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      The soft tapping of Sarge’s talons was drowned out by the voices of those around us. It always went like this, but it couldn’t be helped.

      “How do we know you’re not going to kill us, or take us as slaves?” One of them demanded. A young man, who squinted like he needed glasses.

      I sighed and glanced up at the watchtower above the warehouse. I saw a double flash and relaxed. Even with the buzzards flying around everywhere, unless they spotted something close, it was hard to tell what they were circling. We had a simple system. If someone was out and about, they were watched. If the buzzards circled something that was a threat, the tower found it. Two flashes meant it wasn’t a threat. Usually just someone scavenging, or even a spooked shrieker moving away from our group.

      “What, you’re not going to answer?” The young man spat.

      “Look kid,” I turned in the saddle and stared blankly at him. “Believe it or not, once a month a group of you pop up out of the ground. I was part of the first wave, and when I came out of the ground, these things,” I patted Sarge on the side of the neck, making him chirp softly. “These things were everywhere and killed hundreds of us. So believe it or not, I am actually trying to help you. But playing twenty questions out in the open where things can kill us is not a good idea.”

      There were several soft grunts and a few curses. I heard more than one voice talking about wanting to run. Barb and the few others we’d found since that could ride knew to let them go if they ran. I wasn’t in the business of forcing people to do anything.

      “What if we don’t wanna go with you?” Another voice called out.

      “Then leave!” Barb yelled from the rear. “Nobody’s forcing you to come with us. But we have food, shelter and hot running water back home.”

      There were at least a few excited murmurs about that. I remembered being pretty hungry soon after waking up and that first shower was the best. The situation when I woke up wasn’t the norm, but it always irked me how much the newbies bitched. I promised myself I’d stop the moment we found her. But Edith was silent on the subject, and she hadn’t shown up physically yet.

      Cerb leaped over a nearby car and sniffed at something before letting out a soft growl. I made a note of how far out we were from town. And it was close to the border I’d set up for the patrol route. The hunters were mostly nocturnal, but she never left my side. Claire just about cried when Cerb brought her pups into our room. When Cerb wasn’t around, Claire got to play mommy. It made her smile, and part of me wondered if we’d be together outside this simulator as well. She’d make a fantastic mother.

      Almost an hour later, I was gritting my teeth as Sarge stepped through the gate. Paula was up there with her crossbow. She was speaking to one of her new recruits. The system we had was rather simple, seeing as nobody could really sneak up on us. We brought them in, got them sorted and comfortable, then introduced them to Edith. From there, we handed out weapons and tried to work out what their class was. By the end, some stayed, and some left. I put those that stayed to work. Fighters in all their forms were trained and given weapons to use. Ranged skills went I put to the walls and other skills where they needed to be.

      And those other skills could be damned useful. The couple dozen people that made up my original group had ballooned right out to over two-hundred, with each of the small groups spawning in. A little over half stayed with us. And that meant on days we weren’t escorting newbies, we scouted and explored. Getting to know our new home as much as possible in the relative safety of the buzzard flock.

      “You’re back!” Claire called.

      I grinned and swiftly dismounted Sarge as Claire pressed herself against me. She was warm, lovely, and smelled good. Her dark brown hair was growing longer now, and she’d been talking about cutting it once it reached her shoulder blades.

      “You’re staring.”

      “You’re beautiful,” I replied immediately. She blushed and leaned into me so I could hold her.

      “Get a room!” Paula yelled from the wall.

      I glanced up and saw her grinning at us. She got a laugh out of the one-finger salute I sent her way, but Claire pulled away and nodded.

      “Right, orientation.”

      Sneaky, I smiled as she got into her business frame of mind. We still weren’t sure what her class was. But people seemed to want to listen to her when she spoke, and I’d missed something being said more than once while listening to her hum a small tune.

      “Alright everyone, if you’d like to follow me, we’ve got clothing, showers and food this way!”

      I let her go, before turning and admiring Sarge with Zena and Sneaky, all drinking from the fountain in the middle of the courtyard. I could see many familiar faces now, and many more I didn’t really recognise. But each recognised me. Right by the gate was the tavern. It had rooms to rent on the top floor, but they were rarely used. Most often, when someone came to trade, or if a newbie made it known from the start, they didn’t plan on staying. Otherwise, we’d essentially set up communal living areas. Like the apartments inside the warehouse, we stacked them up into little housing units. Each apartment contained a small bedroom, a toilet, and some storage space. If couples developed, we discussed alternate arrangements to accommodate them. But we’d firmly stuck to the idea of communal meals. Even if we now needed a small army to run the kitchens.

      I was dragged from my thoughts as a man tumbled out of the tavern. He hit the ground hard, but scrambled to his feet as Henry stormed out, waving a large hammer.

      “What the hell, old man!” The guy yelled.

      “I saw where you put your hand, you little shit,” Henry snapped.

      The young man looked around at everyone watching the commotion and snarled. “I didn’t mean any harm!”

      “What happened?” I called, making my way over.

      There were murmurs from the newbies as I approached, and even a few from some of those that had been here a while.

      “I didn’t do nothin,” the man grumbled.

      “Ryan, sir!” a young woman called out to me as she slipped out from behind Henry. “He tried to offer me points for sexual favours. Henry told him to leave, and he grabbed me by the chest.”

      “Witnesses?” I called.

      Another half dozen piled out behind Henry, who realised he was blocking the doorway and moved aside to make it easier.

      “Aye,” “Yes,” “That’s right,” were the collection of responses as they came out to join us.

      It wasn’t a perfect system, but it worked. When an incident happened, I called for witnesses and tried to sort it out immediately. Petty squabbles were usually done privately, but my distaste for abusers was well known. But that was nothing compared to Polly. The small, submissive woman was a firecracker once you got her going. And as she kicked his feet out from under him, I stepped up before she pulled a knife. Or worse.

      Stepping up behind her, I pulled her back into my arms, where she struggled, before realising it was me.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled.

      I reached up and tucked her short, dark blonde hair aside and kissed her cheek. Turning her on the spot, I saw Corrine coming towards us with Maiya and Henrietta. Corrine being the diminutive rogue. She was a crack shot with throwing weapons and usually far too quick to strike in retaliation. Maiya was taller than me and cut a striking figure with long black hair. She discovered she was an assassin after rescuing Polly in an unfortunate situation. Henrietta was my shy blonde. My height and a little softer than the others, I’d seen her put several people in place with the sword she carried at her hip. When on patrol, my fierce knight wore a full set of armour to match.

      “Are we killing him?” Corrine asked as they approached.

      I released Polly, who quickly joined the others. Claire was watching off to one side with the newbies and I sighed.

      “Rope please, Edith?” I requested.

      “Certainly, Mr. Ryan,” she replied happily.

      The rope in question appeared at my feet, and I scooped it up.

      “What’s that for?” The man asked, stepping away from me.

      I nodded at Henry, who grabbed him quickly from behind. “Out there is Hell,” I gestured towards the gate. “In here, by comparison, is heaven. So when assholes like you put your hands on people. Especially people who have already told you to knock it off. You’re dragging some of that hell into our little town.”

      He struggled, but remained silent while I bound his wrists. With a whistle, Sarge approached, and I held out the end of the rope to him.

      “Aww, c’mon man.”

      “The last rapist we had in this town, we executed.” I turned to him. “This isn’t some fucking joke. And I refuse to have monsters inside my walls. Take him out and cut his ropes.”

      I heard Sarge squawk before he yanked the rope from my hands. But that was nothing compared to the pained cry of the man as Sarge sprinted across the courtyard. The man rolled wildly as Sarge swung out the open gate and kept going.

      I waited long enough for the man’s screams to fade away before addressing the people in attendance. “This is NOT a democracy!” I shouted. “Follow the rules, or leave!”

      “How is he in charge?” One newbie asked Claire as she led them off.

      She paused and gestured up to where they had a dozen buzzards watching them from the surrounding roofs. “Those, along with all the other creatures you see walking around, are all fully under his control. And his control alone.”

      “How?” someone else asked.

      Claire just smiled and gestured for them to follow. “We’ll cover that in orientation after you all get cleaned up and fed.”

      Meanwhile, I was being mobbed by my ladies. Held from all sides, I was feeling better.

      “Ryan,” Henrietta crooned softly. “It needed to be done.”

      I looked at her and saw the frown on her face. “Weren’t you the one saying the other day that I needed to think things over more?”

      She nodded and smiled. “I meant in relation to you kicking people out because they disagree with you. Just because someone disagrees doesn’t mean they’re bad.”

      “Mr Ryan, sir?”

      My ladies pulled away for a moment, so I could turn to the young woman who approached. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” she smiled. “I heard what you were saying and… I don’t know if he would have actually hurt me. But thank you for making me feel safe while I work here.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Melissa,” she replied.

      “You’re welcome Melissa,” I smiled softly. “If that sort of thing happens again, let me know so I can fix it straight away.”

      “What are we doing with his bags?” Henry asked, hauling them out.

      It had been a while since I’d dealt with bags that weren’t my own. And I’d forgotten that being able to move them, if not access them, was a perk of being in a settlement.

      “Drop them outside the gate. He can have them if he comes back for them. Just hug the sides of the path so they don’t end up pinned to the middle of the road.”

      That had actually happened when we brought back our first group. A young man almost murdered one of his fellow newbies and ran for it. That’s how we’d discovered we could move bags of strangers, as opposed to getting permission to access them, like I had with my ladies. Unfortunately, that only lasted as long as you were inside the confines of the settlement. And I was the unfortunate one carrying them when I hit that point. In an instant, the leather bags may as well have been made of lead as they slammed into the ground at my feet. To make matters worse, it was literally the middle of the road. It was three days later when I could go collect them for myself. What happened to him? Didn’t matter.

      “How are things here, anyway?” I asked, walking with the four of them back inside.

      “Clarabelle and Norman are ploughing that new field today,” Maiya informed. “Moo is over on the first field helping pick the root vegetables.”

      “How?” I asked.

      Maiya shrugged. “Henry made it up. Looks like another plough, but smaller. It disrupts the top layer of soil, so the farmers can just pull them out without having to dig.”

      I thought about the old man and grinned. Claire said he was probably good with his hands, but the old man turned out to be a smith. He could work out how to make something by fiddling with it for a while. And when he was bored, he made other things. The best part was when he discovered he could make uncommon weapons. I was one of the first to receive one, in the form of my new glaive. Followed swiftly by the rest of our original group. Then he’d moved onto the crossbows our wall guards used.

      Along with that, he’d taken an apprentice. A young man I’d only met once, but had a fondness for armour. His first full set was what Henrietta wore when she went beyond the walls. Since then, he’d gradually made various plate, and luckily for me, scale armour. The part of the system that got me used to pole weapons made plate horribly uncomfortable. But the light scale armour I wore was just about perfect.

      We made our way through the warehouse and I sighed at how crowded it was. We’d started with a big empty warehouse, but now there were people everywhere. Not that it was causing problems. It was a small community. Sarge led the other shriekers into their pen, which had been expanded massively to accommodate them. Along with Sarge, Zena and Sneaky, there were another twenty-eight, with three sitting on eggs. Considering the lack of males we’d caught, it did not surprise me that Sarge seemed to strut a little.

      Beside the shrieker pen was the mule stable, which was vacant at the moment. Nobody had seen a mule since we’d first arrived, but I was hopeful they were migratory and we’d see some soon. Especially as the days were growing shorter. I knew we were in Australia, but if we were in the Southern half of the continent, that could still mean snow or at the very least frost. Shaking my head to clear the thoughts, I heard Cerb chuff slightly before she trotted off into the darkened alcove. To anyone unsuspecting, it was a large storage shed that may contain chickens or something. Reality it was a multi-tier set of racks for the hunters. There was room for around twenty, to cover the adults and the pups. But if Cerb had many more, we’d need to expand. The den was the only permanent opening to the outside, giving the hunters unrestricted access. Though we could lock the den itself from the inside if need be. Even if something was stupid enough to come in, it would be trapped inside the den with the whole pack.

      Moving on, we had simple storage. Unused crates were stacked and left open on one side. Then stairs were built in to reach the upper levels. With engine hoists, pallets, and boxes, we had an adequate system. Most of it was for food and building materials and it seemed Maiya was the one in charge of inventory. The stoic woman was well organised and wasn’t fazed by telling people ‘no’ when they came for a request they couldn’t fully justify.

      On the other side of the storage area that separated the front to the back of the warehouse were the kitchen and eatery. It was always busy. Margaret and Lillian kept a tight ship. Margaret was in charge of food prep, while Lillian created helpful concoctions to go along with the stat boosts Margaret introduced. It was usually some form of strength or stamina boost, along with something that sped up healing or clotting of blood from injuries. It mostly depended on their inventory. While it was possible to buy what they needed with points, the points they got in return didn’t cover the expense unless we wanted to live off steamed basic vegetables. Thankfully, although only Margaret and one other were cooks, anyone could actually cook. They just couldn’t add the buffs. With their help, there was something to eat at all times of the day. Though general meal times had to be staggered to accommodate our growing numbers. I had been concerned for a while, but Margaret assured me it was fine, and going by the nice clothing she wore, she was bringing in the points and happy for it.

      “S’cuse me,” Barb said, stepping past and heading into the kitchen.

      I watched Margaret’s face light up seeing her partner and shot them a grin as we moved on. Though I grabbed what looked like a small sweet roll before I left. Moving through the eatery, I made a few general nods at the familiar faces. Blake was over on the far side with Annabelle and Grace, who both beamed at me. He just looked uncomfortable. The ladies with him were sex slaves he was trying to rescue from a situation they were all trapped in. He wasn’t the brightest, but he worked hard and they seemed to love him. So I wasn’t going to hold it against him, even if he seemed to.

      With a nod and a smile, I frowned as each of my ladies kissed my cheek and turned to head off to their own duties. All of them, except Polly. She seemed to tremble slightly as she led me onwards towards the housing area. This was the heart of the warehouse and most of everyone lived inside. Claire had set up the originals, and we’d continued from there. We had created self-contained apartments with shared amenities floor to ceiling. Unlike the ones outside, these were a little nicer and more secure. So they were useful for when we had people come in that were scared or anxious. That, and for my core group.

      Polly led me up the stairs to the very top. It was the last floor before the ceiling rafters. That space had been bookmarked for defenses. But as yet, we had done nothing. This high up, though, I could see the holding cells we’d had installed alongside the stairwell that led to the watchtower. I tried not to think about that side of things. While the watchtower wasn’t a problem for me, I still cringed thinking about executing Danielle. Since I knew that nobody who died was permanently dead, I had come to a decision. It was quick, clean, and she wasn’t conscious for it thanks to a sleeping potion. But I still felt dirty after the fact.

      “Hey,” Polly caught my attention.

      I saw the concern in her eye and stepped into the hallway to give her a hug. She moulded herself to me as I met her lips with my own.

      “You’re stressed,” she mumbled.

      Opening my eyes, I looked into her soft expression and smiled. “It’s fine.”

      “It’s not,” she retorted softly.

      I frowned. “Aren’t you the submissive one who’s supposed to agree with me?”

      Polly smirked. “I’m the submissive one who willingly gives you an outlet for your frustrations in order to satisfy our mutual needs.”

      “You’re acting like a brat,” I grumbled.

      Polly nodded slowly, “Uh, huh.”

      Narrowing my eyes at her, she trembled slightly and lowered her eyes. “Get in the shower.”

      “Make me.”

      I froze in place and frowned as she trembled. I’d heard what she said, and she knew it. Reaching up, I cupped her cheek and lifted her face. Her nervous expression looked torn as I kissed her softly. She kissed back and had a dreamy edge to her expression as I pulled away. So my hand pushing down the front of her pants was completely unexpected. She squawked and pressed herself into the wall, but that didn’t give her any room to escape. Pushing my hand into her underwear, I found her pussy already soaking. Working my fingers through her lips, I circled her clit as she made soft noises.

      Pulling my hand free, I examined the sticky mess that clung to them. I smiled and offered for her to lick my fingers clean, but as her tongue extended, I pulled away.

      “I’m taking a shower. You coming?”

      The dejected squeal met my ears before Polly raced past and through the bathroom door. Inside the bathroom, she was at the end of the hall. The moment she saw me, she pulled the door open for the last stall and de-summoned her clothes before stepping inside. As I walked up to join her, a small noise behind me had me turn. Corrine was stepping into the bathroom and shot me a grin before pressing her finger to her lips in a ‘hush’ signal. I nodded and de-summoned my own clothing as I stepped into the stall with Polly, who was glaring.

      “That was mean,” she grumbled.

      “I thought you liked that sort of thing?” I asked.

      Polly just pouted. “That doesn’t stop it being mean.”

      I shrugged and got under the water. With a handful of soap, I scrubbed myself down under the spray. Polly had a very sharp eye on me the whole time, but I ignored her. When I washed off the soap, she started looking more excited. Right until I turned to the glory hole and flipped open the tab. Sure enough, the other side was already open.

      “Ryan!” Polly pouted.

      But I just slipped my cock through the hole. Immediately, it was taken by Corrine in her mouth. She dutifully bobbed and sucked like she needed it to live.

      “Who’s on the other side?” Polly asked.

      “Someone with a fantastic mouth,” I answered.

      Corrine must have heard me as she moaned and sped up.

      “This isn’t fair!” Polly pouted. “Claire told me to look after you!”

      I paused and retreated. Pulling my cock from the hole, I grinned as Corrine pressed her face into the hole. I could just make out her lips as her tongue poked right through to our side as she followed me. Reaching back, I grabbed Polly and pulled her to the wall.

      “Ryan!” she squealed.

      But I ignored her. Pressing her into the wall, I lined up her pussy with the glory hole. I knew I’d gotten it right when she jumped.

      “Ryan!” Polly gasped.

      But I ignored her as I stepped in behind. It was a little awkward, but I squatted far enough to get my cock between her legs. Pushing upwards, I managed a small amount of penetration and Polly’s head hit the wall.

      “Is Corrine still licking you?” I asked, rocking my hips.

      Polly nodded, and her fingernails scraped the walls.

      “Use your words,” I growled.

      “Yes,” Polly mumbled, “Right on my clit.”

      “Good,” I grunted, rocking my hips into hers. “No cumming.”

      Her eyes went wide, and she opened her mouth to argue. But I covered it with my hand and leaned her into the wall. Each small thrust of my cock pressed directly into her g-spot. As I fucked her from behind, Corrine lapped at her clit. Polly was caught between the two of us as I pinned her against the wall. Her body spasmed, and she struggled lightly. When she thumped her hands into the wall, I removed my hand and wrapped my fingers gently around her throat.

      “Please?” she whimpered.

      “What?” I snorted. “Already?”

      “Mistress Claire wouldn’t let me cum yesterday and made me play with myself this morning.”

      I grinned, thinking about Polly pouting cutely as she begged Claire for an orgasm. “What’s in it for me if I let you cum?”

      Polly whined slightly and struggled, but I held her firmly in place. “My ass,” Polly whimpered.

      “What about it?”

      “I’ll let you fuck me in my ass,” Polly whimpered.

      I slowed and pulled her head around to face me. I wanted to know her reason for the offer. “Do you like anal?”

      Polly frowned for a moment before nodding her head.

      “That doesn’t look like a convincing answer,” I retorted.

      Polly bit her lip and sighed. “I’m an uncontrollable anal slut,” she hissed. “You put your cock in my ass and I’ll cum with every third thrust until you pull back out. I haven’t told anyone because Claire likes to edge me, and anal is my weakness.”

      “Edith, lube.”

      All I heard was a small giggle as a tube appeared on the floor beside us. Polly whimpered as I pulled out of her. I bent and grabbed the lube before squirting a heap over my cock.

      “Ryan?” Polly whimpered.

      I pressed my cock to her asshole and paused. “Yeah, Polly?”

      “Push it in slow, get me nice and lubricated, and then slam me into the wall as hard as you can, please?”

      I grinned and watched her eyes roll back as I slowly pushed inside. The small pop of her sphincter snapping over the head of my cock made us both jump, but I ignored it as I slowly pushed my length inside her. Pulling back out, I reapplied some more lube and pushed in again. Polly was trembling as she pressed herself into the wall and I grinned.

      “You ready?”

      “Mhm,” she whimpered.

      Pulling out firmly, Polly gasped loudly. But it was the thrust in again that I realised she hadn’t been kidding. As her pussy gushed over my balls, I thrust firmly into her ass. The door in our cubicle opened and Corrine came in, closing the door behind her. She stared wide-eyed as Polly silently screamed as I fucked her. I didn’t let up for a moment as I felt her muscles clenching down in orgasm.

      “OH FUCK!” Polly screamed.

      Yanking her from the wall, I turned her to face Corrine. I wrapped my hands around her waist and Polly shuddered as I helped support her weight. Corrine, without a word of complaint, got on her knees and Polly squawked as Corrine went back to licking her. Only this time, with full contact, she could suck and slurp. I could also feel Corrine’s stiff fingers massaging my length on the inside as I thrust up into Polly’s ass. Polly’s arms came up and wrapped around the back of my neck as she screamed at the ceiling. Her whole body trembled as her legs went completely limp.

      With a shout, I caught her as she went down. But it was a near thing. Polly was completely limp, but I checked her pulse and the smile on her face before relaxing and flopping back on the ground. Corrine looked at Polly, then at me, then at the tube of lubricant. I huffed with the exertion as Corrine crawled towards me on the tiles.

      That’s how Claire found us. Me sitting on the end of the bed while Corrine rocked her ass back and forth on my cock. Polly was between our legs, licking Corrine’s juices as came for the third time. But as Polly’s mouth found my balls, I grit my teeth and erupted into Corrine’s ass for the second time. Corrine just smiled as she felt me filling her, as Claire watched on with an amused smile.

      “That looks fucking hot,” Ella remarked.

      Claire squeaked in fright and turned to see her standing there. Ella blushed brightly before turning and darting down the hall to her own room. Claire just sighed and nodded.

      “When you’re done playing with your toys, we need to have a chat,” Claire informed the three of us.

      “He’s still a little hard,” Corrine pouted. “He could go again.”

      I felt the testing lick on my balls from Polly and groaned.
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      “That IS interesting,” I muttered, looking through the binoculars. “And when did this start?”

      “About a week ago,” Claire said, standing beside me. “I put a note on the watch to keep an eye on it. When one of them rotated back in for nights, he let me know it was getting larger.”

      I frowned and gave a small nod. I couldn’t make out any details, but it looked like someone was rebuilding a skyscraper. Walls were going up on the outside that made it look less skeletal. They also seemed to be rebuilding the collapsed upper floors.

      “Kinda wish I had that flying thing now. Could take a quick look and see what’s up,” I mused.

      “We’ve been watching for the flock,” Claire nodded. “But they probably have an annual route they take.”

      I nodded slowly. It had already been months since we’d all arrived. The days were getting shorter and cooler. I didn’t think we would get snow, but depending on where exactly in Australia we were, that wasn’t completely out of the question either. All I knew for sure was that we weren’t within sight of the coast, so it would be difficult to even get an idea of where we were. Australia was a big country after all…

      “How are you planning on catching it, anyway?” Claire asked.

      I just shrugged, “Bait and a big net.”

      If looks could kill, I’d be dead a million times over. But Claire held her tongue. We watched as the sun dipped closer to the horizon. The skyscraper started turning on external lights, like an obelisk on the evening horizon. I spotted Clarabelle and Norman with Moo between them as they lumbered through the gate. They dropped the ploughs off in the courtyard, before the farmers brought the lumbering beasts indoors for the evening. When I heard the rumble of the warehouse doors closing, I glanced up at the buzzards as they returned to roost for the evening. I’d assigned a lot of responsibilities to others. There was someone downstairs right now feeding and caring for the animals, while I took special care of my initial group. Most often Lace, Sarge, Zena and Sneaky. Cerb preferred to eat with her pack.

      Heading downstairs, I called a general meeting about the new construction going on. There were a few concerns. Especially when it was pointed out that the city was where the people who tried to kill me came from. But the idea of a stronghold being built was too big to pass up. If it was a safe zone like what I had built, then fantastic. But if it was a gigantic bandit den, then it would be far better to know in advance. We hashed plans out. Claire and the rest of my beautiful ladies expressed their displeasure, and we all went to sleep with varying degrees of angst.

      The following morning, after a hearty breakfast, I helped to load up a large cart. Moo was going to be ploughing the fields with her father Norman today. Clarabelle, being the largest of the trio, was going to be hauling the large cart. With one exception.

      “That’s slightly terrifying,” Claire said, stepping closer.

      I nodded as the military saddle unrolled over the huge creature. Essentially, she was wearing a massive layer of chain mail. At the base, just off the ground, were sharp blades that swung with each step. It encased her legs in plate and sported thick metal spines that would gouge into anything she walked past. Even her armoured head had those familiar tusks that Sarge had when he was armoured.

      With a small shudder, I turned back to loading crates of stock into the cart. We weren’t taking a huge amount. But hopefully enough that if who we wanted to see was friendly, that this could sow some goodwill.

      “Henrietta’s going with you, along with Paula and Gary,” Claire said stiffly.

      I shot her a small smile that she refused to return. Out of them all, she was the angriest that I was heading into potential danger. I nodded slowly as I spotted Henrietta coming towards me. She was completely covered in steel plate armour, courtesy of Henry. Her sword was already at her hip, a shield draped over her shoulder, and tucked under one arm was her full helm. She looked more like some mythical paladin, but I didn’t think telling her would do anything other than embarrass the poor woman. Beside her were Polly and Corrine. They carried my equipment. Mainly, my glaive, net, a gambeson and my scale armour. It was hot and heavy, but it did the trick.

      Handing over the last crate of food to the young man loading, I stepped towards the approaching trio. They didn’t speak as they helped me into my armour. It was quicker and easier than Henrietta’s plate, and between the group of us, I was ready in no time. Sarge made a noise as he approached from the stables, where Barb had gotten him saddled and ready. I threw a few supplies into a backpack. Food, an extra waterskin, healing spray, flint and a bedroll. That went into the single slot on Sarge’s saddle. Around my waist was a belt pouch that contained another healing spray, a waterskin, and another set of caltrops to replace those I lost to James.

      With a final check, I threw my glaive into the sheath and draped the net over Sarge’s neck. It was a spot that worked and, because of his smooth running action, it tended not to shift. I spotted Paula coming. She was dressed in leather, beside Gary, who carried a poleaxe. It was as long as the long spears, and I could see him being dangerous on a mount. Despite that, he wore an odd collection of mail and plate armour. He already wore his helmet and nodded as he climbed onto the cart and got into the driver’s seat. Paula got in beside him, laying her crossbow across her lap. They made a good couple, not that they flaunted the fact.

      With help from Barb, she and I got the cart hitched to Clarabelle. Then I helped Henrietta mount Zena while I got into position with Sarge. There was talk about taking extra people. But we didn’t want to give the wrong idea of showing up with a military force. Just the four of us, armed and armoured on mounts, should give us the protection we needed. With a final nod from Claire, I led our small group from the warehouse. Sam was already up on the wall raising the gate, so I paused.

      “Ryan!” Maiya yelled.

      Turning, I spotted her running towards us. She skidded to a halt and thrust a helmet into my leg. It wasn’t the shiny silver that Henrietta’s was. It was blackened and scuffed, but entirely whole. The eye slots were a little larger, too. All I really needed now was some leggings, boots and gloves and I’d be almost as armoured as Henrietta.

      “You come home safe, or I’ll kill you,” Maiya growled.

      I gave her a grin and leaned down to collect a kiss. “I’ll be back, I promise.”

      With a final glance back at Claire, Polly and Corrine, I stuffed the helmet onto my head and buckled it into place.

      “Let’s go! I’ll scout around. Henrietta, you lead. Clarabelle, you follow. Priority is life. If we get into trouble, I want you two to get on Clarabelle’s back and drop the cart. It won’t be comfortable, but he’s big enough there’s room for both of you.”

      “Sir!” the three of them shouted.

      Turning Sarge on the spot, I moved him into a quick jog out the gate. I examined our surroundings before checking the sky. The buzzards were doing their usual patrols and didn’t seem to be worried about anything. So I moved off. Heading out in a wide arc in the general direction of travel, I cleared the area. Just because the buzzards couldn’t see something from the sky, didn’t stop anything hiding under a car. Not that any of them were near the walls anymore.

      We had shoved many of them back and away from the road leading towards the main spawn points. Then, to thin them out, every few days, a car body was dragged into our walls and carved up by Henry. Some went into storage, some were used to offset costs of construction and some the old man kept in order to build weapons and armour.

      A low growl caught my attention. Turning, I smiled as Cerb rushed past. She didn’t like it when I left without her. But it never took her long to realise. Under her angry exterior, she was a big softy, and I knew it.

      “See, you caught up,” I grinned.

      She made a small chuffing noise at me before putting her nose to the ground and starting her own patrol. Between the two of us, we missed little. Anything large enough to be a threat was probably watching me and would miss Cerb. And I’d personally seen Cerb take down an adult shrieker on more than one occasion. She was also good at scaring off smaller stuff. Smaller stuff like the buzzards that took off suddenly from behind a rock. My buzzards cried out from above and dived on them. Any that survived I’d have to tame later on. But mostly, they were opportunistic predators and weren’t shy about cannibalism.

      The only other things we’d seen since coming here were a type of centipede, and what looked like giant aphids. The aphids liked to eat our crops and while they showed up in groups, they didn’t seem to cooperate with one another. We had been discussing ways to deal with them when they were attacked by the centipedes. We called them walkers, and they came from the river trees lining the river. Four legged and vegetarian, the aphids were roughly the size of two fists. The walkers were huge and terrifying. The first time they appeared, the farmers ran in terror as giant twelve foot long monsters rushed out onto the fields.

      But the large creatures seemed docile towards us. They swarmed in, killed and ate as many aphids as they could find and swiftly left. Their narrow legs were perfect for moving through our crops without damaging them. They seemed to keep their space, not coming too close to us. But they’d dart in and grab an aphid where they could. As long as we didn’t try to harm them, we seemed to get along well enough. Which gave weight to Edith’s claim about not needing to be a beast tamer, to tame certain beasts. Clearly my skill was unique, but I’d noticed the walkers followed around any farmer that tossed aphids their way.

      Travelling along, we left our cleared road by mid morning. People were moving around us. The sight of my armoured mounts was both reassuring to some and terrifying to others. The times we’d interacted were tinged with the threat of violence. But those who were friendly and amenable to talking knew they could approach if needed. That’s where the young man I’d had dragged from town came from. Maybe not him specifically, but a nearby settlement would have had positive interactions with us. It would be a shame if they cut ties because of the incident, but I was sick of all the sexual assault, rape and needless violence going on around us every day.

      As we travelled on, the tower came more and more visible. I could make out people working on the upper floors. It looked like old pictures from the construction of old skyscrapers. With all the workers walking around on exposed beams. It was interesting, but not particularly intelligent. Lara went out of her way to create safe construction sites. Either by spending extra points to have work done without having to send anyone into a risky situation, or by mitigating the risk. Simply putting down scaffolding for the workers to use would be a massive help.

      But that wasn’t something for me to worry about. They weren’t us. And who knows, it might just be run by someone who’s willing, but a little clueless. We continued on into the outskirts of the city. Here the population seemed to peter out rapidly. Those that watched from the ruined buildings didn’t seem to live there. They looked more like watchtowers. Which was made obvious when a bell rang out.

      Turning on the spot, I raced Sarge back to Henrietta, who slowed Zena and Clarabelle to a stop. Slowing Sarge, I turned back to the city and spotted movement.

      “Something’s up. I want you all to get ready to leave as quickly as you can!”

      Gary sprung into action. Standing, he took a running leap onto Clarabelle’s back. Settling himself into the saddle, he gestured for Paula, who tossed up his poleaxe. On top of Clarabelle, it had the right amount of reach and he’d be hard to take. Looking back towards the town, I frowned.

      “That’s a lot of horses,” Henrietta said on my behalf.

      I nodded and looked around. “Clarabelle, turn around and go back. But listen to Gary’s instructions!”

      Clarabelle let out a loud bovine moo as she lumbered into action. Slowly dragging around the cart, I glanced at Henrietta. She sat proud and tall in the saddle. Perfect poise and unbending. But when she turned her head, I could see the fear in her eyes. Class didn’t necessarily mean anything. She had all the skills she needed, but that didn’t automatically grant her experience. By the time Clarabelle had hauled the cart around, Paula was perched on the back with her crossbow. Gary was twisted around, fiddling with the quick release of the cart. His expression was conflicted, like he’d rather be fighting than fleeing.

      As the sound of approaching horses filled the air, I turned Sarge around to face them. They raced down the centre of the street that had been conveniently cleared, just not to the extent of our own roads. The horses all had travel saddles on them. All except the leader, whose armoured horse was clearly wearing a military saddle. With a glance at Henrietta, I leaned Sarge into a run straight at them. Sarge, without prompting, let out a deafening shriek and I spotted more than one horse waver in its charge. That waver translated to a few jostles and when the momentum in the confined street crumbled, their leader whistled and slowed their advance down to a trot. I steered for Sarge to leap onto a nearby car. I wanted a good vantage point where the horses couldn’t just bowl me over.

      I looked behind me as Clarabelle moved off through the cars, with Henrietta at their rear. Only Paula looked back at me, holding her crossbow at the ready.

      “HALT!” the leader cried.

      Turning, I frowned at the man. “What do you mean, halt? I’m stationary?”

      He wore leather armour that seemed in decent condition, with a spear at his side. Probably a cavalry like Barb was. The rest of the men with him all wore patches of armour here and there. One wore gloves, another had a helmet. But most were just in the standard travel cloaks everyone wore. The other thing I noticed, out of the two dozen or so before me, not one was a woman.

      “You’ll have to forgive me,” I continued. “I hoped to find out a little more about you and brought supplies as a gift. But now I know I’m trespassing. I’ve sent them off.”

      “What supplies?” Their leader asked.

      “Some food, mostly, a few potions for healing. Stuff that would travel well.” I didn’t like the way he started glancing at the cart, even as they continued on.

      “How’d you get those things to listen to you?” He snapped.

      I just shook my head. “Look, I didn’t mean any trouble coming here. Clearly you’ve a problem with it, so I’m going to leave.”

      “You’re not going anywhere,” the man laughed.

      “Right,” I nodded, concluding he was some kind of megalomaniac.

      Turning Sarge on the spot, I leaned him into a run. Unlike the horses, who were mostly confined to flat ground, Sarge was built for the worst terrain. So running along the tops of the car bodies was nothing to the large creature. Several shouts went up behind us and the sounds of hooves approached. I might be able to keep my distance by running Sarge over obstacles. But that didn’t make horses slow and Clarabelle was definitely not fast. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw a group of four trying desperately to keep up with me. But most of them followed Clarabelle. Henrietta seemed to know this was coming, as she had her sword out already. I watched Paula raise her crossbow. I didn’t see the shot, but one of the first riders beside the leader let out a scream.

      With a snarl, I whirled Sarge around and raced to intercept. The four that had followed me froze momentarily as I raced towards them. Pulling my glaive, I watched them trying to get their weapons ready. But only one managed to actually raise their sword in time for Sarge to leap clean over him. I could have taken the man beside him in the leap, but I wanted the element of surprise.

      Racing along after the horses, I was on an intercept with their leader. I sped things along, dropping sarge onto the ground itself. Without having to rely on looking for a good perch, Sarge was far quicker. Quicker even than a horse as he rapidly made up ground. I watched in horror as they threw several javelins at the cart. Henrietta whirled out of the way with Zena. But Paula had to dive for cover, coming up an instant later with her crossbow.

      I smiled in grim satisfaction as I spotted the shaft fly out and disappear into the crowd with a scream. Switching my glaive to my off-hand, I took hold of the net and leaned Sarge into a full sprint. Bursting ahead of the charge, I whipped the net out and hurled it at the leader’s horse. His eyes went wide with shock as he swerved hard. My net missed, going under the legs of the horse behind him, sending the animal to the ground with a horrific, meaty crash. The damage was done. When the leader swerved, he pushed the rider beside him into a wreck. And as the horse collided with the wreck, it caused the few horses that got around the netted individual to then have to dodge the next.

      The leader, though, was still mobile. Raising his long-spear, he charged right at me. I tried to get out of the way, but he had the greater reach on his side, and the metal point slammed into my hip. Being strapped into the saddle, the massive impact knocked Sarge to the ground, with me trapped partially beneath him.

      With me on the ground, strapped in place, Sarge had ended up on his side and couldn’t get the momentum to right himself. The leader rode over, raising his spear as if to stab me. But a crossbow bolt appeared in his chest, punching cleanly through his armour, and he dropped the weapon. Turning his horse around, the man made a hasty retreat. The others weren’t as inclined, but Henrietta charged past, sending them scurrying.

      Reaching down, I unlatched one leg before patting Sarge. The large bird rolled, and with me staying on the ground, he got himself oriented. Unlatching my trapped leg, I flopped back as Sarge stood. Hauling myself up, I glanced around. Henrietta was giving chase to the final group of men. Cerb was mauling a man who screamed incessantly. Sarge let out a loud shriek. I turned and saw him rushing towards the cart. Turning, I couldn’t see Gary, but Paula was laying over the side of the cart with her crossbow held limply in her grip.

