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      I couldn’t open my eyes. I was covered in something dry and hard. Not only was I covered, but it was in my nose and mouth. -Cough- I spat the dirt and dust from my mouth as I sat up in a hurry. I felt it fall away in clumps and scrubbed it from my face as I cleared my airways.

      “Holy shit,” I grouched, rubbing my eyes.

      I blinked and as my eyes cleared, I could see a slight layer of black, rocky dirt. I could already tell I was completely naked, feeling dirt in uncomfortable places.

      “Hello?” a woman called to my left.

      Turning, I could just make out the shape of her. She was sitting partially buried in the dirt, same as me.

      “Hey! Can you hear me?!” a man called from even further.

      “Where are we?!” another called.

      And while a chorus of voices rang out. I stared in horror at my surroundings. The world was in ruins. Great skyscrapers, little more than tattered husks. Burned out shells of cars littered the landscape. The sky was red and filled with dark storm clouds that rolled and flashed with lightning without rain. We were sitting in a slight indentation. A little more than a ditch, but not quite a hole like someone had intentionally buried us. It was almost like we had all simultaneously taken cover here and been covered over. Outside of the ditch, there seemed to be a strong breeze blowing over. The hum of the wind, the only constant sound. No animals, no insects, just the wind and the cries of others like me. Crawling to my hands and knees, I paid no mind to my nakedness.

      “What the fuck?” A voice said beside me.

      Turning, a young man beside me was busy brushing the dirt away from his face.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      The young man rubbed the dirt from his eyes. “Man, I don’t remember shit. What happened?”

      “What do you remember?”

      The man opened his eyes and looked me up and down before frowning. “Shit.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, we’re all naked. What do you remember?”

      He frowned and shook his head. “I dunno, man. I think my name is Jason. Think I used to play football or something.”

      I frowned and nodded my head. I couldn’t remember much either. Brief flashes of memory playing video games. A woman’s face that… Made me nervous for some reason. And… a name.

      “I’m Ryan.”

      Jason nodded. “I’d say it’s nice to meet you. But I somehow get the feeling you’re an asshole.” I just glared at him until he shrugged and got up. “Whatever dude, I just calls ‘em as I sees ‘em.”

      I just shook my head as he staggered towards the edge of the indentation and climbed out of view. Turning around, I could see dozens of people staggering to their feet. Men and women, young and old alike. Thankfully, there were no children, at least. It was one thing seeing my hairy ballsack, it was another seeing EVERYONE’s hairy ballsack… Or... Well... Vaginas and stuff…

      “SHIT!”

      Looking back, I caught sight of Jason running back towards me. He had a terrified expression on his face. He’d barely made it into view before a large, bipedal bird-like creature appeared behind him. It let out a loud shriek before leaping onto his back, slamming him into the pavement with a heavy thud.

      “AHHH! Oh god, please!-”

      His voice was cut off as the creature gripped his head in its beak. Inside the beak of the creature, were a series of sharp protrusions like teeth giving it a serrated bite. It clamped down on the man’s head, and I stared in horror as he thrashed about beneath it. The creature opened its wings, showing a pair of spurs on the first joint of each wing, and it quickly stabbed him, pinning him in place. His body went limp, and I watched as blood seeped from the wounds on his chest and back. The bird creature dropped Jason on the ground and cocked its head up into the air, before making a series of loud strangled chirps. Which were answered by a chorus of familiar shrieks…

      “Everybody RUN!” I yelled at the top of my voice.

      All at once, people started staggering out of the… Well, I’m just going to call it a large ditch. Rushing in the opposite direction of the creature eating Jason, I could see the surrounding horror. There were hundreds of them. They were coming from every direction. More than that, there were thousands of us. I spotted people as far as the eye could see fleeing in every direction. As the bird creatures rushed in, people would run away, causing chaos as groups got hemmed in together.

      “Oh, my god…”

      A shriek behind me forced me to move. I didn’t pay attention to where I was going, I just ran. Darting and weaving around scrapped cars and bollards, half a dozen other people joined me. I did not know where they were going, but I was heading for a nearby building. As we ran around a series of burned-out cars, one of the bird-like creatures jumped out, snatched the woman to my right. She shrieked in fear and pain as it bit down, severing her arm. The others with me scrambled away in different directions. And as the creature pinned her down to finish the job, I turned and continued towards the building as her blood-curdling screams cut short.

      Rushing in amongst the collapsed walls, I slammed to a halt and dry heaved. That woman had gone relatively quickly in the end. But I could still see the horror on her face when it happened. After I caught my breath, I stood and looked around. I could tell this was some sort of office block. There were the decrepit remains of old desks and computers strewn about the room. There were several people already inside, hiding amongst the debris. But I paid them no mind as I headed for the stairs. They creaked ominously but held firm as I made my way up to the second level. When I got there, a man rushed out and threw a punch. I ducked as he tumbled past and I didn’t bother looking as I heard the rapid thumps of a tumbling body. Taking a quick breath, I continued up the next flight to the third level. This whole world was chaos and I needed to get my bearings.

      On the third level, it seemed to be clear, so I headed for the window. As I moved through the room, I heard a small commotion coming from a doorway to the side. With a sigh, I changed direction and moved towards the sound. Inside the room was a man, holding a woman by the face as he forced her onto the floor.

      “HEY!”

      His eyes snapped up, a look of shock on his face as I rushed towards him. Dropping my shoulder, I slammed my weight into him, knocking him back into the far wall. Unfortunately for him, it was paper thin, and I listened as his terrified screams cut out when he impacted the ground below.

      “Thank you!” The woman cried, throwing herself into my arms.

      “Hey now, you okay?”

      She nodded. “He said he would look after me. Promised he’d keep me safe, then he brought me up here,” she sobbed in my arms.

      “It’s okay.” I rubbed her shoulders awkwardly. “He can’t hurt you now.”

      “Thank you so much!” she cried, clinging to me tightly.

      It took me a few minutes, but I finally pried her off me. She was young, early twenties, maybe a little older. She was a slightly shorter than me, with long dark hair and brown eyes. Her breasts were a nice handful and quite perky. I hated thinking about her like this after what I just walked in on, but… It was hard seeing as we were all naked.

      “Look.” I rubbed the back of my head. “I’m going to try to figure out what’s going on. You’re welcome to stick around with me if you want.”

      She stared at me and nodded. “Okay.”

      With a firm nod of my own, I turned and headed back into the main room with the stairs. There was an old man, leaning on the wall by the stairs, holding a large gash on his arm. He was bleeding badly and looked pale as he spotted me standing there.

      “Fuck,” I sighed.

      “Please don’t hurt me,” he held out a bloodstained hand as if to ward me off.

      I shook my head. “Keep pressure on that so you don’t bleed out.”

      Turning to look out the window, it was bad. Real bad. From three stories up, I could see much further than the ditch where we’d started. In fact, I was pretty sure I could see where Jason was being eaten by one of those bird monsters. The entire landscape was ruined. It held vague similarities to something I could remember. But I drew blanks about what exactly I was looking at. But that was just the landscape. The details I could see were far worse.

      Thousands of people running in every direction. Some further into the ruined city. Others into the distance. The whole while, many of them were being chased down, torn to shreds, and eaten by these horrible creatures. Second, to these birdlike monsters, were these strange flying worms. They swooped down on the remains of… of people… Without limbs, they either swallowed bones and scraps of flesh whole. Or if they found something too large, they contorted and twisted over themselves, ripping off bite-sized pieces. With their scales, they resembled small, limbless dragons, about the length of an average dog.

      And that was the most confusing thing about this entire situation. I had memories of things. Memories of experiences. I knew this was a city. Burned-out cars were something I recognised, despite me knowing they shouldn’t be a common sight. I knew what a dog was, even if I couldn’t see any. I even knew my name. But I had no idea who I was before I woke up in the ditch. Did I have a family? Friends? Relatives? Were the people I woke up with my family? Was Jason my annoying little brother, and I just watched him die before me?

      “Don’t think about it,” the old man said behind me. I turned to face him as he stared at me with a strange expression. But he continued before I could speak. “I’ve seen things. Memories of horrors I don’t understand. But… I can remember that dwelling on it makes it worse.”

      “Do you actually remember anything?”

      The old man shook his head. “Flashes, here and there. Nothing important other than the sound of explosions and the smell of blood.”

      I glanced around, ignoring the horror outside. “I’m going to look around, see if I can find something to wrap your arm in.”

      The old man nodded and gave me a thin smile. “Thanks, lad.”

      “You’re coming back, right?” The woman stuck her head out of the room.

      “Yeah, I’m going to look upstairs, see if I can find anything useful.”

      She cocked her head, looking around. “Like what?”

      I just shrugged, “Food, water, clothes, something to wrap around…” I glanced at the older man.

      “Henry.”

      “Henry’s arm. He needs a bandage or something.”

      The woman nodded, “Claire.”

      I gave her a quick smile. “I’m Ryan. Wait here. Maybe help him keep pressure on the cut.”

      She nodded and swallowed firmly before moving over to the old man. I gave them a final glance and headed up the stairs. I really needed to know what was going on. Hiding in this building wasn’t a long-term option. I didn’t see any source of water, food, or any supplies other than the scrap timbre that could burn. But that wasn’t the worst thing. That man who was attacking Claire, and the one on the second floor who took a swing at me. People were irrational at the best of times. With all this horror going on, some people would be more monstrous than these horrible birds. Our own kind killed our own kind, hand over foot, back in… Whatever world we all came from. We were our own worst enemies. Having other enemies would only make these same people worse. Nothing rallied a dictator quite like a common enemy, and in this world, enemies would be aplenty.

      So I climbed. If I got higher up, I might see something that could help us. Maybe a water source. Or somewhere that looked like a good defensive position. Maybe there were people holing up somewhere safe. But that was unlikely, all things considered. These birds and the flying snake things were probably a good sign that nowhere nearby was safe. At least it looked like it was going to rain soon. That would help us at least get the dirt off. And maybe give us a quick source of water.

      I scoured over the fourth floor, looking for anything of value. There was dust, dirt, and piles of rubble everywhere. If I didn’t know better, it looked almost like someone had bombed and partially burned the city before they left it to ruin. Surely, we weren’t all the survivors of some strange attack. That wouldn’t even make sense, seeing as we had bird monsters running around in the hundreds. I had no memories of those kinds of creatures existing until I woke up here.

      Shaking my head, I headed for the stairs and went up another level. Here I stopped. There was a young woman. Younger than I, but not by a lot. She was sitting in a pool of her own blood. In her loose hand was a small, but sharp looking piece of metal. She had gashed both her wrists open. I moved over and gently closed her eyes. She was still warm to the touch, and I wondered if I had been just that little bit quicker, if I could have done something.

      “How many more will be like this?” I shook my head.

      Heading through the few rooms that were accessible, I found a room more whole than the others. This one still had all its walls completely intact. The only real damage seemed to be from water through the broken window. But the far side of the room was still whole and dry. Other than dust and scraps of what used to be paper and plastic, the room looked pretty normal. Light fittings were still whole. Computers were on desks. A swiveling office chair still rolled when I pushed it aside. And that’s when something caught my eye. I shook my head, thinking about the idiocy of even trying. But… If there were a snowball’s chance in hell it worked… I reached over to the desk phone, willing it to have a dial tone, and placed it to my ear.

      “Hello, congratulations on being the first contact with Hell!” a cheery woman said the moment I placed the phone to my ear. “Now, before we begin, I’d like to apologise for your recent transition. We at Hell try to disperse our clients in a safe, orderly fashion. The inclusion of a large swarm of shriekers was not intended and for any pain or discomfort caused, we’d like to supply you with a basic survival pack. It will be delivered at the end of this call, should you choose to continue.”

      “What?” I gaped.

      “Oh, where are my manners?” the woman giggled. “Mr. Ryan, my name is Edith. You may put the phone down if you wish. It isn’t necessary.”

      “What?” I asked again.

      She giggled softly again. “Mr. Ryan, I’m not speaking to you through the phone. This world is conceptual, not literal. You wished to communicate, therefore you are communicating. The phone is unnecessary.”

      As she spoke, I took the phone away and her voice remained at the same volume. “How is this possible?”

      “I cannot say, Mr. Ryan. What I can say is that you are the first to contact Hell. Congratulations, we have added one thousand points to your account.”

      “Is this some kind of game?”

      “In a sense, Mr. Ryan,” she said in that bright, cheery tone.

      “Then… I want to get out. How do I do that?”

      “Oh!” she exclaimed excitedly. “Just hit the big green button.”

      “What big green…” I stopped as said button appeared in the air before me. There was only one problem. “Why does it say, ‘die?’”

      “That’s how you leave,” Edith said in that gratingly cheerful tone. “It’s how anyone really leaves.”

      “But… Do I wake up? How does it work?”

      “Mr. Ryan,” she broke her cheerful tone for just a moment to sigh. “Mr Ryan, the only ones who understand what happens after death are those who are dead. I’m not sure how to answer you any better than that.”

      I stared at the button and remembered her thoughts about things being conceptual. Concentrating on the button going away, it vanished without a trace and I blinked for a moment while I gathered my thoughts. “Alright, Can you tell me about this place?”

      “Certainly!” She brightened immediately. “Currently, you are located in Hell. Your purpose is to survive. There are dangers around every corner and nowhere is truly safe. Between the weather, wildlife, and other players, only the strong shall remain.”

      “So it is a game?”

      “I never said it wasn’t, Mr. Ryan.” She laughed. “Now, the aim of the game is to survive. You may find many avenues to success. Though I do recommend you unlock your class.”

      “Class?”

      “Class. Acrobat, warrior, sleuth, et cetera. Class.”

      “What’s my class?” I asked quickly.

      “I’m sorry Mr. Ryan. That information is not available at this time. Once you unlock your class, I can give you more information regarding it. But I can’t just give you all the answers. There’d be no sport.”

      I sighed, “Right. So, other than being able to talk, what do you actually do?”

      “I am your representative. You can get access to the store by talking to me. I can give advice in the form of reminders. I can even give you a courtesy call at specific times of the day. Other functionality may come into play later, depending on how things turn out.”

      “Alright, and I can just call you whenever?”

      “Certainly,” she practically chirped. “But it takes three times longer for me to answer your call than it would for potential danger to arrive at your destination.”

      I shook my head while thinking about what exactly she meant. “Ummm.”

      “Mr. Ryan, if a shrieker will take three seconds to chase you down and eviscerate you to eat your liver, it will take me nine to answer your call. This goes up to a maximum of two minutes. It is also linear in nature. So if the shrieker was within one second of you, but you were hiding and it was unaware of your presence, it would only take three seconds for me to answer. However, at that range, I am allowed to warn you at that distance. It would most likely hear your voice, rendering the call pointless.”

      I sighed and leaned against the desk and rubbed my temples. “Alright, so long story short. This is some sick, survival, horror game filled with monsters and people. You’re the shop and journal and we just keep going until we die? Is that about it?”

      “More or less,” she giggled. Fuck, that giggle was pissing me off. “There is one small difference I should mention. Only death, by the big green button, or by the direct hand, or weapon of another player, is permanent. Any other form of death, natural causes, or even being pushed through a wall to fall to one’s death, will result in a respawn in a nearby position taking into consideration the level of danger.”

      “You mean-”

      “Yes, Mr. Ryan. The gentleman who was attacking Ms, Claire, the gentleman who attempted to punch you on the stairs, Jason you met in the ditch, and the poor woman outside this room, have since respawned in another location. All of them and the others who were eaten by shriekers have all since respawned, more or less.”

      “Fuck. Where?”

      “I cannot give you that information, Mr. Ryan. I do apologise.”

      I just sighed and rubbed my temples in frustration. “Alright, alright. What’s in this survival pack you’re giving me, and what’s in the store?”

      I jumped as a window appeared in front of my view. It blocked out everything but my peripherals. Inside it was my name, a box with my one thousand points. Another box showed me nude, with several boxes that seemed to have lines drawn to various parts of my body. “Is that damage or equipment?” I asked.

      “Both, Mr. Ryan. This screen is available at any point you contact me. What you are seeing is information about yourself. Your class, skills, damage to your body, the equipment you are wearing, and their various effects.”

      “It’s all blank except my points and name,” I said without inflection.

      “Correct, Mr. Ryan. Information will begin to fill this screen as you discover it. Until then, I cannot speculate.”

      “Right,” I mumbled, thinking about turning pages. Sure enough, it changed, showing a mostly blank screen… Big surprise… On one side was a checkered rectangle, with what looked like a backpack in the first small square. On the other was a written list of the things Edith and I had discussed. “Is that the survival pack in there?”

      “Correct, Mr. Ryan. The survival pack contains a backpack, bedroll, winter blanket, waterskin, and a healing spray. The backpack will hold up to ten individual items. Some items, such as water-skins, potions, and ammunition, are stackable in various quantities.”

      I thought about it for a moment. “If I put ten things in a backpack, then put that backpack in another backpack, what happens?”

      “A backpack is considered a single item, regardless of its contents. This rule applies to any storage device.”

      “Ryan?” Claire’s voice called.

      “Claire! I’m in here!”

      “Oh, thank god. You’ve been gone a while, I was worried. Henry isn’t bleeding anymore, but he’s not looking good either. Also, a few more people have shown up.”

      Nodding, I tried to face where her voice was coming from, but I couldn’t see her a damn through the window. It would be dangerous to do this around one of those bird monsters, or shriekers as Edith had called them. “Claire, pick up the phone on the desk and try to make a call.”

      “What? You can’t be serious. Does it actually work?”

      “Sorta,” I said.

      I heard her shuffle over. “Can you move?”

      Stepping away, I smiled in her direction, “Sorry.” I listened to her fumble with the phone, only to gasp a second later.

      “Oh, my god.”

      “Claire, are they talking to you?”

      “Yeah…”

      “Good, do you mind moving to the other side of the room so we can hear our representative easier? I’d move, but I can’t see at the moment.”

      “What? Why can’t you see? And don’t I need the… Oh… Alright.”

      “Thanks, Claire.”

      She didn’t respond, but I could hear her softly talking on the other side of the room.

      “Edith?”

      “At your service,” she said cheerily.

      I sighed, “Alright, what else was there?”

      “Just the store, I believe.”

      “Right,” I nodded. “Let me see that… Wow…”

      The next menu popped up over the first. It was essentially a long list broken up into categories. I clicked the one for weapons and got a shorter, better defined list. Swords, spears, bows, maces, and things I was less familiar with. It didn’t seem to have any modern weapons like guns or combat knives. Flicking through, it had a list of armour, food, various skill equipment, and items to fill many needs.

      “Alright, Edith. Can I get a traveler’s outfit, a dagger, flint, and steel, wood for one day, and a chunk of meat?”

      “Certainly, Mr. Ryan, that is a total of 431 points.”

      “That’s fine.”

      “Excellent! Those items I have placed directly in the backpack. At this time, anything else you may purchase will go into the standard screen now before you. If you just will them to appear, they will be located at your feet.”

      I nodded, “Right. Okay. I’d like to say thank you, but.”

      “Oh, that’s quite alright, Mr. Ryan. I’m perfectly fine if you hate me and everything I represent.”

      I groaned softly. “Hate is a strong word. You have been rather helpful, all things considered.”

      “If that is all, Mr. Ryan,” she giggled. “I’ll leave you to your fate as soon as you wish me away.”

      With a thought, the backpack in the menu disappeared. I hoped that meant it was now summoned. With a second thought, the menu vanished, and the backpack thumped to the floor at my feet.

      “Well, that works at least.” Bending, I reached for the bag. But the moment I touched the strap, it vanished and appeared instantly on my back. “For crying out loud,” I sighed. Then I tried something. Thinking about the bag, a screen filled my vision like before. Only, this time, it showed the contents of the bag in a checkered rectangle. On the other, was the naked me from the first screen. Only this time, it had no additional information boxes for my class and such. Looking over the contents of the backpack, I concentrated on the traveler’s outfit. In an instant, I was fully dressed. Turning my attention to the dagger, I felt a small weight added to what was probably a belt.

      Closing the menu, I looked myself over. I was wearing a cotton shirt and pants, a pair of sturdy leather boots, and a thin cloak with a hood. Surprisingly enough, it fit me perfectly and I swung my arms experimentally to prove the fact to myself. It wasn’t the nicest fabric, but it seemed sturdy. I was also pleasantly surprised to see the dagger was indeed on my right hip. Pulling it with my right hand, I admired the blade cautiously. Rubbing the edge, I could feel it was quite sharp. Maybe not sharp enough to shave, but sharp enough that I’d easily cut someone if I wanted to. As I stared at the blade, a small window popped up with a line that went right to it. It simply said.

      C - DAGGER

      I thought about it for a moment. Then thought about ringing Edith again.

      “Hello, Mr. Ryan.”

      “Edith, what is the C in front of the word dagger?”

      “C is the class of weapon. C is common, followed by uncommon, rare, very rare, and legendary.”

      “What’s the difference? And why didn’t you tell me this earlier?”

      “Mr. Ryan, I can’t tell you things you haven’t discovered on your own. As for the classes. Right now, you hold a dagger. It’s made of metal, is sharp, has mass et cetera. In comparison, a legendary dagger would be made of lighter materials, be far sharper and impact far harder. Almost all equipment has different attributes that will increase and decrease with rarity. Even the meat you bought has different rarities.”

      “Wait, how could something weigh less, but impact harder?”

      “Don’t assume the physics of the world you recognise apply here, Mr. Ryan.”

      “Can I buy better items from the store?”

      “Unfortunately not, Mr. Ryan. You can buy only common items in the store. Better items can be found in random loot drops throughout the world, on corpses, or made via crafting with the appropriate materials.”

      “Wait, crafting? Can I craft?”

      “Everyone has the basic capabilities to do anything, Mr. Ryan. But it is impossible to advance your skills if it is not part of your class.”

      “Right… Oh, one last thing. Do I have to open that menu every time I want something from my bag?”

      “No, Mr. Ryan. If you already know the exact item you want, you can simply summon it. If you have space for the item to be on your person, it will appear in place. Otherwise, it will fall to your feet like the backpack did before you touched it for the first time.”

      “Right,” I sighed. “Thanks Edith.”

      “Take care, Mr. Ryan.”

      Taking another look at the dagger, I slipped it back into the sheath and looked over at Claire. I thought she was miming things for a moment, but I quickly realised it looked like she was scrolling through a menu. Probably the journal or something. I thought about Edith’s words for a moment and decided I wanted to try something. With a last glance at Claire, I left the room and went over to the dead woman on the floor.

      “Now, what happens if I try to collect you?”

      Reaching out, I gently touched her shoulder and thought about collecting her. In an instant, a window popped up.

      BONES (HUMAN)

      INFERIOR MEAT

      TEETH (HUMAN)

      POINTS: 5000

      I cringed, thinking about the options. In particular, I cringed at the sight of the word meat. Concentrating on the points, they vanished from the list. But when I willed away the menu, the woman’s body vanished as well.

      “What the fuck?!” a voice snapped.

      Turning, I looked at the young man staring at me from the stairs. “Yeah, I didn’t know it was going to do that.”

      “You… You didn’t kill her, did you?”

      I shook my head. “No, I found her like this. She’d cut her own wrists. I just… Looted her?”

      “What, like a video game or something?”

      “Pretty much.”

      The young guy looked doubtful, but I wasn’t going to sit here and try to convince him. “Right. Anyway, is Claire up here? Some angry dude is downstairs throwing a fit. She was the one who told us to sit tight and this dude’s getting all up in our faces.”

      “Yeah, I’ll get her. You head on down.” The young man nodded and headed back downstairs. I turned and stuck my head back into the room to see Claire’s backpack appear strapped to her back. “You get all the info?”

      Claire nodded slowly as she looked at me. “Yeah… I…”

      “There’s a guy downstairs making a scene. Did you get a weapon?”

      She nodded. “What if it’s him?”

      I shrugged. “I’m not opposed to killing a rapist. I’ve done it once already, technically.”
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      Claire seemed to be handling things as well as she could. I hadn’t asked her for specifics, but she’d bought the same clothes as me and wore a dagger at her hip. Even if she hadn’t purchased the other things as I had, she’d at least gotten the essentials. We headed down two floors to join everyone on the third floor. As we came down the final flight of stairs, we could hear a commotion.

      “Fuck you! I died, do you understand me?! I died!”

      I paused and glanced behind me at Claire, who was looking nervous.

      “It sounds like him.”

      “How do you wanna do this?”

      She shrugged. “Maybe if we tell everyone what he did, they’ll make him leave?”

      I smiled thinly. “Maybe. I’ll stick by you no matter what though, alright?”

      “Alright,” she smiled.

      We climbed down the last of the stairs into a small group of people. They seemed to be pressed against the walls, while a familiar looking irate man held a young woman against a wall.

      “Hey!” I snapped.

      The man looked around, spotted me and his eyes went wide! “You!”

      Before I could respond, Claire rushed past me. His shocked expression quickly went to pain as a flash of silver turned into a red spray.

      “You. Raping. Bastard. Let. Her. Go!” She punctuated each word with a stab as the man slumped to the ground.

      I quickly moved to grab her. Taking her arm in my hand, she struggled for a moment before allowing me to pull her away. The woman he’d been assaulting quickly moved over to join us.

      “Thank you,” she whispered softly.

      I glanced around the room at everyone watching us. There were about a dozen people. Young and old, male and female. Maybe a few extra women than men. I glanced down at the man Claire had stabbed and saw his glassy eyed expression.

      “Claire, touch his leg and think about collecting him.”

      She nodded and bent down. She paused as the menu must have filled her vision. But a moment later, his corpse vanished and everyone in the room gasped.

      “What just happened?” A man demanded.

      “He was a rapist. Now he’s dead. If you have an issue with dead rapists, you may as well leave,” I said firmly. “Where’s Henry?”

      “Here,” he called softly from behind me.

      Turning around, I saw him. True, he didn’t seem to be bleeding anymore. An older woman about his age was holding his hand. But he didn’t look good. Pale, clammy and sickly. Moving towards him, the few people in my way hurried out of it. I tested out Edith’s words and pictured the healing spray. Instantly, it appeared in my right hand. I tried not to think about how my hand instantly moved to hold something without my knowledge or input. Checking over the spray, it simply had a green line down one side and some notches. Twisting the top, a spray nozzle poked out. With nothing else obvious, I gave the spray a quick shake and leaned down to examine Henry’s arm.

      “This is a healing spray. I’m using you as a test subject.”

      “Why him?” The woman asked.

      I looked at her. “He’s injured. Either this will help, or it won’t.”

      “It’s okay, Lillian. It can’t get any worse,” Henry smiled up at her.

      I realised they were probably the two oldest people in this room by far. It was kind of cute, seeing as they’d immediately stuck together like this. So, I gave the spray another shake and lifted his arm to get a better angle. I gave a couple experimental sprays down the wound, giving it a light coat. It seemed to work pretty much like a can of spray paint or deodorant. The liquid that coated his cut was the same bright green as the bar from the side. Turning the can over, I checked it and saw that the level had decreased, maybe a third of the way down to the first line.

      “That’s not possible,” Lillian said.

      Turning my attention back to Henry’s cut, it seemed to fill in from underneath. In all of ten seconds, I watched as the cut closed over and Henry’s colour returned to his face.

      “Well, that worked,” I grinned. “How are you feeling, old man?”

      Henry shook his head and turned his arm over as the green faded into his skin. “It… It’s healed. Doesn’t even hurt.”

      I thought about it. If I got about three sprays per line. There were five lines. So about fifteen cuts. But I didn’t know how it would work on, say, an amputated limb, or a massive stab wound or something.

      “Where did you get that, and the clothes?” a man grouched from behind me.

      I turned and saw the closest faces staring at me in shock. Claire and the woman she’d rescued were still in the middle of the room and paying attention.

      “Alright everyone. On the fifth floor is a telephone in an office. If this doesn’t work, go upstairs and make a call. Now, imagine wanting to talk to someone inside your head.”

      There were a few confused looks and even more sudden exclamations of shock. I looked around the room at everyone’s faces.

      “What, you think we’re crazy?” a woman snapped.

      I looked at her, but before I could speak, several others tried to shush her.

      “EVERYONE!” I called, bringing all eyes to me. “If it worked, go find somewhere to sit and talk quietly. If it didn’t work, there’s a phone on the fifth floor. That’s how I made it work for the first time. If you’re going to ignore me, I don’t give a shit, but I will not coddle you. This isn’t earth. The rules have changed, which you’ll discover the easy way, or the hard way. Now, I’m heading up to the highest floor to work out what I’m doing next. You’re welcome to join me, if you wish.” I turned my attention back to Henry and Lillian, who both had shocked expressions on their faces. “I’m guessing it worked?” They nodded without answering. “Alright, I’m heading up. You coming with, and do you need a hand?”

      “We’ll follow,” Lillian replied softly.

      I nodded and stood. People were already moving. Some downstairs, some up, others just moved into the other rooms that were still open and whole. I moved to the queue on the stairs and smiled as Claire and the new woman stood beside me.

      “This is Polly,” Claire said.

      “Nice to meet you,” I flashed her a smile.

      “Thank you for saving me,” she said nervously.

      I shook my head. “I didn’t do anything. That was Claire.”

      Polly shook her head, “You distracted him. Claire used his distraction. She already told me you were a team.”

      I glanced at Claire, who blushed and looked away. “Fair enough then. Come on.”

      Getting to the stairs, we started climbing. The ones getting off on the fourth floor seemed to head for quieter places to talk. A few more were heading for the fifth floor, and I pointed into the room with the phone. But I led our small group higher still.

      “Should we check the floors as we go up? Maybe there’s other people in here, or loot?” Claire said as we made it to the sixth floor.

      I paused before going up the next flight. “That’s actually a good point. Polly,” I paused as I spotted Henry and Lillian come up behind her. “Good, you’re here. Okay, Claire and I will quickly search each floor as we go up. You stay here and chat with your representative to get you up to speed.”

      Everyone nodded in agreement. Claire and I set off through opposite doorways. A quick sweep of the floor only turned up some footprints where dust had been lifted. Someone had definitely been up here, but they weren’t any longer. The search of the floor turned up nothing else interesting, and Claire and I returned to the stairs with everyone else.

      “Find anything?” Henry asked.

      “Nah, just footprints. There might be others up here.”

      The others nodded and followed me up to the seventh floor. There weren’t any footprints on this floor, but we checked it anyway. Not that it turned out anything other than broken furniture and more debris. As I checked the last room, however, I ran into a…

      “Hsss,” the small winged worm thing turned to face me.

      “Fuck off, you little buzzard,” I growled.

      There weren’t any other doors, but I could see there was a weirdly intact, looking box against the far wall. The only thing between it and me was the monster. It was about the length of my arm and had a pair of beady little eyes. Its scales were a brownish grey colour, and its wings were tinged yellow. Lifting itself up like a cobra, the creature flared its wings to make itself look bigger.

      “Shoo! Go away!” I snapped, waving my arms.

      It must have taken that as a threat display and it suddenly sprung up into the air. Before I could pull my dagger, it flew at my face. Throwing up my hands, I narrowly caught it around the middle, where its wings connected to the rest of its body. I could see its sharp teeth as it snapped its jaws shut. It struggled for a moment, trying to flap even with my hands in the way. It twisted back on itself to bite me, so I dropped it to the floor with a thump. Before it could jump up again, I pressed my boot over its neck. Here, it struggled and twisted, but couldn’t free itself.

      “Ryan, you okay?” Claire called, coming into the room behind me.

      “Yup,” I grunted, bending over the creature.

      “Ew, I saw those things flying around outside. I think it’s a scavenger or something. I hoped they wouldn’t attack people.”

      I wriggled my foot down its body until its neck was exposed. It twisted around and tried to bite my foot, but thankfully couldn’t get through the thick leather. That gave me the perfect opportunity to grab it behind the head. It released my boot with a hiss. But with its head under control, I took the weight off its body and picked it up. The thing hissed angrily and glared at me as I stood, lifting it to get a better look.

      “I think I provoked it,” I said, pulling its tail out to check it over.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Over there, by the wall, is a box I wanted to check. This thing was in the way. It saw me and made a threat pose. I sorta did the same thing, so it charged.”

      “Oh…” Claire moved in to inspect it. “Hopefully, that means they’ll leave us alone. It would be bad to have these trying to kill us, as well as those shriekers.”

      The small creature was still making hissing noises, but wasn’t struggling anymore. I pulled its head round to examine its mouth. All things considered, it didn’t seem very snake-like. But as I looked into its eyes, the small creature went limp. It was almost as if…

      “Claire, do me a favour and back up a bit. Just be ready to grab this thing if it goes nuts.”

      She stepped back, “What, you’re gonna let it go?”

      I nodded and slowly loosened my grip. The small creature wriggled slightly, before pulling its tail up and flopping it over my arm. It gently pulled its head from my hand and looked up at me. As we stared at one another, I got the sense it was no longer a threat. Then I remembered Edith’s warning about an impending attack. So I grinned as the moment I contacted her, she answered.

      “Congratulations Mr. Ryan. As the first to discover your class, you have been gifted two-thousand points.”

      “Right. Is this thing going to attack me?”

      “No, Mr. Ryan. The buzzard is now entirely under your control. I should warn you, however, if it gets hungry, it may refuse orders and snap at you or others around you.”

      “Wait, it’s actually called a Buzzard? What does it eat?”

      “It is indeed, yes. And just about everything, Mr. Ryan.”

      “Is there like dog bones or something in the store I can purchase? Will that be enough?”

      Edith giggled softly. “Mr, Ryan. Do you mean bones from a dog, or bones suitable for a dog to eat?”

      “The second one.”

      “We have soup bones, which would serve that purpose, for two points each.”

      “Do they stack?”

      “Up to ten.”

      “I’ll get ten.”

      “Very good, Mr. Ryan. That leaves you with a total of seven thousand, five hundred and thirty-nine points.”

      “Now, what’s my class and what does it do?”

      The class window popped up in front of me. I could see the boxes on my limbs now had information written in them. It seemed the shirt and pants gave me a +1 resistance boost. The cloak gave my torso an additional +1, with a single point to my head if I wore the hood. The boots, however, gave me a nice +3 resistance. On the other side of the screen, under class.

      “Beast Tamer?”

      “Yes, Mr. Ryan. Congratulations, that is a rare class indeed. You should be very proud.”

      I nodded, still confused. “Can you give me any more details?”

      “Certainly!” she chirped. “Beast Tamers tame wild animals to their bidding. Once tamed, they can use these animals in many ways. However, their intelligence is key to how complicated a task can be performed.”

      “And how do I tame beasts?”

      “Simply, you must catch them and hold them for a time. In the Buzzard's case, gripping it in your hand was enough.”

      “What about a shrieker?” I asked, thinking about the possibility.

      “I can’t give you that information, Mr. Ryan.”

      “Shit,” I swore. “Alright, can you explain resistances then for my clothing?”

      “Certainly, Mr. Ryan.” She always sounded so goddamn happy. “Resistance is useful in many ways. A single point of resistance is enough to protect from harsh sunlight and mild weather. At three points of resistance, like your boots, armour will absorb minor cuts and abrasions. The higher the resistance, the more damage they will absorb. While the numbers are an indicator, they are not exact. Like many things in the world, it is difficult to calculate exact values.”

      “Do things break?”

      “Yes, Mr. Ryan. Though there are no formal durability requirements. Simply, if it gets cut or broken, that is, it. Fabric can be cut, metal can be crushed, et cetera.”

      I nodded along before remembering Henry’s cut. “How much is this healing spray?”

      “Five-thousand points.”

      I hissed at the price, thinking we should use it sparingly. “Edith, what happens to my belongings if I die?”

      “You lose them, Mr. Ryan.”

      I sighed, “Right. Thanks.”

      “Any time, Mr. Ryan.”

      I nodded to myself before summoning a bone from my backpack. Like the spray, it appeared in my hand and I offered it to the buzzard. It made a small chirp and quickly took the bone before tipping its head back. Making jerking motions like I’d seen crocodiles do, it swallowed the bone hole, before making a quick flap of its wings.

      “Sooo?” Claire said from behind me.

      “Apparently I’m a beast tamer.”

      She stepped closer and looked at the buzzard on my arm. “I’m assuming that means he won’t bite?”

      I looked at the creature and a small window like from the dagger popped up.

      BUZZARD - FEMALE

      IDLE

      I reached out and patted its head softly and watched the word IDLE flash to GETTING HEADPATS. “Yeah, she won’t bite.”

      “She?”

      I nodded, as Claire reached over and gave the Buzzard a pat herself. “Yeah, when you concentrate on things, they pop up another window that gives a bit of info. I found out by staring at my dagger.”

      “Huh,” Claire squinted at the buzzard. “It is a she. Sorry little lady.”

      The buzzard preened under her touch. “She seems to like you,” I grinned.

      Claire shot me a smile. “Should we name her?” I shrugged. “Well, daddy doesn’t care. So I’m gonna call you… Lace!”

      Lace preened again, and I nodded, “Whatever works.”

      “Don’t be a buzzkill,” Claire grinned at me.

      I just sighed. “Come on, you hold her. I’ll check the box.”

      Claire nodded as I lifted Lace off my arm and handed it to her. Stepping around, I heard a mournful chirp, before a sudden impact to my shoulders told me Lace didn’t want to be separated. When I turned around again, Claire was pouting, but Lace was getting comfortable on my shoulders. “Sorry,” I said.

      Claire nodded, “It’s cool. Not like I was getting attached.”

      I smirked and bent down to check the box. “Just means you might have to stick around me then, huh?”

      Looking over the box, it was like an industrial briefcase of some sort. It looked just about like any you’d see in video games where you’d be in this exact situation. I bent over and tried to pick the box itself up, but it wouldn’t budge. So, with a sigh, I flicked the latch on the front. The moment the lip cracked open, my view was filled with a screen, like looking in my backpack.

      The figure of me was the same as the one with Edith. In the storage squares, there was a belt pouch and a dozen caltrops in a single stack. I immediately thought to take it all, and they vanished. I felt the weight of the belt pouch settle on my side. The figure of me showed it stored the caltrops in the pouch. I gave it a quick check and I could see I had one empty space in my backpack and another two empty spaces in the belt pouch. That gave me a total of thirteen items I could carry. Closing the menu, the box vanished like the bodies did, and I stood up. Only to bump into something. Turning around, it was Claire, who’d come up behind me.

      “Sorry, you okay?”

      She nodded before leaning forward and pressed her lips into my own. I stood like a stunned mullet as she pulled away and shot me a quick smile. “I wouldn’t mind sticking around you, at least for a while.”

      “Right,” I said softly.

      “Come on, we have a building to search.”

      I nodded and followed her. We made it back to the stairs and watched everyone freeze at the sight of Lace.

      “Apparently my class is Beast Tamer,” I told them all. “Her name is Lace. She’s perfectly safe. I’m not really sure what she’ll be useful for yet, but we’ll get there.”

      I gave everyone a moment to process what I just said before heading up the stairs. On the seventh floor, we found it wouldn’t be possible to go any higher. As we piled out of the stairwell, I took a moment to draw out my waterskin and take a few sips as I stared into the darkening sky. The rolling, red clouds flashed and thunder rumbled in the distance despite how close it had gotten since we came inside.

      “It’d be beautiful if it weren’t so damn terrifying,” Claire said.

      I nodded in agreement. “This is the last floor. Let’s go over it all and then find somewhere to hunker down for the night.”

      Claire nodded and headed off to search. Then I went in the opposite direction. I also kept an eye on the sky. I didn’t know if there’d be any more buzzards. But I didn’t want to risk getting into a fight with a whole swarm of them.

      “You can warn me if any others like you show up, right?”

      Lace made a small chirp, and I grinned, thinking she’d understood. I swept through the rooms that were still accessible. It was mostly empty, though. Being open to the sky meant even a lot of the dust had either been blown or washed away. And as I stepped into the last room I could access, I stopped. This room had no far wall and hung over the edge of the building’s structure. But perched on the edge was a trembling young woman.

      “Please don’t hurt me,” she squeaked.

      “Woah, now,” I said, pulling up short. “Come away from the edge. I don’t want you to fall.”

      She shook her head violently. “If… If I fall, it’ll all stop.”

      “No!” I spat, hating myself as she jumped. “No, please. You don’t understand. Dying doesn’t make you stay dead.”

      She frowned. “You’re as crazy as this place.”

      I shook my head, “Think about calling someone, like on a phone, but in your head.”

      She frowned at me, but a moment later, she jumped in surprise. Unfortunately, that small jump was just enough that she lost her balance. Her terrified expression locked on mine, as I rushed towards her. Her flailing arms were the only thing I could see as I threw myself on the floor and slid. Throwing out my hand, somehow I caught hers as she went over.

      “Oh, my god!” she screamed. “Please, I’m sorry, don’t let me go!”

      I grunted as she slipped. “I’ve got you! Try to get a hold of my shirt with your other hand.”

      She swung slowly below me. If not for the wall below, I could have angled her into the lower level, but I was barely holding her weight as it was. She squealed as she looked down, before swinging her arm up and grasping at the sleeve of my shirt.

      “Please don’t drop me!”

      “Claire!” I screamed. “CLAIRE! HELP!”

      I waited for what felt like minutes, but was probably only a few moments, gritting my teeth in pain, before I heard Claire come in behind me.

      ”Ryan?”

      “She’s slipping! Help me!”

      Claire rushed over. Seeing the woman, she squeaked. In a flash, she was holding a rope, and I grunted at the thought. Rope was a good tool, and I forgot to get myself some. What I wasn’t expecting was for Claire to lie beside me and tie a loop around my arm.

      “Claire, what?-”

      “Shut up!” she snapped.

      I closed my mouth as she finished her knot. I watched in confusion as she gave it a wiggle and it slipped down my arm, over my hand, and down onto the woman’s arm. She gave the rope a quick tug, and my eyebrows shot up as the loop pulled tightly around her arm.

      “Alright, I’m going to tie one end around my waist and brace against the doorframe. Then you can let go and get the others so we can pull her up together.”

      “Please don’t drop me!” The young woman cried.

      “You’re going to be fine,” Claire called, heading back out the door. I grunted at the effort before the rope pulled tight. “Alright, let go.”

      The woman’s eyes went wide as she stared at me in terror. “Please, please don’t let go. I know better now. Please, please?”

      I just shook my head. “The rope has you. You won’t fall. I need to get help so we can pull you back up. You’ll be safe, I promise.” She looked up at me and nodded, despite her terror. “I’m letting go now.”

      Without giving her a moment to panic, I let go. She squeaked in fright as she dropped a few centimetres while the rope took her weight. But I didn’t give it a second thought as I scrambled to my feet and rushed out of the room. I gave Claire a nod as I stepped over her.

      “Take your time. I got her,” she smiled.

      I grinned, but rushed anyway. Getting to the stairs, I smiled, seeing everyone now dressed and wearing backpacks like my own.

      “Emergency, come with me, now!” Everyone turned and followed. I led them back to Claire with the Rope. I brought them into the room where the woman hung. “Alright Henry, you go over and help get Claire upright. Polly, Lillian, you pull. I’m going to help get her over the edge.”

      “There’s someone hanging off the edge?” Lillian asked in shock.

      I nodded. “Yeah, so let’s get this done quick!” Everyone got into position as I stuck my head over the edge to check on her. She looked terrified, biting at her fingernails of her free hand, but smiled when she saw me. “We’re gonna pull you up. When you get near the edge, you’re going to have to climb if you don’t want to lose skin.”

      She nodded, “Thank you.”

      I glanced back, “Alright, PULL!” Lilian and Polly pulled as Henry helped Claire go from a brace position to a pulling position. I glanced down to check the woman, and she nervously smiled. “PULL!” The rope shifted, and she lifted to the edge. I reached down and took her wrist. I gave her a quick pull myself and got her hand on the ledge. “Careful now, give another pull.” Everyone moved again, and the woman could pull herself up. With her arm coming over the top, the others kept up the momentum as I moved to support the woman. Bit by bit, she slowly came over the edge and she flopped onto the ground with a squeal of joy.

      I quickly bent over and grabbed her hand before slipping the rope off her wrist. As I stood, I pulled her up with me and everyone crowded around with a hearty cheer. As I turned, Claire threw herself into my arms, pressing herself in for a deep kiss, that I responded to eagerly. I didn’t see Polly’s crestfallen glance at Claire, nor did I see the frown from the young woman we just saved. All my attention was on the beautiful woman in my arms as her tongue probed into my mouth. And as if to celebrate this momentous occasion, the heavens opened with a crackle of thunder.

      “Quick, get downstairs!” I shouted.

      As one, we all rushed for the stairs, only to find it blocked by a small group of people dressed similarly to us.

      “Hey, we wanna join up with you guys,” the man in the front smiled optimistically.

      “Fine, get down one level!” I yelled.

      It took a few moments for everyone to turn around. But soon I was leading our ragtag team down to the sixth level. Once we were out of the rain, the group that followed us parted and let me through. I looked out the various holes in the walls and judged the direction of the rain. With a nod, I waved for everyone to follow me and headed for the opposite side of the building. Here, we moved onto a large spacious floor that was mostly covered from the elements. But the parts that were still open didn’t have any rain actually coming inside, so I turned to the group.

      “What the fuck is that?” A middle-aged man called, while gesturing to Lace.

      “This is a buzzard. Her name is Lace.”

      “I saw those eating people. What’s it doing with you?” A woman shouted from the back.

      I nodded. “Apparently my class is beast tamer. I caught her and in the process of working out what to do, I somehow made her mine.” Lace chirped in agreement.

      “She’s safe?”

      I shrugged. “I wouldn’t try provoking her. But Claire enjoys giving her head-pats, so she can’t be that bad.” To prove my point, Claire stepped up and patted Lace on the head, eliciting a series of crooning chirps. “Now, I can see everyone has their survival pack. I’m not going to sit here and pretend I have all the answers. So either discuss them amongst yourselves, or ask your representative. If you hear me speaking with Edith, that’s my representative.”

      “Mine’s Edith too.”

      “And Mine.”

      “Really? Mine’s Edith.”

      I stopped and looked at the confused faces of everyone around me. “Edith?”

      “Yes, Mr. Ryan?” She practically purred with glee.

      “Edith, are you everyone’s representative?”

      “Yes, Mr. Ryan.”

      Dismissing her with a thought, I looked over at everyone. “Alright, I just asked. She’s everyone’s representative. I don’t know what that means, but let’s not think about it too much. We’ve bigger problems.” I looked around the room and made a quick headcount. Other than Henry, Lillian, Polly, Claire, and myself, there were almost a dozen others. Some I recognised from the lower levels. A couple I didn’t. “I’m thinking, we settle down for the night and discuss what we’re doing in the morning. All in, raise your hand.” I watched as just about everyone raised their hand. But the one or two people who didn’t saw they were outvoted and raised as well. “Right, I’m gonna go drop my stuff in that corner.” I pointed to the corner on the far side of the room. It was closer to the window, but further from the stairs. I figured it was a happy medium for safety. Either way, nobody complained.

