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Chapter One


“Come on, fucker,” Joel grunted as he hefted the drunk’s arm over his shoulder.

“W-what’chu call me?” came the slurred reply.

Joel shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. You won’t even remember in the morning.”

His… well, not quite a friend—but Joel’s housemate, Callumn, snorted and gave a small nod. “Probably.”

“You haven’t so far at least,” Joel grinned.

It was a typical Friday night. Joel got home from work, and rather than preparing for his test on Monday, he was busy looking after his drunk housemate and his buddies. Strewn about the lounge, the typical frat boys were in full swing. By that, they were passed out in piles. Joel’s only concern was Callumn. He was a drunk, and a bit of a dick. But he paid a larger portion of the rent since Joel balanced study with work. In return… Joel was in charge of cleaning up after Callumn’s drunken escapades.

“At least you didn’t bring a girl home this time,” Joel sighed.

“Bitch wouldn’t give me her number,” Callumn grunted.

Joel shook his head. He never understood how Callumn lived the way he did. Not that Joel was some prize either. He was just aware of the fact. Callumn seemed to have a new woman stay over at least twice a week since they moved in together a year ago. Still, he didn’t have anything to complain about. A pleasant home with a pool, air-conditioning for when it got hot and the spare room was left for a makeshift gaming lounge for the rare day Joel had neither work nor study to complete.

It wasn’t entirely a bad deal. At least, not on a regular day. It was when Callumn had his friends over, and he became the target of their drunken ire. There were only so many times Joel was able to laugh off being called “Callumn’s bitch” before he started considering other options. However, it was his finances and… one other thing that really kept him from actually taking that step.

“Here you are,” Joel opened Callumn’s door and steered him towards the bed. “You got it there?”

“Yup,” Callumn laughed, and fell forward, clipping the edge of the mattress and collapsing to the floor in a heap.

Joel stared at the drunken, snoring idiot of a housemate and figured that was good enough. Especially as he looked out Callum’s window and saw the very reason he didn’t want to leave.

Jess.

Not Jessica, not Jessy and certainly not Jez. It was Jess. The six foot three blonde bombshell, who bought a pair of heels as a joke, so she could finally look down on Joel’s six foot six frame. He didn’t look any further into it. She was beautiful, smart and studied at the same university as Joel. But her circle of friends were vastly different. Beyond being friendly neighbors and the occasional borrowed jug of milk, they had little to do with one another.

She stood in her room. With the curtains open, and the light on, Joel could just make out her silhouette through the bushes outside Callumn’s window. Only to suddenly feel like a creeper and turn out the light. Joel stepped out of Callumn’s room, closing the door and made his way to bed. His drunken friends could sleep where they passed out. They weren’t Joel’s problem, and they’d woken up on the kitchen floor often enough to know that he meant it when he said it.

Besides, it was late. Jess was probably getting ready for bed herself. She wasn’t the party animal that Callumn was, but that didn’t make her immune from a social life. Being a homebody was Joel’s responsibility after all. So with a sigh and a wistful thought, Joel turned off his light, kicked off the sheets in his slightly too small bed, and promptly went to sleep.

Which of course, was when the horrific screams started.

Jerking upright, the first thing Joel realized was the power was out. His alarm clock on the bedside table was blank. His phone, left on charge for the night since before the party started, was blank. Even after picking it up, there was no response when he pressed the power button. The only reason Joel could see, was because of the faint moonlight coming in from outside, giving the world a slightly ethereal, blue tinge.

“GET IT! GETITGETITGETIT!”

Joel frowned, recognizing the voice of Callumn’s friend screeching at the top of his lungs. Yet, it wasn’t how loud the voice was, but the fear and terror that jerked Joel awake enough to comprehend that there was danger. There was a crash, and a loud growl that sounded suspiciously like one of the neighbors dogs. Not Jess, she didn’t have pets. Besides, they lived on a quiet cul-de-sac and everyone within a stone’s throw was considered a neighbor. No; this sounded like the neighbor’s dog a few houses closer to the start of their street. Either way, the panic and terror was rising.

“OH SHIT!” That voice was another of Callumn’s friends.

Joel hauled himself out of bed. As he heard the sound of smashing glass, Joel yanked open the door and stuck his head out. The ruckus was coming from the lounge area, and even as he stood, Callumn’s door opened and the drunken idiot himself stepped out.

“The fuck?” Callumn grunted.

Joel shrugged and pushed past to get out and see what the problem was. Only to reel back in horror. One of Callumn’s friends Blake, if he remembered correctly. He was hunched in the corner. His eyes glazed over, blood pooling around him. Tearing into his chest, was not one, but two large dogs the like of which he had never seen.

Calling them dogs, was a longshot though. These things weren’t even covered in fur. They were black, and their bodies looked to be made of burned wood and ash. They dripped small trails of darkness as they tore into the dead man’s flesh. Considering the bite marks on his hands and arms, it looked like they started well before he faded into oblivion.

Across the room, boxed into the kitchen, were the other two of Callumn’s friends. Matt and Harry looked terrified. With the help of an ironing board, a broom and a kitchen knife, they held off three more of those horrible dog creatures. They snarled, yipped and bit at the end of the broom as Matt jabbed it forward.

“Do something man!” Callumn staggered into the room.

“Callumn!” Joel reached out to grab him, but was too late.

Callumn charged the creatures. The two eating his friend ignored the interruption. But one of the free dogs turned on Callumn with a snarl. Joel didn’t hesitate as he saw the creature lunge. Without a coherent plan, Joel did the only thing he could.

And punted that little fucker like a football.

It was like kicking a sandbag. It gave a little and fell to one side. But it didn’t do much more than prevent it from taking Callumn down with its initial lunge. Which was a problem. Since the dog was now staring at Joel like he was the next meal.

“C’mere, you stupid fuck!” Callumn yelled.

Joel glanced over, hoping to see some help coming. Instead, he saw Callumn bring a chair down on the distracted dog. Instead of helping, his friends took the opportunity to rush towards the door. A door that stood opposite Joel, who was blocked from following by the snarling, darkness dripping, hellhound fucking creature he’d recently punted. To Joel’s relief, two of the dogs followed in hot pursuit of the fleeing boys as they ran away.

“Sorry buddy,” Callumn grimaced, looking at Joel before turning in the direction his two friends fled and he too, ran off.

Joel didn’t have time to waste on the fact he’d just been abandoned to die. Screams were coming from all directions now. Whatever this was, it was happening everywhere, and not isolated to this house. Shadows flickered outside, and Joel couldn’t tell if it were more of these monsters, or people running past the house in terror. He thought of the elderly couple next door. Then there was the young family across the street. Then there was Jess.

And none of it mattered right now if he ended up dead. Joel backed up towards the hallway. The hellhound, because what else would he call it? The hellhound approached slowly. It let out a low growl and one of the beast’s still feeding on Blake, turned to join it. Faced with two, Joel did the only thing he could, and spun on his heel. At Joel’s size, he wasn’t the most graceful creature. He wasn’t a runner, nor was he particularly fast in a chase. What he made up for, in a lack of athletic agility, was an abundance of physical prowess and power.

It was only sheer luck, that spared him the teeth of the hellhound that followed into the hallway. The large creature slammed into the linen closet, crashing through the door as a bundle of sheets and blankets tumbled out. That was enough to distract the second hellhound that followed in.

Joel didn’t have any time to waste and ran to the end of the hall. The fourth bedroom. The spare, where he had his personal lounge, was a converted garage. Between it, and the back door, was the laundry and the storage for their tools. It wasn’t much, but laying across the top of Joel’s father’s toolbox, was a three-foot long steel, breaker-bar, for those stubborn bolts.

Without thinking, Joel took that bar in his hands and spun back to face the first of the hellhounds that bound into the room. It slid across the concrete, not expecting the shift from carpet, to the smooth, hard surface. The creature crashed into the freezer, making it bounce off the wall and wobble dangerously. Leaving the hellhound in the perfect position. Joel yelled as he swung the bar over his head. The handle was designed to make it easy to grip, and he brought it down cleanly. The swiveled, socket attachment at the end of the bar, provided a heavy and rounded head, which found the spot between the hellhound’s ears and sank deeply into the creature’s flesh.

The metal bar reverberated through Joel’s arm. He held firm, absorbing the vibration, as the hellhound’s skull caved in. There was a wet, smacking sound and the creature fell limp in the middle of the floor. Joel stared at it for a moment, before a loud bark drew his attention. Turning, he spotted the second hellhound. It had freed itself from the blankets and was about to charge. With no time to lose, Joel lowered his shoulder and headed for the back door. The wooden door was open to let some air in, with the screen shut and locked to keep people out.

It was something that Joel had argued at first. That the door should be closed properly at night and that the screen would stop nobody from getting in. Or in this case, out. The aluminum buckled, and the door sprang open as Joel charged out into the night. Thankfully, the veranda was clear of horrors. The outdoor dining set was untouched, and the moon reflected off the pool.

A hellish yip had Joel spin around, as the hellhound burst outside. It leaped as Joel swung. The metal bar connected, but not solidly. The hellhound, knocked off course, crashed into Joel and with its body weight, he tumbled to the ground in a heap.

The hellhound was on him in a split second. It snarled as it brought its teeth around. Joel stuck his arm out, and the creature bit down into his forearm. Joel felt the bones in his arm flex and yelled in shock and pain. There was nothing to compare it to, unless, of course, you had been the victim of some large predator in your life. The pressure made his fingers tremble, and Joel did the only thing he could. Punching up, he caught the hellhound in the throat. The first was a glancing blow and only made it bite harder. The second blow was enough to make it reel and pull free. Joel rolled to his feet, collecting the metal bar, and swung it around with a snarl.

Despite the pain, his swing wasn’t affected and carried a lot of momentum. The heavy end of the bar connected with the hellhound’s shoulder. There was a solid crunch, and the creature yelped painfully as it tumbled to one side. He was about to pull back and finish the job when two more of the creatures barreled out the back door to join him. They were covered in blood and gore, likely from their feast. Joel backed up, as the first hellhound whimpered and rolled on its side, trying to stand.

“JOEL!”

Joel chanced a look back. He grinned, despite his situation. Jess was crawling along her tree. A large oak. Its branches needed to be trimmed, but the property owner hadn’t gotten around to it. Something she was likely thankful for as she used the sturdy limb to drop onto the roof of her house.

Joel heard the scrape of claws and snapped to attention as the duo rushed in. The first went wide, while the other came head on. He had only a moment to decide if he should dodge or run. So instead, he did something unexpected. Taking the bar in both hands, he charged forward, using his weapon as a shield. The hellhound that had gone wide found itself facing Joel’s back. While the one ahead hunkered down as the large man knocked it aside as he charged.

It didn’t do much damage, but this time, when Joel spun back around, the injured hellhound was backing off. The one he’d knocked aside was getting up, while the last at his back was several steps back. Which was perfect timing, as Joel shifted his grip once more. He swung for all his might, and the hellhound had no opportunity to dodge as it leaped. The bar connected with the side of its skull, shattering bone and caving in the creature’s head. That didn’t stop its momentum, though.

For the second time, Joel crashed to the ground with the weight of a hellhound on his chest. He braced and began to shove it clear when the weight doubled as the uninjured member of the pack stepped atop its dead friend. Joel froze in shock as the teeth descended. He could hear Jess screaming from the nearby roof. With a grimace, Joel accepted his fate. He was about to close his eyes, when he saw the live hellhound jerk to one side. With the animal off balance, Joel took the initiative and shoved upwards, tipping it off balance even further.

He shoved the dead hellhound to the side before spotting the cause of the change. A large stick lay on the ground beside the breaker-bar he was using. That stick was joined by another. Joel glanced back, seeing Jess prying another small branch free from her tree. Even before her eyes fully focused on the creature, she wound back like it was a spear, and hurled it at the hellhound. That creature, shocked by the ranged attack, jerked aside as the branch tumbled past without harm. Giving Joel the perfect opportunity to pick up his weapon once more.

Something the hellhound regretted immediately as he descended on the beast. The first strike drove it into the ground with a pained yelp. The second broke something in its back. Without the use of its rear legs, Joel hammered it with all his might. The blows came fast and powerful until finally, it stopped moving altogether. Joel stood, wiping away bits of hellhound chunks from his face and hands, before he heard a small whimper.

Joel turned and locked eyes with the injured hellhound as it flopped on its side once more.

“JOEL!”

Joel turned and spotted Jess pointing towards the street. He looked back at the injured creature and shook his head before setting off. Between his and Jess’s home was a gate and Joel rushed to unlock it. When he stepped out, more of those hellhounds were roaming about. Callumn and his friends were down already. The wagging of several tails as the creatures feasted was in stark contrast to the scream of the young girl running full speed across the street. Behind her, was her father, mother, and two siblings. The mother was carrying the younger two, while the father was slashing at two hellhounds with a long butcher’s knife. A third tore around after the girl in the lead.

Joel was breathing hard. He wasn’t a runner. But he had enough for this. The girl screamed in terror as the hellhound closed. The mother screamed in horror as she realized what was about to happen. Joel screamed in rage as he stepped out into view, swinging the bar over the girl’s head on a downward sweep. The hellhound’s eyes went wide as the bar connected with the side of its face. The creature tumbled horribly across the ground. Joel watched it, somehow knowing it wasn’t about to get up, before he charged past the shocked mother, towards her husband.

He didn’t know the family by name. Only that their kids kept a lot of animals. Animals that were nowhere in sight as the father let out a scream. One of the hellhounds had snagged his ankle. He bent down to stab it, when the second chomped down on his arm. Joel let out a frustrated grunt as he charged across the street. As his neighbor went down, Joel arrived just in time to see one hound go for his throat. Only to receive a severe case of crushed skull as Joel beat it over the head. The final hellhound pulled back with a snarl and Joel swung the bar around to force it back.

“Get up!” Joel snarled.

The man groaned in pain, but hauled himself upright as the hellhound snarled and lowered its body, staring at Joel. With two men before it, the hellhound let out a whine and raced off to the end of the street. That’s when Joel realized the scope of what was happening. People were everywhere. These monsters were everywhere. Corpses lined the streets—men, women and… children. It was horrible and Joel shook his head before looking back at Callumn and his friends. They were too far gone. The hellhounds had not only eaten the softer more vulnerable parts of the bodies, but the faces were unrecognizable. Joel only knew it was Callumn and his friends by the blood smeared clothes they wore.

“Come on.” Joel snagged the man’s arm.

“Peter,” the woman rushed over with all three of the children. She looked Joel in the eye and smiled a silent thanks for his help. The little girl he’d rescued looked up at him like he was superman.

“Jess’s house, quick!” Joel ushered them as several hellhounds started coming into the street, sniffing at bodies.

“Jess?” Peter, the man he’d rescued, looked around.

“Her,” Joel pointed at the woman in question on the roof.

Only to watch as she jumped down. That didn’t matter. What did was the tree. That was the direction he ushered the family. It had plenty of branches, and unless the hellhounds knew how to climb, it would make a good way to get onto the roof. Hopefully, where they could see a way out of this mess. They hurried over, and rather than go through Joel’s gate, he brought them through Jess’s. The tree was dead ahead, which was weird when Jess bounded over her fence into his yard. What was she up to?

“Whatever,” Joel shook his head. “Who’s first?”

It took a little effort but they sorted out who would go in what order. The girl he saved went first. She was a good climber and took to the tree quickly. As soon as she was out of the way, Peter pushed his wife forward. With both of the younger children, it took more effort and time. Joel looked around quickly, keeping an eye on his surroundings even as the screams and howls faded. In the end, the wife borrowed Peter’s shirt and tied a sling to hold the youngest—barely a few months old. Peter then took their toddler, who clung to his father’s chest like a koala while he climbed up after his wife. The man winced and his bleeding arm shook, but he never wavered and continued climbing. Which left Joel looking for Jess.

He glanced back, seeing more hellhounds on the road, thankfully, they were still occupied with eating the corpses of his neighbors. Taking note of where the hounds were situated, he quickly and quietly snuck over and closed the gate, wincing at the loud click it made when it locked. Cursing inwardly he remembered his own was open, and Jess had been over his house for some time now. It made him nervous that she was in trouble. He was far less dignified than Jess was as he hauled himself over the fence. He dropped heavily to the other side, and came face to face with a hellhound.

“Don’t yell,” Jess hissed softly.

Joel shook his head as he looked from the creature to Jess and back again. It was the one with the injured shoulder and leg he’d left behind. Jess was cradling it like a newborn pup. It whimpered softly and Joel could see where she had splinted its leg with a branch and some strips of fabric from her shirt.

“Are you serious right now?” Joel hissed. “What are you doing?”

“It was crying,” Jess glared. “The poor thing was hurt and look!” she pointed around its fang filled muzzle. “No chunks, so it hasn’t eaten anybody!”

“Not for a lack of trying.” Joel held up his arm to show the slightly bleeding puncture wounds.

“Huh…” Jess frowned. “You’d have thought that would bleed more.”

“Seriously?” Joel gaped. “That is your issue?”

“I mean… yeah,” Jess shrugged. “Fifty bucks says I’m about to wake up and this is going to be just some fucked up nightmare.”

Joel opened his mouth to argue, then closed it and shook his head. “Whatever. Right now, we need to get on the roof before more of those hellhounds get in.”

“Works for me,” she grinned and made her way to the gate. “You stay right here, cutie and heal.” She said as she lifted the hellhound over her shoulder. For a split second Joel thought she was talking to him, but she only had eyes for the hellhound. Wait… had the dog shrunk? Perhaps what Jess said had merit. Was this a shared hallucinatory dream? She was out the gate a moment later and he focused on surviving first, and asking weird questions later.

Joel was a step behind her, and almost made a grab as she darted out into the open. He followed as she quickly opened her gate to slip into her own yard, before Joel heard a soft growl. Joel turned, seeing three more hellhounds closing in, and pulled back through the gate. He shut it quickly and turned to the tree.

“Go! Now!” He shouted as the wood jolted from the impact as the hellhounds charged into the gate.

Jess swung up into the branches quickly, while Joel rushed to follow her. Where she was lithe and flexible, Joel was well… Joel. He tossed the breaker bar to the ground, and leaped for the first handhold and missed. How the hell could climbing a tree be so damn hard? He slipped twice just getting off the ground. Which was terrifying as the gate finally collapsed and the trio of hellhounds rushed in. They spotted Jess high above and closed in, before spotting Joel at a much lower height.

They ran around the trunk as Joel pulled up his legs. The first hellhound leaped, snagging the edge of Joel’s pants, tearing a strip free as it fell to the ground. Joel kicked out at the second to make the leap, knocking it into the trunk where it fell to the ground.

“Keep climbing!” Jess shouted.

Joel grunted and tried to do just that. It was awkward though, and the third hellhound was lining up for a try. Joel would have to swing out to get onto a thicker part of the branch. That would make him an easy target for a moment, but staying was not an option either. The hellhound watched him, weighing his options. For the second time, he was saved as a flash of silver whipped past him and hit the beast. The hellhound jerked and whined. Joel’s eyes widened in surprise. He could see the handle of a knife sticking out of its neck. He looked up, spotting Peter’s wife glaring down at the creature from the edge of the roof, a second knife in her hand.

“Joel, hurry!” Jess shouted at him.

With a nod, Joel let go of the trunk and let his weight swing forward, where he narrowly kicked his legs up to catch the branch as a set of teeth snapped where his ankle was. He sighed in relief as he hung upside down from the branch and shimmied across to the roof. The tree limb swayed in the breeze and drooped beneath his weight as he climbed. Soon enough, he found himself over the roof, where Jess took his arm.

“Easy now, big guy,” she grinned. “Where’s your club?”

Joel, with Jess’s help, slipped his legs free and settled on the roof. “Down there,” he pointed. “I tossed it before I started climbing.”

“Well, hopefully we don’t need it anytime soon then.” Jess frowned as she looked down at the two hellhounds. “Any idea what this is?”

“None,” Joel shrugged, before looking over the family. “You okay?”

“Yes, thank you,” Peter smiled. “I’m Peter, my wife Katherine, and our three kids.”

“Lovely to officially meet,” Joel smiled at each of them.

“It’s nice to put a name to the face who reminds me what day to put the bin out,” Jess joked softly.

Joel smirked at that. He thought much the same, though he didn’t say it. He wasn’t as sociable as Jess was, and as she and the family chatted, Joel did a loop of the roof. Hellhounds were everywhere, but then so were the people. Far less than Joel hoped. They huddled on roofs, in trees, even a few balconies. There was smoke drifting from a few directions where he saw homes in flames.

Dark smoke roiled. It billowed and made odd shapes to Joel’s way of thinking, and then something moved within its smoky depths. A chill ran down his spine. It tickled the primitive part of his mind. The same instinct that once had his ancestors huddling in caves on dark nights, quiet and watchful. Or roaring fires to ward off predators that hunted in the night. Joel’s modern brain tried to push him to think, and he knew he had to control his fear or he’d be no good in this situation. So, like many men, he shoved his fear down deep and concentrated on what he could control. That was scouting and gathering any useful information. He forcefully looked away from that roiling cloud.

He scanned his surroundings. No cars moved, or lights shone from houses—even the lamps situated along the streets. If it wasn’t for the full moon that shone its eerie blue light upon them—darkness would be complete. Yet, he found it odd that his eye sight was as clear as it was. Even with the help of the moon, he shouldn’t have been able to see as far around him as he could.

It was all too much, and Joel sank to his ass. He stared for a while, watching the hellhounds below as they gave up on catching the people out of reach.

“So, what do you think?” Jess asked as she sat down beside him.

Joel jerked and glanced over at her. She was cradling the hellhound, that gently licked her chin like an oversized pup and Joel could do nothing but shake his head. The hellhound had definitely shrunk.

“I think we’re all kinds of fucked,” he replied.

Jess nodded. “We’re in agreement then.”

That was the end of their conversation. The family had lain down, huddled together. Jess, with a thin smile at Joel, lay down beside the hellhound, and Joel, with nothing but the horror of his surroundings, did the same. Only to jerk awake a moment later as a window appeared in his vision.

CONGRATULATIONS!

Welcome to Morpheus, the system apocalypse of the future!

Brought to you by #!%@ and *****!!!

By surviving your initiation night, you have been granted a class! All classes are final and are determined by a combination of your efforts and your physical stats!

Processing!

Processing!

Process–

Congratulations. Your class is!

Bulwark!

Bulwark (Legendary): A physical class. Low stamina pairs with high strength. You may not be the fastest fighter, but you are one of the most powerful. Good luck with your survival!

Stats!

All stats are a generic figure optimized by Morpheus for your ease of understanding. Consider zero, to be incompatible and one-hundred to be the pinnacle of what Morpheus has to offer!

Strength determines physical prowess. How large a boulder you can lift.

Stamina determines physical ability. How quickly you can lift that boulder.

Endurance determines physical capacity. How many times you can lift that boulder.

Intelligence determines your magical capacity. How efficiently you can summon that boulder.

Faith determines your ability to gain the attention of Morpheus. This skill is not so much a skill, but as a measure of chance both for good and for ill. Great risk and great reward are at stake.

Strength: 20

Stamina: 5

Endurance: 15

Intelligence: 0

Faith: 60

Rewards for surviving initiation have been tallied…You have come to the attention of Morpheus.

There was the sound of a slot machine running in Joel’s head. The music loud and cheery as the slots stopped one by one. Then there was a strident tone as the slot machine made a trumpeting celebratory noise.

Congratulations! You have been granted the role of: Lord.

Lord: With the backing of Morpheus itself, a noble title can provide various effects. You will automatically draw the attention of those around you, both friend and foe alike. You will also receive special missives from Morpheus. Failure to complete missives can result in the removal of the role. Success in completion of missives can result in advancement of role. You may take one vassal.

Survive. Conquer. Expand.

Nightmares become reality and must be vanquished under the cover of moonlight. Failure to do so can lead to daylight insurrections.

Good luck


Chapter Two


“Close,” Joel said, trying to remove the window. “Close window? Minimize. Accept. Confirm… Fuck…”

He waved his hand in disgruntled dismissal, only for his fingers to catch on the edge and literally swipe it out of his view. Joel blinked in surprise, before having to shield his eyes from the bright morning sunlight. Only for a second window to appear. This time, it didn’t cover his entire view. It was just off to one side, and while he couldn’t look directly at it. He could somehow still read exactly what it said.

Day: 1

Incursion chance: 1%

Quest: Explore the world of Morpheus and familiarize yourself with your new class.

Joel frowned, and waved his hand, swiping that window away as well. Then he heard a soft groan. Joel looked around and saw Jess frowning as her lips moved. It was obvious she was reading, and Joel could only think that she was reading the same thing he just was. Which she confirmed a moment later.

“This is so fucked… Close… Go away, ahh…”

“Just swipe it,” Joel told her

“Oh what the fuck,” Peter groaned as he waved his hand in front of himself.

“Here baby,” Peter’s wife, who had already done the same, started manipulating her kids’ hands to do the same thing.

“Mommy, what was that?” the little girl asked.

“Nothing to worry about sweetie,” she smiled and hugged her close.

Joel turned his back on the family and stood. After the events of last night, things were going to be… “What the fuck?”

“Where are the bodies?” Jess whispered.

“I was going to ask the same thing,” Joel grunted.

Everything was fine. No blood, no bodies. Callumn and his friends had been torn up corpses in the middle of the cul-de-sac. The smoke from the burning buildings wasn’t hanging around. In fact, there was no evidence of a fire at all.

Joel shook his head. “We need to get down there.”

“Wait,” she snagged his arm. “What class are you?”

Joel looked at her for a moment. Part of him wondered if there was some reason she wanted to know. But then… If this was a video game, then it made sense to share that information. It was useless to have a team of classes that didn’t work well together. A tank or two could be a good thing, but a group of all tanks was extremely limited. You needed a good mix of raw power, damage dealing and some kind of support like a healer.

“Bulwark,” Joel admitted. “High strength, low stamina.”

Jess nodded quickly. “That sounds like a rare class like mine.”

Joel smiled and nodded. “It’s a Legendary. What did you get?”

“Arcane Druid,” she grinned. “Most of my stats are in intelligence and agility.”

“Good matchup then,” Joel smiled, before blushing. “F-for the team.”

Jess smirked. “Are we a team now?”

Joel looked back at the family and nodded. “I think at least until we figure out what the hell is going on, that it’s in both our best interests to stick together.”

Jess glanced back, seeing the family gathering into their unit and nodded. “Out of curiosity. What’s your intelligence stat?’

“Ahhh…” Joel winced. “Look–”

“I’m testing a theory, okay. No judgement.”

“Zero,” Joel admitted softly. “I have a zero in intelligence.”

Jess nodded. “Well, the first thing you should keep in mind, is that the intelligence stat doesn’t seem to have anything to do with how smart people are. I’m guessing you don’t have any spells?”

“No?” Joel caged. “Nothing it mentioned, anyway.”

“Well, I have a couple,” she grinned. “Summon companion!”

Joel jerked back as a small green portal opened up beside her. Of all things, Joel didn’t expect or want the hellhound from the evening to step through. Only…

“Oh, my god he’s so fucking cute!” Jess squealed as she scooped the pup into her arms.

It wriggled for a moment, like a child trying to escape its mother’s affections, before resigning itself to its fate. She kissed it all over, and Joel stared at the small wagging tail sticking out.

“You… What?” Joel shook his head.

“He’s my companion!” Jess grinned and set the pup down. “I rescued him. Taming is part of my skill set.”

“Skill set?” Joel tilted his head in confusion.

Jess stared at him for a moment, before she sighed. “You didn’t check the tabs, did you?”

“Tabs?” Joel frowned in worry.

Jess sighed. “How do you open that window back up?”

Joel pondered her words before he shrugged and made an attempt to open it. He waved his hand in the opposite direction, hoping the reverse of what he previously did would make the window vanish. Nothing happened. He spotted Jess doing the same thing, before she grinned.

“Got it. Point your finger and slowly move it to your bottom left,” she instructed, as she weirdly poked her finger forward and drew a line from the center of her vision towards her hip.

Joel did the same, and part way down, he noticed a small symbol pop into view. The moment it happened, Joel copied the symbol—a spread hand closing and the box vanished. That made sense to him. Having it appear at any random point could be a distraction. But having to move precisely and with a specific gesture would guard against that.

Doing the action again, Joel brought his finger down and gave the window a prod. That didn’t do anything either until he swiped his finger back the other way. That made the pop-up expand right out and fill his view once more.

Name: Joel Dennison

Rank: Lord

Class: Bulwark

Strength: 20

Stamina: 5

Endurance: 15

Intelligence: 0

Faith: 60

Day: 1

Incursion chance: 1%
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Sure enough, as Joel read over the information once more, he noticed a bunch of tabs at the top. The first was simple enough.

“Skills,” he mumbled as he tapped the button and the window scrolled over.

That brought him to a very long list with… not very much written on it. There were only three listed.

Bolster: Increase strength by 10% for 5 minutes.

Block: Negate the damage from a single attack

Bash: Temporarily stun an opponent

Joel looked at them and shook his head before looking at the next tab. “Map,” he murmured as he pressed it.

What came next was almost like staring at a gps screen. It showed the cul-de-sac and the surrounding houses he could see from the roof. Outside of that, everything was grayed over.

“It’s trippy, huh?” Jess mumbled from where she stood beside him.

“You’re telling me,” Joel shook his head, before looking at the next tab. “Bestiary.”

He tapped it and came to the next screen. It only had a single listing, and it made Joel nervous as he realized just how many potential threats there were in the world.

Hellhound: Canine-like quadruped. Solitary by day, they hunt in packs at night.

“Have you got anything else in your bestiary other than the hellhound?” Joel asked.

“Nope,” Jess replied. “That’s probably a good thing, though, right?”

“Maybe,” Joel shrugged, not that she could see it, and clicked to the next tab. “Party.”

That brought up a list of names and faces of everyone on the roof. First on the list was Jess and a picture of her smiling face. Joel tapped it and saw a dropdown menu that only had two options. The first was BLOCK, and the second was INVITE. Without a second thought, Joel tapped INVITE, and then accepted the ARE YOU SURE? Messaged that followed.

Jess inhaled quickly, and Joel wondered if he’d done something wrong, before his screen blinked and Jess’s name moved to a new section.

“We’re a party now,” Joel commented.

“It made sense,” Jess said. “It told me that experience and resources would be shared equally, but it would increase our difficulty and the chance of incursions.”

Joel swore softly and flicked back to the first screen, only to sigh. The incursion risk was now a measly 2%.

“Okay,” Joel sighed in relief, before looking at the last tab. “Vassal.”

“A what now?” Jess asked.

“Ahhh…” Joel swallowed. “You don’t have a vassal tab?”

“No,” Jess answered quickly. “Mine just says companion after the party tab. What is it?”

Joel looked over the blank screen and shook his head. “No idea. There’s nothing here.”

“Weird,” Jess sounded annoyed. “Well, for my companions, it just has Buster listed.”

“You named the hellhound Buster?” Joel asked with an amused chuckle.

“I could have named him fluffy, but he didn’t seem to like that very much,” she giggled.

Joel shook his head and swiped the window away, which was just in time for Peter to approach with a smile.

“Hey, ahhh… Since… since there’s no monsters roaming around. I was wondering if you could help us get down.”

Jess swiped her hand and blinked back to reality as she looked around and smiled. “Sure. Out of curiosity, what class did you get?”

“Ah… Butcher,” he sighed.

“There’s nothing wrong with that,” his wife called as she gathered her kids.

“I’m a vegan!” he snapped.

She rolled her eyes, but didn’t say anything else.

“Joel,” Joel offered his hand to shake. “Nice to meet you without all the… yeah…”

Peter took it and smiled. “Peter. I get what you mean. This is my wife Emily, and my kids Dawn, Jason and Matthew.”

“Nice to meet you all,” Jess smiled.

“Is it?” Peter frowned and glanced around.

Jess’s face crumpled a little, and Joel stepped up to rescue her. “Come on. Let’s get down and see where everyone’s hiding after last night.”

Peter nodded slowly, and they made their way back to the tree. He looked at the closest branch and frowned. “How should we do this?”

“Hop down, you play catcher,” Jess offered, looking at Joel.

Joel leaned over the edge of the roof before sighing. “What’s the best way for me to get down?”

“Jump, ya pussy,” Jess shook her head. “It’s not that high unless you take a running leap of something. You’ll be fine.”

Joel sighed and shook his head. “You better be right.”

He moved closer to the edge and squatted down. He leaned forward and gripped the edge of the gutter. It wouldn’t hold his weight, but it supported his balance as he rolled off the edge with a small hop. It felt almost natural, and Joel felt his body accelerate towards the ground. Before he could work out the best way to land, his feet impacted with the ground and… stopped.

Joel blinked in shock before looking around. “That…”

“You okay?” Jess asked, as she looked down.

“Yeah,” Joel frowned. “Yeah, that was… nothing.”

“See,” she grinned. “Told ya.”

Joel shook his head. There wasn’t time to discuss things further. It wasn’t like the leap was just something to brush off. It was more like he’d stepped off the bottom step from a flight of stairs onto the grass. The impact was almost literally nothing. Which didn’t make any sense since he had literally fallen about ten feet. Still, he didn’t ponder on it too long as he spotted a pair of childlike legs coming over the edge.

“Gently now,” Jess said in a soothing tone.

Joel looked up and saw Dawn’s nervous smile. Jess had her by the hands and was lowering her down, while Joel moved below to catch. He reached up and caught Dawn around the waist before Jess released her into his arms. He lowered her to the ground and set the girl on her feet.

“There you go,” he grinned.

“Thank you,” Dawn whispered.

Joel felt his heart warm slightly and looked up as Jess started lowering Jason in a similar manner.

The toddler was a little more wriggly, but Joel, with his added height, was able to wrestle him safely to the ground. Matthew proved to be the greatest challenge. He was too small to drop and his size made him difficult to lower. In the end, Peter sacrificed his shirt to make a quick sling that Jess used to lower the baby down to Joel.

Next came Emily, who had Jess holding one hand, while Peter held the other. She blushed furiously as Joel tried not to put his hands or even eyes anywhere he wasn’t supposed to as he got the woman to the ground. She thanked him quickly before rounding up her kids as Jess helped Peter down.

That almost ended in a fiasco. He felt Joel’s hands touch him and immediately released Jess. Causing him to drop. With Joel trying to catch him, the butcher fell sideways and Emily shrieked as Joel shifted to catch him. Peter yelped as his body flipped face first towards the ground, before Joel managed to halt him just a fraction of an inch from the ground.

“Peter!” Emily cried as she rushed over.

“I’m okay,” Peter grunted as Joel set him on the ground.

“You’re sure?” Joel asked.

“Fine,” Peter said in a tone that sounded like his pride was hurt worse than the rest of him. “Let’s go home, Emily.”

“We should wait.” Emily shook her head as she helped Peter to his feet.

“We just live across the street,” Peter protested.

Emily frowned at him. “Can you stop for a moment, please?”

“Emily–”

“Peter!” she snapped.

Joel turned away from the awkward couple’s fight as he looked up at Jess, who was swinging her legs the same way he had to get down in the first place. Only her shorts caught on the edge of the gutter. The two locked eyes as her body jerked to a halt. The gutter creaked, before giving out a split second later. But it was enough to tip Jess from landing legs first, to landing head first.

Joel, with only a moment to spare, leaped towards her. He crashed into her torso, knocking her sideways, as he twisted to land on the ground with Jess atop him.

He thumped onto his back and felt the air leave his lungs as Jess squealed.

“Oh, my god, are you okay?!”

She wriggled and her knees bumped into a rather sensitive spot, causing Joel to grab her and hold her still as she huffed with anxiety.

“I was fine,” Joel said slowly. “Up until you moved your knees.”

Jess frowned before her eyes went wide. “Oh… Oh I’m so sorry, Joel.” She moved slowly, and Joel released her as she shifted back. “Is it bad?”

“It’s not great,” he grumbled as he felt that horrible sick feeling welling in his guts. “Doesn’t help you got me twice.”

“Shit, Joel,” Jess winced. “I’m so sorry.”

“Is he okay?” Emily asked as she came over.

“Fine,” Joel grunted. “Just need a moment.”

“Okay,” Emily frowned, before spotting Jess mime hitting Joel in the crotch. She winced and nodded as Joel rolled his eyes. “Well, when you’re… when you’re able to walk. Can… can you take us home?”

“Sure,” Joel agreed, glad to change the subject. “Probably best we do it like that. In case there’s more of those hellhounds around.”

Which was the exact moment Buster tumbled off the roof into Jess’s open arms. She giggled before frowning as she spotted the looks everyone was giving her. “Sorry.”

Joel let out a long sigh before pushing himself upright. “Okay, I just need my breaker bar.”

“Breaker what?” Emily asked.

“The club I was using last night,” Joel answered as he made his way over to the tree.

To his relief, it was lying just where he dropped it. It didn’t look any worse for wear since the night before. The only thing he could tell that was different was the lack of blood. The weapon had crushed skulls the night before, it should have been messy, but it looked the same as it did when it came out of the toolbox.

“Weird,” Joel commented as he turned and rejoined the group.

“Ready?” Jess asked everyone.

“Stick close,” Joel ordered. “We don’t know for sure if it’s safe.”

“We’re right behind you,” Emily said as Peter rolled his eyes.

Joel got the feeling he and the butcher weren’t going to get on very well. Emily seemed nice, though, and their kids were cute. With a sigh, Joel took Jess by the shoulder as she went to step forward and shook his head.

“I’m the tank. I should go first,” he told her.

Jess frowned before shaking her head. “Buster, you head out and let us know if there’s anything dangerous out there.”

The pup let out a hellish yap and rushed towards the gate. Joel followed after, giving Jess a strange look, before he pulled it open and set the little monster free. It tore across the yard and into the street, where it sniffed around for a moment and sat. Its tail flicked from side to side and its tongue rolled out.

“I guess it’s safe,” Jess smiled and pushed out ahead of Joel.

“Oh, for crying out loud.” Joel threw his hands up and followed.

The family came up behind, and Joel looked around for any sign of disturbance. All that he could tell was that everything was unnaturally quiet. It was still very early in the day. But there should at least be traffic. People heading to work, kids going to school. Someone walking their dog. Joel shook his head as they approached Peter and Emily’s home. Their animals were gone. No sign of violence, no signs of a fight. Nothing, just…

“Where’s Pippa?” Dawn asked.

“I don’t know, sweetie,” Emily soothed her. “I’m sure she’s safe.”

“Pippa?” Joel asked.

“Dog,” Peter sighed. “None of them are here,” he continued on to the front door.

Joel followed as Jess fell into line. Peter pushed open the door and paused before stepping inside. Emily followed behind, taking the kids in next, where Jess and Joel followed last.

They stepped into the living room. It was clearly a family home. There were dishes on the bench from dinner the night before. A few toys were dotted about the living room. It was just a regular morning from the looks of things.

“There’s no power,” Peter said as he opened the refrigerator.

“I’ll check the box,” Joel said as he stepped back out.

He moved around the side of the house to the meter box and opened it up. All the switches were in the correct position, but the reader that showed whether power was connected was blank.

“Well shit,” he swore.

It was never blank. The electricity companies would never just leave it. They had battery backups to ensure that the counter inside never lost its count. They’d be damned if even a single volt went unpaid in this world. Seeing it blank was like a kick in the guts.

When he stepped back inside, the family looked at him, and Joel shook his head. “Nothing.”

“I’ll cook up some perishables,” Emily smiled. “You two are welcome to join us.”

“That would be lovely,” Jess smiled.

“Thanks,” Joel agreed. “I’ll be back, though. I should check to see if Callumn is inside or not.”

“You think…” Jess trailed off. “Y’know what? I’ll come with you.”

“Sure,” Joel nodded and made his way out.

Jess closed the door behind them, which made sense. On the off chance anything was around, that would be bad. The incursion stat was at 2%. That meant things should be fine, but it wasn’t a guarantee. How that number went up and what exactly it meant Joel didn’t know either. Was it an overall statistic? Or was it like a stage, where at 10% you’d get one little monster, and 100% is a horde? Maybe it was like the weatherman, where 2% meant there was definitely an incursion, but they only had a 2% chance of it finding them here.

“Joel?”

“Hmm?” Joel turned and spotted Jess. “Sorry, was thinking.”

“Anything in particular?” she asked.

Joel shrugged. “Just about what these changes actually mean.”

Jess nodded as they walked slowly back across the road to Joel’s house. “How are you feeling?”

Joel frowned. “Fine?”

Jess nodded. “You don’t feel like you’ve missed a night’s sleep?”

Joel paused before opening the front door to his home. “That hardly seems normal.”

Jess giggled. “What part of this sounds normal?”

Joel nodded in agreement and stepped inside. The living room was a mess. Beer cans, bottles, and fast food wrappers were strewn about. It looked no different to how things were when Joel dragged Callumn to bed the night before.

“You live like this?” Jess frowned as she came in.

“Callumn,” Joel said quickly. “He had a party. I just stuck to my room and played video games.”

Jess nodded as Joel led her further inside. Callumn’s friends were gone, which was the first sign that something had actually happened. But when he found Callumn’s door open and no Callumn inside either, it really sank in. They really had died. This wasn’t a game where they would reappear as if nothing happened.