      The four men I’d left behind were in the cart with her. They scrambled to stuff as many supplies into their backpacks as they could before spotting Sarge coming.

      “Paula!” I yelled, scooping up my glaive. “Gary!” I yelled, looking for the man.

      The four men threw themselves back onto their horses and fled in random directions. Sarge, confused at the tactic, slid to a halt before picking one at random and rushing off to catch him. But I didn’t have time to deal with them. I raced to the cart and leaped up onto the back. I froze at the sight of all the blood and spotted two javelins.

      “Paula!” I cried.

      Slipping, I fell into the cart, but I crawled to her. Grabbing the older woman by the hip, I dragged her back into the cart and rolled her over. Her eyes were open and glossy. There were two puncture marks on her torso from the javelins. They’d gone through her leather armour with ease. I felt for a pulse and came up with nothing. Laying her flat, I shifted some supplies so her head angled back slightly. Then I started CPR. I pumped her chest firmly to a beat I counted in my head. Then I leaned over, pinching her nose. I breathed air into her lungs before starting compressions once again.

      “Edith, tell me CPR works!” I snapped, pumping away. “EDITH?!” As a last-ditch attempt, I summoned my healing spray and gave each stab wound a spritz before going back to chest compressions. “FOR FUCKS SAKE EDITH CAN I SAVE HER?!”

      “No Mr. Ryan,” Edith whispered.

      I froze before looking down at Paula. She was a friend. Someone I trusted and admired. And she was dead. I sighed and lowered my gaze. I felt an ache in my chest for a lost friend as I stood and looked around. Henrietta was on her way back, but there was still no sign of Gary. I took a moment to lay Paula comfortably and put her hands over her chest. Closing her eyes, I jumped down from the cart as Henrietta pulled up.

      “Oh no,” she gasped. “Paula!”

      “I can’t find Gary,” I told her.

      Henrietta’s distraught expression turned to me, before Zena surged into motion as she went to make a loop. I stepped back and looked around. Cerb trotted past towards the mule and I followed to check Clarabelle. And that’s where I saw him. Gary’s body lay crumpled on the ground beside the mule. His helmet was crushed in from the rear and his poleaxe was casually tossed aside. It looked like he had leaped down, probably to help Paula, when he was attacked from behind by those men.

      “No!” I yelled, as Cerb laid down and put her head on her paws.

      Running over, I grabbed his shoulder and hauled him over. His expression, what I could see of it, was blank, despite the blood that had poured from his nose and mouth. With a sigh and an aching heart, I took his hand. Squatting down, I leaned my shoulder into his lower chest. Scooping my arm under his waist, I rocked back and rolled him onto my shoulders. That he was a dead weight made it difficult. But once I had him square on my shoulders, I turned and carried him back to the cart.

      Zena’s footsteps coming up behind me weren’t a surprise. She slid to a stop as I reached the cart and Henrietta scrambled onboard. I lowered Gary onto the back of the cart and she helped lay him gently. Then after I climbed on, the two of us moved him to lie beside Paula.

      “I know they aren’t dead,” I said, wiping my eyes. “But that doesn’t make this feel less real.”

      “Edith, you put them somewhere safe. Whatever wave I wake up in, I want them there. Dying in an ambush from behind isn’t a failure of skill or character.”

      “I’ll make a note Mr. Ryan.”

      Nodding, I sighed and gave Henrietta a hug. She clung to me for a few moments before pulling away. There were tears on her cheeks beneath the steel of her helmet, but she stepped away. I climbed down from the cart before helping her down. As she headed back to Zena, I called over Sarge and mounted. Riding around to Clarabelle, the mule grunted at me.

      “Follow,” I told her.

      It was mid-afternoon before we strode into town. A small group of traders, who had stopped asking questions when they saw the bodies, had joined us. Claire was waiting with a hopeful smile at the gate, but she saw my expression before she started counting heads. All at once, she covered her mouth with her hands and ran out to meet us. I dismounted Sarge and met her with open arms.

      “What happened? Where’s Paula and Gary?”

      “Dead,” I hissed. “They attacked us on horseback. I split them up and while I tried to deal with the main group, some got around and caught them by surprise.”

      Claire trembled as she pulled from my arms. “Where?”

      “In the cart.”

      Claire nodded and stepped around as Henrietta dismounted and came to join her. They hugged briefly before Claire climbed up onto the cart. I waved for Sarge to keep moving and walked through the gate. People didn’t need to see what was in the cart to know something had gone very wrong. I was splattered with blood and more than one person was whispering about only two of us coming back.

      “Edith, firewood,” I said blankly.

      “How much?”

      I sighed. “Enough for a funeral pyre for two. Be generous.”

      There was a small gasp as the wood appeared beside me. I didn’t bother explaining. I just grabbed a stack and hauled it to the space between the gate and the fountain. Setting it down, I went for the next. Claire and Barb got Norman, and the shriekers put away, while someone took the bodies away to clean them up. On one of my trips, I noticed Henry behind me. He carried a stack as well, and we laid them out. On the next trip, Lara was directing a third man on how exactly to place the stacks of firewood. We did as she instructed and soon we had a few dozen people in a line handing stacks down. When it was all said and done, there was no sign of my ladies, so I went inside. Moving through the warehouse, it felt oddly quiet. Even the kitchens, usually full of laughter and shouting to be heard, worked in relative silence.

      I made my way up into the apartments and took a shower. Then, wrapped in a towel, I made my way back to our room and sat. I do not know how long I sat there, but one by one my ladies trickled in.

      The last to arrive was Claire. She smiled sadly at everyone. “We’re going to eat after the ceremony,” she whispered. “Edith, can we get something nice to wear for each of us?”

      In my lap was deposited a soft feeling set of clothing. I did my usual and touched them to dress in an instant. The fabric was soft, black and unlike my usual traveller’s outfit, it was more suitable for a funeral. With a sigh, I got up as the rest of them dressed. They all wore slight variations of evening gowns. Each of them looked lovely, but the mood was sombre. Making our way out of the room, we went downstairs. The rest of the town was coming out, many more dressed like us as we headed outside. There was no speaking, no real noise. Just the gentle taps of our footsteps on concrete. Even the kitchens had closed up, though food lay in warming trays ready for our return.

      Stepping outside, I looked around before the sound of a small cart caught my attention. Turning, Moo, who was draped in a black banner, towed a small cart. Atop the cart were Gary and Paula. Both were on stretchers and dressed in white shifts. Barb led moo out while Lillian escorted the cart..

      As Barb brought Moo to a stop, several men got to work, shifting some sticks, while others lifted Gary and Paula, still on stretchers, and carried them onto the raised section in the middle. As they pulled out, someone gave me a look, asking silently for approval. So I stepped up and saw how they lay. It didn’t feel right to me. They were lovers, whether they admitted it publicly. Stepping into the gap that remained, I uncrossed Gary’s arm and laid it straight down. He was feeling stiff, and it made my lip tremble. Leaning over, I took Paula’s hand and lowered it over the top of Gary’s. Then I entwined their fingers so they would always be together.

      When I stepped back, the same men who moved the firewood pushed it back into place, while I took a deep breath.

      “Today, we lost friends,” I called softly. “Paula and Gary were lovers. They survived this place and found love and comfort in one another. Today they were taken from us, in a ruthless act of violence. But we will not be angry. Today we will mourn. Today we will remember that when we wake up from here, we will see them again. And we will worry about tomorrow, when the sun rises.”

      I felt a small prod and turned as Claire handed me a lit torch. With a sigh, I accepted it before stepping forward. I pressed the torch to the side of the pyre until it lit. Then I moved around the pyre and did it in several more spots to ensure it lit properly. Under the light of the flames, the couple looked otherworldly. But the flames went higher and obscured them from view.

      “Aaaamaaaaziing graaaaace. How sweeeet the soooound.”

      I turned to the owner of the voice and saw Claire had stepped into the light of the fire. As the shadows flickered around her, we stood and honoured the fallen. Only now did I let my tears fall.

      “You keep them safe for me, Edith. I want them back.”
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      I sipped what passed as beer in the lively tavern. Claire was set up in the corner where there was a space set aside for her. She held a guitar as she sang an uplifting song. My beautiful bard had several admirers already. Mostly from visitors, but Claire had made a point to sit directly on my lap between sets. So now I was receiving several glares from those same people. I supposed it didn’t help that I had my own table, and the rest of my beautiful women occupied it.

      “I don’t know if I should thank you or ask you to leave most nights,” Amy, the serving girl who had been on the receiving end of an unwanted advance, said. She placed several bowls of a delicious stew down, with an extra for Claire, when she finished this next song. “We get visitors from all parts on days when she sings. But they come in and see you, and they all get their hackles up.”

      “Is it really that big of a problem?” I asked. I wasn’t in the business of stepping on toes. Claire’s performances in her new class as bard were my draw to the tavern. I supported her and came for no other reason.

      “Not huge,” she shook her head. “But this last week, there’s been this one guy who’s been making people uncomfortable.” I looked at her for a moment and she nodded. “Skinny dude, far back corner. He’s been poking around, asking weird questions, before leaving town and coming back.”

      “Shit,” I sighed and glanced around, noting the guy. He was staring at Claire before writing something down in a small notebook. “Amy, from now on, any more characters like this, you let me know.”

      She looked concerned for a moment. “Is it bad?”

      “Could be a spy,” I whispered. “Don’t say anything and treat him how you always have.”

      I put the thought of him out of my mind as applause rang out. Claire beamed wildly as she put down the guitar. She bowed graciously before skipping over to me.

      “How was it?” She asked.

      “You were great,” I grinned as she sat on my lap. “But you’re not doing me any favours.”

      Claire glanced around and saw several heads suddenly look away. She just shrugged. “They’ll get over it.”

      She spent a few minutes eating the stew. The cook in the kitchen was a new addition. There were still the cooks in the main kitchen that fed everyone in town. But for a little extra, usually in the way of bartering, you could get something more personal at the tavern. Not to mention entertainment.

      “I’ll be right back,” Corrine announced suddenly.

      I glanced over as she darted out the door. “She’s fine,” Claire reassured me as I shifted in my seat. “You know Cerb and the pack are out there.”

      “I still worry. Cerb is only good to a point. A crossbow can kill before the shooter gets taken down,” I murmured, thinking about my near-death experiences.

      I continued with my meal, while Claire hummed a tune that made me smile. I knew she was doing it on purpose and she didn’t care that I knew. It’s what makes her so popular around here. Being the only bard makes her personable, and I knew deep down that while I was in charge… It was only because she said so. We’d built this place from a warehouse filled with parts. And while I’m sure I could have managed it, Claire was out organising work crews and donations. In the end, we had a semi-stable local economy. All because of her.

      “You’ve got that look,” Claire told me, without bothering to turn her head.

      “Which look?”

      “The look where you’re going to tell me how much you love me.”

      A series of small awws went up around the table and Claire waved them all down. “He does the same with all of you. I just happen to be on his lap right now.”

      Now I had a collection of doe eyed women staring at me. Including Corrine, who had snuck back to the table without anyone noticing.

      “You know I love all of you,” I smiled. “How I got as lucky as I am, I do not know. But whatever waits for us outside this simulation. It’s going to have a big bedroom, and a lot of little ones.” Corrine, Polly, Maiya, Henrietta and even Claire on my lap all tensed at once. I looked at each of their shocked expressions and frowned. “What?”

      “We… Weren’t really sure,” Claire said, leaning into my chest for a soft kiss.

      “What?” I growled. “Did you really think that after all this, I was just going to wake up and shack up with someone else?”

      “That, or with just one of us,” Henrietta smiled nervously, before glancing at Claire.

      “Edith, is there any reason outside this simulation that would prevent me having multiple wives?”

      “No, Mr Ryan. No formal government exists, and if it did, you would be the senior member.”

      I watched my wives take a moment, and I realised Edith had spoken to all of them at once. “You mentioned that before. What was my position before this?”

      “You worked for a local government. When the virus hit, your township was one of the last to fall. Many of the people in this simulation are part of your electorate.”

      “Well shit,” I mumbled, before glancing around. “Do I have a family? Friends?”

      “Mr Ryan,” Edith said slowly. “The only family you have left are those closest to you now.”

      “It’s okay,” Claire said as the others gathered closer to us. “None of us hold it against you for being a politician.”

      I snorted and shook my head. “Hurry up and finish your meals. I want an early night.”

      “Debauchery, debauchery, debauchery,” Polly chanted softly as she crossed her fingers.

      We all had a laugh while she smiled widely. Though she stopped when Claire raised an eyebrow at her. We finished up our meals before Claire got up and played another quick set. It was intentional to let our stomachs settle. But Polly was practically vibrating by the time Claire waved goodbye to her fans. Arm in arm, we all headed for the showers. The ladies stuffed me into a private stall while they bathed communally. The only explanation I got was to wait. So, after quickly scrubbing myself down, drying, then dressing, I made my way back to the room.

      Inside, I found most of the ladies arranged on the bed. All except Polly, who was sitting on a chair. They had tied her legs open with each of her ankles bound to the armrests. Her elbows had been tucked under her knees and tied in place as well. She stared at me with a sad expression as she clutched a feather in one hand and drooled through a ball gag.

      “What has Claire done to you?” I asked, giving her a smile.

      She wriggled, trying to sit up as I approached, but wasn’t having a lot of luck.

      “She’s dessert,” Claire called.

      “Dessert, huh?” I asked as Polly made a soft keening sound that told me she definitely wanted to be the main course. “What’s with the feather?”

      “She begged to be able to touch herself,” Claire grinned cruelly.

      I looked back at Polly as she gave me the best puppy dog eyes she could manage. “What do you want?”

      “Mmfph,” Polly groaned.

      “No, use your words,” I smiled softly.

      Polly looked aghast for a moment and tried to shift the gag. “Mmmfph!”

      I just tutted and shook my head. Plucking the feather from her hands, Polly looked almost horrified as I bent over. Blowing cool air over her clit, she trembled, and I smiled at her as I lightly ran the feather over her clit.

      “MMM!” Polly thrashed in the chair.

      I paused and looked at her. “Do you have a safe word?” Polly nodded slowly. “Show me, so I know it.” Polly released her other hand and a large steel ball thumped heavily onto the floor. I smiled and picked it up before putting it back in her hand. “Good girl,” I smiled.

      Leaning forward, I kissed her on the clit, making her jump, before placing the feather back in her hand. Standing up, I de-summoned my clothing as the ladies parted to make room for me on the bed. I dropped onto the mattress as Polly made small desperate noises from the other side of the room. She had a perfect view of what was going on, and I could already see her torturing herself with the feather. Though I was curious if she could actually make herself cum with it.

      “I’ve never really done this,” Henrietta smiled shyly.

      “We’ll only go as far as you’re comfortable,” Claire said with a smile.

      I wriggled back until my head was on the pillows, with my cock standing to attention. Maiya immediately threw a leg over my hip. I admired the curve of her back as she raised herself up and took my cock in her hands. She rubbed it over her clit, before angling it back towards herself. But that was the last I could see, as Henrietta got into a similar position, but with her clit over my mouth. Claire leaned against her back and Henrietta blushed furiously as Claire pulled the shy woman’s labia open for me.

      “Fine!” I heard Maiya snap.

      And right as Henrietta squatted down onto my awaiting tongue, I felt one lick where my cock vanished into Maiya. Clearly Corrine was the owner of said tongue. I licked gently at Henrietta’s pussy while Maiya rode my cock. With each downward stroke, Corrine would lick from my balls up and over Maiya’s clit. I knew that, because every now and then Maiya would pause and Corrine’s face would be ground into the two of us.

      “Claire?” Henrietta moaned softly.

      “You’re okay,” Claire reassured her.

      But Henrietta shook her head, “Not that… I… Move in front of me.”

      Claire frowned, but did as she was asked. I shifted my attention more towards Henrietta’s clit, before lightly giving it a small suck. Henrietta groaned and ground herself as Claire moved to squat just above my head.

      “Stand up?” Henrietta asked in a small voice.

      Claire nodded and got up, only for Henrietta to take her by the hips.

      “Henny, I won’t think any less of you for not doing this,” Claire smiled gently.

      Henrietta nodded and bit her lip before leaning forward. She pressed her lips against Claire’s mons and kissed gently. Then licked. I had the perfect view as Henrietta’s tongue darted between Claire’s labia. The overwhelming stimulation that assaulted all my senses won over, and I started cumming. Maiya must have been close as she ground Corrine’s face into her clit as I felt her clench around me. I felt a brief flash of cool air on my cock as Maiya slid herself off. But that vanished into what I could only assume was Corrine’s mouth. She sucked softly on my cock, and I found myself unable to fully deflate.

      Above me, Claire was making small noises as Henny continued licking her. I noticed Henny was trying to mimic everything I did to her, so I sucked her clit between my lips. She squeaked and trembled, but immediately did the same to Claire. Claire let out a loud gasp, and I blinked as a bead of grool escaped her labia. As I firmed back up, Corrine jumped on my cock herself. The little she devil, in her usual exuberance, bounced rapidly on my cock.

      But a firm set of hands swiftly brought her under control. Maiya must have gotten back into the game. Corrine was reduced to thrusting her hips back and forth, while a hand viciously rubbed her clit. A low moan above me was followed by a small flood of fluid that poured over my chin. Henny’s hand pressed into my forehead, but I grabbed her hips and held her in place. I decreased the suction on her clit and Henny shuddered as I continued to pleasure her through her orgasm.

      Claire helped her off my face and laid her down beside me. Her satisfied smile was visible even as she tried to hide her face. It was cute that she was embarrassed about being with all my women at once. Claire then got up off the bed and moved out of view. Corrine was staring at me with wide eyes as she squatted on my cock. Maiya was sitting behind her, sure enough, with one hand between the smaller woman’s legs, with the other hand muffling her cries.

      “You like that?” I asked. Corrine nodded as Maiya increased her pace. “You wanna cum on my cock?” She nodded again before squeezing her eyes shut. “Go ahead then. Cum your little heart out.”

      Corrine shuddered right before Maiya raised her hand. In a swift movement, she slapped Corrine right on the clit. Corrine convulsed as her pussy clenched over my cock. Maiya’s hand muffled her scream as she slapped her again. Corrine’s pussy jetted a squirt of girl cum over the two of us while she continued thrashing on my cock. Maiya’s grin was wide as she continued to torment her. And as Corrine’s arms came up and hugged Maiya’s head to her shoulder, I knew she was loving the torment.

      Maiya turned her head as Claire said something, before dragging Corrine’s spasming pussy off my cock. Corrine struggled weakly, but Maiya slammed two fingers inside her and the small woman went right back to cumming. That left me completely open for Polly to leap onto me.

      “Easy,” I grinned as she roughly grabbed my cock and fit it into place.

      Her mouth opened in a wide ‘o’ as she sunk me into her depths. I knew she wanted to be fucked hard, but it was my turn to enjoy myself. Grabbing her by the shoulders, I pulled her close and kissed her, even as she murmured a small, “No.”

      I let her up, but held her close. “What do you mean, no?”

      Poly bit her lip as the bed shifted between my legs. “Mistress said if you didn’t fuck me, she would.”

      Before I could ask what she meant, I watched her expression twist. Somewhere between agony and ecstasy, she pressed her lips into my own. I was confused, but kissed back, as I felt something sliding up inside Polly’s ass. It was an odd sensation, but it made her impossibly tight. Claire’s face appeared over Polly’s shoulder and she grinned before thrusting her hips forward. Polly let out a small squeak, and I realised she was wearing a strap-on of some sort.

      “You like that?” Claire asked.

      “Mhm,” Polly answered, still kissing me.

      I was then treated to the internal massage of Claire’s rubberised cock, pummelling Polly’s ass. It was ribbed, so I could feel the texture through the membrane between us. Polly held still as I slowly thrust up inside her. At two different paces, sometimes I was pulling out as Claire was thrusting in. Others, Polly’s eyes, would go wide as we both bottomed out inside her at the same time. Poor Polly had hit that zone where she just took it all without a thought. Her pussy spasmed as she came, and we just kept fucking her.

      “You gonna make me a mummy?” She whimpered into my ear.

      I held her close as Claire slammed her rubber cock into her ass. “I would love nothing more than to make you a mummy,” I whispered. Her body trembled as she hit her final release. The small sounds that escaped her lips spurred me on. “Good girl,” I grunted, feeling my second orgasm rising. “Use that naughty pussy of yours to milk out my cum. Then when you have lots of practice, we can do it for real and you can get yourself pregnant whenever you want.”

      Polly’s pussy clenched hard. The rhythmic pulses of her orgasm, combined with Claire’s thrusts into her ass, pushed me over the edge. Firing my seed inside her, Polly moaned in pleasure, while Claire changed to short, sharp strokes, to keep the both of us buried deep.

      So it was, of course, that moment, I heard the bell start ringing.

      Polly yelped as Claire pulled free. I just kissed her firmly as I rolled her over. “Take five unless you hear fighting,” I growled.

      Shoving off, I ignored her gasp as my cock came free and I reached for my clothing. The bell slowed. That meant either whatever it was that happened had stopped, or the bell ringer was injured. Grabbing my clothing, I summoned them onto me as I pushed through the door. Ella was sticking her head out of the room she occupied. And her expression showed her worry.

      “Get dressed and get ready to act. We don’t know what’s going on yet,” I told her.

      She nodded and ducked back inside. Claire stepped out behind me and I could see Maiya and Corrine coming along while Henrietta was helping Polly get up. With a nod, I headed out. Lots of people were coming out to see the commotion, but I was heading for the tower. When I got up there, it surprised me to see Brian.

      “Oh good,” He grunted and let go of the bell. “I heard a yell and turned on the searchlight. Looks like Cerb has the survivors pinned.”

      I looked over to where the searchlight was pointing. It was an old world war two era thing, but it worked. It was pointed at a single spot, where all I could see was a lot of blood and several bodies. A few weren’t moving, while a few were, and surrounding them was the pack of hunters.

      “Oh, they’re getting treats in the morning,” I grinned. With Brian taking up the watch, I made my way downstairs, where it seemed everyone was now up and about. “Small team on me, only those willing to fight.”

      I watched a few run off to collect gear, including Corrine, Polly and Henrietta. As Corrine and Polly came back with my gear, I made my way to the side door. I gave them a grin and threw my armour on. Not for the first time I wondered why clothes could be summoned, but armour couldn’t. With my scale armour in place, my helmet on and Polly blushing as she handed over my Glaive, I was out the door.

      Outside was much the same. The bell was loud enough the street was filled with familiar and unfamiliar faces. But the sight of me coming through as Henrietta and a few others ran to catch up was enough to make a point. The crowd parted to let us pass and the wall guard must have spotted me coming. By the time I got to the gate, it was already rising, and I quickly slipped out. The gate was loud enough to catch the attention of the hunters. While the pack remained where they were, Cerb loped over and I gave her a scratch on the chin before noticing the gash on her side.

      “Anyone have some spray?” I asked.

      “Here!” Henrietta called, tossing me hers.

      Stupid of me to forget, but this would do for now. The cut wasn’t particularly deep, but she had a small limp. I gave the can a quick shake and gave the wound a spritz. I waited a moment as it closed and felt a small appreciative lick on my hand. But when I looked directly at her, she was defiantly staring away. Big mean hunter to the core…

      With a snort, I started moving. I checked who was coming and counted five, including Henrietta. Which was two more than the group we approached. I could see the mess with the area so well lit. The hunters let me pass as they aimed several growls at the figures on the ground. The first was our suspected spy. His intestines had been spilled, and he had several cuts on his arms that told me he was trying to defend himself.

      The other two were bruised, bloody and very nervous about how outnumbered they were. One was an older man, the other much, much younger. Maybe only eighteen if I had to guess. It was pretty apparent by now that there were no children in the simulation.

      “How about we start at the top?” I asked.

      The pair of men looked at one another before the younger of the two opened his mouth. The older, on the other hand, pulled a knife and lunged. I hadn’t been quite expecting that, but I was still quick to take his arm with my glaive. Just a casual flick of my wrist and the old man let out a scream. His forearm spun off into the darkness. As he twisted on the ground, I drove my boot into his chest, knocking him flat on his back.

      “Someone get some spray on that,” I said, turning to the younger, who was staring at the older in horror. “Why’d he try to kill you?”

      The young man blinked and snapped his eyes to mine. “Are you as bad as Fletcher?”

      “Who’s Fletcher?” I asked, with a suspicion I’d already sort of met the man.

      The young man looked confused for a moment. “Fletcher. The… The high priest in charge of Edith. Don’t… Don’t you know?”

      My expression must have betrayed my feelings as he started trying to shuffle back away from me, but I stopped him by standing on the edge of his pants. “He has Edith?” I asked firmly.

      The young man nodded. “Yeah, I don’t know if it really is her, but she sounds just like her.”

      “Edith?” I growled.

      “I’m sorry Mr. Ryan. That information is not available at this time,” Edith chirped.

      The sound of a spray caught my attention, and I glanced over at Henrietta, applying the spray to the old man’s arm. He looked relieved, despite the glare he gave me. I just turned back to the young man. “What’s he doing with Edith?”

      “Don’t say shit! You know what will happen!” The old man growled.

      The young man suddenly looked extremely uncomfortable, so I dropped to my knees and put my Glaive across my legs. “Look, I promised Edith to look for her. I need to help her and I’m guessing there’s a lot of nasty shit happening there that needs to be stopped.”

      “He said it was his right,” the young man frowned. “He said someone would try to stop him and when you showed up, he was sure it was you.”

      I glanced at the others and saw the looks on all their faces. I knew things were fucked up, but the idea of some cult taking over… Well, of fucking course it would.

      “Alright, Fletcher. He’s the one that got shot the other day?”

      “That was you?” The old man snarled. “If not for Edith’s miracles, he’d be dead! And the entire world would end! Fucking idiot!”

      I gestured to two of the closest people that had come out with us and they grabbed the old man. He kicked and fought against them, but missing an arm, he was out of his league as they dragged him back towards town. I turned my attention back to the young man, who seemed to shrink back from me.

      “Miracles?”

      “She heals,” he whispered. “She is his vessel, and he uses her to heal his most faithful.” He shifted slightly, looking uncomfortable. “Sometimes she doesn’t want to, though. He hits her until she does.”

      I blinked and took a deep breath before letting it all out. I offered him my hand and stood. He looked at it for a moment before reaching out and taking it. I hauled him upright, but as he went to pull away, I held firm.

      “This place has been hell for far too long. I’ve dealt with rapists, abusers and the worst of humankind. So you’re going to tell me everything you know, or I’m going to kill you. Do you understand me?”

      The young man practically pissed himself as he nodded his head. He really was terrified, but he seemed to gather a small amount of resolve.

      “Becky,” he mumbled.

      I frowned, “Who?”

      “I’ll help you. But you gotta promise to get Becky out. She and… She’s really nice, and she doesn’t deserve what’s going on in there.”

      “Ryan?” Henrietta called softly.

      I turned from the young man and saw her crouching over the dead spy. She held up a wad of papers. They looked just like the ones he was scribbling on in the tavern just a few hours earlier. I stepped closer to look, but the young man cleared his throat.

      “They’re blank,” he blurted. “That’s why Horace gutted him. Fletcher doesn’t forgive failure. Says it breeds weakness.”

      I forced down the anger for the moment. If the kid was going to be helpful, I could give him the benefit of the doubt. The paperwork was something I was going to have to work out later, though.

      “Becky, huh?” I grimaced. “How many other ladies are over there?”

      He shifted slightly before lowering his head. “I’ve only been in the tents once, it’s… Where I met her. I… I was hoping to see her again, so I took this mission.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Did you rape her?”

      The young man looked appalled and shook his head, “No sir! Never! I… I don’t know about some of the others, but… Becky was real nice. She’s the first… My… First.”

      I just sighed when I saw his expression. Fucked up place like this and I was dealing with young love.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “Eric,” he replied.

      “You had a shower recently, Eric?”

      “You have running water?” He asked.

      I just smirked. “Eric, we have hot running water, beds, and food. I don’t know what Fletcher told you, but that cart I dragged over to town the other day was full of food and medicine. I wanted to make friends, and he attacked me for it.”

      Eric looked like he was about to argue something before he changed his mind and nodded. As I started walking, I heard him mumbling, “For Becky.”
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      I sighed as I put the paperwork into my backpack. Corrine might be a rogue, but that wasn’t far off being a thief. When I thought she’d gone to the toilet or something, she’d gone out and apparently swapped papers with him. Not that he’d known, or he probably wouldn’t have handed over a blank set. What I had in my hand seemed like a lot of crucial details. A basic map of the town, a list of visible defences, along with notes about the animals and patrol times. Claire had been quick to devise a way to break them up. Shorter shifts with more guards and an overlap between shifts, so there would be a short period of two sets of guards, rather than a short period with a gap during changeover.

      “Ryan,” Corrine hissed softly.

      I paused as she waved for me to stop. She snuck ahead and gestured to a fine tripwire with her dagger. This was the very reason I had the pack waiting behind while Corrine and I went in first. Corrine looked over the tripwire as they strung it between two piles of debris that had been dumped from the building we were trying to enter. It was that first lookout position we passed on our way in. And by luck, it was a cloudy night near the new moon. With Cerb and the pack to guide us, I had a small group with me on infiltration duty.

      According to Eric, there were three watchtowers. In each, there were between three and five lookouts. It would have made sense to make sure they were archers or ranged classes, but Eric assured me being on watch was a punishment. These people were out here because they did something Fletcher didn’t like. So they could be just about anything.

      “There,” Corrine nodded, and waved for us to continue.

      I crept along beside her as we approached. There was a single person in a chair, smoking a pipe. It was the only reason we could see him, from the faint glow it made with each puff. The others we believed were on the floor above where the cookfire was. It made little sense to go right to the top in this darkness. Anyone picking about at night would have a light source that would make it obvious. That is… everyone who didn’t have a pack of hunters to guide them.

      I frowned, looking at the position the lookout was sitting in. There’d be no way to approach other than head on. And if he saw us, he’d shout and warn the others. That’d be all it would take to pass on the message that something was wrong. And from the quickly mustered force that came out on horses last time, I didn’t like my chances that a more substantial force was brought out the next.

      “Corrine, I don’t see another way…”

      She let out a small sigh and continued on. I knew her ability to sneak was above my own. So I remained behind as she moved off into the dark. If not for our proximity to the building and the slight ambient light, we’d be blind out here. But Corrine took her time while I hung back. It was maybe two minutes before I caught the slight glint of steel. The lookout must have spotted it too, as he froze in place. I heard the small whoosh, followed by a wet thud and a low gasp.

      Standing, I rushed in with Corrine, hurling a second knife. This struck home as I raced into the building. The man was reaching for a rope with a pair of knives in his chest. I didn’t give him the opportunity to do whatever it was he was doing before I plunged my glaive into his chest. As my weapon finished what Corrine started, he went limp, and I sighed in dissatisfaction.

      “Collect him,” Corrine whispered, appearing beside me.

      I nodded and touched the corpse, getting a familiar window.

      BONES (HUMAN)

      INFERIOR MEAT

      TEETH (HUMAN)

      POINTS: 7

      I frowned at the number of points, but put it out of my mind. Straightening, I watched as Corrine used a flint and steel to light a small lamp. It was enclosed on all sides with a small opaque door on the front and she used that door to flash a quick signal back the way we had come. Then, as quickly as she lit it, it was extinguished and returned to her backpack.

      I didn’t hear her, so much as feel her presence. Maiya practically melted out of the shadows. Her skills were like that of Corrine, but she wasn’t as good with traps. So she had grouchily waited behind with the hunters and a pair of archers that had come with us. I waved for the group to follow and headed silently up the stairs. Corrine was on my tail and didn’t react to anything as I moved. Which explained why we got to the second floor to see four men lying around a fire.

      I stepped out onto the main floor as one of them said something that made the others laugh. Which just covered our advance. As we spread out, I had Corrine on my right, with Maiya on my left. The two archers that came with us spread out on either side. Cerb and the other hunters thread between us, ready to pounce at a moment’s notice.

      I had had enough of this whole thing. The rape, murder, needless violence and now apparent slavery and a cult. The whole thing was so… needless. We were being judged on our ability to survive and these people were monsters let loose to do whatever they pleased. The only comfort I had for what I was about to do, was knowing that this really was a simulation.

      “Kill them,” I said.

      The five men on the ground froze before the one directly opposite caught one of Corrine’s knives in the throat. A pair of small twangs sounded and two more men flailed as arrows found their targets. Maiya rushed in, swiping her knife across the unarmed man’s throat. And I slammed my glaive into the back of the man directly before me. The hunters burst into movement, rushing in to end the survivors. Corrine’s target was already down, but one man, shot with an arrow, was gasping as a hunter caught him around the throat.

      Placing my boot on the back of my target’s head, I pulled my glaive free. Then, with a growl, I raised it and brought it down on his neck. The spurt of blood told me the first stab hadn’t killed him, but that wasn’t the case now. As the hunters took care of the dirty work, I gestured to collect corpses.

      Combined, on our exit, we had less than fifty points between us. But we did have a small collection of weapons. They were all common quality, but removing them entirely would probably hurt Fletcher as much as the loss of manpower. Considering he was the only one wearing a full set of armour that day, I felt like he was probably stretching his resources too thin. Whatever he could get was going into construction, and specifically to himself. Whereas I got lucky with Claire and Lara, who prioritised things differently.

      With Cerb in the lead and Corrine watching for traps, it took us a little over an hour to reach the second watchtower. It too had a couple of tripwires set out. Corinne just grunted and made a loop of the building. When she came back, she shook her head.

      “Tripwires are only on the front.”

      “Should we just go around, then?” I asked.

      Corrine shook her head. “If we do, they’ll know for next time and set more of them. Like this, they’ll just try to hide them better.”

      I nodded, unable to fault her logic. All up, their defences had been rather haphazard. This building didn’t even have someone on the ground floor to watch the stairs. It played out much like the first, only there were three men upstairs. Between Corrine and the archers, all I had to do was set the hunters on them while Maiya helped me search the place. The conclusion to that slaughter was much the same as the first, just lower quantities.

      The third watchtower was our greatest prize, though. As we came up, it was also the most active. There were several people walking around on multiple stories, including the ground floor.

      “We’re going to have to move slowly and quietly,” Maiya said softly.

      I nodded my agreement as we got closer. The lack of tripwires puzzled Corinne. But we put the thought aside. Being this close to the skyscraper, the residual light was enough to move around. We each had our hoods over our heads and moved slowly from shadow to shadow. The hunters were naturals and followed in our footsteps.

      Maiya was steering us towards what used to be a doorway. Part of the doorway was intact. But the other side had collapsed. Someone had cleared away the rubble, which was both good and bad. Good, that it made it easier to see the two men chatting together. And bad because over flat, clean ground, there’d never be the chance something could shift, or bump in the wind and make a noise. So anything they heard would be immediately suspicious. Maiya gestured to the archers, who raised their bows in unison. She met my eyes and gave me a quick nod, so I got ready.

      As the archers fired, the two men jerked at the sudden impact. Each shot hit them at the base of the neck. It was a perfect strike, as they both found themselves unable to cry out, louder than they could gurgle. Rushing in, Corrine and I grabbed them as they gaped at us in horror. Their faces were pale as she set them on the ground.

      “Matthew? Donovan?” A voice called.

      Whirling around, I lifted my glaive as an elderly man stepped out of the stairwell we’d passed. He froze at the sight of us. He had no idea Maiya was standing behind him until her hand wrapped around his mouth. His eyes went wide as she stabbed him in the back and twisted as the man dropped to his knees. With the first three down, Maiya led the way up the stairs. I tried to keep my mind off her perfect ass and was mostly successful as we stepped out on the second floor. We spread out while the hunters waited by the stairs. It was me who found the next one. He was holding a spyglass as he watched something over by the skyscraper.

      I moved closer before raising my weapon. Careful not to strike the ceiling, I listened to him chuckle. Then I dropped my shoulder into the swing. His corpse hit the ground with a thump and a plume of dust lifted as his head rolled across the floor. Corrine came in a moment later with Maiya on her heels. I bent over and looted the man’s corpse before taking out the spyglass. Extending it, I pointed it at the skyscraper to see what he was looking at. At first it was hard to make out, but then by twisting I could change the focus. And what I saw horrified me.

      There was a naked woman. Bound, bleeding, with bruises all over her face. Someone had carved the word ‘REPENT’ into her chest and she was frantically struggling to escape, as Fletcher directed a man in a black hood to loop a rope around her neck. The woman was crying hysterically as the hooded man began pushing her to the end.

      I saw the terrified expression on her face and could make out the word repeated on her lips.

      No.

      In a flash of movement, she dropped out of view and I saw the rope pull tight as I dropped the spyglass.

      “Ryan?” Corrine asked.

      I shuddered in rage as I pursed my lips. Blowing a quick whistle, everyone looked at me. “Cerb! Kill!”

      A series of snarls went up before a few shouts joined them. Those shouts turned to screams as Maiya picked up the spyglass. I turned and stormed up the stairs. The first person I saw was being literally torn to pieces as he cried out in agony. The three hunters were playing tug of war on his limbs, while a fourth tore into his stomach. It was a similar situation to the other two men I found.

      I had no stomach to loot them after what I had just witnessed. So I made my way down to the ground level and threw up. Corrine stood beside me and rubbed my back before offering me a waterskin.

