had just fought in. As they moved further away and turned down a side street, Ray could hear whoever had stumbled onto the scene spreading out and searching for them.

They wouldn’t be found as long as they were sneaky enough, there were just too many different paths they could take to escape. But they may have to go considerably out of their way to return home. If they wanted to avoid more fighting that was.

Ray sighed, irritated. Nyx glanced at him for a moment but turned back to sniffing the air occasionally while looking around as they moved. “We don’t have a choice,” he finally said, getting everyone’s attention. “Verrick, Nyx, find us a place to hole up. A small building, with as minimal a threat level as you can find. We need to hole up, heal a bit, and rest. Then we can make for home first thing in the morning. I don’t want to risk being caught outside at night when we are this beat up.”

“As you say, My Lord,” Verrick replied. Nyx just nodded. They both understood that with their current travel speed, and their current injuries, getting back home before night was not only unlikely but impossible. Hunkering down in any kind of building and securing it was their smartest choice.

The challenges of the night were something they had already experienced inside of a building with a defendable chokepoint. They had only barely survived that. Doing so out in the open, without heavy weapons and against who knows what was lurking inside of this territory was outright suicide. And that didn’t take into account the bandits that were probably still looking for them.

Nyx and a {RANGER} darted away from the group, reducing their already low numbers even more. The first scout had yet to return, although a quick conversation with Verrick told him that she would be able to find them again easily. The {RANGER}s had some ability that allowed them to locate one another within a certain distance, and they were still well within that range.

It didn’t take long before Nyx and the {RANGER} returned. The news that had was both good and bad.

“Good news Ray,” Nyx started, “We found a substation with solid concrete walls. One way in and one way out through a reinforced steel door. Easily secured and defended.”

“That was fast,” he replied slowly. “What's the bad news?”

The Aelvin {RANGER} that had gone with his soul companion explained, in excruciating detail, what the bad news was.

“My Lord,” he began formally, “There is a beast within that takes up the entirety of the small structure. I… do not know how to describe it other than to simply say that it is a maw. You open the door, walk inside, and the maw closes. I quickly tested this theory by throwing in an undead I located within a dumpster nearby. Your insight into their hiding places allowed me to locate one quickly. The result was far from pretty and entirely lethal.”

Ray blinked at that, confounded how that was the easiest location they could find. Nyx was happy to answer that for him.

“The nearby buildings are packed with undead and other creatures. Their numbers here are far, far higher than they were in our territory,” she explained, licking one of her paws. “I believe they continually spawn until the building is either full or cleared from top to bottom.”

“Wonderful,” he grunted. Then he blinked, the solution may be easier than he thought it would be. “Fine. How about we open that door and Verrick and the {RANGER}s shoot it until its dead? Its not like it can dodge.”

Verrick nodded, “A simple, if inelegant, solution My Lord. Both the request and tactic will be easy to implement.”

The group fell in behind Nyx who led the way to the odd concrete structure. It was only a block away, tucked back behind a larger office building. Had this been a normal city it would have been disguised as any other building. Often times in larger cities with a lack of space structures such as substations, infrastructure sites, and even oil rigs were hidden in shells that resembled the buildings around them.

It took far longer for them to get to the little concrete box, and when Ray saw it he was not impressed. No more than forty feet to the side, with a bump out in the back that was probably an additional hundred square feet or so, it was tiny. But it looked sturdy enough to withstand a bomb or two for sure. He couldn’t imagine how a creature the size of what they described could have crammed itself into the space, much less filled it entirely.

At least not until the {RANGER} that had gone with Nyx walked up and opened the door.

Fetid, rotting air poured out of the entrance and made him gag. It was worse than anything he had ever smelled before. No sewer could have come close to comparing. The {RANGER} stepped back and picked up a fist-sized rock. She then hefted it into the entrance. Ray watched in fascination as a fanged maw slammed shut around the stone, crushing it into dust. It really was a building-sized creature. The thing gave a light belch and the door swung shut without any action on their end.

“I… am having second thoughts about this,” Ray said softly.

Verrick only shrugged lightly and said, “We can continue to sweep the area for another location My Lord. However, we risk both running out of daylight or encountering the bandits. This is the nearest location we could possibly secure.”

Swallowing, and still having a bad feeling about the situation, Ray gave the go-ahead to proceed. The {RANGER}s lined up and drew upon their dwindling supply of arrows. Once knocked the weapons began to glow blue, with the intensity increasing until it was almost too bright for him to look at. With a nod, he walked over and grabbed the door handle.

“Alright. On three,” he said, getting confirmation nods from the {RANGER}s. “One, two… three!”

Ray flung the door open and threw himself to the side. The Aelvin unleashed a barrage of powered arrows directly into the gaping maw of the creature that was inside of the building. Every arrow entered and exploded in a blue light, shaking the structure from the inside out.

The mouth covering the door puckered inward like a giant sphincter before a popping sound was heard. What followed that noise was an event Ray would never be able to forget, as the monstrosity disgorged everything it hadn’t digested up to that point.

Dozens of bodies, undead, bandits, several animals, a small car, and even more odds and ends that he couldn’t identify poured out of the doorway. The stink was nearly unbearable and even the Aelvin wrinkled their noses in disgust. Poor Nyx darted away with a yelp, her powerful nose more the likely making the smell outright painful to experience.

“That… is beyond gross,” Ray muttered, taking a step back from the expanding pool of viscera and gore. He was as surprised as anyone else when a message popped up in front of him:

BUILDING MIMIC

{RARE}

Sighing in resignment, he motioned to the group, “Let’s secure this so I can claim it. Maybe I can just clear it out and we won’t have to clean it by hand.” The possibility of not having to clear the creature manually got everyone moving quickly. Leaving it inside the building wasn’t an option, but moving the remains of the Building Mimic had everyone reluctant to take action.

No one wanted to deal with that.
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                The clean up was, surprisingly, far easier than Ray would have thought.

Not only was he able to claim the building, but also the fenced-in area around it. The System apparently viewed any kind of supporting structures, such as fencing or a driveway, as an extension of the claimable building. Looking back, this made a lot of sense to him as he had been able to claim the basement and parking garage of their first building.

Once the claim was complete he was down to a paltry six Power. He used another two Power to clean the remains of the Building Mimic out and the remaining four to reinforce the door and the walls. That ensured that the structure was heavily reinforced for what it was but left Ray bankrupt until his reserves were rebuilt.

The group piled into the building to explore it a bit. While the gooey, half-digested remains of both victims and monster had been removed, nothing else had been touched. The substation building had a small break room, bathroom, and of course the central bank of transformers and other electrical management devices. Ray wasn’t an electrician, so he didn’t even know the names for most of what was lined up against the far wall. Regardless, none of it seemed to be working so he ignored it for now.

Verrick was the last one in, closing and locking the door behind them with the new solid steel security bar that Ray had made. After double-checking that it was as secure as it was going to be, he walked over to where Ray was sitting.

“My Lord, I have many questions,” he said, standing there at attention. Ray sighed and gestured for the Aelvin to sit. The {RANGER} gracefully went from standing at attention to sitting crisscross across from him.

“I figured you would,” Ray replied after Verrick had taken a seat. “I have a lot of questions too, mostly about my abilities and how they work. So I don’t know if I can give you all the answers you are looking for, but I can certainly try. You deserve that much.”

Verrick nodded in thanks at that statement. “As you are able, My Lord,” he acquiesced. “The first inquiry, and arguably the most important, would be how you are able to alter matter itself to suit your needs. This seems to be an immensely powerful, unilaterally flexible ability far outside the realm of what should be possible within the System.”

“Well, that probably stems from my Class,” Ray began, getting an inquisitive look from the {RANGER}. “My class is a Unique one called {SYSTEM LORD}. I have abilities that allow me to alter, claim, or destroy anything around me as long as I have the Power available to do it. I’m not sure what exactly I am capable of, but I couldn’t agree more that my abilities are absurdly versatile.”

The Aelvin {RANGER} just stared at him, a single eyebrow on his otherwise expressionless face raised in surprise. Ray assumed this meant he was shocked, as he simply stared at him for nearly a full minute.

“Was there… anything else that I could answer for you?” Ray asked after a moment.

Verrick nodded. “Indeed, My Lord. There was discussion amongst the {RANGER}s as to the possibility of receiving weapon upgrades to our bows. Such enhancements would increase our offensive abilities immensely.”

“Yeah, of course!” he replied with a grin. “I have a way of storing Power, something that apparently isn’t available anywhere else in the System regulated shops. So I plan on building a couple of big batteries and improving a lot of different things. The foremost of those being our weapons and modes of transportation.”

The {RANGER} looked confused for a moment, “Are you not concerned about your defenses My Lord? I heard mention of something called an arcology, however, I do not have a mental reference for what such a defensive construct may look like.”

“Ah yeah, right. Could be that the idea of an arcology was entirely human,” Ray reasoned aloud. Refocusing he explained. “An arcology is like a giant building that is entirely self-contained. It would have air filtering systems, homes, businesses, farms, literally everything that would be required for a single building to be self-sufficient.”

Verrick nodded at that description. “I see. Essentially it is an artificial habitat, not unlike that of a space station or sealed space that is independent of the environment outside of it.”

“Yeah. Yeah, that’s actually spot on,” Ray replied, surprised that Verrick even knew what a space station was. He was so surprised, in fact, that he voiced the thought aloud.

The {RANGER} 's response was the first time he had ever heard a laugh escape the man. “My Lord, I may be from a high magic world, but I have fought across hundreds of worlds in various states of technological enlightenment or decay. I know what a space station is.”

That got chuckles from most of the Aelvin and even a few chuffing laughs from Nyx. The Goblins looked a bit confused, but they were still at a much lower level of development than they had been before the Integration.

“Right, well, I feel kinda stupid,” Ray responded with a chuckle, getting in on the laughs at his own expense. “So yeah, Derrick is putting that together right now. Or at least he has a plan to put one together. He fused a couple of buildings together and reinforced them. He had me spend a bunch of Power to lay out the foundations for the arcology as well. I have no idea what he’s doing right now, but the man does not stay still for long.”

“Indeed, My Lord. Derrick does seem to be one who enjoys any pursuit that takes his fancy,” agreed Verrick.

With that, the conversation ended for the evening. The {RANGER}s settled into the front of the building, keeping an eye on the door. Ray was regretting that he didn’t add any windows, but he didn’t want anyone, or anything, peeking their heads in and seeing them.

The group settled in for the night, hoping that the precautions they had taken would see them through the hours of darkness. It didn’t take long for the feeling that there was something else outside to permeate Ray's mind. That suspicion was quickly backed up when soft clawing at the door started.

At first, it was a soft pawing sound, like a cloth over the metal of the door. That noise escalated quickly into scratching, as feral growls accompanied the noise. The entire group held their breath with some of the {RANGER}s going so far as to nock arrows into their bows. The scratching didn’t last long however, and whatever it was gave a final guttural growl before they heard it shuffle off.

Dry swallowing, Ray eyed Verrick who quickly put a finger over his lips. Nodding in agreement that silence was the best option for now the group settled back for a long night.

And a long night it was.

While nothing gave the door a solid strike, the area around their little oasis of safety was busy. They had, apparently, chosen a location that became a hotbed of activity at night. Between the roars of unknown monsters, the constant moving of creatures and undead around them, and the loud and brutally quick fights that erupted they got very little sleep. It was several hours later, however, that an event shook them all to full wakefulness.

Ray stared blearily at the door, exhausted. He had checked his stats what seemed to be a few minutes ago and, seeing that he was back up to his full eighty Power, knew that it was now past midnight. How far past he didn’t know. All he knew was certain of was that it wasn’t daylight yet. But it was finally quiet so he could get some sleep.

As his eyes drooped closed and he settled in to get some rest, he suddenly shot to his feet alerting everyone around him. Verrick rolled to his feet, alert as he stared at Ray with questions in his eyes. But instead of responding Ray just tapped his ear. The simple movement caused the {RANGER} 's eyes to go wide.

The outside of their building was utterly silent.

There was no roars, no fighting, no scratching at the door or walls. There was no shuffling and no moving of undead or monstrosities. It was utterly silent. Silence in a world where everything made a noise. Either everything around them had died off… or something really, really bad was about to happen.

The tension was so thick Ray could have cut it with a knife and served it to everyone as rations. Sweat beaded his forehead and ran down his neck as the oppressive silence weighed down on them, a palpable force they could practically feel in the air. This was not normal. It was not good.

The tension turned to fear as a whispering noise sounded out across the room.

No. Not the room, Ray realized. It was sounding out across the entire hex. Probably even farther. It wasn’t loud. Like a soft noise on the edge of his hearing. But he heard it nonetheless. It was there. Without warning the sound went from a whispering quiet to utterly deafening as the screams of a billion souls wailed in fear, terror, and endless suffering.

{EVENT}

Catching only a glimpse of the System message before he was slammed into the floor, his eyes rolling into the back of his head as he faintly heard the others collapse as well. The roar of utter chaos didn’t go silent even as he felt his eardrums burst. He clawed at his face as if it made perfect sense to attempt to remove the noise from his body by ripping out his mind. His nails left deep gashes in his face and scalp before his body gave out and he vomited all over the floor.

He lay there in a pool of his own blood and bile while his body and mind burned in excruciating pain. The screams fell silent at some point, but the pain didn’t leave until long after they had stopped. At some point his awareness came back, struggling above the ocean of physical self-inflicted pain and the psychic soul-rending pain that had kicked off the entire pain-filled experience.

Groaning, Ray sat up. The cuts on his face and head still trickled a bit of blood down the sides of his face. Wiping the blood away from his eyes, he looked around the room. The Aelvin were still unconscious, however, Verrick had struggled to his knees and was gasping for air. Both the Goblins looked dead. Nyx was nowhere to be seen.

“What… the ever-loving fuck was that?” he gasped, taking out some water and draining the bottle. He handed one to the {RANGER} as well, receiving a grateful nod in return. Verrick didn’t have an answer for him, but the mottled, decaying, System message in front of him did.

{EVENT}

DIVINE DESCENT

ANUBIS, GOD OF THE DEAD, HAS DESCENDED UPON YOUR WORLD

SHOULD ANUBIS CLAIM FIFTY-ONE PERCENT OF THE WORLD FOR HIS PANTHEON IT WILL BE LOST

{WARNING}

SEA OF THE DEAD

WATER TRAVEL IS NOW IMMENSELY DANGEROUS

ALL VESSELS WILL BE ATTACKED BY THE ROAMING DEAD

{WARNING}

THE PLANETARY UNDEAD SPAWN RATE IS NOW DOUBLED

“A fucking God? Can we… just get enough of a breather to actually fucking accomplish something? Please?” Ray moaned in despair. “At least limit it to the fucking ocean… but no. No, you just had to fucking make the undead even harder to get rid of.”

As if hearing his complaint yet another System message appeared in front of them all:

{WORLD QUEST ISSUED}

REPEL THE GODS

{QUEST CRITERIA}

DEFEAT ANUBIS

{REWARDS}

THE CLAIMED TERRITORY WILL BE ASSIGNED ACCORDING TO INDIVIDUAL CONTRIBUTION

NEX WILL BE ISSUED ACCORDING TO CONTRIBUTION

ALL FACTION LEADERS WHO PARTAKE WILL HAVE THEIR CLASS UPGRADED BY ONE RANK

ALL FACTION MEMBERS WILL HAVE THEIR GRADES UPGRADED BY TWO LEVELS

???

???

???

ALL SURVIVORS REMAINING ON THE PLANET WILL HAVE THEIR LEVELS UPGRADED FIVE LEVELS

Ray read through the rewards, and while they still seemed a bit light to him they were far more in line with what he would expect of having to fight a literal God.

“That’s better,” he muttered. “Still impossible, but better.”

Verrick stood up on somewhat unsteady legs and addressed Ray, “My Lord, we need to move. Now that this announcement has been made and a Quest issued factions will start to move to consolidate their territories. The System does not issue quests that cannot be completed. While difficult, this will be far from impossible with proper planning,” he explained.

Thinking it over, Ray realized the {RANGER} was right. They would need a lot more people, weapons, and levels, but if they could stop Anubis on their own without anyone’s help? That could, theoretically, give them enough territory to start making serious changes. Then Verrick continued speaking, changing his view on the matter.

“Please note, My Lord, that the Quest stated we must defeat this wayward divinity, not kill it,” he pointed out. “We do not know the criteria that may constitute a defeat. It could be something as simple as pushing the divinity back from a particular objective. Additionally, there are aspects of the Quest that have not been revealed. The rewards may be far, far more than we are aware of.”

“Those are… really good points,” Ray said, watching as the Goblins and Aelvin began to stir. He was glad to see the small green guys were still alive. They were weak but incredibly loyal and versatile. He knew others saw them as fodder, but he valued them. Particularly when they began to adapt and evolve.

He listened to the quiet that surrounded them. There were no sounds or noises. It seemed to him that the undead and any other creatures may have retreated back inside of their buildings and nests to wait out the Quest announcement. He didn’t blame them, the arrival of Anubis was an overly traumatic event. Being caught outside in the middle of a bunch of hostile creatures while this had happened didn’t seem like a good method to walk away in one piece.

“Get everyone up,” Ray ordered. “We need to get moving. Now. Even if it's dark outside I don’t think anything is going to be coming back out right now. Moving now is the best choice, particularly if we can get ahead of any pursuers that may still be looking for us.”

Verrick nodded and began rousing everyone. While he did that, Ray turned his attention towards his missing Soul Companion. Nyx had vanished, and he had a funny feeling that it was more related to his ability that it was to her actually missing.

He held a hand out over the floor and spoke quietly, “Come here Nyx.”

Mist rose from the floor and coalesced slowly into the form of his canine companion. After a minute or two she finally solidified and looked up at him. “About time,” she snipped.
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                “What do you mean ‘about time’?” Ray questioned, confused. “I legitimately thought you were dead. Gone. Kaput.”

Nyx just huffed at him in annoyance, “Soul Companion Ray. It’s what I am now. I literally won’t die unless you do. Spoiler, I can get hurt enough to… disincorporate? Unsummon? Whatever.”

He nodded at that, “Where do you go anywhere? Do I… do I keep you in my brain or something? My soul? I mean, Soul Companion, right? The soul makes sense.”

“You would think so… but no. I just kind of… hover around? I can see and hear everything, but I can’t really interact with you,” she said, a bit at a loss as to how to put it to words. “I kept yelling at you to activate your ability, but you heard nothing. Did nothing.”

“Yeah, I didn’t hear any of that. But I did get a kind of… funny feeling? A bout of intuition?” he said, also having a hard time explaining what he had felt. “I only felt it there towards the end, before I resummoned you. Like I was supposed to use the ability to bring you back or something. I don’t know, it's hard to explain.”

“Indeed, it is. Odd and very difficult to explain. Regardless, my magnificence is back now. We may proceed with the retreat,” Nyx said, licking her paw.

“As fascinating as this conversation is, My Lord,” interrupted Verrick, looking anything but interested in their conversation, “We need to leave. You were correct in your assumption that the creatures around us remain in hiding. A chance to move unhindered in the early morning darkness will likely not come again soon.”

Ray couldn’t agree more. “Alright then, we’re wasting time. Let’s go everyone!” he said loudly, prompting the group to unbar the door and spill out into the dark, pre-dawn street. He could see a faint light along the horizon, telling him that true dawn wasn’t that far off.
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“That’s new,” Ray muttered. He selected yes, prompting a new notification to pop up into his vision notifying him that the building was now unoccupied and unclaimed. He wasn’t sure if there would be some kind of penalty or not for having something he claimed taken from him, or even if that was possible. But he didn’t want to leave anything to chance.

Verrick looked at him questioningly, but Ray waved him off, “Some weird System thing. I don’t think it's important right now.”

The Aelvin nodded and the group turned to start the trek back home. The {RANGER}'s spread out around them, keeping their wounded in the center with Ray and Nyx. This seemed to be the standard formation that Verrick preferred, allowing them the most flexibility to respond to any threats.

They moved a few blocks closer to Ray’s claimed territory before the lead {RANGER} threw a hand up, halting their movement. “Something isn’t right,” Verrick muttered quietly to Ray. “There is something ahead of us… many somethings. Not undead, we wouldn’t have found them from so far away. Something living, My Lord.”

Ray was about to respond when a slow clapping sounded out from around them. A slow, rhythmic clapping that echoed through the dark, silent streets. Echoing amongst the not-so-vacant buildings. As the sound spread out around them, Ray’s blood ran cold. He had vivid memories of the last time he had run into a situation like this. Only he had a lot more people, weapons, and gear at his disposal.

And he still hadn’t come out on top.

“Well, well, well,” sounded out a deep scratchy voice as bandits spilled out from nearly every corner, crevice, and piece of cover there was. They nearly surrounded them, leaving only the way they came open to them. “We find our guests at last, and if I’m not mistaken it’s the same little rat bastards who fucked with me before everything changed.”

A single man hopped up onto the top of a car behind the hundreds of bandits that had surrounded them. He was a bit short, shorter than Ray would have expected for sure. With a bald head, and wearing the generic biker ensemble of a leather vest and thick pants, the man was everything Ray had expected he would be. Although he had never laid eyes on Brett, only heard the voice as it issued orders to kill them during their last escapade to the city proper before the Integration.

Ray had heard a lot about Brett from the people he had rescued. That he was a vicious, savage man capable of extreme acts of violence at the drop of a hat. He was responsible for the construction of the enclaves Ray and his groups had raided, and the slaves that those enclaves had contained. The man had probably killed more humans than any other human had after the apocalypse had started, so naturally Ray only had one thing to say to him.

“Fuck you Brett,” he said, showing the man he was number one in his book. Bandit Brett just chuckled again, showing absolute dismissal of any of Ray’s opinions.

“It's nice to finally put a face to the annoying actions. You caused me a couple of large problems, problems I had to spend a significant amount of time and resources to solve,” Brett said, all levity dropping from his face. “And just when things were getting back to where I had them, everything reset. An infuriating event I am positive you had something to do with. Now I get to start all over, with new problems. I fucking hate problems you little punk. Hate them.”

Ray just shrugged, “Seems like a you problem. While I admit I may have kicked off the Integration I was hardly the source of it. It would have happened one way or another, I just eased us into the process as much as possible. I think. Maybe,” he replied a tad uncertain.

“Whatever,” Brett said, waving the conversation away physically with his hand. “It won’t be a problem for much longer. The System was so kind as to let me know you claimed your little territory. I don’t know how you did it so fast, but you are going to tell me. Once I wring you dry for everything you’re worth I am going to strangle the life out of you myself. With extreme enjoyment. Then I will conquer this territory, take yours to boot, and expand my reach as far as I can. Maybe I will kick that dumb mutt of a wanna-be God back where he came from and take over the planet.”

As Brett monologued, lost in his own delusions, Ray began slowly backing his group up. If they could ease out of the encirclement, getting even a bit closer to where they had entered the trap from, they could escape. The bandit leader was so lost in spewing his own plans for world domination, with his boot lickers watching him in rapt fascination, that they would have succeeded. They had gotten almost a full twenty feet back from where they had started before the makeshift plan fell apart.

One of the Goblins strayed just a hair too close to the side of one of the buildings lining their escape path. A violent scream from inside told Ray that something had seen them, but he wasn’t about to stop and find out what exactly.

“Run!” he said, hoping that the sudden action wouldn’t break the bandits out of their self-absorbed grandeur. Once again, however, luck was not on Ray's side. Brett saw what they were trying to do and screamed at them as they tried to escape.

“Get them! Bring their leader to me alive! Kill the rest of them!” he shouted, practically frothing at the mouth. The bandit army surged towards Ray and his people even as they turned to run, abandoning any idea of a defensive action against those numbers.

As the group began running the Goblin who had triggered the creature within the building turned and, in a brave self-sacrificing action opened the door to said building. Undead spilled out into the roadway by the dozens, flooding over the poor Goblin who was immediately mobbed and drug down by the mass of undead. It had, whether intentionally or by accident, given them the distraction they needed to escape at the cost of their own life.

Ray led the group away as quickly as they could move. He ran through and discarded a few ideas as soon as they came into his mind. They wouldn’t be able to get into his territory the way they had just come from. He didn’t think they would be able to go around either, as the border was pretty well locked down by those bandit fucks. That meant they would have to travel to another hex, enter from a completely undefended side, and return home that way. The biggest issue was that Ray knew they were on the clock and time was of the essence. There was only one way they could go then, and that way held a significant obstacle.

The dungeon.

“Verrick, take us to that dungeon. We need to get past it and onto the water if we are going to get around the bandit blockade,” Ray said. He watched conflicting emotions rapidly pass over the {RANGER}'s face before he got a simple nod in acquiescence.

Verrick turned them up a street as the group moved as quickly as the could away from the sounds of fighting. Whatever had come out of that building was putting up a serious fight against the bandits. The din of battle was lost quickly amongst the city sprawl, however. Ray just hoped that they would stay busy for a few more minutes, allowing them to escape.

“My Lord, we are roughly nine blocks from the dungeon,” Verrick reported. “I must warn you, however, that the structure is… unusual. The dungeon itself is dangerous but passable.”

That confused Ray, as he had been told by Dennis and his wife that no one had gotten past it as of yet. Verrick was quick to confirm that, however when he said as much.

“Indeed, My Lord. The dungeon has not been cleared. However, we have entered it and gotten as far as the third floor,” the {RANGER} explained. “You will understand more when we get there. The dungeon itself is rather… unique in my experience.”

Ray couldn’t help but quirk an eyebrow in interest, “Been in many dungeons before?” he asked, genuinely curious.

“More than I could recollect, My Lord. I am a warrior, hired out or bought by the highest bidder. Or, at least I was,” he said, turning an inquisitive eye to his liege lord. “Now I find myself at a bit of a loss. However, this world has plenty of challenges to take on, plenty of creatures to hunt.”

Ray couldn’t help but think that Verrick sounded almost sad that he was no longer being bought and sold to fight someone else’s wars. The {RANGER} must have a deeper reason or meaning for why he did what he did or used to do what he did at any rate. He wasn’t a slave any longer, and if the hunt was that important to him then Ray would certainly let him go to do just that. Or find a hunt that would benefit them both in some way. He didn’t know how he would do that yet, but he would try his best to do something for the man.

He deserved that much at least.

The group traveled in silence, the blocks passing quickly. Verrick turned abruptly down a side street, and Ray saw why. Ahead of them was a large horde of undead. They were shambling slowly down the roadway, but he was sure that there were other creatures in their ranks. Hiding. Waiting to pop out when prey announced itself.

They could neither afford the fight nor the time that it would take to finish it. Brett and his bandits were probably hot on their trail, not to mention madder than hell after Ray’s Goblin turned whatever was inside that building loose on him and his crew.

Turning again to exit the side street, the group entered out into what seemed to be a main thoroughfare of some kind. A six-lane road covered in the ruins of vehicles and debris stretched out before them. That road terminated two blocks down, but it was where it ended that caused Ray to stumble.

At the end of the road was the top half of the Statue of Liberty, only it had been enlarged to a nearly ludicrous degree. The head itself was the size of a seven-story office building, with the arm torn off at the shoulder, and the iconic torch gone. Lost to the deprivations of the apocalypse. The statue stretched down, vanishing into the ground below them, buried by the cataclysmic event that had reshaped the entire planet. A structure of staggering proportions made into what Ray could only assume was their destination. The dungeon.

Behind the dungeon, continuing perfectly through the back part of it, was the six-lane road. Ray could see it curve downward slightly, ending at the port they were trying to get to… and hopefully the ships that were there.

The System message that appeared in front of him verified his suspicion that the statue was their destination:

{DUNGEON DISCOVERED}

THE LOST LIBERTY DUNGEON

{AREA STATUS}

SEALED

DUNGEON NOT CLEARED

{FLOORS}

5

{FLOORS CLEARED}

2

“That’s… the dungeon?” Ray stammered out, shocked.

Verrick nodded. “Indeed, My Lord. I have never seen one based out of a statue before. It made exploring it quite interesting as it seems whoever built it used it to store great works of art and history within it. Regardless, we will need to clear the dungeon to unlock a path beyond the dungeon to the waterfront.”

“You only got to the second floor right?” Ray asked, getting a confirmation nod from the {RANGER}. “What stopped you?”

His companion grimaced, frowning slightly in as great a display of emotion as Ray had seen from the man. “Strangely garbed men with weapons that explode when fired. They took down two of our companions prior to us retreating from the dungeon. Granted, there were not many of them, but their weapons were superior to ours in nearly every way.”

The thought they would have to push through such a place, with wounded in tow, made Ray extremely nervous. He was about to ask more questions when yelling erupted from behind them. Turning as he moved, he saw an angry swarm of bandits spill out onto the street not far behind them.

“Shit! Get into the dungeon! Now!” Ray ordered, picking up the pace. The group surged forward, the bandits in hot pursuit and gaining on them. The statue loomed over them as they got closer, and it was then that Ray saw the swirling blue portal centered on the statue's neck.

That must have been the entrance.

With a cry, Ray moved even faster, all-out sprinting as projectiles began to fall around them. With one final loud cry, he hurled himself through the portal and into the dark unknown beyond. The rest of his party was just behind him.

They had made it. If barely.