“There’s nobody here,” Joel mumbled.

“Last night, they died, didn’t they?” She asked. “That’s who the hellhounds were eating in the street?”

“Yeah,” Joel winced. “The hellhounds broke in, and I helped the guys escape. Then… then they left me and ran for it.”

Jess frowned. “They left you?”

Joel nodded. “Yeah, I… I dunno.”

“That’s fucked.” Jess shook her head. “And not to speak ill of the dead. But if they just abandoned you, then fuck them. Besides, if you went with them, you’d probably be dead right now, too.”

“You think they’re dead?” Joel asked.

Jess sighed. “Look, everyone who died last night isn’t here today. You saw those windows, and the whole Morpheus thing, right?”

“Right,” Joel agreed.

“Then… What if we’re overthinking how things are supposed to work?”

“Like… When we go to sleep, everything we saw was real? And when people died, they died for real?” Joel shook his head. “This is…”

“Yeah,” Jess nodded, before sighing. “My housemates were out at a party last night.”

“Callumn might have been at the same one,” Joel shrugged. “He said he tried to hook up.”

“Eww,” Jess groaned. “Not surprised, but eww.”

Joel chuckled. “So… Emily’s back cooking her perishables. Have you got anything?”

While Jess scampered off to check her refrigerator, Joel checked his own. The items in the freezer were still frozen, so even if he wanted something in there, it was going to be awhile to get it. What they had in the refrigerator amounted to a half dozen eggs, a pack of bacon, some milk, and some other condiments.

With no reason not to, he packed the lot up and stuffed it into a backpack before bringing it outside. Jess was only a moment behind him, appearing while holding a cardboard box with some items in it.

“What’cha got?” she asked.

“Bacon,” Joel grinned.

She grinned widely, and stuck her hand into the box, before lifting out a pair of long packets. “You brought the bacon. I have the caramel lattes.”

Joel laughed and nodded. “That right there is wife material.”

Jess froze, and Joel pulled up short. She shook her head and smirked. “Cook me dinner first, big guy.”

“R-right,” Joel nodded nervously as his words really settled in.

She hadn’t refused him. She didn’t even seem upset by it, and even went as far as to joke about it. That… well, that meant she was at least not opposed to the idea.

“You coming?” Jess called.

Joel jerked and grinned. “Yeah, sorry. Was thinking.”

“Don’t burn yourself out,” she snorted and carried on.

Joel shook his head and hurried after. When he arrived, Emily and Peter were working together in the kitchen. Dawn and her brothers were playing in the lounge, and Joel smiled at their innocent games as he joined their parents.

“Any news?” Emily asked.

“Nothing,” Joel sighed. “No power at our place, either.”

“Good thing we cook on gas,” Peter grunted as he poured a scoop of batter into a pan beside a plate with a small stack of cooked pancakes.

“What’s this you’ve brought?” Emily asked as Jess set down the box.

“Coffee, some milk, eggs and a few other things I thought might be worth sharing,” Jess smiled.

“I don’t have as much,” Joel added his backpack to the bench. “But I did bring bacon.”

“Eww,” Peter frowned.

“You don’t have to eat it,” Emily waved him off.

Joel and Jess exchanged a look that Peter saw and rolled his eyes. “Look, I’m trying to go vegan. It’s better for you and the environment.”

“You think the environment matters right now?” Jess asked.

Peter frowned. “Why wouldn’t it?”

“Because out of our entire street, there’s just the seven of us so far.” Jess followed up. “Seven out of… like a hundred?”

Joel thought about all the empty houses, and grit his teeth. “I’m not saying those are blanket odds of survival, but…”

Emily glanced back at the kids and frowned. “How are we going to keep them safe?”

Jess patted her hand. “Bacon and coffee first, existential crisis after, okay?”

Emily smiled and gave a small nod. “Peter, do you have room for a pot of water?”

Peter grunted something, but made room for Emily to open a cupboard and take out a pot.

Coffee and bacon made everything better.


Chapter Three


Joel frowned as he saw the sun, high in the sky. The day was getting on, and there was no official… Well… no officials. Just about the only thing of note, was the weary stares of a younger man on a bicycle who did a lap of the cul-de-sac. His eyes lingered over Emily and Jess, before he gave Joel a quick nod and left without stopping to speak with anyone. Beyond that, and a few signs of people walking past on the main road, there was little else going on. Which just made Joel even more nervous.

“It’s quiet,” Jess mumbled as she sat down beside him.

Joel nodded. He had brought a chair outside and was sitting under the trees on the front lawn. His latest experiment now sat in the middle of the street.

“Couldn’t get it started?” she asked.

“No,” Joel sighed. “Key fob runs on electricity. The manual key got me in, then I tried to roll start it.”

The end result; he couldn’t quite get the momentum to push the car back up the curb onto the driveway again. Not being able to start it wasn’t a huge surprise. Other than the chirping of birds and the quiet humming of the insects, there were no obvious sounds. No engines, no sirens, not even screams or shouts. It was just like this street was their own little world. A pocket of silence.

“Maybe it’s to do with the map?” Joel suggested.

Jess smiled. “Told you intelligence wasn’t anything to do with how smart you are.”

Joel grinned and gave a small shrug. “It makes sense though.”

“It does,” Jess nodded. “The question is. How do we test if you’re right?”

Joel sat for a moment, before his mind drifted towards breakfast. There was likely a bunch of empty homes out there. All with refrigerators filled with perishable food. More than that. There was a shopping center a short walk down the main road.

“Flash’n’Save,” Joel nodded. “It’ll take us ten minutes at a casual pace.”

Jess grinned and stepped back. “I’ll grab a bag and meet you back here.”

Joel watched as she darted off, before shaking his head. He didn’t see a reason to pack the chair away. The day was sunny and warm. Emily and Peter were watching their kids, and there weren’t any signs of anyone else in the street. It made him a little sad. The elderly couple next door was innocent. So was the old woman who lived two houses down, and the small family after that.

“Shit,” Joel shook his head before strolling back inside.

Like Jess, he picked up a backpack. But he also checked the small shed in his backyard. Inside, he found one of Callumn’s drunken purchases. It was a beach trolley. Like those old school kid’s wagons, only much larger. It looked a bit dumb, but if they were going to the store, it was a solid chance they’d welcome the extra space.

If the whole world had gone to shit, then canned goods were going to be a lifeline. If not… well, hopefully the ATM’s still worked. With a shake of his head, Joel brought the trolley outside, where Jess was waiting with a smile.

“That’ll be handy,” she grinned.

Joel shrugged. “Rather have it and not need it, y’know.”

She smiled and waved for him to follow. “I ran over and let Emily know what we’re doing. She made a good point.”

“Which one in particular?” Joel asked.

“If the whole world is like this. And what we dreamed about is real,” Jess huffed as she stepped off the curb onto the road, where Joel followed with the trolley. “We might end up stuck like this.”

Joel frowned. “You don’t think this is a dream, and we’re going to wake up?”

“I’ve had lucid dreams before.” Jess shook her head, before blushing. “They… umm… They’re not like this. You know you’re dreaming. It’s how they start. The realization that you’re asleep in the middle of a dream and your consciousness takes hold.”

“So like… if this was a dream, I could fly and stuff?” Joel asked.

“And stuff.” Jess looked at her feet for a moment. “The stuff part isn’t important. What is certain, that right now, I’m not dreaming. But I’m also certain that last night wasn’t a dream, either.”

Joel looked over his shoulder at the patch of road in front of his house where he’d watched Callumn being consumed by hellhounds, and he had to admit. She had a point.

“Even if this all goes away, unless everyone magically reappears, this is going to change everything, isn’t it?” Joel grunted.

“Which is why we need to prepare. Whoever’s left. Whoever survived. People are going to start acting crazy.” Jess shook her head as they reached the end of their street. “Hold up.”

Joel watched as she pointed her finger and realized what she was doing. He did the same, bringing up his map, before nodding to himself. It was like a video game, where your field of view formed a cone before you. Joel looked up and down the street, seeing how his view, despite the menu in the way, opened up more of the gray area. What he also noticed was that some parts went back to being dark when he looked away.

“It’s got fog of war,” Jess grumped.

Joel raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t take you for a gamer.”

“You didn’t take me anywhere,” she huffed softly.

Joel frowned at her words before dismissing the window with a flick of his wrist. Jess was only a moment behind, and she shook her head. “Come on.”

Joel nodded, and they started walking. It was downhill to the shops. There were a few people out. The guy on the bike made another appearance, coming out of the next street down. He gave Joel and Jess a strange look before pedaling off without a word. The houses they passed by looked empty. There wasn’t any sign of movement. Though that wasn’t entirely unexpected. Most people, after a traumatic incident like they’d had the night before, would have hunkered down. Too frightened to move, perhaps in grief. It wouldn’t be out of the question to have lost friends or family. Something Joel had to wonder about as well.

He wasn’t all that bothered by what happened. Sure, it sucked being abandoned by his housemate and his friends to die. But their deaths didn’t weigh on his conscience, either. Was that some facet of his own humanity? Perhaps a break in his own moral compass? Or was it simply that while life had been comfortable, Callumn had been a bit of an ass and Joel was secretly relieved that he didn’t have to clean up after him anymore?

“Hey, Joel?” Jess asked as they crossed the street the rider had come from.

“Yeah, Jess?” Joel glanced over at her.

The road was empty. Cars were parked up and down on either side. None were on the road. It looked like a public holiday and everyone had just stayed home from work. Vehicles in driveways, or parked up on the street.

“You think my housemates are okay?” she asked.

Joel frowned. He didn’t know what to say to that. He hadn’t had a lot to do with them. Only Jess—since Callumn liked to tease him about the Amazonian beauty next door. Originally, he’d tried to get Jess’s number, just to rub it in that the tall girl preferred the shorter guy. When Jess shot him down, it had appeared that she did it purely to spite him. And other than a knock on the door when the power went out, they hadn’t really had much to do with one another.

“I hope so,” Joel replied softly.

Jess looked over at him and nodded. “Me too.”

They crossed past a gated estate full of units. At least there, Joel spotted some life. A few kids were out the front, safely behind the gate, while playing with a ball. Joel had to wonder if the gated community had been spared the brunt of the attack.

It was as they passed by the gated estate, and into view of the park beside it, they spotted the first sign of chaos.

“Oh shit,” Jess swore.

The local tavern, sharing a parking lot with the shopping center, was a mess. People had broken in the front doors, and into the drive through bottle shop at the rear. People were hauling off bottles, cartons and whatever else they could get their hands on. Some had packs, others just their hands. It wasn’t a complete frenzy. Only a few dozen, and each were coming and going as quickly as possible. The guy on the bike sat at the end of the park, watching on with a blank stare.

There was something about him that Joel didn’t like. It was off-putting the way he just watched without speaking. It was like he was exploring the area. Like he was planning something. Who and what he was, Joel didn’t know. But his gut told him the guy was bad news.

“Someone’s in the shops too,” Jess pointed.

Joel turned back and spotted the rear entrance to the store. Someone was stepping through the broken glass where it had been smashed for entry. They hauled a trolley, filled with perishables, cereal, and bread.

Someone else, coming from around the other side of the building, slipped in behind. Joel and Jess looked at one another before hurrying to catch up. The looting looked like it had started already. It wasn’t a huge amount, but enough that they wanted to collect what they could before it was all gone.

Joel lifted the empty trolley, getting it over the square gutters around the parking lot, before the two of them jogged across to the entry. A middle-aged man gave them both a glare as he dragged a shopping trolley filled with water bottles. They stepped aside and let him out, which twisted the glare into a relieved smile. That, on its own, made Joel cautious as he stepped inside with Jess.

“Did you bring your club?” she asked.

Joel winced and shook his head. “Ahhh… no.”

“Shit,” she swore.

Joel could only nod in agreement. Rather than head back and collect it, they pushed on. Immediately on the right was a post office. It was closed and looked undisturbed. The shops on the left were an Asian style rice place, followed by a hairdresser. On the corner, as the hallway turned right, was a cafe, followed by a doctor and then an accountant. The hall then made a left, where a cheap knick-knack store right beside a chemist, and a small shop mostly selling old books and used clothing. The hall continued around, but that wasn’t their goal. Right now, across from the chemist, was Flash’n’Save.

The roller shutters had been forced up in a couple places, and there were about a half-dozen people inside rushing about.

“Should I get a trolley?” Jess asked, gesturing to the rack out the front.

Joel nodded. “Best we get as much as we can now. Maybe we’ll come back tomorrow and see what’s left.”

“That’s if we live that long,” Jess sighed.

Joel frowned. “You think what happened last night is going to happen every night?”

Jess nodded. “I think last night was a trial by fire. We lived, but that doesn’t mean we’re home clear.”

Joel grit his teeth and nodded slowly. “Grab what we can. Cans, dry foods and a couple of perishables to eat tonight. Anything frozen will probably last a couple more days, at least.”

“We should also check other things. Medicine might be an issue,” Jess suggested.

Joel frowned and glanced back at the chemist. He was friendly with the owner. He was a local and didn’t like the idea of breaking in. But there was also a decent chance that he wasn’t alive to worry about it, either. Besides, sooner or later, someone would get in. Antibiotics would be useful at the very least.

“Shit,” Joel swore, before hauling his trolley into the store.

They stuck together, ignoring people they bumped into. A few of them were familiar faces. Most of them wanted nothing to do with the pair. They kept their distance just the same. Joel packed some fruit and vegetables from the fresh produce section. Jess took a couple of bags of potatoes as well, before snagging a couple of pumpkins.

“We can grow these,” she nodded.

“Should we get tomatoes as well, then?” Joel looked at the red vegetal-fruit.

“They don’t grow properly,” Jess shook her head. “But these,” she picked up a punnet of cherry tomatoes. “They grow just fine.”

Joel nodded, and they worked quickly. Garlic, onions, chives and other vegetables and fruits. If not for their immediate quality of a meal, then they could be replanted and potentially grown into whole plants once more. They moved down to the rear, taking some bread still left out from the day before.

The two of them started working down the aisles. They snagged anything worthwhile. Jars of spreads like peanut butter were good sources of energy. That wouldn’t spoil sitting on a shelf. Honey and sealed juices were the same. Then came rice, noodles, jarred and packet meals—the kind that would keep and only need to be heated to become edible.

They filled the trolleys quickly, filling up on cans. They didn’t want to be greedy. Others would come for food, and taking it all would just paint a target on their backs. So they took a wide variety of pre-made soups, vegetables and yet more fruit. Along with plenty of milk powder, they picked up some eggs and visited the freezer section, where Joel couldn’t walk past the selection of still frozen pizzas.

“If you’re going to go that far, grab me one of the beef-fungi ones in the back there,” she snorted.

Joel grinned. “Of course. Milady deserves only the best.”

Jess snorted in amusement before suddenly stiffening. Joel snagged the pizza and stood up, only to spot the man from the bike staring at the two of them from down the aisle.

“You okay?” Joel asked.

The man nodded slowly before turning away from them both.

“Is it just me, or is he creepy as fuck?” Jess whispered.

“It’s not just you,” Joel whispered back. “What else do we need?”

“Maybe something for tonight?” Jess asked.

Joel looked over at the meat section. Most of it was room temperature. He didn’t look twice at the chicken. That was a swift and easy trip to salmonella. At the bottom, though, there were some large vacuum sealed packs of whole beef. He pushed his hand into the bottom, feeling it was still cold, before dragging out a long, narrow strip.

“Porterhouse,” Jess nodded.

“It’s still cold,” Joel nodded.

“Take it.” Jess pointed to the trolley. “This should be enough. Otherwise it’s going to be hell getting it back up the hill.”

Joel grunted and nodded at that. The two trolleys would be plenty heavy enough by now. They moved through the store, keeping an eye out for the guy on the bike. He wasn’t anywhere to be seen, though, so they headed for the exit. Joel felt a little bad about not paying, but there wasn’t anyone, not even the police, to stop them. They made their way out, and Joel turned to leave when Jess came to a stop.

“What is it?” Joel asked.

Jess chewed her lip. “Follow me.”

Joel frowned, before turning to follow Jess as she headed off towards the front entrance of the shopping center. The hallway made a hard left, past a bottle shop on the right, and a tobacconist on the left. Beside the tobacconist was a carvery, still closed from the day before. Beside it was a pawnbroker. Jess halted out the front and frowned at the heavy shutter covering the door.

“What are we doing?” Joel asked.

Jess looked around before glancing back at her trolley. “Stand back.”

Joel did as she asked, while she fished out a rather large tin of halved pears in juice. She hefted the can, and Joel’s heart sank as he realized what she was about to do. With no warning, she turned and pitched the can right at the window display beside the door. It was floor to ceiling with second hand phones, cameras and laptop computers. All of which were mounted to glass shelves, and in turn, to the floor to ceiling glass wall making the front of the shop.

The glass was no match for the can, and thousands of dollars’ worth of electronic equipment hit the concrete floor. Joel winced at the cacophony while Jess pulled back to stay clear of the shattered glass. When it all fell silent, she let out a sigh.

“That worked.”

Joel shook his head as Jess darted into the store. She seemed to have something in mind as she moved around the front counter. Joel stuck with the trolley’s outside, before Jess bent down out of view. A moment later, she set a tube on the counter before bending down again. Joel glanced back, seeing a few people looking down at the sound of breaking glass. He smiled uncomfortably and hoped they wouldn’t try anything before Jess let out a cheer.

He snapped back around, seeing her stand. In her hand was a modern recurve bow. It was massive, and she took a moment to bend the limbs back and attach the string. With far more ease than Joel expected of her, she slung the bow over her shoulder before picking up the tube. As she turned it, Joel spotted the fletching of a couple dozen arrows, before she paused, with her eyes on something.

She glanced back at Joel before darting out of view. He was about to follow her in when she suddenly appeared. She held something long and obviously heavy. Which she held up as she stepped out of the store.

“There’s not a lot in there that isn’t electronic junk,” she nodded, before setting the tube of arrows on her trolley. “But I figured a few tools might be handy. As well as this.”

She held up the item in two hands, and Joel reached out to accept it. The handle was solid and darkened with age. About four feet long, from end to end, Joel turned it over. It didn’t feel quite right, but he found it lighter than expected.

“Better than nothing, right?” Jess smiled.

Joel nodded as he looked at the wood splitting ax in his hands. The head on one side was blunt and flat. Good for smashing. The other was wedge-shaped, perfect for splitting hardened logs. It was heavier than his breaker bar, but also longer. He gave it a swing, feeling its weight, and shook his head.

“What, don’t like it?” Jess asked.

“No, no, it’s fine,” he frowned. “You’re right, it’s better than nothing, it just feels… awkward.”

“Like you’re not supposed to be using it?” She asked. “How do you feel about that bar from home?”

“That was more comfortable.” Joel nodded as he swung the ax again. “Still, this will hit harder and give me more reach.”

“Keep it as a spare then,” she smiled. “And… wait here. I’m going to grab a couple more things.”

Joel frowned as she darted back in. Rather than argue, he turned and looked at the people staring at him. At his look, most of them shuffled out of view, while another couple watched on defiantly. People came in all forms. Some of those looks were hostile, others were curious, and just a few were thoughtful. Still, it was only a couple of minutes before Jess came back out. She had a few things. Shovel, hoe, rake, an old watering can and a plastic container filled with seeds.

“Oh sweet,” Joel grinned. “That’s going to be handy.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Jess smiled, before noticing their audience.

“Yeah,” Joel looked back. “We should go.”

She nodded. “If we need anything else, maybe one of the empty houses on our street will have something.”

Joel nodded before letting the ax swing down at his side. It was a little awkward. With their packs full, and the trolley’s heavy, the two of them set off towards the watchers. The only thing behind them was another cafe, a fried chicken store, a bakery and a small Asian grocer. None of which would give them anything worthwhile that they didn’t have already.

Most of the people seeing them coming made themselves scarce, while an older man planted himself in front of Joel with a sneer.

“You’re just looting the place? Like common thieves?” He spat.

Joel frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“That,” he gestured angrily back towards the pawnbroker. “You know who owns that place?”

“Are they alive?” Jess asked.

The man faltered for a moment, before shaking his head. “Don’t matter.”

“Course it does,” Jess laughed. “If he’s alive, I’ll pay him back when the electricity comes back on.”

“What if I want you to pay him right now?” The man snarled.

Joel dropped the handle of the trolley and hefted the ax. The man glared at Joel, and opened his mouth to continue, before a whistle blew behind them.

The three of them winced at the sound and turned to see an older woman with a cane.

“Are you three done waving dicks?” she snapped. “The whole world’s gone to shit and you’re picking fights with one another.”

“They’re looting–” The man started before the woman blew her whistle again.

“Don’t you dare condemn that couple for theft while your blubbery ass is standing inside this here shopping center!” she snapped. “You’re no better than they are!”

The man frowned. “I’m not breaking windows.”

“But you’re taking advantage of windows already broken,” she shook her head. “Get your head out of your ass. The world as we know it is over. Now get over whatever double standard bullshit you’ve got going, or fuck off home!”

The man gaped for a moment before stepping aside. Joel lowered his ax, before bending to pick up the handle for his trolley. Which was the moment the man struck. His fist slammed into Joel’s cheek, turning his head and making him stumble to catch himself. The old woman shrieked an obscenity as Jess threw out a hand.

“Summon companion!”

Joel felt the hit. He turned to catch his balance. Then he stopped, as he saw the fully grown hellhound step out of the familiar green portal. Joel’s heart thumped in his chest. He closed his fist and turned back to the older man, who was raising a finger as he turned in shock, hearing the low snarling from Jess’s pet beast. The man froze in place, before gazing back at Joel as Joel stepped forward.

His fist slammed into the older man’s gut, and like some tv show, the man crumpled. His body collapsed around Joel’s fist, as he followed through the punch, sending the man flying through the front window of the bottle shop.

He stopped for a moment before looking over at the old woman and Jess. Both of them stared at Joel in shock, as Buster the hellhound fell silent. Joel, for that matter, wasn’t doing much better. He just wanted to defend himself. One slug in the guts to prove his point before they’d leave and hopefully not have to deal with the man any further.

“Did I kill him?” Joel muttered.

Jess hurried over to his side. She cupped his cheek and turned his head from side to side.

“There’s a small lump,” she frowned. “How do you feel?”

“Like I just killed a guy.” Joel glanced down as he felt a lick on his hand. The hellhound, despite looking far more monstrous than it had earlier that morning, was just as docile and friendly as then. Ignoring that for now, he looked at the front of the store. The man was crumpled on the floor. His eyes were open, and Joel could see the pain written across his features.

The old woman shuffled over and leaned in, careful not to step on the glass. She shook her head and straightened up.

“Serves you right, hitting a man when his guard is down!” she snapped, before turning to Joel and Jess. “Are you okay, young man?”

Joel reached up and patted his cheek. There was a sore spot, but nothing that suggested a man had punched him. So he nodded. “Yeah… I think I’m fine.”

The old woman nodded. “You live nearby?”

“Yeah,” Joel nodded, before wincing.

He hadn’t meant to give that away, but then… Technically, everyone in this town lived nearby. Two roads in and out, with one shopping center in the middle, everyone was a local.

“Relax,” the old woman waved off Joel’s concern. “I’ll take care of this lug. You get yourself home and… Maybe we’ll see each other again?”

“Thanks.” Jess took Joel by the shoulder. “Are you okay?”

“Fine,” Joel nodded. “Really… I just… How did I do that?”

Jess shrugged. “There’s a hellhound sniffing at a bag of potatoes, and you’re worried about how hard you punched a guy?”

Joel smirked, despite the wad of guilt in his gut.


Chapter Four


“Shit,” Joel swore as the two of them turned back onto the cul-de-sac.

“What?” Jess slowed beside him. “Did you see something?”

“The chemist,” Joel turned and looked back towards the shops. “We forgot to check it out.”

Jess pursed her lips before looking at the sky. “It’s too late.”

Joel glanced up as well. The walk, along with the time in the store showed the sun on was on the decline. It was getting later in the day. They could probably rush back and check if they really wanted. But they’d get nothing else done before nightfall.

“Tomorrow,” Joel sighed, before hauling the trolley towards home. “We’ll go back tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow,” Jess agreed. “What are we doing tonight?”

That made Joel slow to a stop once more. He thought about his options. On a regular day, he’d head home, make himself something to eat. Then likely play a few video games and go to bed. It was the bed part that had him worried.

“We should sleep together,” Joel turned to Jess, before seeing her expression. “Wait–”

“I’m fucking with you,” Jess giggled. “I know what you meant. Just maybe, we should camp out over with Emily and the kids.”

“Not Peter?” Joel asked.

Jess shrugged. “He’s a bit of a whiner. I don’t want anything to happen to him, but I think we’re going to run into problems if he doesn’t sort himself out.”

“True,” Joel nodded. “Alright, in that case, should we take this all over to Emily’s place, then? Maybe we can check out the neighbors after that. See if anyone’s… hiding.”

Jess’s eyes narrowed. It was a tough thought to think that all their neighbors were dead. It wouldn’t be out of the question either. There were enough corpses out there that anything would be possible right now.

“Let’s go,” Jess started pushing her trolley towards Emily’s house.

Joel followed along, and the two of them arrived a short time later. The kids Dawn and Jason were playing in the front yard, with Peter hovering from a chair in the front yard. It looked remarkably like he’d copied Joel and Jess from that morning.

“How did it all go?” Peter asked as they came up the driveway.

“Got a decent haul off supplies,” Jess smiled. “We were thinking we could leave it here and crash on your lounge room floor or something.”

“Don’t you have your own homes?” Peter asked.

“Of course you can stay,” Emily called as she opened the front door. “Peter, give me a hand. These two probably have something else they need to be doing right now.”

“Emily,” Peter frowned.

“Be safe, you two,” Emily rushed out and took Jess’s trolley before steering it for the front door.

Peter, looking frustrated about the situation, came over and relieved Joel, before he followed after his wife. The kids, seeing their parents heading inside, gave us both waves before following after them. Jess and Joel waited until the door closed before looking at one another.

“How do we want to do this?” Joel asked.

Jess pursed her lips in thought. “There’s twenty houses on the street. Yours, mine and Emily’s are clear. If we split up, we can check eight homes each and grab the last together.”

“That works.” Joel scratched his chin. “How about you take our side? I take the far side and we meet at number eighteen at the end there.” He pointed to the house in question at the end of the street.

“Perfect,” Jess nodded. “Should we just knock, or leave a note or something?”

“Note probably works best,” Joel agreed. “Maybe we can light a small fire, do a camp out in the middle of the street and make it obvious there’s still people around?”

“That’d also tell other people that we’re still around,” Jess pointed out.

That made them both frown. It wasn’t nice to think that having people know about them would be a bad thing. Unfortunately, they had both seen the results of what a bit of angst and trepidation had done already.

“Maybe we hold off on that for tonight, then.” Joel shook his head slowly.

Jess nodded, then let out a sigh. “Alright, let’s get this first bit over with. I’ll meet you at the end.”

“Let’s go then,” Joel gave her an encouraging smile.

He checked his ax and gave it a quick swing. It was as good as he was going to get. It still didn’t feel right, but it was better than nothing. With no time to lose, and the day coming to an end, he rushed to the entrance to the cul-de-sac and checked the first house. It was a duplex. One side was closed up, with the front door covered by a security fence. It had a latch that Joel was able to release and stepped in.

The yard was rather bare. A small patio, some trees and a couple of chairs. Nothing obvious stuck out, so he crossed to the front door and gave it a solid knock. Joel waited for a response before knocking again. Without an answer, he moved around the side of the home, looking through the windows. The place looked deserted, and Joel nodded, before moving next door.

It was much the same. The two sides were mirrored, though this side had various car parts and machinery strewn about the yard. This house, too, seemed empty. Joel thought it might be a good place to find equipment. Likely there was some equipment here that would be worth taking. Modern vehicles didn’t seem to work at all. There was no electricity. The gas stove did work, though, so technology in general was still capable. It made Joel wonder if there were any old cars about that might still run.

He was still pondering that when he reached the third home. It had been bought by house flippers a while back. Then sold to a young couple, who had gotten quite comfortable, doing a little landscaping out the front to make it look nicer. Joel knocked on their door and got no answer. This time, when he moved around to check the windows, the inside looked smashed up. Everything but the bodies and gore seemed to carry over from the previous night… dream world? Joel tried not to think about what must have happened in the home and moved on.

House by house, Joel checked them all. He gave the front a few solid knocks before moving around to check the windows. Some of the homes looked like they were empty. Others showed signs of struggles. Joel tried not to think too much about the homes that had kids’ toys. Whatever Morpheus was, it didn’t discriminate based on age, and Joel could only shake his head at what he had saved young Dawn from going through the night before.

Joel spotted Jess as he moved down the street. She had a similar expression to how Joel felt. The idea set in that most, if not all, of their neighbors were gone. It wasn’t a good feeling. Joel found himself looking at the house of an older woman. She had an adult son, who had a dog. Joel knew about this dog, because the son would let it loose on the street a few times a day. The good news was the dog was super friendly. The bad was that he deliberately did it, since the dog would shit on other people’s lawns. Something Joel had discovered while mowing.

Joel didn’t have much hope as he rapped his knuckles against the door. Only to be completely surprised when the front door wrenched open, and a familiar, red-eyed face stormed out.

“What do you want?” He spat.

“Whoa,” Joel stepped back to give him room. “Just making sure you and your mother are okay.”

The man grimaced and shook his head. “Don’t know where mom is. She… she took my dog. Bitch.”

Joel thought about the lack of animals on the street and shook his head. “How do you know she took your dog?”

“Where else could she be?” He snapped. “And what’s with all the questions? You think I had something to do with her going missing? HUH?!”

“Joel?” Jess called as she crossed the street.

“Shit,” the man swore. “Get a fucking warrant. You’re not coming inside,” the man grunted and pulled the door closed.

Emily arrived as the two of them listened to literally a dozen locks being set one after the other. The two of them glanced at one another and Joel shook his head. “I’ll tell you about it later. Come on.”

The last few houses they checked together. Skipping over Pete and Emily’s place, they found the last of the homes empty. It was sobering, and the two of them felt rather empty at the loss of so many people.

“Come on,” Jess nudged him. “I can smell food.”

Joel nodded and followed behind. The sun was getting low, the day was at an end. The street lights were off, the town was silent and there was little else they could do without proper access to light. Rather than fumble around in the dark, the two of them returned home to grab a few things.

Joel picked up his pillows and a couple of spare blankets. He figured Jess would have enough, but just in case, he grabbed a spare from the linen closet on the way out. There, he met Jess, who looked to have done the same thing.

“Plenty,” she grinned.

Joel laughed and the two of them made their way back to Emily’s. The house was slightly lit by flickering lights. Joel guessed correctly as they opened the front door and saw several candles.

“Come on in, you two,” Emily called. “We’re doing a camp out in the lounge tonight. That way, we’re all together.”

“Sounds great,” Jess called as the two of them came into the lounge.

Peter was shoving furniture back to make room, while the kids were in pajamas already. Emily was brushing Dawn’s hair while she pulled faces for Jason’s entertainment. Matthew, the baby, was curled up, sleeping soundly in a porta-crib nearby.

“Is it safe for him to sleep?” Jess asked.

“He slept earlier, just fine.” Emily pursed her lips.

After implementation of the Morpheus, System Apocalypse, it was decided by #!%@ and *****!!! to patch children under a certain age from participating. This is due to humanity’s inability to birth independent children. Notifications will be sent out to children who will be initiated into Morpheus.

Joel stared at the pop-up before realizing the others were still chatting. Only Jess had noticed he had reacted to something and was giving him a strange look. He nodded slowly and cleared his throat.

“I just got a notification, saying that kids under a certain age aren’t… How do we describe it? In Morpheus? Participating in Morpheus?”

Peter and Emily looked at Dawn, and the little girl was frowning. “What?”

“You had a pop-up earlier today, didn’t you?” Emily asked the girl.

She nodded, and Peter swore softly. “She couldn’t read it and none of us got anything. How did you get a notification? We’re her parents!”

“Peter, calm down,” Emily chided him.

Peter glared before picking himself up. “This stinks to high heaven. I’m going to check dinner.”

Emily watched him go before letting out a soft sigh. “Peter’s been under a lot of stress. This… this isn’t helping.”

“Mommy, am I going to be okay?” Dawn asked nervously.

“Of course you are, baby,” Emily kissed the top of her head as she began to plait the girl’s hair. “You’re going to be just fine. So are your brothers.”

She nodded slowly, but didn’t look convinced. I just hoped that whatever happened, we could keep her safe.

“You two can take a shower if you like,” Emily told us. “The water’s cold since the pilot light runs on electricity, but the water’s still on.”

Joel frowned and tilted his head. “Gas hot water?” Emily nodded, and Joel grinned. “Let me try something.”

Peter stood behind Joel, holding a candle, while Joel opened a pack of dried spaghetti. The heating element was in the bottom. It was just a gas burner, above a tank of water. Unfortunately, to save on gas, the pilot light turned itself off when heated properly. Which meant it couldn’t restart now. The power was out.

“I think it’ll work,” Joel grinned. “Bring that candle closer.”

Peter rolled his eyes and did as Joel asked. Joel took out a single strand and poked the dried pasta into the flame. It caught in just a moment, and Joel grinned as he moved the now burning pasta into position. To let air in, there was a deep, narrow tube at the base. Too small to fit a hand, and too deep for a child’s reach. That was where Joel stuck the strand and poked it around.

“Well?” Peter asked.

Joel rolled his eyes. “I can’t hear the gas. Is the bottle full?”

“Course it is,” Peter grumped. “I was cooking on it earlier. Even used it to heat water for the kids’ baths.”

Joel frowned in thought before looking up. “The pressure release valve.”

“What about it?” Peter asked.

Joel rolled his eyes. “Pull it.”

Peter sighed and reached up to the handle. He gave it a tweak, and the sound of water filled Joel’s ears. Just dimly, though, Joel could hear faint hissing. He grinned and pushed the burning pasta even further. The flame was tiny, barely clinging to the end, before there was a sudden flash of orange.

“Got it!” Joel cheered.

“Wait, really?” Peter gaped and released the valve, letting it close once more.

“Really,” Joel grinned. “It’s gas, so it will only take a few minutes to start heating. We can have hot showers tonight.”

Peter grinned, then chuckled. “I’ll be.”

“Thanks for the help,” Joel thanked the man as he stood.

“You’re welcome,” Peter smiled, then let out a sigh. “And… I’m sorry I’ve been an ass.”

Joel saw the way he stood nervously and gave him a smile. “It’s cool. Last night was a mess. I guess you and the kids saw things you really wish you hadn’t. Now you’ve got extra mouths to feed.”

“That and my animals,” Peter sighed. “Have you seen anything? Birds? Bees?”

Joel frowned. “Now you mention it, no.”

Peter nodded. “Without the bees, we’re all dead. Without pollinators, the plants will die out quicker than the few of us left can pollinate them.”

#!%@ and *****!!! would like to thank you for bringing this to the attention of Morpheus. There will be a patch implemented upon system reset. Your group, being responsible for this new information, has been granted a boon.

There was a shriek from inside, and Peter let out a gasp. Joel swiped away the screen before a second popped up in its place.

Boon granted. Please select from the following options.

1. Weapon

2. Armor

3. Skill

4. Level

Joel thought about it for a moment. None of the options provided additional information. That meant it was likely a roll of the dice. Asking for a weapon could give him a pointed stick, or it could be something specific to his class. The same could be said about the other options. Armor would be nice, but it could just be a pair of boots or gloves. Gaining a new skill was certainly appealing. But what skills were available? That could be anything, from a somewhat useless identifying skill or a cooking skill, all the way to something totally game breaking.

“I’ll take the new level,” Joel said as Peter mumbled incoherent questions beside him. The sound of those damn slot machines began to play in Joels head and he looked surreptitiously at Peter to see if he could hear the damn sound too. His musings were cut off by another notification.

CONGRATULATIONS!

You have leveled up!

+1 Strength

+1 Endurance

+1 General

Would you like to spend your general stat points?

“So that’s how it works,” Joel grunted. “I guess my stamina won’t increase all that much. My intelligence probably won’t move at all. But I could probably push points into it and let it grow, anyway.” He thought about it for a moment before nodding. “Put that general point on strength, please.”

+2 Strength

Stats

Strength: 23

Stamina: 5

Endurance: 16

Intelligence: 0

Faith: 60

Joel frowned at the plus two he got for strength. Was that just another bonus? Or was there something else giving him that boost? He’d need more points to spend if he wanted to figure it out. Perhaps strength and Endurance being his two focus stats meant higher bonuses. Or perhaps it was Morpheus paying more attention and handing him an extra point for being polite?

“What did you pick?” Peter asked.

Joel flinched, remembering the man beside him, and swiped his screen away. “I leveled,” Joel told him.

Peter frowned. “I thought about that, but I got a skill instead. It gave me a passive ability to help me grow plants.”

Joel grinned. “Sounds like you should set up a farm or something.”

Peter nodded and looked around. “Not sure there’s enough room for a proper farm back here.”

“Probably not,” Joel nodded. “But if we knock a few fences down, that’ll give you plenty more.”

Peter nodded again, then sighed. “I should check on Emily and the kids.”

“Don’t forget to give them the good news about the hot water,” Joel patted Peter’s shoulder.

He watched the older man slip inside before pacing around for a moment. Joel looked up into the sky. “Morpheus?” He asked softly. “You still listening?”

He waited for a few moments, then shook his head, and went inside to join the others. Emily was ecstatic about the news. She practically ran for the shower, while Jess gave Joel a grateful smile.

While Emily showered, the rest of them tucked into their meals. Young Matthew woke up with a cry, and Peter set down his meal, while he rushed to make up a fresh bottle. Jess took it upon herself to cradle the babe, and Joel had a strange moment as he watched her holding the baby.

“Don’t look at me like that,” Jess snorted at him.

“Sorry,” Joel grinned. “Just weird seeing you with a kid.”

“You don’t think I’ll be a good mom?” Jess glared at him.

Joel snorted and shook his head. “The opposite. I think you’ll be a fantastic mother.”

Jess froze in place for a breath before slumping back in her seat. “Probably never happen though, right? We could all end up…” she stopped, and glanced at the Dawn, who was paying attention to their conversation.

Joel sighed. “I get it,” he nodded.

Jess smiled and looked up as Emily came into the room. “I have him. Someone else can shower.”

“You go,” Joel smiled at Jess. “I forgot to grab a change of clothes, so I’ll have to duck home real quick.”

Jess nodded and said a quiet word of thanks while she went off to shower. Joel finished his meal. A plate of vegetables, and some meat that would go bad if they didn’t eat it sooner rather than later. With the freezers full, it would only take a few days before everything was defrosted, no matter how hard they tried to save it all.

When he scraped his plate clean, Joel delivered it to the kitchen, where Peter was coming back with a fresh bottle. It took a bit of extra time, having to warm it in a pot of water on the stove, rather than giving it a few seconds in the microwave. Joel left the plate, and as the sound of the running shower hit his ears, he bid everyone goodbye and ducked outside once more.

He hurried across the street and into his own home. Where he ducked into his room and found a few changes of clothes. He didn’t have his bag to pack them into, so Joel just cradled the bundle in his arms while he rushed back across. Only, as he stepped onto the street, a feeling of dread overcame him. A crushing feeling, suffocating him. It was like a large hand came down and crushed his lungs. He closed his eyes and desperately tried to figure out what was going on, before the feeling suddenly vanished once more.

Joel staggered for a moment before spotting movement. He whirled around as the man on the bike casually pedaled away. Joel thought about shouting at him, but the man was already at the end of the street. A part of his psyche was warning him about the retreating man. But he was trying to think about this logically… and struggling to quell his instincts. Even if the guy was responsible for whatever his gut was telling him, the man had paid him no notice and it was getting dark. There were preparations to be made. On a practical level, he decided it would be better to speak with Jess, rather than go racing off without telling anyone where or what he was about. That was just asking to be placed in a damn ‘horror scene’ situation and getting taken out.

Hurrying back across the road, Joel cast a glance around the street once more. The aggressive neighbor didn’t have any lights on. Nor were there any others he could see. The town was entirely silent, but then, it had been the whole time. With a shake of his head, Joel opened the door and stepped into the candlelight, where Emily, now dressed, was stroking Dawn’s head.

Peter was curled on the couch with a blanket over his eyes, while the young girl cast a worried glance at Joel.

“Are you gonna sleep soon?” She asked.

Joel’s heart just about broke, and he gave a small nod. “Soon. I just need to speak with Jess first.”

“The shower just turned off,” Emily whispered, while pointing to the two sleeping boys.

Joel nodded and dropped his clothes in a heap before rushing down the hall. He reached the bathroom door and was about to knock when it suddenly opened. Joel, leaning forward, lost his balance and fell forward. His chin caught the towel wrapped around Jess’s chest, and as he fell to his knees, he took the unfortunate covering with him.

Jess froze as Joel’s eyes went wide. He was at crotch level, staring at a slightly fuzz-covered vagina. It was neat, with her inner labia just poking out.