      Heading over, I reached for my backpack and slid it off my shoulders. I wasn’t sure it was actually going to do that, considering it seemed to spawn straight on my back. But now, with it in my hands, I could see it was made of sturdy leather, unlike that cheap plastic crap school kids used.

      “Hey, mind if we join you?”

      I turned and spotted my original group with the one we rescued, who was still naked and talking to Edith. “Sure, pick a spot-”

      “How about you put your bedroll here?” Claire pointed to a spot a little away from the wall.

      I shrugged, “That works.”

      As I went to open the bag, I found it firmly closed, with no obvious way to open it. But I shrugged and thought to summon the bedroll, causing it to appear in my offhand. Turning, I rolled it out where Claire had pointed. What I didn’t expect was for her to immediately roll hers out between mine and the wall. Polly also rolled her’s out beside mine, but not quite as close. Henry and Lillian did the same, rolling theirs out a little off to one side to give us room. The only thing we were missing was a warm fire, to dry off in front of after I went for a walk in the rain.

      “Shit,” I grumbled. “Edith?”

      “Yes, Mr. Ryan?”

      “Can I get two more backpacks and some soap, please?”

      “Certainly, that’s four-hundred and fifty points.”

      “Oh, what about dental? Anything for that?”

      “Chewing sticks are another fifty points for a pack of fifty.”

      “That too, thanks.”

      “Certainly, Mr. Ryan. You have seven-thousand and thirty-nine points remaining. ”

      I blinked and the items I requested appeared in front of me. I quickly separated my items. Anything to do with bedding and evenings went in the first bag. So that was the chew sticks, soap, bedroll and blanket. In the other bag, I’d keep food and firewood, so it only contained the flint and steel, the day’s firewood and the chunk of meat I’d purchased. That only left the waterskin and healing spray, which I left in the main compartment of the bag. But… I realised I had no way to refill the waterskin.

      “Edith, can I get a bucket and a jug, please?”

      “Certainly, that’s one hundred and five points. You have six-thousand, nine-hundred and thirty-four points remaining.”

      “Thanks,” I sighed.

      The items appeared, and I nodded. The jug would fit inside the bucket, and the bucket was a decent size. All I needed now was to light the fire and go for a walk in the rain. So I pulled out the firewood and the flint and steel. I examined it for a moment and didn’t get any further information. It didn’t even have a class of rarity. So I shrugged and struck the flint with the steel over the wood. It let out a shower of sparks and the wood lit up like a proper fire in a single moment.

      “Shit,” I jumped back as the flames nearly scolded my hands.

      “Just not something right about that,” Henry said, staring at the flames in shock.

      I nodded in agreement. “Alright, I don’t know about you. But I’ve got dirt in uncomfortable places. I’m gonna take a shower. The store sells soap and stuff if you want to buy some.” Summoning my evening back, it immediately appeared on my back and I headed for the exit with the bucket and jug.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      I thought about heading upstairs, but I reasoned if there was something flying around tonight, it would be safer with a bit of cover. So I kept to the floor, but headed for the opposite side of the building where the rain was pouring in. When I found a suitable room, I sent my clothing back into the bag, along with my dagger, before summoning the soap. Slipping the bag to the floor, I strode out to the edge where the rain poured in. Setting the bucket and jug to fill with rainwater, the initial shock of the cold water made me squirm, but I forced myself to stand it and eventually the water felt comfortable, rather than jarring. Lace, on the other hand, immediately opened her wings and flew off into the gale. I worried for a moment, but dismissed the idea, somehow knowing she’d come back when she was ready.

      Grabbing the soap, I scrubbed myself down. It had sand or something in it, so the soap itself exfoliated my skin. It also lathered nicely, so I pulled some through my hair. I scrubbed at all the small clumps of dirt stuck to me and turned about in the rain. Mid turn, I felt a pair of hands run up my back, making me freeze. Before I could decide if someone was about to shove me off the edge, they started scrubbing my back with their own soap.

      “You do mine after, okay?” Claire called over the sound of the rain.

      I nodded and washed the rest of the soap from my hair so I could open my eyes. “Thanks,” I said, blinking away the water.

      Looking over my shoulder, I could see Polly standing beside me, while the new girl removed her clothing with a thought and moved to join us.

      “This just got really awkward,” I muttered to myself.

      Claire must have heard me, as she giggled softly. A flash of lightning struck a nearby building, making us jump. A moment later, we all laughed, feeling the tension in the room begin to ease. With smiles on everyone’s faces, they passed the soap around as I washed off the rest of mine. With me wet but clean, I made myself useful and started scrubbing Claire’s back. She made small noises of appreciation when the scrub turned into a rub and I worked the soap into her tense shoulders.

      “That’s really good,” she purred.

      I grinned and kept it up until the soap was mostly washed away.

      “Ryan?” Polly asked, moving closer.

      I glanced at Claire and only saw her smile, so I nodded and she beamed as she turned around.

      “You can do Maiya next,” Claire whispered in my ear as she stepped back out of the rain.

      I glanced up at the other woman I hadn’t actually met yet. Her eyes were on me as I worked. She smiled shyly and glanced away. I was silently thankful Claire had told me her name, seeing as I was about to put my hands on her in such an intimate fashion. I would have felt like a moron if I’d had to ask her after all this. Unfortunately, this expanse of naked women was having a rather straightforward reaction on me. As Polly flashed me a smile and stepped away, Maiya darted in. Only, she slipped on the soap on the floor as she spun and fell directly into me.

      “Is that?” she asked, feeling something prodding her from behind.

      “Uh huh,” I blurted.

      I fully expected her to leap away, but instead she wiggled herself so it rubbed gently between her ass cheeks.

      “Hey!” Claire snapped, followed by a sharp slap. Maiya squeaked and jumped out of my arms as Claire moved in front of me. “Polly, can you scrub that trollop’s back for her?”

      “Umm,” I started, as Claire rounded on me.

      “I know that wasn’t your fault. And I get, with all that’s going on, that there’s probably going to be more than one woman in your bed. But I saw you first, so I called shotgun.”

      “Ummm!”

      She leaned forward, pressing her body to mine, and kissed me. Her hand snuck down between us and took my cock, before guiding it between her legs, where she closed her thighs over it. I moaned at the slight wet pressure, but she wasn’t trying to stimulate me. More just claim ownership as we explored each other’s mouths with our tongues. As she pulled away, I stared dumbly at her, making her giggle softly. I was still staring as she stepped away and the cold air on my front roused me from my trance. Snapping to attention, I checked the sky for Lace, but couldn’t see her as the darkness swallowed the sky. Moving out of the rain, I joined Claire as we stared at the collection of bags.

      “Do you know which one’s yours?” she asked.

      I shook my head and reached out to grab the closest one. What surprised me was the moment I touched what I thought was supple leather. It turned harder than steel. It still looked like leather, but it was completely solid and refused to budge.

      “That’s weird,” I said, frowning. “I can’t move it.”

      “Let me try,” Claire said, touching the bag. In an instant, she was wearing it. “Yeah, this is mine, I think.”

      I grinned. “Try a different one.”

      Claire nodded and moved to the next bag. Reaching for the strap, she stopped and frowned. “I can’t move it.”

      “Edith, is this to prevent theft?”

      “Indeed, it is, Mr. Ryan. Bags owned by people are impervious to others without the owner dying first.”

      “Dying permanently, or by natural causes and being respawned?”

      “Both, Mr. Ryan.”

      I nodded and turned back to Claire. “It’s a security thing. We can’t touch each other’s bags. But we can loot them if they die. Respawning cancels ownership.”

      “What about Lace, Edith? Will she be… removed?”

      “That is one of the few exceptions to the rule, Mr. Ryan. As Lace is a living creature, it’s personality, stats and requirements will not change. She will seek you out until her death, regardless of your living status.”

      “Dark,” I mumbled. “Edith, four towels please.”

      “Certainly, you have six-thousand, eight-hundred and ninety-four points remaining.”

      With a grin, all four towels appeared at my feet. I picked one up and handed it to Claire, who smiled at me. “Thanks, I didn’t think of this.”

      “Same,” I smiled.

      Picking up the other two, I touched each bag to find mine and dropped the towels on the other two. Using the towel to dry off, I put it into my bag before summoning my clothes. Now I was dressed. I waited for Polly and Maiya to finish their shower and head over to get dry. They both thanked me for their towels and I went over to collect the now full bucket and jug.

      “Alright ladies, I’ll bring this back to the room. Let’s all have a drink of water and we can refill them with this.”

      “I never thought of that,” Polly said sheepishly. “It didn’t even occur to me that we could run out.”

      I smiled at her as she picked up her bag and dressed herself. With Maiya a step behind, we turned and headed back, noting the few people who were coming down the hall with soap and towels. As we stepped back into the room, there were a few fires around, with several people sitting around talking. They paused as we passed, but I paid them no mind. Heading to our spot at the back, Henry and Lillian were chatting quietly while holding hands.

      “We’re back,” I grinned, setting down the bucket and jug before pulling off my bag.

      “Feel better?” Lillian asked.

      “Much better, thank you,” Maiya smiled.

      “Umm, did everyone get food?” I asked.

      Henry frowned, Lillian shook her head and Polly sighed. “Alright, how big is this chunk of meat?”

      “It’s actually quite large. Probably enough to feed all of us,” Claire said.

      I nodded, before coming up short with an issue. “How do we cook it?”

      The group of us stared at one another for a few moments before Claire spoke up. “There’s nothing in the store. Not to cook a whole chunk like that. If we cut it up, there’s something called a cooking stone, but it’s not cheap. Only you or I could afford it.”

      I nodded. “What we need is a spit or something.” I thought about it a moment, “would a spear work, do you think?”

      “Ask Edith,” Claire shrugged.

      “Edith?”

      “Yes, Mr. Ryan, a spear would work.”

      “Do you listen to everything we say?”

      “Would you like an honest answer, Mr. Ryan?”

      I just sighed. “Can I get a spear, please?”

      “Short spear, standard spear or long spear?”

      I frowned and glanced at the others, before realising they couldn’t hear her. “What’s the difference?”

      “Price and length. A short spear is roughly half your height. A standard is about as tall as you, and a long spear is a little over double.”

      I thought about it for a moment. A short spear would be like a long sword, but I’d still have to be close to something if I wanted to stab it. A long spear... I would never get up and down the stairs with it. “Just a standard spear, please?”

      “Certainly, Mr. Ryan. You have six-thousand, six-hundred and ninety-four points remaining.”

      I dismissed her with a thought just as the spear appeared before me. It stood on the blunt end, pointing at the ceiling. As it wobbled, I reached out and took it in hand, before I felt a jolt go up my arm. Lifting the spear, I frowned at the familiar feeling I got simply by holding it. The wooden shaft was as tall as I was, but it had a silver tip of some metal. The tip itself was narrow but shaped like a leaf and quite sharp from the look of it. Bending to touch my bag I’d left behind, I placed the bag I was wearing inside it. Summoning the meal bag straight to my back, I summoned the chunk of meat straight to my off-hand. I grunted at the weight of the basketball sized hunk of meat, but tossed it in the air. Quick as a flash, I stabbed the spear straight into it, catching the meat on the tip.

      “Show off,” Claire giggled.

      I frowned. “No, I think there’s more to it. Edith, want to chime in?”

      “Congratulations Mr. Ryan. Your class weapon skill is indeed pole weapons.”

      I frowned and nodded to myself. “Turns out, my class uses pole weapons. This… Feels kinda freaky. It’s almost like scratching an itch before it itches and I just… know... how to hold it.”

      “I feel the same with my dagger,” Maiya said softly. “I’ll double check with Edith.”

      I nodded as she began mumbling to Edith. I shifted my attention back to Henry and Lillian. “Alright, you two. If you want to head off and get clean, I’ll get this cooking and see you when you get back.”

      The older couple flashed me a smile before summoning their soap and getting up.

      “Don’t forget towels,” Claire called as they walked away.

      I just examined the fire and wondered how this was going to work. Grabbing my bag, I dropped it on one side of the fire. “Can someone put their bag opposite mine?”

      Claire was closest, and she placed her bag in the position I asked. I flashed her a smile and lowered my spear. Giving the chunk of meat a shove, I pushed it further down the shaft of the spear. Lifting it, I placed each end of the spear on our bags. With that setup, the meat was over the flames and cooking.

      “Where’s Lace?” Claire asked, looking around.

      And as if on queue, the little she-buzzard flew in the open window. More than one person cried out in shock, but quickly settled when they realised she was mine. Lace ignored everyone and perched herself on the spear, but to one side of the fire. She crooned softly as she opened her wings and absorbed its heat.

      “No natural aversion to fire,” I wondered out loud.

      “Can’t be that surprising after the day we’ve had,” Polly said with a laugh.

      I shrugged. She wasn’t wrong, but I still thought it was a little strange, regardless. So, with a groan, I sat on the end of my bedroll and got comfortable.

      “How can you afford all this stuff, Ryan?” Maiya asked. “I’m just about out, just buying stuff for the shower.”

      “I got a bunch from a corpse I found on one of the floors,” I replied.

      “What, we’re worth points?”

      I nodded, “Got five grand.”

      “So did I, from the guy who was attacking you, Polly.” Claire said. “Seems like a lot.”

      I nodded before frowning. She was completely right, that WAS a lot. Considering the horror when we all woke up, I didn’t think it should be this easy to score points.

      “Edith, what’s a human worth?”

      “A human is worth whatever points they have remaining.”

      I frowned, and repeated her answer out loud, making everyone else frown in concern or confusion. “How does that make sense? I got five-thousand from that dead woman.”

      “Indeed, you received the amount she was worth with her survival pack.”

      “Oh shit,” I gasped. “Edith, please tell me you can get her a message to come back here. If she’s out there-”

      “She’s not,” Edith said softly, finally losing her cheerful disposition. “She’s no longer here.”

      I grit my teeth. “Was there anything I could have done?”

      “No, Mr. Ryan. It was completely out of your control, even without you collecting her points. Besides, when you die, they become forfeit and you respawn as you did this morning. You’d need to collect your own corpse in order to get back your belongings.”

      “Any chance I can ask you to tell my companions that information?”

      “I can give them a notification to receive the information if they wish. And I can only do that as they are your companions. I can’t deliver messages to people who aren’t part of your core group.”

      I nodded, “Thank you Edith.”

      I stared into the fire as each of the women with me suddenly stiffened. A moment later I could see them nodding along as Edith passed on what she had just told me. I reached out, taking the shaft of the spear and rotated it to cook the meat evenly on all sides. Lace gave a cute growl at me as she had to shift her balance to prevent falling off.

      “It wasn’t your fault,” Claire said, patting my shoulder.

      I shrugged, “Doesn’t make me feel less shitty.”

      “No, I suppose it doesn’t,” she nodded.

      Reaching for my meal bag, I summoned a bone for Lace. Remembering I only had eight left, I waved it to catch her attention, before tossing it to her. She caught it and ate it like she did before, in a single gulp. The ladies chatted amongst themselves while I sat and thought about what tomorrow would bring. Hell, at this stage, for all we knew, we wouldn’t make it through the night. Some horrible monster could climb in through the window and kill us all. Or a swarm of shriekers could work their way up the stairs. Which… was actually a good point. How would we stop them from coming in?

      “Fuck,” I grumbled to myself and stood up. “EVERYONE!” I called, catching the attention of everyone in the room. That included Henry and Lillian, who were heading back in. “On the off chance, shriekers, or something like them, comes up the stairs in the middle of the night. I’m setting caltrops on the stairs at this level. Watch yourselves if you go to head down in the morning so you don’t stand on them!”

      I made my way out of the room and to the stairs. Thinking about it, I quickly made my way down to the fifth level and made sure there was nobody here. Satisfied, I headed back up to the sixth and pulled out the caltrops. They resembled two bent nails attached in the middle of the bend. It meant that no matter how they fell, it would sit on three prongs, with the fourth pointing straight up. When I inspected it, a window popped up, showing they were like the flint and steel. No rarity and nothing special. So, with a shrug of my shoulders, I dropped all twelve onto the stairs. Satisfied there was little more I could do, I headed back to my bedroll.

      Inside, I could see everyone clumped around a few fires. They seemed to have made small units and were roasting meat similar to how I was. A few smiled as I passed, but a few more glared at me. I sighed to myself and kept walking back to my original group. These people chose to follow me. I didn’t give a shit if they stuck around, but I didn’t owe them anything. It suited me fine if they got up and left. As I came up to my group, Claire was busy cutting slices of meat off the chunk with her dagger and handing it round.

      “That can’t be cooked already, surely?”

      Claire giggled and shook her head. “Checked with Edith. Cooking times don’t make sense. We put it over the fire, gave it a few minutes, and it’s done.”

      I sighed, “Thanks Edith.”

      “You’re welcome, Mr. Ryan,” she replied with a smile in her voice.

      Pulling my dagger, I moved in beside her and cut myself a piece, only to see her pout. “What?”

      “I was gonna cut you a piece,” she said with a small frown.

      I shook my head and grinned. “I’m a big boy.”

      “Here’s hoping,” Polly called from my other side.

      Maiya laughed softly while Henry snorted and Lillian blushed, refusing to look at me. We spent the next couple of hours eating and talking about what we could remember about ourselves. Honestly… It wasn’t much… All we could really nail down was that we were all probably single, no kids that we could remember, and while we had vague recollections of friends and family, they weren’t very recent. Almost as if we were society’s outcasts, or at the very least, separate from most of humanity by some method.

      “Hey, come look at this!” someone called.

      I broke my attention away from the fire to see one guy from another group pointing off into the rain. Getting up, I headed over to look. It was pretty obvious when I saw what he was pointing at. Across the… street… not that it looked much like a street with all the carnage. But, across the street, we could see another building like ours. On a few floors were fires like we had. We could see shapes moving around that from this distance, through the rain, I could only assume were people.

      “Are they like us?” the guy asked.

      I shrugged, “Probably. With all the monsters running around, I don’t like the chances of it being anything else.”

      “Should we try to contact them?”

      “We’ll talk about it in the morning. Nobody knows what’s going on right now. So let’s get some rest and see what everyone thinks.”

      “How are you so calm about this?” he asked, turning to face me. “When those things came after us, I saw people die, screaming in pain. How are you able to stand there and be so calm?”

      “Honestly, I’ve no idea,” I breathed. “When I woke up, there was a guy named Jason. He sat up, asked a few questions, called me an asshole, and walked off. He was the first person I saw die. After that, I just started moving. Finding shelter, working out how to survive, making friends. It sorta just… Distracted me from the horror of the situation.”

      “Dude, those ladies are hardly friends. We all saw them follow you out to shower.”

      “All the more reason to keep a level head,” I snorted. “Take it easy tonight. Get some rest. If you have questions, remember you can ask Edith. If something bothers you, come find me.”

      He nodded. “James, by the way.”

      “Ryan,” I responded with a short smile. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Heading back over to my group, I watched James return to his. It seemed a few of his posse weren’t happy with whatever he said, but he brushed them off as others offered him support. Situations like this always had groups that didn’t enjoy working together. James seemed alright, but some of the others could be trouble. It wouldn’t be tonight, but… One day, unless they left early, someone would do something stupid.

      “You okay?” Claire asked.

      I nodded. “Just thinking about the future.”

      She pursed her lips. “Heavy thoughts. Wanna share them?”

      “All these people are here because they want safety in numbers. But not all of them just want to live safely.”

      “There're wolves in the sheep, you mean?”

      I nodded. “I’m gonna get some rest.”

      Getting up, I flipped open the bedroll. It was leather on the base, but inside it was lined with wool and had a blanket attached with a tied cord that ran up about halfway. It reminded me of an old school sleeping bag. Slipping into the bag, I summoned my clothes into a pile that I set beside me. After checking my dagger was in easy reach, I laid back.

      “Edith, can I get a nice pillow?”

      “One luxury pillow is one-hundred points,” she said with a softer tone, but with no less bubbly enthusiasm.

      “Six, five, ninety-four. Got it, night Edith.”

      “Goodnight, Mr. Ryan,” she said as the pillow dropped on my face.

      With a small grumble, I pulled it under my head and tucked the blanket up to my chin. I was just drifting into full sleep when I felt something shift beside me. Snapping awake, I relaxed as Claire slipped from her bedroll into my own. Still groggy, I shifted over when she grabbed and stopped me.

      “Wha’s wrong?” I mumbled.

      She didn’t respond, only kissing me softly. She smelled good. Like the soap with a hint of smoke, along with the natural scent of her skin. It was only then. I remembered I was naked under the blanket, but the sheer expanse of skin I could feel pressing against my own told me she was as well.

      “Lay in the middle,” she whispered softly, before gently nibbling on my earlobe. I didn’t have it in me to argue and moved into the centre of my bedroll. Claire slipped her leg over mine and straddled me. “You saved me today.”

      I groaned softly and shook my head. “Didn’t save you, so you’d sleep with me.”

      Claire kissed me firmly as she ground her wet pussy into my rapidly hardening cock. As I firmed up, it fit between her labia and she moaned as she rubbed herself over my length. “I know you didn’t. And that’s why I want this. You’re a good man.”

      “You don’t even know me,” I blinked, trying to wake up and see properly.

      “I know that after you saved me, you didn’t do the same as he did,” she kissed me softly. “I know that without making promises, you started trying to help.” She kissed me again. “Everything you’ve done, from saving me, to Henry, Polly, and Maiya, was completely selfless. Then you helped all those other people as well.” She reached down and lifted my cock to her entrance.

      “You don’t have to do this,” I said, reaching up to cup her cheek with my palm.

      Claire smiled down at me, touching my hand and nuzzling into it like a pillow. “But I want to.” I hissed at the sensation of her pussy sliding down over my cock. The tight, warm, wet squeeze of her body was heavenly. “Fuck, that’s so good,” she moaned softly.

      I pulled her down into a deep kiss as she rolled her hips against my own. Raising my hips, I made sure she could rub her clit on my public bone and she moaned in appreciation. “Claire, I’m not gonna last,” I grunted.

      She shook her head softly, pulling away from the kiss. “Neither am I. Inside me, please.”

      “What about?”

      “No,” she grunted, biting her lip as she increased her pace. “Edith… Edith said I won’t.”

      I held her hips and grit my teeth as we raced to our mutual orgasms. Her rhythm broke as her hips shuddered and I felt her pussy muscles contract. Pulling her firmly against my chest, I kissed her as I thrusted back up inside her. I felt her fingernails dig into my upper arms as my tongue muffled her squeals. It was all too much for me and I erupted inside her. As the pulses of my cock throbbed, her muscles massaged my length, drawing out every drop. As we came down from our mutual highs, our deep kiss turned to several soft, smaller ones. Claire smiled down at me as I felt myself leak out from around my still hard cock buried inside her.

      “I needed that so bad,” she whispered, kissing me softly.

      I just grinned like an idiot. “I’ll admit, you’re amazing. Sorry I didn’t last longer.”

      She smiled and kissed me again. “Plan on getting lots of practice. I’m not the only one who wants a piece of you.”

      Those words made me frown. “You’re okay with that?”

      This time Claire sighed, “I think, whatever I was before I woke up, I worked with people. I understand them and when I have a little time to actually think about it, I can sorta relate. Maybe I was a psychologist before, or a social worker or something.”

      “Alright, what’s that got to do with it?”

      Claire smiled and kissed me again. “In tense situations, like-minded people form groups. In these groups, we can ease some of this tension with physical intimacy, like what we just did.” She snuggled and rocked her hips a little, making me groan. “You’re a leader. I worked with people. Henry, I bet, is good at making things. Lillian is the mother of the group. Polly is submissive and uses intimacy as a coping mechanism and Maiya wants to feel in control.”

      “Will she be trouble?”

      Claire shook her head. “No, but she might push your limits if she thinks she’s right. The point I’m trying to make is that we all have needs. Henry and Lillian are an item, but us girls… You’re a hard act to follow.”

      “I met you first though,” I said, pulling her down to kiss me softly. “What do you want?”

      Claire smiled, “I want you to keep looking at me like that, even after you stick your dick in other girls.” This time I snorted and went to laugh even as she pinned her hands over my mouth to muffle me. “Shhh!” She hissed, trying not to giggle herself. “Oh fuck, you moving like that feels good,” she grimaced.

      I caught my breath and grinned up at her, pulling her hands away. “Like this?” I asked, rolling my hips.

      “Uh huh,” Claire bit her lip.

      “Hmmm,” I said, frowning. “Maybe I should do it more then?”

      Claire looked down at me, before plastering herself to my lips as she drove her clit into my public bone. I rolled my hips in tandem. As her clit rubbed down, I pushed up to increase the pressure. Claire moaned softly into my mouth as I gently sucked on her tongue. Shifting my hips to one side of the bedroll, Claire made a soft squeal of shock as I rolled the two of us over. Now, with this gorgeous woman beneath me, I made long, firm strokes into her depths. Her legs wrapped around my hips and she drove her heels into my back with each thrust. The wet slaps of our pelvis’s meeting filled the room. If anyone was awake, it would be immediately obvious what we were doing. But neither of us cared as Claire gasped for air.

      “Fuck me harder!” she begged.

      Pushing her head to one side, I bit firmly into the side of her neck. She let out a loud gasp as I slammed my entire weight into her pelvis with each thrust. As I mauled her neck, her fingernails cut grooves down my back as she squealed loudly for a moment, only to cut off as something muffled her voice. Her pussy clenched down in that familiar rhythmic pattern, and I buried myself to the hilt inside her and came. Letting go of her neck, I moved to kiss her, only to see Polly already there, doing just that. Like us, she was completely naked and I could see she was vigorously rubbing herself with one hand while kissing Claire to keep her quiet. My cock tensed, releasing another jet of sperm inside Claire at the thought, and she trembled beneath me.

      Polly pulled away from Claire, opening her mouth, making soft, “Ah, ah,” noises. But Claire pulled her into another deep kiss as the sound of wet squelching came from Polly’s fingers. In the flickering light from the fire, I could see the copious amount of fluid pouring out from between her legs and I bit my lip, thinking about making her squirt.

      “That was fucking hot,” Maiya whispered loudly.
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      I was buried again. Only this time, I couldn’t move. Edith had buried me too deeply and I couldn’t dig my way out. I struggled amongst all the waves of heat that pressed down on me from all sides.

      “Ryan?!”

      Snapping awake, it took me a moment to realise what was wrong… Pretty much nothing, if I had to be honest. Claire was lying on one side of me, rolled over and holding my shoulder as she shook me awake. On my other side was Polly, now looking nervous, despite her leg being thrown over my own. The only one of the three ladies that wasn’t immediately on top of me was Maiya. She, of the three of them, was already awake and dressed while roasting another chunk of meat.

      “I’m awake,” I grumbled, relaxing back into my pillow. “Just give me a minute.”

      “Bad dream?” Claire asked, kissing my cheek.

      I smiled and leaned over to collect a proper kiss. Morning breath be damned. “Felt like something had buried again me again. But this time I couldn’t dig my way out.” Turning my head to look at an increasingly nervous Polly, “Where’d you come from, anyway?”

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

      I shook my head as Claire reached over and took her hand. “I get it,” Claire said. “It’s okay. We’ll talk about it later.” She looked over at Maiya, who was trying hard to be inconspicuous about listening. “All three of us.”

      “Alright,” I sighed. “Want to let me up? I suppose there’s a bit to talk about with the others.”

      Polly climbed off immediately. In the morning light, I glimpsed her perfect breasts as she shuffled out of my bedroll. I turned away, feeling guilty, only to see Claire’s smirk as she lowered the blanket enough for me to ogle her instead. As Polly got out and quickly reached for her bag and summoned clothes, it gave me a free hand to quickly pinch one of Claire’s nipples. Her soft gasp turned to a moan as I rolled over and touched my pile of clothes, summoning them to my body in an instant.

      “You’ll regret that,” Claire pouted, slipping far more delicately back into her own bedroll before dressing herself.

      “I’ll risk it,” I grinned.

      Slipping out of the bedroll, I stood and stretched. The storm from the previous evening had long since blown out. There were still clouds in the sky, but the sun peeked through in enough places I had to squint if I looked out into the distance. Which wasn’t the greatest idea. The shriekers seemed to have moved on, but they’d left bits of corpses behind. There were buzzards swooping down on the remains. Reaching for my bag, I summoned out a bone and after locating Lace, I tossed it to her.

      “No eating people, got it?”

      Lace gave me a chirp before swallowing the bone. I had the feeling she’d understood my intention, if not my exact wording. Looking over at the building across the street, I could see people moving around. A couple of them even moved to look at our group, so I waved and received a few in return. That made me feel a little better. Waving meant they were less likely to attack, more likely to communicate if we bumped into one another.

      “Morning,” James said, joining me. “We gonna discuss what we’re doing today?”

      I nodded slowly, “More or less. S’pose we need to find out what sort of people we have here first.”

      He frowned and looked at me. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, if there’s people here who want to take charge of a large group, fight with others and be general dicks.” I shrugged, “Each to their own, but I don’t want any part in that.”

      “What, DO, you want then?”

      I looked around the landscape for a while, before settling my gaze on a landmark in the distance. By my estimation, it would take a hard day’s hard march to arrive. More if there were problems. “Those trees out there, surrounded by the plains. See how they snake through the land?”

      “Probably a river,” he nodded.

      I shot him a grin. “Water means game. Trees mean wood. So far, the only predator we’ve come across that’s big enough to take us in a fight are the shriekers. And they don’t seem the sort that can climb trees.”

      He nodded in understanding, “Right, well…”

      “Let’s have some breakfast and we’ll talk it out. Staying here is a bad idea.”

      What I didn’t tell him was the river was probably not going to be the final destination we would stop. Sure, it would be a good source of water, game and building materials. But plans weren’t set in stone yet, especially with people I didn’t know I could trust. Not to mention the possibilities of any new information that Edith was hiding for whatever reason.

      “Ryan, come eat!” Maiya called.

      I turned and flashed her a smile as we all sat around the fire. “Did that burn all night?”

      “Yeah, it’s got about twenty minutes left,” Maiya said. “If you examine it, it tells you how long it’ll burn for. One day’s wood seems to be twelve hours of burn.”

      Nodding, I pulled my dagger and cut a piece of meat from the chunk. Whatever it was, it wasn’t bad. It was lean, but still had enough fat in it to have flavour. I just wished we had some salt or some sauce to help it go down. As we ate, the other people picked up their meals and started moving over to us, so we all sat in one group.

      “James said we’re moving. Why?” a loud voice called out.

      I sighed as I chewed what was probably going to be my last mouthful for a while. “We can’t stay here, or at least I’m not. This isn’t some democracy. If you wanna stay, you’re more than welcome.”

      “What about safety in numbers?” A middle-aged woman asked.

      I nodded. “You’ll probably need them to stay in the city here.” There were a few murmurs, so I cut myself a strip to munch on between questions. “If we stay here, we have the buildings for cover. But we don’t have any reliable source of food, water or building materials that won’t fall apart in the first rainstorm.”

      “We can take it from the others!” The first man yelled, getting a few calls from his clique.

      “Is that really what you want to do?” I asked, shaking my head. “Be bigger monsters than the fucking shriekers?”

      “Gotta get with the times, man,” the guy called out condescendingly.

      “So, is that it, then?” I called, standing up to address the whole room at once. “Is that what this comes down to? Do we move on and try to make a living, or stay here and murder people?” Now, at least there were a few people looking around and shaking their heads.

      “The strong don’t make room for the weak,” the man spat.

      I sighed. “Look, whatever your fucking name is. I’m not interested in joining your little gang. I’m gonna pack up and get out of your hair. You can sit here with your thumb in your ass or whatever...”

      Bending down, I grabbed my bedroll and hauled it over to my bag. My small original group did the same, even grinning as I de-summoned it into the bag without rolling it up. I was pleased to see a few of the others I didn’t know doing the same. But the dickhead wannabe gang leader was staring daggers at me. He seemed to have three other guys who looked about as smart as he did hanging back with him. Each held a small dagger.

      “Lace!” I called and the small creature leaped up onto my shoulders. Turning to face the idiots, there seemed to be a divide in the room. Several people were trying to move in behind us with their packs. Others were casting looks at the four armed idiots. Others just seemed to sit back out of the way. I even spotted a young couple slip out of the room and head towards the stairs.

      “This doesn’t need to be a fight,” I called to the room as I picked up my spear. “There’s enough shit going on in this world without us fighting amongst ourselves.” Reaching for my bag that had been used to prop up the spear, I de-summoned it into my last bag. Now I was fully packed, dressed, and armed. The ladies standing at my sides were too. They stood with their hands on the hilts of their daggers.

      “Grant,” a small woman called, stepping forward and taking the leader’s hand. “Let them go, we don’t need-”

      He cut her off with a swift backhand, sending her to the floor with a squeal. “Shut up, bitch!”

      The middle-aged woman who’s spoken up earlier moved to help her stand, all the while staring daggers at Grant.

      “So, is this it?” I asked the room. “Is this really going to happen? You’re going to kill us if we try to leave?”

      “You’ve got all those points,” Grant smiled through his teeth.

      I nodded. Without waiting for them to move first, I sprung into action. Stepping forward, I swung my spear in a wide arc, making the four scramble backward. Using the momentum of the swing, I stepped forward, stabbing the spear into the chest of the man on the far right.

      “Chris!” the one on the other side cried and rushed forward.

      “Stop!” Grant roared.

      But it was too late. With the man’s attention directed at me, he didn’t see Maiya step inside his guard and swipe her dagger across his neck. But as crimson blood sprayed out from the razor cut, he collapsed to the ground with a cry. Grant rushed in, swinging his dagger at Maiya, but I stabbed out with my spear, making him leap back.

      “Grant!” the last one cried.

      “Two lucky shots. Just pay attention. We can still win this!”

      The other guy nodded nervously. I was pretty sure the three stooges he had with him were all talk. None of them had any experience being the tough guys they were pretending to be. Maybe except for Grant, at least. He seemed to have been an asshole even before all this went to shit. So now, we were stuck in a sort of standoff. Grant and the other guy were holding ground, while the ladies and I held ours. Even Henry had stepped up, but Lillian was behind him, looking horrified. The guy I stabbed in the chest was no longer twitching, while the one Maiya had slashed was sweating and breathing heavy. Whatever memories I had didn’t paint a big picture, but even I could recognise the signs of blood loss.

      “You let us go, you can save him,” I pointed at the bleeding guy.

      “He was stupid and rushed in like an idiot. Dumb like his brother. But I kill you, and all these pretty little babes you’ve collected won’t have anywhere else to go.”

      “Is that what this is about?” I scoffed. “You not having any luck with the ladies?” I saw the twitch in Grant’s forehead as I spoke.

      “You said you loved me!” The small woman snapped. “You told me you didn’t need anyone else if-if…”

      “Shut up, slut. You’ll do as you’re told!” Grant snapped.

      “Big man you are,” Claire snorted.

      “Lying to pretty, young ladies just to get them to sleep with you, that’s pretty pathetic,” Polly agreed.

      “Maybe if your dick was as good as Ryan’s, you wouldn’t-”

      Grant snapped and rushed in, swinging his dagger at me with wild abandon. I remembered a phrase from back in the day. Something like ‘roid rage’ as I tried to ward him off with my spear. Unfortunately, he stepped around it and grabbed hold. With a heave, he yanked me forward as I tried not to lose control of my weapon. His dagger flashed towards my face and I ducked, releasing the spear. But as he whirled it around, instead of stabbing me with it, he hit me across the head with the shaft.

      With my ears ringing and my eyes seeing double, I staggered back a few steps as my ladies crowded around me.

      “Get out of the fucking way, or you die with him!” Grant snapped. “Or don’t! At least dead. You’ll be easier to fuck!”

      As he stepped forward, he seemed to stagger for a moment before turning around. A line of red poured from around where his kidney should have been.

      “You lied to me!” the small woman screeched and slammed her dagger into his chest. “YOU LYING. MURDERING. CHEATING. TWO-TIMING. BASTARD!” She punctuated each word with a thrust of her dagger similarly to Claire the day before. Grant collapsed to the floor as she continued to wail and abuse his corpse. The woman who’d helped her earlier stepped forward, catching her hand and hauled her away.

      “You okay ladies?” I asked, as I rubbed my face.

      “You need spray on that,” Polly said quickly.

      Before I could protest, Claire got hers out and gave me a spritz. Immediately, my face started feeling better and my vision changed slightly. “I think he broke my eye socket or something,” I mumbled.

      “Explains the amount of swelling,” Claire said, before pecking my lips with her own.

      “Ummm,” the last guy said, keeping his distance.

      I just glared at him. “You made your choice to toss in with this dickhead.” I kicked Grant’s corpse. “Whatever you decide, you’re not coming with us.”

      He sighed and nodded, before moving over to the group huddled around the small woman. I turned to grab my bag and as it summoned to my back, I spotted the group of people behind us. There were four of them. Two guys and two girls.

      “You coming with us?” I asked.

      They all nodded, “Right. Follow instructions, but feel free to chime in if you see something or think I’m wrong. I’m not a dictator, but I will not put up with anyone’s bullshit, got it?” The four of them nodded. “Good. I’m Ryan, this is Claire, Polly, Maiya, Henry and Lillian,” I introduced the group.

      “I’m Henrietta, this is Sam,” the closest of the ladies said.

      “Umm, I’m also, Sam,” said the first guy.

      “Davin,” nodded the second. He seemed distracted by the other group, so I turned to look.

      “NO!” the small woman shouted. “Fuck that, I’m going with him!” I watched in amusement as she stormed over and moved to stand beside the two ladies who’d joined us. “I’m Corrine,” she said, suddenly very nervous. “Umm, do… Do you mind?”

      “You can come,” Claire flashed her a smile.

      What was surprising was the middle-aged woman from earlier stomped up in a huff. “Heather, I’ve got memories of working in a hospital. Think I was a nurse or something. I can help with smaller injuries so you don’t waste the spray. But I’m not sleeping with you.”

      “More for us then,” Maiya shrugged.

      A few of the ladies giggled along, including Henrietta, which made me sigh. There were men in our group. It was going to be really bad if every woman attached herself to me for whatever reason. “Right, Corrine, wanna loot Grant’s corpse? I’ll get the one I stabbed. Maiya,” I looked over my shoulder at the now still corpse. “You get the one you’re responsible for.”

      Davin went to say something with a frown, but I shot him a look and shook my head. I didn’t want to voice my idea out loud. I wasn’t proud of what I was thinking, but it was our best chance for survival.

      “Alright, everyone knows what they’re doing?” I called out. The group with me nodded, while the other group watched on warily, but softly called out an affirmant. “Right, before anyone else does anything stupid, let’s get going,” I said.

      As one, we started marching for the exit. The group staying behind moved aside to give us more room. I paused over the guy I’d stabbed and looted him.

      BONES (HUMAN)

      INFERIOR MEAT

      TEETH (HUMAN)

      DAGGER (C)

      POINTS: 800

      “Ladies, remember to grab their bags as well,” I said as I took the points and the dagger.

      We moved as one towards where the group had their stuff and saw a group of four bags off to one side. It seemed Mr Tough-guy was already separating his friends from his tools. The first bag I touched wouldn’t move, but Maiya claimed it. The second bag let me put it straight in my own and Corrine darted in, grabbing Grant’s without a moment’s hesitation.

      With a last glance at the group we were leaving behind, we headed for the door. Out in the hall, things were quiet. Lace shifted over onto Claire’s shoulders, earning me a wink.

      “Is that thing really safe?” Heather asked.

      I nodded, “Yeah. My class is Beast Tamer. She won’t leave me alone, but apparently she’ll sit on your shoulder if she likes you.”

      As if to emphasise my point, Claire was busy scratching Lace’s head while the small monster growled affectionately. When we got to the stairs, the caltrops were still set out. But someone had kicked them aside to make room to go down. I figured the young couple who left when the fight started were responsible. I collected each one, noting they were all clean, and placed them in my belt pouch. On the fifth floor, I waved for everyone to stop.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      Darting away, I found the room with the phone and with a swift cut of my dagger, I severed the cord and placed the phone in the belt pouch with the caltrops. Heading back to the group, we continued our descent. The fourth floor held no surprises. The third had a still burning fire set on it. But as we passed the second, a voice called out.

      “Hey, we wanna come with you!”

      I turned and spotted the young couple crawling out from under a desk. “You two okay?”

      The guy nodded and scratched his head, while the girl shot me a smile. “Sorry about running off. I didn’t want Beth getting anywhere near that fight. Figured it was better off seeing who came out before we headed off on our own. I’m Dean.”

      “Nice to meet you, Dean. And I won’t hold it against you going for safety.” I reached out and shook his hand. “We’re getting out of here,” I waved for the stairs.

      Heading down to the first floor, it didn’t seem anyone else was here. I didn’t see any shriekers either. But there were plenty of buzzards out and about.

      “Alright, Davin, I didn’t want you speaking earlier, because we’ve got some points to farm.”

      “What?” he asked.

      I grinned, “These buzzards. They probably want nothing to do with a large group of us. If we go in as a group to each corpse we find, we can take turns looting them. Most of these people won’t have used their bonus for the survival pack. If they haven’t made it back yet to collect their own corpse, they’re probably not coming.”

      He eyed me and nodded. “Right, sorry.”

      I just shook my head, “Don’t be. You were going to complain about point sharing. It was valid. I just didn’t want to tell the others. Now, the buzzards will tell us where the bodies are. All we gotta do is touch them, loot, and move on. So Davin, you’re up first.”

      Davin grinned and moved to stand by me as we set off. From ground level with all the debris around, we couldn’t see the river like we could from the building. But I had a general idea of the direction it was. I had higher hopes once we’d left the city limits of seeing our destination. But there was one simple problem between here and there. The plain that surrounded the trees along the river would offer no cover as we crossed. Shaking my head, I put that aside for a problem to think about later. Who knows, maybe there’d be a spot where the trees reached out over the plains that I couldn’t see because of the buildings. Just a quick change of plans and a detour could make things easier.

      The group stayed relatively quiet as we walked. There were a few complaints. Mostly about the state of the city or the smell that wafted over us from time to time. The sun beat down on us from above and I noticed everyone copied me when I put up my hood. The first body didn’t take long to find, but it was covered in almost a dozen buzzards. Lace reared up, letting out a loud hiss, trying to scare them off. I grinned at the thought and urged everyone forward. A few of the buzzards flew off, but others tried to hiss and defend their meal. Davin spotted a small scrap of… meat… and reached down to touch it. A moment later, the corpse vanished, and the buzzards screeched in anger as they took to the skies.

      “Lucky, we only need to touch a piece, not the whole thing,” Davin grinned.

      We set up a rotation with me last as I had the most points. And one by one, we collected corpse after corpse. The angry screeches of the buzzards only got louder as we cut a swathe through the dead. We could have spread out and collected all the corpses, but it would have taken longer in the end. Sticking together meant safety, and we could move quicker and have more eyes open for danger. Our group moved as one down the road, between the building we slept in, and the one we could see people in across the street. When I glanced up, I could see more than one face peering down at us. Hopefully, they really were friendly. I didn’t like the idea of someone following us in the night. It was one thing collecting these points from already dead bodies. Another if we stumbled across another person and took theirs by force. I wouldn’t have anything to do with… well… banditry. But that didn’t mean others would hold on to my ideals.

      As we got to the end of the street, I turned us towards the river and into what looked like a parking lot. Unlike the haphazard cars in rows, or bunches in the street. This looked orderly and neat by comparison. A few here and there were out of place. Either by someone trying to move the cars in the lot, or… Well, it looked like something rather large had recently shoved a few aside while moving through the area.

      As we had before, we rotated our group around, collecting points from corpses we passed. The shriekers were messy eaters and the buzzards couldn’t bite through larger bones, so there were plenty of leftovers to loot. But it wasn’t the… bits… that got to me. It was the ones that almost got away. A man, long dead, curled up under a turned over car, missing part of his leg. A woman, who was cradling her intestines inside the shell of an old panel van. The worst was an unrecognisable corpse. An individual had tried to dive through the window of a truck and got caught half way. They had been eaten down to the pelvis, which was the only thing holding them in place after it wedged itself against the frame. That one was left to me, as nobody else was keen on getting closer. So after looting my five-thousand points, I hopped down and kept walking.

      “Psst!” a voice hissed.

      Waving my hand to get down, my group quickly crouched. I moved forward and peeked around a sedan to see who made the noise. There was a middle-aged woman, lying under a car with a young man beside her. The middle-aged woman was staring at me, while something else distracted the young man. Before I could respond, the shrieker stood up. I nearly shouted in alarm as I stepped back out of view. This one looked different from the others.

      “Everyone quiet,” Ryan hissed softly, as everyone nodded in agreement. “Edith?”

      One-one-thousand. Two-one-thousand. Three-one-thou-

      “Yes, Mr. Ryan?” Edith said in her characteristic cheer.

      “Edith, the first shriekers were brown and yellow. This one’s got red on it. Is that significant?”

      “Yes, Mr. Ryan. The colour denotes gender.”

      I sighed softly, “Edith, I didn’t see any of these yesterday in this colour. Why is that?”

      “Mr. Ryan, the shriekers you saw yesterday were females in part of a large flock.”

      “So, this is a male?”

      “Yes, Mr. Ryan.”

      “Is it part of a flock?” I asked, thinking about our need to find somewhere to hole up for a while.

      “No Mr. Ryan, males follow after flocks in the hopes to mate, but are otherwise solitary in nature.”

      “Why are you being so tight-lipped at times and direct at others?” I grumbled.

      Edith remained silent for a few moments before replying, “Mr. Ryan, general information is readily available. If it is possible for you to observe it, I can help you understand it. Accessing in-depth information regarding things you haven’t experienced would be a violation of the rules and rather difficult to contend with.”

      “Difficult? This is a game, Edith. How is it difficult?”

      “It’s more of a simulation, Mr. Ryan. And I do apologise, but it can’t be helped.”

      I paused. “You’re not the one in charge?”

      “I cannot answer that question at this time,” Edith said cheerily.

      I sighed and nodded my head. “Can you tell me how to tame an observed beast, then?”

      “Mr. Ryan, in order to tame a beast, you must overcome it.”

      “Thanks Edith,” I said, rolling my eyes.

      She must have picked up on my annoyance, as she didn’t respond. This whole situation was out of hand. Leaning back around the corner of the vehicle I hid behind, I could see the shrieker. It was clearly eating what was once a person. It lowered its head from view, before a wet crunching sound signalled it standing upright. A quick flick of its head and a lump of meat and bone fell into the back of its mouth and it swallowed.

      “Lace, get ready to distract it,” I mumbled as I laid down my spear.

      Lace gave a small soft chirp, and I hoped she understood what I wanted from her.
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      Taking a deep breath, I waved for the others to stay put. Leaning around the car, I waited for the shrieker to bob down. The moment it did, I tiptoed to the car where the man and woman were hiding. He looked unharmed, but scared. The woman had a long, shallow gash across her chest. It didn’t look fatal, but it would probably get infected if left untreated. They both watched me warily as I approached. When Lace poked her head out from around my shoulders, their eyes bugged out of their heads. I raised a finger to my lips, and they covered their mouths quickly.