            

    
        CHAPTER 20

    
    
    
    
                The world around Ray vanished into darkness. He felt like he was falling for a moment before slamming onto the cold stone floor of the dungeon. No. It wasn’t stone, it was tile. Blinking away the tears from the rough transition, he looked up in time to have the others pile through the portal after him, dogpiling on top of where he had landed.

The heap of Aelvin {RANGER}s, Nyx, himself, and the remaining Goblin who landed on the top of the rapidly sorted themselves out and took stock of their surroundings. They had come out of the portal in what looked like a gift shop of some kind. Ray remembered hearing about the Ellis Island Heritage Shop, even if he had never gone himself.

The gift shop was fully stocked, complete with a humming row of coolers with drinks inside of it. Curious, Ray walked over to the drinks section and tried to open it. To his surprise, the door was sealed shut. Even using all of his strength he couldn’t open it.

“What the hell is up with this? I can’t open it?” he said aloud, both annoyed and confused.

Verrick, however, had an answer for him. “My Lord, everything within the dungeon is locked into place. Unless you receive a reward, get dropped loot, or get floor rewards from chests you cannot take anything. This includes anything that is a part of the… setting.”

“So… what does that mean exactly? Dungeons are themed?” Ray asked, bewildered. This was feeling more and more like those old games that he used to play as a kid.

“That’s exactly what it means,” a voice said, causing the group to immediately circle up and draw their weapons. “Oh stop that, you’re the second group to ever enter here and the first included everyone who is with you now,” said the voice.

Nyx chuffed, “Well maybe if you come out we wouldn’t be so on guard? Dungeons are a place to fight and die in after all.”

Silence met that statement. Ray entirely approved of how Nyx had responded, after all, someone who was so eager to talk yet so hesitant to reveal themselves was an issue.

“I can’t do that. I would be attacked,” the voice replied with somewhat sad undertones.

Thinking the situation over, Ray remembered an incident that had happened prior to the Integration. He had made an oath and luckily gotten out of it. But it had taught him a valuable lesson about how the System worked.

“I swear on the System that if you promise us no harm, do not attack us, and only speak the truth that we will not attack you in return,” Ray said, wincing as the heavy feeling of the oath slammed into him. The System took these seriously, apparently.

Verrick looked at him in surprise as silence permeated the gift shop. With a soft fluttering of wings, a tiny humanoid woman in a dress fluttered out from behind the cash register. The {RANGER}s took a collective breath, staring at the winged woman with an intensity that bordered on fanaticism.

“That oath you took… that is no light thing. You know that, right?” she said stopping a dozen feet away from him. She was close enough to hear him, but far enough away that he couldn’t reach her. “I doubt you would have if you had known what I was.”

Verrick nudged Ray the moment he saw the confused look on his face. “That, My Lord, is a Dungeon Fairy. A very specific, extremely rare breed of Fairy that binds to and works with a dungeon. They act as advisors and defenders and share a measure of the dungeon's power. Older Dungeon Fairies are immense and powerful.”

“But what your friend here is failing to explain is that our death kills the dungeon… but shares with the killer a portion of our accumulated power,” the Dungeon Fairy finished while looking pointedly at the Aelvin.

Ray shrugged, “I don’t care,” he said, causing everyone to look at him in shock. “What? I don’t. I only care about getting to the waterfront and getting back home. This dungeon is great and all, don’t get me wrong. But I have no need or desire to kill anything that doesn’t want to murder or hurt me or mine.”

“You… don’t want to run the dungeon?” the diminutive woman asked, confused.

“Not even close. We only ran in here because we were being chased by a huge group of people that wanted to flay us alive,” Ray confirmed. “If there was any way to get past this place and to the waterfront without fighting through it, I would have taken it in a heartbeat.”

The Dungeon Fairy observed him intensely for several moments before speaking. “Are you willing to make a deal? The dungeon and I certainly are, and we need the help to be honest.”

“Do not My Lord,” Verrick responded immediately. “Dungeons and Dungeon Fairies by extension are tricky breeds. You will always come out behind in any agreement with them.”

The Dungeon Fairy stuck her tongue out at the {RANGER}, who tightened his grip on his bow in response. “Look we both want something. We can make a deal, or you can run the dungeon and either die or get through it and get to your destination. Either way, we win. I was just hoping to… get a decent relationship going with someone who isn’t a complete asshole. Someone who may be willing to take requests in the future?”

“You want a Dungeon Sworn? So soon?” Verrick asked in shock.

She nodded in response. “Yeah. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but this whole planet is full of either undead or creatures that can’t be bargained with. A few have wandered in here and been immediately destroyed. No one else has even come close to this place. No one but the people who are here. We’ve felt quite a few people come close, but no one has entered.”

“Yeah, I don’t think those bandit fuckers are really the dungeon-delving types,” Ray said chuckling. “Alright. It can’t hurt to hear you out at least.”

She did several sips around the group in excitement, “Oh good! This will be good for you too, I promise!” the Dungeon Fairy practically squealed in delight. She settled on top of the cash register as she outlined her proposal.

“See, the dungeon and I have a big issue. We need various items, creatures, and materials to generate as spawns in order to grow and attract delvers. Normally we would have access to a remote area, a network to work with other dungeons, or the System itself. The issue is that there’s nothing around here we can use but basic zombies, and they don’t drop anything but decaying clothes. We don’t have any access to the System Shop either. And we haven’t gotten any response to our messages to other dungeons. We don’t even know if there are any other dungeons yet.”

Ray nodded. This was making more and more sense. The Fairy and Dungeon weren’t just requesting help… they were asking him and his group to do the leg work that they would have done normally. Essentially the parasitic duo was asking Ray and crew to be their support network.

“Right. So you need items, creatures, materials, and a way to communicate with the outside world. Because for some reason that doesn’t work,” he started to explain, getting a nod from the Dungeon Fairy. “You also need someone to bring delvers here. To run the dungeon so that you can get stronger? Bigger? How does that work anyway?”

Verrick practically spat venom as he simply said, “Dungeons grow powerful off the death of delvers.”

“Both right and wrong,” the Fairy said, catching the {RANGER} off guard. “We grow the fastest off of death. But that isn’t efficient, as if you kill everyone who enters no one will come back. This will limit, and eventually starve to death, the dungeon and its Fairy. Just the act of delving gives us energy. We siphon off you actions, spells, and any used Power during your explorations. We do get a burst of Power through death, but please refer to what I said before. Good dungeons much prefer repeat customers.”

“That… is most unexpected,” admitted Verrick.

Ray shrugged, “So what’s the deal here then? Some kind of System-enforced contract I am assuming?”

“Yup! You bring us those things and we let you through without a fight to the shoreline and docks. Those are all within our territory anyway, so it's easy to do,” the Dungeon Fairy said with a big smile.

“No,” he replied, shutting her down immediately. But he held up a hand to forestall the argument he knew was coming his way. “This is more than a simple give and take, and that is definitely not an equal one. So here is a slightly different idea, and honestly one I am excited to explore. One that is much more in depth, and with further reaching benefits than what you had in mind.”

The Dungeon Dairy blinked, then grinned. “You had us curious…. but now you have our attention.”

“You said the docks are within your territory right?” Ray asked, getting a confirmation nod from the small woman. “I am looking to unify the entirety of this area. I plan on taking this territory too. When I do, let me set up a settlement there, inside the Dungeons territory. That will keep it safe from creatures and will bring people here to delve. We can set up a specific area within the settlement for people to offer things to the dungeon. In return, maybe you can generate NEX or items in trade. A… dungeon shop I guess you could call it. Not only would you get a very wide variety of items, but you would constantly generate the energy you needed to grow and expand due to all the people living within your territory. In return, you would protect the settlement from hostile actions by creatures or by others who don’t have a claim over the territory. This would benefit both of us for far longer, and in far greater ways, than a simple give and take.”

Everyone stared at Ray in shock. Eventually, Nyx said, “Did you just come up with that now? On the spot? Who are you and what have you done with Ray? Verrick, I think he may be a doppelganger.”

The Aelvin began to draw a knife before Nyx quickly dissuaded him that Ray was not, in fact, a monster in disguise. It took several more moments of shocked silence for the Dungeon Fairy to begin giggling. That giggle turned into very un-fairly-like laughter as it grew in tone and depth, causing the dungeon to shake slightly. It took several minutes for the Fairy to compose herself, coming back to their conversation.

“That, Raymond Finnegan, is the oddest suggestion for a partnership I have ever heard of,” she said, wiping away a tear. “This is my fifth dungeon, and I have never in my millennia of life, ever even remotely heard of such a proposal. I can see so many things that can go wrong… but I can see many benefits for my bond and I as well. We have some details to hash out. I have questions that need answered and so will you. But I can see this not only working… but setting a precedent for many dungeons to come. If we can connect back to the network and share what we did that is.”

The group spread out across the gift ship and settled in as they began their negotiations. Ray, Verrick, and Nyx began discussing terms with the Dungeon Fairy, whose name turned out to be Nadia. The terms were far more complex than Ray had initially made them out to be, and there were concerns on both sides. Ray wanted a beachhead for the dungeon, as access to such a place that was willing to work with them would be invaluable. Both NEX and loot drops from dungeon runs would provide them with much-needed income and tools.

The concern was that if the dungeon grew too large, or became too lethal, or even became stingy with the rewards that people would view it as a threat to be eliminated. Should that happen then any agreement that they made with the dungeon and Dungeon Fairy would be worthless. The dungeon would have to provide protection on top of that, making the needs of the proposed settlement and delvers complex at best.

On the other hand, the dungeon, and Nadia by extension, wanted to be both safe and have opportunities to grow and expand. This would both benefit those using the dungeon and the dungeon itself. Nadia wanted promises of safety, protection, and delvers to grow. With the understanding that those who came into the dungeon would be risking their lives and safety for bigger and greater rewards the deeper they went.

Their discussion lasted many hours with Verrick and Nyx weighing in and providing advice and suggestions to Ray and Nadia both. Everyone wanted this relationship to be beneficial to everyone involved, and not weigh too heavily on one side or the other. In the end, however, they reached the apex of their discussions and drew up a System Contract that everyone could agree with.

With a flourish, Nadia brought up a large golden System screen. Something that none of them had ever seen before, Verrick included.

“This, my soon to be partners in survival, is called a System Contract,” Nadia explained proudly. “Usually you don’t get to see these, as they are generated automatically for things like System Oaths, such as the one we both took for non-hostility during our talks. They are unilaterally, and entirely, enforced by the System itself. Nasty things happen to people who break a System Contract.”

Ray looked at Verrick who nodded in confirmation. “Indeed, My Lord. Breaking a System Oath can result in death as one of the more mild consequences.”

If dying was a mild consequence then Ray wasn’t interested in seeing what a worse one would be. He nodded and turned back to the contract in front of him. The terms were, as far as he was considered, fairly straightforward.

It was broken into two sections, the settlement and the dungeon. The settlement would be built within the harbor and surrounding area, not to exceed the area of the dungeon. It would be allowed to expand as the dungeon did and would be protected by the dungeon in conjunction with the residents of the settlement. Nadia, as the dungeon's representative, would sit on the council for the settlement, acting as an advisor.

The second section about the dungeon was a bit more vague, as definable terms were difficult. The dungeon would not prevent anyone of legal age from delving but would actively turn back anyone not of legal age. This age was established as what each race considered an adult. A Goblin adult, after all, was fully matured at four years old. Deaths would be limited to no more than fifteen percent of delvers. If that amount was exceeded then the dungeon would reexamine what was so lethal. The goal was to have repeat delvers, not murdering everyone who entered. Likewise, the rewards would be scaled for the difficulty. That would be important as well, ensuring that there were groups that would come back.

Nodding at the terms, Ray touched the yes button on the contract with a grin. Things had gone well here. New allies, new resources, and new opportunities.

So of course that’s when everything went wrong.
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                Another body hit the rapidly growing pile behind her as Josephine heaped another moron who chose to challenge her. Sighing, she looked at the nearly forty corpses she had just created, a direct result of people refusing to listen to her.

A woman stepped into the courtyard of the office building. She was dressed in light track pants, a long-sleeved shirt and a combat vest. “Ma’am, Brett is here to see you again,” she said, standing professionally at attention.

Josephine turned from her grisly task to take in the young woman. Ardele had been one of the six young women she had rescued during a bandit ambush gone wrong. They had been traveling from a settlement they had just raided with their spoils, including several new women who were destined for short, brutal lives. Unwittingly they came across her when she was lost in thought and thought it would be a good idea to hit her in the head with a bat. A tactic that had worked for them every time prior to this one.

It hadn’t gone so well for them.

The powerful {MYRMIDON} had quickly dispatched a dozen pieces of scum and rescued the woman. It was then that she had received a message from the System, prompting her to take in an apprentice. Curious, she had accepted and the System had offered Aeginian Swordsman as a class to each of the rescues along with a binding apprenticeship contract.

Ardele had been the first to accept and had quickly become Josephine’s right hand. She had been a leader for her settlement before the attack. Being versed in advanced administration, logistics, and trade the woman had become empowered through her new combat-based class. The other woman received the same class but came from a variety of more mundane and average backgrounds. All of them quickly became powerhouses, however, following their master's footsteps to becoming full {MYRMIDON}S themselves.

“Tell him he can either wait or fuck off,” she said simply. Her apprentice saluted and headed quickly out of the building as Josephine watched her back. Her Six, as they called themselves, had quickly approached others in the area and built an organization around their quiet, severe master. That was when they garnered the attention of Brett, the so-called bandit leader.

He had originally shown up from the territory next to theirs to demand their immediate capitulation. But the man had instantly been taken with the beautiful warrior, changing his tune the moment they met. He had come by regularly to try and woo her into his camp through a variety of means, even going so far as to stop raiding the groups that were within her territory. One that she was trying to unite now before continuing her search for Ray.

She figured that he would enjoy having a base to operate out of, and if he already had one she would cede the territory to him and go back to being his sword protector. But that still left the bandit fuck and their annoying leader, Brett.

Schooling her face, she gave a mental sigh and headed out front. Ardele was standing nearby with several of the Six. Brett was there as well, talking to the air, to himself, and to any of the Six that seemed that they would remotely pay attention. Normally Josephine wouldn’t pay attention to his prattling, but what he was saying now immediately caught her attention.

“- was when then ran into that damn dungeon. I fucking swear, who drags Elves and Goblins around with them? Stick to your species I say! The rest can either die or serve. It's disgusting,” Brett practically yelled as she walked outside to the front of the building.

Blinking at that, she narrowed her eyes. Most of the people she had met were very much like Brett, power first, humans second, and everyone and everything else was a distant third and a valid target. The only one she knew of who actually paired up with other races that she knew of was Ray.

Walking quickly over to the bandit leader, Josephine got right into his face and stared down at the shorter man. “Repeat that again? Who were you chasing?” she asked calmly. The girls around her discreetly reached for their weapons. They more than knew by now the tendencies of their master.

Brett stammered and swallowed nervously, “Hey baby! It's been a while! Glad to see you’re, uh, as energetic as always!”

“Repeat what you just said. I want to know the story,” Josephine said again, not twitching a muscle as she stared down into Brett’s eyes.

He swallowed nervously and took a small step back, getting a bit closer to his men. “Right. Yeah, I mean sure baby. Sure thing! See, I found that fucker that hit us before that Integration thing happened. The one that was burning all of our outposts in the city? Yeah, he showed up to talk with the tinkers in my territory. Brought along some weird-looking elf guys and a couple of Goblins. And a dog! Can you believe that? A damn dog!” he said incredulously. “They hid out for the night somewhere and managed to survive the night somehow. I caught up to them this morning but lost them when they ambushed my guys with a bunch of those undead pukes finally caught back up to them right before they dove into the dungeon. I was so close to finally frying his ass too!”

“So he was alive,” Josephine muttered to herself, stepping backward. She looked up at Brett, who had narrowed his eyes at her suspiciously.

“What do you mean, ‘so he survived’? Sounds like you know this fucker?” he practically snarled, all attempt to impress the dangerous woman forgotten. “I’m beginning to think that you aren’t interested in me baby, something I take very, very much to heart. Now I hear that you know this guy that’s been a serious thorn in my side… it makes me think you’re just stringing me along you know?”

Josephine straightened. “Your misconceptions are your own, I have no interest in them. Something I have made abundantly clear. The fact you continue to bother me simply tells me you are both foolish and persistent in the extreme.”

“You gotta know what you want to get it, baby,” Brett sneered. “But I think the time for a proper wooing is over. We can get to know each other with you chained up in my bedroom. Oh yeah, baby, I think that would work out perfectly.”

She only stared dispassionately back at the man. “Yeah, you and your little friends would make a welcome addition to my collection,” he said, practically drooling as he ogled her. “At least until I pass you down to my lieutenants and their men. Get em’ boys.”

Brett took a small step back as his dozen bandit enforcers rushed forward to grab Josephine and her apprentices. The apprentices, however, were not about to allow their newly found master to sully herself with the blood of fools. Adele and two of the Six charged into the bandits and began hacking them to pieces.

Adele’s weapon of choice was a long spear which she used to deadly effect. She stabbed, spun, and riposted, each attack cleanly dispatching one of Brett’s men. The second of the Six that was present utilized a long curved Chinese sword. Her flowing attacks wove between the enemy leaving body parts and bodies in her wake. The third and final member of the Six that was present used only her bare fists. Each punch caved in a head, shattered ribs, and broke bones.

Brett watched in growing horror as his squad was dispatched with lethal efficiency. They had lasted less than a minute in combat, against woman, whom they outnumbered four to one.

As the last bandit fell Josephine stalked forward. Drawing her blade, she brought it up above her head and paused for a moment. Holding his eye contact she dropped the blade without a word, bisecting the man cleanly. Turning, she walked away from Brett’s body as it exploded into motes of light. A mere doppelganger, he had never actually been present. Something that Josephine had been well aware of. The coward had been watching from afar from safety while his clones did all the dangerous work.

“They will come after us soon enough, so we must be ready. Uniting this territory quickly is our immediate goal. Then the bandits will be eliminated. Get your sister apprentices and let us move quickly,” she ordered, the trio sprinting off to find the others. As they departed she muttered to herself, “It doesn’t seem like Ray is too far off. When we meet again I can present a few new territories as an apology for being absent for so long. He shouldn’t be too upset.”

***

Screams filled the air as the Lich watched Vell torture Nell with a dispassionate and detached air. Nell, still living one of the duo, had held on remarkably well even after the heart slug had been inserted into his chest. The creature had to be in immense pain from the slug and with torture on top of it the undead monstrosity was surprised that his guest hadn’t broken yet.

Turning away the Lich examined his workstation. After his encounter and retreat from the humans, Orkin, and Aelvin who had broken through his defenses at the island, he had concentrated more on creating a phylactery. Something he had put off prior to the Integration to focus more on securing the island territory. He should have made it immediately and found a place to hole up, but hindsight was, after all, twenty-twenty.

The small obsidian pyramid had precisely six hundred and sixty-five runes carved into it, attaching the Liche's soul to the device. It would serve as an anchor for its soul and provide a way for it to come back into the world of the living should its body ever be destroyed. It also spread miasma into the area, converting all life it encountered into undead life slowly over time. It was a must for any master of the undead. It only needed a single rune to be complete. A run signifying his own name.

Why he continued to hesitate was beyond him. Perhaps his arrival onto this world had made him soft. He had enjoyed his interactions with the living so far, and completing the phylactery would ensure that a portion of this world was thrust into undeath. While being an immortal undead was great, at least in its opinion, the living were usually far more fun to interact with. Being full of life and with free will and choice often led to some amusing and entertaining choices.

A fresh round of screams filled the room, causing the Lich to look back briefly. He was annoyed at his current situation, another factor in his holding off the completion of the Phylactery. Nell had held out admirably for far longer than it had originally thought he would. But the Lich needed the information in the avian's mind. The only way to do that, and ensure that it was accurate beyond all doubt, was to tear it from the creature’s mind forcefully.

After all, if you design an esoteric reactor that pulls on the fabric of reality incorrectly and turns it on the results are rather explosive.

This required the Lich to ensure the information it got was accurate. It simply couldn’t trust Nell to provide accurate building instructions. If their ship had still been intact and available it would have been a different matter entirely… but the vessel was, unfortunately, not accessible at this time. This left the forceful conversion of Nell and Vell into undead as the only option to move forward. But they couldn’t be any regular undead, oh no. It would have to turn the pair into Wights, intelligent undead that retained their memories.

It had toyed with creating more Liches, but it didn’t need any more competition at the moment. Maybe in a few hundred years when it was bored again and needed an existential threat to liven things up. Until then, however, there was a new world to explore. Things to kill. Sentients and local humans to torture as entertainment. One human in particular came back to its mind. Again.

Shaking its skull, it moved its thoughts back to the phylactery. Immense power was required to kick start the device, thus the Liche’s requirement for an esoteric generator. The catch twenty-two had annoyed it for the last several days as it attempted to break Nell down to a state where the avian could be converted into a Wight, much like Vell had been.

The Lich mentally sighed and turned back to the torture session. It was going to be a long day and making living things scream could only entertain it so much. Maybe it should go take control of a few undead in the area and see what shenanigans it could get up to? Yes. Yes, that sounded somewhat enjoyable. It had heard of some humans nearby that preyed on others. They were in a place not far from the Liches' current home. He had heard other humans and sentients speaking about them as he had observed them covertly.

He was sure they had been referred to as bandits.

Rubbing its bony hands together, it grabbed its cloak and staff. Turning to Vell it said, “Keep on with the torture, and don’t let up. Be careful not to kill him. We need him broken, not dead.”

Vell the Wight nodded, “Of course Master Duces. It will be done,” the undead said in a monotone voice.

Duces the Lich shook his skull again. New undead, intelligent or not, always lacked personality. It was why the living were so entertaining to it. Sighing mentally once more, the Lich tossed its cloak over its shoulder and walked out of the door. It had things to find, kill, and raise. Its jaw chattered in a poor imitation of laughter.

All in good fun.
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                The minute he accepted the agreement the dungeon shook, as if a massive bomb had gone off outside. Dust fell from the ceiling as the Dungeon Fairy and her guests looked on in alarm.

“That doesn’t sound good,” Nyx said quietly at nearly the same time as Ray spoke.

“What the hell was that?” Ray asked, turning to the Fairy, “Are we under attack?”

The small, winged woman didn’t respond, having a faraway look on her face. Her face was, in fact, entirely vacant. Her eyes were dead. As if she had checked out entirely. Ray poked her with a finger as she hovered in the air, forcibly bringing her attention back to him.

“What? Oh. Yes. No? I don’t… I don’t know. Someone is in the core room with my dungeon, but I can't speak with him. Whoever it is put some kind of block up, I can't get anything through our link,” Nadia said, her face screwed up with fear and worry. “I don’t know how to fix this!”

Ray poked her again, bringing the Fairies' attention back to him. “Nadia! Calm down! Panicking won't do anything. If someone is threatening the dungeon and is in this… core room, then we need to be in that core room. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but you have a whole combat team here. We can help,” he said quickly, reassuring the panicking Nadia.

“Right. Yeah. Yeah! You can… you can get to the core room. Yes. Ok, come with me!” she said, flying towards a wall. The group got up and rapidly followed behind her as the fairy approached what was seemingly a blank wall, only for it to open into a spiraling staircase that led down into the earth.

“This is the exit from the final boss on the fifth floor,” she explained heading into the passage with the others in tow. “it wouldn’t normally lead down, but we need to get to the core room as quickly as possible. I don’t even know how someone got past all the defenses and the teleport wards. It... that shouldn’t be possible.”

Ray just grunted. This was the first he was hearing about teleporting, and wards, and his first time ever in a dungeon. Not that any of these things surprised him anymore. You had to have a startling amount of open-mindedness when it came to the apocalypse apparently. Keeping an open mind allowed him to deal with emergencies are situations that popped up. Allowed him to think outside of the box.

“What can you tell us about whoever is down there?” he asked Nadia as the group filed into the narrow staircase. “How many of them are there?”

The Fairy shrugged as she floated in front of him. “One person. And it is a person. At least, I am pretty sure,” she said with uncertainty. “I got the impression it was a single humanoid, but that was all I got from Gary before our link was severed.”

“Got it. Hopefully whoever is down there isn’t crazy powerful,” Ray said. “We should be able to handle that. I hope… who the fuck is Gary?”

“My Lord, I believe she was referring to the dungeon core,” Verrick said, piping up from behind him. “I believe that is the dungeon's name. This only reinforces the fact that dungeons are living creatures. Something we have guessed at but now have confirmation of. Fascinating. A dungeon core named Gary.”

Ray got the distinct impression that Nadia rolled her eyes at the {RANGER}, but he wasn’t about to poke the bear… Fairy. He was about to ask another question when they arrived at a bottom landing in front of a steel door. “This is the boss’s room. The core room is on the other side of this chamber. I… don’t know if you will have to fight the boss or not. I can’t talk to Gary to have him call it off, so be ready.”

The group nodded as Nadia opened the door. The groups pilled through into a large, circular room that reminded Ray a lot of an arena. It was empty except for a large rock in the center. As they entered the rock quivered and then began to stand up, revealing a massive stone and iron golem.

“Holy shit. That thing is going to kill a lot of people,” Ray muttered.

The huge construct was at least fifteen feet tall and must have weighed thirty tons. It took a single, slow step forward, shaking the earth…. Then crumbled into dust.

Nyx stuck her head out from behind Ray, “That would have been a hard fight. I am more 

“Yes! He is still with us and helping!” Nadia said with a fist pump. “Quickly now, get into the core room!”

The group sprinted across the chamber after the fairy as she shot over to the far wall and opened another door. Without waiting for them, she dove into the room beyond. Ray and his people had just gotten to the door when they heard a shriek of rage and pain, followed by a small explosion and a roar. He ran through the doorway just in time to see a dog-headed creature with jet black skin backhand Nadia, smashing her from the air into the floor.

The Fairy landed hard, hitting the floor with enough force to stun the small woman. The Dog creature lifted a foot to crush her, but Ray arrived in time to prevent that by tackling the creature forcefully. The pair tumbled to the ground where he learned that the creature not only had the head of a dog but also the teeth of a dog. He yelled in pain as the creature opened wide and sunk its fangs into his shoulder.

Not one to let a monster like this get the better of him, Ray punched and kicked violently even as it bit him harder. Eventually, his hands found the thing's face and, with no hesitation, he sunk a finger into one nostril and pulled. With a yelp, the dog creature let go of his shoulder and brought both feet under his chest, pushing hard enough to knock the air from his lungs as he skidded away from the creature and its impromptu kick. It sprang to its feet and drew an odd, half-mood curved blade from its lower back. Ray got to his feet slower than the creature did, drawing his blade as well.

During the exchange between the two Ray’s group wasn’t idle. The {RANGER}s had taken up positions in a semi-circle around the core, facing outwards. This allowed them full coverage of the Fairy, who had retreated to sit on top of the core itself, and support Ray if possible. The moment their Lord had disengaged with the demon-looking creature it began to sprout arrows like a hedgehog.

It only stood still long enough for a few of the embedded arrows to strike it before bouncing around the room like a pinball.. Ray was startled to see that it didn’t explode or immediately die. In fact, the arrows themselves didn’t seem to penetrate deeply even with the amount of Power that the {RANGER}s were pouring into their attacks. If anything it only got faster.

And angrier.

With speed and grace that he wouldn’t have expected from such a creature, it sped by one of the {RANGER}s on the edge of the formation and struck out. The hit sent the Aelvin spinning off into a corner of the room, where he struck the base of the wall and collapsed unmoving. Verrick began giving orders and the {RANGER}'s spread out, trying to box the creature in and limit its mobility. Nyx dashed around at the edges of the room following the creature. She couldn’t used her Power attack in such close confines so ended up just supporting however she could.

As his {RANGER}s fought, Ray went a different route. Seeing that the arrows hadn’t done much damage he was sure that an imbued attack from his enchanted blade would. Drawing his weapon he spent the two Power to activate it, hoping that whatever improvements he made hadn’t worn off after not using it for so long.

Everyone in the room paused and stared at him as his blade burst into flame, the red and white fire burning soundlessly and without giving off any smoke. The temperature in the room rose noticeably, however, getting the attention of even the dog demon creature. Its head spun and locked onto him. Using the distraction that Ray had caused, it leaped over the Aelvin and ran directly at him.

Which made the entire process of seeing how well his weapon worked far easier than it would have been.

With such a mindless attack, Ray didn’t need to strategize. He simply drew his weapon back, gripped it with both hands and swung as hard as he could. The creature's eyes went wide as it realized its fatal mistake. It tried to scramble to a halt or turn its momentum aside, but it was too late. Ray struck it center mass, carving a huge chunk of meat out of its chest and side. The burning blade cut through the skin, cauterizing the wound as it was made. It did nothing to protect the internal organs, however, sealing the veins and arteries shut as it passed through its body. This effectively shut down the creature's body entirely and caused it to collapse in a boneless heap on the floor next to him.

“Well, that was… anti-climactic?” Ray said, slowly as he extinguished his burning blade and returned it to its scabbard.

Nadia stared at him. “What in the fuck was that? I have never seen a sword do that. Ever. Greg scanned you as you did it and even he isn’t sure how it works.”

“Remember your promise about our weapons, My Lord,” Verrick said, as he returned his weapons to their storage places and began moving to check on his downed companion.