“Towel?” Jess held out a hand.

Joel grimaced and took the fabric before looking up. She was staring down at him from between her breasts. They were large and obscured half her face from this angle. Joel swallowed and stood, handing her the towel.

“Sorry,” he muttered.

“It’s okay,” Jess stepped aside. “You barged in so quickly, though. What’s up?”

“Ahhh…” Joel frowned, before looking back towards the lounge. Then stepped into the bathroom. “I… I don’t know. I went outside, got some of my clothes and came back.”

“You… ripped my towel off because you wanted to get changed?” Jess crossed her arms.

“What?” Joel shook his head. “No, just… Something weird happened. I felt something. It…” He took a deep breath realizing how lame he sounded. “I dunno. I couldn’t breathe, like it was suffocating me.” He groaned internally. Yeah, he sounded lame and stupid.

“This…” Jess frowned and tilted her head. “You’re not just talking about a bad feeling, are you?”

“No,” Joel confirmed. His chest lightened. She wasn’t looking at him like he’d lost his mind. She was taking him very seriously. “This felt like something was literally suffocating me. It crushed me from all sides and when I closed my eyes, it then went away. When I opened them to see what happened, that guy on the bike was leaving.”

Jess frowned. “Shit… He must have a skill.”

That gave Joel pause. He hadn’t considered that the guy was using a skill. He should have considering that he and Jess were given classes. “Whatever it was,” Joel shook his head. “It was bad. I… I don’t know if I could have done something if we were in a fight. That might be enough to kill me or something if he kept it up.”

Jess nodded. “You said you closed your eyes. You weren’t blinded?”

“No,” Joel sighed. “No, I was trying to work out where the feeling was coming from. I didn’t know he was there till it stopped.”

Jess nodded again. “From now on, nobody goes out without a buddy. You and me, okay? We leave this house, we go together. At least until we know we’re safe. Maybe we need to build a wall or something.”

“A wall?” Joel asked.

“Something to think about,” she shrugged. “Peter’s gonna start a farm. We’ve got plenty of empty houses. A wall might be handy. Especially if that guy on the bike is fucking with us.” Joel nodded, and Jess patted his arm. “Right now, take your shower.”

Joel sighed and nodded. “Right…”

Jess smiled and stepped away. Joel wasn’t sure, but it almost seemed like she gave her hips a little wiggle as she left, closing the door behind her. Joel pushed that from his mind before pulling his shirt off. There was a laundry basket, and he dropped it inside before removing the rest of his clothes. A couple of candles illuminated the bathroom, so Joel had no trouble finding the shower taps. He turned on the water, feeling the burst of heat from the leftover water in the pipes. He adjusted the temperature until he was comfortable and stepped under the spray.

He held his face up, letting the water wash over his body, before he heard a small noise. Stepping back out, Joel wiped the water from his eyes and turned to see Jess standing inside the bathroom.

“Oh,” Joel froze.

“You forgot your clothes,” she held up the untidy bundle he’d left in the lounge. “And I needed somewhere to get dressed as well.”

“Oh,” Joel gulped as Jess dropped her towel.

“Besides, after you saw me, it was only fair that I got to see you,” Jess giggled softly.

Joel felt himself blush, but couldn’t help but let his eyes track over her body. Jess didn’t bother with underwear. Instead, she pulled a thin top over her massive breasts, and followed it up with a pair of shorts that barely covered her ass.

“Don’t take too long,” Jess smiled as she smoothed her top down. “Dawn is getting tired, and she wants us all to go to sleep together in case she’s left alone.”

Joel grimaced slightly and nodded. “I’ll be quick.”

“I’ll make your bed,” Jess nodded and stepped out of the room.

Joel shook his head, trying to clear the mental images of Jess’s nude body floating around in his head. He had a rather large problem growing and lacked the time to deal with it.


Chapter Five


It took several moments for reality to set in. Sitting up, he glanced around the room. Dawn was curled on the couch, wrapped in a blanket. She sobbed quietly, trying to muffle herself as best as she could.

“Hey now,” Joel slipped off his makeshift bed as Dawn peeked out.

“You’re here?” she let out a whimper.

“We’re here, baby,” Jess said as she suddenly appeared in her own bed beside Joel’s.

“Shhh,” Joel held a finger to his lips. “Can you hear them?”

Jess paused, and they could hear the sounds of something moving in the front yard. She nodded slowly, before movement caught their eye. Before them, Peter appeared in his bed on the floor. He stretched his arms overhead and let out a loud cough.

Joel reached over and slapped a hand over Peter’s mouth to silence him. To their horror, Peter’s reaction was to slap the hand away and sit up.

“Get your hands off me!” He growled.

“Peter!” Emily hissed as she appeared on the bed beside him.

“Shut it!” Joel snarled.

The room fell silent. Dawn let out a small whimper and hid under the blanket once more. Out the front, the snuffling sounds of the hellhound had transformed into a low growl.

Joel glared down at Peter, who was looking remorseful. Which turned to horror as something crashed into the front door. That was all Joel needed to spin back to his bed. The ax was where he left it. He was also as well dressed as he was when he slept, so that wasn’t a concern. Jess slipped her bow off from her shoulders and readied an arrow before holding up her hand.

“Summon Companion!” She growled. Only for the growls outside to shift into a happy yip. Jess froze before tilting her head. “Buster?”

The thumping on the front door turned into the sound of the massive beast scratching at the wood. Joel let out a relieved sigh as he made his way to the front. Pushing the curtains open, he could see the wagging tail of the horrific looking creature. He looked out over the street and sighed, not seeing any other signs of hellhounds.

“It’s just him,” Joel smiled and reached for the doorhandle.

“WAIT!” Peter leaped to his feet.

It was too late, though. The door burst open as soon as Joel touched the handle, and the exuberant hellhound rushed inside. Jess squealed as the happy demonic creature leaped into her arms, taking her to the ground with a series of joyful barks and frantic face licks.

Peter and Emily stared at the creature as it wagged frantically, while Jess shrieked in delight. Even Dawn broke out from under her protective blanket to watch. Buster the hellhound was just… an overly friendly pet. After sitting up from Jess, who took a wheezing breath of air, the exuberant pup made his way straight to Peter. The man’s eye went wide as the pup licked him from chin to eyebrow, before flopping his head onto the couch before Dawn.

The girl, seeing the vicious creature acting the fool, couldn’t help but let out a small giggle and reach out.

“Dawn!” Peter snapped.

But it was too late. Those tiny delicate fingers rubbed over the top of Buster’s head, sending the hell-pup’s tail into maximum overdrive.

“Buster,” Jess giggled as she got up. “Leave her alone!”

Buster let out a small whine before pulling free of Dawn, who looked like she was about to follow.

“Can you get that thing outside?” Peter huffed as Emily rolled her eyes and stood beside her husband.

“I’m sure it’s fine. He’s that little pup you summoned yesterday, isn’t he?” she asked.

“That’s him!” Jess smiled. “When I got him on the roof, he shrunk and looked like a pup. But I also summoned him in the store and he was full size like this.”

“Morpheus probably recognizes the difference between a casual summoning and a battle then,” Joel pondered aloud. Everyone turned to look at him, and Joel gave a subconscious shrug. “It makes sense. Despite everything, this is kinda game like. And that’s the kind of thing a game would do.” They didn’t need to know that earlier, he too, had forgotten the game-like mechanics. He figured he looked pretty smart right now.

“He’s got a point,” Jess nodded. “I can’t feel any strain on having him here, either.”

“That’s a thing?” Joel asked.

Jess nodded. “In his small, cute form, it wasn’t much. But in the store I could feel a pull on my energy having him there.”

Joel nodded and made a mental note. “Something to keep in mind, then. You don’t have like a mana bar or something, do you?”

“No,” Jess frowned. “Just… like running, you feel tired after a while. It felt like that, just… inside.”

Joel looked back at Buster, who was now sniffing around Jess’s bed. “Alright. Well, now we know we’re not under attack. Let’s check outside.”

“Start with the backyard, please?” Emily suggested.

“That’s an idea,” Joel agreed, before closing the front door.

“If there’s anything out there, Buster can sniff it out,” Jess smiled.

“Just be on the lookout for anything,” Joel told the room. “I’d suggest you three stay home for now, regardless.”

“I’m not letting Dawn go anywhere and Emily isn’t leaving the house,” Peter frowned at him.

Joel rolled his eyes before following Jess to the back door. She opened it and Buster slipped out.

“Whoa,” Jess pointed.

Joel followed the line of her finger and frowned as he saw what she was referring to. Off in the distance, a little further than Flash’n’Save, was a trio of birds. Though… calling them birds was a stretch of the imagination. Even from here, Joel could make out webbed wings. That was likely because the flying creatures had a wingspan that would rival a city bus. Even as he watched, one of them dived out of view. When it came back up, beating its wings, there was a human clutched in its talons.

The two others swarmed over the first, one snagging the person by the leg, while the third tackled the first.

Joel watched in horror as the trio of flying creatures fought over their meal, dropping them in the process.

“That’s awful,” Jess shuddered, before her hand grasped at Joels arm. She turned away and moved closer to him for comfort.

Joel opened his arms and Jess pressed in close, accepting a hug while the flying creatures flew into the distance. A small chuff caught Joel’s attention, and he looked down at Buster, who was sitting politely beside Jess.

“Come on, boy,” Joel pulled Jess indoors.

“What’s wrong?” Peter asked.

Joel glanced back before closing the door. “Don’t go outside,” he stared at Peter. “At least, not yet. And if you do, watch the skies.”

Jess let out a huff and pulled away. She had a strange expression on her face before she hefted her bow once more. “You think I could take one of those down with this?”

“No idea.” Joel gave her a worried smile. “But maybe there’s a skill you can use to help out?”

Jess grit her teeth and seemed to be reading her stats for a moment. Then took a deep breath. “Nothing to solve the problem,” she frowned. “I do have a skill called wounding shot. Morpheus helps guide my shot. It does reduced damage, but comes with an increased chance of causing a status effect.”

“In a game, that kind of skill would be overpowered as fuck,” Joel chuckled.

“Language,” Peter frowned.

“Sorry,” Joel winced, as even Dawn was shooting him daggers with her eyes.

“Still,” Jess pulled the conversation back to her. “It’ll still be good. Just… not as much as I hoped.”

“What skills do you have?” Joel asked. “My class looks like a classic tank build. I’ve got Bolster, Block and Bash. A strength buff, damage nullification and a stun.”

“Nothing outside of yourself?” Jess asked.

Joel shook his head. “No, though… Maybe they can be upgraded later? I’m not sure.”

Jess pursed her lips. “I’ve got three. Summon Companion, Wounding Shot and Identify.”

“That… Actually sounds really useful,” Joel nodded. “Does it say what you can identify?”

“Just says that I can see the basic stats of anything I focus my will on,” Jess shrugged.

“What does it say about my ax?” Joel asked.

Jess looked him in the eye before letting out a sigh. She focused down on his weapon and shook her head. “Just says it’s a common ax for splitting wood.”

“No, no, that’s good,” Joel grinned. “Did it actually use the word, common?”

“Yeah?” Jess frowned.

Joel grinned. “That means there’s likely uncommon as well. Maybe even rare, or legendary?”

“How would they define rare?” Peter asked. “Guns and swords are pretty rare in this country. Would they automatically get classed as rare?”

Joel paused in thought, before turning as Buster growled. Everyone turned towards the front of the house. Joel looked at Jess, then nodded and moved for the front door.

“Jess, get ready to shoot. I’ll stun whatever’s out there,” he whispered.

Jess got into position, but didn’t pull on the arrow yet. Joel opened the door and swung it open. He didn’t see what the problem was at first. There was nothing in the front yard, so Joel stepped out. He glanced into the sky, looking for those flying creatures, but saw nothing at all. Only for a distant growl to reach his ears.

Joel turned to the entrance to the street as a trio of hellhounds slipped in. They spread out, looking to surround him, as an arrow flashed over his shoulder. The hellhound on the right yelped as the arrow slammed into its shoulder. It looked to have missed any of the major organs, but the arrow had firmly wedged in the joint, staggering the creature.

That was all it took for the other two. They launched forward, snarling in fury as Joel readied his ax. Buster slipped past, intercepting the leftmost hellhound. Jess let out a squeak of fright as she found herself torn between helping Joel, or her summon. Joel didn’t hesitate, and decided to activate a skill.

“Bash!”

The hellhound closed in as Joel felt a sudden ping. All at once, he felt a throb of something shoot down into his left arm, before shooting back with a throb of pain. He felt that pain stab into his temples and dropped to his knees as his legs stopped supporting him. The hellhound tackled Joel onto his back, where its teeth came down for Joel’s throat.

He snarled back at the creature, stuffing his forearm between those fearsome teeth. It bit down and Joel let out a yell of pain before driving his fist up into the creature’s ribs. Unlike the man he punched through a door, the hellhound didn’t go flying. It did, however, drop his arm and tumble away as Joel felt a series of sharp snaps as its ribs broke beneath his fist.

Joel rolled to his knees and pushed himself up. He didn’t understand what had happened. The skill had rebounded somehow. That rebound was painful, and now with… Joel looked at his arm. Where he was sure he’d see a horrific gaping wound, it was just a few bleeding puncture marks.

“JOEL!” Jess screamed.

He looked over and saw her backing away from the limping hellhound, while Buster was being distracted from helping by the hellhound it had engaged with. That one had an arrow in its side, but was still very much in the fight.

Joel looked at his own opponent, and then down at his ax. With a grunt, he shoved forward, scooping the weapon off the ground where he’d dropped it. The hellhound lunged to intercept him. Joel was ready for it and hurdled over the injured creature. Jess was on the move too, twisting out of the way, dodging a lunge from her opponent. She drew an arrow as she spun, but not as quickly as Joel could arrive with his ax.

Her movement had turned the hellhound around enough that Joel came from its blind spot. He swung the ax overhead, bringing it down on the back of its head with a solid crunch. The metal split the hellhound’s skull, and it collapsed on the ground. Jess wasn’t idle either. As soon as Joel was clear, she let loose with her arrow. Joel turned to see the hellhound he’d punched jerk. An arrow was deep into it’s chest; it made a strange noise. Like a wet bag deflating as it collapsed on its side. Between the broken ribs, and now what looked like an arrow in the lung, it wasn’t long for this world.

Which left Jess and Joel to turn towards Buster’s opponent. It was larger than Buster, but not by a whole lot. The smaller hellhound was far more nimble. In a one-on-one fight, Buster was winning. His opponent was a collection of bites and scratches. Buster had a few as well, but he’d shaken them off quickly. The two circled, growling as Joel approached with his ax. Jess was faster, sending another arrow into its uninjured side. It yelped as the shaft sank into its body, before Buster lunged. He got his teeth around his larger opponent’s neck and took it to the ground. Buster snarled angrily as he shook the larger opponent like a rag doll. It wasn’t enough to break its neck, but the mad kicking and thrashing turned slowly to twitching and the occasional kick.

“That’s a good boy,” Jess said as she came over to check them both.

Joel glanced around, checking the sky once more, before looking at his arm. The wound wasn’t bleeding anymore. He just didn’t know if it needed to be cleaned or not. From what he could tell, things carried over from this world to the next. Their bodily injuries, however, he wasn’t sure. The bodies of the dead vanished, as did the fire someone set. It made Joel question if he would still have this injury to his arm when he awoke.

“Oh shit,” Jess said, catching his attention.

There was another trio of hellhounds coming into the street. Joel frowned. The fight must have made enough noise to attract more. Buster was back to growling, and Joel hefted his weapon. While the bite hurt, it hadn’t done all that much damage. That was both confusing, and an enormous relief.

“You stay back.” Joel moved in front of Jess as the hellhounds approached. “You wound one, then help Buster take a second. I’ll handle the third.”

“Right.” Jess turned and spotted his arm. “What–”

“No time,” Joel pressed on, with Buster at his side.

Jess made an indignant sound as the trio began to pick up speed. She was fast, though, and one hellhound took an arrow to the shoulder once more. Unlike the first fight, Joel didn’t try to use his bash skill, instead, he tried something else.

“Bolster!”

This time, rather than the throb running into his arm, it came as a pulse that shot through his body. From his core, down his arms and legs and into his fingers and toes. He suddenly found himself feeling slightly more capable. The ax felt like it weighed less, and he felt more sure on his feet. Lighter even. With a laugh, Joel rushed in, swinging his ax overhead.

The hellhound dodged the blow before coming in low for Joel’s ankle. Buster was already moving to engage the other uninjured Hellhound, while the wounded one limped along, salivating at the trio of defenders. Still, as Joel’s opponent snapped its jaws, Joel kicked out, driving his foot into the creature’s jaw. It yelped as he drove its head into the ground, where he tried again with the axe. This time, he was successful, and the weapon sank deeply into the hellhound’s shoulder.

It made a horrible, pained yelp as it pulled back, taking Joel’s weapon with it. He lost his grip as it turned, only to catch an arrow in the throat as Jess began to flank. The first injured hellhound closed in, and Joel turned to it. The creature shrank back slightly, only to use its rear legs to leap at Joel. He was surprised by the strategy, and floundered for a moment as the creature sailed through the air. A thought flashed through his mind that a sword would be a much better option.

Devoid of that, and his ax, Joel did the next best thing, and caught the creature around the shoulders. Its jaws snapped a hair’s breadth in front of Joel’s nose. He was as surprised as the beast was that he’d caught it. Only to drop the creature and kick it like a football. This time, it was like the man in the store, and with a solid, bone-snapping crunch, the hellhound tumbled to the ground in a heap.

The hellhound with Joel’s ax was trying to reach around to bite at the wooden handle. Every movement it made caused the arrow in its neck to wiggle. It bled from the wound, and Joel figured it was dying. He stepped up, raising his foot, before kicking it in the side of the head. The blow knocked the creature to the ground, where it lay, unmoving. He waited for a breath as he checked Buster and Jess. She was putting down Buster’s opponent with a third arrow, while the hellhound that Joel had drop-kicked was still laying in a twisted heap.

With a grunt, he bent over his first opponent and gripped its front paw. He tried to turn it over to get his ax, only for it to lunge up at him. Joel pulled back, before snapping his fist down into its face. The blow knocked several teeth free, and Joel felt the sharp stab of bone piercing his flesh. He didn’t stop, though. Striking it once again, he felt something else break, and on the third punch, the hellhound’s lower jaw snapped clean in two.

With a snarl, Joel wrapped his hands around the top of its muzzle. Ignoring the pain as its upper teeth dug into his fingers, he spun and heaved at the same time. The hellhound whined in pain as he threw it over his shoulder, hurling it back down the road it originally approached from. It sailed far further than Joel could have managed before Morpheus, and the hellhound crashed into the road where good old-fashioned gravity finished the disfigured monster.

He heaved for air, and his shoulders shook. When he felt a warm hand touch his shoulder. Joel’s head snapped around, seeing Jess standing beside him.

“Hey,” she gave his shoulder a squeeze. “You okay?”

Joel took a deep breath and let out a long sigh. “Yeah… I’m okay.”

“You were a little scary there.” Jess let him go.

“Sorry,” Joel grunted and shook his head.

“Sometimes scary can be a good thing,” she smiled, trying to lighten the mood.

Joel nodded, feeling unconvinced. At least, until Jess touched him again. “You should get this cleaned up.”

“You don’t think it’ll go away when we wake up?” Joel asked.

Jess chewed on the question and sighed. “I’m not sure. My concern is it might. But if you get an infection or something, it might carry over. Maybe into the real world as well.”

Joel frowned, then nodded. “Right, that… Morpheus—any input?”

Morpheus is unable to comment on the possibility of game mechanics until they have been discovered.

Joel read those words before looking at Jess, who was staring at him with a worried expression. “You okay? You just zoned out for a moment.”

“Yeah,” Joel repeated as he swiped away the notification. “Just… Morpheus seems to listen in sometimes.”

“I don’t know if that’s a good thing.” Jess frowned slightly.

Joel shrugged and turned back to the house. “It’s not like I can change it.”

“Wait!” Jess rushed off.

Joel frowned and turned to watch as she made it to one of the corpses. She kicked it over, exposing Joel’s ax. She took the handle and gave it a pull. Joel smirked as she pulled again, before setting her foot on its shoulder. This time, she pulled before slipping and falling over.

“What the fuck?” she snapped.

“I have it,” Joel stepped over.

He took the handle, put his foot on the dead hellhound’s shoulder and grunted as he pulled it free.

“Just how strong are you?” Jess asked.

Joel shrugged. “No idea. It is my main stat, though.”

“Right,” she frowned. “How high exactly?”

“Twenty three,” Joel told her.

“Twenty three?” Jess gaped. “Mine’s eight!”

“Huh…” Joel frowned. “What about your endurance?”

“Six,” she frowned. “My stamina is twelve, intelligence is seventeen, and my faith is only ten.”

“Almost sounds like your class is more evenly balanced,” Joel thought aloud. “Mines more min-maxing. My strength is twenty-three, my stamina is five and my endurance is sixteen.”

“Shit,” Jess frowned. “I don’t feel much stronger than I remember. I’d probably have to lift some weights to figure it out. But you…” she looked him up and down. “You could probably put me over your shoulder like some barbarian and carry me back to your man cave.”

Joel winced and shook his head. “No. I wouldn’t.”

Jess rolled her eyes. “I’m not saying you would. I’m saying you could.”

Whatever Joel was about to counter with, he was cut short by a low growl. When he turned, there was a pair of hellhounds entering the street. Jess raised her bow and took the first shot. This time, she got lucky, and the hellhound went down with a mortal wound, while the second rushed towards them. Buster let out a horrible bark and intercepted, while Joel snatched his ax from Jess’s hand and closed the gap to finish the fight.

The rest of the night went much as the first did. Hellhounds came at regular intervals. Sometimes in small groups, some in larger groups. At some point, Emily snuck out with some food and water for them both. She took a look at Joel’s arm and came back with some antiseptic wipes and a bandage. It stung as she cleaned the wounds, and Peter glared at them from inside the house while she worked.

The trio fought well. Building a rhythm. Joel and Buster would wait in the middle of the street where they could easily be seen. Jess would hang back off to one side. She would use her wounding shot to injure a few of them and slow down the advance of the pack. That was the only way they managed to survive a few of the larger groups that came in. Her stamina and endurance made her hard to catch, even when Joel and Buster were too busy to defend her directly. She just kited the injured hellhounds, keeping them occupied until Joel and Buster cleared the rest.

It was long, exhausting and mentally draining work. The whole night, the moon crossed the sky in a slow arc. Joel was glad it was full. Knowing it would be difficult to continue fighting through the night on a new moon. They’d need to get something sorted for that. Lights, at the very least.

One thing Joel noticed, though. No matter what, the hellhounds always came from the street entrance. They never came from the backyards. They never jumped or climbed. It was like they patrolled the roads and moved on a set path. Joel wondered about how easy it would be to circumnavigate that issue. It was as he brained the last of a small pack of four that he finally turned to Jess with his observations.

“How many do you think are out there?” Jess asked.

Joel looked at the dozens of corpses and shrugged. “Not sure. If these are mutated pet dogs, there’s probably a couple thousand in this town alone.”

“Oh shit,” Jess frowned. “You don’t think…”

“Not really,” Joel shook his head. “I think they’re regular spawns from whatever Morpheus is. Whether they have a number, I don’t know. But I’d bet we’ll start seeing new things as time goes on.”

“That’s not good, Joel,” Jess frowned. “Also, that you thought of this is proof that our stats are just stats. They mean little, in a real sense.”

Joel smirked and gave a small nod. “Right. Well, what I’m saying. Is I think we need to spend tomorrow pulling some fences down. If we can block the end of the street, these hellhounds don’t seem to climb or jump fences.”

“They could though.” Jess frowned.

“Yes,” Joel grinned. “They could. Which is why I think they won’t. These are likely the ones from around us. They’re coming in waves since they have to walk all the way around and follow the roads. If they were going to jump the fence, they’d just do that.”

“Won’t stop them from breaking the fence though, will it?” Jess pointed out.

“Probably not,” Joel admitted. “But it’ll still slow them down and make it harder for them to get to us. Even as a temporary measure. We put up the fence. That’ll give us a few quiet evenings to explore, or get Peter set up with growing some food.”

Jess nodded, before Buster growled and alerted them to the next wave of hellhounds.

“I hope this gets quiet soon, I’m getting tired,” she complained as she pulled back her bow, and sent her arrow into the lung of the first hellhound to appear around the end of the street.


Chapter Six


Joel blinked and stretched his arms overhead. He rolled, feeling the tense muscles of his back shifting under the delicious strain. At least until he bumped into something. Looking down from the ceiling, Joel found himself nose to nose with Jess. She blinked slowly at him before smiling gently.

“Not trying to cop a feel, are you, big guy?” she mumbled softly.

“No,” Joel replied quickly.

“Shame,” Jess snickered, as she did a stretch of her own.

Joel couldn’t help but let his eyes roam over her body. The curve of her breasts was obvious as she thrust them forward in her stretch.

“Morning, you two,” Emily mumbled from behind them.

Joel rolled away from Jess to see the family coming awake. Dawn was moving on the couch before sitting up to rub her eyes. Jason and Matthew were nowhere to be seen, and neither was Peter. Though Joel realized a moment later, he could hear all three of them further back in the house.

“You’ll have to forgive my husband,” Emily sighed. “He means well, but he was never the sort of man to accept a situation and move on. He always liked to prod at it until he understood it.”

“I get it,” Joel nodded.

“We’re all stressed,” Jess agreed.

Joel nodded and remembered the events from the evening before. Plenty of hellhounds came through. He tested his bash ability once more, getting the same painful response. It made him wonder if he was supposed to have some kind of secondary weapon, or more likely a shield. It made sense, but he had no way of testing it unless he found something suitable.

“About what we discussed last night?” Joel turned back to Jess.

“About the wall?” She asked.

Joel grinned. “You still think it’s a good idea?”

“Wall?” Emily asked.

“To keep the monsters out?” Dawn asked.

“That’s right,” Jess smiled at the girl. “Joel and I were discussing how the hellhounds don’t seem to jump fences. So we might be able to pull a few down and use them to close off the end of the street.”

Emily smiled and gave a nod. “That sounds like a wonderful idea. If that works and we could make this place safe, it will make me feel better about Dawn.”

“What’s wrong with Dawn?” Peter asked as he stumbled into the room with the two boys.

“Nothing dear,” Emily smiled and got out of bed to kiss him.

“We were just discussing taking some of the internal fences and using them to wall up the front of the street,” Joel grunted as he got up.

“Won’t that make us a target?” Peter frowned.

“Target?” Emily paused.

Joel glanced at Jess and saw the look in her eye. “It might,” Joel conceded. “If there're others out there who think we’re hiding something, they might take offense.”

“Then why not just put a fence around our house then?” Peter asked.

“They’d still be close,” Jess offered. “They’re not deaf. If we put a fence around the house, that might work. But it’ll also mean having us all live here together. Which is fine for now, but you’re not going to want us all under your roof all the time.”

Peter frowned. “What about the neighbors, then?”

“Then you’re just looking at logistics.” Joel shook his head. “The distance across the street isn’t that much more than the distance to cover three front yards. But if we close the street… that gives us options.”

“Like some weird shanty town on the frontier?” Peter scoffed before looking around. “You can’t be serious.”

“Maybe not straight away.” Jess shook her head. “But if we take down a few fences, get you farming and make this place comfortable. You’re right, some people might take offense. Others might just want somewhere to bring their kids to be safe.”

Peter heard that word and flinched. He didn’t look happy about it, but Emily came to his side and pulled him close.

“It would be nice for the kids to have some friends,” she said.

“More people will also make it easier to keep everything safe. More eyes out looking for danger, more hands if we get into a fight,” Joel continued. “Not to mention there’s probably more help out there. Maybe another farmer, or someone who can do something about livestock, construction, or anything else.”

“Who knows, maybe someone can work out how to get solar working again and give us some lights,” Jess smiled.

Peter slumped. “It looks like I’m outvoted.”

“It’s not a vote,” Emily prodded him. “You’re just looking at this differently than the rest of us. You’re right. If our home was a good place to secure and hide, then your idea would be perfectly reasonable. But they,” she gestured to Joel and Jess, ”are also right.”

Peter frowned before turning to Joel and Jess. “Promise me. If you do this. You will take responsibility for whatever happens next.”

“We promise,” Jess nodded immediately.

“Cross my heart,” Joel made the gesture. “Besides, do you really want to live here for the rest of your life, trapped in one house? You’ll need to get out sooner or later. Having a bit of space to stretch your legs will do everyone some good.”

Peter sighed and shook his head. “Ignoring that. Where are we going to start?”

Jess and Joel glanced at one another and nodded. After checking the incursion chance for the day, Emily agreed to take the boys outside for a while. Dawn was the perfect big sister, playing and helping to keep an eye on them, while Emily and Peter got things ready. Peter wasn’t a fan of the idea at first, but with the plan in motion, he didn’t have any rational complaints. The decision was made to start by removing the internal fences between the homes.

While they did that, Joel, with Jess’s help, went back to the houses once more. With the exception of the strange shut-in neighbor, they broke into the backyards and started checking the sheds. Before long, they had a collection of useful hand tools. Sledge hammers, picks, mattocks, saws and just about everything else they’d need, including an old hand mower.

With Emily and Peter carefully dismantling the fence, Joel and Emily moved onto the next job. The advantage of suburbia was that everything was built to spec. All the fence posts were the same dimensions, and the same distance apart. The two of them picked up a section of fence and carried it over to the street entrance. The first fence was one of those metal ones, but it only wrapped around the very front of the home facing the main road. So they used it as the first stop and marked the ground with a few hits of the mattock. From there, it only got more difficult.

Joel was surprised, at least, that it wasn’t just about impossible. With his enhanced strength, and the sledgehammer, he was able to hammer a chunk of concrete from the footpath where the other end of the fence post would need to be set. Strike after strike, Joel watched the footpath crumble before Jess came over with the mattock and cleared the hole. Then, by setting the fence post into that hole, all they needed to do was rotate the section of fence further across the road to find where they needed to make the next hole.

Bitumen made the task more difficult. The material wasn’t quite solid. That caused it to absorb the impact of the sledgehammer. It didn’t stop Joel, though. Again and again he struck the ground, chipping and cracking the road, before Jess joined him with the mattock to clear the hole. Back and forth they went. Joel hammering and shattering the sections of road, before Jess cleared it, until the hole was deep enough and wide enough to set the section of fence they were using as a guide.

As Joel reached the halfway point across the road, Emily and Peter arrived with the first section of new fencing. They had the faster of the two original jobs. Just six lengths of fence was all they needed, with some off-cuts and bracing to make up any gaps. Dawn and her brothers had moved down to watch as their parents set the fence into the pre-dug holes. For now, all they could do was fill the holes in with earth. Nobody had come across any cement mix, so this would do for now. Perhaps some bracing would be a good addition later.

Still, that was a later problem. For now, Joel looked up and smiled at a familiar face coming towards them. She hobbled along with a small hand trolley behind her. She smiled kindly, and Joel straightened as she approached.

“It’s good to see you again,” Jess smiled.

“And you as well,” the old woman smiled. “I’ve got something for you both as well.”

The hand trolley she was using was a newer one. Designed to roll easily, but was essentially an upright duffel bag on wheels. She opened the top and reached in before plucking out several boxes.

“Some painkillers, antibiotics and a medical kit with some bandages,” she held them out.

Joel looked at them, then the smiling old woman, and gave her a grin. “You got them, just for us?”

“I wasn’t all that much slower than you when you left,” she smiled. “I live up the hill a ways and knew I’d be coming past. And I’ve been staying at a friend’s since it was closer to the store. It was luck to see you both outside, though.”

Joel grinned and took the offered packages. “Well, thank you. You saved us a trip.”

“Oh, I forgot something,” she went back into the back, before pulling out another handful of boxes. These she held out to Jess. “Just in case.”

Joel spotted them as Jess blushed slightly. She took them eagerly and smiled. “Thank you. I’m Jess, by the way.”

“Joel,” he offered his name, before looking back to the couple who were finishing up with the section of fence. “That’s Emily and Peter. They’ve three kids, Dawn, Matthew and Jason.”

“I’ve seen them around,” the old woman smiled. “I’m Helen, and I find myself in a bit of a bind.”

Joel glanced at Jess, who gave him a small nod. “Whatever it is, we’ll do what we can.”

“Well,” Helen smiled. “My… my friend didn’t make it through that first night, and my home is behind a great big gate. I would be grateful if you had a space for me to spend the night and see about getting me home later in the week?”

“We can do that,” Jess smiled.

Joel nodded in agreement. The town, for whatever reason, was rife with retirement villages. Even the housing complexes that weren’t for the over fifties were gated. If they were electric, it was likely that anyone who’d made it through that first night was likely stuck inside. Which made Joel wonder about who else might be trapped. It might be worth investigating just to be sure.

“Helen?” Emily called.

Helen smiled. “I wasn’t sure you’d remember me.”

Emily came over and hugged the older woman. “How could I forget?”

Joel gave them a smile before Helen pried herself free of the younger woman’s clutches. “I may have seen them around more than once,” the old woman admitted.

“Seen us around?” Emily sighed. “We were neighbors when Dawn was born. She watched her once or twice a week while I went to work.”

“Well, she’s asked for a place to stay for the night,” Jess added in. “We’ll go check out her home tomorrow.”

“Can’t take her now?” Peter asked.

Joel rolled his eyes. “Fence first,” he shook his head. “Then it’s probably best if Jess and I run out and check things before taking her.”

Peter sighed before nodding. “Fine. Hello Helen, how are you?”

“I’d be better without your sour attitude,” the woman huffed. “I’d hoped with three kids you’d have mellowed out a tad.”

Peter sighed before looking at his wife. “Can we get back to work? The sooner we get this done…”

“Right,” Emily sighed. “Dawn, can you take Mrs Wilson home? She’ll be staying the night.”

“Okay mommy,” Dawn smiled as she hurried over, before pausing. “You look familiar.”

“I’d hope so,” Helen smiled. “Last time I saw you, I could hold you in my arms. You’re much too big.”

Dawn giggled and hopped closer. “You can still hug me if you want!”

Helen laughed and hugged the girl before Dawn led the way home. Emily checked the boys, while Peter went off to start on the next section of fence. That left Joel and Jess to continue digging the post holes. It was hard work, but not back breaking. The main worry was other people. The sound of their work had caught the attention of some others. A face or two appearing over a fence. A handful of passersby. Most chose to cross the street, despite Jess’s polite smiles.

Still, Joel’s strength buff paid off, and by early noon, Jess was clearing out the last of the holes, while Joel sat back with a bottle of water.

“Almost done,” she grinned as she stood up. “I never really thought about how hard the road would be.”

“Neither did I,” Joel grinned. “Glad it’s over, though. I could do with a rest.”

“And a shower,” Jess grinned.

“Finish the fence first,” Joel disagreed. “Once it’s up, then I’ll worry about that.”

Jess nodded quickly before looking back to where Emily and Peter were working together. They had reached the halfway point. The two of them would drag the section of fence into place before placing the fence posts at the holes. Then, by picking up the fence from the far end, the posts slipped into place. All Emily had to do was hold it upright while Peter filled in the hole. Then the two of them went back to a pile of scrap timber and with some nails Joel had found earlier in one of the sheds, they made quick work of solidifying the whole thing.

“Should we think about a gate?” Jess asked as she came over to stand by Joel.

He handed her the water bottle, which she took with a smile. Joel watched as she tipped it up before answering. “No. Right now, just the defense is enough. A couple of ladders would be a help later on, but for now we shouldn’t worry about it.”

“You gonna just chuck Helen over when we take her home?” Jess asked.

Joel chuckled and shook his head. “We’ll figure something out. I don’t like the idea of her going anywhere alone. If it’s not safe…”

“Can’t just kidnap her,” Jess shook her head. “But I get what you mean.”

“Maybe a gated community would be a safe place to set up?” Joel offered.

Jess shook her head. “Nope. All that concrete. Farming would be a pain, then there’s who knows how many old fuddy-duddies in there who would bitch and moan about knocking fences down.”

“True,” Joel nodded. “Well, we’ll check it out tomorrow, then. Right now, we should help with the fence.”

“Let’s do it,” Jess nodded, before tossing the bottle down onto the grass.

After watching Peter and Emily, Joel and Jess got to work. Joel made things a little easier, being able to prop up the fence on his own, before making even quicker work of nailing in the extra panels for support. As they put up the fourth section of fence, Emily and Peter broke off. There were two small gaps at each side of the road where the gutters were. They weren’t large, but even Buster’s full sized form would be able to squeeze under it without a problem.

Hopefully, with the hellhounds unwilling to climb or dig, it would be as simple as filling a bit of dirt around the gaps. Which until they had access to concrete, was just about all they could do for now. While Emily and Peter took care of that, Joel and Jess made quick work of the rest of the fence. When it was finally up, the wood swayed slightly under the gentle breeze, which had Joel questioning things. At least, until he looked at the first house on the right. Parked in the drive was a pair of trucks.

“Hey Jess, you think we could push them out onto the road? Use them to prop up the fence a little more?” he asked.

Jess looked at the vehicles and grinned. “Ever busted a window?”

Joel shook his head before looking back at Peter and Emily. The parents were carrying off the tools they had been using. Joel watched them go, knowing Peter would probably complain about defacing the vehicles. Joel didn’t care for that. Honestly, the guy was a pain, but he was just trying to look after his family. With them gone, Joel grinned at Jess and hurried over to the first car.

“Think we should try a key?” He asked.

Jess thought about it before looking at the house. “You’re sure nobody’s home?”

“I’d doubt we’d have gone to this much trouble without someone coming out to say hi,” Joel shrugged.

Jess nodded before turning around. Joel watched as she picked up a piece of hardened bitumen from the road. Before his eyes, she wound back and hurled it through the front window. The glass shattered and Joel chuckled as Jess went over to see the damage.

“Hello?!” she called and waited a moment.

“Nothing,” Joel grinned.

“Nothing,” Jess agreed.

She kicked the pieces of broken glass out of the way before stepping through. Joel followed after. It was a little uncomfortable stepping into someone’s home. There were still things lying about. Food on the table, now going moldy. A few toys about, told them both, there were kids here before Morpheus started that first night. It made Joel pause as he thought about the kids that might be locked up somewhere. Only to dismiss the idea. Kids had been included that first night. It was only now that newborns were immune.

It was awful to think about, but the chance a baby had made it through the night unharmed and unfound was almost zero. Jess and Joel moved into the house. The kitchen was well stocked with plenty of canned food. The people who lived here weren’t the tidiest, but it was home to someone.

“Keys,” Jess pointed.

Joel glanced up and saw a row of hooks. Sure enough, there were a bunch of keys hanging and she plucked the ones down that were for the cars in the driveway. Without another word, the two of them stepped out once more and returned to the vehicles. They worked out which of the cars had which key, and after putting them in neutral and disabling the steering lock, it was simple. Jess sat in the driver’s seat while Joel pushed. It only took a few minutes, and they had the cars rolled out onto the street.

Jess steered them into position, placing the passenger side against the wall as best as she could. Anything trying to knock over the wall would either have to break it or push the cars out of the way. Something that wouldn’t happen once Jess set the parking brake and put the vehicles in gear once more. After stuffing the keys into the glove box, she hopped out and gave her arms a small stretch, catching Joel’s eye as he watched her.

“You ever use the pool of yours?” Jess asked.

Joel shook his head. “Not really.”

“Shame,” Jess smiled. “A swim would be really nice right now.”

Joel shrugged, “I mean. There’s no reason not to.”

Jess smirked. “Come on, then.”

Joel shrugged and led the way back home. The gate was still open, and he checked the yard before Jess stepped in, closing the gate behind her. The pool was still blue, though the pump hadn’t run in a couple days. It wouldn’t stay that way. Joel thought about it, and realized their best bet was likely to empty it, cover it, and use it for drinking water. For now, though, it was still safe to swim in. At least, until something soft hit him in the back of the head.

Joel reached up, feeling the fabric. He pulled it around and froze at the sight of a pink bra. He stared at it for a moment before turning. Freezing in place as Jess slipped her pants down her shapely thighs. When she stood, it was with a small blush, but she held herself in a small pose, as if waiting for Joel’s response.

“Well?” she asked softly.

“Well?” Joel grunted awkwardly.

Jess shook her head. “Please don’t tell me I’ve been reading your signals wrong all this time.”

“Ahh…” Joel let his eyes quickly scan down her body. “Well…”

Jess smirked. “Either I’m way out of touch here, or I’m betting you’re not used to ladies hitting on you. So I’ll make this easy. I’m a woman, you’re a man. I’ve been under a lot of stress right now, and my usual form of release takes batteries. If you’d like to audition for my new form of stress relief, you’re welcome to join me in the pool.”

With those words, Jess stepped past and opened the pool gate before striding over to the steps. Joel watched as she lowered herself into the water with a sexy little sigh before her words sank in. She ducked her head under the water as Joel ripped his shirt off. He stumbled, getting his pants off and as the blonde bombshell resurfaced, Joel was enthusiastically coming down the steps behind her.