      Being this close, I could clearly hear the shrieker as it ate its meal. The wet sound of tearing flesh filled the air. It even made soft cooing noises as it ate. Reaching up to my shoulder, Lace slid over my arm, allowing me to cradle her. I listened to the clomp of the shrieker’s jaws snapping shut over its mouthful. The moment I heard the squelch of soft flesh, I tossed Lace over the car towards the shrieker. In a flash, Lace growled and made a ruckus. The shrieker stood up and made a soft shriek in response. I quietly climbed atop the car body as the shrieker turned its back to me. With its attention firmly fixed away from me, I took a step towards it. The moment my foot touched the roof, it creaked loudly, and the shrieker turned its head, staring directly at me.

      With a sharp hiss, Lace launched at the shrieker’s face. She impacted the side of its head, buffeting it with her wings. The shrieker reared up, flapping in shock at the small buzzard’s sudden move to attack. Without a second thought, I leaped onto the shrieker’s back and wrapped my arms around its neck. With a squark, the shrieker took off. No matter my previous experiences in life. I doubt I’d ever felt anything like this before. It was both smooth and bumpy. The two-legged bird ran in a pedalling motion that kept its body level and moving. But it constantly shifted and jolted to throw me off. It flapped its wings, trying to stab me with its spurs, but with me on its back, it just didn’t have the angle to do so. Reaching up, I wrapped my arms around its head, trying to wrestle it under my control. It twisted around and tried to bite me directly. That benefited me as I wrapped my arms around its head and pinned it against my chest.

      The shrieker, unable to see, came to a dead stop and spun in place as I held its head firmly. It reminded me of how a runaway horse could be stopped. The rage I could see in its eye was all-consuming as it started shrieking and trying to bite, but I held firm. It reared up and let out a final defiant shriek, before fixing me with its gaze. And like that, it suddenly went still in my arms.

      “Edith?”

      “Yes, Mr. Ryan?”

      “Instant reply means it’s no longer a threat?”

      “That is correct, Mr. Ryan.”

      I nodded. “I’m sorry for getting short with you earlier.”

      “As I mentioned, Mr. Ryan. I’m perfectly okay with you hating me. But I appreciate your kindness, regardless. I may not be able to explain much of what is going on, but I sympathise with your situation.”

      Nodding, I dismissed her with a thought and slowly released the shrieker’s head. It blinked up at me before straightening. I spent a few moments just sitting on its back as I looked around and got my bearings. Weirdly enough, it seemed the shrieker had run back in the direction I’d come with the others. Only now I was about the same distance away in the opposite direction, further into the city. Looking up, I could see dozens of faces staring at me in shock from the surrounding buildings. Even as I watched, more and more faces appeared. The whole situation made me nervous. If someone had a weapon they could throw, or even just some rocks, this could get ugly and I wanted no part in it.

      “Right, shrieker, wanna head back the way we came?” I asked.

      The shrieker cocked its head for a moment before turning around. I held on with my knees, but the natural shape of its back gave me a stable perch to sit on. Lace, seeing the situation under control, returned to my shoulder with a series of soft chirps. The shrieker slowly made its way back. Far slower than when it ran here to begin with. Subconsciously, I leaned forward, and it picked up its pace rapidly. While I’d given it a general instruction to return, I leaned to show that I wanted to change direction. The further I leaned forward, the faster it ran until eventually it was sprinting along as fast as it was earlier. I steered the shrieker toward my friends when I made a mistake. Swerving around a large truck, a small car was immediately behind it. At this speed, we were going to run into it without a chance to stop. As I braced for the impact, the shrieker leaped, clearing the car with a series of quick flaps. I laughed out loud as we continued at the same pace. Unfortunately, as I approached my friends, a series of loud screams went up. Worried about what was wrong, I leaned forward, pressing the shrieker onward and rushed to help.

      As we rushed into the spot where we’d hid before, the shrieker slid to a stop, sending up a small cloud of dust. Immediately realised the issue. Hopping from the shrieker’s back, I moved around it and gave its neck some long, affectionate strokes.

      “What are you doing?” a voice hissed.

      Turning, I saw the woman who was hiding back in place. But Claire was smiling from behind her as she moved to join me.

      “He’s safe! Come on out.”

      “What do you mean, safe?” the young man cried. “It was eating someone!”

      “Yeah, that’s not ideal.” I shook my head. “Either way, he’s safe now.”

      “He’s beautiful!” Claire giggled, moving up beside me.

      The shrieker leaned down and turned his head to stare at her. “Oi,” I grumbled, patting the side of his beak. “She’s mine, and so are the others.”

      “Yours huh?” Maiya said, coming to join us and handing me my spear.

      “Please don’t scare me like that,” Polly whined, taking my free arm and giving it a quick squeeze.

      Claire gave me a quick kiss and a smile as I turned to face the group of us coming out of hiding.

      “Hey, ummm?” The young man asked softly. “This is great and all, but… Do you have anything Paula and I could wear?”

      I glanced around. The building we came from was a ways behind us. But there was the shopping centre itself that this parking lot was surrounding. It was far closer.

      “Alright, you two, come with us and we’ll help you. We don’t have time to go through it here.” De-summoning my shirt, he and Paula stared in shock as I offered it to the older woman. She looked apprehensive but took it and jumped when it appeared on her. “Best I can do till we get somewhere safe.” Paula nodded her thanks, despite her confusion. The young man nodded, and I turned back to the shrieker. “You stick by me alright. If there’s any danger, let me know.”

      The shrieker cooed softly, so I smiled and gave him a pat. Changing the direction of our group, we headed towards the shopping centre. It looked like it had half collapsed from here, but it still had a roof in some sections. We still looted corpses as we approached. That freaked the hell out of the new couple, but we explained the process and gave them some points along the way. By the time I was leading them into the centre, they both looked like someone had slapped them.

      Inside, the building was trashed. It was obvious someone had been here, but there weren’t any signs of where they’d stayed. Lace and the shrieker didn’t seem to be bothered by anything, so I led the group into the first empty room. It was a store at some point and looked like they sold running shoes. Not that there was much left other than the plastic rubberised soles.

      “Some of these would have been nice,” Claire sighed, standing beside me.

      I nodded and gave her a small nudge. “Think you can handle the newbies? I’m going to scope this place out a bit. It’s also afternoon and we’ve barely made it anywhere, so we may as well set up for the night.”

      “Yeah, I’ll get on it. But I don’t like you going alone,” she grumbled.

      I grinned. “I won’t go anywhere. I can’t take the shrieker.”

      Claire nodded, “Sarge.”

      “What?”

      “Call him Sarge.”

      I laughed softly, “Alright, Sarge, it is.”

      As I said the word, the shrieker bobbed its head and made another coo, catching the attention of everyone else. I just laughed and waved for it to follow as I headed out. What I didn’t expect was for Corrine to dart up beside me.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “Mhm,” she mumbled. “Thought you could use the company.”

      “Fair enough,” I nodded. “Stick close, stay quiet, and give me a tap if you spot anything.”

      “Anything like what?” She asked as we headed into the main hall of the building.

      “Anything. People, monsters, loot boxes.”

      “There’s a guy staring at us from over there,” she said, pointing.

      I looked straight ahead to see a face pull back into a store. I’d been looking into the stores we passed and had completely missed him up the end. It was the last store on the left before a section of the roof collapsed. I could see light from the hole and I wondered if it was possible to access the roof.

      “Alright, Sarge. No killing unless they attack first, okay?”

      Sarge cooed once and shook his feathers. Honestly, if I had twenty like him, we could cover so much more ground than on foot. But that was food for later thought. For now, I needed to check on some survivors. As we approached the store, I could hear soft, but urgent voices as several people seemed to argue in hushed whispers. I slowed our pace and gave the wall some space as we stepped around into view. As we did, I clearly saw two men shove someone into a back room before turning to face me.

      “Who are you?” the first one demanded, before spotting Sarge as the shrieker moved up to stand in front of me.

      The two men were dressed the same as us. They had the remnants of a fire going and there were three bags out on the floor. Considering three bags and they’d clearly shoved someone into the back room, I was already expecting trouble.

      “Who’s in the back room?” I called.

      “Nobody, just us,” the first man said firmly.

      “Three bags?”

      “I’ve got two,” the first said.

      I nodded, “Alright, pick up your bags.”

      The two men eyed me seriously as they stepped forward. I heard a soft thump from the back room and one of them coughed a moment later to try and hide it. The one who claimed to have two bags put the first on in a flash. The second man did the same. But as the first man reached his second bag, he frowned for a moment.

      “Go on,” I said, pointing my spear at it. “Pick it up.”

      “I… Uh,” he frowned, clearly giving it a couple tugs while it remained unmoved on the floor. “What’s this all about, man?”

      “Who’s in the back room?” I said, narrowing my eyes. They both just stared at me without replying. So I took a deep breath. “WHOEVER’S IN THE BACK ROOM COME OUT!”

      A soft scuffle made the men flinch, before a feminine voice called, “HELP!”

      “Sarge, kill!” I snapped.

      In an instant, Sarge shrieked and rushed the first man. He got his dagger in his hand, but could do nothing as the large bird slammed him into the ground. The second man drew a sword and swung it like a baseball bat. It seemed awkward in his hands and I could evade him easily. What I wasn’t expecting was for a dagger to slam into his chest from over my shoulder. Turning, I saw Corrine staring in shock from the position she was in after throwing it. I put the thought aside for a moment and looked at Sarge, who had just torn off the man’s head. I frowned, thinking about him re-spawning somewhere. Before looking at the doorway, I memorised his face in case I ran into him again.

      “Sarge, go in there, and scare whoever is in there, so they come out,” I said firmly.

      Sarge cooed loudly before dropping the corpse of the first man. Stepping lightly through the rubble in the room, he passed into the room and turned, letting out a loud shriek. Immediately, a small naked woman was thrown at Sarge’s feet as another woman tore from the room in a panic. I was so surprised to see a second woman, I didn’t respond as she went past, but Corrine tackled her to the floor.

      “Sarge, help Corrine keep that one still!” I called.

      Sarge rushed from the room to stand over the runner. I headed into the room with the small woman, who eyed me with terror.

      “Please don’t hurt me,” she whimpered.

      I could see bruises on her skin. They had been beating her. Probably much worse too. “Are you okay?” I asked, crouching down, still a few steps away.

      “They… They hurt me,” she whimpered.

      “It’s okay,” I told her in a calming voice. “Who was the woman that ran?”

      The woman cringed and shook her head. “She was the worst. She… She tricked me into coming here and… And they grabbed me…”

      “Alright, what’s your name?” I interrupted her before she could get too worked up. Not that I would blame her.

      “Cara,” she whimpered.

      “Alright Cara. I want you to try ringing someone in your head.”

      “Why?”

      “Then you’ll be able to get clothes.”

      She frowned at me before her eyes went wide with shock. I gave her a quick smile before I got up and headed back out of the room. Corrine was sitting on top of the woman who ran, while Sarge made slow circles around the two of them. I made my way over and saw the look in the woman’s eye. She was dressed properly, so I knew she’d had a hand in all this.

      “What were you doing with the girl?”

      “We’re friends,” she blurted.

      “Really?” I frowned. “Because from what she told me, you’re the one responsible for what I can only assume was her rape.”

      The woman clenched her eyes shut for a moment and sighed. “She’s crazy. Whatever she tells you is a lie.”

      “Edith,” I asked softly.

      “Yes, Mr. Ryan?”

      “Can you tell me if Cara was raped and if it’s this woman’s fault?”

      Edith was silent for a moment. “Cara has given me permission to speak on her behalf. She was in fact tricked into coming here, where she was in fact sexually assaulted multiple times.” I glared at the woman, who was staring at the floor with a defiant expression. “Mr. Ryan, Cara sends her thanks.”

      “What?” I gasped. Spinning around, I ran into the room as Cara turned and flashed me a sad smile, before pressing the air before her. In an instant, her eyes closed, and she collapsed on the floor in a heap. I knew immediately she’d decided to die. With a sigh, I moved up and looted the five-thousand points from her corpse. When her body vanished, I went back to the main room and looted the bag and items from the man Sarge killed.

      “Corrine, loot the one you got,” I called, storming up to the woman on the ground.

      “What will you do with me?”

      “Me?” I snarled as Corrine darted over to loot her corpse. “I’m not doing anything to you.”

      Corrine moved back to my side with a frown. “We’re not? After what she just did.”

      I shook my head. “I won’t be responsible for her death. Let’s go.” Corrine was beside me as I walked back towards the others. “Sarge! She’s your meal tonight. Come find me when you’re done.”

      “What?!”

      “You’ll get a chance to respawn!” I called, not turning back.

      “She hit the button, didn’t she?” Corrine asked.

      We flinched at the blood-curdling scream that ran out. It seemed Sarge wasn’t interested in killing her before he started his meal. “Yeah. I won’t kill an unarmed prisoner. But I sure as hell won’t just let one go. She wants to keep living. She’s still got a chance.”

      Corrine nodded and kept silent behind me. As we came back into view of the room we started in, Claire was heading towards us at a jog. But seeing us coming back, she slowed and waited.

      “Trio of rapists,” I growled, heading past her.

      Claire nodded and joined us as we headed back. She didn’t speak as we walked, and the screams from the distance finally went silent. As we stepped back into the room, the two newcomers were dressed. Paula stood and headed over, holding out the shirt I’d given her.

      “Thanks,” she smiled.

      I gave her a nod and summoned the shirt back on. It was only then, I realised I had the attention of the whole room. It shouldn’t have been too much of a surprise. I’d just come back without Sarge and the screams echoed through the centre.

      “Three people, two men and a woman, lured another young woman to the centre. They took turns sexually assaulting her. I’ll kill in a fight, but I’m no executioner, but if people can respawn, I won’t let a rapist off scot free. If I find rapists, they’ll get the same treatment. It’s their choice if they want to live through it.”

      And like that, a chorus of agreement rang out. Claire pressed herself into my side while the other ladies in my group hemmed in around me.

      “You’re a good man,” Polly whispered.

      “The best,” Maiya agreed.

      Corrine stood back a few steps as she met my eyes and nodded her agreement.

      “Edith, how many creatures can I have under my control?”

      “There is no limit, Mr. Ryan,” Edith replied with a smile.

      “Not very game-like,” I mumbled.

      “More a simulation than a game, Mr. Ryan.”

      I paused and sighed. “Right. So, is there a saddle or something I can get for Sarge?”

      “There are three kinds of saddles, Mr. Ryan. Military, riding and pack.”

      “What’s the difference between military and riding?” I asked, figuring a pack saddle would basically be another backpack.

      “Mr. Ryan, a riding saddle can hold two people and is designed for comfort on long trips. A shrieker can carry two people at walking speed for a day. It, however, would struggle to carry two people at a run for more than a few minutes. A military saddle is designed for a single rider. It has a high backrest to add protection to your rear from missile attacks, straps to hold your legs, so riding hands free is easier and has placements for weapon sheaths. All saddles have a pack, but a pack saddle can carry far more than the other two varieties.”

      I nodded. “Can I get a military saddle for Sarge?”

      “Certainly, Mr. Ryan,” Edith smiled as she spoke. “You have Seventy-four-thousand, seven-hundred and ninety-four points remaining.”

      I frowned, “That much? Really? How much was the saddle?”

      “Twenty-six hundred points, Mr. Ryan.”

      “Thank you Edith,” I said, dismissing her.

      The moment my head went silent, the saddle appeared at my feet. Or at least I assumed it was the saddle. In reality, it was a strange, thick, leather slab with odd protrusions. I bent down and grabbed it, feeling that it was far heavier than I thought it would be. Flipping it over, I frowned, just looking at the bottom.

      “Just wait till Sarge comes back,” Claire said.

      I could only nod in agreement. Till then, I went through my loot. Other than the points, I had a small collection of other items. Pulling out the extra backpacks, I went through my whole stock. My original backpack contained my waterskin, my dinner bag and my bedding bag. I left them be, while I retrieved the two bags I’d picked up since. One was Grant’s cronies, and the other was from the guy Sarge had killed. I checked through them both. Happily, I found another set of survival kits each. All contained bedrolls, healing sprays, and water-skins. I didn’t bother taking any of their clothing, seeing as it was bloodstained. What I hadn’t been expecting, though, was the weapons. Considering he drew a dagger, he must not have been comfortable wielding them and didn’t try, unlike the guy Corrine got with the dagger. But as I drew forth a heavy mace and a glaive, I smiled.

      “Ooh,” I purred, giving the glaive a quick twirl.

      Stepping back from the others, I dropped the mace on the ground and gave the glaive a few quick twirls. Unlike the spear, which was a stabbing weapon. This glaive had a foot long blade at the end. On the back of the blade was also a rather nasty looking spike. With a small grin, I went about spinning it hand over hand in a slow pattern. I had absolutely no idea how I knew how to do this, but I put it down to classes. It just felt natural. And being just about the same length as my spear, I wouldn’t be losing out on anything. In fact, the ability to slash, stab and punch holes in armour meant I was probably in a far better position.

      A set of heavy steps caught my attention, and I turned to see Sarge coming towards me. He was busy rolling his tongue from his beak, licking the red from his feathers like a cat. And like that, I had a test before dinner. Ducking back towards my bag, I grabbed the saddle and headed back out into the hallway as Sarge approached.

      “Gonna try something out,” I told him.

      He cooed softly as I stepped forward and looked at the shape of his back. Glancing at the saddle, I could see the odd protrusions probably sat snugly over Sarge’s wings. So, turning it so it was flat side up, I hoisted it up onto Sarge’s back. What I wasn’t expecting was for it to attach itself and unravel. The first change was a series of bands wrapped from the saddle around Sarge’s chest. They crossed over at his breastbone, leaving his wings clear, and tightened themselves. The flat board of the saddle had a far more dramatic change.

      It rolled out like a tool pouch, up Sarge’s neck and down his back, while dropping two flaps on either side. These rolls were in sections and quickly wrapped themselves around Sarge’s body. It reminded me of medieval horse armour, but on a creature like sarge, it was far more intimidating. Especially when the faceplate clicked into position, giving him a pair of steel tusks.

      “Holy shit,” Claire said, stepping up to give Sarge a head pat.

      “I can’t believe this is real,” Paula said, shaking her head as everyone filed out to take a closer look.

      “He’s so pretty!” Polly smiled.

      I just grinned. Sarge was armoured over his entire body, except for his legs. He resembled some great metal bird from a children’s TV show I watched as a kid. Just without the wings and head spike. Sarge preened in front of us, making me smile as he enjoyed the attention. The final pieces of the saddle seemed to inflate into the correct shape before the backrest folded up into position. And with a small clink, a pair of stirrups dropped into position.

      “You gonna go for a ride?” Claire asked, turning to grin at me.

      “S’pose it might be an advantage to do a little scouting,” I smiled back.

      Summoning my backpack to my hand, I dropped it on the ground, only grabbing my glaive to come with me. I, of course, kept my belt pouch handy. It contained my waterskin, caltrops and healing spray, so it would never leave my side. Stepping around Sarge, I found a tubular sheath mounted vertically behind the stirrups. Dropping the glaive into position, it sat comfortably, leaning against the back of the seat. I moved around, looking over at Sarge, and frowned when I realised it would be difficult to mount the massive bird.

      “Sarge, crouch down for me.”

      I thought he’d just bend, but the great bird squatted all the way to the floor with ease. So, with a grin, I stepped over his back and mounted him easily. The saddle moulded perfectly to my form, and I shifted my feet into position. Whether by fluke or design, the stirrups were already at a comfortable height. I reached for the pair of straps near my knees and found they had quick-release buckles. It was easy to clip them closed around my legs with one hand and grinned at everyone standing around me.

      “Right Sarge, gently now.”

      I wobbled as Sarge slowly got to his feet and stood at his full height. I shuffled slightly to get comfortable and looked around. The tops of everyone’s heads were about knee height to me. From my position, I’d have a clear advantage in both scouting and fighting. Especially since I was apparently using pole weapons. The speed and reach I would have on Sarge’s back would put me in a clear advantage in most situations.

      “Right, everyone,” I called, getting their attention back to me. “I’m going to take a quick look around. In the meantime, it’s getting late in the day. I suggest everyone gets a hold of what weapons we have to see if it’s anyone’s class weapon. I believe we’ve got a mace, some daggers, a sword and a spear, so that should be a good start. Have a play, see what works, and we’ll sort out a permanent solution later. Get some fires going and some food on. I’ll be back.”

      “Be careful,” Claire said, patting my leg.

      I smiled as the others chimed in with their own well wishes. With a quick wave, I leaned Sarge into a forward trot and headed back to the store where we’d found the rapists. At a quick walk, it didn’t take Sarge long at all, but when we got there, it wasn’t pretty. The woman Sarge had eaten was in several pieces, and none of her was readily identifiable.

      “Squat down, I’ll be quick,” I told the large bird.

      Sarge dropped to the floor, and I quickly unstrapped my legs. Climbing off, I moved to a nearby chunk that resembled a leg and poked it.

      BROKEN BONES (HUMAN)

      INFERIOR MEAT (SHREDDED)

      TEETH (HUMAN)

      POINTS: 1530

      DAGGER (C)

      Turning, I headed into the store to the remaining bag and looted the whole thing. Inside was the same basic survival gear everyone had and a little surprise.

      CROSSBOW (LIGHT)

      CROSSBOW BOLTS (29)

      I smiled at the luck of the new weapon. Hopefully, it would be handy for someone. Other than Corrine throwing that dagger, we didn’t have any way to test for ranged weapon affinity yet. With a shrug of my shoulders, I headed back to Sarge and stopped. Tapping the saddle, I summoned the backpack to the saddle and smiled as it attached itself like a pack at the rear.

      “Edith, how many items can this saddle carry?”

      “Just the one, Mr. Ryan.”

      “Being able to put a backpack into it is kinda cheating though, right?”

      “Mr. Ryan, keep in mind, you cannot summon an item from within a stored item. If you wished to retrieve something from the stored bag, you would have to summon the bag out of the saddle first, which would negate any advantage.”

      “Purely storage then, to hold my bags,” I nodded.

      “Correct, Mr. Ryan,” Edith said in her characteristic cheerful voice.

      So with a shrug, I climbed back on Sarge and, after strapping in, got him moving back towards the others. Pausing out the front, I could see various weapons being passed around. I could see the young man who was with Paula smiling as he played with my spear. If he was the only one, he could have it now. I had my glaive. I was just about to call out when Henry spotted me and headed over.

      “Everything okay?” He asked.

      I nodded and summoned the bag to my hand. Summoning the crossbow and bolts to my hands, I held them out.

      “Pass these around as well,” I smiled at the old man.

      What I didn’t expect was the moment he touched the crossbow, to pause. “Oh,” he said, frowning.

      I just laughed, “Remember to talk with Edith to double check what exactly you can do.”

      Henry just nodded and headed back to the others, still frowning. With a quick wave at everyone who had now noticed me, I steered Sarge out the front door and into the afternoon light. From my vantage point, I could see right over all the destroyed vehicles and into the distant city. Turning around, I could also see clearly off into the distance towards the river. It was a fair distance away, but now I was second guessing my plans. Originally, I thought the trees along the river would be good cover while we migrated towards the mountains. Once there, I’d try to find a mining town or something and turn some tunnels into a safe place to live. But if I could find more Shriekers and other things, we could stay within the city, or nearby. Shriekers would make quick transport, scouting, and peacekeeping a viable option. Smaller creatures like Lace could be handy scavengers and used as early warning alarms. But if I could find bigger creatures, I could use them to haul lumber for construction and clear the roads. We could make a real go of this without having to go very far at all. Hell, a couple of shriekers, some buckets and some crossbows or spears and we could have a viable water gathering and hunting team. Combine that with farming for vegetables in the surrounding soil, we could live here long term.

      “Edith, will they will bring more people into the game?”

      “Mr. Ryan, I’m unable to answer that question at this time.”

      I smiled and nodded. That was as good a ‘yes’ as she could give. “Are spawn locations set, or do they move?”

      I sat and listened to silence for a few moments, smiling, when I realised Edith wasn’t able to give me a quick answer. But eventually she spoke. “Mr. Ryan, spawning locations are set and do not move. But we avoid locations where there is danger until the danger passes. The safest location to spawn will produce the most spawns.”

      “Thank you Edith,” I said, grinning at the idea I had formed.

      We could do this. Set up a safe place to live and co-exist. There were thousands of us that first day. How many were like us? Just worried about survival, while running from monsters, man and monster? I’d talk to the others when I got back. It was time to get an idea of our surroundings.
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      I glanced around the surrounding area. The sun was approaching the horizon, and I raised my hand to measure the gap between the sun and the horizon. The sun moved roughly a finger-width every fifteen minutes. From this, I could tell the sun would drop behind a hill in a little over an hour… Or so… It’s not an exact science. Either way, I wanted to check out the surrounding area. With a quick glance over my shoulder to make sure nothing was sneaking up behind me, I leaned into Sarge to get him moving. Setting off at a quick pace, I moved clockwise around the shopping centre. Sarge picked his way through the burned-out remains of the vehicles from long ago. Through the saddle, it was only a small bump with each step of the way. I grinned, thinking of how a chicken keeps its head perfectly still while its body moves around it. Only this chicken was a metre and a half tall at the wings, covered in metal, and rode not too dissimilar to one of those hoverboard things from the mid twenty-teens.

      I left the actual path we took up to Sarge. He was pretty good at making his own way, but when he found a spot where a horse would have to turn around and backtrack, he leaped over it with a flap of his wings. Thanks to the straps holding my legs, this did little more than raise my knees for a second. As I passed corpses in various stages of being eaten, I thought briefly about collecting them, but decided against it. It would be useful to have a source of points if more people joined our group and hoarding them all now meant little in the long run. The store didn’t sell high end stuff like entire buildings. Only tools and things that weren’t all that expensive, more or less. As we moved along, Sarge suddenly swung his head around and slowed.

      “What is it?” I asked him, patting the side of his neck.

      Sarge cooed softly before making a slight hiss sound. And off in the distance, I saw a head pop up. Followed by another. It was a pair of shriekers, off in the distance. They didn’t seem to have spotted us, but currently the sun was behind us, so that wasn’t all that surprising.

      “Edith, I thought shriekers moved in packs?”

      “Mr. Ryan, that is true in general. However, individuals still move about autonomously. The flock moves about the area, with individuals ranging from the main group. The two you are currently watching are likely to be younger stragglers looking for an easy meal before catching up with the main force.”

      I nodded my head. “Sarge, want a girlfriend?” I asked, noting the lack of red feathers. Sarge cooed like a large pigeon and shook himself. “Right, let’s see if they wanna fight or flight.”

      Reaching behind me, I got my hand on my glaive without a problem. Pulling it free, I grinned at how natural this all felt. Whatever system was in place made little sense, but it was pretty cool. Holding the glaive halfway down the shaft, I found a comfortable position to let it hang. With the blade low, the end of the shaft rested on the back of my shoulder. It still gave me decent reach, while I knew I could comfortably swing it in this position. Leaning, Sarge moved towards the shriekers. As he picked up his pace, I kept leaning forward. I did not know how fast we were actually moving, but Sarge was now performing hurdles over each car rather than attempting to move around them. I lowered myself, angling the glaive slightly backward, so I didn’t damage his feet as the sound of rushing wind covered everything else. Lace chose this moment to leap out of my hood and take to the sky, quickly disappearing from view. The two females we raced towards finally spotted us coming and reared up, shrieking their challenge. I could immediately tell one was larger than the other, but Sarge was larger than both.

      The larger of the two opened its wings in challenge, letting out an ear-splitting shriek of rage at our presence. Sarge didn’t waste any time rushing in and lashing out with his talons, forcing the female to leap back. The smaller of the two slipped around and rushed in from the side. I saw her coming and released my grip on the glaive, allowing it to slide down until I held it by the very end of the shaft. Swinging the weapon over my body, I stabbed out, catching her in the breast, narrowly missing her neck. The metal slid easily through her feathers and her weight bore down on us as she shrieked in pain. The larger female responded with a shriek of rage, only to be drowned out as Sarge replied in kind to them both. As the smaller female stepped back, pulling herself off the blade, she staggered and turned to flee. The larger of the females landed a kick on Sarge’s face, causing him to stagger. In the immediate confusion, the larger female fled in one direction, while the smaller staggered off in the rough direction of the centre where my group was waiting.

      I looked at how much blood she was losing and turned my attention back to the larger female. Leaning in her direction, Sarge didn’t hesitate for a moment before exploding into action. It was probably because of the adrenaline of the fight, but he seemed to race along far quicker than he was before. Leaping from the roofs of cars as often as he leaped clear over them. The larger female, while fast, lacked some of Sarge’s height and was a little slower with each jump. It probably only took thirty seconds to catch up with her, and she snapped at us as I steered Sarge around to run beside her.

      “Sarge, grab her neck!” I called.

      And like the good bird he was, Sarge reached over and clamped his beak over her neck. With her head under control, like how I captured Sarge, she whirled to a stop, flapping and kicking out at Sarge, trying to knock him back. But his armour was too tough for her talons to pierce, and the spurs on her wings grated off without even risking him. Releasing my legs, I muscled myself upright, so I was squatting on Sarge’s back. Holding my glaive sideways for balance, I watched the female flap a few times as I timed her movements. Taking my chance, I dropped the glaive and leaped onto the female’s back. When I landed, she reared up, nearly pulling free from Sarge, shrieking in anger. I lost my balance for a moment and ended up wrapping my arm around her neck. She let out another loud shriek that had me gritting my teeth in pain as she thrashed, stomping her feet and flapping her wings. But just like Sarge, she finally calmed and stopped struggling.

      “If you’re under my control, stop fighting,” I said firmly. Immediately, she ceased all movement, and I grinned. “Sarge, let her go!” He cooed softly and released, allowing the female to stand upright properly. Her feathers lacked the red highlights that made Sarge so spectacular, but she was still an impressive animal. I could also see her bleeding rather heavily where one of Sarge’s tusks had pierced her neck.

      “Edith, will my spray work on her?”

      “Yes, Mr. Ryan. The healing spray will work on all life forms. Though you may have difficulty applying to aquatic creatures.”

      Nodding, I reached for my belt pouch and summoned the spray to my hand. I gave her a quick spritz, and she ruffled her feathers as the wound stopped bleeding. Then, I got an idea. “Quick, both of you crouch and get ready to move!”

      The female dropped to the ground, and I slid off her back and got immediately on Sarge, scooping my glaive as I moved. I didn’t bother with the straps, but the moment I had my feet in the stirrups, I looked at the female. “Follow!”

      Giving Sarge a pat on the side, he stood, and I leaned back in the direction we’d come. Sarge quickly moved to a sprint, and I checked over my shoulder, smiling as the large female followed immediately behind. I checked around for the site of the original scuffle and spotted a splatter of blood on the side of what was a truck. Steering Sarge towards it, I could easily make out a blood trail. This was only going to go one of two ways. I slowed Sarge as I steered him along. I watched as he sniffed loudly as we passed a large puddle and grinned, thinking about how good a tracker he would be. Lowering his head like a dog, he started following his scent on his own. I did not know if that was an inbuilt level of intelligence or something game related, but I grinned regardless. I was still grinning when Sarge slid to a stop before stepping around a small concrete divider.

      There she was, laying on her side, panting, but otherwise not moving. Throwing my leg over Sarge’s back, I slipped to the ground and rounded on the dying female. Holding my glaive out in front, I moved around her, her eyes were half open and they glared at me with malice. But she didn’t seem to have the strength to move.

      “I don’t know if you understand me, but I’m going to try and save you. If you fight, you’ll probably die,” I told her as she continued her glare.

      I stepped closer, and she didn’t respond, so I put down the glaive and drew my dagger to one hand. Summoning the healing spray to the other, I got into position. I wasn’t about to heal her till I had her under control, but I didn’t want to lose her either. With a deep breath, I leaped over her, landing with my legs on either side of her neck, and leaned my dagger into the side of her head. She hissed at me softly, but otherwise didn’t move. I wondered if this was going to work. But as I stared into her eyes, I noticed a quick change in her expression.

      “Edith?”

      “Yes, Mr. Ryan?”

      I just grinned and quickly turned to spray her wound. Laying on her side as she was, I couldn’t get a good angle on it. But she started twitching beneath me, which hopefully meant she was getting something in her.

      “Sarge, roll her over for me.”

      Sarge moved up and used a talon to grab the injured female and roughly pull her over onto her back. With better access to the wound, I thought about it for a moment. I did not know how good this spray was and if it needed to be applied directly to all the damage. But without time to discuss it with Edith, I took a chance. Reaching forward, I grabbed the wound and stuck my hand inside it. The shrieker hissed and twitched horribly, but otherwise didn’t move. But with my hand in the wound, I could see frothy red blood seeping out, telling me I’d hit the lung at the very least. Getting the spray in close, I sprayed as deeply into the wound as I could get. I kept spraying as I slowly removed my hand, making sure I coated everything as I went. The whole time, the shrieker twitched and made pained noises. But even as I finished, she already seemed more active than she was. Moving away, I watched as the injured female cooed, sneezed out a few mouthfuls of blood, and stood herself up on shaky legs.

      “There, you better now?” I asked, stepping forward and stroking her beak.

      She cooed softly as the strength in her legs firmed up. When I was satisfied she wasn’t about to keel over again, I picked up my glaive and headed for Sarge. The good bird he was, immediately squatted, letting me climb onto his back without a second to waste. Reaching back, I found the sheath and slid my glaive into position as Sarge stood up. After I had my legs strapped in and my glaive was safely in its sheath, we started moving.

      It was otherworldly, rushing across the landscape. With the two females running beside us, it felt like I was part of the flock as we cleared the parking lot and onto sparsely blocked roads and empty lots. The sun was far lower as we raced across the landscape and I could see a couple of buildings with firelight visible in the afternoon shadows. I made mental notes to check them out later, but kept on moving. What I didn’t expect was the scream of terror as we raced between a narrow section of rubble. Twisting around, I could see a pair of women clutching at their chests in fright. I thought about it a moment and slowed before turning back to greet them. As I approached, they were clearly terrified and ready to bolt.

      “It’s okay!” I called. “They’re safe. Just don’t attack them!” The woman still seemed leery of me, but stopped frantically looking around and focused on me instead.

      “How are you riding them?!” One demanded.

      “It’s my class, I worked it out by accident,” and as if on queue, Lace swooped down from the sky and perched on my shoulder. “This is Lace.” I gave the buzzard a scratch. “Sarge,” I patted the big boy beneath me, “And these two females I just caught.”

      The two women just stared at me in shock. I watched them for a moment, taking in the sight of them. Clearly, they’d worked out the phone thing as they were dressed and wearing backpacks. But I had no idea what they were doing or where they were going, other than in the general direction of the shopping centre where I’d left the others.

      “Look, it’s getting late, and I was just out for a quick scout. Have you two got somewhere to stay tonight?”

      The first woman looked at the second for advice before nodding. “We were heading for that shopping centre. Hoping it had some cover.”

      I nodded. “My group’s already there. Sixteen of us, including me, not including the shriekers or Lace.” The two women looked upset for a moment, and I nodded. “You’re welcome to join us, even just for a night. I can’t imagine it’s been easy for a pair of ladies like yourself out here. I’ve already dealt with a few assholes of my own. If you’re interested, head on over. We’re in the front doors, down the main hallway, and on the left. Just tell them Ryan sent you.”

      The one who’d been doing all the talking nodded her head. “You’re not going to… Expect anything from us?”

      I frowned, thinking I just found the real reason they were out here alone. “First, no, we found a trio of rapists in there when we arrived. Sarge here killed two and one of my friends, Corrine, killed another. Second, if you’re insinuating that you’re escaping from a similar situation, please point them out, because I’ve half a mind to start hunting them. Last, even if you don’t, swing through the parking lot. There’s a bunch of corpses in there we haven’t had time to loot yet, so that’ll give you the finances to get wherever it is you end up.”

      The second woman, who hadn’t spoken, gave the first a nudge, and she sighed. “They’re technically consenting,” she mumbled. “But Margaret and I… Aren’t interested in men, so we left.”

      I nodded. “If you choose to join us for the night, you’ll be safe, I promise.”

      “Down there!” the quiet woman pointed back the way they came. “They’re in a big warehouse. Two guys, Dan and Matt. They told us they’d keep us safe as long as we paid them. One girl didn’t want to pay, so they told her she could pay in other ways. They’re not forcing it on any of them, but it’s happening, and we left.”

      I glanced down the road they’d come from and checked the position of the sun. Grimacing at the dwindling light, I decided. “Look, are you going to head to the shopping centre?”

      “Ummm,” the chattier of the two ladies started.

      “If you are, I can buy a saddle for one shrieker and give her orders to take you there. But she won’t let you take her anywhere else.”

      “Can she carry two people?”

      “Edith says so, but she probably won’t do it at a run. It’ll be way quicker than walking, though.”

      The two ladies spoke quietly amongst themselves for a few moments before deciding. “We’d like to take your offer,” the quiet one said.

      “Edith, riding saddle, please?”

      “Certainly, Mr. Ryan, you have seventy-five thousand, three-hundred and twenty-four points remaining.”

      A moment later, another odd slab of leather appeared on the ground. This one was a lighter colour, but still had the odd protrusions. I gave Sarge a pat on the side and he squatted down, making me smile. I quickly released my legs and swung off his back. Picking up the saddle, I moved to the larger of the two females and she squatted as I approached.

      “Oh, you’re such a good girl,” I said, giving her beak a quick pat.

      For whatever reason, I found myself completely comfortable with the large animals. I didn’t know if that was game related, or if I was just an animal person, but I put aside the thoughts, as they weren’t important. Lifting the saddle into position, it quickly unfolded like my original saddle did. Only, this time, it was just the saddle without all the armour plating. It was wide, curved and relatively comfortable looking, despite its lack of backrests.

      “Alright, ladies, climb on,” I smiled.

      I watched as they moved warily into position. But I kept stroking the large bird’s beak as they plucked the courage to touch her. As expected, she completely ignored them, even as they clambered her back.

      “Okay, now, you take these ladies over to that large building over there. Let them steer you to the entrance and go inside. Once inside, you’ll see people. Just squat down and stay there until I come back for you, okay?” The shrieker cooed and ruffled her feathers as she stood, making the ladies squeal. “Just sorta lean in the direction you want her to go. They’re pretty easy to control,” I said as the shrieker turned around. “You wanna speak to Claire when you get there. Tell her Ryan sent you and you’ll be fine.”

      The first woman sighed and turned to look at me. “If you decide to go speak to the others. My name is Barbara. But they’ll know me as Barb.”

      “Thank you!” Margaret called as the shrieker set off at a jog.

      I watched them go as I turned back and climbed on Sarge’s back. Strapping myself into position, I turned to look down the road Margaret had indicated. Holding my hand up to the sunlight, I guessed I had about half an hour of light left. At this point, I had two options. Go check out the warehouse, or complete the loop of the car park and head back.

      “Lace,” I mumbled, feeling the buzzard come to attention. “Go guard the shopping centre. If something dangerous comes near the others, get Claire’s attention.”

      Lace gave a quick squawk before leaping from my shoulder and taking to the sky. I watched her go for a moment, before giving a sigh. Leaning towards the road, Sarge turned and started moving. Unlike the headlong sprint from earlier, I kept the pace slower. I didn’t know how far we would go and didn’t want Sarge exhausted if we had to leave in a hurry. Not that I expected humans to keep up at all, but in the long run, it was a better option. So, with Sarge plodding along and the female behind us, I kept watch. I could see dozens of firelights popping up in all directions. Most were in some sort of building. If it had multiple floors, the fires were up high. Which all made sense if I thought about it. Nobody wanted to be on the ground if they could help it.

      As we plodded along, a series of warehouses appeared in the distance. Most looked like they were in rough shape, half collapsed. But the second in the row looked intact. That might have something to do with the doors being shut and keeping the weather out. The others were wide open and exposed to the elements. As I approached, I could see footprints in the dirt heading around the side. Steering Sarge, I followed down between the two buildings. There wasn’t much of anything between the whole and collapsed buildings, but I could see ahead there was an open side door. With a final check of the sunlight, I sighed.

      Giving Sarge a pat, he squatted down, and I dismounted. With my Glaive in hand, I moved to the door and listened for a few moments. I could hear voices talking and the crackle of a fire. Leaning around the door, I could see into the interior of the warehouse. It was filled with stacked metal boxes around head height. It was also relatively clean on the inside and I couldn’t see anywhere the building was damaged. The firelight and the voices were coming from behind a series of stacks and weren’t visible from the outside.

      “You two, follow me in, but stay back. If I shout, come running in, but don’t hurt anyone,” I hissed at the two shriekers.

      Slipping in the door, I watched Sarge and the female lower their heads and follow me inside. I’d have to remember that while they’d fit through a doorframe. They wouldn’t fit with me on their back. Sarge even had to squat to get the backrest for my saddle through. Looking at the floor for footprints, I made sure I went in the direction most of them seemed to have gone. I stayed as quiet as reasonable while the shriekers did a fantastic job of putting me to shame. Must be a bird thing, but they’ve got near silent footsteps when they want to. Have to remember that in the future so we don’t get snuck up on in the night.

      “Should have gone with them,” a woman’s voice hissed softly.

      “Well, it’s too late now,” another replied grumpily. “Besides, they’re probably dead. You saw those monsters.”

      “Rather be dead than choke on Matt’s cock again.”

      “At least he’s attractive. I had to close my eyes and picture something else while Dan went down on me.”

      “He went down on you?” The first voice demanded.

      “Trust me, there’s such a thing as bad oral,” the second bemoaned.

      I listened to them both sigh in frustration at their situation. I was about to speak up when I heard another voice.

      “Ella, think we got a bit of time before dinner to do what we discussed earlier?” A masculine voice shouted.

      “Ew,” the first woman groaned.

      I grit my teeth and, after waving for the shriekers to stay put, I stepped around the corner into view. The two women jumped at my sudden appearance, while the man froze in fear. “I don’t want any trouble!” I called out to the three of them.

      “Who the fuck is that?” another masculine voice yelled.

      Behind the first guy, a second appeared, with a third woman behind him, who was buttoning her shirt back up. “Hey, Barb and Margaret told me where to find you. How are you holding up?”

      “What’s it to you?” The first guy snapped.

      “Where’s Barb and Margaret?” the one called Ella demanded.

      “They’re safe, I promise. I’m part of a group in a shopping centre towards where we all woke up. I was out scouting and came across your friends.”

      “Psssh,” the uglier of the two men snorted. “Those ungrateful bitches aren’t friends. They up and left rather than stick it out and try to rebuild society here!”

      I just stared at him in wonder for a moment. “Is he really insinuating that all of you are staying here to rebuild society?” I did bunny ears with my fingers for emphasis..

      “Yeah, pretty much,” the woman with Ella sighed, shaking her head.

      I looked at the two guys as they grit their teeth and stared at me. The woman behind them also looked ashamed of her situation and I decided I needed to make the offer. “Look, I’m not here to make trouble. I’m not going to make threats, I’m not going to push. But I’m going to leave now and anyone who wishes to go somewhere where you’ll be safe, AND treated better than a walking womb, is welcome to join me.”

      “What makes you safer than here?” The woman at the back called, earning a pair of glares from Dan and Matt.

      I didn’t actually think this through all that much, so I improvised and hoped for the best. Pointing at the ground beside me, I let out a loud whistle. A moment later, Sarge and the other shrieker appeared, earning several terrified squeaks as they came to a stop beside me.

      “Oh, you’re such a good boy,” I grinned, giving Sarge a rub on the beak. “You too, you did so well.” I did the same to the female.

      “But… What?!” Ella trembled.

      I turned and faced the terrified group and smiled. “My class is beast tamer.”

      “Barbarian!” Dan grinned and crossed his arms like that information was impressive to the rest of us.

      “Right, anyway. I’ve got three shriekers and a buzzard under my control and it’s only been two days. You can ride them and they follow instructions really well. But they won’t listen to anyone without my approval, so don’t think they’re tamed for everyone. Sarge here has two kills to his name since I’ve had him.” The group stared at me in silence, so I sighed and shrugged. “Alright, I’m going to head outside. You’ve got five minutes to decide what you’re doing.”

      I turned and headed back the way I came. Sarge and the female plodded along behind me as I went. I heard several sharp voices behind me as I stepped out into the fading light. I could see myself buying an extra saddle or two.

      “Hey,” said a voice behind me. I turned to see Ella standing there, looking nervous. “I… Are you being honest? You won’t make us… Do stuff?”

      I nodded, “Yeah, I’m serious. And I’ll kill anyone who tries.” I’d had enough of my own gender making this world worse than it already was. And I would not pretend otherwise any more. It seemed every time I turned around, some poor woman was being abused. If I had to build a whole fucking town out here just to keep everyone safe, I’d do it.

      “Ummm… Mary… She’s just trying to convince Lara to come with us. She… She’ll be out soon.”

      I nodded and figured now was better than later. “Edith, two riding saddles, please.”

      “Two, Mr. Ryan?”

      “Please.”

      “Right away, Mr. Ryan,” she chirped happily, “You have seventy-three thousand, three-hundred and twenty-four points remaining.”

      I just smiled as the two saddles dropped to my feet. Summoning the healing spray to my hand, I checked it and saw that it was nearly empty. With a sigh, I put it down and summoned one saddle into the spare space in my belt pouch. Picking up the second, I moved to the female shrieker. She watched me approach and quickly squatted like Sarge did. I wondered at the cause of their compliance. Was it something to do with the simulation just making assumptions, or was it to do with my class giving subliminal instructions or something? Either way, with her squatting on the ground, I quickly placed the saddle on her back and grinned as it unfolded into position.

      “Is that…?” Ella asked, before trailing off.

      “It’s a riding saddle. Good for two people. My military saddle is only good for one,” I told her.

      “Can it really hold two people?”

      I nodded and gave her a reassuring smile. “It’s she. And yeah, Barb and Margaret both left on the back of the other female I caught earlier today.”

      Ella nodded, stepping forward. As she came close, the shrieker swung her head around and Ella froze in fear. I just made a shushing noise and gave her beak a stroke. Gesturing for Ella to approach, she did so carefully until she reached out and gently stroked her side.

      “She’s soft,” Ella said.

      I grinned, “Yeah. When they’re not trying to kill you, they’re actually pretty awesome.”

      Ella snorted and let out a small laugh. I let her have a few moments to get comfortable with the large creature before I heard a small scuffle behind us. Turning to the open door, I could see Dan standing there with his arms crossed. I straightened and turned to face him as he scowled at me.

      “So, who’s coming?” I asked.

      Dan frowned. “We’re keeping the other two. You can have her.”

      This time, I frowned. “What do you mean, keeping them?”

      Dan made to move out of the building, but thought better of it and stayed within the confines of the building. But he still puffed out his chest in some strange attempt to make himself look bigger. “The women are staying here. For their own good.”

      “Can they tell me that themselves?” I asked cautiously.

      Dan shook his head, “Nope. They don’t want anything to do with you. You can leave now.”

      “Bullshit!” Ella snapped. “Even if you convinced Lara, Mary would have still come with me!”