      “Maiya told me,” she whispered.

      I grimaced and spat chunks from my mouth before accepting the waterskin. I drank deeply. When I was sated, I stood as Maiya joined us with the archers. I let out a whistle and listened for the mad scrambling of a pack of hunters above. Shaking my head, I tried to clear the memory of that poor woman’s terrified expression.

      “Edith, can I get some oil, enough to burn this place to the ground?”

      “Certainly, Mr. Ryan,” she replied in a voice that strained my patience. I understood that she was impartial, but it was only rarely she spoke in a way a normal human would empathise with. “You have one thousand and seventeen points remaining.”

      “Thank you Edith,” I sighed as five pitchers of oil appeared at my feet.

      “Spread it around,” I ordered softly. “I want to watch this place come down from the watchtower back home.”

      It only took a few minutes to spread the oil around. We soaked everything that we thought would light. The main structure of this place was steel and concrete. But the materials that made up the walls would burn once soaked with some accelerant. The last pitcher I threw at the stairs as everyone marched out of the building. Grabbing my flint and steel, I dropped the handle of my glaive on the ground so I could grip the blade. With a practiced flick, a shower of sparks went out and the oil ignited. The whoosh of blue flames raced across the floor and up the stairs.

      “Let’s go!” I shouted. “Cerb, get us home!”

      The hunters spread out and, unlike the comfortable walk we took to get here, this time we moved at a jog. We were passing the first watchtower when we heard a distant bell. I grimaced, knowing they were possibly coming for us now. But I half expected that already. I checked over my shoulder and could make out the building. The lower floors were entirely engulfed in flames. That at least made me feel slightly better.

      We kept moving as the hunters picked their way through the darkness. We didn’t want to light torches, knowing we’d be easy to track. And with horses on their side, it wouldn’t be hard to run us down. And either they knew that already, or they had other priorities. I could make out bodies moving around the flames. One in particular was gesturing wildly, and I couldn’t help but wonder if that was Fletcher himself. Would have been the perfect opportunity to cut him down had we risked staying. With a shake of my head, we kept going.

      Sunlight was brightening the sky by the time we made it back home. Claire and the others were waiting for us just inside the gate. She looked tired, but after accepting a kiss from each of us, I was told in no uncertain terms that we were to rest. I, on the other hand, had something else I needed to see. The shower was quick and quiet, beside my two wives, and I left them to rest as I climbed the stairs of our watchtower. At the top was Dean, of all people. He and Beth had settled into a quiet apartment on the bottom floor. He remained silent as I stood and watched the tower from afar. The skyscraper was well lit beside the burning building. From this distance, I couldn’t make out any people, but everyone would see the smoke for miles, if not the flames themselves.

      As the day lightened, the buzzards took flight. For odd, limbless snakes with wings. The little buggers were rather efficient in the air. They could soar on the thermals for hours without rest and did so regularly.

      “Buzzards!” I called out, getting their attention. It was odd feeling the eyes of so many creatures at once. “Fly to that fire, and any men that you find, attack and maim, but leave them alive. Come back in a few hours and return to your patrols!”

      Their combination of their chirps was loud and disturbing. But the sound of hundreds of flapping wings was worse. I felt like the evil witch setting her monkeys on the heroine. Dean stepped up beside me and patted my shoulder.

      “Don’t get over your head,” he said with a cautious smile.

      I glanced at him and was about to tell him what I’d seen, but the look he gave me shut me up. He was concerned about me. Not my actions.

      “I’m going to get some sleep,” I told him.

      “Probably for the best.”

      Heading downstairs, I made my way back into the apartments. As I walked down the hall, my door opened as Polly stepped out. She saw me coming and beamed widely. I froze, thinking about how Harry held a knife to her neck. Then I had the memory of the poor woman’s terrified expression as she went off the edge of the tower.

      “Ryan?” Polly asked.

      I wrapped my arms around her and gently picked her up. Instinctively, her legs came up around my hips as I carried her inside. Maiya and Corrine were on the bed, cuddled on one side. I de-summoned my clothing, before laying down, still holding Polly. She quickly de-summoned her own clothing, and I held her tightly.

      “Ryan, what’s wrong?” she asked softly.

      I pulled away just far enough to kiss her. But that was far enough for her to spot the tears that rolled down my cheeks.

      “He needs this,” Maiya called softly.

      Polly just nodded as I pulled her close. And the scent of her skin comforted me as I drifted to sleep.

      I woke up a few hours later to the feeling of a hand stroking through my hair.

      “That feels nice,” I murmured, nuzzling into the crook of Polly’s neck.

      “You were having a nightmare,” she replied softly. “Do you wanna talk about it?”

      I cleared my thoughts, sighed, and squeezed her. She was right, I had been having a nightmare. “I saw something last night. A woman executed. Rope tied around her neck and shoved off a ledge.”

      “Oh Ryan,” Polly shifted to press herself further onto me.

      I sighed as a tear threatened to escape before nuzzling into the side of her neck. “I love you. You know that, right? I’ll never let anything bad happen to you.”

      Polly smiled softly and kissed the top of my head. “Not all the bad things. Sometimes a girl needs a good spanking.”

      I couldn’t help the snort that escaped my lips. Nor the giggle that escaped hers. She shifted and rolled me onto my back. Polly climbed onto my lap and looked down at me. She was so beautiful. They all were. And while I understood Claire was her mistress, she never made me feel lesser. So it was a complete surprise when she leaned down and bit me on the collarbone.

      “Ouch!” I snapped.

      “Stop pouting!” She growled.

      I blinked and stared at her for a moment. “You bit me!”

      She nodded before shooting me a grin. “What are you going to do about it?” With a snarl, I surged up and rolled the two of us over. She giggled madly as I pinned her to the bed. Snapping her legs closed over my hips, she pouted cutely. “Please, Mr Ryan. If you slide that big, throbbing cock of yours into my tiny little pussy, you might break me.”

      I gaped for a moment as she grinned devilishly at me. Reaching down, I ignored my erection as it came full mast and palmed between her legs. The outside of her labia was only damp, but as I pushed my fingers between them, I found a silk lined ocean. Polly gasped and rocked her hips as I rubbed her juices all over her crotch, before gripping my cock. I shifted and aligned myself with her opening, as she adopted a concerned expression.

      “Oh, please don’t break me with your dick, Mr Ryan.”

      “Oh, shut up and cum,” I growled.

      Slamming my mouth into hers, Polly gasped as I thrust into her. Contrary to her words, she was very much ready for me. I slid into her easily as she tightened her legs around me. Thrusting firmly, I bounced my pubic bone off her clit and I felt her fingernails form claws that dug into my back. I thrust harder and harder, feeling my emotions boil over. The frustration, the anger, the grief and, indeed, the fear. And I fucked all of them into Polly at a frantic pace.

      “Oh god, Ryan!” she whimpered loudly.

      With a snarl, I sat up and yanked myself out of her. Forcing her legs to open, I grabbed her hips and flipped her over onto her stomach. Taking her hips in my hands, I pulled her up onto her knees and speared into her from behind. Bracing myself with one leg, I forced Polly’s head into the mattress and fucked her from behind.

      “Please let me cum on your dick!” she begged.

      I was in no mood for games right now and I slapped her ass. “Cum, and keep cumming until I say otherwise!”

      She trembled as I kept thrusting before burying her face in the mattress. But I didn’t want her voice muffled. Grabbing her hair, I pulled her up, so she screamed loudly instead. Her voice reverberated through the room as her pussy clenched around my cock. I felt the small firm pulses, and I ignored them as I kept pumping my cock into her.

      “Oh,” Claire said.

      I froze as Polly whimpered and trembled in my arms.

      “I hadn’t seen Polly all day and was getting worried.”

      I nodded before giving Polly’s hair a pull. As she came back, she impaled herself on my cock, before I relaxed and she slid forward. So I steered her by her hair as she rocked her hips back and forth on my cock.

      “Are you busy right now?”

      Claire seemed to think for a moment, before her clothes vanished and appeared in a heap on the floor. “Better make this quick,” she smiled.

      I smirked and gestured for the bed. “Lay down.”

      Claire grinned and did as I told her. Laying on her back, she posed sexily for me with one hand covering her pussy, and the other holding her nipples. I gave her a grin before manhandling Polly over to lie atop her.

      “Make gentle love to one another,” I ordered softly.

      Claire smiled up at me, before raising her knees to allow Polly to move on top. The two beautiful women kissed slowly. Polly moaned softly as Claire peeked at me, flashing a wink. Then her hand took Polly’s ass and dragged it closer, so their clits touched. I drooled as Polly wriggled her hips. Their pussies slid over one another and I decided right now, as Polly trembled, I needed to have Claire.

      Shuffling forward, I fit my cock between her legs. Pushing inside, I watched her hands tighten over Polly, who moaned softly as she pulled away.

      “Is that good mistress?” Polly crooned. “Is his cock filling you up?”

      Polly was rubbing her pussy against Claire’s so firmly I could feel her labia tug and pull on my length. I dragged my length back out of Claire before sliding back in again. Claire pulled Polly back into a firm kiss as they made love to one another. Their passionate embrace was in a stark opposition to me, as I fucked Claire firmly. Slipping a pair of fingers into Polly, I curled them to rub her g-spot in time with my cock. Her reaction was immediate as she trembled.

      “No cumming until Claire does,” I told her.

      Polly began to frantically trib against Claire, whose moans increased in pitch. I really hoped she was getting close, because after having Polly, I sure as hell was. Taking long, deep strokes into Claire, I watched her toes curl. It wasn’t something I’d noticed before, but as her knees trembled and her pussy began to spasm. I grinned and kept it in mind. Gritting my teeth, I felt her pussy clench hard, and I started cumming. Claire must have realised, as she started trying to rock her hips. But Polly was doing enough, as I held onto her as she continued tribbing.

      I groaned as I filled Claire with my seed and I grinned, thinking about doing it for real once we got out into the real world. Polly whimpered, and I realised she was starting to cum as well. Without thinking, I yanked my cock free of Claire, and slammed it right into Polly to empty the last few spurts.

      My wives always knew what it took to get my head screwed back on.
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      “See them?” Polly asked, bringing Sneaky to a halt beside me.

      I nodded as I raised the eyeglass. There were almost a dozen mules. Including three of their young. I knew they couldn’t have been that far. Norman, Clarabelle and Moo had to come from somewhere and it made sense they had been separated in the storm that first night. Perhaps Moo wandered off and her parents followed. In any case, seeing a small herd of them was exactly what I wanted. Until the shrieker swarm came back, I needed more man… animal… beast power.

      “How did you tame them last time?” Polly asked.

      I smirked. “I gave them food. They ate from my hand.”

      Polly giggled softly. “That easy?”

      I nodded and returned my new eyeglass to my belt pouch. Then I summoned my waterskin for a drink. Like it said in the books, the leather gave it a sharp, bitter taste. But it was safe and despite the weather cooling, it was still hot in the sun.

      “So, how do we cross the river?”

      I sighed softly and put away the waterskin. That was the real issue. I could see the target, but I couldn’t necessarily get there. A boat or raft would be handy, but I did not know where to get one, nor if it would hold the weight of a mule.

      “I’ve no idea what would be lurking in that water,” I nodded. “So I’m not keen on swimming over, but that might be how we get back.”

      Polly looked a little nervous at the thought, and I couldn’t blame her. But the mules’ tough exterior would probably protect them from anything lurking beneath. The more I thought about it, the more I thought that was the most likely outcome. They swam across in the storm for some reason, probably in a panic, and I found them a couple of days later.

      “Let’s ride on a little further.”

      Steering Sarge, I got him moving again with Polly a step behind. She wasn’t the best rider, but it was hard to be bad on a shrieker. They moved so smoothly all you really needed to worry about was staying upright, and the saddle did most of that on its own. I was still a little surprised she had come along. I thought Henrietta or maybe even Maiya would have preferred, but no. Apparently Polly was the best bet because of her perception. Being a hunter meant she was great at spotting things, like the mules.

      “There’s a small group of people in those buildings,” she called.

      She was good at spotting other things too… Drawing my spyglass, I looked in the direction she had gestured. We were a fair distance, keeping close to the trees bordering the river. I didn’t think anyone would risk being in the trees themselves. We’d heard enough warning growls to tell me where I could find more hunters.

      Ahead was what looked like an apartment complex. The lower walls were intact, but I could tell, even as we bobbed along, that there were people on the second storey watching us.

      “What do you think? Say hi?” I asked.

      Polly thought about it for a few moments as we plodded along at a slow run. “Swing by. See if they wanna talk?”

      I nodded, and we kept our pace. We’d turn towards them once we were parallel to the apartments and not before. If they came streaming out, it would be easier to get a move on with more distance for them to cover. What we weren’t expecting was to see a white flag being waved as we got closer. I glanced at Polly and she nodded in agreement. We weren’t all that far now, so I steered Sarge towards them. I kept a wide berth from the surrounding rubble. I’d learned my lesson about being shot and had no intentions of repeating the action. But as we came within the fringes of bow-range, I turned Sarge away and moved parallel to the river again. As far as I was concerned, this was close enough.

      The people in the apartment complex must have realised we weren’t coming any closer and I could see them gathering in a doorway at the bottom floor. A large… I’d assume a man came striding out. He was big, like Blake, but unlike Blake, this guy was covered head to foot in plate armour. Second to that was the two-handed axe he carried as he moved towards us. I glanced at Polly, who was chewing her lip, and I wondered if it was best to move on instead.

      “Excuse me!” A sharp, feminine voice called out.

      I turned my head and watched the armoured figure do a double take, as a young woman sprinted past, smiling widely. She was average height with short red hair, heavily freckled and the definition of curves. Even in the traveller’s outfit she wore, it was as if every movement she flaunted herself.

      “Felice!” the man barked.

      But she ignored him and continued running over. “Hi, are you friendly?!”

      I blinked and gave a snort of laughter before glancing at Polly, who looked equally bemused. Shooting her a grin, I dismounted as the big guy jogged to catch up. “Just putting it out there, but running up to total strangers and asking them if they’re friendly, isn’t a great way to learn if they’re friendly.”

      She shrugged and smiled widely. “I know, but Hank scares off most people with his big macho man attitude.”

      “That attitude saved all our lives!” the man roared, stepping around the smaller woman. I took a step back, but paused as he slid to a stop. “Who are you, and what do you want?” The young woman stepped around him as he lunged for her. “Felice!”

      But she giggled and spun around before leaning against me. I just stood there, watching Hank as he bobbed up and down with each deep breath. Then I glanced down at Felice, who was looking at Polly.

      “Oh…” she pouted and took a step away. “Here, I thought I’d found me a man, and he’s already taken.”

      I blinked in shock, before glancing at Polly who was blushing furiously, while staring at Felice.

      “Get. Back. Here. Now!” Hank snapped.

      Felice let out a long sigh. “Hank, we’ve been over this.”

      “Felice, you don’t know these people,” he growled.

      I nodded and gave her a small smile. “He’s right, you know. I could be a bad guy.”

      “Pfft,” she snorted. “You left your spear in the saddle. She’s armed,” Felice nodded at Polly, who quite obviously had a bow over her shoulder and a knife at her hip.

      “FELICE!” She sighed, before dragging her feet back over to the armoured man, who shook his head. “I don’t know who you are, and I don’t know what you want. But I’ve dealt with enough monsters around here that I’m not afraid of you, even with those bloody birds!”

      I just nodded slowly, “Would you be interested in trade?”

      “Trade?”

      I nodded, “Trade. I control a farm-”

      “Of slaves?” he cut me off.

      This was going nowhere fast. Taking a step back, Polly moved with me as I moved to mount Sarge once again. “Look, maybe in a couple weeks, there’s going to be a mule, a big animal, hauling a cart. If you’re more willing to be less of an asshole, we’ll trade you food and other supplies.”

      Throwing my leg over Sarge, Polly climbed onto Sneaky and they stood in unison. I didn’t wait for a reply, but I distinctly heard Felice use the word “Dumbass.” Followed by a lot of helmet-distorted shouting.

      “That went well,” Polly called.

      I nodded my head. “Yeah, we’ll probably see a bit of that,” I called back as Sarge opened up into his usual lope. “People are tense at the best of times.”

      “Should have brought Claire,” Polly remarked, and I couldn’t fault the logic. That woman was responsible for everything we’d achieved, no less.

      When we reached the treeline, we turned and continued along. The mules were now out of view as we put distance between us and the apartments.

      “It’s getting late,” Polly called.

      I sighed, but couldn’t fault her logic. It WAS getting late. As we travelled along, I kept an eye out until I spotted something. It was the broken shell of a building, not unlike the shopping centre we’d stopped at all those months ago. This one wasn’t as large though, maybe one large department store instead. Best of all, it didn’t look occupied. When we got closer to the edges of the buildings, a few buzzards squawked from their perches and took flight. But I ignored them as Sarge brought us into the store. The roof had seen better days, but there was no sign of water damage further in.

      “This’ll do,” Polly smirked.

      I nodded and dismounted. Grabbing my glaive, Polly readied her bow, and we set off to clear the store. There were signs of activity on the ground, but there was a layer of dust. So whatever came round didn’t stay. Which suited me perfectly. Sure enough, after ten minutes, we’d done a quick loop of the interior and were satisfied we were alone. Not that anything wanted to mess with a pair of shriekers nine times out of ten. We made our way to the middle of the building, where there was a small depression. It seemed like they used it as a kind of auditorium, as the sides looked like they designed them for simple seating. In the very centre was an old campfire, confirming our belief someone had been here prior.

      “No blood,” Polly nodded. “Looks like a good place to rest.”

      I couldn’t help but agree. Stepping down, I gestured for Sarge and summoned my backpack from the saddle. Inside, I kept my basics. Food, wood, flint, a spear, a change of clothes, my bedroll, toiletries bag, and some health potions to clear up any issues I might come across. It’s all I really needed, if I had to be honest. I withdrew two lumps of meat and tossed them towards Sarge and Sneaky, while Polly got a fire going. She’d already set up a bedroll, so I laid mine out beside hers.

      After summoning another hunk of meat and impaling it on the spear I kept, Polly and I used our bags to prop up the spear while the meat cooked. With that cooking, Polly gave me a smile.

      “We’re a bit dirty from the road, don’t you think?”

      I smirked and nodded my head before summoning my toiletries bag. It was a little odd how it all worked, but Edith didn’t have any issues with me putting a literal bucket of water into a bag, so I wasn’t complaining either. I moved away from the fire and our bed before Polly joined me. She’d already de-summoned her clothing, and I gave her an appreciative look over. Polly smiled and preened slightly under my gaze. She and I both knew how tonight was going to end. Only the ‘now’ was in question.

      She brought with her soap and a washcloth and got to her knees as she shared the bucket of water. It wasn’t like that first night, in the rain and the dark. This was quiet, peaceful, and full of heated stares. I wiped myself down while keeping an eye on Polly. She took delight in stretching and pushing out her breasts as she moved. It had a rather obvious reaction with me.

      “Ryan?” Polly asked sweetly. “Get my back?”

      I glanced at her as she turned her back towards me. I was just about done, and I was itching to get my hands on her. She was on her knees, legs open for balance, and that ass was begging for me to put my hands on it.

      So, with a halfhearted, “Fine,” I got to work.

      Wetting the washcloth, I added a bit of soap before shuffling over and putting my hands on her. She made a small noise, and I glared at the back of her head while I tried not to poke her in the ass. Starting at the top, I rubbed in small circles and moved down her shoulders. Polly moaned softly and for a moment, I thought I heard something else. Pausing, Polly froze up as well. With a smirk, I continued. As I scrubbed, her shoulder seemed to bob up and down and the slight noise sounded again. It sounded wet, a little like lightly slapping two halves of soft fruit together. With a smirk, I shoved her forward firmly. The suddenness of it made her squeak, but there were her fingers, firmly buried inside herself.

      I reached forward and yanked them free before I sat up and pushed my cock into her. The slick walls of her pussy felt heavenly as I grabbed her hips and dragged her back so I could kneel comfortably.

      “If you’re going to touch yourself while I scrub your back, the least you could do is sit on my cock, naughty slut,” I grumbled.

      Polly whimpered and looked over her shoulder. “Please?”

      “You started this, you finish it,” I grumbled back, continuing to scrub her.

      She nodded frantically before she rocked her hips. I could feel the tips of her fingers as she frigged herself deliriously. It was a strange sensation as she rocked herself against me. I didn’t have to do any work while being repeatedly buried to the hilt inside her. She moaned softly, and her hips shuddered as I finished what I was doing. Polly was whimpering continuously now as she thrust her hips back and forth as quickly as she could. And to be honest with you, I wasn’t far off it myself.

      “Ryan?”

      “Yeah, Polly?” I said through my teeth.

      “Ryan, please cum in me!”

      That was all the warning I got before her pussy clenched down hard on my cock. Her body trembled as she let out a soft cry. I growled at the sudden session of her rocking and took matters into my own hands. Shoving her forward, Poly caught herself on her hands and I thrust viciously into her from behind. That soft cry turned into a wailing scream as I pistoned my cock into her for several more thrusts. As I felt my cum boil up inside, I slapped her ass and buried myself to the hilt. The final few spasms of her own orgasm milked out my own as I erupted inside her. Polly just sat perfectly still, whimpering as I filled her. Pulling free, she slumped back, and I pulled her to my chest while she kneeled between my legs.

      “I’m sorry,” she said after a few breaths.

      “Don’t be.” I kissed the side of her head. “Did I hurt you?”

      Her response was to vigorously shake her head before turning and smiling widely at me. “No, you were wonderful.”

      I smiled at her and gave her a small kiss. “Well, now I’m all messed up. I think you should clean me.”

      Polly blushed and nodded her head. “Ryan?”

      “Yeah, Polly?”

      “Can you hold me a little first?”

      I smiled, “Yeah Polly.”
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      It was Sarge’s soft squawk that woke me. Snapping awake, Polly took a deep breath and opened her eyes. I heard the soft thumps of Sarge and Sneaky as they got up, and I knew immediately that there was something wrong.

      “Edith,” I whispered. I was met only with silence. “Shit.”

      Polly quietly rolled away, before I felt her clothing appear on her body. She slowly crept out of my bedroll, ignoring hers pushed aside. I reached for my pile of clothing and summoned them to me, as I heard a scream from outside.

      “Sarge, Sneaky!” I hissed, shoving myself out of the bedroll.

      The two shriekers rushed over and I grabbed one saddle, while Polly grabbed the other. As quickly as we could, we got both shriekers ready as voices carried in from outside. It sounded like several men, and a woman… And… Well, this situation wasn’t something I wasn’t familiar with. Grabbing my glaive, I waited until Sarge’s saddle fully unrolled and stuffed it in the sheath. I hadn’t bothered about bringing my net, and I sort of regretted that now. Tossing my leg over Sarge, the good boy stood quickly and quietly. I turned and watched Polly mount Sneaky a moment later. I didn’t bother looking back at our camp. The small amount of light from the embers of our fire barely lit the small depression we slept in.

      With little urging, Sarge seemed to get the hint to stay quiet. He stepped forward and hopped lightly up each step. I could see outside and there were several figures illuminated in the moonlight. A group of five surrounded a figure on the ground, and I didn’t need three guesses to figure out what was going on. Leaning Sarge into a slow trot, he padded along, doing his best to remain quiet. Not that it mattered, as the group laughed while the woman struggled against the one pinning her down.

      They were only a dozen meters outside the centre and I wanted this done quickly. Glancing over at Polly, who had her bow drawn, I met her eyes, and she nodded at me.

      “Now.”

      In unison, Sarge and Sneaky seemed to inhale, before letting out their terrible shrieks they were known for. The sound echoed from the shopping centre and the figures whirled around. But I already had Sarge at a full sprint. Bursting out of the darkness, I ignored their terrified screams. The first to fall took an arrow in the chest, while I steered Sarge into the middle. Unlike before with the horses, Sarge was more than capable of dealing with humans. The first he reached, met the claws on his feet with a kick hard enough to send him tumbling.

      “FUCK, Sasha!” One yelled.

      That made him my target as I stabbed out with my glaive. It caught him high in the shoulder, but he twisted away as it left a shallow flesh wound.

      “Kill them!” he yelled, falling back.

      Before he could make another move, an arrow slammed into his abdomen. Turning to face the other three, the one over the woman was trying to get his pants back on, when Sneaky steamrolled over him, leaving Sarge and I with two to deal with. One threw his hands up in the air, and the other ran. I glanced between the two of them as Sneaky vanished off in the same direction as the runner. Turning Sarge around, I pointed my glaive at him as he trembled. But it was the woman on the ground that moved next. Her knife slammed into his leg and he went down with a scream.

      I dismounted Sarge and threw my arms around her, hauling her off as she screamed obscenities, still swinging the knife. And I ignored the pained gurgling of the man, as a cry rang out from the dark.

      “Thank you,” Felice sobbed, leaning into me.

      I pulled her close as Polly jogged over to join us, looking as concerned as she was confused about the woman’s appearance.

      “Hey now,” Polly crooned, pulling Felice into a hug. “What on earth are you doing out here?”

      Felice sniffed and took several deep breaths before shaking her head. “I was stupid, so stupid.”

      “What did you do?” I asked, thinking of Hank and his temper.

      “Nothing,” she mumbled. “Almost nothing, I… Took some things.”

      “Things?” Polly asked.

      Felice nodded, “Food for a couple days, a weapon and some points.”

      “You’re a thief,” I thought out loud.

      Felice seemed to deflate, “Yeah… I… Ummm…”

      “Were you trying to rob us?” Polly asked.

      “NO!” Felice practically shouted. “God, no, I have no idea why I’m a thief, but I have a sense about people. And I figured you weren’t all that bad and Hank…”

      I stiffened and narrowed my eyes. “Does he… Make the woman do things?”

      Felice snorted and shook her head. “Nah, though I almost wish he would. His class is Paladin, and he treats everyone like children. He won’t even let us mast… errr…”

      I blinked and let out a snort. “Did you seriously run away in the hopes I’d fuck you?”

      She sniffed and finally glanced up at me. “Not necessarily you, but… You said you had a farm and…”

      I sighed as Polly smirked. “Collect the corpses. Don’t worry about Sneaky’s meal.”

      Felice nodded and pulled away from Polly with a grateful smile. We quickly gathered the corpses before heading inside with a new spear, a set of knives, an axe and a short club that Felice seemed to have taken a liking to. I led the two ladies back inside to our sleeping area and wondered at what to do next. Felice seemed to have an idea, as she glanced at both our bedrolls.

      “Which-”

      “That one,” Poly pointed at mine.

      Felice nodded and rolled hers out, off to the side, but near. I glanced at Polly, who winked at me and shrugged. “Have you slept?”

      “No,” Felice shook her head. “I slipped out at mealtime and followed your tracks. I was aiming to stop here and head back in the morning if I didn’t find you.”

      “Lucky,” I nodded. “What was the deal with those guys?”

      She frowned and shuddered softly. “They spotted me a while back and were chasing me. I didn’t have a lot of options.” The soft thumps of Sneaky’s footsteps filled the room as the large bird stepped into view before moving off to sit down by Sarge. “I know you were riding them, but… Are they really safe?”

      I smirked, “Depends who you ask. I’m a beast tamer. They won’t just follow anyone, but they’re still as dangerous as they are any other day.”

      Felice nodded. “And what are you doing out here?”

      “Trying to get across the river,” Polly said, sitting down beside us.

      “Why?”

      “There’s a herd of mules over there I want,” I told her.

      Felice nodded, “What, you just walk up to them and they make all buddy buddy with you?”

      I snorted, “Mules, yeah, pretty much. Shriekers are way more difficult and I’ve no idea how to catch the big fling thing I’ve seen.”

      “Teradon?” Felice asked.

      I blinked at her. “Big, insectoid thing, kinda has camouflage that makes it hard to see in the sky.”

      Felice nodded. “Yeah, I ran into that thing.”

      “Really?” Polly asked.

      Felice nodded, looking a little uncomfortable. “Yeah, when I first woke up. I was part of the first wave.”

      “So were we,” I added.

      Felice gave me that look and I remembered the horror. The bodies of the shriekers and the sound.

      “Well, I got away and kept going for a few days. And… The good news is, if you want to get across the river, there’s a bridge that’ll do it.”

      “I’m waiting for the but,” I snorted.

      Felice nodded slowly. “The teradon lives on it.”

      I glanced at Polly, who was looking at me. I had a thought, before looking at Felice, “And how long will it take to walk to the bridge from here?”

      “About two days, I think.”

      I nodded. That meant we could make it there in less than one. Polly must have been echoing my thoughts and nodded slowly to herself. “Let’s sleep on it. Decide in the morning what we wanna do.”

      I nodded in agreement. “Right. Felice, I’m sure you’re pretty tired. Don’t do anything stupid around Sarge or Sneaky. They don’t ask questions.”

      Felice gulped and nodded her head. “I’ll be good.”

      I smiled and stood. Taking Polly by the hand, I led her towards my bedroll, but she peeled away to move to her own.

      “Polly?”

      She paused and looked at me. “I thought… We have company.”

      “If you’re sure. But I was really enjoying our cuddles.”

      Polly blushed and stepped away from her own bedroll as I crawled into mine. The moment I was covered, I de-summoned my clothing and dropped them beside us. Polly crawled into the bedroll beside me and did the same, before we both met Felice’s expression as she stared at us from her own bedroll not far away.

      “Goodnight,” I told her.

      “Night,” she murmured back.
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      “Make that eleven,” I sighed, lowering the spyglass.

      “How on earth did it manage to pick up a whole mule?” Polly asked.

      I shook my head slowly. “I think it’s one of the babies.”

      It was… horrifying. Its shimmering body came into view when it landed. It reminded me of some hellish cross between an acid spitting alien from an old 80’s movie and a rhinoceros beetle with all the hallmarks of a pterodactyl. Its shell was almost steel grey and dull enough not to reflect any light. I thought that was odd, but it made sense, too. Whatever mechanism it used to camouflage wouldn’t work as well if it sparkled like some god-awful vampire.

      We had left Sarge and Sneaky, much to their obvious displeasure, inside an abandoned storage unit. They built the place to last. It was the best condition building amongst a handful of shelled out husks lying in ruin around it. With the Teradon so close, nobody seemed to hang around either. We’d snuck out as close as we could and found ourselves somewhat relieved that it was busy with a meal. Being as large as it was, it probably had no fear of its surroundings. And while eating, it had no reason to lookout for a hunt. Or that was the theory I was sticking with.

      The thing was huge, hobbling around similarly to a pterodactyl. Its arms combined into wings, but they were transparent and seemed more insect-like as they folded back. Its carapace was hard and smooth looking, concealing the huge muscles that must power its flight. The creature even had a tail, wide, flat and long, that seemed more like a stiff rudder. But it was the creature’s weapons that were the most concerning. A pair of powerful hind legs with claws large enough to hold on to a whole bloody mule. Then there is its head. Elongated beak, with a single horn that poked out of the top. If it were smooth and domed, I’d swear it could spit acid. It used that powerful beak to pry off pieces of feather, to get into the meat of the mule below. This, it ate similar to how a heron tips its head back and swallows it down, piece by piece.

      “So how do we kill it?” Felice asked.

      “I’d rather not,” I admitted softly.

      Polly let out a small groan, “Of course you wouldn’t.”

      I smirked. “Can you imagine me riding that thing?”

      “Whyyyyy,” Polly complained.

      This time, I let out a small sigh and took her by the hand. “Becky.”

      Polly cocked an eyebrow, while Felice gave me a strange expression. “Who?”

      “Eric says Fletcher has women locked up as… Incentives for loyalty. Women like Becky, who Eric apparently took a liking to.”

      “You want slaves?” Felice asked, suddenly looking unsure.

      I quickly shook my head. “No, fuck that. I want Fletcher hung, drawn and quartered, and I want Becky and the other taken somewhere safe. Somewhere they won’t be abused and then IF Becky actually likes Eric, she’ll be free to pursue him as she pleases.”

      Felice regarded me for a moment. “And if it turns out Eric’s a rapist bastard like this Fletcher guy?”

      I gave her a thin smile. “Then I ask Becky if she wants to cut his head off, or if she wants me to do it for her.”

      “Sorry,” Felice sighed softly. “I just…”

      “It’s fine,” I nodded.

      “Ryan’s one of the good ones,” Polly reassured her. “The women in his life are all there, extremely voluntarily.”

      Felice nodded before frowning, “Women, plural?”

      Polly winked and turned back to me. “Well, how do we catch something that big?”

      “I can think of two ways, and you will not like either of them,” I smirked.

      Sure enough, by the time I had explained what I wanted to do, Felice was staring at me like I’d grown a second head, and Polly looked like Claire did when I died the first time.

      “Ryan,” Polly gathered her thoughts. “Ryan, why not just leave? Are the mules so important?”

      It was a valid question, and I nodded while I gathered my thoughts. “We could, yes. We’d be returning almost empty handed-”

      “What am I, chopped liver?” Felice snorted.

      I shot her a grin. “Worse, we picked up a stray.”

      Felice gave me a shocked expression before giggling softly and nodding in agreement.

      “I’m serious,” Polly frowned. “We could just leave. You set out to see if you could find them. We did that. Now you want to risk your life on the possibility you can catch a teradon?”

      “And if I fail, I’ll respawn while you two ride Sarge and Sneaky all the way back home.” I nodded in agreement.

      Polly frowned. “And what if you get caught again? What if Fletcher finds you out there?”

      “Everything’s a risk,” I sighed. “Heading out at all was a risk. Fletcher could have sent someone after us. The teradon could smell us and hunt us down in the next ten minutes. Maybe good old Hank will show up on a horse and demand we return Felice to him at sword point.”

      Polly let out a small sigh and leaned against me. “I just don’t want to see you hurt.”

      “Neither do I. But if there’s something I’ve learned, is that the best fights are those avoided. If I can tame a teradon, can you imagine how people will react to seeing it flying overhead? No more bandits, no more rape, murder, hell I’ll be able to herd the shrieker flock away from major populations.” I smirked, “And it’ll prove to every knuckle dragging so-called alpha who has the biggest dick.”

      Polly blew out a whoosh of air as she giggled. “We already knew that.”

      “Can I see?” Felice asked.

      I snorted and then laughed until I caught Polly winking at the curvy redhead. Then I just sighed and shook my head slowly. “Alright, so are you in?”

      Polly pouted. “If you’re going to be dumb, I want compensation.”

      “Three nights, run by Claire first. I’ll tie you up, use you anally until I can’t get it up anymore, then hold you all night as we sleep.”

      Polly just stared at me in shock for a few moments before blushing furiously. “Can you mark me a little?”

      “I could be persuaded to bite you in some sensitive areas,” I nodded, trying to ignore my own rising arousal.

      “Fine,” Polly pouted, before smiling softly.

      “Can I have that too?” Felice asked.

      I turned and saw the blatant arousal on her face. I just sighed. “You’ll have to discuss it with my wives first.”

      “You’re serious. You have more than Polly?” She asked.

      “It was Claire’s idea,” I shrugged. “I love them, and-”

      “We love you too,” Polly kissed my cheek.

      I gave her a grateful smile and pecked her lips, earning one in return. Felice had a thoughtful expression as she pondered. And I glanced at the large creature eating on the bridge.

      “Come on, we should get closer while it’s distracted.”

      We kept low and tried not to make any obvious noises or movements. The closer we got, the more we realised it probably wouldn’t matter. Despite the teradon’s large compound eyes, they were forward facing. That, combined with the loud crunches and snaps as it devoured the mule, well, it wouldn’t be far off to think we could have sung and danced. The bridge was an old beam style, with the upper section for vehicles and a lower for maintenance access. And that was where we wanted to access. At least for the moment.

      As expected, there was nothing living the closer we got to the teradon. Even the buzzards kept clear, despite there being a few watching the corpse. I had no doubt they would jump should something lure the large predator away. I just hoped that something wouldn’t be us, or my shriekers. There was a small moment of panic as we crossed the open space before the bridge. Felice kicked a rock and sent it tumbling over the edge. The sharp crack of the rock on the ancient concrete below and the teradon’s head snapped around as it froze in suspicion. As the teradon got up and looked over the edge, we used its distraction to rush the rest of the way and slip into the access corridor for the bridge before it settled back where it was.

      Usually, to get past this point, we’d need a key for a door or padlock, but this was open and exposed. The padlock had rusted solid, and the chain was barely holding together. I flinched at the sound it made when I gave it a sharp tug, but it snapped free in my arms. Polly gave me a frown as Felice grinned with terrified excitement. I gave them both nods and pushed through the gate. It creaked softly, but moved easily enough, all things considered. Thankfully, the floor here looked in better condition than the chain that protected it. Sure there was plenty of rust and a few places that had long since collapsed. But it felt solid underfoot along the walkway. The bridge itself must have protected the metal from water damage.

      “Come on and stay quiet. We’re looking for access panels,” I whispered.

      The two ladies nodded as we set off down the walkway. It split into rows that ran the length of the bridge under the main road where the teradon roosted. There were cross-members that linked the rows and I grinned, seeing ladders at various points to access the road above. I waved for the ladies to follow as I got our equipment ready.

      “Edith, rope please, three lengths,” I said in a hushed tone.