Ray rolled his eyes. “I remember Verrick. Trust me. I saw the ineffective empowered attacks. I am fairly certain that elementally imbued weapons are going to be completely necessary for survival. This entire encounter only proved that,” he said calmly.

“Hello in there! Can you explain that to us please?” snapped Nadia impatiently. “What the hell was that?”

Ray turned to her, his eyes dancing with amusement. “Oh? Just a little trick. Nothing really to it. Just a bit of this and that.”

“Damn you Ray, tell me!” the tiny Fairy snarled in a very un-Fairy-like manner.

“Fine. Fine. Don’t get all upset for crying out loud,” he muttered as she turned and yelled at the dungeon core before returning her attention raptly to the human in front of her. “Look, I have an ability to… let's say modify things,” he said, keeping the nature of his abilities vague.

“Modify? That’s more than modification. That’s more than some standard enchantment,” accused Nadia. “Each use of Power within the dungeon is detected by Gary. The use of chanted items is not. You used Power to activate that weapon, something that is not done. It's impossible! Power can only be used internally to activate abilities. It’s the abilities that affect the world around the being who activates them, that’s how the System works!”

Ray shrugged, “Well, you learn something new every day.”

“No. I don't think you understand,” started the Fairy, but she was interrupted.

“No. He doesn’t,” said the dog demon corpse. It had stood up during the heated exchange at some point, unnoticed by everyone in the room, Even Gary. It had been watching and listening for several minutes with amusement at the back and forth between Ray and Nadia.

The entire group drew weapons and spun, ready to fight, but the corpse only held up a single hand. “Stay your weapons mortals. I have no interest in fighting you here and now,” it said in a raspy voice.

“Funny way of showing that, you know?” Nyx snapped off with a growl.

The corpse dry laughed, its throat certainly not designed for speaking much less laughing. “It is what it is. But I digress. Ray was it? You have both angered me and captured my curiosity human. My anger comes from the fact you killed my Priest sent to capture this dungeon. My curiosity on how you accomplished that. My Blessings provide enough power to protect my people from quite a bit.”

Between what was said and the somewhat archaic way it was said, clued Ray in immediately as to who was animating the body.

“You’re that God that just came to the world aren’t you? The dead one?” Ray said, not recalling the precise details of the quest other than that he had to defeat the damn thing.

A dry chuffing laugh from the creature's throat escaped, giving the feeling that it was truly amused at Ray’s dismissive antics. “Indeed. Although I thought that would be apparent, at least from my perspective it would have been. However, I digress. I want to know how you killed my priest so easily above all else. Such things must be prevented you know. One cannot have one's followers killed easily or regularly. There are investments to protect there.”

“You definitely want to know a lot, don’t you? What makes you think I will just tell you?” Ray asked, curious. “You don’t get anything for free you know.”

The undead dog demon creature chuffed another laugh. “Very well. Death is, if anything, fair. Speak to me your terms and I will consider them.”

Ray didn’t hesitate. “I want to know where my people are and how to reach them.”

The corpse stared at him for a few very long minutes. “Interesting. Not material wealth, not NEX, nor even items. Ut the location of your people… how amusing,” it rasped. “Very well. Relax, this won't hurt a bit.”

Power slammed into Ray's mind, overwhelming him instantly. It was as if he were a dandelion in the face of a tornado, tsunami, and volcano all at the same time. His defenses were swept away as if they didn’t even exist, revealing a terrifying existential power that he couldn’t hope to contend with. Ever.

Memories surfaced in his mind as he thought about Josephine, Gale, Grok, Jalla, and the Thymias. He even had memories of the spider woman, Tepi, and her pet giant tarantula ripped from his mind. Then it was over, and the presence withdrew from his mind. Ray dropped to his knees, gasping for air as the others tightened up around him in a defensive formation. Yells were directed at the corpse, but Ray cut them off by raising his hand.

“I’m ok,” he gasped. “I’m… ok.”

“Hmm. Yes. Yes, I see. Very well then,” the corpse said in its dry monotone. “You, little mortal, are extremely entertaining. Your memories are so very, very interesting. And what’s more, there is an entire set of memories not even I can access. That makes you even more interesting.”

The corpse set its eyes on Ray, meeting his gaze with its own. “I will return once I have locations for each of the people from your memories. When I do, be prepared to answer my questions.” With that the creature dissolved in front of their eyes, turning into nothing but a pile of dust and ash on the dungeon floor.

Everyone there was silent for some time before the Dungeon Fairy finally spoke up, “Now will you tell me what the hell you did to that sword?”
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                Ray spent the next hour explaining how he could imbue items with his abilities. He kept the particulars of those abilities to himself, still not willing to full trust the dungeon and its representative, alliance or no alliance. At the end, Nadia was left silent and deep in contemplation. He took the moment the slide to the floor of the dungeon and rest his head against the wall of cool stone. Hearing a small clicking noise, he looked down to see a glass of water and what looked to be a ham sandwich on the floor.

He drained the water and ate the sandwich, voicing his compliments to the dungeon. As he ate he saw that the others in his group, Nyx included, had received their own food and drink. Even the Goblin got a small trough and what looked to be a tankard of some kind of thick liquor to devour. Once he was done Nadia was ready to resume their conversation.

“Normally,” she began, “dungeons absorb the fallen and their equipment. This provides them a new race, items, and materials for loot and to populate their floors. The same is true with any beast or monster that comes wandering in. The only things that a dungeon can’t copy are items above the dungeon's rank or unique items. I believe that any weapons you create with this Power modification fall into that category.”

Ray nodded in agreement. “I can see how that would be logical. Do you want to try?”

“No. At least, not at our level,” the Dungeon Fairy replied. “Doing so could actually hurt Greg. It could even kill him. Dungeons are heavily regulated by the System. Heavily. Maybe someday, but that day is not today. Instead, I would like to propose something else.”

“Go ahead, I’m listening,” he prompted when the Fairy hesitated. “As long as it isn’t too hard of a request I don’t see why I can’t help.”

Nodding Nadia explained her request. “I want you to make some unique items that we can use within the dungeon. Not ones that we can duplicate, otherwise they wouldn’t be unique. Items that we can use as rewards for unusual fights, hard puzzles, or on lower floors. This will let Greg grow much, much quicker than he would normally be capable of.”

“Yeah I could do that,” Ray replied, catching her off-guard with his quick and positive response. “I don’t know how many, or when exactly. But I can get at least a couple to you in, say, a month or so? I have so much I need to do in order to stabilize our territory and ensure our survival first.”

Nadia spun around him excitedly, he wings flashing every color of the rainbow. “Thank you! That will be a huge help! And please, no rush. Even if you don’t get them to us for a year it would still catapult us decades into the future growth-wise!”

“For sure Nadia. Don’t worry about it. It doesn’t take a lot out of me to make one, I just need to watch my reserves for now,” he reassured them again. “I can get you one or two well within that year mark.”

The group dissolved into chatter for a bit before he stood, catching everyone’s attention. “We need to leave now though. We have been here for a while, and I don’t know when that God guy will be back. Getting home is key, and it's already past our check-in time. Derrick is probably freaking the fuck out.”

“I can get you out the back way.  Greg and I keep a rear tunnel for getting the hell out should the core room be breached again. He has been working on it ever since Anubis showed up,” Nadia said even as a hunk of the wall detached and slid into the ground. “We can get you to the docks this way, I’m pretty sure there’s even a boat or two left there.”

Following the Dungeon Fairy, the group formed up and headed down the tunnel with Ray and Nyx in the lead. They walked for almost half an hour before encountering a staircase that, once again, spiraled up to the surface. Another thirty minutes of ascending the tight staircase brought them to a heavily engraved door. Getting closer, Ray could feel the Power wafting off the exit.

Nadia grinned at him, “Dungeons have extremely potent Power when it comes to building things Ray. Not even Anubis could break in, and he is supposedly some kind of Death God. He had to forcibly overcome our anti-teleportation wards to get into the core room. Trying to break through the wall of a dungeon is a futile endeavor, it's protected by the System itself. As I said earlier, we are heavily regulated. For better and worse.”

“Well, at least you don’t have to worry about break-ins,” he teased with a light chuckle.

“None that we don’t want at any rate,” she fired back with mischief in her eyes. With a gesture from the Fairy, the door swung open on silent hinges, spilling daylight into the dark stairwell. “Off you go now. We will see you soon. Please don’t die, are agreement with you is rather important for our future growth and survival.”

Nodding, Ray didn’t really have a response to that statement. He walked into the sunlight, stepping onto the cobblestone of a wharf that sat on the river. The escape tunnel had disgorged them not into an area outside the harbor, but directly into the center of it. The Fairy and Dungeon duo were, if anything, practical with their efforts.

Once the last {RANGER} came out of the tunnel Ray turned to thank Nadia but was met with a smooth concrete wall. The stairwell, Fairy, and exit from the dungeon had all vanished. The only thing that remained was the towering remnants of the Statue of Liberty, which he could see the rear of from where he was standing.

“That was one of the weirdest fucking things yet,” he said to himself aloud.

“You aren’t kidding. That was incredibly odd. It's even more strange that you manage to make a deal with a dungeon and it's Fairy,” Nyx said. “If I hadn’t been here I wouldn’t have believed it.”

Ray snorted, “Come on Nyx, you were an undead Nemesis prior to this. What do you know about the System or dungeon shenanigans?” he asked, calling her out.

“I have an instinctual understanding of how things should work, even if that understanding isn’t a set of technical details,” she shot back. “And what just happened has my instincts screaming that it was entirely unnatural.”

“I am afraid that Lady Nyx is correct, My Lord,” Verrick said as Ray turned to look at the {RANGER} in disbelief. “That was something out of legends. Fairy tales even. It is common knowledge that Dungeon Fairies and dungeons themselves are sentient. But I have never, in my long life, heard of anyone negotiating an agreement with one. Not even with death being on the line for the dungeon.”

Ray couldn’t do anything but shake his head. If they were both telling him the same thing then what just happened must really be on the outside of unusual.

“Regardless, here we are,” he said, giving up and getting nods and a chuffing laugh from Nyx. “Let's find a boat and float down the river. From there it's one hex home.”

As the {RANGER}'s split up into pairs and began searching the Marina, Ray pulled up his stats. He hadn’t checked them in a while, and it seemed like a good idea to do so regularly. The System hadn’t told him that he had leveled up at all, making him wonder if the first level was an important milestone of some kind. It hadn’t told him of his other three level-ups, making him confused about the criteria to begin with.
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“Yeah, two more levels. I’m still at the same Stage though. I wonder if you have to hit a certain number of levels or something before your Stage goes up?” he muttered. Then he saw that his {CLAIM} ability had a Roman style two next to it. “Did my ability… level?”

He pulled up the description and whistled at the new text there.

CLAIM II

CLAIM A SINGLE OBJECT REGARDLESS OF SIZE

ANY CLAIMED ITEMS WILL DRAW ALL CONTESTING OWNERS TO THE ABILITIES USER

“Well that’s going to make searching buildings really easy and incredibly fucking dangerous,” he said with a whistle. Nyx cocked her head at him quizzically, prompting him to explain the change in his ability.

“Interesting. I am sure, above anything, that your ability leveled up due to how much and in what way you have been using it,” she theorized. “I wonder if you continue summoning me if {SOUL COMPANION} will level up giving me great capabilities?”

Ray blinked. “I can unsummon you? Since when?”

“You really need to take some time and learn more about your abilities. They are far more versatile than you are giving them credit for,” Nyx chided with a chuff.

He could disagree with her.

His abilities were esoteric at best, and he often just applied them to the situation at hand rather than actually delving deeper into their full capabilities. Granted, up to this point he hadn’t had much of an opportunity to experiment. After they got back home, however, He was going to focus on building up their power base. His abilities would be a large part of that process.

An Aelvin came up to him, breaking off that line of thought. “My Lord, Master Verrick has located a vessel that suits our needs. He awaits you on board,” the woman reported.

Ray gestured for her to proceed. The remaining members of the group got up and followed her to a small fishing boat that Verrick was standing on. More of a trawler, really, it was forty feet long and entirely sail-based. He didn’t see any kind of motor on the thing, although Derrick was sure to fix that when they returned.

“Nice boat, mind if we catch a ride?” Ray teased Verrick as he hopped on board. The {RANGER} only quirked a single eyebrow at the question, not bothering to respond. “Oh come on, you’re no fun.”

“I beg to differ, My Lord,” Verrick refuted, “I am plenty of fun. Just not in ways that you are capable of appreciating.” Nyx chuffed a laugh at that as the {RANGER} began the process of casting the small vessel off the dock. Ray stared at the Aelvin as they began to drift out into the slow-flowing river.

“Did he… just sass me?” he asked his canine companion after several minutes. “I didn’t think he was capable of that. Wow, so Verrick does have a sense of humor.”

“Of course he does. Do you think he would be able to put up with you for very long if he didn’t?” Nyx shot back.

Ray just grumbled. Everyone was a smartass. He stood on the railing as the Aelvin deployed the sails on the small boat and it began to move down the river. As soon as they crossed into the neighboring territory they would run the boat up onto the shore and head inland. If he wasn’t wrong then they would only be a single border away from home. It wasn’t like he had a map to work with, going off entirely from discussing with eh {RANGER}s and his own memories.

A shudder ran through the entire vessel, nearly knocking Ray off his feet. “What the hell was that?” he asked, looking around. A sharp squealing noise akin to nails on a chalkboard was the only answer that he received.

“My Lord! Something is in the water!” called out a {RANGER}. The Aelvin was about to say more when an elongated arm exploded from the water, grabbed the surprised {RANGER} by the armor, and yanked him into the river.

“Get back from the sides! Back! Now!” ordered Verrick. A hideous shriek had Ray covering his ears as he saw dozens of lanky, four-limbed pale undead begin crawling over the sides of the boat. Their limbs with elongated like spider legs while their skin was pasty white. The undead faces had no eyes, or hair, with only two sunken holes for a nose and a maw of teeth.

They swarmed over the side as everyone began fighting for their lives. Ray didn’t have any time to draw his weapon as he was immediately set upon by two of the pale-skinned watery terrors. Swiping at him with sharp talons, Ray caught one attack on his arm resulting in deep gashes that began to bleed freely. Hissing in pain, he kicked the second creature in the chest and was surprised when its chest caved in and it was flung backward, clearing the rail and landing back in the water.

“These things are made of glass! Smash 'em!” he yelled out, not able to turn and see how the others were doing yet. The creature he had just disposed of was quickly replaced by another. Raw blocked another attack with his arm, managing to avoid the claws this time. He caught the wrist of the creature and with a violent twist broke it. The thing writhed and flailed backward with a hiss of pain. The reprieve wasn’t to last, however, as another of the river abominations quickly took up the open spot, clawing and biting at Ray in an attempt to turn him into lunch.

Ray’s world narrowed down into a hand-to-hand brawl with so many of the creatures that he lost count. Ducking, countering, kicking, and taking painful cuts, slashes, and bits filled his world for what seemed like hours but was in reality more likely minutes. Dozens of the creatures fell to his punches and kicks, their thin weak skin, light bodies, and clumsy movements hiding their ability to rend and tear flesh with ease.

At some point, Ray ran out of targets. Taking a deep breath he observed the scene around him and realized he had been wrong. There weren’t dozens of these things, there had been hundreds. The deck of the trawler was littered with corpses, with more floating down the river behind them. Several of the {RANGER}s were down with significant wounds, while the sole remaining Goblin of their expedition had died, its body ripped to shreds by the claws of those creatures. Nyx seemed to be ok, sporting a few bloody bits and cuts that matted her fur with blood, but Verrick was one of the badly wounded.

Heading over to him, Ray knelt as another Aelvin bandaged his wounds.

“I was caught by several of the creatures, My Lord,” he explained. “There were too many angles to defend,” he admitted.

Ray nodded, “I’m just glad you’re alive. Overall I would say we came out of this pretty well. Let's keep our eyes open and get to shore as quickly as possible. I thought that the attacks would be limited to deep water vessels, but if this is the response to a short trip down the river… we are going to need to find a different way to move around.”

Verrick only nodded in confirmation as Ray stood and let the Alevin get back to cleaning and bandaging his wounds. If they weren’t able to use the water to travel the would they would need to figure out something else.

And quickly.
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                It took an hour, and fending off another attack, to get the small boat to shore. For once something was going their way, as the moment the hull bumped the grassy landing a System message telling them they had entered a new territory popped up. Not seeing any factions or important information within it, Ray dismissed it without going over it fully. Annoyed that they weren’t able to get further down the river, but more than happy they had accomplished their goal of getting out of the area, Ray was looking forward to getting home.

They ragtag group scrambled off the boat and up the hill to the road. Several undead eyed them from the inside of cars, and Ray was positive he saw some hulking mass shift back into a building, but nothing was willing to come out into the daylight to try and eat them. He was glad at least that stayed true.

They cautiously made their way down the rough road along the river. They travelled in between the river and a familiar-looking industrial complex with large round white towers. Some kind of petroleum manufacturing plant or something else that dealt with liquids that needed to be stored in large quantities.

Their walk was quiet. Eerily so. While the group did see undead here and there secreted into tiny pockets of shade or luring inside of the occasional open building, nothing else seemed to be moving in the area. Ray had yet to see any large quantity of wildlife, but this area just felt … dead.

“This is eerie,” Nyx said quietly, mirroring Ray’s inner thoughts. “Like we aren’t supposed to be here. Like nothing living is supposed to be here. This is not right Ray, we need to leave this place. Quickly.”

“This place is of the unliving,” muttered one {RANGER} quietly as he eyed the industrial complex.

Ray agreed. “Let's go, double time. Let's get away from this place and around it. Home, here we come.”

The group moved more quickly, the wounded Verrick being supported by two of the remaining {RANGER}s. They moved at a quick jog, throwing away their ability to be stealthy in favor of getting away from the complex. At one point Ray had the distinct feeling of being watched, and the sense of danger he felt grew to the point he actually began to sweat. After several minutes, however, the feeling began to slowly diminish, all without them having to fight something. It was at the point that they crossed a wide by-way, a six-lane road, away from the complex that the feeling faded entirely.

Pausing on the other side, the group turned to look at the industrial complex for a moment before they collectively shuddered. Slowing down a bit, they walked the length of the complex, but heading inland away from the river in the direction of their territory. The further they got from the strange factory, the better they all felt.

It took them another four hours of walked at a steady pace, picking their way through debris and over rubble before he saw the telltale green fog.

“There it is! Damn, that took forever,” Ray muttered as they crossed the barrier. He immediately got a System message giving him an update on his territory. He happily noted that there were not any changes that he could see.
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“Great, all’s well in the land of Ray,” Ray said grinning like an idiot. They weaved in and out of the tall buildings, dropping all pretense at stealth. While Verrick and the Aelvin were a bit wary, Ray knew that the team from Argyle had wiped the territory clean of any creatures and undead. That meant that unless someone, or something, moved in somewhere that they were completely safe to move as they saw fit. And seeing as none of the buildings had a skull icon over them, the zone was still cleared of enemies.

Moving far quicker than they had in the other territories, the group exited out into an open space containing their base. They all froze when it came into view, even Ray was stunned by what he saw.

Derrick had done some work.

The four buildings that had been melded together at the base were now fully fused, with a full twelve stories to work with. What was more, though, was that there were now sky bridges from the main ‘trunk’ of the fortress to neighboring buildings. Those buildings were a solid block of system-reinforced concrete at the base, keeping the sole entrance to the growing complex at the main building. The entrance itself had changed as well. What used to be what amounted to a plain tunnel leading to the center now sported a reinforced guardhouse complete with matching towers featuring pillbox bunkers at their base and a portcullis over the top.

Even from here, Ray could see multiple people moving back and forth across the new bridges. Far more than he remembered even being in the territory before.

Heading towards the main entrance the group stopped as they a voice called out in a challenge, “Stop there! Don’t come any closer!”, yelled one of the men from the tower. This gained the attention of several other people working just outside the entrance, who promptly ran into the tunnel for cover.

Far from the welcome that he was expecting, Ray responded a bit nervously, “Get Derrick! I’m back from my scouting trip!” It took a few minutes of people bouncing around, but eventually, the engineer ran out of the mouth of the tunnel.

“Raaaaay!” the man practically screamed the entire way over to him. He slid to a stop in front of the group. Looking up his eyes widened as he recognized the Aelvin. “And Verrick too! Dang, you have been busy! Let’s get you all inside, I have a lot to update you on. A ton of things have happened since you’ve been away.”

He led them past the guard towers and into the tunnel. It was well lit and Ray could see people moving in and out conducting their day, completing tasks, or even stopping to chat. As their group passed by most people turned to stare at them. Ray saw wonder, awe, and even fear. There was also a few looks of disgust, for whatever reason.

The tunnel opened up into a large atrium. All four floors had been merged around a large central pillar that led up to the other floors. The entire ground level had been converted into a large cafeteria, and food court, and had a row of shops that had been had built using whatever was at hand. In stark contrast to the well-built structure that housed them.

“A half day after you left we had several groups of survivors cross into the territory that were being chased by hordes of undead,” Derrick explained as they walked. “I took the Goblins and Orkin out and we grabbed who we could and moved them here. The fighting was pretty bad for a while, and we lost people from both groups. Eventually, though we whittled down the hordes to nothing and won. The survivors saw that we were pretty entrenched here and chose to join.”

Ray nodded, “How many people are here right now? There seems to be a ton, particularly if you expanded sky bridges to other buildings. How did you have enough Power to do that by the way? It hasn’t been long,” he wondered aloud. “And how are we on food and supplies? I have so many questions.”

Derrick just laughed, “One question at a time Ray! One question at a time. The first group was about forty people and only had people in it, humans to be precise. The second group was Orkin and a bunch of Goblins. There were about seventy between them. The most recent group was an Orkin-Human mix and the smallest, seventeen in that one.”

“That’s… a lot of people in a short amount of time. We haven’t run into many people, even the survivor enclaves are not that numerous. Several territories are just… empty. Where are they all coming from?” Ray wondered.

Derrick shrugged, “The first group had been moving for a while. They couldn’t find a building or place that was completely infested to bunker up in. Apparently they started out as a group of more than three hundred,” he shivered. “Their casualty rate was horrendous. The Orkin though, they just followed the waves of undead. Apparently they hunted for fun, raiding buildings when they could. But even with that level of battle lust fighting all the time gets tiring. So they settled here when they saw our ‘amazing fortress’.”

“Yeah, you’ve done wonders with this place for sure,” Ray said, admiring the interior. “How did you get all this done?”

“That last group that came in? It had twelve Orkin and five humans and get this; the humans were architects and building engineers. All of them,” the engineer replied, giddy. “Four of them have a similar class and abilities to me. Having a few more {STRUCTURAL ENGINEER}’s made improving this place speed up a lot. The last guy? You’re gonna want to meet him Ray because what he can do may be the solution to your travel dilemma. The only issue is that its going to be insanely expensive, but I want to let him explain.”

“This is impressive, My Lord,” Verrick said tiredly, “But may we be shown to our quarters if possible? We need to rest and heal.”

Derrick practically bounced from foot to foot, “Oh man I’m sorry! I get excited. Let’s get you guys to the barracks, for now, I will have Cassie swing by. She is one of the new arrivals and has a {HEALER} class. This whole class thing is weird but crazy useful. That little lady has saved a bunch of lives so far with her actions. Unfortunately, there hasn’t been anything like a resurrection that has popped up. We did have one person that was able to be brought back when the damage to their body was headed fast enough coupled with CPR.”

“Sounds like both practical first aid mixed with abilities has the potential to bring someone back, but isn’t guaranteed unless the conditions are ideal,” Ray mused. “Regardless, having a healer is important. Get Verrick and the others over to her, we can talk more later.”

The engineer told him where he could find his room and then said his goodbyes, leading the crew off to wherever this {HEALER} was. Ray and Nyx were left to their own devices so, seeing as they had nothing better to do at the moment, they headed up to get some rest.

As the pair traveled through the massive building they couldn’t help but marvel at what had been accomplished in only a few days. The place was coming alive, with more than a few people greeting him as they passed. More than a few more also avoided eye contact as if they were afraid of him. Something he would have to ask Derrick about later.

Ray got to the center pillar and found an open elevator cab waiting for an occupant. Interested, he stepped into it with Nyx right behind him. She had been watching everything in silence and only opted to say something once he had chosen the seventh floor, where Derrick had said his room was, and the doors closed. The elevator took off, making Ray stumble as it moved far quicker than he had expected.

“Something here is odd,” she said slowly, finding the right words. “Some of these people seem terrified. Others seem jubilant. Regardless, there seems to be a significant gap in the mindsets of the folks here. Derrick is a good person, but I don’t think he is a people person. I don’t think he has noticed anything odd. I also haven’t seen Rivea since we have gotten back. She is certainly someone who should have come and greeted us.”

Ray couldn’t help but agree with everything his canine companion had laid out, and he said as much. “I completely agree. Lets go check our rooms, drop off our stuff, then go find Rivea. She should be able to shed some light on the situation until we can talk with Derrick and get the full situation laid out.”

The elevator slowed to a stop and dinged, the doors opening to a hallway filled with evenly spaced doors. The pair walked down the hallway until it turned. Derrick had said their door was at the very end, passed a guard room of some kind. It was when they turned the corner and saw what was in wait for them that they instantly knew something was very, very wrong.

Turning the corner Nyx went into combat mode and dodged as a huge Orkin smashed a club into the floor where she had just been. Ray drew his handgun and, spending Power to alter the round, unleashed six imbued armor-piercing bullets. All six passed through the Orkin, killing it instantly, and continued down the hallway killing at least five more of the dozens of large green men that packed the hallway.

Ray didn’t stop to count.

“Fuck! It’s a trap!” he said, backpedaling. The doors behind him slammed open, disgorging more Orkin into the hallway. Panicking slightly, Ray slapped his hand to the wall and spent a huge chunk of his Power to cause concrete spikes to explode from the walls. The hallway was immediately filled with death as nearly every Orkin in that area was perforated by the makeshift attack. It also served to completely block the Orkin’s reinforcements from surrounding them. Now his enemies were only in front of him, and that may killing them all the easier.

Nyx had been far from idle while Ray attacked those coming in behind them. Unleashing her bark ability down the hallway threw the Orkin there around like so many pinballs, as if someone had picked them all up simultaneously and began beating them into every available surface. The confines of the location only served to amplify her attack. All too soon the hallway was devoid of things to kill.

Panting slightly, Ray looked at his Power reserves and winced, he had dropped all the way to sixty-one. That attack had been costly. Hopefully, he had enough to figure out what the hell was going on and fix it. Thinking back he hadn’t seen any overt signs that anyone was hostile. But he also hadn’t seen half the people that he knew before he left. There were yellow flags everywhere, but only one big red one.

Rivea was not present and Derrick didn’t seem to care.

He charged through the bodies, slamming into the door in front of him and taking it clean off his hinges. He burst into a large room devoid of any furniture. It sported a vaulted ceiling giving it the impression of being much larger than it actually was. Although there was no furniture the room was not unoccupied. In the center was a large wooden rack and a small table. On the rack was an unconscious Rivea, naked as the day she was born and in human form. On the table was a cauldron, and in front of that cauldron was a large, armored man with bat wings.

Turning towards him the man frowned and Ray could clearly see that he was not human. The horns on his head and deep red skin immediately brought to mind a demon of some kind. When the man picked up a cleaver and opened his fang-filled maw to speak, Ray knew he was in for a fight.

“This intrusion is … most unwelcome.”
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                “Who the fuck are you and what the fuck have you done to Rivea?” growled Ray as Nyx mirrored it nearly perfectly.

The big demon thing sighed and stood to its full, highly imposing, nine-foot height. “Humans. You have no manners or class, barging into someone’s home at mealtime,” the creature said. It was going to say more, but Ray rudely interrupted it with an exploding bullet to the face. It roared in anger as the smoke cleared and charged, massive cleaver in hand.

Nyx barked an attack, but other than making the massive horned man blink it did nothing. Charging in for a bit the canine was simply scooped up and smashed into the floor with an extreme display of violence and strength. With a pained yelp, Nyx exploded into motes of light and vanished.

Furious, but knowing that his {SOUL COMPANION} was still alive, Ray sprinted sideways to give himself more space. As he did he fired his handgun repeatedly, eliciting grunts of pain and fury from the horned man. Unfortunately, while Ray was fast, this creature was faster and rapidly caught up to him. With a powerful backhand, he smashed him sideways across the room.

Skidding to a halt, Ray spat out a mouthful of blood that had pooled in his mouth. “Did you just fucking bitch slap me?” he asked incredulously.

The huge creature rolled its shoulders and brandished its cleaver, “Before cooking the meat, tenderizing it is a necessity. Don’t look at it as a bitch slap so much as me preparing dessert,” it said with a malevolent grin.

“Fuck you. You aren’t eating anyone today,” Ray spat back. Reaching up, he realized he had lost his gun somewhere mid-flight. Swearing, he drew his blade and lit it up with fire, catching the interest of the demon.

“Oh my, an enchanter. So rare. So tasty. I have eaten many rare souls, but I haven’t eaten an enchanter before. I wonder what you taste like,” it pondered, caressing its cleaver slowly in a manner that made Ray feel dirty. “Guess we get to find out!”