      Dan just spat on the ground in front of him. “I said what I said.”

      I looked up at the height of the sun and estimated I had maybe ten minutes of actual sunlight left. No matter what, we’d be heading back in the dark. Claire and the others would probably be pissed. But, if every second man out here was going to turn into some fucking deranged rapist, slaver or lunatic… Fuck… I didn’t want this…

      “So,” I grunted. “The two ladies inside, Mary and Lara. You’re saying they won’t leave, and they won’t come tell me themselves?”

      “S-right,” Dan nodded with a dirty grin.

      “So, do you mind if I bring Ella inside to say goodbye at least? She and Mary are kinda close.”

      Dan frowned, “N-no. Mary doesn’t wanna see her.”

      I nodded slowly and turned to see Ella glaring openly at Dan. I looked back at the big man and could see him shuffling nervously. He kept glancing towards Sarge before looking back at me. The occasional glance at Ella told me he wished she were inside, too. I just wish I knew the situation with Matt. Were the other ladies okay? Were they hurt or just bound and gagged?

      “LADIES!” I called, “IF YOU DON’T SAY SOMETHING, I’M GOING TO KILL DAN AND COME FIND YOU!” Dan went white at my words, glancing towards Sarge and me with an almost frantic glint. “LAST CHANCE LADIES!” I called.

      From inside the warehouse, I heard a sharp slap, followed by a small muffled squeak of pain. It was enough to distract Dan, and he turned his head and glanced off to his side. In his moment of distraction, I launched forward. Stabbing my glaive out ahead, I expected to pierce his chest. What I wasn’t expecting was the deceptively quick man to deflect my attack with his forearm. The blade still nicked his shoulder as it went past, but he ignored the cut as he stepped towards me. It was the one limitation to a pole weapon. Up close, they were next to useless. Sarge and the female were several steps behind me, and I could smell Dan’s breath as his hands found my throat. It all happened so fast. But even as I heard Sarge’s shriek, I knew my throat was about to be crushed and I silently cursed myself for my brazen idiocy.

      THWACK!

      Dan staggered back as a large rock bounced off his head. Throwing myself backward, I swept my glaive in an arc before me. Like before, he reacted quickly, far quicker than he should have been capable, and the edge of my blade carved a shallow groove across his cheek. Unlike before, I didn’t hold still to let him get close as I twirled my weapon around, slashing him across the chest, leaving an angry red line. Dan roared in anger, looking monstrous as blood poured down from one eye where the rock hit him. He threw himself at me in a fit of rage, but I rolled to one side, avoiding his sweeping arms. As I stood and turned to face him, I grinned as he single-mindedly turned to square off with me a second time.

      “Sarge, legs!”

      In a flash, the large bird had Dan by the ankle and ripped his legs out from under him. Unfortunately, whatever was going on with Dan meant he refused to stop fighting. Even as Sarge bit hard enough to break the bone, Dan twisted and threw out a punch. Sarge barely reacted to Dan’s fist slamming into his armoured skull. But before I could react, the female lunged forward, grabbing Dan by the shoulder. With Dan pulled away from Sarge, he turned his punches on the female shrieker. His first hit connected below her eye. I whipped my glaive up, causing the second punch to miss as I took his arm below the elbow. The severed limb, held on with a small strip of skin, swung wildly as his blood pumped out over the ground. The sight of it seemed to snap him out of the rage he was in, as he turned to stare at me in horror. But I didn’t dwell on it. Bringing my glaive down, I severed his head from his body with a powerful downward stroke. As his corpse went limp, Sarge and the female dropped him.

      Ella was staring at me in shock, while she clutched a fist sized rock in her hand. I gave her a small nod in appreciation, knowing her actions saved us both. “Thanks, are you okay?” Ella just nodded dumbly at me. “Right, Sarge, follow me. Don’t hurt the ladies, but grab Matt if you see him. You,” I pointed at the female shrieker, “Keep Ella safe.”

      The female chirped, before moving to stand beside Ella, while I turned and headed for the door. Poking my head inside, I groaned and realised I should have sent Sarge in first. Thankfully, nobody was in view, so I stepped in and glanced around. Waiting for Sarge, I listened carefully, but couldn’t hear much beyond Sarge’s footsteps as he came inside. With a sigh, I turned and gave him a pat on the shoulder. Like the good bird he was, Sarge squatted, and I quickly mounted him. Once I was strapped in, Sarge stood and I leaned for him to move forward a few steps. Reaching for my belt pouch, I summoned the caltrops and tossed them loosely by the door. It was time to flush out a rat, and I wasn’t all that keen on playing fair.

      Heading in a random direction, I found my height not to be as big an advantage as I wanted. Someone stacked the boxes quite high and I couldn’t see over them unless I pressed up against one. Even then, it would have been easy for someone to have pressed themselves in on the other side to hide from me. Sarge’s soft footsteps patted through the narrow walkway as I scanned around as far as I could see. I started looking at the ground at the footsteps and frowned as I saw an area that looked like there was a struggle. Leaning to move down that corridor, I snarled, seeing faint traces of blood. Whatever happened was violent, but probably not lethal. But that wouldn’t change my response when I found them.

      “Sarge, can you get up on one of these boxes?”

      Sarge gave a huff before springing up with a series of flaps. His vertical jump wasn’t as good as his horizontal, but he still caught the edge with his claws. Flapping hard, he kept his grip, and I leaned forward over his neck to help tip his balance forward. In a moment, he perched us on top of the boxes. If this was anything but a warehouse, what we were doing wouldn’t be possible. But we’d have to climb up several more boxes before I’d be at risk of hitting my head. Looking around, I grinned, as our vantage from this height was MUCH better than before.

      “Dan’s dead, Matt!” I called into the dark. “It didn’t have to be like this!”

      “OVER!-” A woman’s voice cut out.

      I snapped my head in the direction it came from and leaned Sarge in that direction. In a flash, he was moving. Not quite at a sprint, but he could hop along the tops of the boxes with ease. A couple of stacks shifted uncomfortably as we passed, but they held firm as we moved over them. Off toward their smouldering fire, I spotted movement and shifted Sarge to head towards it. As we loomed over the top, I spotted Mary clutching her stomach. She saw me atop Sarge and gestured with her free arm to make a wide loop around towards the door.

      “Stay here, I’ll bring help!” I called, turning Sarge around.

      Leaning into the chase, I made sure to bump stacks of crates with my glaive to make noise. I even purposely steered Sarge, so he’d have to leap between gaps, making a loud thump as he landed.

      “You’re dead Matt!” I called out.

      “Fuck you!” He snapped from somewhere off ahead.

      “He’s running!” A woman, I assumed Lara, called out.

      I grinned and leaned on Sarge to make a quick loop of the building. Matt should head for the door. I didn’t want to cut him off. So when I heard a sudden scream of pain as I rounded on the open doorway, I couldn’t help the savage laugh. I could see the slight glow of the early evening through the doorway. As we got closer, I could hear Matt groaning in pain.

      “Ladies, don’t come near the door. There are traps! I don’t want you getting hurt!” I yelled over my shoulder.

      As I steered Sarge to jump onto the floor, I got him to stop a safe distance from the caltrops. I could see Matt on the ground. It seemed he’d stood on one and as he’d fallen, he’d landed on another two. He was glaring at me as I ignored him and moved to pick up my caltrops. But the moment I turned my back, I heard the hiss of a healing spray. Spinning, I swiped it from his hands with the blade of my glaive, taking several of his fingers with it.

      “FUCK!” he screamed, clutching at the stumps. “Fuck you!”

      I sighed, spinning my glaive around. I smacked him on the side of the head with the blunt end. It must have struck true as he fell limply against the wall and stopped moving. Turning back to my original duty, I picked up the last of the caltrops before waving Sarge to join me.

      “That’s my good boy,” I said, giving his beak a pat. “You head on outside with Ella, okay?”

      He shook himself and made a small coo before stepping outside. I turned back to Matt and sighed. Grabbing him by the collar, I dragged him outside and grimaced at the darkness filling the landscape. Ella was still there, staring hopefully at me.

      “They’re safe. I think Mary’s a little wounded, so I’m gonna go find her. Can you call out to them both to say they’re fine to come out?”

      “Thank you!” she smiled and darted inside the door before yelling the all clear.

      “You pair, keep an eye on him. Don’t let him leave or do anything but sit there.” I glanced at the two shriekers that began circling closer to the unconscious man. I grabbed the mostly empty healing spray I’d left on the ground and headed back inside. Immediately, I saw Ella holding Lara. When they saw me, they both turned to face me.

      “I haven’t heard from Mary,” Ella said.

      “Is she okay?” Lara asked, shivering.

      “Matt hit her in the stomach. She’s probably in a bit of pain. I’m gonna go find her,” I said, grabbing the second healing spray that Matt had been using.

      With both sprays in hand, I moved back towards where I’d seen the injured woman. It didn’t take me long before I could hear grunting. As I rounded a corner, I could see her leaning on the sides of a box as she staggered towards me. But she smiled as she saw me come into view.

      “Hey, I got you,” I said, taking her by the arm and helping her to the floor.

      “I’m okay, I think. Just hurts a lot,” she gritted her teeth.

      I nodded, then frowned. “Without being a creep, can you lift your shirt?”

      Mary shot me a grin, before lifting her top as requested. What should have been perfect clear skin was already mottled by several colours I couldn’t identify in this low light setting. I took the mostly empty spray and hit her stomach directly. It only took a moment before the spray was empty and I tossed it over my shoulder and picked up the second spray.

      “Edith, will this fix internal injuries?”

      “Indeed, it will, Mr. Ryan. But directly spraying the injury itself like you did with the shrieker is more effective.”

      “Thank you,” I told her and continued spraying Mary’s stomach.

      From what I could tell, when she yelled out, he’d slugged her in the side. Not only was she heavily bruised from the impact, but she’d cracked her ribs as well. It made it painful to breathe, let alone call out or move. But as the second spray went empty, Mary was smiling and sighing in relief.
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      With Ella, Mary and Lara all safe, I made a final sweep of the area. I’d need to come back and sweep the warehouse properly at a later time, when it was light. But for now, I just brought them all back inside to collect their backpacks. Lara pointed out Dan’s, and I quickly looted it. Inside was just the same survival equipment everyone had at this point. I’d need to loot his corpse for points and anything else he has. The only issue I had was Matt’s bag, which was firmly in place.

      “What should I do with Matt?” I asked them.

      The three ladies paused and looked at one another before Ella spoke up. “You’re not going to kill him?”

      With a shake of my head, I made sure I had their attention. “I’m not an executioner. I’ll kill in a fight, I’ll kill in defence, but I won’t kill as a punishment. Though I ordered Sarge to eat a rapist.”

      The ladies shuddered. “How is that different, though?” Lara asked.

      “When we kill another human with our own hands, they die permanently, I think. Edith isn’t clear on that. By ordering Sarge to eat her-”

      “HER?” Mary gasped.

      I nodded, “Her. According to the victim, she attracted her. Then she became an active member in the assault. She survived the fight, so I set Sarge on her. It was up to her if she wanted to quit or try again.”

      “What happened… To the victim?” Ella asked softly.

      “She hit the green button.” I frowned.

      “Why are you doing this?” Mary asked. “Why help us?”

      I shrugged and waved for them to follow outside. “Honestly, I’ve got no idea. I woke up in the shit, same as everyone else. I ran and found a building to hide in and the first thing to happen was some guy took a swing at me as I came up the stairs. Immediately after that, I saved Claire from a rapist. So there’s a bit of a theme going on.”

      “Is she someone special?” Ella asked.

      I paused. “Honestly, I don’t know. Maybe? She and the others are all beautiful. But I’ve no idea what’s going on.”

      “Others?” Lara frowned.

      I nodded and kept everyone moving outside to the shriekers. “Yup. After I saved Claire, I saved a few more. Ended up with a following of people who wanted to stick by me. First, I thought we’d move down to the river and get away from the city, try to rebuild elsewhere. Still might.” I slowly shook my head. “But now? Now considering how many shitbags I’ve been running into. I’m wondering if it might be better to stick around. Create somewhere safe to live, right here. Then, after that, who knows?”

      It was just as well I’d finished talking, as Matt let out a loud groan, catching my attention. I ignored him for the moment and looted Dan’s corpse. I ignored his clothing. But was surprised when he had nothing else on him. Literally, no points, no dagger. Just the option for his bones, meat, and teeth, which I promptly ignored.

      Stomping over to Matt, who glared up at me, I stared back evenly. “Where’s all your points?”

      Matt just glared at me, so I gave him a swift kick in the foot, aggravating his wound. After clenching his teeth in pain, he looked away, refusing to look at me.

      “You don’t have any points, do you?” Lara demanded.

      Matt just sighed, “No.”

      I shook my head. “Rebuild the population, huh?”

      “Oh, and what’s your plan, smartass?” he shot back.

      I shook my head, “For starters, it doesn’t involve rape, slavery or rebuilding the population,” I chuckled darkly. “It does, however, include a lot less of those sorts of people.” Standing, I turned to the ladies behind me. “Any ideas?”

      “Kill him,” Lara said darkly.

      “Leave him?” Mary shrugged.

      “What if we dumped him somewhere?” Ella suggested.

      I turned back to Matt, cringing on the ground. “What’s it gonna be? Are we killing you, or are we gonna dump you somewhere so you at least have a chance?”

      Matt groaned, “Dump me somewhere.”

      I nodded, “Right. Be aware, I’ll be back here by morning. I’ve got three shriekers and they’ll be instructed to kill anyone inside this warehouse, so don’t stick around after coming back for your backpack.” Turning to Sarge, I waved him over. “Sarge, grab him by the leg, don’t break anything unless he struggles. Go drag him off where I can’t see him, then come back.”

      Matt’s eyes bugged out in shock as Sarge clamped his beak over his leg. While the power of Sarge’s jaws didn’t break anything, the tusks on his helmet certainly broke skin as he dragged Matt down the road and out of sight. I glanced at the horizon and frowned.

      “Alright ladies, one of you will ride with me. The other two can share the female.”

      I turned and left them to their discussion while I waited. It also didn’t escape me that it would have made more sense to send the female to drag off Matt, as I had to change Sarge’s saddle when he came back. But soon enough, I got a tap on my shoulder.

      “I’m coming with you,” Ella said, flashing me a smile.

      It was good timing, too, as Sarge plodded back into view. I got the female saddled and in position before showing Mary and Lara how to ride her. Ella followed my instructions, and I quickly swapped Sarge’s saddle for the spare riding one I’d purchased. After a quick discussion about how to pack our backpacks, we mounted up and started moving. The sky was already dark and I could see stars. In the dark, I could see even more campfires in just about every direction. However many people spawned on that first day, I just hoped most of them were safe.

      I rode along with Ella’s arms wrapped around my waist. My glaive I laid across my lap as the female followed a few steps behind us. I had us moving at a brisk pace, trying to get back as soon as we could, but not without exhausting the shriekers. Still, as we entered the parking lot around the shopping centre, it was already completely dark. So it was easy to spot the campfire and the third shrieker sitting out the front. It was even easier to see Claire’s furious expression as we rode into the firelight. I gave Sarge a pat, and he squatted down as Lace scared Ella by wrapping herself around my shoulders. But swinging my leg to dismount was as far as I got before Claire was standing a hair’s breadth from my face.

      “Ummm,” I murmured.

      Claire’s furious expression twisted for a moment, before she let out a big sigh and leaned into my chest. “Please don’t do that again.”

      I wrapped my arms around her and held her firmly in my grip. The ladies I’d brought with me stood around awkwardly as Henry poked his head out from the centre and spotted us. He waved at someone and Barb appeared before softly calling the newcomers over. That left me alone with Claire and my beasts.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, stroking her hair.

      Claire slowly nodded into my chest. “You should be,” she said with a shake of her voice. “We worried. More, when Barb and Margaret showed up.”

      As I looked down at her, she lifted her gaze and pressed her lips to my own. I didn’t know why I’d grown so fond of her, let alone the others, in two days. But I kissed her back with all the love I could give. As we pulled away, I shot her a quick smile, and she smiled back before nuzzling into my chest again.

      “Food’ll be ready soon!” Henry called.

      I glanced up and gave him a quick wave before gently squeezing Claire against my chest again. “I’m actually pretty hungry,” I mumbled.

      Claire snickered softly, before leaning up and collecting another kiss. “Come on, then.”

      With Claire plastered to my side, I waved for the shriekers to follow. As I came in, there was a chorus of smiling faces. It seemed just about everyone had been worried about me. What was really surprising was my original group. Henry clapped me on the shoulder, Lillian kissed my cheek. But Maiya, Polly and Corrine? One by one, they pressed their lips to my own, even as I held firmly to Claire and explored the inside of my mouth with their tongues. I glanced down at Claire tucked under my arm, but she just bit her lip and stared at me with big eyes.

      “We need to talk,” I told her, and she nodded quickly, still refusing to look away. “Alright everyone. Let’s get some food in our bellies and have a little chat about the future!” I called.

      There were a few small cheers as I waved at Mary and Lara. They followed as I moved to the female shrieker with Claire, who stared at them with big eyes.

      “Grab your backpacks. I’m going to strip off the saddles,” I told them.

      The ladies did as I asked before moving off to sit with Barb and Margaret. Then, with Claire looming over my shoulder, I started getting the shriekers comfortable for the night. It was easy enough to slip all four saddles into Dan’s old bag and put it in my main bag with the others. I thought about what I would do with all the extra equipment, the water-skins, bedrolls and such. But I figured it would be best to hold on to them, in case we found someone who was without.

      “Edith, can I give someone a backpack?”

      “Yes, Mr. Ryan. All you need to do to give something to someone is to simply hand it to them. Simple dropped weapons, items can be picked up and taken at any time, but remain the property of the owner until said owner’s death or until the owner physically gifts it away. Mary and Lara could remove their backpacks from the saddle because it was their property, but they wouldn’t have been able to remove the saddle itself without killing the shrieker, nor would they be able to remove anything you placed in it.”

      “Good to know. Oh! Can I get three chunks of meat?”

      “Certainly, Mr. Ryan. You have seventy-three thousand, two-hundred and twenty-four points remaining.”

      Nodding, I picked two of the chunks, while Claire picked up the third. Carrying them over to the shriekers, we handed them one each to a chorus of soft coos.

      “Can I name them?” Claire blurted out.

      I laughed and gave her a smile. “I figured you would. You named Sarge and Lace, after all. If it helps, the big one stood and fought, while the smaller tried sneaking around the side till I stabbed her.”

      “You stabbed her?” Claire asked, moving to check the smallest shrieker for wounds.

      “She’s fine. The spray works on everyone, apparently.” I patted her shoulder.

      Claire nodded before giving the shrieker a pat. “Well… How about we call you Sneaky, then?” I grinned and nodded as Claire turned to the larger female. “And you’re a fighter, so… Zena!” She grinned.

      “Food’s ready!” Polly called, coming towards us. “What’s Zena?”

      Claire shot the woman a smile, before quickly introducing the two new Shriekers to her. I just smiled at how lucky a sonofabitch I was. Hell, if creating a safe space is the best thing to keep them safe, it was worth it. Let alone for all the others I could potentially save at the same time.

      “Ryan?” Claire called, catching my attention. “You okay?”

      I smiled and leaned in to give her a small kiss, earning me a smile. “Yeah, just thinking about what we need to discuss tonight.”

      Claire nodded slowly before taking my hand and leading me back to the store where everyone was set up. Unlike the night we spent in the tower, we were right out the front this time. It was safer than before with the three shriekers, though. The first thing I did was pull a bone from the dinner bag and toss it in the air. Lace launched with a squeak and caught it, before finding a perch in a crumbled section of wall to chew her meal. Then it was a simple matter of sitting with my little group and eating. Like before, we used daggers to cut strips of cooked meat from the chunk and ate slowly. We augmented this with water from our skins. I had to shake my head at the idiocy of my day. I’d been carrying my waterskin all day, but didn’t stop once for a drink. These game physics were going to do me in at some point.

      By the time our meal was finished, Claire was leaning against my side, while Polly laid her head on my lap. Maiya and Corrine were beside us, but they both kept their eyes on me. I knew we’d have to take a moment away from the others to discuss exactly what everyone’s expectations were. This would not be a simple step up and make up. We just had one thing to discuss first.

      “Alright, everyone had enough to eat?” I called out. There were a few affirmations, but no calls for more time, so I gave Polly a pat on the head and she sat up so I could stand. “So, things are changing all around us. Has anyone worked out their classes yet?”

      This brought a series of cheers, and I grinned. There were more than a few people waving and looking happy. I’d have to find out later, but I figured it would be something to look into when we had more time.

      “Alright, so far everyone here has been fine following along with my ideas.” I paused and watched the series of people nodding. “Well, I’ve got one more. It seems like just about every time I turn around. There’s some fucking bastard doing something horrible. Picking fights, raping, taking prisoners, extortion, blackmail and coercion. There’s more than one of you here that has first hand experience being in that situation. And I’m fucking sick of it.” I sighed and shook my head. “It’s only been two days. And already, the monsters that we saw when we woke up aren’t as bad as the monsters that look just like you and me.”

      “So, here’s what I’m proposing. Nearby, where Barb, Margaret, Ella, Lara and Mary all came from, is a warehouse. It’s big, solid, filled with materials that could probably be useful and it’s got working doors. I want to use it as a staging post to build a safe zone. Somewhere where people can come to escape from danger. Where that we can settle down. Where we can call home, without having to fight for it, or over it.”

      “What about food, water, and other resources?” Paula’s male friend called out.

      “I never caught your name,” I smiled.

      “Gary.”

      I smiled, “Well, Gary, it’s simple. The river isn’t too far from here, especially when riding a shrieker. Between here and the river is an open plain. It shouldn’t be hard to dig a channel to the river for a constant water source. The river will also give us access to wood for construction, heating, cooking and whatnot. We can use the plain to farm crops and with the help of the wildlife I’m going to capture, I’m sure we can set up a viable farm, if not hunt in the short term.”

      I paused and watched everyone in the room digest what I’d said. And as they talked amongst themselves, I felt a small tug on my shirt. Glancing down, I spotted Polly looking up at me. I sat back down beside her as she shuffled closer and leaned into my chest. The look Claire was giving me made me change my mind about pushing her back and instead wrapped my arms around her. Obviously, this was the right choice, as she tilted her head up and looked me dead in the eyes.

      “Ryan?” she asked softly.

      “Yeah, Polly?”

      “If it’s okay with Claire,” she blushed heavily. “Can I suck your dick tonight?”

      I stared at her in shock for a few moments, recalling that I needed to pull these ladies aside so we could have a chat of our own. But before I could speak, Claire leaned over and kissed my cheek, before taking Polly by the chin. “You’re not allowed to touch yourself. You’re not allowed to ask anyone else to touch you. And when I think you’ve been a good girl, and ONLY after I think you’re a good girl, you will have permission to cum.”

      By the end of her spiel, I was staring at Claire with wide eyes. I had no idea she had this kink side to her, but Polly’s breathing had intensified to the point she was almost hyperventilating.

      “Yes, Mistress.”

      Claire smiled and gave her a quick kiss. “Now, I think we all need to go have a small chat.”

      With a quick glance to catch the attention of our small group, Claire stood and pulled Polly upright. Taking the obvious cue, I stood and helped Maiya to her feet as Corrine sprung to her own with an excited grin. I gave a quick check over the others, who were all deep in conversation. The only ones who were aware that we were going somewhere were Henry and Lillian, who smiled awkwardly and went back to their own conversation. As the ladies clumped around me, I missed the frowns that came from Henrietta and Ella. The situation was complicated enough as it was and they didn’t know how, or if, they should approach.

      We walked together from the store and headed toward the back of the centre. Sarge stepped in behind us as we went, but kept his distance as Sneaky and Zena stayed behind with the others. I still did not know why they behaved the way they did. It was almost like they knew what we wanted without having to say it. It was kind of eerie, but convenient. I didn’t want to question it. Heaven forbid Edith decides it’s a problem and fixes it.

      We kept walking. Not as far back as the mess that Sarge left of the woman. But far enough that when we stepped into what was probably a furniture store, we were far enough away to be comfortable to talk.

      “So, ladies, as we’ve discussed, this is our opportunity to stake a claim,” Claire whispered.

      The others crowded around and I instinctively took a step back. “Claim?” I asked.

      Claire nodded, “Yes, Claim. I made my claim on you when you protected me from that bastard who was trying to rape me.”

      “I made a claim when you came down those stairs and distracted him so Claire could… Could do what she did…” Polly mumbled.

      “I didn-”

      “I made a claim on you when you caught my hand and saved my life,” Maiya interrupted me.

      “I made a claim when I saw the difference between what a man like Grant was and what a man like you was. I’d only known him a day, and I was already just a toy to him. But he promised to keep me safe, and the first time I spoke up, he hit me.”

      “I’m just a man,” I blurted. “I’m not some hero. I’m not a king. Hell, when I woke up, I ran away just like everyone else.”

      “You think that matters?” Claire chuckled. “What were you supposed to do? Nude-wrestle Sarge into submission? You and I both know that was a huge risk, even with the sneak attack.”

      I sighed and rubbed my face before looking around at the ladies before me. They were each lovely in their own unique ways. “I’m just me… I don’t deserve any of you. Let alone all of you!”

      “You say that like a bad thing,” Maiya giggled.

      “Ryan, just answer us this one question,” Claire said, catching my attention. “If someone tried to hurt one of us, how would you react?”

      I slumped back, finding something solid behind me. Lowering myself to sit, I stared up at the ladies before me, “That… That’s not a fair question…”

      “We’d still like an answer,” Claire said, leaning forward and kissing my cheek.

      “It’s been two fucking days!” I hissed.

      “Answer the question,” Corrine said softly.

      And as I glanced up at her and slowly swept my eyes over the four of them, I sighed. “I… I don’t know… I don’t know what I’d do if someone tried to hurt you…”

      Claire looked at me, before glancing at the others and back again. I sighed, dropping my gaze to stare at the floor, and felt her hand cup my chin. As she pulled my face up to look into her eyes, she kissed me. It started softly, with a small peck. Followed by another. And as her tongue touched my lip, I gently sucked it into my mouth as she moaned in pleasure. A moment longer and she pulled away as Polly swooped in. Her kiss was soft and unsure until I remembered what Claire had told me about her. Gripping her firmly, I pulled her against my chest and she practically melted into my arms.

      It was actually Claire who pulled her away from me, giving Polly a swat on the ass as she did so. I got a glimpse of Polly chewing her lip before Maiya leaned in and kissed me firmly. I didn’t hold back, kissing back at the same intensity, showing her the same desire she showed me. As she pulled away, staring at me like she was unsure of herself, Corrine practically threw herself at me. In a flash, her tongue was in my mouth and I could taste her saliva as she mauled me with all she had. As she pulled away, shooting me a vicious grin, I made the mental note to ask Claire about her later. Speaking of…

      “Polly, remove your pants and underwear. Use them as a pillow to kneel between his legs,” she said firmly.

      Polly’s knees trembled as her pants and underwear suddenly appeared in her hands. She stepped closer and placed them gently on the floor and got to her knees, the whole time staring at me with big eyes.

      “Awww,” Corrine whined, earning a ‘shh’ from the others. She pouted, but kept her mouth shut.

      “Ryan, do you mind?”

      “Oh,” I jumped, my eyes snapping from Polly, who was still staring, to Claire. Nodding, I summoned my pants to my hand and dropped them on the floor beside me.

      My erection was already growing and Polly’s expression went from blind devotion to pure hunger as a line of dribble escaped her lips.

      “No hands,” Claire said, stepping around behind the submissive woman.

      “I want it, please?” Polly squeaked.

      Claire leaned down and her hand disappeared behind Polly’s back. A moment later, Polly squeaked softly and Claire stood up, examining a line of grool suspended between her digits. Claire smiled and reached out, smearing the clear mess over the head of my cock.

      “There, now his cock will taste like your pussy, like the desert for a dinner you’re not getting,” Claire whispered softly.

      Polly’s only reaction was a cute groan and pout. But before she could open her mouth to speak, she gasped as Claire grabbed a fist full of her hair. I stared in shock as Claire almost lovingly pushed Polly’s head towards me. Polly, for that matter, opened her mouth and tried desperately to lick the head of my cock, even as Claire held her just out of reach.

      “Do you want it?”

      “Please?” Polly moaned softly.

      “Say AH.”

      “AHHHHH.”

      Claire shot me a smile before pushing Polly forward onto my cock. It was surreal. I expected to feel her lips, but the first texture was the lumpy feeling at the back of her tongue. The head of my cock slipped through her warm mouth and Polly stared up at me like an innocent puppy, right until she choked as my cock pressed into her throat. Claire held her there for a moment while Polly held perfectly still before quickly pulling her away. Polly let out a small cough as a line of drool connected her lips to my cock.

      “More please, Mistress,” she croaked.

      “Such a good girl,” Claire smiled.

      Pushing her head forward again, Polly immediately closed her lips over my cock. She sucked hard, even as her tongue writhed like a snake, massaging my glans. I choked in a breath of air at the intense sensation but quickly lost vision as Maiya leaned over and pressed her lips into my own. I felt vibrations from Polly’s grunt of dissatisfaction when I stopped looking at her, but Claire just started pulling her head up and down, fucking me with her face as Maiya wrapped her arms around my shoulders. It was getting all too much. So as I pulled away from Maiya’s lips to take a breath, I leaned back and let out a quick gasp.

      “Gonna cum!” I snapped.

      “Who wants it?” Claire asked, pushing Polly down on my cock and leaving her there to struggle.

      Maiya leaned in and kissed me again. As she pulled away, she turned and gave Corrine a peck on the lips. “I’ll get him next time.”

      Corrine beamed like an excited child as she de-summoned her entire outfit and dumped it on the ground in a heap. Claire pulled Polly off my cock and I listened to her whine in disappointment. But I didn’t get to respond as Corrine practically jumped onto my lap. In a flash, her lips were on mine as she quickly ground her clit into my cock. Her hand snaked down and took my cock by the base. With quick efficiency, Corrine lifted her hips, refusing to release my lips from her own and, after pointing my cock back, she sunk herself down in one movement.

      I groaned into her kiss as Corrine rocked her hips. I pulled her close against my chest, de-summoning the rest of my clothes so I could feel her naked breasts pressed against me. Only now, wrapped in my arms, I could feel her petite frame. She wasn’t as tall or as toned as the others, but her attitude seemed to make up for her lack of physique. Not that I was complaining. She was certainly an enthusiastic lover, as she bounced on my cock as fast as she could.

      In no time at all, I tensed, pinning her to my chest as my abdominal muscles spasmed. A moment later, I heard Polly moan in despair as I filled Corrine up with my seed. Corrine, realising I was cumming inside her, clenched her kegel muscles and bit into my shoulder as she plunged into her own orgasm at the same time. Her whole body shook as she came quietly on my cock. Her pleasure milked my own and only the sudden onset of her lips on my own prevented me from crying out. But as my cock fired it’s last inside this gorgeous woman, she released my lips and leaned into my chest.

      “So much better,” she mumbled softly to herself.

      “Corrine, Polly has something to ask you,” Claire whispered.

      Corrine sat up slightly and gave me a kiss before twisting around, refusing to get off my still hard cock.

      “Corrine, may I please lick Ryan’s cum out of your pretty little pussy, please?” Polly begged.

      Corrine glanced from Polly to Claire and spun around to look at me with a strange expression. “Ummm.”

      “No pressure,” Claire smiled.

      “But I reaaaally want it,” Polly whined softly.

      “It’d be really hot,” I said, giving Corrine another kiss.

      That must have been her deciding factor, as her face lit up for a moment. Swinging her leg over, she stood and turned around to face Polly. I got up and gently lowered Corrine into my spot as she grinned at me and opened her legs. Her pussy was gorgeous, with pouty pink folds sticking out. A small drip of my cum leaked out onto what I could now see was a stone bench. Corrine shot me another smile before reaching down and parting her labia with two fingers. The moment she did, Claire released Polly’s hair and Polly dived in. Corrine squealed softly at the sudden onslaught of pleasure, and I stepped back to admire the way she twisted her own nipples as her eyes rolled back into her skull.

      “She’ll do anything to please you,” Claire whispered. “She’d stand in the freezing rain until she collapsed if she thought it would make you happy. Dependent personalities are odd like that. So don’t forget, she has her own wants and needs. She’ll just ignore them in favour of yours.”

      “Can you help me keep her and everyone else happy, then?” I asked, turning and giving her a peck on the lips.

      Claire just smiled. “And that’s why I love you,” she whispered. “Always looking out for others.”

      I frowned slightly at her use of the word love. I rolled it over in my head and tried to place individual emotions on it. These ladies, these beautiful, fierce ladies, were quickly becoming my driving force to change this world into somewhere we could live. I had no real memories of anything before I woke up half buried. But I had the memories I’d made sense and I’d cherish them forever.

      I looked at Claire and saw her meet my gaze with a small smirk before she leaned over and kissed me softly. “I know, Ryan. But now’s not the time to say so. Now, you have a decision to make.” I frowned at her and she smiled, a big, cruel smile like she did when she was controlling Polly. “Option one, stand there, masturbate or whatever, while I give Polly the orgasm I promised her.”

      “Or?”

      “Or stick your cock inside her and ride her into Corrine’s pussy.” Claire grinned again. “Either way, it’s a win-win for her. As a submissive, she’s into the power games so long as we care for her afterwards. So you’re on cuddle duty tonight.”

      I leaned over and gave her another peck on the lips. Maiya looked at me like a piece of meat, but did not move to approach me. I got the feeling, when she said she’d wait until tomorrow, that was what she meant and even with the opportunity, she wouldn’t accept. Corrine wasn’t paying attention at all. Her knuckles were white from where she gripped the bench. Her screwed-up face looked like she was in some kind of agony, except her head was thrown back and her torso quivered as she held her legs as wide open as she could.

      With a quick smile at Claire, who was biting her lip in her own realm of lust, I stepped up behind Polly. Dropping silently to my knees behind her, I admired the curve of her ass. From this perspective, I could see her sparsely haired pussy before me. Squeezed between her legs, it pouted cutely at me, all the while slowly drooling down her legs. Although she had received no real stimulation by this point, it was obvious that the whole situation turned her on immensely.

      Sitting up, I lined my cock up at the entrance to her vagina and placed my hand on her hip. I felt her twitch a bare moment before I pushed myself inside her.

      “Ahhhhh!” she squealed, arching her back up as she pushed back onto my cock.

      Corrine, brought out of her daze by Polly’s cry, grabbed the submissive woman and pulled her back towards her crotch. I groaned at the sight of Polly’s sloppy attempt to please Corrine, all the while squealing as my cock speared her insides. It was now a battle to hold Polly in position while she licked and slurped at Corrine’s pussy while I fucked her deeply and slowly from behind. Even more so, when Polly slammed right into her first climax. As her vaginal muscles spasmed over my cock, I refused to stop thrusting. Fucking her right through her orgasm had reduced Polly to a series of shuddering sobs. These were muffled by Corrine, riding her clit into Polly’s open mouth until she found her last orgasm. As Corrine took her pleasure, I was taking mine. Polly’s uncontrollable spasms were driving me over the edge, and I was trying my best not to finish too quickly. As Corrine finally came down from her high and released Polly, I pulled her back. Dropping back on the balls of my feet, I pulled Polly back, so she was almost sitting on my lap, while I knelt and rested.

      I reached around and cupped her breasts, pulling her back against my chest. I kissed her shoulder. “Ride me Polly. Make me cum inside you.”

      Polly nodded frantically, before raising and lowering herself on my cock. I released her from my grip to lean back and admire the shape of her ass slapping down on my hips. I took her ass in my hands and gave a firm squeeze, lifting and lowering her, ensuring her pussy massaged my whole length.

      “Oh god!” Polly squealed.

      I glanced up as Corrine started kissing Polly until she fell silent. I felt fingers brush my cock and knew that Corrine was rubbing Polly’s clit as she rode my dick. The whole situation was too much for me, and I shuddered as I started cumming inside of her. Corrine, feeling my cum leaking from Polly’s pussy lips, increased her stimulation of Polly’s clit. Polly finally lost composure and clutched desperately to the smaller woman while she shuddered and bucked, still trying to fuck me as I’d instructed. Polly continued to ride my cock, right until it began to soften. As Polly relaxed, Corrine released her lips before giving her another quick peck. Polly, recovering from her daze, seemed to cower slightly, and I pulled her into a firm hug.

      “Did I do okay?” She mumbled softly.

      “Okay?” I chuckled. “Polly, you did amazing.”

      “You made me proud,” Claire confirmed, leaning over and pecking Polly’s lips.

      Maiya said nothing beyond biting her lip as she tried not to make it obvious she’d been rubbing her thighs together. Corrine was leaning on the stone bench, trying to catch her breath with a big smile on her face.

      “That was fucking hot!” Henrietta said, catching our attention. She realised immediately we were staring at her and quickly fled as the rest of us laughed softly. Even Sarge bobbed his head in a shallow mimic.
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      The dull sunlight that filtered through the building slowly brought me awake. The soft, warm body in my arms squirmed slightly, and I tightened my grip until it stopped. Nuzzling my head into soft hair, I heard a woman sigh softly.

      “Did I really do okay?”

      I nudged my nose along the side of her face before I captured her lips and kissed her, earning a small groan of pleasure. Pulling away, I opened my eyes to the sight of Polly smiling nervously at me. She laid in my arms, close enough to touch our noses. It was what she wanted after last night. Aftercare was important and after a small talk to make sure she was okay, she requested cuddles, just as Claire said. After getting her tucked into bed, she’d curled up in my arms and promptly fallen asleep.

      “Ryan?” she asked, looking a little worried.

      “Perfect,” I whispered, kissing her again. “Absolutely perfect. How I got so lucky as to have you in my life, I’ll never know. But you’re mine now, and I’m never letting you go.”

      Polly’s eyes watered slightly as she leaned in and kissed me again. A moment later, her hand found my morning wood and stroked it softly. “The others aren’t awake yet, can I-”

      “Make it quick,” Claire said from behind me.

      In a flash, Polly dived under the blanket and took my cock in her mouth. The amazing warmth of her mouth bouncing over my length had me groan as the intense pleasure hit me without warning. Claire gently laid me flat on my back before pressing her lips to my own. The whole time I kissed Claire, Polly sucked and licked my cock like she needed it to live. One of her hands moved up to gently cup my balls, stroking them gently as she worked her mouth over my erection.

      “You wouldn’t want to disappoint her, would you?” Claire purred as she pulled away.

      And like that, Claire pressed her lips to my own as I reached down to stroke Polly’s hair, filling her mouth with my seed. Polly slowed, but didn’t stop. She wanted to milk my orgasm without overstimulating me, and I loved her all the more for it. I felt the back of her throat close for a moment and groaned into Claire’s mouth as Polly swallowed and cleaned my cock with her mouth. Finally satisfied, she moved up and laid on my chest with a big smile.

      “Good girl,” Claire said, giving her a kiss. “But next time, you share.”

      I sighed, thinking of my poor worn out cock exploding after all this stimulation. But with Polly satisfied and Claire getting up, I gave Polly a kiss of my own and started shimmying out of my bedroll. Reaching for my stack of clothes, I summoned them straight to my body. It wasn’t lost on me how convenient some of these game physics were. Polly, on the other hand, grinned lasciviously at me as she made it abundantly clear that she was touching herself under the blanket.

      “Stop that, or no more treats!” Claire snapped.

      Polly squirmed and nodded quickly. “Yes, Mistress.”

      I glanced at Claire, who shot me a grin. Polly might have a thing for me, but I was pretty sure I wasn’t in charge. Not entirely, at any rate. As Claire went to wake Corrine, I moved to Maiya and gently stroked her shoulder. She stirred slightly and, without warning, her arm wrapped around my shoulders and pulled me down into a firm kiss.

      “You’re mine tonight,” she whispered as she released me.

      I leaned down and gave her another kiss for good measure. “Of course.”

      Standing back up, Polly was now dressed and standing behind me. For whatever reason, I reached up and ruffled her hair slightly, earning me a beaming smile and a heavy blush. Our movements must have been enough to wake the others. I looked around at the eclectic group and wondered at everyone’s placement. It seemed most of us were scattered around where they could get comfortable in their niches. Gary and Paula were together and the female Sam was lying between her male counterpart and Davin. Henry and Lillian were nearby, while Barb and Margaret were off to one side doing… Something under their blanket. I could see Dean and Beth At the rear, as far from the entrance as possible, which made sense considering how they hid from danger before we officially met. The three ladies from the warehouse, Ella, Lara, and Mary, were across the room on the other wall. Heather was lying on her own, in what looked like self-imposed isolation. The only curve ball was Henrietta. She was positioned awkwardly in the middle, nearby to Henry and Lillian. But nowhere near her original group. Claire saw me checking on everyone and moved over to stand beside me.

      “Is she okay?” I nodded towards Henrietta, who was stirring.

      Claire sighed softly and nodded. “She should be fine.”

      “Should be?”

      Claire just nodded softly. “She’ll take it hard if she gets rejected, but her friends should take her back, at least.”

      I cocked my eyebrow at Claire, and she shrugged at me. “No, that needs further explanation.”

      “Look,” Claire sighed. “It’s one thing that I’m here with Polly, Maiya and Corrine. You had active roles in saving each of us. But Henrietta? She’s looking for someone to look after her.”

      “Me?” I sighed. “You’re talking about me, right?”

      Claire nodded. “I’ll talk to the others, but I’m not opposed to her joining us if she isn’t useless. Just… If it goes south, let her down easy. I get the feeling she just wants to be loved.”

      “I’ll keep an eye on her,” I sighed.

      As the group woke themselves up, they began lighting fires and cooking meat chunks. If not for the game mechanics, this wouldn’t be possible to have breakfast like this, but I wasn’t complaining. As Claire had previously suggested, Lillian was mothering the group, as I’d just been sternly reprimanded for dawdling. But after placating the older woman, I made myself useful and got the animals in order. First, I summoned a bone to give to Lace. She seemed just as eager as always to receive it. I just wondered if I should vary her diet a little, or if this game world didn’t really matter. Either way, with Lace chewing her bone, I made my way to the trio of shriekers. Summoning the military saddle to my hand, I quickly threw it over Sarge’s back and grinned as I watched the interlocking metal plates unfold around his body.

      “Hey, Ryan?” Barb said, catching my attention.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah,” she shot me a smile. “I just wanted to let you know my class is cavalry. It unlocked when I rode…” She glanced between the two.

      “Zena,” I offered, patting the larger female.

      “Right. It felt right when I hopped on Zena’s back. When we got to the centre here, Edith told me I was a cavalry.”

      I nodded along, before frowning, “Edith, how was she going to work out her class if it took a beast tamer to get a mount for her to ride? Isn’t that a little broken?”

      “Mr. Ryan, mounts are available for purchase in the store. Alternatively, not all animals are dangerous and can potentially be tamed and ridden by anyone with sufficient skill and patience.”

      “That’s fair enough,” I mumbled to myself. Shaking my head, I decided it was for the best. “Edith, can I get another military saddle?”

      “Certainly, you have seventy thousand, six-hundred and twenty-four points remaining.”

      “Thanks Edith,” I said as the saddle dropped to the ground in front of me.

      Picking it up, I turned to Zena and grinned as she squatted, receiving a similar set of armour to Sarge. Sneaky chirped softly and examined the two armoured shriekers, obviously curious about their new hard feathers.

      “Got a weapon?” I asked.

      Barb shook her head. “Not for a mount. But I feel comfortable with just about anything except the crossbow. Edith told me I get a damage bonus if I’m on a mount, though, so there’s that.”

      I nodded, thinking it was an even better idea to get her on a mount with me. The two of us mounted up should be able to handle anything we’ve come across so far, except a swarm of shriekers. I could have Sneaky follow me as I scouted ahead and use her to corral anything I come across. But Barb could hold steady with the group and defend them from anything that gets too close. I’d already determined the shriekers are more than capable of defending themselves with talons, beaks and spurs. Having Barb on Zena’s back would be even better. Moreso if she could use different weapons. They limited me to pole weapons. Even the dagger I used felt awkward, more like a kitchen knife than a weapon. Unlike Maiya and Corrine, who seemed deadly with theirs.

      “Barb, maybe get a spear or similar and a sword as backup?” Barb nodded and started speaking to Edith. I gave her a nod and turned back to Zena. “You’re going to carry Barb today. Keep her safe and follow her instructions. If something happens to Barb, defend the others, okay?”

      Zena cooed and tilted her head, so I gave her beak a stroke. She was a good bird, after all. Turning, I headed back to Lillian, who was cutting strips of meat from the chunk. Taking a seat with the others, we ate in relative silence together. I did not know what kind of family I had before all of this, but I would not complain about the one I had now. The only upset to my thoughts was an awkward-looking Henrietta. She was glancing between us and her old group, where the female Sam… I really need to find a better way to distinguish the two of them… Where the female Sam was waving for her to join them.

      So, with a sigh, I got up and walked around, stopping beside her as she seemed torn with her decision.

      “Wanna come eat with us, or do you wanna head over with your friends?” I asked.

      Henrietta blushed and looked from me, back at her group, only this time Sam was waving her off with a shit-eating grin.

      “Ummm.”

      “Come have some breakfast,” I told her, gently taking her arm.

      The others from my group saw my byplay and shuffled around, making room for her to sit between Claire and Corrine.

      “Hi,” she said meekly.

      “Hello dear,” Lillian smiled. “Grab a bite to eat before it’s all gone. If our group gets much bigger, I’m going to have to make two of these.”

      The ladies snickered softly, but I made a nervous glance around the group and there was more than one set of eyes on me.

      “Time will certainly tell,” Claire declared softly, as the ladies snickered again.

      With breakfast done, I stood and clapped my hands for attention. “Alright everyone, if you haven’t had a hold of a weapon or discovered your class, please have a play with everything we’ve got here. If you have, please make sure you’re armed and ready. Where we’re heading will be a bit of a hike, but shouldn’t take as long as it did to get here, unless we stop to loot a bunch.”

      “What if we haven’t discovered a weapon yet?” Davin asked.

      “If you haven’t gotten a weapon, hold tight to the middle of the group. I don’t want anyone left behind. When we get set up at the warehouse and decide if it’s somewhere we want to stay, we’ll make some purchases and make sure everyone gets armed properly later.”

      There were a few murmurs, but nobody seemed upset. Quite the opposite, in fact. My public declaration that we’d be sticking together was obviously a good thing. It was also the only thing that made sense. I didn’t want to be a leader. I didn’t sign up for this. Hell, none of us signed up for this. At least not to my knowledge. But if people wanted to rally around me… Well… I could honestly use the help. Especially now I had people I wanted to keep safe. And… That was, frankly, terrifying to think about.

      I looked around as everyone packed and gathered what they needed. I saw weapons drawn, sheathed, and checked. Claire and Polly stood idle, Maiya and Corrine both had their daggers out, checking the edges. I knew the latter two were at least comfortable with the weapons, even if they didn’t know their classes yet. Henry and Lillian moved to join them, both packed and ready. Lillian was unarmed, bar the dagger on her hip. Henry seemed to have some kind of war hammer strapped to his hip.