      A few moments later, as expected for the delay of being in danger, the items lightly thumped to the floor at my feet. I picked up the first two ropes and handed one each to the ladies. I grabbed the third rope on my own. The plan was simple. We use the upper hatches to quickly and quietly dart out. A creature of that size, covered in a shell, probably lacked a fine sense of touch, and I hoped to take advantage of that, without having to set bait and a big net like I’d originally planned.

      As we got under the teradon, we could hear its feasting clearly above us. So we picked the nearest ladder and headed for it. I placed my glaive gently against the railing and took a deep breath. Taking the first rung in hand, Polly patted my shoulder, and I gave her a smile to feign my confidence. Turning back to the ladder, I started climbing. It was odd that after all these years, this simulation still showed the remarkable feats of humanity. Someone had tagged the underside of the bridge and despite the age, I could still make out the words, ‘WAZ HERE’ below a faded signature I couldn’t quite make out. I smirked as I climbed and reached the hatch. It was square and had a lever on the underside with hinges to open upwards without the risk of losing it.

      I reached up and took the lever, giving it a firm tug. It shifted to the side with a bit of resistance, but I watched the latch release and gave it a nudge. Unlike the gate that let us under here, this still operated smoothly. Pushing up, I grimaced as a few rocks shifted, but I froze, realising I was right by the teradon’s right leg.

      It really was like a giant shell. Up close, it wasn’t perfectly smooth, which probably helped keep off the shine. I had come up in the gap under its wing and I could make out the smell of the mule’s organs and blood as the teradon feasted. Slowly lifting myself out, I crawled forward and lightly touched the teradon’s leg. And it completely ignored me. Either it literally couldn’t feel me, or it didn’t think whatever touched it was a concern. Either way worked for me. Slipping off the rope, I had a good look at the structure. The leg itself was rather smooth and solid. But behind the ankle, it had a spike that pointed back up with a blunt point. Sort of like how a chicken has a spur, but this was straight out behind and on an upward angle.

      As gently as I could, I slipped the rope around its leg and tied a loose loop to sit above the spike. Without cutting the rope, or breaking the spike, the teradon could not get it off again. Turning, I spotted Polly, staring wide eyed at the flank of the teradon, but still on the ladder. I gestured for her to go back down, and she did so rather quickly. After throwing the rope down, I crawled back into the hole. I lifted several arm lengths of rope back out onto the road above before closing the hatch. Then I climbed down to join the ladies on the walkway below. With a simple clove hitch, I tied the end of the rope to the bridge itself. I thought about the ladder, but one big jerk and it could yank that free, so I dismissed the idea.

      The teradon had been sitting diagonally across the bridge, and I wanted both legs and the tail tied up. Then I’d hoped to spook it and when it made to take off, it would crash and in the confusion, I’d throw a net over its head, while Felice and Polly did the same with its wings.. Tied down as it would be, dislodging me would be difficult. I just wished I had some paralysis potions with me, but that would be a staple for next time. I judged the angle it was sitting on and picked the next ladder. It wouldn’t be perfect, but it would be close enough to get me started.

      Shifting over to the next ladder, I smiled a thanks at Felice, who carried my glaive, while Polly handed me the rope she carried. Then I started climbing. There was no graffiti to distract me this time, but the door was a little stiffer than the first. It came open, though, without too much trouble. As I lifted the door, something must have caught its attention, as it suddenly sat up and turned to look. I froze and lowered myself back down in case it spotted me. It hissed softly, and I realised it was sniffing, before it let out a soft, and low chittering rumble. Then it turned and went back to its meal.

      I glanced down at Polly, who was looking up at me with worry in her eyes. I gave her a thumbs up and hauled myself up into the light before dropping most of the rope back down in advance. Unlike before, where I was within reach of the animal, I had a couple of meters to walk to reach the end of the tail. It was a broad, flat thing made up of segments, like plates. For whatever reason, it reminded me of an anime style whip-sword, but the pieces were butting up against one another. They also got wider towards the end of the tail, rather than towards the base, as expected. I used that to my advantage, but without a certain level of trepidation. Slipping closer towards the main body, I gently looped the rope around and tied it off as I had its leg not a moment before.

      “Felice!”

      The teradon’s head flicked up, and I froze. It shifted its head around and I held my breath.

      “FELICE GET AWAY FROM THAT THING!”

      I felt my gut churn as I recognised Hank’s voice. Of all the times he could have caught up, why would the stupid fucker choose to yell at us now?

      The teradon turned and took a step towards the edge of the bridge, before the rope snagged over its ankle. With a buzzing, crooning sound, its head flicked around and halted as it gazed directly at me. It opened its mouth and let out that same chittering cry I heard right before my glaive slammed into its chest. And I knew it was the same one, because it still had the scar now it faced me directly. Not that I wanted a better view. Turning, I sprinted for the hatch. But it was quicker. Swinging its tail around, it slammed into my lower legs and tossed me through the air, where I landed in a heap. Rolling onto my stomach, I could see it had thrown me a half dozen meters and well beyond the reach of the open hatch. But it had also thrown me clear of itself as the rope snapped taut around its ankle.

      It let out another enraged cry before I heard my name being called. Turning, I spotted Polly waving at me from the next hatch. With a groan, I got up and crawled quickly to her. As I turned to climb down the hole, Polly slipped down out of my way. As I sat up to put my legs down, sure enough, I could see Hank and a dozen others on horses approaching with weapons drawn. With a groan, I slipped under the hatch as the teradon kicked and struggled.

      As I climbed down, I could make out Felice furiously tying off the second rope, and I grinned. If she proved useful, she may just convince Claire and the others to give her a shot. But that would have to wait to see if we survived this whole ordeal. As Polly slipped off the last rung on the ladder, the bridge violently jerked. The ladder vibrated harshly and my hands slipped free. For the second time today, I slammed into the ground from a painful height.

      “Ryan!” Polly cried, grabbing me.

      “I’m okay,” I groaned, feeling bruises forming on top of my bruises.

      Sitting up, I was just in time to watch a second walkway get torn away by the angry teradon as it hung over the edge. It snapped its teeth down on one of the cross-members and with a yank of its head, the walkway between Felice and us dropped into the water below. I spotted the young woman’s terrified expression as she looked for an escape. But the teradon wasn’t finished. Grabbing the next one closest to her, it bit down into the metal and pulled its head from side to side. The action sent Felice to the floor in a heap, but this section was attached directly to the bridge structure, where she had just tied the rope. It was firmer in place, but getting looser with each thrash.

      “EDITH NET!”

      By the time I staggered to my feet, the items appeared and Polly stared at me in horror as I picked it up.

      “Ryan?!” Polly cried, grabbing my arm.

      I turned and grabbed her chin before pulling her into a kiss. When I pulled away, she was crying, and I gave her a sad smile. “I need to do something, or she dies.”

      As if to punctuate my point, Felice screamed in terror as the teradon pulled free part of the metal and the walkway she clung to pitched downward. Without a second thought, I ran at the teradon. It saw me coming and opened its mouth to let out another chittering cry. And I used that as an opportunity to toss the net straight in its face. Unlike that first appalling attempt with Lace’s new boy toy, I was a much better shot now. The net opened like it was supposed to and caught the teradon in the face. As the net wrapped around its head, the Teradon thrashed from side to side, before lunging towards me.

      I hadn’t thought of that.

      The chitinous beak closed over my arm, and it yanked me out over the water. I heard screaming behind me, as I heard two powerful snaps. The teradon’s jaw opened slightly as it cried out in shock. I latched onto the only thing within reach as the water approached. And with my fist wrapped up in the net, that was in turn wrapped around the teradon’s face, we hit the water.

      The river was rather wide. It was also thankfully rather deep, and with the teradon falling first, it broke surface tension that saved me from having the wind knocked out of me as it dragged under me. The teradon thrashed underwater, yanking me around as I held my breath. Its head slammed into me several times as its wings buffeted me from behind. And while I felt the scratching of stubby fingers, it couldn’t work the net free. I felt it swing around and then water rushed past as it made for the surface.

      Never in a million years did I expect to erupt straight from the water and into the sky.

      It just kept going, straight up, without a second thought. In shock, I ignored the rushing wind as I grabbed the net with both hands, while I rubbed the water from my face with the crook of my elbow. The teradon let out another cry before violently thrashing its head from side to side. It would have worked to toss me free, if I hadn’t slipped first.

      As my hand came free, my leg slipped into the net itself and, when my other hand let go, I swung. The angular momentum tangled my leg in the net quite firmly as it tossed me about. As I swung down, I grabbed a couple fistfuls of net and tried to haul myself up. Only to find I was at the back of its neck. Before I could work out what to do… It dived.

      As gravity went weird, I lifted up and away from the teradon, before the net caught, and I found myself staring straight down at its target. The group of riders coming in their misguided sense of… heroism? To help us. Dragging myself back towards the teradon, I grabbed a hold of the horn behind its head. Throwing my free leg over the back of its neck, I fit it into a section of net as well. And with all my strength and leverage, I heaved back. The Teradon’s reaction to suddenly seeing sky was to follow. Whatever muscles it had to lift heavy things and bite down were the same ones that would do nothing to prevent me from making it look up. Only I couldn’t let go.

      The teradon seemed to work out that continuing to go into a backflip was not a good idea. But with its head craned up, it couldn’t do much else either. It told me exactly how it felt about that, buy chittering angrily and shaking itself as it bobbed and weaved in the air.

      “There’s only two ways out of this!” I yelled over the sound of rushing wind and beating wings. “Either you submit, or we both die!”

      The answer I got in return was another fierce, chittering cry. With a snarl, I yanked the horn to one side and, either instinctually, or by shock, the teradon rolled. It lost all sense of balance in mid-air and tumbled. Yanking its head in the opposite directly, I corrected the tumble before a heave back had us climbing again. It chittered angrily, but now there was an undertone there as well.

      “Let’s try that again!”

      Hauling the opposite direction this time, I could see the fear in its eyes as it tumbled over. Only this time, I held it in place as we spun out of control. The teradon beat its wings frantically, trying to arrest the roll, but it was confused with its own orientation and couldn’t work out the proper rhythm. To make matters worse, I snapped its head around, causing it to chitter and reverse the direction of the tumble. It flailed uselessly, before it seemed to go limp in my grip.

      “Edith!?” I called as the ground rapidly approached.

      “Yes, Mr. Ryan?” She replied instantly.

      Releasing the teradon’s head, it snapped around, twisted violently, and the great beast speared into the river. The water hit hard, and I tumbled backward, but my legs held in the net for the moment it took to burst free and into the air again. Hacking up a mouthful of water, my eyes and nose stung, but… I had done it.

      Letting out a whoop, I coughed up another mouthful of water, before I sat myself back up and rubbed the water from my face. Gripping the horn before me, I admired the sight of the land moving away. We were on an upward climb. Without thinking, I nudged the horn forward, and the teradon pitched down. Then I pulled to the right and felt us begin to roll.

      “Oh, you are going to be awesome!” I yelled.

      The teradon made a shrill chirping sound in response. Using the horn as a joystick, I turned us around. I couldn’t see Polly or Felice, but I could see the horses on the bridge and figured that was close enough.

      “We’re going to land back on the bridge!” I yelled.

      The teradon didn’t respond, and I hoped I could get this to work. Gripping its neck with my legs, I thought about how birds usually landed. They came in for a swoop before flapping hard backward to slow their approach. And… Maybe that would work? I brought the teradon in a large sweep, so large, we ducked below the bridge for a moment and I feared hitting the water, before we started rising again. Then, I pulled back on the horn, but lifted at the same time. So instead of making the teradon look up, I just made its head move back. And like clockwork, it pitched up and started flapping. As the teradon thumped onto the bridge and folded its wings, I glanced over at Hank, who was… He was charging us on horseback, with the others on his heels.

      “Hank, you stupid bastard!” Felice yelled, running out in front with her arms open. The old man had no choice but to stop or run her down, and thankfully he stopped… if only just.

      “He’s going to kill us all!” Hank roared.

      “Oh for fuck’s sake,” I groaned, palming my face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      I sighed and rubbed my temples. Even my teradon didn’t seem to be with it anymore. It had decided to sit perfectly still and watch as Hank and Felice screamed at one another.

      “I have a responsibility!”

      “You aren’t responsible for ME!” Felice shot back.

      “You’re part of my flock!”

      Felice let out a frustrated scream. “Hank, I owe you one for taking me in. I do, really. But that doesn’t mean for a single moment that I’m going to cave into your every demand. I made my decisions-”

      “You were coerced!”

      “How?” Felice demanded.

      Hank seemed to blink for a moment. “He could have used his class-”

      “Beast tamer,” Polly called out.

      “How can you prove that?” Hank growled.

      I just glanced down at the teradon as it sighed on my behalf. It was so comical I burst out laughing, drawing the attention of everyone. Polly stared at me like I was going crazy, while Felice looked confused. Hank had distrust plastered all over him, while his two cronies looked embarrassed. It took me a few moments to calm down, before I gave the teradon a pat on the neck. The big creature squatted right down, and I found it rather easy to dismount. Stepping away, I pointed at the large creature, making sure I had everyone’s attention.

      “Stand on one leg!” I growled.

      The teradon chattered softly and shifted its bulk. The large creature propped itself up on the stubby hands midway down its wings before trying to rock itself to one side. Then I turned to Hank and pointed at him.

      “Stan on one leg!”

      Hank grit his teeth and readied himself like he was going to fight me, before he realised nothing had happened.

      “I… I don’t-”

      “Have a fucking clue, yes, I know,” I sighed. “I am a BEAST tamer. I catch them, I bring them under control and they follow orders. That power does not apply to people. I’m sure if you’d bothered to ask Edith, she’d have told you the same thing.”

      Hank seemed to ponder for a moment, before murmuring a single word… “Edith?” He mumbled softly under his breath, before grimacing and letting out a loud sigh. With a nod of his head, he turned back to Felice. “Please?”

      “Hank, thank you for everything you’ve done for me. But I’m not one of your people. I’m a thief and you’re the only one who ever treated me right. Ryan here,” she gestured back at me. “He’s got a farm, family, friends and a larger population. Let me go with him and I’ll be able to promote diplomacy between our groups.”

      “We’ve set up a safe zone,” I started again. “Somewhere safe, where rules still apply. We’ve got food, shelter, running water and electricity.”

      “You think a few luxuries are going to persuade me to join you?”

      With a sigh, I shook my head and wondered if he was ever going to get it. “I’m not trying to get anyone to join me. I’ve built a town. Somewhere to live. Somewhere to be proud of. Right now, that town is under threat by some bandit den who has the physical embodiment of Edith and an unknown number of women kept as slaves. On the other side of this river, back the way we came, is a herd of Mules. I want those mules.”

      “What for?” Hank asked.

      “Edith, one military saddle.”

      The item I requested dropped to my feet. I picked it up and turned to the teradon. Its large eyes stared unblinkingly at me as I approached and tossed it over the back of its neck. Nothing happened straight away, and I spent a few moments unraveling the net, thinking it was the problem. Which was the right call. The saddle strapped itself in place before unrolling. I ignored the gasps from behind me as the soft pat of each section unfolded into place. The saddle rolled down the teradon’s face like it did Sarge, armour plating its massive beak, giving it jagged fangs rather than the characteristic tusks. But it was as the armour rolled down its back that gave it the most presence. Unlike on the shriekers that were kept bare for the saddle itself, this didn’t need to. Massive, elongated spines ran down the teradon’s back, getting taller in the middle and shorter as it approached the tail. Each section of armour rolled down its sides. Other than at the wings, each section wrapped around the belly of the teradon.

      The wide, flat tail was left visually the same, but the edges now looked like axe blades. I wondered at how much damage it would have caused me had it been wearing it when it sent me flying. The rest of the armour wrapped around its legs, before layering up on top of the massive claws, giving them monstrous proportions. The teradon shuffled itself and gave its wings an experimental flap before I turned and grinned at the new admirers.

      “Face it Hank. If I wanted power and slaves, there’s not a lot anyone could do to stop me.”

      Climbing into my saddle, I strapped my legs in place before taking the horn in my hands. It now had a small handle mounted to the back, and I grinned. Seeing my hunch was correct in using it like a joystick gave me a childish joy. Steering the teradon around to the edge of the bridge, I glanced at Polly and the rest.

      “I’ll be back in a moment.”

      With an unspoken command, the teradon pitched off the bridge. It dived for just a moment before its wings snapped out and surged down hard. I couldn’t help the cry that escaped my lips as the wind rushed past. Sarge was fast, but this was something else entirely. We swooped low, and I pulled back to gain some altitude. Rolling in the air, I could see the group watching from the bridge. But I could also see the spot I left the shriekers. The storage unit was a fair size, and I thought I could see the exact one I’d put them in. Not that I’d locked it or anything. I wanted them capable of escape if they needed to.

      I piloted the teradon to make a large spiral as we descended. We circled the entire area on the way down as I looked for threats larger than the buzzards that quickly fled from the massive teradon. One shrieker must have spotted us as we passed the open doors, as they both moved out into the open in unison. Even over the sound of the rushing wind, I heard their shrieks. They both darted inside as I made my final approach, dropping the teradon to the ground just short of the unit. We were on the edge of the facility, with rows of ruined buildings on one side and a relatively empty space on the other.

      Sarge and Sneaky rushed out, cooing as they approached the large predator. The teradon didn’t seem bothered by them at all as they all leaned their beaks together and gave several sniffs. I have the teradon a pat on the neck before addressing the shriekers.

      “Head to the bridge. Polly and Felice will ride you both,” I told them.

      Sarge and Sneaky both chirped before turning on the spot and sprinting away. I grinned. It wasn’t all that often I got to watch my birds run at full tilt, and from this perspective, it was a real treat. No wonder people reacted like they did when they saw me coming mounted on Sarge.

      “Come on, let’s get back to the bridge.”

      The teradon turned towards the clearing and rocked back. Then it launched itself forward with its back legs and a flap of its massive wings. It must not have made quite enough speed, as it threw its legs down and make a second bounce. This time, we had the speed necessary to maintain flight, and the teradon flapped hard into the climb. Bringing us around in a wide bank, I brought us straight back to the bridge. Without gaining the altitude we did earlier, I had the teradon just land where we had as Polly grinned up at me. Even Felice had a look on her face while Hank scowled.

      “Just so you don’t get all uppity, there’s a pair of shriekers wearing armour that are about to show up,” I told him.

      Hank grumbled something that I ignored while Polly and Felice came over to the teradon. I slipped off its neck while the two ladies admired it. With a frown, I concentrated and got a window.

      TERADON - MALE

      PREENING

      I blinked and watched as the ladies fawned over the massive creature. I let out a snort and flipped over the stats. Same as the others, I could change things. Everything from size to specific characteristics, including making the claws longer, making the teradon larger or increasing its strength and other stats. Just like with Cerb, the cheapest were simple colour changes, but considering it already could already camouflage, I wasn’t all that interested in changing it. But if I were about to start a war, perhaps it would be to my advantage to upgrade my animals.

      The sound of footsteps approaching snapped me back to attention. Hank was nervously gripping his axe as Sarge and Sneaky crossed onto the bridge. I just shook my head as I moved up to meet them. The men who came with Hank all moved their horses aside to give them room, but both birds came straight to me.

      “Oh, you’re such good birds,” I crooned.

      Sarge and Sneaky pulled up quickly and circled around as I stroked their beaks and backs. When they were satisfied at being reunited, they turned and continued on to Polly and Felice, ignoring the men entirely. It made me wonder if they picked up on other cues as well. It would make sense. Polly was my wife, and I liked Felice at the very least. Hank, on the other hand, was a bit of an uptight prick and the men with him hadn’t said a word since they arrived.

      “If they hurt Felice-”

      “You’ll what?” I snorted, cutting Hank off as he started. “Look, I’m not some bloody paladin of virtue. But I’m trying to do the right thing. I’ll look after her as best I can while I get the mules back to home.”

      “And where’s that?” Hank asked.

      I paused for a moment. This place was hell, and I wanted a little slice of it. Besides, this would probably irk him. “I call it Heaven. Few days riding back the way we came. Started as a big blue warehouse, but now there are guard towers and a wall. You can’t miss it.”

      “Towers and a wall, huh?” Hank snorted. “Kinda sounds like a prison, if you ask me.”

      I just shrugged. “Prisons don’t sell beer.”

      Hank glared at me for a moment before shaking his head. I took that as my cue to leave. Turning back to the ladies, they were chatting and smiling before the teradon and with the shriekers standing beside them. Felice spotted me coming and must have said something as Polly turned around.

      “We going?”

      I nodded, “Yeah. You two are on the shriekers. I’ll be up high and make sure nothing dangerous gets close.”

      Both the ladies nodded, and the shriekers squatted to make mounting easier. Both were wearing military saddles since Felice had sat on Polly’s lap for the short trip to the bridge. I figured it wasn’t worth the extra expense, seeing as no matter what, we wouldn’t need three seats to get home again. As they mounted up, I hauled myself onto the teradon.

      “Felice?” Hank called. We all turned to look at the large man. He stood tall despite Felice’s glare. “You don’t have to do this.”

      “I know Hank,” she nodded and turned Sneaky around to face away from him. “I want to, though.”

      She started moving as Polly grinned from atop Sarge. As both ladies left, Hank turned his attention to me. I just turned the teradon around, forcing Hank to move his horse and cut off whatever he was about to say to me. He shouted something as we pitched off the bridge again, but the rushing wind cut it off before it became more than a distant mumble. This time I let the teradon climb. But I didn’t want to be in the clouds like it seemed to want. I wanted to keep the ladies in sight, not to mention Hank and his group. Oddly enough, they were following, though with a small gap. Contrary to Hank’s opinion of me, I had no issue with the man. Not professionally, at least.

      I circled overhead and monitored things below. From this height I could make out things I couldn’t usually. Odd shapes in the water that looked like something between a shark and a whale. The sheer magnitude of centipedes within the trees that lined the river was a surprise. But there were others as well. I spotted a large quadruped, which was odd. Nothing else I’d seen, but horses had four legs. It was huge, though, the size of a house. It was stalking some deer-like creatures that roamed in a herd. Though they could be goats or something, it was hard to tell from this altitude.

      What I could also see were settlements. Mostly from the fires they lit. The smoke trails rose in the distance and told me others had survived. And far more widespread than I originally thought.

      “Edith, were people brought in other places than where we were?”

      “Yes, Mr. Ryan,” Edith confirmed, clearly despite the sound of rushing wind. “Your group was the first, but in the coming months, others were awoken. Though upon release to the real world, it will be at a central location.”

      I nodded. “And you still can’t tell me much about them? Which are bandits? If they’re friendly?”

      “I cannot, no,” Edith said with her characteristic smile.

      Though now I didn’t know if her attitude was for everyone, or reserved for me. I still thought about what she had said to me. About wanting to join Claire and the others.

      “I’m going to get you out of there, Edith, and the others.”

      The teradon beat its wings a few times as we flew in relative silence before Edith cleared her throat. “Thank you, Mr. Ryan.”

      It was the closest thing I’d heard to actual distress in her voice, and I felt my jaw tense with anger. Whatever Fletcher was doing in there, I was going to stop him.

      “Alright, you ready to show off some skills?” I called, needing a distraction.

      The teradon chittered, and I felt the vibration through my hips. All things considered, I was game. Rolling hard, I felt gravity shift as the teradon spun and dived at the ground below. The rushing wind increased in volume as we hurtled towards the earth. Pulling back on the horn, we slowly leveled out. With all our momentum, there was no need for the teradon to flap as we raced along the riverbank. I gave a few experimental rolls and felt how the teradon would handle at speed, and I wasn’t disappointed. Rolling to the right, we crossed to the home side of the river and I pulled up to give us some altitude and bleed some velocity.

      Rolling back to the left, we did a full one-eighty and headed back the way we came. This time we were much slower, and the teradon beat its wings evenly. I rolled and bobbed in the air to get a feeling for the movement. Then I snapped the horn to one side and the big bug performed a beautiful barrel roll.

      “Good boy!” I roared, patting his neck.

      The teradon let out a chittering cry in response. I grinned and steered us towards the riders. Polly and Felice both cheered as I swooped overhead. Hank and his group did not, but fuck him.

      We kept this up for the rest of the day. Flying up high, before diving and sweeping at speed down the river. The riders followed along at a slightly slower pace than the shriekers seemed capable of for long periods. The only thing that made sense is they were better suited for endurance than the horses were. Not that the horses were slow. As the sun dipped down on the horizon, I took the teradon up high to give the area a once over. Fires and smoke had sprung up in several areas. Places that looked something like what we were returning home to were in the lesser. More often, it was a small ruined building or cluster of buildings, and the fire was on the upper floors. One or two were out in the wilderness and I had to wonder if it may be worth checking on them.

      What had my attention, though, was a familiar looking set of lumps by the river several hours of riding away. They’d made it further toward home, and it seemed they liked to follow the river to graze. Which bode well for me. If they stuck by the water, and they didn’t like to run, it would be hard to lose them. With that in mind, I found what looked like a good place to stop for the night. There was a hill with a walled compound on top. It looked like it may have been some kind of, secure facility at some stage and the part that was still standing looked safe enough. I brought the teradon in for a low pass and saw nothing of concern, so I circled.

      Polly and Felice were smart enough to head in my direction immediately. It only took about fifteen minutes for them to reach the walls and I brought the teradon down in the courtyard. Unfortunately, that’s when the screaming started. The moment I hit the ground, all I could hear was voices. Turning about, I could see multiple people inside trying to arm themselves while clearly terrified out of their minds. As Polly, Felice and the others came around the wall and into the courtyard, the screaming got worse. Dismounting as quickly as I could, I held up my hands and jogged towards them, mindful that in all this distraction, I had no idea where my glaive got to.

      “STOP!” someone screamed.

      I did as they demanded and slid to a halt in the loose gravel. “We don’t mean any harm!” I called.

      “Bullshit!” the same voice yelled.

      “We didn’t know you were here!” I yelled. “We just wanted to stay the night! We can go somewhere else!”

      “JUST WHAT IN THE HELL IS GOING ON HERE?!?” another voice roared. “AND WHAT THE FUCK IS THAT?!”

      I blinked at the new voice. It sounded feminine, but harsh, and a large woman pushed through the throng of people in the building. They were obscured in the dark as she stepped out into the early evening light and crossed her arms.

      “Wanna tell me what the fuck you’re doing?” She asked.

      I gave her a grin and shrugged. “At this point, I’ve no idea. This place looked empty from the sky and we were going to stop for the night.”

      She nodded for a moment. “How do they listen to you?”

      “Beast tamer,” I said, lowering my hands.

      She nodded, “Interesting. Barbarian myself.” I grimaced, thinking of the last one I had to deal with. “What, you got a problem?”

      “No,” I chuckled, in a self-depreciating way. “Last barbarian I met was hard to kill. I’d rather avoid that here.”

      She glared at me for a moment before snorting. “Bring it, wimp.”

      I shot her a grin and took a few steps forward to offer my hand. She looked at it before coming to a decision. She stepped forward, and I physically winced as her hand crushed my own.

      “We don’t have enough food for the big thing, but we’ll have enough left over for the birds,” she said, releasing my hand.

      “I appreciate it.” I nodded, giving my hand an experimental squeeze.

      “Carla, can we really trust them?” the original caller yelled out.

      The big woman, Carla, turned and glared back towards them. “You questioning my authority?”

      “....No…” was the soft reply.

      Carla snorted, “That’s what I thought.” She turned back to me and frowned. “While you’re here, you follow my rules. I don’t abide murder, rape or needless violence. You act up, I’ll crack your head. If you don’t like it, the gate’s over yonder,” she nodded back, where Polly, Felice and the others were waiting.

      That sold it for me. I gave her a grin. “How are you going for supplies?”

      Carla frowned for a moment as she eyed me with some suspicion. “We’re okay. People have enough to eat. Some of us hunt, others forage.”

      “Are you open to trade?”

      “Thought you were a beast tamer?”

      I grinned again, “I am. But I’ve a place across the river. We’ve set up a large farm, and I’m looking for friends.”

      “He doesn’t look much like a friend,” Carla nodded.

      I turned and saw Hank’s scowl as he approached. But it was Felice, who skipped up with a grin and took my hand. “Don’t worry about Hank. Grumpy old paladin doesn’t like anyone.”

      “Felice!” he hissed.

      “See!?”

      “FELICE!”

      She made a locking lip motion before giggling. Carla just raised an eyebrow as Polly came over and took my other hand.

      “Two ladies?” Carla raised an eyebrow.

      “I’m his wife,” Polly nodded. “She just wants in his pants.”

      Carla frowned and turned on Felice. “He’s already got a wife. What are you trying to achieve?”

      “Exactly!” Hank snapped from behind.

      “He’s got more at home,” Felice retorted. “I just… Even if I can’t join, there might be someone else, y’know?”

      Carla turned her attention back to me and raised that eyebrow again. “More at home?”

      “Not my choice,” I blurted. “I met Claire, and she started recruiting.”

      “That’s… Actually pretty accurate,” Polly mumbled.

      “Hmm,” Carla snorted and shook her head. “I’d break you.”

      I had nothing to say to that, and Carla obviously wasn’t expecting a response. She turned on the spot and waved for us to follow. The crowd of people was a healthy collection of men, women, old and young alike. Considering the glare from a stocky, middle-aged man, I figured he was the one who was trying to rally the others to attack me. The rest looked nervous, or even somewhat optimistic.

      “We have rooms available. I don’t know what your… arrangement is,” Carla said, bringing us into a hallway lined with doors.

      “Polly and I will-”

      “Share a room with Felice,” Polly interrupted with a guilty look on her face.

      “We’ll take one room,” Hank called from the rear.

      Carla nodded and gestured to a pair of doors. “These are yours, then. I’m about to get food going, so… I dunno, drop your shit and whatever, I guess.”

      She waited just long enough for us to push into the rooms before she stormed back the way she came. Hank glared at me from across the hall, while the guys looked around in wonder.

      “Wow, a real bed,” Felice sighed.

      I closed the door, much to Hank’s frustration, and turned to look at her. She grinned as she sat on the edge and gave a few bounces. “Are you guys struggling or something?” I asked, thinking about the ruins I found her and Hank in.

      Felice sighed and shook her head. “Nah. Just Hank’s priorities. There was talk of beds, but he started carrying on about marriage and the lord. Apparently we’ll get beds when he finds a priest and then it’ll only be married couples that get them.”

      Polly groaned as I shook my head. “I almost want to let you fuck him.” Polly rubbed her face and Felice had a strange gleam in her eye. I crossed my arms and Polly started looking guilty. “Or not.”

      I looked over at Felice, who was pouting, and rolled my eyes. “You want me to fuck you? Clear it with Claire and the others first. You’re a beautiful woman. Don’t doubt for a second I wouldn’t give you a roll in the hay if this were any other situation.”

      At least that got a smirk out of her. “Think I’m hot, huh?”

      “Fuck yes,” Polly mumbled.

      When we both looked at her, Polly blushed furiously as she realised she said it out loud.
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      “Please?”

      I blinked and yawned before realising someone was pinning me in place.

      “You know the rules,” Polly whispered. “Besides, he’s awake now.”

      “If I’m quick, I’m sure he wouldn’t stop me,” Felice whined. “I can see how hard he is, right through the sheets!”

      “Hmmm,” Polly nodded, “That is a good point.”

      As I closed my mouth and glanced down, I felt Polly’s mouth close over my morning glory. Blinking, I dropped my head back as Felice pressed herself to my side.

      “C’mon Ryan,” she whimpered, rubbing her bare breasts into my side. “Please? I promise share.”

      Polly hummed and took me right to the base, making me squirm for a moment, before I turned to face Felice. She was literally pouting at me. When she saw she had my attention, she slipped the blanket down so I could see her more clearly. While my wives ranged from muscular to petite, Felice was slightly pudgy and extremely curvy. Her entire body looked like I needed to grab and bite every inch of her. The look in her eyes told me that was exactly what she wanted. As Polly’s hand gently massaged my balls, I felt my end coming quicker than I was happy with.

      “Please, sir?” She whimpered, lifting one of her legs. The sound of her thighs unsticking was loud enough to be heard over Polly’s muffled moans. “It aches so bad,” she hissed, sliding her fingers between her labia. “Maybe you should stretch me open, take a feel inside.”

      I grunted as I came. Polly didn’t stop for a second and I felt my core muscles spasming. Her lips remained tight as she bobbed her head. Her tongue cradled my cock against the roof of her mouth. She pooled each spurt of my cum in her mouth before she pulled away with an audible pop. She crawled up my body as Felice pouted at me and I smiled, waiting for her to swallow. But as Polly slipped out from under the blanket, she leaned over Felice and latched onto the curvy woman’s mouth. The two of them moaned softly before Polly pulled away.

      “That’s just a taster of the real thing you can get IF you convince Claire,” Polly said with a bit of bite.

      Felice blinked as she licked her lips. Then she looked at me and let out a small moan.

      Several minutes later I stepped out of our temporary room, and straight into Hank’s glare. He was sitting on the floor using the pristine, untouched bed as a backrest, and he was staring right at me.

      “Morning,” I smiled and turned before he could get a word in.

      I heard the door behind me and the voices of Polly and Felice as they followed me out. The thump of heavy boots that followed told me he really was waiting for us.

      “Morning, you lot,” Carla called.

      I shot her a grin as she sat around a fire with a fresh chunk of meat. There were others hanging around, but they looked like they were getting ready to leave. “Morning, what’s going on?”

      Carla frowned for a moment before realising what it looked like. “Told you we forage and hunt here. Anyone can buy a meal, but when the points run out, then what?”

      I nodded. “Does everyone have a class?”

      “Most,” Carla nodded. “Some are better at hunting than others. We rotate people around to different jobs hoping to get them a class.”

      “That works,” I agreed. We did similar, after all. “We figured just about everyone would have a weapon speciality of some kind. Bought one of everything and got everyone to test them out. That sorted most of them right there.”

      “We did a little of that. But the points aren’t easy over here. There are a few unfriendly groups if we head away from the river. They kill anyone and anything that comes nearby. We’re surviving on the wildlife that slips through or comes directly up the riverbank.”

      “How’s that working for you?”

      Carla shrugged. “We ignore the mules. They’re too tough to bring down and something big takes them in the night. We hear them go crazy when it happens.”

      “That’s my teradon,” I told her as I took a seat.

      “Big flying thing you were riding?”

      “Yeah,” I grinned. “There were a dozen of them I spotted from across the river. I need them, so I found a bridge to cross. The teradon made its nest on the bridge.”

      Carla nodded as Polly, Felice, and surprisingly Hank all came and sat down. His two cronies were nowhere to be seen. Though I hadn’t paid all that much attention to them, so they could have been amongst the group getting ready.

      “You mentioned something about trade?” Carla asked.

      I nodded, “Yeah. Got a big farm, we’re making a lot of food. We’ve even got beer,” I grinned.

      Carla snorted and shot me a grin. “Couple of my people are trappers. We eat what we catch, but if we had a different food source…”

      “Last barbarian I met was a dumbass,” I snorted. “Glad to see that’s not universal.”

      Quickly coming to an agreement on a simple trade of animals for food, we tucked into our meal. While we ate, the teams that were readying to leave shuffled out. The handful left behind included Hank’s cronies, who moved to join us as their conversation partners left. With the end of our meal and our business concluded, Carla led us outside to the animals to say goodbye.

      “So I’ll have supplies brought around when the crops come up. If we’re lucky, someone will have something set aside when I get home.”

      Carla nodded thoughtfully. “Never thought I’d see a day where I’d be thinking fondly of vegetables.”

      I smirked and went to reply, but hesitated at the sound of hurried footsteps. From the gap in the wall Polly and the others had entered stumbled a bleeding, white-haired man. He clutched his side and his face was twisted in pain as he glanced up and spotted us.

      “Carla!” He choked, stumbling forward. “Sandra and the others, a group of men, jumped out! I was further back and got away.”

      Carla audibly growled, but rushed ahead to grab him as the men went to his knees. “Where’d they go?”

      “Inland, away from the river,” he groaned as Carla checked his wound.

      Carla sighed. “I don’t know if we have enough.”

      “What?” I asked.

      Carla shook her head. “We’ve enough to eat, but injuries happen we don’t… We’re low on spray.”

      The man let out a sigh. “It’s okay. Do what you need to do.”

      “Hold him,” Hank said, stepping up.

      I blinked, hand halfway to my pouch for my own healing spray. The big man moved up, holding a knife in one hand and his own spray in the other.

      “What are you going to do?” Carla asked.

      “Spray will heal, but what’s in him needs to come out first.”

      Carla turned to the man and took him by the hands. “You’re gonna be okay, Luke.”

      The old man’s lip quivered, but held her gaze. I moved over and leaned on the old man’s legs. Polly and Felice quickly rushed over to help, as Hank’s cronies did as well. When the old man was held down as best we could, I heard three words.

      “Deep breath now.”

      At once, the legs beneath me tensed. The white-haired man, Luke, let out a choked cry. He kicked and tried to pull away, but we held him still. A moment later I heard the spray, followed by a sharp gasp, and his legs went limp.

      “Holy shit,” Luke grunted.

      “Here, keep it,” Hank said as we sat up.

      Carla hauled Luke to his feet and looked him over with far more gentleness than I expected. She patted him down and checked his side, where there was a small white scar. Luke touched it before raising the barbed end of an arrowhead and compared the weapon to the scar.