The pair eyed one another before charging simultaneously. They slammed together in the center of the room in a savage whirl of cleave and flaming blade. Ray dodged the cleaver and follow-up claws from the demon and struck out with his burning blade, only for it to be turned aside with a backhand. Twisting, he narrowly avoided the large butcher’s weapon again but caught a kick to the side that sent him skidding across the room.

Ray slid to a stop gasping for air, the kick having cracked or broken more than a few ribs. “Fuck you kick like a mule,” he gasped, staggering to his feet. The demon looked mildly impressed.

“Not too many things take a hit from me and get back up,” it said in delight. “You don’t know when to quit, and that’s what will make this fun. Suffer for my amusement,” it finished with a roar and charged.

Ray staggered to one side and narrowly avoided the huge cleaver. He did not, however, dodge the follow-up punch which once again sent him flying across the room. He landed hard, his little remaining breath leaving his lungs as the world got a bit dim. His head was ringing after that hit, and he was dizzy. Knowing he wasn’t in a good spot, he slowly sat up and tried brandishing his blade, only to realize he wasn’t holding it anymore. He stared at his hand; thoughts muddled for a moment until he could think straight. He looked up to see the demon walking over to him slowly. It was talking to itself, something about dessert and a good meal not being wasted. Ray was too concussed to really understand. What he did still know was that he had to stop the thing. Somehow. Summoning what willpower he had left, he channeled the entirety of his Power into a single point in space, that point being right in front of the demon. He struggled to hold onto the tiny bead of power, white lightning arcing around the small dot that was chest level in front of the demon. Its eyes were wide as it stared at the spot … then Ray lost his focus.

The world went white.

Somewhere in the back of his mind, he recognized that he had been flung backwards as a result of the explosion. Yet another large impact to his body, however, had left his mind even more addled. To the point that he wasn’t even fully feeling pain any longer. Distantly he heard the screaming of the demon, deep angry roars, and the din of battle. He was too tired to really care though. He slipped into a semi-lucid state, realizing that at one point someone was carrying him.

Then all he knew was darkness as his awareness finally fled in its entirety.

Reality returned in fits and starts as Ray woke slowly. The first sensation he had was a pounding head and how much it fucking hurt. His immediate second thought was about Nyx. Not wanting to even open his eyes, he activated his {SOUL COMPANION} ability, getting a message from the System that he didn’t have enough Power to summon Nyx back yet. This told him two things. The first was that he was still alive and not being carved up as some kind of person roast. The second was that a full day hadn’t passed yet, and seeing as they had gotten back later in the day it probably hadn’t been more than a few hours.

Several voices came into range of his hearing, being garbled at first but becoming clearer as they entered wherever he was.

“- broke them off, and I got out. Then I,” the voice paused, but Ray already recognized the speaker by her tone. “Shit, he’s awake!” Rivea said excitedly. Another, distinctly female, hum of interest came closer to where he was lying.

He took note that he was on a soft surface, likely a bed or couch or some kind. He felt fingers run down his head and neck, then gently probe his side. He winced, but it was far from the pain he had had earlier. Someone or something had healed the most grievous of his wounds.

“Seems the healing is coming along nicely,” the other woman said. “You should take it easy for at least a few days, but the blindfold can come off now. Don’t stare into the light above, it may make you nauseous.”

Whatever was wrapped around his face was slowly peeled back, letting in the light more and more as each layer was removed. Heading the voices advice, he looked away from the lights, blinking in pain as the last bit of cloth was removed. His vision was still a bit blurry, but he could make out the grinning form of Rivea. Next to her was a much older woman with silver hair and thick, coke bottle glasses.

“You must be Cassie,” Ray rasped out even as the Drake handed him a small glass of water. He drank as he listened to the woman reply.

“Indeed I am, young man. Welcome to my infirmary,” she confirmed. “Lots of people to heal all of a sudden, once that nasty curse was lifted. You were among the most badly injured, but I understand we have you to thank for even being alive.”

Rivea practically danced next to the bed, but the older woman shut her down with a mere glance. “Massive concussion, brain hemorrhaging, nine broken ribs, cracked pelvis, broken arm, six broken fingers. You cost me a full day's Power to just keep alive,” she grumbled. “You’re lucky your dragon friend here cared enough to bring you to me immediately.”

“Drake,” Rivea corrected. “Aether Drake to be precise.”

“Bah! Whatever. You’re a damn big magical lizard with wings,” Cassie responded with a dismissive wave of her hands. Then she pointed at Ray, “No rough play for two days. Come back tomorrow for another healing session. Leave when you can get up. I have other patients.”

The older woman trundled off as Rivea and Ray watched her go. The Drake just shook her head, “Poor bedside manners for sure, but she’s a damn good {HEALER}. Was something called a Neurosurgeon before the end of the world.”

Ray just nodded. “What happened?” he asked, finishing his drink and setting the glass down on the table next to the bed.

“Your little explosion broke the rack I was on. The thing was enchanted to high hell to restrain and weaken anyone inside of it,” she explained. “I woke up almost immediately, then ripped that fucking Daemon to pieces,” she finished with a growl.

Ray started to chuckle but winced when his ribs seized. “Right. Good. But what I mean is what happened here? How did that… Daemon you called it? How did it take over? It seemed like it was in total control of the entire territory?”

“Not even close, but I can see how that might have looked,” Rivea said, thinking through how to explain it to him. “Daemons can compel others through curses. Powerful Daemons can make those curses contagious, kind of like a disease. This one came in with that first group and slowly spread its magic around. Once enough of the newcomers were enthralled it, uh, convinced me to get into the rack. I perceived it as a rather attractive Aether Drake,” she said muttering that last bit.

Ray chuckled, grimacing in pain again. “I didn’t figure you for the ‘tie me up and have your way with me’ type.”

She growled, “Look it was a fucking curse meant to confuddle and confuse ok? Moving on!” she snapped. “The Daemon ate a couple of people before he got me into that rack. He was about to make filet of Drake out of me when you happened to show up and blew the shit out of that room. Roll back to what I said earlier about me breaking free and thrashing his ass and he has the complete picture.”

“Undead, monsters, and now demons. What the hell is this new world going to throw at us next?” Ray said slowly, trying not to agitate his injury.

“Don’t forget about Gods,” said a new voice, causing Rivea to whirl in place. “We exist too you know.”

Anubis was leaning against the wall eating an apple, of all things, as he watched their discussion. The last time Ray had seen the God he had been in the body of a dog man of some kind, possibly even a kind of demon. He wasn’t entirely sure. Now, however, the divine entity had assumed the form of a tall, dark haired man wearing a leather trench coat.

“Who the fuck are you? How did you get in here?” growled Rivea. “Identify yours-“ she never finished the sentence as the Drake froze in place.

“Dogs who bark are generally put in the kennel. Consider this as you being in the kennel,” he said, finishing off the apple core and all. He pushed off the wall and walked over to her, getting in her face. “Dogs who bite, however, are put down. So be a good doggy and stick to being noisy.”

Rivea was sweating and visibly pale as Anubis moved on from her to the side of Ray’s bed. “I found your wayward friends if you were curious. Well, most of them anyway. That Djinn pal of yours is incredibly adept at not being found. I have no idea what he is up to. But the Drakling and the Orkin? The Thymians? Those guys were a cakewalk to find. You mortals sure do get around. Your little female friend is much closer than you think, but I don’t want to spoil that surprise. I enjoy watching her work.”

“Now I suppose you have questions you want answers to your questions?” Ray replied, annoyed that the God had found everyone so fast but glad that at least Josephine seemed like she was nearby.

Anubis shrugged, “Yes and no. I’ve had more time to look through your memories, so I understand a lot more. Your past. Your drive. Your conversation with the High Administrator,” he said as powerful killing intent rolled off of him, making it hard for Ray to breathe.

The way the God said ‘High Administrator’ sent shivers down Ray's spine. He didn’t know why, but Anubis seemed borderline violent when the title was mentioned. Whoever, or whatever, that held it and had sent him the letter was apparently not well-liked by the God. That meant that this High Administrator was either on par… or more powerful than a God of Death.

“Funny thing is, I can only see what you can recall of the letter itself. I am prevented from seeing anything else that is related to that,” Anubis continued, his intensity lessening back to the point that Ray was no longer suffocating. “Not that I care much, you aren’t very important in the grand scheme of things. But, if by chance, you do happen to exchange greetings with He Who Is On High, let him know that we haven’t forgotten or forgiven.”

Ray just shrugged, “This is way beyond me. I got some letter, and that’s about the extent of what I know is going on. Sorry.”

The God shrugged, “Doesn’t really matter, like I said. But I am curious as to those sealed memories. It would be hard to tell them to me, as I don’t know what to ask either. Its interesting. Very, very interesting and I am oh so curious as to what delicious secrets are being hidden behind that seal.”

“Right, so, uh, about my friends?” Ray asked, trying to change the subject.

Anubis rolled his eyes. “Yeah, yeah. You mortals, always so impatient for friends and family. It's sad really, you should strive for more self-dependance and strength. Friends just bring you down, but I digress. Your Drakling and Orkin friend are North. Far, far to the North and working their way down. The Thymians are all locked away in a dungeon on the continent south of here. Your female {MYRMIDON} companion, however, is much, much closer. So close, in fact, that you will be seeing one another soon I am sure. I don’t want you to disturb her yet though, as she is ending a lot of very tasty souls my way. The damned have this peculiar minty flavor…” he trailed off in thought.

Then the God nodded and took a step back, “And there you have it Raymond Finnegan, all the information that you requested. I still have my own questions, for certain, but we can address those at another juncture. For now, fight hard and kill many, many things. I look forward to it.”

With a final grin that sent chills down his spine, the God’s body turned to liquid blood and dropped to the floor in a puddle. Rivea was unfrozen the moment that Anubis vanished, but had nothing to say as they merely stared at one another. Ray wasn’t sure how long they were silent for, but eventually, Cassie walked back into the room to check on them. Stepping over the doorway she froze.

“I leave you alone for five minutes and you murder someone in my hospital. One of you better clean this up.”

            

    
        CHAPTER 25

    
    
    
    
                “Who the fuck was that?” Rivea asked, turning back to Ray a bit wide-eyed.

Ray shrugged, “Oh, you know, Anubis, God of the dead. A personal buddy and all that,” he shrugged as if A God walking into a room and casually chatting with him was an everyday occurrence. Which to be fair, it was turning out to be. “That’s the big bad God we have to beat up and defeat. Although, I am beginning to think that ‘defeat’ may be used loosely used term.”

The Drake eyed him with annoyance, “Derrick was looking for you earlier. I think I should leave and send him in, or else I may do something like strangle my annoying Master and seal my own fate.” She stalked over to the door then, pausing, she turned her head back toward him slightly. “Thanks for saving me,” she muttered.

Then she was gone.

Ray was not quite sure how to take that last bit of thanks, but he didn’t have a chance to fully digest it before Derrick burst through the door practically in tears.

“Ray! Oh, my god man, I am so sorry!” he bawled, alternating between tears and fury. “If I had known what was going on … man I would have kicked the demon’s ass! Woulda made him into fucking building blocks! I can't believe I didn’t notice anything!”

The bedridden man couldn’t help but chuckle at his friend's antics. “Don’t worry about it too much, it's over and done with now anyway. According to Rivea that Daemon had some serious psychic ability to manipulate others in a pretty wide area around itself. If you are going to do anything, figure out a way to prevent that from happening again.”

Derrick saluted and said, “Already did! I spent quite a bit of time talking with Talla and the other engineers. We modified the walls of the primary building with some pretty fancy engravings called runes. They remind me a lot of a circuit board,” he paused in thought then shook his head, “Anyway! Apparently each rune performs a singular, specific action. When you hook them together they create an effect! A lot like building a structure! I used what I learned from her, and a few things I bought from the {SYSTEM SHOP}, to build out a system of defenses against abnormal status effects. This shouldn’t happen again,” he finished hotly.

“That’s awesome!” Ray agreed. “Now that that is taken care of, lets talk a bit more about these new arrivals. You explained a lot to me about where they came from, but I need to know more. I got jumped by a good number of Orkin upstairs. A lot of them are dead. That cant be a good thing for the folks who just joined us,” he explained. “I need to meet the leaders of these groups and figure out if they are a threat or not. Who is staying, who is going, and get some rules for our territory going.”

The engineer nodded, “Good plan. Do you mind if they meet here? I don’t think Cassie will let you out for a while. You literally blew yourself up doing whatever it was that you did.”

“Yeah, that’s fine. Bring them in as soon as you can,” he agreed. “Let Cassie know too. I don’t want her freaking out when I have a half dozen people in the room.”

Derrick practically ran out of the room to get everyone together. While he waited for his friend's return, Ray called up his stats to review the changes. What he saw shocked him.

RAYMOND ‘RAY’ FINNEGAN

{RACE}

HUMAN

{CLASS}

SYSTEM LORD

{CLASS GRADE}

UNIQUE

{STAGE}

1

{LEVEL}

9

{STRENGTH}

5

HUMAN BASE: 5

{AGILITY}

5

HUMAN BASE: 5

{POWER}

130 (0)

HUMAN BASE: 0

{WISDOM}

10

HUMAN BASE: 8

{LUCK}

10

HUMAN BASE: 2

{ABILITIES}

CLAIM II

CLAIM HEX

OATH OF FEALTY

SOUL COMPANION

MODIFY II

“Three levels and an upgrade to {MODIFY}? That’s insane,” he muttered. That Daemon must have been insanely powerful… or maybe it was something else that was giving him his levels? To Ray, there could only be one of two things that would increase his level. Combat and actions related to skills and class, or meeting objectives that the System issued. It could very well be a combination of the two.

Pushing the notion aside for now, he examined his new skill. {MODIFY} didn’t have a description that he knew of before the upgrade. But it sure did now;

{MODIFY II}

IMPART YOUR WILL TO MODIFY TANGIBLE OR INTANGIBLE TARGETS.

Ray sighed at the less-than-helpful text as he dismissed his stats screen. That was less than fucking helpful. He knew what the words meant, and he knew how to modify items. But how could he change something that was intangible? He really needed to take some time and experiment in depth, to figure out the extent of his abilities and what he could do with them.

There was nothing stopping him right now from doing a quick experiment now except his lack of Power. He would have to make a few more of those {POWER CUBE}’s when he got a chance. Being able to store any excess was going to be incredibly important going forward. He would have to see if he could make a really big one and then have everyone with spare points at the end of the day dump them into the cube. That would give him one big ass battery to pull from if necessary. Yeah. Yeah, that was a fucking stellar idea.

Grinning to himself, he looked up as almost a dozen people walked into his hospital room. Derrick led the charge and behind him came an elderly couple dressed in overalls, followed by Verrick, two Orkin, a shifty-looking man dressed in a trench coat, a fat balding man in a torn-up suit, and Rivea. It was a veritable circus.

Ray waited until they had all come in and found semi-comfortable spots around the room. Then he said, “Thank you all for coming. I am going to assume that everyone here leads a faction, group, or is otherwise the representative of whomever follows them. I am also going to assume that everyone here knows, or at least has heard of, one another. We are going to play the ‘introduce yourselves’ game one more time though, because I don’t know anyone here-“

He was cut off by the fat guy in the suit who had narrowed his eyes, “Right. And who are you exactly to ask us to do anything?” he grunted out.

He sounded to Ray exactly like what a pig would sound like if it could speak, and it annoyed him to no end.

Ray leveled his gaze at the man until he began to shift uncomfortably, “I am the guy who claimed this hex. I am the guy whose people died in securing this building. I am this guy who fought Rivea to a standstill and forced her to surrender. That’s who I am. Now who the fuck are you?” he snarled.

The Orkin pain snorted their amusement, and even the man in the trench coat smirked a little. The fat pigman in a suit was having none of it, however. “My name is Kevin Ortmin!” he said pompously as if Ray should immediately know who he was. “I ran this city as Mayor and am the lead for the groups in this facility.”

“No. You are not,” Ray said simply, confusing the fat man as his chins wobbled. “You aren’t the leader of anything. As a matter of fact, I’m debating throwing you out.”

“You can’t do that! Who put you in charge anyway?” Kevin spat, practically spraying Ray with spit and phlegm, but he was no longer listening to the bulbous politician.

Over the last several days Ray had been stabbed, cut, and blown up. He had fought through monsters and undead. He had beaten a drake in combat. He had talked to a God, killed bandits, and founded a safe haven through a brokered deal with an immensely powerful demonic entity.

He wasn’t about to take shit from some fat guy in a suit.

Leafing through the options in his menu, and ignoring the still-talking man in front of him, he found exactly what he had hoped to find buried in the management menu for the territory. Tapping several options, he paused and looked back at the now-sputtering politician.

“Last chance to stop being a dick. In fact, that’s going to be a primary rule here. Don’t be a dick. How about that, Kevin?” Ray said sweetly, smiling at the man. But the suit-wearing politico was having none of it and launched into another tirade. So Ray smashed the option in the menu and dismissed it, curious as to what would happen. Afterall, it was his first time using the territory management screen to exile someone.

Blue lights swirled around the man as everyone watched in rapt fascination as the man was picked up off his feet. Hovering in the air for a solid three or four seconds, he just began to screen when he vanished in a flash of light. Kevin Ortmin, Mayor of what-ever-the-fuck had vanished. Ray hadn’t specified a destination, so he had no idea where the man had gone. And that was probably for the best.

“And that, everyone,” he said causing the people in the room to stare at him, “is what banishing someone from your territory looks like. I am the owner of the territory. I want to grow and build a faction here that is meant to take back Earth from the undead and every other creepy crawly. The goal is to be resurgent, figure out who did this to our world, and kick their teeth in.”

The Orkin stared at one another then pushed off the wall as one. “I’m Dax. Dis is my life-mate Volka,” the huge green-skinned man rumbled. Every word he spoke made it feel like Ray was talking to a tank engine. “You gotz powah. You gotz a plan. We gonna follow you. Just let us get some good fightz in and we gonna be happy enough.”

Ray nodded. That was one group down. He turned to the trench coat man and the elderly couple. The older man spoke first, “Names Carl, this is my wife Marge. I gotta ask, Where did you send Kevin off to?”

“No clue,” he replied honestly. “That was my first time using that function. I just know it booted him outside of the territory somewhere.”

The man grunted, “Fair enough. You basically killed him. I don’t know how I feel about that.”

“He killed himself,” Ray corrected directly. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but our little slice of the universe has gone through a couple of apocalypses, is infested with monsters and undead abominations from the depths of any and every horribly written screenplay, and humanity is on the verge of extinction. I don’t have the time or energy to waste playing political games with someone who is going to aim to be disruptive and cost more lives only to fail to take charge anyway.”

Carl grunted as his wife elbowed him in the side, “What makes you think he would have failed? Politicians have the damnedest ability to turn people into stark raving idiots when it comes to what they want.”

“The System,” Ray said simply. “We all have to follow rules that it lays out. No amount of political maneuvering will turn a frog into a prize stallion. But with enough effort, the System can certainly turn a frog into a creature capable of being ridden like one.”

That elicited a chuckle from both of the elders. “Well said young man,” Marge said, speaking for the first time since Ray had met her. She very much had an ‘iron granny’ feel to her. Nice right up until she needed to beat someone with a cast iron pan. He liked her already.

“We will stay. This seems to be the safest place there is. Much safer than any of those other groups. And much more put together. You even have a kitchen,” she said kindly, a fire being lit in her eyes at the mention of being able to cook.

Ray just chuckled and turned to the man in the trench coat. He immediately held up his hands with a grin, “Dave Smith,” he said quickly. “Like our dear departed friend Kevin, I also worked in the government. I was a spook, primarily in intelligence gathering. My little group is full of similar people with classes that match our life experiences. We are interested in staying as well, and I sure as hell don’t want to run the place,” he finished with a chortle.

“I like you already,” Ray agreed, returning the man's grin. “Our immediate goal is to further secure the territory, find my wayward friends, and expand. I already cut a deal with a dungeon one territory over. Getting there is going to be a nightmare though. We don’t have a safe road and the rivers sure as hell can’t be used.”

Carl raised his hand, “What in tangles name is a dungeon?”

“You don’t have to raise your hand, Carl, just say what’s on your mind. We’re all adults here,” Ray said with a laugh, eliciting a faint blush of embarrassment from the older man. “But to answer your question, a dungeon is a place you go to willingly fight monsters and solve puzzles. If you get to a checkpoint or finish the entire thing, you get rewards in the way of resources, weapons, and goods.”

Carl grunted, “This whole new world just keeps getting weirder. Monsters, dungeons, and this weird floating screen.”

“Oh, you haven’t even scratched the surface yet,” replied Ray with a short laugh. “Anyway, as the representatives of the group that’s came in, I figured we could meet one another and figure out how running this place would look. I can’t do it myself, so giving everyone some dedicated spheres of responsibility would be ideal.”

Derrick cleared his throat, getting Ray’s attention. “I’ve already got that sorted out Ray. Carl will run our agricultural group when we have it going. His class is {APOCALYPSE FARMER}, and he can grow anything practically anywhere that has dirt. Our near-term goal is to build out some greenhouses and purchase seeds from the {SYSTEM SHOP}. Marge, on the other hand, will run our sundries and food group. We need to keep everyone fed and her {DIVINE CHEF} class is perfectly suited to making an edible meal out of anything.”

“That makes sense. How about the others?” Ray asked, curious as to how much had been figured out while he was away.

The engineer gestured at Dave. “Dave will run our intelligence and scouting group. His {SPYMASTER} class is ideal for that and gives buffs and temporary abilities to those who work for him.” Derrick turned to Rivea and the Orkin, “Rivea will run our overall offense and defense. Dax and Volka have been war leaders for their tribe since they were born, so having them under her will be a leadership boon for our fighters.”

He continued as Ray nodded along, “Then there’s me. I am going to run the engineers and crafters group like I have been so far. My {STRUCTURAL ENGINEER} class is applicable to anything that has a structure. That includes groups, which has been incredibly handy.”

Ray laughed. “Well, that was easy,” he chuckled. “For once something came together relatively well. Sounds like we have most of our elements covered. Are there any issues that we need to figure out or address?” Derrick looked at Dave and Rivea nervously before turning back to him.

“Well, there is one thing…”

            

    
        CHAPTER 26

    
    
    
    
                Ray stood on the edge of his territory, staring at the five-story office building that Derrick was nervously eyeballing. He turned to where the engineer stood next to Nyx, just as doubtful that what he had proposed was going to work.

“Are you absolutely sure this is going to work?” Ray asked.

Derrick shrugged, “No. Not even close. But if it does it could be a game changer. And I figured for a first test we may as well do something that would impact the defensibility of our home.”

After a day of rest, and resummoning Nyx, Derrick had met back up with Ray to propose a project. Something that would benefit everyone in the territory, but was going to be difficult if not impossible to achieve. A wall. A wall of immense proportions with enchanting that would make it practically impervious to damage. The {STRUCTURAL ENGINEER} had done his research, consulted the shop keeping Talla, and found examples in the System shop. It was more than possible, in fact, it was commonplace to create such defensive emplacements. What was challenging was the resources needed to do so. Resources that they, just so happened, to have in spades in the form of completely unused buildings ringing the entirety of their territory.

“So let me get this straight,” Ray summarized, “You want me to target an entire building with my {ALTER II} ability and change it into a wall segment. Then you are going to have your engineering team carve enchantments into that wall, followed up by Rivea activating those enchantments. And you want to do this for the entire border of the territory. Did I get that right?”

Derrick nodded, “Yeah. Nailed it in one Ray. But here’s the kicker, it's going to be loud. That’s going to draw in every undead for a long ways and that's why I had you bring every fighter we had.”

Ray turned from his friend and looked at the gathering of people behind them. Between the Orkin war leaders and Rivea, they had mustered almost two hundred people with various combat abilities. Including several magic users, all of the Aelvin {RANGERS}, and two dozen Orkin {BERSERKER}’s. A common class for their race.

“Alright,” he said finally. “Let’s do this. No sense in standing around with our thumbs up our asses.”

Ray focused on the building in front of them, slowly painting the entire thing in his mind with {ALTER II}. Once he had a good idea of the building fixated in his mind, he built an idea of what the wall would look like. Based on his conversations with Derrick that was easy enough. It still took several minutes, and he began sweating profusely, but the System did what he wanted and gave him a prompt:

{ALTER STRUCTURE}

WOULD YOU LIKE TO ALTER THIS STRUCTURE?

POWER - 100

Y / N

Ray winced at the cost but selected yes.

ALTERATION FAILED.

SETBACK REQUIREMENTS NOT MET.

“Setback requirements?” Ray muttered loud enough for Derrick to hear. “What the hell is a setback?”

The engineer cleared his throat, “That’s when a building is too close to a border. I hadn’t thought it about it, but to be frank it’s probably not a bad thing. You don’t want a horde to just pop out between the buildings and be right at the wall. Set it back… oh a block or so to set up a proper killing field.”

Ray did as he asked and was met with a new message asking if he wanted to accept the changes. Clicking yes, the entire group watched in amazement as the building dissolved into a grey goo, flowing down the street behind them where it reassembled itself into a thirty-foot tall, ten-foot wide wall in the middle of the street.

“That… was fucking awesome!” Derrick said, turning to Ray with excitement. That excitement quickly turned to worry, “Are you okay?”

Ray waved down his concern, but he looked horrible. He was short on breath, pale, and sweating profusely. “That took a lot out of me. And it cost a hundred Power. Its going to take a long time to get the segments done unless I can get more.”

“That cost a hundred fucking Power?” Derrick asked, paling. “And you spent it? For fucks sake man, using five Power repeatedly can give me a headache. No wonder you don’t look so good. Let’s head back to-“

“Horde approaching!” called out Rivea, interrupting Derrick.

The two turned as their group of fighters surged forward to create a fighting line just in time to see a hundred or so undead turn the corner. Ray wasn’t too concerned, up until the Juggernaut following the horde came into sight as well.

“Fuck,” he grunted, swaying on his feet. “I need to get in there and help.”

But Nyx had other ideas. She walked to his side and pushed him over onto the ground. As he cursed her, she gave him the side eye. “Enough. You spent more power in five minutes than most do in three days. You are exhausted. Sit. Watch your people work. Between Rivea and the Orkin, it will be over quickly. You need to start relying on the people around you Ray. If you don’t you are going to find yourself in a situation you won’t get out of. Then we both die,” she lectured.

Ray couldn’t disagree with anything his canine companion had said. Sighing, he sat back on his haunches and watched his people maneuver into the horde. Led by Rivea and Dax, the melee fighters formed a wedge with the Drake on the point. Volka, Dax’s mate and fellow Orkin war leader, had pulled out a massive bow from somewhere and was directing the ranged fighters.

He flinched as Dax screamed a war cry just as the wedge of fighters slammed into the undead… and obliterated them. The fight lasted all of six seconds as the various fighters leveraged their classes to simply annihilate the undead. There were no uncommon undead in the grouping, just the massive form of the Juggernaut in front of them. The huge undead didn’t last much longer, as Volka directed her ranged fighters to target the creature.

Unleashing a barrage of arrows, a few fireballs, and even a lightning bolt, the Juggernaut roared in pain as the attacks slammed into it, staggering the massive undead. If that had been all, Ray would have thought that the group would have been in trouble. Much to his surprise, however, a perfectly coordinated turn of the melee fighters had them smashing into the legs of the monstrosity just after the last ranged attack hit. This perfect coordination resulted in the Juggernaut tipping perilously to one side before losing its balance and slamming into the ground with a hefty thud.

From there it was just busy work as the melee group dismembered the creature.

{HORDE DEFEATED}

REWARD

50 NEX TO EACH PARTICIPANT

50 NEX TO TERRITORY RULER

{UNCOMMON UNDEAD DEFEATED}

REWARD

10 NEX TO EACH PARTICIPANT

50 NEX TO TERRITORY RULER

“I got… NEX for doing nothing?” Ray asked incredulously.

Derrick shrugged, “You get credits when your group does something noteworthy. What is defined as noteworthy is up for some debate, as we have no idea what the System views as such. So we are just happy when we get a reward for something,” he explained. “The fighters though, they get group rewards and rewards per kill. Double dipping looks fun, but I prefer my designing and building thank you very much.”

“I can’t blame you. Fighting sucks at the best of times,” Ray agreed. He checked his stats quickly but didn’t see any change. “I just hope I get some kind of benefit for people fighting for me. Otherwise getting over the level nine hump is going to be hard.”

The engineer’s eyes went wide, “You’re level nine already? Holy hell! I’m five and the highest level out of everyone at the base so far. That’s crazy Ray!”

“If that’s the case, then yeah it really is crazy,” he said, agreeing with his friend. “I just wish I knew how I leveled up. Then I could push everyone around me in the right direction. This whole guessing thing has me stressed the fuck out.”

The two continued to talk while the fighters polished off the few remaining undead and gathered their loot. Undead dropped NEX occasionally, along with items and other goods. But it was when Rivea searched the massive Juggernaut that she hollered in excitement and made her way over to Ray.

“What did you find?” he asked the Drake when she got close enough.

Rivea’s eyes were wide with excitement as she took out a fist-sized gem. “I found this!” she exclaimed.

Ray took the gem from her and looked at it. He examined it closely, but couldn’t see anything particularly special about it. Turning the Rivea, he said as much.

“Ray, that’s a Mana Crystal!” she said in exasperation. “Normally you wouldn’t find one of those above ground. You normally get them from dungeons, the System Shop, or from Quests. Getting one from an uncommon undead? That’s unheard of!”