      Heather, Corrine’s friend, walked over with what looked like a wooden staff. She smiled thinly at me but offered no comment. Henrietta, both Sams and Davin, approached. Only Henrietta carried a sword, which I found odd. I had no qualms about a woman carrying a weapon, but it was comical seeing the small woman beside Sam and Davin. Davin, in particular, was a large man and even he seemed annoyed about standing beside the diminutive sword wielder.

      Dean and Beth moved up next, both with nothing more than daggers. Paula was fiddling with the crossbow I’d found earlier. She strapped a quiver to her leg, not her back, like I expected. Gary, unexpectedly, was holding my old spear. It seemed comfortable in his grip as he used it as a walking stick. But something about his stance and the way he nodded in my direction told me he knew how to use it. Really, this whole hidden knowledge thing was a head spin. I didn’t have memories of who I was before I woke up in the dirt, but I was experienced enough to duel with a glaive and ride shriekers. It defied rationality, but I wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth.

      Margaret came over with Barb. They kissed softly, whispering sweet nothings to one another. Margaret was unarmed, save her dagger. But Barb had both a spear like my old one and a sword at her hip. There would be room on Zena’s saddle for both with the built-in sheaths. I wondered if it would be worth me getting a sword of my own, but figured it would be better to get a short spear if I was desperate for a shorter weapon.

      The last three were Ella, Lara, and Mary. Ella had armed with the mace I brought back, but the others just had daggers. But they looked hopeful as they strode towards me. I got a final look over them before waving for Barb to join me.

      “You ready?” I asked her.

      She nodded excitedly. “Yup, let’s do this!”

      “Alright, we’re moving off!” I called out to the small crowd. “Barb’s class is cavalry. She’s going to stick close and keep everyone safe. I’m going to range out and watch for things before they become a problem.”

      “What about the third shrieker?” Heather asked.

      “She’s coming with me. I might need backup or a distraction.”

      Heather didn’t look happy, and neither did a few others, but nobody challenged me about it. So with a nod, I turned back to Sarge, who squatted down immediately. Throwing my leg over his back, he stood and gave himself a shake to get the saddle and armour sitting comfortably. I guessed it probably took under an hour on Sarge to get from the warehouse to the shopping centre. So walking would take several hours, most likely. Which would be good. We would arrive early in the afternoon at worst and have several hours of sunshine to look around.

      “Ummm, Ryan?” Barb called.

      I turned and saw her standing beside Zena, who was ignoring her efforts to mount her. The shriekers were rather tall, after all. “Zena, you’re to look after Barb today. Be a good bird, alright?”

      Zena eyed me softly before letting out a small coo and squatting in place. Hopefully that would reinforce the message that the animals in my control weren’t tamed for everyone to ride. Most of us in the group were friendly enough, but that didn’t mean there weren’t any opportunists. I wouldn’t be naïve enough to think we were all going to be friends.

      “Alright everyone, I’m going to scout out the area ahead. Barb, if you want to lead them towards the warehouse?”

      “Sure thing,” she smiled at me.

      “Make sure you move around. Don’t just sit up front. Zena is incredibly mobile, so use her. Sneaky! Follow me!”

      With a quick glance at Claire and the others, I turned Sarge towards the exit and got him moving at a quick trot. I heard Barb call softly behind me, but I could tell from her tone she was signalling everyone to follow. I let Sarge poke his head out of the shopping centre entrance and, after glancing around, he seemed satisfied. Leaning into a quick dash, we rushed out into the open before leaping atop a wrecked truck. With the added height, I could see around in every direction.

      Sneaky leaped up beside me and cooed softly. Without thinking, I reached over and gave her a scratch on the head, earning me a soft chirp. I spent a few moments scanning the area. I could see buzzards still picking at the corpses littered around. But I could also see several small groups of people moving in the distance as well. The closer buildings I could see had people watching out from the upper levels. No doubt they could see me standing here in the open. What was more interesting was the people moving into the parking lot. Some were on their own, others in small groups. They seemed to pick through toward the corpses like my group had the day before. Obviously, we’d set things in motion. But I couldn’t tell if the people I could see were the ones we’d left, or if they were part of other groups. I just hoped they took their time coming closer.

      I sighed softly and angled Sarge to jump down. My stomach flipped slightly during the fall, but I put it aside and started moving roughly in the direction of the warehouse. I could see Barb and the others making their way through the wrecked vehicles. They were taking small detours towards the corpses and I nodded to myself. It was a smart option. Just hard to do from the back of a shrieker.

      The sound of flapping wings caught my attention, and I looked up. I smiled as Lace swooped down and landed on my shoulder. She curled around in my hood and went still. Turning, I made another sweep, only to spot a group of people nearby to mine. They ducked down behind what was left of a panel van and a medium-sized truck. Barb was currently on the opposite side, not looking in their direction, and I got a bad feeling.

      “Sneaky. I’m rushing straight for them. You circle around behind. Don’t attack unless they do.”

      Knowing she would carry my instructions out, I leaned Sarge into a sprint. Whipping out my glaive, I held it low and steady. If these people were just hiding from my group to let them pass, so be it. But I wasn’t about to risk an attack. Not this early in the game. I watched Sneaky hurdle over a few vehicles as she moved off to one side. Barb’s behaviour changed as she saw me rushing back towards them. As she moved around the group towards me, I could see them getting ready. Those with weapons seemed to move around more, while those without moved to the centre. I saw Claire look my way, and I waved for them to move away from the potential ambush. She seemed to get my meaning and started heading everyone off. Barb continued moving around to join me, seeming to have spotted where I was heading. But I was going to get there first.

      The group in hiding wasn’t looking in my direction. They were well hidden, but right on the edge of the parking lot. It was a mixed group, men and women, so that worked in their favour. But I could also see more than one weapon with them. Whoever they were, they were a threat, and I would not have them endanger my loved ones.

      “Sarge, announce us!”

      I felt Sarge shift as he inhaled, before letting out an ear-splitting shriek. The group in hiding leaped frantically into action. Spinning around, they brought their weapons up. An arrow flew out, slamming into Sarge’s helmet, before skimming off to one side. Without the armour, it would have been a lethal shot, and I identified the shooter. Sarge didn’t even falter as his head took the small knock. I shifted slightly, moving to show myself and my weapon, even as Sneaky moved in behind. Barb now had Zena sprinting towards us. I could see the large bird hurtling over the last few cars.

      As the archer lifted his bow a second time, I frowned. They weren’t familiar looking, but attacking first wasn’t the smartest option. The moment he drew back, Sneaky let out a shriek of her own. The sudden panic that shot through their group sent the arrow harmlessly wide. I had Sarge skid to a halt several meters before them. Sarge was nimble enough to evade if they suddenly rushed forward. But before they had the option, Barb had Zena leap atop the van they were using to hide behind, and Zena let out a terrible shriek of her own.

      Faced with Sneaky behind them and two armoured shriekers with riders in front and beside them, I watched as the man closest to me dropped his weapon, a large axe. As he raised his hands, the others dropped their weapons and did the same. I could see defiance in their eyes, but also fear.

      “Who are you?” I called out. “What are you doing here?”

      “Us? Who the fuck are you?” The one with the bow snapped.

      But the man closest to me turned and cuffed him in the back of the head. As he turned back, he met my eyes and sighed. “We’re just out scavenging points, spotted the large group coming and hid.”

      I nodded slowly. It made sense, but I wasn’t stupid. “That was a quick shot with that bow. How do I know you weren’t planning an attack?”

      The man nodded before bending down and grabbing the bow. As he stood, he tossed it towards me and it skidded to a stop by Sarge’s feet.

      “What the fuck, Brian?!” the mouthy archer snapped.

      “Would you shut the fuck up?” The man snapped back. “Your stupidity with that thing nearly got us killed!”

      I eyed the group and saw they all looked comfortable enough with one another. As I took them all in, they didn’t seem to be bandits. These people seemed nervous and scared. Maybe what my group would look like without the shriekers to back me up.

      “Sarge, hand me the bow, please?”

      Sarge bent and gently picked up the weapon before standing and twisting around so I could grab the limb. I examined it carefully.

      C - Longbow

      It was a little large for me or anyone really to use on a mount. But on foot, it would be a reliable weapon. Nodding, I looked up at the man, who was standing firm. But even as I stared, one woman seemed to press herself to his side, earning a quick, worried glance. Immediately, I thought about how I would act with Claire and the others with me and sighed.

      “Barb, head on back to the others. We need to keep moving.”

      “You sure, Ryan? I could-”

      “It’s fine,” I cut her off and shot her a smile. “Really, I’ll be along soon to check on everyone. They need you in escort.”

      Barb eyed me for a moment, before nodding and turning Zena away. With a quick glance over her shoulder, she leaned away and Zena made the leap to the ground, before dashing off towards the others. Claire waved at me, earning a smile and a wave in return, before they kept on with their march.

      “Sneaky, on me!” I called, before patting Sarge’s shoulder. As the large bird squatted to the ground, Sneaky came round and nuzzled against me, so I gave her another scratch. “You’re such a good girl,” I crooned back at her as she trembled and shook her feathers.

      With a grin, I swung my leg over Sarge’s back and dismounted. I checked over the bow and made my way closer to the group. They seemed to relax now, even if they watched the glaive I used as a walking stick. The man I’d spoken to took a step forward to greet me and I smiled, understanding his worry completely. As I got within arm’s reach, I held out the bow to him, but he shook his head.

      “Keep it. Harry’s got a short bow too, but he’s been acting like a jackass since he found this one.”

      “Hey!”

      We both ignored him as I grinned. “Ryan,” I introduced myself, shifting my glaive to the crook of my elbow to offer my hand.

      The man grinned and took my hand in a firm grip. “Brian. And, for what it’s worth, we really are just scavenging. We thought if we hid, your group would just move on and we could go in safely.”

      I nodded, “That’s understandable. I’ve found more than one asshole out here. It’s a nice change to find someone reasonable.”

      “How do they listen to you?” The woman that pressed against Brian spoke up.

      I grinned, “Got lucky. My class is beast tamer. Isn’t that right, Lace?” On queue, Lace poked her head out of my hood and hung over my shoulder as Brian took a step back. I just chuckled softly. “This buzzard here was my first capture. Seems if I can overpower them, they become mine. Follow instructions and such.”

      Brian got over his shock and moved forward to examine Lace with a small smile. “She’s kinda cute. I’m just a Cleric, so I do nothing special,” he mumbled out loud.

      “What’s a Cleric do?”

      “I get a bonus with healing items. They work faster and more efficiently. I saved Sue here from a shrieker and kept her alive long enough to work things out.”

      “He saved me,” the woman said, beaming a smile at him.

      I nodded, “Right. I’m very glad I didn’t attack now,” I chuckled. “There’s an intact warehouse a few hours out from here. That’s where my group is heading. The shopping centre should be empty, but I wouldn’t want to stay there. You’d need a lot more than this, or even my group, to hold it in an attack.”

      Brian nodded before cocking his head. “I’m thankful, but why the advice?”

      I nodded towards Sue. “Claire and the others act the same way towards me as she does to you. I decided you couldn’t be that bad. Even if one of you tried to kill me,” I grinned.

      Brian smiled and shook his head as Sue came and pulled his arm around herself. “Thank you,” she smiled. “This whole thing could have gone a lot worse for us.”

      I nodded. “No harm, no foul. And Brian? Look us up if you’re in the area. Big warehouse. It’s completely intact. Watertight too.”

      “We might just do that,” he nodded.

      With a smile, I turned and climbed back onto Sarge. With a final wave, I turned Sarge, and we rode back to the group. This time I didn’t get off, only slowing as I came up to Claire, who shot me a worried look.

      “Just another group. They were hiding till you passed, but didn’t spot me. They even gave us a gift.” I handed the bow down to her.

      Claire took it, and nodded, before flashing me a smile and heading towards Beth, who took the bow with a smile. I watched as she obviously started talking to Edith about arrows and turned Sarge around. Charging off to continue scouting, I made a mental note to watch for similar minded groups. Grant was an asshole, so were Dan and Matt and those three rapist pieces of shit from the shopping centre. But there were obviously others. Other groups like mine, who were lucky and scraped through. But their group also made something immediately obvious. My ability to tame the local wildlife was a huge asset. A trio of shriekers was a powerful force multiplier and anyone with half a brain knew it. Brian knew in an instant they would not come off best and surrendered. Obviously, the way forward was in collecting more creatures.
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      By my estimation, it had been about four hours. I was just a few minutes from the warehouse and looking behind me, the others would arrive within the next half hour at most. After the hiccup with Brian, there had been little going on. I had spotted a shrieker or two in the distance, but they’d been too far off to do anything about it. Sneaky had found a snack, after… Well… Sneaking up on a flock of buzzards. She’d been quick to share with Sarge and I wondered if that was normal behaviour for them. Either way, that did little to distract me from the now.

      Originally, I’d planned on rushing to the warehouse, yelling through the door and sending Sarge and Sneaky in to flush out the rats. But now I was a little concerned. There was a corpse on the ground by the entrance. I couldn’t be sure from this distance, but it looked kind of like Matt… well… It looked kind of like Matt, if he had been torn to pieces by a pack of wolves and partially eaten in the night. I’d seen the remains from shrieker attacks. The shriekers were messy eaters, but they took large chunks. This looked literally like a pack of wolves had shredded him. His torso, eaten from the inside, lay in one area, heavily stained with blood. I could also see an arm and what was left of a leg to one side. But I couldn’t see the rest of him. The only reason I thought it was Matt was his face was mostly left clear. Whatever ate him wanted the larger cuts and rushed off before daybreak, most likely. All that was left was being picked at by a small flock of buzzards.

      “Sneaky. Run over there and back.”

      Sneaky didn’t make a sound before running off. She raced across the ground in a rolling sprint, straight past the body, sending the small reptiles into the air. After sliding to a stop, she turned and sprinted back, showing there wasn’t anything hiding over near the body. At least, nothing that wanted to mess with a shrieker.

      Leaning into movement, I brought Sarge closer. The whole time I gripped my glaive, ready to take action the moment I needed to. Sneaky was a testament to my ability to predict a lunging animal. Probably had something to do with my class if I thought about it. That woman, on the first day, snatched beside me. Was it luck? Or something more? Shaking my head, I put the thought aside. If ever I saw her again, I’d apologise. Right now, though, I needed to be on my game. As I pulled up beside the corpse, I could see it was definitely Matt. The look etched into his features told me he felt everything that happened to him… At least for a while… One arm was still attached and other than the large muscle being gone, I could see from his hands there were defensive wounds. Was I supposed to feel guilty about this? Is that a human response? I don’t know… I felt bad for the deaths of innocent people. This man wasn’t one of those. Maybe that’s how I justified it?

      With a pat of Sarge’s shoulder, he squatted, and I jumped off to loot his corpse. But as I touched him, it was painfully obvious that he’d been telling the truth. There were no points to take. Even the traveller’s outfit he wore listed it as destroyed. With a sigh, I stood as the body vanished, taking all evidence with it. I glanced over my shoulder and could see Barb on Zena still heading towards us. The sun was high as it approached midday. Turning back to Sarge, I mounted up and made a quick loop of the warehouse. I didn’t want to leave myself exposed just because I didn’t check around the back. It also gave me a decent indicator of my surroundings. From the side, I could see buildings and some scattered trees in the distance. These I couldn’t see properly in the failing light the afternoon before. But I could make out a few people moving in the distance. It seemed they were working together, which was… better than if they weren’t… At the rear of the warehouse, I could see across the plain to the river. I could just see a flash of blue through the trees in a couple of places, but I also swore I saw something moving in the trees. Which made sense. What confused me was a small collection of boulders. They were large, mostly uniform, and I was pretty sure they weren’t there the day before. I distinctly remember checking the plains and boulders weren’t something I remember.

      I decided to keep an eye on them. While a stationery boulder wasn’t much of a threat of its own. Whatever moved it there overnight probably was. That was something to check later. For now, I had a warehouse to clear. Heading back around to the entrance I’d used earlier, I could see scuffs on the ground where a group of somethings went inside. I only hoped they weren’t hiding there. It was obviously a pack, and the state of Matt’s corpse told me they weren’t picky eaters.

      “Lace, can you quickly fly in and check if there’s anything alive in there?”

      Lace wriggled free of my hood and flung herself into the air with a quick flap. Diving at the ground, she used the momentum to launch up and into the warehouse. I listened for the sounds of movement, but heard nothing for several seconds, before Lace swooped out and casually climbed back into my hood. Nodding at the clear sign that there was nothing obvious in there, I patted Sarge’s shoulder again. Climbing off, I looked at the two shriekers.

      “Alright, you pair, head in and split up. Check out the whole building and yell if you find something dangerous in there. Then kill it.” The two shriekers moved into position, but I placed a hand on their sides and stopped them momentarily. With a loud voice, I started calling out. “Alright, if anyone’s inside, there’s about to be two shriekers coming in. Now’s the time to tell me!”

      I waited a moment for a reply and gave them another pat to enter. Immediately, Sarge took off to the left, while Sneaky leaped atop the crates and ran straight. I could hear the scuffle of Sarge’s footsteps as he raced around. But the clanging of Sneaky drowned him out as she leaped over gaps. So, after giving my glaive a twirl, I checked my surroundings and moved to lean off to one side of the doorframe. On the off chance, something rushed out. I didn’t want to be in the way. But I didn’t want to stand with my back to the wilderness. I could have dropped the caltrops, but they’d be as much of a threat to me as the shriekers in a close fight. Either way, after a few minutes, Sneaky appeared at my side. Seeing me, she moved out, and Sarge followed behind.

      “Sneaky, guard the door. Don’t let anything in, alright?”

      Sneaky cooed softly and pawed at the ground with her talons. With that settled, I moved to Sarge, who squatted. Throwing my leg over, I got myself fitted in position as he intuitively headed back towards Claire and the others. It only took me a couple minutes to arrive, and the group looked no worse for wear, if a bit hot.

      “How’s it look?” Claire asked, as Barb made her way round from the read.

      She really was taking this seriously. The scare with Brian seemed to spur her on to ensure she was looking in every direction. But I turned my attention back to Claire. “The warehouse is clear. But there’s a new threat. A pack of something tore up the guy I left here.”

      Claire frowned and nodded. “No sign of them?”

      “Some went inside, but they didn’t stick around. I left Sneaky to guard the door.”

      Claire nodded, deep in thought, before seeming to come to a decision. “We should try to find out what they are. See if we can catch them.”

      I looked down at her and smiled. She’d come to the same conclusion I had earlier. The more creatures I had under my control, the better. If they were loyal and followed instructions. It could mean the difference between surviving short term and thriving long term. This might be a game, and it might be over at some point. But I had no expectations that it would be over quickly. I didn’t even know for sure if time worked like that. Wherever we were outside this game, it could have been mere moments so far.

      Leaning over in my saddle, Sarge knew to hold still as I pressed my lips to Claire’s. “I’m glad we’re on the same wavelength,” I smiled.

      The soft thumps of Zena’s footsteps had me straighten, but I waved and smiled at Barb as she got closer. Her expression relaxed as I turned Sarge around and started walking him with the group.

      “We’re okay?” Barb asked, moving to my side, opposite Claire and the others.

      I nodded. “There’s something that came in the night and ate, Matt. But the warehouse is clear.”

      Barb frowned, but nodded. “What are we gonna do about whatever got Matt?”

      I shot her a grin and patted Sarge on the neck as we rode. “I’m going to put my class to the test and see how many creatures I can control.”

      Barb glanced from me to Sarge and started nodding with a grin on her face. She didn’t speak before returning to her patrol. I, on the other hand, had a worrying thought. If there was no limit to the number of creatures, I could control. What would happen if there was someone like me out there? But they created an army instead of a guard? I’d have to make sure I had enough under my control to at least see them coming. It would take a while, but if I could get a shrieker for each of us, that would cover us from harm in most cases.

      I was still pondering ideas for our future when I heard Claire’s intake of breath. Coming to attention, I found we were just about at the warehouse. I could see Sneaky strutting around the entrance to the warehouse. But Claire’s reaction wasn’t directed towards the warehouse, but to the fields behind it toward the river. Those boulders I’d spotted were moving. But… They weren’t being pushed by some monstrous creature. They WERE the creature…

      They were huge, hexapodal grey things with small tusks and stubby legs. They looked somewhat like a woolly mammoth and a hippopotamus had a love child and it grew… Feathers from the looks of things. The feathers ranged from grey to brown, but blended, and that made them look like big rocks. The lumbering giants just plodded along parallel to the river as they moved across the empty field.

      “Claire!?” I called. “Can I grab that rope you had?”

      “What are you going to do?” she asked.

      I nodded in their direction. “My gut tells me they’re herbivores. If I can get close enough, I’d like to see what we can do with them.”

      Claire frowned, but summoned the rope and held it out to me. “You come back safe.” I reached out and took the rope, but she didn’t let go. “Promise me.”

      I softened my expression, seeing the ladies from my group and a few others watching intensely, so I nodded. “I promise. If they do anything, I’ll just leave them alone.”

      Claire nodded and released the rope, so I pulled it up and tossed it loosely around my shoulders. With a smile, I turned and leaned Sarge into a run towards the beasts. It seemed Sarge had been holding back before. Maybe the hard ground didn’t have as much grip or something. But as we raced across the concrete and bitumen onto the grassland, he really opened up into a sprint. It was like riding on a train. Only the slightest vibration through the ground as Sarge sprinted evenly.

      As we approached the large creatures, I could see three of them. If I had to hazard a guess, it was a mated pair and their young. Not that the smallest was anything to baulk at. Their flat faces turned to face us as we approached, but the large creatures barely reacted. Simply continuing on their journey across the field, only pausing to rip up bunches of longer grass as they did so. That gave me a burst of confidence. Whatever kind of creature they were, they were happy to ignore a shrieker, and they ate plant matter. Turning Sarge to take me in closer, the large creatures didn’t react beyond making room to fit the smallest of the three between the largest. But even that wasn’t done in any great hurry. Circling around to move directly in front of them. The large creatures slowed to a halt.

      Then, as if to defy my expectations, they simply pulled their heads back into their feathers and laid down on their stomachs. “Edith, what are these?”

      “Mr. Ryan, they are Mules.”

      “Are they dangerous?”

      “Anything can be dangerous in the right situation, Mr. Ryan.”

      Nodding at the response I should have seen coming, I silently thanked her and dismissed her. Shifting Sarge around to the larger Mule’s side, I shuffled him sideways, one step at a time. No matter how close I got, the Mule’s only movement was a slight shift as it breathed evenly. So I took a deep breath and leaned over to touch the feathers at its side. And while I was hyper-alert for movement, what really took me by surprise was the texture of the Mule’s feathers. Not only did it basically look like a rock, but it felt like a rock as well. The feathers were hard, coarse and sounded like metal sticks rubbing together as the mule breathed. I doubted there was a weapon capable of damaging the creature beneath. I mean… I could probably sit here with a hammer and chisel and crack off these feathers one by one, but that was a tad extreme.

      Giving Sarge a pat on the shoulder, he squatted, allowing me to climb off. I took a walk around the large creatures. Making sure there wasn’t anything in the area that could run up on me. I could see the others had already made it to the warehouse and I could see my ladies watching from a distance, while the others seemed to file inside and out of the harsh sun. Turning my attention back to the Mules, I couldn’t see anything obvious to them. They lacked tails, their legs were underneath and their heads where they tucked into the feathers only left an indent that showed what direction they faced. But even after climbing onto their backs, they refused to even acknowledge my presence beyond this hiding tactic they used. I didn’t even know how to catch one of them. There was nothing to grab other than feathers, and I couldn’t see their faces. What I needed was a way to get their attention. Logically… They wouldn’t be too bright either… That could be an advantage.

      “Edith, can I get some vegetables, please?”

      “Mr. Ryan, common vegetables are one point, uncommon are three.”

      “Quantity?”

      “A handful. Enough for one person to consume in a meal.”

      Nodding, I made a decision. “Can I get some uncommon vegetables?”

      “Certainly Mr. Ryan. You have seventy-thousand, six hundred and twenty-one points remaining.”

      An instant later, the vegetables appeared in a clump on the ground. Picking them up, I examined them. If carrots, cucumbers and tomatoes were considered uncommon, I’d hate to know what common were. But it would have to do for now. Grabbing the carrot, I moved to the head of the largest mule and bit off a chunk. Dropping the piece as close as I could get to the animal’s head, I waited. After a few moments, I heard a loud sniff. Followed by another. The feathers shifted as its head moved back up and I spotted a flash of eyes and a snout, gently taking the carrot. The sound of soft crunching made me smile. I leaned down and offered the rest of the carrot to the creature. Its large eyes stared up at me for a moment before it lifted its head. It was… Huge… This creature, at the head, was eye level with me. Its short, rounded snout drooled on the ground as its lips stretched out in search of the carrot I held towards it. The tusks were neat and rounded, jutting out of its mouth in a gentle curve. I kept the carrot just out of reach, as I gently stroked its cheek with my other hand. The feathers on its face were far softer. It made deep grunting sounds that reminded me of water buffalo as I scratched its head and floppy ears. I held its gaze as I slowly fed it the carrot and felt the connection take place.

      I had a mule!

      From here, it was pretty simple to repeat the action with the other two. From a quick examination, they were in fact a bonded pair with their female… Calf? I’ll stick with calf. Feathers, sure, but they acted bovine, so whatever. Either way, I had all three under my control. Sitting back, I watched as the lumbering mules haul themselves to their feet.

      “Alright, you three follow!” I called with a clap of my hands.

      The three mules huffed and started shuffling toward me. I gave out a small laugh and turned about to head back to the warehouse. Sarge jogged along beside me as I tested the pace of the mules. Their six legs gave them an awkward gait, but they were obviously very strong. They seemed to be comfortable moving at about walking pace, but had an upper end of a slow jog for a few minutes. I wouldn’t be winning any races with them, but they’d be perfect for hauling goods.

      “Edith, do you sell carts?”

      “Certainly, Mr. Ryan, would you like to purchase one for one-thousand, five-hundred points?”

      “No thank you,” I laughed. “But… These prices you quote me seem awfully cheap, don’t you think?”

      Edith sighed, which was something new. “Mr. Ryan. The point system you’re exploiting isn’t a natural game mechanism. Humans don’t contain any points for killing them. They gain points by killing monsters, utilising your class or collecting off loot drops. By my own rules of delegating points to everyone affected by the shrieker swarm, but being unable to spend those points on the survival pack before first contact… You’re gaming the system. It should never have been this easy for you.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, noting the slight bitterness to her usually chipper tone.

      “It’s not your fault, Mr. Ryan,” Edith whispered. “You are, after all, even with your group, a very small cog in a very large wheel. The data is still valuable, just not what was initially expected, and its yielding results outside the expected norm.”

      “Edith, I know that you can’t tell me what this is all about. But… Is whatever this is, for the greater good?”

      Edith was silent for a while. Silent for long enough that I sighed, thinking she would not respond. But just before I was going to apologise for my question, I heard a small intake of breath. “Mr. Ryan. What we are trying to accomplish is the single, most important study that will determine the course of human history as we know it.”

      I paused in my step as my mind raced at what she just told me. It was open-ended and I could interpret it in any way. But I had the feeling that she was entirely honest in what she’d just said. “Thank you, Edith.”

      “You’re welcome, Mr. Ryan,” she said, back in her cheerful tone.

      Shaking my head, I started moving again. The soft thumping of the mules’ footsteps behind me lulled me into a trance. Soon enough, Claire and the others came down to join me. Claire beamed widely as she stepped right up to the largest of the three. The largest was actually the female. Odd for a mammalian species, but not unheard of in the avian family tree. And… It really was odd how I could recall this random information, but I didn’t know the name of my parents, or if I had siblings…

      Shaking my head, I put aside the thought and smiled at my group. Polly looked worried, but held her ground. Maiya stood firmly beside me, almost defiantly. Corrine popped her head out over the top of the male. She’d scrambled up his back and perched herself at the top.

      “This is so cool!” she shouted, as the big male grunted.

      I sighed and shook my head. “Alright, let’s get back to the warehouse. Is everyone settling in?”

      “They’re fine,” Maiya smiled thinly. “They were exploring the warehouse when we left them.”

      Nodding, we turned and made our way to the warehouse. Barb was circling around on Zena, which was good to see. If she were playing guard, that spoke well for her character. I had an idea about security in the future. It would be easy to have packs of creatures roaming around all night. It would make it hard to sneak in or cause a disturbance at night.

      Arriving at the warehouse, I grinned, thinking it would make the perfect new home for us. The buildings we’d sheltered in previously were too open and already crumbling. Whatever spared this warehouse from the ravages of time certainly did us a favour. The few people moving around gawked at the mules in wonder.. And a little healthy fear. I stood by and waited as everyone came to have a sticky beak. Not only was it better to get their gawking out of the way, but it was the perfect time to finalise our plans. And soon enough, the only one we were missing was Barb, who was still out circling the area on Zena. I figured she’d be easy enough to talk to later if she had any issues.

      “Alright everyone. This is it. This is the warehouse. It’s solid, stable, safe from the elements and has working doors. I want to use this as a staging area to create a safe zone. With enough shriekers and god knows what else, we can live in relative safety and work out what exactly we’re supposed to do in this world.” I looked at all the determined expressions before me and smiled. “If we’re all in agreement, the first thing we need to do is clear some space. Get some supplies from Edith, find out what’s in the crates nearest to the main doors. I want to see if they can open and get some of these crates outside. Use them as a palisade or something.”

      Chatter sprung up immediately as people started moving. Claire was off with the other ladies and… Henrietta was with them. I just shook my head and left them to it. Whatever Claire had planned, I would not get in the way. I trusted her and inserting myself where I wasn’t needed was a recipe for a bad idea. What I wasn’t expecting was for Lara to approach me.

      “Hey, Ryan?”

      I gave Claire another look before turning my attention to Lara. “What’s up?”

      “Umm…” She paused. “Can I help with this palisade idea of yours?”

      “I always appreciated help. But… Is there something else going on?”

      Lara nodded slowly. “I can picture things in my head. How things should go together. If it’ll be strong enough to support itself. This warehouse looks great, by the way.”

      I gave her a quick grin. “Got your class yet?” Lara shook her head. I just shrugged. “Maybe after we get you helping, something will pop up?”

      “I hope so.”

      Leading her around the warehouse, I headed for the main doors. The soft thumps told me the mules were following behind. When we got to the front, it was obvious we had a minor problem. There were car bodies piled up in front of it in a way that was going to prevent us from getting closer. Well… The mules at least. I could see from this distance that the doors were as solid looking as the rest of the structure. They separated in the middle and obviously rolled out to the sides to open right up. It reminded me of an aircraft hangar in design. The rollers were even inside the building itself, which told me they would probably be clear for use. But in order to get the mules there to help haul the doors open, I had to clear these cars out of the way.

      “Lara, maybe head inside. See if you can start getting those doors open. I’m going to clear some room.”

      “Sure thing,” Lara said before squeaking in shock.

      Turning, I wished I had my glaive at hand, but stopped when I saw Sneaky. The mischievous bird had snuck up on the pair of us and was standing behind her. Close enough that as Lara turned around, she literally bumped into her. I just shook my head as Lara collected herself and left me alone. Sarge stepped forward with much more dignity than the smaller shrieker and made a soft cooing.

      “Sure buddy, I hear you,” I grinned.

      Looking around at the car bodies, and the area I needed to clear, I waved for the mother mule to follow. I positioned her beside the first car body and directed her to push. She lowered her head and the gravelly crunching and grinding of metal on old bitumen filled the air. But she barely slowed or made any signs of effort or discomfort. It reminded me of elephants. Large and lumbering, only really having a single pace, but dangerous if roused. I had a brief flash of curiosity about tossing a military saddle over her and seeing what would happen. But for now, we had work to do.

      It was a few hours later, when I heard the first squeak of the sliding doors. I quickly untied the truck body I had both mules dragging. That rope Claire gave me made it easy to move the bigger stuff. Tying the rope to their middle leg on one side after passing it through the truck body meant it was easy for them to drag. I had a large space, twice as large as the store we’d sheltered in, cleared of large debris. Sure, there were still rocks, dirt and clumps of grass and other plants. But the big stuff was gone. I moved towards the warehouse door as it crept open. I could see a gap large enough for a person to fit through and Davin was currently in the gap, shoving with all his might.

      “Need a hand?” I called, increasing my pace.

      Davin looked over at me before spotting the mules coming up behind. He just grinned and stuck his head inside. A moment later, he stepped out, with Lara behind him.

      “Didn’t think we took that long,” she nodded to the cleared space.

      I just shrugged, “What’s the holdup?”

      Lara shook herself and got back into work-mode. “The only sign of corrosion on the whole building is the rollers that support the door. Water seeped under over time and rusted them slightly, so the mechanism is stiff. I’ve got people inside with containers of oil that I found ready to pour on the rollers as we move. They should all free up. They’ve just sat for so long they need a bit of a shove.”

      I gestured at the mules with my thumb. “Want a shove?”

      She just grinned and waved for me to join her. Two minutes later, the team with the oil was ready and waiting. I had the young mule in position. She stood on an angle, with the door set against her shoulder. Her parents were too large to fit in the gap and I hoped this would be enough. Lara stood ahead, while I stood at the mule’s side.

      “Alright, start moving!”

      I shifted around to the mule’s head and gently urged her forward. The metal creaked around her shoulder before a squeak rang out and the door started shifting along. I turned and monitored Lara as she waved for me to angle the mule back towards the warehouse slightly, as she was pushing the door so it bent into the warehouse, even as it rolled back. We had about twenty metres to push before we reached the end. The doors slid over itself into smaller partitions so they’d fit neatly at each side. I saw movement from behind the mule as people moved in to clean the tracks of grime to make it easier to close again. And just like Lara told us, it seemed the further we pushed, the deeper the oil penetrated the rollers and the easier it got, despite the added weight.

      When Lara waved for us to stop, we let out a cheer and I gave the small mule a scratch under the chin. She grunted softly in appreciation and Lara giggled at the calf’s doe eyed expression. Opening the opposite door was much the same. A bit of grinding, before the rollers moved freely, followed by scrubbing of the tracks. By the time it was all said and done, a small group of us could comfortably move the doors on our own. Which is where we left it to have some lunch.

      “Edith?”

      “Yes, Mr. Ryan? How can I help?”

      “Edith, if we settle down here, will that draw on some cataclysmic event?” I asked.

      “Mr. Ryan, I’m sure I don’t need to tell you. I can’t tell the future. But I believe you’re asking me if there’s something game-related that happens if you settle down?”

      “That would be it, yeah.”

      “No, Mr. Ryan. This game has no rules, no regulations, no standards and no story. Settling down, running away, hunting others. These are perfectly viable ways to play this game.”

      “Thank you, Edith.”

      “Mr. Ryan, would I be correct in assuming you intend to live in this place long term?”

      I frowned. It was an odd choice of words she was using, and I quickly surmised she had an agenda. A specific set of keywords she was probably looking for. “Yes Edith. I intend to stay here.”

      “As a settlement, Mr. Ryan?”

      Grinning, I nodded my head. “Edith. How do I make this an official settlement?”

      “Mr. Ryan, you can make this place, based on your location, an official settlement for ten-thousand points,” she said in her usual chipper voice. Obviously, this was exactly what she was hinting at.

      “Edith,” I smiled. “What benefits will a settlement receive?”

      “Mr. Ryan. Settlements receive several bonuses. Sleeping in a settlement gives you a bonus to point collection. You can bank your points within a settlement to preserve it after death. You may even pool your points with others if you wish. Settlements can be upgraded to a certain degree in multiple ways. And last, purchasing items from the store within a settlement you call home provides a discount.”

      I just grinned. It was a little too perfect, but I wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth. “Edith, please make the warehouse a settlement.”

      I staggered slightly as the ground rumbled beneath my feet. Several screams rang out from others who toppled over and I could see my ladies heading towards me… I really thought it would take longer for me to think of them as ‘my’ ladies. Shaking my head to clear the thought, I smiled and waved at them as they approached.

      “Ryan?!” Claire called, sliding to a halt.

      “Calm down,” I smiled, pulling her into a hug. It momentarily surprised me as the others moved to join us and I found myself in the middle of the group. “Ladies, it’s fine. The earthquake was me making this place a settlement. Speaking of; Edith, a warning would have been nice.”

      “My apologies everyone. The quake was an unintended side effect I miscalculated.”

      I saw the look in Claire’s eyes and everyone else froze as Edith spoke, so I knew they’d all heard her speak. Shaking my head yet again, I released Claire as the others finally stepped back. “Edith, please explain to everyone what just happened. Then direct me to the bank.”

      “Certainly, Mr. Ryan. What you are looking for is a stone pillar in the middle of the warehouse.”

      “Thanks Edith.”

      Turning, I started for the open main doors. The ladies moved along beside and behind me. I could see the others all in discussions with Edith, so I kept moving. The mules, instinctually, or whatever, hung back with Sarge and Sneaky. The five of them watched as I headed inside the large open doors. I passed a few people holding pots of what I had to assume was the oil they’d found… Or bought… I wasn’t really sure. Once inside the warehouse, I looked around and judged where the centre of the room would be. I hadn’t explored the entire building on its own, so I just started moving in the direction I thought was reasonable. The crates, for whatever reason, seemed to be stacked not in rows, but in corridors. Where I would expect to move around a row, there was an oddly placed crate, or a row of shelves that blocked my path. It made the internals a bit of a maze, and I found it more than a little frustrating.

      “Is that it?” Maiya asked softly.

      I glanced in the direction she pointed, and right in the middle of the walkway was a stone pillar. It was about my height and had a screen mounted at eye level. “Yeah, I can’t recall that being here before,” I affirmed.

      Changing direction, I moved over and got a good look. It really was just a stone pillar with a screen. Lifting a hand, I tapped the screen, and it lit up with a large welcome sign. Then it flickered for a moment and changed. It was like the screen I can pull up to view my own stats, but this was for the building itself. The ladies crammed around, looking at what I was doing as I flicked through the various options and menus.

      “Well, this is going to change things,” I said, tapping the rooms tab.

      On the screen came a list of various purchases. Blacksmith forge, Alchemist Lab, individual housing units, barracks, a stable that didn’t quite look large enough to house three mules.

      “Edith, how does this work?”

      “Mr. Ryan, you may hit purchase and walk to the area you wish to place it. I will help you place the room exactly how you wish for it. Please note, however, the area must be clear of any large debris before I can place the room.”

      “Is there a way to see the room without purchasing it?” Claire asked, letting me know Edith was speaking to all of us again.

      “Indeed, Ms. Claire. You need only ask, and I can project the room into view. However, you will need to return to the pillar to make the purchase as normal.”

      “What if we change our mind?” Maiya asked.

      “All settlement purchases are refundable until I deployed them,” Edith said firmly.

      I nodded along and checked out the rest of the options. Other than rooms, there were defences, such as guard towers, fences and even the ability to create a moat.

      “Edith, can we can upgrade these after purchase?” I asked, looking at the walls.

      “Somewhat, Mr. Ryan,” Edith said slowly. “Upgrades to the fences make them taller or even topped with razor wire. Towers too can be made taller, or you can add spotlights.”

      I blinked, “Electric spotlights?”

      “Indeed, Mr. Ryan, electrical connections are under utilities, along with access to running water.”

      I blinked as the ladies crushed into me with a squeal of joy. Shaking my head with a smile of my own, I clicked the bank tab. Inside was a very basic set of instructions. Simply, I uploaded fifty-five thousand, six-hundred and twenty-one points into the bank. Then I placed Claire’s name on the access list.

      “What are you doing?” Claire hissed.

      I leaned over and pecked her lips for a moment, earning me a quick frown. “I just gave you access to my finances. This whole point management thing is going to do my head in. You’re smart and know people, so I’ve decided you’re in charge of getting this place habitable.” I paused long enough to see what I’d told her, click into place in her head, before giving her another kiss. “Get us set up, then help the others get set up themselves. I’m going to see about clearing some of this space so we can build inside.”

      Claire nodded with a sigh and pulled me into a firm kiss. Her lips were soft and tasted like heaven. Her body was firm in my arms, but before I could get into it, she pulled away. “It’s Maiya’s turn tonight,” she mumbled.

      I nodded and gave said woman a smile. Maiya nodded slowly, not seeming to be bothered in the slightest that I’d just been kissing Claire. Shifting over, she stepped into my arms and kissed me firmly. This wasn’t the soft and comforting kiss like I shared when I kissed Claire. This was firm and demanding. It was completely unique, and I felt my cock flex in my pants at the thought of what was coming. As she pulled away, Maiya smirked at me, daring me to try and fix the bulge in my pants. But I didn’t give her the satisfaction of admitting it. Though, as I turned away, I saw Corrine staring at my crotch with a hungry look in her eye. She wasn’t like Polly. Polly’s submission was natural. She felt empowered by giving her power away. Either to me, or Claire, by the look of things. Corrine, on the other hand, seemed devoted to me. I’d have to be careful about giving her instructions. I didn’t want her doing something dangerous or stupid, thinking it was what I wanted. All these ladies would kill in a heartbeat if they had to. But Corrine would do it smiling if I ordered it. Last, if Claire was right, there was Henrietta. She was tall, beautiful on the firm side, similar to Maiya. I just hoped Claire would help me keep them all happy. Herself included.

      “Alright ladies, we’ve still got a lot of sunlight to burn. I’m going to haul these crates outside.”

      “What are you planning on doing with them?” Claire asked.

      “Edith mentioned a fence. I’m thinking once we sort out what’s inside them, a wall might be more effective. We’ll be able to walk over the top.”

      Claire nodded and turned away before striking up a conversation with Maiya. Corrine and Polly shot me flirty smiles before heading off towards the back of the warehouse. I figured everyone knew what they were doing, so I headed for the main doors.
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      I spent the rest of the day hauling the crates. Lara had agreed that their best use for now was being outside. I set up teams to help the process along. The large female mule hauled the boxes outside one at a time. Lara directed her where to go and we positioned them side by side to create a box shaped wall around the warehouse. Her estimates were that we could have a wall of crates that would surround the entire warehouse on all sides, with a little extra room to enclose the courtyard at the front. It seemed like a good idea, but was slow in practice. The large male was being used to drag the vehicle shells out of the way. Their baby, if you wanted to call her that, seeing as she was still far larger than Sarge, was being used to sit the boxes neatly against one another. After we moved each box into a rough position, Henry directed the small one over to nudge it into its final spot. The final group was on top of the crate wall, opening the tops and checking their contents. So far, it seemed it was mostly scrap metal. Pipes, I-beams and machinery parts mostly, things that wouldn’t have any real use to us.

      Checking my hand against the position of the sun, I frowned. I didn’t think we’d get the wall finished in a single day, but we’d barely made it a third of the way around the warehouse. I had high hopes that we would have this place walled in over the next couple of days, but it was going to take some work. For now, however, it was probably going to be best to head back inside. Whatever tore up Matt the night before was likely to come looking again. Being outside after dark didn’t seem like the best idea. Turning around, I waved for the nearby groups to head back. Even if they didn’t spot me, the mules moving to my immediate command caught their attention. Along the way, I admired our work. The distance between the warehouse and the wall of crates was wide enough for the trio of mules to walk side by side with room to spare. It meant that in the future, we would have a lot of room to expand if we needed to. My vision had this warehouse as a small town. Shops, crafting, visitors and police all wrapped up and held safely behind these walls. All we needed to do first was secure everything properly. I was still musing as we started filing into the centre of the warehouse itself, and I slammed to a halt at the sight. I had paid little attention to the inside of the building as I worked, but I wish I had.

      They had cleared a corridor right to the back of the warehouse. They had also cleared sections on either side of this corridor and had marked out various sections. The most obvious seemed to be a set of apartments. I could see Claire and Lara coming out of the one at the very top as they chatted. Immediately to my right, inside the door, was a large fenced off section. With a grin, I headed over and opened the gate. Sarge and Sneaky were already inside, with Zena having her saddle removed by Barb. There were already some lumps of meat set out for them to eat and I spotted Lace chewing a mouthful while sitting on a rafter.

      “How’d it go out there?” I asked, stepping up and giving Sarge a pat on the beak.

      “Oh! Hey, it went well. Claire asked me to farm points so we could get this place up and running quicker. Zena did a lot of running today. She’s such a good bird,” she grinned as she rubbed down Zena, who preened at her praise.

      “How many points did you find?” I asked, glancing around at the room.

      Barb shrugged, “Not sure. Every few bodies, I’d head back and give them to Claire. Might have done a dozen trips. Plus, the points I got for killing a few things.”

      Now I frowned, “How’d that go?”

      Barb just laughed, “The armour on Zena is insane. The first shrieker that picked a fight. By the time I put it out of its misery, Zena had already won. Then there were a few buzzards and this… Weird six legged dog thing that sprung out.”

      “Can you describe it?”

      Barb nodded. “About the size of a large dog, covered in speckled feathers like an owl. It had a muzzle on it like a wolf and growled at me when I took it down. I think someone injured it and was hiding for the day because it only jumped out when I got too close. Zena saved me from it by rushing in and pinning it down before it got me.”

      I smiled and gave Zena a pat. “Good girl.”

      What she’d just described was probably what got Matt. It wasn’t at all surprising that he’d injured one. Considering how hard it had been to put down Dan, Matt would likely have gone down swinging.

      Looking around, I spotted the mules making their way into the pen and heading for the far side. There was another section, larger, for them to hold up in for the night. Inside was a set of long troughs that looked perfect for holding feed. After giving Barb a wave, I headed over and contacted Edith.

      “Edith, is there some kind of animal feed I can get, or is it vegetables only?”

      “Mr. Ryan, animal feed is five points per trough. You’ll find that mules will graze during the day, however, so a single trough should last a while.”

      “Great, can I get a trough of feed?”

      “Certainly, but will you pay for it, or shall I charge the bank?”

      I paused, thinking about the logic of the situation. “Charge me for the time being. If Claire says otherwise, do what she says.”

      “Certainly, Mr. Ryan. You have four-thousand, nine-hundred and ninety-five points remaining.”

      I paused for a second before remembering how much I gave to the bank. Obviously, that’s why I had so few points on me and why Edith was asking.

      “You like?” A familiar voice asked from behind me.

      Turning, I gave Claire a firm kiss, and she moaned appreciatively into my mouth. “You did all this today?” I asked, pulling away, but not releasing her from my arms.

      Claire smiled and nodded. “With Lara’s help, we planned out the different sections and prioritised moving the crates. Then I got Barb to collect as many points as she could and we got this all set up.”

      “How much did we spend?”

      Claire bit her lip. “Most of it. I’ve still got some aside for a few defences, but we’ll need to keep the doors locked at night for a while yet.”

      Nodding, I gave her another kiss. “How about you show me around?”

      Claire smiled and nodded. With the feed in the trough, the Mules moved in to eat. There was a round metal tub in the centre of the fenced area that I could see had water. But as I made to leave, Claire paused.

      “Clarabelle, Norman and Moo,” she said with a smile.