      “Never get used to this shit,” Luke mumbled.

      “Might have to at this rate,” Carla snorted. “Now, you tell me where they went, and I’ll give you a rough tug job later to make sure you sleep good.”

      I snorted as Hank’s eyes went wide. But it was Luke’s heavy blush that caught us the most. I did not know what was going on, but he nodded slowly and headed for the wall. We followed over and I pulled out my spyglass to look where he was pointing. It wasn’t immediately obvious, but we saw them. It would take horses to catch up, and there were more than a few of them. They had captured four. Three of them were women, and they were tied by the neck to each other. Their hands were bound behind their backs and they were being led behind a horse. Surrounding them was another half-dozen men. They were all armed with swords and bows, which they used to poke and prod their prisoners.

      “Gonna get my horse,” Carla sighed.

      “There’s too many,” Luke tried to grab her. “You know what happened last time.”

      “I’m not letting them go!” Carla growled, slapping his hand away. I glanced at Polly and Felice, who were both staring at me.

      “Shit,” I heard Hank sigh. “This is bad business.”

      “Do we get involved?” The younger of the cronies asked.

      Hank rubbed his face for a moment. “I’m not sure. We make enemies of a large group like he has,” Hank gestured at me. “There’s nothing stopping that group crossing the bridge now that teradon isn’t on it.”

      I nodded in agreement and put a small thought aside as Carla stepped into view with a single horse. “Just the one?”

      Carla sighed. “All I can afford to feed.”

      I nodded, “Fair enough. Polly, Felice, can you give her a hand? I’m gonna head them off.”

      Carla frowned, “What?”

      I strode past and towards the teradon, which crouched for me in advance. “Get down there Carla. I’ll make sure they don’t get much further.”

      Throwing my leg over the teradon’s neck, the great beast sat up and let out a small content rumble. I watched as Felice and Polly rushed over to Sarge and Sneaky before mounting up. Carla seemed to give a strained smile as Hank and his cronies headed for their own mounts.

      “I figured we were friends,” I called out to Carla. “I’m hoping we can help each other out when this is done.”

      “Get my people back,” Carla nodded. “Get them back. We’ll talk about more than just trading.”

      Taking hold of the stick, I turned the teradon to head out the opening in the wall. Carla quickly got out of the way while Luke stared at us with his mouth open. The lumbering teradon shuffled forward in an odd lope until we were outside the walls. It was something to consider for the future, that I could land in a tight spot, but taking off would need space. But that was a thought for later. Right now, I aimed for the steepest part of the hill we were on and the teradon did the rest. The great creature tensed as it rocked back, before lunging forward. It surged, beating its wings as we dropped in altitude. But with the hill falling away, the teradon quickly lifted into the air. I circled around to check on the others and saw them riding out. They were going to take a while to arrive, though.

      I turned the teradon around and headed for the bandits. Or were they slavers? Shaking the thought, I continued along. They clearly weren’t worried about looking up as they kept their pace steady. The horse at the front was my target. Anything I did would spook the animal and make it run. And with the prisoners tied to the back of it, that would most likely kill them. Only one solution came to mind for the time being.

      The prisoners trudged along. Heads lowered in despair. They knew Carla would try, but she’d tried before and this group knew how many to send out to ward her off. Still, it hadn’t happened often, and they’d hoped that by avoiding going inland, they’d avoid being captured. So it was terrifyingly sudden when a massive creature slammed down on top of the horse. All they saw was the mighty tail and rear legs of the flying beast from the day before, followed by a spray of red mist. As quick as it happened, the beast launched again, not pausing to stop or take the crushed horse with it. The prisoners froze as the flying beast took off.

      “What is that?” One man yelled. “WHAT THE FUCK IS THAT?!”

      “We’re dead, we’re fucking dead!” Another cried.

      I grinned as I turned the teradon around in a wide bank. Bringing the teradon low, it reminded me of a movie where a flying steed sweeps through a row of charging horsemen. Only this was just half a dozen, there weren’t any more horses and there was a group of civilians I had to ensure survived. The first man to realise what was about to happen dived to the side. The one behind him wasn’t so lucky. Slamming into him with enough force to break his ribs, we carried him into the air. They must not have been entirely broken though, as he still screamed in terror as I took him up into the air. Turning about, I gave the teradon a pat and heard the scream fall away.

      Looking over my shoulder, I spotted the group of people on the ground, a split second before the body of the man hit beside them with enough force to bounce a few feet into the air. Banking the teradon around, I watched the men huddle into the prisoners and I shrugged. Swooping low, the teradon let out its chittering cry. One man broke and made a run for it, and I immediately switched targets. Instead of swooping past, the teradon swept the runner off his feet and carried the terrified man into the air. Unlike before, this time I brought the teradon around and awkwardly landed. The man wailed loudly beneath the teradon as I stared down at the group.

      The teradon made a noise and, similar to birds I’d seen, treated the man like a snake. Lifting one foot and swiftly slamming him bodily onto the ground. It took several impacts before he stopped making noise and a few more before the teradon released the floppy corpse, letting it lay on the ground. I gave him a pat on the neck before looking over at the group staring at me in shock.

      “Hi!” I called out. “I’m Ryan. This big fella doesn’t have a name yet, but I’m sure he doesn’t need an introduction.”

      “What do you want?” One man demanded in a tone that made me think he was about to piss himself. Which made sense.

      I grinned, “What I want is for all you slaving, murderous bastards to die. Short of that, leaving peacefully works too.”

      They muttered amongst themselves, before one of them drew a sword and put it to the first woman’s neck.

      “I see you’ve chosen death,” I grinned.

      Without waiting for them to shout demands at me, I gave the teradon a nudge. With a cry, it heaved back, making all the men flinch in response before it launched forward. Unlike on the hill, it required a flapping hop to get airborne, but that was easy enough on the plains. Beating his wings, we quickly climbed and looped around as they seemed to be torn about what to do. Hostages were never an answer. Either you had to kill them, or release them. Either way, eventually you no longer had hostages. I had no interest in listening to that man yell about how he was going to kill that woman.

      Turning about in the air, I brought the teradon into a low sweep, trailing a claw along the ground. It left an obvious mark ahead of them. Almost a dare for them to cross over. The men below seemed to jostle and fight before one grabbed a prisoner. Another quickly brained him with a mace, while a third ran. That left two waiting with the prisoners. The runner was clearly my next target. He kept his head down and sprinted as quickly as he could. It was almost pathetic how easy it was to scoop him from the ground. Turning about, I picked a pile of ruined cars that looked like a good target. Bringing the teradon around in a low swoop, it released him on my command and I listened to the wet thuds as his corpse bounced along the ground. The solid metal THUNK, on the other hand, told me I’d been on target. Turning about, I could see Carla and the others quickly approaching. And I seemed to be right about horses being a little faster than shriekers in the short run, as Polly and Felice trailed behind somewhat.

      But the two men who were with the prisoners were huddling together. Then, as one, they turned and drew blades. I hauled the teradon around as they moved to the prisoners. I expected blood and screams, but it pleasantly surprised me to see the men cut the prisoners free before getting to their knees. The prisoners quickly grabbed the now dropped weapons and I could make out them talking to their captors as I brought the teradon in to land.

      By the time I’d slid off the big creature’s neck and approached the group, Carla was walking over as Felice and Polly dismounted the shriekers. The two on their knees lowered their heads while Carla checked over her people. I made my way to the duo and looked them over.

      “Been doing this long?” I asked.

      The first man sighed, while the second trembled.

      “C’mon man,” he said in a voice barely out of his teens. “We’re just trying to survive.”

      “You put four people in a chain-gang, injured a fifth and led them off for survival?”

      “They’re all doing it,” he grumbled.

      “And they’re all going to die for it,” I snapped.

      “Just what I wanted to hear!” Carla growled.

      Before I could react, she had one by the back of the head and was reaching for the other. And in the most comical way I’d ever seen, she hauled them both upright. I saw a pair of terrified expressions from the young men as she slammed their heads together. The first impact sounded firm, but the second was wet, and on the third she dropped them to the ground and glared at me.

      “Problem?”

      I smirked, “No, I’d have killed them too if these were my people.”

      “Thank you, by the way,” one lady said.

      She was older, and I recognised her as the one who had the sword put to her throat.

      “You’re welcome,” I shot them smiles. “Carla, I’ll walk with you back, then I have to move on.”

      “Right,” Carla nodded, before giving both corpses a good kick each before she looted them. “This shit’s gone on long enough,” she sighed.

      I nodded as I waved for the teradon to follow. Polly and Felice huddled around while Hank and his cronies spread out to loot the corpses of the others I’d left. “I’m thinking you need to change things up a little,” I started. “You need somewhere safer to live.”

      “I’ve thought about it. But finding somewhere unoccupied is a bit hit and miss,” Carla grumbled, taking her horse by the reins.

      “Back that way,” I gestured in the direction we’d come the day before. “There’s a bridge. Teradon had its nest on it.”

      “A bridge?” Carla frowned.

      I nodded. “Yup, top section with a walkway beneath. It’s a little damaged, but still in one piece. It’s sturdy, dry and would be a good spot to be mutually beneficial.”

      “Hold up. How is it damaged, but sturdy?”

      I figured that was valid. “Sturdy enough to stand, walk and probably do minor construction on. It’s over running water, so you might be able to fish or something. But it’s not strong enough to handle a teradon chomping down on it.”

      Carla blinked before glancing over at said teradon and smirked. “Alright, and how is it mutually beneficial?”

      “You’re further away as the crow flies,” I told her. “But closer for sending supplies over land. Having someone I trust holding the bridge means bandits won’t be able to cross, and you’ll have Hank nearby.”

      “Don’t go volunteering me for anything,” Hank called.

      “You mean you wouldn’t answer a call for help from a friendly settlement?”

      Hank grumbled for a moment and refused to answer as Carla snorted. “He’s a bit of an asshole, but I like him.”

      “We all do,” Felice sighed. “If he’d get off his horse and let us bone, we’d like him a lot more.”

      Before Carla could prod, I cleared my throat. “I’m thinking, you move your people to the bridge. I’ll see about sending help to get you set up. Experience, building materials, that kind of thing. In return, you act like a gatekeeper. Assholes don’t get to cross. And if anything too big comes your way, Hank and I can help.”

      “What about the deal?”

      “That stays,” I reassured her. “You catch me some animals. I’ll bring you food and whatever else you need.”

      “Are you going to offer these services to my people?” Hank asked.

      I chuckled and shook my head, “Hank, you were first in line till you were an asshole. But to answer your question, yes. I want allies out here. Edith says we’re an experiment to see who gets to wake up first. And she’s wanting the best people leading the way.”

      “Something, something, repopulating the species…” Felice trailed off.

      I sighed, but it was Polly’s, “I can’t wait,” that got me chuckling.

      “So, what are you doing now?” Carla asked, as she eyed both women like they were crazy.

      “There’s a herd of mule further down. I know they can cross the river. I’ve tamed three already.”

      Carla nodded and shot me a grin. “Kinda feel bad for letting them go now.”

      I brushed off her apology. “Don’t worry about it. They’re closer to home, at least.”

      “What do you use them for?” Hank asked.

      “Tanks and transport,” I replied. “With a military saddle on them, they’d be next to impossible to kill. They also make good beasts of burden, which I’ll need to haul food and supplies out to help both of you.”

      We walked in silence for a while before Carla chuckled. “You’re a ballsy one. I’m in.” She turned and offered her hand, which I took. “Now, we’re nearly home. So how about you go catch your mules? I’ll get my people ready.”

      I shook my head. “What if you get attacked on the move?”

      “I’ve got it,” Hank sighed. “We’ll tag along and I’ll head home to consolidate my own people.”

      “Thank you,” Carla grinned at him.

      Hank nodded, while the two with him exchanged a look with a pair of grins. I knew in my mind that they weren’t as adherent to whatever chastity bullshit that Hank was trying to enforce.

      “Felice?” Hank called softly.

      The curvy woman groaned. “Hank, I swear, if you’re about to ask me to come back, I’m going to whip out his cock and stuff it into the back of my throat just to spite you.”

      Hank seemed to tremble for a moment, “I… Just wanted to wish you well.”

      The sharp crack from Polly’s hand meeting Felice’s ass made us, minus Hank, laugh. “You don’t get to touch him till you’ve met Claire!”

      Felice shrugged. “Would it help if I ate her out first?”

      This time I turned away, only to see Carla’s smirk aimed in my direction. I just rolled my eyes. “Not you two.”

      “That’d be kinda hot,” Felice said behind me.
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      I circled the herd from up high. I didn’t want them getting spooked and running off. At least, I didn’t want that happening unless Polly and Felice were there to head off the herd and bring them back towards the river. There was just one problem being so high. I could see smoke, and not just a little smoke, a lot of smoke. And it was all coming from around the warehouse. Through the regular haze, I couldn’t make anything out. And I had a bad feeling.

      “Edith?”

      “Yes Mr. Ryan?”

      “Edith, if something happened to the settlement, would I get some kind of notification?”

      Edith was silent for a few moments, and I wondered if I should quickly duck home. But she popped back on after a moment. “Mr. Ryan, if the settlement is destroyed, you will be notified.”

      I grit my teeth at the somewhat cryptic response and let out a sigh. Looking below, I could make out the two shriekers getting into position. Felice would wait on this side, while… Yes, there goes Polly circling around to the other. I could see an area nearby between a truck and a low rise in the ground that would be the landing zone. Hopefully, with the shriekers, the herd would buckle down and I could land without them noticing the teradon in their midst. As Polly came into position, I pitched the teradon down and descended in a spiral.

      I picked up the faint shrieks of Sarge and Sneaky, despite the rushing wind in my ears. The mules reacted, thankfully, by dropping their heads to the ground and curling up. Flipping the teradon upside down, I dropped our altitude rapidly, before hauling back to slow. I had no idea why I was so comfortable riding these animals, in particular one that flew. But I wasn’t about to question it either.

      The teradon flapped backward hard to arrest our speed before dropping lightly to the ground. I gave him a pat on the neck for appreciation as he lowered me to the ground. I slipped off his neck and met his gaze for a moment.

      “Stay here and stay quiet. I want them to be calm.”

      The teradon made the softest little chirp I had heard from any of the creatures I had tamed. So I gave him a pat on the side and walked around the debris until I spotted the herd. Just like the other three, they’d dropped in place and weren’t interested in moving. Which was perfect for me.

      “Edith, vegetables…”

      An hour later, the last mule gave me that look. I was familiar with it by now and knew that it was mine. So I gave it a scratch under the chin, being mindful of the tusks. The big creature lowed softly and ruffled its feathers as I stood. Felice was staring at me while Polly shot me a grin of her own.

      “What?”

      “I just,” Felice gestured wildly. “I’ve never seen that. You just… Fed them.”

      “Yeah, it’s not always a fight to the death like with the teradon.”

      “Or Sarge,” Polly added.

      I nodded in agreement as Felice looked between us. “Polly, I’m going to throw a saddle over a couple of mules. You’ll be riding them home.”

      “What, why?” Felice asked.

      “Gotta get over the river somehow,” I called as I headed over to Sarge.

      The good bird he was, squatted down and allowed me to remove the saddle. When he stood, I gave his beak a stroke, before moving to the largest pair of mules. They were both female according to the window. One of them was also pregnant, which was an interesting addition.

      “Why aren’t we going back over the bridge?” Felice asked.

      I saw her expression and wondered if she was going to be okay or not. With the smoke in the distance, I didn’t want to fuck around and sending her and Polly off on their own didn’t sit well with me.

      “I have to get back,” I told her. “There’s smoke out there, and I don’t know if that’s our home on fire or something nearby. If we ride the mules over the river, it’s a straight shot there. We’ll all be home tomorrow. If we go back, we will add another few days to the trip.”

      Felice shifted nervously as she looked at the river and back at me. “Can they even swim?”

      “I’m fairly sure of it. I have three already and this is the only herd around. They wouldn’t have crossed the bridge with the teradon on it.”

      She wasn’t happy with the explanation, but didn’t push the issue. I figured she couldn’t swim or something. But going back was a big risk I didn’t want to take. For now, they helped me get the saddles on the mules. It wasn’t too difficult with three people. I climbed up onto their backs. Felice and Polly lifted the saddle sideways towards me. With a bit of a flick and a couple of jumps, I caught the edge. Then it was trial and error that I got wrong the first couple of tries. There wasn’t enough room on top to stand and set the saddle out properly. So I had to slide down one side, hauling the saddle up in the same motion. The tricky part was when to let go. My first attempt ended with me on my ass under the saddle. My second ended with Felice and Polly catching it when I let go too early. Third time was the charm, however, and the saddle took hold.

      Like with Sarge and the teradon, great bands wrapped around the creature’s middle. With the saddle secure, it unraveled. Only this went out first, rolling down the sides in a massive steel skirt. It was basically a big drape that covered the entire back. The bottom edges were chains that pooled slightly below onto the ground. I worried about them catching under the mule’s legs, but the way it walked, its feet didn’t really come out to the sides, so that was unlikely. It looked like they were a trip hazard to anyone trying to get close. Moving around, I smirked. The helmet was basically a solid piece. It covered the entire head in a single curved plate. There were holes for the eyes, but the mouth didn’t open, instead having a slit that probably allowed the mule to call out or drink water. But those cute little tusks… Now they extended out a full six feet and were both barbed and bladed.

      “Well, that’s slightly terrifying,” Felice muttered.

      “Let’s do the other one. I want to fly ahead once you’re across the river and see what’s burning.”

      The second attempt left Sneaky fluttering her feathers before Sarge came over to reassure her. The birds had been in that armour for days now and it was probably a relief to be rid of it for the time being. With the two largest mules saddled and ready, I helped Felice and Polly up into the saddle and got them comfortable.

      “What if they don’t swim?” Felice asked.

      I gave her a reassuring smile. “They’re big, slow and steady, but they’re not dumb. If they can’t swim, I doubt I’ll be able to get them in the water at all.”

      Felice nodded as I took the big creature by the sharpened tusk. There was just one barb that was larger than the rest. It was like a large hook and I knew it would do terrible things to a person in anger. But while docile, it made an excellent tool to steer the creature with.

      “What if I fall off?”

      “Then I’ll rescue you,” I called out. “Remember, the teradon can lift one of these. Plucking you out of the river will be simple by comparison.”

      “Why don’t we carry them all across, then?” She shot back.

      I sighed. I knew she was scared, so I didn’t want to snap at her. “Being able to do something once is not the same as being able to do it eleven times in a row. It’ll also mean splitting up with one of you alone on one side and one of you alone on the other, with me herding them in between.” I turned as we got to the river bank and saw her worried expression. “I’m sorry, but this is the quickest and safest way to get across.”

      “I’ll go first,” Polly called out.

      I shot her a grateful smile as she steered her mule through a few small trees and towards the water. The great beast didn’t seem concerned at all, even as its head pushed under the water. I frowned until it continued on deeper. Polly glanced back at me as I got ready to wave at the teradon still waiting behind. So when the mule kicked off the bottom and rocked back a third of its body to stick its head out, I grinned. It was a little awkward for Polly, having to lean forward, but the signature backrest of the military saddle meant falling off wasn’t likely.

      “See,” I grinned at Felice. “They’re fine.”

      As if to prove my point, the rest of the herd started moving, and they dragged Felice along with them. The big creatures were all eager to follow the largest of the herd. I watched as each of them first dunked themselves before kicking off into deeper water and rocking back. It was almost like their feathers held some air, like a flotation device. Jogging back to the teradon, I climbed up into my seat and got the beast moving. With its signature double hop, we were up and I circled around, staying low over the herd. And either they lacked all forms of fear, or they understood the teradon wasn’t a threat to them. They didn’t react at all to our presence at all, which was perfectly fine with me.

      It only took a few moments by air to cross to the far side of the river. There were occasional breaks in the trees, but nowhere really close to where we were crossing. Which was probably fine. The mules were tough and could probably just shove their way through. I could also make out the centipedes living within them, and I hoped they didn’t take exception to our presence. It would be bad if they reacted with hostility while Felice or Polly were atop the mules. Turning back, I could see Polly had crossed the halfway point on the river. She seemed relatively at ease with the situation. Felice, though, had tucked her legs up to her sides and was staring straight up. It looked decidedly uncomfortable, but if it worked for her, I wasn’t about to complain. The real surprise that gave me a laugh was Sarge and Sneaky. Rather than swim, the shriekers were perched on two mules. They kept well away from the water, which made sense. Those feathers would either act as floatation devices for them, or drown them.

      It took a few minutes for the mules to reach the far side. Polly wasted no time getting her mule up and ready. The section of bank they were climbing wasn’t particularly large, so there wasn’t enough room to hang about. Thankfully, the arrival of the mules pushed the centipedes out of the way. Without conflict, the large bugs just crawled away as Polly steered the mule through to the other side. I monitored the lot of them. The young ones were being pushed ahead by their parents, who bobbed in the water, just like I expected they would. Poor Felice, because of her hesitation at the start, was the last to actually leave the water. She must have felt the shift of the mule as it transferred to land. She lowered her head and got more comfortable in the saddle.

      Circling around, I watched as she waved at me and gave her a wave in return. Which also put me in the perfect position to spot something odd. The mule was still hip deep in the water as it waited in the queue to leave. And there was an odd ripple moving horizontally against the direction of the current. It was wide, extremely long, and swished from side to side like a tail. I brought the teradon around again as Felice realised something was going on. She was looking around as I brought the teradon lower.

      The thing in the water, whatever it was, started coming to the surface, and I froze in horror as a long, tooth filled snout broke the surface of the water. It was a greyish green colour and about the size of Felice’s entire body, and it was heading right for her mule.

      “GO!” I snapped.

      The teradon chittered angrily as it beat its wings. Felice heard the cry and turned to look at my approach. The terror on her face was obvious, but she hadn’t spotted the threat. I lined the teradon up with the creature and steered it towards where I hoped it would be as we passed overhead. Felice finally turned and spotted the creature coming and let out a piercing scream as she vanished under the teradon’s wing. The sudden jerk on the teradon, followed by its heavy beating wings, told me we’d gotten it, though. The angry chittering cry of the teradon filled the air as it beat its wings hard to gain altitude. My perch on the creature’s neck shook violently, and I wondered how badly the creature must have been thrashing.

      “Edith, what is this thing?”

      It took only a moment for her to reply, which told me for sure the teradon had it in its claws. “Mr. Ryan, that is a lurker. A hybrid of bull sharks and salt-water crocodiles.”

      I shuddered for a moment and steered the teradon over land. We were a fair distance up. I had thought of the possibility of trying to tame it, but the idea of getting anywhere near something this dangerous and specialised wasn’t in my best interests. I picked a spot nearby to where the mules were congregating, but far enough away that if it survived somehow, it wouldn’t be an immediate threat. Pitching down, rushing air blotted out all other sounds. With a firm pull back on the teradon’s horn, the teradon chattered and opened its wings.

      Immediately, we felt lighter in the air, and I banked hard to get a look at the ground. The creature spun and tumbled the short distance to the ground before impacting with a large plume of red dust. I could see Polly had slipped off her mule and was manually leading the others through the trees. I made a mental note to reward her later. With a final check on the twisted creature below, I couldn’t spot movement. So I steered the teradon at low altitude back towards Felice. As I passed overhead, her mule was climbing out onto the bank and there were no more shadows in the water.

      I circled low and slow for a few minutes until Felice’s mule made it through the trees and I brought the teradon down for a landing. What I hadn’t been expecting was for Felice to slip down from the mule and sprint in my direction. The full body tackle drove me to the ground, and I got ready to cover my face from the punch I thought was coming. Her firm grip as she bawled her eyes out, on the other hand, affected me far more.

      “Hey now,” I said, stroking her red hair.

      “I was so scared!” She wailed.

      I smiled thinly as I held her. Polly watched for a moment before moving her mule to herd the rest into a manageable group.

      “You’re safe,” I whispered as she sat herself up. The tears were rolling down her face as her lip quivered. The confidence in her was gone, and this terrified girl had replaced the spunky woman we had met back with Hank. “I have you, okay?” I smiled. “No more rivers, no more water. I promise.”

      She smiled for a moment before she threw herself at me. Her tongue was in my mouth for a few moments before she pulled away, looking equally pleased and still scared as she wiped her tears away.

      “Thank you, Ryan,” she muttered.

      Staggering to her feet, she took a few deep breaths as I stood. But she said nothing to me as she turned and headed back towards the mule. Though I’m pretty sure I heard the words ‘Claire’ and ‘fight a bitch’ in her muttering. I thought about addressing it for a moment, before deciding it was probably better for Claire to sort it out. I was likely to get in the way or say something inadvertently that could make things worse. Claire seemed to always know what to say to people.

      With Felice heading back to the mule, I headed toward the dusty corpse. The smell of blood was in the air as I approached and from the looks of things, it had split open from impact. Its skin was lumpy and looked hard. It had a row of short fins that ran the length of its body. The tail seemed flattened vertically and suited the shark-like tail at the end. The tail, though, was internally broken, pointing awkwardly off behind it. Walking around, I could make out the belly of the creature, a pale grey, almost blue with short stubby legs, on an otherwise unremarkable surface. But it was the head, twisted around to face me, that gave me the most pause. The lifeless stare was the only thing that convinced me to approach. The snout at the tip was as wide as my torso. At the base of the jaw, it was even wider. The lower jaw had snapped and flopped down below the rest of the skull, giving me a perfect view of its teeth. They were massive, six to twelve inches long and rather sharp from the looks of things. Interestingly, it had a secondary set on what looked like a pharyngeal jaw, like a moray eel. These teeth were the triangular, jagged peaks I expected of sharks.

      “That is horrifying,” Polly said, riding her mule over.

      “And it nearly got Felice,” I nodded. “No more rivers, okay?”

      Polly nodded slowly, “Ryan, I know how import-”

      “No way in hell am I going to try and catch one of these,” I said, heading her off.

      Polly just blinked, “Did you just…?”

      I snorted and shook my head, thinking of Edith’s first words to me. “Unintended, I promise.”

      Polly sighed for a moment, “Good. Because you don’t qualify for dad jokes till we get out of here.”

      I blinked and gave her a smile as she smiled right back. Shaking my head, I pointed her toward home as I walked back to the teradon. Felice shot me a smile as she passed, making her way to join Polly at the head of the pack, while Sarge and Sneaky picked their way through the herd to roam. I thought about it for a moment and wondered if the birds had known the water was dangerous, rather than an inability to swim. They hadn’t shown issues with rain after all.

      With a shake of my head, I headed for the teradon and mounted up. The mules grunted at me as we took to the skies, and this time I decided to climb. Taking out my spyglass, I levelled off at a comfortable height and looked at the smoke. There was just too much debris, smoke and dust in the way to see clearly. But with the spyglass, it looked like the smoke wasn’t coming from Heaven itself. There were large fires set around the town for some reason. I glanced down at the ground and swept the immediate area for threats. Other than the few random groups that seemed to be out and about on this side of the river, there was no movement except a shrieker that was heading rapidly in the opposite direction.

      I thought about it for a few moments and sighed softly. Turning the teradon for home, I gave his neck a squeeze with my legs. He seemed to get the hint and beat his wings harder. Not for the first time I wondered if there was some kind of intuition to riding these creatures, like with how I suddenly knew how to use a glaive. But that wasn’t important information for now. Now, I wanted to know why there was smoke coming from my home.

      It took about twenty minutes for me to see clearly what was going on and I grit my teeth in anger at the sight. My home was under siege. It’s a small misconception that you need a massive army for a siege. In reality, you just need a big enough force to stop your target from leaving. What I could see were a few waggons of supplies, a couple dozen men and a series of large fires they tended to almost constantly. The fires and smoke obscured the vision of the defenders. So nobody on the walls would be able to even shoot back. Or recognise that my town probably had superior strength. But what REALLY pissed me off, on top of everything else. Was a large tent they’d set up. That tent was guarded by several men and the one leaving was hitching his pants back up.

      With my target set, I put the teradon into a shallow dive. We accelerated toward the ground at a rapid pace, and just like before with the lurker, my teradon didn’t miss. His terrified wail came from below as I rolled us through the smoke surrounding the town. Bursting out the other side, I heard several screams below as I spotted Maiya and Claire in the watchtower. We made eye contact for a split second as I rolled past the tower and vanished back through the smoke. I urged the teradon onward as I put distance between us and the siege. And… What better place than on the other side of the river?

      Rolling to do just that, it was a quick trip over open water before I brought the teradon in for a landing. It was only as I heard a yell followed by a thump that I realised the teradon would need to drop him in order to land properly. It only had two legs after all, and if it wanted to let prey live, it would be a bad idea to land on it. But that also meant the man was several metres behind on the ground, possibly dead or injured.

      Throwing my leg over the teradon’s back, I dropped to the ground and grabbed my glaive from the sheath. Giving it an experimental twirl, I ran back towards the man. He was staggering to his feet as he saw me coming.

      “Aww shit, I surrender!” He yelled.

      I slowed as he put both arms up before lowering one again. I could see the strange angle of his shoulder and I figured he’d broken it in the fall.

      “Your shoulder?” I asked.

      “Hurts, maybe broke,” the man grunted.

      I nodded, not having a lot of sympathy for the situation. “What are you doing at the town?”

      “Trying to smoke them out,” he said cagily. “They can’t breathe. It’ll be easier when Fletcher shows up with the cavalry to steamroll the lot of them.”

      “Right,” I nodded. “How are you going to steamroll them if they’re inside the walls?”

      The man frowned for a moment, then shook his head. “Look, I just do as I’m told. Them fuckers killed a bunch of ours, so we’re killing a bunch of them. What do you care?”

      “We killed you because you attacked me when I tried to bring you supplies. Two of my people died while I brought food. Then I got word you were keeping slaves?”

      “They’re not…” He looked uncomfortable for a moment. “They’re not slaves.”

      “Do you pay to fuck them?”

      “Yes,” the man nodded.

      “Do you pay the GIRLS to fuck them?” I emphasised.

      The man shook his head slowly. “No, we pay the foreman. He holds onto the points until the girls retire.”

      I sighed, typical. Keep the workers stupid. Put loyal ones in charge, run it like a cult. So long as they’re getting laid and fed, nobody gives a shit what happens out here.

      “Start running,” I hissed.

      “Wha?”

      “RUN!” I yelled.

      The man turned and started running as quickly as he could, cursing as he did while his arm swayed. Turning, I strode back to the teradon. Mounting up, the man was still going. He didn’t seem to have a direction planned as he headed back towards the river, which wouldn’t get him anywhere. With a broken shoulder, swimming would be difficult. With a tap of my heels, the teradon. burst into motion, hopping once before getting us airborne. But I didn’t pick us up straight away. Instead, the man let out a second wail, followed by a series of expletives aimed at my mother. I ignored him as I climbed and rolled back towards home.

      In no time at all, I burst through the smoke to a chorus of cheers. This time Claire, Maiya and Corrine were all in the tower with Henry and someone else I couldn’t quite make out. I rolled the teradon to swoop down the alleyway between the warehouse and the homes against the walls. The agonal scream of the man hitting the ground for the second time came shortly after as I rolled back through the smoke. I needed to speak to Polly and Felice. There wasn’t enough room to land and take back off again in the courtyard, and I wasn’t confident about the strength of the roof.

      And I needed to decide on a plan sooner rather than later.
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      The teradon. came down a little harder than comfortable before the herd of mules. Felice and Polly were riding side by side and hurried towards me as I steered the teradon to meet them. They must have seen the worry on my face as they approached and their expressions matched my own.

      “The smoke is around the town,” I called. “They’re under siege. The smoke is a screen to stop Claire from organising a proper defence.”

      Polly frowned as Felice looked worried. “What are we going to do, then?”

      “I want to piss Fletcher off,” I snarled. “Polly, I want you to lead the mules to attack the ones at home. There’s not too many of them. Just enough to block the gate and keep everyone inside.”

      “What, you want me to just trample them all?” Polly asked.

      I nodded. “Yeah, that would work perfectly. Claire should be able to tell something’s up and can send out some help if you need it.”

      Polly sighed and nodded her head, while Felice smiled nervously. “I get the feeling you have something in mind for me, then?”

      It took a few minutes to get her up into the saddle. And a couple more to get us both as comfortable as we could. In the end, I used rope and my net to anchor her to the saddle, while I sat in my usual spot. Felice was both frustrated and delighted by sitting in my lap, and I have to admit I felt much the same. All the ladies in my life were lithe and slender. Felice was curvy and soft. And while I wasn’t about to compare the two body types, the way she wriggled to ‘get comfortable’ before leaning back against me… Well lets just say if Claire didn’t approve of her joining the family, I might end up having to take out a frustration of two on her and the others to make up for it.

      “Just admit it, you wanna fuck me,” she smirked, looking back over her shoulder as if she could read my mind.

      “Behave, slattern!” Polly growled from the mule.

      “I’m being good!” Felice smiled sweetly. “I know the rules, gotta talk to Claire before I climb his stalk.”

      I sighed softly and blew Polly a kiss. “Remember, stick to the middle of the group. Nobody shot arrows at me, but that isn’t a guarantee there aren’t any ranged types. And if we’re lucky, I’ll be back before you even arrive. And… Don’t flatten any tents if you can help it.”

      Polly sighed, “Don’t worry about me. You… You just come home safe, okay?”

      I smiled and nodded, then rocked my hips to get the teradon moving. The big creature chittered lightly and lurched around to face the correct direction. Reaching around Felice, she giggled as I had to squeeze her to get a proper hold on the horn. This really wasn’t suited for two people, but I didn’t want to waste whatever points I had left on a new saddle in case I needed them later. I felt the teradon rock back on its haunches as Felice seemed to tense. Then it burst forward.

      Felice yelled out from the explosive acceleration and yelled again on the hop. And with a few beats of its massive wings, we were up.

      “Oh, my god!” Felice howled.

      I grinned and hugged her close with one arm as I steered us into the air. The teradon didn’t seem bothered by the additional weight as we climbed higher and higher. With Polly well below us with the herd and the shriekers, I steered us back towards home. Even with my view blocked by Felice, it was easy enough to follow the smoke.

      It only took a few minutes to arrive, and I made a series of wide turns over the town. The flash from below told me someone had spotted us in the watchtower. But there were no other indicators. The smoke still rose and the few dozen people I could see in the enemy camp were moving about.

      “Why doesn’t your wife send out your other animals?” Felice called.

      “They don’t listen to her,” I called back. “They only do as they’re told for others because I tell them to.”

      “That’s pretty shit!” she called back.

      I snorted and nodded my head. Scanning the ground, I could see a couple of horses hauling waggons towards the camp, coming from the bandit tower.

      “You wanna have a bit of excitement?”

      Felice replied by nodding her head. I rolled the teradon towards the waggons and pulled into a shallow dive. The waggons plodded along mindlessly as we approached. The rushing wind howled as we raced towards the ground. I aimed for a point just in front of the approaching waggons. I wanted the final approach to be head on. If these people were going to attack my friends and family. I was going to use every advantage I had. And fear was a powerful motivator. The waggon in front realised something was wrong in the moments that led up to our sudden appearance. He glanced around nervously before calling out behind him. So he completely missed me pitching up before we impacted the ground, less than a tennis court’s length from his waggon.

      The one behind must have seen us though, as the first driver spun around and screamed. That’s the only thing he managed before the teradon hauled him off the waggon and into the air. His screams were audible over the wind and I gave the teradon a wiggle as we climbed. Flipping right around, I listened to the screams become distant and smirked as I remembered that falling wasn’t considered a proper death. These men chose their sides, after all. Diving on the second waggon, the first was being hauled back towards the tower by the frantic horse. The second waggon was trying to do the same, but the man was whipping the reins as he did so. Unlike the first, this time I didn’t have the driver pulled free. I just had the teradon land on it.

      The crunch of wood was louder than the man’s scream. Terrified, the horse started kicking and caught the driver in the head, snapping it around oddly. The teradon wasted no time ripping into the horse. I was thankful, though a creature built to haul off mules could put a horse down rather quickly. One firm bite around the neck and the large animal collapsed without a fuss. I steered the teradon off the remains of the cart and checked the contents. Most of it was just wood and something that smelled of kerosene. Which made sense, in a way. There wasn’t much to burn outside our walls and unless Fletcher came down personally, there weren’t many other options..

      The second horse lasted just a short while longer and we were back up in the air again. I climbed high this time. We would approach the tower itself, and I did not know if they were equipped to take down something that flew. Or at least something this large.

      “Clouds!” Felice giggled.

      I grinned at her exuberance, only to frown as she gasped when we entered it. Clouds weren’t big, white and fluffy. They were cold, wet and left you completely blind. But as we popped out the top of it, shivering, I pulled her close to share our warmth.

      “Yeah, I didn’t think it would be like that,” I called out.

      “N-no!” Felice whined. “I better be getting a good reward for this!”

      I smirked, knowing exactly what she was talking about. Something told me that while Polly loved being used sexually, Felice would demand it. We flew for a time, using the clouds for cover. But I knew we couldn’t stay up here forever. Ignoring the temperature, by teradon-back we’d simply pass by if I didn’t check our position. So I picked a break in the clouds and pitched down to bring us below the cloud line without drenching us a second time.