She turned and gasped as Joel pulled her into his arms. Her legs came up, and Joel caught her under the thighs, holding her in place. The look on her face made him pause, and Joel came to a stop, standing in waist deep water.

“Too much?” He asked.

Jess smirked and gave a small giggle. “I’ve never been picked up before. I’ve never been with a guy who was bigger than me. It just… wasn’t a thing.”

“Oh,” Joel nodded. “Then…”

“I’ve been with a guy before,” she nodded. “I’m not made of glass unless… Have…. have you ever?”

“Ah,” Joel frowned. “Yeah, but… not in a while.”

Jess smirked, then glanced down. “Well, in that case, how about you get this first one out of the way? That way we can do it properly later on?”

Joel swallowed before nodding. “Just… just like…”

“Put me on the edge,” she whispered, before leaning close. “I’m already wet, and I’m on birth control. Just know that I’m going to keep track of the score, and you’re going to owe me one.”

Joel smirked and gave a small nod before carrying Jess to the edge. She was right, and he set her down. Her legs opened, and she shuffled her hips forward slightly as she pulled Joel close. Their lips met, and she moaned softly into his mouth. He loved the way she felt against him. Her body was firm and soft in all the ways that mattered. She rolled her torso, and he moved back. It was her hands that found his cock, and Joel gasped as she stroked him.

“This is going to be real fun to ride later,” Jess whispered. “Right now, though, I’ll take it any way I can get it.”

Joel hissed as he felt the molten heat of her pussy. She steered him into position before holding him steady at her entrance. Joel took a breath and stepped closer, pushing himself inside her. Jess made a noise, and when Joel paused, she shot him a smile.

“You’re a little bigger than my toy,” she admitted.

“Should I take it easy?” Joel asked.

Jess shook her head. “I’ll be fine, as long as you’re not trying to break me.”

Joel shook his head and pressed his lips into hers as he slid his cock deeper. Jess moaned softly as Joel fucked her on the side of the pool. Her pussy throbbed and clenched with pleasure as Joel drove himself between her legs. He remembered something an old girlfriend of his had said, and slipped his hand between them. Jess gasped as his thumb ran around the nub of her clit. Her eyes went wide, and she rocked her head back with a happy gasp.

“Yes!”

She leaned back slightly, opening her legs to give him better access. She propped herself up on one hand, keeping the other on Joel’s shoulder. He drove himself into her, as she raised one of her feet to prop herself up on the edge of the pool.

“Joel!” Jess hissed.

“Jess,” Joel grinned. As fantastic as he felt, it was all the better seeing the obvious pleasure etched on her features.

“Don’t stop!” She squealed.

Those words were both the best and worst thing a man had ever heard. On one side, it was the ultimate sense of satisfaction, knowing how close she was. On the other, that same sense of satisfaction brought him ever closer to his own end. With a clench of his jaw, Joel took Jess by her raised hip and continued driving his length into her. Jess flopped back onto the concrete and roughly grabbed her breasts. She moaned loudly while mauling herself.

“Fuck! Joel, I’m cumming!” she squealed.

Joel managed three more thrusts, driving his cock into her. Jess’s pussy throbbed and squeezed, before suddenly tightening like a fist. He drove himself deep and erupted inside her. Jess whimpered and moaned, rocking her hips and undulating her body as she came around him. Joel growled; the sound primal and guttural. He clutched her ass and held down her pelvis as he pumped his seed into her. Spurt after spurt, until finally, he noticed Jess starting to push herself upright again.

“You okay, big guy?” she asked.

Joel smirked and removed his hand from her pelvis in order to take her shoulder and pull her into a firm kiss. Something she accepted quickly and quite happily.


Chapter Seven


Skin on skin. A warm embrace. The cool glide as something cold pushes down through your clothing. Joel frowned as the pressure began to increase. At first, it was kind of comforting to be held, but this was more like he was being crushed. He grunted, and tried to speak, only for something slippery, but dry, to press down on his lips and nose.

He jerked awake then. His eyes bulged as the dark mass on his chest stared back at him. A formless blob, dark as the void. It sat atop the sleeping bag he occupied beside Jess. It was unoccupied for the moment, telling him that she hadn’t quite fallen asleep yet. Neither had the others. He was alone. The blob reared up and slammed against his face and spread down his neck and over his chest. He felt crushed and suffocated under this form. Despite the physical presence of this… creature, it looked ephemeral but there was weight to its eyes. Something that pressed on Joel’s soul in a way he couldn’t describe except in nightmares. That terror, that feeling of not being able to move knowing that your life was in peril and there was nothing you could do. Those eyes… Bloodshot, crazed and staring. They were constantly in flux, sometimes as small as a fly on the wall, or as large as dinner plates as the mass shifted and swirled. Yet, they held Joel in thrall.

He struggled against it as his lungs began to ache. The desperate need to breathe came to mind. He wasn’t going to last long without air and his terror was beginning to rise. Not only would he die, but so would everyone else. Jess would appear in moments and she too would fall victim. Then poor Dawn, her mother and even her jackass of a father. The young family didn’t deserve any of this.

“Just let it go,” a soft voice hissed in his ear. It was insidious; it echoed inside his head, pushed and probed at parts of his psyche that had been holding back the terror and uncertainty since everything started. Like a dam about to break, cracks zigzagged against the mental wall he’d placed over the fear that he’d been holding back.

… no…

The voice wasn’t loud. Yet, that one simple world echoed through his mind like the ripples across a still pond. There was a certainty in its tone that resonated with Joel. With a snarl, Joel jerked his head back, breaking contact with the mass for a single moment. Just long enough to scream a single word. “BOLSTER!”

He felt the surge run through his limbs and jerked forward. The mass resisted as he pushed up into it. The mouthful of air he’d inhaled wasn’t enough to keep him going. But all he needed was to fight just that little bit harder. In sheer desperation, he bit down on the mass, feeling it flinch and pull away.

He could hurt it…

Joel bit harder. He snarled, clamping his jaw down with all his strength. His teeth ached, but the mass above him trembled and pulled away as it screeched a sound somewhere above human hearing. Joel pulled his head back, gasping for air, as a familiar figure appeared on the next bedroll.

“ATTACK!” Joel roared as the mass pressed down once more.

Jess, hearing his yell, rolled to her feet with a look of bleary confusion plastered across her face. That look didn’t last long as she spotted the problem. Joel was fighting once more. The mass was trying to force itself into his nostrils, his eyes and once again trying to keep his mouth closed. The pressure was intense, and he felt the need to sneeze. It would be the last thing he would do. He knew that without knowing how he knew it. Emptying his lungs would end this in mere moments.

“SUMMON COMPANION!” Jess screamed.

The mass trembled and pulled away, giving Joel the chance to breathe. Buster, the hellhound, was atop the mass, snarling as it bit and clawed at it. Several eyes had been gouged, and the blood seeping from the wounds began to leak over him.

“JOEL!” Jess grabbed his arm and pulled it free.

Joel gripped her back as she tried to drag him away. She wasn’t strong enough to overcome the mass or whatever strange hold it held over him. Gravity perhaps? Joel threw out a punch, striking the mass. It rippled and pulsed before sinking back down, angrily holding him in place.

“PRECISION!” Peter’s voice snarled.

The mass jerked and exploded outward, coating the walls and ceiling. Joel sat up, gasping and spluttering, before an enraged scream came from every direction at once.

“BASTARD!”

The black mass shot into a single whole in the center of the room. Joel scrambled to his feet as Jess shifted in beside him. She handed him the ax he’d adopted as his weapon, while Peter scrambled to their side. Between them and the mass stood Buster, snarling in righteous anger at the form emerging in their midst.

She was tall, though not as tall as Jess. Purple skin, with white hair, in stark contrast to her black armor. It was twisted, jagged and flowed down her body like fabric. When it reached her hips, it turned into long strips dangling to her ankles. Those strips blinked at them, with those same terrible eyes Joel remembered. She had a snarl on her face as she palmed a large gash across her chest where her heart would be. She looked like some kind of dark elf, only with the ability to manifest as that strange blob.

At least… if she were human, that’s where Joel would have assumed her heart to be.

“Daddy?” Dawn gasped.

All eyes turned towards the child. Joel was the first to react, while Jess was the first to strike.

“Wounding Shot!” Jess fired her bow.

The demonic looking woman before them screamed as the arrow caught her in the shoulder. Joel winced, knowing that was both good and bad. The shot was a hit, and it had disabled her arm. But a killing shot might have been better. The woman stumbled as Joel charged in. She turned to face him, raising an arm to ward off Joel’s attack. Only, instead of the ax head hacking into her body, her arm stretched before her, catching the ax by the handle, bringing it to an immediate stop.

“Fools,” she hissed.

Joel tried to pull away, but her form rushed down the wooden handle to catch his hands. Joel realized too late the situation he was in before gravity tumbled around him. He felt something solid break under him as he flew through the air. The object shattered, and Joel tumbled across the front yard. He slid to a halt before letting out a low groan of pain.

“Fuck,” Joel winced as he felt around his hip.

A piece of wood, specifically door wood, had pierced his side at his hip. Joel was injured, and it ached as he moved. There was snarling and screaming coming from inside. There was no choice. Joel had to get up. He rolled onto his stomach, before spotting his ax laying just out of arm’s reach. With a snarl, Joel pushed himself to his knees and crawled forward to collect it. His injury fought against his every movement, but he pushed on. Hauling himself to his feet, Joel spotted Peter, Dawn and now Emily were coming around the back of the house looking for an escape.

A hellish yip came from inside, and Jess screamed, as if being stabbed. Joel grit his teeth and took a deep breath before charging back into the house. Jess was pinned to the wall by a long mass extending from the uninjured shoulder of the intruder. Laying at her feet was Buster, torn in half and laying still in death.

Joel howled in anger as he raised his ax in preparation. The dark elf glanced back, seeing him coming. She waved her injured arm, and a mass of black shot towards him. It lacked the same speed and strength as her original attack. Joel didn’t have time to react, and did the only thing that came to mind.

“BLOCK!”

The black mass crashed into his shoulder and snapped to one side as if he had deflected it. The dark elf’s eyes went wide in shock as Joel swung the ax overhead. It bit down into the side of her neck. The weapon carved deep, sending out a spray of dark ichor. She screamed and her body elongated as she shot out the back door, still open from when the family had escaped.

Joel turned back to Jess as she shook her head at the broken form of Buster. “He saved me,” she whimpered. “She almost had me, and he jumped in the way. Then…” Jess looked up at Joel and kissed him hard. “Let’s get that bitch!”

Joel nodded, feeling less optimistic, but followed all the same as Jess marched out the back door. The dark elf, or whatever she was, leaned on the fence. Her torso was split down the middle, but she was still very much alive. Even now, small tendrils in the wound were stretching across, trying to stitch themselves back together and pull her into a solid whole.

“BITCH!” Jess screamed and shot an arrow.

The dark elf jinked and the shaft buried itself in the fence behind her. The dark elf’s good arm extended out and she thrashed it towards them like a whip. Joel jumped into the way to take the blow on himself.

“Block!” He activated his power, and the appendage crumbled around the shaft of his ax as it struck.

“Identify!” Jess shouted.

The dark elf’s eyes flicked up at Jess before a snarl graced her features. If Joel hadn’t been looking directly at her, he’d have missed the subtle flicker of fear on her exotic features. Joel took little comfort in that, before remembering his Bolster only lasted for five minutes. That time was probably half up by now. He also didn’t know how the skills worked. He’d used block twice in quick succession, but there was likely a drawback he was missing.

With a roar, he surged ahead. The dark elf switched her attention to him and ducked as he swung his ax around. She pulled back, before lashing out with a solid kick. Unlike before, where she was able to throw him, this strike, while painful enough to knock Joel to the ground, hadn’t launched him across the yard. It was also enough to distract her while Jess took her next shot, landing an arrow in the dark elf’s gut.

Joel surged to his feet as his leg twinged painfully once more. He’d almost forgotten about it as he charged into the house. He swung his ax once more, not in a real attempt to strike her, but to drive her back. Jess came around to the side, raising her bow. The dark elf’s eyes snapped to the arrow before Joel lunged. The dark elf had been expecting it, but Jess had been as well. She fired, and the dark elf jerked back. The arrow slammed into the fence under her arm, while Joel’s ax found the corner of the gaping wound in her torso.

The previously stitching wound reopened, and the dark elf howled as the ax tore it even wider. Rather than continue to duck and weave, she shot forward, forming the blob once more. Joel took a deep breath as she pushed her form over him. He was surrounded by darkness and his world squeezed down tight. Those eyes appeared as the only sight within the darkness. He grit his teeth as the piece of wood in his hip drove even deeper. Joel wanted to scream and howl, only barely managing to hold on as pressure squeezed down on him. It’s what she wanted. For him to scream, to let out the air in his lungs. Then she could crush him easily.

Joel felt his body lurch as a sudden cool sensation opened on his shoulder. That ended a moment later as a lance of pain sliced under his armpit. One of Jess’s arrows had nicked him. The dark elf was using him as a human shield. She couldn’t attack without risking him. Joel fought. He struggled against the mass. Blind and enraged, he kicked, punched, and thrashed, to no avail. His lungs burned, and he wanted to cry out before the mass jerked once more. It trembled as it screamed, and a set of hands wrapped around his head. Joel opened his eyes, seeing Jess trying desperately to pull him free, while Peter was back with his knife.

“Precision!” he shouted once more.

That knife slashed down, and the form holding Joel shrieked and pulled away, leaving Joel to collapse on the ground. He gasped for air as Peter pulled back. The dark mass splattered on the ground, before slowly beginning to pull itself together once more.

“Joel,” Jess dragged him back. “Are you okay?”

“Fine,” Joel grunted. “Did you shoot me?”

“I didn’t mean it!” Jess snapped, before shaking her head. “Yes, I shot you. If we live through this, I’ll make it up to you, I promise.”

Joel chuckled and nodded. “I’ll hold you to that.”

“Hold me to anything, and it means we lived,” Jess snarled as she leaned him on the wall. “Peter must have hit something painful. She’s not getting up very quickly.”

Joel glanced over. Peter was keeping his distance. His knife was in his hand, the blade facing upwards so he could hack and slash. The dark mass that was the dark elf bubbled and roiled on the ground.

“She can heal!” Joel snapped at the man. “Get back, before she gets herself together!”

Peter nodded and pulled back, while Jess patted Joel down. “That’s not as good as you, though, right?”

“Right,” Joel grunted. “My hip, how bad is it?”

Jess grimaced and shook her head. “Pretty bad.”

Joel chuckled before spotting his ax still in the grass. “Help me up.”

“Joel–”

“You said it yourself,” Joel growled at the Arcane Druid. “If we live.”

“We could run,” Jess suggested.

Joel looked at her and saw the moment she realized the truth. They could. But then what? More hellhounds? More of those flying things? Whatever the dark elf was, she’d appeared out of nowhere. What if…

Joel brought up the incursion of chance and froze in shock.

Day: 3

Incursion chance: 382%

“Oh shit,” Joel blinked. “What… what happened?”

“Joel?” Jess touched him.

“Check the incursion–”

Incursion chance is significantly impacted by real-world events. Reaching population milestones, base upgrades or expansions can all affect the incursion chance in various ways. It is not recommended to advance without sufficient levelling.

Joel waved away the notification and stared at the black mass as it began to reform. “I think that’s a boss.”

“Shit,” Jess waved away her own window. “How the fuck?”

“I heard from Morpheus,” Joel swallowed nervously. “If we expand too fast, it puts up our incursion chance. I think we hit some kind of threshold when we put up the fence at the end of the street.”

“You don’t think this is going to happen every night, do you?” Jess asked.

Joel swallowed nervously and gave a small shrug. “And if it does?”

“Hey guys, it’s getting up!” Peter shouted as he glanced back at them. “What are we doing?”

Joel grunted and took Jess’s hand. “Help me up.”

“What?” Jess snapped. “Joel–”

“Jess, so help me if we make it through this. I am going to spank the shit out of you and then fuck you into next week!” Joel snapped. “Help me up, so we can end this bitch!”

She jerked back in shock before shaking her head. “Give a man an inch and he takes a mile.”

“Take me a while to fuck a mile of my cock into you, but that is the plan,” Joel grunted as she hauled him up.

“Promises, prom–”

“Are you two done flirting?!” Peter snapped.

Joel shook his head, but couldn’t disagree with the man’s stress. The blob was reforming. Even as he watched, it was raising back to waist height. With a grunt, Joel hobbled forward as he felt Bolster finally reach its limit. He felt the loss of weight resettle over his shoulders. His hip complained, and Joel staggered as he lost his balance momentarily.

“Bolster,” he activated it again.

His body felt lighter once more, but Joel also suddenly felt winded. Whatever was the source of his skills, bolster seemed thirsty and drained him quickly. Joel was gasping for air as he scooped up the ax once more. He felt on the verge of collapse, and the blob was still rising.

“Wounding Shot!” Jess cried.

An arrow slammed into the blob, and it rippled and jerked in place. Peter, seeing the blob fail to react, rushed in.

“Precision!”

Joel watched it properly for the first time. He came in like a madman, before activating the skill. All of a sudden, it was like he knew just where to stab, or in this case slash. The awkward rush turned into a delicate slice, as he ran the knife along the black mass. Peter was too close, though, and he didn’t see the black limb extending to one side. Joel did, though. He struck out, cleaving it off with a single blow.

The blob jerked and roiled back from them both of them as the piece he’d cut free reformed into a purple-skinned hand. The blob howled and roiled as it began to form the shape of the dark elf once more. She was still split in the middle, but now clutched her stump of an arm. Dark ichor leaked from the wound, and Joel could see both pain and fear measured in her expressions. Right before an arrow slammed into her chest.

The dark elf fell back on the grass, and Joel moved towards her. She stared up at him with a mix of terror and fury in her eyes.

“Do it,” she hissed.

“What are you?” Joel asked.

The dark elf snickered softly, and Joel recognized that she was still healing, despite all this. He knew he didn’t have time to interrogate her. Their fight had been quick and brutal. He was injured rather badly, Peter was not the kind who would step in for a prolonged conflict and Jess, without Buster, was severely outclassed by physical attacks. Leaving him with only one choice.

Jess gasped as Joel raised his ax. The dark elf’s eyes glinted angrily before she closed them in resignation. Joel swung with all his might. The ax wouldn’t have taken her head, so he aimed for the center of her forehead. The weapon smashed through the front of her skull, crushing it instantly. Her brain matter leaked out into the grass as her body jerked in place. Ensuring he finished the job, Joel raised his ax and struck her again, just to be certain. This time, she failed to twitch, leaving Joel staring down at a humanoid corpse with bile rising in the back of his throat.

“Hey,” Jess pressed into his side. “You’re okay.”

“Oh fuck,” Joel shook his head before staggering.

Between his loss of balance and the pain from his hip, Joel collapsed to his knees. He caught himself with his hands and felt something squishy between his fingers. When he looked down, he saw the bumpy flesh of brain matter clinging to his skin. All at once, he heaved, emptying the contents of his stomach across the yard.

Jess crooned softly at him. He couldn’t hear her words, only the pounding of his heart. The beat, like a drum in his ears. Peter appeared on the other side of him, and the two helped haul Joel back inside the house. There, he spotted Emily, who quickly covered Dawn’s eyes with her hands as Jess and Peter worked Joel down the hallway.

They brought him into the bathroom and sat him on the edge of the bath. Peter left, and Jess turned to Joel with a frown. “We need to get your clothes off.”

Joel blinked slowly and shook his head. “I’m not really in the mood.”

“Ouch,” Jess smirked. “But not that. You’re bleeding.”

Joel looked down at his hip and spotted the trail of blood leading from the room. “Oh.”

“Oh, he says,” Jess shook her head. “Come on, lean back, let me get at your pants.”

Joel did as she requested, and groaned as his weight settled further on to his wound. Jess worked the front of his pants quickly and tugged them down. Joel hissed in pain as they tugged on the wood still stuck in his side.

“We’re gonna have to cut them,” she sighed. “Hold on.”

Jess turned away, and Joel blinked at her retreating form before sighing.

Boss Defeated

#!%@ and *****!!! would like to congratulate you for being the first of this realm to defeat a boss. Multiple boons have been awarded. Vassal has been awarded.

“Vassal?” Joel grunted at the words, but received no response.”

Boon granted. Please select from the following options.

1. Weapon

2. Armor

3. Skill

4. Level

“Multiple,” Joel nodded to himself. “Do I know how many?” Still, he didn’t get a response, so he thought about his options. He had a weapon, he had useful skills, even if he couldn’t use one of them. Leveling would be nice, but considering the piece of wood in his hip, a piece of armor would be a better option. “Armor,” he nodded to himself.

The sound of slots rolling played once again, and then they trumpeted its completion. Joel flinched and fell back into the tub with a shout of pain, as the air flashed and shimmered before him. A moment later, a shape began to form, and rippled as it expanded out. It was roughly square at the top, angling down slightly into a long, but rounded point at the bottom. The item pulsed, before solidifying as a single, solid piece. Which promptly fell on him.

Joel yelped as the metal rim smacked him on the head. He grunted and took hold before lifting it off him. Only to recognize it for what it was.

“A kite shield?” he wondered aloud.

“Joel?” Jess called as she came down the hall. “I got some prompts, then I heard you yell. Are you okay?”

“Fell!” Joel called back. “I have a shield, though.”

“A shield?” Jess sounded amused as she stepped into the room. “Oh, seriously? What? It fall on your head?”

“Yes,” Joel replied.

Jess paused, then smirked. “Well, at least you’re talking again.”

Joel grunted as Jess came up and took his hand. Joel held onto his shield, while Jess pulled him out of the bath to sit on the edge once more. She held in her other hand a pair of scissors and paused.

“How many boons did you get?” she asked.

“No idea.” Joel shook his head. “It just said I’d have multiple, then something about a vassal and I asked for armor.”

“That’s the shield,” Jess nodded. “Did it say more about the vassal?”

“Nothing,” Joel grunted. “Probably has a sense of humor and is waiting to surprise us.”

No spoilers

Joel shook his head and swiped away the window, earning a raised eyebrow from Jess. Joel shook his head and looked down at his pants. “You think maybe if I level up, I’ll heal?”

“Maybe,” Jess frowned. “You healed from that bite, though, didn’t you? Maybe it won’t carry over if we make it through the night?”

“That’s more likely,” Joel grunted, hoping for, but not receiving, a prompt from Morpheus. “Alright, do I get another boon then?” Joel asked.

Boon granted. Please select from the following options.

1. Weapon

2. Armor

3. Skill

4. Level

He rolled his eyes. “Level, please?”

CONGRATULATIONS!

You have leveled up!

+1 Strength

+1 Endurance

+1 General

Would you like to spend your general stat points?

“Put that on strength,” Joel grunted as he felt his muscles shift inside his skin.

“That didn’t do anything.” Jess pointed at his wound.

“Hurts a little less,” Joel grunted. “We’re going to have to pull it out.”

“This is fucked.” Jess shook her head. “There needs to be some kind of healing item. If you can get wounded like this, there needs to be a…”

Jess looked at Joel as he looked at her. They’d both remembered the painkillers that Helen, the old woman, had given them. Sure enough, after Jess left, he heard her use the identify skill, before an excited squeal heralded her return.

“Quick, take one!” She shoved a pill into his hands before taking an empty cup to the nearby sink for water. She turned the tap, only for none to come out.

“Well, that’s not good,” Joel grunted, before looking at the pill. “What about the hot water? It had a separate tank, didn’t it?”

Jess twisted the hot tap and got a rush of water. She turned it off quickly, before turning back to Joel. “Looks like we’re bathing in the pool after this,” she grunted.

“Can’t drink that water, anyway. All that chlorine would be a problem,” Joel nodded. “Still be good for storage, though. Cover it up, maybe put a few tanks on some roofs and use hoses to gravity feed water where it needs to go.”

“There’s enough hoses around,” Jess nodded. “Maybe if we can find a plumber, they can help out?”

“Maybe,” Joel grunted and took the pill before washing it down.

He felt the pill slip down his throat, before a warmth suffused his body. Joel let out a happy sigh before it hit his wounded hip. Then it was like fire. He grunted in pain, and Jess clutched his shoulders. It felt like the wound was squeezing, and he reached down. Jess was saying something, and Joel couldn’t hear her as he dug into the wound with his fingers. It was horrible, and he cried out as he managed to grip the wood. With a snarl, he pulled free, yelping at the sensation of the wood dragging across ragged flesh.

Jess stared at him, then the wood, before bending down to look at the wound. “The bleeding has slowed down.”

“Great,” Joel slumped slightly. “That fucking hurt.”

Jess patted his shoulder. “Give it a moment. When I used identify, it told me that it would heal minor scrapes and cuts instantly, and larger wounds over time, so it might still be working.”

Joel nodded, before trying to put his mind on something else. “Morpheus, do I have another boon?”

No.

Joel shook his head.


Chapter Eight


Skin on skin. A warm embrace. The cool glide as something cold pushes down through your clothing. Joel frowned as the pressure began to increase. At first, it was kind of comforting to be held, but this was just like when he had awoken before. Joel jerked in his sleep, only to feel that same… no… not the same.

The last thing he remembered was crawling into bed with Jess at his side. With a pair of panties and a shirt, she had pressed into his side for the night. Her shirt had lifted, but still covered her generous breasts as she slumbered peacefully at his side. Which was a stark contrast to the pair of purple breasts now pressed into his other side. Joel froze, remembering the shade of skin, before allowing his eyes to drift up.

Those enormous purple breasts were attached to a body. That led to shoulders, on which was a head. That head had a face, with small pouty lips and glowing pink eyes…

“My lord is so warm,” she nuzzled into Joel’s side before raising a leg over his own. “So warm,” she wriggled in a little further.

Joel tried not to freak out. He didn’t want to scream. Somehow, this woman. This… this thing. He had killed her the night before. She didn’t look like this, though. In the night, she was tall, slender, and dressed in leathers. Now she was rather short, curvy, and extremely soft. Which he realized intimately as he squeezed his fingers, digging them into the soft flesh of the woman’s ass.

“Mmm,” she moaned. “I would be honored to relieve my lord this morning.”

“Hmmm, what?” Jess groaned as she shifted at his side.

“Unless my lord’s chief concubine wishes to have him first?” the purple-skinned woman sat up slightly. “I would not dare intrude on your desires, my lady.”

Jess blinked slowly, before her eyes settled on the purple woman. Joel watched as Jess’s eyes widened before they flicked back to Joel.

“Am I still dreaming?” Jess whispered.

“You can stop with all the whispering. I’m up,” Peter grunted as he got up.

The man was oblivious to the nude, purple woman in the room as he staggered down the hall towards the bathroom. It was as Dawn shifted on the couch that Joel jumped into action. Rolling atop the purple woman, she appeared delighted. Joel roughly shoved her into the middle between him and Jess, before yanking the top of the sleeping back around them both.

“Oh, my lord is generous,” she beamed in delight. “I have no qualms about laying with either you, or your other wom-MMM!”

Jess covered the purple woman’s mouth with her hand. Before frowning. “Stop licking my hand. Shut up. And lie still!” Jess hissed.

The purple woman frowned, before turning a smoldering gaze towards Joel. Joel was concentrating on Dawn—who was sitting up while yawning—before looking around the room. Her eyes settled on Joel, before noticing the pink glow from the purple woman’s eyes. Joel closed his eyes as she let out an ear-splitting scream that had Emily jerking awake, while Peter stormed back into the living room in his underwear. The two boys began to cry from their loud awakening. Only the purple woman seemed unconcerned by all this, simply staring up at Joel in mild confusion.
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“So,” Joel sighed as he glanced at the open front window.

“Just what the hell is she doing here?” Peter hissed. “And what was she doing in your bed?!”

Joel shook his head and brought up his status with a wave of his hand.

Name: Joel Dennison

Rank: Lord - With the backing of Morpheus itself, a noble title can provide various effects. You will automatically draw the attention of those around you, both friend and foe alike. You will also receive special missives from Morpheus. Failure to complete missives can result in the removal of the role. Success in completion of missives can result in advancement of role. You may take one vassal. (minimize)

Class: Bulwark (Legendary) - A physical class. Low stamina pairs with high strength. You may not be the fastest fighter, but you are one of the most powerful. Good luck with your survival! (minimize)

Level: 3

Strength: 25

Stamina: 5

Endurance: 17

Intelligence: 0

Faith: 60

Day: 4

Incursion Chance: 38%

Quest: Explore the world of Morpheus and familiarize yourself with your new class

Vassals:

Luneira

“Luneira,” Joel prodded at her name.

Night Hag - Personification of paralyzing suffocation given form

Reform: This is a passive skill. Given adequate time and rest, any injury save permanent death can be healed

Transform: (Slime) This skill allows user to form specified or unspecified, full or partial body transformation

Joel frowned, wondering why he couldn’t see any additional information about the woman. It had what she was, and what she was capable of. But it didn’t list any of her stats like it did for himself. Not to mention…

“Night Hag?” he frowned, before looking at the woman still outside.

She had a pout on her face and sat in an oversized shirt beneath a tree. As if feeling his gaze, her eyes flicked up and they met for a moment. Only a moment, before she closed her eyes and resumed staring at the floor. The morning had not gone well. A bunch of yelling turned into pleading, while Joel desperately tried to shove a shirt over her head and get her outside. Leaving them in a position of what to do with the thing that attacked their home just hours earlier.

“And just what the living fuck is a night hag?” Peter snapped.

“Peter,” Emily warned him.

“I’m sorry,” Peter rolled his eyes. “Were you not there when she tried to kill us all last night?”

Joel sighed before spotting Jess’s glare. She had her own reasons to be mad at him. The shock of the situation was one thing, but in all the yelling, he hadn’t failed to notice the glares he received while… Luneira had been pawing at him.

“She’s safe,” Joel intervened.

“And just how the f–”

“PETER!” Emily said sharply.

Peter closed his eyes and grit his teeth for a moment, before letting out a long sigh. “Just how could you possibly know that?” He asked in a tight, but far more reasonable tone.

“She’s in my stats,” he replied, before turning to Jess. “As my vassal.”

“What’s a vassal?” Emily asked, while Peter shook his head in disbelief.

“I’m… not one hundred percent sure,” Joel admitted. “When I woke up, she was calling me Lord and… Apparently that’s my rank.”

“In your stats?” Jess asked.

“Does anyone else have a rank listed?” Joel asked.

Everyone shook their heads, even Dawn, who was sitting beside her mother with her ears covered.

“So… She’s… your vassal and…” Jess frowned. “Shit, what’s with this incursion chance?”

“I know,” Joel sighed. “Look, I don’t have answers. But right now, there’s a decent chance we’ll end up in trouble today. We’re out of water, unless you know something we don’t and I’m convinced that… since she’s my vassal, that she’s harmless.”

“Harmless implies she is incapable of being a threat,” Jess frowned.

“Peaceful then.” Joel rolled his eyes. “I mean, look at her?” He pointed out the window. “She looks like we’ve taken her lunch money.”

Everyone turned now and looked out the window. But it was Dawn who summed it up best.

“She looks sad.”

Joel looked at the girl, before looking back at Luneira. He thought over his options before letting out a long sigh. “Jess, can you come with me, please?”

“You want your chief concub–”

“You know I don’t think about you like that!” Joel snapped.

Jess looked taken aback for a moment before nodding. “You’re right. That’s not fair. I’m sorry.”

“Apology accepted.” Joel reached a hand towards her.

Rather than simply taking it, Jess stepped into his arms and hugged him. He held her close, enjoying the moment despite the situation. They broke it after a moment, and Jess stepped back, but not before snagging his hand. Joel squeezed her fingers, before glancing at his shield and ax. Jess followed his look before sighing and dropping his hand once more.

“The thought was there,” she murmured.

“Sorry,” Joel chuckled.

Jess shrugged before frowning. “If she’s here?”

Joel looked at her and licked his lips. “Try it?”

“Summon companion!” Jess activated her skill.

The familiar green portal opened beside her, and Jess squealed as the familiar-looking hellhound pup bounded out. Outside of its battle form, it really was just a pup. It wriggled as she picked him up before yipping madly. Jess almost lost her grip and set the pup down where it bolted out the front door, straight towards Luneira.

“BUSTER!” Jess squealed as a shout came from the front yard.

The two of them rushed out to see Luneira giggling madly as she rolled on the ground. Buster, the hellhound pup, was perched on her chest, wagging frantically as he licked her face. Joel and Jess froze at the sight of them before Joel cracked a grin.

“Come on, call off your attack, hound.”

Jess snorted and shook her head. “Buster, here boy!”

The pup let out a sad bark before jumping off the night hag… which was a terrible name, by the way. Even the night before, she wasn’t a hag. Sexy and powerful, yes, old and ugly, definitely not. Right now, though, her expression was twisting from joy, back to uncertainty and sadness.

“Luneira,” Joel moved closer. “Are… are you okay?”

“Fine, my lord,” Luneira smiled slightly. “It is not my place to complain about my circumstances. You beat me in honorable combat. It is my place to serve you, even if you wish to send me away.”

“Holy fuck, I somehow feel even worse now,” Jess sighed and covered her face with the palm of her hand.

“Okay,” Joel shook his head. “I think the three of us need to have a bit of a talk and sort some things out.”

“As you wish, my lord,” Luneira nodded politely before standing. “Shall we talk here, or do you have somewhere private you would take me?”

“This is creepy, right?” Jess looked at Joel. “Tell me this is creepy?”

“It is kinda creepy,” Joel nodded. “Can you not call me Lord all the time?”

Luneira frowned slightly before sighing. “Yes master–”

“Or that!” Joel winced.

Luneira frowned again before shaking her head. “I… I don’t know what you want!”

Jess touched Joel’s arm. “Let me.”

Joel nodded. “Listen to Jess for now. I’ll… get our stuff.”

He turned and went back inside, where Peter was waiting just inside the door.

“So, is she staying?” He asked.

“Probably,” Joel nodded.

“Then you’re going to have to find somewhere else to stay,” Peter glared.

Joel looked back and saw Emily. She didn’t look happy, and Dawn was gone with her brothers somewhere.

“Alright,” Joel nodded.

“Alright?” Peter frowned.

“What did you want me to say?” Joel shook his head. “This is your house. We’re guests. Not wanting your guests to bring back other guests is perfectly reasonable.”

“Oh,” Peter deflated.

“What, did you think I was just going to demand things like…” He saw the way Peter flinched and realized the situation. “You thought I was just going to take over your life, didn’t you?”

“Maybe,” Peter hedged.

Joel rolled his eyes. “Is this why you’ve been getting in my face about things?”

“Maybe,” Peter mumbled.

“I told you,” Emily grunted.

Joel shook his head. “Let me grab my stuff.”

“You don’t have to leave,” Emily said.

Joel smiled. “I appreciate that. And I’d like to have meals together still. But Peter’s right, I shouldn’t be bringing people into your home like this. Especially now, when we live across the street. We’ve a safe place to live now, and… Well me and Jess…”

Emily smiled and gave a small nod. “Yes, I’m aware.”

“Aware?” Peter frowned.

Joel looked at him, and then back to the sleeping bags. “Just give me a minute.”

Peter was still pondering what was going on as Joel packed up their stuff. They hadn’t brought much. Just a backpack each, their sleeping bags and their weapons. Which Joel rolled up into a big bundle.

“Alright,” Joel smiled at them both. “Dinner, usual time?”

“Usual time,” Emily smiled.

“Great and… maybe an extra setting?” he asked.

“That is if she eats the way we do,” Emily tilted her head.

Joel frowned. “Let’s guess she does, but if not, I’ll let you know. Today we’ll patrol around, the incursion chance is high. I don’t know if that means inside the walls, or outside, but we won’t be far.”

“I’ll keep the kids inside today until we know for sure,” Emily nodded.

With a smile and a wave, Joel stepped back outside, where Jess and Luneira were chatting. Jess had a confident smile, and Luneira looked intrigued as she nodded along, before spotting Joel and beaming widely.

“My… Joel!” she corrected herself. “Please excuse my behavior while I learn to accept my new reality.”

“There’s no need to be so formal with him,” Jess corrected her gently.

Luneira looked at Joel, and he could see conflict in her eyes, so he nodded. “It’s true. Morpheus gave me a rank, but I’m just a guy. Nobody important.”

“Incorrect, you are the highest ranking human in this sector,” she shook her head.

Joel looked at her, then at Jess, who shrugged. “There’s a bit of a story to unravel here.”

“Great,” Joel sighed. “Where do we start?”

“I suppose, since you’re holding my stuff. It’s where we want to stay?” Jess asked.

“Pretty much,” Joel nodded. “Peter thought I was going all dictator on the street, then got weird when I told him that I wasn’t going to keep intruding in his house. He fell apart while Emily made fun of him.”

Jess shook her head. “Whatever. For now, I think your place.”

“My place?” Joel asked.

“No real benefit between our homes. At least one of us would have to move either way, unless you wanted to go back to sleeping alone. And your place has the pool.”

Joel shuffled nervously at her words. “So… You… you think we should still sleep together?”

“Joel,” Jess looked him in the eye. “I’ve had a crush on you ever since we met, and now the apocalypse has started. I’m getting ahead of the curve before you collect too many waifus for me to compete with.”

“Waifus?” Joel stared at her incredulously, before Jess gestured a thumb towards Luneira.

The curvy night hag smiled sweetly. “What’s a waifu? Is it like wife?”

Jess turned to Joel and gripped his hand. “Don’t ever let me use that word again.”

“You don’t like waifus?” Luneira asked.

Jess sighed and turned to face home. “Come on, let’s get this over with.”

The trio crossed the road. Luneira frowned as her bare feet touched the road, and she let out a small hiss.

“Hot,” she complained, before looking right at Joel.

He saw her coming and opened his arms as she jumped into them, dropping the bundle he was carrying in the process. Joel caught her as she snuggled in close before meeting Jess’s eyes. She glared at the two of them before rolling her eyes and scooped up the dropped bundle.

“Quickly,” Joel hurried to the other side before setting her down.

“Aww,” Luneira frowned cutely.

“Don’t get cute with him!” Jess snapped, handing Joel back the bundle.. “In fact, Joel, go get your room ready or whatever. Luneira, come with me. I’m not leaving you two alone.”

Luneira turned her pink eyes to Joel and gave him a pleading expression. Which he immediately cut out and stomped on with a quick nod. “Go with Jess, I’ve… got to tidy up.”

Luneira pouted before Jess took her hand and led her away. Joel watched them go, before checking the front door was still unlocked and made his way inside. The house was just the same as it was. The empty cans were lying around, some dirty dishes in the sink that were starting to smell.

“I think I’ll just get rid of those,” Joel grunted. He made his way down the hall to his room. The bed wasn’t much, and… “Shit,” he swore.

Setting down the bundle, Joel got to work stripping down his bed. If Jess was going to share, things were going to be a little squishy. Which wasn’t an appealing thought, now that he’d slept beside her for a couple of nights. Luneira was going to be the hard one to deal with. For now, if he wanted to keep her around, she’d probably sleep on the floor in the bags they weren’t going to use. Which meant he needed to clear some space.

Between the desk, the dresser and the office chair, it was easy to figure out what was the best thing to move. He didn’t need his desk now. The power was out, which meant he didn’t need the chair either. Shoving that out into the hall, he set up the sleeping bags on the floor where her feet would be under the desk. Now Luneira could sleep without being underfoot for any reason, and Joel just needed to put fresh sheets on the bed. Which was when he heard the front door.

“In here!” Joel called.

Starting with the sheet, Joel threw it up, so it opened in the air. He gave it a flick, before starting to tuck it into the corners. Next came the blanket. He heard footsteps coming down the hall and grinned.

“Just getting some fresh sheets on the bed,” he called out.

“Dash.”

“Huh?” Joel turned, only for a solid form to slam into him.

Joel crashed into the wall. The figure moved like a blur and suddenly there were hands around his neck. They squeezed, and Joel found himself unable to breathe. He let out a choked gasp as he took in the sight of the crazy guy from across the street. His eyes were bloodshot, wide, and he drooled as he snarled in rage. Clearly he had the upper hand at least… Until Joel’s brain caught up with the situation.

He dropped his shoulders and shoved the man back. Whatever his strength, it didn’t match Joel’s in the least. The man let out a yell as he tumbled backward out into the hall, where a black mass slammed into him.

“YOU DARE!” Luneira snarled in the same tone Joel had heard the night before.

Joel pushed off the wall and rushed into the hall. The man was squirming as the black mass constricted around him. His arms and legs wriggled violently from side to side as Jess burst into the hallway.

“Oh shit, she just ran!” Jess snapped.

“My lord needed me.” Luneira’s head rose from the black mass. It wasn’t the same, friendly one from that morning, but the familiar one from the night before. She was just like Buster, the pup, in that regard. Multiple forms for specific duties.

“Okay,” Joel patted her head. “Let him up.”

“Why?” Luneira turned an incredulous look towards Joel.

“Because this might just be a misunderstanding.” Joel glared at the night hag. “So let him up!”

