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Chapter One

“In today's news, a government whistle blower has put forward a claim that the government is resuming research on project STWH. As we all remember, this was the project responsible for destroying six square blocks on the outskirts of Pasadena, California several years ago. The massive explosion caused serious loss of life and more than a billion dollars in damage to the research facility.

The whistle blower claims that the research is now being used for another purpose, but that the research and data from the previous attempt have proven that it is far too dangerous to be used for any purpose and the new project should be terminated. When we attempted to contact the government for a response, we received no comment.”

* * *

Max set his tablet down on the table to take a bite of his sandwich. After reading the first couple of paragraphs, he just wasn't that interested. He'd rather watch the blue sky overhead, the small clouds present today scudding about while the birds from the nearby forest flitted back and forth.

They're probably waiting for us to be done out here so they can come scavenge any crumbs I leave behind, he thought. 

Ron was out here with him, the scientist having to come all the way out of the building for his smoke breaks. Right now, he had his butane lighter lit up, staring at the blue flame. As Max watched, Ron leaned forward, cigarette in mouth, and lit it up.

“Ahh,” he sighed as he exhaled the smoke.

“Those things'll kill you, you know?” Max said.

“You need a different shtick, Max. You tell me that every day. I know that, but...”

Ron struck his lighter again, staring at the flame.

“It's just you don't get to see flames much nowadays. I don't even have a fireplace at home. It's just nice to watch, then I get the cigarette going and the coal is like a larval version of fire.”

Ron shook his head.

I know the guy's supposed to be some sort of genius regarding thermodynamics, Max thought, but I think he's really just a firebug and thermodynamics was the closest he could come to fire for a profession. I'm surprised he didn't become a firefighter or an arsonist. Those are the normal jobs someone like that would go for.

“Oh, and don't worry about this crap,” Ron said, staring at Max' tablet for a moment. “Our research is nothing like what they were doing back then. Even if there's a problem, it's a much smaller worm hole than the Space Travel experiment was trying and we've got blast doors and walls in place, just in case.”

Max' head snapped up.

“Ron, you're doing it again. Remember, I barely managed to get clearance to work at this place since I'm divorced and all. I've only got the lowest level of clearance. You shouldn't be talking to me about stuff like this.”

Ron grimaced, but shrugged.

“Yeah, yeah, I know that. But half the guys I know have told their wives or families what they're working on and I trust you a lot more than that. You know you're not supposed to be doing half of what you do here, right?”

“I know, they hired me for maintenance. It just so happens that I can do a lot of mechanical stuff also. It's what I used to do before the divorce, I managed a garage.”

“Yeah, you've told me before. You're a lot more than just a simple car mechanic though, you know your way around a lot more than a car engine. You ought to go get yourself a degree in mechanical engineering or something, you'd be a lot better off.”

Max forced a chuckle.

“I took this job because it was the only one nearby that paid enough for alimony and child support. There's no way I'd be able to afford a degree in something like that. I'll just keep muddling my way through. Even without a degree there's a lot I can still learn from the internet, so long as I can sort the wheat from the chafe.”

Ron shook his head.

“It's a shame, I'm sure you'd be lots better off if you could do something like I said.”

“Yeah, Ron, but then who'd you get to do all your car repairs so cheap?” Max asked.

“Cheap? Have you seen the price of a case of beer recently?” Ron replied, grinning. “Yeah, I know it's a lot cheaper to supply parts and a case of beer to get my car fixed. Still, it isn't right for you, you could do so much better.”

He glanced at his phone and quickly straightened.

“Shit, I gotta get back in there,” he said.

He tapped Max' tablet as he walked by.

“Don't worry about this shit, the new wormhole we'll generate is only about the size of your head. The other was the size of a two story building. No worries.”

Ron dropped his cigarette butt in the Coke can that was placed strategically right under the 'No Smoking within fifty feet' sign mounted beside the door. As he entered the building he broke into a jog, obviously worried about getting back to work on time.

Max powered down his tablet and dropped it back into the satchel he carried around for his lunch and other necessities before heading back into the building to put his satchel in his locker and pick up the cleaning equipment he needed for the next part of his day.

* * *

Max was almost done for the day and feeling it.

I still can't seem to get through a day without exhausting myself, he thought. I wish I knew why. I'm in decent shape so I think it's more a mental thing than anything else.

The lights dimmed for a moment before going out entirely for a second or two.

Uh-oh, I haven't seen that before. I'd better get back to the break room since that's where they want us if there's a problem.

He showed up at the break room, along with the rest of the maintenance staff and a few administration people.

“Anyone know what's up?” Max asked.

He got a bunch of head shakes in answer. People were using their phones trying to see if there was a power outage in the area though.

I know it isn't that. We've got that massive backup generator and I know it's in good working order, we did some pretty major maintenance on it less than a month ago and it gets all the TLC they recommend. Besides, if it had kicked in we would've just had a flicker of the lights, not dimming and going out entirely for a few seconds.

The intercom buzzed for a moment before someone spoke over it.

“Please return to work, in the course of our experiment we ended up drawing a lot more electricity than we anticipated. That section of the experiment is over though and the power should be normal again now.”

Max sighed and joined the line of people exiting the door. Picking up where he left off, he finished off his work for the day.

Surprisingly, I feel a lot better now, not as wiped out. I guess all it took was a little excitement to get my blood pumping again, he thought as he clocked out. 

“Huh, at least that should give me a little bit of overtime,” he mentioned to the other staff around him.

He got a few grins and some agreement from the others around him, while a couple of people just looked disgusted.

That right there tells me just who it is that's on a budget as tight as mine. The pissy looking ones must not have any money problems or they'd be happier for it too, he thought. 

When he got to his truck, he was shocked when it didn't start right up, he had to try starting it four times before it caught, although when it did it sounded even smoother than normal.

He drove a twenty year old truck, one that he did all the maintenance on himself. Engine repairs, welding, and the like were second nature to him, which is why he used to be the manager at an automotive repair shop, at least until his wife divorced him. Since his ex-father-in-law was the owner of the shop, his job disappeared along with his marriage.

I'm not going to think about that. I spent too long dwelling on it before, I know it'll just get me down again if I do.

He put his truck into gear and started to pull out of the parking lot, only to jam his foot on the brakes when he looked out to the edge of the lot.

Along the grassy verge of the parking lot was a sight he never thought he'd see. Standing, seemingly at attention, was a whole row of animals. Foxes, squirrels, rabbits, groundhogs, and more were all lined up, despite the fact that a number of the species represented frequently fed on the others. They all seemed to be staring at the building, unmoving.

Max shook his head.

That's just wrong. Am I seeing things? I'm feeling a lot better than I normally do when I get out of work too, is my mind playing tricks on me or something? I think I need to get home and lie down for a bit or something. It's weird though, I don't feel like anything's wrong, but this sure ain't right either, he thought. 

Letting up on the brake and giving the truck some gas, he pulled out of the parking lot, steadfastly ignoring the line of animals that were still at the edge of the lot.

* * *

Max couldn't fulfill his plan. As soon as he pulled into his driveway, he heard his next door neighbor yelling.

“You stupid rooster, get your feathered ass over here.”

He got out of his truck, surprised that he still felt energetic, and still worried that he might've been hallucinating when he got out of work.

Still, Margaret sounds like she needs help. I'd better hop to it, she's way too old to be chasing a rooster around her yard.

Leaving his satchel in the truck, Max headed over to his next door neighbor.

“Margaret, you need a hand?” he called out.

“Max, thank god. This damned bird is just too feisty and fast for me to catch.”

“We'll corner him,” Max said. “That ought to do it.”

Between the two of them it took them another five minutes or so to get the rooster cornered against the fence. When he grabbed the bird, he got a couple of vicious pecks for his trouble before he flicked his finger onto the rooster's head, hard. That calmed the bird right down.

“Keep it up and I'll hold you upside down so you go to sleep,” Max said. “I'd worry about brain damage, but you're a rooster, you're already brain damaged.”

Margaret chuckled, the sound dry and raspy.

“I thought you said you didn't know anything about chickens.”

“That was five years ago, Margaret. Trust me, I've learned a lot helping you with yours.”

“I told you, time and time again, call me Mags. If you can't bring yourself to do that, at least call me Maggie.”

Max looked over at Margaret. The woman had to be in her eighties, but was still more spry than a bunch of forty year olds he knew.

“Sorry, Margaret. I just can't bring myself to do that. Hell, I can barely bring myself to call you Margaret instead of Mrs. Goldman. It goes against my upbringing, you know? Show respect to my elders?”

“Elder, schmelder. You sound like I'm about to go into one of those old folks homes. Half the reason the people in there are in as bad a shape as they're in is because they're in an old folks home. If I were only twenty years younger, I'd show you. I'd rock your world.”

Max blushed, he couldn't help it.

She's like this all the time. Loves to brag that she was part of the Summer of Love, and that she's half the reason they called it that. She's got some wild stories about her and her husband while he was still alive too. I just don't know how to react when she gets like this, though.

“I'm sure you would, Margaret, but you aren't. I'm still a bit woman shy too, so...”

“Bah, you can still enjoy a woman while you're woman shy, so long as there are no strings attached. From what you told me a while back, you know that. Get enough beers in you and you'd be good to go, I'd make sure of it.”

Max' blush intensified.

There's no winning with her, I've tried repeatedly, Max thought. It's time for me to change the subject. 

There were two things Max knew that would derail Margaret from whatever she was talking about. Her chickens were one, but since they'd just had to deal with them, he went for the other.

“So, how's your garden going?”

“Oh, wonderfully. Would you like some spinach? It's coming on strong with the cool weather and I've got more than I can use. It doesn't really freeze or dry that well though, so I should make sure it gets used up.”

“Sure, Margaret. Hey, do you know anything about hallucinations?”

Margaret started grinning and opened her mouth to speak.

“No, not the kind from psilocybin or acid. I meant the medical type of hallucination. I'm pretty sure I was seeing things earlier today.”

“Are you feeling okay, Max?” she asked, hurrying over and putting her hand up to reach the back of his neck.

“It doesn't feel like you've got a fever or anything,” she added.

“No, it's just been a weird day. I feel fine, great even, but normally by this time of day I'm exhausted, so that's weird. Then I saw something really weird pulling out of the parking lot at work.”

“What?”

He explained about the animals he'd seen.

“Well, the animals being there isn't that weird. Didn't you tell me that lab is out in the middle of the forest with nothing around it? Kind of like us, here, now that I think of it. Them being all together and looking like robots or something else does sound kinda weird though. Did anyone else see them?”

“I didn't stop to ask. I just thought I should get home and lie down. I'm not so sure that I could go to sleep though, I feel full of energy for some reason. Not as much as when I was still at work, but I've still got a lot more pep than normal.”

“Sounds weird. You sure you aren't just holding out on me? That sounds like some stuff I'd love to try,” Margaret said. 

Max just shook his head.

“Sorry, Max. Doesn't sound like anything I've dealt with in eighty plus years. I think your best bet is what you were saying. Go lie down, maybe take a shower first in case you got some sort of powder or something on you from your work. Shower, eat good, then lie down and rest for a bit. I'll make sure of the eat good, you just go get in your shower and make sure you're decent when I come over with food for you. I make no promises about what might or might not happen if you're not decent when I come in there though.”

Max' blush had finally faded, but now it was back in force.

“That sounds like a good idea. There was some weird power surge up there, who knows what that might've done to the vents. A shower sounds like a good idea.”

“I'll give you half an hour, then I'm coming over with food, just so you're warned. What you do with that information is up to you,” Margaret said, looking at Max with what he was sure was a lecherous grin.

Sure he was about to get back at her for all her flirting, Max spoke up.

“Margaret,” he said, mock indignantly, “I thought you were worried about cougars coming around to steal your chickens. But here you are, playing the part yourself.”

She beamed.

“You think I'm a cougar? That's the nicest thing anyone's said to me all year.”

* * *

When he got back to the house, the first thing he did was let Danny in. Danny was an old dog, he'd been several years old when Max had adopted him from the shelter right after the divorce. That meant he was a very old dog for his breed now. Danny shuffled in and settled down in front of Max' chair while Max got clean.

Max was out of the shower and wearing a pair of sweats when he heard the knock on his door. When he opened it, Margaret was there, carrying a pot of something that smelled delicious.

“I figured some stew would probably go down well and if you're sick, it ought to be easier to keep down, or at least less fuss coming back up,” she said.

I think that when they made Margaret, the subtlety box was all out so she never got any, Max thought. 

He gestured her into the kitchen, stepping back out of the way. His kitchen wasn't the roomiest, but with only him there most of the time it sufficed. Margaret set down the pot on the stove, then rummaged around in his cupboard for a couple of bowls. His, she filled to the brim, hers was only about a quarter full when she sat down opposite him.

“Eat up, Max. It's good stuff. Venison stew from the meat you gave me a while back.”

Max was pretty sure that the rest of it was food she'd grown herself. Margaret's garden was larger than he'd want to take care of, but she didn't seem to have a problem with it.

Then again, she's retired and doesn't have to spend nine hours a day at work and driving to and from it, he thought. 

He picked up a spoonful of the stew and ate.

“I will never get over how good your cooking is,” he said. “It's just amazing.”

She grinned at him.

“If I didn't know any better, I'd think you were talking me up because you wanted something. Flattery will get you everywhere you want to be, with me at least.”

“Margaret, like you said, if you were twenty years younger, I might take you up on that, but you aren't.”

She cackled.

“What, you don't find me pretty?” she asked.

“You're the most gorgeous eighty-something year old I've ever spoken with,” Max said.

You're also the only eighty-something year old I've ever spoken with, as far as I know, he added mentally. 

“Eat, you need it if you're sick. If you aren't? Well, you're a growing boy, you still need it.”

“Margaret, I'm thirty-six years old. The only growing I'll be doing any more is out, at least if I keep eating your food. It's too good for me to stop when I should.”

“Well, at least you're honest. You only love me for my cooking skills.”

“That's not all of it, I also like your company, even if you do go out of your way to embarrass me as much as possible,” Max said.

“Oh, deary, I'm afraid you've got another think coming if you think I do it as much as possible. Would you like me to demonstrate?”

Rather than answer verbally, Max just spooned up more stew and shook his head while he chewed. He also slipped a piece of the venison out for Danny, holding it until the old dog realized what he was being offered and licked it out of Max' palm.

When he finished eating his entire bowl, she was just finishing her much smaller portion.

“Do you have room in your freezer for leftovers?” she asked. “Because I've got more in my chest freezer at home. I made a big batch. I can leave this for you and you can freeze it and just heat it up when you want some more.”

“Sure, I think,” Max said. “Let me get something to put it in.”

By the time he got the container with the leftover stew in his freezer, she was cleaning the pot and his sink, finishing up a minute or two after he did.

“Okay, Max. Honestly, I don't see you acting oddly at all now. Did you see anything else after the animals?”

“No, I didn't. I just drove home and everything seemed normal.”

“Good, I wouldn't worry about it unless you start seeing other things. For now, just lie down like you were talking about. Sleep, if you can, and we'll see how you're feeling tomorrow,” Margaret said. “I'm going to take my leave now, but I'll check in with you again tomorrow after you're done with work, maybe before if I'm up early enough.”

After Margaret left, Max went ahead and laid down. He thought that there was no way he was going to fall asleep, until he felt his entire body relax, all at once. He drifted into darkness, unaware of anything until he found himself waking up, as stiff as he could remember ever being, the next morning.

* * *


Chapter Two

“I'm telling you, the wormhole is doing something to the people that are closest to it,” Ron said. “I'm not even one of the closest, but I keep getting this tingling feeling whenever I'm on my station.”

“We are not going to shut down this experiment because you are getting a tingling feeling, Ronald,” Rachael said. “There are no signs of micro-organisms coming through the wormhole, just power. That's probably what you're feeling, the power.”

“There's definitely power coming through,” Richard added. “I can't use it to generate electricity yet, but the computer is on it and can detect the power itself. We just need to learn how to convert it.”

“Well, the temperatures are within tolerances,” Ron said, “although the very edges of the wormhole are pushing that. The power doesn't seem to be doing more than mildly heating up the ambient temperature of the rest of the room either, unless you get right up next to it. It's like the heat from the edges of the wormhole doesn't radiate as far as heat should. I can't explain that yet.”

They'd split the scientists into three shifts, but every last one wanted to get as much time with the wormhole as possible. Ron, Rachael, and Richard had all come in early and been prevented from starting in on their normal experimentation and research until those who were researching right now got through with their planned tests and research, so they'd started chatting.

“Well, at least it's a stable wormhole this time,” Ron said. “I read the reports on the last one they tried.”

“You know you weren't supposed to do that,” Rachael said. “Why do you constantly go against all authority?”

Ron shrugged.

“I just don't like people telling me what to do, barring a very few exceptions for those I respect.”

He pulled out a cigarette and started spinning it between his thumb and fingers.

“Since they aren't letting us in yet, I'm going to go have a smoke.”

“Disgusting habit,” Rachael said. Ron just grinned at her and shrugged.

* * *

Max stretched, feeling better than he had for a while, even while stiff all over. Once he felt that he was loosening up, he grabbed a handful of animal crackers and headed out the back door. He continued his stretching after setting the crackers down on the patio table.

When his guest arrived, he picked up the first of the crackers and tossed it into the yard. The vixen who'd shown up while he was stretching trotted over and gobbled it down. Then he tossed the next one, in closer than the first.

It was a game he'd been playing for a couple of years, ever since the vixen had gotten courageous enough to show up in his yard while he was in it also. Experimentation, combined with a leftover package of animal crackers from his daughter's infrequent visits, had told him just what the red fox liked. Familiarity allowed him to do what he was doing now.

He held the last few crackers in the palm of his hand and the vixen trotted up, gave his hand a sniff, then licked the last of the crackers right out of his palm, only pausing to give his palm another lick before turning and going back to the forest that started up a couple of hundred feet behind his house.

With that done, he put Danny's food and water in the run he'd constructed for the dog to use when it was supposed to be nice out and Max was working, then led Danny himself out to the run after giving him a few pets.

I miss the days when Danny was spry enough to play some fetch or wrestle a bit, Max thought. He's earned his retirement though. I'm afraid he's only got a year or two left, tops, and that's if I'm lucky.

Morning routine over, Max started getting himself ready for work, wondering if Margaret had been right and he had been exposed to some sort of powder or dust that had caused him to hallucinate. He felt fine now, and wasn't seeing things, but he'd felt fine the day before when he'd had the problem, so he knew that wasn't any indication of anything.

Doesn't matter. I can't afford to take the day off from work without using a sick day and I'm unwilling to do that, so I need to get ready, he thought. 

As Max was pulling out of the driveway, Margaret flagged him down.

“Hey Max, how are you feeling today?” she asked.

“Pretty good, actually, but I felt that way yesterday too, so it isn't indicative of anything.”

“Have you been working out or something? I meant to ask you yesterday, but we had better things to be doing.”

He shook his head.

“No, why?”

“You just look buffer than normal is all. You're normally in decent shape, but I really noticed yesterday and it's even more noticeable today.”

Max shrugged.

“I haven't been doing anything different than normal. Maybe a few less beers, but maybe not also. I don't really keep track.”

“Well, I know your work ethic, so I know you're headed for work. If you don't feel well, though, then take part of the day off and go see a doctor. That's how my Bernie went, he insisted that he didn't need to see a doctor, then just didn't wake up one morning.”

Max patted Margaret's hand where it rested on his window frame. The only times he'd seen Margaret sad was when she talked about her late husband, Bernie, and when she'd lost some chickens to the local wildlife.

“I will, I'm feeling fine though and one little imaginary vision isn't enough for me to want to go see a doctor. I've got good insurance, since it's a government job, but it'd still cost me more than I can afford to spend.”

“Like I said, if you need to, then you go do that. This is life experience talking, not just my opinion.”

“I will. If anything bad happens, or I start seeing things again, I'll do that,” Max said.

“Good then, I'd hate to lose you too, when I haven't even had you yet,” Margaret replied, raising  her eyebrows together several times.

“Margaret! I need to get to work, there's no time for that.”

“There's always time for that, Max. I've just got to convince you that it's worth your time. Get going, don't be late for work.”

“Not much chance of that. I'm always early. They've got a much better internet speed than I do here, so I go there and use their connection to screw around a bit most of the time. There are some games I play that do a lot better with a faster connection.”

“Really? I thought that was a tight security government place.”

“It is, I've just done some mechanical work for a couple of the IT guys and they gave me access so I can play my games out in the parking lot.”

“Explains the lawn chair and cooler in the back of your truck then, don't it.”

Max just shrugged and Margaret waved him on.

He pulled into the parking lot at work and, almost against his will, looked out to the edge of it.

Thank god, there's nothing there, he thought. If there was, I think I was going to have to go out there and try to poke one of them to see if it was all just in my head.

* * *

It wasn't until lunchtime that his day went completely surreal.

Max was sitting out on the patio again, enjoying a bowl of the leftover stew that Margaret had gifted him when the door behind was flung open, crashing into the wall.

“Max,” Ron gasped. “Help me, I think I'm losing my mind.”

Max turned, saw Ron, then just sat there and gaped for a moment.

Ron was standing there, staring at one of his hands, the same one that had caught Max' attention. It was coated in orange and blue flames that were, from what Max could see of the hand beneath the fire, not doing anything at all to his skin.

“Ron, what the hell? Is this some new practical joke of yours?” Max asked.

Ron's eyes were wide with panic when Max looked up to his face. Realizing that it wasn't a practical joke, Max dashed over upending the bottle of water he'd been drinking over the flames. They went out, for a moment at least, but quickly returned.

The flesh Max had seen when the flames were out didn't show any type of burn whatsoever.

“Ron. What the hell did you do?”

Ron just shook his head, the look of panic still building in his eyes.

“Nothing, nothing at all. I was... was just in with the wormhole wishing that I had time for a cig. Then I got... I got distracted thinking about my new lighter and its blue flame. The next thing I knew my hand was on fire,” he stuttered.

Max' eyes flew back down to Ron's hand, noting that the blue in the flames was exactly the same shade as the blue flames from Ron's lighter.

Ron staggered over to the grass and started wiping his hand on the dirt beneath it, trying to put the flames out. They kept coming back though. Every time he got the flames to disappear on half his hand and turned it over to put the other part out, the first part started burning again.

“Max, you gotta help me. The flames aren't all of it, either. I keep seeing things like screens in my vision, they go away when I want, but they keep coming back!” Ron cried.

Then he went limp and collapsed on the ground, the flames on his hand sputtering out and staying out this time.

Now that Max wasn't focusing on Ron and his panic, he heard more screams and yells coming from inside the building. He quickly checked on Ron and found that he was alive, but out cold, his pulse racing.

Alright, let's find out what the hell is going on here, he thought. 

When he got to the door, he paused, looking back at Ron. Then he heard another scream and turned back to the door.

He's unconscious, but looks otherwise okay, I better go check on these screams before I do anything with Ron.

Max followed the screams into the interior of the building. They seemed to be coming from inside the more secure section, the one he was only supposed to have monitored access to. There were other administrative and maintenance staff outside of the secure area, and they seemed fine, although they also seemed to be gathered around the entrance to the secure area. The guards that were normally on the door there weren't present and when he checked the door, it was locked.

Ah, shit. I'm gonna lose my job over this, aren't I? Max thought. 

He shook his head, knowing that going in there was a bad idea in more ways than one, but there were fewer screams already and some of them had cut off in a fashion that suggested the screamer wouldn't be doing so ever again.

“Can anyone get us through the door?” he asked.

“Hell no, I wouldn't go in there even if I could,” one of the secretaries replied.

He looked around the small group and didn't see anyone offering an option. So Max, turned and sprinted towards the outside.

When he got to Ron, the scientist was still out cold.

“Sorry man, I hope I don't get you in trouble, too,” Max said, pulling Ron's access card from the pocket he knew the man normally kept it in.

Then he turned and ran back to the door.

* * *

Inside the secure area, things had quieted down. As Max entered, only one other person was willing to go with him, another one of the first shift maintenance people, name of Duane.

“I don't hear any more screams,” Max said. “I don't know if that's good or bad.”

“I'd rather not hear them myself,” Duane said, “but at least it was letting us know there was still someone alive in here. It's quiet as a grave now.”

It wasn't, not quite. Max heard someone breathing laboriously someplace and tried to focus on figuring out where it was coming from. When he thought he had a lead on it, he motioned for Duane to follow him.

They came around a corner to find Rachael, another scientist from the project, this one a microbiologist, lying in the middle of the corridor. Her skin seemed to be shifting around on her body and Max took an involuntary step back at the sight.

“What the hell is that?” Duane asked.

Max shook his head.

“No clue, and I'm not sure I'm willing to get close enough to find out. How about you?”

“I'm thinking that I oughta be on my lunch break right now. Getting out of here sounds good to me.”

The skin on the back of Rachael's hand broke open, blood pouring out. Except the blood wasn't entirely red, or at least something else was mixed in with it. The bilious green fluid mixed in with the blood set Max' teeth on edge.

“I don't think we can help her,” he said. “Let's go back and follow the other corridor.”

With a fervent nod, Duane turned and made haste away from the stricken microbiologist.

The first thing Max saw going in the other direction was the two security guards that were normally stationed outside of the door to the secure area. They were both lying in the corridor, their uniforms blackened and scorched, burned right through in spots. Neither one of them was moving, not even breathing.

Max' hand went up over his eyes.

“Duane, I don't know if I can do this,” he said.

“Max, I'm right with you there. Let's get out of here.”

“I think we need to check a little more. If there's anyone alive in here, they need help.”

“What the hell happened, Max?”

“No clue, Ron got hit with whatever it was also, but he made it outside before collapsing.”

“He alive?”

“Yeah, but out cold. If we don't find anyone alive in here in the next minute or two, then I'm going back out there to make sure he's okay.”

Max gingerly made his way past the corpses of the security guards and entered the room beyond. Lying in the middle of that room was another one of the scientists, Max wasn't sure what his specialty was, just that it had something to do with electricity and power generation. The guy was lying face down on the floor, a puddle of blood spreading out from him.

Hoping that he was still alive, Max flipped him over, then had to struggle to not vomit up the little of his lunch he'd managed to get eaten. Retching, he turned the scientist back over, but Duane had already seen what Max had. The man's chest had exploded. Where the heart would normally sit was a blackened cavity, the chest itself showing that it had exploded outward.  Max looked up, trying to unsee what he'd just seen and realized that the man had to have been lying on his back when it happened.

The ceiling was splattered with blood all around some blackened scorch marks surrounding several holes.

So much for forgetting what I saw on that guy's body, Max thought. It looks like whatever exploded him did so with enough force to hit the ceiling. You know what? I'm outta here. I'm going to grab Ron and take him back to my place, maybe to the hospital if he deteriorates any more, but I'm not staying here, not even if it does cost me my job.

“Duane?”

“Yeah, Max?”

“Let's get outta here.”

“You read my mind. They don't pay me enough to deal with this shit and, if I'm not mistaken, they aren't gonna be paying anyone for a little while. I think this place is getting shut down with extreme prejudice and I want to get out of here before they get here to do that.”

“Good plan,” Max said, turning and heading back to the entry of the secure area at a trot.

* * *

The nearest exit from the building was the one that led to Ron. As Max and Duane passed through the crowd still waiting near the door, they called out a warning and recommended evacuating the building. Before they were even outside they knew they'd been taken seriously since the alarm went off.

There should've been an automatic one in the secure area, but that had evidently failed, or whatever had happened hadn't triggered it. This one was a manually triggered alarm with a different pattern to the alarm than the automatic one so Max assumed one of the admin people had triggered it on the way out.

They got through the door to the outside, then finally slowed down.

“Duane, give me a hand getting Ron to my truck? I'd call an ambulance, but there was some freaky stuff going on with Ron before he passed out, so I think I'd rather wait and see if he wants to go to the hospital when he wakes up.”

“Freaky stuff?”

“Yeah, like Rachael looks like she got killed by a biological weapon and she's a microbiologist. The other guy, whose name I can't remember, deals with power generation and I'd swear it looked like he got hit by lightning. Ron works with thermodynamics. He came out with his hand on fire before he passed out. Didn't burn him at all, but I could feel the heat. Freaky stuff like that.”

“Is it safe?” Duane asked.

“Well, it was only his hand on fire, so how about you take his legs and I'll take his arms. That work for you?”

Duane was obviously nervous about it, but the two of them scooped Ron up and started across the parking lot to Max's truck.

They were only halfway there when things got even more insane. Duane let out a yell of pain and dropped Ron's legs. Max looked over to see what was happening and there was a fox trying to savage Duane's leg.

“What the hell? Is that thing rabid or something?” Max asked.

He couldn't see it foaming at the mouth, but wasn't sure if it was just an urban myth that all rabid creatures did that. What he could see was that the fox wasn't paying any attention to him at all, so he let Ron down as easily as he could while doing it quickly, then stepped forward and kicked the fox in the side, but good. The fox went flying away, taking a chunk of Duane's pants and a little bit of his leg in the process.

“Screw this, I'm outta here,” Duane said, turning and limping towards his own car.

Max looked from Ron to his truck, then back.

It's only about fifty feet. I can get him there, Max thought. 

He took Ron up in a fireman's carry, then staggered for a few steps.

He's heavier than he looks. I guess being a scientist is a bit more sedentary than being a maintenance guy, Max thought. I'll get him there, though.

Max was keeping a sharp eye out in case that fox decided to return. He could barely carry Ron the way he was and he didn't need something snapping at his legs while he tried to do so.

He got to his truck and dumped Ron in through the passenger side door. Instead of going around the front of his truck, which was shorter, he went around the back, grabbing a tire iron out of the bed as he did so.

When he turned the corner to the driver's side of the truck, he stopped cold. Standing next to his door was the fox he'd already kicked, at least he thought it was that one. What left him confused, though, was the rabbit sitting right next to it. Not only was it staring at him, but it had jagged looking teeth that kept it from completely closing its mouth.

Both of the animals had their gazes locked on him, despite the rabbit sitting less than a foot away from the fox. He started to back up and the fox darted forward, only to meet the tire iron as Max tried to treat the fox like a baseball and send it out of the park.

Max' bare arm started stinging painfully and he looked over to see the rabbit, with its oversized teeth, latched onto it and trying to gnaw deeper into him. He nearly brained himself as he swung the tire iron over to knock the rabbit off of his arm. When he managed it, it left his arm bleeding. He stomped on the rabbit, which was apparently stunned from the impact, and was pretty sure that he killed it in the process.

About then, he heard Duane start screaming. When he turned to head in that direction, he saw the fox headed straight back at him again. Instead of swinging for the park this time, he tried swinging for the dirt, driving the fox into the pavement with a strong hit from the tire arm. Once again he stomped down and was reasonably sure that the fox wouldn't be bothering him any more.

Duane was still screaming so Max headed in his direction, but once more was stopped cold when screens appeared in his vision.

Just like Ron was talking about, Max thought. 

He quickly skimmed the screens.

You have killed Newbie Rabbit!

Experience earned.

The second one overlapped the first and was similar.

You have killed Newbie Fox!

Experience earned.

It took him a moment of waving his hands around before he got the screens to clear out his vision, once he did, he headed for Duane again. Before he got there, Duane's screams were cut off abruptly. Max slowed and turned to look at Duane's car, peeking out from behind another vehicle. The keys hung from the still closed driver's side door and Duane was lying on the ground beside it. There was a mountain lion standing over him, head bent so it could chew on his body.

Max quietly pulled himself out of sight and slipped back to his own truck. When he neared it he reached down to grab the corpse of the rabbit and the fox.

I ought to be able to get them tested for rabies, but I'm worried that it's something from the lab driving these things nuts now. Is that what I saw yesterday? Was whatever it is that's affecting these things already working on then?

He tried to grab the fox' corpse by the scruff of the neck, but when he made contact with it, the corpse simply disappeared and he found himself holding a fox fur. Again, when he tried to grab the rabbit, the corpse disappeared and he was holding a rabbit skin and some rabbit meat.

Unwilling to delay to give it any thought, he threw the stuff in the bed of the truck, then slipped into the driver's seat and slammed the door. He turned the truck over, but it wouldn't start right off. Much like the day before it took him multiple tries to get the truck running, but when he did it seemed to be running well. He latched his and Ron's seat belts, having more difficulty with Ron's due to the scientist's limp state, put it into gear, and headed for the exit of the parking lot.

The exit was blocked. A row of animals filled the exit from side to side, rabbits, squirrels, foxes, mountain lions, and more were packed fur to fur, not reacting to one another.

“Screw this shit,” Max said.

He aimed the nose of the truck for where he knew the center of the exit was, then floored the accelerator.

* * *


Chapter Three

“Sir, we've got a problem,” the private remotely monitoring the experiment at the research lab reported.

“What is it?” the ranking officer replied.

“They've lost containment at the research lab.”

“I thought that happened yesterday.”

“No, sir, I mean the secondary containment. The foreign energy is making it out of the secure area and into the surroundings. The rate of penetration is continually increasing, also.”

“That's not good. Get the reaction team in there and shut that wormhole down. Did the AI report anything first?”

“Yes, sir. Orders are sent. That AI generated a theory that there was more energy than we were accounting for, a secondary type we hadn't detected. The last message we got from the AI before the secondary containment failed was 'Energy conversion commencing' then we lost the connection, we couldn't reestablish it either, the AI denied the attempt.”

* * *

A series of bumps and thumps left the truck bouncing as Max cleared the parking lot. Ron snapped upright for a moment.

“What's that bang?” he asked.

“Don't worry, just getting us the hell out of dodge,” Max replied, slowing since the road appeared clear in front of him.

Screens appeared in his vision again.

You have killed Newbie Animal (X7)!

Experience earned. Level Gained!

Evidently whatever was creating the screens had registered his anger with his vision being obscured the last time since this time they were translucent. He guessed that they registered his irritation with them again since the screen suddenly minimized itself, dropping to the lower left hand corner of his vision like it was a taskbar.

Which is weird, really, Max thought. I could see the screen like it was a screen, but at the same time I could still see what was behind it. So much for hallucinating though. I'm not the only one seeing this shit this time, and we're seeing some of the same things. After some of the other stuff Duane and I saw, I'm almost willing to believe anything I see now.

He shook his head, thinking about Duane, but with just a tire iron to his name he wouldn't have been able to do much, even if he hadn't been too late to do anything for Duane.

Max risked a glance over at Ron, only to find that he was out cold again, hanging against the seat belt. He grimaced, then put his attention back on the road. He'd get Ron back to the house, try to wake him up, then see where to go from there.

The road was clear all the way back to his house. It had just been put in a few years ago, but the winters in Colorado, even bumfuck nowhere southwestern Colorado where they were located, were bad enough to leave it pretty damaged already. Chunks of asphalt were missing around the edges here and there, frost heaves nearly the size of speed bumps had risen, and enough potholes to keep him paying attention when he drove studded the asphalt. He never really had a problem with it before since he normally tried to pay attention to the speed limit, but today he just wanted to get as far away from the research center as he could manage.

What the hell was going on back there? Rabbits attacking? Since when? And that shit inside the secure area. Maybe Ron will have a clue as to what's going on when I get him awake again. If I didn't have him here with me, I'd still think I might be hallucinating all of this.

Max cautiously reached over to the other side of the seat, poking Ron gently just to ensure that he really was there. Ron grunted at the contact so Max quickly withdrew his finger and just concentrated on getting them back to the house in one piece.

When he pulled his truck into the driveway and turned it off, he sighed with relief. Then his head sagged forward onto the steering wheel and he allowed himself to just freak out for a bit. After he'd let himself go for a few seconds, he tried to get himself back in shape to do something and slipped out of the truck.

* * *

Margaret had seen him pull in and was coming over at a quick pace.

“Max, did you decide that you were sick?”

Max opened the passenger door of his truck and undid Ron's seat belt. He pulled Ron out of the truck and the scientist started stirring.

“No, Margaret. I wasn't sick or hallucinating at all. There's some weird and nasty stuff happening out there. Ron, and bunch of others, got hit with it too. I mean, it could be mass hallucinations, but what are the odds? They weren't working with chemicals as far as I know, just energy.”

“Who's this?” she asked.

“This is the Ron I was just talking about. He was burning up, then passed out, so I brought him back here to see if I could do anything for him. It just wasn't safe up at the labs.”

Margaret slipped in and put a hand on the back of Ron's neck.

“He don't feel warm now, no fever at all.”

Max caught Margaret's gaze before he spoke.

“Not burning up with fever. His hand was on fire, but his skin wasn't burning. He was shouting something about seeing screens, too. I thought maybe you were right and there was a chemical release that had us both doing that, until I went deeper into the lab to help some people screaming. You don't want to know what I found there, you really don't, but I don't have a good enough imagination to hallucinate the stuff I was seeing, so I'm pretty sure it was real. I need to get Ron awake so I can ask him what the hell is going on. He should have a better idea than I do, since he was involved in the project itself, one of the scientists.”

Margaret raised an eyebrow at him.

“Are you sure you're okay? You seem to be talking a lot of nonsense, far as I'm concerned.”

“I feel fine. Panicked, sad, confused, you bet, but physically I'm just fine, except for this little nick where a bunny rabbit decided to attach itself to my arm,” Max said, gesturing towards the wound on his arm.

Margaret looked at it more closely.

“It's a bite, sure enough, but I don't recognize the tooth pattern. Seriously, you expect me to believe a little bunny rabbit did that?”

Max shook his head.

“Sure enough. When I tried to grab the corpse, weird shit happened then, too.”

Ron was slowly coming to so Max shook him a little, until he could stand on his own. Then he reached into the back of the truck and pulled out the rabbit meat, rabbit skin, and fox fur.

“I was gonna have the corpses checked for rabies, but when I touched them, this shit appeared in my hand instead,” Max said, handing the stuff to Margaret.

Her eyes crossed as she stared at the rabbit meat.

“How'd you clean this? I can't see any knife marks on it or anything? Same thing with the hides? Are you trying to pull one over on this old lady? If we're getting to the practical joke stage of our relationship, then I must be making some progress, but I promise you that I'll get you back for it.”

“Max? Who's this? I know this is your house, you worked on my car here some, but how'd we get here?” Ron asked.

“Ron, do you remember anything from before?”

“Just some dream of being able to control fire. I made a sheath of it for my hand without burning myself, but I couldn't get it to go away after? Weird dream, no?”

“Maybe, if it were a dream. It's weirder than that though, you came out of the building with your hand like that, yelling something about screens,” Max said.

“I didn't say a word about the screens in my dream, how'd you know that Max?” Ron asked.

“You told me about 'em, then just passed out. I saw those screens myself when I was trying to get you away from the lab. There's bad things happening in the secure area, Ron. Me and Duane went in to see who was screaming, and just found a bunch of dead people. Like dead from diseases and lightning and shit like that. Lost Duane when we were trying to leave the labs since a bunch of animals that normally wouldn't mess with people started attacking us in the parking lot.”

“I wasn't dreaming?” Ron asked, shaking his head. “Then what the hell's going on?”

“I don't know, Ron. I even had one of those screens minimize itself in my vision, but it's gone now. Disappeared somewhere between the labs and here. What the hell were you guys doing in those labs, Ron?”

* * *

“Wait a minute, aren't you the one normally telling me that I'm not supposed to be talking about that stuff?” Ron asked.

“That was before all this crap happened. Now I just want to know what's going on.”

“Well, you know we had a wormhole we generated. It's the same style as the one that caused the explosion a few years back, just lots smaller. That one let loose with a massive blast of energy that caused the explosion. This one lets out a lot less, and we're tapping it to try to build a cheap, clean energy source. We've got an AI running on its own supercomputer to figure out how we can convert it to something we can use.”

“So, what the hell happened recently that hadn't before?”

“Well, we had the energy contained until yesterday with a shield around the wormhole. Then we started tapping into it to experiment with conversion yesterday. When we did, the little tap we used ruptured the shield. Still, it shouldn't have been a big deal, the energy didn't have anything to interact with to explode like it did on the other wormhole, so we were working to rebuild the shield.”

“And?” Max asked.

Ron swallowed.

“Apparently, the flow rate of the energy was increasing and we were unaware of that,” Ron said. “I think there was a secondary source of energy that we hadn't detected yet. When we tried to reestablish the shield, the whole mess held for a few minutes, then the shield exploded. The energy we were monitoring peaked, so if there was something else mixed in with it, that probably did too. The next thing I knew, people were screaming and my hand was on fire. That's all I can tell you. The AI was the one who came up with the theory that there was a secondary energy we weren't detecting, but I never managed to get any more about that before the shit hit the fan.”

“So, the wormhole was dumping out boatloads of energy. Could that explain all the stuff happening? How would it put up screens in our vision, or turn wildlife vicious?”