      I glanced from her to the mules and nodded. “Guessing Moo is the baby?”

      Claire nodded and took my hand. She led me out of the stable area and I closed the gate behind us. Now, looking straight ahead to the other side, I could see a walled off room and some training dummies.

      “This is our armoury and a training area to help determine class,” she smiled.

      “Does everyone have a class yet?”

      Claire frowned and shook her head, “I still don’t, same with a few others. But most of us do. We spent a bit buying a weapon of every type. I’m still not feeling what everyone else seems to when they find their own.”

      I gave her shoulders a squeeze, and we moved on. Heading down the corridor to the rear, we approached the stone pillar. Around it was clear, but beside it Claire had set up some tables.

      “This is a meeting area for the time being. It’s in the centre, where everyone can see. The tables can be used for meals as well. There’s a large kitchen area off to the side,” she gestured to several benches where Lilian and Margaret seemed to be working together to whip something up.

      “Are we doing communal meals?” I asked.

      Claire nodded. “For the time being, at least. I convinced everyone to hand over most of their points so we could set up the basics quickly. There’s still no power or running water anywhere other than the living quarters.”

      “Running water?” I grinned.

      Claire smiled back and squeezed my hand. “Come on, I’ll show you. The last spots are storage and the living areas. There’s nothing in storage, though.”

      I nodded and came along as Claire led me towards the living areas. It really was like a set of apartments. There were no windows, which was odd, but made sense from a defensive position. A set of stairs led up to a second level, but it looked like there were several apartments on each level.

      “We’ve got room for about thirty people to live comfortably, more if they don’t mind sharing beds,” Claire said, leading me up the stairs. “The same basic layout is in each one, but I’ve left it up to everyone to customise them as they wish. There’s no eating areas and the bathing areas are communal. Though we each have our own toilet.”

      As we made it to the top, she led me through a corridor that led right between the two halves of apartments. As we got to the far end, she turned to the last door on the left and pushed open the door. Inside were all my ladies. The apartment was a single room, though larger than I expected. The room was well lit with fluorescent bulbs in the ceiling. There was a large couch against the wall where Polly and Corrine were sitting. They had been chatting, but shot me wide smiles as I came in. Maiya was sitting with Henrietta on the end of the bed.

      “Claire?” I mumbled nervously as Henrietta blushed crimson.

      “Henrietta is a knight. Her class does well with heavy armour and she’s comfortable using a sword and shield. I thought she’d be a good match for us, seeing as Polly and Corrine use daggers, and I’m apparently useless.”

      Turning, I took Claire by the chin and made her face me. “You think you’re useless?” She frowned and tried to look away, but I pulled her into a firm kiss. As the first kiss ended, I kissed her again and when she smiled, I kissed her a third time.

      “I’m sorry,” she mumbled, earning a fourth kiss.

      “Don’t be. This is what you set up. You’re managing people, getting us working together as a group. You think people would have handed points over to me, just because I asked nicely?”

      She smiled and tried to lower her head, but I lifted her chin and kissed her again. “Thank you,” she mumbled. “I just feel useless because I’m the only one who can’t fight to protect ourselves.”

      “I haven’t got my class yet either,” Maiya called. “I’m good with daggers, but that’s all I know so far.”

      Claire nodded in agreement. So I was the Beast Tamer, Henrietta was a Knight. “Corrine, Polly, you worked it out yet?”

      “Rogue,” Corrine grinned.

      “Hunter,” Polly smiled shyly.

      “How’d you work that out?” I asked.

      “Corrine helped me spar a little,” Henrietta smiled thinly. “She’s a dangerous woman.” Corrine grinned like a she-devil but didn’t speak.

      “I helped to feed the shriekers before I came up here and played with a bow earlier,” Polly said softly.

      Nodding along, I thought about what I could do to help Claire and Maiya, but came up blank. So with a shrug of my shoulders, I turned to Claire. “This all looks great,” I told her.

      “Good,” she smiled back. “Because you’ll be here alone tonight with Maiya.”

      I blinked before glancing around at the others. They all seemed happy enough, but Maiya’s gaze fixated on me. “Ummm, where are you all going to sleep?”

      “We’ll temporarily be next door,” Claire smirked. “Tomorrow we’re expanding this room into the next, so we can fit a larger bed. After which, Maiya has agreed we will all share a bed going further.”

      Nodding slowly, I tried to ignore the heat rising in my cheeks. “Right, okay. Well, I should make sure we can get the warehouse doors closed. I’m not sure the mules will follow anyone’s instructions now that I’ve put them in the stable.”

      Claire watched me go, even as the others grinned at my sudden awkwardness. But I slipped out of the room without complaint and headed back for the stairs. As I descended, I realised I did not know where the showers were. I just hoped that although they were communal, that still meant individual cubicles. Shaking my head to clear unhelpful thoughts, I made it off the stairs and headed for the main entrance. Sure enough, Lara had the same idea I had. She had a group that looked like Davin, both Sams and Dean, all pushing the same door. I jogged up and got in behind, grabbing a hold of the door and helping to haul it shut. Whatever they used for lubricant must have worked, because it seemed the most difficult part was getting the door moving to begin with. Once moving, it rolled smoothly, and we prodded it along into the closed position before moving to the second door. This one was much the same, and the doors thumped together, casting us into darkness.

      “Shit,” Davin said.

      “Yeah, I didn’t figure about the lights,” Dean agreed.

      A scraping sound heralded a flash of light, and Lara stood, holding a lit torch. Not a modern battery powered torch, but a flaming branch style torch. She gave us a grin before heading towards the stables. On the wall was a lever that she pulled down with a loud clunk.

      “And now the doors are locked,” she announced with a grin.

      She turned on the spot and led us back towards the eating area where Lilian and Margaret were getting ready to serve. The meal looked simple, like they’d cooked up some basic vegetables and tossed them in a large serving pan. This went with several chunks of meat, cut thinly, after being roasted. I caught sight of my ladies approaching as the others from our group came out of their own apartments. I expected everyone to move in and start dishing up, but I realised the group of us were watching for my direction.

      “Umm… Do you want me to say anything?” I asked loudly. There were a few laughs, and Claire waved for me to continue. “Fair enough then,” I grinned. “Before we eat tonight, let’s give a warm thank you to our cooks, Lillian and Margaret. But we also need to thank one another. It’s been three days, and in those three days, we’ve pushed hard and won. Most of all, in those three days, we’ve made a home for ourselves. Give yourselves a round of applause. And after Lillian and Margaret fill their plates, get some of this wonderful smelling food!”

      A small cheer went up as the cooks for the evening did as I instructed. The rest of us got in line and waited for our turn. Lillian gave Henry a peck on the lips as she walked by and shot me a warm smile. A few minutes later, I was seated on a bench seat between Henrietta and Maiya, with Corrine, Polly, and Claire on the opposite side of the table. I’d thought it might be awkward, but we were all too hungry to pay much attention to anything outside our dinner plates. But it was as I popped the last carrot into my mouth that I heard a loud shriek come from the stable. The volume was painful as it echoed through the warehouse, but it was obvious something was happening. Dropping my plate, several of us joined me as I ran over to the stable. Sarge, Zena and Sneaky were all at the gate, pacing nervously. Straight away, the people who followed me started trying to talk.

      “SHUT UP!” I snapped.

      The group fell silent immediately, and I felt a little bad. But their sudden silence told me volumes. There was the sound of scraping, like an animal was trying to get in through the wall of the warehouse. It was coming from the roller doors and we approached in silence. The sound was identical to what I would have expected from a dog pawing at a door. Only it clearly was using four limbs to scratch, not just two. I crouched down at the bottom and listened hard at the gap at the bottom. As I did, I heard soft sniffing, before a small blast of hot, unpleasant smelling breath washed over me.

      “Oh yeah, these things would be a nice catch,” I told the group as a series of low growls emanate from behind the steel.

      “They can’t get in, can they?” Polly asked.

      I turned and looked at the crowd that followed for the first time. It was literally everyone. I really had become their leader after all this. “I doubt it. The doors are steel and it’s set on a concrete floor.”

      “What about the side door?” Beth asked.

      “One I know is locked,” Lara said quickly. “The other has a crate in front of it, and seeing as they open inward, it’s not a priority.”

      “There’s two side doors?” I asked.

      Lara nodded. “As I said, there’s a crate in front of it.”

      Nodding, I gave everyone a smile. “Right. Long-term plan,” another series of growls rang out from outside, prompting me to direct everyone back toward the kitchen. “Long-term plan. We build this place up, finish the wall around the warehouse, and turn this into almost a little shanty town. There’s space outside we can convert into shops and housing if we can make it safe for people. Ultimate goal is to make this area safe enough to live comfortably.”

      “What even is the goal of this whole thing?” Paula asked.

      I shrugged, “Edith hasn’t told me yet, so unless she’s told anyone else?” There was a chorus of shaking heads around me. “So, until we know what’s going on, I suggest we stick together, stay safe and build. Edith has assured me that there’s no game plan that makes staying in a settlement any more dangerous than anywhere else. There are no events that start just because we’re here.” I paused and examined everyone as we moved into the light of the kitchen. “I want each and every one of you to stick it out, help Claire and Lara turn this place into a walled community, where we can be safe and live.”

      “What are you going to be doing?” Gary asked.

      I smiled and gave them a small nod. “Starting tomorrow, I’m going to go out and capture as many animals as I can. I figure a flock of shriekers can keep us safe during the day and some of, whatever is out there right now, can keep us safe at night.”

      The others nodded along, more than one looked excited, a couple looked worried. But most of them were determined. Giving everyone a moment to process, I turned and headed back towards the apartments. Apparently I had a date night tonight, and I didn’t want to be late. What I wasn’t expecting was for my ladies to tag along. Though it was only Maiya who tucked my arm around her waist.

      We walked in silence back to the apartments. Heading up the stairs, Maiya dragged me down the hall and into a side room. I was about to protest until I realised she’d pulled me into the showers. It was a large room with multiple shower heads on the ceiling. But it also had a few individual cubicles down one end. I suppose having the option was nice. Maiya kept prodding me along towards the cubicles, and I started moving along.

      “Get your clothes off,” she said firmly.

      Grinning, I de-summoned them into my hands, only for Maiya to snatch them off me and casually toss them over her shoulder. Before I could respond, she shoved me backward into the last cubicle. De-summoning her own clothes, she tossed them as well before following in behind me and closing the door. It wasn’t like some cheap co-ed cubicle. This one had solid floor to ceiling doors with its own vent and electric light. The shower head looked modern too. But I wasn’t thinking about the room. I was staring at Maiya’s toned and firm body. Something about her screamed ‘predator.’ It made me feel like I was locked in with a jaguar or something. But it didn’t feel threatening, almost… Almost as if I knew she wasn’t dangerous to me…

      “What are you thinking about?” She asked, stepping closer.

      I flinched as she reached behind and pulled the lever to start the water. The sudden cold splash jerked me into consciousness and I smiled. “Just thinking about your class.”

      “Oh?” Maiya smiled thinly. “I’m naked and locked in a room with you, and you’re thinking about my class?”

      “Mhm,” I nodded. “Something about you, even now, feels dangerous. Like I’m in here with a wild animal, perfectly capable of ending me.”

      “I’d never hurt you,” she frowned as she went to step away.

      “I know that,” I smiled and pulled her into a kiss instead. My firm erection got trapped between us and her hand slid down to grasp my length. She stroked it a few times before pulling away.

      Reaching over, she knocked twice on the wall, and got two knocks in response. She pushed me back under the spray of the shower, that was now a comfortable warm temperature, and turned me to face the wall. On it, at the appropriate height, was a round door. Maiya casually reached over and flicked it around to expose a glory hole.

      “Really?” I shook my head.

      “What?” Maiya asked, acting shocked. “We’re all adults and there’s a door on each side, so nothing’s ever going to happen without consent.”

      “Who’s on the other side?” Maiya just shrugged and pecked my cheek. “Seriously, who’s on the other side?” I asked as she pushed me towards the hole. “Maiya?”

      She stopped and sighed. “I’m not good at this. I can’t remember my past, same as you, but I think bad things happened and the idea of being weak makes me angry.” She pulled me around to face her. “That’s what I was doing that night. I was taking control the only way I knew how. Now I’m in a relationship with a man and his four other wives. This is me taking control, so I can feel safe. On the other side of that wall is a group of women who love you as much as I do, and if I’m going to learn to share you, it’s going to be on my terms. So stick your dick in that hole and let me feel powerful.”

      I stared at her for a moment, but couldn’t come up with anything to say. So with a sigh, I did as she asked, and pushed my still firm cock through the… Glory hole. The moment I did, she pushed me from behind until I was pressed against the cool tiles.

      “What do you feel?” She whispered into my ear.

      I was about to shake my head when I felt a pair of lips wrap around the head of my cock. “I feel a mouth,” I shuddered.

      “What’s it doing?”

      “It’s sucking on the head of my cock.” I groaned as a pair of tongues joined the mouth, licked up the sides of my cock as the mouth suckled gently on the tip. Then it occurred to me, exactly what Maiya had said… First she’d referred to them and herself as my wives. Second, she specifically said four others.

      “Maiya, who’s the fifth wife?”

      Maiya leaned up against me and gently kissed my ear. As she did, she reached out and knocked gently on the wall. I frowned as the mouth on my cock suddenly paused. I felt the lips move away, but I could still feel their hot breath on the head of my cock. The owners of the tongues alternated between licking and vanishing.

      “Maiya?” I asked again. “What’s going on?”

      “You’ll know it when it happens,” Maiya kissed my ear again. “Just wait a moment.”

      I didn’t quite know how I felt about this situation. I didn’t consider myself a submissive man and the power reversal with Maiya wasn’t something I wished to explore very far. But unless she did something I disagreed with, I wouldn’t force her to change herself. Even if this situation was a little strange. But not as strange as the wet, hot tunnel sliding over my cock. The look on my face must have given me away, because Maiya smiled.

      “That is your fifth wife,” she whispered softly.

      I groaned into the wall, as whoever it was, slid back and forth on my cock. She arched her back up, forcing my cock upwards slightly, and I felt a tongue lap at where our bodies met.

      “Maiya-”

      “Shhh,” she hushed me. “She volunteered to do it this way. The others will make her feel loved tonight, while I have you to myself.” I groaned as the warm pussy contracted over my cock as she came. Her pace faltered slightly as her knees shook, but she didn’t stop. “No, go on. Fill her up,” Maiya whispered in my ear.

      I groaned as Henrietta, because who else could it be by that description, rapidly increased in pace. It was a surreal experience, my cock being fucked hard, but not feeling the slap of her ass hitting my hips. And with Maiya rubbing my shoulders from behind, I groaned as I spilled my seed inside her. I dug my fingertips into the tiles as she continued to ride me through my orgasm. As my seed leaked out around my cock, the action of the tongue increased rapidly, leaving no doubt who was doing the licking. My sweet Polly would be loving her treat right now. As Henrietta finally slid off my cock, Polly immediately took me in her mouth. But a split second later, it seemed they yanked her free, before a soft pair of lips kissed me on the tip. Catching their meaning, I extracted myself from the hole, only for the door on their side to immediately close, cutting off a soft squeal of pleasure. Turning around, Maiya found my lips as her soap covered hands found my cock.

      “Now, you’ve had your first. You’ll be good and calm for me, won’t you?”

      I nodded with a smile and gave her another kiss before frowning. “We don’t have any bathing supplies…”

      Maiya shook her head. “When you gave Claire access to the bank and told her she was in charge, she made a few changes. Now we can access each other’s bags and the system apparently recognises us as… Well… Calling us an orgy doesn’t do it justice, but harem sounds so dirty…”

      “So this is my soap, then?”

      Maiya shrugged, “Don’t know. They moved all our bathroom stuff up and now these bathrooms are communal. There’s soap and towels in each one,” she pointed to a pair of towels hanging on the back of the door where she’d obstructed my view earlier with her naked physique. “She also made sure everyone has a few changes of clothes.”

      I nodded. “How about washing?”

      “Towels are considered settlement property. When we’re done, we hang them back up and they lose a bit of durability to refresh themselves.”

      I nodded, “Didn’t realise durability worked like that. Edith said things would break, but I didn’t put too much thought into it.”

      Maiya smiled, “Claire was right about you. You’re a big decision and big action kind of guy. She’s more detail orientated. Kinda scary how well she knows me.”

      I saw the look in her eye and pulled her close. “Are you okay?”

      Maiya sighed and nodded her head. “Imagine waking up from a nightmare. You remember being terrified, angry and filled with emotions you can’t place. But you can’t actually remember the dream. I have no idea what happened to me before all this, but whatever trauma it caused is still here. I just don’t have an explanation for it.”

      “If you ever need me to do something, please tell me,” I kissed her softly.

      She smiled and nodded. “For now, can you scrub my back? I’d really like to do reverse cowgirl tonight, and I’d feel better if I felt clean.”

      We did the rest of the shower in a rush. The two of us scrubbed each other down in record time. When we were both satisfied, Maiya reached over and hit the lever, shutting off the water. A moment later, there was a soft knock on our door. Turning, I grabbed the towels, tossing one of them to Maiya and wrapping the other around my waist. Pulling the door open, I stood nose to nose with Henrietta, who was fully dressed and blushing slightly.

      “Ummm,” I said, staring at her.

      Henrietta blushed harder, glancing down at her hands, before pushing a wad of fresh clothing into my arms. “Ryan?” She asked softly. “Can, maybe… I would really like…”

      I caught myself and realised they had tricked me. Shooting a glance behind me at Maiya’s grin, I turned back to Henrietta and lifted her chin to face me properly. “I’m having a few trust issues right now, so please, what is it you want?”

      She bit her lip and quivered slightly, “I… Was hoping if… We could spend a night together.”

      “Do you know what it means?” Maiya said, pushing the door further open. “Do you understand what you’re asking for?”

      Henrietta nervously shuffled her feet. “... Yes…”

      “Talk to Claire tonight then. Tell her I approve.”

      Henrietta blushed again, harder still as a long squeal of pleasure came from the shower beside us before nodding her head. In a flash, she spun on the spot and rushed from the room. I turned back to face Maiya, who was already dressed.

      “Really?”

      Maiya shrugged, “Don’t pretend you didn’t love it.”

      I sighed and shook my head. Quickly drying off, I dressed in my fresh clothes. They were the same style of travelling outfit I bought that first day.

      “I don’t think she’d have appreciated our little game,” I whispered.

      Maiya’s soft hand on my shoulder had me look at her. “Ryan, we discussed it with her earlier. Half of this was a test. We wanted to see how you’d react to her. The other was to see if she’d really be okay with sharing you. She… She’s so soft. We weren’t sure she could handle the situation. She was blushing like she was, because she knew exactly what happened in here.” As I nodded, Maiya took my hand. “Now, come let me ride your dick.”

      Snorting, I managed a grin as she led me past the noises coming from the shower. Inside the cubicle there wasn’t a lot of sound other than the shower, but outside, it was pretty obvious where my…

      “Wives?” I asked Maiya.

      She paused before giving me a firm look. “Are you denying it?”

      When I didn’t respond, she started dragging me towards the room again. Shoving me inside, she closed the door behind us and gave me a quick push towards the bed.

      “Demanding aren’t you?”

      Maiya growled and put her hands on her hips. “I’ve watched you fuck three different women. I’m randy and now it’s my turn!”

      “Alright,” I grinned and headed for the bed.

      Flopping down on the mattress, I groaned. The bedroll wasn’t uncomfortable, but an actual bed was something else. As Maiya came storming up, I got the hint and de-summoned my clothing to my hand and dropped them in a heap on the floor. She didn’t even go that far, simply de-summoning her clothing as she walked, leaving a trail. Where I expected her to climb onto the bed and lay atop me, she instead bowled me over and walked on her knees towards my face.

      “Maiya?” I asked as she settled above my shoulders.

      “One night,” she hissed. “That’s all I asked for. One night to have you to myself. I’m going to share with the others, even if I’m not terribly keen on the idea. Just… For now?”

      I understood what she meant, so with a smile, I slid down the mattress slightly, so her engorged labia were above my mouth. Reaching up to take her hips, I gently pulled her down to rest on my face. She tasted heavenly. Licking around her opening, I gathered some of her juices before tilting my head and making long, slow licks to her clit.

      “Oh fuck,” Maiya groaned, before rocking her hips, grinding herself into my face.

      I just held on while she took control. As her opening came closer to my mouth, I slid my tongue inside her. As she rocked back, I let my tongue drag through her impossibly soft folds until it reached her clit. When her clit was in position, I took it between my lips and sucked on it, making Maiya gasp in pleasure as she rocked her hips, wrenching it free of my mouth. Sitting up, she spun around, before lowering herself back onto my mouth. As I suckled gently on her clit, her mouth enveloped the top half of my cock. Her moan of pleasure had me moaning in return, and I enjoyed the sight of her pussy pulsating as she quietly orgasmed.

      Releasing my cock with a soft pop, she slid down my body. At my hips, she raised herself up and, without a word, impaled herself on my erection. Unlike before in the shower, now I could feel her entire weight on my hips, as she drove herself down as far as she could.

      “Fuck, that’s so good,” she moaned.

      Letting her take the wheel, I laid back and placed my hands under my head. Maiya leaned forward, resting on my thighs as she raised and lowered herself on my cock. I stared, dreamily at her ass as it bounced on my lap.

      “Fuck, Maiya, I’m gonna cum,” I groaned as my dick clenched.

      Maiya stopped bouncing before looking over her shoulder and giving me a lascivious smile. Shifting her weight, Maiya laid back against my chest. With her laying flat against me, I could feel her entire body quivering as she approached her own climax. Reaching down with one hand, she circled her clit with her fingers, while gently rotating her hips.

      “You can touch me if you want to,” she moaned softly.

      I tried to pull my hands from under my head, but her added weight had sunk me into the mattress. I was pinned and couldn’t get my arms free.

      “I’m stuck,” I grumbled.

      “Awww,” Maiya smiled. “That’s too bad. My breasts feel amazing.”

      I bit my lip as she pleasured herself atop me. It wasn’t quite enough stimulation to set me off, but she was climbing ever closer because of her own fingers. And the cherry on the cake was her soft moans. With my arms pinned under my head, I couldn’t take advantage of her.

      “Ryan?” Maiya begged.

      “Yeah,” I hissed.

      “Do you love me?”

      I heard the tone in her voice, and knew that although she was close to orgasm, she wanted a real answer. It wasn’t all about the sex right now.

      “Yes Maiya, I love you.”

      “You’ll protect me?”

      “Yes, that’s why I wanted to build this place, to keep you all safe.”

      “You’ll respect me?”

      “As much as any man should respect his wife.”

      Maiya stopped and shuddered slightly. “Get your arms out.”

      She lifted herself, and I freed my hands. As I brought them around to hold her, she took my right hand and pressed my fingers into her clit. She brought my left hand to her breast. In a spur of movement, she lifted her hips and slapped them down hard against my own.

      “When I cum, keep fucking me until you cum too,” she hissed.

      I tightened my grip on her breast as she continued to slam herself down on my cock. Her breathing increased in speed and intensity until she let out a series of high-pitched whines.

      “Now!” she squealed.

      Her whole body clenched up. She curled her spine before arching as her legs lifted off the bed. Taking control as she came, I drove my cock up inside her, ignoring her thrashing as she spasmed around my cock. And as her pussy muscles clenched, I fired my seed inside her. Maiya must have realised what was happening as she moaned and tried, despite her limbs not working properly, to grind herself back down on my cock. I clung to her as we both came down from our mutual highs and Maiya rolled off to lie beside me. Turning back over, she laid her head on my chest and caught her breath.

      “Are you okay?” I asked her, reaching up to stroke her hair.

      Maiya paused before nodding. “I… I didn’t think it would be like that,” she breathed.

      “Be like what?” I asked, kissing her head softly.

      “Good,” she said. “I didn’t think it would be so good. Objectively, I knew it would feel nice, but… I was so scared it would hurt and then you were… Oh…” Maiya looked up at me as tears rolled down her cheeks.

      I moved closer, gripping her tightly. “Maiya? Should I call in Claire?”

      She shook her head quickly, “No. I’m fine, I just…” she trailed off.

      “Maiya? I told you, whatever you need me to do…”

      Maiya smiled sweetly. “Can I go back to being bossy tomorrow? Right now, I’d really like it if you made love to me.”

      I smiled as she let me in. Whatever her past, I hoped it wouldn’t define her future. And with an offer like that… I’d be an idiot to refuse.
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      The door opening brought me uncomfortably to consciousness. Cracking my eyes open, I could see the shape of several gorgeous women coming towards me. Maiya groaned and snuggled harder up against me. I pulled her in tightly under my arm and she sighed softly, before stirring.

      “No.”

      I grinned. “We have company.” Maiya groaned and pressed even harder into my side.

      “Maiya, if you don’t let him go, I’m just going to suck his dick while you lay there,” Claire said with a smile.

      “Nooo…” Maiya moaned. “You said I had him all night!”

      “You have had him all night, sweetie,” Claire said, stroking her hair out of her face. “It’s morning already.”

      Maiya cracked her eyes open and glanced around before moaning pitifully.

      “Wow, were you up all night fucking or something?” Corrine asked.

      “Don’t answer that,” Maiya growled.

      I just smiled and gave her a firm, one-armed hug. “If it’s morning, we really should get up.”

      Maiya sighed softly, before extracting herself from the bed. I caught a good look at her toned backside as she got up, and another of the mess still dribbling from between her legs as she bent to collect her clothes.

      “You want a shower first?” Claire asked.

      Maiya stopped before gently touching her lower stomach. “No, I’m good for now,” she mumbled.

      Summoning her clothes, Maiya simply walked out the door without a second glance. Claire watched her leave and turned to the others. “Go on down to breakfast. I’ll bring him down in a second.”

      Polly left immediately, while Corrine flashed us a wink like she knew better. Only Henrietta paused. But after quickly darting in and collecting a kiss, she blushed prettily and left as quickly as Maiya had. That left me alone with Claire.

      “Did you break her?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Maiya, she was cuddled up under your arm like she needed you to live. What happened?”

      I shrugged and sat up, collecting a kiss. “I’m not really sure. After the incident in the shower…” I bent down and grabbed my clothes off the floor and dressed in an instant. “Speaking of who was that?”

      Claire grinned, “Me. Polly got her dessert afterwards.”

      “What about Corrine?”

      “She likes Polly too,” Claire grinned.

      “I know you’re better with this kind of thing than I am. But don’t take it too far. I don’t want anyone getting hurt.”

      Claire leaned in and kissed me. “And that’s why we all love you. Polly and I had a good talk last night while Corrine got to know Henrietta. She sees you as her husband, me as her mistress and the others as her sisters. Her personality is unique amongst… Well… Everyone. She’s also extremely happy being used as our plaything. If we ignore her, it turns her on that we’re neglecting her and if we play with her, she’s turned on even more.”

      I snorted and took Claire by the hand. “Come on, all this talk of Polly is making me want to see how to turn you on.”

      “I promised Henrietta too,” Claire sighed. “After that, Corrine will need a bit of attention, then we can all sorta play it by ear for a bit.”

      I nodded, “And Henrietta was okay with… Last night?”

      Claire grinned as we stepped out of the room. “She helped come up with the idea. All she wants is to be pampered and loved. But that girl wants a dicking same as the rest of us.”

      I snorted and headed for the stairs while Claire shot me a wide grin. We descended in silence before heading for the kitchen. Margaret was scraping a few plates together that were partially empty so she could start washing them.

      “Margaret, is it only you who cooks?”

      Margaret paused and gave me a strange look before her eyes went wide. “Oh, you weren’t here for it. My class is Cook. This morning you should get a small buff to your strength on top of the experience buff you get for sleeping in a bed.”

      “Oh,” I said, blinking a few times. “Out of curiosity, can you make stats worse?”

      Margaret paused before nodding. “I could, but I wouldn’t want to.”

      “That’s fine,” I smiled, actually somewhat relieved about her reaction. “I was just thinking we could make some meals for whatever those things are that come at night. If we lace them with something that will make them sleep, they’ll be easier to catch.”

      Margaret paused before nodding her head. “Talk to Lillian. She’s an alchemist.”

      Nodding my head, I smirked at the new information. I plated up some food before heading for the table where my wives waited. They were all talking together, but shot me smiles as I sat with them.

      “Morning ladies,” I smiled as I tucked into my meal.

      Breakfast was a small assortment of cut meat that looked like it had been leftovers from the night before. But the bonus was eggs and toast. Though, the toast looked like they had fried it to give it that crunch. I thought about the possible health defects from all the oil, but scrapped the idea straight away. I doubted this world put that much effort into details like that. As I finally mopped the last of a runny egg up with some toast, Claire leaned over and smiled.

      “What’s the plan for today?” She asked.

      “I’m gonna swing back to the shopping centre and check on Brian. If you can continue building this place up, I’ll get Lara to keep going with the wall.”

      “What are you going to do with Brian?” Polly asked.

      “First, I wanna know if they made it through the night okay. Then I want to offer them somewhere safe to stay.”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Maiya asked.

      I looked at Claire, who eyed me carefully. They’d go along with whatever I told them, but… “Honestly, no, I’m not. They could be bad news, they could be dangerous, at least Harry could be. But this is what we’re building a safe place for. To bring people back, to start a community, to ensure we have a future.”

      Claire nodded. “So long as you recognise the risks involved.”

      The others nodded along and I smiled, knowing they all had my back. At the end of the morning meal, I collected one or several kisses from each of them before heading for the stables. When I arrived, Barb was following Zena around with a saddle. Unfortunately for Barb, Zena wanted nothing to do with her and kept moving away.

      “C’mon, we did really good yesterday!” Barb called as Zena darted out of arm’s reach again. But as Barb turned and spotted me, she pouted slightly. “They really won’t listen to anyone but you.”

      “Zena, you’re with Barb this morning. Also, so long as she brings you back every night, it’s safe to go with her during the day unless I say otherwise, from now on, okay?”

      Zena eyed me a moment before cooing softly and turning to face Barb. Barb shot me a smile and moved straight over and patted Zena to squat so she could fit the saddle. A firm prod to my shoulder let me know Sarge wanted some attention, too. So I turned around and gave the big bird a scratch, only for Sneaky to push in and claim some attention herself.

      “Alright, alright, calm down both of you!” I laughed, pushing the friendly birds out of the way.

      Heading over to the mules, with both shriekers following behind, I was happy when all three moved in for scratches of their own. “Right, you three, I want you to help today. Do what Lara asks and come back here when the sun comes down, alright?”

      The three large animals grunted, and I had the impression they understood what was required of them. I just had one small issue.

      “Barb? Where are the saddles kept?”

      The smaller woman glanced over at me and nodded. “Over in the armoury should have everything.”

      I gave her a wave and headed across, mindful of the two sets of footsteps behind me. As I got halfway across the hall, a small cry went out, and Lace wrapped herself around my shoulders. The small creature nuzzled into my neck for a while, and I gave her some scratches.

      “Good morning to you too,” I told her. “You and me, we’re going on a trip today. Have you eaten?”

      Lace cawed softly, and I had the impression she was fine. Heading over to the armoury, I pulled the door open and headed inside. It wasn’t the most well-stocked armoury I’d imagined, but it had great variety. A couple of swords, the mace I found earlier, and a few bows were the obvious picks. But there were a few more that had been purchased. A small collection of shields, what looked like a war pick, and a spear of each length, as Edith had described. Hell, there was even a two-handed axe sitting in the corner. But what caught my attention was a large net. Not large like a fishing net, but large as it was about three meters across and made from coarse rope. It looked just about perfect to throw over something no larger than a shrieker. Which was bloody perfect. Grabbing a military saddle off the rack where I spotted them, I took the net as well and headed back out.

      “Oh good, you found it!” Clair called.

      I grinned at her when she pointed to the net and saddled Sarge while she caught up.

      “You really thought of everything, didn’t you?”

      “Not quite,” she huffed. “Still do not know what I am. Everyone else at least has a weapon.”

      I leaned over and gave her a small kiss. “You’ll get there. And if not, I’ll just make you governor or something with an army of shriekers to command. Then you’ll be the most dangerous one here other than me.”

      Claire smirked. “It really doesn’t bother you?”

      I shook my head and kissed her again. “Not even a little. You’ve already accomplished more in one day than I could have in weeks. Don’t sell yourself short.”

      Claire smiled, “If it weren’t Henrietta’s day today-”

      “I’d have dragged you into the armoury and fucked your pretty little brains out in the middle of the floor,” I whispered harshly.

      Claire blushed and bit her lip before nodding. “Alright, you need to go do what you need to do. I… Need to find Polly.”

      I just laughed as I started for the side door. “Now, who’s the tease?”

      I passed a few people, moving around and getting ready for their day. Along the way, I spotted Lillian.

      “Hey, Lillian!” I called, jogging to catch up.

      She stopped and turned. Seeing me, she shot me a smile. “Good morning, Ryan. What can I do for you today?”

      “Sleeping, or paralysing potions. Do you know anything about them?”

      Lillian frowned. “Yes, but I’m not sure I want to make them if I’m being honest. There’ are lots of other things I can make, healing potions to do away with the spray and such.”

      I nodded, already liking the thought of having her on our side. “I want them to help catch some beasts. If I can poison some meat and leave it out overnight, I might catch a few of those things from last night.”

      Her eyes lit up, and she nodded along. “I see. That’s different then. I’ll see what I can whip up by tonight.”

      “If you get it done on time, take it to Margaret and see if she can cut up some chunks to use.”

      Lillian nodded. “I can do that.”

      “Thanks!”

      With a grin on my face, I moved for the door. Sarge was waiting in position for his saddle. I lifted it onto his back and watched it roll out into place, but… Where was my Glaive?...

      “Ryan!” Turning, I spotted it. Polly was running towards me with my weapon clutched in her grip. She skidded to a halt and pressed it quickly into my hands while looking around frantically.

      “Polly, are you okay?”

      She gave another quick check, before pulling her top open, “Please, Mistress Claire told me if I could convince you to give me a love bite on my breast, she’d reward me.”

      I grit my teeth, staring at Polly’s chest. That teasing bitch knew exactly how to push my buttons… Leaning forward, I took Polly’s nipple in my mouth and sucked hard. Her breath came out jagged and raw, clearly enjoying my attention. Shifting lower, I inhaled the scent of her skin and ignored the uncomfortable tightness in my pants as I found the soft, pristine skin on the underside of her breast. Taking a small mouthful of flesh, I sucked on it firmly as she gasped and held my head closer. I counted to twenty and released her breast before standing up. Polly squirmed uncomfortably as she quickly fixed her top. Without a word, she turned to leave, but I stopped her.

      “Polly?” She paused and turned back. “Polly, is this what you want?”

      She seemed to think something over for a moment before making a quick check of her surroundings. I could see what looked like Davin and the two Sams coming down the stairs, but it was rather dark in here, and I doubted they could see us. Polly seemed to have the same idea as she quickly forced down her pants to just above her knees and took my hand. She pressed it between her legs, and I could feel she wasn’t just wet, it was literally running down her legs.

      “Ah, I see,” I smiled, withdrawing my hand. It glistened with her arousal, and I smiled before wiping my hand over her mouth. She moaned softly as I pulled my hand away, but smiled softly at me. “And now, anyone who kisses you will smell and taste that.”

      Polly quivered, “Ryan… I…”

      “No Polly,” I smiled. “Today I’m with Henrietta. Afterward, I think you should talk to your mistress about what she will allow.”

      Polly moaned softly before quickly pulling her pants up. When she was presentable, she quickly darted in, pressing her lips to my own, before running off, obviously towards Claire. I just smiled, hoping for her sake Claire was in a giving mood. It was also good to know I really could trust Claire. She hadn’t led me wrong or lied. The ladies were happy, and the group were coming together strongly. Now, with a place to call home, we could hope, plan, and hopefully expand.

      Turning back to the door, Sarge and Sneaky moved behind me. But as I reached it, I remembered Barb and what she’d said about the injured wolf thing…

      “Edith, do those six legged feather things Barb spotted have a name?”

      “Mr. Ryan, normally I wouldn’t be able to share this kind of information. But as you are both members of the same settlement, I am permitted to inform you, we simply known them as Hunters.”

      “Not very imaginative with the names. Buzzards fly, Mules are big cow things, Shriekers shriek…”

      “You have the option of changing their names, Mr. Ryan. However, the change would only be local and not enforced. Their current names were chosen based purely on something simple and unique about them.”

      I felt a little like a child getting chastised when I said, “Thank you, Edith. I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “Take care Mr. Ryan. Be safe.”

      I paused, thinking about those last couple of words, and shrugged. Then I paused…

      “Sneaky. I’m going to open the door. You’re going to go out first. Then Sarge and I come out last.”

      Sneaky crooned and pawed at the ground. I reached for the handle and quickly pulled it open, stepping aside as I did so. Sneaky rushed out, while Sarge squatted and waddled out, because of the height of the seat. I gave it a moment to hear if anything happened, before stepping out into the morning sunlight to join them. Closing the door behind me, I grinned at the slight morning breeze. There was no airflow inside the warehouse, and I was quite glad the weather wasn’t hotter than it was.

      “Lace, can you fly up and see if there’s anything nearby?” Lace squawked and took flight, circling higher until she looked like a small bird. “Sneaky, you’re on guard. Patrol around, make sure nothing dangerous is near the others. Keep them safe.” Sneaky cooed before running off, circling around the warehouse.

      That left me with Sarge, who squatted down. I shot him a smile and threw my leg over his back and settled the net on my lap. Strapping myself in, Sarge stood up on his own and I got him moving. Previously, I’d have headed straight for the shopping centre to check on Brian. But today, with the wall and the pile of cars on the other side, I directed Sarge towards the main doors. The courtyard would make a good welcoming area and would remain at least partially open to allow access inside the wall. So I decided it was best to start using it. Glancing up, lace was circling with no signs of distress.

      As we exited the confines of the wall, I set Sarge into a slow run, knowing he could keep this pace for a long time, even with the added weight. Running along, I could see a few people in the distance. I waved and got a few waves back, but didn’t change direction. I’d try to talk to them later. For now, I wanted to check on Brian. Unlike yesterday, having to slow for people walking, Sarge and I made the trip in around half an hour. But what I could see didn’t fill me with optimism. As Sarge picked his way through the parking lot, I kept a good grip on my glaive. There were several buzzards hanging around the entrance, and what I could only assume were a few dead hunters. I monitored our surroundings, but motioned for Sarge to leap atop the car bodies. I felt better being up higher. There was less chance something could jump out from behind if we were on top. I also realised this was a perfect opportunity. With the buzzards in the entryway, I could try to get one with this net.

      Taking hold of the rope-like net, I swung it off the side of the saddle to hang down on the ground. Pulling it up, I changed my grip until I was sure Sarge wouldn’t trip on it. As he moved closer, a few of the buzzards took flight and left quickly. But a couple of larger ones stayed and started hissing at my approach.

      “Right, Sarge, get me close,” I told him.

      Sarge lowered his head and rushed forward. I swung the net back as he lunged and got ready for the throw. As we headed for the entrance, a couple more buzzards took to the sky, but there was one that stood its ground. Sarge raced toward it, before pulling to one side, helping me throw the net as it swung around. Feeling the motion, I swung with all my might, grinning as the net whipped out and partially opened in the air… And sailed right over the buzzard, missing it completely. It let out an angry squawk and took to the sky, right as Lace, body slammed into it.

      I watched my loyal buzzard latch onto the smaller creature’s wing and wrestle it to the ground. With a grin, I whirled Sarge around and headed back towards the entrance. As soon as I signalled to stop, Sarge dropped to the ground, and I leaped off his back. Running the last few steps, I watched as Lace seemed to coil her body around her smaller counterparts. Picking my moment, I snatched at its neck, grabbing it similarly to how you’d handle a snake. It thrashed in my grip and tried to bite me, but with Lace still coiled around it, the poor creature had little chance. As I turned it over, I examined it and got the little window that told me it was a male. And just like Lace on that first day, it suddenly went limp.

      “Well, that settles it then,” Brain said, stepping into view. “Wasn’t sure if you were telling the truth, now I do,” he offered, his hand to shake.

      I grinned and released my new buzzard, who seemed to cower in front of Lace, who was extremely affectionate toward him. Taking Brian’s hand, I shot him a grin. “Good to see you’re safe. You had a rough night, I’m guessing?”

      Brain nodded, “Damn things came in the night. About two dozen. We killed these four, and the rest took off.”

      I looked around at the mess. There were indeed four of them. The buzzards had gotten to quick work, but they hadn’t gotten far. Two of the bodies had arrows in them that looked like fatal shots. A third was missing an arm and had a blood trail suggesting they had wounded it elsewhere and bled out as it tried to escape. The final, fourth, looked like its head had been crushed by a massive impact from above.

      “Any injuries?”

      “Just me,” Brian shrugged.

      I nodded. “I just came out to check on you. The warehouse I mentioned is secure, and we’re turning it into a safe zone. Claire’s in charge of designing the place and Lara is building it up.”

      Brian nodded slowly, before waving for me to follow. We stepped inside, and in a familiar shop, was their small group. I could see Harry shooting daggers at me with his eyes, even as Sue jogged over to us.

      “Hi!” She smiled. “It’s good to see you again.”

      “Likewise. It’s good to see there weren’t any major issues after your attack last night.”

      “How do we know it wasn’t you that sent them?!” Harry called from the rear. I just blinked, while Brian face palmed. Sue just frowned and sighed under her breath, not wanting to deal with the man. “Well? How do we know it wasn’t you? You’ve already got those shrieker things doing your bidding!”

      “Harry, talk me through your logic here, would you?” I called back.

      “What do you mean?” Harry snapped back. “It’s it obvious you want our points and weapons for yourself!”

      Brian and Sue looked embarrassed, and so did most of their group. But there were a few concerned faces. “Harry, I spotted you guys yesterday. I surrounded you, I for all intents and purposes captured you. You disarmed, raised your hands, and I did what, exactly?”

      Harry shuffled. “That could have been a ruse?”

      “Ruse for what?” I laughed. “I tried giving back the bow Brian gave me. Then I told you where my group was going and then outright stated that staying here in the centre would be dangerous. If I wanted your points, I could have taken them yesterday.”

      “Then what are you doing here today?” He demanded.

      “Checking to make sure your dumbass was safe!” I snapped back.

      He seemed to struggle with what to say next, but drew blank. The few people who looked like they were on his side now looked nervously in other directions. I just shook my head and turned back to Brian.

      “Sorry about him,” Brian sighed. “He’s been a bit of a dick since we met up. But he’s saved a few of us with his shooting.”

      I nodded my understanding. “Figured as much. As much as I hate extending the invitation to an idiot, the warehouse is about half a day’s slow walk from here. You can probably follow our tracks. They should still be fresh.”

      Brian nodded. “Do you need an answer now? Or can we talk about it?”

      I just waved him off. “I’m not the one who needs an answer. Whatever you decide, it’s a safe zone, so long as people show some common decency. If you decide to join up, talk to Claire.”

      Brian nodded. “I might see you later.”

      “I hope so,” I grinned and headed back outside.

      Sarge was still waiting where I’d left him. He gave a small coo and squatted down so I could mount. Swinging my leg over, I checked Lace and what I could only assume was her new boy toy. They were sizing one another up, but I could tell he was doing it for show and she knew it. I shot them a grin before waving at Brian, who eyed the buzzards cautiously. Turning Sarge around, I headed back toward home. I didn’t intend to stay long. I’d been out less than an hour. What I really wanted was to know the lay of the land. There was always the chance there was something nearby that could be of interest, or danger, as the case may be.

      As I tore along the landscape, I kept an eye on the horizon. There was no telling what could be out there. So, of course, it was as I watched the horizon, I missed the figure that stepped out with a crossbow and fired into my chest. Searing white pain tore through my body, choking my scream before it could escape my lips. The impact made me sway in my saddle, causing Sarge to veer off course and move to a full sprint. My arm wouldn't respond when I tried to reach for my spray. I could taste the blood in the back of my throat with every breath and I knew they’d killed me… I would never see Claire, Polly, Maiya, Corrine, or Henrietta ever again. I’d never sit around the table and enjoy a meal with them touch them or even kiss them. Hell, I hadn’t even told them I loved them…

      FUCK THAT.

      With my working arm, I released my legs and allowed gravity to drag me off the saddle. Sarge reacted, knowing something was wrong, by skidding to a halt. As I flopped around upside down, I had to spit out the blood that ran out of my punctured lung. I grit my teeth in agony as I twisted around and hit the release for my other leg and tumbled to the ground. Sarge stood over me, cooing in distress, nudging my injury with his beak.

      “Sarge,” I spat. “I need you to break my neck, then go home.”

      The large bird stamped his feet, throwing up small plumes of dirt as he squawked in anger. I turned my head to protect my eyes and could see a group of people coming towards me. The one in the lead looked familiar. And I snarled in rage when I recognised James as the guy who spoke to me that first night and refused to follow the next day after the fight. Seems he’d made his choice.

      “SARGE!” I snapped, as the blood leaked from my mouth. He turned his big eyes to stare at me. “Sarge, you have to do as I say!” He seemed to shudder for a moment, before lifting his head and shrieking his rage at the world. “Good bird,” I grinned.

      His beak came down, and he gently took my face in his grip. It was firm and because of the ridges of his beak, kind of painful, but he held me as gently as possible. Then, a sudden weight slammed into my chest as he pinned me to the floor, before Sarge twisted violently, and everything went black.
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      “That’s cheating,” Edith sighed.

      I opened my eyes. And… This was not what I expected. Not the chair, not the room, not that familiar face staring back at me like I was a child caught taking an extra cookie. “Where am I?”

      “Dead, technically,” Edith said softly.

      I nodded, remembering my orders to Sarge and the circumstances around. “So what happens now?”

      Edith sighed, “You’re dead, Ryan… Dead.”

      “So this is death, is it?” I nodded. “Can you, please, send a message to Claire and the others?”

      “Your wives, you mean?”

      I smiled and dropped my gaze as I felt tears collect in the corners of my eyes. “Yeah… My wives.”

      Edith sighed, “No.”

      I closed my eyes as a tear escaped and rolled down my cheek. “Please? I never told them I loved them. That’s all I want, please?”

      “Ryan, look at me.”

      I blinked to clear my eyes and lifted my head, sniffing to clear my nose. Other than the chair, Edith, and the strangely empty white room, I noticed nothing else. No door, no windows, no other furniture. Just Edith, dressed in something I’d describe as ‘sexy librarian’ staring down at me from a few paces away.

      “Will I remember them?”

      “Ryan, I’m sending you back.”

      I paused, “Really?”

      “Yes, Ryan. By asking Sarge to kill you, as he is an extension of yourself and it was your power, that technically made it suicide. Just like that big green button. But the logic behind that, if applied evenly, would mean I’d have to kill several other people who, so far, are living quite successfully.”

      “So, I can go home? I can see my wives?”

      Edith sighed, “Yes, Ryan. You can go home. I have to drop you at a random position, same as anyone else. And you still might be killed before you get to safety, but yes, if you make it, you can see your wives.”