Ray shrugged and handed the gem to Derrick, who froze the minute he held it in his hands. “I have no idea what a Mana Crystal is Rivea. Not a damn clue. What can you use it for? Does it upgrade weapons or armor? Is it a weapon?”

The Drake was about to respond, but Derrick surprised them by jumping in. “I think I just solved our transportation problems,” he said quietly.

“What do you mean?” Ray asked, curious.

The engineer cleared his throat. “Well, prior to the Integration we made a few basic transportation vehicles. Remember the boat? We built a basic Mana Engine for the thing. Very basic. But we got it working,” he explained. “After the Integration, we couldn’t get anything like that to work. For whatever reason, the Mana in the air wasn’t enough to trigger or power any kind of engine. But this puppy? The Mana Crystal? It's fucking condensed Mana. To the point, it became a physical thing. I think I could power a whole lot more than just an engine with this though. I need to think about this and do some research.”

That was good news. If Derrick had even a vague idea of how to solve their transportation problems then finding this Mana Crystal was going to be incredibly beneficial. It would only remain to be seen if the thing would be as valuable as he thought it may, however. He wouldn’t get his hopes up and would plan around it not accomplishing anything. It paid to have a few alternative plans on hand.

Turning back, Ray looked at the wall. Derrick's engineers were already working on it with Rivea, carving the required signals and forms into the back side to enchant it. Based on how it looked, it would take Ray a long time to fully wall even this side of the hex. Converting buildings meant that he had plenty of material, but waiting a day each time, not to mention how weak it made him using that much Power in one go, was more than annoying. Maybe it was time that he took a look at upping his own stats. Doing that may make it easier to use more Power in a single go.

Leaving the fighters to patrol the area and guard the working engineers, Ray began a stroll back to the base with Nyx as his side. Derrick trailed behind him, lost in thought as he stared at the magical gem in his hand.

“I think we need to do some experimenting when we get back,” he said to his {SOUL COMPANION}. “I’m… not very strong. I’ve lost a lot of my speed. I don’t have the endurance I had pre-Integration either. I think its time to start looking at fixing that.”

“About time. You should also see if you can make a make a new ability, or better, give others new abilities,” Nyx said. “We need lots of different things for the territory, and we lack a lot. From farmers to crafters, almost none of the people here have skills that we need.”

Ray blinked in surprise and stared at the dog. “And how the hell would you know that?”

She chuffed in response, “Unlike some people, I spent my time wandering around and listening to people, from their concerns to their levels to their skills. They all have plenty to say when they don’t think anyone is listening. Even the random dog wandering around is ignored.”

Ray couldn’t fault them. Who thought that a canine waking by would have the capability to understand, much less relay, any information that she heard? It was funny to think about, but certainly an ace that he wanted to keep in his pocket for now. He didn’t want everyone to know that Nyx was a capable member of his team just yet. It would make finding trouble and sniffing out anyone attempting to undermine his authority all the easier.

“Speaking of which, there are some problem children that you need to address. That old politician was only the tip of the iceberg,” she said as if sensing what he was thinking about.

He sighed, “Ok, lay it on me.”

“Good old Kevin’s group is pretty upset that he vanished him. They plan on gathering as many others as they can and overthrowing you. So far, no one has really paid them the time of day,” she said. “The second group is much smaller but possibly more dangerous. A few stragglers that came in are planning on taking as much as they can carry and moving to a neighboring territory to set up shop. They think they can survive just fine on their own after taking what they can from you.”

“Grand. Thieves and rebels. Already,” Ray sighed in annoyance. “Go let Dax know I need to see him and his wife later. We can just sweep both groups and see who feels like being either. Or both. Man, I wish there was some kind of way to…” he trailed off, then looked at the dog walking next to him.

“What? Is there something on my muzzle?” she asked, crossing her eyes to look at the end of her snout.

“No… I was just thinking that I wished that someone could tell me who was being honest or not. Then you tell me about possibly giving someone a new ability brought me to the realization hat I have never seen your stats before,” he said curiously. “And since you’re my summon… shouldn’t you have some?”

Nyx was quiet for a while as she mulled that over. Eventually, she said, “Curious. I should have stats but I can’t seem to bring them up. I know my ability, {POWER BARK}, but that’s all I can think of. Maybe you can bring it up?”

Ray thought about it for a second and then Nyx’s stats sheet appeared in front of him;

NYX

{RACE}

CANIS LUPIS FAMILIARUS

{CLASS}

SOUL COMPANION

{CLASS GRADE}

N/A

{STAGE}

N/A

{LEVEL}

N/A

{STRENGTH}

9

{AGILITY}

16

{POWER}

20

{WISDOM}

12

{LUCK}

4

{ABILITIES}

POWER BARK

“Wow, you are strong and fast,” Ray said in appreciation with a whistle. “You don’t have levels or stages, but I bet that’s because your development is somehow tied to me. And yeah, you have one ability, {POWER BARK}. That must be that shout thing you do.”

He rubbed his hands together. “Oh man, I can’t wait for this. Let’s see about getting you a new ability or two and how much that can cost me. I bet it's more than possible, and if it is… it's going to change everything.”
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                “…and so we want to support you unconditionally. I have no intention of challenging you for leadership of the territory,” said the man with a charming smile.

Ray stared at him as Nyx spoke, “Lie. The last part. The first part is truth, he does want to support you unconditionally, at least until he can usurp you. Another Kevin in the making.” She reported.

Ray and Nyx had discussed the use of his power and tried several experiments. It turned out that he could, indeed, give someone additional abilities. The problem was that they were horrendously expensive. The two quickly found out, however, that the cost changed depending on the type of ability and the pros and cons to using it. Ray eventually found a way to give Nyx a basic truth-detecting ability for only twenty-eight power. Granted it was extremely constrained in its use, which reduced the cost so much.

Nyx had to be within ten feet of him to use the ability. The ability allowed her to discern the truth of a statement or if it was a lie, but she could not read minds. On top of that, she could only use it for three hours a day, at most, before the ability would stop working until the reset at midnight. Overall, they considered the experiment a success, and if there were ever any issues Ray was sure he could alter it in the future as well.

Bringing his thoughts back into the present, he eyed the slick looking man who was now nervously tapping his foot. “Yeah, want to rethink that? You can either become a part of the community and help us all working towards survival or you can fuck right off and take your chances with the roaming hordes of undead and monsters outside of my territory.”

The man slumped, “Look can you blame us? We used to hold-“ he began, but Ray cut him off.

“Yes. I can blame you. Every action you fucks take that causes me to use resources or people to fix makes us weaker. We are already stretched razor-thin across the territory. If we get weaker, if we spend strength fighting ourselves internally, then we will fucking die. And I don’t want to die. Do you?” Ray explained harshly, pointing an accusatory finger at the men.

“No?” he said, very quietly.

“I didn’t fucking think so. Something you nitwits need to get is that the System tied the territory to me. It's not something a rebellion can just take away!” he said, exasperated. “If I die you lose everything here, and I literally mean everything. According to everything that I have found out, all the territory improvements go inert. This means you morons would have to clear every building, kill every monster, slay every undead, and reclaim the territory using a Territory Beacon from the shop… which wouldn’t work here anymore. Do you get it now?”

The man's eyes were wide. “We would literally be killing ourselves, wouldn’t we?” he whispered.

“Yeah. Yeah, you would be,” Ray confirmed. “Now. Are you in or out?”

The man straightened his shoulders and looked at Ray seriously. “In. I… didn’t realize that things worked that way. I will get the rest of our group straightened out and in line. You can count on us going forward.”

“Truth,” Nyx confirmed from next to him.

“Good. Now, get going. I have a lot to get done today and I’m already behind,” Ray said, causing the man to get up and scamper out of his office.

Ray sighed and rubbed his eyes. The whole politicking thing was not for him. He would much rather be out here killing monsters, making things, and exploring this new world. He had much better things to be doing. Aside from all the projects he had, people just wouldn’t stop coming to him with their problems. And he still had to find the time and Power to conduct his own experiments.

That and finding his friends.

Standing up suddenly, he startled Nyx. “What Ray? Is something wrong?”

“Yeah. I’ve had enough of this shit. I need Power and time. Since I cant get more time it's time to get more Power,” he said.

He stepped out of his fifth-floor office overlooking the rapidly clearing inner section of the fortress his territory had become. Derrick and the engineers had conducted controlled demolitions of the buildings around them, sorting them into raw material piles with the help of the immensely strong Orkin. Their goal was to stage material piles around the edge of the hex to significantly lower the cost for Ray to create the walls. Doing it this way dropped a wall segment from a hundred points to twenty. This would decrease the amount of time it took to fully fortify the hex significantly along with letting Ray keep as much Power as he could available for other things.

With Nyx in tow, he headed down to the second floor where the shop was located. There, Talla was busy talking to a line of people queued up. It looks like more than just he had business there, although it was interesting to see that others had the NEX to spend. People could make NEX by killing creatures, selling goods and items, or selling their time and skills. Outside of that, there weren’t really a whole lot of ways to generate the currency.

Passing the shop he gave a quick wave to Talla, who waved cheerfully back, before heading towards the back portion of the floor. A whole section, an entire floor worth in old building terms, had been set aside as his laboratory and playground. It was here that he did most of his experimenting with Power. In addition to his own area, Derrick, Rivea, and a few others had sections set up. But he was the only one that was under active guard.

Nodding at the two Orkin warriors standing guard, and the secretary that Derrick had found him who was sitting at a desk just outside a mundane seeming door, he headed inside. Nyx was hot on his heels, staying silent and watching her contracted human.

The interior of his lab was sparsely furnished, with a half dozen tables of raw materials, a desk with notebooks, and a smaller table with rare reagents that he had plans for. One of those was the Mana Crystal that they had salvaged.

Dismissing that for now, he went to the table holding the steel and copper that Derrick had gotten him. Picking up a piece of the metal he focused on it. He examined every faucet, side, and part of it. He felt it, the cold material was dense and heavy in his hands. Then he set it back down. Stepping back, he focused on the materials on the table in front of him and mentally activated {MODIFY II}.

The metal melted slowly at first, then more rapidly as Ray expended the Power he had set aside for the experiment. Once the steel and copper wire were liquid on the table, they slowly rose into the air and formed a large one-meter squared cube. The copper rose first, forming the frame of the cube. The steel then rose over it, covering the frame and filling in the gaps.

Ray began sweating and breathing hard, but he didn’t lose focus. He felt a wetness on his face, however he didn’t let his concentration wane until the last of the steel had flowed into place and solidified. Then he let out a massive breath he hadn’t realized he had been holding and staggered to one side, dropping to a knee.

Nyx rushed over to his side, “Ray are you ok? You have blood all over your face!”

He lifted a weary hand and touched his face, realizing that the capillaries in his nose must have burst sending a curtain of blood down his face and onto the floor.

“I’m… okay I think. That just took a lot out of me. I don’t think I can do that again without really hurting myself, not until I’m a lot stronger,” he said slowly, his voice dry and cracked. He tabbed open his stats to look at his Power. It showed that he had two points left.

That scared him.

Turning to Nyx he asked, “What do you think happens if you use all your Power? Can you go negative? I used it all. Everything but two points.”

“I imagine you might die,” she reasoned slowly after thinking it over for a moment. “I… would not do that again until you have much more energy to utilize. I think you came perilously close to, what was it that they say? Fucking around and finding out?”

He chuckled dryly, standing up. “It's fuck around and find out,” he corrected as his canine friend chuffed in response. “Now, let's see what we’ve made here.” He focused on the cube as its information came up:

{ENHANCED POWER CUBE}

STORES EXCESS POWER FOR LATER USE

CAN BE POWERED BY ANY ONE

STORAGE 0 / 150

ATTUNEMENT: NONE

“Ah, I think I know why it was so damn expensive,” Ray muttered, relaying what the information he saw about the item.

Nyx barked in surprise. “That’s astonishing. Really. The fact that it was increased by twenty-five times over your previous attempt. I wonder if the material had anything to do with that?” she pondered.

Ray shrugged, “Possibly? I plan on making a couple of smaller ones to find out. I figure I can make a couple from various materials and see if it affects anything. I’m also curious as to what Attunement may mean.”

He reached out and touched the cube. When nothing happened, he probed it more deeply by spending a point of Power to examine it more closely. The moment he did the Enhanced Power Cube flashed once, bright blue, illuminating everything and blinding him completely. With a yell he fell backwards, prompting the Orkin outside to burst in.

“Everting okay Boss?” he growled out, searching the room for threats.

Ray waved his concern away, “Yeah! I’m ok. Could you do me a favor and go grab Derrick for me?” he asked, rubbing the spots from his eyes.”

“Yeah Boss,” the large green man grunted, closing the door behind him. It was good to have good help.

Ray and Nyx discussed the cube and its properties. He had her try and imbue it with her Power, but the cube didn’t accept it at all. He theorized that it was because of the kind of being that was attempting to make a ‘donation’. Nyx was a summoned creature and tied closely to Ray and his power. It was more than possible that the {SOUL COMPANION} simply couldn’t donate by virtue of being a summon.

Derrick came into the room as they chatted about the concept of Power donation. Closing the door behind him, he froze when he saw the much larger cube on the desk.

“Is that… what I think it is?” he asked cautiously, making his way over. “Woah, it is! That’s another Power Cube!”

“Enhanced Power Cube, actually,” Ray said with a bit of pride. “I’m,’ just going to call them PC’s and EPC’s. More acronyms to come, because it's ridiculous to say that every time.”

The engineer shrugged, “Fair enough. But seriously, I didn’t think you were going to make another one so soon. What prompted you to try again so quickly?”

“Lack of Power,” he explained simply. “This one can have others donate to it. In fact, I plan on having anyone who has spare Power at the end of the day donate to this one. If I have a big ass battery to pull from I can get a ton of wall segments and other projects done. If I can figure out how to make them more efficient and make them smaller, I can produce them like batteries and sell them for shitloads on the market. If Argyle was any measure of accuracy, the one there should be worth one point five million NEX.”

Derrick nodded, “The entirety of the wall for the territory would cost twelve million to buy through the System. We could be done in… a week? Tops?” he muttered, doing the math quickly in his head. “And we could afford better weapons, tools, and god knows what else!”

“I need this one for now. Finding a smaller, optimized size and shape is a better deal than selling this one outright. Can I get you to look through the System Shop and find some materials for me? Any mineral you think may hold the energy better. Hell, I wouldn’t even mind trying to make batteries out of other things, like bone or powdered reagents.”

Derrick nodded as he thought about it. “Ok, yeah. We can do that. We have about twenty thousand left after the sale of the other cube to that demon guy. We need to get food production going fairly quickly too. Stuff we need to discuss. Today. With the council.”

“… right. I pretty much forgot about that,” Ray said, wincing. He hadn’t realized they had burned through so much NEX so quickly. Even a few hundred people took a ton of resources to feed, clothe, and house. Not to mention all their territory upgrades for defense.

“Shit, I’m sorry Derrick. I… I had no idea that we were so short on cash,” Ray apologized.

The engineer eyed his friend critically. “You have to be more aware Ray. You’re the Boss here, remember? You have to make these decisions. We have a very, very basic structure for leadership right now. But there isn’t anyone who can assign budges and NEX but you. We need a much more thorough structure for this kind of thing, a government really, but we don’t have the qualified or trustworthy people for it. Honestly, we need to recruit. Something else that we can do through the Shop and Talla, but that only you can actually do. We can just advise you at this point.”

Ray nodded, getting serious. “Let’s go right now. Get everyone together for a discussion. If we absolutely have to we can sell the cube to Argyle and his company to get the cash we need. Actually, scratch that. Maybe we can set up a short-term contact for a few smaller cubes in return for some immediate NEX?”

“That’s a great idea!” Derrick said, flashing a grin. “I know nothing about business, but that sounds like something that we should have thought of immediately the last time he was here. We should go ask Talla right now!”

The engineer grinned a bit wider, “But there’s something we need to do first Ray, and it’s a tad more important than getting down to the Shop immediately.”

“Yeah, what’s that?” Ray responded, quirking an eyebrow.

“You need to clean up all that blood. It looks like you killed someone,” his friend said, his grin widening.

Ray signed and touched his face, his fingers coming back red with wet blood. “Fuck.”
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                “And so, everyone at the end of the day will be asked to donate spare Power to the Power Cube. This will allow us to put considerably more resources towards developing the territory and building up the resources we need to not only survive, but thrive,” Ray said, finish his speech as excited murmuring broke out in the assembled crowd.

Ray was standing on a makeshift raised podium in the main foyer of the Arcology. He had Derrick speak with the other council leaders and assemble as many people as they could for his announcement. He had covered the dungeon, the expansion plans, the threats in the surrounding hexes, and finally the Power Cube that he had made. People seemed both worried and excited at these developments.

One lady in the front raised her hand and he called on her, “Yeah, you with the question. Go ahead.”

“What will be the first set of projects that you work towards?” she asked, curious. “I think I speak for a lot of us that we don’t want our Power being spent on something that we disagree with or want moved up or back in your timeline.”

Ray nodded, “A valid concern. You can check the central area post boards, when we get them up, for that information. It will outline each project, its cost, and the remaining donations required. For now, however, we are focusing on getting the territory wall in place and building what Derrick called ‘terrarium farms’,” he explained.

“What’s a … what kind of farm?” someone called out, confused.

“A terrarium farm. It’s a large, indoor farm that is kept temperate year-round. With enough of those we can grow enough food for all of us and then some,” Ray answered. “With the abilities of several of the people and Orkin here, we should be able to grow one-acre plots from seed to harvest in a matter of weeks, multiple times a year. That will free up a ton of NEX for other purchases and improvements. If you want further details please ask Derrick after this meeting.” He waited to see if anyone else had any questions, and after several minutes of muted conversations, he declared a close to the public forum.

Stepping away from the podium, he got off the side of the platform where Derrick was waiting. “Talla had questions for you. A few interesting things happened, she wanted to know more about that cube of yours, and Argyle sent her some interesting information.”

That piqued Ray's curiosity. The pair headed up to the second floor where the shop was located. It was, as usual, fairly busy. During this visit, he had more time to actually examine the setup. There were five screens that had five lines of people behind them. Each screen was being used to navigate through the store options and purchase various items. Anything bought would appear either in a lower drawer that the buyer would open and take the item out of, or on a pad next to the shop itself for much larger things.

Walking around the line Ray stood behind an older woman who was speaking with Talla. He eyed the shop front while they spoke, noticing that it was large, cleaner, and far more situated than before. It must have upgraded at some point to either level two or three, just as Argyle had promised.

As the older woman left, Talla turned a dazzling smile on him. “Greetings Mr. Finnegan. Welcome back to the shop. I understand you have questions? I too have inquiries but let’s answer yours first as mine may take some discussion to resolve.”

“Right. Thanks? Yeah, thanks,” he muttered, squinting at the attractive Lamia. “I guess the only two questions I really have are why the shop stopped working and what the changes made are.”

Talla nodded, becoming serious. “Of course, Mr. Finnegan. My apologies, I had forgotten that this world was as new as it was and did not prepare you for anything. Mr. Argyle certainly knew, but I believe your Power storage cube caused him a rare lapse of thought.” She cleared her throat, “You see, Mr. Finnegan, when a shop upgrades it goes out of commission for a certain amount of time. Normally this amount of time is listed in your developments, but Mr. Argyle overwrote that with great expense to get the time expedited. Currently this is a level two shop, with a third upgrade primed for you to initiate at your leisure. The details are listed in your territory System menu.”

“Oh. That makes sense I guess. Can you tell me the difference between the shop levels?” Ray asked, paying rapt attention.

The Lamia nodded, “Of course. The level one shop has base items, food, and supplies. This includes basic melee weapons and armor. The level two shop significantly expands the items, including everything from the first level. The third through fifth levels are less a matter of items and more a matter of distance and scope. Level three allows you to trade and purchase directly from corporations in this reality. Level four from neighboring realities. Level five provide you a list of any open realities and allows you to specify private coordinates to any realities that you gain access to through exploration or other means.”

“That… is a lot to take in,” he said hesitantly. “A lot. So basically at level three, our whole world expands. Significantly.”

Talla made a cute little shrug, “Essentially if that’s how you would like to view it, Mr. Finnegan.”

Derrick was beside himself with excitement. “Ray, do you know what this means? We may be able to purchase vehicles from the shop at level three!”

Ray was about to get excited as well, but Talla interrupted them with a frown and a shake of her head. “My apologies Mr. Vanhalen, but that is not accurate,” she provided, causing the engineer to visibly deflate. “Size of the item matters extensively when purchasing anything through the store. It is not uncommon for level three and above stores to have their own buildings. These buildings can then be outfitted with means of transporting goods such as portals, teleport pads, or dimensional courier services. However, size still remains a significant issue, even for well-established and highly upgraded level-five shops. Bringing through something the size of a wage would cost several times the net worth of this entire planet. It simply isn’t feasible most of the time.”

“Fuck!” growled Derrick, stomping around in a circle and rubbing his head. Then he paused and looked up at Talla, “Can we buy vehicle parts and assemble them?”

The Lamia smiled, “Indeed, Mr. Vanhalen, you can certainly do that. This method is, in fact, often employed. Disassembling a vehicle into its constituent parts and sending them parcel by parcel is significantly cheaper than sending through a much larger assembled product.”

“Hang on there Derrick,” Ray said, holding up his hand to pause the excitedly animated engineer, “Didn’t you say that you had a potential solution to the travel problem?”

Derrick began to nod excitedly, “Yeah. Yeah, I do! And it is way more feasible than I thought. But let's get Talla’s questions answered first then we can head over to my shop and discuss it in detail.”

The Lamia nodded her thanks as Ray turned back to her. “Thank you. My first question is about the dungeon you mentioned. You said that you brokered a deal with it? When I reported this to Mr. Argyle, he was quite curious and wanted to know the details of how exactly you initiated contact.”

“Um, well, I didn’t. Initiate contact that is. The Dungeon Fairy contacted me when we popped into the first room,” he explained. “I didn’t really know that we even had dungeons, much less how to contact them. They were starving to death and I happened to be the first person through who didn’t immediately try and kill them.”

Talla nodded. “Thank you for that information. That actually answers several of my questions, I will pass that along to Mr. Argyle. My only remaining question is in regards to the new Power Cube you designed. What is the Power capacity that it holds currently?”

“One hundred fifty,” he said, causing the Lamia to go pale.

“Oh dear, that’s much higher than even Mr. Argyle’s prediction,” she said faintly while fanning herself with her hand.

Ray grinned, “And that’s not all. I think I can alter the shape, charging density, and other aspects depending on the material that I use to make the cubes. I may even be able to make them the size of an old-world D-cell battery.”

“I… don’t have any knowledge of what that may be, but I am going to assume that it is much smaller and with more storage capacity than what you provided to Mr. Argyle initially?” Talla asked, talking around the odd term to understand it, as much as she was asking a question.

He nodded, “Yeah. I need to experiment more, but I am almost positive that the kind of material used to craft the storage devices will determine the capacity of the Power they can hold.”

“That is fascinating,” she said with a clear smile on her face. “I look forward to seeing what you can do with it! Finding a way to store Power… and in a place my shop is, oh I am so very excited!”

Ray couldn’t help but grin at her exuberance. She wasn’t the only one that was excited. He was more than a bit over the hill about it as well. He would have to come up with a better name than Power Cube, especially if he managed to change the shape of it. Power Battery perhaps?

Shrugging, he set the idea of calling it something else aside for now. “So, how is Argyle? I kind of expected him to be back here with this newest development.”

Talla shrugged, “I have no idea. Mr. Argyle is the CEO of a Corporation so massive it boggles the mind. I am honestly surprised he was here in person the first time. He is a very, very busy person who only gives time to things that either need to be addressed immediately or provide amusement to him. When you’ve been alive as long as he has anything fun is probably hard to come by,” she said. Leaning in closely she whispered, “I have even heard that he knows many of the Old Gods.”

“That will be quite enough of that miss Talla,” said Argyle, causing everyone to spin in place and the Lamia to go sheet white pale. The Daemon waved off the shopkeeper. “You are in no trouble, but I do try to keep the gossiping to a minimum. I would like to know where that particular rumor came from, however.”

Ray waved at his, possible, CEO friend. “Hey there, we were just talking about you. Guess what I did?”

Argyle laughed, a thin wheezy burbling sound not unlike air escaping from a slashed throat. “You amuse me to no end, Mr. Finnegan. Talla has kept me up on your shenanigans, particularly your newest developments. Do you truly think that you can create variations of your Power Cube I the way you think?”

“Yeah. I do. I mean, our world had better technology that wasn’t unlike what I made here. With my ability it really is just a matter of experimentation, having the material on hand, and money,” Ray replied slowly, thinking through his answer a bit. “The problem is, I don’t really know what materials to try with. I used steel and copper so far, and that nearly bled me dry. I need a reservoir or to play with different materials to really figure stuff out.”

Argyle nodded along in thought. “Fascinating, and you have a good idea of what is needed to further develop the material and constructs,” he muttered. He looked up at the human in front of him. “Tell me, Mr. Finnegan, what is your end goal? Are you looking to completely retake your home world? Are you seeking to expand into the universe around you like other civilizations? Do you want a life of peace? What is it you want?”

Ray had the distinct feeling that a lot was riding on his answer, so he took an inordinate amount of time to really think it over. Beyond bringing humanity back from the brink, surviving in this new System-run world, and figuring out how to reclaim his world from the terrors that had been inflicted on it, he wasn’t sure what he wanted. He knew what he had enjoyed prior to being resurrected, but he wasn’t entirely certain that would be true going forward.

“I don’t really know yet,” he said slowly and precisely. “I know what I loved to do prior to the Integration. Before I was resurrected that is. Those things don’t really hold up now though, and to be honest I know so little about the world and the System in general that I can’t tell you. I need to learn more, and live more before I can get a good idea of what I want to do. I can tell you my goals right now are to protect my friends and reestablish humankind. Make this place our home world again. Take it back from everything that has been inflicted upon our species.”

Argyle stared intently at Ray, making him fidget a bit. “Very well Mr. Finnegan.” With a simple wave of his hand, and a startled yelp from Talla, both shop and shopkeeper vanished from the floor.

“What the hell? Where did the shop go?” Ray said angrily, stopping cold when Argyle visibly aged in front of him.

“Your shop is now in an unused building across the street Mr. Finnegan. The Level Three upgrade requires considerable space and NEX to build out,” the Daemon said. “This is the fulfillment of my payment to you for the prior cube and patronage. I would buy this current Power Cube from you, but I suspect you may need it for now for future endeavors. Please seek to build one at this capacity of storage for me when you can. I will purchase it from you at the standard one hundred thousand NEX per point of storage. Simply let Talla know when it is ready.”

With that, the odd Daemon simply vanished in his usual style. No flash, smoke, or fanfare. The CEO was simply gone from reality, and back to wherever he came from. Or wherever he was going.

“I… have this odd feeling, Ray, that this relationship isn’t going to be simple or clean for us,” Derrick said, worry clear in his voice. “Argyle is going to be either a curse or a blessing for us, but something is telling me he will most likely be both. At the same time. Equally.”

Ray was sure his friend was right, on all accounts. But one thing was for sure, building more of those Power Cubes and in variations would give them enough NEX to significantly develop their territory. To the point where they probably wouldn’t have to worry about invasions any longer. Having a stable base and capital was worth any amount of money in this new world. He had been putting off developing new technology and himself for too long.

He wouldn’t do so any longer.

            

    
        CHAPTER 29

    
    
    
    
                Ray was concentrating intensely on his own body. His stats screen hovered in the air in front of him, and while his eyes were closed he could still see it clearly. He bunched up his power and focused on his {ALTER II} ability before pushing forward with everything that he had.

Intense pain spiked across his entire body and he was barely able to prevent himself from screaming out. So intense was the paint that his muscles seized and spasmed, to any observer it would appear as if he was having a seizure. He forgot about what he was trying to do, about the screen in his mind's eye, and about holding onto his ability. After several minutes of pure, unrefined agony he collapsed to the floor on his back.

“Ray, are you ok?” Nyx asked worriedly, rushing over to his side from where she had been lying.

Ray only groaned in response, causing the canine to huff in relief that he was alive. Eventually, he got enough breath back to say, “No. That hurt. Badly. Even saying it hurt badly isn’t enough to stress just how badly it hurt. Badly,” He groaned out. “And I didn’t even accomplish anything. It was like trying to put my head through a brick wall, only that brick wall was covered in titanium.”

Nyx sat in contemplation for a moment before responding. “So altering yourself isn’t possible then? Hmm, I figured it would be.”

“It's not that it isn’t possible,” he replied, sitting up. “I can tell that it is entirely possible. But the cost… the cost is so fantastic that the System won't even give me a number to apply for it. I almost feel like I need some kind of, I don’t know, a catalyst to reduce the cost? What that could be though, I have no idea.”

“Hmm. I will discuss this with Rivea to see if we cannot find a solution. There are many things to learn with the System working properly now,” she chuffed in annoyance. “On the other hand, not much has changed at all. Perhaps this was the way it was meant to work the entire time? I am still curious as to why, even with everything you have done, you remain at level nine of the first stage.”