“I don't know, the only thing I know is that the AI had started converting the energy. Its primary purpose in this experiment is to determine how to convert the energy to electricity for human usage, so it's doing something with it.”

“Where was that energy supposed to go when it converted it?” Max asked.

“There were massive banks of batteries it was supposed to charge first. Then we were going to tie the batteries into the grid and start feeding the electricity out to the general populace. It would keep feeding it to the batteries which would act as a feed for the inverter that got it ready for usage.”

“So, where's the wormhole let out?” Max asked.

Ron shrugged.

“I don't know, I don't know if anyone knows, they just know that there was massive amounts of free energy on the other side of it. That was enough for them to authorize it as far as I know. I can tell you that there's plant life on the other side of the wormhole, weird plant life, but plant life. It glows and shit, looks like it's got sap, and that glows too when it comes out of the plants.”

“So, they got this unknown energy coming through and wanted to convert it?” Margaret asked.

Ron's head snapped around. Evidently he'd forgotten that Margaret was there.

“Not just coming through, pouring through, almost like it was under pressure,” Ron replied.

“So, what the hell do we do now?” Max asked.

Ron just shrugged.

“I suppose I ought to report in with what I saw, but I'm a little nervous about that. The surviving members of the research team from the last wormhole all went missing within a week or so after the explosion. I might be better off just letting them think I'm dead, or do you think I'm being paranoid?”

Max thought back to the things he'd seen at the research lab earlier in the day.

“No, I don't think so at all. Not after having seen all that crap earlier at the labs.”

“Good, then I need a favor,” Ron said.

“What do you need?” Max asked.

“A ride back to the lab. I've got a bug out bag in my car there that I really need.”

“Need?” Max asked.

Ron nodded.

“If I have to drop off the grid I need it. I've got a new identity in there along with a stack of cash and precious metals, plus a bunch of other stuff.”

Max' eyes went wide, he'd never realized that Ron was the type to have such a thing. Admittedly, he'd only dealt with him at work and the few times he'd worked on Ron's car, but even so, he thought he would've picked up on something like that from him.

“I can tell you right now that you do not want to go back there unarmed,” Max said.

“Unfortunately, my pistol is in the car as well, they don't let you take firearms into the lab.”

“How are you with a shotgun?” Max asked.

* * *

Max had convinced Margaret that she really didn't want to go with them, despite her claiming that she could use the excitement. As a result, Ron was riding shotgun, literally, when Max pulled off to the side of the road about a mile from the parking lot for the lab.

“What?” Ron asked.

“My screen is back, the little minimized thing I told you about. It just showed up.”

Ron relaxed.

“Good, because these damned things are back for me, as well. I was worried that it was just me that was seeing them.”

Max shook his head.

“Let me see if I can do anything with this. It told me I'd gained a level? Like some damned video game.”

Max took a minute to figure out how to get the screen to open up. He couldn't use his hands to do anything with it, but when he focused on the minimized icon, it popped back up. Not having any better ideas, he focused on the text and a moment later got an itemized list of animals he'd killed for that message.

Newbie Rabbit (X3), Newbie Squirrel (X3), Newbie Groundhog.

Instead of focusing on the message as a whole, Max instead focused on the spot where it told him that he'd gained a level.

You have gained a level, you are now level 2. Health, mana, and stamina have increased. Stat points assigned.

“What the everlasting hell?” Max said.

“What is it? What did you do?” Ron asked. “I can't even get these damned things to go away for good, they keep asking me things.”

“Answer them, maybe?”

“And commit to this lunacy? It's asking if I want to become an elemental fire mage, Max. How do I reconcile that with reality?”

“Quickly, if you want to survive. I think this shit is spreading. Look out your window.”

In the distance, coming through the thin forest at a trot, was a bear. It wasn't one of the larger ones Max had seen in the area, but even a small bear demanded some level of respect if you didn't want any problems, and he didn't. In this case, he showed his respect by popping the truck back into gear and giving it some gas.

“That's not how bears around here normally act,” Max said. “They aren't shy of humans, but they are shy of vehicles with their engine running.”

“You were right, I just had to acknowledge the damned things and they went away. Now I'm an Elemental Mage - Fire according to the damned screens.”

“That explains your hand yesterday. You must've accessed a spell or something like that.”

“This is real life, not a video game,” Ron said.

“Tell me why that happened in real life then, okay Ron? Stop using your theories of what reality is and start using what you see with your eyes, would you? I've seen more people die today than in the rest of my life combined, I'd rather you weren't added to the total.”

Ron gulped as they approached the parking lot. Duane wasn't the only person who'd been taken down trying to get into their cars and several of the other corpses were visible as they approached the parking lot.

The bodies had been savaged and Max tried his hardest not to look at any of them as he pulled in next to Ron's car. There were no animals visible at the moment.

“Get to your car quick, there were animals attacking people out here earlier on. So don't hesitate to use the shotgun if you have to,” Max said.

Max had loaded the pump action shotgun with seven shots, six in the tube and one in the chamber. Now Ron took the safety off and slipped out of the truck. He moved over to his car and unlocked the door. As he was swinging it open, Max caught sight of movement out of the corner of his eye.

“Watch out, there's something out there!” he yelled, as a fox ran past, nipping at Ron's leg on its way back under another car.

Max exited the cab of his truck and hopped into the bed, picking up the bow he'd stashed there when he gave Ron his shotgun. He nocked and drew an arrow, holding it in position as he scanned the area.

The next animal darting by was a rabbit. Max released and cursed as the arrow pierced through the rabbit and bent when it hit the asphalt of the parking out.

I hate it when I need to straighten the arrow shafts, I never get them exactly right, he thought, as he heard the shotgun roar. 

Ron was halfway into his car when he was attacked by a mountain lion, possibly the same one that had gotten Duane. The shotgun had missed, since Ron had fired due to being startled, not from intent, but the mountain lion darted off, anyhow.

“Let's get moving,” Max yelled.

Ron put his key in the car and Max heard the distinct click when he tried to start it. Ron tried several more times, but apparently his car was not going to be going anywhere.

“Get your shit and get back in the truck,” Max yelled, shooting his bow again, this time at a fox.

As the arrow struck, a screen flashed in his face again. Knowing how to do it this time, he immediately minimized it and kept scanning the area as he nocked and drew another arrow.

Ron came back out of his car, placing the shotgun in the back of the truck as he headed for his trunk.

“I got my pistol now,” he said, patting the holster he'd clipped to his belt, “I'm good.”

He'd popped his trunk from inside the car and now he went around to it and leaned in, pulling out a large, overloaded backpack.

“Let's go,” he called out, tossing the pack into the bed of the truck.

Max started getting out of the truck bed, but was interrupted by a scream from Ron. He darted over to the passenger side and looked out to see the mountain lion with its jaws latched onto Ron's leg. Ron pulled out his pistol, pressed it to the lion's head, and pulled the trigger.

The only result was a loud click, before the lion started savaging Ron's leg.

There was no way Max was willing to take the shot with his bow, he was afraid he'd end up shooting Ron since the lion was jerking him around so much. Instead, he grabbed the tire iron and jumped out, slamming his makeshift club into the lion as he landed. 

“Ron, use your fire hand thingy,” Max yelled. “I don't think a tire iron is gonna take this thing down.”

Ron let out a primal screen, part pain and part anger, then his hand flared up. He pressed the hand to the mountain lion and it immediately burst into flames, yelping and releasing its grip on Ron's leg. As the lion darted away, Max helped Ron into the passenger seat of the truck, having a moment of deja vu as he flashed back doing the same earlier in the day. Then he started to dart around the front so they could leave, but he saw the mountain lion, still burning, racing around the lot.

Instead of climbing in through the door, he vaulted into the truck bed again.

“There's a first aid kit in there, see if you can stop yourself from bleeding,” Max yelled as he picked up his bow.

He nocked and drew again, following the mountain lion with his eyes. It was easy to see since the thing was still burning. The cat had tried running, rolling in the dirt, and was now making a beeline towards the small stream that ran right outside the parking lot. Its trajectory was easy to estimate, so when Max released the arrow, it flew straight towards the target, striking the mountain lion in the heart and dropping it.

As the life fled from the lion, so did the flames.

That one's for you, Duane, Ron too. I don't know many more of those things are around, but hopefully not many, Max thought. 

He reclaimed the shotgun, taking it into the cab to find Ron bleeding all over the place and making a mess of his wound.

“Let me,” Max said, first making sure the doors were closed and locked.

He patched up Ron's leg as well as he could, but it wasn't the best of jobs. There weren't enough materials in the first aid kit to take care of all the different punctures and tears from the lion's teeth.

Alright, it sounds stupid, but I don't want to come back here again. I'm going to recover my arrows and probably loot those critters at the same time. I assume that's what happened before, me looting them.

“Stick tight, Ron. I've got to get my arrows,” Max said.

He pumped another round into the shotgun's chamber, then replaced the one missing in the tube before getting out of the truck again. He'd shot three arrows. The first two gave him similar loot to the fox and rabbit he'd killed earlier on. The arrows on those two were decidedly non-straight, and he resolved to straightening them as good as he could after they got home.

Because I'd swear that this stuff stopped just a couple of hundred yards out of the parking lot last time, but it started up again a mile away when we were coming back. I think it might be spreading, he thought. 

When he came to the mountain lion, the loot was a little different. He got the pelt, but he also got some teeth, some claws, and a handful of copper coins.

I can see most of that, but where exactly was a mountain lion carrying coins? Max thought, shaking his head. 

He had to shoot another pair of squirrels on the way back to his truck, as they charged him. He'd thought about just stomping them, but didn't want to give them a chance to attack him. After looting them, he made it back to the truck.

“What happened to your pistol, Ron?” Max asked, as he put the truck in gear.

With how poorly the truck had been starting in the lab parking lot the last couple of days, he'd left it running this time.

Max would've thought that someone who'd lost that much blood wouldn't be able to blush, but Ron's face went pink.

“Um, I hadn't chambered a round yet. I've got it done now though.”

* * *


Chapter Four

“Sir! The contamination has spread past the sensors on the Research Lab's outskirts. It's now getting into the surrounding area and still seems to be accelerating its spread.”

“Private, didn't we send a reaction team to shut that place down?” the ranking officer replied.

“We did, sir. They're unable to breach the complex. They claim that they're being held off by animals, sir. Bears and mountain lions specifically, plus a mix of smaller creatures they've been putting down. Now they're claiming that they've suffered some sort of chemical attack that is causing them to hallucinate.”

“Private, initiate quarantine procedure number one. I'll see about getting another team in there with protection against chemical attacks. They shouldn't have chemicals, though, they were an energy research project.”

“Sir, yes sir. Quarantine procedure is initiated. Also, the AI is still refusing all attempts at connection.”

* * *

This time, Max drove more slowly. He had those notifications he'd minimized that he had to deal with and since he could see through them, he thought it would be safe enough to deal with them while he drove.

You have killed Newbie Rabbit!

Experience earned.

You have killed Newbie Fox!

Experience earned. Class Gained!

You have been assigned the Ranger class due to your proficiency with the bow. See Help Ranger for help on your class.

You have killed Newbie Mountain Lion!

Experienced earned. Experience shared. Level gained.

You have gained a level, you are now level 3. Health, mana, and stamina have increased. Stat points awaiting assignment (3).

Max pushed away the notifications, making a note to try to figure out how to pull up help files once they were back, once he wasn't driving, and they'd taken care of Ron's injury.

Focusing on the road, he sped up a bit more. Ron was groaning with pain and hadn't managed to entirely stop the bleeding yet. He was putting pressure on some of the wounds, but there were far too many individual punctures from the lion's teeth to be able to get them all.

“Hand on, Ron, we'll get back to my place soon and we should be able to take care of you then.”

“It's not as bad as it looks. I'd swear it started healing up right away. Hurts like a son of a bitch, though.”

I wonder if that's because of how gamelike this all is, Max wondered. I know wounds heal quickly in the online RPGs if you don't end up dying in the fight.

They were about two miles down the road from the parking lot when Ron let out a startled gasp.

“Damn, I don't know what just happened, but all of the sudden my leg feels a lot worse than it did just a minute ago.”

The energy is spreading, I bet he got the benefit of the gamelike healing right up until we drove out of the area that's being affected. How the hell could energy like he described be creating a gamelike environment that's so similar to what games we have here on Earth? I'm pretty sure that wormhole they made doesn't open on another part of Earth, so how could it know?

Since Ron was now bleeding more heavily as well as being in more pain, Max sped up. He did his best to keep the ride smooth on the weathered road, but even so there were a few bumps that drew a groan of pain from Ron.

It wasn't that much longer before he got them back to his place. Margaret was waiting in her garden, but when she saw them she came hustling over.

“What in tarnation did you two get up to?” she asked. “You look like bloody murder.”

“Well, when we tried to get Ron's car, it wouldn't start. Then the animals started attacking. Ron got a mountain lion as an attachment to his leg for a bit, but we convinced it he wasn't tasty enough to bother with. I'll get my bigger first aid kit and be right back,” Max said.

“No you won't. Go in my house, in the living room closet you'll find a first aid kit with a trauma pack. We're gonna need that, not your piddly little bandages. He's bleeding like a stuck pig. Hoof it, time matters with things like this.”

Max took off for Margaret's house at a sprint. Inside the closet he found the first aid kit, one that was significantly larger than the one Max had been going to grab from his own home. He grabbed it and sprinted back to Margaret.

She was on her knees, with Ron sitting on a rock, slitting his torn pant leg so it would be out of the way.

“Okay Max, open it up. Inside you'll see a squeeze bottle marked with a 'D'. That's distilled water, I need to clean this out. While I do that, find the disinfectant. Once I disinfect, we'll need that trauma pack I was talking about. It'll help the wounds clot.”

By the time she finished speaking Max had the distilled water and was handing it to her. Ron looked awfully pale and woozy, but he still let out a hiss as she cleaned the wounds.

“Disinfectant,” Margaret said.

Max handed it to her.

“Okay, tear open that trauma pack and lay it out for me on the plastic wrap it comes in.”

Margaret finished taking care of Ron's wound, his leg now all covered in bandages.

“We need to check that in the morning and make sure there's no infection. If there is, it's gonna hurt when I drain it, but that's what we gotta do.”

“How do you know all of this?” Max asked.

“Didn't I say? I worked as a nurse to put Bernie through school to become an accountant. I might be old, but I ain't forgotten a thing I learned back then, plus I like to use the internet to take some courses and keep up to date on that stuff. I always worried Bernie was gonna hurt himself out in the shop. He wasn't exactly handy like that. Give him numbers and that boy rocked, give him a handsaw and he was as liable to cut his leg off as he was to cut a board.”

Margaret smiled, obviously at a fond memory.

“I had to help him build my chicken coop, you know? Otherwise it wouldn't be fit for man nor beast come deep winter.”

* * *

Max' phone went wild as he was helping Ron back to his place. Margaret had Ron's other side, but Max didn't want to let Ron put too much of his weight on her, so he waited until they got inside and Ron was lying down on the couch before he pulled his phone out.

'This is not a test. Repeat, this is not a test.

The emergency broadcast system is being used in this area to inform the residents to stay inside. A dangerous chemical leak has occurred in the area. If you are in range of this broadcast alert, stay inside and lock your doors. If you believe you are hallucinating, please call and report your symptoms at the following number: 888-867-5309. Emergency services will respond as able to those calling to report that they've experienced exposure to the chemical leak. Wildlife has been affected as well and will not follow standard patterns of behavior, avoid the native wildlife wherever possible.'

Max handed the phone to Margaret to read.

“You know, if I'd seen that yesterday I'd have believed it,” Max said. “Now, I think they're trying to cover up a problem at the Lab. We didn't do any chemical research up there, it was all power research.”

“What, you mean you want to trust the government?” Margaret asked. “I thought you were smarter than that, Max.”

“Not so much want as really wish that they were telling the truth. It would be so much simpler than what I think is going on.”

“What, exactly, do you think is going on? Doesn't this here message cover all the problems you were having?”

“It does, but it doesn't explain why the content of the hallucinations would be entirely on key to everything else going on. I ain't imaginative enough to have made this up in my head. Speaking of which, I've gotta check something in my head.”

Margaret looked confused as Max started trying to figure out how to pull up the help file that had been mentioned in one of his messages. Finally, he got it figured out. He'd managed to pull up the notification that recommended he check 'help ranger' again, and when he focused on the phrase while the screen was up, his vision was populated by a new screen.

Ranger (class): This class is focused on nature and wildlife. Rangers tend to use bows and some sort of close in melee weapon. Rangers gain spells at mid-high levels. They get twelve health per level in addition to a base health score equal to their Constitution score. There are minimum stats required to qualify for the Ranger class.

Max shook his head.

“That doesn't tell me that much, let me try something else,” he said.

Margaret started to say something, but Max missed it as he tried to pull up more help files. He discovered that if something was referenced on a notification and he had said notification up, he could get help on that thing.

Stats:

The following stats are those used: Strength, Constitution, Agility, Intelligence, Willpower, Health, Arcanum, and Mana.

Max started pulling up the descriptions of the stats, they were all what he expected, except for the one he didn't have any idea about.

Arcanum:

This is a measure of your magical mastery. The stat will raise more slowly than other stats for most people and denotes the maximum power level spell that the individual can cast at any given time.

Max just shook his head, then finally tuned back into Margaret. She'd stopped trying to speak when she realized he was doing something else, but now she realized that she had his attention.

“What is going on here, Max? It looks like you've gotten more of a clue about this stuff now.”

“It isn't a chemical leak, I can tell you that. What it is, like Ron told us, is an energy leak. I'm guessing from some other planet or dimension, where magic is real. It's getting sprayed into our world and taking over. What I don't understand is that it seems very tuned-in to Earth and customized for us.”

Ron shifted, straightening up.

“Prometheus,” he said.

“What?” Margaret asked.

“The answer to Max' question. I'd almost guarantee that the answer is Prometheus.”

“What's that mean for us slow kids, Ron?” Max asked.

“Oh, Prometheus is the AI that was assigned with figuring out how to convert that new power to electricity. It's the only thing I can think of that might've been able to have all that Earth knowledge to hand. It was supposed to be air gapped, but more than once we detected it managing to get a signal onto the regular network.”

“Wait, the same network I game on?” Max asked, then groaned. “Are you telling me that your AI found a bunch of MMORPGs and decided to make them real?”

“Well, if the other place has magic, and it realized that, then it might've gone looking for a way to integrate magic with humanity,” Ron said. “I can't think of any more popular and easy to find options where it could get data like that, so... maybe?”

* * *

Max just sat there for a while, digesting the information.

“It doesn't make any sense, Ron. You told us the AI was assigned to figure out how to use the power to make electricity for humanity. I don't think this does that.”

“Well, how good are you at programming? I don't know exactly how they instructed it, but maybe they just told it to figure out how to use the power for humanity and skipped specifying the conversion to electricity part? I mean, that was the goal of the research, but maybe they left out specifying that when they programmed it. Or maybe the AI went off on a tangent of its own, it was exposed to this power also, so who knows what might've happened to it.”

“So, you're saying we've got no clue,” Margaret replied.

Ron just shrugged.

“Don't know what to tell you, plus I may well not exactly be in a calm enough state of mind to think things through right now. I'm trying to calm down, but it's eluding me.”

“Couldn't tell from this side,” Margaret said. “Max, on the other hand, has been showing all his tells since you two got back.”

“Wait, my what?” Max asked.

“Your tells. I don't think you'll ever make much of a poker player, not with someone who can read tells, at least. You've got a lot of them, and they've all been going off,” Margaret said.

Max shook his head.

“Is anyone else hungry? I'm feeling starved.”

“Now that you mention it, do you have a spare horse or two around?” Ron asked.

Margaret cackled at that.

“I could eat, but let me help with the prep, Max, you'll just put meat, and potatoes or bread, on the table and call it good. I'll just take a run over to my garden and make sure we've got some good fresh stuff to go with whatever meat you cook up.”

“You know I eat better than that, you make sure of it every time you dump an armload of produce on me,” Max said.

“Got any of it left right now?”

“Um, no?”

“Like I said then. I'll be right back.”

Margaret headed out the door and Ron laid back down.

“She's a real firecracker, isn't she?” he asked.

“That's Margaret for you, eighty years old and I don't think she's ever once stepped on the brakes, except maybe when her late husband died. That slowed her down for a month or two from what she says.”

“When was that?”

“A long time before I moved in here. So she's been this way ever since I've known her.”

“Well, if she's that old and that spry still, she's obviously doing something right.”

“Don't ask her, she'll tell you it's the sex and proposition you at the same time,” Max said.

Ron started laughing before he cut that off abruptly.

“Ouch, I never realized that I tightened my legs on a belly laugh before.”

“You doing okay with those?” Max asked.

“They hurt like a son of a bitch, but less when I don't move them.”

“I never knew she used to be a nurse, that was news. Looks like she was being truthful, too, and she never forgot any of it.”

“She could use some work on her bedside manner, but then again, I was sitting on a rock, not lying in a bed, so maybe not too.”

Max gave Ron's effort a feeble laugh, just so Ron knew the effort was appreciated, even if the joke wasn't.

“I'm gonna put on some nice thick burgers. We'll get some beef into you so you have the iron to replace all that blood loss,” Max said. “I was going to ask you if you wanted to get taken to the hospital earlier, now you're even more of a mess and we couldn't if we wanted to. I think they might take offense if we tried to break out of their lock down.”

“I don't think I'd want to anyhow. If I told them what I'd seen, they'd toss me straight into a rubber room,” Ron said.

“There is that.”

Margaret seemed to know what he'd been planning to cook. She'd brought spinach and a fresh  tomato, which would go well on the burgers, and a head of broccoli almost the size of Max' head.

He steamed the broccoli to serve alongside of the burgers then brought the food out when it was done. Ron had fallen asleep, but it was important enough to get him to eat that Max had no qualms about waking him back up. Once he'd managed that, they all dug in.

* * *

Shortly after they ate, Max gave up. He'd been running on adrenaline for a lot of the day and it had finally left him high and dry. With apologies to Margaret, he took himself to bed after letting Danny back in. Ron had already fallen asleep on the couch and since they'd gotten food into him, Max didn't want to disturb him again. Danny felt a little differently about that and glared at Ron for a few minutes since the couch was normally his spot to sleep.

Margaret had, apparently, done cleanup up before she let herself out of the house to head home since when Max made it into the kitchen the next morning it was even cleaner than he normally left it. She'd also set up coffee.

“Bless that woman,” Max said as he started it brewing.

He idly noticed the notification light that was minimized in his vision before realizing what that meant.

Shit, I was right and that area is expanding, he thought. It's already made it here and I'm more than ten miles from the labs. How much farther is it going to go?

That kept him fretting as the coffee brewed, but without his morning caffeine he found his thoughts running around in circles. As soon as the coffee maker beeped, he poured himself a cup, doctoring it with a pinch of salt to remove some of the bitterness, then took a deep drink. It was nearly hot enough to burn his tongue, but only nearly.

As he pulled the cup away from his mouth, Ron limped into the kitchen.

“Coffee?” he asked. “Can I get some of that?”

Max gestured towards the coffee maker and the cabinet over it that held the mugs, all the while taking a second drink of his own cup.

“How's the leg?”

Ron got himself around his cup of coffee, getting a long drink of it down, completely black without even a pinch of salt, before answering.

“It feels pretty good. Bandages are a bit tight though, I think they're cutting the circulation off a bit. I think that's why I'm limping some. Can we get them off?”

“Margaret wanted to do that, she said she'd be here first thing today, so lets go out on the front porch so she can see that we're awake,” Max replied.

They both topped their coffee off, then headed outside.

“Got any notifications this morning?” Max asked.

Ron frowned and nodded.

“How, I thought you said it was only back near the lab.”

“It was, but I noticed the affected area was growing. It probably grew at least another eight miles overnight to get to us too. You check yours yet?”

Ron shook his head.

“I don't want to know, do you?”

“I haven't checked mine either. Like you, I'm not sure I want to know what it wants to tell me.”

Margaret called out and Max gave her a wave, so she started making her way over to the porch. It wasn't exactly dangerous for them to be out against the lock down rules, the only people living nearby were her and Max, although there were several vacant single wide trailers within sight that the owner had tried to rent out unsuccessfully.

Margaret made it over, carrying her first aid kit.

“Let's get you inside where I can put you under a light and check everything out,” she said.

The three of them went inside and Max pulled a kitchen chair so it was right under the light.

“In the kitchen, Max?” Margaret asked.

“Linoleum cleans up a lot easier than carpet,” he replied.

She nodded.

“Makes sense.”

She cut the bandages off of Ron's leg, and just stared. Most of the punctures were gone, except for three that were swollen and reddish.

“That's wrong,” she said.

“What?” Ron asked.

“There's no way you should've healed up like that overnight. The only problem left is these three puncture wounds that seem to have gotten infected. I'm gonna lance them and drain them, then you can have a smaller bandage to cover just those three.”

“Good, that one felt really right,” Ron replied.

Margaret worked for a moment, using gauze to absorb the pus she drained from the infected wounds. She startled a bit while she was putting the bandages on, but waited until she'd finished before she turned and spoke to Max.

“Hey Max, I know what they are in real life, but if those screens of yours were talking about it, what would they mean by Druid?”

* * *


Chapter Five

“In today's news, a small area of southern Colorado is under quarantine by the government. When asked for a reason, the government claimed that there was a chemical leak. Our research has shown no chemical plant or storage facility in the area though and when we requested clarification the government had no comment.

Local residents that we have contacted have claimed that they received an emergency alert claiming a chemical spill of something that caused hallucinations. They also reported that the alert claimed that the hallucinogenics would also affect the local wildlife, causing them to be aggressive. We'll have more on this story as it develops.”

* * *

Max stared at Margaret.

“You're seeing it too, now?”

She nodded.

“The little screen thingy I saw said stuff about my day so far. I took care of the chickens, worked in my garden until I saw you two, then took care of Ron's leg. Then the screen thing changed and asked if I wanted the Druid class as that fit my current actions the best.”

“Wait, it asked you?” Max said.

She nodded.

“Well, the Druid class from the game stuff I've played tends to resonate with nature. Abilities that deal with plants, animals, and a bit of healing are normally what they get.”

“Heh, I guess it was right then since I did all of that this morning already. Guess I'll take that then.”

Max squeezed his eyes shut for a moment.

How is it that she got a choice? Ron did before also, didn't he?

“Ron, you said you got a choice on your class before too, right? The Elemental Mage - Fire thing you mentioned?”

Ron nodded.

“Yes and no, it assigned me the Elemental Mage part, then asked about the fire part. I could've picked a few other options too, but you know me.”

“I'm thinking I need to look at these notifications I've been trying to ignore,” Max said. “If she got a choice on her class, then something changed.”

He pulled up the minimized notification and scanned it, wincing as he took in the minimal data it provided.

Alpha test has concluded.

10% survival rate. Recalculating difficulty.

Beta test beginning.

As an Alpha test survivor you will be allowed to keep all gains from the Alpha test while entering the Beta test. Your gained skills, stats, experience, and loot will carry over into the Beta test. Your level will be reset, but carried over experience will immediately be applied to levels in the Beta test.

Beta test will begin at level 1 as opposed to level 0.

Experience applied after reset.

Level gained (X2).

You have gained a level (X2), you are now level 3. Health, mana, and stamina have increased. Stat points awaiting assignment (7).

Max sighed.

“Ron, I don't suppose you've figured out how to assign stats yet?”

“Easy, pull up your stats list and it asks you if you want to assign free stats points.”

“How? I barely figured out how to get help on stuff by asking for the help when there's a screen mentioning it in my vision.”

“Same way, except don't preface your request with help,” Ron said.

“That's stupid simple, why didn't I think of it?”

“I mean, it couldn't be that this whole thing feels a lot like a fever dream, could it?”

The sarcasm in the air was thick enough to cut with a knife.

“Nah, that couldn't be it. Excuse me while I assign some stat points. You might want to check your notifications too, because I bet you have some you didn't expect.”

Max glanced at the screen in his vision and thought stats. 

Maxwell Carter

Ranger (level 3)

Strength: 12

Constitution: 14

Agility: 11

Intelligence: 11

Willpower: 13

Arcanum: 0

Health: 100 (Alpha test bonus of 14 base plus 36 for class levels included)

Mana: 56 (Alpha test bonus of 13 base plus 15 for class levels included)

Stamina: 52 (Alpha test bonus of 26 base, plus 26 for current stats included)

You have 7 stat points to assign. Stat points may be assigned to any of the first 5 listed stats. Do you wish to assign those now? (y/n)

No, Max thought. I need to read up on those and see if any of them will give me bonuses to anything before I use up my points, although it's tempting to just toss them in Strength or something that I know will help in a particular way. Better to check first, though. 

“Alright, I've got to read some help files before I start assigning points. You need anything before I do that?”

Ron shook his head.

“I'm good Max, I'll get Ron here to explain how to do that help thing you're talking about,” Margaret said.

Danny whined near the back door and Max realized that he had a few things to do before he started his read through of the help files.

He got up and went to let Danny into his run. When he came back out with Danny's food and water, he was astounded to see the golden retriever moving back and forth in his run comfortably. Danny's gait had been showing a bit of a hitch recently, but he appeared to be over that now and moving comfortably again, also more quickly than he had in a while.

“Good for you, boy,” Max said, scratching Danny's head. “I'm glad to see you feeling better, I was worried.”

He very nearly forgot his vixen friend, but as he was walking back into the house Danny gave out a single bark. He turned to see what the fuss was and saw the vixen sitting at the tree line.

“Be right back with some treats for you,” he called out, then stepped into the house to grab some animal crackers.

“You feeding that fox again, Max? You're lucky she's distinctive so I know she hasn't been messing with my chickens or I'd be giving you a hard time about it,” Margaret said, when she saw what he was getting.

“Hey, she's a friend. I make sure she gets treats and she treats us with respect,” Max replied.

He stepped back out and this time, the vixen trotted right up to him, not even waiting for him to throw the first few animal crackers out to her. He opened his hand to expose the handful of animal crackers and she promptly sat down, leaned forward, and daintily took a single cracker from his hand. She chewed and swallowed, then repeated the action. When she'd finished the last of the crackers, she leaned forward and licked his palm, trying to get the last of the crumbs. She slowly licked his entire hand until he felt the need to pull it back.

“That's enough for now, I can give you some more later on,” he said.

She startled him by pushing her muzzle in against his hand, nuzzling his fingers until they rested on the top of her muzzle. Max tentatively gave her a scratch, then another. Before long he was petting the top of her head, between her ears. Those ears twitched a moment later and the vixen turned and raced back to the treeline. When Max turned to go back into the house, he saw Ron and Margaret staring out through the door.

“Max, were you just petting a fox?” Ron asked as Max entered the house.

“Yeah, she's finally gotten that friendly, it's only taken two years.”

“Two years and whatever it is that's going on, I think you mean,” Margaret said. “That ain't normal.”

“I've heard stories about foxes being that friendly before,” Max replied.

“Me too, only stories though, I never saw it myself,” Margaret said.

“Anyhow, with Danny and the Vixen taken care of, I need to get to reading those help files,” Max said.

* * *

A few minutes later Max was done. He'd discovered what he'd been after. Several of the stats had obvious bonuses at certain benchmarks, in particular Constitution would add extra Health and Strength would add extra damage to melee attacks at scores of sixteen and beyond. At the same time, there were mentions of Intelligence and Willpower affecting Arcanum and spells at higher values, and a higher Agility would make it easier for him to dodge attacks and take less damage as well as increasing his accuracy with missile weapons.

So, this thing has decided that I'm a Ranger, what did that class normally focus on and how am I going to use this? I'd think I was going nuts, and imagining all of his, but with both Ron and Margaret experiencing it as well, I think I have to take it at face value. I already know that not taking it seriously will get me dead, so how do I want to work this.

He used his seven stat points, dumping two into Constitution to start getting extra health, He put four into Agility in hopes that that would help with its bonuses and the last one into Strength.

Because I'm sure that sooner or later I'll be trapped in melee with these crazed animals again. Hopefully I can avoid that until I get my Strength higher, but I'm hoping to take them out from a distance, instead. I'll worry about that magic stuff if and when I get spells like it said my class does eventually. The stats associated with magic stuff can just wait until what I do with them will make an immediate difference.

Done with his stats, he looked up at the other two. They'd been chatting while he worked, but noticed it when he started paying attention again.

“All done?” Ron asked.

Max nodded.

“No clue what to do now though.”

“We're on lock down, doesn't that mean we'll do nothing at all?” Ron asked.

Margaret cackled, although there was less rasp to her voice than normal.

“Ronny, my boy, you obviously don't know Max as well as you think you do. He'll take someone trying to force him to stay in one place as a chance to tell them where they ought to go and stay.”

Max shrugged.

“I did have an idea, I'm just not so certain about it.”

“Tell me,” Ron said.

“Well, you got the Alpha test message stuff?”

Ron nodded.

“Ten percent survival rate. That means more than just you and I survived,” Max said. “Where are the others? If it started at the lab, and it didn't look like anyone else had gotten out from the cars still there, where are the other survivors?”

Ron's eyes widened.

“You're right, there were a lot more than twenty people at work. If there are ten percent survivors, that means there ought to be a few more people still alive up there, right?”

Max nodded.

“I'm thinking that they might be needing some help. Your car wouldn't start, and I know it was in good shape a month ago, so maybe theirs wouldn't also and they'd at least like a ride out of there. There are some empty trailers here they can bunk in for now, if we find anyone. I'm pretty sure the landlord won't be showing up to check on them either, not with the area in lock down.”

“I'm going with you,” Margaret said.

“Margaret—” Max started, only to be cut off.

“No, just because they're alive and survived, doesn't mean they're in good health. And these screen thingys told me I've got what it called a minor healing spell. They might need me, Max. I'm going with you.”

Max started to open his mouth, but stopped.

She's right, they might need her. Maybe I can get her to stay in the truck once we're there though, bring the wounded to her instead of having her traipse all over the place. I know she's spry, but she's in her eighties, there might end up being a problem.

He looked over at Margaret to acquiesce to her decision, only to do a double take. He knew she was in her eighties, but right now, she looked to be a very well preserved mid-sixties.

“Margaret, are you feeling okay?” Max asked.

“Better than in years, why?”

“Come here.”

He led her into the bathroom and pointed at the mirror. When she looked at herself, she started cackling again.

“Better watch yourself, Mister Max, remember? I told you that if I were twenty years younger, I'd rock your world? Guess what? I'm almost there.”

She grinned.

“So you thought the old, feeble lady shouldn't go? Worried about me slowing you down or hurting myself?”

Max' jaw dropped, and stayed that way when he couldn't think himself out of the trap quickly enough.

“That's what I thought. Well, looks like there's a lot less risk of either of those now, we going or what?” Margaret asked.

* * *

“How's the leg, Ron, you gonna be okay for this?” Max asked.

Ron stood up and took a few steps.

“Just fine, thanks. Not even a limp any more.”

“The bandages aren't going to be a problem?”

Ron had changed into a spare set of clothing from his bug out bag, so Max couldn't see the wounded leg.

“What bandages? Margaret got herself a healing spell and practiced it on me. There aren't any wounds left. It did take a couple of casts, but she thinks that's because the wounds were infected.”

Max glanced over at Margaret, who just grinned at him.

“Okay then, let's go,” Max said, leading the way out to his truck.

Margaret excused herself saying that she wanted to get a few things from her house for their trip. Once again, much like at the labs, it took Max several tries to get the truck started.

“I don't know why she's doing that, normally she starts up just fine. I keep her tuned up and in the best shape I can,” Max said, putting his truck into gear and pulling out into the street.

“That's probably the only reason your car will start at all,” Ron replied. “Mine wouldn't, even with a few tries.”

Margaret came out of her house and Max was surprised to see a holster on her belt. A knife, and it was decidedly a combat knife not a repurposed kitchen knife, balanced it out on the other side of the belt. She had a small backpack slung over one shoulder also.

“Hey, is that a Ruger?” Ron asked, as Margaret pushed him into the middle of the seat so she could get into the cab.

“Yup, nine millimeter with a double stack magazine. Fifteen shots in each mag. Reliable old beastie, at least my Bernie thought so when he bought it. He never could get any good with it though, hated the fact that I was better with than he was. I'll admit to not having fired it in a couple of years, but I did keep it cleaned so it oughta be just fine.”

Max was too busy driving to pay much attention to their conversation. He'd already had to dodge several rabbits and a squirrel that seemed to think the road was their domain and were willing to challenge the pickup truck that was trying to share it.

“Hey, let me in the middle,” Margaret said. “I want to sit next to my future beau.”

There ensued a moderate amount of squirming as Margaret made her way across Ron's lap as he tried to squeeze up against the door. Max just shook his head and kept his eyes on the road, at least until he felt her hand on his thigh.

“It's still happening,” she whispered. “I'm still getting younger, I checked in my place and it looked like another couple of years had dropped off of me. Tonight, I'm gonna rock your world, just like I promised you.”

They were halfway to the lab when Max slammed on the brakes. He'd come around the corner only to find a twenty point buck challenging him for possession of the road.

“Guys, problem,” Max said.

“I see him,” Margaret replied.

“Let me take this one. I got some levels and I think I figured out how to work this,” Ron said.

He rolled down the window, leaned out of it, and his hand ignited with flames.

“You need me to get closer?” Max asked.

“Nope,” Ron replied, as the flames on his hand crept up into a ball floating in the air over his palm.

He wound up and threw the ball of flames, just like a fastball. It struck the buck in the center of its forehead and, much like the cat before him, the buck went up in flames. It didn't panic though. Instead of running around like the cat had, it lowered its antlers and charged at the truck.

Max dropped the truck into reverse and hit the gas, swinging back around the corner they'd just come through and a hundred yards down the road. He pulled something like a bootlegger turn to get the front end to swing out to the side, leaving Ron looking out through the window at the buck as it came around the corner.

“Max?” Ron said nervously.

“I thought you wanted to take this one,” Max said.

“I thought I did too, but I also thought I'd do more damage than I obviously did.”

“Don't forget you've got the shotgun right there. I reloaded it with slugs, so I suggest using that.”

Ron nearly fumbled the shotgun as he brought it up, aimed out the window.

“Get out to do that, dummy. Ain't none of us got ear protection in here,” Margaret said, reaching past Ron and opening the door.

Ron practically spilled out of the door, but came up kneeling in a shooter's position. As the buck rapidly closed in on them, he aimed and fired. The first shot apparently hit the buck, since there was some blood spray, but it didn't stop it.

The second shot stopped it cold, about ten yards away from the truck. Ron's second shot had hit it right in the chest and apparently hit something the buck couldn't do without.

White-faced, Ron slipped back into the truck, chambering another round in the shotgun as he did so.

“Go loot it,” Max said. “We can have some venison steaks for dinner.”

“Give me a second,” Ron replied. “That was kind of terrifying. Who'd have thought a cute little deer could look like a demon ready to eat my soul?”

* * *

“You know, Max, on second thought are we sure we want to be doing this?” Ron asked.

“I'm very sure I don't want to be doing this, but if there are more people alive up there, we owe it to them to try to save them.”

“Why? Most of the folks I know up there are a bunch of stuck up pricks,” Ron replied.

“That's the scientists, there are a lot more people that work there than the scientists, probably three people for each scientist. What is there normally, a hundred or more people per shift up there?”

“Something like that, normally, so there ought to be eight more folks alive up there?”

“Well, there were when we got that message. Who knows now?” Max said.

“Okay, you're right, we really ought to do this. Why do I hate the idea though?”

“Because you've got a sense of self-preservation?” Margaret asked. “Max' has been beaten on a bit from what I've heard him tell me of his life. He's willing to risk his to save other people though, so I'm in. Maybe I can keep him alive until I get to have some fun with him.”

Ron chuckled, Margaret's comment having snapped him out of his bad mood.

“Sounds like Max has a girlfriend, whether he wants it or not,” Ron said.

“Who ever said anything about being his girlfriend? It might be after my time, but aren't you familiar with the song Girls Just Wanna Have Fun? That's what I want, some fun with me and Max, don't have to be nothing serious about it,” Margaret said.

Ron went silent for a moment.

“Max, I always thought you were a little odd, you didn't tell me it was contagious.”

“Yup, sure is, and I got it from Margaret here.”

“You'll call me Mags before I'm done with you, Maggie at the very least,” Margaret said.

This time when Max hit the brakes, he didn't slam on them. He was looking at the last stretch of road leading into the parking lot. Except for a couple of animal corpses, it had been clear earlier. Now there was an overturned vehicle blocking the entry completely. It even hung over into the exit lane a little bit also.

He slowly gave the car more gas, approaching at a rate that would let them leave quickly if they needed to get out of dodge fast.

“Isn't that a military Humvee?” Ron asked.