She faltered for a moment, before pulling away. The man gasped for air as his face was uncovered. He looked fine as he gasped for air and began to cough. Luneira raised herself up and stood beside Joel. She was wearing different clothing now. A pair of loose shorts, some sandals and a shirt so big on her, it had slipped down one shoulder. Her purple skin shone, while her pink eyes glowed.

“You look good,” Joel nodded, before meeting Jess’s glare. “Thanks for getting her dressed.”

“Couldn’t let her walk around in just an oversized shirt all day,” Jess shrugged.

Joel nodded and bent down to check on their guest. “Here, let me help you up.”

The man held up a hand, which Joel took. With little effort, Joel stood, hauling him to his feet, where he reached for his pocket. Joel froze as a knife flashed towards his ribs before a black mass slammed into him. Joel watched as Luneira’s form plastered the man to the wall, before her face rose once more to look at him.

“Wait–”

SNAP!

This time, as Luneira retreated, the man’s corpse fell to the ground. His neck was at a strange angle, and Joel felt bile rise in the back of his throat.

“I will accept any punishment,” Luneira nodded slowly.

Jess came forward, taking her by the hand, before leading her away, while Joel took a few deep breaths and stared down at the dead man at his feet. He wanted to tell Luneira she was wrong. He wanted to argue the sanctity of human life. Like the man in the store, he could have just beaten him and been done with it. But…

“Fuck,” Joel swore and shook his head.

“Joel?” Jess called as she came back inside.

Joel looked up at Jess, and she could see the conflict in his eyes. She hurried towards him, and without a word, she pushed him into his room. She looked around, seeing the sleeping bag on the floor, and the half made bed, before nodding.

“I like your room,” she said. “I kinda thought this would look like a nerd threw up.”

“All my nerd merch is in my private lounge,” Joel joked, before sobering to the reality of a corpse in the hallway. “Where… where’s Luneira?”

“Waiting out in the backyard with Buster,” Jess hugged him. “I told her to stay put and came back in to make sure you’re okay.”

“I’m fine,” Joel laughed, before shaking his head. “Is… what if…”

“Joel,” Jess prodded him.

“Yeah, Jess?” Joel looked her in the eye.

“You don’t have to agree that killing him was the right thing to do,” Jess said.

“Well, you’re right, he wasn’t that much–”

“But it was justified,” Jess interrupted.

Joel frowned. “It was murder.”

“Bullshit,” Jess shook him. “What happened before we got here?”

Joel frowned. “He… came in.”

“He just came in?” Jess frowned. “Because Luneira was pretty certain you were being attacked. That’s all she said before she ran out of there. Just shouted the word attack, and ran.”

Joel reached up and touched his neck, where Jess’s eyes flicked. “He choked you?”

“He snuck in,” Joel sighed. “Used a skill called dash and threw me against the wall, then started choking me.”

“How’d you end up in the hall?” Jess asked.

“I shoved him, he flew back and Luneira charged in and took over before I could straighten this all out.”

Jess shook her head. “Joel… Fuck, this is going to sound heartless. But the only thing that needs to be straightened out is you.”

“You don’t understand–”

“No, YOU don’t understand!” Jess snapped. “He tried to kill you! Twice! Even after you shoved him away, and stopped Luneira from killing him the first time, he still tried it again!”

“But–”

“No buts!” Jess snapped. “Joel, please don’t be an idiotic NPC like the rest of the shmucks out there. Think! He tried to kill you!”

“I just wish there was another way,” Joel shrugged. “Is that so bad?”

“Of course not!” Jess leaned against him. “But what would you have done? Built a jail to put him in? House arrest? Kick him off the street, where he could attack someone else? What about poor Helen?”

“I don’t like your attitude,” Joel joked weakly.

Jess smiled, before leaning in to kiss his cheek. “Now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, Luneira.”

“I…” Joel sighed. “Fuck, what do I even tell her?”

“Tell her she did a good job. Anything else and you’ll break her heart,” Jess grunted. “Speaking of which.”

“Why do I get the feeling I’m not going to like this?” Joel asked.

“Well, that depends,” Jess grunted and pulled back. “How do you feel about your vassals expecting you to sleep with them?”

Joel blinked slowly and shook his head. “That’s… not something I would expect.”

“Mhm,” Jess nodded, there was an arch to her brow that Joel couldn’t decipher. “But if they do expect?”

“Then I’ll have to stop them.” Joel kissed Jess softly. “I already have you. I don’t need… Fuck, did you really have to teach her the word waifu?”

Jess shrugged. “Try not to think about it. For now, though… What do we do with him?”

Joel glanced at the corpse and sighed. “Need to get him outside. At the very least, before he messes himself.”

“Eww,” Jess pulled a face. “Yeah, okay, let’s do that.”

The two of them took a leg each and dragged the corpse into the backyard. While Jess patted him down to see if he was carrying anything other than the knife, Joel made his way over to Luneira, who was back in her curvy form. She filled this shirt out much better. Though… she wasn’t wearing a bra, something that was immediately obvious as she threw her arms around him.

“I’m sorry, my lord,” she hissed softly. “I promised the First Waifu Jess that I would not seduce you.”

“What?” Joel froze.

“But I know better,” she whispered and snuggled in closer. “I know your strength. And I can already sense the depth of your lust for me as it grows.” She gave Joel a wide smile. “My lord may plunder his vassal as he sees fit, as is my place beneath you. Your eternal waifu.”

…Oh fucking hell…


Chapter Nine


One little incident. Just a hellhound. A thirty-eight percent chance of an incursion, allowed a single hellhound into the street. It wasn’t even anywhere near their homes. Buster noticed it first, and by the time he was running towards the danger, Luneira was already springing into action. Despite her current appearance of a sinfully curvy and excessively happy woman… well, that hellhound only had time for a single pained yelp, before being torn into three pieces. What was left of the poor creature was thrown over the front wall where a passerby was given the fright of their life.

In the end, Joel had her go out and fetch the pieces, so they could be buried with the crazy neighbor. There was a quiet spot in the back of a house in the corner. It was quiet there, and Joel, along with Luneira, worked quickly to dig a hole large enough to hide the corpse… and the hellhound bits.

By the time the hole was filled in, talk had drifted back around to water and other supplies. Emily and Peter had taken it upon themselves to raid the houses on the street for water. There were enough bottles that their small group would be fine for at least the next few days. Especially if they decided to bathe in Joel’s pool. The pool in question was looking a little dirtier than healthy. It hadn’t gone green yet, but it was only a matter of time. Without a cover, it was going to be hard to keep algae from growing and the chemicals made it unsafe to drink.

“Unless we distill it?” Jess offered.

“That could work,” Joel nodded. “Just be something we’d need to keep on top of. Without electricity, we’d need to find things to burn.”

“Might be able to throw something together using mirrors and focus the sun,” Jess pondered.

“True,” Joel nodded. “But that still leaves us at the mercy of the weather.”

“My lord, if I may speak?” Luneira shifted nervously from foot to foot.

Joel rolled his eyes. “Just use my name, Luneira.”

“My greatest apologies… Joel,” she smiled uncomfortably. “If I’m to understand your problem, you need a way to clean this pond for drinking?”

“That’s right,” Joel nodded.

“Your head concubine has a hellhound companion. Can she tame other creatures?” she asked.

Jess frowned at the title, but gave a small shrug. “Maybe. It’s not exactly a skill. Buster is listed, though, as my companion.”

Luneira nodded. “If we can find a nraab, it may solve the problem you describe.”

Joel looked at Jess and frowned. “What on earth is a nraab?”

She smiled nervously. “A monster from my world. They live peacefully in water systems and grow as large as they can for the body of water they live within.”

“You want to capture a river monster?” Jess gaped.

“They’re not aggressive,” Luneira frowned. “Just… territorial.”

Joel shook his head. “And how do you think this will help us?”

Luneira bit her lip and sighed. “It was before my time… My memories are… difficult.” Joel frowned before letting it go for now. He’d need to speak to her about that later. “What I do remember is if we could take water from a pond with a nraab, it was always clean and safe to drink.”

Joel looked at Jess, then back at Luneira, “And you think you might be able to find a nraab here?”

Luneira frowned. “I don’t know. But if I’m here, then… maybe?”

Joel nodded. “Looks like we’ll be going out tonight, then.”

“What, you think if we just show up near the river?” Jess frowned. “You’re just going to go to the river, aren’t you?”

“Yup,” Joel grinned. “If this works, it’s problem solved. We just need a way to supply water back to the houses.”

“Unless we can find a plumber, I might have a way to make it work,” Jess suggested.

“Really?” Joel asked.

Jess smiled. “Something my dad showed me when I was a kid. If you turn off the main water, and just attach a hose to an outside tap, you can use a pump and run water back through the house like normal.”

“You’re kidding,” Joel grinned. “That’s perfect.”

“It won’t help if we need an outside tap,” Jess shrugged. “It’s why we should find a plumber. I’m sure we’ll need one eventually, at least if something breaks.”

“True,” Joel nodded. “Alright, well,” he looked at the position of the sun. “We’ve still got plenty of sunshine. What do we think we should do next?”

Jess chewed her lip. “Well… Unless you wanna take a bath and relax, maybe start with finding a water tank we can move… Are roofs structurally sound enough to hold a water tank?”

Joel frowned. “That’s a good question.”

“Shit,” Jess swore.

“What about the houses behind the pool?” Luneira suggested.

Joel looked at her, then his eyes went wide. “The units!”

“Oh right, they’re close, and right next to the pool,” she nodded.

“That’d work. If we can pump water from the pool to a holding tank in one of those units, it’ll be high enough that we can use gravity to supply our homes. It’s perfect!”

“Maybe not perfect,” Jess frowned. “We’re not going to be able to put massive tanks in some dodgy units.”

“As long as we’re careful,” Joel nodded. “If we hoard water, we can give ourselves some backup, anyway. Tanks on the roofs down here, there’s probably a few houses with tanks already. Add in some gutters to catch water from the units to fill the tanks upstairs and we’ve got a sustainable future… for now.”

“For now,” Jess smirked.

“Was my information helpful?” Luneira asked.

“It was,” Joel grinned. “If we can clean the water we store, that’ll be a huge help.”

“May I ask for a reward, then?” she asked.

Joel paused before giving a small nod. “Sure. If there’s something you want, I’ll see what I can do.”

“Thank you, my lord,” Luneira smiled widely.

Joel figured she would come to him later. For now, he and Jess broke into separate directions to check which houses had water tanks. The answer was quite a lot of them. Without people to use the water, it would give them a decent supply. It would just be a nuisance to collect it whenever they needed it. Even just a single tank up into the units would provide enough pressure to run a few homes as long as they had a convenient way to pump it up to begin with.

What really caught his attention though, was in the yard of a neighbor’s home, he found a trio of bicycles. They were in good condition, and Joel grinned, thinking of their trip. There’d been that guy who’d come around a few times on his bike. He obviously hadn’t been back since the wall went up, but there was no reason to think he was gone for good. Whatever he was doing, bikes were going to be the answer. Without electricity and engines, bikes were going to be the only way to get around without using their own legs… Unless somehow horses were immune from being removed like the dogs and cats had been.

With a grin and a plan, Joel brought the bikes out and set them by the front door of his home, before spotting Jess waving from out the front of Emily’s house. Luneira was with her, and with how low the sun was on the horizon, Joel hurried over for the evening meal. Something that Luneira happily joined them for.
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“Peter was less of a dick tonight,” Jess smirked as the three of them walked into Joel’s back yard.

The sun was below the horizon, and the sky was a deep shade of orange. Luneira had a happy smile on her face as she breathed in the first breath of evening air.

“I think he finally accepted I wasn’t going to push him out,” Joel shrugged. “Not that Emily isn’t an attractive woman, but I’m not about to cuck a dude, even if it is the apocalypse.”

Jess giggled before looking back at Luneira. “Can you swim?”

“No mistress,” Luneira shook her head.

Jess rolled her eyes. “Don’t call me that either. Just call me Jess, same as Joel.”

“Sorry, Jess,” Luneira smiled. “I cannot swim.”

“We’ll have to be careful then,” Jess smiled. “There are steps where you can sit.”

“We’re going into the pond?” she asked.

“Should I go somewhere else while you two bathe?” Joel asked.

Jess sighed and took Joel’s hand. “Look. Ignoring how you woke up with a naked purple woman wrapped around you… We both know how this is going to end.”

“We do?” Joel muttered in confusion.

Jess sighed. “Look at her,” she pointed at the nervously waiting night hag. “Tell me, with one hundred percent certainty, that you don’t want to fuck her.”

Joel looked at Jess and shook his head. “I’m with you.”

“That’s not what I said,” Jess smirked, before kissing his cheek. “At some point. Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow, maybe not next week. But one day, you’re going to end up in that purple pussy.”

“Jess–”

“Joel,” Jess cut him off. “It’s good for my ego to sit here and listen to you assure me it’ll never happen. But I’m also a realist. She’s hot, she’s exotic, and she’s spent the whole day asking more questions about you that I couldn’t answer. So let’s cut the crap and assume that one day you’re going to go balls deep in her, okay?”

Joel nervously nodded. “Okay.”

“Okay,” Jess huffed, then shook her head. “When it happens, I want it on my terms.”

“Your terms?” Joel frowned in confusion.

Jess nodded. “My terms. You don’t hide it. You don’t plan it behind my back. You don’t do any weird creeper shit. We both go into this knowing what’ll happen, so that when it does, nobody’s up for a rude surprise.”

“You don’t want me to promise not to have anything to do with her?” Joel frowned.

“Ignoring that unlikeliness of that happening, for fuck’s sake Joel, look at her,” Jess turned them both around to stare at the curvy night hag. “Even I kinda wanna fuck her.”

“I would be honored to be fucked by my lord’s first concubine,” Luneira bowed slightly.

Jess rolled her eyes. “Just get your fucking clothes off and get in the pool.”

Joel watched as Jess pulled her shirt overhead before unclipping her bra. Luneira was a moment behind, dashing past as she wrangled her pants off first. Joel followed the trail of women’s clothing to the pool, stripping off his things as he went. Jess helped Luneira onto the first step before seating her fully in the pool. Luneira looked thrilled to be in the water, despite being out of her depth.

Joel stepped in beside her, both satisfied and slightly shocked by the sudden cold on his balls. The sight of two nude ladies was giving him ideas. Ones he tried to push away for now as the trio bathed together. Though most of that effort was wasted when he turned back to see both ladies with their breasts pushed together as they whispered a frantic conversation back and forth.

Eventually, though, Joel felt satisfied and climbed out of the pool. The ladies watched him go, and Joel shook his head. “I’ll get us some towels.”

“We’ll be in soon,” Jess smiled. “We shouldn’t stay up late, just in case.”

Joel nodded at that and made his way inside. He ignored the water dripping onto the floor as he made his way down the hall. The spot where the crazy neighbor had died wasn’t something Joel wanted to think about. He was just lucky there wasn’t any sign of him anymore. They’d gotten him outside before any bodily functions were released. He reached the end of the hall and took out three towels. The first he used to quickly rub his hair before wrapping it around his waist.

With two more towels, Joel turned for the back door as he heard it open. There was a moment of panic when he remembered someone else breaking in, but relaxed at the dark silhouette of the ladies as they came into view.

“It’s dark in here,” Jess mumbled.

“I can see in the dark,” Luneira claimed.

“We’ll sort some candles tomorrow,” Joel smiled and handed out the towels.

The ladies took them, and he was grateful to see Luneira knew what to do with hers. They started with their hair before Jess moved them both into the bathroom. Joel peeked in, but could only just make out a bag of toiletry supplies he didn’t recognize. Rather than interrupt, Joel gathered his toothbrush and went out to the kitchen where there was more room.

When he was ready, Joel slipped on a pair of shorts before crawling into his bed. He lay down, with the blanket kicked down to his knees, as he waited for Jess and Luneira to get ready and join him. He could hear a brush pulling out knots, so he relaxed and closed his eyes. Which almost proved to be his undoing as he jerked awake almost moments later as the bed shifted beside him.

“Oh good,” Jess giggled. “I was worried you’d gone to sleep already.”

“Not quite,” Joel smiled as Jess lay down beside him. “Where’s Luneira?”

“Here, my lord!” she called cheerfully from her sleeping bag. “This is much comfier than my old bed.”

“Really?” Joel frowned.

“Mhm,” Luneira sounded cheerful. “I… I remember sleeping on the ground a lot. But I didn’t have a blanket, and this floor is soft.”

Joel frowned, and Jess moved closer. “Talk about it later.”

“Right.” Joel nodded as Jess kissed him.

She pressed closer, and he became distinctly aware that she didn’t seem to be wearing anything. His cock firmed at the thought, which was confirmed as Jess continued to kiss him. He felt her breasts as she raised herself above him. Joel cupped her hips, feeling nothing but flesh as she slowly mounted him.

“Jess,” Joel managed to get out.

“Shh,” she pressed a finger to his lips as she started to slide down.

She trailed her fingers down Joel’s chest, and he swallowed nervously. He knew that Luneira was in the room, but then so did Jess. Her fingers caught the front of his shorts before she slowly pulled them down. Her other hand slipped in, taking his cock, and Joel sighed as she slipped him free. She stroked him and Joel gasped as his cock came to full attention in just moments.

He felt the wash of hot breath on his crotch, before a pair of lips pressed into the underside of his cock. Jess ran a series of light kisses down his length towards his balls. Joel twitched in her hand, and she gave a hissed laugh before sticking out her tongue. It felt like a hot and cold wash to Joel as she licked him from balls to the head. Repeating the action, Joel let out a small gasp of pleasure. He’d had his dick sucked before, but Jess seemed to be worshiping him. Something she must have intended.

“I bet if I kept licking like this, you’d probably cum after a while, wouldn’t you?” she giggled.

“Probably,” Joel admitted.

“Wouldn’t that be a waste?” she sighed.

Joel opened his mouth to deny that, when she lifted his cock and he felt her lips close over the head. Whatever words he attempted came out as a spluttering moan, while Jess slowly bobbed her head. She ran her tongue around the head of his cock, sucking firmly as she dragged her lips up and down on his length. One of her hands held his cock firmly in place, while the other was out of view. Something Joel was unaware of, as she circled her fingers over her own clit in preparation for what would come next.

Beside them both, a pair of soft, glowing eyes watched eagerly. She knew that the two humans couldn’t see in the dark. But she could see fine. Her eyes were sharp enough, even in the dark, to notice the change in Joel’s pulse as Jess slowly sucked him. Luneira felt both intrigue and deep shame from watching like this. Part of her wanted nothing more than to climb into the bed and demand she be allowed to help.

The rest of her was disgusted for even thinking of lowering herself for the affections of a male. While his first concubine was a delicious creature, men had always been lustful creatures. Getting their way in mere moments, before either falling asleep or taking a break, only to come back and try again when they felt like it. Those memories were long ago and fairly fragmented. All Luneira knew was that the idea of debasing herself for a male felt wrong and yet…

Jess pulled free of Joe’s cock with a gasp and a smile. Joel was breathing hard. His cock wavered with each thump of his beating heart. With a grin, she slid back up his body, mindful of the eyes watching them both in the dark. Joel was beyond such thoughts, as he felt the soaked heat of Jess’s pussy slide up the underside of his cock as she got herself into position.

“So we’re clear,” Jess smiled as she reached down to take hold of Joel’s cock. “I’m on birth control,” she raised her hips, bringing Joel's cock to her entrance, where she slotted him into place. “And I’m not going to stop until we’re both satisfied.”

Joel could only grunt in response as he felt the delicious sensation of her pussy stretching to accommodate him. Jess made a small noise as she wiggled her hips, driving herself down in one long, slow movement. Joel stared up at Jess. Her dark outline was like a mystery to him. Rather than squint in the dark, he reached up and touched her. Jess giggled and pressed forward, shoving her breasts into his hands as she rocked her hips back and forth.

Joel was in heaven. Jess’s body was divine, her pussy was warm and wet. The way she moved drove rational thought from his head and her lips as she leaned into his hands, collected his own. Jess sighed into Joel’s mouth as she fucked him. Joel grunted and moaned as he desperately clung to the idea of not cumming immediately into the glorious pussy that sank down around him.

The two worked together. Jess giggled to herself, feeling the way Joel tensed beneath her. Joel grit his teeth, feeling her pussy squeeze around his cock. She added a bounce to her hips, driving him in and out of her as she stirred him around inside herself.

“Jess,” Joel hissed.

“Just let it out,” Jess giggled. “I was kidding about before. I just wanted to make this special.”

She took hold of his wrists and pulled them to her breasts, before driving herself down on his cock. She would try to cum if she could, but truthfully, after the crazy guy had tried to kill him, Jess just wanted him satisfied and comfortable before bed.

Luneira sniffed at the air. Her lord’s cock pulsed visibly inside his first concubine. The lucky woman gasped and smiled as she felt him squirt his seed inside her. Luneira’s nose picked up the scent of it. That strangely delicious musk that she chastised herself for wanting. While he had already broken her expectations for lasting as long as he had, Luneira slumped back in her bed, knowing it was all over. Only to jerk back upright as she heard Jess let out a squeal.

Something had awoken within Joel. He felt a burn deep inside. It had started at his moment of orgasm and now filled his veins. Jess smiled down at him while he bubbled and broiled beneath her. He heard the sharp intake of breath as he took hold of her shoulders and ignored the surprised squeal as he pushed her down beside him. Rolling atop her, Joel grabbed her hips and lifted her ass towards him.

“Joel?!” Jess grabbed his wrist.

Joel froze and took a deep breath. “Sorry… Do you want me to stop?”

“Fuck, Joel,” Jess shook her head. “I was just making sure you hadn’t been possessed by something. Gotta warn a girl before you start throwing her around.”

“Sorry,” Joel grunted, as his eyes drifted back to the curve of her ass.

Jess sighed. “Think you’ve got another one in you?”

“Yes,” Joel replied immediately.

“Great,” Jess giggled, and pulled her pillow down to lean on, before giving her ass a wiggle.

Joel licked his lips and shuffled closer, pressing his crotch against her ass. He felt his cock slide across her dripping pussy, while Jess looked back at him.

“You need some help back there?”

Joel shook his head as he readjusted and steered his cock into position. Jess let out a happy sigh as he began sinking his length into her. Joel didn’t stop until his hips met her ass, and even then he gave a small push before retreating.

“A girl could get used to this,” Jess grinned.

“I hope so,” Joel grinned as he firmly slid himself home once more.

Jess gasped, feeling herself go from empty to full in one forceful shove. Her eyes crossed and her jaw dropped open as Joel slammed himself home inside her once more. He was just as hard as he started, only now he had twice the energy. More importantly, he was hitting her at the right angle every time he thrust into her. She groaned her pleasure feeling that peak build with each thrust. With Jess laying on her pillow, she braced herself, while Joel fucked her firmly from behind. Like Joel had minutes earlier, rational thought left her mind as Joel continued to drive himself into her body as he pleased, constantly hitting her sweet spots. That sweet release she had been chasing rushed towards her at a frantic pace. In sheer desperation, Jess reached around to touch him. Only for a soft hand to grip her own.

Luneira stared into the first concubine’s eyes. Her mistress. When she reached out towards her, Luneira took her hand without thinking. Only now did she realize that she had gotten so close to the bed. The situation she was witnessing was astounding. Jess was pinned, moaning like a whore, while her master drove himself into her from behind. Like some common beast. Luneira had accepted the fact men would want her. In fact, she was even eager to prove herself a good vassal to her lord. But seeing the way he was fucking her gave her other ideas.

The mistress’s fingers smelled of her own juices. From where she had been touching herself in preparation to mate. Luneira wanted to be certain and leaned forward, taking those digits between her lips. She tasted them, to be certain.

As Luneira sucked Jess’s juices from her fingers, Jess lost the battle. Her body was overcome with sensations. The furious pace of Joel’s cock slamming into her from behind knocked her legs out from under her. She slid down onto the bed, which only caused Joel to pause as he followed her to the bed.

Joel was a little unsure of what to do next as Jess slid to the bed beneath him. He relaxed his pace so that he didn’t accidentally hurt her. Joel saw one hand outstretched, but the other was down by her side. He took that, and her fingers squeezed tightly. With a grin, Joel leaned forward and continued to thrust into her from behind. It was clearly the right choice as her pussy started to spasm around him. Her desperate howls were muffled by the pillows, but her hand did nothing more than grip him.

Joel, feeling the walls of Jess’s pussy throbbing around him, thrust a few more times before forcing himself fully inside her. As her pussy milked his cock, he began to cum once more. Never in his life had he managed to cum more than once in a row like that. He didn’t even take a break, just going from the first to the second with a quick position change. He slumped down atop Jess, wrapping his arms around her as she squirmed and jerked beneath him, still impaled on his cock. Until finally, he rolled, keeping Jess in his arms as he pulled her into the little spoon position.

Jess breathed deeply before reaching back with her now free hand. She touched his hip, and Joel took her hand and held it.

“What…” Jess huffed. “What was that?”

Joel huffed and shook his head before kissing Jess’s cheek. “No idea,” he admitted. “I just… I dunno.”

Jess let out a snort of amusement before rocking her hips slightly. “You’re still hard.”

Luneira was dumbfounded. Her lord should have been satisfied with the ministrations of the first concubine’s mouth. He definitely should have been satisfied when she mounted him. But not only had he then mounted her, brutalizing her to the point where Luneira began to feel concern. But here, now, before her very eyes, he was going again. This time much gentler, as the first mistress lay on her side. Her leg was cocked up, giving him access as he gently thrust into her from behind. Males of her kind were weak things. Not that she could recall ever being with one, but the knowledge was there… somewhere. They were weak… Undeserving of more than casual attention. Enough to procreate before finding a fresh outlet for pleasure’s sake.

And yet here… before her very eyes, was a male like none she had ever seen. Her own lord, taking his woman like she had never seen nor heard of before. The scent of his seed as it dripped out from the chief concubine’s sacred flower, while he continued to ravage her, made Luneira lick her lips. But she held herself back. Angry at herself for even considering it. She’d never struggled to hold back her affections towards the inferior gender and yet…

“Fuck, Joel, I’m cumming again!” Jess squealed.

Luneira closed her eyes and grit her teeth. Tonight… Tonight in Morpheus, she would prove her strength and… She shook her head in denial. She just needed to relieve herself. By the time she woke up, her desires would be satisfied and she could go back to proving herself useful to her Lord… Without begging for his body like a bitch in heat.

With that firmly in mind, she let her fingers slip lower, while she locked her eyes on the rhythmic contractions signaling Mistress Jess’s orgasm. All the while, their lord continued slowly fucking her.


Chapter Ten


“Honestly, how did you not see this happening?” Jess sighed as she rubbed Buster’s ears.

Joel gave a small shrug as Luneira pouted slightly. It looked different in this form. The overly curvy sexpot that clung to Joel’s arm through the day was gone. Standing before them now was a graceful and dangerous looking woman with all the hallmarks of a dark elf. She looked much the same as Joel had remembered from their fight, only now, her eyes when they settled on him, didn’t glint with unbridled rage. Which just left Joel, more confused about why someone would ever dream of calling her a Night Hag.

“Well, what do you suggest, then?” Joel sighed as he looked at the fallen bike.

It was obvious in hindsight. Getting the bikes over the wall wasn’t a huge concern. There were a few ladders dotted about the street. With one of those, getting over the wall wasn’t an issue. Working in a team to carry the bikes over had taken a little effort. With Luneira’s ability to form a liquid body, she was able to help. Actually riding a bike, though? Luneira didn’t even know what it was, let alone how to ride it.

“I’m sorry my lord,” Luneira frowned. “I don’t see how one could balance on something with only two wheels like you suggest.”

“It’s…” Jess sighed. “Shit, we don’t have time for this. Can’t you just… sit on the bar in the middle or something?”

Joel nodded to himself and gestured for Luneira to move closer. She approached quickly, and Joel lifted his hands from the handlebars.

“Put your leg over the middle,” he instructed.

Luneira did as he asked, and Joel took her knee, steering her foot down to lean on the diagonal bar below.

“Just watch for my legs and the pedals,” Joel told her. “The bike will do the balancing for us. All you need to do is stay upright.”

“This is madness,” Luneira sighed as she settled her weight. “And uncomfortable.”

“It will have to do for now,” Joel shook his head. “It’s that, or you stay home.”

“I could run beside you,” Luneira pointed out.

“Maybe, but bikes are a lot faster than running and I don’t want you getting to where we need to go while exhausted.”

She grumbled at that before lifting both feet to brace herself. It took a moment for Joel to get comfortable with the woman before him. Then he looked at Jess and gave a nod. “Let’s go.”

Jess gave Buster a final pat and whispered an instruction. The hellhound’s ears went up, and he darted ahead, heading north along the main road. Away from Flash’n’Save and to Joel’s recollection, closer to Helen’s home. He smiled at that. It would be good to go check on her. Right now though, it was best they head off. The river wasn’t all that far, but there were a few distant bats they could see along with the occasional howl of a hellhound.

With his shield strapped onto his back, pinning his ax in place, Joel straightened the bike and began to pedal. He worried about the extra weight, but found the effort rather minimal. In fact, it looked like Jess was struggling more than he was as they slowly made their way uphill. They pedaled along, passing by one of the many gated communities. Joel suspected that Helen lived in the one further along this road, where it was designated for over fifties residents.

The land dipped down, letting them coast through an intersection before the land began to rise once more. To their left, what was once a large and rather well received public school, now sat dark and… Joel slowed to a stop, getting Jess’s attention.

“Fuck my life,” Jess shuddered.

Hanging over the middle oval was a massive web. The web was strung between the trees on the side of the road they were riding down, and the trees on the far side. A distance of over one-hundred meters. Most of the web was positioned horizontally, but the sight of the horrifyingly larger spider perched in the middle was enough to give them nightmares. It made the trees rustle as it bounced in place, binding something up in a cocoon of webbing. Something vaguely human sized and still struggling.

“We call them eaer,” Luneira whispered. “They set traps near their webs, before hanging their victims until their bodies liquify. We should avoid this place.”

“Shouldn’t we kill it?” Joel whispered.

“The best chance is to burn the web,” Luneira suggested. “But that will only ground it. I don’t like our chances of killing it once it’s on the ground.”

Joel grit his teeth before nodding at Jess. Even Buster was keeping his tail down. The massive predator was busy, and when Joel looked around, he could see down the side road they passed, there were thin lines of web crossing the road. Likely, whoever was in the web was unlucky enough to have touched one of those strands and become stuck.

With a pair of glances, Joel and Jess decided to keep going. There was nothing they could do to the eaer without at least some help. Instead, they pedaled on, up the hill and past the school. There was a religious center at the top, just after a few houses. Joel saw several people standing outside. It appeared they were well in hand, with a tall fence around the outside. They waved though, so Joel waved back, not wanting to upset anyone needlessly.

From here, it was a gradual descent. It was all downhill from here, with an intersection at the bottom. The only thing of note, other than the houses, was the gated community on the left where Joel expected to find Helen. There weren’t much signs of life inside the facility, but there weren’t any monsters in there either. Joel made a note to swing in on their way home. Bringing Helen back during the night probably wasn’t the best idea. It would be safer during the daytime.

The two bikes rolled along under the force of gravity to the end of the road. Joel thought about it. They could reach the river going in either direction. If they went left, it led to a dirt patch by the river. If they went right, it led to a lookout overlooking the river itself. That lookout was two or even three times the distance. So with that in mind as a second option, the trio took the left turn and made their way towards the river.

Only to halt at the sight before them. Ahead, leaning on a nearby fence post, was a child. They looked utterly miserable, rocking back and forth, with nothing but an old gray sheet wrapped around their shoulders.

“Oh shit, Joel,” Jess gasped as she stopped her bike.

Buster gave a small growl, which earned him a fierce glare from the arcane druid. But that was nothing compared to Luneira, whose body shifted into that familiar and horrifying black mass. The child’s eyes looked up right as Joel screamed for her to stop. There wasn’t any time though, and Luneira slammed herself down on the child, crushing them with a roar.

Joel stared in shock as Jess clutched her face in horror. Blood seeped out from under Luneira as she shifted back into her humanoid form. As another face appeared in the grass beyond the fence. Joel watched on as two more faces raised. He could see the exact moment their childish faces twisted into rage. Their gray sheets burst open, and Joel stared in horror as he realized the child was not, in fact, a child.

“JESS! BOW!” Joel roared as he charged in.

Those distant bat creatures, now close up, looked more like small gray imps. Rage twisted their childish features, showing razor-sharp teeth and long claws. They screeched as they took to the air. Jess, still in shock, didn’t react immediately, and Joel charged between her and the approaching imps even as he struggled to get his shield off his back. He fumbled, letting the ax fall, but wrangled the shield into position just as Luneira lashed out, snagging a second imp. It screeched as she swung it around, slamming it into the ground, as a third dodged her inky limb and closed in.

“BASH!” Joel roared.

Unlike the first time he’d tried to use it, and the subsequent tests, he felt a surge run through his arm. Almost as if by instinct, his shield flicked forward, connecting with the imp with a solid thunk. The small, bodied creature flew back several meters, landing in a twisted heap, while Luneira snagged another, even as it bit into her limb.

“Here!” Jess nudged Joel, and he looked to see her holding his ax.

He took it with a nod and turned to the imp, still trying to pick itself up off the ground. The flock was still almost a half dozen strong, but they were watching the group with a healthy level of trepidation now. Joel stepped forward, keeping his shield up, before getting in range of the downed imp. He grimaced at the childlike face, even as it stared at him in confusion. That didn’t stop him, though. Joel grunted as he swung the ax overhead. With one hand, it felt wrong, once again pondering about the realities of a sword. Still, the blow had tremendous force behind it, and he hit the imp hard enough to shatter its entire torso.

As the imp collapsed, there was a pained shriek. Joel looked up at the flock to see one falling with an arrow in its chest. The others growled menacingly, while Luneira waved a long tentacle around. Which was finally enough for the rest to retreat. They’d lost several members already, and weren’t willing to risk more for a difficult meal.

They beat their wings and took off over the houses, back in the direction of the giant web. Which left Joel sighing in relief, before meeting Luneira’s gaze.

“Thanks,” Joel nodded.

“What the fuck were they?” Jess demanded. “They looked like kids!”

“Impyle,” Luneira grunted, as she stepped around the two she had crushed. “Nasty things. They pretend to be small and helpless, while the flock hide nearby.”

“That’s fucking wrong.” Jess shook her head. “Who would invent this shit?”

Luneira frowned and tilted her head. “They weren’t invented. Morpheus does not create. It only manipulates what is. I don’t know where they come from, only that… my people struggled with them in the early days.”

“They’re not from wherever you came from?” Joel asked.

Luneira shook her head. “There are countless dimensions within Morpheus. Should your world fall, you too shall join it.”

Joel looked at Jess and let out a sigh. “Alright, thanks for the existential crisis.”

“You’re welcome,” Luneira gave a small, but confused, smile.

Joel shook his head and rolled his shoulders. “Let’s just check the river. I don’t… I don’t want to think about the greater picture right now, I just…” Joel let his shoulders slump.

Luneira seemed to understand she had upset him and came to his side. “I’m sorry, my lord. I didn’t mean to cause you anguish.”

“It’s not you,” Jess sighed as she joined them. Buster chuffed softly, but appeared relaxed now that the impyle were gone. “We had story books about this stuff happening in our world. Games that mimicked certain aspects as well. Having it happen at all was a huge shock. Now you’re telling us that other dimensions exist and we’re part of what? Some giant game?”

“I don’t know the purpose of Morpheus,” Luneira shook her head.

Nor should you

Joel swiped away the notification and shook his head. “We’re being watched right now.”

“Morpheus is always watching,” Luneira bowed her head slightly as if acknowledging the system.

Joel took a deep breath before nodding. “Let’s just get this over with. Then we can go home and… Maybe look at getting some alcohol so I can forget we ever had this conversation.”

“No getting drunk until our home is safe enough to not need us for a night,” Jess grunted.

“And after we get our home safe?” Joel asked.

Jess shrugged. “I’ve been known to get my tits out at parties. I’m sure we’ll find something to do.”

Joel snorted before spotting Luneira’s expression. She looked aghast at the idea, which made Joel laugh even harder. Jess joined in, seeing Luneira’s face and the night hag’s face darkened in a blush when she realized she was the source of their amusement. It felt good for them to laugh, and Luneira didn’t hold anything against them for it. When everyone had calmed down, the trio set off, with Buster taking a wide path, checking the bushes nearby for threats.

They continued on foot, taking their time down the dirt road. The clearing lay ahead and the river just beyond that. It was surrounded on all sides by tall grass and trees. Joel frowned, but Buster didn’t react to anything as they moved in. He kept his ax at the ready, while Luneira and Jess moved forward.

“Now what?” Joel asked.

Jess looked back at him before they turned their attention to the night hag. She saw them looking and frowned. “I’m sorry, my lord. I am not a tamer.”

Joel sighed and shook his head. “It’s Joel, Luneira. And I know that. But you said you had these things on your world, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” Luneira nodded. “But they were in our ponds. I never found one in the wild.”

“Fuck,” Joel sighed and rubbed his face. “So what now?”

“What exactly is a nraab?” Jess asked.

Luneira’s eyes became distant, and she started to talk. She described a creature resembling the demonic lovechild of a crab and an oyster. The scale was different, though. Unlike the crabs of earth, this creature could easily be larger than even the spider they saw at the school, but she had only seen a single specimen of that size. The rest had been much, much smaller.

“So… like a crab…” Joel sighed. “Well, I know people fish for crabs in this river. Maybe we just need some bait?”

“Where are we gonna get crab bait, Joel?” Jess asked.

Joel paused, then smirked. “Well, there’s a lot of bait back where we left the bikes.”

Jess winced slightly before nodding. “Great, can I just…”

“Wait here,” Joel nodded.

She leaned in and gave him a peck on the lips. Truthfully, Joel wasn’t looking forward to it, either. Luneira followed along behind, while Buster stayed with Jess. The two hurried back, taking less time now they weren’t watching the trees for danger. They stopped by the corpses and looked over their options.

There was one in the field, dead, with an arrow in it. Two were crushed, and one had been hacked through the shoulder with Joel’s ax. In the end, it was the most whole, and least difficult to retrieve. Joel and Luneira took it by the ankles and started to drag. Jess waited patiently for them to arrive, and she tried not to look at the dead creature.

It was nude and had nothing to be proud of, even if it was scaled up to match a human adult. Its wings trailed behind, gathering dust and small tears. Joel thought about how they were going to do this. The bank wasn’t exactly a beach. The water was down a steep incline and Joel had to work out how to get the bait down there. At least, until he realized there was an easy solution.

“You’re up,” Joel looked at Luneira. “Drop it down onto the bank, then let the top half drift into the water. When something comes up, Jess can do her thing and we can go from there.”

“Yes, my lord,” Luneira nodded.

Joel frowned at her. It seemed she was more likely to call him by his title, rather than his name when it was something official or just something she didn’t want to do. He made a note of it and let her get to work. Using a tree as an anchor point, she wrapped her body around it while elongating her arms to toss the corpse down into the water. It hit with a splash and she dragged it up onto the bank, letting the open wound at its shoulder drift in the current.

“I guess we wait,” Jess shrugged and went to sit by the bank near Luneira.

Joel followed along. Rather than sit, he stood at Luneira’s side and looked over the river. It was much the same as he remembered. The strange dark sky gave it an eerie overtone, though. It was obvious that this wasn’t daytime. More like eternal dusk, just enough light to comfortably see, while leaving the shadows long enough that things could hide in them. Things like Luneira.

“Are there more like you?” Joel asked.

Luneira frowned and gave a nod. “Of course there’s…” she closed her mouth, then opened it again. “I don’t know.”

Joel sighed. “Sorry, we never really got very far in all this. Where did you come from?”

“I don’t know,” she replied softly. “I… I have memories, but… they’re fragmented. All I know is that I woke up, and I knew where you were.”

“You were sent to hunt us?” Jess asked.

“No, not quite.” Luneira shook her head. “I… could feel where I needed to go. Not who was there, or what was waiting for me. I think my world failed.”

Joel looked at Jess and saw the way she stared right back. Morpheus hadn’t been very forthcoming with details. They had their introduction, and they had their instructions, but there was no talk to the point of the whole thing.

“So,” Joel looked for the word. “You… just woke up and came to attack us?”

“Yes,” Luneira nodded. “That… that was the only thing that made sense. I wasn’t given orders. I didn’t hate you. I just… needed to find you and kill you if I could.”

“And there’s more like you?” Jess asked.

Luneira nodded. “They’re not like me though,” she frowned. “They’re… they’re like me, but not. More like the other creatures. They hunt, and they roam, but they aren’t given direction. They aren’t urged to act.”

“Could they be reasoned with?” Joel asked.

Luneira smiled and shook her head. “No. They, like all the others within Morpheus, will kill you given the opportunity.”

A splash caught everyone’s attention. They turned as one and looked down at the corpse in the water. Sitting deeper still was a shape. It resembled a shark, but had its head raised from the water as it bit down on the impyle’s wing. The splash was caused by its tail as it thrashed to tear it free.

“Oi!” Joel snapped.

The thing looked up at Joel and bared its teeth, so he looked at Luneira. “Pull it in. I don’t want that thing eating it all.”