Ray shrugged, “Probably some kind of requirement I have to fulfill. If I spent my entire life plumbing the depths of the System and its requirements I wouldn’t have any time to get anything else done. For now, I plan on keeping it simple and moving forward. Everything else we can tackle when it comes up.”

Standing slowly and shaking the last bits of pain out of his limbs, Ray headed out of his apartment. He paused at the door, “Are you going to come with or hang out here?” he asked his Soul Companion.

“I plan on resting a bit. It has been a busy few days,” she said, laying down and putting her head back on her paws.

Ray just waved as he headed out. Nyx had worked hard recently. Between scouting, fighting, and being killed yet again on his watch she deserved a bit of rest. Heading towards the labs, he figured it was about time for an update from his engineer friend on what he was working on.

It had been a few days since he had spoken with Derrick and Talla about the Power Cubes, and the cursory to that conversation had been his friend's sly hint that he may have solved the transportation issue. Thinking it over, Ray decided he would start there before seeing what he could accomplish with the cubes.

Passing by people in the hallways, he stopped periodically to chat with them. He saw a few Orkin as well, and although they were less articulate they were no less willing to tell him how they were doing. The big surprise was the Goblins, however. They dashed about in greater numbers than he remembered, performing various tasks as well as standing guard at certain areas. He once again marveled at their rate of evolution, as they seemed to adapt rapidly to any role that they were given.

Stopping and chatting resulted in it taking him longer to get to the labs, but he did eventually make it there. Nodding at the Orkin and Goblin guards, he stepped through the reinforced double doors to the large room beyond. There he saw various engineers and specialists discussing projects and working on prototypes. Derrick was himself, off in a corner with a man and a woman hovering over him as they watched him write something on a wide sheet of paper. Making his way over, Ray caught the end of the conversation they were having.

“- should provide enough power and buoyancy. Now, the materials will have to be light and as strong as we can make them. There are several construction materials in the Shop that more than meet our needs. But they are expensive, and I will have to talk to… speak of the devil, here he comes,” Derrick said, turning to Ray with a grin. “I was just explaining that we will have to come talk with you about purchasing some materials to build the prototype airship. The first one will be much smaller than what I have planned for, only sized for one or two people, but it will provide a proof of concept that will allow for larger construction. We will need an eventual yard and station for loading and unloading, but those are future needs.”

Ray held up a hand with a laugh, “Woah, hold on there Derrick. That’s a lot to think about in one go,” he said as the other two engineers laughed with him. “Airships? That was your idea? They didn’t work too well from what I remember. They were limited on size and capacity, at least until we found antigrav technology.”

“True,” Derrick admitted readily. “The ones using conventional technology were extremely limited and required huge amounts of rare gases to make function. But that’s not an issue when we use Mana, Mana Generators, and Power Cubes.”

Ray blinked, “Okay. You had my curiosity, but now you have my… whatever. Explain more please.”

“We can design what amounts to a literal ship that is airborne, not a zeppelin, dirigible, or some variant of those,” the engineer explained. “It would be a literal airship. Powered through a combination of ambient Mana collectors, Mana Generators, and a backup Power Cube for emergencies. We have most of the processes mapped out, but we need to get the materials to test a small build-out with first. I won't lie to you, it's going to be expensive. But once we get it figured out we can build a small fleet of exploratory vessels to travel pretty much wherever you may need to go. Getting back and forth from the dungeon will be child’s play, and it will avoid the water altogether.”

Ray nodded at that. Ever since Anubis had ‘descended’ onto the world the waterways had become insanely dangerous. Their exceedingly short trip on the river had nearly gotten them all killed as their ship had nearly been overwhelmed by waves of the undead. He couldn’t imagine what threats could be lurking in the deeper waters of the oceans. This was a perfect solution to their travel needs while avoiding the more dangerous options.

“Give me a cost workup of how much we may need to spend,” Ray said. Then his eyes widened as he saw an opportunity. “Oh! This may be a good idea to see what materials you can find that work best with Power. I want to start working on designs for those Mana Batteries.”

Derrick nodded emphatically, “Sure thing! If you can get them compact enough, that should lighten the weight considerably. Speaking of Power Cubes though, that one you left out in the public area was fille dup pretty quickly. I had a couple of the Orkin grab it and haul it to your work area. That should give you some fuel to mess around.”

“Thanks. I’m heading that way now. If anything, I need to get another one-fifty cube made today for Argyle. That should give us plenty of funds for you to work o your airship,” Ray said, moving over to his work area as he spoke. Derrick went back to discussing the particulars with his engineers even as he moved away. The shorter man was gesturing with excited animation as the trio headed out of the workshop area, probably to talk to Talla at the Shop.

He arrived at his sectioned-off area of the workshop floor, eying the Power Cube that Derrick had delivered. The large steel and copper cube was sitting on top of the far end of the table. It was bulky and a bit of an eye-sore, Ray knew he could make something better. He examined it, and the System was only too happy to help him with that at least.

{ENHANCED POWER CUBE}

STORES EXCESS POWER FOR LATER USE

CAN BE POWERED BY ANYONE

STORAGE 150 / 150

ATTUNEMENT: NONE

Sighing at what was probably going to be a waste, but not seeing any way around it, Ray gathered the steel and copper together onto an area by the cube. Focusing on it, he attempted to pull Power from the cube to create a second one. For all he attempted it though, nothing happened.

Frustrated he sat there for the next hour trying to use the stored Power to actually do something. Anything. He even tried using his {ALTER II} ability to force it to do what he wanted, but for once something he tried to utilize it on did absolutely nothing. And he didn’t know why. Frustrated, he examined the cube itself for a good while. While there was only a little information to review, his eye was drawn to the Attunement portion of the screen.

“I bet you have something to do with why I can’t do anything. Why are you even there and what do you do?” he muttered to himself, eyes narrowing in focus. He put a hand on the cube and was nearly startled off his chair when a system message popped up:

ATTUNEMENT

ATTUNE {ENHANCED POWER CUBE} TO THE SYSTEM LORD CLAS?

Y / N

“What? Why… so, I guess each cube has to be attuned to a specific class?” he muttered. Tapping yes he looked at the cube again and noticed that the Attunement field now read ‘System Lord’. Frowning, he attempted to use the energy stored within and was immediately presented with a System message to create a new one-fifty cube. Selecting yes, Ray watched as the Power was drained from the cube and infused the materials on the desk. In a matter of minutes a second, an identical {ENHANCED POWER CUBE} was on the desk in front of him, only this wasn’t attuned to a class.

“Insane. Absolutely insane,” he grunted out, sitting back. “Why required the cube to be attuned to a specific class instead of just letting anyone use it? A security feature? Restricting it from use for some reason? I wonder if I can remove the restriction?”

Using his abilities, Ray tinkered with the new cube and found that he could add, edit, and remove a simply staggering number of options from it. However, he wasn’t able to edit the one that was attuned to him at all. He quickly came to the conclusion that the attuning process must be a kind of ‘locking in’ that ensured the Power that was stored functioned how it was intended. He could spend a huge amount of Power to change that function, but what was the point?

“I bet once you attune it the Power is somehow assigned to a specific purpose. It has to be a safety feature,” he said aloud to himself.

“What’s a safety feature?” Derrick asked, walking up and taking a seat next to his friend. “Sweet! You got that second cube made… wait does the first say it's attuned to your class?”

Ray explained what he had found out regarding the attunement process, and the issues he had initially using the Power that was stored. To experiment, Derrick inserted a single power into Ray’s cube only to find that it could still take the Power just fine, but regardless of how he tried the engineer couldn’t use it at all.

“I would say let's attune the second cube to you, but we kind of need the cash right now,” Ray admitted to Derrick. “But we can always make another one and test it out. Besides, I am more interested in getting that airship of yours off the ground, pun intended.”

Derrick rolled his eyes and picked up the new cube. “I will get this over to Talla, she said she would be happy to facilitate the exchange between Argyle and us. Once that’s done I will bring you back a bunch of samples of any materials I can find that might work as new materials for an upgraded battery. We also need a bunch of food, although I have the team working on a design for a multi-floor hydroponics building. We may want to look at taking another territory soon and turning it into a food production zone. You should look through your territory management options, if what we’ve seen so far is any indicator you can probably set each territory to focus on a specific type of industry.”

Ray was sure that the engineer was right about that. That was just another thing that he had to learn about and research. He would have to have a sit-down with the council and see what advice they had for proceeding that way. At a minimum, they would need to take the hex containing the dungeon. That meant bringing in Dennis and his wife Erica and wiping out the bandit infestation. Ray didn’t even really consider those murdering scum people at this point. Just filth that needed to be purged so that humanity could have a fighting chance at getting up again.

He was about to explain that when a commotion by the front doors had the pair turn that way. Dave, their resident spymaster, was making his way over to them rapidly. In a matter of seconds he had crossed the room and was standing in front of the duo.

“Derrick, Ray,” the spymaster greeted them. “We have a serious problem. I don’t know what those assholes in the territory over from us did, but a horde of undead is headed our way. A massive horde. If I didn’t say so, I would think almost every building in the territory emptied out and was sent our direction somehow. On purpose.”

Ray swore even as Derrick paled. “Fuck! Can I get five minutes to figure shit out, please?”

Dave just shook his head even as a distant roar echoed so loudly they heard it inside of the fortified building, causing all three of them to freeze.

“Apparently fucking not,” Ray growled angrily.

            

    
        CHAPTER 30

    
    
    
    
                The trio charged down the building and out into the street in front of their fortress-like home. As soon as Ray’s feet touched the open pavement a System message slammed into place in front of him. Unlike the normal blue ones, however, this one was one of the far rarer red messages, and the content made him start swearing up a storm.

{IMPOSSIBLE INCURSION}

UNDEAD INVASION

DUE TO THE MISTAKES OF OTHERS IN A NEARBY TERRITORY, LEGIONS OF UNDEAD HAVE BEEN RELEASED INTO THE SURROUNDING AREAS. UNFORTUNATELY FOR YOU YET FORTUNATE FOR EVERYONE ELSE, THE SHARD OF CREATION HAS DRAWN ALL OF THOSE UNDEAD DIRECTLY TO YOU.

THE FIRST WAVE WILL BE ADDED TO EACH SUBSEQUENT WAVE.

DEFEND YOURSELVES OR DIE.

{WARNING}

A THREAT TO THE DIMENSIONAL NODE HAS BEEN DETECTED.

DEFEND THE DIMENSIONAL NODE AT ALL COSTS.

{MODIFIERS}

SHOP IS DISABLED DURING COMBAT

TELEPORTATION IS DISABLED DURING COMBAT

ALL CREATURE SPAWN WITHIN FIVE TERRITORIES IS DISABLED

{WAVE DATA}

WAVE 1

COMMON UNDEAD REMAINING – 5712

UNCOMMON UNDEAD REMAINING – 112

RARE UNDEAD REMAINING – 0

TOTAL WAVES REMAINING – 15

TOTAL COMMON UNDEAD REMAINING – 685,440

TOTAL UNCOMMON UNDEAD REMAINING – 13,440

TOTAL RARE UNDEAD REMAINING – 18

{REWARD}

REWARD - ???

“Oh, we are so fucked. So absolutely, completely fucked,” Derrick whispered hoarsely. “What are we going to do Ray? We are fucked!”

Ray swallowed dryly, “That’s almost a million dead things coming our way that want to eat us. There’s only one thing we can do, we leverage what we’ve built, use our chokepoints, use Rivea to bombard literally everything she can see from the air, and fucking survive!”

He spun to Dave, “I want you to get everyone who can use a gun, bow, crossbow, or throw rocks staged where you can. Anyone who isn’t equipped to be a mainline fighter needs to help fight in some way, even if it's just distracting anything coming our way,” he ordered. The man nodded and sprinted off to organize who he could.

Ray saw Dax and Volka come up to him. They were geared up with weapons and armor and seemed prepared for the fight to come, at least as much as they could be. He was surprised, honestly, as he would have expected them to have already charged out into the hordes of the undead to fight and die a glorious death. Or something. At least, that was the impression he always got from Grok.

“I would tell you two to get all the main line fighters ready, but something tells me they already are,” he deadpanned, causing the huge Orkin man to bellow out a laugh.

“Yeah Boss, you got’z dat right. We ready to smash some head’z. Undead brain’z squish real nice,” Dax rumbled out with mirth.

Ray just shook his head, “Get your people squared away and ready. I don’t know how much time we have.”

The duo walked away to prepare as Ray turned to the still-stunned engineer next to him. “I need you to get the builders together Derrick. All of them. Build everything and anything you can that may help. Bombs, crossbows, ballista. Hell, sharpen some stakes if you can. Anything and everything will help out here. We need all hands on board.”

Nodding shakily Derrick took a deep breath and let it out slowly, his color slowly returning. “Right. Anything and everything. I… I have some ideas. Okay. We can do this.” He took off at a quick jog to find whoever he was looking for.

With his mind moving at what seemed was practically light speed, Ray moved through a half dozen ideas of what to do next before settling on finding Rivea. He needed her to be nearby and on call at all times until they cleared the last wave. He had a powerful feeling that those six rare undead were going to be more dangerous than practically anything else that they were going to face. The ratio was practically five hundred thousand to one. He didn’t think they were going to be more dangerous… he knew they were going to be.

He looked down when some movement caught his eye and saw Nyx standing next to him at attention. He was about to ask what she was doing when an enormous explosion from the very edge of the territory caught his attention. A massive plume of fire erupted into the sky in a vaguely shaped mushroom cloud, spreading out as it expanded.

Ray stared at it in shock as a hot gust of wind blew past his face with such ferocity he had to take a step back. Then it was past him, leaving only questions in its wake.

{WAVE DATA}

WAVE 1 – CLEARED

COMMON UNDEAD KILLED – 5,712

UNCOMMON UNDEAD KILLED – 112

RARE UNDEAD KILLED – 0

WAVE 2 INCOMING – 59:59

“What the hell?” Ray wondered aloud. His question was answered in the form of a large Aether Drake landing in the courtyard near him.

Rivea looked worse for wear as she settled onto the pavement in front of him. Her scales were scratched and scorched, she had tears in her wing membranes, and she was missing a tooth which was evident when she turned and grinned at him.

“Oh hey, look who it is. Don’t mind me, just going to lay here for a moment,” she said as she settled in and made herself comfortable as only a sub-species of dragon could do. “I took care of that first wave by the way, that should give us an hour or so of breathing room. The Basic Undead are easy enough to wipe out. They aren’t too smart and get bunched up easily enough. The chokepoints here should work well against them. Those Uncommon though… some of them have nasty abilities.”

He nodded at that. “Yeah, so I can see. Are you going to be okay? I… you’re missing a tooth.”

“Yeah. By the time that second wave starts I should be mostly healed,” Rivea confirmed, then her eyes narrowed. “Some of those Uncommon ones needed more than a fireball, but nothing a good chewing wouldn’t take care of. Unfortunately, one of them was a bit tougher on the gums than I thought it would be,” she ended with a hiss. Laying her head down and closing her eyes, Ray recognized that the conversation had ended, and he was being dismissed. Not that he blamed her.

Ray walked away, a bit non-plussed about the conversation. He was both thankful and a bit worried that Rivea had cleared the first wave. On one hand, it gave them an hour to prep. On the other hand, he wouldn’t be able to use the much smaller wave to test their defenses. No, instead he would have to be content with a larger wave which, based on his math, was more than ten thousand undead. Even that staggering number was only a dent in the overall number they would have to kill before they were able to clear the event.

If that was even possible for them to do in the first place.

The Shop wasn’t available, so he couldn’t spend any NEX on weapons or materials. But he had a ton of stuff laying around, including more than a few weapons and tools. It was time to see what he could do with {ALTER II}. Maybe he could batch-make some decent weapons for people? They needed more ranged weapons anyway. Crossbows seemed easy enough to make, and they had enough materials on hand.

Ray headed back inside now that the immediate disaster had been mitigated. He co-opted a few Goblins to help him gather materials and pile them in the main foyer. A few people got curious and crowded around, but he mostly ignored them for now even if he could hear their mutterings about the crazy guy in charge.

During his experiments, Ray had discovered a few things about his abilities. Mainly that the higher the amount of work that would be made up for his abilities, the higher the cost to use that ability for what he wanted. That also included materials. He could basically create materials out of thin air. The cost was horrendous, but he could do it. Likewise, he could create items and weapons out of thin air but those were even more expensive.

But get together the materials? Have the people who can make them on hand? Those costs plummet to basically rock bottom. A single crossbow prestidigitated out of thin air ran him a hundred Power. Period. Twenty crossbows from a pile of materials with the proper craftsmen nearby? A point of Power per weapon.

Naturally, he made a hundred, keeping a fifty Power reserve for emergencies. Ray had a feeling he would need that reserve. He also had a feeling that the fighting would last for much longer than a day. The later waves would be staggering in size and scope. The description of the waves and their numbers was a bit fuzzy on the math, but he estimated that if five thousand or so undead were added to each wave that would put them at just over eighty-five thousand undead for that finale.  That was, quite literally, a wave of flesh that would be thrown at them.

Ray activated {MODIFY II} and grinned a bit to himself as everyone watching him gasped when the materials took on a hazy, fog-like appearance before reassembling themselves into a hundred crossbows. {MODIFY II} was far more appropriate than {ALTER II} for this kind of work as it changed the materials into a new form rather than changing their base existence into something else entirely, as the second ability liked to do. He found that {MODIFY II} worked better for changing one thing into another, like assembling crossbows from raw materials. Whereas {ALTER II} worked better for much larger tasks like separating entire buildings into their constituent components.

Assembling raw materials into a finished product as opposed to changing the entire state of one thing into another thing.

Ray gestured to one of the people standing nearby without even turning, his head pounding as it did whenever he used too much Power at once. “Get someone to pass these out to everyone fighting. I need to go round up ammunition,” he grunted out through clenched teeth as the migraine subsided.

Staggering to one side, he caught his balance and went to find Derrick. It didn’t take long, as he found the engineer as he was running back and forth between several different projects in the workshop. From what Ray could see there were dozens of crafters making bombs, spears, and anything else they could cobble together with the materials they had on hand.

“Wow, I know I wasn’t kidding when I said we needed everything we could get our hands on but this is a tad crazy,” he muttered under his breath.

“They are only doing everything they can to ensure that we survive,” Nyx said from next to him, causing him to jump. He hadn’t heard or seen her come up next to him, causing his heart to nearly stop. Nyx, in typical Nyx fashion, Chuffed in amusement as his reaction to her appearing out of nowhere.

After taking a deep breath Ray glared at his canine companion, “I’m going to attach bells to you. Hundreds of them. Everyone everywhere will be able to hear you coming from a mile away. I don’t care if we draw in every monster, undead, creature, or abomination in existence down on us.”

The dog rolled her eyes at his petty drama and continued on, “You are the pinnacle of drama. Now, you need bolts for those crossbows. They also need to be issued to people who know how to use them. I would recommend getting Verrick involved. The Ranger knows the in’s and out’s of ranged warfare.”

Ray blinked slowly as he took in that advice. It was good advice, and he didn’t disagree with it at all. He quickly grabbed Derrick’s attention and explained the need for the bolts. The harried engineer agreed that it was important and that he would get someone right on it. Then he recommended that Ray go and find Verrick, mirroring Nyx’s thoughts on the effectiveness of the Ranger in finding people to weild the weapons.

The only problem was that he had no idea where the Aelvin Ranger was, much less how to get him a fat stack of crossbows to hand out.

Glancing at the System timer, he only had about twenty minutes left before the next wave. If his understanding of the event was correct, they could expect each wave to have the first wave’s numbers added to it. He had to find Verrick, and fast, if he was going to get into position to help at all.

Searching around inside quickly and failing to locate the man, Ray headed out into the courtyard to look for him. He quickly found the Ranger and his people assembling by the gate leading outwards into the territory. Approaching them, he explained what he had created and what he wanted the Aelvin to do.

Verrick tapped his chin in thought, “Of course My Lord, I can facilitate this. It may take some time, however. Time we do not have and that the System will not allow us. I believe that it may be more effective to simply have the Orkin take them up. They may not be the most proficient with them, but it will provide ranged options for their mostly melee-fighting warriors. I will get this organized.”

“Thanks’ Verrick,” Ray said in relief as he checked the time out of the corner of his eye. “We have about five minutes left, please get as many as you can in place and armed. I am heading to the main wall now, hopefully, Derrick came up with some nasty surprises for the next wave of monsters.”

With Nyx in tow, he headed out the main gates and to the unfinished wall segment facing the neighboring hex. He wasn’t sure, exactly, what he would be able to contribute, but he was sure of one thing. Every fighting body they could muster right now mattered, and while they didn’t have nearly enough weapons and armor to arm everyone, they had more than enough people willing to contribute to the common defense of the territory. That would have to be enough.

If it wasn’t, they were all going to die and humanity would more than likely become extinct. Reviewing the event notification from the System as he moved, Ray took particular note of the information regarding the Dimensional Node. He still wasn’t entirely sure what that was other than it was incredibly important. He didn’t want to find out what would happen should an undead get its grubby hands on it, because he was only positive of one thing:

It would be really, really bad.

            

    
        INTERLUDE 3

    
    
    
    
                INTERLUDE 3

Anubis was bored.

He sat on his throne of bone and sand watching the world through a dozen different mirrors. Each showed him a different group going about various tasks such as fighting the undead, building fortifications, or other mundane tasks. There were also a variety of races shown, one of which was even a Lich! But even with all the events and action that was going on, he remained bored.

“Why are these mortals so… boring?” he muttered, shifting on his throne. “I should really get a pillow or something… maybe that Ray person can provide a few? Bone and sand only provide so much support.”

Perking up at that, he decided to check in on the one mortal that was on the world below him that he actually held some interest in. Too much of anything was a bad thing, so to ensure that the man remained at least moderately amusing the God ensured that he only periodically checked in on him.

Tapping one of the mirrors, Anubis changed the view to Ray’s burgeoning territory. As far as the others were concerned, he was well ahead of the curve with getting established and with a firm foundation to expand beneath himself. He had even made a deal with a dungeon and formed a trade cooperative with a major off-world corporation! Now that was what Anubis was talking about! Constant new things happening instead of the mundane day to day activities of others.

While Anubis had been dispatched to this world by the Council as one of its major ‘tests’, something he had volunteered for really, he was actually only interested in experiencing new things. As a God of the Dead there were very few new things to encounter in the day-to-day responsibilities of his eternal role. This made boredom one of his greatest foes and something that he was hoping to alleviate with this assignment. Imagine his annoyance when he arrived at this world only to find that it was a wasteland of barely surviving enclaves of mortals! His boredom was all but assured.

Examining the world, he found only a few points of interest. One of those was the Lich, but it seemed to be focused on a few aliens that it had abducted for experimentation and was hardly a source of amusement. Anubis was the God of the Dead, not the God of Torture and Random Experimentation.

The other source, however, was a dungeon. One that, upon inspection, allowed Anubis to find his first and foremost source of amusement on this world. Raymond Finnegan was a man with an ability that was entirely unique in the cosmos as far as Anubis knew. He could modify things with System-level privileges, something that not even the Prime Administrator could do. Mostly because he was locked up in The Room, but still.

This mild interest rapidly developed into a fascination with the mortal, one that Anubis realized was not healthy in the slightest. Still, the God was finally interested in something that didn’t involve angry souls, conspiring Deities, or the System. A source of amusement and interest that was entirely his own!

Eagerly tuning one of the mirrors in to view Ray’s burgeoning fortress of a territory, he watched as the event descended onto the mortal and his people. Frowning, Anubis watched as the man’s Drake minion incinerated the first wave easily, even if she did take significant damage doing so.

“But what was the cause of this… attack?” he mused to himself, sitting back on his throne. He dismissed all but one other window, moving that to the neighboring territory to see what happened. Blinking in astonishment, the God saw nothing but the dead, the dying, and the devastation covering the entire hex. The only areas that weren’t burnt to the ground was a fortress like building with mortals running around it and what seemed to be a long building that was once used for commerce. It was, like the fortress building, also heavily fortified. Unlike the other building, however, this one had signs of significant damage.

“Some kind of war or battle perhaps? Hmm,” he mused to himself. “No matter. Let us watch our favorite mortal and his response to these events.”

Dismissing the second screen, Anubis turned back to the remaining one and made it much larger as to not miss a single detail. Conjuring up a bucket of popcorn, he watched as Ray directed the defense in person from the front, a quality that the God could appreciate. It was rare to find a leader that was so invested in victory he assured it by leading their troops personally.

The God of the Dead watched as the second wave was defeated. Filled with nothing but undead and a few hundred uncommon Wendigo, it was an easy enough hurdle to overcome. Anubis realized after the second wave that the time between waves doubled. He wondered if that would be the case for every wave because if it was that would make the wait between the fourteenth and fifteenth waves almost a year. Knowing the System as he did, however, he was sure that it would probably cap at around a hundred and twenty hours, if not less.

The System was fair but unforgiving.

The third wave was filled with nothing but odd white spider-like creatures and much larger uncommon variants. The biggest difference here was that they could climb the walls the defenders had used to bottleneck the last two waves. Anubis watched with interest as Ray used his ability to electrify the outer layer of the walls, keeping the creatures from overwhelming them. There were almost twenty thousand of them after all.

The battle went on for a full day and into the night, but in the end the defenders came out on top. As a reward, they were given a whole four hours to rest before they would fight the next, even larger and more dangerous wave of creatures.

Anubis watched with rapt attention as Ray martialed his forces, bringing the wounded inside his impressive fortress arcology and consolidating the defenders at the front of the large building. His people began setting out dozens, then hundreds of small orbs along the streets, avenues, and access ways leading up to the building. Curious, the God could hardly stand the anticipation of what the inventive group and their leader would do next. Thankfully, he didn’t have to wait long as the fourth wave began shortly after they had completed… whatever it was that they were doing.

From the edge of the hex, more than twenty-thousand undead with nearly five hundred uncommon equivalents phased into existence and began their march inwards to kill, convert, or devour everything in their path. Anubis watched with mounting anxiety as the massive horde closed in on the entrance to the fortress. They were half a block out, however, when the world erupted in fire and flame.

The God quickly realized that the small orbs that had been placed were, in actuality, some kind of weapon. The mortals had waited until most of the horde was in range before detonating them, annihilating most of them before they ever became a threat. The few hundred remaining undead were picked off from a distance and just like that the wave was cleared.

Anubis practically cheered as he watched the tactic be employed. Ray and his group were, if nothing else, amazingly resilient in overcoming various obstacles. The God watched as they beat wave five and six with relative ease, although wave six had several thousand flying creatures that were difficult to deal with it was nothing that their Drake couldn’t handle.

The break between six and seven was a full day and a half, allowing for significant work to be done around the mortal fortress. Repairs were made, weapon emplacements installed, and more items were made for the upcoming fight. More than a hundred thousand undead, creatures, and monsters had been eliminated to this point. A full sixth of what would come. The mortals had been fighting for nearly a week solid at this point, struggling to survive the ever-increasing waves with the resources they had on hand.

During the day-and-a-half break, Anubis checked out some of the others on the planet. In particular, he looked in on the Lich. It was busy working with its two newly converted alien ghouls on some kind of vessel. The oceans weren’t safe, at all, due to the God of Death’s presence on the planet so it must have been some kind of aerial vessel. Intrigued, he watched the undead being work in fascination for some time. Before too long, he realized that the seventh wave had already started and rapidly switched back to Ray and his group.

Anubis was startled to see that the walls leading up to the fortified entrance to the arcology had been obliterated. Strange red-furred creatures with large bushy tails lay strew about the streets, even as fierce fighting continued. They were wearing armor and wielding weapons such as maces, swords, and halberds and they fought Orkin and Goblins from Ray’s camp in savage hand-to-hand combat. Anubis winced.

They were losing.

Watching the fight with worry, he then frowned. Something wasn’t right here. These creatures were neither undead nor monsters. In fact, they were using armor, weapons, and tools. They were caring for the wounded. They had all the hallmarks of a fairly well-developed sentient race. And that should not have been possible for creatures spawned from this world under the System. It absolutely reeked of divine intervention.

Growling, Anubis pounded his hand on the chair of his arm. He would be damned if he allowed his primary source of amusement, the first in centuries, to be destroyed because somebody somewhere had a bone to pick with Ray. Or with him. No. He would not allow this.

Then he paused and chuckled, thinking over his previous thoughts.  He was already damned. He was the God of the Dead, after all. Still chuckling, he opened up his System interface. What he was about to do would be expensive, but worth every point of the Divine Energy he would expend. He only hoped that the mortal Ray appreciated it. Not that he could tell him. But he had to stay alive for now.

The man still had questions to answer after all.
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                Ray held the rag to the side of his head to staunch the bleeding. The cut refused to heal, not with abilities, Power, or medicinal items. It was incredibly annoying as it was above his right eye, leaking blood down into his face and obscuring his vision. With a frustrated growl, he tied the rag around his head like a kerchief and stormed back out into the fight.

The front line had been pushed back into the gate itself. Set into the wall, the huge gate was a feat of engineering that Derrick had been most proud of. It was System-reinforced, built from materials that were expensive to obtain from the Shop, and not native to Earth. Far stronger and denser than steel, they were nearly impervious to any kind of damage.

Which meant that the creatures that were attacking them simply climbed over the imposing forty-foot wall.