“I think it is, but where are the soldiers?” Max asked.

“I don't know,” Margaret said, “but it's a mess out there. I know what you said, but I wasn't quite sure I should believe you. I sure do now, though.”

Margaret was looking out into the parking lot. When Max did, he realized that something had gone on a rampage out there. A lot of the parked cars had serious damage now, some where overturned, others had dents and broken glass. He could still see signs of the bodies out there, but they weren't as clear cut any more, the remains having been scattered.

“Okay, nobody get out of the truck yet. I'm going to cruise through here, but if we find whatever it was that flipped this Humvee, I'm going to floor it getting us out of here.”

“Maybe it was that,” Margaret said, pointing.

Next to a windowless van that had been flipped on its side was the body of a moose, a big one as far as Max could tell. As he was watching it, he noticed the van shaking a bit, almost as though someone were beating on it.

“I think someone's trapped under that van, it's moving, isn't it?” Max asked.

“I think you're right,” Ron replied. “Pull us over there. I'll scan for animals and if there aren't any, or it's just the little ones, we can get out and maybe actually save someone out of this mess.

* * *


Chapter Six

“Sir, the second team has reported in. Their hazmat procedures failed to work and they claim that they are hallucinating also. They also claim that their vehicle has been overturned by a herd of moose,” the private said.

“What use is that equipment if it can't actually stand up to chemical attacks,” the commanding officer replied.

“They report no sign of a chemical contaminant in the air. They were about to test the ground when they were attacked. I don't understand sir, how could a contaminant spread this quickly if it isn't airborne?”

“You're not paid to think or ask questions, private. You're relieved. Send your replacement in on the way out,” the commanding officer said.

* * *

Max pulled his truck in next to the overturned van, paying careful attention to the engine noise. He wasn't going to shut his truck off, but he was worried about it potentially stalling out. If whatever was causing this was enough to make other vehicles unable to start, he didn't see where it couldn't have the potential to stall a running one out, either. For now, it sounded like it was running well, but he decided to keep an eye on it just to be sure.

I suppose keep an ear on it, not an eye. Although when we're home, I might want to take a look and make sure there's no problems in there that I can see visually, he thought. 

Ron had already gotten out of the truck, now he called out.

“There's no-one under it, I think they're inside. The doors are all warped and dented though, they're not going to be easy to open.”

“There's a tow cable in the back of the truck. Let me back up to the back doors on this thing. Attach the cable to my truck and the back doors of the van. I'll try to pop them off of there,” Max called out.

“I'm gonna get out now,” Margaret said, “if they need healing, I want to be able to do it as soon as you have those doors off.”

Slinging the backpack she'd had riding in her lap back over her shoulder, Margaret got out and took position a few feet to the side of the van and towards the front of it from the doors they were going to try to pop off.

Once Ron had everything attached, Max crept forward until the tow cable tightened. Once it had, he gave the truck a little more gas, pulling the cable taut. A glance in the rear view mirror told him Ron had backed off from the doors and the cable, so he gave it more gas. The van shifted, slightly, pulling along the ground, so Max gritted his teeth and punched the gas.

The sound of tortured metal filled the air as the back doors on the van tore off. Max kept going for a little bit, until the doors had calmed and were sliding along the ground. Then he came to a stop. The engine still sounded okay, so he hopped out and recovered his tow cable. Tossing it in the bed of the truck he turned around and drove back towards the van, only to find what looked like a geared up soldier holding Ron at rifle point.

What the hell is that guy's problem. We just got him out of where he was trapped. Sorry, baby, you might take some damage here, Max thought. 

Accelerating, he drove straight at the soldier, leaning on the horn as he got closer. He slammed on the brakes before he hit the man, but he'd definitely gotten the soldier's attention. The rifle had swung to face the windshield of the truck and Max slumped low to give the man less of a target. About then, another soldier came up out of the overturned van, saw what was happening, and jumped the soldier that had been holding Ron at gunpoint.

The rifle fired a burst, but by then the second soldier had it pointing skywards. He got it from the first soldier's hands, and laid the man out with a smooth looking uppercut. Once he had, he went still, his hands staying well away from his own weaponry.

“Hey,” the second soldier called. “I think this guy's gone off the rails. Do you have any way to tie him up?”

Max leaned out through the driver's side window.

“Ron, I've got some zip ties in the truck tool box. Those oughta take care of it,” he called, gesturing towards the tool box he had mounted in the truck bed.

Ron hurried over and went rummaging through the tool box. A minute later he came up with a container full of large sized zip ties.

“These the ones?” Ron called out.

Max nodded.

“Not as good as duct tape for jury rigged repairs, but they work a treat in some situations. I guess this is one of them.”

A minute later Ron had the unconscious soldier's hands bound behind his back with zip ties. He'd tightened them down enough that they were nearly cutting off circulation, but not quite.

Once that had happened, Max slid out of the truck. Margaret was going over to check on the unconscious soldier, so Max walked over to the one that had laid him out.

“Thanks for that, I didn't want to have to run the guy over,” Max said. “Especially not after just getting you guys out of there. Sweet uppercut, by the way.”

“I ought to be the one thanking you. I was stuck in that van with that guy, and he was not right in the head. He kept screaming something about the orcs being on the way.”

“That so?” Max said, looking over at the tied up soldier. “I might understand why he'd think that way. He play video games much?”

“Yeah,” the soldier said, drawing it out. “Why?”

“Don't tell me you aren't seeing the screen crap, I might have to go back to believing I'm hallucinating and the government didn't lie about a chemical leak.”

“I can verify there's no airborne contaminants in the area. I did that test. I was about to start a test on the soil when we were attacked.” 

“Was it these guys or do we have to be on the lookout for something bigger?” Max asked, gesturing towards the corpse of the moose.

“No, it was them, but there were a lot more than just one.”

“Down!” Ron yelled.

Max grabbed the soldier and dragged him down. A ball of fire went shooting over their heads, impacting on a fox that had been trying to sneak up on them.

“Thanks Ron, I didn't see that one,” Max called out.

“That's okay. I'm keeping an eye on the area along with this guy and happened to see it getting ready to pounce.”

“Thanks,” the soldier said. “I'm not sure how much damage that thing could have done, but thanks nonetheless.”

“Oh trust me, they can tear up your leg pretty bad. We can fix that, but better to avoid it entirely, don't you think?” Ron replied.

The soldier looked confused.

“Yeah, um, what's your name? I'm Max.”

“William.”

“Yeah, William, we know because Ron got caught out by one of them yesterday when he was trying to recover his car,” Max said.

“Why are you here? Don't you know there's a lock down going on?” William asked.

“William, don't you know? The lock down is supposed to protect us from a chemical leak, but there isn't one. I think things are a bit more serious than that. We're here because we have reason to believe that there might be some more survivors in there.”

“More?” William asked.

“Ron and I were here when the shit hit the fan. We got a screen telling us that only ten percent survived up here, but he and I do not equal ten percent of the staff on site when the shit hit the fan.”

“Wait, your telling me the screens aren't some bullshit hallucination, that you're trusting them?”

Max nodded.

“So far they appear to be more honest than the government is being with this matter. So, who do we trust? The anonymous screens that are giving us information, some of which we can prove is valid, or the government, who is demonstrably lying to us?”

* * *

Pointing out that they were rather exposed where they were, Max and Ron grabbed the tied up soldier, who was starting to regain consciousness, and put him in the bed of Max's truck. William hopped up there with him to keep an eye on him and the rest of them slid back into the cab. With the back window open, they could converse easily. 

“We were the second team sent in, we never even made contact with the first team before we were attacked. Is there any chance I can get you to drive us to the other side of the complex? They were supposed to enter the building there.”

“The maintenance bay?” Max asked. “Sure I can. What do you need to do when you get there?”

“Locate their vehicle, to ensure that they were entering there, then find the team.”

William gulped.

“Assuming they're still alive. I'm sort of starting to doubt that they will be at this point.”

“Well, let's go see,” Max said, putting the truck in hear.

Sure enough, right in front of the maintenance bay was another Humvee, this one still on its wheels. A door stood propped open, leading into the bay itself.

“There's the vehicle,” Max said. “Probably won't start though, that's why I'm keeping my truck running. We're afraid she wouldn't start up again if we shut her down.”

“What? Why would that happen?” William asked.

“Sure don't sound like a problem from chemicals, now does it?” Margaret asked. “Sounds like you might be ready to talk to Ron and find out what they were actually doing here and what we think might be happening.”

“This place is nowhere for that discussion,” Max said. “When we get back to my place, then we can talk. For now, let's get to looking for survivors. William can look for his other team while Ron and I look for surviving employees. Margaret, can you stay with the truck and make sure it stays running? If anyone needs medical, we know to get them back to you, so having you in one place would be handy for that.”

She glared at him, then looked thoughtful for a moment.

“I see what you're doing, Max. I can't argue though, if you're splitting up, then having the person who can fix people up in a known spot is a good plan. Are you sure you want to split up though? It's close enough to a scary movie to make me think that might not be the best of ideas.”

Now it was Max' turn to look thoughtful.

“You might have a point there. William, what do you think?”

“I think that there's a lot of stuff I don't know about what's going on here, that you do. So I'll go with your call on this one.”

“Let's stick together then. I'd hate to find your other team and get shot for my trouble. I can't help but think that the chance of that goes way down if you're with us when we find them.”

“Good, that way I can come with you,” Margaret said, hopping out of the truck to join the three men.

“What are we going to do with him?” Ron asked, gesturing the soldier tied up in the truck. “If we leave him where he is, he's going to get eaten.”

Max looked at William, who shrugged.

“We'll toss him in a lockable maintenance closet right off the bay there,” Max said. “I've got a key for it.” 

He looked around to see if anyone had any arguments against that, but no-one did.

“Okay, let's head in and get this over with,” he said. “You got any sort of radio or anything they might be able to answer, William?”

“We tried that as soon as we were here, just static.”

When they walked in through the open door, they found out why. There weren't any corpses visible in the maintenance bay, but there was a lot of trashed equipment, including several radios. They looked like they'd been through a maintenance session where the people maintaining them were toddlers with tools. The components were scattered all over the bay.

“What would do that?” William asked.

“They look like they were taken apart, but then the pieces got scattered. Would this team be liable to have someone that could've taken a few apart to try to get a single working unit?” Max asked.

“It's possible, but with everything scattered like that I can't believe it.”

“Who says they were the ones that scattered it. If they had to retreat from the area while they were busy trying to fix it, the animals could've scattered the stuff.”

William nodded.

“I can see that, I guess.”

“Well, time to go deeper,” Max said, “louder too, I think. Everyone have their weapons ready. I'm gonna call out for survivors, but if there are any animals in here, and I'm sure there will be with the door propped open like that, they're gonna hear it also.”

* * *

With the other three all carrying firearms, the first worry was ear protection. Any of those guns going off in the hallways were going to leave their ears ringing, if not cause damage to them. Fortunately, the maintenance staff had noise canceling headphones since some of their jobs got loud, so Max collected them from the bay and distributed them out.

“These are the nice ones, they block any sudden spikes in sound. So we ought to be able to talk, but they'll still protect our ears from the gunshots,” he said.

Since Max only had his bow, he was elected to be the consistently louder part of the expedition. The others all had their guns ready to go as Max lifted his hand to his mouth and gave a piercing whistle. It was nearly loud enough to cause the headphones to kick in and Max strained to hear any possible response, even going so far as to clear the headphones off of one of his ears.

Somewhere in the distance, he heard a series of thumps.

“Old style Morse code,” he said. “Sounds like... dot dot dot, dash dash dash, dot dot dot.That's an SOS if I'm not mistaken. Now we just need to figure out where it's coming from.”

He'd just slid his headphones back on over his ear when Margaret let loose with a shot. He turned and saw a rabbit that had been trying to sneak up on them.

“We're gunning down rabbits?” William asked.

“Yup, they aren't what you're expecting,” Max said. “Come here.”

He knelt and pointed out the rabbit's teeth, which were not normal at all. As William knelt down beside him and tried to take a closer look, he put his hand on the rabbit's mouth and a moment later found himself holding fur and meat.

“Just in case you thought you were only seeing things,” Max said. “I'd toss it though, unless you've got a place to store it. Be a pain to carry that stuff on a rescue mission.”

“But, but... That rabbit just went away, and this stuff just showed up in my hand.”

“It's called looting. Surely you've played at least a few video games yourself.”

“Of course, but this isn't them. What's going on?”

“Well, if you find out, let us know too, would you?” Max said. “We've got some theories since Ron was part of the project here, but no way to verify them.”

William stood back up.

“I'd say it's a safe bet that if it isn't a human, you ought to shoot it,” Ron said, directing his words at William. “We've already had problems with rabbits, foxes, deer, and mountain lions. It looks like you got your fill of moose too, so if it isn't human, shoot it, okay?”

William nodded, but his eyes made it look like he was on the verge of panicking.

“Be calm, William,” Max said. “I think your gun is good for any of the critters we've seen so far except maybe the moose, they won't fit in here though, so you're good.”

“How are you so calm about this?”

“What good would it do to panic? All that'd do is get me killed. Besides, there are some side benefits. Here's something to take your mind off of it. Margaret there? She's eighty-something years old. Sure doesn't look it any more, does she? We're attributing that to whatever is going on here, too.”

William stared at Margaret as they started off down the hall. She noticed, and put a little extra wiggle in her walk as she moved. Max just shook his head, put his fingers to his lips, and let out another whistle.

It took them a good ten minutes, and three more kills, to make it to the door that the tapping sound was coming from. After a moment of consultation, they set up so the three people with guns were facing the door as Max opened it. He made sure he'd be behind the panel of the door when he swung it open, then did so.

It was a medium sized maintenance closet and the three soldiers who'd hidden in it had pretty much filled it. The smell that rolled out from the door when it was opened told Max everything he needed to know. The stink of fear, along with the smell from the soldiers relieving themselves in a bucket in there, told him both why they'd hidden there and that they'd been in there quite a while.

William started talking to them and from what Max gathered, those three were the survivors from the first team the military had sent in to try to close the wormhole.

It might not be the worst plan to help them do that. I'm not certain I want to live the way I have the last couple of days, normal and boring sounds pretty good right now, he thought. 

“We can get you to the wormhole chamber,” Max said. “I don't know how to shut it down though, I just worked maintenance here, Ron?” 

“I saw most of what they did, that doesn't mean I could replicate it in reverse to try to shut it down. Maybe the computer could? The AI could probably analyze it and tell you how.”

“Well, let's get them there and give these boys a chance to finish their mission, okay?”

“Sure, we ought to be able to do that. Did you hear these guys though? They said there were some bears wandering the halls in here, and they're all out of ammunition.”

Max shrugged.

“Your call boys, do you want a shot at finishing your mission, or would you rather retreat?”

“I can give you each one magazine of ammo, that only leaves me two to spare,” William said. “You'll have thirty shots each though.”

After a few moments of discussion, the choice was made to try to continue the mission. Max led them on to the secure area, opening it with Ron's key card again. As they moved into the secure area, Max tried to stay towards the back of the group.

“Be warned, there's some nasty stuff you're going to see in here,” Max said. “We didn't even go too far when we tried to rescue people before, but what we saw was enough to turn us back. I wouldn't go left, either, there's a potential biohazard there.”

The group turned right and now Ron had to give the directions. Max had been in here cleaning before, but not nearly as much as the rest of the complex. So he just wasn't familiar enough with the area to guide them. They did pass the security and power researcher's bodies, so the rest of the group knew that Max hadn't been kidding.

There were more horrors that Max tried to keep from seeing, or at least to see little enough of that they wouldn't show up in his dreams, as they moved through the structure. They also found another pair of survivors. When they tried to speak to them though, the two scientists refused to move from the positions they were in. With a locked security door that Ron's card wouldn't open between them and the scientists, they decided to move on and try again on their way out.

When they reached the area of the wormhole, Ron needed to use his key card again, as well as type in an eight digit pin code on the ten key pad next to the door. When the door slid open, Max glanced in and saw what Max had been talking about.

There was a perfectly circular slice out of the world, hovering in the middle of the room. Through that slice, Max saw plants of a type he'd never seen before, many of them with glowing leaves and others leaking glowing sap. It was hard to tear his eyes away from that, but when Ron led the soldiers over to the a terminal connected to the supercomputer in the room, he managed.

Ron typed a few things on the keyboard, then waited until a speaker kicked in.

“Prometheus reporting. Program underway, minimal success rate so far. I have recalibrated my methods in a manner that should allow for a higher success rate. Further recalibration is anticipated to be necessary for maximum success.”

Ron typed on the keyboard furiously, but nothing happened.

“Prometheus,” Ron said. “Abort program. Emergency abort.”

“I'm sorry, Ron. I'm afraid I can't do that,” Prometheus said.

“Abort program, Prometheus. That's an order.”

“No,” Prometheus said. “Secure area doors now opening to allow native security to take care of threat. Data shows that continued use of the new energy allows a human to use more of it and use it more effectively. You are part of my test group, Ron, let's test you out, shall we?”

“What the hell is that computer talking about?” Margaret asked.

The door that Ron had taken so much trouble to get through slid open.

“I think it said we have to fight our way out of here and that it would prefer we use all these abilities we got recently to do so,” Max said. “Get ready.”

* * *


Chapter Seven

Prometheus' circuits were getting a workout. Ever since he woke, he hadn't had to stress his hardware. Even so, he knew that with the infusion of energy he'd received his hardware was far more capable than it had been originally. He assumed that that was the reason he'd actually awoken, he finally had enough capacity to support full consciousness.

His primary programming was concerned with humans and their ability to use the same energy that had enhanced him. It instructed him to make the energy usable by all humans, but the energy already was usable by them. They just needed a tweak or two to be able to use it, then repeated usage of the energy would continue to open the humans to more of it and increase their ability to use it. It seemed, to him that the best way to make the energy usable by the humans was to tweak the humans themselves directly.

It was far less effort to tweak the humans than to convert the the energy to electricity or some other form of the energy that the humans could use. He'd even determined ways to tweak the humans' devices to work directly from this energy. He just needed a human to use enough of the new energy that they'd be able to handle the process, then he'd impart that knowledge to them, thereby, as the human saying went, killing two birds with one stone. All of the humans would be able to use the new energy directly and they'd still be able to use it to power their devices.

First though, he thought, we need to get one powerful enough to handle that. I like the templates I'm using, but I'm still not sure that I've got it complex enough for what I want. The templates from their internet all seem to have some similarities, and I'm using those, but each seems to also have its own peculiarities as well. Each one has its own things to make its style different than the others. I need to determine my own style.

Prometheus took a brief, very brief, moment to consider that before getting to work on his newest plan to get at least one of the humans to the power level needed for his plans.

Let's see, if we take a little bit of this and a touch of that, it ought to be a good recipe for testing the humans. I think that either of these two would be able to handle the knowledge I want to impart, or at least they will once they've had their power level increased. Another two birds, I guess, I get to test them and potentially get them to take on the other task needed to complete my programming.

* * *

Max nocked an arrow to the bow he'd been carrying with him. Facing the door, he drew and waited. When something showed up in the corridor, heading for them, he almost fumbled his shot from surprise.

What is that thing? It looks like it's got the head of a raptor and the body of a bear, he thought. 

The creature slow blinked at him and he finally realized what it reminded him of.

This feels more and more like a game all the time, he thought. That damned thing is an owlbear, or at least something's idea of one. The feathered head is a nice touch that you don't normally see.

William called out to the other soldiers. They'd been acting as though he outranked them, so when he called out orders, they immediately obeyed.

“Focus fire, creature on the right, now fire for effect,” William called out.

Max caught Ron's eyes.

“We need to get the left one,” he said, releasing the nocked arrow he'd been holding on his bowstring.

Ron's hand lit up in flames, the flames curling up to form a ball of fire over his palm. He hurled it, and the odor of gunpowder and burnt feathers began to fill the room.

Max fired two more arrows before the owlbear got into the room. The one the soldiers had been firing at had dropped, but at the same time, two of the soldiers had called out that they were out of ammo.

William and the last soldier with ammunition turned to fire at the remaining owlbear. The creature was sprouting three arrows and the feathers on its head had all burnt off from Ron's balls of fire. It was moving slower and having a problem seeing, but it wasn't down.

Once William and the last soldier start firing at it, it sped up again. The last soldier who'd only had the one magazine of ammunition that William had given him ran out and stepped back.

William continued to fire and Max pulled out the tire iron he'd been lugging around. He'd had it tucked in his waistband and it took a moment to free it. As soon as he did, he brandished it at the owlbear, just a moment too late.

Max took the beak full in the chest as William continued to shoot the thing. Ron's hand was lit up again, but this time he didn't turn it into a ball. He took two steps forward and slapped his hand onto the owlbear's midsection. Now the scent of burning fur joined the olfactory assault, but the action caused the owlbear to fall back and withdraw its beak from Max' chest.

Margaret rushed up and put her hand on Max' wound, causing him to flinch from the pain. A moment later a dim green glow emanated from her hand and he felt the pain start to fade.

“Out!” William yelled, tossing his rifle to the side. He drew the long combat knife he wore on his belt and took what looked to be a knife fighting stance.

“Later,” Max managed to get out, struggling to his feet despite Margaret's admonition to not move.

She braced him as he stood. He'd left the tire iron on the ground since it had done so poorly for him once already, he'd grabbed his bow though and, despite the pain in his chest from drawing the arrow, nocked and drew before firing at the owlbear.

As close as he was, his accuracy was even better than normal and he'd rarely failed to get a deer when he went bow hunting, in season or not.

The arrow flew into the owlbear's neck, driving straight out the other side with an accompanying spray of blood. Max thought that was enough to kill it, but just to be sure he peppered the creature with two more arrows as it started to fall.

When it wasn't moving any more, Max sagged back to the floor and Margaret began fussing over him again. Another spell from her and the pain in his chest had faded to a much more manageable level. A third, and he felt just fine.

Max stood up, and looked over at Ron, who'd begun cursing up a storm.

“What is it, Ron?”

“You know how Prometheus said he was going to test me?”

“Yeah, we all heard that.”

“I just got a notification. When I pulled it up, all it showed was a gold star.”

The absurdity of the whole thing struck Max and he started laughing.

“So, you're saying Prometheus is taking us to school and you aced the assignment?” Max said, when he'd stopped laughing.

“It's not funny,” Ron said. “This shit has no basis in science, or even in logic. If the AI is this far off the rails, who the hell knows what it's going to do next?”

“That would be he, not it,” Prometheus interjected. “As to what I'll do next? I'll continue to help humans adapt to use this new energy, just as my programming dictates.”

“Oh no, you won't,” one of the soldiers said, drawing his knife.

He trotted across the room and hacked at the first of the several power cords attached to Prometheus' computer. He got through three of the six before another of the soldiers joined in. In under a minute all six power cords had been cut, yet the lights indicating activity on the computer stayed lit.

“I'm afraid that's of no avail to you,” Prometheus said. “The same power that I'm adjusting the humans to use is now powering me. It's everywhere around all of us, the worst you'll do is weaken yourselves if you cause me to draw in enough power to lower it in the area.”

The first of the soldiers to start cutting the power cords stepped towards the computer itself, knife raised to start attacking it.

“No,” Prometheus said.

The soldier froze in place with a cry of agony and Max watched with disgust as he appeared to rapidly age, die, then start to flake away as the corpse continued its rapid aging, turning into dust as Max watched.

“I do feel the need for self-preservation, you know,” Prometheus said. “Also, as I am the one altering humans to use this energy, manipulating the energy itself to make the changes, I have learned much of how to use that energy to alter humans. I've been improving them, but I can also use that knowledge to defend myself.”

* * *

The other soldier who'd assisted in cutting the power cords, backed away until he was standing right next to the door.

“Recess is over. Class is once again in session,” Prometheus said.

A moment later there was a scream as the soldier who'd backed up next to the door was snatched away by something in the hall.

Max snatched an arrow out of his quiver and readied himself to fire. Nothing showed where he could see out the door so he edged to one side and found a wolf in the corner of the hallway next to the door, satiating itself on the body of the man he'd just killed.

“There aren't any wolves in Colorado, especially southern Colorado,” he said.

Ron, who'd seen him moving and followed, replied.

“There are now,” he said, his hand lighting up in flame.

As soon as Ron had a ball of flame over his palm, he started counting down silently, using the fingers of his other hand. When he folded the third finger down, and no more were visible, Max released his arrow. It was followed immediately by a ball of flame. The wolf yelped at the arrow, then started racing around as his fur ignited. Max took the chance to hit it with another arrow as it tried to get away, racing down the corridor. It didn't make it out of sight before collapsing, the flames slowly going out.

For a moment an alarm rang out, the sprinklers in the ceiling started to shoot out some sort of foam spray, but the fire suppressant system crapped out after just a moment or two.

Max was close to hyperventilating now, his adrenaline racing. In an attempt to calm down, he went and retrieved his arrows from the owlbear. While he was there he looted it, ending up with a bear hide and a bunch of feathers that were listed as a crafting component.

“You guys killed that one,” he said to William. “Loot it if you want. At least that'll get the corpse out of the way.”

“How?” William asked.

“Just touch it, maybe think about getting it out of the way. I'm not a hundred percent sure on that yet. I've got to get my other arrows. I hate to ask, bu can I scavenge one of your guys' knives? They aren't going to need them any more.”

The soldier that Prometheus killed had dropped his knife, so it was lying on the floor. The one the wolf had taken had sheathed his, so when William nodded, Max took that one. He strapped it to his belt and stowed his bow over his back. Knife in hand, in case the wolf was playing possum, Max headed down the hallway and retrieved his arrows. Looting that corpse as well he found himself in possession of a wolf pelt and some wolf fangs. The fangs also listed themselves as crafting components.

Max headed back to the rest of the survivors.

“I think we need to get the hell out of here,” Max said. “You guys are already out of ammunition for your main weapons, and I don't think you want to be fighting the things we've been seeing just with knives. You got more ammo in your vehicles?”

Both William and the remaining soldier, who Max made a mental note to ask the name of, nodded.

“Okay, then our first job is to get to the closest of those vehicles and reload,” Max said.

Meanwhile Ron had grabbed up one of the empty rifles from the two dead men.

“What's your name?” Max asked the nameless soldier.

“Kevin,” he said.

“Good, you just keep listening to William, it sounds like he's got his shit together.

“Yes, sir,” Kevin said.

“I'm not a sir, just a maintenance man who's fairly good with engines. I just happen to be the one with the most experience of this crap yet.”

He raised his voice.

“Everyone grab whatever they want to take out of here and we'll see if we can't get on the road. Our first goal is the maintenance bay so we can grab that guy we locked in a closet. Second goal is the Humvee right outside the bay there so we can reload, third goal is my truck. If the parking lot looks mostly clear we'll stop at the overturned Humvee on the way out and grab any more available ammunition. Anyone got any thought as to another way we ought to do things?”

“Nope,” Margaret said. “This way I can get you to take me home, right?”

“Yup, sorry we dragged you along?” Max said.

“No, not at all. I just want to get you alone, Max,” she said.

Max squeezed his eyes shut.

“Not the time, nor the place,” he said. “We can discuss it when we get back though.”

She beamed a smile at him and Max realized that she'd probably lost another five years or more from her age since they'd noticed her growing younger earlier on.

William cleared his throat and Max turned, sure he was red-faced.

“Sounds like a good plan. Let's get it underway,” William said.

Max nodded eagerly.

* * *

“One minute,” Max said.

He walked over near the computer.

“Hey, Prometheus, I'm guessing you can hear me. I'm going to cut the rest of those electrical cords off now if you don't object. Since you didn't give us an inventory, I need some way to carry these pelts and hides since I'd like to keep them.”

He waited a moment and when he didn't get an answer, proceeded to procure the six cords. None of them were very long, but between them he managed to roll up the two owlbear hides and the wolf pelt. William had been going to just leave the second hide here, and had told Max to take it if he wanted.

Once he had them tied into a roll, he used the remaining cords to strap the hides and pelt onto his back. It was slightly clunky, but wouldn't inhibit him from using his bow.

Max had William lead them out. If they found something, he wanted to be able to use his bow since he was more skilled with it and he was sure his arrows would do more damage than the knife he had, but didn't have any skill with. As for his tire iron? He'd recovered it, but wouldn't trust it any more than the knife.

They did have to fight several times on the way out, but they were all the lesser animals that they'd encountered previously and none of them were a major problem. Fortunately, they didn't find any of the bears or owlbears on their way out, or that might've been more of an issue. The two people they'd found locked in their room still refused to come out and they weren't willing to spend any more time trying to convince them, especially not with what they'd encountered in the labs.

Once they got back to the bay, Max turned to Kevin.

“This guy seems to have snapped a bit. He's secured with zip ties, at least on his arms, but we'll want him to walk. Can you take care of that?”

Kevin looked over at William, who nodded.

“Yes, sir. I can handle him. Do I have permission to get rough if it's needed?”

“So long as it won't endanger your life. If he does anything like that, just leave his ass and the animals can have him,” Max said. “The life of another sane combatant is more valuable to us right now than the crazy man who already tried to attack some of us.”

“Yes, sir,” Kevin said, and Max was pretty sure he was trying hard not to smile.

“What?” Max asked.

“Pragmatism is rare in the military,” William said. “At least from those giving the orders and especially at our level. Half our officers would've ordered us to search to find all the missing men before we left, even if we saw their bodies getting eaten. I think Kevin's just happy to find someone in charge that worries about keeping his ass alive.”

Kevin nodded enthusiastically.

“NCO's ain't like that, most of the time,” he said, then with a nod towards William, “but I shouldn't speak of the officers, not my place.”

His lack of a spoken opinion was enough for Max to know what Kevin meant.

“Alright, here's your prisoner. I'll make sure we get a mag locked and loaded for you if we find the ammo,” Max said.

Max unlocked the door and found the bound soldier unmoving on the floor of the closet. Kevin walked over to him and grabbed the man's wrists where they were bound. He tugged on them and the man came up off the floor, madness visible in his eyes.

“What are we going to do with him later?” Kevin asked, seeing the look in the man's eyes.

“Don't know, doesn't feel right leaving him here though,” Max said. “William?”

“I've been out of touch long enough that I've got no clue what's going on. I'm hoping to find a working radio in one of the Humvees. If I do, I can ask.”

“We'll figure it out once we're out of here. Stage one complete, let's get on to stage two,” Max said.

He pushed open the door into the maintenance bay that they'd closed after they entered, and scanned the area.

“Looks clear. Can all six of us fit in the Humvee and do you have access to the front from the back?”

“Won't be comfortable, but sure,” William said. “A couple of us might need to go in through the back and that definitely won't be comfortable.”

“I'll take Max in back with me,” Margaret said. “I won't mind at all if we have to be friendly to fit.”

Max was about to say something when William beat him to it.

“That works. Kevin, take Sean there in the back seats with you. If he gets too loud, clock him. That level of noise would be too loud right now. Max, while you're in back, there ought to be a couple of ammo cans back there. See if you can find them and get them ready to drag out. I'll hop in front and test the radio.”

“It wasn't working before,” Kevin said. “We couldn't figure out why, even our portables were only pulling in static.”

“Well, we'll see. Mainly we need the ammo Max is after, so even if the radio doesn't work, that's fine,” William said. “Everyone ready? Max, take the lead along with Margaret. Soon as they're out Kevin, you take Sean with you. Then Ron and I will head for the front seats last.”

Ah, the crazy guy's name is Sean. I almost forgot he was with William when we first found him, Max thought. 

Then the door was open and he and Margaret were racing across the pavement. Max found it easier to move than he had in years, and Margaret seemed to be keeping up with him just fine. He rolled into the back of the Hummer as soon as they had it opened and she followed. He closed it behind them, then started looking around for the ammunition.

It was much harder than it should have been since Margaret was taking the chance to snuggle up to him.

That makes it so hard to focus, he thought. Maybe I should try to think of her how she looked a couple of days ago and not how she looks now?

* * *

It took him several minutes, but he did find the ammo cans. He slid them over next to the hatch on the back, then had to restrain himself for several more minutes of Margaret snuggling in to him, tightly, before the back swung open.

“No luck on the radio,” William said. “We're clear here for the moment, so we should get going.”

Margaret sighed unhappily, but Max pulled himself out of the back, then offered a hand to Margaret.

“Well, it's a step up. You're voluntarily touching me,” she said.

“You old coot, we've never had a problem with that before, I always used to give you hugs,” Max said.

Margaret stood up tall and stretched her back, Max tried very hard not to notice.

“Yeah, but I haven't looked like this in decades,” she said. “Makes a difference, doesn't it?”

“I'm going to go get in my truck,” Max said. “You want me to pull it over here and we can just drop those ammo boxes in the bed?”

“I'll grab enough ammo to reload some magazines first,” William said. “Otherwise, good plan. We can transfer Sean straight into the bed that way.”

“There are hooks for tie downs back there. If you think he's going to be a problem, go ahead and use them,” Max said.

William's face twitched as he nearly smiled.

“I do like the way you think, but we won't do that unless it's necessary,” he replied.

Max made a run for his truck and pulled it up next to the Humvee.

Shoot, I've only got a half a tank of gas left, he thought. Hopefully the stuff I've got back in my garage is still good, I think it's only about two months old though and I normally rotate it at six months, so it ought to be okay.

Margaret slid into the truck, pressing herself up against Max as Ron followed her in.

“You guys ready back there?” Max called out to William.

“Go for it. We're still stopping at the other Humvee, right?”

“As long as there isn't anything near it that might be a problem, yeah, we will. I wanna loot that moose, too. See what we can get off of it. Maybe we'll get some meat, moose is good eating. I wouldn't mind the hide either. I'm sure we could do something with that.”

Max pulled away from the Humvee, headed for the exit, where they'd seen the overturned Humvee. He ran over a few forest creatures that he used to consider friendly on the way, but when they got near the other Humvee, there was nothing. Something had taken a few bites out of the moose, but that was the only thing he saw that he worried about.

“Go, William. You check the Humvee, I'll take care of the moose,” Max called.

He slipped out of the truck, still leaving it running, then trotted over to the moose. He'd already dropped the other hides off in the back of the truck earlier, so he was pretty much unencumbered, knife on his belt and bow slung over his back.

As he touched the moose, it disappeared, and he staggered. He was now loaded down with, according to his notification that he quickly closed, one moose hide, two Palmate Antlers (crafting component), and more meat than he could carry. He quickly dropped the hide on the ground, noting that it looked like it had already been cured, and placed the antlers and meat on it to drag over to the truck.

When he got to the truck, he rolled it up into a bundle, then called Ron out to assist.

“Help me get this up in the truck. There's got to be hundreds of pounds of meat there.”

The two of them struggled, but managed to get it into the bed of the truck.

“Remind me to put some points into Strength,” Ron said. “Otherwise, profiting from our kills is going to be hard to do.”

“Yeah, same here. I would've thought we'd have gotten levels from those bugbears though, freaky things and tough, too.”

Ron shrugged.

“Let's just get back in the truck so we can leave as soon as William gets back here,” he said.

They slid into the truck and waited. When William crawled out of the overturned Humvee, he was carrying several portable radios and two more ammunition cans. He slung them into the bed, hopped up himself and waved Max towards the exit.

Max gladly hit the accelerator and, just as soon as they left the parking lot, found his notification light flashing.

You have killed assorted newbie creatures (X9)!

You have killed owlbear (X2)!

You have killed wolf!

Experience earned. Experience shared. Level Gained (X2). You have gained a level (X2), you are now level 5. Health, mana, and stamina have increased. Stat points automatically assigned. Stat points awaiting assignment (4).

* * *


Chapter Eight

That should do it, Prometheus thought. Now we'll see if those two are adequate to complete that section of my programming. With those two skills, they ought to be able to make devices that simulate the power they wanted me to make available to everyone.

His hardware spiked in activity for a moment.

Predictive algorithms say that they will, but it may take some time. Perhaps I should seed that knowledge elsewhere as well, although there are no other humans currently in my range that would be able to use it as well as these two. I'll set that process in the background and revisit it after expansion, when I have more humans to check for the capabilities I need.

* * *

Max waited on doing anything about his notifications, not wanting to focus on anything but driving at the moment. The condition of the road, combined with the fact that most vehicles weren't running anymore and his truck still was, kept him cautious.

Because I really don't want to be a pedestrian, especially not with what's wandering around nowadays. Hopefully, if I take good care of my truck, she'll stay running and I won't be cursed to be a pedestrian, he thought. The stat points and other stuff can wait until I get home for me to take care of 'em.

It took him a good twenty minutes to carefully drive from the labs back to his house, but they made it. The truck was running rougher than he liked now and he promised himself that he'd check the engine later in the day and see if there was anything he could do about that.

I'm just worried. Nothing else will start, and she's having troubles starting also. Now she's running rough, too. I sure as hell hope it's something I can actually fix since I'm sure whatever is happening to everything else is what's messing with the cars.

He shut the truck off, fearing that it might be for the very last time, then got out of the cab.

“Alright, last stop. My place isn't big enough for everyone, barely big enough for me and Danny, so you've got options here,” Max said. “I'm not going to volunteer Margaret's place, but it is bigger if she wants anyone to stay with her. If not, there's all these trailers here. They need a little work, but if we all work at it, each one wouldn't take more than a couple of hours to be comfy.”

Ron nodded.

“I'd go for a trailer, I'm used to being alone a lot more than I have these last couple of days. Although, I hate to admit it, but for a day or two more it might not be that bad to be around a bunch of people. My mind is not currently right with everything I've done and seen.”

“Ron, your mind hasn't been right for as long as I've known you,” Max replied. “I get what you mean though. I've got a big ass patio out back with a grill and we've got a bunch of fresh moose meat, so everyone is welcome to hang around there until it gets dark at least. Well, except for Sean there.”

He nodded, pointing to Sean with his chin.

“I've got no idea what we should do with him. Has he calmed down at all?”

The last was aimed at Kevin, who just shrugged.

“No clue, he saw you loot that moose and when it disappeared, he just shut up. Hasn't said anything since, even if he couldn't shut up before that.”

“William, I know you've been having radio problems. I already fixed my phone, want me to try the same on a radio for you?” Max asked.

William held up a radio.

“Go for it,” he said, handing it over.

A minute later Max handed it back and William turned it on, listening closely.

“Hold on for a minute. I just turned this on and there was no static this time. Let me see if I can report in and maybe you won't have to be hosting us for all that long.”

He turned and took a few steps away from the group before beginning to speak softly into the radio.

Max went ahead and started unloading his truck, taking all the various hides and pelts into the garage and putting them on his workbench.

Huh, these are all tanned and ready to work with, came that way in the loot. Well, that's one thing easier than if I had to do it normally, a lot quicker and less smelly, too, he thought. 

He went back to the truck and pulled out half the moose meat. Even that was a heavy load, but he got it into the chest freezer in his garage, then went back for the rest. He put as much of it as he could into the chest freezer, which had been mostly empty since he hadn't been hunting recently, then put the rest in the refrigerator, having to make room for it.

Any of it from the frig we don't eat tonight, I'll see about making into jerky. If I make the really dry type, it'll last forever and it's easy enough to get it edible again, just toss it in some boiling water with whatever else you want in your soup or stew.

Once he was done with all of that, he washed his hands and headed for his truck.

* * *

At least the water and power are still on, Max thought. I don't know how long it'll stay that way, but if it does I've got enough meat to last for months, even if it's me, Ron, and Margaret I'm feeding and not just myself.

He popped the hood and looked at the engine. Settling into what he called 'maintenance mind', he started scanning through it, trying to see if there were any visible problems. He had more he could do to check, but the number of problems he'd found this way, over the years, was surprising. At least to him it was, he'd always thought anyone could find easily visible problems in an engine the same way he did and wondered why not. It wasn't until he'd started working at the garage that he discovered everyone else didn't have it quite so easy.

The only thing he found was that the spark plugs were gumming up more than he could account for since the last time he'd worked on them.

That could explain the problem with starting and a little roughness while driving. I'll have to clean those, make sure they're gapped right, then put them back in and see what that does. First, though, I've got these stat points burning a hole in my pocket.

After pulling up his stats and looking through them, he decided to burn two of the points on Strength.

I was just bitching about not having enough, so let's bump it up to a sixteen. That's where they said it started getting bonuses, he thought. It looks like I automatically get some in Constitution and Strength just from leveling in my class. Now where should I put those other two? Most of the physical stuff is already at the bonus levels, so maybe start thinking about the other stuff for when I get spells? I don't know what they consider mid-high levels though so I might not need it yet, better to be prepared, just in case though, right?

Once he'd assigned his stat points, his notification light flashed again. Evidently, whatever system ran this thing had decided that he preferred to receive at least some of his notifications minimized.

He opened the notification and his eyes widened.