Luneira did just that, pulling the creature’s meal from the bank. Only the creature didn’t let that go. It followed, right up onto the bank, and to their surprise, onto a pair of stubby legs. It resembled a shark, if that shark was kinda fat, squat, and learned to walk on two legs. The aquatic creature had a belt made of some aquatic plant and tucked into that belt was a club lined with sharpened shells. It let out a warbling growl as it drew the weapon and started to climb.

“My lord, would you like me to kill it?” Luneira asked.

Joel shook his head and waited as the stubby creature climbed up. Only for Joel to smirk.

“Bash!”

The creature opened its jaw as he slammed his shield into its face. Its body tumbled through the air and crashed into the river, where it sank below the surface. They stared for a moment before Jess burst into laughter. Luneira joined in and even Joel had a chuckle, before Buster made a worried yip.

When Joel looked back, there was another of those things in the river. Followed by two more. They glared up at them, and Joel swallowed nervously as more heads came up.

“I think we should go,” Joel muttered.

Right as the closest one began to warble. The surge for the bank had Joel scrambling to his feet. Luneira abandoned the corpse as she got to her feet as well. They turned to run back towards the bikes, as the impyle flock made their next move. Joel yelped as he narrowly ducked the first swoop, its claws raked along the front of his shield. The second went for Jess, who rolled to one side, avoiding it completely. There were almost a dozen more that all started to screech at once. Joel didn’t think they worked with the strange shark creatures. More that they were opportunists and took the chance when they saw it.

“BEHIND YOU!” Jess yelled.

Joel turned as the first of the sharkmen came over the top. Waving a small sharp rock instead of the club, it charged in. Joel didn’t think, he just swung his ax. The blade bit into the creatures front and tore it open even as its dying body tumbled down into the water. Joel froze as he watched several of the closest members of its kind abandon the climb, in order to leap upon their dying comrade and begin to feast, even while it still lived.

“Holy shit,” Joel turned and barked out, “Bolster!”

He felt himself grow stronger and more capable as the flock descended once more. Jess fired her bow, taking one of the impyle down where it writhed on the ground. The wound in its gut would be fatal, but not in a hurry. The impyle at least didn’t eat their own kind, and the flock retreated out of range once more.

“Jess, you guard my back!” Joel roared. “I’ll guard the river. Luneira, keep them from swarming us!”

“Yes, my lord!” Luneira surged around him.

Using long sweeps of her dark mass, she knocked the sharkmen back down into the water. Only letting up small groups. Those Joel hacked to death with swings of his ax. It wasn’t going to work forever. The sharkmen were already climbing up far outside of Luneira’s reach in order to push around and flank them. They weren’t the best fighters, but they were relentless and high in number. Every time he sent a corpse sailing back into the water, there was a slight slowing to their advance as they feasted on their own dead.

Joel could still hear the impyle, though. Jess was keeping them back, and more than one had taken an arrow. The rest were staying back, and one even dove in, catching a sharkman as he tumbled over the bank. Which, in turn, was caught as a massive claw shot out of the river. The sharkmen warbled at a different pitch and suddenly they were trying to flee in all directions instead of advance. Joel watched as the still living impyle was brought down to the surface of the water before a large shape shifted around. The nraab was almost as wide as the river. Its shell opened like a scallop, where its legs and claws also extended. One of those claws brought the struggling impyle within, before the shell closed once more.

The other claw reached out and plucked a dead sharkman from the bank and brought that to its center as well. The flock of impyle screeched as they lost their advantage and began to disperse once more. Joel finally relaxed, seeing the creature had no desire to leave the water, and likely didn’t have the reach to get them on the bank.

“That is the largest nraab I have ever seen,” Luneira stared in shock.

Joel looked at her and noticed she was bleeding from several deep cuts to her arms. “Never mind that,” he took her hand. “What happened to you?”

“Their teeth and weapons are sharp, my lord,” Luneira gave him an incredulous look.

Joel shook his head. “I… I didn’t think they could hurt you in that form.”

Luneira shook her head. “I am vulnerable in any form to damage. Particularly from cuts.”

“Here,” Jess hurried over, pulling a small bundle from her pocket. “It’s just some wipes and bandages.”

Joel thanked her before opening it. It was exactly as she said, and Joel gave Luneira an apologetic smile as he got to work.

“Thank you, my lord,” Luneira muttered even as she cringed from the burn of the alcohol in her cuts. “Respawning is not pleasant.”

“Respawning?” Joel frowned.

Luneira nodded. “This is not the first time I have been a vassal. If I die, I can respawn, but… It is not pleasant.”

“What happened to your last lord?” Jess asked.

Luneira shrugged. “I don’t know. If I am here, I suppose that means he died.”

Joel looked at Jess before shaking his head. “No dying. Got it?”

Luneira gave a sad smile and shook her head. “Your will is my own, my lord,” she said. “But if it comes to you or me. I will sacrifice myself for you every time.”

Joel wanted to argue, but she had just mentioned she could respawn. Considering the lack of people around, Joel thought it unlikely he would. That didn’t mean he liked it, though.

“So, back to our original goal for this trip,” Jess said, breaking the tension. “But how in the fuck am I going to tame something that large?”

Luneira giggled softly and shook her head. “You’re not.”

“I’m not?” Jess turned.

Luneira pointed down towards the bank, where dozens of smaller nraab was chewing on a corpse. “They’re what we’re looking for.”


Chapter Eleven


“This…” Joel watched on.

Buster let out a low growl. It sounded like an old man groaning as he got out of his favorite chair. Luneira frowned, mostly in confusion and Joel… Well, confusion was probably the best word for it.

Jess, on the other hand, made a small baby voice as she tickled the nraab’s belly with the tip of her finger. Like some strange kitten, the aquatic monster squirmed, kicking its legs, while clicking both its claws and its entire shell.

Jess giggled and babbled along in baby speak. Joel turned back to the road and continued walking. With one hand on each set of handlebars, they were making the trip on foot. Buster roamed ahead, both to escape his master’s incessant babbling, and to scout ahead. There wasn’t much risk now they’d passed the eaer back at the school. Though Joel had been thankful when he watched the massive creature take down a hellhound that was close enough to have caused them problems.

“Is this normal behavior for a human?” Luneira asked softly as she walked beside me.

I glanced over at Jess, who was beaming down at the little crab monster. “Yup,” I grunted. “Pretty much.”

“I do not understand humans very well,” Luneira shook her head.

“Humans don’t really make sense to other humans,” Joel chuckled. “If it’s small and fluffy, most of us think they’re cute.”

“And when they’re…” Luneira narrowed her eyes. “That?”

Joel shrugged. “Sometimes that makes them cuter.”

Luneira gave him an exasperated look, and Joel shrugged in return. He didn’t understand the appeal of the creature, but while Jess had it cradled in her arms, Joel wasn’t going to disparage it either. That was as far as he got, before they reached the wall.

“Now how in the fuck are we going to get over this thing?” Joel sighed.

It turned out to be more waiting than worrying. Joel, with almost no effort, was able to boost Luneira over the fence. Using her abilities to transform into what was essentially a slime form, she facilitated the lift. Taking the bikes over, Joel insisted on sending Jess. Jess cradled her precious monster, while Joel and Buster waited for their turns. When the both of them had been lowered safely to the ground, Luneira joined them, before Jess set off towards the pool.

“So, it’ll clean the water?” Joel asked.

“It should,” Luneira said as she strode beside him. “That’s what they do in our world. They live off the debris and filter out the toxins.”

Joel nodded, before crossing his fingers that the chlorine wasn’t just going to kill it. Crustaceans were sensitive to chemicals. Not that it was anything to base Jess’s new pet on. It looked like a crustacean, sure. But as alien and demonic as it was, it likely had some subclassification Joel wouldn’t even understand. Not that it seemed to matter, as Jess arrived at the edge of the pool.

She stepped on the back of her heels and pulled her boots off before sitting on the edge. With her knees dangling in the water, she scooped up a handful and let it dribble over her new friend. Buster let out a huff and leaned against Joel’s side, and he reached down to give the hellhound some affection of his own.

“I shall name you squishy,” Jess perked up. “You will be my li’l squish and eat all the nasties in the water.”

“Squishy?” Joel questioned.

Jess turned and shot him a glare. “You don’t have to like it!”

“I’m not judging.” Joel held up his hands. “I just don’t see how something with a shell could be squishy.”

Jess narrowed her eyes. “Feels like you’re judging.”

Joell rolled his eyes. “Fine, I’m going to go check on Emily and the kids.”

Jess stuck out her tongue and ignored him as he made his way inside. Joel stepped into the kitchen before using paper towels to wipe the mess off his equipment. The shield had a smear of mud and blood. His ax was a sticky mess and his clothes were in rough shape as well.

Joel swung by the bathroom, pulling everything off, before crossing the hall into the bedroom where an equally nude Luneira pressed into his back.

“Does my lord wish to sate himself?” she whispered.

Joel felt her hand slipping around his side towards his cock. Despite his nervousness, it betrayed him and grew in anticipation. But Joel pulled free of her arms and turned to face her. There was a gleam in her eye. A haughty, powerful one. Like she had him where she wanted him. And if not for Jess, Luneira would have been right.

Joel pressed the night hag into the wall and looked her in the eye. “Put some clothes on.”

Luneira jerked as if he’d just slapped her. “B-but… I’m your vassal.”

Joel sighed. “Look. You’re insanely hot, and I feel stupid saying no to you.”

“Then don’t,” Luneira raised one leg and hooked her foot behind his knee to pull him forward.

“Stop,” Joel frowned, making Luneira freeze. He shook his head, even as his cock pressed into Luneira’s firm stomach. “This isn’t about you, it’s about me, and how I feel about Jess.”

“I’m not trying to take her place,” Luneira protested.

“I’m not accusing you of that,” Joel assured her gently. “But Jess and I had an agreement. That if you were going to get involved, that she was to be part of it. She doesn’t want us sneaking around behind her.”

“She’s your concubine,” Luneira frowned. “Should she not do as you say?”

Joel stared for a moment and shook his head. “Okay. So it appears there’s a cultural gap here. I’m not what you’re used to, and you’re not what I’m used to. But I’m the lord, so here’s my rules.” Joel looked her in the eye and saw the small nod of acceptance. “First, Jess is not my concubine. She’s my… girlfriend.”

“What is a girlfriend?” Luneira asked.

Joel frowned. “She… is a woman. That I am in a relationship with.”

“Does she sleep with other men?” Luneira asked.

“No,” Joel grunted.

“Do you intend to marry her?”

“Ahhh…” Joel frowned. “I’m not sure.”

“Is she allowed to leave?”

“Of course,” Joel frowned again. “Forcing her to stay would be wrong.”

Luneira stared at me like I’d grown a second head, before letting out a small sigh. “You’re right, she is not a concubine, but she is also not your wife… This… girlfriend title is an odd one.”

“Is that what we’re calling it?” Jess asked.

Joel and Luneira turned as one and looked at the statuesque blonde standing in the open doorway. Her eyes glanced down, before narrowing at the sight of Joel’s erection. When they came up, she glared at the night hag.

“Luneira…”

“My lord refused me,” she sagged. “Also, I apologize for calling you concubine. My lord has just instructed me of your title. First Girlfriend.”

Jess made a face before shaking her head. “That’s even weirder.”

“Then what would you prefer?” Luneira asked.

Jess gave me a slightly exasperated look before shaking her head. “Just… Jess.”

“First Jess,” Luneira smiled.

Jess slapped a hand to her forehead and walked from the room.

“Is the first Jess upset at me?” Luneira asked.

Joel sighed. “I think we need to have a proper chat. Let’s start that by getting dressed.”

“First Jess did not relieve you, does that–”

“NO IT BLOODY DOES NOT!” Jess shouted from somewhere down the hall.

Joel pulled back and opened the dresser for a clean pair of underwear. “Let’s get something comfortable on.”
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Joel blinked and let out a long sigh. Pressed against his side was… Joel frowned as he saw the overly curvy shape of Luneira drooling against him. He turned and saw Jess cuddled up against his other side. He’d been forced into the middle of the bed between both women.

“Mmm,” Jess frowned, before opening her eyes. She gave a yawn and sat up, only to freeze at the sight of Luneira in the bed. “What?”

“I don’t know, I just woke up,” Joel grunted.

“Hmm?” Luneira, disturbed by sounds of their voices, gave a stretch.

Her breasts wobbled around, and there were two sets of eyes that caught the motion. Luneira made a cute squeak as she pulled her arms back in, before snuggling down at Joel’s side once more. Her pink eyes flickered into view as she opened them and smiled.

“Good morning, my lord. Good morning first girlfriend,” she smiled.

Jess gave a sigh and stood up. “I’m going to check on Squishy, then I’m taking a bath.”

She climbed over the bed before snagging Luneira’s hand. The night hag let out a yelp as Jess hauled her out from under the sheets. Joel stared in confused shock as the two women left.

“Well…” Joel sighed. “I guess, good morning Morpheus.”

Good morning Joel

He smirked and swiped away the notification with a flick of his wrist. Sitting up, he let out a yawn and a stretch of his own. There was a pair of splashes outside, which told him the ladies were in the pool. Joel thought for a moment and opened his stats.

Level: 3

Strength: 25

Stamina: 5

Endurance: 17

Intelligence: 0

Faith: 60

Day: 5

Incursion Chance: 38%

Quest: Explore the world of Morpheus and familiarize yourself with your new class

Vassals:

Luneira

“Morpheus, shouldn’t I be leveling up? I killed a bunch of things yesterday. Shouldn’t there be experience points granted?” Joel asked.

There was no response for a moment, and Joel was about to give up when a notification appeared.

Rewards are earned through actions taken, not experience.

Joel frowned. “So I can’t just go out and kill a bunch of monsters and level up from that?”

The killing of monsters alone is not considered a notable action.

“Notable,” Joel pondered. “What would be considered notable?”

Notable actions would include dominance over an area. Population growth or overcoming insurmountable odds.

“Is that all?”

No.

Joel snorted and shook his head. “So you’ll give me a few hints, but you won’t spell out exactly what I need to do to earn a reward, then.”

Correct.

“And just what is the purpose of all this, then?” Joel asked.

This time, no response came. Joel rolled his eyes and gathered up some clothing. After tossing the bundle onto the bed, he picked up three towels and made his way into the backyard, where he enjoyed the sight of two nude women bathing side by side. Jess eyed him, while Luneira did a much better job of hiding how she was doing the same thing.

“I brought towels,” Joel said as he laid them out on the fence. “How’s Squishy?”

“He seems to be doing fine.” Jess looked down at the deep end.

Joel could make out the dark shape of the nraab. It didn’t think it was any larger than before. That didn’t mean much, though. It was as likely to him that the growth was some magical ability as it was that it would need to grow over time. In either case, Joel came over and sat down in the water.

“Cold,” he trembled as the water reached a sensitive spot.

“Don’t be a baby,” Jess snorted.

“I would be happy to warm…” Joel looked at Luneira, who was staring at Jess.

Jess was glaring at the night hag, and Joel let out a sigh. “Alright, do I need to go and let you sort this out?”

“No,” Jess grunted. “But that’s the kind of thing I’m talking about, Luneira.”

Luneira chewed her lip and nodded. “I shall… mind myself better.”

Joel looked at them both before deciding he didn’t want to be stuck in the middle of anything. Rather than risk putting his foot into something he shouldn’t, Joel started to scrub himself down. Which was when they heard hurried footsteps.

Joel jumped to his feet as Jess whirled around. Peter skidded to a halt in the yard and covered his eyes. “Dammit, sorry!”

“What’s wrong?” Joel made to get out.

“There’s someone knocking at the fence,” Peter said as he backed out.

Joel looked at Jess, and she nodded. The two of them grabbed Luneira, and they scrambled to get dry. In more time than anyone was comfortable with, the trio burst out the front door. Joel, with his shield and ax, Jess with her bow and Buster. While Luneira hurried alongside in her battle form. The trio rushed towards the fence, where… Well, Peter stood, looking worried, while someone quite literally knocked on the fence.

“Helloooo!?” a feminine voice called. “Is anyone there?!”

Joel rolled his eyes as Jess let out a snort. Even Luneira shifted back to her curvier form she adopted while not in combat. Only Buster remained in his normal form. Joel hurried over to the closest truck and climbed into the tray. Looking over the fence, Joel frowned when he saw the small huddle of people on the other side.

“Hey!” Joel called.

The knocker jerked back and looked around as the rest of their group spun around. Jess climbed up beside Joel and she leaned over to look. The group were older teens, with the eldest being the one who was knocking. She looked to be twenty at the oldest and she turned a pained smile towards Joel.

“Oh, thank fuck someone’s actually here,” she hurried over. “What do we need to do to get in?”

“Need to?” Joel looked at Jess. “What do you mean?”

The woman frowned, then looked back at her friends. “Look. We’re not much. But those monsters have started showing up in the daytime. We ran out of food and the water stopped. I watched you put up the fence and I just…”

“What’s your class?” Jess asked.

The woman shifted uncomfortably and Joel started watching closer. She chewed her lip and sighed. “I’m a thief.”

“A thief?” Joel grunted.

“I swear, I won’t steal from you. We’re hungry. I’m the only one who is a thief. Timothy’s a rogue, Marlene is a cleric. Bryson and Dante are both brawlers.”

“Clerics are useful,” Luneira said from her spot beside the truck.

“So can thieves,” the young woman offered with a nervous smile. “Look, my only two skills are snatch, which lets me take something someone else is holding, and evade, which just makes me move a short distance so I don’t get hit.”

Joel sighed and looked at Jess, who had a thoughtful expression. He turned and looked back at Peter and waved to get his attention. “The ladder!” Joel pointed to the one they used to climb over the day before.

Peter frowned, but rushed off to grab it. The young woman on the other side brightened, as did her friends. Peter returned with the ladder, and with Joel and Jess working together, they lowered it to the ground on the other side. The thief waved for her friends to go first and Marlene, the cleric, was the first. She hurried forward, giving her friend a hug, before climbing up. She was probably the youngest of them all. A mousy thing, with red hair and freckles.

Next came Bryson and Dante. They had a stereotypical meathead look. Both were brown-haired with wide noses. Dante had a slight beard, while Bryson was clean shaven and tattooed. Both gave Joel a funny look, but openly ogled Jess as they climbed over the fence. The rogue was next. Timothy, he wore glasses and fidgeted as he climbed the ladder. His black hair fell over his eyes, giving him the appearance of an old rock band that liked to sing about teenagers scaring the shit out of people. Which was pretty accurate as far as Joel was concerned, as he reached into the sleeve of his jacket and withdrew a rather large knife.

“Sorry,” he offered it hilt first to Joel. “Can you hold this while I climb over? I didn’t want it to cut me.”

“No problem.” Joel took the knife, letting the rogue climb over.

The last one was the thief. She had brown hair and a nice figure. There was a gleam in her eye as she climbed up, and before Joel knew what was happening, she was hugging him. Jess made a noise, and the thief pulled away, before suddenly hugging Jess as well.

“Thank you so much,” she pulled back as a tear rolled down her cheek. “We didn’t know where else to go. A bunch of us made it through the first night. A couple left after and we haven’t seen them since, a few more died in attacks. It’s been horrible. I don’t even know how to repay you.”

“It’s fine,” Joel smiled. “Just come on over and we can talk about that stuff once you’re settled in.”

She nodded, then glanced at Jess. “I’m… Ummm…”

“You’re?” Jess tilted her head.

“If… I mean, if you’re not together… I’d be willing…”

“Jesus Christ,” Jess shook her head. “None of that. He’s got enough pussy. He doesn’t need any more.”

“Really?” the thief turned and looked at them both. “I mean. I know how this works. You invite us in, treat us real nice–”

“Yeah, not this time.” Joel hopped down onto the ground, where he realized the rest of them were frozen and staring. “What’s wrong?”

“Is she safe?” Timothy asked.

Joel stepped around where Luneira was standing awkwardly beside Peter. Who looked just as awkward. Joel rolled his eyes. “Okay, quick announcement. I don’t know what your stat sheets tell you. But when I came through the first night, I had a title. Luneira here is my vassal.”

“But is she safe?” Timothy repeated.

“No,” Joel shook his head. “And neither are Buster and Squishy.”

“Who are they?” Marlene asked.

To answer, Buster let out a yip as he ran out from behind Joel’s house. The youngsters yelled in fright, backing up. Bryson and Dante, who looked like brothers squared up, getting ready to defend their friends. Buster was having none of it. He ran over, before flopping onto his back. His furless tail wagged frantically from side to side and even Peter let out a snort of amusement.

“That’s Buster.” Jess hopped down with the thief. “Squishy is in the pool.”

“How the fuck did you tame one of them?” Timothy turned to Joel.

“I didn’t.” Joel shook his head. “Jess did. It’s part of her class, just like having a vassal is part of mine.”

The teens stared at Joel and Jess before the thief smiled. “I’m Amanda, by the way.”

“Nice to meet you Amanda,” Joel smiled. “I think for now, it’s best if we find you a place to stay.”

“They can take my old place,” Jess offered. “There’s plenty of stuff there for Marlene and Amanda.”

“We can’t take your stuff,” Amanda suddenly pulled back.

“Not mine,” Jess grinned. “My old housemates. My stuff is in his house.” Jess pointed at Joel.

Joel tried not to blush at how she staked her claim. It did the trick, though, and they made their way over to Jess’s old place. With a quick introduction to Squishy, Peter went back home to help Emily put something together for them all to eat. While they did that, Joel visited one of the fresh water tanks to fill up some bottles for them all to drink. Only when he came back, Jess was standing between the two brothers.

“Water,” Joel called as he handed out bottles.

“Have a drink fellas,” Jess stepped back.

“Don’t knock it till you try it,” Dante frowned at her.

“Don’t knock what?” Joel asked.

Bryson grunted and rolled his eyes. “This guy.”

“This guy,” Joel nodded in agreement. “Look, you just got here. You’re guests.”

“Guys, cut it out,” Marlene grumbled.

“Seriously, don’t get us kicked out,” Timothy pleaded.

Amanda looked like this was a familiar thing to have come up. The look on her face told Joel everything.

“Alright, whatever it is,” Joel tried for diplomacy. “I’m sure we can sort this out.”

“That’s what I said,” Dante grunted.

“All we’re saying is that you’ve got the purple chick. It’s not fair if you have her too,” Bryson nodded at Jess.

Joel realized that this behavior was exactly what Peter was worried about from the start. Which meant that this was Joel’s fault, and it needed to be taken care of right here and now.

“And ah… What are your strength stats?” Joel asked.

“Eighteen,” Dante grinned.

“Nineteen,” Bryson crossed his arms.

Joel nodded. “Alright fair enough.” Joel held out his hand for Bryson to shake. Bryson smirked and took Joel’s hand. “Bolster.”

Bryson tried to pull away, but didn’t get the chance as Joel squeezed. He felt the bones in Bryson’s hand creak and the brawler let out a yell of pain. Dante lunged forward, only for a black mass of ink to slam into him, throwing him back on the floor.

“Jesus, fuck!” Bryson howled. “FUCK!”

“Do I have your fucking attention?” Joel said quietly. His eyes were implacable as he gripped his hand.

“You’re crushing my hand!” Bryson continued to howl.

Joel grimaced and loosened his grip, but only slightly. “Better?”

“Fuck, man,” Bryson continued to whine. “What do you want?”

“While you’re in my home, you follow my rules. Got it?” Joel snapped at everyone in the room.

Marlene was covering her face in shock. Timothy had a stupid grin on his face and Amanda was staring at Joel like he’d grown a second head.

“Nobody owes anyone anything. In particular, these bullshit, predatory, sexual behaviors. If you want your dick sucked, you ask her like a gentleman, and if she says no, it means fucking no. Am I understood?” Joel snarled.

“Fuck! Yes, fuck, just stop squeezing!” Bryson was almost sobbing in pain.

Joel stared at them both before grunting. He let Bryson go, and the brawler yanked his hand away. He stared at Joel like he’d kicked the big man’s puppy. Joel stared right back.

“While you’re here. You show some respect. Help out where you can. And if I catch anyone pulling this bullshit again, your hand is going to be the least of your concerns!”

“I’ll keep them out of trouble,” Amanda nodded.

“For a thief,” Joel snorted. “It’s not you I’m worried about.”

Amanda nodded slowly. Joel gave Luneira a nod, and the black slime pulled free, letting Dante flop onto the ground. She pulled herself up into her graceful figure. Showing her tall, statuesque shape before shrinking down into her plump form once more. Without a word, Jess took his hand and stormed out the front door. Luneira hurried along behind them, while Joel almost had to jog to keep up.

“Hey,” he called softly. “Are you okay?”

Jess grunted something as she dragged him in the front door of the home they shared. She spun Joel around and shoved him backward into Callum’s favorite chair. Joel grunted as he collapsed into it. It hadn’t been the first time he’d sat in the chair, but Callum was so possessive over the damn thing it was a rarity it ever happened.

What was even rarer was the sight of a woman putting her hair up, while staring at Joel like a lion eyeing a herd of gazelle.

“Jess?” Joel mumbled.

“Pants,” Jess grunted.

Joel frowned, but it was Luneira who darted in. Her hands went to his belt and before Joel could fight back, his pants, along with his underwear, fell around his ankles. Luneira’s soft hand wrapped around his cock and began to stroke. Joel’s mind short-circuited as Jess strode over and got to her knees before placing her hands on Joel’s thighs.

She applied gentle pressure, and Joel parted his legs, letting Jess lean in closer. “Luneira, tonight, when he’s finished with me, it’ll be your turn.”

“Th-thank you, first girlfriend,” Luneira bounced with excitement.

“Right now, though, I need to reward our valiant protector.”

“B-but–” Joel stuttered.

“Shut the fuck up and cum in my mouth,” Jess grunted as she leaned in.

Joel’s breath hitched as Jess’s mouth closed over his cock. She pushed her face down and sucked firmly as she lifted her head back up. Luneira pressed into his side, before leaning in towards his ear.

“Is that good, my lord?” Luneira asked.

Joel groaned as Jess bobbed her head quickly. “Yes.”

Jess hummed in appreciation, and Joel gasped once more. Luneira watched on in fascination. The First Girlfriend worked her lord’s cock back and forth. He was clearly enjoying himself, and from the way her lips puckered, she was sucking more than adequately. While she was happy to have been informed it would be her turn that night, she was still uncertain as to her lord’s stamina. While she had been a front row witness to their activities the night before, it was always the chance that the First Girlfriend was inexperienced. Even then, it didn’t seem likely. Men simply weren’t this virile.

Joel grunted as he erupted into Jess’s mouth. She moaned and took to suckling gently on the head. Extracting every drop of his seed, she stood suddenly and took Luneira’s shoulder. The night hag gasped as Jess dragged her into a kiss. Only for her to taste the seed that Jess was feeding her. When Jess pulled away, Luneira swallowed, knowing for certain that her Lord had finished. And yet, when she looked down, his cock was still rigid.

“Can’t have that,” Jess grunted, before getting to her knees once more.


Chapter Twelve


“You think leaving them behind was a good idea?” Jess asked.

Joel shrugged and continued on. The eaer was making him nervous, and he’d rather be further away from the growing piles of silk cocoons. Joel just hoped that they were heading in the right direction. Luneira at their side, along with Buster roaming ahead, they had made good time getting this far. And they weren’t the only ones.

“Someone else,” Jess pointed.

Joel turned and saw the woman step back from the window, letting the curtain fall into place. It was hard to tell if people were more active since they were getting used to things. Or if they were just seeing those who had moved into the homes along the main street. Sitting back in the side streets might be quieter, but if you were looking for help, or trying to escape frequent attacks, being on the main stretch was an advantage.

Joel realized that was probably the most likely. Amanda had said the attacks were getting worse. He hadn’t noticed anything, at least, not with Luneira now firmly on side. If Morpheus was pressing in and settling down, it made sense that the outskirts were the most vulnerable. If killing the demons in the night pushed them out, then the less populated and quieter areas would be all the more dangerous.

“You’ve got that thinking face on,” Jess observed.

“Sorry,” Joel grinned. “Just thinking. If we clear an area and make it safe, other areas that aren’t’ being cleared are dangerous. Anyone with brains is going to form clusters for safety. But increasing population or land control increases the incursion chance. Which will increase the need to gather more survivors.”

“The strong will survive,” Luneira nodded. “The weak will die. That is the way of things.”

“That’s fucking dark,” Jess sighed. “But I can see the logic… At least as far as survival. Do we know what Morpheus is actually doing? What it wants?”

“Morpheus is a system,” Luneira offered. “It does not want. It provides rules and context, without explanation.”

“You talk like you’ve been through this like we have,” Jess pointed out.

Luneira frowned and gave a small nod. “I think so too.”

“Well, that’s fucking terrifying,” Joel grunted. “What do you think the chances are that humans are popping up as monsters in some other random world?”

“Unlikely,” Luneira shook her head as Jess stared in shock. “For your kind to spread throughout Morpheus, it must fail.”

“Like your kind did?” Joel asked.

Luneira looked at him and frowned softly before nodding. “Perhaps.”

Joel exchanged a worried glance with Jess, before they finally reached the over-fifties village. A wide, double driveway, with a small island separating the two. Beyond that was a parking area, and a set of gates. Those gates were closed, but to the left was a small, covered area.

Jess, Joel, Luneira and Buster made their way over to that spot. Like Joel had hoped, it was a pedestrian access point. What they hadn’t factored in was the old man sitting in a lawn chair on the other side of the gate. He had a wooden bat across his knees, and a hat covering his eyes. The soft snores coming from underneath told them the situation, though it made Joel question things. With a thought, he checked the situation and frowned.

Incursion chance: 67%

Joel waved it away and took Luneira by the hand. “Go stand on one side so he doesn’t see you.”

That was all it took to wake the old man, who snorted and sat up. Luneira shifted out of view of the gate, while Jess snapped her fingers, sending Buster over to join her. The old man’s hat fell away, and he blinked in the midmorning sunlight.

“I’m awake,” he rubbed his face. “What the bloody hell do you two want?”

“Sorry,” Jess smiled. “We’re here to pick someone up.”

“You think I was born yesterday?” The old man grumped. “Youngsters these days, all you do is take. Well, I’m not letting you in. This is our home, and you’re not taking it from us!”

Jess glanced back at Joel, and Joel stepped forward. “We’re not here to take anything. We’re friends of Helen.”

“Helen who?” The old man snapped.

Joel and Jess exchanged a look, and the old man snorted. “Nice try kids. But I’ve been playing this game longer than you’ve been out of nappies.”

“She didn’t give us her last name,” Jess tried again. “We met her down at Flash’n’Save, then again two days ago. She gave us some medicine and asked if she could stay with us.”

The old man narrowed his eyes, but shook his head. “I’ve got half a mind to open the gate just to teach you two a lesson. Nobody, and I mean nobody, wants to be going out there. Have you seen that fucking spider in the school?”

“The eaer,” Jess nodded.

“Bless you,” the old man grunted. “Now clear off–”

“Frank! Who’s at the gate?” A matronly voice called.

“Just some youngsters looking to make trouble, Martha!” Frank called back.

Martha turned out to be on the younger end of the over-fifties requirement. Her hair was speckled with grey, but she was dressed like she liked to jog. As she looked them over, she frowned and turned to Frank.

“What’s the problem?” Martha asked.

“Just trying to make them leave,” Frank huffed.

“We’re looking for a woman named Helen,” Jess offered. “She asked if she could stay with us, but she didn’t say exactly where she lived.”

Martha frowned and turned to Frank. “Really?”

Frank glared “I don’t–”

“Shut it,” Martha sighed, before turning back to Joel and Jess. “Your names?”

“I’m Joel,” he spoke up. “This is Jess.”

“That’s them.” Martha stepped up to the gate and reached for the handle.

Frank took her by the arm and pulled her back. “Now wait just a minute!”

“Frank, if you don’t unhand me, I swear I’ll cut the fucking thing off!” Martha snarled.

Joel’s eyes bugged as she turned and reached behind herself. She wasn’t kidding. Stuffed down, the back of her leg was a rather large knife and she gripped the hilt like she wanted to see what happened next.

“Martha, you can’t just open the gate to let strangers in!” Frank protested, even as he released her. “You don’t know who they are!”

“I don’t need to know who they are. They’re friends of Helen. She told everyone over dinner and you were there,” Martha huffed. “The nerve of you.”

“I’m just looking out–”

“For your own interests, yes, I know,” Martha huffed as she turned back to the gate. “Sorry about that,” she smiled and opened it for Joel and Jess. “Someone’s had a chip on his shoulder ever since he was turned down.”

Joel nodded slowly while Jess let out a snort. Frank glared at them both before his eyes went wide with shock. Luneira followed them both through the gate, and even Martha had frozen in place at the sight of her.

“This is Luneira,” Joel offered them both. “She’s a friend.”

Martha nodded slowly before her eyes tracked down. “And that?”

“That’s Buster!” Jess smiled and gave the hellhound a scratch around the ears. “He’s my good boy.”

Buster emphasized the point with a small chuff of enjoyment. He’d been cranky ever since Jess brought home Squishy. But the silly boy had calmed considerably once he realized that Jess wasn’t bringing the nraab anywhere other than the pool.

“I think I see what Helen was talking about now,” Martha nodded. “Come along, knowing her. She’s already packed a bag or two.”

“Martha,” Frank hissed.

“Frank, you and I both know that if they wanted to cause trouble, neither of us could stop them,” Martha glared at the man. “Please don’t do anything stupid.”

“We’re not looking for trouble.” Jess held her hands up in a peace gesture. “We just want to see Helen and find out once and for all if she actually wants to come with us or not.”

Martha relaxed slightly, before giving Luneira and Buster another glance. Frank, not relaxing in the least, kept his bat up while he followed along behind them. They walked along to the roundabout just inside the entrance and made a left turn. Two houses down on the right, there was a familiar face. Helen was beaming widely as they came into view as she sat on a small chair in the shade of the alcove by her front door.

“Good morning,” Helen smiled as her eyes drifted over the newcomers. She stopped on Luneira and tilted her head. “And who is this lovely creature?”

“Helen,” Joel smiled. “This is Luneira. She’s my vassal.”

“Vassal?” Helen frowned for a moment before shaking her head. “Strange times. Have you finally decided to come collect me?”

“We have,” Jess smiled and hurried over. “It’s been a busy few days.”

“You’ll have to show me what you’ve gotten up to when we get back,” Helen smiled. “How are Emily and the kids?”

“Waiting to see you again,” Jess smiled.

“So you do know these youngsters, then?” Martha asked.

“I do,” Helen smiled. “I’m guessing Frank gave them a hard time?”

“I’m just doing my job,” Frank groused.

Helen shook her head. “Nobody asked you to do it. You’re the only one who thinks this place needs defending.”

“It’s our home!” Frank snapped.

“It’s an awful lot of empty homes where I’m going,” Helen sighed, before looking up at Martha. “And there is probably space for a few of us.”

“I would,” Martha smiled. “But if I go, who’s going to stop Frank from braining anyone who comes up to the gate?”

Helen laughed, while Frank swore under his breath. Joel ignored the man as everyone else was and helped Helen to her feet. With Martha leading the way, Helen brought them all inside. Sure enough, there was a pair of bags in the simple lounge room, along with the trolley that Helen liked to use.

“One for each of you,” Helen pointed at the bags. “I can take my trolley.”

“You don’t want to pack anything else?” Joel offered. “Luneira here can carry a bag.”

“I can carry more than a bag,” Luneira smiled as she took them both.

“Now dear, you shouldn’t bother yourself,” Helen frowned at the night hag.

Luneira was going to argue when Jess plucked one of the bags away and put it on. Joel countered by taking it off Jess and putting it on. That left the two older women smiling in amusement as Jess looked around for something to carry.

“You’re our DPS.” Joel shook his head. “It makes sense that Luneira and I are the ones carrying everything.”

“This isn’t a fucking game,” Jess hissed.

Joel shrugged. “Still makes the most sense. My strength is higher than yours and you can attack threats at range. While you hold them off, Luneira and I can drop the bags and support you.”

Jess wanted to argue, but Joel was making more sense than she could overcome. Instead, she huffed and looked at Helen, who smiled.

“He cares for you.”

Jess blushed and looked away, making the two older ladies laugh softly. With the bags packed, Helen was unwilling to bring anything else and declared she was ready. Martha had remained as assistance to ward off Frank, who had gone back to the gate. The six of them, Buster included, made their way back home. Once again, Joel could feel the eyes from those who watched them. People moved behind curtains, and more than one watched from a front yard, or by sticking their heads over fences. They didn’t look hostile, just… wary. Which, Joel supposed, made a lot of sense.

They hurried along. Jess up the front, with Buster ranging ahead. Luneira at the rear watching their backs, while Joel walked alongside Helen, who hummed a simple tune as she hobbled along.

“Oooh, I hate that thing,” she muttered.

“Eaer?” Joel asked, nodding at the giant spider.

“Is that what it’s called?” Helen huffed. “I watched it take poor Jenson’s poodle on my way home from visiting you.”

“What happened to Jenson?” Joel asked.

Helen sighed. “Probably went the same way. He went running after it, and I didn’t stick around to see what happened next.”

“Luneira, any idea how to kill it?” Joel asked.

Luneira frowned and nodded. “You let them get big enough to take over an area with their webs. Then burn the webs.”

Joel winced, and so did Helen. “Any idea how to deal with them, without letting it take over the area and then burning the town to ashes?”

Luneira shook her head, and the conversation stalled for a time.

“Could try a molotov,” Helen suggested.

Joel smirked, then faltered as that thought settled in place. “Actually, that could work.”

“What would work?” Jess asked, as she waited for them to catch up.

“Molotovs,” Joel nodded at the eaer. “We’ve got cars that don’t run. What’s the chance that there’s still fuel in the tanks?”

Jess nodded. “I can see that being both a blessing and a curse.”

“We can always hold off until we have a bunch of fire extinguishers,” Joel suggested. “Get a bunch of us together, we all take a molotov and an extinguisher. Set it on fire, then control the blaze. You shoot the hell out of it while it burns.”

“I’ll lose all my arrows, I’m limited that way.” Jess complained softly.

Joel frowned before turning to look at Jess. “I’ve seen you shoot more arrows than your quiver should be able to hold?”

She nodded. “I have a skill that allows me to replenish my quiver overnight. But they’re basic wooden arrows. Otherwise, as you’ve seen, Buster retrieves the ones I loose. They’re better made, but they’re starting to wear and tear. Particularly the arrow heads. I don’t know how to make more and like I said, I only have a limited amount of arrows each night despite my replenishing skill.”

“Frank can make you more,” Helen offered.

Jess turned and raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

Helen laughed and nodded. “He might be an ass, but yes. He’s a carpenter by trade. Well, before all of this happened, he was a bit of a conspiracy nut, talking about the end of the world. I wouldn’t be surprised in the least if he didn’t have a bunch already.”

“We should keep that in mind,” Joel nodded as they finally exited the area around the eaer.

The walk was swift, and the only thing that made them pause was when a pair of impyles flew overhead. They squawked and made a fuss, but when their group clustered together, the impyles decided they were too big a target and left. Oddly enough, that was followed by a sighting Joel hadn’t seen in a while. As if following the flock, the young man on the bike appeared from a side road. He rode along in silence, watching their group, before crossing the street and disappearing down another side road.

“That guy gives me the creeps,” Jess complained.

Joel nodded and made a note to check the perimeter again when they got back. Hurrying along, they made it to the fence without any more issues. Joel was the first over, using his enhanced strength to haul himself over. He dropped down onto the bed of the parked truck and leaned back over to take the bag Luneira was carrying. After securing that, they worked together to get Helen’s trolley before Peter spotted them and came over with the ladder.

“Thanks,” Joel nodded. “I haven’t gotten that far yet.”

“I saw you,” Peter sighed. “Been keeping an eye on things. Those two guys have been giving me a bad feeling since they got here.”

Joel set the ladder down over the fence and turned to Peter. “Did something happen?”

“No,” Peter frowned. “They’re just… keeping an eye on Emily whenever she goes outside. Making her uncomfortable.”

“Peter,” Joel whispered. “Prevention is better than cure. But I want you to know, if ever something happens, I’ll kill whoever’s responsible.”

Peter frowned. “Prevention is better than cure, though.”

“Keep an eye on them. If they calm down, then all the better. If they heat up, let me know. I cracked heads last night. If I need to do worse, I will. What about the others?”

“Amanda and Timothy have been scouting the area,” Peter nodded to himself. “Marlene came over to speak with Emily, though. She’s some kind of healer and checked over the kids.”

“Cleric,” Jess offered as she appeared over the fence. “Thanks for holding the ladder, by the way.”

“Shit.” Joel turned and steadied it. “Sorry.”

“It’s fine.” Jess pecked a kiss on his cheek before climbing over to join Joel in the truck. “Helen’s next, with Luneira making sure she doesn’t fall.”

“Helen’s coming?” Peter asked.

“That’s me!” Helen cackled as she appeared a moment later. “Luneira is doing a wonderful job keeping me steady.”

“I would be dishonored to allow an elder to fall during my care,” Luneira called from the other side.