This had resulted them in simply opening the gate itself, preventing the wall from being overrun by the thousands of undead squirrel warriors. Ray felt bile rising in his throat even as he felt phantom pain from the tutorial event. Unlike that squirrel, these were dressed in everything from leather to heavy plate. There had been dozens of uncommon monsters mixed in so far, if not hundreds, and the fighting was getting intense.

Wave seven had, by their best estimates, around forty thousand enemies in it. Nearly a thousand of those would be uncommon, and they would encounter and fight their first rare enemy of the event. It was terrifying, truly terrifying and he didn’t know if they would survive. The only upside was that if they did survive the wave, they would have sixty-one days to reinforce their territory, and the time between waves only went up from there. Up to a year and a half.

Blade in hand, Ray threw himself into the defensive line, falling into place next to Dax as he cut through the undead squirrel legions with brutal efficiency. The two worked side by side as he lost all track of time. The steady and rhythmic chopping, the sounds and screams of the wounded being removed from the line, the press of undead bodies, and the stinking of decayed flesh wafting through the air.

Ray would rather be back in space.

With a suddenness that shocked him, the thick wall of undead ended abruptly. Nearly falling forward, Dax grabbed him and pulled him back upright.

“Gotcher Boss,” he grunted. “Oh. Dat ain’t good.”

Ray nodded his thanks and turned to look at what the giant Orkin warrior had fixated on. There, in front of them, stood a massive squirrel. Dressed in decadent plate armor and wielding a massive two-handed bastard sword, it radiated lethality. The fact that the undead behind it had ceased pressing forward was another indicator of just how dangerous the new arrival was.

Ray was, if nothing else, cautious. So, he did the only natural thing he could think of and focused his attention on the creature, hoping to gain some kind of insight into this new enemy. When the System stuttered back a reply he felt the cold sweat of fear roll down his back. This was not something that they could fight. This thing would end them all. There were not supposed to be any Legendary creatures in this event, only rares. This meant that either the System was wrong… or someone was fucking with them.

FOREST LORD

{LEGENDARY}

“I gots dis Boss,” Dax said, taking a step forward. But Ray immediately grabbed his arm, stopping the huge warrior through sheer willpower alone.

“No. No, you don’t. That thing out there is a Legendary monster. It would tear through you like an axe through cotton sheets,” he said with a calm that he didn’t feel.

Dax looked at the creature, then back at Ray. “Oh.” Truer and more accurate a word had never been spoken by an Orkin before. At least not on Earth.

“Oh,” Ray agreed. Swallowing, he watched the creature and realized that it had focused on a single person in their ragged battle line. Its eyes burned with a fury and malice that sent new sheets of cold sweat down his back. It was staring right at him, undisguised hatred rolling off of it in waves.

“I think I have to go fight it,” he said slowly, causing Dax to look at the much smaller human next to him. “I think it wants to fight me, and I don’t see a way around it. We let that thing get close to the gate and its going to carve through us like nothing.”

“Ya fight dat ting Boss, you gonna die,” Dax said pointedly.

Ray felt pressure on his leg and looked down to see Nyx. She had been moving in and out of the battle line assisting where she could. Her bark was excellent for pushing back waves of undead to give the fighters a brief rest and respite.

“Hey Nyx,” he said quietly, moving his eyes back up to the patiently waiting {FOREST LORD}. “What do you think?”

“I think if you go out there that thing is going to murder you with brutal efficiency,” Nyx said. “With that being said, we don’t have to fight fair. Go out there, fight that thing, and when you start losing we have Derrick and Rivea hit it from above with everything they have.”

Ray nodded. It wasn’t a bad plan. The only issue was if they had enough firepower to actually kill the damn thing. Nyx seemed confident in the plan, though he could feel her nervousness. She had to be confident to send him into harm's way, however, as she would perish with him if he died.

“That sounds about as good a plan as any,” he agreed slowly. Turning to Dax he said, “Don’t let anyone follow me. This is going to be a one-on-one fight, at least initially. I don’t know if anyone helping me will trigger the horde behind that thing. I won't be winning against the {FOREST LORD}, much less all of them piled on top of it.”

Dax nodded silently and gripped his axe. “You gots it Boss.”

“A man of eloquence and scholastic achievement you certainly are,” Ray chuckled as he began walking forward. It took a minute of slow walking to cross from under the reinforced gate and thick walls and another several minutes to stop a dozen feet from the monstrous presence in front of him.

Being this close Ray could hardly keep the waves of bloodlust emanating off the {FOREST LORD} from affecting him. Then he grit his teeth. He was a fucking Unique class, and while it seemed he was outside the hierarchy of ranks entirely, at a minimum he should be equal to the thing in front of him. Flexing his System abilities, he banished the aura of bloodlust, allowing him to breathe deeply for the first time since the monster had appeared.

“Fascinating. Not many could have dispelled my {AURA OF PAIN},” the creature said, catching Ray off-guard. He had never met a monster that could speak. At least, not one other than Nyx.

Clearing his throat Ray said, “I… didn’t know that you could talk. I don’t suppose I could convince you to, you know, just go away?”

The heavily armored squirrel chuckled, his chain mail-covered tail whisking back and forth. “Unfortunately, the System does not allow for that. In fact, our conversation and duel will be stretching the bounds of my agreement with it. The concept is simple, you must die for my people to live.”

Ray looked at the line of gnashing undead behind him. “They, uh, don’t look alive to me. Sorry to be the bearer of bad news.”

“They will be resurrected, as is proper under the System, should I emerge victorious,” the {FOREST LORD} stated calmly. “Nothing you have shown me is capable of stopping me. Not you. Not your… men. Not your weapons. Nothing. You will die, your territory will be claimed, and the Systems terms fulfilled.”

Without warning the massive blade he wielded swung towards Ray. He dove to the side, narrowly avoiding the crescent of black energy that sliced into the ground where he had been standing.

“Fucking asshole!” Ray yelled back. He pointed his own blade at the monster, unleashing a bolt of lightning. Using his Power, he quickly cycled to launch a fireball. The lightning was deflected upwards with a twist of the huge great sword. The fireball was ignored as it splashed off the thick armor of the creature as it rushed him.

The furry bastard was a blur and Ray could hardly keep up with it. The first half dozen strikes with the giant bastard sword left his hand numb and his shoulder hurting. But he had deflected them. The next two strikes saw his sword flung from his hand. He threw himself sideways, once again narrowly avoiding being bisected by the nasty weapon.

Coming to his feet he pointed a finger at the squirrel god of combat and yelled, causing it to freeze for a moment. “I fucking hate you furry fucking bastards!”

With that and a generous helping of Power, Ray unleashed a chest-thick bolt of red lightning. He could see the {FOREST LORD}’s eyes widen in surprise as it attempted to deflect the attack, much like it did the first one. However, the red lightning stuck to the sword and began to melt through the metal and hand guard.

The monster dropped the blade to the ground where it continued to dissolve. Reaching backward, it drew a short sword and knife. Holding them in either hand the damnable monstrosity.

“You are a walking furry armory,” Ray complained. He didn’t have a weapon in his hand any more but his System abilities would compensate for that. Long enough, he hoped, for Derrick and Rivea to get whatever they were going to do in place and fry this furry fucker.

With no answer, the armored squirrel charged him, a flurry of blade strikes leading the way. Ray narrowly dodged each one, his stamina and agility far lower than they had been Pre-Integration. Nevertheless, he managed to avoid being struck, although several close calls did result in shallow cuts on his arms and the side of his chest.

Breathing heavily Ray sought to give himself some distance, but the {FOREST LORD} stayed right on top of him. Dodging as quickly as he could was burning through his stamina, he wouldn’t be able to keep up his current pacing for long. Delivering a wicked straight kick to the monster's chest, an attack that pushed it back a half foot but did no real damage, he surged backward with his remaining energy, only to topple over backward.

“You were not the most fearsome opponent I have faced, but you will be by far the most important,” the squirrel said, lunging forward with blades aimed at his heart.

Time seemed to slow as Ray's mind went into overdrive with the realization that if he didn’t do anything, he was going to die. Derrick and Rivea weren’t here. There were no troops close enough to assist. There was no one to stop the fatal attack heading his way. He was going to lose everything.

And it pissed him off.

He had a Unique Class. He had a fortress, a territory, and an army of people relying on him. He was a gods be damned System Lord! Something that he didn’t even fully understand yet! But just by the title alone, he should never have been placed in this situation. A System screen popped up in front of him, but Ray was having none of it. With a roar of unbridled fury, he grabbed the blue screen in the air cracking it with his grip. With an incomprehensible scream of rage, he slapped the {SYTEM LORD}’s blades away from their intended target.

With more yelling, he jabbed monster in the face with the usually intangible object, the System screen cracking more as it shattered the heavy plate helm that covered the squirrel's face. Turning to look at him in shock, the furry monster received a backhanded strike from the opposite direction, knocking it into a semi-circle. It barely stayed on its feet.

Bringing the screen up for another strike, Ray squeezed too hard and the System message finally gave out. Shattering in his hand, it released a pulse of energy that knocked him, the {FOREST LORD}, and every undead within five hundred feet flat on their backs. The armored squirrel landed with a chittering scream as blue smoke came up from its face, having been burned by the explosion.

Dizzy, Ray scrambled to his feet only to catch a gauntlet-covered fist to his face. He staggered to the side as a steel-clad boot hit him in the stomach, driving the wind from his lungs. Unable to stay on his feet, he dropped to his knees.

“I don’t know what you did, but it wasn’t enough,” sneered the squirrel, somehow having retrieved the knife in hand. Looming over him it brought the blade down.

Tipping himself to the side just enough for the blade to sink into his shoulder, Ray sneered back as he grabbed the hilt and held both the squirrel's gauntlet-covered paw and the knife where it had struck. “Fuck. You,” he grunted, gathering every point of Power he had left in his fist and punching the Legendary Monster in the chest. The demonic undead squirrel saw it coming too late as his fist connected.

The raw mana Ray had gathered was unleashed into a devastating explosion, hurling the squirrel a dozen yards across the clearing. The undead army behind him roared their displeasure, but surprisingly stayed where they were at.

He very slowly got to his feet, only to be tackled to the ground once more. The {FOREST LORD}’s eyes were blazing with a deep green fury as he began pummeling Ray's face and chest with powerful blows. Each strike seemed to break something, his arms, his hands, his fingers. Eventually, everything below his shoulders was useless, and the creature pried them away to begin the process of killing him.

As soon as his face was visible Ray spat a wad of phlegm and blood into the monster’s eyes. Without a single complaint, it reached up to wipe the obstructing mass of gooey liquid away. As it did so, Ray rolled to the side, flinging the much lighter monster to the ground. With a chittering screech of anger, it jumped to its feet and charged back into Ray’s midsection.

Catching the blow he responded by headbutting downwards, cracking his forehead against the top of the squirrel's skull, successfully staggering it. Moving quickly, Ray kicked it in the chest and sent it flying away from him to land heavily on the ground. He knew it wasn’t dead, but it also wasn’t moving. He got to his feet slowly, arms hanging uselessly at his side, and stared at the nasty-furred monstrosity while waiting for it to get back up.

He heard a roar and saw Rivea depart from the top of the fortress. With a savage blood-smeared grin, Ray looked back down only to catch a punch in the gut. With a cold feeling of realization, he looked down and didn’t see a fist, but a half foot of enchanted steel that he had driven through his leather armor and into his chest.

“Aw… fuck,” he grunted, staggering backward.

Walking slowly over to the short sword it had dropped, the evil squirrel lord retrieved it and began making his way to Ray, who had fallen onto his side. “You were… a far more worthy opponent than I thought. Killing you will be an honor.”

With Rivea still, quite a way out, Ray resigned himself to having failed as the short sword fell to end him. There was no way he could stop the blade in time, his brain was still addled and his vision murky. Right before it met flesh, it was deflected to the side with such ferocity that it was sent flying far back into the lines of undead, only stopping when it lodged in the forehead of one of the many observing squirrel undead.

Stepping in front of him Josephine spoke with a voice that would have frozen ice.

“You will be the only one dying today.”

            

    
        CHAPTER 32

    
    
    
    
                “Well shit,” Ray gasped out as he struggled to his feet and failed. “Where the hell have you been?”

Josephine had a complicated look cross over her features, so quickly that if he hadn’t been watching closely he may have thought he imagined it. With a large sigh, she schooled her emotions and said, “My apologies, My Lord. It has been a difficult journey to find you. Perhaps we can discuss this after I eliminate the threat to your well-being.”

“Eliminate me?” The {FOREST LORD} said, the sneer bleeding through clearly into its tone. “Child you can no more defeat me than your Master could.”

The warrior woman blinked at that, then smiled. “The cornerstone of being a good bodyguard and servant is that you are required to be able to perform functions that your Lord cannot.” She replied simply.

And then she vanished.

One moment she was standing next to Ray, the next she was smashing into the arrogant {FOREST LORD} with a fury of blows so fast and savage the creature was immediately placed on the back foot. Retreating rapidly, the monster was flung back into the line of its undead kin.

Ray watched in awe as Josephine overpowered the creature in moments, something that was far beyond what he was capable of. Hands under his arms disrupted his thoughts as two woman he didn’t know began to drag him across the ground and back to the safety of the gates. Two more took up a rear guard action. All were equipped with the same weapons that Josephine had, mirroring the large Japanese-style blade that she currently employed and wearing dark leather armor splashed with gore.

The apocalyptic fashion statement was in this time of year apparently.

Having a clear moment of thought, and hearing a roar from the rapidly approaching Rivea, he yelled out as loudly as he could, “Josephine! Retreat! Retreat!”

Ray had just finished yelling when she was by his side, having once again moved so quickly that he lost track of her. “Yes my Lord?” she asked simply, flicking her blade to one side to remove the gore from it. He was about to respond when a System message appeared in front of him:

{LEGENDARY CREATURE DEFEATED}

REWARDS ADDED TO EVENTS END

He stared open-mouthed at the prompt as they passed under the gate, just in time for Rivea to pass over them. Looking up, dumbfounded that Josephine had obliterated a Rare Monster so easily, he watched as the Drake, with Derrick on her back, began dropping large canisters into the now surging undead line.

With a popping sound that would be heard from where he was, each container exploded in midair and showered the undead with diesel fuel. The fuel had been taken directly from the generator room storage tanks, bottled in every container the engineer could lay his hands on, and loaded up on Rivea. The Drake was dubious at first, but when she learned more about the level of destruction that she would be a part of she was more than happy to act as a mule.

The gates slammed shut behind Ray as the last of the Orkin, Aelvin, and Humans crossed through. The thick portcullis were made from the strongest System material that they could find in the Shop and were nearly indestructible, at least at their current levels. The undead were not going to get through it, but if given enough time the damned things wouldn’t have to, they would just go over the wall itself using their numbers to create a ramp or ladder of bodies.

Thankfully they would have the chance.

Ray was about to ask Josephine more about where she had been and what had happened to her, but Rivea flew back over their heads causing the entire group to look up. With an almost casual glance back, she lobbed a tiny fireball out of her mouth at the frothing undead hordes on the other side of the gate. With a soft plopping sound, it landed in the center of them. Nothing happened for a full five seconds, and the hell opened its fiery maw.

For the length of the entire wall, and as far as Ray could see, dark red fire shot into the sky. The expanding wave of burning destruction spread everywhere outside of their protected baily, consuming every creature it could touch. Almost as if it were alive.

SUMMONING SUCCESSFUL

GREATER FLAME ELEMENTAL

{RARE}

“Well fuck me. Hopefully, it's friendly,” Ray muttered. He, Rivea, and Derrick had discussed the likely possibility of an elemental being brought into existence with Tall when they discussed this particular plan. The System was strange, and they hadn't wanted to bring forth this much destruction and somehow kill everyone, so they consulted the closest thing they had to an expert. In fact, Talla had said that it was a near certainty with the amount of fire and destruction they were going to be creating. If there was one thing that elementals hated, and one thing they took every opportunity to destroy, it was the undead. He didn’t understand the Shopkeeper's explanation of why, exactly, only that it would target the undead before it went after anything else. If it even had the Power and energy remaining to do so.

For the low, low cost of roughly a third of their stock of diesel fuel, they were able to summon a Greater Flame Elemental to obliterate the undead hordes. And obliterate them it did with extreme prejudice. It turned out that even Talla had underestimated the hatred that elementals held for the undead.

Either that or it really enjoyed just watching them burn.

The undead flung themselves at this new enemy with mindless abandon, the guttural roar of the legion of decaying squirrel warriors scarred the minds of those who heard it. The rage, pain, and untold suffering that was present in those cries was something no one ever wanted to experience again. It was just too bad that this was the halfway point of the event. They had hundreds of thousands more enemies to dispatch, and chances were that this tactic would not work again. At least not how it had this time.

The screams of undead and the roar and cackle of flames dominated the outside of the sealed fortress block. Not a single undead made it over the wall in that time, each one being intercepted and immolated by the enraged elemental. Untold thousands of undead were burnt to ash leaving nothing behind.

Ray was in his office trying his best to ignore the sounds of combat from beyond the wall. Derrick was sitting at the corner desk while Josephine was sitting on the couch in the center of the room while her fighters waited just outside the door in the hallway. Rivea was attending to his wounds, using her Power to heal the worst of his injuries. Eventually, not seeing anything else she could help with, she sat on the opposite side of the Couch from Josephine.

No one had really said anything as they retreated back up to his set of rooms within the Arcology Fortress. In fact, no one had really talked at all even after they had arrived there. Looking over at Josephine, Ray contemplated what he wanted to ask.

“So, I bet you have a really good story for me,” he said with a grin. “Spill the beans. Where have you been this entire time? What have you done? You seem way stronger than you did prior Integration.”

Josephine nodded in agreement. “Thank you, My Lord. A lot has happened since we were split up. When we were divided up my ability pointed me in your direction, but I had no idea how far I had to go. It was constant, savage fighting against beasts and creatures of all kinds to reach a nearby territory. There, I met a man by the name of Brett. He insinuated he had trapped you in a dungeon of some kind, but I knew that would not stop you.”

“Yeah. That was seriously touch and go for a while. We made the mistake of trying to take the river places,” Ray said while wincing at the memory.

The Myrmidon nodded. “Yes. Water travel is not safe My Lord. It became considerably more dangerous when this death god arrived. But I digress. When we dispatched Brett and his minions I proceeded towards you as fast as I could. However, we ran into the rear section of multiple hordes invading your territory.”

“Damn. You ran into Brett and couldn’t kill him? Just how fucking strong is that guy?” wondered Ray aloud, but he stopped when Josephine began shaking her head.

“No, My Lord, I did kill him. Well, I killed his image at least,” Josephine explained, causing Ray to frown in confusion. “He has the ability to project himself, somehow. I believe that he may have multiple copies moving around and completing objectives and giving commands while he stays safe in that fortress of his.”

Ray could understand that. He had been surprised that Brett was with a random group of Bandits. It would make more sense if there was a copy of him with every band of Bandits instead. Being in multiple places at once at the same time must be taxing, but the tactical considerations and possibilities were out of this world.

“I bet that was satisfying,” he said with a grin.

Nodding, Josephine confirmed that. “Indeed. He wanted to turn me into a concubine. I took rather poorly to that offer.”

Ray laughed at that, getting a frown from the warrior, but once Derrick and Rivea joined in even she cracked a small smile before going back to her stoic self. “That… I can’t imagine the look on his face,” Ray said, still chuckling. Taking a deep breath he calmed down a bit and asked, “So how did you get past the hordes?”

“I don’t have the faintest idea, My Lord,” she admitted. “One moment we were attempting to fight through to the front lines, the next we were standing in front of the hordes themselves. You know what happened from there.”

“Yeah, you saved me-“ he was interrupted by a System message, one that he had been hoping to see.

{WAVE DATA}

WAVE 7 – CLEARED

COMMON UNDEAD KILLED – 39,984

UNCOMMON UNDEAD KILLED – 784

RARE UNDEAD KILLED – 1

LEGENDARY UNDEAD KILLED – 1

WAVE 2 INCOMING – 64:00:00

With a loud resounding roar, followed by an immense explosion, the fighting outside fell silent. A knock on the door came shortly after that. “Come in,” Ray called.

One of the women from the front hallway poked her head inside, “Master, My Lord, the Greater Fire Elemental has vanished. I believe once the undead were all… re-dead, it decided it was time to leave.”

“Thank you,” Josephine replied. “Return to your duties.” With a salute, the woman closed the door quickly.

“At least we didn’t have to use the rest of the diesel,” Derrick said happily. “That stuff makes amazing incendiary bombs. I bet we can find lots of fun catalysts to increase the explosive and burning power in the Shop.

“You are way too excited about this,” Ray responded with a wave of his hand. “We have plenty of NEX, but what we need is fighters, not weapons. We are running out of people, and no one can get to us through the hordes. Hell, if Josephine hadn’t randomly appeared here I would be dead, and everything we worked for lost.”

The group grew quiet at that, while Josephine looked on with disinterest. “My Lord, I suggest scouring this Shop of yours for Mercenary contracts or creatures. If the Shop can sell items, armor, and weapons there has to be a place to purchase additional combatants or even skills. This System seems too far-reaching for there not to be a way to do that.”

“No time like the present. Let's get…” Ray trailed off. They had been fighting for weeks at this point, through seven waves and tens of thousands of undead and monsters from a half dozen species. They had been busy. So busy, in fact, that he had forgotten about someone he had only recently met and who held a considerable amount of knowledge about a lot of things. Things that could help. It made him wonder…

Where the fuck was Merc?

“Hey, has anyone seen Merc in a while?” he wondered aloud, derailing the conversation. Josephine looked confused, but Derrick looked grim.

The engineer cleared his throat and said, “Our little ghost friend vanished at the start of the last wave. I… think he may shut down or return to the core when a major event locks out System abilities, just like the shop. You may have to go activate him again.”

“Got it. That makes me feel a bit better. He just came back on his own after the smaller waves, but those were over pretty quickly. I have so many questions for him,” Ray said with a short laugh. “Now, lets go have a chat with Talla and figure out if we can get some help over here. Fucking God’s know we need it.”

The group headed over to the shop and Ray was relieved to see it open with their favorite Lamia sitting easily at the front desk. The level three shop was cleaner than the prior two levels, and allowed for a much wider variety of goods. Now it was time to see what kinds of services it offered.

“Hey there Talla, how are you?” Ray asked,

She smiled in reply, “I am doing well Mr. Finnegan, thank you for asking. I have been observing your removal of the waves and I must say, you fight well. I am worried, however. Wave seven is considerably less difficult than even wave ten. If you continue in this manner I do not think you or this shop may be here for very much longer.”

“That… is not encouraging to hear Talla,” he replied with a wince. “But I am going to do something about that, hopefully. I need to know what kind of fighters or mercenary services you have access to through the Shop. Like you said, we need the help.”

Talla brightened immediately. “Of course! Let me see here… there are numerous Corporations listed within the confines of the Shop and {BAZAAR}. Many offer mercenary services, constructs such as droids and Golems, and even purchasable creatures.”

“That’s exactly what I wanted to hear. What options do we have?” Ray asked excitedly.

Tabbing through the options, the experienced shopkeeper created a list of sentient warriors, constructs, and creatures. She explained that the sentient warriors were hirable clans such as Orkin, Aelvin, and other, far more exotic, races of experienced combatants. Constructs were manufactured creatures such as Golems, droids, and even elementals that were sold to buyers for a variety of purposes. Most companies that sold them had vast swathes of combat-related options. The final category, creatures, were companies that sold tamed creatures to do combat on behalf of their buyers. They were often extremely powerful and well-trained.

As Ray looked through the options, he picked several to contact. Eventually, he came across one name that gave him a rather odd feeling. The product list didn’t provide any rare creatures, but something told him to contact their sales team regardless.

“Talla, tell me more about Mob Inc please.”
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                After their discussion with Talla and having set an appointment to talk with Mob Inc., the group headed back to the main building to figure out what they were doing next. Along the way they were joined by Dax and his mate Volka, Carl and his wife Marge, and Dave, the shifty eyed scout spy. The entirety of their little counsel. They had a lot to discuss and not much time to do it, as it seemed any goal they set took forever to achieve. Two months may seem like a long time, but with the setbacks from the last major fight, there was a lot to do.

The last wave had damaged a significant portion of their defenses, used a large quantity of their ammunition stores, and killed more than a few fighters. Frankly, they were running low on just about everything with no signs of replenishment. After all, even if you had the weapons you needed the hands to wield them.

Once they got settled in, Ray began by asking a question that had been plaguing him since the fight with the {FOREST LORD}. “So, a bit of an outside-the-topic question, but has anyone been able to use the System screens for anything other than information or prompts?”

The group looked at one another in confusion before Volks spoke up, Ray hearing her say something for the first time. Compared to her husband, she was surprisingly articulate. “No. Only read System. Not use outside that.” Everyone else in the room confirmed those words through various affirmations.

Derrick was the first to ask, “Why Ray? Did something weird happen? It must have if you are asking that, silly question.”

“No such thing as a silly or stupid question Derrick, but yeah. Something weird happened,” Ray confirmed. “When I was fighting that armored nut job I stabbed the fucker with a System message.”

The room went quiet for a moment before Dave broke the silence. “Now what in sam-hill does that mean Boss man? You got a notification you done cut that furry bastard or somewhat?” he drawled out, curious.

“No. I mean I literally grabbed the System message and stabbed that thing with it. Then it exploded. Or something like that anyway. The long and short of it is that I used the actually windowed prompt as a weapon,” he explained. “Well, kind of. To be honest I don’t remember a lot outside of it seriously hurting a Legendary monster.”

That sent the group into silent contemplation again. Not wanting to waste any more time Ray said, “Anyway, if no one has any experience with that it must be a Class perk for me. I will experiment more on my own. In the meantime, however, I need to know how bad the damage is and what we need to accomplish in order to not die to the next wave. Derrick, tell us more about your predictions for wave eight.”

The engineer cleared his throat. “Right. Wave eight is supposed to have roughly ten thousand Basic enemies, a hundred or more Uncommon, and one more rare or Legendary enemies over what wave seven had. We have no idea what kind of enemy or monster they might be made out of, but based on what we have faced so far we are… um…” he looked down as his face reddened a bit.

“Come on man, spit it out,” growled Carl.

Nodding quickly Derrick laid out his suspicions, “I think it's either going to be something entirely alien or… or… demons.”

Ray was wrong. That hadn’t been a blush, that had been a fear response. A fear of the demons that had so easily infiltrated them and come so close to killing them all. It wasn’t something that he was bout to forget. He had spent almost a full quarter of their NEX on detecting and breaking any kind of demon that entered his territory.

“Demons?” Josephine asked, a look of confusion on her face. “That isn’t something that we have encountered before, My Lord.”

Ray waved the question off for now. “I will tell you more later. Back to Derrick though, his guesses have been on the mark so far, seriously on the mark. From number to creature types, we have only been able to survive this long thanks to his highly educated guesses. But I have to ask, why the alien creatures?”

“There isn’t a whole lot here anymore that may be able to take us on outside of sheer numbers,” the man began to explain. “There seems to be a correlation between the Uncommon, Rare, and Legendaries and the creature types they lead. Honestly, I don’t think that {FOREST LORD} was from our world. My suspicion is that the System is pulling threat appropriate monsters from other worlds that it presides over in order to fulfill the terms of the event. Seeing as there are only three things we haven’t seen here yet, that Lich, the Daemon, and the Alien bird bastards that revived us, the options are either slim or completely outside our expectations.”

Ray stared at Derrick in shock. “That… makes way too much fucking sense.” The others agreed with that assessment. “So you think it's most likely going to be either more undead, fucking demons, or something that we couldn’t have possibly guessed at ahead of time?”

“Yup,” confirmed Derrick.

“Well, shit. Okay,” Sighed Ray. He focused his attention on the group. “We need people, people. Anyone who can fight. Bodies. I have an appointment to speak with the CEO of Mob Inc tomorrow. They, apparently, sell plenty of custom creatures called Lizard-Kin. With our remaining NEX I plan on purchasing as many as I can and modifying them. They are not expensive. I just don’t know how many they have on hand, their Shop listing has a warning that huge orders won’t be fulfilled due to limited demand. But we can start there and look at other places as we go along.”

Dax grunted, “Dere’s lots of merc on da shop Boss,” he grunted out. “I checked.”

Carl and Marge also stepped up. “I done some lookin through that shop myself. There are lots of old pieces of junk we can fix up. Weapons of all sorts. I know we need hands, but even if those little lizard fellas ain’t the strongest they should be able-bodied enough to pull a trigger or push a button. Rig them weapons on the well and let them have at it.”

“And don’t forget dear, our first harvest is in before the next wave. All that NEX you save on food should be put towards the defenses,” Marge said, patting the old farmer on the back.

Ray blinked, “Harvest?”

“Yeah… oh shit, I didn’t explain that to you!” said Derrick excitedly. “We ran into that demon issue and it kind of took precedent over everything else. Then I kind of… forgot.”

“I thought Carl and Marge had left or were dead. I haven’t seen them forever,” Ray said with a small laugh. “But they were doing something farmy instead, and its enough to get us through the next few months apparently?”

“You bet,” said Carl with an infectious grin. “I’m thinkin' with double our number we get enough grub for about four months or so. Seven to eight on the outside with our current numbers.”