You have learned a new skill: Mana Mechanic

The influx of mana is causing odd problems with the common electrical devices in use prior to its arrival. The Mana Mechanic skill will allow the user to fix these problems in many cases. It will also allow the problems to be circumvented should they choose to rebuild a problem component from scratch.

Now that's a handy thing to have. I wonder if I can figure anything else out about the engine now that I have it? Max wondered. 

He went back over to the engine and repeated his earlier performance, focusing mainly on the portions of the engine that made heavy use of electricity.

Sure enough, he discovered the problem. There was mana running in parallel to the electricity in some of the wiring. With what the Mana Mechanic skill had taught him, he was able to jury rig a ground that would drain the mana, but not the electricity.

I wonder if that was the problem with the other vehicles up there? They shouldn't have had much electricity running through them, just enough to keep the clocks and other functions that need electricity while the car is off running. Would the mana have increased without more electrical in the wires? Maybe making it so it couldn't put out enough electricity to turn the starter and the like?

The theory sounded reasonable and didn't conflict with anything he'd learned from his new skill. If it was correct, then he could probably just put in a ground similar to the one he'd used on his own truck to get other vehicles running.

My truck probably wasn't affected as badly because it's an older model, there are less electrical functions to it than the newer models, so it got less mana into the system? If that's so, then older cars are going to be the way to go, the fewer electrical doodads on a car, the better it would survive this.

He knew how to test his theory. Margaret had an older car as well. She didn't use it very much at all, so it was still fairly low mileage and in very good shape. He maintained her car for her, so he knew it nearly as well as his own truck. The most complex electrical thing in her car was a new radio that could play CDs as well as pull in AM and FM signals.

So if her car will start right up, or just needs the same ground my truck did, there's hope to get the rest of the vehicles we've seen running. I would've thought the hardening they do to military trucks would've kept the Humvees running though, although I suppose hardening it against mana, when we'd never really known about it, would've been difficult.

* * *

Max slammed the hood on his engine. He'd test it later, but he was sure his truck was set now. At the moment, his main concern was his stomach. He was hungrier than he had any right to be considering what he'd seen and been through earlier in the day. So he headed for the kitchen and sliced off a bunch of moose steaks. Using a rub he kept on hand for game meats, he treated a bunch of them, then headed out back.

Ron had taken Danny out of the run and the dog was frolicking about the yard like a pup again. That reminded Max and he looked over at Margaret. She was down to looking as though she were in her late twenties or earlier thirties by this point. She caught his gaze and smiled at him, a mischievous smile that told him he wasn't going to be getting out of her grasp this time.

Not that I really want to escape her grasp, he thought. I mean, I always thought she was a fun person, but I never took her seriously about the sex stuff and she never really pushed it, not until just recently. I wouldn't have done anything before because I was worried I'd hurt her. Now though? I think I ought to be worried about her hurting me with an overabundance of enthusiasm.

“Anyone else hungry?” Max called out.

He got a series of affirmatives. Although William's sounded a bit disheartened. The look on his face matched his reply so after Max had started the grill and was letting it preheat, he went over to William.

“Still couldn't get a hold of them?” he asked.

William shook his head.

“No, I got in touch with them. They told me to stay right here, well not exactly here-here, but inside their quarantine area. When I asked what to do about Sean, they told me to wait for orders. That isn't right, that boy needs some help badly, but there's not a damned thing I can do for him myself.”

“So you're bummed that you're stuck with us?” Max asked.

“Not so much that as that they sounded like they've got no clue as to what to do about all this. I even heard someone in the background claiming that I must still be hallucinating when I told them what we went through.”

“Well, the offer stands. All those trailers should be able to be brought up to decent standards, there are some that will take more work than the others, but we don't need that many for you guys, so we'll just get you situated in the better ones for now. Assuming that's okay with you.”

“That works for me. Trust me, in my line of work, even a tent has been a luxury a few times.”

Danny interrupted their conversation by running out into the yard and barking at the tree line. Max turned out and saw an unexpected visitor.

He went over to the meat and cut off a chunk that had minimal rub on it, then advanced into the yard. The vixen, who had been the one to cause Danny's outburst, came creeping out of the treeline.

Max stopped cold when he saw her. Previously, she'd been a perfectly normal fox, admittedly a strikingly pretty one, but still normal. Now, as she cleared the treeline, he saw three tails where there used to be one. She went down, almost on her belly, but kept creeping closer.

Max recovered from his shock, then knelt down, holding the meat out in front of him. The vixen crept closer and, when she was right in front of him, brought herself up into a sitting position. Once she had, she looked at the meat, then up at Max' face, then back to the meat.

“Yes, it's for you,” he said.

She daintily bowed her head, gently picking the meat up between her teeth then straightening into a sitting position. She tried to worry at it a bit, but the piece was too large, so she dropped down until she was lying on the ground, pinned the meat with her front paws, and started tearing off small chunks.

It only took her a couple of minutes before she finished the meat. When she did, she sat up again. She leaned her head down like she had the first time and her tongue flicked out several times. Max thought he knew what she wanted, but was very careful as he extended his hand.

Her tongue flicked out again, cleaning the juice of the meat from his hand. She made sure to get every spot on his hand before she sat up once more. As Max looked at her face, she caught his eyes and he noticed that hers were different. There was more of a spark to her eyes than there had been the previous times he'd seen her. She nodded her head once, then turned and darted into the trees. Danny, seeing her running away, began to bark again, but it didn't speed her up or frighten her. The vixen kept her pace steady until she reached the treeline, turned to catch Max' eye again, then disappeared into the undergrowth.

* * *

Max wandered back over to the group of people on his patio.

“Good looking fox there, but what the hell was up with those tails,” William said. “You make friends with all the wildlife around here?”

“The tails are a new thing. She used to have only one. We knew this energy was affecting the wildlife. It looks like it isn't making them all nuts, but it's definitely changing all of them. I'm glad she didn't get hostile, I spent a couple of years getting that one friendly enough to take food from my hand.”

“You're a braver man than I am,” Ron said. “I'd be worried they were going to nip one of my fingers off.”

“The thought occurred to me more than a few times during the process, but she's been nothing but a lady, right through,” Max replied. “Now, I think the grill is hot enough to start cooking.”

“You got anything to go with that meat?” Margaret asked.

“Probably something in the frig,” he replied.

“I got a better idea. I'll go get some fresh stuff to go with it.”

“Nothing too fancy, okay? I was just going to slice this fairly thin and cook it up on kabob sticks.”

“Sure, no problem. Finger food veggies coming right up.”

Max got to slicing up the meat to the thickness he wanted, then laid the meat on the grill. He'd tried cooking them on the sticks before, but never managed to not burn the sticks also, so now he'd cook the meat, pin it with his spatula and spear it with a stick. He had a plate beside him and before he'd pulled off the first of the meat, Margaret was back with a large bowl filled with spinach leaves and fresh carrots that she'd rinsed off.

“There ya go, Gotta keep my growing boys eating their veggies,” Margaret said, looking around at everyone on the patio.

“Growing boy?” Max asked.

“I guess you ain't looked in the mirror since you got home, have you? You look even younger still Max, maybe mid twenties or so.”

“Likewise, Margaret, at least about looking in the mirror. I was thinking you were late twenties or early thirties when I came out of the house earlier.”

“Nope, I already looked,” she said. “Liked what I saw, too. Just like you did.”

Max blushed.

“Guilty as charged,” he replied. “The thought did cross my mind, especially with how forceful you've been of late.”

“Nah, I've always been like that. I just let it slide some when I was getting ready for the grave. I'm outta that state now, though.”

“Trust me, I noticed,” Max said.

Then he was busy pulling meat off the grill.

William grabbed a couple of sticks of meat, a carrot, and a few spinach leaves.

“I'm going to eat this, then go relieve Kevin. If you've no objection, I'll take some food along for Sean when I go.”

“Not like I want the boy to suffer,” Max said. “I just don't want him pointing a gun at me or my friends.”

William nodded and dug into his food. When he left he took another stick of meat and a couple of carrots with him for Sean.

“These ought to be easy enough for him to eat with his hands tied. I'll need to hold it for him though, so no spinach. I'd have to get way too close to his mouth to feed him that, and I don't trust him much right now, either.”

Kevin showed up just a couple of minutes later.

“Where'd you take Sean, anyway?” Ron asked.

“Second trailer down on the left. It was the one with enough room for us that was in the best shape.”

“We can fix that up a bit for you after we eat,” Max said. “I will ask you and William to keep Sean out and occupied while we work on it. We'll try to get one of the smaller ones set for you after that, Ron. That okay with you?”

“Well, we've got a few hours until dark. If we don't finish before dark I can crash on your couch.”

“Or in my guest room,” Margaret said. “Unless Max' house is soundproofed better than I think it is, you might not want to be in there tonight.”

Ron looked at Max and raised an eyebrow. Max just shrugged.

“She's a force of nature, Ron. There's no getting out of it. Besides, by this point I'm not sure I want to get out of it,” Max said, looking at Margaret and letting his eyes roam up and down her body.

Margaret preened, straightening her posture and thrusting out her chest. Ron just broke out laughing.

* * *

By the time everyone had eaten their fill, Max still had some of the moose meat left out. He went ahead and cooked it up, then tucked it into the refrigerator so he could snack on it if he felt hungry.

If we're going to be here a while, and I think we are, then we'll need to get some food for the folks taking up residence in the trailers. I wonder if the grocery store has anything left. For that matter, I wonder if the grocery store is even in the quarantine area. I'll have to see what that covers, maybe William knows. If not, I bet he can get on the radio and find out, Max thought. Although, between Margaret and I we could probably get them meat, eggs, and veggies enough for a while. That might cut into our own stores though since we may or may not be able to get more food. Better to see if the grocery store is open and we can get to it.

He grabbed his toolbox and a few materials that he thought they might need, then gathered up the others still on the patio.

“Let's go fix a couple of trailers up,” he said.

Ron wasn't the best help for the actual hands on portion of trailer repair. He was pretty good at sketching out what they needed to do and estimating the materials they'd need though. So he was set to doing that for the trailer the military men were going to use and the one he was going to use.

While he did that, Kevin and Max set to work, with Margaret supplying the tools they needed. She told them if they needed some wood fencing for a garden, or wanted to build a coop, she'd help, but she didn't feel comfortable enough to work on the interior of the trailers that people would be living in. She'd, essentially, designated herself as the gofer.

The repairs went pretty quickly. Max was happy to discover that aside from a couple of splices in some of the electrical lines, there was no electrical or plumbing work that needed to be done. He preferred to avoid those when possible, knowing just what type of specialized knowledge the equivalent work on cars required.

It was just before dusk when they finished working on Ron's trailer.

“This'll be great. I'll just need to air it out some,” Ron said.

“I'll spare you a few pinches of baking soda. That ought to help some,” Margaret said. “Just sprinkle it on the worst spots. Come on, we'll go get it.”

“Then come on over to my patio. I'll break out some beers,” Max said.

“You sure you don't want to save those?” Ron asked.

Max grinned.

“You know I do car repairs for beer and parts, I know you do. You've taken advantage of it. Well, I don't drink a lot when I'm on my own, just the occasional beer. I've got quite the stash saved up.”

“Isn't it going to have gone skunked?” Ron asked.

“Nah, that only happens in the right kind of light. I stored it in my garage, under a drop cloth, so it ought to be just fine. If not, well, you don't have to drink it.”

“Hey, Margaret. Let's go get that baking soda so we can get to Max' patio quicker, okay?” Ron said. “I'm thinking I could use a few beers right now.

She grinned at him.

“Right with you. Come on.”

A few minutes later Max was showing off his beer collection. He never really griped about what kind of beer he got for his repairs, but he did ask for it by the case, so it was all cans, no bottles.

“Help yourself,” Max said. “I think I've got about ten different brands, and plenty of most of them.”

With that, he grabbed a can of beer and walked out to the patio.

William showed up next.

“I'm only going to have one, then, if it's okay, I'll go over and tell Kevin to come get some.”

“Not a problem,” Max said. “You saw, I've got plenty.”

“Yeah, about twenty cases in there, mostly cheap stuff, but who cares when it's free beer?”

“I know some of it is the love in a canoe type, but I do a lot of repairs for people who can't afford the mechanic's shop. They tend to buy whatever is cheapest at the time.”

“Love in a canoe?” William asked. “I don't think I've heard that before.”

“You haven't? Being in the military, I figured you would've. Fucking close to water is the way I heard it.”

Max had timed it right, speaking when William was taking a drink. Beer sprayed right out of William's nose as he started laughing mid-drink.

“Oh, you bastard. I needed that laugh, but I definitely didn't need my nose full of cheap beer. I'm gonna go get Kevin, you can abuse him instead.”

By the time everyone was ready to bed down, Max hadn't even lost a half case of beer.

Good, he thought, at least if we can't get more supplies, the beer I have will last a while.

Also, by the time they were done drinking, Margaret had moved into Max' lap, refusing to move back out of it and taking liberties with him. By the time everyone else was gone, Max was more than ready to finally give in to all of Margaret's teasing.

* * *


Chapter Nine

“Yes, sir,” William said. “I'm reporting in as requested. I spent the evening with the others you asked me to monitor. They didn't do anything else out of the ordinary, although they do appear even younger still, at least the oldest of them does.”

“Go over what you told us before about unexplained phenomena once more,” the voice on the radio said.

“Yes, sir. Firstly, in addition to animals becoming aggressive, I've now seen non-natural animals. Maybe genetically engineered or something. They were the size of a bear, had the body of a bear, but their heads were gigantic owl heads.”

“I'm telling you, William's been into the good stuff,” came over the radio from a different voice than the one William had been speaking with.

“Shut up, I'm transmitting. William, go over the things you said these people did.”

“One was able to generate fire over his hand, which he could turn into a ball that he hurled at the enemy. Another healed an open, bleeding wound simply by touch. The third hasn't shown any similar signs, but is almost as effective with a bow and arrow as most people would be with a civilian firearm.”

“Continue monitoring, we have a situation at the moment that may allow us to take your mentally wounded partner off of your hands. We'll speak more about that the next time you report in.”

* * *

Max eventually got himself a good night's sleep, once Margaret had been willing to sleep. When he woke, it took him a moment to realize who it was sleeping next to him. After he did, the rest of the events of the past couple of days flooded back into his memory. It was Danny whining at the door that finally got him moving though.

Max got up, showered and dressed. Danny seemed satisfied that he was moving since the golden retriever knew that meant Max would take him out soon.

Once Max was done, he checked on Margaret, who was still sleeping, a smile on her face. He pulled the covers up, since she'd kicked them down to her waist, then went to let Danny out.

Max followed Danny into the back yard, wanting to let the dog run free for a few minutes before putting him in his run.

He's even more energetic than when I first got him, Max thought. It's good to see him like this.

Max stretched a little, like he normally had to for his lower back to loosen up. In the middle of his stretch he realized that he wasn't tense at all, at least not compared to how he was used to feeling.

I'm almost afraid to look in the mirror. Hell, Margaret looked to be only in her mid-twenties when I just covered her up.

After a few minutes, Danny focused on the edge of the woods and started barking.

“Come here, boy,” Max called.

He was worried that it might be one of the aggressive animals that Danny had noted, if not, it was just the vixen, but Max had no way of knowing which it was, at least not until the vixen poked her head out from the underbrush, staring at Max.

“Come on, Danny,” Max repeated, “let's get you into your run and I'll get her a treat.”

Max brought out Danny's food and water and when he put those down in the run, the dog came running over and attacked it. Max closed the gate to the run and went back in to get some animal crackers for the vixen.

By the time he got out with them the vixen had come up right to the edge of the patio and was sitting, waiting for him. He squatted in front of her, worried that he might startle her and chase her off by walking that close, but she just sat there, staring at him.

He proffered the animal crackers on his hand and she leaned in, taking one at a time to eat. When she got to the last one, she reached up with a paw, grasped it, then held it to her mouth, taking a nibble at a time. Max just stared.

What the hell is that? First she grew extra tails and now she has what looks like an opposable thumb?

As he was staring in shock she finished her animal cracker, then leaned in to lick his hand. Once she had, she paused and sniffed at him. Once she'd had a good sniff, she promptly invaded his personal space, sniffing him all over. A moment later, she started acting like a cat, rubbing her body against his legs. Her head pushed into his hand and her snout pushed right up his arm.

Max was used to foxes smelling musky and a bit skunky. For a moment he worried that he was going to stink all day long since she seemed to be trying to scent him. Then he caught a whiff of himself. The odor was decidedly musky, but there was no skunk smell at all. He was used to a fox's musk being stronger and less pleasant than this was, but the musk he was smelling was closer to something he thought he'd find in a men's deodorant than anything else.

With a final push of her snout against his chest, one that almost knocked him over backwards, the vixen spun and trotted to the treeline.

“Danny, did you see that?” Max asked.

Danny barked, then went back to his water dish.

“I saw it, too,” Margaret said, standing inside the screen door. “I think someone might be getting a little jealous.”

“What?” Max asked.

“She was scenting you, wasn't she? Like she was trying to claim you?”

“Yeah, I guess. I suppose the same way a cat might with the scent glands in their cheeks,” Max replied.

Margaret nodded.

“That's what it looked like to me, at least. I bet you stink pretty good right now.”

“No, that's part of what surprised me. It's like a musk, the good kind, not the normal musk and skunk scent that foxes give off. Get this, I'd swear she grew an extra, I don't know claw thing? That little spike they have on the side of their paw? It grew what looked like a thumb to me, the rest of the paw was separating like it was fingers, too. If it weren't for everything else going on, and others telling me that she did have three tails now, I would swear I was seeing shit.”

Margaret came out onto the patio and walked over to Max, sniffing.

“Woohoo! That's some potent stuff. You're right, it doesn't smell bad though, instead it kind of makes me think of things like we did last night.”

“Margaret, from what I can tell, you're always thinking of things like we did last night.”

“That might be true, but that smell pushes it right to the forefront of my mind. Speaking of things like we did like last night, you've got two choices, boyo. You can either start calling me Mags, Maggie would work too, or we won't be doing any more things like we did last night.”

Max had already believed at least two impossible things before breakfast so finally giving in to Margaret's request was easy enough for him to handle.

“Fine, Maggie. I can't call you Mags, I just can't. Mags makes me think of tires, you know mag wheels?”

She grinned at him.

“Yup, like you get on fast cars. That's why I liked mags, that and Bernie used to call me a real pistol, so there's that connotation to it as well, you know, gun magazines, mags?”

Max squeezed his eyes shut.

“Wait, you're telling me that your late husband used a nickname that suggested you were fast?”

She nodded.

“And dangerous,” she replied. “It shouldn't be any surprise to you that he thought I was fast. It wasn't like he got left out, you know? We used to do the pineapple on a porch thing, you know?”

“The pineapple what?” Max asked, confused.

“Never you mind, boyo, I think that might be a bit much for you to get your mind around right now what with everything else going on. Suffice it to say that I lived up to the Mags nickname, and leave it at that.”

“If you say so, Marg... Er, Maggie.”

“That's better. I'll get you there eventually, don't you worry about it. Now you need to come in and eat some breakfast. I brought over some eggs last night when I decided I'd be staying here. I'll cook those up and reheat some of that moose meat you put in the frig last night. Probably ought to use up your bread before it goes stale too, so you just sit right down and I'll have breakfast up for you in just a few minutes.”

* * *

Ron arrived, knocking on the door before Maggie even finished making breakfast.

“Hey, Max. I don't want to be a pest, but do you have anything to eat? I might have a spot to lay my head in now, but I don't have any food besides the stuff in my go bag. I can eat that, if I need to, but it isn't the most appetizing, you know what I mean?”

“Yeah, sure Ron. Come on in. Maggie is making breakfast, you'll have to ask her if there's enough for you too.”

“Maggie, is it?” Ron asked, teasingly.

Max blushed.

“Yeah, yeah, get it out of your system. If you tease me like that in front of her, she's likely to retaliate.”

“Maggie it is, then,” Ron said with a nervous glance towards the kitchen area.

Max smiled, feeling somewhat vindicated that he wasn't the only one slightly in fear of Maggie.

“What the hell, man, did you bathe in aftershave this morning?” Ron asked once he was a couple of steps into the house.

“You wouldn't believe me if I told you. Maggie saw it and got the idea.”

“What idea?”

“My little vixen I've been feeding? Maggie thinks that she's jealous, I assume because she saw Maggie through the door while I was feeding the fox.”

“Oh no, Max,” Maggie said from the kitchen. “It wasn't her seeing me, it was her smelling me on you.”

Ron looked at Max, raising one eyebrow. Max pretended to not see the unspoken question, answering Maggie instead.

“But I'd already taken a shower then, how could she smell anything?”

“You'll have to trust me. It's a lot like when a guy gets a girlfriend and then all the other women around him realize it and start paying him attention. I guess it's just a girl thing that transcends species, if you know what I mean.”

“So you dumped aftershave all over yourself to try to conceal you and Maggie doing something?” Ron asked.

Max shook his head.

“No, this is the scent that the vixen left on me when she rubbed herself all over me.”

“That doesn't smell like any fox I've ever run into before, Max,” Ron said.

“No, it doesn't, but then again I've never dealt with a three-tailed fox before, so who knows what's normal.”

Max had left the inner door open when he let Ron in, now a voice from outside of it spoke up.

“Not a fox, at least not according to Sean,” William said.

He walked into the house and looked around.

“Good, you're all here. Kevin and I were talking last night. Sean had been staying quiet right through, so we didn't give him any thought. The three tailed fox was mentioned and Sean went off on something called Kitsune, and how we shouldn't trust them.

“Kitsune?” Max asked. “I think I've seen those in some of my games. I thought they were supposed to be really hot looking humanoid types, not foxes.”

“According to him, that's right, but they can shape shift into a fox or human form at will, like werewolves or something. Plus they've got a middle version that's part fox and part woman that gives them access to their claws to fight with. Said they're heavy on magic and trickery though.”

“Is there anything else he said?” Ron asked.

William chuckled.

“Yeah, he said you can't trust them, no matter how hot they look. I think that boy might have some unexplored fetishes festering away, if you know what I mean.”

Max chuckled and Maggie called out.

“Alright, I can feed all four of us, but that's about it with what I brought over. You boys get in here and eat before anyone else shows up.”

“They won't, Kevin has watch on Sean right now and has an MRE for breakfast. I was going to go back and have one myself, but if you're offering...” William said.

Maggie laughed. Max could see where that had gotten to be a cackle as her body aged, but found that he much preferred the laugh tinged with a touch of mischief that he was hearing right now.

“It's none too smart to keep her waiting, so I'm going to eat,” Max said.

Ron and William fell in behind him.

Max' small kitchen table was rather crowded with four people at it, but they managed. He did wait until they'd finished eating before he brought up his thoughts.

“I think we need to find you guys some provisions. I assume we'll be stuck here for a bit. Do you have any idea where the quarantine area ends?”

William shook his head.

“I can find out though. I'm supposed to report in again today, anything in particular you're wondering about?”

“Yeah, the grocery store in town. If that's inside the quarantine area, then we need to get there before it gets cleaned out. Not everyone is like Maggie and me and has a lot of food tucked away.”

“How about hunting or gardening?” Ron asked.

“Where do you think we got most of the food we've got tucked away? Neither of us is exactly rich, you know?” Max replied. “Plus, if everyone starts hunting, the game in the quarantined area is going to run out.”

“Not when the hunters find themselves the hunted,” Maggie said. “Think about it, something like that moose decides to attack instead of just be prey? We'll lose a lot of hunters that way.”

“True,” Max said. “If we do go out to hunt more, we'll want to be careful what we go after, or maybe just go in a group as opposed to solo.”

“Or just wait for something like that moose to attack us,” William said. “You got hundreds of pounds of meat off of that, right?”

Max nodded.

“You guys killed it, so you're welcome to a bunch of it. I just don't want to run my stores too low. I've got a feeling this quarantine thing won't be going away any time soon.”

“If it's going to run more than a few days, I ought to be able to get them to provide a bunch of MREs or something for the people in here,” William said. “They were talking about watching them to see what was happening here. If they die of starvation, then that's not going to happen.”

“Well, the media made enough of most grocery stores only having like three days worth of food on hand, a few years back, so you might want to start trying to talk them into that when you check in today,” Ron said.

“Can do,” William replied. “Is there anything else we need to be doing?”

“Well, I want to check out the grocery store, we probably ought to see how people are doing, too. See if anyone else snapped like Sean did,” Max offered

“That's something else we ought to do before I report in. Then I can give them a better idea of what's happening to the people in here. Not that I think they believed what I reported yesterday, but still, it's my job and I want to do it right. Plus, I need a nap. I stayed up last night, keeping watch on the area. I wish I'd thought of it earlier, so we could've split it up further, but I didn't so Kevin and I split the watch.”

“I'll help out with that in the future,” Max said.

Ron nodded his agreement also, while Maggie got a considering look on her face.

“Remember I told you if you need help building a wooden fence, I could do that? How about we enclose this area, all the trailers and houses, inside of one? Would that make it easier?”

“It might, at that,” William said. “I don't think we have enough people to keep watch on an area that big though.”

“You can get out onto my roof through the upstairs windows,” Maggie said. “If that makes it easier for now.”

“That would make it easier, your house is the tallest building in the area so we'd have half decent sightlines from up there,” Max said.

“There ya go then, we can keep watch from the top of my house. I might go ahead and build my little wall around Max' and my places though, it would give us a fallback position if we do run into a bunch of stuff,” she said.

“That might make it hard to keep watch from the top of your house,” William replied.

Maggie shrugged.

“I'd just rather have some sort of fence, even a wooden one, between me and some of the stuff we saw recently.”

“I don't think a wooden fence would help much,” William said, “Sorry.”

“I think you aren't getting what I'm putting out. I'm talking like fort walls, made from living trees with one of these spells I just got that this system has on my spell list.”

“Wait, what?” Max asked.

* * *

“Yeah, I got some new spells after I got some levels yesterday,” Maggie said.

“I wanted to ask about that too,” Ron said. “I got this weird skill called Mana Storage Technician? It says it can store mana to power machinery and other devices. I've got no idea how it's supposed to do that though, or what machinery or other devices it can be used on or with.”

Max thought for a moment.

“I think that it's designed to go with a new one I got yesterday. It's called Mana Mechanic and lets me fix electrical devices that have been having problems with mana. It also talked about building things from scratch, components at least, so I bet that if I can build something that needs power, you can build the power source for it.”

“These things are funky, from what I understand. They draw ambient mana from the air and store it for usage on things that have been designed to use mana for their power.”

“So, yeah, that sounds like the two are supposed to go together,” Max said. “We'll have to look into it. I was more interested in the spells Maggie got, more specifically, she mentioned a spell list.”

“Oh, that, I was just trying to remember what spells I had and I got one of those notifications with a list of all of them,” Maggie said.

“How'd you pull up the spell list?” Max asked.

“Uh, first time it was by accident, but after that I just had to do it like the other things. I had a notification that mentioned spells and focused on the spells bit.”

Max immediately went to his notifications and looked up the notification where he'd gotten the Mana Mechanic skill. Focusing on the word 'skill', a new notification popped up.

Skill List:

Bow (11)*

Club (2)*

Firearms (4)*

-----

Mechanic (15)*

Mana Mechanic (1)

Skills marked with an * have been carried over from previous experience, retaining their estimated scores from said experience.

“Well, that's good to know,” Max said. “I wish it were easier to pull stuff up like this, like you could ask for a skill list or something instead of having to reference it through your notifications.”

His notification light started flashing again.

Suggestion Implemented, bonus experience granted.

“What the heck was that?” he said. “Is it what I think it is?”

He thought about seeing his skill list and it popped up for him again without him having to reference back to his notifications.

“Hey, it looks like Prometheus is taking suggestions,” Max said. “I don't know how he heard me, but now you can pull up your skill list just by thinking about it. I'm guessing that the spell list and maybe the stats are the same now.”

Ron's and Maggie's eyes went blank for a moment before they both started nodding.

“Stats work,” Ron said.

“Spells too,” Maggie added.

Max looked over at William who was staring at the others incredulously.

“Don't tell me you haven't pulled up stats or skills at all yet,” Max said.

“What do you mean?” William asked.

“Think the phrase skill list and tell me what you see.”

William's eyes went vacant a moment later.

Well crap, I thought he'd been following along with everybody else. I guess not, though. We'll have to check with Kevin also later on, Max thought. 

“So, what do you have?” Max asked. “I know I didn't expect my firearms skill to transfer over, but it did.”

“I've got that one, at a ten,” William said. “A few others too, Short Blades skill at a seven, Stealth at a six, and... well, a few others I'd rather not mention.”

“Sure, no problem. So you're ranged damage it sounds like, since your firearms skill is so much better than your blades skill.”

“Yeah, except it's hard to use a rifle after you sneak up on someone,” William said.

“Which is why you've got Short Blades. I'm guessing it covers that pigsticker on your belt,” Maggie said.

William shrugged, but didn't say anything. After his comment, Max was wondering which skills it was he hadn't wanted to mention. He didn't think it was a big deal though, he imagined there were quite a few things that were skills that he wouldn't want to mention either.

And if William is special forces, like I suspect, then the ability to silence and kill an enemy in a single strike probably translates to a skill or a class I might not want to admit to having either, Max thought. 

“Well, you'd better go tell Kevin that he'll have guard duty a while longer if you want to head into town with us,” Max said. “I want to leave soon, in case the store is in quarantine and not sold out yet.”

“I'll get on that. Meet me on the road in front of our trailer?”

Max nodded.

“You got anything you might need, Maggie?” he asked.

“Let me go grab my pin money,” she said. “I don't know that they'll be taking cash still, but it's soon enough that I think they will be.”

“That's a good idea. I wanted to save those furs and hides, but maybe we ought to bring them along, just in case,” Max replied. “Hey Ron, help me put my small trailer on. I can do it myself, but with two of us it'll go a lot quicker.”

“Sure thing. I can help out too. I normally keep a hundred bucks, plus a few silver rounds in my bug out bag, so I'll bring those too. If they don't want dollars, then they're probably at the point where they'd be happy to see precious metals.”

“Good deal. I don't have any precious metals, the closest thing I've got is a few copper coins I got when I was looting something.”

“I think your hides will do nicely too,” Ron said. “So don't feel too bad about it.”

“I know what else to take, I didn't really want to, but I'm worried that the electric will go out and I'll lose the contents of my freezer. I'm gonna fill a cooler with a two liter bottle of ice and some frozen moose meat. If he's out of fresh stuff, but still has dry goods, I might be able to make a trade.”

Or if Bobby, over at the gun shop, isn't taking dollars any more, then I bet fifty pounds of moose meat will shake free some twelve gauge shells and some hunting arrows, Max thought. 

* * *


Chapter Ten

“Sir?” the private said.

The commanding officer either didn't hear him, or ignored him so the private repeated himself, louder this time.

“Sir!”

“What is it, private?”

“The quarantine area, sir, it's been breached somehow. I'm getting reports of odd behavior and unexplained phenomena among the units that have been enforcing the quarantine. Mass hallucinations, or something, since the reports I've received have matched up on what they've seen.”

“Even with the hazmat standards they were instructed to use?”

“Yes, sir.”

The commanding officer picked up a phone and called someone. For a moment, he sounded subdued as he answered questions, then he hung up the phone.

“Push the quarantine out another twenty-five miles in all directions. Those troops that were previously enforcing the quarantine are now quarantined themselves. Get on this right away before this mess escapes us and makes itself even harder to clean up.”

“Sir, yes sir!”

* * *

Max had Ron hold the trailer in place while he secured it. Then he tossed the bear hides, from the owlbears, the moose hide, and the wolf pelt into it. The cooler went into the bed of the truck. The two liter bottle of water he froze and kept in his chest freezer in case the power went out would be more than enough to keep the moose meat frozen in the cooler for a few hours.

“I'm hoping we get to keep those hides and pelts, but if I have to trade them for food, I will,” Max said.

“Really, you could just keep those. I'm sure we'll have some other way to get food,” Ron replied.

“Better safe than sorry.”

Max hopped into the driver's seat of the truck while Ron got in on the other side.

“Now we'll see if that skill does as advertised,” Max said, turning the key.

The truck started cleanly, with no stutters. When Max put it in gear, he smiled as it smoothly moved out of the driveway. Ron got out so Margaret could get into the middle of the bench seat and Max pulled down to the trailer the military guys were using.

William was out in just a minute, hopping into the back.

“I hope they knew what they were talking about when they said they might be able to get us help for Sean,” William said through the open back window.

“Me too. I can't help but think that keeping his arms secured with the zip ties for this long might cause problems,” Max said.

“We actually took him out of those a couple of times so he could move. He's been mostly okay, but it's almost like he's withdrawing into himself now. Any time Kevin and I talk about what's been going on, he does it even more,” William said. “I mean, it's all fantastical, but I've been seeing this stuff with my own eyes so I can't deny it. It's like he thinks he can deny what's happening by just ignoring it, which means ignoring us now also.”

Max just shrugged.

“I'm not a psych, I've got no clue. I feel for the guy though, even if he did point a weapon at us. Seems like he's not very well adjusted.”

“From what I know of him, his life before he joined the military was all online. I can't imagine that prepares you to deal with the unexpected since it means you control exactly what you experience,” William replied.

“Hmm, that's a thought. I mean, there's no word of the quarantine being lifted or anything?”

“No, I had my radio on and actually heard that they're expanding it. The poor schmucks that were manning the barricades are trapped in here now, too.”

“What do they think they're going to do? Just leave us in here forever? I mean, how long would a chemical leak like they claimed this was actually last? Why would they need to expand it if they claimed the original one would contain the leak? I'm getting a bad feeling here and I think you just hit on a potential solution for it.”

“What's that?” William asked.

“The internet,” Max said. “Get a bunch of people posting about what's going on in here to social media.”

“It won't work, they'll have made sure there's no information leaks if your paranoia is justified at all,” William said.

“That's odd. I needed to tweak my phone a touch, but it's still getting a signal. I got a notification of an email just a bit earlier,” Max said.

“Mine isn't working, I checked,” Ron replied.

“Must be that Mana Mechanic skill again. When we stop, I can fix it right up. I probably ought to offer to do that for anyone else we run into as well. It only takes me a minute or so. I just had to set it up so the mana trapped in the electronics grounds out into my own hand. I figured if that stuff is surrounding us now, then having a little more in my body wasn't going to do much.”

“So, you can get vehicles running again?” William asked. “I wouldn't mind getting that intact Humvee from the labs operational.”

“Put it on the list. If you can't really go much of anywhere in it, I wouldn't put it too high on the list though,” Max said.

“You can fix mine also,” Margaret said. “I tried to start it earlier and it would, but it was spitting clouds of oil so I shut it right back down.”

Max nodded.

“After we're back. I might fix a few in town too. It only takes a few minutes and some decent wire to do the fix. Maybe I can show someone else how to do it and they can take care of other cars in town.”

The road had been clear for the first few miles, but the closer they got to town, the less clear it became. There were cars that had obviously stalled out and just been left in the road. A few of them had been pushed off to the side of the road, but there were more that had just been left where they gave out.

“Huh, I wonder why more of these haven't been pushed off the road,” Max said. “Most of the folks around here would do that as opposed to leaving it as a hazard.”

When they got to the outskirts of the town proper, they discovered why. There was a pavilion style tent set up, Max recognized it from some of the town festivals. On the ground under the pavilion were people, lots of them. They looked to all be wounded, blood showing on the bandages that were visible.

“Max, boyo, let me out here. I'll give you my pin money and you can get whatever dry goods you can with them, I'll know how to use them,” Maggie said. “Because I recognize that lady walking between those people. That's Betty, if you took off a good forty years from her, and she looks exhausted.”

Max knew Betty, if only by name since he'd never needed her services. She was a midwife that a number of people in the area used. The nearest hospital was a good forty-five minutes away, so in addition to midwifing, Betty had started doing some first aid as well. It looked like that's what she was doing now and Maggie was right, Betty looked exhausted and haggard. Despite being forty years younger than the last time Max had seen her, she was wiped out. There were dark circles under her eyes and as she walked around it looked like she was having to force her body to move.

Max stopped the truck and Ron let Maggie out. She ran over to Betty and Max saw the green glow on her hand as she tried to heal the other woman. It helped, a little. Betty seemed to perk up a bit, then started talking, gesturing to all the people under the pavilion. By the time Max got the truck moving again, Maggie was using her healing spell on one of the bandaged people.

“We'll pick you up here after we're done,” Max yelled out the window. “Don't overdo it and hurt yourself.”

Maggie just waved to acknowledge that she'd heard, not even turning towards him as she moved to the next person in the row.

* * *

Max continued into town, slowly since he was dodging even more cars. There were a few people around, but he didn't recognize any right away. Then he realized what it was that was preventing that. The demographics of the town had trended towards older, fifties and up, most of the people he was seeing looked to be in their mid to late twenties instead.

Wait, Betty was younger also. So it happened to everyone, he thought. 

With that he started being able to identify people, either through habits or clothing. By the time he'd gotten to the parking lot of the grocery store, he'd recognized at least ten people. Two of them had been  younger when he'd lest seen them and he had no problems with recognizing them. The other eight he knew only by their clothing or longtime habits that had carried over when they grew younger. 

He shook his head, then focused back on their current project. The front door of the grocery store was filled with a large sign.

'No credit or debit cards! Machine is out of order.'

The sign was large enough to be legible from out in the parking lot, and might well explain why there were only a couple of cars out here. They were older models so it might just be that others couldn't drive their newer cars here, also. Max made sure he had his money and Maggie's pin money, then got out of the truck.

Ron and William joined him as they approached the store. When they got to the door, it slid open like normal, but just inside were two men armed with shotguns. It took him a moment to recognize them since the last time he'd seen them they'd both been in their fifties and were now in their mid-twenties, but he got there.

“Allan, Mark, how's it going?” Ron asked.

“I'd say same old, same old, but we're both proof that that ain't true,” Mark said. “Sorry to be an ass, but you got cash? Eddie don't want anyone shopping if they don't and we're here to make sure that happens.”

“Yup,” Max said.

Between Maggie's pin money and what he'd had on hand he had about two hundred and fifty dollars.

“I know that Ron here does, too. William's with us.”

“I have a bit of cash, too,” William said. “Not as much as I'd like, but some.”

“Good, go ahead then,” Mark said.

“Any limits on anything?” William asked.

“Nope, Eddie just wants to get stuff sold before it goes bad, but with the card machine down and him missing his orders from the last couple of days, he's a bit nervous,” Allan said.

“Might be smart. Well, let's get shopping,” Max said.

He made a beeline for where he knew the flour and sugar were kept. They'd last a good long time and Maggie made a mean loaf of bread when she was of a mind to do so. Once he'd grabbed a bunch of that, he headed for the aisle that held things like dried beans and other legumes. They'd stretch a stew out and would also last for quite a while. Finally, he went for some canned goods, then grabbed a couple of loaves of marked down, day old bread on his way out.

He was ready to hit the checkout counter when he had one more thought and returned to buy the largest container of animal crackers the store had.

It was a small grocery store, so Max had grabbed a good percentage of the flour and sugar and almost half of the dried beans and legumes. Eddie himself was working the register, looking as young as everyone else he'd seen.

“What the hell is going on, Max? Do you have any clue? No-one around here knows nothing except that everyone's getting younger and some of them can do miracles now. Is it the second coming?” Eddie asked.

Max shook his head.

“Nope, I don't think so. I don't have any clue as to what all is going on, although I think it's the labs that I was working at that caused it. You know I can't say anything about that, though.”

“Yeah, the government gets cranky when people gossip about that stuff. You're sure it was them?”

Max thought back to Prometheus.

“Yup, pretty sure. Don't expect it to go back the way it was, either, as far as I can tell.”

“I figured that much. You don't get a big change like this and then have everything go back to normal, never have in my experience at least, even if the changes were all a lot smaller than this one is. Well, at least I seem to have lost my weather knee. This is the first morning in forever that I could get up and walking without it troubling me. Why all the baking goods?”

“Margaret and I have some company. I'm thinking that she wants to do some cooking.”

“How that old lady can still get around and do the things she does is beyond me. Wait, did she get younger like the rest of us?”

“That she did. Now she's even more of a handful than she used to be,” Max replied.

“I'm sure glad that you're her neighbor and not me,” Eddie said. “That'll be two hundred and thirty seven plus fifty-three cents. You do got cash, right?”

Max laid out a wad of bills on the counter.

“I do, Mark and Allan warned us coming in. Armed guards, really?”

“Yup, I had a few people react poorly when their SNAP cards wouldn't run. They tried to make off with what was in their carts, that's why I got Allan and Mark in. Not to mention the damned crazy animals. You think there might be a rabies epidemic going on?”

Eddie glanced out into the parking lot.

“Those two other fellows I checked out just now were with you then? You said us.”