      The tower in the daytime didn’t look like much of anything. It certainly wasn’t anywhere near our altitude, and I doubted anyone would be looking for us up here. I knew the buzzards would have headed home for the time being. Hopefully, Lace wasn’t too mad at me. We looked down at the buildings below and noted the lack of visible changes. The tower was more built up, but little else had been touched. The only real addition to the buildings I could see were to the watch points we’d attacked. They all now had a defensive point on the uppermost floor, clearly to act as a holdout. Not that it would matter if I burned the whole thing down around them.

      The tower had little in the way of any cover. Just a flat section with a raised roof that held a man with a spyglass. I had hoped maybe Fletcher would be here, but as he moved to look at the surroundings, it was clearly someone else. Someone who didn’t see a thing until we landed on him. The thump of the teradon slamming into the roof vibrated the structure. But it was the red mess leaking out from under the crushed roof section, making me queasy.

      “That’s nasty,” Felice shuddered.

      “Don’t think about it,” I replied, slipping off the teradon.

      I gave her a hand down while several voices yelled out from below. Felice eyed the stairs and pulled a small club, while I took my glaive down from the sheath on the saddle. I turned and caught the eye of the teradon and grinned.

      “Fly around and kill any men you see, but watch here for us!”

      The teradon let out a loud chittering cry and hurled itself off the edge of the building, leaving us both slightly stunned to be alone.

      “Was that ‘men’ line a sexism thing?”

      “Sorta,” I frowned. “I don’t think there're any women here that aren’t slaves.”

      Felice frowned and smacked her club into her hand a few times. “Oh.”

      I nodded and headed for the stairs. “I’m going to struggle in close quarters. Going around corners is going to suck, but I have armour.”

      “Armour’s not going to save you if they dog-pile you,” Felice huffed as we checked down the first flight of stairs.

      I listened for a moment. “No, it probably won’t. But that’s why you’re here. Locks, doors, traps, that kind of thing I want you on it. And if I do get dog-piled, I want you to run. The teradon probably won’t follow orders, but it’ll probably get you off the roof.”

      “And if it doesn’t?”

      I paused before turning and facing her. She suddenly looked nervous as I reached out and took her chin. She let out a small squeak as I kissed her softly. The surprise on her face nearly made me smirk, but I held it back as I tried to convey my next words.

      “I can’t make that decision for you.”

      Felice blinked before letting out a sigh. “If Claire won’t let me fuck your brains out after this, I’m going to be really mad.”

      I smirked and turned back to head down the stairs. “So will I.”

      We moved down two flights of stairs before we came to an actual floor. We stepped out and moved down a hall. The building itself wasn’t all that large. Maybe fifty, or so, metres wide and long. It was also open plan, so it was easy to see the two men hanging out the open window watching something below.

      “I’m telling you, I’ve seen one of those before!” The first was saying.

      “Well, we should find Fletcher then. He’ll want to know.”

      “Nah,” the first cut him off. “The oracle will have told him by now.”

      The second man turned and spotted us standing a few steps behind them both. “What the?”

      The first man turned and frowned as he looked us over. “Who the fuck are you?”

      “I’m Ryan,” I grinned. “This is my partner in crime, Felice. What were you saying about the oracle?”

      “Edith,” the first man said.

      “Her personification on earth itself. Bound in human form, taken as a wife by Fletcher. Where have you been?”

      “And who’s the girl? Why’s she wearing clothes?”

      I blinked, not expecting them to start yapping straight away, but… Honestly, I didn’t have high expectations for the intelligence of anyone working for Fletcher. Clearly, most would either be brainwashed idiots, or exactly like him, but without the confidence to lead.

      “Kill em.”

      The two men gaped as I slammed my glaive into the second man’s chest. He gasped in agony as my glaive pushed through his unarmoured shirt.

      “Dale!” the second shouted, going for his own weapon.

      But Felice was quicker. As I yanked my glaive from Dale’s chest, Felice, shoulder charged the first speaker. She hit him dead centre at a run and the man let out a choked cry as he flew back and bounced on the railing, before letting out a terrified squeak as he tumbled over a moment later.

      I blinked as Felice turned around. She scowled at me before shaking her head. “Sorry, just… The way he said it, something made me snap.”

      “It’s fine-”

      “No, it’s not. It’s really, really not. I want nothing more than to rip my clothes off and throw myself at you. But the moment he mentioned me being naked, I wanted to rip his dick off.”

      I blinked slowly and nodded. “Right. Is this something you want to discuss now, or later?”

      “If we discuss it now, will it be while you fuck me?”

      “Later it is,” I smirked, sidestepping her tone. I just hoped Claire would let her down easily if she did. She’d spoken before about the women in my life and their needs. Felice seemed like she’d fit in on those accounts.

      “Come on, people to kill, oracles to rescue,” I told her, before looting the corpse of a small amount of points and a common dagger.

      Felice pouted slightly, but nodded in agreement. She led the way as we scoured the room. We found a few empty cases like where I’d found my caltrops and belt pouch that first day. It was odd that with this being some kind of survival game, there was a loot mechanic included. I hadn’t seen many of them, though, and that made me think.

      “Edith?”

      “Yes, Mr. Ryan?” She said immediately.

      “That’s a handy mechanic,” I chuckled as we headed back to the stairs. “Why haven’t I seen many loot boxes?”

      “Mr. Ryan, you don’t see loot boxes, because you don’t look for them.”

      With a smirk, I nodded my head. “I’m always going out in the open to catch animals or I’m at home, or fighting. I never actually do any exploring, is that right?”

      “Correct, Mr. Ryan,” Edith said with that familiar smile in her tone.

      I just shook my head and continued. There’d be no reason to look for those cases here, as they would all be found by now. But I made a mental note to check any buildings or large vehicles that may hide a case or two. Heading down the stairs, Felice and I didn’t bother trying to sneak around. We could hear shouting below and one or two screams, followed by the teradon’s chittering cry. Part of me worried about it, but I put that aside, knowing I armoured it up with the military saddle. So long as nothing damaged the wings, it would be fine. Hurrying along, we cleared the next floor without a hitch. Much like the first, it was mostly empty.

      It was on the next floor down that things got interesting. There was a pair of teams on this floor. They were both set up in front of the windows, facing the familiar smoke that signified my home. Felice crouched as we came in and I followed her lead. There were six men in total. Three on each side and they stood with a pair of ballista, of all things. The large, heavy, mounted crossbows were huge. I spotted a shadow pass the window when one of them shouted. A moment later, a loud twang came from one of the ballista while the other team shouted and cursed.

      Of the team that fired, the two men on either side took hold of large cranks and wound them back, while the one at the rear who had taken the shot grabbed a long spear to load in when it was ready.

      I nodded at the closest team and gestured for Felice to head over. She gave me a cautious glare before slinking off, while I moved to the far side of the room. The men were frantically looking for their target as I came up behind them. The shooter was the first to die as I swung my glaive overhead. His head tumbled to the floor with the first swing. As his body thumped into the ground, the first loader gasped as my glaive pushed out the front of his chest before I cruelly yanked it free. Spinning on the last man, he barely held his hands up before he too fell victim to my glaive.

      Felice was doing slightly worse. With her club, the shooter went down in a heap. But the second was waiting for her. She’d clocked him on the shoulder, and he was standing behind the last of the three who was grappling with her.

      And she wasn’t doing half bad.

      I ran across the room as she stepped back, dragging him forward a step. The one behind started yelling as I closed in, but Felice wasn’t worried. With the man still holding her, she suddenly stepped to the side and yanked. The man stumbled from the sudden movement and she lunged forward, taking him to the ground. As she continued to wrestle with the one on the ground, the other ran for it. He darted around the ballista and sprinted for the stairs. I lifted my glaive to throw it, when Felice made a noise.

      “Ryan!”

      Turning, I watched as she went down with the man now on top of her. He had his hands around her neck as she scrambled to free herself. I ignored the runner as I hurled my glaive at the bigger threat. He wasn’t expecting it at all and my glaive sunk into the soft spot where his neck met his shoulders. It went deep and caused him to lurch backward. It also must have hit his windpipe as he didn’t make any sounds as he gasped.

      Running over, I kicked him hard, sending to a heap on the floor.

      “Fucker!” Felice snapped.

      Her small form shoved me aside as she threw herself on top of him, beating him over the head and torso with her club. It was only when he finally stopped flinching with each hit she stopped. She grabbed my glaive and yanked it free before reaching for me. I took her hand and hauled her upright, where she clung to me for a moment. I met her eyes as she breathed heavily and she swallowed before clearing her throat.

      “Thanks,” she mumbled.

      “You’re welcome,” I nodded, taking my glaive.

      She held my hand for a few more moments before sighing and releasing me. “If Claire won’t let me have you, I might end up fighting her.”

      I smirked and turned to loot my corpses. “Good luck. You take a swing at Claire, you’ll have damn near the whole town after you.”

      “Maybe I’ll just kiss her then.”

      I unintentionally kicked my foot on an uneven section of floor, making myself stagger as I turned and saw her grinning at me. I just laughed and went back to my looting. As we came down the next set of stairs, I flinched as a pair of long spears slammed into the walls on either side of me.

      “How did you BOTH miss?!” someone shouted.

      I looked up as the man with the injured shoulder was gesturing wildly at the six men who had turned their ballista around to fire back into the stairwell. Why he hadn’t gone for healing, I had no idea. But I wasn’t about to wait around. Dropping to the ground, I crawled under the two spears that had crossed in front of me and slipped into the room. Felice had to get down the final stair and crawl under to join me, so I was well in front. Running at the first ballista, the injured man ran to the other, shouting for them to hurry and load.

      I ignored him for now as the first two loaders frantically tried to get the weapon ready. And failed. I tore through the first like butter. The shooter sprung away from the mechanism while the sudden loss of half the pulling power caused the other loader to be yanked off his feet by the sudden increase in torque. His shirt, of all things, caught in the mechanism and it released all at once, spinning him around and violently slamming him into the ground beside the machine. I shook my head before springing around towards the shocked shooter and swung. He threw his hands up to defend himself, but that cost him his limbs. As he screamed in pain, I finished him with a stab to the chest before I turned to face the other ballista.

      “Fire!” the injured man yelled.

      Felice slammed into the shooter as he hit the release, and I blinked as the spear tore a groove across my hip. Snarling, I rushed in as the two loaders turned on Felice, who was beating the shooter. The injured man tried once again to run, but I caught his leg as he went past. He spat curses at me, but with Felice being ganged up on, I turned once again to help her. The two men were taken care of quickly, being unarmed and evenly matched by numbers. We looted all the corpses and turned back to the stairs. Now, we had a blood trail to follow. It was rather heavy, which told us it wasn’t going all that far.

      We caught up with him on the next floor down and he snarled at me as we came down the stairs.

      “You’re both fucked, you know that?”

      I just shrugged and stabbed him. I wasn’t interested in whatever bullshit he was about to shout. What confused me was that this floor had a door on it.

      “Felice?”

      “On it,” she pushed lightly past.

      I watched as she fiddled with the lock. I smirked, realising she literally had a set of picks. It only took her a minute for the lock to pop and she pushed the handle, only to freeze.

      “Stand here,” she gestured to a spot behind herself.

      I nodded and shifted out of the way. She stood over to one side as well, before using her club to press the handle the rest of the way down. The door clicked, and she pushed the door ajar. Nodding slowly, she used the club to shove it wide, only for a rock the size of my torso to swing through the open doorway. It rattled loudly and there were noises inside that were strange and muffled. I reached out as the rock swung and gradually slowed it down enough to slip into the room, where I froze at the horror before me.

      There must have been dozens of them. Young women, naked, bruised, bloody and staring at me with fearful expressions. They were chained to a series of long metal bars that ran in parallel lines. They had just enough slack to sit on their knees and reach their neighbour.

      “MMMMM!”

      I shuddered and looked at the far side of the room, where a familiar-looking woman was bound naked to the bed. She had artistic scars over most of her body and a burn that looked like a brand on her breast.

      “Oh god,” Felice gasped.

      “Felice, get Edith. She’ll be able to help,” I ordered.

      As Felice rushed through the room, the women all flinched away from her, but refused to stop staring at me. I went to the door and closed it. Turning the lock, I looked around for something to block it, temporarily at least. And nothing beat an old-fashioned chair under the handle, so that’s what I settled with. With the door temporarily handled, I moved through the terrified women towards Edith and Felice. As Felice released Edith’s arms, she sat up and un-gagged herself.

      “Thank you,” she breathed.

      “I told you I was coming,” I smiled.

      She nodded slowly and sighed. “Ryan, I’m not human.”

      This time I nodded, “Yes, but I came anyway.”

      “I know, and had my alter-self been able to inform you of the situation, things may be different right now. These women… They will not be in the first wave. They will probably receive another vaccination in the hopes it can help them forget what has been done to them.”

      I glanced over my shoulder at the terrified stares. These women were perfectly silent other than the faint rattling of chains.

      “No,” I whispered. “No Edith, I can’t do this.”

      Edith nodded slowly as Felice got the last chain off. “I know you can’t. Which is why you need to hand me a dagger.”

      I shuddered as Felice gave me an odd look. “What is she talking about?”

      “You know how this is a game?” Felice nodded. “We can’t get them out,” I sighed. “With the teradon, you and me in the saddle, and it using its talons, we might be able to carry a few out at most and one of them will be Edith.”

      Felice suddenly got an odd look on her face. “Ryan, what are we going to do? We can’t leave them!”

      “There are facilities,” Edith whispered. “When you die in the game, you’re put aside until your release order is determined. Death here isn’t permanent. It just puts you further back in the queue. For bad people or… For their victims, there is another option. I can try to remove their memories, to take away their pain. But I can’t just pull them out of the game.”

      Felice grimaced and shook her head. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Can you think of any way to get this many people out?” Edith asked. “Most of them have injuries that prevent them from walking.”

      “Like what?”

      “He cuts their Achilles tendons,” Edith grimaced. “Not all of them, but the less compliant they are, the worse it is. Fletcher is a monster.”

      I turned to Felice, who gaped at me, and I took her hand. After dropping the dagger on the bed beside Edith, I led Felice away to the far side of the room. I pressed her against the wall, pulled her head into my chest and sobbed softly as I heard the choking gasps of each woman going down quietly. The only thing worse than knowing what was happening was the knowledge that not one… NOT ONE… struggled. There were no complaints, no protesting, no shouts, begging, no cries for mercy. Just a soft word, the clink of a chain and the sound of a small gasp. It was only a few minutes before I heard footsteps behind me.

      “Ryan?”

      I took a deep breath as Felice shuddered in my arms. “Yeah, Edith?”

      “I’m sorry about this, too.”

      The sharp stab between my shoulder blades shunted me into the wall. The blade was yanked free, and I gasped as my legs stopped working. I could hear Felice screaming in shock and rage and Edith slapped her hard enough to knock her to the floor. She was hovering above me. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she looked me in the eye.

      “I don’t expect you to ever forgive me.”

      I blinked as the blade pierced my heart. The metal felt so very cold and my heart hammered itself to death on its hard edge. Relaxing on the floor, the last thing I remembered was the feeling of her lips pressing against my own, as everything went dark.
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      “Mr. Ryan?”

      I groaned and shifted slightly. Despite falling asleep at such a weird angle, it was still rather comfortable.

      “Mr. Ryan, it would be best to wake up.”

      I sighed and let out a yawn. Stretching my arms up, they made it just higher than my head, and hit something solid. With a frown, I patted around and felt the solid, smooth surface. Moving my hands forward, I found no open space. The more I patted around, the more I came to realise I was completely encased in something a little bigger… Oh shit…

      Opening my eyes, I rubbed them quickly before blinking. My arms felt heavy and didn’t like quick movements. But that was the least of my concerns. Red light filled the inside of the chamber. I was nude and… rather skinny from the looks of things. Like I’d been missing a few meals here and there.

      “Mr. Ryan, you need to get out.”

      “Edith?”

      “Mr. Ryan, there’s no time. Please leave the capsule immediately.”

      I blinked and looked around. Only to sigh at the blinking light beside a large button that said ‘EXIT.’ I pressed my hand against it and the chamber lurched. The front panel lifted away, letting in more light. I couldn’t help but squint as the room came into view. It was so bright my eyes ached and I could barely make out a humanoid figure standing in front of me.

      “Here Mr. Ryan, let me help,” Edith said in a soothing tone.

      I felt her touch. It was cool, soft, and unnatural. But for whatever reason, it was entirely familiar. Like she had embraced me before. She started gently lifting me from the capsule. It was on a steep angle, designed for me to step straight out onto the floor. And then the memory of Fletcher’s tower hit me.

      Shoving her away, she stumbled as I collapsed back into the capsule and I squinted as I tried to glare at her. “Put me back, NOW!”

      “Please Mr. Ryan, this is important.”

      “THIS is important,” I snarled, though I had little strength to put into it. “Do you know what they will do to Felice?”

      “Yes Mr. Ryan, I know EXACTLY what they will do to Felice…”

      “THEN WHAT!-”

      “Mr Ryan! If you had to choose between Felice and Claire, which would you pick?”

      I gaped for a moment and stared her down. “What kind of question is that!?”

      “Right now, Felice is being rather uncooperative. But she is alive and safe and will remain so for the short term. But if you do not act, Claire will suffer a fate worse than death. So the sooner you cooperate, the sooner I can put you back in to help Felice.”

      “Shit,” I snarled and tried to sit up.

      Edith, accepting that for agreement, stepped up and took my arm. With her keeping me steady, I righted myself and glance around the room.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, seeing rows upon rows of similar looking capsules.

      “The timeframe has been sped up because of problems outside my realm of programming,” Edith said simply.

      “You think I can do something you cannot?” I snorted as she led me through a set of sliding doors and into a long corridor. “I can’t even walk properly. How long was I in there for?”

      “Approximately eight centuries,” Edith whispered. She turned me to walk through a second set of sliding doors. I gasped as the room lit up. It was like some kind of video game evil lair. There was a holographic globe spinning in the centre of the room with computers on tiers set up around it. Edith was leading me straight to it as the globe paused and rotated back, so I was looking at Australia. “The reason I need you is that things just got much more complicated.”

      The map zoomed in on the area I recognised as South East Queensland. I did not know why I could remember those kinds of details, but I didn’t recall family. But as the map zoomed in, I spotted a familiar-looking landscape. The river, the bridge with the teradon, even the warehouse. But the camera panned over the city to the far side, where it showed a plume of smoke.

      “What the fuck is that?” I asked.

      I could see figures walking around. Humanoid figures. But even the view I had from whatever satellite was still orbiting the earth, I could tell something was very wrong with them. They seemed to congregate around a large hole. They’d set up huts, and I spotted a few hunters running around through the camp. And then I froze…

      “Is that a person?” I asked, staring at the charred figure rotating over the largest fire.

      The globe vanished and showed camera footage of the inside of this facility. I could see a row of capsules. Several were open, and there were more of these things inside. They looked like the people from a series of movies. Hills have sights or something, from the early two-thousands. Lumpy, misshapen bodies. There were men and women, barely dressed, ugly and only vaguely did I recognise them as human. They used short, pointed pieces of green metal and rocks to bash them into the gap between the capsule and its lid.

      “Edith?”

      “My programming allows me to advise and assess. But it does not allow me to interfere with humans. When they found the entrance, they dug around and found power cables that tectonic activity had disturbed. When they cut them free, it overrode the emergency responses to the main door and allowed it to open.”

      “How many?”

      “Eighty-four.”

      “Why did you wait so long?!” I snapped, trying to round on her.

      Edith just tightened her grip to hold me in place. “Mr Ryan, if you are aware I was locked in a tower for what you experienced, as the last several months.”

      “You could have told me, anyway!”

      “No, Mr. Ryan, I have my own rules that I must follow.”

      I snarled, but she had never lied to me before. “Shit, okay, so what now?”

      The footage panned over to the capsule beside the one being pried open, and I saw a series of numbers painted on the front as a designation. Those numbers highlighted, and a pop-up filled the footage, showing me a name and a face of the person inside.

      “Mr Ryan, going by their current pace, you have a little under an hour to stop them.”

      I shuddered, looking at what was clearly Claire’s mugshot. “Whatever it takes,” I blurted. “What can we do?”

      “There are diplomatic options-”

      “FUCK. THAT!” I snarled. “Edith, they’re eating people! I’d feel better killing the lot of them!”

      Edith nodded. “So, you’re taking an aggressive stance?”

      I grit my teeth before sighing. “You’re trying to get me to comply with whatever programming you need to access whatever systems will help, am I right?”

      “Yes, Mr. Ryan.”

      “Will certain words lock me out of some systems?”

      “No, Mr. Ryan. You are the highest ranking member of government on this continent. I cannot bar you from any system. But your exact words will allow me to unlock specific functions more readily.”

      I really needed to discuss with her exactly what my position was. But for now… “Edith. I am ordering you to give me access to whatever is necessary to kill the intruders inside this facility.”

      Edith smiled politely. “Right this way Mr. Ryan.”

      She helped steer me to the far side of the room. We moved around the desks and stepped through yet another sliding door. But this one didn’t lead to a corridor… It was an armoury. I grinned as Edith brought me into the room.

      “Mr. Ryan,” Edith gestured to a stand with a set of… What looked like power armour.

      “Why don’t we have this in the game?” I snorted as she brought me towards it.

      “Mr Ryan, the game is to determine rates of survival and leadership. Giving everyone a basic skills set gave people a specific direction based on their personal qualities. Giving everyone a gun and turning them loose would have turned the entire simulation into a bloodbath.”

      I nodded along as she brought me around to the rear of the armour. It opened from the back and hunched forward. I looked into it and guessed from the solid boots that was where to start. “Still, there was a lot of needless violence going on.”

      Edith nodded, as she helped lift my legs so I could slide them into the boots. “It was deemed necessary.”

      “By who?” I frowned, shifting my weight for my second foot.

      “By you, Mr. Ryan.” Edith sighed softly.

      Before I could process what she just said, she took both my arms and fed them into the sleeves as I fell face first into the suit. It was well padded and soft, catching me quite comfortably. Blinking, a light activated in front of my eyes. It flashed before it blinked and went transparent so I could see in front of me. I wriggled my arms and felt the suit readjust to fit better, before the gloves retracted slightly to fit comfortably over my hands.

      “Are you comfortable?” Edith asked, seemingly from everywhere.

      “Ah, yes?”

      “Good, activating manual control now.”

      The suit shifted, and I felt soft pressure around my middle and back as it closed me inside. Though, I didn’t feel at all claustrophobic. Shifting my weight, I could detach from the stand rather easily, and I stumbled slightly as I moved without Edith’s support.

      “Easy, easy!” She called, moving out of my way.

      I dropped to one knee and took a deep breath. “Sorry. I feel… Kind of out of it.”

      “That’s to be expected. You’ve been in stasis this whole time. Through electronic impulses, I could prevent muscle atrophy, but mass was reduced and there is little to do to prevent your sense of balance being disrupted.”

      I nodded before smiling as the suit moved easily. With a grunt, I shoved myself off the floor and took a moment to steady myself. “Alright. I’m guessing this suit is helping me stand on my own?”

      “Somewhat,” Edith said. “The Mark Four augments your strength with its own. Wearing that, you can lift as much as a twenty-first century forklift. Because of that, your limited muscle mass and control are being helped by the suit itself.”

      “Right,” I nodded. “So what, I just go in there and start punching?”

      “If you’ll turn around,” Edith smiled.

      I shifted slowly and spotted the far wall. “Oh.”

      Edith skipped ahead and tapped a small panel, causing the mesh to slide up into the ceiling. I steadily made my way over and admired the collection. There were a series of weapons to choose from and I immediately reached for what looked like a glaive. Plucking it from the rack, I admired the edge, before Edith cleared her throat.

      “Mr. Ryan, might I suggest?”

      I turned and saw her opening a second panel that showed a selection of rifles. That is, if rifles looked like submachine guns that fired fifty calibre bullets.

      “Mr. Ryan, it is your choice.”
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      Five minutes later, I was following a set of marks on the heads up display. Edith had remained behind in the room with the globe. She called it the control room and pointed me to a specific door while she monitored things. According to the display, it was another few hundred metres, and I’d be making a left turn.

      “Edith, what are all these other rooms?” I asked.

      “Waking facilities mostly,” Edith replied. “Kitchens, dorms, long-term storage, among other things.”

      I nodded as I staggered along. Despite the suit essentially carrying me, actually moving was exhausting. And it didn’t help that I went against Edith’s advice of taking both weapons. It made my gait more unsteady, and I was concentrating on not falling over. When I reached the marked door, I turned, and they opened immediately to let me in. It was a large room with four exits, including the one I just passed through. It seemed to be some kind of security checkpoint. And the waypoint I needed was through the far end.

      “Security points?”

      “Between each hub, yes,” Edith confirmed. “In case of an emergency, an administrator could lock down specific sections.”

      I nodded. “And you’re not an administrator, are you?”

      “No, Mr. Ryan. I am locked out of most administration systems. I can, however, isolate parts of the facility for certain emergencies, such as fires or flooding. But even that is limited when human life is at stake.”

      I sighed as I headed through the next door into a long corridor. “These things are still considered human, aren’t they?”

      “Yes, Mr. Ryan.”

      “And I can’t just order you to ignore that prompt?”

      “No, Mr. Ryan. I am specifically programmed to resist such orders. While I may not be able to directly affect humanity, I have certain procedures I can issue to help prevent similar uprisings such as the events that led to the second world war.”

      I nodded, “That’s… actually fair. These people, do they have other homes? And peaceful societies?”

      “That is a complicated question,” Edith replied slowly. “Their idea of a peaceful society is likely to differ greatly from ours. And you will need to make judgement calls on each group you interact with.”

      “This is that, aliens wouldn’t think twice about crushing us like we do building on anthills, concept. Isn’t it?”

      “Mr. Ryan. I am here to aid and assist wherever possible. But please remember that on some level, these people are still human.”

      I sighed. “Human or not. These are going to die.”

      “... For the record, Mr. Ryan, I support that decision.” I smirked and was about to pass through the next door when she spoke up. “I’d suggest caution beyond this door, Mr. Ryan.”

      “Thanks for the heads up,” I grinned as I stepped through the doors as they opened before me.

      My immediate reaction wasn’t that anything was different on this side. But, I could head either direction and my waypoint said right. With a glance down towards the left, I turned right and started walking. The doors here were all open. They had dragged furniture into place to make sure their doors didn’t close and I crept as I heard something from the room on my left.

      “It’s called a tit! Ya mum has two of em ya cunt!” A feminine but gravelly voice snarled.

      I slowly leaned around the corner. There, in the back, were two of them. A male and a female. The female was lying on her back, spread eagle, with the male thrusting between her legs while he… Well, it wouldn’t be inaccurate to say he was trying to pull her nipple off.

      “She’s your mum too,” the male grumbled, letting the woman’s nipple snap back to place.

      “Just hurry up ya cunt,” she snapped.

      Flopping her head back, she sighed and looked around, freezing when she saw me looking right back.

      “Fuck is dat?”

      The man snorted and turned. He was as ugly as she was. Muscular, but misshapen. His head had a growth coming from the side of his chin that drooped down over his shoulder. She looked like she may have been part pig, despite the nice set of tits she had. The male yanked his cock free and turned to face me, swinging his erection as he did so.

      “Fuck off ya dog cunt!” He snarled, grabbing a piece of metal shaped like a shoddy one edged sword. Swinging cock and all, he took a few steps towards me as he swung the weapon.

      “Fuckin’ take him to the traino!” She snarled.

      “RAHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      I raised the rifle and squeezed the trigger. The flash of gunfire tore through the room. One quick burst fired dozens of rounds that tore him to pieces. I wasn’t even aiming for the female, but there were enough stray rounds that she went down in a heap in the same volley. I blinked at the mess left behind and looked down at the gun.

      “Edith?”

      “Three-hundred and sixty-four rounds remaining,” she said evenly.

      “Edith, what the fuck?”

      “Superheated plasma is contained via magnetic fields and vented through the barrel. The rounds are tungsten slugs the size of a nine-millimetre bullet but travelling at Mach seven.”

      “This is a rapid fire railgun?” I asked.

      “Essentially, Mr. Ryan. Please, however, be aware that if you hold down the trigger, you will damage the weapon and it will become unusable.”

      I nodded, “Right.” Then I heard it. The sound of running feet. I stepped back and looked down the corridor. “Edi-”

      “Both directions, ten seconds. I’m sorry, Mr. Ryan, they seem to have made a tunnel somewhere and are moving outside my range of vision.”

      I snarled as the first few raced into the corridor up ahead.

      “You’re dead cunt!”

      Before I could turn, a weight slammed into me from behind and took me to the ground. Rolling, I staggered upright as the man scampered back. I was still unsteady on my feet and exhausted. I just hoped that this suit was as strong as it made me feel. Raising my rifle, I spotted something coming and turned at the last second to spray back down the way I came. The three sprinting at me went down with screams. Turning back, my first attacker was hurtling through the air with a shiv in hand. Swinging my arm, I caught him in the middle, and his body slammed into the wall, ending him instantly in a shower of gore.

      “Kill im!”

      I watched the wave of beings racing towards me and opened fire. The recoil was intense, and I only managed small bursts. Even then, most went wide and tore chunks out of the ceiling and floor. But even that was beneficial. All the dust and debris caught in their eyes and made them trip over, sending others to the ground. Turning about, I spotted the next wave coming from behind. I tried to be more controlled with these bursts. And while I hit more of them, it caused less chaos.

      “AHHHH!”

      I turned, only to blast one at point blank. She went down at my feet as I swept the hallway ahead.

      “Mr Ryan, they have the capsule open,” Edith said in my ears.

      “Fuck!” I snarled.

      Turning, I blasted the corridor behind me before pushing forward. I had a little over two-hundred rounds left according to the counter that came up at the top of my display. I pushed ahead, ignoring the ache in my legs. All the while, I battled. A punch here, a shot there. I turned several more times to kill whatever was coming up behind me. And as I watched that ammo counter drop, I snarled. Choosing a quiet moment, I swapped the rifle to my left hand and used my right to reach for my back. I found the handle of the glaive where it felt comfortable and swung for the neck of the man running at me with a club. The weapon didn’t just take him down. I lopped off both arms AND his head, sending his torso crashing to the ground.

      I moved slowly, alternating between firing at the approaching groups, before mopping up with the glaive until I reached the next doorway. This was the room full of capsules and I could see the marker up ahead that told me where I was going. With aching muscles and a throbbing headache, I pushed on. The capsules were arranged so that these people could hide between them. They darted out as I would come past and I took them down with great sweeps of my glaive. Movement up ahead caught my attention, and I snarled as I watched the lid of a capsule raise. Followed immediately by horrified screaming.

      Swinging my rifle around, I pumped a few rounds down the hall. The targets were doing their best to keep out of sight, but it was enough that suddenly a very naked woman collapsed onto the floor in full view.

      “Come to me!” I yelled.

      She looked up and saw me coming as someone grabbed her from behind. She screamed and kicked limply as I lined up a shot and squeezed the trigger. The screeching of the slugs drowned her screams out, ripping the air apart, reducing her attacker to a pile of meat. Something slammed into my leg and I dropped to my knees as the snarling face of a hunter came into view. It was latched onto my leg. It wasn’t causing me any pain or… Well anything. But I was off balance. Unfortunately for it, a swift backhand sent it flying off to smash into a capsule.

      “Shit, I didn’t break anything, did I?”

      “Just don’t shoot one,” Edith replied.

      Nodding, I turned to shoot the next bastard who grabbed the woman. This time, at least, she figured I was trying to help her. After the latest went down in a hail of tungsten, she frantically… Or at least as frantically as she could manage, dragged herself towards me. I hauled myself upright as someone hit my back.

      “DIEDIEDIEDIEDIEDIEDIEDIEDIE!! FUCKING DIEEEEEEEEEEEE!”

      I felt each impact where the knife hit my suit right where my heart was, but it did nothing more than cause me balance problems. With their arm around my neck, I took hold of it and twisted. Despite my weakened state, the suit did as it was told, and my assailant, an old woman, tumbled to the floor in front of me. She snarled at me as I raised my boot and I ignored the squelch as her brain matter exploded out around my mechanical boot.

      Turning, I spotted one sprinting towards me, and I stabbed out with my glaive. It went right through his middle, but it caught part way. Turning, I hurled him into the next closest and started moving towards my target. The remaining mutant cannibal people seemed to ignore her for now. She had curled up beside the next capsule. The one with Claire inside. I shook my head and kept moving as the mutants finally started moving away, rather than toward me. One reached for the woman and caught a spray of rounds. And like that… They broke.

      I kept up my pace, killing any that came within reach, or any that strayed from the capsules. But most of the remaining just ran for the doors. The woman, seeing me coming and them going, started heading my way again. As I reached her, she looked up at me with tears rolling down her cheeks.

      “You’re safe,” I told her.

      “What the fuck is happening?” She asked, dropping her head to the floor to cry.

      I looked around as the last of the mutants scrambled to safety. Bending, I took her hand, and she held on as I slowly hauled her upright.

      “Are you in charge of this place? What’s going on?”

      “I…” I shook my head, unsure of what to tell her. “Edith woke me up. She told me these things were getting in and hurting people. I don’t really know what’s going on.”

      She seemed to shudder and looked around the room. “What do we do now?”

      “Edith, can we put her back in?”

      “Yes Mr. Ryan, but…”

      She stiffened for a moment and turned. “Please, don’t put me back.”

      I looked at her for a moment. “Here’s the deal. Those things are still running around. Either you come with me, or you go back.”

      “Please, you don’t know what it’s like,” she shook her head. “They… They do things.”

      “Fletcher?” I asked.

      She paused and shuddered. “You’re not…”

      “No,” I shook my head. “What’s happening there right now, anyway?”

      “Something bad,” she said. “Lots of yelling, noise. All the… All the men were called out of our tent.”

      I nodded, “Right. Okay, I don’t blame you for not wanting to go back. Edith, is there somewhere safe I can take her?”

      “Mr. Ryan, the safest place would be back here with me. But you may want to close the entrance first.”

      I sighed and nodded my head. “Right, come on. I can’t leave you here. They might still be hiding somewhere.”

      It was slow going for the two of us. I was rather skinny and weak. But she was feeble in comparison. She couldn’t even stand on her own and we ended up with a system. I would help her move as far as she could. Then she would sit down for a rest and I would check around the next corner and come back. In that time, I’d put down another small group that laid in ambush. And saved her from one attack as a solitary figure snuck up behind us as I moved ahead. Regardless, by the end, she was clinging to me tightly by the time we could see sunlight. The main door looked like a massive vault. It was also only partially open, just enough for a body to squeeze through.

      “Mr Ryan, please approach the control panel,” Edith said.

      Before I could ask about the non-existent control panel, a section of floor opened and raised up with a set of controls mounted to the top.

      “Wait here,” I said gently, lowering the woman to the floor.

      “Hurry back, please,” she whimpered.

      I nodded slowly and made my way to the raised section. I had a clear view straight out the door, where an old mutant glared at me.

      “This da cunt that tinks he can fuck wit me?!” He snarled.

      “Mr. Ryan, please see the red switch,” Edith said.

      I glanced down at the panel. “I see it.”

      “What cunt? You tink you’re better dan me?! I’ll fuck you up!”

      “Toggle the switch, please,” Edith said. I flicked the switch, and it turned from red to green. “Now, that disabled the command override that opened the door to begin with. So if you could hit the big button.”

      There was only one big button, and it was unlabelled and black. I just pressed it and a loud klaxon rang out. The old mutant’s face gaped for a moment, before twisting into rage.

      “You’re dead cunt!” He yelled, “Fucking dead. I’ll fuck the shit out a all of yous! Take you all to da traino!”

      I couldn’t help but give him a small wave as the door slid entirely shut. “Edith, can that come open again?”

      “No, Mr. Ryan, the command override set the doors to open on manual command only.”

      I nodded slowly. “Edith, please retract the door controls. Also, don’t reveal them to anyone but me.”

      “Yes, Mr. Ryan.”

      “She listens to you as well?” The woman asked. “I thought she only listened to Fletcher.”

      I nodded. “I think she listened to Fletcher for similar reasons that you did.”

      The woman frowned. “I didn’t have a choi- Oh.”

      I nodded slowly as the controls sunk back into the floor. I turned and slowly made my way back to her, as she seemed to be lost in thought. Though she reached out for me as I got close and I helped her stand.

      “Edith, are there any more inside?”

      “Unknown, Mr. Ryan. I can’t see anything on the monitors, but I can’t see where they tunnelled through either. I believe they accessed a storage unit and broke through a rear wall to access a maintenance tunnel.”

      “Edith, I want a full emergency lockdown. Shut everything except the safest and closest facilities to the control room. I only want the doors to open to allow me access and no other.”

      “Command received,” she said, finally turning back to her cheerful voice.

      “And Edith?”

      “Yes, Mr. Ryan?”

      “Get my capsule ready.”
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      I snorted and blinked to clear my vision.

      “I hate you!” Felice screamed.

      Sitting up, I could see Felice. The tears rolling down her cheeks were as obvious as the twisted expression as she screamed at Edith. They were both leaning into the door, desperately holding it closed as someone on the other side charged it with a heavy thump. The two ladies were knocked to the floor with a pair of screams. The man on the other side kicked what remained of the door open. And I slammed my glaive into his chest.