Ray nodded back, excited. “That’s awesome news. That saves us a ton of resources and time. Resources out of the way, what does our spy operations look like Dave? What new and exciting things can you tell us.”

“Well Boss man, we are completely up a brown river with paddles that want to eat our faces,” he drawled. “It's worse than a peach storm out there. We are surrounded by legions of the undead, there isn’t getting in or out until we get through these waves I think.”

Ray glanced quickly at Josephine; a look Dave didn’t miss. “Oh yeah, Boss. I thought about how and the only answer is divine intervention. Who, exactly, I couldn’t warrant a guess. But it may have been our Dog pal or some other equally magnanimous divine friend,” he drawled.

“I doubt that. The one God that we have met so far hasn’t exactly been friendly,” Ray quipped. “On the other hand, he didn’t obliterate us at the snap of his fingers either. I’m not sure what teleported you over here, and no I don’t have a better term for what happened, but I am thankful it happened.”

Dave nodded, “Right, right. Like you said Boss, thankful. Them Myrmidons are nasty customers, they carved through the undead like you would not believe. But I digress here, yes I do,” he continued. “Now we have some minor issues around, mostly the damage to the base and lack of resources. We can use the Shop, sell what we picked up from those nasty buggers, but our consumables are down to about a quarter of what we did have ready. Derrick here can give you a better inventory, but what I’m getting at Boss is that we are strapped. We need more, and we ain’t got anywhere to get more.”

“You said the Shop was still working, so Talla is still there. Can’t we buy what we need?” Ray asked, confused.

The spy shook his head, “Nah Boss, it’s way too spendy. We got a million odd NEX left, but that won’t get us what we need. The Shop is expensive. Even if you made more of them batteries we wouldn’t have the resources needed,” he explained with frustration evident in his voice. “No, what we need is ta expand our recycling efforts and maybe take a new territory or two. Then recycle those places too. It’s the materials we need Boss man, and in quantity.”

“Okay, so we need materials. Everything apparently?” Ray summarized. Getting a nod in confirmation from Dave he continued, “And what we can find in our Hex wont cut it. But we are totally surrounded by the hordes from this event. Let’s table this and hear out the other issues for just a moment. So far we have food, lack fighters, and are running dry on physical materials for crafting and building. Anything else?”

Rivea snorted, “Yeah. I have a solution to all of that,” she said with an annoyed look on her face. Before anyone could ask what it was she said, “I fly you to a neighboring Hex, like that dungeon one. We kill everything in it, you claim it, then we stuff your fucking extra-dimensional space full of everything we need and I carry you back. Same with any survivors we find. That fixes everything. Questions?”

The room was silent as everyone stared at the Drake. Then Nyx started chuffing in laughter. “She has several very good points. I believe that up to this point we have not explored your storage ability very much. You could very well contain an entire territories worth of physical goods within it for all we know. Not to mention there may be mechanics to transfer materials between territories,” she said.

“Right. That makes too much sense. Lets… let's build out a plan on that. Taking the dungeon territory would probably be the easiest Hex to start with,” Ray said tentatively. “And we could begin feeding it goods and materials. That would probably help with our shortage.

Turning to Derrick he asked, “You had something a while back you wanted to talk with me about. Something transportation-related? We got distracted by, well, everything trying to kill us. Again. What did you want to bring up?”

“Oh yeah! The airship!” Derrick said excitedly, causing Ray to facepalm and everyone else to stare at the eclectic engineer in exasperation. Nyx just started chuffing again.

“I got a prototype built. It can’t carry a ton yet, but it’s definitely big enough for a dozen or so people or some light cargo,” Derrick explained happily. “I know your storage space can’t carry people so I built it out more for passengers for now. But if the concept proves to be sound, I can upscale them pretty quickly. The size is only really constrained by having a place to land it, but since most of the buildings around here have flat roofs… well we aren’t really limited at all. Don’t land it in a forest though, or water. That would destroy or sink it pretty quickly.”

Ray held up a hand, stopping his friend from rambling even more. “We have an airship?” Derrick nodded. “A working airship?” Another nod. “And yet we walked through that mess of a nightmare, took a boat that nearly ended up getting us all eaten, and had to dodge Bandits the entire way back?” More nods, a bit more hesitant this time.

“You can’t blame Derrick, Ray. You didn’t follow through on asking, and a lot has happened since then,” Nyx chided him.

Breathing deeply, Ray let the air escape in a long slow breath. “Yeah. That’s on me. Rivea, we are going to take the airship to the dungeon’s Hex. Josephine, you and your squad are coming with. Everyone else needs to stay here, defend, and rebuild. We are going to claim the shit out of that territory, bring back everything that we can, get the outpost up and going per our agreement with the Dungeon Fairy, and hope we have enough time left to actually build enough shit to not die.”

Everyone around him nodded their agreement.

“Alright then, let's get to it,” he said, clapping his hands in a dramatic gesture. Dave was the first one to leave, as the creepy southern spy simply vanished from the room. Dax and Volka headed off to organize what troops they had left. Carl and Marge went back to the hydroponic farms that Ray hadn’t even known had existed, and Josephine, Rivea, and the Myrmidon squad left with him and Nyx. Derrick tagged along with him as well, leading them to a part of the arcology fortress that he hadn’t been to yet.

The group traveled in relative quiet as Derrick led them further and further up in to the tallest parts of the structure. Eventually, they exited out into a large, partially open-air room with three sides. The fourth led onto a massive open-air segment of the roof where their aerial vehicle sat.

Ray stumbled to a halt. He wasn’t quite sure what he was looking at. The so called airship was in front of him and it was nothing like what he had imagined. In fact, he didn’t have a reference for what he was looking at outside of the fact that it should have been in a museum exhibit somewhere. Or maybe a scrapyard.

Tentatively, he turned to a proudly smiling Derrick and asked, “So… is it supposed to look like that? Or are we still working on it? I thought you said it was done?”

Derrick turned to him with a frown. “It is done, Ray. Behold!” he exclaimed, gesturing wildly, “I give you the Zeppelin Mark One! First ariel scout and reconnaissance craft of its kind, even in the System!”

Ray nodded in agreement. “Yeah, I would definitely call it one of a kind.”
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                The vessel was a box, for lack of a better description. Its plain, unadorned sides were accented by several circles along each side, the front, and the back. Walking around it, Ray could see a hatch that would open up to allow people to board from the side, and a larger hatch on the back that would fold down to let them load cargo. Those features, along with the half dozen bulbous turrets on each side, gave it a somewhat insectoid look. Overall, it was both impressive and completely unassuming. He still wasn’t sure how it was going to fly, and he said as much.

“I’m glad you asked that question,” Derrick said with a manic gleam in his eyes, “You see, each thruster nozzle, that’s those odd circles you noted, gather ambient energy and converts it to stored power. It then uses this power as needed to navigate where you want to go. As for the flying bit, the entirety of the hull is one massive generator that absorbs, converts, and stores energy. When it stores this energy the hull basically polarizes, providing buoyancy. At least, that’s how it was described to me by the others. This bit of engineering was beyond me, but the structural bits I can explain in detail. All I know for sure is that it works.”

Ray nodded, “I mean, some of that went over my head but I get the gist of it. Why the full shell though? It looks more like a spaceship than an airship.”

His friend nodded in agreement, “In a word? Protection. We couldn’t really figure out a way to provide full protection from aerial attacks that didn’t open up some vulnerability. At least for a model this small. So we opted for turrets on each side that can be manned. The turrets fire bolts currently, but we have some enterprising engineers who are working on some much more fun weapons to be installed. We just, uh, lack the materials and NEX to really move forward.”

“We should have quite a bit of NEX left, what happened?” Ray asked, frowning. “Where did it all go? We literally just discussed having enough money and that we were in a decent financial state.”

Derrick shrugged, “Materials are expensive. Materials for this thing are more so, particularly when the hull needs to be able to shrug off any attacks. But the airship is also missing a few of those batteries you can make. I need at least two, preferably three, that can hold two hundred Power each. That’s what’s going to power the whole thing.”

“That’s a lot of investment for a prototype,” Ray said hesitantly. If they were short on NEX then selling those Power Cubes would give them more than enough money to move forward, at least for now.

“Yeah it is, but we can always take them out and move them into the next, more advanced version,” Derrick explained. “I already plan on recycling this one when we get to work on the second version, but for now it should meet your needs to get over the hordes that have us closed in.”

He reached into a pocket and took out a notepad. Passing it to Ray, who opened it curiously, Derrick elaborated, “Here is a full list of what we need. That includes building materials, rare materials, metals, and of course everything from the store and their associated prices.”

Ray whistled as he looked through the list, flipping the pages several times before looking up at his grinning friend. “This is a lot of stuff, Derrick. Like, a ton. More than a ton. Are you sure we can get all this from the Dungeon territory?”

“Some, but not all. A few key items are only available in the shop. If we want to build more airships, ones that are larger, faster, or carry more and better weapons, we are going to need those resources,” he said happily, like there was no problem. “I imagine that if you focus a few days on just making Power Cubes that Argyle will pay us way more than enough to build at least two more ships and make the improvements on the Citadel that we want and need.”

Ray sighed. It seemed that he would have to delegate the first airship trip. Focusing on making the cubes would be a priority. Derrick saw his face and laughed a bit. “Come on man, perk up. That ship isn’t going anywhere without a few cubes of its own. We have time, and you can definitely be in on the first flight. I won’t be. Fuck that. My feet belong on solid ground. But I am sure that Rivea will love a flying buddy.”

Nodding, Ray walked over to a large pile of scrap steel that was in a pile. Watching him curiously, no one present was sure what he was up to until he pointed at the pile and used {MODIFY II}. Power flowed out of Ray, enveloping the materials as a blue screen appeared in front of him. Deciding that he had had enough of the archaic restrictions placed on him, however, Ray grabbed the screen that was in front of him.

“Listen to me,” he said quietly as the blue screen bucked and shook in his grip, “I don’t have time for your shit. We have a lot to do if we want to stay alive, and a lot more to do if you want anyone fucking living on this world to be able to utilize you properly.” The shard slowed its tantrum, almost as if it were listening to him.

“In the next couple months and years, I am going to have to repeatedly do the impossible. Repeatedly,” he emphasized. “I need you on my side. I need you to fucking help me do the impossible, and it needs to be done in front of everyone. Otherwise, what’s the point? So let’s start now. I need five Power Cubes. Five. I can’t spend days doing this, so I need you to help me.”

The screen shook, then vanished. Ray’s eyes went wide as his heart began to beat faster. So fast he thought he was having a heart attack. Falling to the ground, he clutched his chest as he screamed. His body overheated as steam and black goo began to pour out of his skin.

Derrick and Rivea moved forward quickly but were blocked by Nyx. “No. Watch,” she said simply, prompting them to stop, eyes wide in fear of what may be happening to their friend and leader.

Ray continued to scream until he was hoarse in the throat. Then he collapsed onto his face, quiet and unmoving.

Swallowing nervously Derrick asked, “Is he alive? Is he okay? Shit Nyx you should have let us help him! What if he’s dead or dying?”

“He ascended to the next stage of being within this System that controls us all,” Josephine said, watching in awe. “This is not death.”

“Agreed. He has, finally, broken through to the next stage. I don’t know how it should look, but this seems about right. A violent ascendancy for a violent System,” she chuffed.

Derrick looked at the dog in confusion, “Next stage? What next stage” There-“ Ray sat up, eyes wide as the engineer screamed like a little girl.

“Holy shit that was a rush,” he said quietly, spitting phlegm, blood, and black goop to one side of him. He sniffed and grimaced, “Fuck I smell bad.”

“Ray, before you do anything open your stats. It is important to do this,” Nyx said, getting a nod from the man. Ray didn’t have any reason not to listen, so he did as he was asked.

RAYMOND ‘RAY’ FINNEGAN

{RACE}

HUMAN

{CLASS}

SYSTEM LORD

{CLASS GRADE}

UNIQUE

{STAGE}

2

{LEVEL}

0

{STRENGTH}

10

HUMAN BASE: 5

{AGILITY}

10

HUMAN BASE: 5

{POWER}

300

HUMAN BASE: 0

{WISDOM}

20

HUMAN BASE: 8

{LUCK}

10

HUMAN BASE: 2

{ABILITIES}

CLAIM II

CLAIM HEX

OATH OF FEALTY

SOUL COMPANION

MODIFY II

SYSTEM VARIABLE

“What in the hell is a {SYSTEM VARIABLE}?” he wondered aloud. The moment he spoke the words the ability description appeared. Needless to say, it shocked him to his core.

SYSTEM STATEMENT

CREATE INSTRUCTIONS THAT PERFORM AN ACTION WITHIN THE SYSTEM

THIS IS THE FIRST STEP TO PERFORMING A FUNCTION.

WARNING

A STATEMENT MAY BE REJECTED.

“Well, that’s not foreboding in any way. I haven’t seen a warning attached to an ability yet,” Ray muttered. “I wonder what a rejection looks like? Hopefully, it doesn’t outright kill me. That would… really suck.” Looking over at Nyx and Josephine he explained the ability and what it said, warning and all.

As they mulled it over, Derrick was the first to speak. “I think you should just use it. See what happens. I’m not a programmer, but I am pretty sure that a statement is some kind of instruction that is meant to perform an action,” he reasoned. “If that holds true, then I think you may be able to instruct the System to do things.”

“I mean, that makes sense to me. Ok, trial run,” Ray agreed. He activated {SYSTEM STATEMENT} and received a blank blue box in front of him. “Ok Derrick, the show is yours. I have a blank System box here. No idea what to do with it.”

“Well, try thinking about something small. Give it an instruction to do something. Anything,” his friend reasoned. “I have no idea what kind of input it takes, but based on your other abilities I am nearly positive it operates off of intent.”

Ray focused on the box, thinking intently about the blade that he had just melted in his most recent fight. Immediately the screen filled with line after line of text laid out in complicated strings of code. There were hundreds, then thousands of symbols that he didn’t even recognize, much less know what purpose they had. After several minutes the box stopped filling. It then stretched sideways and vanished, dropping the bladed weapon onto the ground in front of him.

“That was… interesting,” Ray said, feeling a bit tired. He checked his Power and saw that it hadn’t cost him anything to use. But he certainly didn’t feel this tired after using his other abilities. That implied some kind of cost, not to mention he had no idea what a rejection would be like.

“Hey Derrick, I’m going to try and make a cube like this. If I can’t, I still have three hundred Power to use. Should be more than enough to make at least two decent ones for the airship,” Ray said waving everyone back as he pulled scrap steel out of his inventory to work with.

Derrick nodded, “Yeah that should be fine. A couple of one-fifties should… did you say three fucking hundred?” he said, gaping at the man that was no longer paying attention to him. Josephine and the others stared at him in shock, but Ray was past caring about watching the others. He was focused solely on the cube in front of him.

With a deep breath, he activated his newest ability for the second time.

Derrick had been right. Intent apparently played a huge role as a much larger empty System screen appeared in front of him. This time, however, there was no text that was filling. Cautiously Ray reached out and touched the floating screen, his eyes going wide when he left marks behind on it where he had touched it.

“Am I… supposed to draw what I want it to look like?” he mused. It was his ability, so he supposed he could use it any way he wanted to. Drawing a four-sided cube he frowned, this wasn’t what he wanted. He wanted something far more… efficient looking. With exterior hookups to power whatever was needed. The cube immediately began to change on the screen in front of him. He imagined a six-sided die, with connection ports on all but one of them. That would give him as much leeway to use it and a base for a bottom that wouldn’t be obstructed by a port.

Once that was done he had to consider how much power to have the item hold. A slider appeared under the 3D hexagon, it started at zero and went up infinitely. Out of curiosity, Ray moved it all the way to one side where it stopped at ten thousand. Ok, maybe not infinite but still insanely high.

Playing with the slider, he noticed that when he got the container above fifty Power a small tab appeared next to the slider. Curious, he opened it and got a long list of Power, material, and rare item requirements for creating each cube. The higher the capacity, the more intense the requirements to make it. It seemed that steel itself topped out at a capacity of one hundred and fifty before changing to a material called Infused Steel. That took it up to three hundred before it changed again to Albanium. Ray had no idea what the hell Albanium was, but it sounded hard to get.

Thinking it over, the slider changed to max out at one hundred and fifty Power. He took note of the amount of steel he needed and took out enough for five cubes. Eying the Power requirements, he saw that the current Power Cube configuration would cost him twenty-five Power each to make. At one hundred and twenty-five in total, that was nearly ten times more efficient than using Power alone.

Swallowing nervously, he mentally ordered the ability to create the five cubes. The screen went blank, then expanded before dividing into five separate screens. Each one began filling with identical scripts and symbols. For several long minutes Ray watched in utter fascination as his ability completed his instructions. Then, suddenly and without warning, the screens vanished.

Nothing happened for a moment before a final screen appeared before him.

COMPUTATION COMPLETE

ACTIVATE ABILITY?

Y/N

Ray hit yes and the pile of steel next to him erupted into molten metal. With a yelp, he scrambled backward, even as he felt a huge chunk of Power depart his reserves. With little to no fanfare, and no additional screens, five identical hexagonal cubes rose slowly from the pool of superheated metal. As they rose, the bright white and red pool of liquid metal grew smaller, until it vanished altogether leaving the product of his ability sitting on the floor.

Taking a deep breath, Ray stood up and only then realized that he had been on the ground. Somehow during the process, he had gotten knocked on his ass. Turning to Derrick, he gave the gaping and stunned engineer a thumbs up. If he could continue this pace, he would make more than enough NEX, and provide more than enough Power Cubes, to run their operations here and beyond.

This was the advantage that he had been looking for. The breakthrough that he, and everyone relying on him, had needed. Sure, it felt like he had run some kind of ultramarathon, but the results spoke for themselves. With this they could Power everything they needed and more. Now he just had to find a way to power them that didn’t involve draining himself daily, but it sounded like Derrick already had a solution for that in the form of that generator of his.

He grinned at everyone. This may just be the ace in the hole that would save them all.
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                It turned out his newest ability was far more temperamental than he thought. Ray quickly learned that his ability to command the System was more akin to a kind of alchemy than everything else. Every action he performed took its toll on his body and his Power reserves. While creating Power Cubes was far cheaper, he could only make a few before it put him down for the count. Literally.

It exhausted him on a level that he could hardly fathom. Trying to make another five cubes was both impossible and laid him out flat on his back, to both Josephine and Nyx’s amusement. Nonetheless, it was a huge boon to be sure. He didn’t have a lot of time to experiment, but the results spoke for themselves.

He would be able to achieve the impossible with far less effort.

Derrick was the first to understand that this ability would not be limited to just creating Power Cubes, although they were by far the most valuable of the things that he could craft. The list that they discussed was as long as it was important, the foremost items being weapons. It had been quite a while since Ray had considered using his pistol, in fact, there had been so much need for stealth that he had nearly forgotten about it entirely. It sure would have been useful against that furry fuck of a {FOREST LORD}.

During the short experimentation period, Ray also found out just what a rejection looked like. Upon trying to generate a handful of guns, the System screen went red and shattered. Pain exploded through his body like liquid lead had been injected into his veins. It had taken him nearly an hour to recover, certainly not something he wanted to do in the middle of combat. He had either pushed for something that wasn’t possible, or attempted too much within a single day. Power rest at midnight, so he was certain this new ability had similar limitations.

After catching his breath, and letting the world stop spinning, the group prepared the small airship for the trip. Derrick began working with a few other engineers to get the Power Cubes hooked in the flying machine. Josephine and Nyx spoke intensely off to the side, probably trading stories or discussing tactics. Ray sat with Rivea and watched the bustling groups do their thing.

“You think we may run into more of those bats?” Rivea asked, breaking their observational silence.

Ray shook his head, “No. At least, not during the day. I think they are more nocturnal. And as we haven’t seen them for a good while now they may be extinct, or at least none may be left in our area. I wouldn’t put it past the System to throw something else at us though. It seems to enjoy mucking up my plans to move forward.”

“Nah. Most of the issues were there already,” Rivea countered with a grin. “We just didn’t deal with them as quickly or ably as we probably should have. Don’t worry Boss, we can overcome anything that comes our way as long as it isn’t another one of these fucking ridiculous world events.”

He could only shake his head. “Gods, legions of undead, monsters of legend, and everything from the cracks between. Not to mention that Lich.”

“I heard Derrick mention something about that, but I don’t think we ran into one. Care to share?” the Drake asked with a curious drawl.

Ray nodded, “A while back, pre-Integration, we retreated to an island from the mainland. When we got there, a Lich had set up a little kingdom. More of an arena really, and we had to fight him. The odd thing was he pulled back and fled, saying something about us meeting again in the future. I can’t remember exactly, it's been a while and a lot has happened.”

“Sounds like a fun time. I am going to guess there were a lot of undead types along with him?” Rivea guessed. Ray nodded in confirmation. “Right, I bet an event like this would be heaven for a creature like that. Able to control the dead in huge masses, alter them, mold them into basically anything it wants.”

Ray eyed her, “You seem to know a lot about Liches,” he deadpanned.

“Not really. I’ve fought them before though. They are annoying, hard to permanently kill, and damn near impossible to get to if you can’t cut down their hordes fast enough. Anything on your side that dies just adds to their numbers as well. They are a frustrating opponent at best, and in a world like this, I am sure the one you encountered is downright deadly.”

Ray grunted. If Rivea was saying that then that undead asshole was going to be a serious problem. Hopefully, he was far enough away not to be an immediate problem, although he wouldn’t hold his breath. So far it seemed that everything that could become an obstacle had done so. Between the event and their material scouting trip, they were already on a tight leash.

Derrick interrupted his thoughts as he walked up and cheerfully said, “Alright Ray, we got three Cubes installed. That is more than enough to power and operate the airship. You are good to go!”

“Good stuff. I forgot to ask, how are the controls set up?” Ray asked, curious as Derrick led him across the open tarmac and into the airship.

“Standard turn-of-the-century yacht settings,” the engineer explained. “I know you mentioned you had experience flying one of those, so I kept the controls as standard as I could.”

“Thanks, that works perfectly. Being able to fly this thing was a small concern, and knowing how is one more item off the list,” Ray said, eying the familiar controls. Turning to Derrick he handed over the remaining two Power Cubes. “Sell one and use the other as needed.”

Nodding, his friend took them and passed them off to a nearby person from the engineering team. “You got it. Now, the ship is loaded with supplies, has samples from what we could gather for the dungeon, and has enough space left to transport back a decent amount of goods. What I recommend is that you fill your inventory space with mass raw materials, concrete, and such, and place any valuables on the ship. Makes sorting it easier.”

“Makes sense to me. Anything else?” Ray asked.

Derrick shook his head, “No. Just a reminder though that the Zeppelin Mark One is not armed. You are Rivea will have to do all the ariel fighting should there be any.”

Ray was about to say it wouldn’t be a problem but snapped his mouth shut with an audible clack of his teeth. Every time he voiced how easy something was aloud the System kicked his ass. Hard. He may be stubborn and still learning about a vast myriad of things, but he was far from stupid.

“We will be alert and aware,” he said at last, garnering an odd look from his friend. “Regardless, we will try to be quick. I don’t want to be away for very long. We need those materials and we need to deliver the goods to Nadia and the dungeon.”

Derrick agreed and headed out of the Zeppelin. Switching places with him, Josephine and her girls, Rivea, and Nyx boarded. The door behind them clanked shut and Rivea gave the door handle on the inside a jerk to the right. Turning she caught his stare. “What? Derrick taught me a lot of stuff. It's amazing what you can pick up from such a nerdy little human,” she explained, dismissing his concerns.

Once everyone was seated, Ray toggled the main drive switch. With a hum that could be felt within the main cabin, the thruster nozzles on the outside were brought to life. Searching the console Ray found the control to release the docking clamps. Tapping it, they let go with a light thunking noise. With both those items out of the way, he checked the pressure gauges, nozzle icons, and engine output. Everything seemed to be good to go.

With a dry swallow, he placed his hand on the thrust lever and eased it forward while pulling back on the yolk. With a slow growl as the nozzles began their work, the Zeppelin began to move forward. As he increased the power they began to move faster, the pressure mounting until it was just below what he would have experienced on a commercial terrestrial aircraft back before he had died.

Turning, he eyed his passengers. Josephine and her ladies seemed nonchalant, nodding at him as they made eye contact. Nyx had her head buried in her paws while Rivea looked like she was about to vomit. Her green face made him laugh as he turned back, earning a glare from the Drake. He was sure she would have voiced her displeasure had she not been trying to keep her lunch inside.

Looking at the controls Ray saw several that he didn’t recognize. One, labeled ‘Cockpit Opacity’, caught his attention in particular. The dial was set at zero, so he slowly turned it. To his amazement the cockpit around him turned see-through, all except the controls themselves. With this he could see around him in nearly every direction, allowing him to maneuver or land while knowing exactly how far down he had to go. A brilliant innovation on the designer’s part.

Everyone was on edge for the first half hour, waiting for something to hit them, attack them, or strike them out of the sky entirely. This vigilance faded within the second half-hour as the only worry those in the back had was not being vomited on my Rivea. The last thirty minutes of their journey were just as calm as the first hour, with no attacks, undead, or System shenanigans.

It was too easy and made Ray incredibly uncomfortable.

Sighting the dock area just on the other side of the dungeon through the opaque floor, Ray guided the Zeppelin in for a landing. Smoothly setting it down on the wide plaza near the dungeon's exit, he powered off the thruster nozzles and locked the landing gear. After checking everything he finally turned off the main power.

Coming out of the cockpit he opened the side door, before he could say anything Rivea shot outside where he could hear her emptying her stomach.

“I, uh, guess that flying in this thing doesn’t agree with her?” Ray figured, scratching his head. “Odd as she literally has the ability to fly, but whatever. I’ve seen stranger things.”

Nyx just whined and crawled out the door. Apparently flying didn’t agree with her in any way, regardless of the mode of transportation. Ray turned to Josephine, “How did you handle it?”

She shrugged and got up out of her seat. “It was smooth, easy to bear, and a short flight My Lord. Nothing that I or my apprentices could not handle,” she said before exiting.

Shaking his head he followed his people out. Stepping out of the Zeppelin and onto the cracked asphalt of the plaza he had landed in, he quickly noticed that everything around them was silent. There was no movement of undead or monsters, no echoing sounds of roving bandits, not even the lapping of water against the nearby piers. It was as if someone had dropped a heavy wool blanket over the world.

“This… isn’t creepy or worrisome at all,” Ray muttered, getting a quick nod from Josephine. Turning to the group he saw Rivea wipe her mouth and stand up. Grinning, he waved at her. The rude gesture she responded with could only be classified as highly offensive. When she added more impromptu acting he had to turn away for a moment or risk laughing.

Stalking over to him the Drake growled, “I am never taking that thing again. I would rather fly myself or sit on top of the damn thing. That was downright miserable!”

Ray patted the shaking Drake on the back, “Alright then, we can discuss it when we get ready to leave.” His face hardened as he turned towards the dark exit of the dungeon just up the plaza from them. “For now, we have more pressing matters to focus on. Namely why Nadia isn’t out here meeting with us. According to her the dungeon's influence should stretch to the banks of the river. Something doesn’t smell right.”

Rivea sniffed the air before turning to Ray with worry etched onto her face. “I don’t smell anything. No undead, no monsters, not even the water, and even you should be able to smell that shit hole from here. This isn’t good or natural.”

Ray walked around the back of the Zeppelin and opened the loading bay. Taking the boxes that had been conveniently labeled ‘dungeon’ in large black letters, he stuffed half a dozen crates in his inventory before sealing up the airship.

“OK people, let's go. Keep your eyes open, stay alert, and if you see anything at all that seems out of place make sure to call it out,” Ray said sharply, getting nods from everyone. Nyx posted up by his side. “None of this seems quite right, I don’t want us getting jumped by some nasty beastie.”

The group moved towards the dungeon exit, their footsteps echoing off the concrete walls of the plaza. Nothing moved or stirred, not even the wind. It was, without a doubt, the creepiest thing that Ray had experienced to date under the System. There was always a reason for something to happen, a purpose for each event and action. This, however… this was different. As much as he was loath to use the word with everything he had seen up to this point…

It was unnatural.

As they closed in on the dungeon exit a single solitary figure stepped out from the darkness within, causing them all to stop. Josephine hissed and Ray bared his teeth in a grimace. They both recognized the thing in front of them, robes, crown, and all. The rest of their group readied themselves, not quite sure what had triggered their leaders but fully understanding that what had appeared was a threat.

“Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck,” Ray muttered under his breath. For the first time in a long time, he drew his pistol instead of his blade. He had much more leeway in using it, and he had a strong feeling he was going to need it.

Rivea leaned forward as the undead in front of them grinned a bony smile. “What is it, Ray? That just looks like a fancy skeleton. And there is only one of him, why are we so on guard?”

“That’s not some simple fucking skeleton. That’s the Lich,” Ray growled back. “The. Fucking. Lich.”

Ray focused on the Lich, trying to gain some measure of information on the creature. After a moment he got nothing and decided to force the issue, triggering {SYSTEM STATEMENT}. To his surprise, he got something resembling results.

DUCES

{RACE}

GREATER UNDEAD
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GRAND LICH
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“I told you we would meet again Ray,” said Duces the Lich brightly before his voice dropped into a hiss that made the blood in the veins of the living present turn to ice. “But why did you have to do and do that?”

            