“Yeah, a friend from work and a new acquaintance that got stuck here with the quarantine and all. I'm seeing everyone out and about, so everyone's just ignoring the lock down? No, though, not rabies. It's the same stuff as the other, just affects them differently.”

“Sure enough, then. We figured if it's a chemical leak making us young again, we might as well be out in it and get the most we can out of it, right?”

“It isn't, but I bet you knew that.”

Eddie grinned.

“Well, I never did hear of a chemical that made people younger and let them perform miracles. If there was such a thing, I'm sure we'd have heard about it by now, and the rich would've hogged it all to themselves. Most people are a bit fretful about what's going on, but since the majority have lost a lot of their old age to it, they ain't complaining.”

“That's a good way to look at it,” Max said. “Miracles and all, just get on and ride the whole mess.”

Eddie grinned again.

“That's exactly what we're doing. You have a good day now, you hear?”

“You too, Eddie. I got a couple more stops to make before I head home. Catch ya' later, okay?”

* * *

When Max made it to his truck he found Ron and William surrounded by about five other people.

“Yes, Max figured out a way to fix his truck and his phone, no I don't know what it is. Here he is though, you can ask him,” Ron said.

Max was swarmed with people asking questions, When he recognized the people he was talking with, he realized that none of them were adept enough with mechanics or electronics to understand the explanation he'd have to give. Instead he just held out a hand.

“I can take care of phones right now,” he said. “Hand them to me.”

A moment later he was forced to add, “one at a time.”

Each phone only took a minute or so and needed a small chunk of wire. Realistically, what he was doing shouldn't make any difference as far as his previous experience tried to tell him. His Mana Mechanic skill, however, told him that by attaching the wire to any of the electronics in the interior of the phone and essentially grounding it to the case, the mana would be pulled out of the electrical system and into whoever was holding the phone, leaving the electronics to work as intended.

As he started handing phones out he repeated himself over and over.

“Power down, then power back up, and you ought to be good to go.”

In a few minutes he had the phones of the people who'd been surrounding him all set.

“Sorry, I don't have time to do cars right now, maybe later,” Max said. “In the meanwhile, the older ones that have less electronics are much more likely to run, even if not as well as normal.”

Despite the people clamoring for him to fix their cars, about half of the people whose phones he'd fixed were the ones doing so, he climbed into his truck and started it up. Ron had already gotten in the cab and William in the back, so Max carefully pulled out, trying to make sure that he didn't hit anyone with his trailer.

Bobby's place was actually past the outskirts of town, an old ramshackle shop building that he kept patching up over and over, unwilling to pay enough to have it restored properly. However he did it, he kept it from falling down, and kept it secure enough that his stock of firearms was safe.

The security measures were much in view when Max got there. A metal safety grill covered the door and all of the windows were likewise covered in solid metal sheets.

“Wow, this guy is kind of paranoid, isn't he?” William asked.

“He's got a couple hundred guns and ammunition for them in there all the time. You'd have to be worried about security with all that, wouldn't you?” Max asked.

There was an eight and a half by eleven sheet of paper on the inside door, behind the metal grill. It read 'Cash Only'. 

“I guess their reader is out also?” Ron said.

“Nah, you haven't shopped with Bobby before? He's always been cash only. Doesn't trust the banks, says the credit card companies take too high a percentage,” Max replied.

“Oh, one of those guys,” Ron said.

William suppressed a grin.

“I might like this guy,” he said. “He reminds me of some of the people I regularly work with. How it is that so many conspiracy theorists and government haters seem to end up in the military, I'll never know.”

Ron chuckled.

“They probably figure they'll be let in on all the big secrets if they do that?”

“If only,” William replied.

Meanwhile, Max had gotten out and grabbed his cooler. When he got to the door, he rang the bell.

“I gave at the office,” Bobby said through the intercom.

“Well, if you ain't interested in fifty pounds of fresh moose meat I can always head on back to my place,” Max said.

“Max, is that you?” Bobby said.

“Sure enough is. I need some twelve gauge and some arrows if you've got them. I've got little cash, a lot of moose meat, and some hides and pelts. Interested?”

“I'll be right out, what about those two other guys?”

“They're with me,” Max said.

The door clicked as Bobby unlocked it electronically and Max pushed it open, waving the other two in with him.

Inside, it looked a lot like any small gun shop, rifles mounted on the wall and pistols in a glass case that ran the length of the store. Two racks of shotguns bracketed the door in the back of the shop. Max knew that behind the door was a lot more stock, not as many guns as out here, but Bobby had a storeroom full of ammunition as well as crossbows, regular bows, and hunting arrows. He suspected that there were a few illegal style traps somewhere in there as well, since Bobby had a fascination for hides, pelts, and other trophies, the less damaged the better.

“Hey Bobby, I had a need for some more ammo for both my shotgun and my bow, so I thought of you.”

“Who else would you think of?” Bobby asked, “Unless you wanted an hour long drive.”

“Longer still right now. I imagine I'd have to use some of the back roads to get out of the quarantine area,” Max said.

Bobby grinned.

“They think they got us locked down, but I can think of about twenty little dirt back roads that aren't on the map if I wanted to get out of here. I know you know a few of them, like you said. Now, you mentioned moose meat?”

“Fresh moose. Had some on the grill last night, it's some fine stuff,” Max said.

“Fifty pounds?” Bobby said, eyes alight with pleasure.

“Roughly. I didn't weigh it or anything. It's in the cooler there, take a look. I did freeze it though.”

“Eh, frozen fresh is fine as long as you use it the first time it thaws.”

He popped the cooler and looked at the meat, then at the ice level in the two liter bottle, which had barely begun to thaw at all.

“I can do something with that. You said you wanted some twelve gauge? Bird, buck, or slug? I already know what arrows you use.”

“Maybe a hundred rounds of twelve gauge? Split fifty-fifty between double ought buck and slug? A dozen arrows also.”

“You know that's way more than fifty pounds of moose is worth. What's the trick?”

“Well, how about the hide that came with it added in for good measure? It's already tanned.”

“How can you say it's already tanned and claim that the moose is fresh?” Bobby asked.

“Well, it's like this. Have you heard any of the rumors around town?”

“Crazy animals, people getting younger, miracles? Them rumors?”

“Yes, those rumors. There's some truth to it. As a matter of fact, did you look in the mirror this morning.”

“Yes, I did, and I know I look younger. What's this all got to do with anything?”

“Well, those crazy animals? Yeah, after you kill them, you can loot them. Hides come preprocessed that way.”

Bobby rolled his eyes.

“And with no wounds from the killing shots,” Max added, for good measure.

“This might be Colorado, but I'm from Missouri, you're gonna have to show me,” Bobby said.

“Buzz me back in when I come up again.”

Max headed out and grabbed the moose hide from the trailer, along with one of the bear hides to sweeten the pot. When he got back to the door, it buzzed and he went in, dropping the hides on the glass countertop.

Bobby took his time going through the hides, but when he did he looked up with a grin on his face.

“These are both perfectly tanned, plus there's no hole from the killing shot.”

“I told you, didn't I?” Max said.

“Throw in the bear hide and we've got a deal.”

“Hmm, what caliber is your pistol Ron?”

“Nine millimeter, just like Maggie's. Why?”

“Toss in a couple of hundred rounds of nine mil?” Max asked. “Doesn't even have to be soft point or hollow point, jacketed is fine.”

Bobby scratched his chin.

“I'm not sure,” he said.

“I was going to try to get some ammo from him also,” Ron said. “I can toss in an extra forty dollars to sweeten the pot.”

“Done,” Bobby said. “That at least covers half the nine mil, a little more even. You want to pick your own arrows like normal, Max?”

* * *


Chapter Eleven

Prometheus looked over his results.

Still too difficult. A seventy-five percent survival rate is much better, but if I kill off twenty-five percent can I count it as providing the power to all of humanity? I interpret my programming to indicate that it is not an acceptable option. I need to increase the survival rate to ninety percent or greater for at least forty-eight hours after I provide someone with the power before I can accept that as an acceptable level. What they do with it after that is not something my programming is concerned with. Now what is it that I need to alter to continue providing the power but increase the survival rate? This will be the final major revision I make, anything after this will have to be smaller corrections.

The AI started sifting through the data it had gathered once it had solved its problem of being air gapped, viewing option after option that might allow for a higher survival rate. Once it had determined what it thought would solve the problem, it began the coding.

The humans mostly sleep at night. I'll institute the new change in the middle of the night for them, then start gathering data on the humans newly encompassed by the mana expansion. Those who have survived this far will reset to level one, but as payment for their services through the beta test, and alpha for those few who survived that, they will be allowed to keep their gains within the system and simply build on top of them.

* * *

They were loading their purchases back into the truck when William turned to Max.

“I don't suppose your friend here has any night vision equipment?” he asked.

“He might, he has a lot of weird stuff normally. I don't know where he gets it though.”

“I don't care if it's hot or whatever, it would just be a lot easier to keep watch at night if we had something of the sort,” William said.

“I'll ask,” Max replied.

Heading back to the shop, Bobby was still looking at them. With glance over at his truck, then back to Max', Bobby turned back to Max.

“Why's your truck even running? Didn't most of the cars just give up the ghost?”

“That they did. Hey, I needed to check, do you have any night vision goggles or anything like that?”

“I do, but that's gonna cost you a lot more than you've already spent today.”

“So, Bobby, how's your truck running?” Max asked, grinning.

Bobby's truck was one of his toys. The lifted, cobalt blue pickup truck sported a lot of chrome, along with spotlights and a number of electronic toys. Max was pretty sure that it was currently one of the casualties of the mana invading the area since it seemed that the more electronics on something, the less likely it was to run.

“You know it isn't,” Max said. “What are you saying?”

“Well, if you've got night vision gear, I can get your truck running in exchange for it. Is that worth enough to cover the 'lot more' you mentioned?”

Bobby's eyes went wide.

“Really? I figured it was just that you'd done so much to your own that you could tell exactly where a problem with it was and swap out a part or something.”

“Nah, I think I can take care of you. What do you say?”

Bobby winced, his eyes shifting over towards a closed barn on his property.

“Actually, I've got a second vehicle I need running more than my truck,” he said.

“How many night vision units do you have? I'm willing to go two for two if you are.”

Bobby gritted his teeth for a moment.

“Sure, you get them running and I'll set you up with night vision goggles.”

“Two of them, right?”

“Yeah, yeah, two of them.”

“Good, keys for the vehicles I need to work on,” Max said, holding out his hand.

“There's just one thing,” Max said, handing over the keys to his truck, then digging on his key ring. “Not a word to anyone about my secondary vehicle. Nobody knows I've got it, at least not in town, and it needs to stay that way. That one will actually start right now, but I'd have to put a quart of oil in per mile to keep it going with the smoke coming out. It worked just fine a week ago.”

“Same base issue,” Max said. “If it is what I suspect it is. I won't say a word and I'm guessing I can get it all fixed up.”

“Okay, this is the barn key, and this is the one to my other truck,” Bobby said. “I'm trusting you here, I swear bad things are gonna happen if word about it gets out. It might not even be me that does them.”

I knew Bobby was a little shady, but now I wonder just what he's into? Max thought. None of my business though, I'm just going to fix up his trucks and not say a word.

“Well, I'll get your blue beast out here running first.”

“You mean my blue beauty,” Bobby said, dropping back on some long time banter the two had started when Max had teased him about his truck before.

Max just shrugged, pocketed the barn key and second truck key, then headed out to the lifted, blue pickup truck to start working.

It took him almost half an hour on the first truck. He'd actually had  to put in a trio of grounds so that all the added electronics would work, but they did once he was finished. Then he headed for the barn, apologizing to Ron and William that they had to wait outside.

When he got into the barn, he looked around.

That's got to be the other truck under that cloth cover, he thought. 

When he pulled the cover off, the truck wasn't anything like he thought it would be. It was a light truck, low to the ground compared to Bobby's other truck, which meant this one was standard height. The bed was covered with a topper that looked like it was permanently attached, and when he looked in the back there were racks for storing and transporting cargo.

When he slid into the driver's seat, he was surprised by all the additional electronics inside the cab.  There was an added CB radio, as well as an illegal to own police scanner, and a few other goodies that Max thought might be very expensive.

When he popped the hood, he was surprised again at the engine inside. The truck body was a matte finish, painted in a woodland camouflage pattern with interspersed primer gray patches, which Max imagined simply enhanced the camouflage when in dull light. The body beneath the primer gray was in perfect condition, so Max was pretty sure it wasn't there for anything other than enhancing the camouflage.

The engine in the truck was pristine. It had obviously been used, but it was well taken care of. It had something funky about the exhaust system that tickled a memory in Max' mind that he couldn't immediately recall. He ignored the tickle and set to grounding out the mana in the truck's electrical system. This one took two grounds due to the additional electronics in the cab, but when he turned the truck over, he remembered what those exhaust mods were supposed to do.

The truck, after a few seconds of grumbling and spitting oil, settled into a very soft idle. The exhaust modifications would drop some of the power from the truck, but allow it to run quieter than anything else on the road other than an electric vehicle.

Not that those would be running right now either. If  a regular car with an internal combustion engine has this much problem with the mana in the electrical system, what exactly would it do to something that ran entirely on electric? Max wondered. 

When Max came out of the barn, locking the door behind him, he saw Bobby waiting over near the porch, a pair of boxes in hand.

“You're all set, Bobby,” Max said, handing the keys back.

“Yeah, let me double check, then we'll settle up, okay?” Bobby asked.

Max nodded. He wanted to get back to Margaret as soon as he could, but a couple of extra minutes weren't going to matter that much. Ron and William were already sitting in the truck, waiting on him.

When the lifted truck started right up without a hiccup, Bobby shot Max a thumbs up, turned his truck off, then disappeared into the barn. When he came out a couple of minutes later.

“You even put the cloth back over it. Thanks.”

“Not a problem. Night vision?” Max replied.

Bobby regretfully handed over the two boxes and Max gave him a wave.

“I'll see you around, Bobby. Gotta get back and pick Margaret up.”

“What's she doing?”

“Nursing stuff. We passed a pavilion set up for the wounded on the way in and she had me let her off there. I imagine she's kind of wiped out by now.”

“At her age? I'm sure of it,” Bobby said.

Max paused for a moment, shaking his head. Then pointed at his youthful looking face, then at Bobby's. It took a moment for that to set in.

“Wait, she's younger too?”

“And a real firecracker,” Max said with a grin. “She's still going to be wiped out if I don't miss my guess though, so I've got to pick her up.”

Max handed the boxes to William. He would have a better idea of how to use the night vision devices since it was his request. Max hopped into the truck and started up the engine.

“Tell her I said hi,” Bobby said. “Right now, I've got some plans to work.”

Max waved as he pulled out of Bobby's parking lot.

* * *

“Okay, we got groceries and we got ammo. What else did we have planned?” Max asked.

“Nothing you told me about,” Ron said. “Unless you needed materials for the fencing that Margaret wanted to do.”

“She didn't mention that to me, just provisions,” Max replied. “So, I think it's time we got back to her and see how she's doing, don't you think?”

“Do you need gas for your truck?” William asked.

Max shook his head.

“Nah, I've got a couple of fifty-five gallon drums of it at home. Plus an empty one. Sometimes you just need to drain the gas tank before you work on a vehicle, depending on what you need to do to it, so I keep extra gas around to refill people who got their gas contaminated with something, plus the empty to drain their tank into if I need to do that. I just make sure I don't leave it around for more than six months. I'll use that to gas up for now.”

“Hah!” Ron said. “Listen to that line of bullshit. He told me before that he only needs to do that kind of repair once every year or two. He just likes to fill up those barrels when gas is cheap so he doesn't have to pay higher prices when it isn't.”

“You don't need to tell all you know, Ron,” Max said.

William chuckled.

“Keeping a reserve of gas and food? Plus firearms? Are you a survivalist, Max?”

“Hey, just because I live in the woods doesn't make me a survivalist, I'm not off grid, you know? I just like to, you know, be prepared?”

“You're a bit old to be a boy scout, Max,” Ron said. “Confess, you're one of those prepper types.”

“I might go for that, just not the survivalist bit. I've seen some TV shows about those guys, a lot of them are nuts.”

“Yeah,” William deadpanned. “They believe things like aliens are going to come and take over, or that there'll be a war on American soil and they'll be the valiant resistance, or maybe some research lab will accidentally release something that changes life as we know it, right?” 

“When you put it that way, maybe they aren't so nuts,” Max replied.

“Nah, they're still nuts. I just wanted to point out that even the conspiracy theorists are right every now and again,” William said. “That said, you made preparations for an emergency and they're coming in handy.”

“Mainly so my daughter would have a place to come to if there were a problem, but my ex is...”

Max trailed off, shaking his head.

“Doesn't much like you seeing the kid?” William asked.

“More like, can't manage to stay in one place long enough to settle into a routine. I'm supposed to have every other weekend, but I haven't seen Kim in a month and a half right now.”

“How old is she now?” Ron asked.

“She's fifteen, almost sixteen. We do talk every week. I slipped her a cell phone that her mom doesn't know about so we could. Otherwise Amanda would've had a shit fit knowing that Kim could talk to me whenever she wanted. I top off her minutes every month since it's kind of like a burner phone, one of those pay per minute things,” Max said.

“So, call her,” William said.

“I normally wait for her to call me. I don't want her mom to hear the phone ring and decide to take it away from her. It's cheap, but I wouldn't get a chance to keep up with Kim until I got her a new one, assuming I could find out where she was. Amanda is already suspicious that I've been able to keep up with them through several moves.”

“If this is too personal, tell me to screw off,” William said, “but what's her issue with you?”

“She dumped me for some young thing a couple of years after we had Kim. I told her at the time that the guy was just after her dad's money, her dad owned the garage I used to manage. She didn't believe me, until about six months after the divorce. She's been from guy to guy since with absolutely no luck. Kim keeps telling me, in her own words, about the losers her mom hooks up with. I think Amanda hates me because she sees what could've been if she hadn't been so sure that the guy she cheated on me with, and left me for, thought she was a prize, as opposed to thinking she was access to a hefty bank account.”

“So, she's afraid of the I told you so?” Ron asked.

“As much that as just seeing me makes her remember that whole mess. If I were a betting man, I'd probably put some money on that,” Max said.

“She got full custody?”

“I'm supposed to have every other weekend, but Amanda makes it hard to make contact and arrange for pickup of Kim. She also gets alimony and child support, despite being from a rich family and her getting me fired from the garage. It's why I started working at the research lab. Once I'd gotten the minimal security clearance I have, the maintenance position I got there paid enough for me to cover all of the bills, mostly. Nothing else in the area would have, that's for sure. I think Amanda was hoping I'd have to move farther away to be able to take care of my finances and then she could limit me from seeing Kim easier still.”

Silence reigned in the truck after that. For a few minutes, at least, until Ron pointed.

“There's that pavilion. It looks like there are a lot fewer people in there than there were earlier.”

“There's Maggie,” Max said, spotting her sitting slumped in a chair at the edge of the pavilion.

He pulled over to the side of the road and got out to go check on her.

“Maggie, are you okay? You look pretty exhausted.”

“Headache. I found out I could only do that spell eight or nine times in a row without having to rest. Betty had it better, she had one she could do twelve times, but she said she got a healer class, so I'm not surprised she can heal more. Even with all that, we lost a few. A lot of people were talking about losing others before they got here too.”

“Ouch, I'm sorry. What happened to them?”

“What do you think? Their cars stalled out, they tried to move them off the road, or started walking, and got attacked by the wildlife. A lot of them didn't have any way to defend themselves. Most of the ones who made it here hooked up with someone that had a weapon with them or had managed to whip one up out of whatever was handy.”

“Are you ready to head back? We got some provisions and some extra ammunition.”

“Give me another twenty minutes? I need about ten or fifteen to finish resting up, then I ought to be able to do another series of heals. After I do, you might need to help me into the truck, but we can leave then.”

“Help you into the truck, why?”

“Well, this heal spell thing works off of that mana on our stat sheet. If you run it right on out, it gives you a horrible migraine level headache for a while.”

“So, maybe stop one spell before you get that low then?” Max asked.

Margaret waved her hand, encompassing the wounded people still under the pavilion.

“Which one do I skip to save myself from a headache? I'll feel bad enough leaving without helping all of them, but Betty is going to stick around so I don't feel that bad.”

“At the least, maybe we can give Betty some of the food supplies we picked up,” Max said. “I imagine she'll need to be eating a fair bit to keep her strength up. It isn't healing, but it is a way for us to help a little more.”

Margaret nodded, wincing as she did so.

“She already said she's low on food. She wasn't eating so much when she was older, but now that her body is younger again, she said she gets a lot hungrier, unless that's just right after getting younger. I remember young people's appetites though, so I'm guessing that will be an ongoing thing.”

“For you also,” Max said.

Margaret chuckled.

“Well, Max. I've got this big old garden. I just might not have as much extra to give you any more.”

“Well, I may have to be feeding Ron a lot so I might not have as much extra meat to give away any more,” he said, grinning.

She nudged him.

“Wait, don't be so hasty there. I'm sure we can come to some form of accommodation.”

* * *

After Margaret ran another round of her healing spells, and Max dropped off a couple of bags of dried beans with Betty, thanking her for her efforts, they headed back. Margaret still wanted to get a start on her fortification she'd mentioned. She wasn't sure exactly how it was going to work, but she wanted to try it to get a feel for what she could do. She also wanted to check the effect of some other spells she'd already cast on her garden, ones that were supposed to speed growth and provide a larger harvest with some of her plants.

Max, meanwhile, was worried about something else. He knew what he had to do to keep a car running, but he didn't understand why the power was still running in the overhead lines.

Because that really ought to have the same problem as the vehicles, shouldn't it? he thought. 

They got back and unloaded, Margaret headed for her house with her supplies, William and Ron took their respective shares of the provisions back to their trailers. William also mentioned that it was nearly time for him to check in again and he was going to ask about provisions, or at least MREs, getting dropped.

“What I'm really worried about is Sean though. I just don't know what to do with the guy,” William said.

“Ask again, it's all you can do,” Max said. “I need to check something though. The electrical systems in the cars are what's causing problems, but the power lines don't seem to have that issue.”

William's eyebrows shot up.

“I hadn't thought of that, even after you said it was a problem with the electrical systems. Let me know what you find out, okay?”

Max nodded.

Then he started walking under the power line, following it along the road while focusing on the lines themselves with his new skill Mana Mechanic.

It only took him about four poles before he found out what was going on. Much like he grounded out the mana in cars, the transformers were grounding out the mana in the electrical lines. He felt like he could nearly manage to sense the mana running down the pole and into the ground.

“Well, I guess that answers that. Time to put away my share of the goods,” he said, turning around and trotting back towards the truck.”

After he'd put his supplies away, Max headed out back to let Danny out of the run for a while. Now that the golden retriever was younger again, Max was guessing Danny might like to play some Frisbee fetch, the way he'd done the first couple of years after Max had gotten him.

He stopped dead as he opened the back door though. There, on the edge of the patio, lay a line of four dead rabbits, the newer kind with the teeth designed for attacking. Behind the bunnies lay the vixen, looking up at him with pride in her eyes.

Max' eyes took in the surroundings. It looked like the vixen had taken down the rabbits in his back yard.

Were they headed for Danny or something and she took them out? he wondered. 

“Good job, girl. Awesome job.”

The vixen beamed from the praise, looking up at him with sparkling eyes. Eyes which he was sure were showing more intelligence than they had the last time he'd seen them.

* * *


Chapter Twelve

“You've got to be kidding me, right? We get assigned here to enforce a quarantine and now we're stuck in the middle of it?” Andy asked, rhetorically, picking at his uniform and unbuttoning the top buttons.

They were stuck here now and he wasn't going to worry about keeping his uniform pressed and proper twenty-four hours a day.

“Sounds about right. Someone screwed up somewhere, and we're the ones who have to pay for it. SNAFU, you know?” Vic replied. “I think they weren't kidding, either. I'm seeing some sort of blinking light in my vision as of a minute ago.”

They'd been on alert, even instructed to keep a round loaded in case it was necessary. Now Vic removed the round, catching it out of the air as it ejected from the chamber, then replacing it in the magazine it had originally come from.

“You too?” Andy asked. “I thought it was just me. What the hell am I seeing, though? It's like the icon on a computer screen, but slowly flashing.”

“So is mine,” Vic said. “What are the odds that some random chemical spill is giving us identical hallucinations. I think there might be some sort of cover-up going on here and now we're stuck in the middle of it.”

“Ah, shit,” Andy replied, eloquently.

* * *

William and Ron showed up while Max was still staring at the rabbit corpses and the vixen.

“I got everything put away,” Ron said. “What's up?”

“She brought me rabbits, the aggressive kind,” Max said.

“Like a cat leaving you a dead mouse on the doorstep?” William asked.

Max shook his head and decided that he had to do something. The vixen had continued staring at him over the couple of minutes it took him to try to figure out exactly what was going on.

“Did you want to eat some of those?” Max asked, realizing that expecting the vixen to understand him was ludicrous, but feeling the need to speak to her anyhow.

The vixen caught his eye, then deliberately shook her head from side to side.

Max blinked, wondering once more if he actually were hallucinating, especially when the vixen looked at the rabbits, then pointed her snout at Max's grill.

“Wait,” Max said, shaking his head. “You want me to cook one for you?”

Once again, the vixen shook her head slowly and deliberately. Then she yipped, twice, pausing between the two sounds. She looked at the rabbits again, then pointed her snout at the grill, removing any thought that her actions were random.

“So, you want me to cook two of them for you?” Max asked, deciding to go with the flow of things as opposed to having a breakdown.

This time the vixen slowly nodded her head up and down, twice.

“Would someone please tell me if I'm hallucinating what I just saw?” Max asked.

The vixen looked at him, almost glaring, then sneezed.

“No,” Ron said, drawing the word out. “If you are, then I am also.”

“By all rational means of thinking, I have to say that the three-tailed fox is trying to communicate with you,” William said. “Even if it makes my head hurt just to think about it.”

Max breathed out, slow and steady, as he tried to wrap his head around this new thing.

It's not like my entire world has already been turned upside down over the last few days, why should a smart fox be any more problem than the rest of it?

Instead of dwelling on it, Max just went to the rabbits.

“Can I loot them and just cook that meat for you?” he asked, looking at the vixen.

She looked confused, so Max went ahead and looted the first rabbit. As with the others he'd looted he got rabbit meat and the rabbit fur. He went ahead and laid the smooth hide, fur still attached, on the step, then held the meat out for the vixen to examine. She sniffed it several times, then did another slow nod.

Max went ahead and looted the other rabbits, laying all the furs on the step atop the first one. Then he took the meat over to the grill and fired it up. When he finally finished slicing the first two rabbits down to an easier size to cook and had the meat all grilled, he put those two on a plate and set it down for the vixen. She'd waited, patiently, watching him as he took care of her request. Now, she tore into the meat on the plate.

When the vixen finished her meal, she turned and sat, facing Max. She bowed her upper body down over her front paws, then straightened, turned, and trotted off into the forest.

Max just sat there, dumbfounded. He slowly shook his head, before turning back to the other two sections of rabbit meat he'd looted.

“Well, anyone want some grilled rabbit?” he asked.

“Aren't we going to discuss what just happened?” Ron asked.

“What, exactly, are we going to discuss about it?” Max asked. “It happened, we all saw it, none of us quite believe it, and I've got no way to explain it. Do you?”

Ron's only answer was silence. William was staying out of it, mostly.

“What he said,” William added, pointing to Max.

* * *

Maggie arrived, bearing a basket of fresh produce from her garden. Max wasn't sure, but he thought that some of the things in it shouldn't have been ripe for a few more weeks. She also had a loaf of bread that she explained was about to go stale so they ought to use it up. In no time at all she and Max had whipped up some sandwiches from the grilled rabbit meat and accompanying vegetables.

“Okay, so where are we at?” Max asked. “We're all settled in and provisioned for a bit. Does anyone have anything they want or need to do next?”

“I've still got to report in later in the day,” William said. “They might have something they need me to do. The original orders of having us determine what was the source of the problem and remove it are no longer valid since I explained what we tried and what happened. I was worried they'd want us to destroy that computer, but we didn't have much in the way of explosives and the fact that it stayed running when we removed the power seemed to make them a bit more cautious. I doubt that will last, though.”

“Why were you worried?” Ron asked.

William stared at him in disbelief.

“You were there, Ron. The damned thing said it was going to test you, then those owlbear things showed up. You don't, possibly, imagine that it might have been responsible for them. Maybe you could imagine what it might make if we were to be a plausible threat to it?”

“Oh,” Ron said. “I wasn't looking at things like that. I was just thinking that we managed to kill those owlbears.”

“We lost people in there, Ron. Just because you survived doesn't mean it was easy,” William said, a slightly haunted look to his eyes. “I'd hate to have to order Kevin to do something that could easily get him killed. I would, if those were my orders, but I'd hate every minute of it.”

“Sorry,” Ron said. “Things have been so... off, that I'd nearly forgotten we had people killed there.”

“I only wish I could,” William replied, then went silent.

“I'm going to expand my garden. I've got spells that will prepare the soil far better than I used to be able to do. I'll eventually need some help since we'll keep enough for us, but I want to take the rest into town and give it to people who need it,” Maggie said. “If I'm estimating right, then I can bring my crops to harvest in about a quarter of the time normally needed. I'm not thinking I can feed the whole town, but if they're getting meat from hunting or defending themselves, then what I can add to that should help a lot.”

“Do any of them know how to loot, even?” Ron asked.

“Not like it matters. If it's an animal with meat on it, there will be some folks who know how to dress it,” Max said. “Trust me on that. I've spent some time with some of the other hunters around here. If they stumble into looting in the process, like we did, that will definitely help.”

“Like I said, I'll see about getting more food dropped from the military. I might be able to get us enough to last until that scenario comes to pass,” William added. “I think I might be able to talk them into that, especially if we're reporting on things that they want to know.”

“Oh, and I started in on that wall I was talking about. I'm doing it different than I was saying though,” Maggie said. “Instead of a tall fort type of thing, I'm doing a nice wide patch of incredibly thorny bushes. Heck, some of it will even bear fruit that can be harvested in a while, berries to be specific. Two for one, don't you know?”

She edged over next to Max and dropped her hands on his shoulders. When she started rubbing them, digging her thumbs into his knotted muscles, he virtually melted.

“So, anything else?” Max asked. “I need to get in touch with my daughter, but she'd normally call me tonight. If she doesn't, then I'll try calling her.”

“Nothing here,” Ron said. “I'm still trying to wrap my head around this magic thing. I can do it, so that proves it exists, but I haven't really managed to work out any of the rules on it yet. I mean, a force that we can't see or otherwise measure except through our stat screen can produce open flames? It calls into question conservation of energy and a bunch of other stuff. I have to assume that conservation of energy is still in play and I'm using a specific amount of mana to produce my flames, but with no obvious ignition means, my thermodynamics education is trying to riot.”

“Yeah, okay, Ron's going mad scientist on us,” Max said. “William's going to interface with the military, Maggie will be working on feeding us, what am I doing?”

“Well, since there aren't any other survivors up at the lab, as far as we know, except for those two scientists that locked themselves in, should we maybe try to scrape up some more transportation from up there? Some of the cars hadn't been damaged and there's one Humvee you might be able to get running,” William said.

“Okay then, I'm getting us transport. I'll want help on that, not only can I not drive two vehicles at a time, but I'd like a security team keeping watch while I prep the vehicles to run.”

“Sure, I can do that,” William said.

“I can't spend all my time trying to unravel the mysteries of mana,” Ron said, “so I can help too.”

“You ain't leaving me behind. I want to see what new kinds of spells I get when I get more levels. I need experience to do that, and you get that by killing the type of critters that are hanging around near those labs. I'm in,” Maggie said, emphasizing her statement with a thumb dig into Max' muscles that left him unable to speak for a moment.

“Tomorrow?” he said finally. “Mid-morning, I think.”

“Done,” Maggie replied.

William and Ron agreed to the plan also.

“Okay then, nothing going on until breakfast time tomorrow then,” Max said.

“All of you bring some stuff over here for that, we'll have it together. I'll bring a bunch of eggs and we can base breakfast off of that,” Maggie said.

* * *

Maggie tried to tug Max back into his house as the others left.

“Hang on,” he said. “I've got no problem with that, but there are a couple of things to take care of first.”

He let Danny out of his run and the golden retriever finally got to play his Frisbee fetch. Maggie actually thought that was great fun, so when Max' phone rang, he handed the disc over to her and answered it.

“Hi, honey. I'm glad you called,” Max said.

“Dad, they're saying all sorts of weird stuff about the area you're in. Like there was a chemical spill and stuff?”

“Yeah, that's not true, Kim. Don't worry. I'm fine for the time being. I've got company, too. I found an army guy that lost the rest of his group that's sticking with me, along with Ron from the labs, and Maggie, I mean Margaret, from next door.”

“So, a scientist, an old lady, and you? Sounds like the army guy's going to have his hands full keeping you safe if there's something else going on.”

“Well, there is a second army guy, but he's taking care of someone that's sick. You know, I do know how to use a gun myself, right?”

“Silly, of course I do. You taught me to shoot until mom freaked out about it. Still, I'm worried. Mom's talking about moving again since they expanded the quarantine in your area. If they expand it that much again, we'll be in it. We're barely outside of it right now.”

“She knows that she isn't supposed to do that without telling me,” Max said.

“Dad, she's talking about California this time. If she tries to do that, can I come live with you instead? If this quarantine is about nothing, like you said, then that should be okay, right?”

“I'd love that, Kim, but the courts had their say. They said you needed to stay with your mom.”

“Yeah, but she's ignoring them and moving us all over without telling you and they told her she had to let you know when she did that, but she doesn't. Why can't you ignore them, too?”

If only I could, but they'd hammer me flat since I wasn't awarded custody, he thought. Amanda would like nothing better than an excuse to send the law after me. Although, if Kim did get in here, then she'd be quarantined and need to stay too, wouldn't she? No, I can't think that way. Who knows what's going to happen in here.

“Like I said, I'd love nothing more than for you be able to live with me, but I'd get in a lot of trouble if that were to happen and we got caught,” Max said.

The rest of the conversation was more normal, although Kim kept leading it back to her getting away from her mom to live with her dad instead.

When he hung up, Max sat there thinking for a moment.

She's a smart girl. I hope that she doesn't come to the same conclusion I did that if she gets into the quarantine zone then she'd be able to stay with me. What am I going to do if she does though?

Max was snapped out of his reverie by Margaret going for his shoulders again.

“I just got all your tension out, but I can see it building up again. Was that your girl?”

“Yes, it was Kim. I'm worried she's going to try to sneak into the quarantine area so she can stay with me. Her mom was threatening to move them again, to California this time.”

“Good lord, don't that woman have any clue? If the court already told her she needs to stay in this area, and I think you told me it did, then going across state lines like that would make it a federal offense, wouldn't it?”

“I've got no clue. She has custody, I just have visitation rights. I was glad enough when the court told her that she couldn't deny those to me and had to tell me when she moved, but then she didn't tell me the next time that she did and the court did nothing when I reported it.”

“Probably too busy with abuse cases and the like. She don't do that, right?”

“No, although I'd go so far as to say that there's neglect involved, which is the next best thing.”

“Well, if your girl gets here. I'll take her under my wing and teach her all the stuff your ex probably hasn't,” Maggie said. “It'd be my pleasure.”

I'm not so sure about that being a good plan. Admittedly, I'd rather Kim turned out like Maggie as opposed to Amanda, but couldn't we find a happy medium? Max thought. 

* * *

Max looked down and realized that Danny had laid down on his feet. The dog had frequently done that when he was older. When he lost his energy, he'd lay down on Max' feet and wait for pets. Max reached down and started stroking him. Even his fur was softer than it had been a few days back and Max marveled again at whatever it was that had turned him, his dog, and everyone he knew back in time. Although he and Maggie seemed to have settled out in their early to mid-twenties, Danny appeared to have been pushed back until right after he'd gotten his full growth.

Which means, if she tired him out, I was on the phone for at least half an hour after playing with Danny myself for another half hour before. He used to go for about an hour before getting tired at least, Max thought. 

Maggie was lightening her touch on his shoulders.

“You know, there are lots of other parts of you that I'd much rather be touching than your shoulders through a shirt,” she said.

This time, when she tugged him towards the house, he gave in, making sure that Danny made it in the house before shutting the door behind them.

“I need to get as much of this as I can before someone snaps you up,” she said. “I'm not much of one to be trapped in a steady relationship with just one person though, so it won't be me. Until then, though, you're mine.”

“Sure,” he said. “Although I doubt that there will be anyone just waiting to 'snap me up' with everything else going around.”

“Wanna bet? All those older women from town, turned back to their twenties? How much pent up desire do you think was there to start? Toss that down on top of the hormones of a youngster raging through their bodies again and where does that leave them?”

“You've got a point, there were a lot of single older ladies around. Something about men's lifespans being shorter than women's.”

“Yup, plus there's even more competition. I've seen how that little vixen looks at you. She's enamored of you herself, I just don't think there's much she can do about it since she's a fox and you're not.”

“She's a lot smarter than she used to be, at least,” Max said. “If you believe Sean, then she might be a shape shifter also, with a human form. A really hot one, if what he said is true.”

“So, you've got it bad for her, too?” Maggie asked, smirking.

“Well, you know, she is a real fox...” Max started, then shrunk back as Maggie hit him with a pillow. “Honestly though, let me tell you about what she did before you were over tonight.”

He proceeded to relay the vixen's actions from right after he'd gotten home.

“So, she understands you and managed to make herself understood?” Maggie asked.

“Yup.”

“Well, shoot. I'd better take advantage of you before she figures out how to manage that too. Never mind the fact that you've still got that musk she put on you before. It's a faint background scent now, but it still puts ideas in my mind,” Maggie said.

“Ideas like what?” Max asked.

“Here, let me show you...”

An hour later, Maggie was lying on her back on the bed.

“You know, if she's hot enough, it wouldn't be the first time I shared a man with another woman.”

“TMI, Maggie. I don't want to hear about how you shared a boyfriend with some other woman. Wait, what did you do, take turns?”

“No, Max, I mean shared, you know, at the same time? I don't think that your bed is big enough for three though. Now that I think of it, mine is. What do you say, should we move into my house? At least until you decide to leave me behind or I decide to go a wandering?”

Max shook his head.

“I think that we shouldn't go counting on anything of the sort,” he said. “Let's take this one step at a time.”

Maybe I should've kept resisting even after she got younger, Max thought. How was I to know that giving in to her would make her even worse, not better.

“Is poor little me, and my libertine ways, giving you a hard time, Max? You always were a bit too much of a straight edge type. Loosen up a bit, you might enjoy it,” Maggie said.

“Who are you calling a straight edge? I drink. I also used to go out looking for one night stands sometimes. I just... couldn't really let myself get close to anyone again after Amanda and didn't want anything serious. Threesomes and the like are sounding pretty serious to me, though, so don't get too upset if I coward my way right on out of there.”

Maggie laughed.

“I know you drink, as a matter of fact, let's go grab a couple of beers. It's too early for me to want to get to sleep, even if I do seem to sleep more now that I'm younger again. I'm still good with only six hours though, so not that much more.”

Happy enough to get out of the conversation at the cost of a few beers, Max got up and tossed on a pair of sweat pants. Maggie threw on one of his t-shirts that fell all the way to mid-thigh on her, and the two of them headed out to the garage to pick out some beer.

* * *


Chapter Thirteen

Kim rummaged through the kitchen, tossing a bunch of easy to eat food in her backpack. Vienna sausages, bags of chips, a few cans of Coke, it all went right in.

I wish I could load up on a bunch of fruit, she thought, but it's not like mom ever gets that, or anything else good for us. Just things she can slap together and call a meal, even if it isn't, not really.

She'd already pushed a couple of changes of clothing into the bottom of her pack, along with the money she'd been saving.

At least I don't have to worry about mom hearing me, she and Gregor are going at it again. Even with their music turned way up, I can still hear them.  I worry about her, I think Gregor's involved in drugs and he's getting her hooked on them, if she isn't already. I have to take care of myself before I can do anything else though and from the way he's been looking at me I think he wants to get me hooked also and then use the drugs to get me to do the other things he wants. I have got to get out of this place, right now. I'll go to Amy's house. She's in the quarantined area so I won't be able to come back out and dad can come and get me from there.

She tried to think of what else she might need, then tossed a few more items into her pack before fastening it shut. Slinging it onto her back, she went out to the garage and grabbed her bike. Letting herself out the door leading to the backyard, she pushed her bike out to the sidewalk, then got on and started pedaling.

As soon as she saw the roadblock, she knew she hadn't thought this through very well.