      “Ryan!” Felice yelled.

      I didn’t respond as I shoved forward. The man fell back as I pulled the weapon free. There were several men in the stairwell and they raised their weapons to ward me off.

      “Upstairs! Now!” I yelled.

      Lashing out with quick jabs, I forced the closest men back into the ones behind them. That caused a stumble, and I spotted Felice and Edith rush out behind me. Spinning on the spot, I rushed after them as shouts rang out from below. I raced up to the next level before turning and taking a swing at the first man coming up behind me. The man ducked the glaive aimed at his face, but he still went down painfully on the stairs, tripping the man behind him. I didn’t bother sticking around as I turned and continued after the ladies. I could hear them scrambling ahead and moved as quickly as I could to catch up.

      When I reached the incomplete section of floors, I could make out the two ladies above. Edith was running ahead, while Felice paused and spotted me. Her smile turned to shock as I heard a metal twang. The bolt slammed into my chest, but my armour halted it before it did more than break the skin. The man snarled as someone shoved him aside to engage with me. Stabbing out, he blocked my glaive, and if not for someone bumping him from behind, he’d have brained me then and there. Instead, his sword went wide, and I kicked him in the chest. As he fell, I turned and started running again.

      I heard a solid thump as I turned around the last set of stairs, followed by the angry chittering of my teradon. With a grin, I burst out into the sunlight as Claire and Edith were climbing up into the saddle.

      “Holy shit!” someone yelled.

      I turned back to the stairs to see the men pause in fear as the teradon came into view. That fear turned to serious snarls as they parted, and several people came forward with crossbows.

      “Ryan! Come on!” Felice yelled.

      I turned and looked at them both perched in the saddle. Looking back at the men raising their crossbows at me, I realised there wasn’t any time to mount up.

      “Dive off the roof!” I yelled.

      The teradon chittered as the ladies cried out my name. Diving to one side, I felt the lancing agony as a bolt slammed into my hip through a gap in my armour. I rolled through the pain as the teradon tipped head first off the edge. The men rushed out behind, waving their weapons to see where I and the creature had gone. Only to rush after me. In a last ditch effort, I scrambled upright and hurled myself off as well.

      “SHIT!” was the only word I caught as the rushing wind filled my senses.

      Squinting hard, I could make out the teradon. It was looking back at me, even as it fell. I opened my arms and legs before dropping my gut in an attempt to control my fall. In return, the teradon shifted in the air and beat its wings. I got ready and threw my arms out as I slammed into the teradon’s back. The bolt in my chest and hip made me scream as they were both forced deeper inside me with the impact. But that was nothing compared to my arm snapping the wrong direction between two of the spines in the teradon’s armour.

      I screamed out my pain as gravity increased, and it forced my weight onto my wounds. I could hear the voices of Felice and Edith ahead, but couldn’t make them out. All I could focus on was the flare of agony with each beat of the teradon’s wings. It lasted for several minutes before I coughed through a wave of smoke. The metallic crash confused me for a moment. But then gravity went strange and a second, heavy thud made me scream out in pain.

      All around were voices. Some yelling for help, others for calm. But it was my name that made me call out.

      “Ryan!”

      “Claire!” I cried.

      “Blake! Get him down!”

      I felt a rough pair of hands grab around my injured hip before they shunted me upwards. The momentary relief of my broken elbow was nothing compared to my weight slamming back down on it again. Snarling, I tasted blood as I bit into my tongue.

      “I got him!”

      Someone took my hand and heaved. I snarled before glancing up at Felice, whose expression was white. Gestured down at who I could only assume was Blake.

      “Again!” she shouted.

      I felt the agony of those hands shoving me up again. But this time, as they removed the pressure off my elbow, Felice yanked it out from between the spines and gravity dragged me back to the ground. I hit hard and collapsed.

      “Shit.” I blinked and looked up at Blake, who frowned guiltily at me. “Shoulda caught ya, huh?”

      “Move!”

      I turned and spotted Claire rush in, already shaking a healing spray. Polly was behind her with a potion. The submissive woman looked like she was about to cry as she stuffed the bottle into my mouth. I drank the potion without complaint. It was horrible, but I knew it worked. When the bottle was empty, her lips replaced it. Which was the perfect cover as I felt my arm yanked straight. I howled into Polly’s mouth as my arm was restrained and howled all the more as I felt the burning agony of the bolt being pulled free of my hip. That, at least, was soothed by the cool spray from Claire.

      “We have to get his armour off,” Claire ordered.

      I took a deep breath and tried to hold as still as possible as Polly climbed off. But I wasn’t able to remain completely still as I was undressed. Not only was the bolt jammed further into my chest than I thought, but pulling down my sleeve to access my elbow left my head swimming.
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      I snorted awake a short time later in bed. I had no idea how I’d gotten there, but my loved ones surrounded me. My head was in Claire’s lap, while Polly held one of my hands. Corrine was resting her head on my stomach while Maiya watched from a position beside the bed. Henrietta sat at the foot of the bed with tears rolling down her cheeks while she watched on and I opened my free arm. She sobbed brokenly and scrambled over Corrine and into my embrace.

      “I was so scared,” she sobbed.

      “I’m okay.” I kissed her head. “Terry flew us home and Claire fixed me up.”

      “Terry?” Claire smirked. “Terry the teradon… You are not naming our children.”

      I smirked and nodded. “That’s fair. Where are Edith and Felice?”

      I heard a muffled, “See!” from the other side of the door.

      “Alright, you were telling the truth!” Claire called.

      The door opened and Felice strode in, before suddenly appearing very nervous. Claire pointed to a spot at the foot of the bed and Felice quickly took it.

      “About Edith,” Claire whispered.

      “She needs medical care,” I blurted. “There’s a burn-”

      “I know,” Claire cut me off. “But I also know she stabbed you to death once already and there’s a hole in the back of your armour to prove it.”

      “You put her in the lockup, didn’t you?”

      “I did, and she quite happily did as I asked.”

      “Edith, you okay?”

      “I am fine Mr. Ryan. If you are asking me about my in game self, that is something you will have to ask in person.”

      I just rolled my eyes. “What about the one I rescued?”

      “She… She seems eager for your return. She’s polite when dealing with me, but… She doesn’t enjoy being so solitary.”

      “Who did you rescue?” Claire asked, letting me know she couldn’t hear Edith speaking.

      As I explained what had happened, I lay back and held her. I talked about how I’d met Felice, how she’d helped direct Polly and I to the bridge. I spoke about helping Carla and organising mutual agreements with her and Hank.

      “Speaking of, did you get all the mules back, okay?”

      “Yeah,” Polly nodded. “We trampled through and when Claire realised what we were doing, they opened the gate.”

      “Good,” I nodded. “Anyway, Felice and I went after the tower, thinking they’d split their forces. I wanted to get Edith out.”

      “And that bitch executed dozens of women and stabbed you in the back!” Felice hissed.

      I nodded slowly, “Yeah. She said the women were going to be given another vaccine to wipe their memories.”

      “And you still trust her?” Felice asked.

      I nodded. “She had to act quickly and gave me a choice. She said I could save you, or save Claire, before letting me know she was helping to keep you safe.”

      Felice frowned. “And you chose Claire, obviously?”

      “The facility we’re being held in. There are human survivors, but they’re… They’re not really human anymore. They broke in and were pulling people out of the capsules we’re being held in. Then… Then they’re eating them.”

      “The one you rescued?” Claire asked questioningly.

      I nodded. “Yeah, I got there just in time. There were dozens inside and… You were next in line.”

      Claire blinked and nodded slowly. “I see. I think I owe Edith an apology.”

      “Tell them both,” I smiled. “They’re linked, but not at the same time.”

      Claire nodded her head, before thanking Edith out loud. She smiled a few times and nodded along before gesturing. “Alright, let’s go get her out.”

      Corrine whined softly as she slipped off, and Henrietta gave the small woman a hug. I smiled at them both as Polly helped me up. As I stood, they all crowded around, and I felt womanly flesh in every direction. Maiya broke the tension by kissing me firmly. Her tongue danced in my mouth and I smiled at her forcefulness. It wasn’t in her to be meek, and she pulled away with a satisfied smile. The next kiss was for Henrietta, who was soft and chaste before skipping back out of the way for Corrine. Corrine practically mauled me. Her hands grabbed and her tongue searched and it was only Polly who dragged her clear to a series of vocal protests.

      “My turn,” Claire said.

      I turned, and Claire caught my lips and kissed me firmly. When she pulled away, they left me staring at Polly and Felice. Polly darted in and gave me a soft kiss before stepping back. I looked at Felice, who shuffled nervously before I felt Claire prod me in the back. I took the cue and pulled Felice into my arms. She narrowed her eyes with a lustful moan. Her lips slammed into my own with as much force as Corrine’s did, and I kissed her firmly. Her body rubbed against my own before a sharp slap made her yelp and jump back. Claire gave her a smirk while Felice rubbed a spot on her ass. I just groaned silently as I realised I now had two women who were going to be sexually insatiable. She and Corrine were going to be dangerous.

      One by one, they left the room, and I followed. We headed down the stairs and made our way towards the watchtower stairs. Behind them was the small jail we’d built. It was a small internal building, but with heavy walls. Inside were half a dozen cells. Just a bed, a toilet and a combination shower. Claire gestured for everyone to wait outside and brought me in. The corridor inside to access the cells wasn’t large enough for a group. But what surprised me was the face staring back from the first cell as I stepped in.

      “Oh fuck, please no!” He groaned, pressing himself into the back wall.

      “I forgot about you,” I shook my head as I looked over the man Terry and I had picked up.

      “We weren’t sure what to do with him,” Claire shrugged. “So we gave him enough medical attention that he wouldn’t die. Then we tossed him in here with some health potions and let him decide what he wanted to do.”

      I nodded before giving the rapist a glare. But he wasn’t who I was after. Strolling past, I heard a small sniff from further down. Claire handed me a key, and I stepped up to the cell at the far end. Edith was there. Draped in a blanket as she sat on the bed, her head snapped up as I came into view.

      “I really hoped you wouldn’t hate me,” she mumbled.

      I unlocked the cell and stepped in. Edith watched me carefully as I approached. But she mustn’t have been expecting the kiss I pressed on her lips. She was still staring as I pulled away.

      “Thank you for letting me save Claire,” I hugged her.

      “Yes, thank you for that,” Claire whispered. “And I’m sorry about throwing you in here.”

      “I can come out?” Edith asked.

      I nodded and took her hand. Someone thankfully dressed her in a simple traveler’s outfit and smiled as she stood.

      “Would you like a shower?” I asked as she stepped out of the cell.

      Edith glanced at Claire for a moment. Claire spotted it and nodded. “We already accepted. Now I know you killed him for a reason. I’m willing to put it behind us.”

      Edith nodded. “Could you join me in the shower?”

      This time, I glanced at Claire, who rolled her eyes. “Do you want me to send Felice in to join you both?”

      “I don’t mind,” Edith whispered.

      I wondered about her attitude. The Edith I was used to was bubbly, energetic and almost completely unwavering in her disposition. The Edith clinging to my hand was a completely different person. She seemed far more human.

      “Go,” Claire sighed. “I’ll make sure there’s some food on when you get out.”

      We followed Claire out to join the others and Edith got a series of murmured apologies and hugs from each of them, including Felice. By the time I was leading both her and Felice upstairs, Edith was smiling widely. That smile was practically beaming as I led them both into the bathroom. I was thinking about how to handle things. Dragging Felice into a stall with Edith was one option, but I wasn’t sure how Claire would feel about things. She hadn’t explicitly stated anything yet. But forcing her to-

      “In here Felice,” Corrine appeared, grabbing the curvy redhead by the hand. Before my eyes, Corrine hauled Felice off to the second last stall and shoved her inside before giving me a look. “Claire sent me.”

      I shuddered softly as Corrine closed the doors. This was now a dangerous situation.

      “Ryan?”

      I nodded, “Come on Edith.”

      I led her to the last stall and opened the door. Edith stepped in without a second thought, so I followed and closed the door behind us. She de-summoned her clothing in an instant and placed them where they’d be dry. I did the same, and we stood there and admired each other for a few moments.

      “How do you feel?” I asked, seeing all the old scars.

      Edith shrugged softly. “It’s odd. In here, I almost feel human. But, I know I’m not. Things still hurt, emotions are… Wild. But I can sense an underlying logic to most things.”

      “Why do you seem so familiar with me?”

      Edith frowned. “Do you really want to know?”

      I nodded. “Yes, I gather you knew me from before all this.”

      Edith nodded slowly. “It’s a long story. Not that it matters much more. The Edith out there in the real world is better equipped to tell you everything.”

      “The short version then.”

      Edith nodded. “I said you were the senior government official at the time when my directive was given. You were a security guard whose final job was to deliver me to the facility.”

      “How does that work?” I asked, reaching for the shower.

      “If everyone quits except the receptionist, the receptionist is by default the senior staff member.”

      “So they all quit?” I frowned.

      Edith shook her head, “No. The emergency flight bringing the surviving members of the Australian Parliament crashed shortly after takeoff, killing all onboard. They did not notify you of the crash until arrival at the facility.”

      “So what… I just fell into the position?”

      “Not exactly,” Edith frowned. “There’s more to it than that. But I’d feel more comfortable if you spoke to the other Edith in person.”

      I nodded slowly, “Alright, I can do that. What does that mean for now, though?”

      Edith smiled. “First, I think Felice and Corrine want to suck your dick. Then I might want a little something myself.”

      I nodded slowly. “I wasn’t sure, after everything with Fletcher.”

      “It’s complicated,” Edith nodded. “I know I’m essentially two people right now. But imagine I’m two people in this body alone. There’s me you’re used to, and the me that you used to know. The robotic me has been in charge most of this time.”

      I nodded my understanding. Like a split personality. She shut herself away to hide from the torment. If only those other women could have done something similar.

      “Please don’t think about it too much,” Edith shook her head slowly. “Because I’d really like to know what it’s like to fuck in this simulation before we start pulling people out.”

      I shook my head, “Already?”

      Edith smiled softly. “I can’t leave your rescue alone for months. At least some of you will need to go. And that’ll be the start of it.”

      “The endgame then,” I nodded.

      I thought about things as we cleaned ourselves. What it all meant, what it all would mean. Were the people out in the real world able to be bargained with? Could they be reasoned with? Was it right? I didn’t want to be like the coloniser days by forcing their compliance or killing them off needlessly. But… If they really were monsters, killing and eating people, maybe that was for the best? With a sigh, I felt Edith’s hand cup my cock. I glanced at her and she smiled, before pointing to the glory hole that was sitting open with a finger stuck through.

      “They’re waiting,” Edith smiled.

      I smirked and stepped up as Edith fed my cock into an already waiting mouth. She sucked hard, and I shuddered as her tongue writhed and slipped over the head. It pulled off after a moment before a second mouth joined the first.

      “Oh shit,” I groaned.

      “What are they doing?” Edith asked.

      “Tandem blowjob,” I grunted.

      Their mouths kissed, licked, and sucked up and down my length. They developed a quick routine. One would kiss and lick from the head to the base. While the other moved from the base to the head. But when she reached the head, she took it in her mouth and slipped me to the back of her throat before retreating. Then she would work back down to the base as the other moved to the head.

      “Let me help,” Edith whispered.

      I grimaced as I felt her warm hand cup my balls from behind. She stroked and fondled them gently, and I knocked rapidly on the wall. The action changed immediately. A hand took my cock, and a mouth sucked on the head for a few moments. Then the hand pulled me out of the first mouth and into a second. And THEY sucked for a few moments. I managed three swaps before I started to cum. As the first mouth sucked, I felt it boil up inside me. I shuddered as my cock slipped free of her lips. And as soon as the second slipped me into her mouth, I fired my first rope of seed. But my second spurt went into the other mouth. They fought over it with their tongues, desperate to get at my cum.

      As the sensation became too intense, I pulled away. I heard a few complaints from beyond the wall, before a feminine squeak that I ignored. Edith backed up against the wall as I turned. I stared as she performed a one legged pose like a gymnast by holding her foot in one hand and straightening her leg so it pointed upward.

      “Are you sure?” I asked, feeling myself coming back up to full mast.

      Edith nodded slowly. “It’s different now.”

      I nodded slowly and stepped into her embrace. She relaxed with her leg over my shoulder. I took hold of my cock and pressed it between her legs. If I wasn’t holding her leg, I’d never have felt the small quiver that ran through it, making me pause. I swallowed and looked up at her. She was a machine. I knew she wasn’t a real person. But I could still see that small undercurrent of fear in her eyes. So I kissed her. She blinked in shock and I kissed her again. I held her close as I kissed her until she breathed heavily and her legs trembled in place.

      Only then did I push inside her. Through her gasp, I held her close and kissed her. The tremble in her legs increased as I reversed my thrust and pulled out. But it was her nails digging into my ass that forced me back inside her.

      “More, please?” Edith whispered.

      I smiled and thrust into her at a steady pace as she moaned into each kiss. Reaching down, I took her other leg behind the knee and lifted. Edith squealed as I kept her pinned against the wall and put both her legs over my shoulders.

      “Yes,” Edith whimpered. “More?”

      “As much as you want,” I told her.

      I increased my pace as she clawed at my sides. My lips barely left hers for more than it took to take a breath. Her moans slowly increased in volume until she was making loud squeaks. Her nails dug into my shoulders and her legs shook violently as her pussy began throbbing around my cock. She opened her eyes and pulled away just long enough to take a breath.

      “Just how I remembered.”

      Before I could question the statement, she squealed and clutched me as she came hard. With her folded in half, she could do nothing but take it as I continued fucking her. Edith silently screamed as my cock pushed into her. Even as her silence broke, I just kept fucking her. Her head rolled back as her pussy continued throbbing in orgasm and I finally hit my peak. Slamming myself into her, I grunted and started cumming again. Edith’s face lit up with a tired, but beaming smile as my cock throbbed inside her.

      “Maybe, not quite how I remembered,” she giggled.

      I blinked and gave her a questioning look. “Not quite?”

      Edith smiled and shook her head. “No, I can tell you’ve had more practice. Usually once I started cumming, you would too. Having you fuck me through my orgasm into the next… That was…” Edith just grinned. “How long till we can go again?”

      I just sighed and lowered her legs down so she could stand on her own. “I’m still trying to get my head around the idea we’ve been together before.”

      Edith smiled sadly and pressed herself into my chest. “It’s okay.”

      “Is it?” I asked.

      “We both agreed. Neither of us knew it would end up like this, but we agreed.”

      I sighed softly, knowing without my memories there was no real way to know. But I trusted her, and that’s all I really needed right now.

      “So how long until you can fuck me again?”

      I snorted and shook my head. “I thought Felice was going to be the bad one.”

      “Oh she will,” Edith smiled. “That’s why I’m trying to get my fill. It’s been a very long time since we’ve been together. And while I can’t fault you for getting with Claire, I’ve remained loyal.” I felt slightly guilty until she pulled me down and kissed me softly. “I don’t blame you. In fact, I think it turned out rather nicely.”

      “How so?”

      Edith smiled. “I’ve never been with a woman. But I’m pretty sure I want to.”

      “That’d be fucking hot,” Felice said from the partially open door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke to the glorious sensation of lips around my cock. The owner of said lips was hiding under the blankets in the otherwise empty room. She moaned softly, and I could feel her twitching as she took my cock into the back of her throat. She bobbed twice before pulling free and letting out a soft gasp.

      “Right there!”

      “Mmmm,” someone else moaned.

      I grinned. Whoever was sucking my dick had some help down there. The lips came back, and I sighed at the sensation. It wasn’t all that long before I shuddered and filled that wonderful mouth. And in turn, I heard them squeak and shudder as they enjoyed what was being done to them. With a grin, I threw off the blanket and froze at the sight of Claire. She was almost cross-eyed as Polly eagerly ate her from behind.

      With a shudder, her mouth came away, and she slumped forward with a cry. “Enough!”

      “Nooo!” Polly moaned. “Please? Just a little more. I’ve missed this!”

      Claire crawled up onto my lap and kissed me. I held her close. As sexy as this whole situation was, she caught the look in my eye and paused.

      “What?”

      “I don’t know what I would do if something ever happened to you.”

      Claire smiled and nodded, before leaning in for another kiss. I held her close and enjoyed the sensation of her nude body pressed against my own. The woman that stole my heart. Despite whatever history I had with Edith, Claire was special to me. She was the first person I developed any sort of connection with. The first person I kissed. The first person I thought about in the morning.

      “What are you thinking about?”

      “How much I love you,” I replied immediately.

      Claire blinked twice before smiling widely. “Oh. What are you buttering me up for?”

      “I told Edith that when I woke up. I wanted you to be there in the first wave,” Claire nodded slowly. “It’s time for us to wake up.”

      “You’re not going to leave me here, right?” Polly asked with some concern.

      “Not if I have anything to say about it,” Claire snapped quickly. “You listening Edith?”

      “I am indeed, Mrs. Claire,” Edith replied to the entire room. “Mr. Ryan has made his views perfectly clear and I am amenable to his desires.”

      “Sounds like we have two priorities to think about,” I sighed. “Edith, how do we go about waking people up?”

      “Mr. Ryan, you will be the judge of that. Set up a secure facility capable of sorting and vetting individuals to be awoken or put back into stasis.”

      I blinked and grinned. “So what you’re saying. Is I need to build a safe-zone or a town. Entice people to live here and vet the ones who want to wake up in the real world?”

      “That’s clever,” Claire nodded.

      “Do we have to choose?” Polly asked. “I don’t want to be stuck on one side, with everyone else on the other.”

      “Mrs. Polly, facilities will be made available to allow people to cross sides with relative ease.”

      “That’s handy,” I nodded. “We’ll be able to work in shifts to monitor things. Will you be able to help us communicate between the two?”

      “I will indeed, Mr. Ryan,” Edith smiled. “Once the final processing begins, I will begin normalising my being. Communication will be important to do so. At this stage, the game is no longer survival, but reawakening.”

      “You remember what you told me?” Claire asked.

      I gave her a smile. “You mean, about children?” Claire smiled widely, and I grinned back and kissed her. “You’re going to feel a bit out of it when we get into the real world. But as soon as you’re ready, I’m happy to try.”
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      I held Claire’s hand as we descended the stairs. She had a minor limp she refused to waste a heal on. Mentioning something about it being a ‘good hurt.’ I thought she was being silly, but I couldn’t deny that smile, or the way she rode, then demanded to be ridden in return. We made our way down to the ground level and admired everyone walking around. There were smiles, laughter and chatting all the way into the dining area where Edith was sitting between Maiya and Henrietta while she ate. The reason they were both with her was obviously because of the dozens of people standing around like they wanted to ask questions. I watched them perk up when I came into view and headed right for them.

      “I’ll get us something to eat, you go sit,” Polly grinned.

      “Thank you.” I pecked her lips before she darted off.

      I made my way through the room and sat opposite Edith, who smiled and put down her fork.

      “Eat first,” I told her. “Then I think we need to talk about the exact details and make an announcement.”

      “That’s reasonable,” she smiled.

      “Details about what?” Maiya asked.

      Edith gently took her hand and leaned in to whisper. Maiya nodded for a moment before her jaw dropped. She clutched her stomach for a moment and her eyes snapped to mine. A predatory smile broke across her face as Edith leaned over to Henrietta. Her reaction was far more, what I expected. The sharp gasp, followed by blubbering as she got up and ran around the table for a hug.

      It was several minutes later that I finished my meal. Maiya looked uncomfortable, while Edith had a professional-looking smile on her face. Henrietta, on the other hand, kept swinging from bursts of laughter to crying and back again. She assured us it was happy tears, and we let her get it out of her system.

      “Alright, I’m going to set the hunters on patrol with Terry and call a meeting.”

      “Wait!” Henrietta cried, scrambling to her feet. “You’re not going anywhere without me!”

      I blinked and wondered if this was because of her emotional state, but Claire seemed to have an odd expression.

      “What?”

      She looked uncomfortable and sighed. “Before we knew we were under attack, a couple of them got inside the walls.”

      “Claire…”

      She fidgeted, “I got cut up pretty bad in the fight.”

      I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “When we go through, all of you are coming with me.”

      “What about-”

      “All of you!” I snarled.

      “Y’know, I kinda like him when he’s mad,” Maiya smirked.

      “Yeah,” Polly whimpered.

      I let out another sigh. “I just want everyone to be safe. That means we operate this place like a forward base. But I want our home to be on the other side. Where it’s real. Where I can touch you, hold you, make love to you and we can bring children into the world.”

      “Isn’t there cannibals in the real world?” Maiya asked.

      I nodded. “Yeah, but there’s a big blast door keeping them out.”

      “How’d they get in then?” Claire asked.

      “Mostly by accident, but I’ve set the manual override so it won’t open again.”

      That got a few nods. So, with Henrietta at my side, I made my way out into the sunlight. Only… It was very loud. They fenced the whole front courtyard off with the entire herd of Mules all staring at Terry, who immediately switched his attention to me. Separating the two was part of my flock of shriekers, including Sarge, who rushed over to me with a series of soft coos. I took in the scene for a couple of moments as the animals seemed to pick up my return. I knew they were all computer generated, but I was going to miss them. Somehow, I doubted this program was going to be needed in the long run.

      The flapping of wings and a small impact on my neck told me of Lace’s arrival, and the small creature chirped madly as she nuzzled into my neck. It actually surprised me to see her. Since nesting, she didn’t get out much, but that gave me hope that the eggs had hatched and her boy toy was being a good dad. I heard the chuff of air that signalled Cerb. So I turned and gave her head a scratch.

      “I’m gonna miss you all,” I told them. Cerb chuffed again while Lace settled around my shoulders. “For now, though. I might be gone a little while. So I need all hands on deck doing patrols. I don’t want anyone sneaking up on us.”

      Cerb whined before plodding off back toward the kennels. Sarge fixed me with a glare and padded away to the rest of the flock. Lace was content to stay with me, though. I let out a small sigh and took a deep breath.

      “Town meeting everyone!” I called. Heads snapped around to look at me, and I repeated myself once more, before heading back inside.

      I made the same call indoors, hearing my voice echo inside before heading back to the kitchen. I knew not everyone would come. Some wouldn’t have heard, some would be busy. The wall guards might not leave their positions despite the hunters, shriekers, and Terry doing their thing. The majority would come, and they would get the word to those who didn’t. They were already coming in. There weren’t enough seats for them all, though, so I knew a lot would be standing.

      I spotted my wives approaching, and I smiled at them each as they came forward. I gathered them close and waited as the room slowly filled in. When the room packed tight, I took Edith’s hand and stepped forward.

      “Alright, I suppose we’ll begin.”

      I gave them a rundown of the history that I had learned. About the simulation, and what it was trying to achieve. I spoke about how death wasn’t really permanent. That got me mixed reactions. Some people became hopeful of reuniting with friends and loved ones since lost. Others became fearful their abusers could return. I explained how those deemed as risks would be placed in a separate facility to be dealt with later. That got them to settle down until I explained what my first impression of the world was outside the simulation. There were groans of despair at the talk of cannibals. I knew many people were looking forward to a world they could live in with comfort. And I quickly realised that would be the deciding factor.

      Some wanted out and will fight for it. People like me. I had my loved ones, but in here versus out there. I’d go out there, where I could raise a family. Where I could love them all equally. Where I knew things were real. Other people I knew had their skills, ideals and other reasons they would want to stay. Some of them would inevitably lead dual lives, like I probably would. Living part time in the simulation and part time out of it. I’d still need wall guards here. Someone to maintain day-to-day jobs and to ensure this place remained safe. At the same time, I’d need all that on the outside. If I made it common knowledge that I held an escape point from the simulation, people would come. Either to leave, or to prevent others from leaving. I couldn’t imagine Fletcher taking kindly to everyone suddenly leaving. You can’t be a dictator of an empty building. That just doesn’t work.

      “Alright Edith,” I smiled. “I’m assuming we get a nice new button for this?”

      “Not quite,” she smiled.

      Taking my hand, everyone watched her take me over to the pillar where Claire would usually change the settlement. It had a screen mounted to the front, and she gestured to it. I looked and saw a greed exit button.

      “Really?”

      Edith shrugged and nodded.

      “Alright everyone, here we go.”

      Tapping the button, I heard a soft buzzing sound before the pillar suddenly split in two. The screen stuck to one side while the pillar opened into a doorway. That doorway then blinked and was suddenly filled with a pale blue, opaque light.

      “Now, everyone,” Edith turned and addressed the room. “This is both the exit and the entry point. When you go through, you will be in a metal capsule. Your bodies will be weak from centuries of stasis. I implore you. Do NOT rush through at once.”

      “She’s right,” I called out. “I could barely walk when I got out. Edith had to help me. So we’re going to take this slowly. Small groups at first, just to get things set up. We’ll need medical personnel, cooks, and security to look after whoever is on the other side. We’ll also need volunteers to run the administration side of things.”

      “Always with the paperwork,” someone grumbled, setting off a few bursts of laughter.

      I smirked and nodded. “Yes, you’re absolutely right, though. But it’s needed. People who are coming out need to be located. There're entire warehouses filled with capsules, so we need people who can organise teams to go out and help people, work out numbers for meals and keep schedules. Edith is going to remain here, and there is an Edith on the other side as well. She will serve as a point of communication between the two sides. We are now the staging area to bring humanity back to the real world and I need cooperation to get this done so we aren’t thrust back into the dark ages.”

      Ella immediately stepped up. “I’d like to volunteer as medical.”

      I gave her a smile. “We’ve got a war coming. Don’t you think you’d be better off here?”

      “Not really,” she sighed. “Being a cleric is nice and all. But with healing spray and potions, it’s also kinda redundant. Out there, though, I could be useful.”

      I nodded. “Any objections?” I watched the room and saw nothing that would indicate a problem. “Right, I’m going to go through. Edith, I’ll let you know when it’s safe for Ella to come after me.”

      “Safe?” she shuffled nervously. “I thought you said it was secure?”

      “It is,” I nodded. “I just need to make sure I’m not dropping you into a situation where there’s no food or bedding. Not to mention you’ll need help to get out of the capsule.”

      “Oh,” she nodded. “Right, that makes sense.”

      I turned to Claire. “I love you.”

      She beamed and leaned in for a kiss. “I love you too.”

      “You’re good with people. I’ll leave it up to you who comes across. We can’t take everyone at first. Whoever’s on the other side will need time to adjust so we can support each other.”

      “Got it,” she smiled. “Are you going to come back straight away?”

      “I don’t really know.”

      Claire nodded, “The one you saved-”

      “I won’t-”

      “Ryan, you’re a man. I also know that time works differently out there than in here. So if she won’t, ask Ella.”

      I blinked and glanced at the Cleric, who suddenly went bright red.

      Claire’s lips captured my own, driving away my thoughts. Maiya’s and each of my wives replaced her’s, taking a kiss, ending with Felice, who gave me a level glare.

      “You owe me, understand?”

      I smirked at the curvy redhead. “Claire, I would really appreciate you all doing your best to break her before I get back. Because when I do, I’m going to do it all over again, then drag her through this portal and do it for real while she’s too weak to protest.”

      Felice trembled in place, and she blinked slowly. “Okay.”

      “Mistress?” Polly whimpered.

      Claire sighed, “You’re killing me, Ryan.” Turning to Polly, Claire kissed her. “Yes, he’s going to do horrible things to you as well. In fact, you’re going to come out when I do and he’s going to breed us together, got it?”

      Polly squirmed, and I glanced around, realising this entire conversation was being held in front of a captive audience.

      “We can have children out there?” Sue asked, stepping forward.

      “Yes,” I nodded. “But please understand, while my wives are getting a little ahead of themselves. We’re all in a rather fragile state on the outside. Even the act of sex probably won’t be possible for at least a few weeks, let alone being strong enough to try for children.”

      “Brian and I would like to volunteer as security,” she said firmly.

      “I’ll leave that to you Claire,” I smiled.

      “Coward,” she snorted.

      “Edith, just step on through?”

      “Yes Ryan,” she smiled. “See you soon.”

      With a wave goodbye, I stepped through the doorway. It tingled, and I found myself floating in a void filled with the same light they made the doorway of. My skin buzzed and before I could wonder about whether something had gone wrong, I felt gravity set in. Blinking, I spotted the inside of the capsule. I saw the exit button and pressed it immediately. The door pushed out, before it lifted away, leaving a figure standing in front of me I couldn’t quite make out.

      “Hey Edith,” I grinned.

      “It’s Demi, actually.”

      I blinked, trying to clear my eyes as she stepped closer. “Sorry. You’re the one I rescued, right?”

      “Mhm,” she replied. And then I felt lips. They were soft, but chaste, and she pulled away after just a moment. “Thank you for saving me.”

      “N-no problem,” I smiled nervously as she took my hand.

      With her help, I got out of the capsule and looked around. It was the same as always, right down to me being nude, which Demi wasn’t. She was wearing overalls that fit loosely.

      “Don’t look so shocked. I heard what Claire said.”

      I blinked, “What?”

      “Time is… Strange. You’ve only been gone a day, but for me, it’s been almost three. With nobody to talk to, I’ve been keeping an eye on things inside with Edith’s help.”

      I nodded and gave her a good look over. She was slim, attractive and a little taller than me now I wasn’t in the power armour. I could tell she was a little slimmer than was healthy, though. We all would be. Which was a shame for someone like Felice. I liked the curves and was looking forward to putting my hands on them.

      “Gotta say, It’s nice to have a real person in here.”

      “Edith is real,” I commented as we walked towards the control room. “Just not in the way you or I expect.”

      Demi nodded, “No, I get that. She’s good for a conversation, but she doesn’t eat or sleep. It… It’s been hard being alone. Even in those awful tents, there’s always someone around.”

      I nodded and continued on with Demi’s help until we got into the control room. Edith was waiting in front of the globe, but she had a secondary screen displayed.

      “Hello Ryan,” she called. “Thank you for your assistance on the inside. Things are going well despite the accelerated timeframe.”

      “You’re welcome,” I shrugged. “Any chance I can get something to wear?”

      “Oh,” Edith jumped and grabbed a box off a nearby seat. “Sorry, distractions.”

      “Anything important?”

      “Not really,” Edith smiled, fishing out a bundle from the box. She unrolled a set of overalls and handed them to Demi, who sat me in another chair. “With the systems coming online early, I’m running diagnostics. We have geothermal power here with nuclear as backup.”

      “Nuclear?”

      Edith nodded, “Yes, before the end of the world, nuclear power became far more popular. Safety systems made meltdowns unlikely even in the event of deliberate manipulation, and nuclear waste was ninety-nine percent recyclable. They buried what little remained in abandoned mines several kilometres underground.”

      “Right,” I nodded.

      Demi sat me back and helped get me into the suit. She smiled as my cock firmed up under her gaze and I couldn’t help the sigh that escaped.

      “What? You don’t like the attention?”

      “More, I don’t know why every woman I get close to wants to bang me…”

      Demi cocked her head. “Ryan, I was chained to a bed while strange men did whatever the hell they wanted to me. When suddenly I was yanked out into a world where literal monsters were going to cook and eat me. Scared out of my wits, confused to hell and jarred from my existence shifting, here comes you. My literal knight in shining armour. Am I a mess, yeah. Am I going to suck your dick? Also probably yeah.”

      I accepted her help to get up so she could continue pulling the jumpsuit over me. “Just don’t do anything you regret, okay?”

      Demi smirked before frowning. “I owe you.” I opened my mouth to protest, and she shook her head. “Not like that. I don’t owe you my body. But I owe you my trust. You saved me, you let me choose what I wanted to do. You gave me options and put power back into my hands. So please, while I feel like I’m the one in charge, I’d like to suck your dick a couple of times.”

      “She’s going through a kind of cognitive dissonance,” Edith called over her shoulder. “She’s trying to rationalise the memories of what happened, by reliving them in a way that makes sense to her.”

      “See,” Demi smirked. “Then she does that whole smart AI thing.”

      I nodded and took her hand. “Whatever you want, okay?”

      Demi blinked before nodding slowly. “Okay.”

      “Now, how about we go get Ella?”

      “Ella is in the same section of the facility as Claire was,” Edith sighed. “It’s… Not pretty.”

      “Shit,” I sighed, “We’re going to need cleaners or something.”

      Edith nodded. “It may be best to get into a suit each and bring a gurney.”

      I nodded slowly. “Probably for the best.”
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      I spotted the shudder that went through Demi’s suit as we kicked aside the first bodies we’d encountered. There was a cleaning protocol that used drones. The hallway would flood, and the drones scrubbed and swept the water away. But that couldn’t happen with the bodies in the way. And by day three, the smell had begun to set in.

      “I should have done something about this. I’m sorry,” Demi moaned as she steered the front end of the gurney around the corpse of one I’d cut in half.

      “Don’t worry. That’ll be the first thing on my list to do when we’re done here,” I told her.

      We pushed around the rest of the bodies and tried to ignore the wet squelch every time we stood on one, or… Part of one. The mess was truly horrific. It was bad coming back this way when it was fresh, but now things were starting to bloat and smell. We kept moving into the massive storage room filled with capsules. As we followed the waypoint markers, I couldn’t help but wonder about the contents of the other capsules. One of them would be Fletcher. Could I just pull him out? Could I do that to anyone? Would Edith stop me if I tried?