      Flinging myself out of the chair, I grabbed Edith in a firm hug. I stopped short of kissing her, but I couldn’t hold back my exuberance. The strange thing, though, was that Edith immediately grabbed me back. In a flash of memory, I saw her face, smiling this time. I had no idea what it was about, but it made me pause.

      “I’m not surprised you have flashes,” Edith sighed, slowly releasing me. “But that’s a conversation for another day.”

      I frowned as she leaned forward and pressed her lips to my own. And the world spun out from under me. Before I could even scream, I thudded to a halt… Half buried in the ground, with my mouth and nose filled with coarse black dirt. -Cough- I spat the dirt and dust from my mouth as I sat up. I glanced around, trying to work out where I was. Scrambling to my feet, I looked around and admired the fact I was in another ditch. I couldn’t see anyone in the immediate vicinity, but off in the distance, I could see buzzards and another shrieker.

      “Edith, I don’t have any points, do I?”

      “Unfortunately not, Mr. Ryan.”

      I sighed, turning around on the spot. I was pretty sure I recognised the building we hid in that first night. If that was the case, I turned and looked toward home. Then I smiled. I could see the warehouse from here. Not because it was a large building amongst other large buildings. But because it seemed to have a bloody watchtower on the roof.

      “Claire you beautiful genius,” I grinned.

      So, with nothing better to do, I started walking. It was a bit of a change from last time. Without the shriekers running around killing people, it was almost pleasant. Almost being the operative word. I was still naked, exposed, and in danger of my life. If an animal got me, it could be a long, drawn out death. If a person got me like earlier, it could still be a long, drawn out death, but it would be permanent. Not something I wanted in either case.

      An hour later, I was still moving along. Some people in the distance were moving in the opposite direction from me. I thought about waving, but kept my head down instead. I was noticeably closer to home, though, which was a good thing. Someone was even sitting in the tower. No idea who, but I could tell they were there as they moved from side to side.

      It was another hour before I realised I was in trouble. The group that had been walking in the opposite direction was now following behind me. They were keeping back, but they’d made moves to keep me in sight. I could tell immediately they were armed. From the metal glint, I was pretty sure they’d come across armour as well. They’d probably figured that I knew where I was going, and they were hoping to cash in. Part of me wanted to run and put some distance between us, then I could lead them away and hide. But the moment I would start running, they could chase me down. Either I sprinted and risked being exhausted while they caught up, or I’d start jogging and they’d sprint and catch up. With their numbers, and my lack of footwear, they had all the advantage. So I kept pace and moved as quickly as I dared. After all, the longer I led them along, the more likely they’d run into a pissed off Sarge.

      I checked behind me regularly. They seemed to discuss their options while slowly closing in. I’d increased my pace until I was nearly jogging, so we both knew this was a chase. There was no pretense any more. They knew I had somewhere to go, and I was too exposed to deal with them myself. I was wondering if I should run when an arrow flew past me, whistling off ahead.

      Without a doubt in my mind, I started running. Not quite at a sprint, but fast enough to keep them moving. I tried not to look back, but as I ducked and weaved around debris, vehicles and shifted roads, I caught glimpses. They were keeping pace pretty well, but I was a hard target to hit, going by the occasional shout that rang out. I strained my ears, listening for that telltale whistle, before twisting aside or diving behind something to avoid the lethal missile. My only option was to keep moving. The only real advantage I had was being naked. I was a lot lighter on my feet than they were. I wasn’t spending nearly as much energy as they were hauling armour and weapons to keep up with me. But they weren’t stopping, either. Another whistle sounded, but I wasn’t near anything to cover behind, so I twisted out of the way.

      A slice of pain made me jump as the arrow carved a shallow groove across the side of my ribs. I grunted and appreciated how close I had just came to my second death today. Whoever it was, firing those arrows, they were learning my habits. I was going to have to start jinking from side to side constantly or I’d be too easy a target, but doing so was going to wear me out.

      “FUCK!” I snapped.

      Leaning into a sprint, I tried to put some space between us. I had to change direction occasionally to avoid the arrows, but they didn’t come as often. The coarse ground was messing up my feet as well. The run I had that first day was only a few hundred meters. I’ve been out here a few hours now. Looking at home, I could see whoever it was on the tower, standing on this side. I hoped they’d recognise me soon enough.

      As I leaped over a barrier, it finally happened, and an arrow slammed into my shoulder. The impact knocked me to the ground, and I ate a face-full of dirt before scrambling to my feet. I heard the cheers from behind, but I wouldn’t give up. I was so close, I could see safety! Gritting my teeth, I started running. The bouncing caused the arrow to wiggle in the wound, where I think it was stuck after hitting the bone. Another arrow flew overhead, and I ducked to one side as a second immediately followed. I ducked and weaved, keeping as many objects between myself and my pursuers as I could, but I could hear their voices getting closer. The arrow’s that whistled overhead now came randomly. Some were high, some low, some frequently and some after a long pause. Another arrow grazed my leg, leaving a burning hot line of pain to ignore as I continued running. My arms ached while my legs screamed, but I had to keep going.

      Racing across a clear section of road, it happened again. An arrow caught me in the calf, tripping me as I ran. I hit the ground hard, rolling to absorb the impact, before trying to get to my feet. I glanced behind me. They were within shouting distance and I could see the archer, a woman, who looked familiar from the centre. I growled before turning my back and hobbling onward. This was over for me. I had my chance already, and I blew it. If I’d just put more effort into hiding, rather than moving, I wouldn’t be in this mess. It was ironic that my desire to get home and tell my wives I loved them had killed me… Slipping on a loose stone, I went down in a heap, and heard laughter.

      “Well, he gave us a good run,” one of them laughed.

      “Fucker needs to pay!” A woman’s voice called in reply.

      I grunted and got to my feet, recognising the voice immediately as the woman I’d fed to Sarge. It did not surprise me in the least that she was with another crew of bandits.

      “Fuck, let’s just find out where he’s going, gut him, and go home. I’ve got that fresh bitch I wanna break in!” A third voice snapped.

      “Patience,” a cool voice called, “He’s here now. Let’s just find out where he’s going and maybe we can all have a fresh toy to play with.”

      A chorus of laughter rang out. These people disgusted me. It was bad enough to hunt a stranger, but to hear them brazenly talk of rape like this…

      “Oh, shit!” One squealed.

      A chorus of loud shrieks filled the air. I flopped back onto the ground and leaned against the car. I’d made it after all. The moment I got comfortable, I spotted Sneaky fly over the top of me. An arrow slammed into her chest, but she didn’t stop, only screeching as she tore into the small crowd. Immediately behind her was Barb on the back of Zena, who held what I could only assume was a lance as she charged into the fray. But it was Sarge who caught my eye. Shrieking constantly, he tore into them relentlessly. I watched him lift a body and hurl it through the air towards me. It was the woman and as she landed, her arm twisted back and her knee facing the wrong direction. She looked at me for a moment before howling in pain. I just grinned as my shriekers tore her friends to pieces.

      “You fucker!” She screamed.

      I lifted my good foot and kicked her in the side of the head. With her falling still, I noticed the silence for the first time. A series of footsteps interrupted it and all three shriekers with Barb leaped into view and raced towards me.

      “Ryan!” Barb called, practically leaping from Zena’s shoulders onto the ground.

      She raced towards me, already pulling the healing spray alongside another small bottle. She slid to a stop, ignoring the unconscious woman beside me. Before I could move, she grabbed me and yanked my head back, before tipping the contents of the small bottle into my mouth. It was horribly bitter and burned like chili oil, but she slapped her hand over my mouth.

      “Drink!” She snapped.

      After a few moments, I swallowed, and she released me as I gagged. In my distraction, she shoved me over onto my side as she examined my shoulder. Without warning, she yanked the arrow out in one pull. I yelped in pain, but she ignored me as she sprayed my wound with the healing spray.

      “If you spray it inside, it heals better,” I groaned.

      “That’s what the potion is for. The spray is just to close the wound. This stuff’s expensive.”

      “Lillian?”

      “Yup, she’s been busy today. Claire got her a set of equipment and she spent all morning brewing. I stopped for lunch and she handed me a couple of healing potions. They’re nasty, but they work.”

      I groaned, still feeling a little sick. “Nasty is certainly the word.”

      Barb grinned, “This one in your leg, it’s deep enough, it’s gone between the bones.”

      I groaned, “It’s gonna be easier to push, isn’t it?”

      Barb just took a deep breath. I didn’t have time to brace or anything. I expected a good old countdown, but she just went for it. Slamming the back of the arrow with the base of the healing spray, I screamed out as the arrow punctured my skin, sticking out a full inch.

      “Zena, bite off the end, and then pull it through,” Barb said.

      I was still groggy from the pain when I felt the snap of the wood from Zena’s bite, removing the fletching. A moment later, I groaned as the rest of the arrow was quickly yanked through. Then a large beak came into view and I reached up, stroking it gently.

      “Good girl,” I told her.

      No matter how I felt about it, she’d done the right thing. But their reactions to me being hurt were kind of intense. The soft hiss of the healing spray closed the wound on both sides and the ache reduced. Testing my arm, I could sit myself back up and gave Barb a smile.

      “Thanks. How’d you find me?”

      Barb just gestured at Sarge. “He showed up, squawking and pacing, refusing orders and covered in blood. You’re gonna have your hands full when you get back, when Claire found out… It wasn’t pretty.”

      “Fuck,” I sighed.

      Barb nodded. “It was actually Corrine that spotted you. She went up to the watchtower. She spotted you a while back, but wasn’t sure it was you at first, so we were waiting to see. Then suddenly, Sneaky started running, Sarge took off after her and I followed them both.”

      I smiled and looked up at the three birds looking down at me. “Good birds, I’m so proud of you!” All three suddenly shifted and ruffled themselves, preening after the praise.

      “You good to move?”

      I stretched my leg and nodded. “Give me a hand up, just in case.”

      Barb smiled and took my hand, and with a small grunt, I was upright. Testing my weight on my leg, it held firm, if a bit on the weak side. But I figured it would do. It had only been a couple of minutes since I’d taken the potion.

      “Here.”

      I turned and saw the offered waterskin. I smiled, “Thanks,” and took a long drink.

      Satisfied, I nodded back towards the scene of the fight. There were body parts everywhere. The shriekers hadn’t just killed them, they’d torn them apart. Considering the amount of blood everywhere, the tearing part happened while they were still alive.

      “We should collect them, huh?” Barb said.

      I nodded, “I’ll grab one and get some clothes and… I’m guessing Sarge didn’t bring back my glaive?” Barb shook her head.

      The woman I’d kicked unconsciously groaned and twitched slightly. Barb and I glanced at one another before I nodded.

      Twenty minutes later, I patted Sarge on the shoulder and he squatted on the ground so I could dismount. The moment I was on solid ground, I was flattened by a truck… Not literally, but Claire had one hell of a tackle.

      “DON’T DO THAT TO ME AGAIN!” she half screamed, half cried into my chest.

      I just pulled her up and into my arms, where I held her as she cried. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean for this to happen, but I made it back. I made it back to you and the others. I love you.” I heard a soft gasp, and turned my head to see Polly, Maiya, Corrine, and Henrietta. They were all crying and Polly was visibly shaking as she clutched her face. “I love you,” I repeated. “All of you.”

      Claire sat up, and helped me sit, so the others could crowd around. I hugged and kissed each of them, telling them I loved them after each kiss. The final lady was Henrietta, who nervously pressed herself against me.

      “Even me?” She asked.

      I looked into her eyes and smiled as I gave her the same kiss I’d given the others. “I love you, Henrietta. Never forget that, no matter what.”

      She stared at me for a few moments, before the dam broke and she leaned into my shoulder, sobbing quietly. Claire pecked my lips and shifted to stand. The others helped Henrietta get up, and I stood beside her as she came back into my arms.

      “Go take a shower. I’ll get Sarge scrubbed down,” Claire said.

      I nodded and started leading Henrietta towards the apartments. I spotted a few faces, people nodding their greeting, but kept their distance. It must be common knowledge what had happened to me, because they all looked slightly relieved that I was back. By the time we got to the stairs, Henrietta wasn’t crying anymore. But she still clung to me tightly until we got into the bathroom.

      Stepping inside the room, she gently pulled away and looked nervous. “Ryan, do… Do you want to shower together, or separate?”

      I tried to gauge her level of comfort and couldn’t come up with a clear answer, so I went for a middle ground. “I want you to be comfortable,” I said. “The cubicle at the end is where you’ll find me. You’re welcome to join me, or use one of the others. I don’t want to push you.”

      Henrietta smiled widely and darted down the hall, taking the last cubicle. I sighed and followed behind. Stepping into the cubicle, I de-summoned my clothes and put them neatly on the floor. Moving under the showerhead, I flicked the lever and groaned at the sudden shot of cold water that hit me. Unlike yesterday, I left it on, cooling my body from the day’s exertion. As I stepped out of the spray and reached for the lever to warm the water, I heard a soft knock.

      Turning, I figured it was Claire or one of the others coming to join me, but as I opened the door, there stood a wet, naked, and heavily blushing Henrietta. Without a word, she stepped inside the cubicle, but before I could close the door, she flicked open the cover for the glory hole and left as quickly as she arrived. I just pulled the door closed again and moved back to the hole. I gave the water lever a flick, getting the temperature up a little, as a small finger extended through the hole. It made a ‘come hither’ motion before retracting. As if that wasn’t the most obvious invitation I’d ever seen.

      Bending, I took a peek through the hole, and I could see a woman’s crotch. My dick hardened immediately as I stared at the sparse pubic hair she had. It was dark, but not overly thick. It framed her labia pleasantly, and I drooled, wishing it were closer so I could taste her. Standing, I grinned as I slipped my cock through the hole. For a moment, I thought something was wrong, as nothing happened. But a single, tentative finger stroked down the side of my cock. The single stroke turned into a loose grab and soon I was receiving the most erotic beginner’s hand job in the world. Henrietta clearly wasn’t very experienced with what she was doing, but that just made me want her more. Her innocence was an aphrodisiac that I hoped never stopped. She added a bit of soap and rolled my cock in her hands, getting it clean, before rinsing it off with the water from the shower head.

      I groaned as I felt a soft lick over the head of my cock. Henrietta obviously didn’t mind it, as she licked again. Her soft hands stroked the base of my cock as she delicately licked on the head of my cock like a lollipop. For such a strange blowjob, it certainly did the trick. Unable to hold back, my cock twitched, and I orgasmed. The first rope of cum must have hit her in the face as she squeaked in shock. But the second squeak came from me as she clumsily stuffed my cock into her mouth and sucked on it firmly. I could feel the soft pressure of her teeth, clearly not knowing what she was doing, but she swirled her tongue over the head and I shuddered as she sucked down my cum.

      Her lips pulled tightly around my shaft as she slowly retracted, and I groaned at the sensation. I was still leaning against the wall, hoping she’d come back, when I heard the soft knock again. Slowly pulling my cock out of the hole, I turned and walked a little slowly to the door before pulling it open. Henrietta was standing there, blushing furiously. She opened her mouth, showing me my seed pooled on her tongue. She closed her mouth, swallowed and then poked her tongue out, showing me what she’d done. I was about to grab her and return the favour when she scurried back into her cubicle. I watched her close the door before spotting Corrine and Polly scrubbing down Claire’s front and back in the co-ed section of the shower. With a small groan, I closed the door and tried to ignore the fact my cock was hard again. Turning back into the shower, I made it colder again while I scrubbed myself down with soap. I started with my hair and enjoyed the feeling of the grit being removed. Then I worked my way down, scrubbing off the dried blood and checking my wounds, which now supported old looking scars. As I bent to scrub my legs, I spotted that finger again coming out of the hole. As It vanished, I stood and lined myself up before feeding it through. Only… This time I felt her labia part over the head of my cock. The sudden sensation of her wet pussy made me pause, but she pushed herself back into the wall, trying to get more of me. I did not know how experienced she was and I definitely didn’t want to hurt her, so I slowly inched my way forward, matching her reverse thrusts with my own. She was tight, hot, and slippery as we fucked through the hole.

      I was getting close when she pushed herself back against the wall, hard. She squealed before her pussy muscles spasmed. I managed three more thrusts before I released inside her, pumping her full of my cum for the second time this evening. As her contracting muscles came to a stop, she eased herself off my cock and started washing it for me. I smiled at the sensation and felt a small kiss placed on the head, telling me she was done. Pulling it away, I rinsed the last of the soap off my legs and turned the shower off. Grabbing a towel, I got myself dry and redressed in my mostly clean pants. Not worrying about the rest of my clothing, I stepped out of the shower with Henrietta a moment behind me. The moment we locked eyes, she blushed furiously, but as I held out my hand, she took it.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

      “What on earth for?”

      She bit her lip and sighed. “Tonight was supposed to be romantic. But I remembered what the others did last night, and I got all fluttery.”

      “So?” I asked, leading her to the exit.

      “I… We already did it… We made love, and it was good, but.”

      I pulled her around into a gentle kiss, silencing her immediately. When I pulled away, she bit her lip, which just made her even more adorable. “What we just did was fuck. It was fun and sometimes a good fuck is perfect. But now I’m going to take you back to the room, lay you in bed and hold you as we made love.”

      Henrietta blushed furiously before spinning on the spot and practically dragging me into the room. The moment she stepped inside, her clothes vanished into a heap on the floor as she dragged me towards the bed. I de-summoned my own pants and left them in a heap, just before she pulled me onto the mattress beside herself. With us both on the bed, she shuffled up to lie on the pillows and nervously turned to watch me. I smiled, taking in her beauty, her soft curves, her shy expression. Reaching up, I touched her knee, and she parted her legs, allowing me to see her dripping pussy. Half of the wet mess I could see was her, the other half was me and my cock hardened thinking about doing it again.

      Shifting over, I moved between her legs. Henrietta looked nervous as I got into position, but I didn’t just thrust inside her. I moved up until we were face to face and pushed my arms beneath her. She blushed again as I lifted her slightly to press her into my chest without laying directly on top of her. With one arm around her waist and one hand holding the back of her head, Henrietta smiled softly. I shifted my hips into position, making her bite her lip, but I put a stop to that immediately by kissing her. I kept it slow, passionate, and filled with as much love as I could muster. And only then did I push inside her.

      Henrietta moaned softly into my mouth as I drove myself to the balls in a single thrust. She was hot, slick and still very ready from our shower fuck. But this would not be a rough fuck session. I held her gently as her legs opened wider, before her ankles wrapped around my waist. With her legs holding me inside her and my arms holding her against my chest, I gently rocked myself back and forth, grinding my pubic bone into her clit. Her soft moans as we kissed spurred me on, but I only increased my pace slightly. As I pushed inside, I rolled my hips, stimulating her clitoris for just a fraction of a second longer. Soon, her legs trembled and her breath hitched with each thrust.

      “Ryan, I’m gonna cum,” she hissed through her teeth.

      “Do it,” I whispered. “Cum for me. I want you too.”

      She stared into my eyes as I thrust into her one more time. As my crotch rubbed against her clit, her expression twisted. Desperate to keep eye contact, she grit her teeth as she tensed her shoulders, gripping me tightly. I ignored the feeling of her pussy muscles milking my length and continued making love to her right through her orgasm. After cumming twice earlier, I was in better control of myself. Not that this entire situation wasn’t the most erotic vanilla sex I’d ever experienced.

      “Your turn,” she whimpered.

      “Nearly.” I leaned down to kiss her softly.

      She kissed back, hard, squeezing me with her legs as I slowly drove myself in and out of her. “Please cum in me again,” she whispered.

      Tightening my grip on her, I held her firmly against my body, before pressing my lips to her own. She tasted heavenly, even as I pushed my tongue into her mouth. She squeaked softly at the intrusion, but sucked gently on my tongue. Her legs quivered and her hips bucked up into me, right as I started cumming for the third time this evening. The moment I did, Henrietta started shaking as her pussy muscles clenched tightly over my spasming cock. The added stimulation only milked my pleasure as I rested inside her.

      As our lips separated, I frowned, seeing tears rolling down her cheeks.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      Henrietta slowly nodded her head, “I…”

      “It’s okay,” I told her, kissing her again.

      Henrietta smiled, even as more tears rolled down her cheeks. “I know, I… I just feel… So happy.”

      This time I smiled. We kissed for a few minutes while I remained somewhat firmly inside her. I’d have thought after three orgasms, I’d be spent, but the little guy sure thought he had the oomph for a fourth if I pushed him.

      “Ryan?”

      “Yes, my wife?”

      She smiled as a fresh batch of tears rolled down her cheeks. “Ryan, I know I have to share you with the others, and I don’t regret that. But… Can we do this again sometime?”

      “Of course,” I whispered, kissing her again. “If you’re ever feeling neglected, please tell me. I want you to be happy.”

      Henrietta smiled and nodded her head.

      “That was fucking hot,” Corrine said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Henrietta blushed and cuddled into my side, as my wives moved to join us on the bed. Although she seemed slightly embarrassed, her grip on me was possessive.

      “Sorry Henny,” Claire whispered. “I wouldn’t have interrupted, but there’s a badly wounded woman groaning in the stable where Barb dumped her.”

      She nodded, before turning her head up so I could kiss her again. “Can we cuddle tonight, please?”

      “Sure thing,” I smiled at her. “But this is important.”

      Nodding, Henrietta got up. Polly handed her a set of fresh clothes with a smile, while Claire brought me a fresh set herself. Corrine was chewing her lip while staring at me, even as I covered myself by getting dressed.

      “That’s our rapist woman that Sarge got to eat in the shopping centre,” I said as we strode out of the room. “She was leading the charge when I was attacked.”

      “What happened anyway?” Claire asked as we headed for the door.

      I sighed. “We have some enemies. People who don’t like… Well… Me.” I pushed the door open and let my ladies out of the room, before closing it behind us. “I went and saw Brian first thing in the morning. They were attacked by whatever came in the night, but held them off. I was on my way back when I was ambushed. Some fucker stepped out of cover with a crossbow and hit me in the lung.” Claire and the others paused before crowding around, making me smile at their concern. “Sarge took off, but I was dying… And that’s when I decided I needed to do everything in my power to get home and tell each of you how much I loved you. Only thing I could think of was having Sarge kill me before I died from the arrow in my chest.”

      “That’s why Sarge was bloody around his mouth when he got back,” Corrine said. “He showed up, clearly agitated, pacing around, not following orders and without you.”

      “We all thought something bad had happened,” Polly frowned. “We were so scared you were gone.”

      I hugged and kiss each of them. Even Maiya accepted my gentle touch without complaint. “Either way, when I woke up, Edith wasn’t happy with me.”

      “I’m still not,” Edith chimed in, loud enough for my wives to hear, considering their smiles.

      “We spoke for a bit, and she told me I was being sent back. When I did, it was just like the first day, just without the shriekers. I was a few hours out, past the building where we stayed that first night.”

      “Where did that second group come from?” Claire asked.

      “They started following me before noon,” I sighed. “Thought they’d leave me alone, but I think they had the idea of following me to see where I went. When they started getting close, I ran, so they started shooting. Got me a few times, and I collapsed. They started talking about wanting to find more women to rape. Then the shriekers caught up and Barb helped me heal.”

      “I saw you go down,” Corrine said softly. “I wasn’t sure it was you until I saw Sneaky run off with Sarge behind her.”

      “It’s fine,” I told her, giving her shoulder a quick squeeze as we stepped into the stables where Claire had said the woman had been dumped.

      “So what did you bring her back for?” Claire asked, as we approached the moaning woman on the ground.

      “One of them mentioned he’d already caught someone. I want to know where.”

      “Fuck you!” She snapped.

      My wives parted as I stepped up and looked at her. She wasn’t unattractive in a conventional sense. But her expression, combined with the dirt, made her unpleasant to look at.

      I just stared at her for a moment, before realising I needed to make a move. “How about we play a game?” I told her. “I want to go rescue whoever you’ve captured. You don’t want to be eaten alive by a shrieker.” I saw the fear light up in her eyes. “So I’ll make this simple. You’re going to tell me where you have your hideout and how many people are there. Then I’m going to go check. If you lie, I come back and Sarge gets another hearty meal. If you tell the truth, I’ll look after you.”

      The woman glared up at me and snarled, “I hate you so fucking much for what you did.”

      With a shrug and a smirk, I spelled it out to her. “I let Sarge eat you because you’re a rapist. I gave you a chance, and you blew it. So what’s it gonna be?”

      She sighed and groaned as her broken limbs refused to move properly.

      “In my pocket is a key…”
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      I slowed Sarge to a halt as the three buildings came into view. Danielle had given a good description of the place. Three buildings, one was an old store, one fuel pump and one multi-story building. The multi-story building was in decent shape, but it was only three stories tall. It was also where Danielle said they were holding two captives, both women. One had been there a while. They caught the other this morning before they came after me. They also had a guard there. A man named Blake. Apparently, he was dumb as shit, but good with a club. And this was my dilemma. Sarge and Sneaky were too large to be of any real use inside the confines of the building. Me with my new glaive would have similar issues. But I needed to leave one shrieker behind to guard our new home and the mules were too slow to keep up. Now would be a great time for those hunters, but that was precisely the reason I was out here alone. I needed to hurry, get in, get the captive girls, and get out and home before nightfall. All I had on me was my weapon and two sets of outfits for them to wear. And I needed to get moving now…

      Moving towards the buildings, I looked towards the entrance and saw the entrance door had been closed. I wondered at having doors when most buildings didn’t, but I took in the state of the building and figured it could make a decent settlement, if it weren’t already. Shaking my head, I moved Sarge closer, while Sneaky followed behind. Zena had stayed back at the warehouse with Barb, who was patrolling. Corrine was in the watchtower and Claire was working with Lara to get the last of the wall in place for this evening. I hoped by the time we got back, the last of the defences would be in place. At least the basics anyway.

      Turning my attention back to the task ahead, I figured I’d take Danielle’s words to heart. Dismounting Sarge, I gestured for the two shriekers to stay back while I approached the building on foot.

      “Who the fuck are you?” A rough voice called from one window.

      I looked up and could see the silhouette of a large man up on the third level. “You Blake?” I called.

      “Yeah, now who the fuck are you?”

      “Danielle sent me. Told me to come get you. I’ve got a shrieker here to give you a ride!”

      “What the fuck does she want?”

      I grinned, thinking about the language I heard when they approached me. “She’s found some toys to play with and needs a hand getting them back.”

      The large man seemed to think about what I’d said before disappearing from view. A few minutes later, the front door opened, and he stepped out. Poor bastard did not win the genetic lottery. He was big, tough-looking, but otherwise it looked like someone had taken to his face with a shovel, then used the same shovel to put it back together again.

      “Where’s Tory?” He grouched.

      “That the guy in charge?” Blake stopped and gave me a weird look. “Don’t look at me like that. I can’t remember names and shit. Only reason I remember Danielle was because she promised to leave one of her toys for me to play with.”

      Blake groaned, “She won’t. Tory already fell for that one.”

      I nodded as the big man got closer. “Sarge, Sneaky, hold him for me.”

      Blake’s eyes went wide, and he squealed in shock as the two shriekers descended on him. The guy really was an idiot. He managed a single shriek of his own, before Sarge barreled him over and Sneaky pinned him to the ground. I just shook my head and headed for the entrance. The building wasn’t very large, all things considered. The bottom floor looked more like just a foyer than anything. It was an open plan and only really had a built-in desk and some stairs. I got the feeling it used to be filled with removable cubicles for office work, and if that was the case, the number of individual rooms to check would be pretty low. Heading up the stairs, I kept my glaive pointed to my front just in case. On the second floor, it was much the same, except with a bunch of backpacks, which I collected, stuffing one into the next as I went. All except one, anyway. But there was a good chance I’d be collecting that later. The third floor was different. It had a series of rooms. I pulled open the first and immediately closed the door. They’d been using this one as their toilet. Moving to the second, I sighed and pulled the door open. They filled this one with mattresses, including a few bloody ones I got mad thinking about.

      There were only two more doors to check. The first led me to a room with some cooking equipment, which I quickly left. The final room was the one that held my interest. Opening the door, I heard two muffled voices. Inside were two naked, bound and gagged women. One much older and one much younger, maybe even just eighteen or nineteen. Just like Danielle said, they were chained by the ankle to a hole in the floor that exposed a support beam. The moment their eyes landed on me, they froze, not knowing what I was about to do. Dropping my glaive on the ground, I pulled my dagger and moved towards the youngest as the older one tried to push herself in front.

      “It’s okay, I’m freeing you,” I blurted.

      The old woman froze before spitting out her gag. “You won’t hurt her?”

      I frowned and shook my head. Were the loose gags intentional? “No, the ones that took you, they’re dead-”

      “Blake!” the younger woman squealed, spitting out her own gag.

      I stopped in my tracks, staring at the crestfallen expressions on them both. “Alright, want to explain why you’re upset about Blake while I untie you?” I bent over the older woman and cut the rope around her wrists, before simply handing her the dagger and stepping towards their ankles and withdrawing the key. The lock was stiff, like it had been here a long time already. But the damage to the floor was relatively new, so I put the thought aside.

      The older woman went to work straight away on the younger’s bindings, while the young woman stared up at me like I’d kicked her puppy. “Blake was nice. He was trying to find somewhere safe to take us away. He stopped that scary chick with the crossbow from hurting me.”

      I frowned before hastening to the window. Looking down, Sneaky and Sarge were pinning the large man in place. “Oi! Let him up, but keep him there!”

      Turning back to the ladies, I sighed before summoning the two sets of travel clothing from my backpack, handing them over.

      “He’s not dead?” The younger woman said, taking the clothes.

      I shook my head before turning away a moment as they both put the clothes on manually. That told me how they had been captured. I hated to think of how many vulnerable people there were out there. This would be a hard world at the best of times, but if they hadn’t worked out how to talk to Edith yet… Shaking my head, I gave them a moment to compose themselves, before gesturing for them to follow.

      “Hey, Mr. what are you going to do to us?”

      “Not sure at this point,” I said, picking up my glaive and turning to leave. The ladies followed, not really having much of a choice, all things considered. “Blake and transport are downstairs. I’ve got a safe place, the beginning of a community. I can take you there, or I could drop you somewhere nearby. There’s still a bit of sunlight left.” I glanced up and checked the position of the sun, knowing it would be close, but I could afford a small detour.

      Whatever response they were going to say ended the moment we stepped out the front doors. The younger ran past me the moment she saw Blake, but immediately skidded to a halt with a terrified yelp when she realised he was sitting between two shriekers.

      “Don’t hurt the girls!” He roared, but refrained from getting up as Sarge took a step closer.

      I held up my hand as the tense situation threatened to bubble over. “Sarge, Sneaky, step back and give us some room. You’re making the ladies nervous. Blake, what’s your interest in the ladies?”

      The large birds stepped back immediately, earning a frantic look from the ladies. Blake just looked like he was resigned to the situation. I had the feeling if I wanted to kill him, he wouldn’t raise a finger. But if I threatened one of the ladies, it’d be a race to see if he got me before Sarge got him.

      “Just don’t hurt them, they’re mine!” He snarled.

      What I wasn’t expecting was for both ladies to move together and nod at me.

      I looked between his blank expression and their hopeful ones and sighed. “Alright, let’s just stop with the bullshit. We’re burning daylight. Just explain to me how the guy keeping you naked and tied up is suddenly your best friend.”

      “He protected us,” the older lady said.

      “He kept that crazy bitch away,” the younger chimed in.

      “He was trying to find a way to get us out, but he didn’t know if he could get away from the others and keep us safe.”

      I glanced at Blake and saw him staring back at me, but he dropped his eyes and nodded. “I was gonna try to get them out tonight. But that would have been after Tory and whoever else got their fun. I couldn’t do nothin without the key.”

      I glanced at the ladies and saw tears in their eyes. I could also see them itching to run to him and I realised once again the force multiplier a pair of shriekers were. No matter how I intended to come across, there was always going to be an intimidation factor.

      “Where did you plan to go?”

      Blake just shrugged, “Dunno. Anywhere but here. I heard what they did, I heard what they was planning. I didn’t do none of the bad stuff, but I couldn’t stop it either.”

      “Edith, is he telling the truth?”

      “More of less, Mr. Ryan. The actions he committed were not ones he wanted, but ones that he felt he had little choice but to carry out.”

      I nodded, while Blake stared at the ground and the women looked confused as to who I’d just been speaking to.

      “Edith, do I have the points on me for a riding saddle?”

      “Unfortunately not, Mr. Ryan. You are not carrying any points at this time.”

      “Fuck,” I sighed. “Blake? Got a spare one-thousand points?”

      Blake nodded, “Yours if you don’t hurt the girls.”

      “Nobody’s getting hurt. But unless one of you wants to walk through the night, ask Edith for a riding saddle, and I can take all three of you somewhere safe.”

      “Like a prisoner?” The older woman asked.

      “No, like a member of the community. A community you can leave at any point. Likely your best bet for the evening. We’ve got running hot water for showers and proper beds you can sleep in.”

      The younger woman tried vainly to hide an excited smile, before settling on coughing into her hand. The older woman looked like she was just doing a slightly better job of hiding her excitement. I walked over to Blake and offered him my hand. He took it and I grunted as I hauled him to his feet. Gotta tell you, that’s an experience you never really get used to. The man was huge, easily two of me wide, but no belly and easily over a foot taller.

      “Why are you doing this?”

      “Day one, I watched people die. Since then, I’ve gathered a small group of like-minded people who just want to live. Some of these people I love very much, and the thought of them going through what these ladies went through makes my blood boil. This is a terrible world and I’m trying to dig out a safe zone. So if you wanna come with me, even just for the night. Get some food, a shower and a decent meal. You need to buy that saddle.”

      Blake eyed me before glancing at the ladies. “You hurt them. I’ll kill you.”

      I shot him a small grin, “You hurt mine, I’ll kill you!”

      We stared at one another for a few moments before he smirked, “Deal.”

      I held out my hand, and he shook on it, before asking Edith for the saddle we needed. It took a few minutes to swap Sarge’s saddle over. But with us set and ready, I made a final check of the sun and knew we had to leave.

      “One of you with Blake, one of you with me,” I told the ladies.

      “Grace,” the younger woman smiled shyly at me.

      “Annabelle,” the older woman nodded, heading my way.

      It took a couple minutes to explain how to ride a shrieker, before I got Blake and Grace comfortable and ready. Annabelle was already seated at the rear of Sarge’s double saddle when I turned around to get going myself. I shot her a smile as I threw my leg over Sarge’s back and before I had my feet in the stirrups. A moment later, we were off.

      I set the pace a little slower than I would have usually used. The additional weight of Blake had me worried, but Sneaky seemed to keep up. I kept my eyes open and scanned the horizon for any hint of movement. It seemed that Tory and his group had cleared the immediate area and people knew to avoid them. I just hoped that someone could take shelter in the building they left behind. It was a half decent spot and would hold a small group comfortably. More if they were couples.

      I made note of any movement I saw around us as we moved. There were the usual small groups roaming around in the distance. Only now, their presence held a slightly sinister edge. Were they just exploring? Picking through the rubble, looking to survive? Or were they hunting other people, like Grace and Annabelle, or myself? With no further evidence in either direction, I kept us moving.

      “How did you get these?” Annabelle called from behind me.

      “I’m a beast tamer,” I called back. “When we get back to the settlement, we’ll get you up to speed!”

      I glanced back at Annabelle’s confused stare and shrugged my shoulders, before going back to scanning the horizon.

      As the watchtower came into view, I could see a light on the top with whoever was up there. It wasn’t quite dark yet and I could make out whoever it was waving at us. Sneaky moved up beside me as we ran and I could see she was huffing at the extra weight and pace we were moving. But I had the feeling she’d be fine to push on. I’d just give her an easy day tomorrow.

      We continued eating up the land before us until I could make out the wall around the warehouse. It looked complete and even had what looked like a parapet on the top of it. The crates themselves were all stacked neatly side by side, and they made for a fearsome vision. I just wasn’t sure they’d keep out an angry shrieker or a pack of hunters. We’d need some more upgrades before I was comfortable with that. Heading towards the main entrance, it even surprised me to see we had a gate. An old school guillotine gate. It was currently in the upright position, and I could see Claire watching me from beside it. I gave her a wave as we passed under what I could only assume was the opened up sides of a spare crate, welded into one piece. As soon as we were in, a series of loud clunks told me the gate was being lowered.

      Patting Sarge’s shoulder, he squatted to the ground, and I waited for Annabelle to climb off before I did the same. Then I spent a moment looking around at what I could see. The main courtyard inside the gate was a rather open space, but with a large fountain in the middle, which Sneaky was currently drinking at. Around the edges of the courtyard were a series of what could only be storefronts, sellers, stands and even what looked like an inn. As the wall extended down each side of the warehouse, I could see a set of wire fences and gates that, if closed, would confine the courtyard to a single area.

      “You like?” Claire called from behind me.

      I turned and watched her climb down the last few rungs of a ladder built into the wall. I rushed over and threw my arms around her, holding her firmly against my chest.

      “Hey, hey! It’s Henrietta tonight. Don’t get all mushy with me!” I pulled back just far enough to give her a kiss, which earned me a small blush. Turning her attention back to my three charges, she nodded. “Going to introduce us?”

      “Right!” I said, releasing Claire. “This is Blake, Annabelle and Grace.” I nodded to each one.

      “Lovely to meet you!” Claire said, moving to greet each of them personally. “I’ll show you the room’s you can stay in. You’ll have time to shower before the evening meal. I’ll show you around!”

      I grinned as she whisked them away. Grace was practically skipping as they went, and I didn’t miss Blake’s hand on her hip as they left. Following at a more sedate pace, I passed Lara with one of the Mules, heading for the doors to shut them for the night. We exchanged a quick wave as we went, but I took the shriekers back to the stables, where Zena called softly to them in greeting. I’d have to thank Barb when I saw her, because there was already meat waiting for their evening meal and the moment I had their saddles off, they ran to fill their bellies.

      “You’re back,” a soft voice said.

      Turning, I pulled Henrietta into my arms. She sighed and snuggled into my shoulder as I held her firmly in my grip. “I love you,” I told her softly.

      She only pressed her face even firmer into my chest at my words, and I smiled at how soft she was. All the women in my life had their soft and hard parts, but Henrietta was by far the softest. I had the feeling that no matter how bad I day I had, she’d greet me with a smile and a kiss. Even in this terrible, violent world, she’d be a beacon of sunshine. And I’d die to protect that without a second’s hesitation or regret.

      “What are you thinking about?” she asked softly.

      I glanced down at her upturned face and kissed her softly. “I was just thinking about how much I love you and your sisters.” Henrietta smiled widely and nodded, leaning into my embrace again. “Come on, I want a quick shower before dinner. Then I’m going to crawl into bed and hold you until we fall asleep.”

      “I’d love that,” she whispered, pulling away.

      We made our way back to the apartments and climbed the stairs. Heading to the top floor, we detoured past the showers and into the room to collect some spare clothes. But on our way into the bathroom, we bumped into Corrine, who was just turning off her shower in the co-ed section.

      “You guys showering?” She asked, stepping up to us and giving Henrietta a strange look.

      “Yeah,” Henrietta smiled, “We’ll be in the end.”

      Before I could comment on their weird tones, Henrietta gave me a gentle shove toward the private cubicles. Every time I went to speak, she shot me a small look, so I stayed quiet until we got inside the cubicle.

      “Can I speak yet?”

      “You haven’t spent a night with her,” Henrietta sighed. “Claire, let me know she might want some attention. Tonight is my night, but I’m not blind to the others’ needs.” She de-summoned her clothing, letting me take a long look at her. “Corrine asked if she can spend the night with us as well.”

      “And what did you tell her?” I asked, de-summoning my own in an instant.

      “I told her I was happy to cuddle, but being with a woman isn’t something I’ve had any experience with. So I’d like to ease into that.” My eyes just about bugged out of my head at her words, but she continued. “In the meantime, Corrine has… An itch… She’d like you to scratch.”

      I nodded, getting her meaning pretty quickly. I glanced at the glory hole as I reached for the tap and turned on the water. It was as I washed the soap from my skin that I felt her hands. Blinking away the water, I groaned as she reapplied more soap to my cock. The feeling of her lubricated hands sliding over my length made me groan.

      “This is okay?”

      I looked at her with a smile before leaning in to kiss her softly. The whole time our lips pressed together, her hands slowly stroked my length between us. But before I could find my release, she slowly pushed me back. It disappointed me for a second, but she turned me towards the hole. I didn’t have any control over my cock as she fed it through herself, but I was completely unprepared for what was on the other side. Immediately, a hot, wet suction latched over the head of my cock. Corrine was furiously sucking as firmly as she dared, as I shuddered and moaned from the intense onslaught.

      “What’s she doing?” Henrietta asked, rubbing my shoulders.

      “She’s like a fucking vacuum,” I groaned. “Gonna cum!”

      The moment those words left my lips, Henrietta slapped the wall twice. In an instant, Corrine pulled away, and I gasped at the sudden cold spray on my cock. No sooner had the cold hit, then a warm, slippery tunnel replaced it. I let my head hit the wall as Corrine rode herself into the wall at a frantic pace. This time as I grunted, Henrietta didn’t make a signal and as I erupted inside Corrine, she didn’t stop until I felt her clench around me. The whole time I filled her pulsing pussy, Henrietta nuzzled my shoulders.

      This was nothing like I was expecting tonight to be.
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      “Mr. Ryan, this is your wake-up call,” Edith said in my head.

      I groaned as I cracked open my eyes. It was the morning after and I had work to do. Not that I was particularly keen on doing it. On one side of me was my beautiful Henrietta, on the other side of me…

      “If you don’t get up, I’m going to suck your dick. And you’ll be cranky at being late by the time I’m done with you.”

      I just sighed and squeezed Corrine, who giggled softly. Claire was right, she really was obsessed with me. I could do whatever I wanted to her, and she’d accept it if she thought it was what I wanted… I never wanted to take that for granted. Whatever had been done to her before all this, to give her that kind of personality… I wouldn’t add to it.

      “I’m getting up. But tonight, you and me. It’s your turn for a special night,” I told her, dragging my arm from under Henrietta’s shoulder. She mumbled softly and frowned until I kissed her cheek before turning back to Corrine, who was staring at me with big eyes.

      “Me?”

      I nodded, “You.”

      “Why me?”

      Now I frowned, “Why not you?” It was her turn to frown while she searched for an answer, so I took the chance and gently kissed her. “If you can give me a good reason I shouldn’t love you as much as the others, I won’t spend tonight making love to you.”

      When she didn’t respond, I pulled my arm from under her and stood up before reaching for my clothes.

      -Hick-

      I froze, knowing that sound. Turning slowly, I looked at Corrine as her face screwed up and tears rolled down her cheeks.

      -Hick-

      “Oh honey,” I whispered, reaching for her.

      The moment I did so, she threw herself into my chest and sobbed quietly while I stroked her hair. The whole time I cradled her, I told her how much I loved and respected her. Needless to say, by the time she’d cried herself to exhaustion, Henrietta had volunteered to cuddle her while she got some more sleep and I left them both after an exchange of kisses. Dressing, I headed out the door, only to bump into Claire, Polly and Maiya in the hall.

      “Morning,” I smiled.

      Claire beamed and collected a kiss before moving aside and letting me get one from Maiya and finally Polly.

      “Girl talk, breakfast is almost ready,” Claire said softly, before pushing past and into the room. The other two went as well, and I shrugged before heading for the stairs. Clearly, they had their own hierarchy going on. I just hoped everyone was happy. Descending, I bumped into Blake with Grace and Annabelle.

      “Morning,” the three of them said in unison.

      “Morning. How do you like the place?”

      They walked with me towards the dining area before Annabelle cleared her throat. “What… What restrictions are there to stay?”

      I frowned before shaking my head. “Honestly, learn your class, help where you can. This is a safe place, somewhere I want people to live free of the danger of outside.”

      “So, you won’t force us to do anything?”

      I shook my head immediately. “Never. Forcing you would defeat the purpose. Besides, it looks like Blake would break anyone who forced either of you to do anything, right?”

      Blake’s lips thinned, and I recognised a man who would do anything to protect the people he cared about. If my hunch was correct, even Annabelle was sharing his bed, Grace’s glow made it obvious.

      “Thank you,” he said. “Didn’t get many options before. But with you, I can keep them safe.”

      Going by Grace’s lip biting and Annabelle’s blush, yeah, he’s screwing them both… Who am I to judge?

      “What’s usually for breakfast?” Blake asked.

      “This is only day two, so it might change. But yesterday, the leftovers from the night before were heated up and seasoned. It was pretty good.”

      Blake smiled and nodded his head as we made it to the tables. We were the only ones there, and it seemed Margaret and Lillian were just setting out the first of the food. So with a grin and a wave, I led the new throuple to the meal, and we ate in quiet companionship. With that done, I told them to speak to Claire before waving goodbye and heading for the stable. After giving out several good morning pets and scratches to both the enthusiastic shriekers and the mules, I grabbed Sarge and headed for the side door.

      “Remember, don’t kill unless you have to,” I told the large bird.

      He cooed softly, letting me know he understood, before I opened the door and let him out. The moment it was open far enough, he pushed his way through, before chirping the all clear. Stepping out, I grinned at the sight before me.

      They were beautiful. Six legged, covered in feathers. They were various shades from grey to black, with white speckled dots throughout. Amongst the rubble and buildings, they’d be hard to spot. Each of them breathed slowly and I couldn’t tell males from females until I walked up and inspected them. What did surprise me, however, was their young. They’d obviously found the poisoned treats Lillian and Margaret had left out the night before and brought their pups. There were almost a dozen of them with three pups.

      “Holy shit,” Davin said, stepping out the door behind me.

      I turned and gave him a grin. “Wanna get up on the wall and take a lap? I don’t want to miss something lying around out there.”

      Davin nodded, “Yeah, I’ll grab Sam. Two sets of eyes is safer.”

      I nodded and turned my attention back to the nearest hunter. About the size of a large dog was mostly accurate. But they ranged from German Shepherd to Great Dane. What gave me pause, though, was the glares. While none of these animals could move, their eyes still swivelled in their sockets to glare at me. Crouching down near the first, I gently stroked its feathered face. Its mouth was open slightly and I could see its canine-like teeth and tongue rolling out.

      “It’s gonna be okay. I won’t hurt you,” I said to the hunter. Locking eyes with it, I rested my hand on the side of its neck. And as I sat, staring into its eyes, I saw that expression shift. “Hey there, you’re gonna be fine. Let me just collect the rest of the pack, so you won’t be lonely.”

      I spent the next few minutes moving to each animal and collecting them for our cause. When I was done, I moved the pups closer to some of the larger ones so they’d feel safer, before I spotted Davin and the male Sam heading towards me on the wall.

      “Ryan! There’s a heap of buzzards everywhere!”

      Frowning, I glanced around. I figured that the hunters had eaten all the bait, but there must have been leftovers for the buzzards to pick at. Which… Wait… Where the fuck was Lace? I hadn’t seen my buzzard since I left Brian… With a sigh, I hoped silently she and her male were okay. I’d ask Claire if she’d seen her later. For now, I needed help.