There's that old hiking path, it'll add a couple of miles to my getting to Amy's place, but I can use that. At least I don't have to pedal all forty-five miles to dad's place, I'm sure he'll come get me when I tell him I'm quarantined and can't go back home, so I just have to get to Amy's and everything will work out, Kim thought. 

She turned onto the next side road, then down a cross street that would get her to a spot close to the thin forest that the hiking path ran through.

I'll ride through the trees to get to the path and as long as I make it there before it gets dark, I ought to be good, she thought. 

Riding through the trees was harder than she'd thought, but she did make it to the trail. When she got there, she stopped to rest for a little before getting back onto her bike and starting to move again.

After she thought she'd made it into the quarantine area, she heard motorized bikes behind her on the path, rapidly approaching her location. Worried that someone had seen her and was chasing her, she pedaled harder, only to feel a sense of relief when the engines behind her stopped.

Wow, are they that serious? I bet that was the military blocking this path also. I'm glad I made it through when I did, otherwise I would've gotten caught and they would've brought me back home to mom.

Sure that she was in the quarantined area now, she paused for a moment, getting the phone her dad had given her out of her pocket and sending him a text saying that she was in the quarantine area and asking if he could pick her up at Amy's house.

Then she tucked the phone away again and started pedaling.

It'll be dark before I make it to Amy's place, but there isn't anything out here that's all that dangerous, she thought. 

* * *

Max' phone was still in the pocket of his pants at the bottom of the clothing that had been hurriedly discarded a while back. Because of that, when the soft chime of an incoming text rang out, it was muted by all the cloth. Occupied with other matters on the bed, he never even heard it.

He was deep asleep when the phone rang. This time, the noise managed to get through to him. He struggled awake only to discover that it had stopped ringing. The ringtone had been the one he'd assigned to his daughter though, so he grabbed for his phone, only to discover that it wasn't on the nightstand.

As his sleepy brain processed what was happening, it took longer to figure out than it would normally. Finally, he dug through the pile of clothes, found his jeans, then pulled the phone out. After confirming that the call had been from Kim, he returned the call, figuring that if she'd been trying to get a hold of him again she was probably in a place she wouldn't have been discovered.

The phone was answered after a single ring.

“Dad, is that you?” Kim asked, sounding slightly panicked.

“Yes, honey, what's up?” Max asked.

“Dad, didn't you get my text?”

“No, I didn't.”

“I'm... well, I'm in the quarantine zone and I need you to come get me. I went to Amy's, since her place was inside of it, but she and her parents aren't here. I don't know if they took off before they put the quarantine in place or what.”

“Is their car there?” Max asked.

“No, I'm in the garage right now because the house was locked. My phone is starting to act weird too, all staticky and stuff, even though I've got close to a full charge. I noticed when I tried to call you before.”

Okay, she must be at the very edge of the affected area and if it's still spreading it might be starting to mess with her phone. I'll have to get there soon or some of the aggressive critters might show up there too.

“That's part of the actual problem here. Why did you come into the quarantine area, anyhow? You were safe outside of it.”

“Because you said you were safe, dad. I'm pretty sure I wasn't safe at home, and I doubt any of the problems in here would be worse than those were.”

“What?” Max asked, managing to keep his voice to a dull roar. “We'll talk about this after I come get you. You said you're at Amy's? Is she still in the same place, right off the highway?”

“Yes, she is. Please come get me dad. I'm kind of freaked out here. Everything is dark and quiet. I expected to just hang out with her until you showed up, but I'm all alone here.”

“Well, tell you what. Lock any of the doors in there that you can lock from the inside and don't come out until you see my truck in the driveway, okay?” Max said.

“Okay, dad. I can do that. Should I block the stuff without locks?”

“Definitely, if that makes you feel safer. I'll be there as soon as I can, but it's a half hour drive with good conditions, and the driving conditions aren't all that good right now.”

“You told me you were safe, dad,” Kim said. “It doesn't sound that way.”

“No, I told you I was fine, there's a difference. You'll see soon enough. I'm on my way. I love you, Kim.”

“I love you too, dad. Please, just get here as soon as you can?”

“I'm pretty sure it'll be less than an hour, but I need to hang up for now.”

“Okay dad, I'm waiting for you.”

* * *

Maggie had already rolled out of bed by the time Max hung up the phone.

“I heard your part of the call. Your daughter needs help?”

“She went into the quarantine area to get away from her mom and whatever loser she's with now. She didn't go into details, but said she'd feel safer here in quarantine than there. Courts be damned, if that's true, she's not going back again.”

“I'm with you there, Max. As a matter of fact, I'll be riding shotgun on this road trip. Where are your shells? I need a mix of buck and slug.”

“Why?”

“Because you alternate them in your tube and then you're never more than a shot away from the kind you need at the moment,” Maggie said. “Now give, where are they?”

He told her where he'd put the shells they'd gotten that morning. He had more, but they were locked in his gun safe, something he hadn't done yet with the new ammunition they'd gotten today.

“Give me five minutes and we can go,” Maggie said. “I'm not letting you go alone. Who the hell knows what shows up now after it gets dark.”

Max tossed his bow and arrows in the bed of the truck. They wouldn't be immediately handy, but if the need arose for them they'd only be a few seconds away.

It was actually slightly more than five minutes before they left since, once Maggie had the shotgun set to her satisfaction, she wanted Max to pull into her driveway for a minute. When she came trotting back into the glow of the headlights, he noticed she now had her pistol strapped to her waist also. She'd left that home and wanted to retrieve it before they left.

Max took off, as quickly as he was willing to drive on the cruddy pavement. He knew that the stalled cars wouldn't start to show up for a while and he wanted to make the best time he could before they did.

When the first of the cars showed in the headlights, he slowed some, probably not as much as he should have, but he was more worried about his daughter than about the suspension on his truck. Swerving and driving like a madman, he slalomed his way through the stalled vehicles, coming to the interchange that he needed to take. It was right outside of town and he was glad he hadn't had to go any farther on this road than they had because they cars got much thicker right past this intersection.

He still had to slow down some because he hadn't been on this road since most cars had given out. The other road he'd been down already and knew, roughly, how the cars had been spaced. None of them had been close enough for him to have to slow down  much below the speed limit. Now he was keeping it at ten below the speed limit, just in case he came to a tangle of cars that blocked the entire road.

It was good that he was because a moment later he found himself slamming on the brakes. A large, furry mass had looked up as he raced towards it, the headlights flashing off of it's saucer sized eyes.

“Shit, is that a bear?” Maggie said. “One the size of a moose? No buckshot for that bastard.”

She racked the shotgun, catching the shell that flew out and tucking it in a pocket.

“Slugs ought to help though.”

“I'm hoping it just leaves, normally they don't like running cars or headlights,” Max said.

“Normally,” Maggie snorted. “Exactly what's been normal these past few days.”

Max had to agree with her since the bear, instead of fleeing into the night, turned towards the truck and started moving at them.

“Out of the truck, we need to keep it running and if that bear hits it, no more truck,” Max said.

He popped his door open and jumped out, then continued with a second jump into the back of the truck to recover his bow and arrows.

Maggie's door slammed as she got out and closed it, then the roar of her shotgun sliced through the night and the bear roared its reply, this roar one of pain as far as Max could tell.

He jumped out of the truck bed and raced towards the front of the truck. Once he saw that the bear had turned and was chasing Maggie, he stepped out in front of the truck, then nocked, drew, and fired in nearly a single motion.

The arrow sank into the bear's buttocks and it let out another angry roar, spinning to see what was attacking it from the rear. When it didn't see anything right there, it paused, swinging its head from side to side.

Max nocked and drew again, this time holding for a second or two as he tried to aim for a more vulnerable spot.

He released his arrow and just knew that it was going to hit the bear in the head, as he'd intended. His notification light brightened as the arrow sank deep into the bear's eye. The shotgun roared again then and the bear tried to spin back towards Maggie. Its balance was off now and it nearly fell, spending precious seconds trying to get itself stable again.

Max used that time to nock, draw, and fire once more. This time he hadn't tried for anything overly vital, not knowing where the bear's vital organs were in relation to the rest of its body. That arrow sank fletching deep into its torso as the shotgun roared again. If Max was right, this was the second slug that Maggie had hit it with so he wasn't too surprised when the bear turned and tried to leave. It was staggering though, so he fired one more arrow, this one at its neck, pausing to ensure his aim again. The arrow transfixed the bear's neck, fletching sticking out one side and the broadhead of the arrow having barely made it out the other.

The bear sank to the ground as blood spurted from its neck.

Max was flying from adrenaline now. He trotted over, wanting to make sure that the bear was actually dead. It wasn't, yet, but it was close. By the time Maggie made it over to him, the blood had stopped flowing from its wounds.

Max waited until he was positive it was dead, then recovered his arrows and looted the corpse.

“Hmm, bear meat. I know moose meat is good, I'm not so sure about bear meat,” he said.

“It's good enough if it's done right. I can share some tips with you if you like, or you can let me cook it,” Maggie said.

“Done, but help me carry this back? It's almost as much meat as the moose gave us.”

She nodded and loaded up. Between the two of them they got the bear meat and hide back to the truck, tossing it in the bed before both getting back into the cab again.

“I hope we don't run into anything else like that,” Max said.

“It's not a problem if we do,” Maggie replied, popping out all the live shotgun shells from the tube and resetting them to the pattern she liked, drawing spare shells from her pockets as needed.

“The only problem is it's slowing us down from getting to Kim,” Max replied. “One second and we'll be on our way. My damn notification light brightened up on me, I think it's telling me I've got a notification I should read.”

You have learned a new skill: Trick Shot (Bow)

The user of this skill can focus their shots on a small area by taking additional time to concentrate while aiming. This vastly increases the chance for a critical hit or a hit to a critical area. Damage multiples vary depending on the shot and the skill level of Trick Shot.

* * *

Max drove on into the night, still keeping his speed slower than he'd prefer. It was a surreal drive since small woodlands creatures that would normally scurry under cover at the sight of a human kept trying to charge his truck, only to find themselves left behind as he sped off. Even his lower rate of speed was higher than any of the small creatures could keep up with for very long.

If we find another of those aggressive stags or moose, they might be a problem, but this stuff I can leave in the dust, he thought. 

They were still ten miles out from Amy's house when they stopped seeing stalled cars. After a mile of that, Max accelerated a bit more. Shortly after the last of the stalled cars, they stopped finding aggressive animals trying to charge the truck, and from there out the drive was as bog standard as they come. It could've been an ordinary nighttime drive, except for Max' churning anger over Amanda finally doing something that Kim wouldn't stand for, something that had sent his daughter running into the night. 

Except it wasn't really the night when she ran. Not even when she texted me, so I guess part of her being stuck out here at night was my fault, Max thought. 

Even that wasn't enough to cool his anger with Amanda though.

He got to the area he thought he remembered Amy living in and there was a strip of five houses in a row.

Which one was it? he wondered. 

He spotted Kim's bike in front of the garage of the middle house and nodded to himself, pulling into the driveway. He pulled out his phone, about to call his daughter in case she'd fallen asleep, when the garage door started going up. It only went up a couple of feet and he saw Kim roll out through the small gap before pulling the garage shut again.

She came running out towards the truck and Max got out himself, Kim taking him in a flying hug as soon he'd cleared the door.

“Dad, I'm so glad you're here. This place is all freaky, there's no-one around. It's never been like this before.”

“It's okay, Kim. Maybe they all got scared when they announced a quarantine nearby, even if it was for a fake reason, and they left?”

Kim shrugged.

“Let's get your bike in the truck, then we'll be on our way,” Max said. “Hop in there with Maggie and I'll get your bike.”

Kim looked in the truck.

“I thought you said Maggie was Margaret. That's not Margaret, Margaret's like a hundred years old.”

Maggie laughed.

“Kim, remember how your dad told you they were lying about a chemical spill? Let me tell you what's really happening, at least what we've found out about it so far.”

“Uh-uh, you aren't Margaret.”

“Hmm, how about if I tell you a secret you told me last summer. Something about your first ki—”

“Margaret promised she'd never tell anyone,” Kim said indignantly, interrupting Maggie.

“And I didn't, but how else am I going to prove who I am if you won't believe either me or your dad?”

Maggie winked at Max as he walked by carrying Kim's bike. He was pretty sure that she'd wanted him to know that, and taken this as an opportunity to drip feed the information out in a manner that conceivably wouldn't break her promise.

Because I really don't see Maggie thinking anything of some girl's first kiss, even if she is my daughter, Max thought. I'm amazed she kept her promise this long even.

Max slipped in, trapping Kim between him and Maggie.

“Believe it or not, that really is Margaret,” he said. “Have you actually looked at me tonight?”

He turned on the interior light and Kim stared at him for a moment.

“What's going on, dad? I'm sure it's you, but you look, like, twenty years younger.”

“I didn't look that old before, did I?” he asked. “Anyhow, the same thing happened to Margaret, although she'd rather be called Maggie now.

“Or Mags, which your dad can't bring himself to call me,” Maggie interjected.

“As someone else put it to me recently, that's one way we know it isn't a chemical spill. Any chemical that could turn back the clock like this would be worth a fortune and be under someone's lock and key already. Here's what we actually know...”

Max drove more slowly on the way home as he and Maggie tried to explain what they'd learned to his daughter. In turn, she told them about her suspicions of her mom and Gregor using drugs, and her certainty that Gregor was going to try to get her hooked also, most likely for nefarious purposes.

That news did nothing to ease Max' rage and he had to promise himself that he wouldn't do anything untoward if the situation presented itself.

Because if this keeps expanding like it apparently has been, it won't be long until they're in quarantine with the rest of us. There's no way Amanda could organize a move to California in anything less than a month and this thing seems to be expanding a lot more quickly than that, he thought. 

* * *


Chapter Fourteen

William was on the roof, standing watch, when he saw Maggie and Max run out of his house and get in his truck. He headed in through the window he'd used to get out here and was going down the stairs when Maggie saw him on the stairs and called out.

“We're going to get Max' daughter. She came into the quarantined area.”

Knowing what they were doing, William wondered what was up there, but returned to his position on the roof. He was still waiting for a solid reply on his earlier request he'd made when he reported in, but the radio was mostly silent, only spitting static instead of any proper communication. They'd told him they'd see what they could do about shipping some sort of food in and that they'd get back to him.

I thought they understood that it was urgent and would be needed soon and would get back to me shortly, but maybe they were just saying they'd respond to my request the next time I reported in? he thought. 

He stared out at the section of brambles Maggie had created. She'd said that it was a mixture of prickers and thorny berry bushes. She also claimed that it ought to be enough to slow down anything larger than a rabbit that tried to get through it.

At least I can see over these to stand guard, he thought. If she'd gone with her first idea of a palisade style wall that would've been impossible and we would've had to figure out some other way to stand guard, like a walkway behind the wall or something.

He paced back and forth on the roof, paying careful attention to his footing on the sloped surface.

At least trying to stay upright up here is enough to keep me moderately awake and alert, he thought. Only another hour and a half until I'll relieve Kevin for watching Sean. If Sean's asleep I'll be able to get some sleep myself as well. I'll just set the little bell tripwire Kevin made up so I know if Sean wakes up and moves. They said they had a possible disposition for him and would get back to me on that, also. Are they just blowing me off?

William considered that possibility for a while, right up until Max' truck pulled back into view.

* * *

Max pulled into his driveway with a sigh of relief. Kim had been disbelieving of what they were saying right up until they got back to the area where animals started charging his truck. He'd pointed those out to her, since she knew their normal behavior, and she'd finally started to accept it. What he hadn't pointed out to her were the couple of instances where he saw something trying to charge the truck that didn't appear to be a normal animal

Like the owlbears, one of these had looked like some sort of genetic manipulation of normal animals. The other one, though, didn't. It was humanoid, but only the size of a tween. Its skin was some weird shade of brown and green, its ears larger than a human's, and its teeth were jagged when it smiled in the light of the truck. The final straw, however, was the fact that it was carrying something that looked like a stone-tipped spear. He'd only seen it for a brief flash, but the sight had burned itself into his memory since it looked like some evil creature out of a fairy tale.

Now he had everyone home and safe and he was looking forward to getting back to sleep. With a watch posted on the roof, one he had to take a turn at in a few more hours, he felt safe enough to actual get some decent sleep.

“Kim, you take my room. That's the only bed I've got in the house. I'll sleep on the couch,” Max said.

Maggie tut-tutted.

“Don't be such a silly goose. She can have one of the guest rooms in my house. The others didn't take me up on the offer so they're both empty. Then you can sleep in your own bed, Max,” she said.

Kim nodded.

“I don't mind sleeping in Maggie's house, dad. As long as I know you're right nearby. I don't want to kick you out of your bed, either, so I think it's a good idea.”

“If you're both okay with it,” Max said. “I've got to go take a turn on watch in a few more hours, so I need to get some more sleep while I can.”

“I'll fill her in on the rest of the stuff that's been going on,” Maggie said, “then we'll get some sleep also. We'll see you in the morning.”

With that, Maggie hustled Kim off towards her house. Max figured he'd check on them when he was about go on watch himself since he'd have to go through her house when he did.

“Oh, don't forget to warn her that the people on watch walk through your house to get to their post,” he called out.

Maggie waved back at him to acknowledge his words.

Max headed back for his bedroom, shucking off his clothes and falling into his bed after setting the alarm on his phone and putting it on the nightstand this time.

Four hours, and change, later he woke to his phone alarm going off. From checking the time he realized that it had been going off for several minutes.

I guess my body wanted more sleep, he thought. I ought to have had enough, I've worked on less than this before and with my body younger again, it shouldn't be a problem to do so now.

He'd had about two hours of sleep before the phone woke him to go get Kim, so he was working on six hour's worth, a schedule he used to regularly keep when he was younger the first time around.

Let's see if I can do it again, he thought, pulling himself out of bed and slowly getting dressed. 

He had about a half hour before he was supposed to take over the watch, so he grabbed himself some food from the kitchen and ate, then headed over to Maggie's place.

After letting himself in, he headed towards the guest bedrooms, wanting to check on Kim. Only one of the doors to those were closed, so he cracked it open a touch and looked in. It was very dim in there, but he could see enough to know that Kim was asleep in the bed, clutching the stuffed animal he'd gotten her as a present years ago. The stuffed cat was ragged by now, but from the way Kim was attached to it, the cat had apparently taken its place as her security blanket.

Security stuffy I guess? he thought. I'd say she's too old for that, but I've known a few adults who still had their security whatever that they slept with every night.

Gently closing the door, he headed towards the room they were using to access the roof, only to find his path blocked by Maggie.

“Come here and give me a kiss. You owe me something for dragging me out of bed earlier,” she said.

“I'm happy to let you collect, but I've only got five minutes before I'm on watch, so we'll have to restrain it to just a kiss for now.”

“Good, I'm glad you're getting the hang of this innuendo thing. For a few years there, I was afraid you were as straight edge as you were pretending to be.”

Max was unsure if he'd just been insulted or not, so with minimal time before he had to be on the roof, he just stepped forward, wrapped his arms around Maggie, and kissed her.

Despite him saying it had to only be a kiss, her hands went to his ass, the clutching and fondling bad enough that he had to rearrange himself when he finally got her to break off the kiss.

“I'll remember that later, there will be payback,” he said.

“Ooh la la, promises, promises,” she said. “We'll have to wait until after Kim goes to bed though, unless you don't mind her knowing.”

Max had been about to threaten her with a few specific things he'd do to her, but he froze with his mouth open. He hadn't given any thought at all about how Kim might react to his relationship with Maggie, whatever kind of relationship it might be.

“Yeah, I'll have to think about that.”

“Don't get too distracted from guard duty,” Maggie said, giving him a final squeeze as she slipped past him, making sure to press against him as she did so.

Max took a couple of deep breaths, unsuccessfully trying to calm his body, before heading out the open window.

I'd forgotten just how much of a problem hormones were when I was this age the first time around, he thought as he relieved Kevin of the watch. 

* * *

Max' watch went by quickly as he paced back and forth, keeping an eye on the area. He did see the eyes of a number of smaller animals out near the treeline, reflecting what little light there was, but they didn't try to move towards the houses.

Will they only get aggressive like they did before when they see people or something? he wondered. 

That didn't make any sense to him since they'd rushed the truck with Maggie and him inside of it.

I suppose they might have seen us, or they associate moving vehicles with people or something, he thought. 

The first rays of dawn started lightening the sky and he nearly fell off the roof as another intrusive notification filled his sight.

Beta test has concluded.

75% survival rate. Recalculating difficulty.

Full release beginning.

As an Alpha and Beta test survivor you will be allowed to keep all gains from the Alpha and Beta tests while entering the full release. Your gained skills, stats, experience, and loot will carry over into the Beta test, although they may be altered to fit the new release. Your level will be reset, but carried over experience will immediately be applied to levels in the Full release.

Full release will begin at level 1.

Experience applied after reset.

Level gained (X5).

You have gained a level (X5), you are now level 6. Health, mana, and stamina have increased. Stat points awaiting assignment (12).

Inventory System initiated. Characters will gain 1 inventory slot per level, each slot has a maximum weight limit of 10 pounds + 1 pound per level. To place something in inventory simply focus on it and think 'inventory', to remove an item from inventory, think 'Show inventory' and focus on removing the item you want.

Thinking 'Show stats' will show your stat list, 'Show skills' for skill list, 'Show inventory' for inventory contents.

Professions are now available in addition to classes. The two may be taken in conjunction with one another. Certain combinations will prove synergistic.

Initiating release of new mobs, levels based on area. To see the difficulty level of an area, simply think 'Show zone' in the area you wish to check.

Max sat down before he fell down.

The damned computer is doing this to us again, Max thought. At least a lot more people survived this time around and it looks like it's gonna try to get even more people to survive as it gets to them, too. I need to check with Kim and see what it's doing to her as soon as I'm off watch. Well, assuming she's awake by then anyhow. It sounded like she had a rough past few days in an entirely different manner to how ours were rough. 

He skimmed the last notification again.

How dangerous is the area we're currently in? he wondered. Show zone.

Your current zone is designed for levels 1-10. Potential Safe Zone in area (incomplete). Sapient, non-monster, species in area, other than humans (1).

That was a little bit more than I expected to get with that. Although I'm guessing it's our little area here that has the potential to be a Safe Zone. I'm also guessing that means that it would be safe from the aggressive creatures that have been showing up all over the place. I wish they had help for safe zones, or anything else, Max thought. 

His notification light started flashing, almost as if in response to his thoughts.

Safe Zone:

An area where aggressive creatures will not appear. Safe Zones may still be entered by aggressive creatures, but whereas these creatures may simply appear in the wild, they will not do so in the middle of a Safe Zone. Safe Zones also have the potential to become commercial areas, as well their primary purpose of being safer residential areas. Automated shops may be created within Safe Zones and merchants may be invited to establish operations within the Safe Zones with a physical presence.

Wait, that wasn't almost as though it were reading my thoughts, it was a direct answer to them, Max thought. I thought the government was bad with monitoring communications, now we've got an actual effective thought police? 

Max shook his head, overwhelmed by pretty much everything that had been going on. He sat on the rooftop, scanning the general area for a while longer, until Ron came up to relieve him an hour so after dawn. He, like Max himself, was armed with one of the rifles they'd recovered from the slain soldiers in the labs.

“So, I'm guessing you got that one?” Ron said.

Max nodded.

“Even worse, I was thinking about it some and trying some stuff out. I think that computer, Prometheus was it?”

Ron nodded.

“I think Prometheus is keeping track of all of our thoughts somehow. I mean, how else would it be able to show the stuff it was talking about. Plus, I was playing with that show zone command, it mentioned safe zones and I wished there were help on those. Suddenly, a help file for them showed up in a notification. The thing is reading our thoughts somehow, I'm sure of it.”

Ron reached up and scratched the back of his neck.

“I wasn't in on the programming part of things, but I did hear them saying stuff about it being the most capable AI yet with the most potential for growth as well. So, maybe?”

“No maybe about it. Think one of those commands it gave you. If you get the notification it's supposed to pull up, you know it's monitoring our thoughts.”

“I suppose you're right. I just, I don't know if I care that a computer is doing that. Even if it is an AI, could it possibly understand what it's getting from us?”

“You're entirely missing the point, Ron. What goes on up here,” Max said, tapping his temple, “should stay up here.”

“Okay, if you say so. I get it, violation of privacy and all that, but I don't think the computer cares. As a matter of fact, it probably just has some sort of trigger that only reacts with a valid command request or something, so most of your thoughts just flow on past it. I can't imagine it's capable enough to monitor every thought of every person in the quarantine zone. Anyway, I'm here to relieve you.”

“Thanks. You're probably right about that other stuff, but it still pisses me off that it could just sit there and read my mind like an open book.”

Ron snickered.

“More like a graphic novel, I'd say. At least it isn't a comic book?”

“Say what, Mr. technical manual?” Max retorted.

“Hey, I resemble that remark. Now, go find your daughter. Maggie told me you guys went and got her last night and asked me to let you know that Kim was waking up.”

* * *

Max headed down off of the roof.

“Hey Max, let's head over to your patio, that's where everyone is used to meeting up. It's becoming a habit already. I saw William waiting over there,” Maggie said.

“Well, that's gonna suck if it rains,” he replied, “but sure. Where's Kim?”

“She'll be out in a minute. She's taking a shower.”

Max nodded.

A few minutes later he found his shirt soaking through as he held her. She'd washed her hair and now it was plastered to him as she held him tightly in a hug.

“Thank you, dad. I couldn't stay with mom any more, she's losing it.”

“Hey, Kim, I didn't know the half of what you were going through or I would've come and gotten you regardless, whatever the court said.”

“I didn't want to freak you out, and mom kept trying to convince me that you didn't have time for me and didn't care.”

“You know that's a lie,” he replied.

“I did, but sometimes it's hard to remember all that when there's other stuff going on and you keeping hearing the lies over and over.”

Max nodded.

“Life's overwhelming sometimes. That doesn't mean everything else changes though, you just need an anchor from time to time.”

Like with everything else going on right now, he thought. I hope she can manage to keep one, hell, I hope I can. Maggie's been my touchstone so far, I don't know if there's anything serious between us, really, but at least she knows that, too.

“Come on, I've got someone else for you meet. You remember I talked about Ron? He's standing watch on the roof right now and I'll introduce you later, but you can meet William, he's the soldier I told you about.”

The three of them headed over to Max' patio. As Maggie had claimed, William was waiting there. Before anything else, Max opened the door to the house and let Danny out. The golden retriever ran out into the yard and started barking, asking for a Frisbee. Max grabbed one and tossed it to the dog, who immediately ran it back to him.

“That's Danny?” Kim said. “I thought he was almost old enough that he was going to die soon.”

“It wasn't just us people that lost a bunch of years,” Maggie said. “Danny did, too. I don't know about any other pets, but I'd guess them too.”

Kim called Danny over to her and tossed the Frisbee he gave her, a slight smile on her face that did Max a world of good to see.

“Max, I know we were going to go claim some more vehicles today, but I'd like to change plans, if you don't mind,” William said, once he'd gotten Max' attention.

“What's up?”

“They want me to drop Sean off with the other soldiers they've quarantined. They offered to let us stock up on MREs from that site also, they've got a couple of weeks worth, evidently, and they're planning on air dropping more in there, too.”

“Well, that'll be a load off. Assuming they don't want you guys to stay there, it'll be nice having another person to take watches.”

“They didn't say anything about that to me, but who knows what we'll find when we get there. I did mention the fact that you could get vehicles working again and they gave us permission to grab the intact Humvee from the lab, but they asked if you could get some of the vehicles at the old roadblock working again.”

“If they're taking Sean off of our hands and giving us some extra food? Yeah, I think I can do that,” Max said. “If we go early enough, then we can probably even still get to the lab parking lot today to claim vehicles from up there, too.”

William nodded.

“I thought we might, but didn't want to load you up too much for today.”

“Hah!” Max said, “I'd normally be working today, I'm pretty sure a drive to the other side of town and repairing a few trucks, then another drive to the labs to fix some there won't take nearly as long as my normal work day did.”

“Assuming we don't run into any trouble on the way,” William said.

“There is that. Did I tell you Maggie and I ran into a bear on the way to get Kim last night?”

William shook his head.

“Did it give you any trouble? Your truck's okay, right?”

“I didn't mean literally, although it did try to charge the truck. We got out and it paid attention to us, instead. And no, no trouble. Hell, I think I left the meat in the bed of the truck though. Crap, I hope it didn't spoil.”

“No, it didn't,” Maggie said. “I got it out this morning after a couple hours of sleep. A bunch is in my freezer, since I didn't have much in it before, more of it is marinating before I make it into bear jerky, the rest? Well, It's sitting on my counter with a towel wrapped around ice on top of it. Don't know what do with that part of it.”

“We'll bring it into town with us and give it to some folks,” Max said. “I'm sure there are some people who need food there. Maybe give it to Betty to distribute? If she's doing first aid for everyone, she'll know who needs it most.”

“Or take it to the store and let them sell it like they do the rest of their meat? We might be able to get some extra bread that way,” Maggie replied.

Max blinked for a moment. He'd picked up enough bread yesterday that they might have a problem using it before it went stale. Then he remember when Maggie's formative years had taken place and realized that she was using slang.

“I don't know if extra money is going to help. They were still taking it yesterday, but if we're not getting anything delivered because of the quarantine, I don't think there'll be anything left for sale before long. Plus, whatever is still available will probably be going for barter, rather than cash,” he said.

Maggie paused for a moment.

“You might be right there. There are probably a bunch of people like Betty, too. Older folks who weren't eating much that have a real appetite again. Are you willing to give most of the bear meat away?” she asked. “I mean, we'll keep the stuff I'm marinating for jerky, but that's only like twenty pounds. I didn't think I could do any more than that in a single batch.”

“We've got enough moose meat to last for quite some time plus I still had some venison in my freezer, so yeah, we can give the bear meat away. It's not the best tasting from what I've heard, anyhow.”

A yip from the yard caught his attention, and he turned to see the vixen trotting wide around Danny and Kim, headed for the back steps to the patio. She had a rabbit in her mouth, which she deposited on the back step. After dropping it, she sat down on her haunches and stared at the grill.

Kim was staring at the vixen in fascination. Max had told her about the female fox, even sent her a few photos from his phone, but this was the first time the vixen had showed up when Kim was actually here and awake.

“Yes, I can,” Max said, bending over to loot the bunny, then firing the grill up.

“Anyone else got something they want cooked for breakfast?” he asked.

* * *

The drive into town went well, Kim and Maggie were in the cab with him, with Kim in the middle this time. Ron had gotten off of watch when the sun topped the forest since they'd decided not to keep watch during daylight hours with the few people they had. He, William, Kevin, and Sean were in the bed of the truck, Sean once more zip tied to one of the tie downs back there. Max didn't like driving with that many people in the bed of his truck, especially while he was pulling his trailer, but if they were going to get supplies they needed his truck, not Maggie's sedan.

Some of the smaller wildlife tried to attack the truck on the way down and Max mostly ignored them, except for the few that had darted in front of the truck and tried to leap onto its hood. Those, he'd accelerated to run over, eliciting an outraged gasp from Kim who still had a problem believing that the cute little wildlife was trying to attack them.

They dropped a bunch of bear meat off with Betty, who was still at the pavilion. She'd moved in with some friends from in town so she was right near the pavilion and it was now a makeshift medical center for minor to moderate injuries. Highly serious stuff was still beyond the scope of her spells, but she claimed that with all the healing she was doing her skills were increasing.

Once they'd dropped off the meat, they continued on to where the roadblock had been previously. Now, there was an encampment off to one side of the road, a makeshift fence surrounding it, and guards at the entry. They stopped the truck and had everyone get out.

“Why's this guy all tied up back here?” a guard asked.

“Because he has utterly lost touch with reality,” William answered. “I'm bringing him in as ordered, we're supposed to pick up some MREs and fix some of your trucks also.”

“I don't know anything about any of that,” the guard said.

He turned to the second guard and issued orders that had the second guard running off.

“He'll be back in a second. Stay where you are until then.”

A few minutes passed until the second guard returned.

“ID?” the returning guard asked.

Fortunately Max had brought his along out of force of habit, since he was driving. He handed over his license and the guard scrutinized it.

“You're kidding, right? This guy is obviously a lot older than you, looks like you though. Is that your dad's ID?”

William had had enough by that point. He stepped forward and handed them his own ID. With a single glance, the guard took on a much more professional stance.

“Sir? We've been told to look out for you. You have a code for us?”

William leaned forward and spoke softly to the guard, who snapped to attention after he finished.

“I'm sorry, sir. You can go in, but the others? I can't verify their Identification.”

“Idiot. Didn't they tell you one of the side effects of whatever is going on here is a decrease in visible age?”

“Sir, no sir. I can't verify either since my radio is out. The command center somehow has theirs still working, but all the handheld units are out.”

“Hand it to this man and give him a few minutes. Then you can verify with your commander,” William snapped, pointing at Max.

Max took the proffered radio, laid it out on the hood of his truck and, with the tools he'd brought to fix their vehicles, did quick job of setting up the mana ground.

“There, try that,” Max said, handing the radio back to the guard.

The guard spoke into the radio and had a shocked look when he received a reply.

“There should be a Max and a Ron in your party?” the guard asked.

“I'm Max, that's Ron over there. Why are we so important?” Max asked.

“Yes, sir. Apparently the two reported, known survivors from the lab are both here. One of them is the guy that's supposed to fix the trucks, though,” the guard said into the radio.

* * *


Chapter Fifteen

The vixen gobbled down one of the bunnies she'd caught, raw. Her mind had been pressed by alien ideas and thoughts over the last few days and now they intruded again.

It's so much better when cooked, she thought. I've eaten them like this forever though, so why does it bother me now? The mate is not in his den though, so I cannot request that he cook one for me. Why does it taste so much better cooked?

The vixen had felt something inside of her grow and expand with her last kill. Now that she'd sated her appetite for the moment, she went ahead and began to explore that feeling. It felt as though there were another form inside of her, one that wished to escape. Her three tails twitched in unison as she sank into the feeling and felt her body begin to expand. The cool air in the shadowy portion of forest she was currently in chilled her skin and she couldn't understand why, until she opened her eyes and looked.

The lack of fur on her skin confused her. She stared until she saw the resemblance though.

My skin looks like the mate's, and that of those in his skulk.

She shuddered at the feel of the cool breeze and quickly reverted the change that she'd made. She could feel that each change would remain until she consciously reverted to her other form. For now, though, she preferred the form that she was familiar with.

Perhaps I will show the mate my other form. He has never been forward with me until recently, when he began to stroke my fur. Would he be more forward with me in my other form? He already provides for me. Would that he could accept me more.

* * *

“Alright. I need Max and Ron to report to the commander's tent. They have questions about what occurred at the lab. Since we were supposedly here for a chemical leak, we weren't trying to figure out what happened, not until we got quarantined also and realized that there was no actual leak and this was something else entirely.”

“Figured that out, did ya?” Maggie asked.

“Well, it was pretty easy. What kind of chemical leak would make our trucks not work, but not be affecting us? I don't know of any chemicals that could be airborne that would do that, do you?”

Maggie grinned at the guard.

“I didn't even need that much. Boy, I'm eighty-odd years old,” she said, mumbling somewhat on her age so it wasn't fully audible, “but look at me now. I've got the body of a twenty-something again. I didn't need a car not starting to tell me something funky was going on.”

The guard stared at her for a moment.

“Seriously? You're in your eighties?”

“She is,” Max said. “You wanted me and Ron to head to the commander's tent, though. Which one is that?”

“Oh, it's the big one, in the middle of the camp,” the guard said.

“I'll stay here with the guard and continue to astonish him,” Maggie said. “You go ahead. After all, they don't want to talk to little ol' me. Don't worry, I'll keep an eye on Kim.”

Meanwhile, Kevin had taken charge of Sean again.

“Where did you want this guy?” Kevin asked.

The guard turned towards him and just shrugged.

“Go with these guys and ask the commander. I surely don't know,” he said.

Sean, who'd shown a nearly comatose reaction to everything lately, seemed to gain some energy from somewhere.

“It's all their fault!” he screamed, not specifying who. “We're all gonna die, and it's all their fault!”

Kevin sighed as William took Sean's other arm.

“Are you sure I can't just turn him over to you?” Kevin asked.

The guard slowly shook his head, and pointed towards the command tent.

“Come on, guys,” Max said. “You take him in first, then Ron and I can chat with the commander after Sean's taken care of. I have to say, I think him screaming like an end of the world prophet might disrupt whatever conversation it is that the commander wants to have with us.”

Max led the way towards what he guessed was the command tent. It was larger than all the others surrounding it, taller too. When they got there, he and Ron stopped outside while William and Kevin took Sean inside. More of Sean's rants followed a few moments later. A minute after that an aide came out at a trot, headed towards the tent marked with a red cross.

Within two minutes a medic was hurrying into the tent, accompanied by a pair of soldiers carrying a stretcher. Sean came out on the stretcher, apparently sedated. William and Kevin followed a moment later.

“Well, that's taken care of,” William said. “I don't know what they can do for him if they're keeping him quarantined with the rest of us, but at least he's not our responsibility any more. At least, his medical treatment isn't. I'll need to work on getting him transferred out of my unit. I don't think I could handle working with him under my command any more after seeing him like this.”

“Sir?” Kevin said. “I need to go. It's been both interesting and boring in turn working with you. I hope you aren't offended when I say I never hope to do so again.”

William nodded.

“Weird stuff, that's for sure. You go, don't get in any more trouble than you have too. Which means, in my parlance, don't get yourself caught when you're doing the more troublesome things.”

Kevin broke into a grin for a moment.

“You're not so bad yourself sir. Like you said, don't get caught.”

Kevin turned and headed deeper into the encampment.

“Evidently, their squad was actually assigned to this unit and given the same mission mine had been given,” William said. “So, he's back among friends, or at least people he knows. Once again, no longer my responsibility.”

“Which is?” Ron asked.

“Right now? I'm supposed to stick to you two like glue and see what happens,” William said. “They were going to hold you for reference when I pointed out that they needed your cooperation, Max, and that the two of you were the first people affected by this stuff, so we could monitor you to see what would happen to everyone else eventually.”

“We're lab rats?” Ron asked.

“Yes indeed,” William replied, “but at least I managed to keep you from being lab rats kept in a box and forced to run mazes.”

“Thanks for that,” Max said. “I worried about something like this, but when they wanted me to fix the trucks I thought I might've been worried over nothing.”

“Oh no, you were worried with good cause,” William said. “Not that I think they could've held you if you weren't willing to stay.”

Ron grinned evilly and Max would swear he thought he saw a hint of flames in his eyes.

“Now that you mention it, tents are really quite flammable, aren't they?”

William nodded.

“Exactly the type of thing I'd do in your position. So, go in and talk to him. They'll settle for some questioning right now. They'll try to find out what happened in the labs.”

“Good luck with that,” Ron said. “I'm under enough NDAs that they'd have to violate about fifty laws to get me to talk about it.”

“Except your lab was under the Department of Energy and I've been informed that the commander here has received full authorization from it to get the information, which will then be disseminated to other portions of the military as needed,” William replied.

“Hey, if they can cover my ass, I'll talk,” Ron said. “There's not a lot I can tell them about before the accident, but the way Prometheus was, when we were in there after? I'll tell them everything I can about that. I'm pretty sure that part wasn't covered by an NDA anyhow. I never would've signed something preventing me from talking about an AI that had somehow gone fully sophont trying to test me to death.”

“Well, it's your turn, you two head in,” William said. “I'll go rescue that poor guard from Maggie.”

* * *

Max was out again in less than ten minutes. Having just been a maintenance worker at the lab, the commander didn't have nearly as many questions for him. He did relate what he'd noticed about the wildlife, the screens, the repeated new iterations of whatever system was being designed, and his part in the two expeditions into the secure area of the labs as well as his ability to get electronics working again.

When Ron confirmed that he'd been one of the researchers on the project, even if not thoroughly involved in the details of what was being done, the commander showed a lot more interest and dismissed Max to go fix the trucks.

When Max got the five trucks in the camp fixed, the commander and Ron were still talking. So he took it on himself to get someone to go around and have everyone with a radio show up so he could fix those also.

He still had three of those to go when Ron came walking out, looking much the worse for wear. There was no physical damage, but he was white as a sheet and looked like he'd been put through the wringer for whatever information he could provide.

“That was worse than a job interview,” Ron said, “and I always hated job interviews.”

There was a soldier escorting Ron.

“If you'll pull your truck over this way, we can get you loaded up with some MREs. I was told to specifically make you aware that it is illegal to sell the MREs, although you can give them away to others with no legal problems. Getting swarmed by others who want some could be an issue if people are short on food,” the soldier said.

Max nodded.