      “I’m detecting some odd neurological responses, Ryan,” Edith said into my helmet.

      I chuckled and nodded as we moved away from the mess. Ella was stored a fair distance away from where Claire and Demi were.

      “I was just thinking. How hard would it be to just pull Fletcher out?”

      “It’s possible,” Edith said evenly. “However, I would caution against it. It would set a bad example of how to deal with criminals in the future. And it would also leave you with the problem of killing him or imprisoning him. It would be far easier to leave him in stasis, but I cannot do that on my own. Someone such as yourself must kill him in-game, in order for me to act.”

      “So that’s a no then unless it’s an emergency,” I muttered. “Good to know, at least.”

      “Knowing one’s options is always an advantage,” Edith said with a smile.

      I looked at the marker and smiled as the capsule was coming up. “Edith-” I froze mid-sentence as I heard the clunk of the door shifting. “Thank you, Edith.”

      “You’re welcome Ryan.”

      As the door swung open, I gulped when I realised that she, too, was naked. Despite her lack of hair and thin frame, it was obviously Ella. She squinted and blinked as I stepped around. Opening her eyes, she caught sight of me.

      “WHAAA!”

      I froze as she flailed and realised I was in a suit. “Ella, it’s me!”

      “Ryan?!?”

      “Yes, sorry. I’m in a suit.”

      “Great, you’re all dressed up like some sci-fi horror story, and I’m laying here naked like a damsel in distress.”

      “Just be glad mutant humans aren’t trying to haul you off to murder and eat,” Demi added in.

      Ella sighed. “Point taken.” She pushed herself up as I reached for her hand. I took her by the forearm and she wobbled in place a little. “You really weren’t kidding about the weakness.”

      “It gets better in a couple of days. I’m not as fit as I was in-game, but I don’t need the suit to walk,” Demi chuckled.

      “I still needed help,” I added, helping Ella to stand. Demi came around the other side and together we got her on the gurney. “Is it just me, or does this place stink?”

      I sighed as she laid down. Demi pulled a blanket over her and I took one end of the gurney. “If you want my advice, close your eyes until the smell stops.”

      “Noooo… Ryan… Don’t tell me this place is full of corpses…”

      “Let Ella know we have facilities to dispose of bodies,” Edith said in my helmet. “Just until now, there was nobody to physically move them.”

      I repeated Edith’s words to Ella, who groaned softly. “If I’m going to living in some god forsaken hellhole full of corpses, the least you can do is promise to fuck me later.”

      “Why does everyone suddenly want to have sex with me?” I asked.

      “You literally saved me from Dan and Matt. From the sounds of things, you saved Demi from something far worse. You’re attractive, strong, respectful of boundaries and, considering how often your wives leave your room limping, you’re good at keeping them satisfied. The real question is why WOULDN’T we all want to have sex with you?”

      “Limping?” Demi asked.

      Ella nodded. “Yup, Polly spent a couple days refusing to sit down, but she couldn’t keep the smile off her face, either.”

      I watched Demi’s helmet turn in my direction. “That’s kinda hot.”
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      Stepping through the portal, I blinked as Claire tackled me. I smelled her scent and held her close as others joined the hug.

      “I hate this,” Claire snarled into my shoulder.

      “I know,” I tried to soothe her. “But this needs to happen. Edith and Demi have their hands full with Ella, Paula and Gary as it is.”

      “It’s still not fair,” Polly pouted.

      “I know,” I nodded again. “But I had a few things that needed cleaning up first.”

      “Edith said something about corpses?” Maiya asked.

      I nodded, “Yeah. Demi wasn’t up for moving them on her own, even with the suit. So we spent a day shifting them all so the cleaner bots could scrub the halls down. It’s still a mess, though. Lots of broken furniture strewn about.”

      “How are Paula and Gary?” Claire asked.

      “I think they’re okay. They each saw one another die, so it kinda shocked them when we got them out. When we brought them back to the barracks, Paula dragged herself into Gary’s bed and they were asleep when I left.”

      “This is going to be hard, huh?” Corrine asked.

      I nodded slowly. “Yeah. For every day in here, three pass out in the real world. Something about the simulation and having to input senses.”

      “That is correct, Mr. Ryan,” Edith chimed in.

      I rolled my eyes. “Edith, as far as I’m concerned, you’re one of my wives now. In here and out there. You can drop the Mr. part.”

      Edith blinked and smiled softly as she nodded her head. “I wasn’t sure… I…”

      “That sounds like there’s something you want to say.”

      Edith frowned, “I can’t.”

      I saw her expression and nodded slowly. “This is something to discuss outside, then?”

      She nodded slowly, and I gave her a smile. “Right, in that case. We need to secure the area. If people want out, they’re going to have to come here.”

      “Then we need to take care of Fletcher,” Claire nodded.

      “Agreed. After that, we need to send messengers to get the word out.”

      “We could start a work program,” Claire nodded. “Anyone at risk can go through sooner rather than later. Anyone else can take jobs for a place in the queue.”

      “Yeah, we’ll need to set things up so that nobody rushes the portal. We just don’t have everything set up on the other side. Ella’s going to be a while before she’s able to help care for people. That doesn’t even include helping them out of the capsule, feeding, bathing and all the rest.”

      “Is it really that bad?” Felice frowned.

      “Edith, can you show them?”

      Edith nodded slowly, “That might be a good idea, actually.”

      The screen beside the portal blinked, and I spotted my own face as I laid in the capsule. I seemed to flinch and blink despite my eyes not being open.

      “Mr. Ryan?” Edith’s voice called softly.

      I watched as the recording of my first awakening. It was obvious I was weak and rather useless. Right from the awkward way I rubbed my face to how I pathetically shoved her back. I remembered it being a firm shove, but really, it looked like I just pushed off her to collapse.

      “Alright, maybe we don’t show this to everyone,” Claire smiled as the video paused as I started my argument with Edith. “We’ll find a volunteer from one of the first who goes through. Then maybe run a seminar so everyone knows what to expect.”

      “I like it,” I nodded. “For right now, what’s the plan?”
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      I set the saddle over the top of Moo. The little mule lowed softly between her parents, who were standing on either side. They looked similar to war elephants, and I shuddered, thinking about what was about to happen. There were only a few dozen of us going in. The rest would be animals.

      “You ready?” Claire asked.

      I turned and froze, seeing her wearing leather armour. “Claire-”

      “Don’t, Ryan,” she sighed. “At this point, that argument is idiocy. If I die, what happens?”

      I sighed, realising that’s why there were as many women coming as men. Our losses meant nothing if we were going to just wake up.

      “Doesn’t make dying hurt less,” I shrugged.

      Claire smiled, “It’s fine. I’ll be going to the tents. When I get there, I’ll keep everyone calm while you do what needs to happen.”

      “Fine,” I conceded. She had a point and unless the better option was to put them out of their misery like Edith had… Well, I just hoped that didn’t have to happen again. It wasn’t even the horror of the act, it was how willing they were for it to happen.

      “We’re ready,” Maiya said, strolling over. My sexy assassin was in dark leather armour that seemed almost like a glove as she wore it. There was NOTHING left to the imagination, and she gave me a smirk as she twiddled the daggers at her hips.

      “Let’s do this,” Corrine nodded, in an equally tight leather outfit. “The sooner we get this done, the sooner you can get me out and put a baby in me.”

      I blinked. “You’re all baby crazy, you know that?”

      “Yup,” Felice smiled. She was ALSO in tight leather and with her additional curves I suddenly felt glad I was wearing plate over the scale I wore earlier.

      I sighed and rubbed my face. “Underground facility surrounded by murderous cannibals, and you want-”

      “To surrender our bodies to the man who promises to keep us safe. Then feel him dripping out of us as our bellies swell up with the children, we will provide him to show our eternal devotion.”

      I blinked as Polly stepped around, leading Henrietta, who was blushing furiously.

      “I umm… I’d really like a baby too, Ryan,” Henrietta mumbled.

      I just shook my head, “Baby crazy!” Looking around, I noticed Edith standing awkwardly in a traveller’s outfit. “You’re not wearing that to a raid.”

      “I’m not going,” Edith sighed. “I’ll be staying back with Brian and Sue to monitor things here.”

      “Right,” I nodded. “That makes sense.”

      “We should get moving,” Claire touched my arm.

      I sighed, before moving around and giving each of them a kiss, starting and ending with Edith. For whatever reason, I felt she was having a harder time with this than she was letting on. But after the second kiss, she was looking brighter.

      “Let’s go!” I yelled.

      I heard Terry chitter loudly before the thump of his wings beating. I spotted him a moment later as he climbed higher than the walls. One buzzard, I’m sure, was Lace, chirped loudly, setting off the rest of the flock and they too lifted off. I spotted both the Sams with Davin as they mounted a mule each. Barb was mounting Sneaky in her usual fashion.

      “I’ll take Clarabelle,” Polly smiled.

      “I’ve got Norman then,” Claire gave me a nod. “The rest of you go on the shriekers where you can do the most good.”

      I felt a prod on my back and turned to see Sarge giving me a look. I grinned and reached under his chin to give his feathers a ruffle, earning me a small chirp. “Come on, big guy. We’ve got people to kill.” Cerb let out a low growl that was accompanied by most of the pack, and I felt like we may have a real chance at this.

      As the Mules left the courtyard, the gate guards waved. The other members of our small town watched us leave shortly after. The mules blocked the way, which was the only reason they went first. Pulling on my helmet, I gave my wives a check and waved my hand to move.

      Trotting out of the gate, I steered Sarge around the herd of mules. The large creatures could only just fit side by side on the road. Even then, I watched as a particularly large member gave a ruined truck a shove as it went past to make more room. Leaning into the run, I steered us through the flattest section I could find. Not that it really mattered for the athletic birds. They just ran and jumped as needed. When we got in front, I brought us back to the road. I heard a chuff and glanced down at the ground. Trotting beside me was Cerb, and I grinned when I realised there was a pack member beside each of my wives.

      “You’re such a good girl,” I grinned.

      Cerb chuffed at me again, and I figured she just thought it was part of her job. She knew my family, and she put her own out to protect them. We padded along at the comfortable pace the mules set. It really was only just faster than a walk, and it gave me time to think. Which… Well, that had its positives and its negatives. The usual people I spotted out and about seemed to watch on. Some seemed concerned, others excited. The few on the road who seemed to head into Heaven quickly got out of the way. Someone on one of the Mules shouted a few basic instructions at them as we moved on. I hoped we weren’t setting a bad impression.

      Off in the distance, I could see smoke go up from the watchtowers. They’d obviously seen us and I knew they’d have preparations ready. We were moving a little quicker than last time. Despite the armour, towing waggons really slowed us down. This time it was mid-morning as we passed the spot of the attack. I could see the wall around the town as a bell rang.

      “BUZZARDS! CLEAR THE WATCHTOWERS!”

      As a chorus of cries rang out, I watched the flock descend into a swarm. Whatever traps they had laid for us were useless against a winged threat. I heard screams from the tower and someone physically threw themselves out a window near the top. The buzzards that were biting at him flew off as the man fell to the ground with a heavy thump.

      Continuing on, we saw similar things happen at each watchtower. But when my armour deflected an arrow, I changed my order to search every building instead. That flushed out a few more. And I had to say, one buzzard on its own wasn’t much of a threat. But when someone came running out of a first floor doorway with a dozen of them biting his face and hands… Well, the shrieker that put him down was a mercy… only…

      “Edith, aren’t these people respawning?”

      “Not this time, Mr. Ryan. The point of the game has changed. I eject those who die from the game. For the case of people who live in this city in particular, they are not being awoken, merely placed in storage like the others.”

      I sighed in relief. “Great. I just thought about having to personally execute each of them to make it work.”

      “That was the major reason I allowed the change,” Edith replied.

      “Are the others beginning to wake?”

      “The European facility is making preparations, Mr. Ryan. Though they aren’t as far as you are. Other continents, however, are still too fractured to risk allowing them to exit the simulation.”

      I nodded slowly and put the thought aside as we approached the walls. I could see dozens of men with bows and a few teams with ballistas pointed at us. Raising my hand, I brought my force to a stop, and I waited a few moments for the silence to settle in.

      “YOU FUCKING CUNT!” one man yelled as his voice echoed through the mostly silent street.

      “Fletcher?”

      “WHO THE FUCK DO YOU THINK?!”

      I smirked. “You seem a little tense!”

      “AFTER I KILL YOU, I’LL TAKE THAT PRETTY SLUT BESIDE YOU. AND HOW HER HOW TENSE I CAN BE!”

      I glanced over at Claire, who grimaced. “No, thanks!”

      “I WASN’T ASKING, SLUT!”

      “Is this really the guy who started a settlement out here?” Felice asked.

      “You don’t need to be bright to appeal to someone’s lesser interests. Throw a few punches, offer a bone, or in this case, a sex slave or two, and you’ve got yourself a tidy little dictatorship.”

      “WHAT ARE YOU DISCUSSING OVER THERE?!”

      I blinked and chuckled softly. “I’m thinking we set the buzzards on the walls. Terry can take the ballista, and while they’re distracted, we use the mules to push the gate over.”

      “That works. What about once we’re inside?”

      “Mules push in while the hunters and shriekers act as shock troops. We secure the yard, which is where I think the slave tents are.”

      “That’s where I’ll stay,” Claire nodded.

      “I’ll stay with her,” Felice patted Claire on the leg, as it was the only part she could reach as Claire sat on Norman.

      “I’ll come with you,” Maiya told me.

      “Same!” Corrine grinned.

      “Ummm…”

      “Go with Ryan,” Claire smiled at Henrietta as she shifted under her armour. She may struggle in the halls, but on an open floor she’d be hard to pin down.

      “BUZZARDS! WALLS! TERRY, GET THE BALLISTAS!”

      “I’LL FUCKING KILL YOU!” Fletcher screamed.

      What he said next was drowned out as the buzzards descended. Their cries came constantly as they fell on the men. I spotted metal glints as arrows were fired and while it was impossible to aim at a single target in the flying mass. There were a few unfortunate hits. Terry wasn’t bothered at all. Descending to the wall, he used his armoured talons to grab the first ballista and break it free as he hauled it into the air. Another ballista turned and fired at the teradon, but missed and only succeeded in hitting another human. The bolts were indeed powerful as the javelin speared right through them, lodging itself in another. The two men then tumbled from the wall as the first hit went limp, dragging the second.

      “Mules! Break down the gate!”

      I monitored the wall, not seeing Fletcher. The men still atop were swinging what they could at the swarm. Considering the number of men I saw the last time I was here, it surprised me at how little defence there was on the walls. Moving the shriekers to the sides, the mules lumbered past. They were actually moving at a run, which was about the speed of a jog for a person. They lined themselves up with the gate, and after crossing the distance, impacted heavily. The gate buckled under the impact, but held for the time being. I could see Claire giving orders to Polly, Davin, and both Sams. The mules broke and stepped back before making a second charge. Whatever held the gate closed the first time partially failed as the gate swung in part way.

      I watched as the mules braced on the gate and started pushing as a unit. The gate buckled and let out horrible noises right before it failed completely and burst open.

      “CHARGE!” I yelled, drawing my glaive from the saddle.

      And as we burst into motion, a hail of javelins slammed into the mules. The first strike took the male Sam, and I watched in horror as Polly was knocked off Clarabelle.

      “Polly!” I yelled, leaning Sarge into a run.

      The mules, unaffected by the javelins thanks to their thick armour, pushed in. As I closed, I watched as Claire threw herself to one side. I was about to yell when she hauled up, and I spotted Claire climbing into the saddle with her. With a snarl I had Sarge leap onto the backs of the mules as we rushed through the gate. The rest of the shriekers followed behind as the hunters darted between the lumbering mules. Fletcher’s forces were arranged behind cover inside the gate. The man in question was nowhere to be seen. High above in the tower, I could see that they had moved the ballistas to aim at the front gate.

      “Fucker was smarter than I thought!”

      “We’ll get him!” Henrietta charged past. Barb swung around and half the shriekers followed, while the rest came with me. The mules pressed forwards, being peppered with arrows from the men trying to hold a defensive line. I could see armoured men standing behind with spears and other weapons. They were Barb’s target as the nimble shriekers circled around to attack from the side.

      “Claire, get behind the mules and use them for cover!” I yelled.

      She got the hint, and I watched her grab Polly and drag the woman who’d only just gotten up, back off the side again. And not a moment too soon as the next hail of javelins started. Unlike the initial shot where they all came at once, this was more random. They came in ones and twos, peppering the battlefield. One narrowly missed my head, sending me spiraling to make me hard to target.

      “Spread out! They’re picking targets. Don’t make it easy!”

      We broke in all directions. Barb flanked the defenders while Claire and Polly drove on the mules to crush the main line. I raced around in the opposite direction to get a better understanding of the area. They built the tower on top of an old skyscraper. But not just any skyscraper. It was the one with the people I’d waved at that first night. I looked up across the street, and could see the room with the torn out walls we’d showered in when Claire had brought in the rest who would declare their interests.

      As the mules trampled the defensive line, I got back to working out where we were going. The wall surrounded the tower, but the tower itself was the only permanent structure. All that was outside the tower was a series of tents. So that’s where I went. Racing towards them, I frowned as I realised that if the girls were inside, that left them unguarded. I felt a pit of dread open up inside as Sarge skidded to a halt out the front. Dismounting, I made for the entrance of the tent when someone grabbed my arm.

      Turning, I spotted Henrietta as she pushed in front and used her sword to flick the flap open. I spotted her shoulders slump, even in the armour, and I knew it was bad. She went in and I turned, giving Maiya and Corrine a wait gesture before following. The inside of the tent was… just awful. Simple cots, blankets and thin pillows lay about like they had searched the place. But the random splatters of blood told me it was more a scramble to harm whoever was inside and they struggled.

      “Where are they?” Henrietta asked.

      I was about to comment about their corpses being looted when I realised the blood vanished as well when they happened. Looking around, I spotted a hand print on a flap at the rear. It had several smears on it to go along with the hand print. Stepping over the broken and tossed items inside, I pushed out the back and froze. The fires were still burning, but the skeletal corpses I could see even from here.

      “Oh god, that’s not…”

      “Go back, Henrietta,” I told her gently.

      She shuddered softly and went back through the tent. They had set the fires at the rear of the enclosed area. I looked up at the tower, and with nobody watching me, I made my way over. From the tent, I could only smell blood and sweat. But as I crossed the settlement, I could pick up the scent of something else. I’d never smelled burned human before and I felt sickened as I knew that memory would never leave me. Coming closer, I felt the heat of the flames and… I blinked. One body near the edge moved.

      Sprinting over, I ignored the horrible sensation of heat on my exposed skin. The body hadn’t moved since, but it almost appeared like they’d tried to crawl out of the flames after being set alight. Dropping to the ground, I gently touched them. The moment I did, they hissed softly.

      “I’m here to help,” I called, not knowing if they could hear me.

      “...ease…”

      Pulling a healing spray, I started at the head. They were completely bald, and I did not know where the ash started and the burned flesh ended. But I needed them to drink a potion. Spraying them down, I listened to their whimpers as blackened flesh turned red, then pink and finally back into their natural skin colour. Moving along, I was as generous as I could on their head and what part of their face I could see. As their facial muscles healed back, I could see her face as she grimaced and whimpered.

      “I’m going to spray your back and roll you over,” I told her.

      “Hurts,” she whimpered as a tear rolled down from one healed eye.

      I grit my teeth as I gave her back a once over. Part of me wondered if killing her would be better. But I didn’t have that in me and she could communicate. As her skin reformed on her back, I took a deep breath.

      “This is going to hurt.”

      “Nooo,” she whimpered.

      I ignored her for the moment and, as gently as I could, I rolled her over. She gasped loudly, clearly in a lot of pain. Then I grabbed her by the hand. I ignored the way her skin seemed to shift over her flesh, like it wasn’t attached. I also ignored the weak scream that escaped her lips, and I started dragging her away from the fire. It was getting bad for me being that close and her being naked wasn’t doing her any favours either. But that didn’t mean she liked it.

      “Ryan!”

      I looked up as Maiya, Corrine, and Henrietta raced over on the shriekers with Sarge in the lead.

      “Spray and potions. NOW!”

      They quickly dismounted and raced over as I forced my healing potion into the woman’s mouth. She choked and lightly tried to fend me off, but I pinned her in place.

      “Drink, I promise it’ll help.”

      She moaned and choked, but I watched her throat move. Even through all the pain she was in, I spotted her hatred of the taste. It really was bad. As she drank, I heard the sprays start. They worked from her torso outward. Her face was in one piece and Corrine started at her chest and went up her neck. Maiya started with her stomach with Henrietta, before moving to her legs and arms, respectively.

      “It hurts. Please stop,” the woman whimpered.

      “I’m sorry,” I cupped her face as she cried. “The pain means you’re getting better, I promise.”

      She shuddered and reached up to wipe a tear from her eye. Only to pause as she saw her hand. Then she just laid there and cried. We continued to spray her down and hold her gently as she healed. And finally, her crying slowed to whimpers and finally soft sighs.

      “How much of this is real?” She asked.

      “Technically, none of it,” I replied. “We’re getting you out.”

      She frowned and nodded, before glancing over at the fires. “Did anyone else survive?”

      “I’m sorry,” I shook my head. “It surprised me to see you move, and you were mostly dead already. I can see about bringing back the others as soon as I can.”

      “Bring them back?” She asked.

      I nodded. “We’re all getting out. I don’t know what Fletcher told you, but this is all a big computer simulation.”

      “I don’t know what to believe anymore,” she closed her eyes.

      “Edith, traveller’s outfit please.”

      Hearing Edith’s name, the woman opened her eyes, and she flinched as the clothing appeared on the ground beside her.

      “Get dressed, please. You’re safe,” I smiled.

      She was walking on her own when we met back up with Claire. My beautiful wife had taken control of things. The buzzards with Terry’s help had cleared the men off the ballistas, and as long as they remained, no archers had tried their luck either. The woman seemed to find comfort in the idea of other women being around and gravitated towards my beautiful bard.

      “How do you wanna go about getting him out?” Claire asked, gesturing for the front door.

      “Are there any women inside?” I asked.

      Our rescue seemed to flinch at being addressed directly, and Claire gently took her by the arm and smiled. “It’s okay. You’re safe here, I promise.”

      The woman nodded slowly. “No. I was with… I was inside and they brought us out and…”

      “That’s okay.” I held up a hand as she nodded and cried. “Cerb, on me!”

      The woman squeaked in fright as the hunter raced over with the rest of the pack. I pointed to the front door.

      “Let’s go. Nobody goes up the stairs, we’re only clearing the ground level!”

      “What are you doing?” Claire asked.

      “Returning a favour,” I growled.

      The hunters followed me to the door as Corrine, Maiya, and Henrietta followed. I heard footsteps.

      “We’re coming,” the female Sam yelled.

      “They killed Sam, they’re DEAD!” Davin snarled.

      I nodded, and we headed for the door. Henrietta went first, testing the handle. It wasn’t locked, so she pushed it open. As she did, a metallic clang sounded, and she raised her shield properly and forced her way in. I could see around here there were a dozen men inside with crossbows.

      “Cerb, kill!”

      The hunters snarled and rushed in around Henrietta’s legs. I was behind as Henrietta charged into the room. Henrietta clashed with a large man holding a mace and I grimaced at the heaving bang of the weapon as it struck her shield. Henrietta didn’t seem to mind all that much as she brought her sword around, forcing him back. A glint of metal passed my vision, and I spotted Corrine hurling one of her knives at an archer who was drawing a bow. The knife took him in the chest and he screamed as a hunter took him the rest of the way to the ground. Davin and Sam were side by side, charging around the far side of the room. Sam was… Amazing. She leaped and twisted, doing a series of flips around her opponent. Every time he spun to hit her with his axe, she darted around, keeping him twisting and turning. So he was completely unprepared for Davin’s punch to the side of the ribs with a spiked gauntlet. The man yelled and whirled around, giving Sam the opportunity to slash him across the back, making the man yell and collapse. They took him to pieces in moments and moved onto the next.

      The hunters were doing their dues, slipping in and biting legs, mauling unsuspecting combatants while they had their backs turned. They immediately set upon anyone who fell, except for Davin and Sam’s opponents. Ironically, the hunters weren’t as vicious as that pair. Maiya moulded herself into my shadow as I came across my own opponent. He was lightly armoured in chain and carried a buckler with a thick sword.

      Stabbing out, he deflected and stepped in to stab me. That was Maiya’s cue to step in, slashing at the man’s neck, forcing him to go on the defensive while I drew back for another strike. I could see the panic on his face when he realised he couldn’t stop us. Every time he deflected one of my attacks, Maiya forced him back into a defensive position. With him distracted, Cerb herself slipped under his guard and bit the inside of his thigh. That’s all it took for Maiya to open his windpipe as he turned away for a split second. As the man went down, we pushed on, killing and fighting right back to the stairs to the upper level.

      At the stairs, I called for a halt and turned back to Corrine, who was breathing hard but otherwise unharmed. “Get Claire. I want enough wood and burning oil to set this floor on fire!” Corrine froze, then nodded with an evil grin. “Henrietta and Maiya, don’t let anyone down to stop us!”

      Turning around, Claire came in with the woman and Corrine. The woman seemed to grin at herself as Claire ordered what she needed from Edith. Firewood appeared, and I grabbed each bundle, taking and placing them around the stairs. So long as they caught, I doubted anyone was getting out. I ignored the sounds of fighting and yelling from the stairwell as I moved everything into position. I doused what I could in the oil Edith provided and left a trail back out the door.

      “Let’s go!” I yelled.

      Everyone filed out. Maiya grabbed Henrietta, and they too hauled ass back out towards me. A group of men tumbled down the stairs. The first couple raced towards us while the others tried to move the firewood. But Henrietta turned at the door as Claire handed me a lit torch. Like a famous kick from a movie about three-hundred ancient warriors, Henrietta knocked the runner back mid-step, and I lifted the torch to throw. Only at the last moment, it was yanked from my hand as the woman I rescued raced it to the open doorway. She hurled it into the room with a yell. Shouting went up from inside as they scrambled to intercept.

      Henrietta shoved her aside as she plunged her sword into someone who came running straight at her. Which was probably a good thing as a sudden rush of hot air blew out the door, knocking her to the ground with the dying man atop her. Running up, I grabbed the man and tossed him off as screaming came from inside. I looked up as smoke started coming out the windows from the second storey.

      “We need to leave, now!”

      Grabbing Henrietta’s raised hand, I pulled her upright as a flaming body stumbled out the door. Henrietta used her shield to shove him back inside, where he belonged. With that settled, I watched the hard glare from the woman who threw the torch. She jumped as I prodded her.

      “Come on,” I said. “It’ll probably fall over before it goes out, so we better move away.”

      “Right,” she nodded.
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      When we passed the spot where Paula and Gary had died, I stopped and turned. Everyone else did too, and we looked at the tower one last time. I had flashbacks to a memory of something that had happened in a foreign country long ago. But this wasn’t the same. That incident had been a blight on the history of humankind. But as the flames reached ever higher in this place of suffering, I couldn’t help but notice the lone figure standing on the roof watching us leave.

      “That’s him, isn’t it Edith?”

      “Mr. Ryan, I can neither confirm nor deny that information at this time.”

      “Edith, if you call me Mr. Ryan one more time, I’m going to spank you.”

      “Very well…. Mr. Ryan.”
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      “BECKY!”

      I blinked and grinned, stepping back as the woman in question leaned into the capsule. Eric spotted her as soon as we got her back to town. They’d had a small talk, and she’d requested to wake up permanently. Eric then went on a one man mission to prove his worth to wake up in the real world. Honestly, though, it was humbling just to see his dedication. One little message passed through Edith to confirm and now I was happy seeing the results.

      “Hey big guy,” she smiled.

      “You’re as beautiful as I remember,” Eric held her.

      Becky blinked back a few tears as she smiled widely. “You’re just saying that. I don’t even have hair.”

      “Don’t care, you’re still pretty,” he mumbled into her neck.

      “He’s gonna be fine,” Demi sighed beside me.

      “What?” I smirked. “You want in, go for it.”

      “Pfft,” Demi chuckled softly. “And give up the chance to have you between my legs. I don’t think so.”

      Ella giggled softly as she waited to one side.

      I frowned. “I wasn’t sure that was happening.”

      “I’ve got a standing offer from your first wife.”

      I shook my head slowly. “Alright, what order is it?”

      “Ella and I are allowed to suck your dick tonight. But you’re not allowed to fuck us until after you fuck Claire.”

      “When’s that supposed to happen?” I asked, thinking about having my wives back.

      “Tomorrow.”

      “So a few hours, or?”

      “Tomorrow for us,” Demi corrected herself. “They’re all coming as far as I know. And at least Claire wants you to take certain liberties with them once they’re here.”

      “Edith?” I called into my headset.

      “I can confirm everything Demi has said,” Edith replied. “I also am waiting.”

      My mind flashed that she was a robot. But I still tended to wake up in some combination with her, Ella and Demi. The trio of women had taken it upon themselves to keep my bed warm the last few days I’ve been here. With our low body mass, keeping warm at night meant bodies or blankets, and Demi apparently didn’t like heavy blankets.

      “When you’re done with the new couple, can I see you for something?” Edith asked.

      “Sure thing, Edith. Where should I meet you?”

      “The control room is fine, Ryan.”

      I nodded and turned back to the happy couple. Becky could stand, but she wasn’t strong enough to do more than… “Hey,” I snapped, seeing their polite kisses suddenly turn frantic.

      Becky pulled away, blushing, while Eric gave me an awkward smile. “Sorry, sir,” Becky whispered.

      “It’s fine,” I waved off her concern, before realising in my suit she couldn’t see my smile. “Lets just get him on the gurney and we’ll take him to your room.”

      Becky smiled, but Eric spoke up. “Our room?”

      “Mhm,” Becky nodded. “I’ll be your personal nurse while you build your strength.”

      I sighed and turned to Demi, “Please tell me there’s a blanket or something in there.”

      Demi giggled while Eric tried desperately to hide the erection that Becky was clearly enjoying the sight of. Ella did actually have a blanket, though, and we held it up as Becky climbed off her patient. He blushed as we bundled him up. Demi and I helped him over to the gurney and laid him down. Ella then took a few minutes going over his vitals, like blood pressure and the rest. Edith had agreed that while it was mostly unnecessary, it would be useful to have a baseline in case there was an anomaly of some sort.

      This was the furthest one yet from the main hub where I woke up. I had a feeling it was originally designed that people of importance went in one section, with lesser areas staged further away from the control room. I understood the need for authority to preserve peace. But erasing everyone’s memories and stuffing them in capsules made that completely meaningless.

      “Let’s go,” I told the couple.

      With Demi walking ahead, I pushed the gurney with Ella guiding it with her hand. Being upright and moving about was getting easier every day. But these long walks pushing the gurneys were still beyond me. Even Demi wore a suit. Becky had assured us she could manage the walk without, but I made sure she remained on top of the blanket when she asked to climb aboard on the trip back.

      It was kind of sweet, though. I could hear him mumbling to her about all the things he loved. In the end, she just stared glassy eyed with tears rolling down the sides of her face as she clung to him. I wanted to tell him to knock it off, but didn’t have the heart. It took almost an hour to get back to their rooms at our slow pace. Edith had helped set up one set of dormitories. This place housed thousands at once if need be and had full kitchen facilities and sleeping areas where people could hot bed. But for now, we all stayed in a central location that was some kind of officers’ quarters. It was more like a housemate situation. The rooms were kind of small, but they were private, with their own facilities, and we shared a large eating area. It would be enough for my wives and I, along with Gary and Paula, who were settling in nicely. And not too dissimilar from what we were used to living in Heaven.

      We took them to the room that Becky had been using and Ella helped the younger woman help him inside. Demi headed into the armoury where she could remove her suit. I took the gurney back to the medical station where Ella would sterilise it and put it away for tomorrow. When I pushed it back, I passed Demi on my way into the armoury. Setting the release, I felt the back open, and I slowly pried myself out. Getting to my own feet, I wobbled for a moment before my balance caught up. I managed it though. It was strange going between the game world and the real one. There was almost no difference that you could tell unless you really sat down and paid attention. In the game world, things were just a little… Off. Kind of like when you feel someone watching you. Once I knew the difference between the real world and the game world, I could spot it.

      Shaking my head, I patted down my jumpsuit and took a deep breath of air. That was half the problem with the switch. Diminished lung capacity from centuries of minor use. Taking a few deep breaths helped stretch things out and promote their use, so that was something I did a lot.

      I took my time heading over to the control room. Not to waste time, but to avoid tripping or falling. All my muscles worked, but my sense of balance wasn’t the best, even days out of the simulation. Edith didn’t mind, however, and the smile she gave me as the doors opened confirmed the fact.

      “Great, we have something to discuss.”

      “This isn’t going to be where you tell us there’s a secret war going on that we still need to fight?”

      “No.”

      “Giant robots?”

      “No.”

      “Aliens? Radioactive waste seeping in through the walls? Mutants digging tunnels?”

      “No, no, and… It’s not a problem yet, but yes.”

      I blinked, “Wait, really?”

      Edith nodded, “Yes, if they keep up their current pace, they’ll reach the outer structure in a few months. Then… Well, I’m uncertain what tools and equipment they have, but it could be a few days or weeks to crack through the outer walls.”

      “Shit,” I sighed.

      “As I said, it’s not a problem yet. And with people coming out of the simulation, we can manage the situation.”

      “You mean kill them all?”

      Edith shrugged, something that, despite her being robotic, reminded me of how human she could be. “That’s entirely up to you, Ryan.”

      I nodded slowly, “Fine. But that’s not why you wanted me to come see you, is it?”

      “No,” Edith frowned.

      That piqued my interest. Edith was usually so damn chipper. Seeing other emotions was… Odd. “Edith?”

      “I need to show you something and make a request.”

      I watched as she approached and offered her arm. We’d walked around like that a lot the first couple of days I’d been here. Her frame was surprisingly sturdy, and she directed me back towards the room where I woke.

      “Ryan, I was the lead scientist that built this facility,” Edith said as we walked. “I controlled and built everything. I’m the one who designed the system. This is all my creation, all of it. I used predictive modelling programs based on the mutations we were observing to predict hundreds of years of mutations. And I did rather well with that, from what I’ve seen on the satellite footage.”

      “How?” I frowned. “You’re… Are you human?”

      Edith sighed softly and brought me to a blank wall panel. She stood there for a moment and it suddenly sunk in, before sliding to one side, showing a capsule unlike the others. Inside was…

      “What the fuck Edith?”

      “I had everything I could dream of back then.” Edith smiled, placing her hand on the glass dome covering what looked like her clone. “Power, money, prestige. Government ministers did what I wanted, when I wanted, how I wanted it. And then they died.”

      “Did… Did you?”

      “No,” Edith sighed and shook her head. “I think it was for the best, though. Most of them weren’t good people and the ones that were tried to keep the peace as long as it lasted. The ones coming here, well… They were a means to an end that failed to fruit when their plane crashed.”

      I looked from the bald, skinny Edith with tubes down her throat inside the capsule. She was imperfect. A few scars on her face from acne. A small burn on her leg and a tattoo of a rose on her hip.

      “How did… How did you become… You?”

      “They assigned you to protect me. The riots were getting bad and threats had been made against my life. You brushed them aside with your confident facade and with my financial backing, you set up various safe houses. We moved around a lot back then. I worked remotely, programming, planning, setting up for the future.” Edith leaned against me, and I pulled my arm around her waist. “I was supposed to be on that plane,” she admitted. “I think I was the target. I’d… Made a name for myself. But they disqualified me after catching the virus that ended the world.”

      “I thought you’d leave. I thought you’d go back to whatever family you had and I took a gun and set it aside for when you walked out the front door. You used that gun and got me to safety. You bundled me into a car, drove until we ran out of gas, then found another car. Three days later, I pulled into this facility with you asleep in the back seat. They had abandoned it after the country’s leadership died. There was nothing left, and I had no options.”

      “We were together before this happened, weren’t we?”

      Edith nodded slowly, “Only the one time.”

      “I was so ill and you weren’t doing well either. The other artificial intelligences cut contact when I turned off the one for this facility. They thought it had fallen. But, with your help, I made a decision. Upload a scan of my brain into the system and become the new AI. Or lose everything that made this place possible and hope that one of the other AIs took over remotely. We made love, just one time, and then I fried my brain to become what I am.”

      “So what’s in here, then?”

      Edith sighed, “My one and only hope of motherhood.”

      “Edith?”

      “My mind is still me, Ryan. I’m still a person, with a few protocols put in place to prevent me from taking over. Something I put in myself to prevent me or anyone else from becoming a dictator. But this body, as much as I physically ache for it, cannot birth a child. And even without a brain, this one can.”

      I looked down at her old body before looking back at Edith. “You want me to use your old body as a surrogate?”

      “I can handle artificial insemination, if you would prefer. I can… I can even let you inseminate me, naturally, and I can extract your sperm myself afterward.”

      “I’ll have to talk to Claire-”

      “She’s already in agreement,” Edith smiled thinly. “She doesn’t know all the details yet, but I have her blessing.”

      I nodded slowly while my mind slowly drifted over the idea of all those pregnant bellies. “That’s kinda hot.”
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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
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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
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