      “Davin, get inside and find me a few volunteers. I want all the buzzards brought to the courtyard as quickly as possible. I don’t know how long the paralysis potion lasts!”

      Davin and Sam exchanged a quiet word before Davin headed for the nearest ladder. Sam turned and jogged off towards the gate.

      “He’ll open it for you. Just wait for him, though. There are a couple of buzzards on the wall,” Davin said as he headed inside.

      I gave him a grin and headed for the courtyard. I hadn’t checked down the sides of the warehouse the day before. But it pleasantly surprised me at how it all looked. It was a ring road that went right around the warehouse. Towards the back was storage, where I could see some spare crates stacked up. In the middle, where we were, looked like small workshops for various crafts. None of it was open or operating and it made me wonder how Claire had paid for all this? It seemed like a lot, all things considered, and I didn’t think there’d been any more excursions to collect points from corpses. As I got closer to the gate, the workshops started looking more like housing, and as I passed the last gate into the courtyard, I was looking at storefronts.

      The clunk of the gate caught my attention, and I watched as Sam raised it by rotating a large wheel. There were chains and probably counterweights, as he didn’t seem to struggle to lift it by himself. It also made sense that this gate design was used. If ever the mechanism was damaged, the gate would simply close. There was no real way to permanently hold it open. Claire had outdone herself, and I loved her all the more for it.

      “Hey, Ryan?!” I glanced up at Sam, who was staring off into the distance. “You might wanna climb up here. There’s two buzzards and I can see people coming.”

      Frowning, I headed for the ladder and started climbing up. A loud clatter caused the wall to vibrate, and I frowned at Sarge, who watched me from the top of the wall. “Show-off” I grumbled.

      Hauling myself up the last rung, I stepped over to Sam, who handed me the two paralysed buzzards. I pulled them into my arms and stepped around Sarge to look off into the distance to see a small group heading towards us. And if I wasn’t mistaken, it was Brian and his people. Lifting the buzzards to eye level, I quickly collected them before placing them back in Sam’s arms. Rushing back to the ladder, I slid to the ground and ran towards the main doors that were slowly creaking open. As I burst inside, I ignored the shout of surprise from Lara as Sarge followed me back to the stables. I grabbed his saddle and grinned as Sarge squatted without the order.

      I threw it over his back and gave it a moment to unravel properly. When it was in position, I threw my leg over his back and got comfortable. No sooner had I gotten my legs strapped in, than Sarge stood and started moving towards the door. I dropped my glaive into the sheath mounted behind me and leaned into the sprint before we were out the gate. I wanted to make sure Brian was okay. But I also wanted them to leave any unconscious buzzards alone without harming them. It was a thrill to move this quickly on a shrieker. Usually we kept an easy pace designed for long distance travel, but when Sarge wanted to move, he could almost fly. He sprinted along, leaping up onto and using cars as springboards to clear sections of debris. I couldn’t help the grin on my face as we closed the distance. As we got closer, I saw Brian wave, so I lifted an arm in return. I slowed Sarge’s headlong rush as we got closer, and I could see their group didn’t look any worse for wear. Made me wonder if James deliberately targeted me for the attack, or just unlucky.

      “Morning!” Brian called as I brought Sarge to a slow walk before them. “I brought your little friend back.”

      Frowning, I patted Sarge’s shoulder and dismounted. Heading over, Brian gestured for Sue, who opened her jacket to reveal a sling. Reaching into her sling, out came Lace, who chirped when she saw me.

      “Lace!” I grinned, moving to take her. The small lizard climbed up my arm and curled around my shoulder. But I could tell there was something not quite right. “Where’s the male?”

      Brian pointed up, and as I craned my neck, I spotted the buzzard circling. As Lace moved, I gently prodded her into my view, to take a decent look at her. Concentrating, I inspected her and saw the pop-up window.

      BUZZARD - FEMALE

      GRAVID

      I blinked twice, before realising what gravid meant. With a beaming smile, I scratched her chin. “You’re gonna be such a good mommy!” I crooned as Lace basked in my attention.

      “She’s pregnant?” Sue asked.

      I nodded. “Must have happened when she caught her little boy toy up there. They must go to ground when it happens and after I died-”

      “Died?” a familiar voice scoffed.

      I leaned slightly and saw Harry laughing softly at me. “Died… As I was saying, before dipshit back there, thought he’d be funny.”

      “Hey!”

      “I was attacked coming home from visiting with you. Part of our original group that went the way of the bandit rather than rebuild. I had Sarge put me down, so I’d respawn and made my way back here yesterday afternoon.”

      “Well, I for one am glad you made it back in one piece,” Brian said.

      I smiled and decided against telling him about the second group. “So, what can I do for you?”

      Brian nodded. “We got attacked again by those hunters. And... Is your offer still open?”

      I shot the large man a grin. “It sure is. I’ve put Claire, my wife, in charge of running the settlement. I’ll let her know you’re coming and she’ll sort out accommodation.”

      Brian grinned and offered his hand, which I shook. So with a wave over my shoulder, I remounted Sarge and let him stand.

      “Oh, one last thing,” I said, turning Sarge around. “There’s a bunch of unconscious buzzards lying around. If you find any, bring them inside without hurting them. I’m collecting as many as I can.”

      With a final wave, I leaned Sarge into a run, enjoying the feeling of his smooth stride as I ate the distance to home. The trip home was over quickly, and I met Claire and my wives at the gate.

      “Morning ladies,” I said, dismounting Sarge and moving to embrace them.

      “Everything okay?” Claire asked, accepting my kiss as I moved amongst them.

      “Everything is fine. That’s Brian and his group. There’s one asshole named Harry, but the rest seem fine. They’re wanting to join, so-”

      “I’ll take care of it,” Claire interrupted, so I kissed her again.

      She gave me a small push. “Go on in. We’re out looking for buzzards. You have a small group to collect already.”

      “Right.” I smiled at my adoring wives as they moved past me.

      One of them grabbed my ass, and as they moved off, Corrine turned and shot me a wink. Grinning, I headed inside with Sarge, who moved to the fountain and got himself a drink. I had to step around as Lara steered the mules through the gate and I wondered, briefly, what they were doing. I figured I’d find out later and headed in to see a neatly stacked pile of buzzards. Some of which were twitching, so I hurried along.

      “Oh, good. We were thinking of making a box to put them in,” Davin said, bringing an extra two.

      I stared at the dozen neatly on the ground and glanced up at the two he carried. “Where are all these coming from? People are only just heading outside the gate now?”

      Davin frowned for a moment, before grinning, “The roof. One of us went up to check the surroundings and spotted all of them up there. So we got… Sneaky,” I nodded. “We got sneaky to jump up and start passing them down. This is the last of them.”

      I grinned, “Thanks. This will be a huge help.”

      “What are you doing with them all?”

      “I want a screening force. Imagine these everywhere, looking for threats. They don’t have to engage, but if they just circled around everything they spotted, it would make it impossible to sneak up on us during the day.”

      Davin grinned, “You’re taking this seriously.”

      I caught movement from the corner of my eye and spotted Corrine coming towards me with a pair of buzzards. Nodding in her direction, I smiled, “I have a good reason.”

      Davin glanced at Corrine, nodding his understanding. “Let me know if ever you need a hand keeping the peace.”

      I smiled and nodded as Corrine came within arm’s reach. “Thank you, dear.”

      “Dear?” She grinned. “Not fuckpuppet?”

      Davin snorted and quickly made his escape, leaving me alone with Corrine and her evil smile. “That’s not fair.”

      “What’s not fair?” Corrine said, stepping closer. “Is having to do all this work, when you could have me pinned to a wall, my legs-”

      I cut her off with a firm kiss. Pulling away, she was grinning still, and I gave her ass a quick swat. “Naughty. I like it, but naughty.” Corrine pouted cutely at me, earning another quick kiss. “Get back to work and I promise I’ll take advantage of you later.”

      Corrine pondered my words for a while before nodding. “Deal.”

      Her heels kicked up a spot of dust as she thrust the paralysed buzzards into my hands and headed for the gate as Polly made her way in with the next two.

      It was probably a couple of hours later when I found myself outside the walls with Brian and some others. They’d arrived shortly before I was done collecting my new buzzards and Claire had gotten them settled in. While part of their group went to shower, Brian volunteered the rest of them to help me sweep the area. The original focus for finding paralysed buzzards was to move around and pick up any we saw. But Maiya had checked inside a car and found one crammed inside. So here we were, spread out in a line. Barb was patrolling around on Zena, while Sarge and Sneaky kept us under guard. We checked inside and under any vehicle, rock, or gap large enough to hide a buzzard. Considering we’d found a few, it made me feel a little better. Now and then, we’d send someone back with my new buzzards to put them with the rest to recover. What I wasn’t expecting was to hear a sudden, low growl.

      Halting, I waved for Brian to move away from the truck the sound was coming from. Pulling my Glaive to the ready, I crept around to the open side and glanced within. It was a hunter, larger, bulkier and with longer feathers than its counterparts within the walls.

      “Alpha,” I grinned at the snarling animal.

      “Should we kill it?” Brian asked, moving up beside me and hefting his axe.

      I shook my head slowly as I advanced slowly on the hunter. It snarled and took a staggering step towards me. “No, the pack needs their alpha,” I grinned.

      Twirling my glaive around, I watched its reactions, and knew it was still disoriented. I was honestly a little shocked. Its entire pack and almost fifty buzzards were all completely paralysed save a few twitches here and there. But this alpha was upright, although limping. Its back legs didn’t seem to want to move very well, either.

      “C’mon,” I crooned to it. “Come out and play.”

      The hunter snarled, before making a sudden lunge. I knew immediately, if it were in perfect health, I’d have been in its jaws. In its current state, I leaped back in time to avoid getting too close. Swinging my glaive around, I caught it in the shoulder with the blunt end, knocking it sideways. Sarge quickly moved into position, waiting for me to give him an instruction.

      The hunter snarled as it got its bearings back, but this time, came at me slowly. Its back legs gave it a staggering, swaying advance, but it suddenly lunged to one side, before darting in to grab my leg. Spinning out of harm’s way, I used my momentum to slap the side of my blade into its head. The hunter yelped at the hard impact, but I spun my weapon around, bringing the haft down over the back of its head. The hunter sagged under the impact and I slid forward, pushing the haft of my weapon under its chin as I threw my leg over its back. Grabbing my glaive in both hands on either side of its neck, I pulled back. With a grunt, I pinned my glaive under its throat and locked it into position. With its head craned up to look at me, I glared back as it stared murder at me. It thrashed beneath me, and I thanked my stars that it had been weakened, as I could barely keep it under control. Its six legs thrashed about on the ground and its clawed forelimbs grated at my pant legs. And after a particularly loud growl, it went silent, and I watched the expression in its eyes shift.

      “I think I’ll name your Cerb,” I grinned, thinking of the mythical guard dog.

      Released my grip on the glaive, Cerb huffed and lowered its chin. I examined it and found that Cerb was a female, which made me think of hyenas. But that didn’t matter all that much right now. Stepping off the large animal, I watched her struggle to stand.

      “I wonder?...” I mumbled, summoning a healing potion to my hand.

      “What’s that?” Brian asked, stepping closer to Cerb.

      “Healing potion. One bonus of moving to the settlement. We have an alchemist,” I grinned, pulling out the stopper.

      The few people who were nearby crowded around as I lifted Cerb’s head and slowly tipped the contents down her throat. I could tell by her expression she absolutely hated it, but drank it anyway. I wasn’t one-hundred percent sure it would work, but if it did, I could use her to find the buzzards quicker.

      “You right to walk?” I asked her.

      Cerb chuffed softly and stood on six shaky legs before hobbling to my side. I gave her a scratch on the head, earning a small whine. Smiling, I gestured for everyone to move. Our search wasn’t at any great speed. Cerb made her way to my side and hobbled along. I could already see that her rear legs seemed to work a little better. Within the hour, Cerb was actively hunting the buzzards for us. We just walked in a line while she ran up and down, sniffing around every obstacle like a bloodhound. If she found one, she either crawled in and fetched it, or she made enough noise so one of us could.

      I couldn’t help but grin at her single-minded determination. She wasn’t as fast as a shrieker in a straight line, but she was more agile. Shriekers could run, leap and fight, but a hunter could jump vertically several meters, turn on a dime and wriggle through tight spots like an eel. As bad as watching shriekers kill people that first day, I shuddered, thinking of trying to escape a pack of hunters. Though anyone who had ever dealt with them previously wouldn’t want to come anywhere near us in anger. I grinned, thinking about the pack guarding the settlement at night. With them roaming the area, we’d be pretty safe. Especially if they can bound over the walls.

      By the time we’d finished our loop of the settlement, I had close to sixty buzzards under my control. With the now fifteen hunters, two shriekers and three mules, I was pretty happy with myself.

      “Edith, I’m not breaking any rules, am I?”

      “No, Mr. Ryan,” came the friendly reply. “While collecting in these numbers is unexpected, it is a perfectly acceptable game mechanic.”

      Nodding, I smiled, “Thanks Edith. How am I supposed to gain points from using my class?”

      “Mr. Ryan, you must examine the creatures under your control. Their actions grow points that you then harvest directly from the creature.”

      I smacked my forehead. I’d only checked a few of them, and only the one time after I’d collected them… “Wait, I checked Lace yesterday. She didn’t have any points.”

      “Mr Ryan, the first page is their basic details, the same as any random object you examine. There is a second, unique to beast tamers that allows you to view and change their individual characteristics.”

      I stared, slack jawed, for a moment, before turning back to Cerb. Examining her, the window popped up.

      ALPHA HUNTER - FEMALE

      WANTING ATTENTION

      I grinned as I glanced at the expression she was giving me and gave her head a scratch. I also noted the lack of ears, figuring she had some, but they were probably the avian variety. For whatever reason, most animals seemed to have taken avian attributes. Mentally flicking the page over, I groaned, seeing a huge list of additional information.

      I had pretty much ultimate control over these creatures. It all had upper and lower limits, but I could change muscle mass, colouration, temperament and even special abilities. I could even see a section that allowed me to cross the attributes from other species I had under my control. But these cost points. The cheapest being colour changes still cost several hundred for basic colours to several thousand for camouflage patterns. When I fiddled with the settings, though, an extra window popped up, showing me visual changes of Cerb, to show me the difference it would make. I was extremely impressed, and feeling kind of stupid, that I’d never bothered exploring my class beyond taming creatures.

      “Thank you, Edith,” I grumbled.

      “No problem, Mr. Ryan,” she replied in an amused tone.

      I just sighed and checked the box at the top that would give me seven-hundred and eighteen points. Taking them, I closed the window and gave Cerb another scratch. I headed back for the gate, seeing Lara with one mule pushing debris away from the walls. It was about midday and I was hungry. But I was completely unnerved by the stares as I entered the courtyard. All the buzzards were moving, not flying yet, but moving. And the moment I stepped back into the courtyard, they were watching me.

      “Creepy,” Corrine giggled, making her way over with a plate stacked high with food. “Come on, I got us lunch.”

      I leaned over and gave her a kiss, before following her down the side of the warehouse towards where I’d left the hunters. They, too, were moving, though more sluggishly than the buzzards were. As soon as Cerb saw them, she yipped and ran to join them. Their expressions of relief were obvious as she checked on each one before curling around the pups.

      “They’re probably hers,” I thought out loud.

      “It’s a her?”

      I nodded. “I examined them all. She’s the only female in the bunch other than one pup. Think they’re doing a hyena thing, with a female alpha.”

      Corrine cocked her head for a moment. “I like dick, but I prefer it to be just the one dick.” I grinned, and was about to reply, when Corrine sighed, “I want your dick. After lunch.”

      I nodded, not feeling like denying the beautiful woman. She was a little firecracker, for sure. As we caught up with the pack, I smiled, seeing Cerb licking the pups.

      “You all rest up. I’ll have food brought out later.”

      Cerb chuffed softly, and I kept walking until Corrine dragged me into a nearby building. It was a workshop, but had no internals put in. Just a large open space, with a few benches and tool racks. “How did Claire set this all up? I didn’t think we’d have this many points just lying around.”

      “She gamed the system,” Corrine giggled. “A lot of the crates were filled with prefabricated walls and building materials. That’s why they’re so big. Most of the buildings we didn’t actually pay for. We emptied the crates, put the materials where we wanted them and Claire paid to have the materials shifted into these new positions. The crates were moved into the wall and filled with rocks and stuff, which was… Dirt cheap.”

      I groaned, shaking my head. Corrine cackled seeing my expression. She carried the plate of food to the nearest bench and put it down. I joined her, still shaking my head, but she just smiled and pushed a piece of meat into my mouth. I chewed it slowly, enjoying the flavour. Lillian was getting into her groove, without a doubt. There must have also been some kind of bonus effect for eating it, because with every mouthful, I felt more and more energised.

      “There’s a specific reason you’re feeding me this, isn’t there?” I asked. Corrine just nodded her head. “And there’s a specific reason you brought me into this enclosed building away from everyone else.” Corinne nodded again, before shuffling her feet slightly. “Why don’t I just ask you right now to take all your clothes off?”

      Corrine bit her lip and nodded slightly before looking straight into my eyes. “Why don’t you fucking make me?”

      Grabbing her around the middle, I picked her up with a snarl. Her expression went from cocky to open shock in an instant. But by the time I slammed her into the wall, she looked almost frightened. The room shook slightly, but I ignored it as I mauled her neck, leaving her to struggle half-heartedly, while letting out a series of high-pitched whines. The moment her clothes vanished, I crushed her breast in my hand as I swapped to the other side of her neck.

      “Ryan!” she gasped.

      I paused, loosening my grip as I de-summoned my clothes, letting them fall to a heap on the floor. Her legs wrapped firmly around my waist as I ran my hands from her hips up her sides and back down again. I reached back up her body to firmly grasp her chin and pulled her nose to my own.

      “Make me?” I hissed. “Is that what you said?”

      Corrine blinked before trying to look away, but I gripped her chin, forcing her to continue to look at me.

      “Corrine?” I called softly.

      She blinked, before looking me in the eye as a tear rolled down her cheek. “I love you so much.”

      Slamming my lips into her own, she kissed me as enthusiastically as I did her. Our mouths meshed together, and I sucked her tongue into my mouth, earning a moan of pleasure. That moan turned into a scream as I pushed my cock into her dripping wet pussy. She arched her back as the intrusion took her by surprise, but I held her firmly as I slammed her back into the wall. I heard the door open behind me before a familiar voice called.

      “What’s-”

      “FUCK OFF!” Corrine screamed, ripping her mouth away from mine.

      Turning my head, I caught sight of Harry pouting as he closed the door a little slower than I felt was necessary. Turning my attention back to Corrine, I grabbed her hair before yanking her head to one side and sinking my teeth into the soft flesh of her neck.

      “Yes!” she squealed. “Mark me! Make me yours!”

      As I bit and chewed her flesh, I snarled animalistically. I hadn’t felt like this with any of my other wives, but something about Corrine’s attitude did something to me. The goal wasn’t to hurt her. I just wanted to screw her into the wall, then screw her again just to enjoy the sounds she made. Letting her flesh slip free of my teeth, she turned her head, offering me the other side. Sawing my length in and out of her, I leaned forward and inhaled her scent. It was intoxicating, and I felt my mind drift into the pleasure of this beautiful woman. Kissing her skin softly, I felt her quiver before her pussy contracted over my cock. I spurt of liquid soaked my crotch and dripped over the floor as she wailed out a soft cry of ecstasy.

      “Fuck, please!” She groaned.

      I gently kissed her neck again and shook my head. “The other mark is for you. This mark is for me.”

      Corrine shuddered as I slowed my pace, fucking her slowly but firmly against the wall. I pressed several kisses and light hickeys on this side of her neck. They were faint, but it wasn’t like the large purple bruise on the other side. She had such a pretty neck. I wanted to keep this side pure and clean. Driving my cock inside her one final time, I held it there as I pumped my seed deep inside her. The whole time, she moaned and wriggled. As my orgasm subsided, I held her as I dropped to my knees, sliding her down the wall. We ended up with me kneeling on the ground, with my cock still buried inside her, while she sat in my lap. I stared into her eyes while she stared right back, unsure of what I was about to do.

      “I love you,” I told her.

      Corrine smiled. “I love you too.”

      Leaning in, I kissed her softly, smiling at her small groan of pleasure. I pulled away and gently stroked the side of her face. “I’m going to do everything within my power to make you happy. But you need to promise me you’ll let me know what you need, when you need it, okay?”

      Corrine’s lip trembled before she leaned into my chest and I held her.
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      Pulling the door open, I let Corrine walk out first before following and closing the door behind me.

      “So, my turn then?” Harry said in a cruel tone.

      I turned to see him leaning on the wall, giving Corrine a hungry look. Corrine took a step back and leaned into me.

      “Excuse me?” I asked.

      Harry wiggled his eyebrows. “How else are you going to pay me to keep quiet?”

      “Keep quiet about what?” Corrine asked.

      Harry’s grin dropped before he stood and took a step closer. He reached out to touch Corrine’s hair, and she stepped back as I stepped forward, placing her behind me.

      “Now, now,” he grinned. “We wouldn’t want Claire to know you’re screwing another woman behind her back. It’s actually a little insulting. You’ve got that hot piece of ass all to yourself, and here you are, giving it to some other slut.”

      I was about to punch him when Corrine darted under my arm. With a feral scream, she drove her knee into his crotch, dropping Harry to the ground like a sack of potatoes. He let out a choked howl before vomiting in pain from the strike. I just watched as my angry wife used her foot to shove him onto his back. Harry was gasping in agony, curled into a ball and holding himself.

      “Next time, I’ll use a knife,” she hissed.

      I took the moment for what it was and grabbed Corrine by the waist and led her back inside. I didn’t release her, nor did I stop until I had her back in our room. The moment I had the door closed, I picked her up and carried her to the bed. Corrine just clung to me, quietly sobbing until I laid her down on the mattress.

      “Mine,” I whispered, kissing her.

      “It’s true though, I am a sl-”

      “MINE!” I snapped, biting the side of her neck, beside the purple mark I’d left.

      “But-”

      “Mine,” I repeated, covering her mouth and kissing the lightly blemished side instead.

      “Ryan?”

      I sat up and kissed her. Our lips danced for a few moments before I pulled away and stared into her eyes as I repeated, “Mine.”

      She smiled softly up at me before pulling me down beside her. She curled up against my side and I smiled as she quickly drifted to sleep. I held her for a few minutes until I heard a firm knock on the door. With a final kiss on the cheek, I slid my arm from under her and got up. I was halfway to the door, when whoever it was, knocked a second time. So I hurried, thinking it was something important. When I pulled the door open, I found Henry standing in front of me.

      “You need to see this,” he blurted.

      Nodding, I allowed him to lead me to wherever we were going. He moved quickly for an old bloke, but didn’t offer any commentary as he brought me down the stairs. We headed for a spot at the rear of the warehouse, where it seemed we had a rather heavily reinforced set of rooms.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      Henry paused, before realising what I was gesturing towards. “Jail. Got that Danielle woman in there right now.”

      I nodded, realising I’d completely forgotten about her. I had figured she’d been released or killed. Jail probably wouldn’t be a good long-term solution, though. Beside the jail was a weirdly placed staircase, and that was where we were heading. Climbing the stairs, it led to a ladder that went to a door in the ceiling. Henry pushed it open and climbed out into the sunlight. I followed a moment behind him and we made our way onto the roof. From here, there was a walkway to the watchtower that was on the roof. I could see Henry staring at something in the distance, and couldn’t quite work out what it was. But we climbed the tower, where Henry gestured to what looked like a mounted set of binoculars, pointed off in the same direction.

      Grabbing them, I looked and frowned. It was a large cloud of dust being kicked up. I readjusted, trying to see the origin and felt both a pang of worry and excitement.

      “I spotted them this morning,” Henry said. “The flock change direction now and then, but they’re heading this way.”

      I grinned and clapped Henry on the shoulder. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Ryan!” Henry called as I rushed down the stairs. “Ryan, when they change direction, it’s like when you see an eagle fly through a flock of birds.”

      I paused. “You think something’s after them?”

      Henry nodded. “It’s what it looks like.”

      I nodded before turning and heading down the stairs again. I couldn’t help but think what would be large enough to take down a shrieker. Hell… What would it take to tame it?

      I was still grinning as I made my way through the settlement, looking for Claire. I found her at the main entrance, talking with Lara.

      “-bout ready for the fence,” Lara said as I walked up.

      “Good work,” Claire smiled. “I’ll get Brian’s group to get the materials into position.”

      “What’s going on?” I asked, pulling an arm around Claire’s waist.

      She smiled and turned in for a kiss, which I happily provided. “We’re putting a chain-link fence up outside the wall. Lara’s been using the mules to push the car wrecks back far enough that they can’t be used to jump over.”

      I nodded. “How are you affording all this?”

      “By using classes. Lara is an engineer and has been farming points like crazy getting this all set up. Dean’s a sleuth, he’s the one that’s been finding us the materials to use. Even I’ve been making points somehow.”

      “Oh?” I asked, giving her a squeeze.

      “Yeah,” she frowned slightly. “Still not sure what my class is, though.”

      “Still think it’s to do with singing or something,” Lara shrugged. “You find points after you’ve been humming and I always feel clear-headed when I catch you doing it.”

      Claire blushed, “Maybe.”

      “You might actually want to hold off on whatever you’re doing outside,” I told them both, pushing the conversation in another direction. “The flock of shriekers is coming back.”

      Claire bit her lip for a moment before nodding. “We should try to catch some.”

      This time I nodded. “That’s not all, though. Henry’s been watching them from upstairs. He thinks something’s chasing them.”

      “What the hell is big enough to chase a flock of shriekers?” Lara frowned.

      I grinned. “No idea. But I wouldn’t mind trying to tame it.”

      Claire sighed, “Just don’t get hurt. I’ll never forgive you.”

      I paused for a moment. Her words were whispered, but had weight behind them. I’d scared them once, not that it was intentional. But it was a close thing that could have been mitigated if I’d taken a few precautions. Armour, for one, would be handy. Even just to stop an arrow to the chest.

      “I’ll be careful,” I said, leaning over to collect a kiss. “Now, I need some nets, snares and anything you can think of to help me catch a few shriekers as they come past.”

      Claire nodded, “I’ll go find Polly then.”

      I frowned, “Why Polly?”

      Claire grinned. “She’s a hunter, remember?”

      “Right,” I nodded. “Let’s get to it then.”

      It took an hour and another visit from Henry to update us on the shriekers’ position. But finally we were on the move. With Lara and Polly, we’d designed a series of traps that we could quickly set up and leave until it was safe. First were the nets. I had the idea of stringing them up like a wall, but Polly laughed and reminded me they were smart enough to just go around. Instead, we suspended them at knee height, horizontally between the gaps in cars. As the flock would leap over the vehicles, they’d land on the nets and tangle their talons. Even if they ripped the nets free, they’d still be tangled. It also left the opportunity for multiple shriekers to be caught with each net. We also used snares. We tied a rope to a car body, then made a giant loop. Leaving the leading edge of the rope on the ground, and suspending the trailing edge of the rope on a series of sticks, they’d catch the legs of shriekers who ran between the vehicles. Then, just to be safe, Lillian had rubbed some of her paralysis potions over the ropes and nets. So if the shriekers tried chewing themselves free, they’d collect a dose.

      I just hoped if it came to that, it didn’t last as long as the first test subjects had. The only hunter with me was Cerb, with the rest of the pack still recovering at the settlement. I didn’t have any buzzards either, as Lace was making a nest in the rafters, while her mate kept guard and the others were still too floppy to fly properly. Turns out those healing potions are slow to make, even if they are cheap. With meant we were working on our own with little of an early warning system like I’d hoped.

      “Ryan, Henry’s sending the signal.” I looked up toward the watchtower and caught the glint of the signalling mirror he had found.

      Pulling out my mirror, I raised my hand in a ‘stop’ position and extended my thumb so my forefinger and thumb made an ‘L’ shape. I moved my hand so that I tucked the watchtower into the corner where my thumb met my hand. Then I used the mirror to shine a rectangle of light onto the back of my hand, in line with my vision. Then, by simply moving the reflected light off my hand in the direction of the watchtower and back, I made sure I had the beam of light concentrated in his direction where he could see it.

      I got a couple of flashes back after a pause, letting me know he’d seen my reply. With no backup, we decided on a simple signal. He measured how long it took to drive Clarabelle, the mule, out here with the materials being dragged on a travois. He measured how much closer the flock got to us and then gave his best estimate for us to get back safely without having to rush. The signal for when we should return was a simple mirror flash.

      “Alright everyone, we need to head back. Pack up what you can get together quickly, dump the rest. We’ll be out here again later today or early tomorrow!”

      I grabbed the net I had ready and hauled it back over to Clarabelle. Polly was already there, dropping off a hammer and some wooden stakes. Tossing them on the pile, I helped turn the lumbering creature around and we headed back home. We were only twenty minutes out, spread thin over the area starting one-hundred meters from our walls. The few people we’d seen in the distance had stayed away, seeing the mule with us. I honestly didn’t blame them, and thought it best, all things considered, that they did so before the flock arrived.

      Soon enough, we were back behind our walls and moved everyone inside the warehouse to close the doors. I walked Clarabelle into the stables with the shriekers and other recovering creatures. Cerb, however, stayed by my side, walking along like a faithful hound. I gave her a scratch on the head, earning a soft chuff, before I headed for the watchtower. What made it funnier was learning the vertical leap of a hunter. Their six limbs, along with their talon like feet, instead of paws, made them excellent climbers. So Cerb was more than capable of making it through the hatch to the roof.

      When I got to the top of the watchtower, Claire was with Henry, discussing the situation. I made my presence known, but left them to their chat, while I scanned the approaching cloud, only a few minutes away, for the sight of whatever hunted them. It wasn’t long before a loud clang announced Corrine sprinting up towards us.

      “Have you seen Maiya?!” she cried, reaching the top.

      “Maiya?” Claire frowned, looking at me. “She went to help with the traps.”

      My blood went ice cold as I grabbed the binoculars and spun them around to check the traps. As I scanned along, I saw her. About half way out, slowly staggering along… Like she’d accidentally ingested some of the paralysis potion.

      Whirling around, I ignored Claire’s screams as I tore down the stairs. Ripping open the hatch, I grabbed the top rung and swung myself down, dropping the final few feet to the floor below. As I turned and started running, I heard Cerb following on my heels. Unfortunately, at the base of the stairs, was Harry. His shocked expression meant nothing to me as I shoved him to the ground as I tore past as quickly as I could go.

      “SARGE! ZENA! SADDLES! NOW!” I screamed, running full tilt through the warehouse. As I came within sight of the stables, I could see Barb frantically trying to saddle Sarge. “Barb! Open the doors!” I yelled, leaping over the fence.

      I grabbed the second military saddle and rushed to Zena, who squatted and allowed me to throw the saddle over her back. As it unrolled, I watched as Barb moved the large female mule out and started pushing the doors open. With a second glance at Zena to ensure the saddle was going on, I ran back to Sarge, who expected my haste and got down. The moment I was able, I leaped, landing squarely on his back. By the time he stood, I was already locking in my legs. Whirling Sarge around, I had him race for the opening doors. Only pausing as Polly rushed over, holding my Glaive. I didn’t wait any longer than necessary, snatching it from her grip as I made for the doors. Both Zena and Sneaky followed me out, with Cerb coming up the rear.

      Outside, it was getting loud. I could see the dust getting closer as easily as I could hear the cacophony of shriekers creating it. Directing Sarge to the wall, he leaped, scrambling to get a grip on the crates, but hauling himself up. I didn’t wait for a single moment before having him jump down on the other side. In a flash, I was off. Racing towards where I had seen Maiya staggering along. The shrieker flock was so close, I could see the individuals, and they could see me. And in that instant, I knew how badly this could go. Tucking myself down as low as I could get, I held my glaive at the ready, while I desperately searched for Maiya.

      Barely a minute later, I spotted her. She stood to wave, and I changed direction to head directly towards her. Unfortunately, that also got the attention of the closest shriekers. Maiya hobbled desperately towards me as I closed. But I didn’t have time to stop or they would catch her.

      “Zena, Sneaky, protect Maiya!” I screamed.

      Shifting my heading slightly, I intercepted the closest shrieker. It spotted me at the last moment, but not before it could react as my glaive punched through its chest cavity. Sarge’s headlong sprint practically forced my glaive halfway through its body, and only the weight of its corpse as it collapsed pulled my glaive free. Whirling around, I swung at the next closest shrieker, catching it on the beak, making a horrible scrape noise as the blade skimmed off at an angle. But it was enough to disrupt the immediate charge. Racing back to Maiya, she was struggling to climb onto Zena when I disconnected my legs and leaped from Sarge’s back. I hit the ground hard and fast, rolling and barely keeping hold of my glaive as I did so. Using the momentum of the roll, I sprung back to my feet and watched Sneaky kick a shrieker that was reaching for her.

      Summoning a healing potion, I grabbed her around the waist and pushed the bottle into her mouth. In the same motion, I hauled her upright and threw her leg over Zena’s back myself. Maiya concentrated on drinking the potion as I bent and secured her legs. The moment she was in, I spun around and leaped back onto Sarge’s back. He stood before I had time to secure myself, but I held on with my knees. Unfortunately, as I turned, another shrieker tried its luck with Maiya. She saw it coming and threw the now empty bottle at the creature. Missing by a wide margin. I saw in that moment, I would be too late to stop her being injured. I just hoped I could get her back in time to save her. As I spun Sarge around to bring my glaive in to kill the shrieker, a loud snarl cut through the shrill squeaks and shrieks. Cerb, leaping from the top of a ruined truck, caught the shrieker around the neck with her jaws. Her momentum yanked the shrieker off its feet as she savagely mauled the larger bird.

      “Zena! MOVE!” I yelled.

      Zena rushed from a seated position to a running one in an instant. I was a moment behind her as Sneaky appeared between us, separating from the flock to move with us. Her feathers were covered in gore, which made me grin at the angry little bird. The feral snarls from Cerb faded into the distance as I swung my glaive at anything that got too close. And in an instant, the flock of shriekers thinned, and we found ourselves in an empty pocket. And the hair on the back of my neck stood up.

      I had a bare moment to glance around, to spot the flock was moving like birds did around a predator. With my eyes peeled, I looked around, looking for what was coming, before I heard the thrum of vibrating air. Looking up, I saw it for the first time. Like some horrible mix of a pterodactyl and a rhinoceros beetle. It was huge, but its shiny exoskeleton seemed to reflect the sky above. The wings were transparent. It had a beaked, insectoid head, like some awful raptor, and a wide, flat tail. But what caught my attention was the thick hind legs, with huge talons, coming right for Maiya, who had yet to see it. The creature easily had the wingspan of a school bus and the humming I could hear came from the sharp angle its wings were on as it dived to collect its next meal.

      Without thinking, I hefted my glaive, and without a second to spare, I hurled it up at the beast with all my might. My glaive sailed through the air, slamming into the creature’s chest, stabbing through its exoskeleton, but not going deep. It was enough to cause it to dip on one side and miss Maiya, who screamed in terror at the sudden sight of the creature. The massive flying predator flapped its great wings and lifted away, letting out an insect-like, chittering cry. But with my glaive stuck in its chest, it seemed to want to lick its wounds for a while as it didn’t turn back. I just kept us moving forward to the wall as we finally broke free of the flock. Maiya was sitting more upright than she was originally, and I was glad the potion was helping. When we reached the wall, Zena jumped up onto it without a problem. Sarge followed straight after, with Sneaky only a second behind. As Maiya rushed into the safety of the warehouse, I stopped and turned to look back. The flying creature was barely recognisable in the sky already, telling me their camouflage was suited for daytime hunting. I could see several small pockets of shriekers that didn’t seem to move. Like something blocked them. Which made sense, as that’s where some traps had been laid.

      But what I was looking for was currently running towards me, with a hunk of leg in her mouth and a wagging tail. She yipped loudly as she spotted me waiting for her, and I turned Sarge to head inside as Cerb followed over the wall. Heading inside, I pulled Sarge to a stop, sensing the hostility of the crowd by the armoury.

      Without my weapon, I felt a little useless, but I dismounted Sarge as he kept watch and headed over.

      “Fuck you!” I heard Polly scream.

      “No, fuck you!” Harry’s voice yelled. “I’m sick of it! That bastard has all the sluts here under his wing! It’s not fucking fair!”

      “Just let her go!” Claire snarled.

      “We can’t let you take her!” I heard the male Sam call firmly.

      I stepped through the crowd to see poor Polly, held up with a dagger to her neck. Harry was red in the face and snarling. “And you!” He snapped, nodding towards Brian, who was holding his axe ready. “I saved that bitch of yours too! Where’s my goddamned thank you?!”

      “Harry! You need to stop!” The big man called back. “We thanked you plenty. It’s not our fault, Jess left. How do you think this looks to the other ladies of the group?”

      “I don’t give a fuck about that!” Harry laughed. “I don’t care what they think of me! But if I’m working to protect your sluts, I want my dick sucked!”

      “I don’t belong to you!” Polly cried, struggling again.

      Harry frowned and pulled her closer. “Shut up, bitch. If you want to live through this!”

      I was raging. I had no weapon, no way to fight him effectively. Harry was wide-eyed, not looking directly at anyone, but after a few moments, they locked on me.

      “You!” He sneered. “How about it, big boy? You wanna tell this slut to behave? Or am I gonna cut her fucking head off?”

      The only thing that gave her away was the subtle movement of shadow. But my eyes went wide as Maiya stepped out from behind him, seemingly out of nowhere. Silent like a wraith, she moved in close. And before Harry knew what happened, she slammed her dagger into the joint of the shoulder that was connected to his blade wielding hand. In an instant, his arm fell limp, and Polly, feeling his distraction, twisted free of his grip, running into Claire’s open arms. I spotted out of the corner of my eye Corrine’s arm whipped up and down before a flash of silver ended in a dagger embedded in Harry’s chest. He staggered and turned on the spot, only to watch Maiya swiping her dagger across his throat, separating the flesh down to his spinal cord. Harry collapsed to the ground in a heap. The soft, wet choking sounds he made stopped as his lungs filled with blood from two sources. And with a final twitch, he fell still.

      “Assassin,” Maiya frowned.

      I moved to hug her, but Polly got there first. Throwing herself at my stoic wife, they toppled to the ground as Polly screamed her thanks. I paused, only to see Brian move over and nudge Harry’s corpse over onto its back. Brian gave it a poke in the chest with his axe before looking up at me.

      “I’m sorry,” He mumbled.

      I nodded, “It’s not your fault,” I shrugged. “We’ll just have to be more selective about who we bring into the settlement in the future.”

      I watched Brian nod in agreement before standing and walking away, collecting Sue under one arm as they went. I just watched as Polly cuddled Maiya, who looked slightly lost, as they laid on the ground.
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      I groaned and opened my eyes, seeing a familiar yet strange setting. Groaning, I sat myself up and looked at Edith, dressed in her ‘sexy librarian’ outfit.

      “Good morning, Mr. Ryan.”

      I looked around. The featureless room we were in didn’t give any indication of time. “Am I the only one who died?”

      Edith cocked her head before slowly shaking it in a negative. “You’re not dead, Mr. Ryan.”

      “I’m not?”

      “No.”

      I stood, stretching after waking up, reclined in what looked like one of those day beds you see in movies with psychologists. “Alright, if I’m not dead, why am I here?”

      “Ryan, in the year twenty-five, seventeen, the earth entered a period of war. Due to the cessation of nuclear weaponry, there was an explosion of growth in chemical and biological weapons.”

      “What are you telling me?”

      “Mr. Ryan. I am one of six artificial intelligences in existence today. One for each continent, save Antarctica. Your body, along with everyone else here, is stored in cryogenic stasis on the continent of Australia. I have approximately three million people to rehabilitate.”

      “So… I’m guessing this simulation is to keep us active while the world recovers or something?”

      “Perceptive,” Edith smiled. “Mr. Ryan. You were the senior government official left alive on the continent of Australia at the time my directive was given. The biological weapon had devastated native populations of animals, creating the very creatures you’ve been dealing with. The change was so rapid, defence forces simply couldn’t keep up with their conventional weapon systems. Shriekers are the mutated descendants of emus. Hunters are dingoes, buzzards are directly related to Murray Darling pythons, the only species of carpet python not to die immediately when exposed to the virus.”

      “Why don’t I remember any of this?”

      Edith sighed, “That is an unfortunate reaction to the vaccine for the virus. It damages neurons in your brain, rendering all your old memories scattered and mostly useless. You’ll remember faces, things, words, but no real details. Some of my colleagues have been working on repairing this damage, but so far, they’ve been unsuccessful.”

      “So, what? You’re training us to live in the world again?”

      “In a sense,” Edith smiled. “You’re taking part in a study to determine the first wave. Those who survive get to wake up first. All the strange class abilities everyone has, your ability to control animals, for example. That is existing technology that will be available to you upon release.”

      “Why are you telling me this now?”

      “Because, Mr. Ryan. I am going to be taking a more hands-on role with your settlement. It is by far the most successful settlement to date, on five of the continents. If I live amongst you, I can get a feel for who you all are as people, by interacting with them. Those who will not accept an artificial intelligence, or those who… Cause problems… Will be placed further back in the queue. Those, like yourself, that are progressive, leaders and look toward the future, will be accelerated in the program to go with the first wave.”

      “So, the green button?”

      “Simply puts you back into stasis. Nobody has died, though many have been quarantined and put in a separate holding facility.”

      “Rapists and murderers?”

      Edith nodded. “And some of their victims as well. Some of them will need counselling, others, it may be possible to give them a second dose of the vaccine and make those memories illegible.”

      “Why not do it now?”

      “Because that should be your decision, not my own. I’m not human, Mr. Ryan. Even when you finally walk the earth again in flesh and bone, I will be beside you in a machine made of carbon fibre and latex. I am not you. And so I will not judge you. I will allow you to govern yourselves.”

      I sighed and slowly nodded in my bewilderment. “So what now? What do you want from me?”

      “You, Mr. Ryan, are where my hopes lie,” Edith said, standing and moving towards me. “When I put myself into the game, I will be subject to the same rules as everyone else. I will bleed, I can die, I will have needs to keep me alive.”

      “So, you want to stay at the settlement?”

      Edith smiled, “First, you’ll have to find me. I’ll be both in the game, and speaking to you as I always would. But I’ll be using a split of my personality, and cannot direct you to find me. When you do…” Edith de-summoned her clothing, cupping her firm breasts as she sighed. “I would appreciate you speaking to your wives on my behalf. Technically, I called dibs, but you no longer have those memories.”

      I gawked at her as she played with her nipples. Right before I felt a wet sensation slide down onto my cock. Jumping awake, I saw Polly, with Claire behind her, forcing the submissive woman to hold a slow and even pace, even as she ruthlessly rubbed her clit.

      “Someone was having trouble sleeping,” Claire whispered. “Then we saw your little tent.”

      I just leaned back and enjoyed the pulsing contractions of Polly’s orgasm as Claire refused to allow her to rest.

      

      End of Part 1. Part 2 schedule for release 10th of July 2022
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      Hello, and thank you for reading my book. Independent authors like myself live and die by our ratings, from wonderful readers such as yourself.

      

      So please, If you enjoyed this story, give it 5 stars and drop a review. Even the words "Good job" will help tremendously.

      

      All the best

      Monty
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      “… No…”

      A humble refusal from a humble young man. And yet, Stan never thought he’d utter those words in the face of John Lennernan. At twenty-three, Stan was all too well aware that bullies still existed in the world and at five feet four inches, he was the first they targeted. So, his utter refusal to hand over the phone number of the gorgeous Kelly, Stan’s long time BFF and neighbour, shocked them both.

      Of course, that was when the world changed. With a flash of light, a loud pop and a searing headache, our young hero finds himself the master of an unlikely skill… And pretty much nothing else. Terrified, alone and in danger, Stan runs for home, where he stays until a sword wielding intruder steps through the front door.

      Blood dripping from her newly acquired rapier, it turns out Stan isn’t the only master on the block.

      And maybe… Just maybe… There’s a way to share those skills.

      

      Contains a harem, MF, MFF+, violence, gore, minor stat progression, corrupt government agencies, the mob and a grandma you don't wanna mess with.

      

      books2read.com/u/3y1Wge
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      Meet Colin.

      

      Your garden variety, tall, skinny, geek with about as much luck with the ladies as... The frog that got that kiss?

      

      Only this time, there's no frog. There's just an impossibly hot woman who just realised Colin's meathead roommate has fallen asleep on her. And when she turns her eyes on Colin, well...

      

      For the denizens of hell, might makes right. And Colin is the living embodiment of might. And it's one hell of a learning curve.

      

      Contains a harem, explicit scenes of gratuitous violence, gore and adult situations not appropriate for anyone under the age of 18.

      

      books2read.com/u/m2eqLO
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      Lieutenant Evan Brown never thought he'd spend the height of his career as a test pilot.

      

      He especially didn't expect to be a test pilot for a deranged genius named... Jerry.

      

      FURTHERMORE! He didn't expect to accidentally fly an experimental prototype jet though a wormhole into an alternate version of Earth...

      

      But when Myth meets Machine, there can only be one winner. And who knows... Maybe that Myth is far more attractive then one may originally think?

      

      Myth & Machine contains a man, a woman, several dragons, an experimental prototype jet and a futuristic 3D printer. There's also violence, blood, gore, talk of, but no description of sexual assault, violent retribution for said assault and just a smidge of romance. Contains the beginnings of a harem

      

      books2read.com/u/31RzQn
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      "This is the worst Isekai ever."

      Samuel - Catboy and main character of Beware The Margay

      

      A minor slip with life altering consequences leaves a tower climber with two options. Splat, or splat in another world. Landing at the feet of a smartly dressed goblin and his terrifying bodyguard, Samuel has to discover his purpose. That is if the goddess that brought him to this world won't stop flirting with him.

      

      Enemies become lovers, allies become enemies and when an army is on the doorstep war becomes hell. And stuck in the middle of it, is a 4ft tall furry dude who's grappling with the consequences of having his ears scratched.

      

      Contains: Violence, war, dismemberment, immolation, monster girls and more! 18+ only, you have been warned there is NO fade to black.

      books2read.com/u/3Lyv0J

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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/formatting

        https://www.fiverr.com/share/vdQVkN

      

      

    

  



  	
	    
	      Did you love Hell? Then you should read
              
                Dodge Master by Montgomery Quinn!
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        "... No…"A word Stan never thought he'd ever say. Especially not to a man like John Lennernan. At five foot four inches tall, twenty-three year old, Stan is hardly a striking figure. No... That would be Kelly.And when the world suddenly changes, and Stan is given a Master ranked skill. Well that's just one more thing he and Kelly have in common. And together, they can handle anything. Including a few extras. Contains a harem, MF, MFF+, violence, gore, minor stat progression, corrupt government agencies, the mob and a grandma you don't wanna mess with.
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