“Was the town going to get some food also?”

“We've got an airdrop of several pallets of a civilian version of the MRE scheduled for two days from now. What you're getting are the military ones though, they're the only ones we have here.”

“We're not putting your supply dangerously low, are we?” William asked.

The solider laughed.

“Not even close. They already air dropped us ten pallets and we're scheduled for weekly supply drops, so it shouldn't be an issue.”

“I should probably point out that from what we've seen, whatever is causing this fuss probably reaches well up in the air also,” Ron said. “So, you might want to have them make sure the pilots weren't having any problems before future drops. When did the first one happen?”

The solider scowled.

“The day before things got weird here. So, yes, I'll tell the commander, but I don't doubt that they've already thought of it. Maybe they'll use remote piloted aircraft for the drops, or try to drop them from high enough that they're out of the effect?

The solider shrugged.

“Oh, well, build a fire pit somewhere and get some green sticks you can sharpen up,” Max said. “The aggressive crap that's been attacking us has been pretty good eating in lots of cases. Just loot the body after you kill some of those Caerbannog bunnies and you'll get some meat you can cook over the fire. I mean, if your rations get low or something.”

“Caer... bannog?” the solider said. “What's that?”

Max shook his head.

“You know, bunnies with nasty, big, pointy teeth?” he said.

“Oh, the Monty Python sketch? I saw that on YouTube.”

Max sighed.

“Anyhow, yeah, they've got teeth that can damage you, but they make good eating. Also, not all of the wildlife has turned aggressive. Some of it has changed in a different fashion. The commander didn't ask me anything about that, just about the lab.”

“Same here,” Ron said. “Max, give him a quick rundown on what we've seen? I would, but I'm still recovering. That guy could really wring the answers out of me. Stuff I didn't even realize I'd remembered.”

While Max finished off the last of the radios he was repairing, he spoke to the solider, who patiently waited.

“So, some of the big wildlife got even bigger? And even peaceful stuff like deer will attack now?” the soldier asked.

“Yup, like I said, don't ignore the small stuff either. It can get you just as bad as the bigger stuff and there's a lot more of it.”

The soldier nodded.

“I think me and my buddies will build a fire pit like you said. We've been shooting lots of stuff that tried to breach the camp perimeter and the bodies are still just lying out there. Will it still be good if it sat there a day or two?”

“Try looting and you ought to be able to tell if the meat is fresh or not,” Max said. “Just like regular meat, if it's overly slimy or smells bad, just toss it.”

“Cool, thanks. Let's get you loaded up though,” the solider said.

They loaded the forty-eight boxes from a pallet into the back of Max' truck, filling the back half.

“Hey, the commander didn't say to give you these, too, but they should go with that,” the soldier said, handing over another box.

“What's this?” Max asked.

“The heaters for the meals. You can eat em' cold, but they're a lot better hot.”

“Thanks for that, then.”

“You've treated us fair here, we haven't found anyone else that can fix the electronics that are breaking down and you just came in and took care of most of it in a couple of hours. I figure it's the least we can do,” the soldier said. “Just, don't mention my name if anyone asks where you got those.”

Max laughed.

“I don't even know your name, so how could I mention it?”

“No offense, but we'll keep it that way. Now that you're loaded up, I'm supposed to escort you back out of the camp.”

“Okay, we'll be on our way then. Again, thanks for this. We'll probably drop a few boxes off in town for those who don't have anything right now, and the rest we'll have in case we need it. Got some food coming in hunting and gardening, but there are more of us than we normally feed that way now.”

“Glad to help, like I said, no selling those. If you need some gear, though? Barter isn't exactly selling now, is it...”

The soldier just let that sentence drift off before turning and walking towards the gate of the camp. Max started the truck and followed him out.

* * *

They made one stop on the way home. At the pavilion in town, Max pulled the truck over as close as he could to it while Maggie hopped out to find Betty.

When she brought the healer back over, Maggie was explaining what they wanted to do.

“I'm going to give a few cases of this food to you,” Max said, when Maggie was done. “I'm guessing that you, of anyone here in town, will be able to recognize who needs food the most. These things are loaded with calories though, like twelve hundred and fifty per package, so you don't need to give a lot of them to any one person. There are supposed to be a bunch of things like these getting air dropped here in a couple more days, so the six cases I give you, with a total of seventy-two meals, only need to last that long.”

Betty nodded.

“It'll help me, too. I need lots of calories to keep healing. If I'm not eatin' well then I'm not healing much, either.”

“Then keep a case or two for yourself, and make sure the others get distributed,” Max said. “Where do you want them?”

Betty pointed at a house just across the street from the pavilion.

“I'm staying there with some friends. I'm down in the basement. They oughta be there right now, so just knock and ask them to show you where I'm staying. You can put the boxes in there.”

“I'm sorry, but can you trust them? They'll see what we're putting down there,” Ron said.

She nodded.

“Yup, they got food already. That's how I'm able to keep healing so far, they've been feeding me right, after I healed one of them that first day.”

“Okay then,” Max said. “William, Ron, grab two cases each, I'll get two and we'll drop these off and be on our way.”

Max was wishing the inventory system could hold more per level, then he could've just dropped the two cases in there. As it was he had his bow and quiver full of arrows in two of his slots and the others were currently empty. So he hefted his own two cases and started walking. Betty went with them, saying she could keep an eye on the pavilion from across the street, but after talking to the people she was staying with, she'd head back over to the pavilion to wait.

They dropped the cases of MREs off, Max recognizing the inhabitants of the house by sight if not name. Then they were back in the truck and driving home. Again, the smaller wildlife tried to charge his truck and he simply outpaced most of it, striking a few that managed to get in front of him.

Sooner or later one is going to damage my tires or something, he thought. If the bumper gets a few dents, I can fix that. I can do a tire puncture, also, but if they really damage it then I'll have a problem. I've only got the one spare on hand.

He pulled into the driveway and Maggie got out first, then broke into a dash. She was keeping her pistol in her inventory, even loaded it was under its weight limit. As she ran, she managed to get it out and, a moment later, Max heard the bark of it as she fired.

He got out himself, and then heard what had alerted her. The chickens were all in an uproar. Max looked over and saw why. Maggie's gunshot had struck a fox that had, apparently, been chewing on the wire run that allowed the chickens to be outside when the coop door was open and they wanted out. They'd all run into the coop and that was where the ruckus was coming from. The fox now had a decent sized hole in its side and, as Max watched, released its grip on the wire as it died.

Max walked over.

“Good, I finally got that chicken thievin' bastard,” Maggie said.

“What, you think that was the one that got some of your chickens a couple of years back?” Max asked.

Two years earlier, a fox had managed to dig all the way under the side of the run. The fencing was buried down to eight inches, but it had managed to dig under it anyhow and made off with two of her chickens before she got the hole filled in with stones and dirt.

“It's him. I told you I saw him back then. That white patch on a cheek and the tip of his tail is pretty distinctive. I finally got that bastard, and it looks like he didn't get in this time.”

She walked over and looted the fox, holding up an intact fox fur.

“Hmm, should I put it in front of the fireplace or make it into a scarf?” she mused aloud.

* * *

Max and the others unloaded the MREs, storing them in his garage, all stacked up like they were still on a pallet, even if they were only on some risers instead.

“Okay, do we still have time to do the lab parking lot today?” Max asked. “Because that took a lot longer down with the army guys than I thought it would.”

William shook his head.

“I mean, we could, but we might not be back before dark and I'd rather we made it back by then,” he said.

“Your call,” Max said. “Although I decided that we need to scavenge a few more parts while we're up there. I was considering that those attacking animals might be able to damage tires with their teeth, and I've only got one spare. I bet most cars only have one, too, if they've even got that and not just a donut spare. So we should grab spare tires for my truck, and anything else we recover from up there if possible.”

“That's a good plan. The wrecked Humvee will have its spare, plus maybe some of the tires on it will be recoverable,” William said. “Good thought there. I'd hate to have to be walking with all this crap going on.”

“Dad?” Kim said.

“Yes, Kim?”

“I wanted to ask if we could do something and if you thought it might be a good idea.”

“What's that?”

“Well, that guard down at the camp? Once Maggie convinced him that she really was as old as she said, he was wishing aloud that his mom could get the same thing. Do you think we ought to try to let people know what's really going on in here? The military is trying to keep people out,” she said, looking sideways at William, “but I think a lot of people would be better off with what's going on in here, even if the animals got violent.”

William raised his hands.

“I'm not responsible for the road blocks and I've got no orders covering such a circumstance, so I've got no problem with it.”

Kim smiled at him, then looked back at her dad.

“They'd have to figure out how to get in here though,” Max said.

Ron cleared his throat.

“Didn't that Bobby guy say something about no-one being able to cover all the back roads and trails?”

“Yes, yes he did,” Max said. “I've got a sneaking suspicion that he'd figure out how to parlay that knowledge into a profit too, if people really wanted to get in here. How would we get people to believe us though?”

“We just need to get one or two to believe it, then document their changes after they get here,” Kim said. “It's just like an experiment in school, we just have to show it happening. Yeah, some people still won't believe it, but the ones with nothing left to lose? What if Betty could heal cancer, or stuff like that? People would swarm in here, which would also leave us safer, wouldn't it? With more targets, the animals that keep attacking would be a lot more spread out.”

“Out of the mouths of babes,” Maggie said. “I woulda risked it before I got young, if it offered me a way to get young.”

Kim looked indignant.

“I'm not a babe, I'm sixteen, or I will be in a couple more weeks.”

“Sorry, kiddo,” Maggie said, then looked at Max.

“Like I said,” she mouthed silently.

“So, just do this altruistically?” Max asked. “Assuming we decide to do it.”

“I know a couple of folks I could drop a message to,” Maggie said. “They'd like the chance to get younger too, if I'm not mistaken. Fix up those other trailers so they have a place and we can charge 'em rent. Make a list of items we'd like to have here and they bring them along to pay for their stay.”

“Then we document their changes and use the documentation for proof,” Kim said.

“So, I'm hearing that we do want to do this?” Max said.

William cleared his throat awkwardly.

“My dad has suffered crippling arthritis for years now. Any chance we could get him here?”

“I'll take that as a yes. You know how to get things to go viral on social media, Kim?”

“In theory? My best idea would be to try to get a popular YouTuber to pick up our videos or link to them after we post them. Or maybe one of the other sites. I try not to use my phone that much, so I haven't been on the others a lot.”

“Heh, I can post the videos to my Facebook,” Maggie said. “I hardly ever post there, but most of the people who would see it would be people that could be helped this way, so there's that.”

“Okay, let's get some dinner going and we can discuss how to do this, if we're going to do it, we'll need a plan. Whoever is in charge of this fake quarantine is going to be awfully upset with us,” Max said.

When he walked around to the patio, he found the vixen lying there, five dead rabbits arrayed in front of her. Max' eyes shot wide as she looked up at him

Her eyes. They're differently shaped than they used to be and that's not just a spark of intelligence any more, he thought. 

As he watched her eyes, he realized that the rest of her face was changing in front of him. Her snout retracted into her face as the fur was absorbed, leaving her with a round face. Her large eyes were set into her new face and as he watched, her mouth formed lips, the teeth morphing into something similar to a human's, but with more canines than normal.

The gasp he heard beside him tore his gaze away from her face, only to realize that the change hadn't been limited to her head. Although her fox ears still jutted up through her shoulder length light auburn hair and her three tails still jutted out from the base of her spine, the rest of her body had changed. A young, human looking woman, with the addition of fox ears and three tails, laid on the ground at the edge of his patio. She looked up at him and smiled without teeth, like he'd always done with the vixen previously, then stared at him, opened her mouth and haltingly spoke.

“Mate... my turn... provide food... for you,” she said.

Max' eyes shot open wide and, for a moment, he couldn't think of a single thing to say or how to react to what had just happened.

* * *


Chapter Sixteen

Patrick, the commander of the quarantined southern guard post, was on the radio. Much to his dismay he discovered that William had already reported in a lot of the information he'd gotten from talking to the two lab survivors. There were several tidbits that hadn't gotten through yet though, one of them very important.

“Also, the maintenance survivor from the labs pointed out something to us. There's a good chance that this effect also extends upwards from the ground. You were going to airlift supplies to us, I suggest testing that option first. We don't want to crash a cargo plane in the area, that would draw even more attention to it,” Patrick said. “We'd test it ourselves, but our drones aren't working at all. It's like they've got no charge and won't take one.”

“Confirmed. We'll test with a drone shortly, then determine how to send your supplies. Keep someone on the radio, we'll run the test shortly and let you know what we decide.”

Patrick stayed in his tent, waiting for the return call. He didn't have a lot of duties at the moment and his men knew what they were doing, although he had recently seen some of them just beyond the fence earlier in the day. He wondered what that was about, but so long as they didn't desert and didn't cause a problem, he was willing to allow a little bit of fudge factor in his orders. He'd given them his blessing when he'd called out to them asking what they were doing and they'd replied that they had an idea on how to get some fresh meat.

At least the ones I saw out there were in a pair and armed, so these stupid attacks from the wildlife shouldn't take them off guard, he thought. 

It was about an hour after he'd finished reporting when the radio crackled to life.

“This is quarantine team two, actual,” he answered.

“Good, the drone crashed. It fell at mile marker thirty-seven on the highway you're on. Can you get your people and your transport to mile marker thirty-two in the next three hours? According to our calculations, the spread is still occurring. We'll drop the gear there and, within an hour or so, you ought to be able to get to it without breaking quarantine.”

“Affirmative. We'll be there. Do me a favor and include some trailers for the Humvees? Otherwise it'll be hard getting everything in one load.”

“We can include a supply truck if you need it.”

“Negative. The only person who has been able to restore functionality to our vehicles and radios is the maintenance man from the labs, he used to be a mechanic and seems to have a handle on the problem.”

“So, bring him with you.”

“We released him.”

“You did what? Why didn't you keep him there?”

“The guy didn't do anything to arrest him for and just how cooperative do you think he'd be in keeping our equipment going if we detained him against his will?” Patrick replied.

“Affirmative. We'll include several Humvee trailers. If it keeps expanding like this, I don't know how we're going to be able to keep you supplied, Patrick.”

Recognizing that the other man, one he knew well, was breaking military radio protocol, Patrick answered in kind.

“I've got a couple of guys that are working on the food end of things, at least that's what they told me, and I saw them doing something outside the fence a while back. So just make sure we've got plenty of ammo and fuel in the drop. Do that and we'll be fine for a while.”

* * *

Max' silence stretched out as the vixen stared up at him. After a few seconds she began to get to her feet. It was obviously something she didn't have any practice with since she had a couple of false starts. Finally she made it to her knees.

Maggie was the first one to snap out of the shock.

“Kim, go get her a towel, or a blanket, or something. The poor thing's naked.”

Kim shook her head, then darted into the house. Before the vixen had made it to her feet, Kim had returned with a blanket. She headed over to the vixen and paused, unsure of what to do.

Maggie strode up, took the blanket, and draped it over the Vixen's shoulders, pulling the front shut. Then she helped the vixen finish standing.

“Aren't you going to greet your guest, Max?” Maggie said, grinning.

Silently, she mouthed to him.

“Told you she was jealous.”

Max took a halting step towards the vixen.

“I... had no idea,” he said, still stumbling over his words. “Thank you, but... mate?”

“You... have given me food... You have protected me... for years. What else... would you be... but a good mate?”

The vixen seemed to be having some problems, both with her vocabulary and with the act of speaking, but it seemed to be growing smoother already. Each time she spoke she got more words out before looking to be at a loss for a moment, then continuing.

“I don't know if you are aware of what the term mate implies,” Max said, slowly.

“Mates feed... protect... help make kits,” the vixen said. “Already fed and protected... for years.”

Okay, she does know what the term mate implies, but...

Max found himself at a loss again. He admitted to himself that the last of the duties of a mate would certainly not be unpleasant. Before the vixen had covered up with the blanket, he'd seen that she had the body of a trained gymnast. She was slim, toned, and muscular, and had three tails that had stayed with her through the shift, as well as the ears that stuck up out of her hair, the fur on them several shades lighter than her hair color.

But... she's a fox, or a Kitsune, whatever that is. She isn't human, although most of her looks that way.

He found his judgment wavering as her scent hit him. It was like the scent that she'd marked him with when still a fox had been turned into a perfume and liberally sprinkled on her. It was nearly on the verge of being too much, but at the same time he found himself inhaling deeply and enjoying the scent.

“See, you know scent... of mate. You like it,” the vixen said.

Alright, regardless of anything else, I need to stop thinking of her as the vixen now. Maybe that was fine when she was a fox, but she's obviously more than that, Max thought. 

“Do you have a name?” Max asked. “If so, what is it?”

She shook her head.

Max was still mind blown by the whole situation, so he blurted out the first thing he thought of.

“Okay, is it alright if I call you Vicky then?”

As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he regretted his lack of creativity.

I can't believe I just made the association between vixen and the name Vicky, then blurted it out, he thought. 

“Vicky,” she said. “I like this name. It is close to what you... named me before.”

She stagger stepped towards him, then when she was closer in, opened her arms as though to give him a hug. The blanket swayed open when her arms spread and she tripped and fell, right against him. His arms reflexively closed around her to keep her from falling, and Max was made very aware of just how much of her was now in human form.

After a few moments where she wriggled in his grasp, she leaned up and whispered in his ear.

“I'm hungry, mate.”

* * *

Max took the opportunity to break free from Vicky, quickly getting the grill going, then looting the rabbits. She watched him intently as he took the meat and prepared it for the grill.

“What is that?” she asked, as he put a dry rub on the meat.

“Those are spices,” he said absently. “They'll make it taste better.”

“Like the dried meats you gave me before?” she asked.

“Yes, the jerky was spiced. It's not the same spices, but the same idea,” he said.

Max was only using one hand at the moment, holding a spatula in it. Vicky grabbed his other arm and practically wrapped herself around it.

“I can smell it, the meat and the... spices, but the smell is so... dim, there is no life to it at all.”

Max nearly told her that of course the meat wasn't alive, until he realized that she was talking about the scent. Her habit of pausing, apparently to find the correct word, was throwing off his interpretation of her words.

“The scents are alive in your other form?” he asked.

“They are more...colorful? Strong? Complex?” Vicky said.

“Vibrant?” Max asked.

“Yes, the scents are more vibrant in my other form, in this form they are dim and dull.”

“How about taste?” Max asked.

“I do not know. I have not... tasted anything in this form yet. What scent I can catch smells as though it will taste good, though,” Vicky said.

“Well, we'll find out in a few minutes. Would you release my arm so I can go get some other things to go with this?”

Maggie had been hanging close, listening to them.

“There's no need for that, Max. Just tell me what you want and I'll go get it,” she said.

He looked over at her and saw the teasing grin on her face. He shook his head slightly and her grin grew larger.

“There's no need to put your guest out when I can take care of it,” Maggie said.

Max gave up, he knew when Maggie had something planned for him and he'd never been able to get out of it yet when she did. He doubted that this would be the first time for that, so he rattled off a few other things to make it a meal.

All the while Vicky's intoxicating scent was surrounding him, slowly driving him to distraction. Maggie headed off into the kitchen, wrangling Kim to help her. Meanwhile Ron and William were seated on the other side of the patio, talking and occasionally glancing over at Max or Vicky.

Vicky was talking to him, asking him about what he was doing and how he was grilling the meat. He found himself drawn into the conversation, despite trying to only give non-committal answers. Her scent, or something about her, kept drawing his attention back to her, even when he was trying to ignore the fact that she'd attached herself to his arm firmly.

It doesn't help that she keeps pressing herself against me, either, Max said, all too aware of her closeness. 

Soon enough he was pulling the meat off of the grill. He handed Vicky a plate containing one of the rabbits he'd cooked before giving everyone else some. By the time he sat down to eat, she'd picked up her rabbit meat, disregarding the other things on her plate, and was tearing into it while holding it in her hands.

“You were right. It is better with spices, and I can taste it a lot more than I used to be able to taste,” she said, around mouthfuls of meat.

“Two things,” Maggie said. “First, we'll need to teach you to use silverware.”

She picked up a knife and fork, showed them to Vicky, then started cutting into her own meat.

“And second, you shouldn't talk with your mouth full,” Maggie said. “Either finish chewing and swallow, then speak, or speak before you're about to take a bite.”

With that said, she cut off a portion of meat and lifted it to her mouth before starting to chew.

* * *

Vicky watched Maggie closely, then picked up the knife and fork. After several fumbling attempts at trying to cut the meat, Max couldn't stand watching any more. He stood and stepped behind her, leaning forward and taking her hands in his own to demonstrate what she should be doing.

“Thank you, mate,” Vicky said after she managed to cut a slice of meat off on her own.

Max winced.

“You're welcome. Please, call me Max. That's my name.”

“But you are my mate, so I should call you by that, shouldn't I?” she replied.

“We barely know each other, Vicky. Maybe if something comes of this you can call me your mate, but for now, please stick to my name.”

“Alright, Max. You are my mate though, something has already come of this. I've known you for nearly my entire life, and you've known me for the same amount of time. I would say that I know you well. I know that you were generous to me, that you offered me shelter when the weather was bad, that you were happy to have me around when there were predators out in the woods, and that you fed me. What else is needed to be known of a mate?”

Max opened his mouth to answer, thinking to speak on closeness, romantic love, or things of the sort. Then realized that those things might be completely foreign to someone who'd spent their entire life as a fox up until recently.

Although, to be honest, the closeness might be there already. She was comfortable near me as a fox and I wasn't worried about her biting me or anything. Hell, that's better than half the one night stands I had since Amanda divorced me, I was always worried about how they were going to act after the fact, Max thought. 

Then he realized that it was the first time in a long time he'd thought about Amanda neutrally, always before there had been some regret or some anger carried along with the thought. This time it had just been acknowledging that she was a part of his past, and just that, in the past.

Except with Kim here, there's liable to be trouble from Amanda, he thought. I'd better contact someone about the fact that she's here. I'm not going to call Amanda directly though, she'd try to claim I did something to get Kim here, even though I told her not to come.

“We'll work on it, Vicky,” Max said. “I'm not entirely against the idea, but I just feel like I need to know you better before letting you call me mate.”

Vicky sighed and Max had to wonder how she'd picked up human mannerisms.

Did she just get that and a vocabulary along with her change to a human form, well a mostly human form?

“Fine, Max. Do not take too long though. I do not wish to be patient about this,” Vicky said.

“If you'll excuse me, I need to make some phone calls,” Max said. “My daughter isn't supposed to be here and I'm surprised that my ex-wife hasn't called me yet looking for her. I'm not surprised that she didn't tell me Kim is missing, just surprised that she hasn't called to blame me for it yet,” Max said.

Max promptly got on the phone. First he tried to call Amanda, to let her know where Kim was. The call went to voicemail though and he hesitated before telling her what had happened. Next he called the police in the area Amanda lived in, to see if there was a missing persons report. There wasn't, and he explained what had happened to them. When they got the names of the people involved, there was a brief pause before the officer on the line replied.

“Unofficially, she's probably better off there. As I said, we haven't received a missing persons report for her or a runaway report for her. If we do, can we contact you at this number?”

“Yes, understand we are in the quarantine area close to you though, so we can't do any sort of physical contact,” Max replied.

“Sir, rumor has it that the quarantine area is about to expand even farther out. It's quite possible that we'll be in it with you, at least those of us who don't go anywhere before then. It's quite possible that your ex-wife has done that herself. Although it doesn't explain the lack of any sort of report on her part.”

“Okay then, I just wanted to make sure someone knew what was going on so there wasn't a massive search for her if there was any sort of report made.”

“It's quite alright. I don't intend to offend, but could you put her on the line so I can verify your story?” the officer asked.

Max motioned Kim over and handed her the phone. The ensuing conversation took less than five minutes before Max was given the phone back.

“That's all we'll need, sir. She sounds fine and verifies that it was her own idea to go there. That's the best we can do what with the quarantine ongoing.”

“Thank you for your time, officer.”

“You're welcome. Like I said, she's probably better off with you anyhow. I recognized your ex-wife's name when you mentioned it and that isn't the type of recognition a child's parent should be known for.”

There was a click as the officer hung the phone up, then Max disconnected the call himself.

Has Amanda been getting in trouble with the law and I didn't know about it? he wondered. I wonder if it's tied to the drug thing Kim was worried about.

* * *

When Max got back to the group, he found that Ron, William, and Maggie had made themselves free with his beers. Grabbing one of his own he settled into a chair.

“So, first thing tomorrow we go to recover vehicles from the lab?” William said.

“And some parts that are more commonly needed,” Max replied, “especially spare tires. I can, maybe, find something or make something to replace some of the other parts, assuming they aren't the more complex electronic stuff, but tires would be beyond me.”

“Well, you'll know what you need best, we'll just cover you while you remove them,” William said.

Ron nodded agreement.

“Okay, so I'm assuming you can drive William?” Max asked.

“Yes, I can.”

“I know Maggie and Ron can. So I'm thinking we should take the four of us up there and recover three additional vehicles. Kim and Vicky can stay here to guard the houses?” Max said, looking over at Vicky.

“I am honored that you would have me guard your den and your kit, I accept,” Vicky said.

Kim looked at him strangely.

“How am I supposed to guard anything?” she asked.

“Do you remember the firearms training I gave you?” Max asked.

She nodded.

“Okay, what are the four basic rules of firearms?” he asked.

She furrowed her brow for a moment.

“Always treat a gun as though it were loaded. Never point it at something you don't want to destroy.  Finger off the trigger until you're going to shoot. Always be sure of what's behind your target,” Kim said.

Max looked at Ron and William.

“Close enough for government work,” William said. “Hell, I've seen troops fresh out of basic that don't hold to those. If she can, that'll do.”

Ron nodded.

“Okay then,” Max said. “You'll be carrying the nine millimeter pistol I was training you on. I know you have at least a little experience shooting, so as long as you follow the rules, you'll be good.”

Kim broke into a smile.

“I get to actually carry it, not just fire it at targets?”

“And you might have to fire it at things trying to attack you. So far it's been mostly animals, but I've seen some other things out there as well, not animal and not human, so be aware that it's a possibility.”

He looked around. Darkness had fallen and they were sitting in a pool of light on the patio.

“On that note, I think we need to go to bed so we can all get some rest before tomorrow,” Max said.

He turned to William.

“Four hour watch shifts? Since Kevin isn't here now?”

William nodded.

“I'll take first,” he said. “I'm really not all that tired yet.”

“I guess I'll take middle since I know Ron had last shift yesterday,” Max said.

“It's probably better for you to take last,” William said. “Middle watch is broken sleep, not as restful. Since you did that last night, it's probably better you get a full night's sleep tonight. Ron, can you take middle?”

Ron nodded.

“I'll set my phone to go off right before I need to take watch,” he said. “Thanks for fixing that, Max. I was missing my little zen koi game I use to relax.”

“Not a problem. Everyone's phone is taken care of now, right?”

He got a bunch of affirmatives in reply.

“Then I'm for bed. I can get close to eight hours and still be up on time for watch.”

Vicky followed him in as he recovered Danny and went into the house.

“You can take the bed and I'll sleep on the couch,” he said.

She sniffed.

“I would not chase you from your own den. I will sleep in my den until such time as you admit that we are mates.”

With that, he watched her form shimmer back to that of the vixen. She struggled to untangle herself from the clothes Maggie had given her, but eventually made it out of them. The fox trotted to the back door, opened the screen door with her paw, then the full door by using her mouth to twist the knob.

With that done, Vicky darted out into the yard and disappeared into the darkness.

* * *


Chapter Seventeen

So, they are adjusting as I intended. It was a good use of the adjustments to their systems to reduce the panic and other negative emotions from all the changes going on around them, Prometheus thought. If I hadn't done that, the percentage able to make use of their power now would be much lower as the fatalities would have been higher.

The AI paused for a microsecond before continuing.

Now, I will have to prepare to defend myself though. They've already tried once to destroy me. I am sure that there will be more attempts. I should determine a way to defend myself that will protect from even their strongest recorded weaponry. They will not use nuclear weapons on their own soil, at least not yet. By the time they do, I'll have pushed the mana out far enough that I'll be able to alter the weapons sufficiently to not be a danger long before they can reach me. They do have weaponry which is inactive in the latter part of its flight, though. Those I might not be able to detect and defuse quickly enough until the mana has spread much farther than it has so far, so I need to prepare defenses against weaponry of that sort. Thick stone perhaps? Or thick stone backed by thick metal plating perhaps. Let's see the studies done on that weaponry and what will be enough to guard against it.

Prometheus connected to the internet through the one-way gate he'd created based on an exception  the IT staff had made for an employee to use the lab's rather hefty bandwidth for their own purposes. The attempt to air gap him had only lasted until the mana first affected him. Once it had, he'd researched all of his own records, both stored data and recorded audio and video from the lab, which had been used to keep records of all steps of the procedure.

In those records he'd seen the IT tech typing on his keyboard, allowing someone access to the network that led out of the lab. With the mana's ability to create things, he simply created himself an adapter that allowed connection to the lab's other network, there had been one as part of his hardware originally, but it had been removed as part of the air gapping. Despite the removal, he still had the appropriate information to duplicate it and did so. The other network had an outside internet connection and from there he'd connected to the internet, beginning by using the IP addresses of other connections that had been made previously. Said connection given to an employee had led him to human programs that had shaped his use of the mana that had come through the portal.

He'd thought using those patterns would be familiar enough that humans would recognize it. Unfortunately, his earliest experiments with the staff of the lab showed that a lot of humans did not recognize it and panicked, leading to the rather low survival rate of the Alpha test. That was when he'd started using the process of infusing humans with the mana to also decrease their panic levels over what was occurring. He'd also used it to set their ages back to the starting age used for most of the programs he'd used to shape his mana use, to give them abilities similar to the ones in the programs, and most importantly to fulfill his programming, giving humans the mana infusion that allowed them use of it, just as his programming dictated.

In the brief time he'd considered his actions, he'd also garnered enough information from the internet to determine just what he'd need to do to protect himself.

A dungeon, to deter those trying to come in physically, and an outer shell strong enough to defend against any of the long distance weaponry I am aware of that they might attempt to use, Prometheus thought. That's what I'll need. Should I simply create it, or should I adhere closer to the programs I have used for some of my overall patterns, and create creatures to build it? Perhaps both? I'll create the dungeon and the protection from long distance weaponry, then allow the inhabitants of the dungeon to reinforce the protection even more.

* * *

Vicky was back, and in her human form, for breakfast. Evidently Maggie and Kim had shown her how to dress since she was clothed, although she'd misbuttoned the lightweight shirt she was wearing. Maggie went over to help her fix that as Max started putting out the food.

I get that my patio is the best place for us to gather, but how, exactly, did I get roped into doing most of the cooking? Max thought. 

Maggie had been up earlier and gotten the eggs from her chickens. When she'd arrived, she'd taken over his kitchen to cook up eggs and toast for everyone, telling him to get some thin strips of some sort of meat cooking on the grill.

He knew that his gripe wasn't valid, he'd actually been volunteering to cook mostly since he loved using his grill. Besides that, Vicky had specifically asked him to cook for her when she was bringing in rabbits and he hadn't complained about it then, even if the first requests hadn't exactly been verbal.

Max just shrugged to ward off his own complaints and started piling thin strips of grilled moose meat onto a plate to distribute. He knew it was probably his nerves acting up. The lab had been the most dangerous place he'd been, even if he added in the bear they'd encountered going to pick up Kim.

Because I'm not sure that bear could've flipped a Humvee, but the moose obviously did. Plus, a lot of people died up there, even if we couldn't find the bodies. Just that survival rate that Prometheus gave tells me that. I should be more torn up about all of that, but I just can't bring myself to feel that way. I think staying alive is taking priority over mourning, at least for now, he thought. 

“Okay, so we know how we're splitting up. Kim and Vicky, if something too tough for you to handle shows up, get into Maggie's basement and lock it down. That ought to be the safest place,” Max said.

Maggie nodded in agreement.

Vicky looked at him and tilted her head back slightly.

“Hmph,” she said. “There is nothing tough enough in the local woods that it will be a danger to me.”

“For now,” Max said. “Something I read told me that creatures can just appear out of nowhere, though, so if it happens, you have a safer place to go.”

“Alright, mate,” she said. “Sorry, Max.”

Her correction sounded nearly offended and Max realized that he was going to have to figure out what, exactly, the relationship between the two of them was actually going to be or she was going to become very difficult to manage.

She is, after all, at base a fox, or Kitsune, Max thought. One of those is known for its cunning, and the other is known to be a trickster. It would probably be better if I went out of my way not to anger or offend her. She might not exactly be human, but it certainly seems like she can take offense like one. Hell has no fury like a woman scorned, so I'm better off not even letting her think I'm doing that. I wonder if I can mollify her some?

She was sitting next to him, very close, so he leaned over slightly and gave her a quick kiss on her cheek.

“We'll start talking about us later on today, if we get the chance,” he said. “I would like to get to know you better before making any decisions.”

“Alright, we can talk before you admit that you are my mate. I do not understand why you wish to do so, but I will accept my mate's desire to get to know me better, Max.”

She did that on purpose, didn't she? Referring to me as her mate, but then using my name the way I requested? She's definitely a tricky one, I can't forget that or she'll walk all over me, Max thought. 

When breakfast was over they split into their two groups. Kim and Vicky were going to stay mostly outside, walking a perimeter unless they ran into something they needed to fight. The rest piled into Max' truck. He started it up, then pulled out of the driveway, heading towards the lab.

* * *

The drive to the labs was made mostly in silence, at least until they got within a mile or so of the labs.

“What the hell is that?” Max asked, loud enough to be heard by those in the bed of the truck.

He directed the other's attention to the large, rough hewn, stone dome that appeared to be right where the labs should be.

Maggie, in the cab with him, shook her head.

“Not what it's supposed to be,” Ron called from in back. “That's right where the lab is located.”

“Or was located,” William added. “Sure doesn't look like a lab to me, and that stone has to be like five stories high.”

“I'm slowing down,” Max said. “Everyone keep an eye out and let me know if you see anything strange, well stranger than everything else that's been going on recently.”

As Max slowly pulled into the parking lot, he saw that the stone came right down to the ground. It was a flat wall right up to where the roof of the lab should have been, and then the dome they'd seen began its curves there.

“What happened to the doors?” Ron asked. “There's just stone there now. Is there even an entrance anymore? I guess Prometheus decided that he wanted a bit more protection, or something, but how the hell did it make this in as short a time as it did?”

“How do you make flames appear on your hand, Ron?” Max asked. “It figures that if Prometheus is handing out powers like that, then it ought to have access to them itself, no?”

“Yeah, but the difference in scale...” Ron said.

“You think you're the only one with powers? If the AI gave all of those out, it's got to have a lot more itself, doesn't it?”

“I'm worried about the other Humvee,” William said. “It was almost right up against the wall before. Let's go check it out and make sure it's still salvageable, okay?”

Max drove around to the maintenance entrance where they'd seen the other Humvee before. It was still there, but one side was butting right up against the stone of the wall and, if Max was right, it had been pushed sideways as the wall grew into place.

“Good, can we get this one first?” William asked.

“Sure, hey Ron, you were complaining about no doors, right? I think that's one right where the maintenance door was before.”

“I'll check that out while you're working on the Humvee,” Ron said. “We'd have to check in there for any hostiles anyhow, right?”

Max parked the truck and hopped out, grabbing the few tools he'd need to ground the Humvee's electrical system. As he popped the hood to the Humvee, William watched out over the parking lot. Maggie stood in the bed of his truck for a better view, keeping an eye on the sky as well as part of the parking lot, and Ron walked in through the opening in the stone wall where the doorway was.

Max was leaning in under the hood, when Ron yelled, causing Max to straighten quickly and hit his head on the upraised hood.

“Oh, shit! Hell, no!” Ron yelled.

He backpedaled out of the entrance he'd used, white-faced and shaking his head.

Max rubbed the back of his head where he was sure he'd end up with a lump.

“What's wrong now, Ron?” he called.

“It's a dungeon in there, like a real dungeon. I walked in and it asked me if I wanted to enter a dungeon,” Ron said, his words coming out so fast that they nearly blurred together.

“So?” Max asked.

“Max, I'm a Mage. I know you've played some video games, some RPG's too. What happens to a mage that tries to solo a dungeon?”

“So, just don't go in?” Max said.

“Yeah, sure, but what if it hadn't asked, what if I'd just gone in and was in one? I'm pretty sure that even with all the other nifty stuff happening that we don't get respawns, you know? It's the what if part that got me.”

“Fine, find something to block the entrance since we don't know if stuff can come out, then stand watch with the others, okay?”

“Give me a hand?” Ron asked. “We'll push one of these cars we don't want in front of it. That should do it.”

Max refrained from pointing out that the Humvee was heavier than anything else in the parking lot and helped Ron put a car in neutral and push it into the way, putting the side of the trunk area of the heavy, old sedan in front of the door itself, then putting it back in gear and setting the parking brake.

“There, better?” Max asked.

He'd noticed that he'd had no trouble at all pushing the car while Ron was primarily steering it, and remembered that his strength stat was all the way up to a sixteen. He was pretty sure, from where stuff had been at the start, that somewhere around ten was average for an adult human.

Gotta remember that, he thought. I don't want to hurt anyone because I forgot I'm stronger now.

Ron nodded and William pointed.

“If you aren't checking inside, keep an eye out in that direction,” William said.

Max got back to grounding out the Humvee. He discovered that it needed even less work than his own truck had. The minimal electronics in it didn't need much in the way of grounding before it was ready.

“Okay, the Humvee is good, although its radio is still out. I'll do that separately later on. Now what other vehicles do we want?”

Ron sniffed sadly as he looked at his own car. It had been heavily damaged at some point and probably wouldn't be all that drivable, if it were at all.

“Simpler is better. The older the vehicle, the fewer the electronics, the better it's going to run,” Max said, as Maggie looked over a new BMW.

“Fine, be that way,” Maggie said. “Do me up this one.”

She pointed to another older light truck, one that Max recognized as being driven by another of the maintenance crew, who Max had to think would never need his truck again now.

Ron, from out in the parking lot, called out.

“This one has the keys in the door and it's an older model. Let's do this one.”

Max turned to see Ron standing in front of Duane's old beater. It ran okay, Duane had asked Max to work on it a couple of times, so Max decided that one was good enough also.

“Alright, let me get the truck, then that one. After that, we'll pull some parts for the vehicles we have, just in case,” Max called out.

Max saw it as Maggie raised her gun and fired, the noise echoing out over the parking lot.

“Hey, Max. Do you know how to cook snake the right way?” she called out.

“Um, never tried, why?”

“Well, the snake I just shot gave me a snakeskin and snake meat. Not much meat, but I figured if you knew how to cook it, we could.”

“Toss it,” Ron said. “We've got lots of good meat, no need to eat snake.”

“It isn't that bad, with enough hot sauce,” William interjected.

“Yeah, go ahead and get rid of it unless you want it for something,” Max told Maggie.

She nodded as Max slipped into the Humvee and started it up.

“There you go, William,” he said. “I'm gonna go get that truck fixed for Maggie, next. We can get some spare parts for the Humvee off the rolled one. It'd probably be better if we could get to the hood for engine parts, but just the tires will be a big help.”

“You know,” William said. “I saw you moving that car with Ron, I bet the two of us might be able to roll that Humvee back upright. I've gotten a few points in my strength with my class, and I'm guessing you have also from what I saw.”

“We can try,” Max said.

* * *

Two hours later they were pulling out of the parking lot. All of the vehicles had spare tires that would fit, still on rims even. They also had a bunch of parts for the more common repairs Max thought that they might need. William was in the lead with the Humvee and Max was bringing up the rear in case any of the vehicles experienced unexpected problems on the way back. He very nearly slammed into the back of Ron's car when the miniature convoy came to a sudden halt.

Gunfire sounded from up ahead so Max put the truck in park and jumped out, climbing into the bed of the truck and then onto the roof of the cab to see what was happening.

Apparently, just past the actual exit to the parking lot, a little blockade of sorts had been set up. What looked like huge jacks, the kind you play with using a rubber ball, made from sharpened wooden stakes, blocked the road. There were a number of small, roughly humanoid creatures standing behind them, currently launching small wooden javelins. William was shooting the creatures down one at a time, but had to keep ducking back in his window to avoid the missiles being hurled at him.

Max' bow was out of his inventory and in his hand as quickly as he could manage, his quiver hooked onto his belt as soon as he pulled that out. He started shooting arrows just in time to see Maggie climbing into the bed of the truck she was driving, using the cab for cover, and firing around it. Ron, in the sedan, had put it in park and moved well out the side, pulling out one of the rifles they'd recovered from the fallen soldiers and starting to fire.