Joel and Jess exchanged a look. That was probably a cultural thing, but it still translated well. Helen moved slowly, having trouble with the top of the fence. Jess leaned over, taking the old woman by the ankles, while Joel supported her from the top. Together, they lifted her over and Peter aided in setting her down on the ground.

By comparison, Luneira, cradling Buster, was over with far more ease. She partially liquified herself and flowed over the fence without bothering with the ladder at all. With Buster in her arms, she joined them on the safe side of the fence, before setting down the hellhound with a smile.

“Now, where shall I be staying?” Helen asked.

That turned into a bit of a problem, as they tried to determine the best place for Helen to stay. In the end, it was with Peter and Emily. Nobody felt comfortable leaving the old woman alone, and even if that would be a preferable option later on, they would need to clean out a home for her. Houses still had full bins, dirty dishes and, in some cases, leftover food left to decay. Perhaps it could be used as compost for the new farm Paul had set up. Something they would need to address, regardless.

For now though, with Helen settled, Joel and Jess turned to securing their home. Jess shared his troubled thoughts for the man on the bike, and with Luneira and Buster watching their backs, the two of them split up to make sure there were no obvious ways into their home. Joel was reasonable. There were likely any number of ways for an individual to climb a fence. But they didn’t want anything overly easy.

He worked his way around. There was nothing he could do about the horizontal beams on one side of the fence. But there were other things. Objects leaning up against the fence was his first target. Dragging them away or destroying them with a swing of his ax. A tree stump was a particular pain, having to hack it down to ground level, piece by piece. The sound attracted a few hellhounds, which Luneira took care of.

He worked up a sweat, and hauled himself back over the fence, before moving down to check the next spot, when a familiar figure hopped over, landing in front of him.

“Shit,” Joel staggered back as Amanda squealed in shock.

“Sorry!” She held up her hands. “I didn’t see you there. I thought you were still down that way.” she pointed at the section of fence he’d just climbed back over.

Joel sighed, before spotting Timothy climbing over behind her. “Where’s the other two?”

“They stayed home,” Amanda sighed. “Said something about defending this place from attacks.”

“It’s afternoon,” Joel grunted. “They haven’t come outside once.”

Amanda frowned. “Look–”

“Don’t apologize for them,” Joel shook his head. “I’m not going to make their behavior your problem unless you enable it.”

“I’m not really doing anything to stop them, though, am I?” Amanda frowned.

“That’s not what I meant.” Joel shook his head. “Look, it doesn’t matter right now. I’ll talk to them later on. What have you been up to?”

“Oh,” Amanda brightened. “Just scouting. There’s another settlement up the back,” she gestured in a north-westerly direction.

Joel nodded, then frowned. That was the direction the guy on the bike came from. “Where abouts, exactly?”

Amanda spoke quickly. She even had the address. Joel knew the spot and thanked her. To his surprise, though, neither of them left. Instead, they followed along, helping to check the fence. They even had some good information about whether something was or was not a problem.

“Man, I wish we had running water,” Amanda grunted as Jess came into view.

“That’s the next step,” Jess smiled. “We’re going to use those units. Drag a water tank or two upstairs, and use gravity to pressurize the houses.”

“Each house will need its own pipe,” Timothy chimed in. “If we hook them up in series, the pressure will drop every time a closer house uses water.”

“You know about plumbing?” Joel asked.

Timothy shrugged. “My old man was a plumber. I’m not trained or anything, but he showed me some stuff.”

“New plan,” Joel grinned. “Let me know what you need. If you can find it, we’ll bring it back and you can hook it up.”

“It won’t be pretty,” Timothy rubbed the back of his neck.

“I bet Marlene will be really happy about having running water again,” Amanda nudged him.

Timothy blushed and looked away from them all. Joel grinned and turned away to give him some space.

“Emily’s got some dinner going,” Jess told the group. “I think we should call this a night.”

Joel looked up at the afternoon sky and gave a small nod. The sun was on its way out. They’d have plenty of light for now. But there was nothing left to do that they could finish before total darkness.

“Sounds good,” Joel nodded. “How’s the fence?”

“Fine,” Jess shrugged. “Come on, Luneira.”

“At once, first girlfriend,” Luneira skipped to Jess’s side.

Amanda and Timothy gave the night hag a strange look while Joel shrugged. “It’s a cultural thing.”

“Right,” Amanda shook her head. “Come on Timothy, we’ll go see Marlene, then…” She looked at Joel. “What’s the bathing arrangements?”

[image: ]


Joel sighed as he stepped inside. Dinner had been nice. So had the baths. Amanda was nervous around Squishy, but after Jess called him out for a cuddle, everyone calmed down. They kept their toes to the shallow end of the pool, but had no more incidents. The only sourness for the evening had been the brothers. They weren’t twins, but they were close in age. Neither of them had taken it well when Joel told them they needed to work for a place in their home. That meals would be withheld if they weren’t going to pull their weight.

Dante looked like he wanted to throw a punch, but Bryson called him off as Jess set her bow on her lap. That killed the mood for the night, and after they left for the night, everyone else did as well.

Joel was the last of his household to come to bed, and he made his way down the hall. Only to freeze at the sight of two nude women laying atop the sheets.

“He’s speechless,” Jess giggled.

“I am humbled by my lord’s gaze,” Luneira smiled.

“Earth to Joel?” Jess tilted her head. “I think he needs a nudge.”

Luneira let out a soft gasp as Jess leaned over and began to bite along the inside of her neck. Luneira’s nipples were already standing out, and the gentle bites made her thrust her chest forward as she chased the sensations Jess provided her. Joel finally snapped to attention and stepped into the room. His shirt hit the floor, before he stepped out of his pants, only to stand dumbly at the end of the bed as Jess’s mouth followed Luneira’s jawline, before catching her lips.

That was it for Luneira, and she wrapped Jess in her arms. The overly curvy night hag drew Jess atop her. The two women continued kissing as Joel climbed onto the bed behind them. Jess’s pussy was already leaking down her thighs. The anticipation of what was coming made foreplay unnecessary. Joel took the initiative, and while Luneira’s pussy leaked just as heavily, he wanted to feel Jess first.

On hand on her hip, the other steering his cock, Joel slid his cock into position. Jess gasped and arched her back as Joel sank into her.

“Fuck,” she whimpered. “It’s supposed to be Luneira’s turn.”

Joel responded by reaching around and cupping her chin. Jess moaned as he pulled her into a kiss, before moaning once more as he pushed himself balls deep inside her. Then, to both their surprises, Luneira pushed up and closed her lips around Jess’s nipple. Jess reached behind herself, clutching at Joel with one hand. The other held the back of Luneira’s head, while her own body betrayed her by jerking with pleasure. Which only served to drive her spontaneously back and forth over Joel’s cock, even as he slowly fucked her from behind.

“No!” Jess pulled away. Joel froze as Jess continued to shudder and gasp for a moment. “Luneira, it’s her turn.”

“First girlfriend, my lord has–”

“Enough stamina for the both of us,” Jess pulled forward and tipped off the night hag. “Fuck. Next time, when it’s my turn, I want to do that again.”

Joel looked down at his cock before switching to the hairless cleft of Luneira’s pussy. Jess saw where he was looking and licked her lips as she rolled back to Luneira’s side.

“You going to fuck her, or just stare at her?” Jess joked softly.

Joel smirked, and Luneira even let out a small giggle. She opened her legs a little wider, showing just how much dew had collected already. Her pussy drooled onto the bed, and Joel licked his lips. Touching her gently, he spread her labia, confirming once and for all that she was ready for this.

“Here.” Jess took his cock for him.

Joel groaned softly as Jess steered him into place, before he slowly began to sink into the night hag. Only for Luneira to make a soft noise of discomfort.

“What’s wrong?” Joel froze.

“That… If that is your desire, my lord.” Luneira smiled.

Joel frowned. “No, tell me what’s wrong? Please?”

“I just didn’t know you wished to breed me, my lord,” Luneira smiled shyly.

“Did you expect him to try anal or something?” Jess asked.

“Anal?” Luneira frowned. “I… I could do that too, I suppose?”

“I think we’re missing something.” Joel pulled his cock free. “If you’re super fertile or something, we can use a condom.”

“N-no,” Luneira frowned. “I just thought you would want to use the other one.”

Jess’s eyes went wide for a moment, while Joel tried to rationalize what she just said.

“How many holes do you have down there?” Jess demanded.

“Two… Four if you include my urethra and ass,” Luneira frowned.

“Humans only have three.” Jess shook her head slowly.

“Three?” Luneira frowned. “Do you risk pregnancy with each breeding?”

Jess looked at Joel, who looked back, before they both nodded. “Yes.” Joel was the first to speak.

“You don’t?” Jess asked.

Luneira shook her head before reaching down. She hooked her fingers into her pussy and spread them. She looked just like a regular woman. Inner and outer labia, a clitoris at the top, urethra underneath… and two openings, one atop the other, for her vagina… or vaginas.

“The top one is for pleasure. It is very sensitive, but has no function to allow for pregnancy,” Luneira instructed. “The lower, while less sensitive, is more intense during intercourse. I don’t know how fertile my kind are compared to yours.”

“Could you take two at once?” Jess asked suddenly.

Luneira frowned. “I belong to my lord.”

“Well… yeah,” Jess frowned. “Sorry, that was weird. I just meant, is there a reason he couldn’t fuck you in both?”

“I am at the whim of my lord,” Luneira said in a small voice. “I shall endure whatever he can accomplish.”

“I think we’ll just start with the top one,” Joel nodded to himself.

Jess’s attention snapped back around as Joel steered his cock into place. With an upward push, Luneira made a small sound as he slid into her body once more. He couldn’t quite tell if there was anything different, but Luneira rolled her hips with delight as he thrust slowly inside her.

“You… are bigger than men of my kind,” Luneira whimpered.

“Is that a bad thing?” Joel asked.

Luneira shook her head, and Jess wrapped a hand around his cock. “Take it slow, alright?”

Joel nodded, and with Jess’s hand acting as a buffer, he began to stroke. Luneira whimpered and moaned as Joel slowly fucked her. Her pussy seemed to stretch to accommodate him the longer he fucked her. She became more comfortable with the sensation and Jess soon had to remove her hand, as Luneira begged for harder and deeper thrusts.

Jess lay beside them both, rubbing her tortured clit with her fingers as she watched Joel lean down to kiss the purple woman’s lips. She chewed her own as they drifted into their own world. Not for a moment did she have any regrets. She was open minded enough to see all of this as something new to experience. Considering how much the world had changed, she was determined to experience everything at least once. That way she had no regrets. Still, the idea of being aroused by her man fucking another woman was a strange one. Even more than her strange desire to be with that woman as well. It was something that pre-Morpheus Jess, wouldn’t have ever considered. Now—fuck what the world thought. Most of the world was probably already dead. There wasn’t enough people to judge her and shame her for what was currently happening right now. Her fingers delved deeper between her legs, her pussy already wet and eager. Wet squishy noises greeted her dexterous fingers as she took in the sight before her.

Luneira’s mouth was a delight. Softer than a human’s, her tongue was inhumanly flexible. She clung to him and mewled into his mouth as he thrust into her. Joel was long beyond the pretext of taking it easy. The bed shook beneath their thrusting bodies. Luneira’s legs were on his shoulders and she was flexible enough that her body was bent in half as he eagerly plumbed her depths. Luneira’s body accepted him readily, her kneading fingers on his back and her begging was enough to push him over the edge. Despite how eager and wet she was, she’d kept her begging to a low drone of pleasure. Until now, as he neared the edge of his own release, hammering into her with all his might, Luneira let out a small shriek and her body clenched.

Joel felt her pussy tense before it sucked him down hard. He froze as his cock was yanked into her, where her muscles throbbed and sucked at him. There was nothing he could do to free himself from the sensation and erupted within her. His back arched and the chords of muscle along his neck stood out as he gritted his teeth and then growled as he came, and came hard. Luneira gasped and whimpered, barely conscious as he came deep inside her.

Never before had she achieved orgasm with a man. None of her previous lords had ever had the stamina to even let her get close enough to reach her pinnacle. Yet, that isn’t what caused her to orgasm a second time around her Joels cock. No, that guilty pleasure came from the fact that he had seeded her. Those hot spurts had triggered another orgasm that had flowed from the first into the second without pause… And that worried her, even if she couldn’t help but dwell in orgasmic bliss.


Chapter Thirteen


“I’ve got it!” Joel rushed forward.

Jess glanced over her shoulder and nodded that the problem had been taken care of. She had her own target. A hellhound, pinned down by Buster was thrashing about. The two were evenly matched, and if left to their own devices would likely leave them both injured. That wasn’t a problem for Jess as she drew her bow.

Behind her, Luneira was engaged with three more. Using her liquid form, she was slowly suffocating two, while closing in on the third. It was trying to dart around her to freedom. With a fence at its back, its escape route closed off, the monster was rapidly losing out. And with both ladies and Buster occupied, there was nobody available to deal with the duo that just appeared around the corner.

This pack, if they were all a singular pack, was huge. The inclusion chance was already high. So when they woke up this evening within Morpheus, the trio decided on clearing the area. To Joel’s surprise, Dante and Bryson were more than happy to help. With a slightly less happy Amanda, Timothy and Marlene, the five of them split in the opposite direction. The plan was simple. Loop around the block, killing and clearing as best they could. If something went wrong, they were to disengage and hurry back in the opposite direction.

So while the new group had headed off towards Flash’n’Save to check the back streets that circled behind their home. Joel, Jess and Luneira had made their way along the road perpendicular to the one they travelled, avoiding the eaer, but skirting its territory with caution. Only to find themselves in trouble, the moment they stepped off that main road, into their first back street.

“BASH!” Joel roared and swung his shield.

The hellhound didn’t react in time, and the strike from his shield knocked the beast flying. It tumbled over its companion, landing heavily on the road, while Joel swung his ax around, narrowly missing the second. He once again thought about his choice of weapon. The ax felt almost right, in its weight and reach. But the distribution was wrong. He found himself thinking about a sword. Something large and heavy to match his inhuman levels of strength.

The first hound he’d bashed climbed to its feet, and the two began to circle. Their technique was simple. One would distract, the other would grab him from behind. Which would have worked, except Jess sent an arrow into the uninjured hellhound, driving it back with a pained yelp.

Joel used the distraction to charge his first attacker. It leaped back, but Joel had expected that. He counted his steps and, as the hellhound crouched for a second leap, he was already moving. His ax whistled as it came around, connecting with the beast’s shoulder. With its second leap, the injured monster tumbled to the ground, twisting under the force of its own failed attempt to dodge.

Joel checked the hellhound with the arrow in its side. It was distracted as it turned in place, trying to bite and rip out the wooden shaft. Joel ignored it for now and closed on the hellhound, whimpering painfully on the ground before him. It offered no resistance as he brought his ax down atop its head, ending it instantly. As he did that, Jess took down the other hellhound with a shot to the head. Ending their first foray into battle for the night.

“That could have gone better,” Joel sighed.

“Our group is too small,” Luneira frowned.

“I agree,” Jess nodded as she leaned into Joel for a quick hug.

He accepted readily, before looking around once more to make sure nothing was sneaking up on them. The impyles could be sneaky like that, and he didn’t want to be caught unaware.

“Something on your mind?” Jess asked softly.

Joel nodded. “Hellhounds, impyle, the one eaer. Not including the nraab and those weird shark monsters. I just can’t help but think there’s less danger here than there should be.”

“You are newly integrated,” Luneira offered. “Morpheus, while accommodating for weakness, is unlikely to have opened the vastness of its stores to sweep this place of life so readily.”

“Anything you wanna add to that?” Joel asked, while glancing up at the sky. He waited for a few moments before shaking his head. “I’m just worried we’re missing something, or we’ll be surprised by something. Even just pets in this town. Cats, dogs, birds and, yeah, probably a few spiders. But what about snakes? People keep those too.”

“Pets aren’t monsters,” Jess frowned. “You think the hellhounds are people’s pets?”

“No,” Joel shook his head. “But I think that something is going on with the wildlife that’s already here. It might even just be a territory thing. The impyles fly, and hellhounds would have trouble forcing them out. But what if there are others? Larger, more solitary hunters, like the eaer, who can’t move in while there’s so many hellhounds running around?”

“Oh shit,” Jess froze.

“This… I cannot say…” Luneira frowned. “Those memories are… fuzzy.”

They looked at the night hag and only saw her frustration. Which was all the more reason to think there may be something to their current line of thought.

“So, what?” Jess turned around in place. “We only clear a small section of the town, just to keep ourselves safe? We were doing that anyway, weren’t we?”

“We were,” Joel nodded. “But then, what if a bunch of groups spring up to do this?”

Jess nodded. “Yeah, I see your point. If there’s three groups out here, that all clear an area, we could invite stronger monsters in to take their place.”

“We haven’t even experienced a horde yet,” Luneira pointed out.

Joel froze in place. “Horde?”

Hordes are roving waves of monsters. They are independent of the incursion chance and can only be detected manually.

Joel’s expression must have been telling. Jess touched his shoulder and looked into his eyes. “Well?”

“They roam,” Joel swallowed. “Nothing to do with incursions.”

“Shit,” Jess swore. “Morpheus, this isn’t fair!”

Joel nodded along. On one side, they would be safer to only clear a small area around their home. That would prevent larger monsters from coming into the territory and taking over. But that would also make it harder to watch for approaching hordes. That was by far the more dangerous option to deal with. This entire system was designed to test them. Which was probably the point. This was a test. All of it. So what did it mean if they passed?

Joel’s only idea about that was the leveling up. Each time they did something worthwhile, they received a level. That made them stronger, which would let them accomplish more. It wasn’t based on experience. Experience was farmable. Simply baiting and killing monsters would gain them nothing. They had to actually achieve something. All for the sake of survival, which they now knew was going to be far more difficult than they imagined.

“Let’s finish checking the street,” Joel shook his head. “We need to talk to the others about what happens next.”

“What are you thinking?” Jess asked.

Joel sighed. “Either we need to take over the town, or make enough friends to watch out for danger. We’re surrounded on three sides by two rivers, but most of what is open is farmland. We can’t watch it all, and that doesn’t even include what might come up the river.”

“Oh shit,” Jess cupped her mouth, remembering the sheer number of sharkmen they fought.

With that memory firmly in place, the trio continued onward. The road turned right and followed along for a fair distance. By comparison, the street they had closed off for their home, was rather small. Only long enough for a half dozen homes on each side, if not for the strange y-shaped cul-de-sac at the end.

This road was about three times the length, with homes on either side. Some of them looked occupied, others looked occupied until recently. More than one was missing a front door, or had smashed windows. Even a few cars pushed out onto the road like someone had attempted to push start them.

It was chaos, and the trio kept their grouping tight as they watched for danger. When they finally reached the end of the street, it was with another cul-de-sac. They looked around, seeing the nearby homes. This spot looked like it had been occupied until recently. There was plenty of rubbish around, like people had picked through and left in a hurry. Front doors were open, and a note had been nailed into the front door of another. Joel walked up to that house and checked the note.

Melody, if you find this, I’ve taken the kids to our parents. I love you.

“Oh, shit.” Jess clutched her mouth as she read over Joel’s shoulder.

Joel nodded slowly and turned around. “We need to keep moving.”

“Where now?” Luneira asked.

Joel took a breath and sighed before stepping away from the note. He looked to a gap between two houses and nodded. “There. If the others followed around the next road like we planned, we can meet them if we go through there.”

“And if they’re not?” Jess asked.

Joel frowned. “Then we find them.”

With no better option, the trio hurried along down the grassy alleyway between homes. They didn’t get all that far. At the other end was a fence. It led into the unit complex that backed up to Joel’s house. He hoped that meant that the area would be relatively safe. Having a large fence and gated entrances seemed to have worked for the retirees. They didn’t hesitate for a moment before hopping over, with Joel coming last as he helped toss Buster over. The hellhound was distinctly uncomfortable about heights. Something Joel thought about, considering he never saw them climb or jump fences.

When he dropped down on the other side, he looked around. The back entrance to the complex was straight ahead. And the gates were open. Joel let out a small sigh and led the way over. He looked over the gates to see what could be done to shut them. If their area continued to expand, it would be an advantage if they could easily close the gates once more. The front entrance at the main road was shut up tight.

Jess and Luneira kept an eye on their surroundings while Joel checked the mechanism. The motors would be out. They ran on electricity, and so far, nothing that did actually worked since Morpheus started. But that wasn’t what opened the gates this time. The motors were connected to a control arm that pushed and pulled the gates open on a hinge from a central position. That control arm had been unbolted at the end closest to the motor. The nut, bolt and arm were all sitting there where they’d been left. Making Joel grin in excitement.

“Just need a pair of shifters and I can get the gate closed again,” he told the group. “Super easy to secure everything.”

“Great,” Jess nodded. “We can sort that later. Right now, we need to decide if we’re going to check the complex, or if we’ll check the road,” she gestured ahead.

Joel thought for a moment before nodding. “Let’s just walk to the end and look around the corner back to the main road. I can’t hear any fighting, and Buster isn’t picking anything up either, so if they’re out there, they’re probably just walking around.”

Jess nodded and gave Buster an order. The hellhound growled softly and ran to the corner. Slowing as he turned right, Buster sat in the middle of the road.

“Well, it looks clear then,” Jess shrugged.

They rushed over to join the hellhound, seeing nothing but an empty road ahead of them. The destruction here was less than that of the cul-de-sac they had visited. But there were plenty of signs that people had been here recently. Joel couldn’t help but wonder how many more were hiding out here. He thought about the crazy guy who snuck up behind him and shook his head.

“Alright, let’s check the complex and see what we can find,” Joel suggested.

Jess agreed and Luneira was happy to follow whatever order Joel gave her. With that, the three of them turned and marched back into the complex before making their way down the main road. The complex was set out with a single road running west to east, towards the main road that would take them home once more. There were three side streets to turn off. The first to the left, right near the back entrance. And two more on the right near the front entrance. The one closest to the main road was the one that backed up to Joel’s home.

The first street was a dud. Empty and bare, there were only five homes and a space for a handful of abandoned cars. Only one home looked like it had been occupied recently, and Buster, after running through, came back without a fuss.

They moved on, following a bend to the left. That accommodated a drainage channel that cut through the complex, which made Joel nervous. This town was known for minor flooding. If the water came up, what was the chance of those sharkmen coming with it? Joel shook his head and continued on as the road swung right once more. The whole way, there were just empty homes. It was quickly apparent that the few that had been occupied after that first night were no longer.

The only change to their pace was when they reached the first right-hand turn. Buster stopped to sniff something before his ears shot up. Jess noticed immediately and halted the group before Joel took notice. Buster turned to look down the road, and in the silence, that’s where they heard a muffled shout. It sounded pained, and a laugh followed a moment after.

“Come on,” Joel pressed on.

They hurried down the road, careful to be quiet as they moved along. The voices got louder as they moved, and Joel narrowed his eyes at the third building on the left. All the buildings here were dual or triple townhouses. Each unit, or townhouse, had its own garage, a front door, three bedrooms upstairs and a small courtyard. That was the standard of living here. So it was quickly obvious which of the units was the one being occupied.

“Hurry up!” An angry voice shouted.

“Fucking pussy!” another, slightly quieter voice snapped.

“This isn’t right!” A third yelled out before cutting off with a hard slap.

Joel stopped outside the two homes. The front doors were separated by a small partition. The first had open windows and showed the bottom floor was completely empty. The second had thick blackout curtains. From within, Joel could hear the three male voices, along with the terrified whimpers of at least two more.

“Luneira,” Joel turned. “Go around the back and see if you can spot anyone inside. I don’t want to walk us into an ambush.”

She nodded quickly and rushed off with an inhuman grace. Vaulting over the bins at the corner of the unit, she slipped between the buildings out of sight.

“Fuck this, get out of the way!” one of the angry voices snapped.

That was followed by terrified, muffled squealing. Joel turned to Jess and saw the look on her face. If this was an ambush, it was going to be nasty either way. But if this was what it sounded like…

“Bolster.”

He felt the skill take effect and found himself more sure-footed than before. He turned with a confidence that betrayed his true feelings and raised his foot. The wood shattered a moment later, and the door swung open, sending splinters flying in all directions. Buster charged in, snarling as screams rang out. Joel charged in as the back door shattered. Jess started screaming as Joel froze at the sight before him.

Marlene and Amanda were seminude, bruised and tied up on the floor. They were gagged, with ropes around their ankles keeping them in place. From the torn off clothing in the corner, they hadn’t willingly undressed. Beside them, on the ground, bleeding from his eye, was Timothy. He was less dressed than he would usually have been, but was entirely unconscious. The last two in the room were Dante and Bryson. The former was standing with his pants around his ankles. While the latter was just wearing underwear, showing more excitement for the situation than Joel was comfortable with.

“GRAPPLE!” Bryson yelled as he rushed to meet Joel.

Taken by surprise, Joel didn’t respond before the musclebound idiot grabbed his shield. He yanked hard, pulling Joel off balance, but couldn’t quite manage to wrestle it free. Dante dived for Amanda, grabbing her as if he would take her hostage. Which didn’t stop Luneira from lunging atop them both.

In the confined quarters of the home, Jess was left staring off to one side. Even Buster was struggling as his paws slipped along on the tiles. He got into position to bite Bryson, but the brawler kicked the hellhound before Buster could change direction.

“You can’t do this!” Bryson roared.

“What the fuck are you talking about?!” Joel yelled back.

Bryson swung his fist, smashing it into Joel’s cheekbone. Joel jerked back in shock from the impact. It had hurt, and he was stunned by the suddenness of it. That gave Bryson the chance to rip away his shield, leaving Joel standing defenseless before him. Bryson took the advantage and ducked under Joel’s arms, tackling him to the ground. As Joel fell, he crashed into Jess, knocking her to the ground in a heap. Leaving Bryson free to pummel Joel as he lay there on the ground. The first punch was to Joel’s chin. The next he managed to block as Joel covered his head. That gave Bryson the chance to rain blows into the sides of Joel’s ribs.

Each punch knocked the wind out of him, and Joel knew he had to do something. Shoving his hips up, Bryson rolled, letting Joel flip them over. Unfortunately for Joel, Bryson actually had skill at this, and wrapped his legs around Joel’s shoulders. Bryson squeezed, and Joel grunted as Jess suddenly came into view.

“Get off!” she screamed and plunged down with an arrow in her hand like a makeshift dagger.

Bryson switched his attention without releasing Joel and grabbed Jess by the wrist. The arrowhead stopped a fraction before it met skin, and he yanked her forward. Joel saw Jess fall to her knees, before Bryson punched her solidly in the side of the head. And unlike Joel, Jess collapsed limply on the ground. Joel stared at his lover, seeing no movement, before Bryson let out an amused snort.

“Fucking bitches, man.”

Joel roared. He roared so loudly that Bryson’s eyes went wide for a moment in surprise. Joel shoved forward, heedless of Bryson, getting a better grip on him. He forced himself down and took the brawler by the shoulders. Bryson snapped out a punch that connected with Joel’s chin once more. Joel was beyond caring right now. With the brawler in his arms, Joel heaved back, lifting them both from the ground. Bryson made a surprised grunt as suddenly he was forced to decide between letting go, or holding on.

Joel didn’t care. He had a target in mind and charged ahead in a blind rage. The wall gave way and the two of them slammed into the tiled floor of the neighboring unit. Bryson’s head, after bouncing off two solid objects, must have done something. His legs loosened enough that Joel took a breath of air and twisted sharply. That forced enough of a gap for Joel to bring his arm up, and with nowhere better to strike, punched Bryson squarely in the bulge of his tighty whiteys.

Bryson jerked back, releasing his legs as he pinned his knees together with a girlish yelp. Joel, getting free, hauled himself upright and took a long, deep breath. Before turning back to the brawler still rolling on the floor. Joel felt rage like nothing he had ever experienced. No matter the treatment he’d received from Callum. No matter what an employer, or teacher or schoolyard bully had ever said or done. Nothing compared to the unbridled rage flooding Joel’s system in that moment.

Taking the brawler by the shoulder, Bryson whined in pain and fear, before Joel hurled him back through the wall once more. Bryson tumbled into the middle of the neighboring unit’s kitchen, gasping and moaning in pain. Joel stepped through the new hole, catching sight of Dante weakly struggling amongst the black mass of Luneira’s liquid body. Buster was over by Jess, licking gently at her cheek, which only turned to make Joel even angrier.

“No!” Bryson threw out a hand as Joel stormed towards him.

Joel grabbed that hand, yanking the brawler up into a seated position. Before snapping his fist forward, shattering Bryson’s nose. The brawler fell to the ground, howling in pain as Joel bent over him. He grabbed Bryson by the back of the head, lifting him to his feet with one hand. The fight was gone from the man and he cowered and wailed as Joel hauled him around to look at the four victims on the ground.

“YOU SEE THIS!” Joel roared.

“Please!” Bryson begged. “I’m sorry!”

Joel gave Bryson a shake, knocking him off balance and dropping him to his knees. “I asked a question!” He snarled. “Do you see what you have done?!”

“YES!” Bryson began to sob brokenly.

“Why?” Joel hissed.

Bryson shook his head, catching sight of his brother. “No, no man. Please, he’s dying.”

“He’s not the only one,” Joel snarled.

Hauling the brawler back to his feet, Joel spun and tossed him headfirst out the back door. Bryson landed heavily and rolled to a stop by the fence. He started to get up as Joel stormed towards him. Bryson held up his hands, but Joel wasn’t interested. He drove his foot into Bryson’s chest, shattering the fence and sending the man tumbling across the ground where he bounced off a nearby tree. Joel recognized where they were. Those trees were off the yard of Joel’s elderly neighbor. He couldn’t see their home, but it didn’t matter. They were gone, and this rapist had managed to survive.

“Please, man!” Bryson choked. “Just give me another chance!”

Joel walked up to him and bent down. He took Bryson by the shoulders and helped him up. Bryson sobbed brokenly and looked down at his feet as he cried. So he was completely unprepared when Joel slogged him in the diaphragm with a closed fist. The contents of his stomach emptied over the ground and Joel stepped aside, dragging the brawler away from his mess.

“I gave you a chance,” Joel whispered. “I brought you into my home. Offered you a place to stay.”

“I’m, s-sorry,” Bryson gagged.

“Are you though?” Joel asked. “Because from where I’m standing, you and your brother just tried to organize a fucking gang rape. And it’s only now you’re getting your ass kicked that you have anything useful to say.”

Bryson sagged for a moment before snapping out a punch. It was weak, but Joel let it land, giving Bryson the satisfaction of believing he had a chance. Only to use the time wasted on the weak punch to shift his grip. Joel slammed his elbow under Bryson’s chin and forced him back into the closest tree. Lifting, he forced the brawler to the tips of his toes and listened as he choked and struggled for air.

“How many times did you hit the girls, I wonder?” Joel growled. Bryson’s eyes bulged as Joel drove an uppercut into the brawler’s stomach. “That’s two.” Hitting him again, Bryson’s face turned red. “Three.” Joel felt something crack on the fourth punch. Bryson’s eyes went wide and a mist of blood escaped his lips on the fifth punch. On the sixth, Joel dropped Bryson to the ground and stared at him.

Bryson stared back. His eyes were wide with fear and agony. Joel stared back, listening to the man desperately try to draw in air. The beating was severe. No doubt he’d ruptured organs along with the broken ribs.

“You’re going to die here,” Joel whispered. “You and your brother.”

Bryson closed his eyes as his body convulsed. With a shake of his head, Joel stood tall, and walked back towards the house. Luneira was still inside. She was reforming into her human shape while the ladies had pushed themselves to the corner of the room. Joel stepped in, looking over the situation. Dante was staring lifelessly into the air. Buster was licking Jess’s face. She was shifting slightly, and Joel cast a look at Marlene.

“You’re a cleric, aren’t you?”

Marlene nodded quickly, and Joel sighed gratefully. He took a deep breath and tried to appear calm and less threatening as he possibly could before moving over. The last thing he needed was to scare these girls after everything that had happened to them so far. He was a big man, and they’d been mistreated by males. He wasn’t sure how they would react around him all things considered. He spent a few moments untying her, talking gently to her. He wasn’t sure what he said, he just tried to sound as calm and soothing as he could before doing the same for Amanda. The latter threw her arms around Joel’s neck and cried, while Marlene slipped out to check on Timothy, before moving to Jess’s side.

“You’re safe,” Joel told the woman in his arms. “I promise.”


Chapter Fourteen


“Well,” Peter shifted uncomfortably.

They were all sitting around a barrel fire, of all things. It may have been a stereotype. But it really did work well. Set in the middle of the road between all our homes, Emily was preparing breakfast for us all. We’d each brought out a chair. I sat with Jess on one side, Luneira on the other. Amanda, after weighing her options, was beside Luneira, with Marlene and Timothy beside her. That left Helen, with Emily, Peter and the kids. Which made the situation even more obvious.

“They’re gone,” Joel nodded slowly.

“Gone as in–”

“Peter,” Emily gave him a look.

He frowned, before looking Joel in the eye. Joel stared back with a level of intensity that made him nervous. Peter was not a hard man. He’d lived a soft life and was still coming to terms with his existence within Morpheus. His continued survival was mostly down to luck and the actions of others. It grated at him, but he also couldn’t fault the people around him for it.

“It’s better that way.” Amanda crossed her arms. “Trust us.”

She and Marlene nodded at one another before Marlene reached toward Timothy, who gently took her hand. The action was ignored by the others, though they all took note. Even little Dawn stared at the new couple, though… Her concerns were “cootie” related. Joel and Jess already had them, as did her parents, and she worried they were spreading.

“Is it going to be a problem?” Peter asked, wanting to finalize his thoughts.

Joel sighed, remembering the bloody mess of a man left leaning against a tree. His brother was dead, staring idly at the ceiling where Luneira had suffocated him. Then shook his head. “No problem. I solved it.”

Peter swallowed nervously. He’d come to trust the young man from across the street. It was difficult for him to think about the young man being a killer. Part of him wondered if Joel would turn on them. What if Peter was the target? Would he try to take Emily, like he had Jess, Luneira and from what he could tell, probably Amanda as well? What about the kids? Then again, what Peter was seeing from the expression on Marlene and Amanda’s face, as well as Timothy… Perhaps that threat already came to pass, and Joel was the one who solved it for him.

“You’re right,” Peter sighed. “You’re right, and I’m sorry. I’ve… had all these thoughts.”

“You’ve talked to me about it before,” Joel tried to stop him from apologizing.

“I know, but I just need to say this out loud,” Peter sighed. “Things went bad. We wouldn’t have made it through that first day if not for you and Jess.” Peter eyed them both. “Now you’ve made our home safe,” he glanced toward his daughter who was avidly listening. “and you’ve… made it safe from some other kinds of things,” he caged. “I have my hangups, and I don’t know if I’ll ever fully trust you. But you’re in charge. You’ve done right by my family, and whatever you think is best, I’ll back you up.”
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“Whoa,” Joel read over everything. He usually just opened the relevant tabs for whatever he needed at the time. Seeing everything laid out, he wasn’t sure what to make of it all. “Anyone else get a notification?”

“Looks like it,” Jess replied as everyone’s eyes flicked from side to side as they read. “Just telling me that you’re our territory leader and that I gained a boon and a new quest.”

“Something about diplomacy?” Joel asked.

Jess frowned before shaking her head. “No, mine says that I need to venture forth and explore the area.”

“Mine says I need to start a healing clinic,” Marlene chimed in.

“Mine just says I need to pick ten locks.” Amanda frowned. “I don’t even have a lock pick set.”

Each of them, even Dawn, chimed in with some relevant quest. It looked to Joel that they were being directed in ways that would directly, or indirectly, help them with their classes. Stats were one thing, so were their skills. The physical act of doing something, though, was not something Morpheus pushed into them. It was like having a muscle memory, without the knowledge of the action to begin with. Which quickly became apparent, as Amanda had the sudden urge to file down a handful of bobby pins.

Joel nodded to himself as he realized that while Morpheus was impartial and unhelpful, for the most part. It did genuinely want to nudge them in the correct direction. Whatever it was, it wanted them to succeed. It just refused to hold their hands and lead them to success.

“Alright, Morpheus. How many boons do I get?” Joel asked.

Two.

1. Weapon

2. Armor

3. Skill

4. Level

“Before I make my decision, can I make a request on anything specific? Like a kind of weapon, or an upgrade to my skill instead of a new skill?” Joel asked. He waited for a moment before letting out a long sigh. “Fine, fine. I get it. Give me a weapon, and a level.”

The first thing that happened was that infernal sound of the slot machines. He was starting to hate that sound. The air in front of him shimmered. A ripple went out and the eyes of everyone around snapped towards him. Joel spotted something stretching from nothing into something and gripped the end of it closest to him. The shape, once in his hand, began to expand out away from him. Joel was forced to get up and move away from the fire for more space as the object extended a full six feet before flattening out at the end.

Clutched in his hand was a sword. Massive in both length and width, he felt like an anime character. It was heavy, and he found himself struggling to hold it out in front of himself with one hand. The blade was as wide as his outstretched hand, and the tip, rather than narrow, it widened like a hammerhead shark, with a rounded tip, giving it a pair of hooks coming off each end.

“How are you even holding that?” Jess asked.

Joel grunted as he swung the blade up. He wouldn’t be able to use it indoors, but then he couldn’t use the ax either. This was one hell of a weapon, and he gave it a few experimental swings. Once in motion, he grinned, feeling the ease at which he could move it. Holding it out in a straight line wasn’t something he’d be doing a lot of. But a quick thrust, or a swing, suddenly felt natural.

“What on earth is out there that you’d need a sword that size?” Helen asked.

Joel frowned and turned back to the group. “Well… the eaer is pretty big. So is the giant nraab we saw.”

“You’re not going to fight that thing, are you?” Emily asked.

Joel shrugged. “Probably. And with this, I can probably hurt the thing.”

Before he could get any further. His vision blurred for a moment as the next window popped up.
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“Strength again,” Joel grinned.

+2 Strength

Stats

Strength: 27
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Endurance: 18

Intelligence: 0
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He gave the sword a swing, and it was noticeably lighter once more. He still couldn’t hold it directly out ahead of himself for more than a few moments. But that was a few more moments than before. Whatever this strength buff did, it was crazy. He’d thrown a grown man through not one, but two walls. He was clearly some kind of tank class.

Before his eyes, everyone else made whatever acceptance or changes they needed. Marlene was suddenly presented with a short staff. Timothy grinned at something while Jess found herself holding a strange pendant.

“Oh shit! Breakfast!” Emily jerked back towards the slowly burning food over the hot flames.

“Mommy said a bad word,” Dawn cackled.

Joel looked at Jess before grinning and taking his seat. Things had just gotten much more interesting.
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“Left!” Timothy called.

“I am going left!” came Joel’s reply.

“My left!” Timothy snapped back.

“Why the hell would I turn your left, if you’re telling ME left?”

“Then go fucking right!” Timothy snapped.

Joel snarled and shifted his weight. To his surprise, it actually worked, and something shifted, letting the tank finally slide into the bedroom. It hadn’t taken much to get this far. After finishing breakfast, they took it upon themselves to start their day. Peter was determined to get his farm set up as part of his class. Apparently, part of being a butcher granted him some knowledge of animal care. Farming for crops came loosely under that, and he was eager to start.

Marlene took her quest to heart and was busy clearing Jess’s old house to turn into a space where she could treat people if they were injured. While they seemed to come back to the real world without bringing back their injuries, the opposite was not true. She also gained a bonus for healing in a space of her choosing, so it made sense to set a place up in case of emergencies.

Timothy, with his plumbing knowledge, was with Joel. They headed back into the unit complex, where they had left Bryson and Dante. Not that the bodies remained in the daylight. Jess, Luneira and Buster went on to scout the rest of the complex, while the two men decided where to start moving the tanks. The first of which was now in position.

“If I knew how strong the floors were, I’d say we could fit two or three in here,” Timothy panted.

Joel looked at his smaller counterpart. The tank still had a bit of water in it. They weren’t all that worried about damaging the property, so Timothy had steered from the top while Joel lifted from the bottom. Overall, it was several hundred kilograms, and Joel had little issue pushing it up a flight of stairs.

“Just one in here then,” Joel nodded. “Put one next door, and maybe another after that.”

“They’ll have their own supports,” Timothy nodded. “If the floor gives out in one, we’ll know to cut down how much water we can store.”

“Hopefully it doesn’t come to that,” Joel sighed. “Be nice if we had a water tower or something.”

“Bring it up at the next town planning meeting,” Timothy joked, before sighing. “Look, you and I haven’t really spoken… At all.”

Joel shook his head slowly. “It’s been busy. You’ve been running around trying to survive, then you came here and everything went to shit.”

“I tried to stop them,” Timothy leaned on the wall. “They tried to talk me into… their way of thinking. They told me that you had multiple women, so they should as well. That it would be good for us all.”

“How long have you and Marlene been together?” Joel asked.

Timothy smiled and shook his head. “We’ve been friends since we were kids. Amanda was the one who introduced Dante and Bryson. They grew up together, and when things… went wrong, they helped. I didn’t know it would come to this. They were always assholes, but…”

“I don’t think anyone expected that,” Joel nodded. “I’m just glad everyone’s safe.” Timothy turned and gave Joel a funny look, so he laughed. “Everyone I give a shit about is safe. Those guys rubbed me the wrong way the day we met. I tried to make sure they understood, but their FAFO meter expired.”

“FAFO?” Timothy frowned in confusion.

“Fuck. Around. Find. Out,” Joel snickered, before sighing. “I’ve never been in that position before, either.”

“Rescuing people?”

Joel shook his head. “Being stronger than someone. I’ve always been a big dude, and I guess I’ve had muscle to back it up. But… I’ve never done something like that before. I was always the one to talk it out, or just… to leave. I killed a guy, Timothy.”

“You killed a guy who was going to rape our friends,” Timothy came over and patted his shoulder. “I don’t know about you. But I somehow doubt that was the first time they’d done something like that.”

“You think?” Joel asked.

Timothy shrugged. “Does it matter now?”

Joel shook his head. Before taking a deep breath. “Let’s get another tank ready.”

They spent another hour getting what they needed. It felt bad, draining out the water of the next closest tank. It was a waste, but they had no way to transport and store it. The unit complex had a heap of them, but they had no way to transfer water from one to the other, so it went to waste, soaking into the dirt and grass.

With the help of a hacksaw, and a bit of elbow grease, they had the tank disconnected from the downpipes and removed the useless electric pumps that went with them. Then the process of dragging a tank up a flight of stairs was repeated in the next unit. Joel tried to ignore the contents of the homes. The rotting food, old dishes, and dirty clothes were one thing. The kids’ toys another entirely. Only the knowledge these people weren’t coming back was a comfort. Even then, Joel found himself preparing for the day a long-lost relative showed up and wanted their home back.

As Joel and Timothy were getting the third and final tank into position, Jess and Luneira showed up with Buster wagging beside them. Joel looked at the position of the sky and knew they were running out of daylight.

“Let’s just get this into position, and we’ll be out,” Joel nodded.

“Anyone find some PVC?” Timothy asked.

“A bit,” Jess frowned. “Not enough for what you want, though, and most of its big downpipes.”

“That’s too bad,” Timothy frowned.

“We’ve got plenty of garden hoses though,” Joel reminded them all.

“It won’t be pretty,” Timothy frowned. “But I’ve got a few ideas. If you can bring me all the hoses you can find, I might even be able to fix something up for tonight.”

That set Jess running for the stairs. She raced out, while Luneira stared in confusion. Joel laughed and led her downstairs. Jess was already returning with her first hose, and Joel caught her.

“Don’t get too excited, there’s not much water,” he warned her.

Jess frowned before sticking out her tongue. “I’ll take anything you can give me.”

Joel laughed as she gave him a wink and rushed off once more. “Come on Luneira, I’ll show you how to get a hose off.”

He took the night hag in the opposite direction that Jess had gone. They stumbled upon a neighbor’s house with a fancy hose for a really nice garden. He showed her how to disconnect it, before making his way back with his first hose and to collect his gear. His sword was where he left it, propped against a wall in the living room. His shield beside it. Strangely enough, they fit together somehow. If Joel placed the sword on the shield, it just… stuck there. Making it really convenient to throw the shield strap over his shoulder to hang on his back. One quick move to grab his sword and he could pull it free. The shield took a moment longer to get his arm through the right straps, but with a bit of warning, that wouldn’t be a problem. Without the warning, he’d just be left holding the sword with both hands.

He shook his head, slipping the shield into place, before marching back out the front door. With Jess rushing towards the front of the complex, and Luneira doing the ones nearby, Joel crossed the street and started working back towards the rear exit. He disconnected a few hoses, wound up a few more. Anywhere he found connectors, he took them, ensuring he brought back all he could.

His first trip was uneventful, taking a bunch back with him before returning to his next trip. Timothy was already working the hoses together as Joel made his way further back. He reached the bend in the road, and stepped around, only to spot a half-dozen people coming towards him. They seemed as surprised to see Joel as Joel was to see them.

“You!” the one in front shouted.

“Me?” Joel called back. “Who are you?”

“The rightful ruler of Paradise!” the shouter came forward.

Joel frowned in confusion before recognition struck. “You’re the guy on the bike.”

“I was scouting,” he glared. “What are you doing?”

“What are YOU doing?” Joel frowned as the group stopped several meters away.

He glared at Joel angrily for a moment before swearing under his breath. “We were coming to talk to you.”

“About?”

“About joining Paradise. We’re expanding. I was going to claim the complex here and come to you next.”

“Philadelphia,” Joel grinned, remembering a few history lessons about this town.

“The fuck dude, I just said we were going to claim the complex!” he shouted.

Joel stared at him for a moment and shook his head. “You can’t just claim everything and expect people to roll over for you.” He opened the map, and chuckled as he saw the territory he controlled, now named Philadelphia. It included the cul-de-sac and now this unit complex, all within the gated area.

“We need to band together, you idiot!” the man shouted. “What do you think you’re doing?!”

“Surviving, while not shouting at people,” Joel answered. “Look, I’m sorry if I got here first. We need a few supplies from in here, and with the gates, it’s pretty secure. We cleaned it out yesterday. So it’s ours, okay.”

“Not okay,” he frowned. “Why don’t we fight for it?”

“Fight for it?” Joel paused.

“Fight for it. You’ve got that big sword. Surely you’re not afraid to kick some ass,” he pushed.

“You’ve got like six people on your side,” Joel counted them.

Two carried clubs, one had a spear. Two more had large packs, like they were porters, though one of them had a set of brass knuckles, and then Mr. Speaker himself. All of them also had knives on them, something that Joel wasn’t sure was purely decoration. If they were out and about like this, they were used to getting dirty on occasion.

“Joel?!” Jess’s voice rang out.

The speaker’s eyes flicked over, before he choked out a gasp. “KILL IT!”

Joel turned and spotted Luneira right behind Jess as the two ladies came around the corner. Jess, hearing the shout, froze in place. Her bow was still over her shoulder. Buster, hearing the shout, rushed around, snarling and barking, while Luneira went from her plump form to her battle form, before baring her teeth as she prepared to defend herself. Only for everyone to flinch as Joel stepped between them.

Un-slinging his sword, Joel swung it over and slammed it into the ground. The blade bit deeply into the bitumen, sending out a spiderweb of cracks on each side. The speaker skidded to a halt before his friends pulled up behind him.

“What are you doing, you fucking idiot? That thing’s going to kill us!” He gestured to Luneira.

“She’s not going to hurt anyone unless you make her,” Joel snarled, yanking his blade free of the road once more. “Now I don’t know what the fuck you think you’re playing at. But right now, you’re threatening two of the most important people in my life.”

“Joel?” Timothy shouted as he jogged around the corner, before freezing at the standoff before them. “What’s going on?”

“Saying goodbye to the neighbors,” Joel glared at them. “Whatever it is you want, you can try again another day. Without the weapons.”

“We might not have a tomorrow!” the man snarled.

“What do you mean?” Joel asked.

The speaker let out a frustrated grunt and shook his head. “We expanded too quickly. Two groups joined us, and they’re weaker than we thought they were. Our incursion chance doubled, and I hoped that by pushing you, I could get your help.”

“What makes you think that I could help?” Joel asked. “Won’t joining you just make your incursion chance higher?”

“I’ve seen your wall,” the man crossed his arms. “You’ve got people, supplies–”

“It’s just us,” Jess said.

“What?” the man’s face fell.

“It’s just us,” Joel agreed. “Us, an old lady and a couple with their kids.”

“And that monster behind you,” someone Joel didn’t spot grunted.

“She’s my vassal, and a hell of a lot more important to me than any of you.” Joel glared at them.

Their leader turned and held up his hands to his friends, hushing them down once more. When he turned back to Joel, he had a grimace on his face as he sighed. “Look, I don’t like our chances tonight. We’re already fending off attacks, we’ve got hellhounds, those bat things–”

“Impyle,” Luneira added.

He shot a look at Luneira before nodding. “Them, yes. They’ve been harassing our street, and the last time it was like this,” he turned to Luneira. “One of your kind got inside the walls. Three people died before we found her, and she killed another two in the fight.”

I nodded slowly before taking a deep breath. “So now you know I’m not about to join you. What do you propose?”

“I was hoping I could convince you to join us,” he grunted.

“You were going to try,” Joel joked. “I’m still not convinced you deserve our help, if I’m being honest.”

“Please?” one of the guys further back stepped forward. He was one of the porters, the one who wasn’t carrying the knuckle duster. “I already lost my daughter. I don’t want to lose my son as well.”

Joel chewed his lip. “Where can I find you?”

“You’ll help us?” the man asked.

“I need to think it over first,” Joel shook his head. “With the rest of us.”

“Then let us come–”

“No,” Joel shook his head. “You showed up telling me you wanted to claim this place. Then you tried to bully me into fighting you for it. Then you wanted to kill Luneira, and now you expect me to welcome you home?”

“I’ve as much right to protect my privacy as you do,” he pointed out.

“Which doesn’t change how I feel about welcoming you into my home after the shit you just pulled.”

“Fuck,” he swore.

“Mitch,” the porter who spoke up before, stepped up.

Mitch, their speaker, grit his teeth before grunting. “Fine.”

He explained where they had set up. It was actually a decent spot. They had moved in that direction before coming to the unit complex. Rather than turn down that first left and come into the small cul-de-sac, if they followed that main road past a cemetery, there was a small ring-road on the right. They had occupied that entire street, and set up a pretty good defense. The problem was that after closing the street, most of the people living there had survived, and a lot of them weren’t fighters. They’d been dealing with a high incursion chance ever since. Something they weren’t helping by not sending people out to clear the nearby area during the day or night.

With the location in mind, Joel sent them back. He watched as they marched back the way they came, before hopping over the fence they first used to gain entrance to the complex. With them finally gone, Joel sagged in place and shook his head.

“What are we doing?” Jess asked as she came over.

“Exactly as I said. I need to talk to everyone.”

Jess snickered and shook her head. “Remember, you’re in charge now. There’s no need to talk about it. Just tell us what you want to do.”

Joel thought about it for a moment before taking Jess by the shoulder. She squeaked in shock as he kissed her. She kissed back before Joel pulled away. He looked towards Luneira, who calmly approached, for Joel to kiss her as well. When he finally ended that, the two ladies upped the ante by kissing one another, leaving Joel staring in mild shock.

“Alright, I thought I had what I want, but maybe it wasn’t quite enough,” Joel admitted softly.

“Yeah, I’m not sure fucking in the street is a great idea,” Timothy approached. “But if they’re expecting to be attacked tonight, and we want to help. That’s something we need to talk about sooner rather than later.”

Timothy was right. The clock was ticking, and Joel really did want to discuss it with everyone first.

“Did you get the water finished?” Joel asked.

Timothy nodded. “Hoses are primed, there’s not much water, but all I need to do is connect it to the house and you’ll have enough for a cold shower.”

“That’s our cue.” Jess snagged Joel’s hand and started to drag him home.


Chapter Fifteen


“Fucking, stupid, inconsiderate, jerkoff–”

“Jess,” Joel glanced over his shoulder.

She rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean.”

“The showers weren’t even going to be hot,” he pointed out.

“It would still be better than getting in a pool,” she pointed out. “Not that Squishy is a bad little nraab, but a gal enjoys her privacy.”

Joel didn’t have a response to that. She was correct, as usual. Not that it was helping the situation. The conversation at home was rather anticlimactic. Peter, despite his grumblings, accepted what Joel had to say. Emily, by his side, had cooked them a quick meal, and Helen left them with her blessing.

Now Joel, along with Jess, Amanda, Marlene, Timothy, Luneira and Buster were slipping past the eaer sitting upon its web. Night was coming fast, and they could hear the distant yips of the occasional hellhound as they approached their destination. Joel, with his shield in one hand and his sword slung over his shoulder, was the one setting the pace. Rather than scout ahead, Buster stuck close to Jess’s side. She was immediately behind him, with Amanda, Marlene and Timothy at the rear, being guarded by Luneira.

“Tell me again why we’re helping these assholes?” Marlene asked.

“They’ve got more families than we do,” Joel answered. “But they don’t have the manpower to defend it. Their inclusion chance has spiked. Have you been watching it as we’ve been walking?”

It was all true. The final decider was the idea that they couldn’t just let people die so close to their home. The incursion chance at their home hung around the ten to twenty percent mark. By thirty percent, they expected to see a hellhound or two by daylight. But here, even now, the incursion chance, was already in the triple digits and increasing. There must have been at least one hundred people living in what Mitch called “Paradise.” The gaudy name aside—he obviously didn’t have as much control over the area as he thought he did. That or he was an abysmal leader.

Unless they were patrolling and culling the monsters in the night, an increased inclusion chance was unavoidable. If they set up walls and hid behind them, that incursion chance would balloon alongside their population. Which made the idiocy of Mitch’s actions all the more apparent. Showing up to demand yet more land would have spiked their incursion chance significantly. Though, if it were high enough, perhaps that wasn’t as significant as Joel suspected.

Still, his idiotic, brute force tactic of trying to demand they join him had left Joel with a sour taste in his mouth. He was happy to show up and help defend a few families. But he was prepared to cut and run should things go poorly. This wasn’t his fight. The problem wasn’t caused by him, and Joel already knew that Morpheus didn’t reward kills. Which meant if this went wrong. They could walk away worse off than when they started.

It was a risk either way. The potential rewards for a success were high. But the longer they walked, and the higher the incursion chance got—the more Joel began to question the wisdom of offering to help. Even if it was the right thing to do.

“Why aren’t we being attacked?” Jess asked.

“Morpheus will be focusing on the territory,” Luneira offered. “The creatures in the nearby area between our two homes will have already separated and made their way to Paradise. Most likely, their attacks will be from elsewhere.”

Joel nodded at that. The entrance to the ring-road was a single, small road easily blocked off. But there was a large section, completely open to a public park. It would have been hard to close up, if they had at all. It was most likely that this would be the largest source of attacks. Which was another point…

“They’re near water.” Joel shook his head.

“Oh shit,” Jess gasped. “You’re right. There’s that lake out the back.”

“How big is the lake?” Luneira asked.

“Not large. More like a small wetland. It’s a runoff to the river,” Amanda offered.

Joel slowed them down and looked back at his group. “What should we do?”

Jess looked down at her feet and sighed. “I think the better question is how many of us could see ourselves in the mirror if we don’t at least try?”

Joel looked over his small party before nodding slowly. “I won’t judge. If anyone wants to go back, now’s your chance. We already know the way is clear.”

Timothy shifted nervously before shaking his head. Marlene, at his side, did as well. She was likely going to fare rather badly. Being a cleric, she was their healer. It would keep her out of direct danger, but Joel figured she was going to see a lot of things she would later wish she hadn’t. Amanda was shuffling nervously from foot to foot, but met his eyes evenly. Jess looked rather grim, while Luneira stared at Joel with a look that suggested she had faced these odds before. Considering how often she alluded to having failed in her people’s attempt at beating Morpheus… well, that was probably likely.

“Alright, let’s hurry then. Don’t let them break us up in there. We stick together, no matter what. We’ll find somewhere to bed down, and once we’re in Morpheus, we’ll play it by ear until we know what’s going on.”

Joel turned and continued their march. A flock of impyle flew overhead, screeching at them in anger, but not wanting to take on such a large group. They were getting used to the flying creatures. They were opportunistic, but not difficult to fight one on one. The usual sized flock they came across didn’t want anything to do with them unless they spotted a weakness to exploit. Something Joel was conscious of since the day they brought Squishy home. Something he feared they would experience once more.

With a grunt and a sigh, Joel led the way. They hurried along, spotting movement in the distance as hellhounds crossed the distant road, confirming the concentration of the attack towards the rear of the settlement. Only to turn into the street entrance and freeze as an arrow bounced off Joel’s shield.

“Hold your fire, you fucking idiot!” someone roared.

Joel glared at the wall ahead of them. Like what Joel had done back home, it was basically a fence, dug into the road itself. Unlike back home, this one had a gate. There was a small platform off to one side, with an archer guiltily staring at their group. A second person on the tower was shouting obscenities at them while the gate began to creak open. It was a bit hodge-podge. Someone had bolted some heavy duty hinges into a section of fence, attached a tire from a car to the bottom and several pieces of two by fours were the locking mechanism that held it all together.

Joel saw the man pushing the gate and cast a glance back at the tower. “You coming in, or am I closing the gate?” The man shouted.

Joel shook his head before looking back. Nobody had been injured. The arrow lay broken on the road where it had landed after it bounced. Joel once again questioned the reality of this situation and nodded before moving forward. They hurried through the gate, before the same man who spoke before began to pull it closed. Joel set his sword down and hurried to his side before gripping the wood. The man was going to say something to Joel, before Joel began to haul, drawing the gate closed behind him in mere moments.

“Wow, you’re really strong,” the man commented.

“Need to be to hold my sword,” Joel shrugged, before picking up his weapon once more.

“Yeah… That’s… that’s why I shot you. I saw the sword, and the purple chick and…”

Joel turned as the archer rubbed his elbow with his hand. The man had come down from his tower with the other, who shook his head furiously. It was then that Joel recognized him from Mitch’s group. The one who had mentioned losing his daughter.

“Thanks for coming,” the older man stepped around the uncomfortable archer and held out his hand. “I’m Dale.”

“Joel,” Joel shook his hand. “This is Jess, Amanda, Marlene, Timothy and Luneira.”

He shook everyone’s hand, though he did pause before taking the night hags. Still, he did it, and Joel was satisfied that at least here, there wouldn’t be a problem.

“You’ll have to forgive Steve. He lost his best friend when one of… her kind got inside the walls. He’s been a little on edge ever since. It’s why he’s here and not down the bottom. He was attracting more attacks than he was preventing.”

“Fuck you Dale,” Steven grunted.

Dale shook his head and waved for them to follow. The situation was pretty much how Joel expected it to be. The people he could see moving around weren’t armed. Even if they were classes based on combat, none of them were prepared for it. A few carried makeshift weapons. A spear, a hammer. One carried a metal pipe with rubber tubing wrapped around the base. It was very hodge-podge and none of them looked ready to take on an attack.

Attack being the operative word as they rounded the road towards the left. The entire ring-road was on a hill. The top entrance being the quiet side opening into town. At the bottom, there was the park. That was the source of the noise. Sure enough, as it came slowly into view, Joel saw the scope of the problem. They had pushed every car in the street down to act as a barricade. Like back home, they had pulled down the internal fences from between the homes and set up a makeshift wall. There were almost two-dozen people standing on the roofs of the cars, jabbing, poking or shooting at things outside the wall.

It was already chaos, and Joel had to wonder how much worse things would get. Three hundred percent was enough to bring a night hag into the town. But the incursion chance was twelve hundred with change at the front gate.

Joel spotted Mitch talking to a group of men clustered around one of the vehicles. They were arguing over something. Dale let out a sigh and waved for them to follow. Their group attracted attention here. Walking along this stretch of road, they were obviously outsiders. Joel ignored the few people who laughed about the size of his equipment. A few kids made some comments. Buster snarled at one of them who whistled at Amanda, while Marlene stepped closer to Timothy as she walked. The worst of it, though, was directed towards Luneira.

She was immediately recognizable, and people were unhappy with her being there. Even dressed as a human, in a baggy shirt and a pair of borrowed shorts, they still directed hateful comments towards her. She was tough, though, and ignored them. At least, until Joel heard someone swear in anger.

“I’ll fucking kill her!”

Joel turned his head, seeing a man pull a hatchet from his belt. His eyes were locked on Luneira and she barely glanced at the man as he rushed towards her. Which was when Joel stepped between them.

“You better back the fuck off.” Joel glared at the man.

“She’s a monster!” The man snapped. “Her kind killed my wife!”

“Her kind aren’t all the same!” Joel shouted back. “She’s with me!”

“I don’t give a fuck!”

Joel grimaced, thinking about what he was about to be forced to do when someone tackled the man from the side. Joel blinked as they wrestled and fought, before turning to see Mitch moving forward, shaking his head.

“Thanks for coming,” Mitch sighed. “You’ll have to forgive Daniel… It was his family they started with.”

“If this is going to be a problem–”

“He’s one man, you’ve brought a whole squad,” Mitch held up his hand. “I don’t like it, but I’m not about to send you away. Shit is already hitting the fan, and it’s not even nightfall yet.”

“I noticed,” Joel grunted as he glanced towards a particularly vigorous, middle-aged woman who screamed as she jabbed a spear down into what must have been a hellhound, judging by the sounds it made. “So, what are we dealing with? Hellhounds? Impyle?”

Mitch frowned before pointing out the monsters attacking the makeshift walls. “Hellhound; I assume you mean the dogs on fire. But impyle… are those the flying creatures that can look like children, or the shark things?”

Joel scratched his cheek and shook his head. Of course they wouldn’t know what these creatures were called. He had Luneira to tell him the names of those she recognized. “Yes, the flying monsters are called impyles.”

“Do you know what the shark creatures are called?”

Joel shook his head.

“Well, we’ve seen a few of those weird shark things,” Mitch nodded. “And we need to be careful about tunnelers.”

“Tunnelers?” Jess froze.

Mitch nodded. “There’s never too many of them. And they’re not all that dangerous if you catch them at it. They burrow up from the ground and take a chunk out of your leg. Look like an earth worm with teeth.”

“That’s horrifying,” Amanda sighed.

“These are unknown from my world,” Luneira informed the group.

Mitch looked at her before shaking his head. “Have you eaten?”

“We’re good,” Joel nodded.

Mitch smiled thinly. “Good, because food is getting scarce as well. There’s too many people here. Not enough to go around.”

“That big field in the unit complex,” Joel nodded.

“Long term goal,” Mitch agreed, before frowning. “At least, it was.”

Joel didn’t offer a reply as Mitch brought them to a nearby home. The front door had been ripped off at one point. The building was mostly empty of belongings. Mostly tiled, a small lounge area directly ahead had some carpet. The house looked more like a staging area, with several small beds dotted about.

“This would be a good field hospital,” Marlene nodded.

“Field hospital?” Mitch asked.

“She’s a cleric,” Amanda smiled at her friend.

“Makes sense,” Mitch nodded. “We heal when we wake up, but you can probably heal before then, right?”

“Right,” Marlene nodded. “Or at least stop them from dying if you can get them to me quick enough.”

Mitch chewed his lip before nodding. “That too.”

Joel watched him, not liking the implication. If he was reading this right, the man only had his self-interest in mind and everyone else was just there to ensure he survived. Mitch wasn’t someone he was going to get along with if he only cared about himself, while using those around him for his end goal. That wasn’t a leader, that was the first signs of an asshole who would get a lot of people killed. On top of that—he had his home secured, but his population was too high. They were out of resources and most of those within the walls weren’t willing, or more likely, capable of doing anything to help their situation. If the monsters didn’t get them, they’d starve. If he knew he couldn’t support this many, he should have delegated the work or found more capable people to help organize this into a safer, smarter haven. Instead, he kept increasing the population before there was time to establish and set up safely. Joel assumed capturing the unit complex would’ve gone a long way into spreading out the population. That would reduce the incursion chance, while giving Mitch the opportunity to pick and choose what areas got the most defenses. Having Joel’s group dragged into his settlement was more like a bonus. His assumption of Philadelphia’s population and strengths was over-inflated. But that didn’t make him entirely wrong, either.

Joel was proud of what they had achieved. Their home was well stocked. There was still plenty of food. Water wasn’t scarce, and now with Squishy to filter it, they had a constant source of fresh drinking water to work with. All they needed was a boost to the population, and Joel might even be able to take a night or two off from having to fend off the monsters during the night.

“Alright, well, we’ll stay here then,” Joel nodded.

“We were going to put a few of you–”

“All of us,” Joel turned his attention fully to Mitch.

The leader of Paradise chewed his lip for a moment, before nodding. “Fine. You can all stay here. I might need to separate you for the fighting, though.”

Joel laughed and shook his head. “Alright. All cards are on the table. I don’t trust you. None of us do.” His smile dropped and he leaned forward, eyes implacable. “So, you will come to me with your instructions, and I delegate my team from there. You don’t separate shit. You don’t order shit. And if you have a problem with that, there’s plenty of time for me and mine to walk home before bed.”

Mitch went through a range of expressions. The first was annoyance, then to rage, and finally, he seemed to come to a quiet acceptance.

“You’re not going to join us, are you?” he asked.

“No,” Joel shook his head. “Right now, we’re neighbors, trying to work out a few misunderstandings before shit gets bad. I don’t want to see people hurt, but if it comes to yours or mine, I’ll choose mine.”

Mitch sighed before nodding slowly. “I can’t make you an offer to be my vassal?”

“You can take a vassal?” Joel asked.

Mitch shrugged. “Only a matter of time. You have one,” he nodded towards Luneira. She offered the man nothing, and neither did anyone else. After a few moments of awkward staring, Mitch finally stepped back. “Just think about it. A united front is a stronger front.”

They watched as he walked away. The moment he stepped outside, someone mobbed him, whisking him away to whatever problem they needed sorting out.

“Mitch talks about unity, but all I see is chaos,” Luneira hissed. “He is the leader by default. Morpheus chose him, but he doesn’t command their respect. There is infighting and he works as hard to keep them under control as he does to keep the walls up.”

“How do you know this?” Jess asked.

Luneira pointed at her ears. “The people here like to talk.”

It took them a while to relax. They ended up monopolizing the main bedroom. It had an ensuite, and to their relief, a door that locked. The room was filled with sleeping bags, and they took the time to roll them out. Marlene got herself comfortable in the corner before dragging Timothy over to join her. The rest of the ladies clustered around Joel. Even Amanda, to Joel’s surprise. With Jess and Luneira at either side of him, she positioned herself horizontally above them. With the sun down, their bellies full and the tiredness of the day’s work. Each of them slowly drifted to sleep.
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And awoke into chaos.

Joel jerked awake, seeing the door open. Jess was standing in the doorway, arguing with someone. Marlene appeared a moment later, with Timothy appearing shortly after. Joel pulled himself out of bed, to see Luneira was in the other room holding Buster back from tearing into someone who was holding a meat cleaver.

He looked over the chaos and readied his shield. Jess was shouting for calm, while the cleaver wielding idiot shouted obscenities. Joel made them the first target and promptly shoved them aside, using the shield as a battering ram. The man fell to the ground before rolling to face Joel.

“Get the fuck out!” Joel snapped.

“Who the fuck are you?” the man with the cleaver demanded.

The man arguing with Jess, read the room, and started to back out. “Casey, let’s go.”

“Fuck that, this bitch–”

Joel kicked the man in the ribs. He doubled over, coughing and wheezing. The more reasonable of the two turned and left without another word. Joel looked over the situation before turning to see Amanda stagger through the doorway.

“Amanda, you stay here with Marlene and Buster,” he ordered.

“Right,” she nodded.

Buster growled, but Jess hushed him and gave the same order. With that settled, Joel looked at Timothy. “You’re in charge of getting the wounded back here.”

“What if they want to fight us?” he asked.

“Kick their asses. If that doesn’t work… Do what you have to,” Joel grimaced.

Nobody liked that, but by now, things were getting worse already. With no real alternative, Joel hefted his equipment and marched out the front door. People were running in all directions. More were coming out, and Joel had to wonder how many were asleep, and how many were still in the real world fighting alongside them. Impyle flapped about in the air, looking for stragglers or the injured to take advantage of. Joel knew they were strong enough to take a person if they wanted to.

He looked around, seeing the wall shuddering as creatures pressed against it. The cars shifted, absorbing the force, and Joel could only hope that if it failed, it did so in stages. Timothy darted past, and Joel watched as he raced over to an older man, who fell from the wall, clutching at his bleeding arm. He was missing his hand, and people were screaming.

“Let’s go!” Joel ordered, and they rushed over to a section of wall.

“Who are you?” someone shouted as Joel arrived.

“Help,” Joel answered. “Where’s Mitch?”

“He doesn’t usually show up until later,” the speaker, a young man, asked.

“You’re in charge?” Joel asked.

“Not really,” the young man smirked. “I’m one of two warriors, though, so people kinda just leave me to it.”

“Warriors are more advanced than fighters,” Luneira offered.

“What are you?” the young man asked.

Joel grinned. “Bulwark.”

“Never heard of it,” the young man shook his head. “But sounds fancy. Is that why you get the weird anime sword?”

“Probably,” Joel nodded, before looking as the wall buckled even further at the spot where the old man had been injured. “This isn’t going well, is it?”

“No,” the young man grimaced. “No, it’s not.”

“Jess.” Joel turned to his blonde lover. “If it comes to it, take as many people home as you can.”

“Wait, you’re the other guys?” The young man asked.

“Probably,” Joel nodded, before making his way to where the wall was coming apart.

It was at a gap between two vehicles. There was a wooden structure that looked like they’d tried to build a tower. That had failed earlier on, and what was left was a gap where the wood was flexing and breaking.

“How many arrows have you got?” Joel asked Jess.

She sighed. “About twenty.”

Joel nodded. “Be safe.”

She grunted something, and Luneira shifted up. “I’ll watch out for her.”

Which was when something slammed into Joel from behind. He pitched forward, hitting the ground as Jess screamed. Luneira dove atop him, looking frantic, and that’s when Joel felt the burning lines across his back. They weren’t deep, but they hurt.

“What the fuck hit me?” Joel asked as he got up.

“A wraith,” Luneira trembled.

“What the fuck is a wraith?” Jess snapped.

Just then, they heard a scream, and Joel turned as he spotted her. She was tall, slender, and almost entirely nude. Her skin was an odd green color, and clutched in each hand were a set of metal claws. She had just slashed down the back of another defender on the wall before turning to face them once more. Joel stared at the metallic mask covering her eyes before she twisted and vanished. It wasn’t like teleportation. She was just able to move so rapidly over a short distance, their eyes couldn’t keep up.

Reappearing further down the wall, she drove her claws into the shoulder of a man leaning over the wall and hauled him over the edge. His screams were deafening before she reappeared on their side of the wall once more.

“GET HER!” Joel roared.

The strange woman turned and regarded Joel for a moment, before vanishing once more. On pure instinct, Joel spun, throwing his shield out, and caught the edge of her claws as they skated across the bare metal. She twisted, vanishing, and Jess threw herself into a roll, narrowly avoiding the next strike. Joel stepped forward, stabbing over Jess’s head, but the woman twisted and vanished once more. This time, he didn’t get his shield up in time, and cried out as she tore into his shoulder from behind.

Only for Luneira to lunge around him. The wraith let out a strangled cry as she twisted and tried to vanish. But part of Luneira’s liquid form caught on her armor, dragging her along for the ride. That slowed the wraith from superhuman bursts of speed to a series of short jerks and pulses. Jess raised herself up, pulling an arrow back, before sending it straight at the wraith. She was still fast, though, and deflected the arrow with a casual flick of her claws. That gave Joel the opportunity to close in with his massive sword.

The wraith jerked back, avoiding the first swing. He followed up with a forward stab, and she caught his sword with her claws, halting it in place.

“Die!” she hissed through her faceplate, before kicking out violently. Joel felt the stab of the blade attached to her gilded boot and staggered back. He was bleeding from his neck, and gaped in shock. Luneira screamed, and the wraith staggered as the night hag pulled closer. Joel took a breath before coughing up blood. He was dying, and he knew it. But running right now wasn’t an option. Jess was coming towards him, panic written across his face, and Joel was out of time.

“Bolster,” he choked out.

Like always, he felt his body condense. His strength increased, as did the rest of his stats. His heart thudded in his chest, and he felt fresh blood pour down his side. The wraith was screaming in fury as she dug into Luneira’s liquid form with her claws before Joel charged in once more. He swung horizontally, and the wraith pulled back. Only Luneira gripped the claws with all her might. Joel’s weapon, while slow, carried huge momentum, and connected with the wraith’s arm, severing it in a single blow, before hitting the other and taking that as well.

She screamed, yanking her stumps away as she reeled in pain. Joel ignored that entirely as he brought his massive blade over his head and hacked into her shoulder. The blade entered her flesh, buckling the armor she wore, carving or crushing it as his blade sank through into her torso.

Which was when Timothy appeared. He looked panicked, and he had blood on him. He, along with Jess, took Joel under the arms and started to drag him. Luneira, tossing aside the dead Wraith, collected his weapon and followed behind. Joel’s vision was blurring as the house came into view, and he vaguely recognized Marlene. Which was when he finally felt the pain of his wound. Only as she used her skills to heal him did he feel that horrible stab. The cut and burn of an open wound, and…

“Is he dead?” Mitch’s voice rang out.

“Not if I can help it.” Marlene shook her head.

“If he’s dead weight, we should leave. The unit complex is secure, right?” Mitch asked once more.

“We’re not leaving him!” Jess snapped.

Joel was feeling strange. He expected blood loss to make him more woozy, but the longer he stared up at Marlene, the better he felt.

“That’s all I can do,” she said a moment later.

Joel groaned. His neck still hurt. He had a headache, but he could think well enough to turn and regard Mitch, arguing with Jess and Amanda. Mitch was talking about retreat, but he was doing so like Joel wasn’t present.

“Mitch!” Joel snapped, getting the man’s attention. “If we leave. What happens to everyone still in the real world fighting?”

Mitch grimaced and shook his head.

“You need to eat something.” Marlene handed something to Joel.

He looked down and saw a grain bar. Joel wasn’t a fan of them, but he tore open the packet and ate it anyway as Timothy came in, leading a young woman with a bloody ankle.

“And just what are you suggesting!” Mitch snarled, as Joel ate the bar. “We’re losing here!”

“The longer we fight, the more reinforcements you’ll get!” Jess pushed back. “The more of your people that sleep, the more we’ll have to defend ourselves. What happens here will reflect on the real world too!”

Mitch swore and stormed from the room. Joel shook his head before letting out a sigh. Truth be told, he was actually starting to feel better. Not like when Marlene began to heal him, but since beginning to eat. He had an idle thought about whether food items provided healing or not? He’d had pretty good results taking painkillers already and wondered if that was the point. Bleeding out was like a status effect. Painkillers and other items improved health overall, in a more general sense.

“Alright,” Joel nodded and got up. “Give me another one of them. We need to get outside.”

Marlene shook her head. “You can’t. I don’t even–”

“We don’t have a choice.” Joel stood up and stretched. His neck still pained him, but his vision didn’t swim like it was when he arrived.

“You shouldn’t be standing!” Jess snapped at him.

Joel shook his head and snagged another muesli bar.

“Watch me.”

Only Luneira kept her peace as Joel marched out the front door once more. Mitch was nowhere to be seen, and people were panicking. The fence was coming down. They could hear splintered wood and people were moving away, rather than trying to reinforce it with anything.

“If you get yourself killed, I’ll never forgive you!” Jess snarled.

Joel nodded. “Same to you.”

Hurrying down to the gate. He spotted several people coming down to join him, just as the wood finally failed. The first of the mermen were taken over by a pack of hellhounds. The first two fell to Joel’s mighty blade before one slipped past. It yelped in pain as an arrow tore into its side, and Joel began to yell.

“TO ME!” he cried. “TO ME!”
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Joel blinked up at the unfamiliar ceiling. He took a deep breath and sighed. The battle had been… surprisingly boring by the end of it. As the shift into evening continued, more and more people began to show up. And while it was true, that most of them weren’t combatants in the proper sense, when it was revealed that Mitch wasn’t anywhere to give orders, people started listening to the guy with the big fucking sword, standing in front of the big fucking hole, shouting in a big fucking voice.

By the time Joel was feeling swamped, there were over a dozen people holding everything from axes to pitchforks and even a few of those homemade clubs he’d seen when they arrived. With Jess peppering the strays, and the impyles, Luneira was able to rush in and subdue parts of the front line, while Joel’s newest helpers cut them down. Timothy, along with Amanda, came and went, swapping out as they retrieved the injured and brought them back to Marlene for help.

Until finally, as dawn began to crest, the waves finally slowed to a trickle, and Joel was able to locate Dale. With his help, they had another section of fence moved into place, and as soon as the settlement was secure once more, Joel made his way to bed.

Which was where he found himself. Surrounded by ladies. One under each arm, and one laying between his legs, using his stomach as a pillow. Which… Joel frowned slightly. He turned his head and looked into the sleeping face of Luneira. Turning the other way, he spotted Jess in a similar state. A quick glance up, and he could see Amanda laying on her side, curled towards him as if she had wanted to cuddle in the night.

With a sense of finality, Joel slowly looked down. She had metallic dreadlocks that spilled out from under a metallic facemask. Her green skin was bare as she lay completely nude in place. Her shoulders rose and fell with each slow breath, and Joel let out a groan as he slumped back in his sleeping bag.

Major incursion halted!

Negligent governance of this territory led to unforeseen troubles. Multiple boons have been awarded. Vassal has been awarded. Your rank has been increased, and you may have three vassals.

Joel sighed and then grunted in annoyance. Without having his arms free, he couldn’t swipe away the notification.

“Fuck it,” Joel grunted, and closed his eyes once more.

“Yes, Master,” a soft voice hissed from between his legs.
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I was an average farmer. On an average day. With average friends and an average life. We lived in an average village, on the average edge of the known kingdom, beside an average and quiet wooded landscape. The forests were quiet, the kingdom’s pressures a distant problem. Politics need not apply.

But there was something wrong with today. Not the day itself, but a gut feeling that something just wasn’t quite right. In hindsight, the group of slavers waiting for my friends and I might have had something to do with that feeling.

Slavers, you ask? Well, as hard as it is for me to believe, those slavers weren’t out for common farming folk like me. They were after the descendants of the dryads, long thought destroyed and lost to the pages of history. And nestled amongst the forest, in the middle of an unnatural lake, lies the last member of that grove.

Samsara, the hamadryad at the center of this school, didn’t call for me to find her. She called to my friends. To learn who they are, to grow and to live free of oppression from those who sought to use them.

I wasn’t supposed to be here. Samsara knew not of my existence. And yet, she cannot deny that I have some purpose in this place, learning beside my friends to harness the same power they control.

So I must navigate this new world. Of magic, danger and… strangely attractive women.

And maybe, for the first time in my life. I’ll find where I belong.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0D68RD5JN
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The dice were rolled. The pieces set. Agreements made, oaths struck, and the gods sat back to watch the grand experiment unfold.

All but one.

Betrayal was nothing new to Blath. Betrayed by friends. By lovers. Then by the Elves, who rained boulders down upon the last goblins alive, and those sent to destroy them.

But a betrayal of a god against another god?

When an oathbreaker walks this new world, others will follow. Friends and foe alike will find themselves thrust into situations far beyond their comprehension. Srink, the Goddess of Goblins, bargained for her chance for her people to start again. With opportunity, there are others who will do anything for a chance at a new life.

Some, like the kobold, see Blath and his lovers as an opportunity to advance and turn a new leaf. But not all come with ideals of peace.

With the oaths broken, conflict is coming and the gods themselves are angry

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0D2RMGXDT
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Hit a man with a truck.

Get a free ticket to a fantasy world!

With a love-struck, insatiable and irresistible Elven maiden in his life, Jacob thought he had it all. At least, until he was implicated in an assassination plot against the royal family. Thankfully, with the fire-breathing lizard far more understanding than one would expect, Jacob found himself brushing elbows with a rather thankful monarch.

One who assures him that Jacob’s elf is his to keep. In return, well... He just needs to make a few deliveries. It’d be a real shame if, in the aftermath of a dragon attack, the road wasn’t quite so peaceful as it was the first time. Which isn’t helped by the temporary addition to their group. Or the friends they visit along the way.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0D17KDTVP
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From even the greatest heights, the mightiest may fall.

This has never been more true for Corvus the Crow than the death of Princess Vhola. Ambushed within their kingdom’s Life Dungeon, her father’s men were cut down without mercy. Corvus, seeing no option but to flee, before the princess’s soul becomes trapped within the dungeon for all time, is left reeling at the uncertainty of her ultimate fate.

The news of his failure forced the king to exile the world’s strongest warrior from his lands. And with the memory of that princess’s lips, he vows to return to the dungeon and ensure her soul is able to move on, no matter what.

Only the young woman awaiting his return is no mindless thrall. She is well spoken, articulate and rather demanding. Unable to cut her down as the dungeon spawn she truly is, Corvus is faced with a proposition.

Is it possible to live within a dungeon?

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CWD1BFL7


Book Formatting


Book formatting at a reasonable price.

The person who formatted this book and all of the Montgomery Quinn books!

“I make your words look pretty.”

https://www.nmalone.net/bookformatting

OEBPS/image_rsrc2Y1.jpg
A
("WE,G é\\g\\v QUINN






OEBPS/image_rsrc2XZ.jpg





cover.jpeg





OEBPS/image_rsrc2Y2.jpg
ARGUS PHILD] M:ﬁ'rsaus‘b'v CIUINN

SHOTEUN

' pal Nan-rn TIONAL ISEKA] ROMANCE






OEBPS/image_rsrc2Y3.jpg
e

-

A=)
(3
@)
ml;
=
O}

-
"





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




OEBPS/image_rsrc2Y0.jpg