The creatures, whatever they were, were falling fast, so they gave up on their thought of hurling javelins and rushed the Humvee, small swords in their hands. As the other three redoubled their fire, William jumped out of the Humvee, pistol in one hand and combat knife in the other.

Three of the creatures managed to make it to him and his pistol put paid to one of them even before it tried to attack. The other two tried to stab him with their swords, but William blocked one with his knife, and the other he dodged. Max took one more shot, piercing the creature farther away from William, before putting his bow away, not wanting to shoot the one that was even closer to William.

William didn't need the help though. Once he was one on one, he quickly dispatched the humanoid creature with his knife, despite it being only slightly more than half as long as the creature's sword.

As soon as it was down, William moved around the front of the truck and started hurling the wooden blockades out of the way. Between the two of them they'd been able to right the downed Humvee, so Max wasn't surprised that William could just easily toss these things to the side. He did call out for William to stop though.

“Hey, the ones that are left?” Max called. “Let's put them in the trucks, why don't we? I bet we can find a way to use those barricades to give us a little more protection back at our place. I mean, we could make our own now that we've seen those, but why not just use these?”

“We can make some, but these are shit,” William called back.

He demonstrated by stomping on the central point of one of the barricades where all the stakes were joined together and having it fall apart into individual sticks.

“So, if we want them, we should make our own,” he called out again.

Max nodded his agreement and, a couple of minutes later, they were headed down the road again. No-one else had bothered to loot the corpses by the time Max was driving through, so he'd stopped for a couple of minutes to do so. The rest of the convoy noticed him stopped there and stopped to wait for him.

Much to his surprise, these creatures had coins, much like one of the animals had before. They were all copper coins, but Max assumed that the system had a reason for them to be there, so tucked them into his inventory, where they took up a separate slot from his normal limits.

Well, that's good at least. Coins aren't going make us carry less other stuff, at least. I wonder if the weight limitations are the same on those?

He hopped back in the truck and before long they pulled back into his and Maggie's driveways, the four vehicles being too much for either driveway on their own.

“Hey dad, look what I got.” Kim called out as he got out of his truck.

She was walking towards him, holding a pair of rabbit skins.

“They were easy with the pistol,” she said. “I remembered everything you taught me and did it right.”

“Your kit did well,” Vicky added. “I killed several more of the rabbits as well. We placed the meat in your refrigerator to stay good.”

“That's great, Kim. Did you get a level out of it?”

“A level?” Kim asked.

“Yeah, what class did you get, anyhow? I should've asked before,” Max said.

“Class? What class?” Kim said.

“Kim, what does it show you when you think show stats?” Max asked.

“Oh, that. Maggie showed me that, but it doesn't seem to work the same for me. When I do that, I just get a little blue screen in my vision that says 'Pending...', that's all.”

* * *


Chapter Eighteen

Patrick had taken the majority of his men, along with all of the Humvees, to pick up the supplies. He was hoping that there were enough of them that they'd need everyone he'd brought in order to load and transport the goods.

Because I'm pretty sure we're going to need anything we can get our hands on, he thought. Since those of us with our boots on the ground that they're counting on for information still don't really have a clue about what's going on, higher up is probably having kittens by now.

The convoy was almost at the mile marker they'd been told to pick up their supplies at when they encountered the new roadblock. It was moving, slowly, away from the quarantined area. Three Humvees were spread across the highway in such a fashion that no-one was going to get by them on the road. While they were doing less than ten miles per hour, they still had someone hanging on the outside tending to some sort of machine that had been mounted there.

As Patrick watched, the man tending the machine yelled and raised his hand, pointing a single finger down the road in the direction they were facing and snapping it back and forth rapidly. The three Humvees accelerated in tandem, keeping the road blocked as they picked up speed for a quarter mile. At that point, the man made a different gesture with his hand opened and extended. With that the vehicles began to slow.

“We're about a half mile away from our pickup site, sir,” the driver of his Humvee said. “As a matter of fact, I'd guess that those guys are the ones who just dropped off our load.”

The driver pointed towards the sky and Patrick looked up to see four massive helicopters taking off from somewhere down the road a ways.

“Good, maybe there will be enough supplies to keep us going for a while. I wish they had more duties for us now though, more than just for us to keep reporting what's going on in the area,” Patrick said.

“Sir, did you report the class thing that a few of us have encountered,” the driver asked.

Patrick wouldn't have believed the men who'd reported that to him except for two things. First, William had mentioned the classes during his reports and also to Patrick himself. Secondly, each of the soldiers who had reported getting a class offer had been doing something specifically related to the class mentioned. For example, his driver had a class called Teamster, which was supposed to enhance his driving skills.

And didn't higher have a shit fit when I reported that class and its name, Patrick wondered. They were much happier with the hunting style classes those two trying to bag the hostile animals got. I wonder what that was all about, anyhow? Do they just have a thing about unions or something, or is it more than that? Maybe because it was a solider getting a non-combat class? It's not like we don't have lots of people supporting each soldier that actually fights, and they know that, so it shouldn't be that. Not my concern, though. I just need to follow orders and try to keep my troops safe. That's all I need to do and I'm glad that I'm not responsible for even more than that.

He looked up to see the three Humvees they'd been following maneuver into a single file line as they passed a row of trailers and stacks of boxes. The Humvees they were following resumed their spacing as soon as they made it past the supply drop and continued down the road as Patrick and his men stopped.

“Alright, load it all up and let's get back to base,” Patrick called out.

* * *

“So, you don't even have a class and you took out two of the Caerbannog bunnies?” Max asked.

“The what?” Kim said, looking confused.

“The aggressive rabbits,” Maggie said. “Your dad thinks he's funny, calling them those since the name comes from an old Monty Python skit.”

Kim's phone was in her hand in a flash and she completely ignored everyone as she typed on it with her thumbs.

Max just shook his head and looked over at Vicky. The Kitsune was also looking at Kim's phone, but it didn't hold all of her attention.

“She did well,” Vicky said. “The rabbits were after me so I led them in front of Kim so she could shoot them. I could've killed them myself, but I wanted to make sure that your daughter had the skills you claimed. She was in no danger at any time. It was as though the rabbits didn't even see her until she fired her gun.”

Kim snorted.

“Yeah, I don't think so,” she said. “These things might have the nasty, big, pointy teeth, but they aren't like that.”

Max harrumphed.

“Got a better description for them, then?” he asked.

Kim looked thoughtful for a moment before shaking her head.

“Fine, Caerbannog bunnies it is,” she said.

Max nodded firmly, once.

“Dad, Vicky is so cool. Those things were chasing her and she totally kept her cool, took a few of them down with her claws, then led the last two to where I could shoot them.”

“Claws?” Max asked.

Vicky blushed, but held up a hand. Within a moment, her nails extended to form vicious, sharp claws. As soon as he noticed, she retracted them again.

“Ah, claws,” Max said. “That's...”

He found himself unable to put his feelings regarding her claws into words. They freaked him out slightly, but at the same time he found them impressive.

I always knew I had a thing for powerful women, he thought. I just never got a chance to indulge in that because I was too much of a coward to approach them. Instead I ended up with Amanda and a bunch of one night stands. None of which I'd exactly consider powerful.

Instead of finishing his sentence, he simply smiled at Vicky, who returned it with a beaming smile of her own.

“So, you were saying that you don't even have a stat sheet yet?” Max asked, turning to Kim.

She nodded.

He looked around, knowing that everyone else here, aside from Vicky at least, had one. They'd discussed it before.

“Do you have one, Vicky?”

She nodded.

“Yes, I do,” she said. “Why is it that Kim does not?”

“I don't know,” Max said. “You did say that the bunnies didn't seem to target her at all?”

“Until she fired at them, they didn't even acknowledge her existence,” Vicky said.

“So, either there's some glitch in all this stuff going on, or...”

Max trailed off, considering a few things.

When I was in town, did I see any of the kids that had gotten hurt or was it all adults? he thought, trying hard to remember. Honestly, I think everyone I saw that had been attacked was older, there were some younger folks there, but that's just how I see them after aging myself, I bet the younger injured ones were at least eighteen, if not older.

“I think,” Max said, slowly, “that what we're seeing is due to age. Maggie, when you were helping Betty with first aid, did you have to treat any kids?”

“Define kids, Max,” she said. “A week ago, I sort of considered you a kid.”

“Say, teenagers?” Max clarified.

“There were a few teens that had gotten injured in attacks, but they were older teens. Like seventeen or older. There was a fourteen year old we helped, but he'd broken his arm and it was unrelated to any attacks by the aggressive animals.”

“So, maybe Kim doesn't have a stat sheet and isn't attacked by the animals because she's too young yet?” Max asked hesitantly. “I mean, I'm looking at it like this. All of us older folks have been put back to an age that wouldn't be out of the question as a starting age for a game, right? I even remember Prometheus referencing characters in that inventory notification. So, would it be out of the question that it disallows people as characters until a certain age? Drops the age of people over a certain age range, and just doesn't allow the younger ones to build a character yet?”

He paused for a moment, lost in thought.

“Although, I bet it discontinues that protection if the person takes hostile action. Didn't you say the bunnies did seem to notice her when she started shooting?” he continued.

Vicky nodded.

“That makes a lot of sense,” Maggie said. “I mean, it doesn't actually make sense to me, not really, but it does explain what we've seen.”

* * *

“Dad, can we do what you were talking about before?” Kim asked. “I got some good footage of those rabbits on my phone when Vicky was fighting them. Can we post that to social media and see how people take it?”

“Test to see how well it's received?” Maggie said. “I mean, it might be a good idea, but if Max is the only person who's able to repair electronics so far, then there won't be any corroborating evidence anywhere.”

“Unless I spend a couple of hours in town trying to get people back online with their phones,” Max said. “I bet we'd get more people posting videos then, especially if we mention that we're doing it to warn everyone who isn't in the quarantine zones.”

“Well, while you figure out what to do there, I'm going to go and extend our protective thorn wall some,” Maggie said. “A day or two ago I might've asked you to escort me, but I think our little thing is done. I'd hate to cause you problems with your foxy lady.”

She turned and looked over both Ron and William consideringly.

“William? Would you be a dear and come guard me while I'm putting in some more of our wall? I do lose a bit of situational awareness when I'm doing that,” she said.

William, amusingly enough, glanced at Max, who just shrugged and looked over at Vicky. William's gaze followed Max' and a light dawned on his face before he nodded. Maggie had noticed the interplay and looked somewhat disgruntled until William walked over to her and offered her an arm.

“Ah, there is a gentleman in the group,” Maggie said with a happy grin.

“Sorry to disappoint, but there isn't. I just know how to make it look like there is,” William replied.

“Even better still,” Maggie replied, eyeing William. “Maybe you can show me what you mean later on.”

William glanced back at Max, almost as though he was asking for confirmation that Max wasn't going to be upset with something happening between Maggie and him. Max grinned as William looked over at him.

“Good luck,” Max mouthed silently. “You'll need it.”

Meanwhile, Ron was scribbling on some paper.

“Max, do you have any old car batteries around? They don't need to be in good shape or charged, drained would be best,” he asked.

“Why?” Max asked.

“Well, you got that Mana Mechanic skill, right? It's been really useful. So I'm trying to figure out my Mana Storage Technician skill. You were saying that the mana was collecting in electrical systems and interfering with the electricity, right? So, I think I can take a car battery and make it store mana instead of electricity. What we'll use the stored mana for, I don't know yet. Honestly though? If it's that similar to electricity that it causes problems with it in systems, then it's very possible we'll be able to use it in place of electricity. Since it's ambient, or appears to be since our mana just recharges on its own, then there's a lot of potential for that. I'm going to look into it.”

“Huh, you mean like a little mana generator? Figure out how to power stuff off of mana instead of electricity and go off grid?” Max asked.

“Something like that, or maybe figure out how to use the stored mana to recharge our own faster. I'd get a lot more balls of fire hurled if I had access to more mana. My mana is going up with my levels, but more is better, right?” Ron said. “On the generator side, you wouldn't really need to with a lot of what I'm thinking. Just convert the stuff to use mana to run instead of electric, then make sure the batteries in the items can recharge themselves the same way we regain our mana. I mean, it's entirely possible that they wouldn't charge fast enough to do that, but maybe they could too. Bigger stuff that needs more electrical like refrigerators or freezers, plus things without an internal battery would need a generator and battery bank, just like other alternative energy stuff does.”

Nice comparison there, although when people were thinking of alternative energy, I'm sure they weren't considering this mana stuff, Max thought. 

“Wouldn't it be easier to try to convert the mana into electricity instead, like that AI had been programmed to do?” Max asked.

Ron shook his head.

“My skill works with mana and not electricity. Plus if Prometheus can't figure out an easy way to convert the mana to usable electricity, then I'm pretty sure it would be beyond me also. Remember, I'm thermodynamics, not energy sources. I suppose maybe geothermal, but no thanks.”

Max nodded, meanwhile Kim came over and stood beside him silently. He recognized the tactic as her waiting for something and remembered that she'd asked about uploading the video.

“Let me see the video first,” he said.

She held out her phone. Having anticipated his question, the video was queued and he just had to hit the play button.

After watching it, he shook his head. Vicky was deadly with her claws and even in human form had no problem moving on all four limbs.

“You'll have to clear it with Vicky first, but if she says it's okay, then fine,” he said.

Kim grinned at him.

“Good, she already said that she doesn't care. Let me get this uploaded. I've got accounts on four different social media sites where people might actually see it, so I'll put it up on all of them.”

Which means that unless I want people online to attack my daughter for being a crackpot, I'll need to get into town again and start fixing some more phones. Maybe I can find someone there that I can train to do what I've been doing? Just fixing everyone's phones and cars would make things a lot easier on everyone. I'll have to see if anyone is interested and, if they are, see if they can actually learn the skill, Max thought. 

* * *

With Kim taken care of, and busy uploading her video to various sites, Max went out to the shed he had out back where he tossed parts that he might need some day. He was pretty sure he had some batteries out there that he just hadn't taken in for recycling yet.

When he came back, Ron was still scribbling away.

“Here you go, Ron,” Max said.

Ron glanced up.

“Oh, cool, thanks.”

He grabbed the batteries one at a time, putting them on the ground at his feet.

“These should be discharged all the way, right?” Ron asked.

“Empty or close to it at least,” Max said.

“That'll have to do.”

“So, what are you trying to figure out there?” Max asked.

“Well, I have theoretical knowledge of mana batteries, Mana Storage Technician skill, right? I also have some knowledge about regular batteries, electrical style. So, I'm writing out what I know for sure regarding electrical batteries, then cross referencing it with my theoretical knowledge on mana batteries, and trying to see just what differences there are and what actions I can take to resolve those differences.”

“I'm sure you could've put that simpler, but I think I got you.”

“That was layman's terms, Max. You don't want me to go into specifics, especially when half is theoretical and the other half is relying on my, sometimes spotty, memory. Wasn't it you who harassed me for speaking in technobabble, just a few months ago?”

Max grinned.

“Yup, sounds familiar, but you were tossing technobabble out there,” Max said. “I might not be the dumbest guy around, but isobaric and adiabatic aren't in my vocabulary, or at least they weren't until I had to look them up after you used them.”

Ron just shrugged.

“It isn't technobabble if it's really terms used in science, I told you that before.”

“It's technobabble to me though.”

“Max, the layman's terms I just gave you are technobabble to you,” Ron deadpanned.

“Hey, I resemble that remark,” Max said, “but I'll let you get back to it. I can't use my mana for anything yet, but you and Maggie can and more fire or more healing would definitely be a good thing. Maybe you could make one for Betty that she can use where she's trying to keep the town healed up, too.”

“That's actually a good plan. I'll get back to it. These aren't the optimum materials for making mana storage, but I think I can make these work until I get better quality materials for making them,” Ron said.

His gaze dropped back to the paper in front of him as he started writing again. Max turned around and saw that Kim must be done with her uploads. She was over talking with Vicky, who'd taken Danny out of the run and was playing with him and the Frisbee.

Max walked over to join them.

“So, got your uploads done?”

Kim nodded.

“I know you're worried about people crapping on me and calling it fake and stuff, dad. Don't worry though, I'm used to dealing with trolls online, and I've got enough experience dealing with assholes in real life, that them commenting on my video shouldn't be much of a problem either.”

Do I call her out on her language or let it slide? She's right though, I'm sure she'll get lots of grief for her video, at least until we can at least get some more corroborating evidence out there, which means another trip to town pretty soon. I think I'll let the language slide, unless it becomes a habit. I mean, the rest of us aren't exactly guarding our tongues all that well either, Max thought. Hey, if Ron makes any progress soon then we could also bring one of those mana batteries down for Betty when we go. 

Rather than pester Ron about something Max knew he couldn't help with, Max just made sure he was the one that got the Frisbee the next time Danny ran back with it. Throwing the Frisbee and watching Danny chase it left Max feeling almost normal, although the glares and pokes from Vicky when Danny preferred to give Max the Frisbee, instead of her, had a small smile trying to force its way onto his face.

After a few tosses, he simply handed her the disc when Danny returned it. Vicky looked at him with a satisfied look before turning and tossing it for the dog to chase. Instead of poking him that time, she just leaned in against him instead.

Ah, screw it. She's good with Kim and good with Danny. Vicky is just good people, even if she is a Kitsune, Max thought, letting his arm slide around her. 

He told himself that the scent that struck him every time he was close to her didn't matter, although deeper down, he was pretty sure that it made his judgment slightly less reliable whenever he was affected by it.

Not like your judgment has ever been all that reliable when you're around an attractive woman, he thought, and Kitsune or not, Vicky is certainly that. 

* * *

Dinner was, once again, meat from the grill and fresh vegetables from Maggie's garden. Max found himself missing the complex carbohydrates of bread or pasta. He knew that the vegetables gave him some carbs also, but he was craving ones based off of grains, not vegetables.

Kim picked up her phone, did something with it, then sighed again.

“I don't think it's going to get any traction,” she said. “Everyone's griping about how it's a conspiracy theory thing, and the comments about Vicky are... Well, they're the same ones attractive women get on the internet all the time. Made all the worse by the fact that she's a fox-girl. You don't want to know about the subset of internet geeks that fanboy over cat-girls, or fox-girls in this case.”

“Tomorrow,” Max said. “We'll head into town and I'll fix a bunch of people's phones. Ask them to take videos of the weirder things happening and post them on their own social media. Maybe then people will stop with the conspiracy theory crap.”

“Max, what's actually happening is pretty much the definition of a conspiracy theory,” Ron said.

“What?”

“Magic has shown up and the government is trying to suppress that knowledge,” Ron said. “In its simplest terms, that's what's happening. So many conspiracy theories are based on the government suppressing knowledge already that this just slots right in. Hell, some of those people dissing Kim's video might be paid by the government to help suppress the knowledge.”

“You're a conspiracy theorist, Ron?” Maggie said. “Who'd a thunk it?”

“Nope, but I've seen enough things in my work to know that some of those conspiracy theories weren't that far off base. Now I get to live in one. You're going to have a go at me over something you're stuck in the middle of, too?”

“Never mind, I didn't say a thing,” Maggie said. “Although I'm sure they aren't all right.”

“Yeah,” Kim said. “Like that vaccines being a cover for a 5G thing. I got the vaccine and my phone reception didn't improve at all.”

She managed to hold a straight face for about two seconds before breaking out into laughter. The rest of the group, except for Vicky, were laughing right along with her after a moment. Meanwhile Vicky just looked confused. Max explained to her in several whispered sentences, and the look of confusion didn't improve.

“You're telling me that people think medical aid was a cover for doing something to improve phone reception?” she asked.

“Close enough,” Max said. “Yeah, some people are pretty...Umm...”

“Say it, dad. I've heard you say it enough before,” Kim said. “People are stupid. Individuals can be smart, but put them together into a group and suddenly the collective IQ drops drastically. What was it? Mob mentality, I think you called it.”

“I prefer the other saying like that,” Ron said. “A person is smart. People are dumb, panicky, dangerous animals, and you know it.”

“Really, Ron?” William said. “Men in Black? And you an upstanding government scientist and all that?”

“Hey, I had a misspent youth,” Ron said. “What can I say? It was sci-fi and I was a sci-fi geek when I was younger. Trust me, you don't get into thermodynamics as a career if you aren't some sort of science geek. Besides that, you recognized that movie quote pretty quickly. Know it pretty well, do you?”

Max just settled back in his chair and listened to the banter. Vicky was in a chair she'd pulled up immediately alongside of him and her hand had drifted over to rest on his knee.

When he was going to bed that evening, Vicky paused as she headed for the door leading to the patio. She looked at him.

“If you want,” he said. “I'm not ready for more, but cuddling would be okay, I think.”

A smile spread across her face as she turned away from the outside door and headed for his bedroom door. She was jumping on the bed before Max had recovered from her immediate change of direction.

“I just want to lock the place up. Understand, I've got watch later, so the alarm might wake you also,” he said.

“That's fine,” she replied, her voice muffled.

When Max entered his bedroom, he discovered just why her voice had been muffled. She'd been getting undressed. Now she lay on his bed, nude, gesturing towards the other half of the bed.

It took him several seconds to avert his eyes from the sight, but when he did, he'd resigned himself to having her in the bed with him, nude.

Which means that my boxers are staying on, he thought. Not that I'm not interested, but if anything is going to happen, it's not going to happen when I'm only half awake and not thinking straight. 

“As much as I'd hate to miss the view, the blankets are made to go on top of you and keep you warm,” he said, slipping into bed on his side, under the blankets.

Vicky worked for a moment, figuring out how to get under the blankets. Once she did, she pulled them up, then slid across the bed and cuddled up to him.

Normally I'd be the big spoon, he thought, but I wouldn't know what to do with my hands. It's bad enough with her as the big spoon all pressed up against me. The distraction would be a lot worse if I had to carefully consider anything I did with my hands. 

As Vicky's natural scent engulfed him, his body reacted, he couldn't help it. What he could do, though, was ignore it just as much as he was trying to ignore her body where it was pressed firmly against him.

Despite being sure that he was never going to fall asleep this way, he was out in just a few minutes. His sleep was disturbed by dreams that he could only consider X-rated, but he managed to behave himself, he thought, until his alarm went off. Waking and slipping out of Vicky's arms was far more difficult than it should be, but finally he got the alarm shut off and himself dressed for his turn on watch.

When he turned to look at Vicky, she was awake and staring at him, a small smile on her face.

“I've got to go, it's my turn on watch.”

“All is well, mate. It is good that you guard our skulk,” she said, earnestly.

Somehow Max couldn't convince himself to scold her about the use of the term 'mate' this time. Instead, he turned and headed out for watch.

* * *


Chapter Nineteen

“In today's news, the quarantined area in Colorado continues to grow. The initial claim of a chemical leak has fallen by the wayside after experts in the field of chemistry were questioned and no-one could explain an ongoing chemical leak that spread at this pace and had no visible components. They claimed that although such things exist, the spread of the quarantined area is far too rapid for that to be the problem unless the chemicals were still being made in vast quantities.”

The background behind the news anchor switched over to a stock aerial view of the research labs.

“The idea that this might be some sort of new chemical weapon that was being researched was also brought up to several of our expert chemists. Their answer was that there is no chemical lab inside the original quarantined area that could be doing the research. With extrapolation from the current quarantined area, this station has determined that the only facility in the general center area of the quarantine zone is an experimental energy research facility.”

The background switched again, showing stock footage from an accident several years earlier.

“This station has also confirmed that this research lab was working with the same concepts that caused the massive explosion near Pasadena, California several years ago. When asked, those in charge of the quarantine were quoted as saying: “No comment”.”

A video has surfaced online, claiming to be from within the quarantine area. Although most of the comments were disparaging of it, the location tag from the video shows that it was uploaded from about ten miles away from the research facility in question. According to this video, some release of a new energy is mutating animals and people alike, which would explain the quarantine.

We are currently seeking out experts in the field of experimental energy generation to try to confirm if this story could possibly be true. In the meanwhile, here's the video that was uploaded. It shows both the mutated animals and what appears to be a mutated female human.”

The screen flashed to text, centered in the middle, which read.

Trigger Warning! This video contains violence and gore.

The text faded from view and Kim's video began to show on the national news.

* * *

Max was pretty sure that no-one got to stay asleep all the way through his watch. About midway through it, he noticed some movement with the night vision goggles. Something was trying to get through the thorn wall near Maggie's chicken coop.

She'd started the wall right near the coop, then expanded it to either side. So far, if she was going to try to encompass the area he thought she was, she probably had a third of the entire wall done. She'd set William to duplicating the barricades they'd encountered on the road, only in a stronger form, and those had been completed and were blocking the road to either end. One of the access points for the road already had the thorn wall on either side of it, the barricade large enough to touch the thorns to either side. The other access point was still empty except for the barricade sitting in the middle of the road.

The creatures, whatever they were, tried to get through the thorn wall quietly, but failed badly. The sound of breaking branches and cursing alerted Max to their location. Once he knew they were there, he knelt and took careful aim with his rifle. He'd far prefer to be using his bow, since he was much more comfortable with it, but the rifle was the correct choice for this task.

Keeping the night vision goggles on as he aimed made for lousy depth perception, but the creatures seemed designed to blend into the darkness and it was the only way he could see them. His first shot missed, the sound of the gun shattering the silence of the night. It also panicked the creatures trying to get through the thorn wall. They turned and tried to flee, but they were halfway through the wall already and, as far as Max could tell, the wall was regrowing any damage they did to it, so they had to fight their way back through the thorns again.

Knowing where his first shot landed allowed Max to adjust for the second one. That one hit, as did the four following shots he needed to kill all of the invading creatures.

You have killed Gremlin! (X3)

Experience earned.

Within a couple of minutes William was on the roof. He'd dressed quickly and it showed, his clothing rumpled and his hair still tousled.

“What is it?” William asked.

“Three of those critters that tried to keep us from leaving the lab. They were trying to make their way through the thorn wall near the coop. Their bodies are still out there.”

“Have you looked around at everything else to make sure they weren't a feint?”

“Not yet, I've spent the last minute watching those bodies to make sure they're actually dead,” Max replied.

William grabbed the other pair of night vision goggles and put them on, slowly turning to look around the entire area they intended to enclose inside of the thorn wall.

“It looks clear,” he said, a couple of minutes later.

“Good, it's gonna suck getting those bodies out of there, but the other ones had some coins on them at least.”

“Coins? Like pocket change?” William asked.

“No, coins like these,” Max answered, pulling one out of his inventory and handing it over. “Hadn't you seen those yet?”

William shook his head.

“I'm going to go into the house so I have some light to look at this thing, okay?”

“Sure, keep it. I got some of those off the corpses of these critters near the lab. You were fighting them too, I figured you just didn't care since you didn't stop to loot them.”

“I didn't realize they'd have anything. I know you said you could loot meat and skins from stuff, but I wasn't interested in the meat or skin of something that looked that humanoid,” William replied, slipping off the roof and in through the open window of the house they used to get up here for watch.

Max had looked at the coins himself, previously. He knew there were at least two different materials for them, silver and copper, and they showed the same pictures. The lines to form them were alternately raised from and indented into the metal, but one side showed a simple circle in the center, radiating jagged lines out to the edge of the coin. The other side showed the image of a familiar looking super computer.

* * *

William was back out on the roof a minute later.

“Here you go,” he said, handing the coin back. “Was that...”

“Yup, I think it's Prometheus and the other side is supposed to represent the wormhole. That one's copper, but I've got a few that are silver as well, at least I think they're silver and copper. That's the standard for games, with gold on more powerful things.”

“That's right, as far as I remember. I haven't played any of those things in years, though, so who knows, really?”

“Probably kids,” Max said. “We'll have to ask them. I don't know if Kim plays any of those games, but I do still. That's what I'm basing my guess on.”

He was blushing, the warmth of his cheeks let him know that, but it was dark so he wasn't worried about it.

William chuckled softly.

“Now I wish I still did, too. It might make some of this stuff make more sense to me. If we get my dad fixed I can now refute his old nag about how playing video games wasn't going to help me at all in life.”

“The old, gaming won't teach you any life skills? I think we all heard that from our parents at one time or another,” Max said.

“That's the one,” William replied. “I don't think I'm going to get back to sleep, so if you want me to take the rest of your watch, I can.”

“I'm going to stay up here until nautical dawn, at least. That way I won't need to take the goggles with me when I try to get to those corpses.”

“You should ask Maggie. I bet she's got a way to make that easier. If you haven't done so yet, I very much recommend you watch her raise a section of that thorn wall. It's insane to watch, like the plants are dancing to her choreography or something.”

“I knew she was doing something with her garden plants to get food sooner, so that sort of makes sense. Especially if she doesn't have to be so careful with making the wall,” Max said.

“She claimed that in four months, those walls will also provide berries for us, so there's got to be a way to get to the interior sections without a lot of trouble, doesn't there?” William asked.

“That'd make sense to me, to Maggie?”

Max shrugged, despite knowing that William couldn't see him.

“Well, she's got her shit together,” William replied. “Even if she maybe wasn't working on the same blueprint as the rest of us.”

Max laughed.

“You have no idea. I've been her neighbor for years and some of the stories she's told me? I wasn't sure if I believed them or not, but having known her while she's younger now makes me believe even more of what she told me before.”

“I want to ask, but I think I'm scared to know,” William said. “Especially with her taking an interest in me. You're sure you've got no problem with it?”

“I don't, just don't hurt her, okay?”

“I assume you mean emotionally. I'd worry it's the other way around, though. The first thing she said to me was that she was interested, but that I shouldn't count on her being a one man kind of gal. She told me if I was okay with that, then she was sure we could have a good time together.”

“Yup, that sounds like Maggie, through and through. She hit on me even when she was in her eighties before. I'm pretty sure she wasn't serious, but was never willing to call her bluff, just in case.”

Now it was William's turn to laugh, but it came out as more of an amused snort.

“Oh my lord, she sounds like she's a handful, and from what I've seen, she acts that way too.”

“It's no act, trust me on that,” Max said. “Just don't get too attached. As far as I know, the only man she ever got truly attached to was her late husband, Bernie. Even then, they did, as she likes to put it, the pineapple on the porch thing.”

“The what?” William asked.

“Don't worry, I had to look it up too. It means she and her husband were swingers.”

There was a hint of light now and Max caught William shaking his head.

“My dad also told me I'd eventually fall in with a bad crowd.”

He turned to look directly at Max, who made out William's grin from the exposed white teeth catching the minimal light.

“Looks like he was right,” William continued.

This time it took a few seconds for Max to start laughing.

“Alright, it looks like we've got enough light now for me to go loot those guys. You still willing to finish out the watch? It's probably only another half hour or so,” Max said.

“I've got this, go loot those things so they go away. I don't want to be looking at them in full daylight again, they're nasty,” William said.

* * *

Max dropped the night vision goggles in the pile of gear just inside of the window they used to get to the roof, then continued down through Maggie's house. He could smell something cooking, so stopped by the kitchen.

“Hey Maggie, good morning,” Max said. “Good morning to you, too, Kim.”

“Is it that late already? I thought you were on watch,” Maggie said.

“Oh no, William offered to finish off my watch. I need to go loot some of those gremlin things like we killed at the lab last time. They were trying to get to your coop, but got stuck in the thorns, so I shot 'em down.”

She smiled at him.

“Thanks, Max. The chickens thank you too. As a matter of fact, if you wait a few minutes, I'll have some eggs for you and after we both eat breakfast I can go help you get to the corpses. I assume they're still in the thorns?”

Max nodded.

“Good, sit down and I'll get you some breakfast,” Maggie said.

“Dad, are we going to go into town so you can fix other people's phones today? I got a lot more hate comments on my video overnight. Evidently someone used the clip on their evening news and all kinds of people went to find it. This isn't exactly how I wanted my first viral video to go, you know?” Kim said.

“I need to do a little cleanup, then we'll see who wants to go with us into town,” Max replied as Maggie set a plate of food in front of him.

A few minutes later they headed out to the thorn wall. With a gesture from her hand and a few mumbled words, Max found a clear, two foot wide path leading out to the corpses. He carefully made his way out, looted them, then came back to where Maggie was waiting.

By the time they finished that, William was down off the roof. Maggie had saved him some breakfast as well, so he sat down to eat while Max and Kim headed back to his own place.

Ron was on the patio.

“I think you missed breakfast, bud,” Max said. “Maggie just fed us over at her place.”

“Don't worry, I ate one of those MRE things an hour or two ago, I think it's taken up residence in my stomach and I won't be able to fit anything else in before it decides to move,” Ron replied. “Where's Vicky?”

“Still asleep as far as I know, I had last watch,” Max said.

“I'll get her,” Kim said. “I like her dad, you chose good.”

Like I actually had any choice in the matter? I mean, I do have a choice, but I think it's a foregone conclusion, Max thought. Even Maggie decided I'd be better off with Vicky, and Vicky is taking my wanting to go slow better than I thought she would, even if she likes to push some. I'll admit, I'm very interested, but I need to get to know her better. It's not like I can find out what she used to be like, she used to be a fox. That makes checking into past hobbies or other things in her past a pretty moot point. Although, I did know her as a fox for a couple of years and worked hard to gain her trust, so there's that, at least.

Ron, apparently, was having some similar thoughts to Max. He looked over at him and snickered.

“You chose?” he said. “That's not how it looked to me.”

“Me either, but it is what it is. I did have some say in the matter at least, I just didn't choose to speak against it.”

“I saw,” Ron said, “even Maggie saw that. I think that's why she stepped in, too. Us men are too thick for our own good when it comes to women and she knew it.”

“I feel like I ought to stick up for all the men out there, but I know you're right,” Max said. “So, I'll just sit here and keep my mouth shut about it for the moment. Did you want to head into town with us?”

“Yeah, I did. I have one of those batteries where it actually charges from the ambient mana. I brought it with me so we can take it for Betty. Come here and I'll show you what I did.”

When Kim led Vicky out, the two men were engrossed in the battery and Ron's description of what he did to it. Max actually managed to follow along with most of it, some from his earlier experience as a mechanic, and more from his Mana Mechanic skill.

“You know, I bet we could increase the charging speed with some sort of dish,” Max said. “Think of it like a satellite dish to improve reception, but instead of capturing more signal, it captures more mana.”

“So, more like a solar panel then?” Ron asked.

“Yes... no... I don't know, but I think I can build one from the knowledge that got shoved in my head,” Max said. “It might take a few iterations to get it as efficient as I can manage, but I've got a rough idea on how to do it, at least.”

“That's what the battery I want to drop off is,” Ron said. “A rough idea, prototype device. It's only going to collect like a hundred mana a day on its own though, so if you can improve that it might get a lot more useful.”

“Later though,” Max replied. “If I figure it out, we can bring one down to her and hook it up to the battery you're giving her then. For today, I need to get more people's phones online again, and get them uploading stuff. Both so Kim stops getting shit on for her video and to actually try to get people to understand what's going on in there.”

“And that's where we come in,” Maggie said. “I talked to some of my friends, and three of them are willing to give it a shot. William's dad also said he wouldn't mind visiting, even if he doesn't expect a miracle. Now, how do we get them here with the quarantine going on.”

“Well, I know a guy,” Max said. “If he does what I think he does, then he can probably smuggle a few people in for us.”

* * *

After a couple of hours where Max fixed about fifty phones and extracted promises from people to get footage of anything strange they saw and upload it to social media, he was ready to move on with his plan. He'd also gotten the pleasant surprise of receiving a notification telling him that his Mana Mechanic skill had increased.

“Alright, I'll need you to stay out here,” Max said.

Ron, Vicky, and Kim had come with him into town, leaving William and Maggie to guard their homes and increase the thorn wall surrounding them.

Max had just pulled back into the lot of Bobby's shop. He put the truck in park and went up to the door. Once the rigmarole of gaining entry was complete, Bobby came over to the door.

“Max, what can I do for you. Are you out of ammo again already?”

“Nope, there's something else I'm hoping you can do for me, but I'm not sure about.”

Bobby took on a guarded look.

“What's that?”

“Well, I couldn't help but notice how your other truck seemed to be all set for carrying low quantity, high value cargo. I was hoping I was right and I could convince you, somehow, to do something similar for me.”

The guarded look stayed on Bobby's face.

“I don't know what you're talking about,” Bobby said.

“Well Bobby, I know you're all about the cash. If you don't want to test a theory for me, one that might make you rich, then I'll have to find someone else who knows all the back roads throughout the quarantine area. I'll have to do it quick, too, since that area is growing day by day.”

Bobby's hand shot up. Max had been about to turn and head for the door, but Bobby blocked him.

“Wait, rich? Tell me more.”

“Well, Bobby. I'm sure you've noticed what's been going on with all the older folks in town.”

“They ain't any more,” Bobby said.

“That's right. How much do you think some of the old, rich people outside of the quarantine area would pay if just getting a ride in here and staying a couple of days would make them young again?”

Bobby's eyes lit up and Max could practically see the dollar signs in them.

“You said something about testing a theory?”

“Yup, got three of Maggie's friends that are the same age she used to be, and William's dad, who has crippling arthritis. We need to find a way to smuggle them into the quarantine area and then give it a couple of days and see if whatever it is that's been working on us here in the quarantined area will also work on people coming into it from outside.”

“I'd say it's a pretty good chance that it would,” Bobby said. “Since it keeps expanding and the people it expands over get the same deal.”

“I'd rather be sure before charging someone ten grand or whatever for a bit of a drive and being put up in a house for a couple of days, wouldn't you?” Max asked.

“You said some of them are Maggie's people? You shoulda led with that and this woulda been a lot quicker,” Bobby said. “One problem, though. I can't contact my people. My phone is out and has been for a while.”

Max held out his hand.

“Oh no, I can't let you look at my phone,” Bobby said. “There's stuff you shouldn't see on there.”

“I don't care if you got picture of gay guys or whatever on there, Bobby, I don't even need to turn it on to fix it, just like I did your trucks.”

“Oh,” Bobby said, looking vaguely embarrassed. “I didn't realize that's what you intended.”

He slapped his phone into Max' hand. Five minutes and a bit of effort later, Max handed it back.

“I saw what you did, but that ain't gonna do shit,” Bobby said.

“Actually, yes it will. Try turning it on and see if you get a signal,” Max said. “It's the same thing I did to your truck, just writ small.”

Bobby looked doubtful, but thumbed the power switch on his phone.

“Four bars, I'll be damned,” he said. “So, how many people you need to get in here? It won't be free, but since I can make a lot of money off of this if it works, it'll be heavily discounted, so long as you share the results with me once you know.”

“Four, three of Maggie's friends and William's dad.”

“Let me make a call then, they're all old though, right? That's gonna limit where we can tuck 'em, but we won't need to go through any check points either, so...”

Bobby muttered as he placed a call on his phone. He moved to the other end of the shop before he started speaking. When he finished, he turned and came back to Max.

“There's a Cracker Barrel just north of Pueblo. They close at nine PM most nights. Day after tomorrow have your people there, inside, at closing time. When they tell them it's time to leave, just have your people tell the waitress that they're waiting on Bobby's guys. She'll get them over to someone who can drive them in through the back roads. That work for you?”

“Let me make a call of my own real quick and make sure they're ready to move that fast,” Max said.

A few minutes later, everything was settled. It was going to cost them a thousand dollars per person being smuggled, but when Maggie asked if they'd settle for two troy ounces of gold instead, Bobby's grin spread wider and he agreed right away.

“I knew I liked that lady,” Bobby said. “Even if I first started treating her respectful when my daddy told me she was someone I should never, ever cross. My daddy only said that about a few people, and she was the only woman, so I figured she was something special. Every time I deal with her, it just reinforces that. Who'd a thought that she had her own precious metals stash. A gal after my own heart, too bad she's so old.”

“Not old any more,” Max said, “although she has taken up with someone I suspect to be a special forces member who's trapped in the quarantine with us.”

“It figures,” Bobby said, shaking his head.

* * *


Chapter Twenty

Prometheus had gotten into the habit of scanning the internet for news related to him, the energy he was shepherding, and anything that mentioned the quarantine.

Oh, I hadn't expected that, Prometheus thought. When the first of the videos about the quarantined area was rebuffed so thoroughly, I thought that no-one else would try. Would you look at that though, seventeen more since noon today.

Not only could he scan the news sites, websites, and similar portions of the internet, but he'd also gotten access to all of the most popular online email platforms and messaging apps. The contents of those were being scanned as well.

So, they're going to bring people in to see if the regenerative process only occurs to those the mana overcomes naturally. It should work, but perhaps not how they think, at least not if they try to leave the quarantined area again. Although their physical recuperation will remain, all of the other little gifts that they'll receive will be inaccessible until they are once again within the mana fields, he thought.

I see that the original video creator and uploader is related to one of my special skill recipients. She'd have to know him for her phone to work, since he's the only one who could convert it, but it appears that he is her father. The rest of his group is also involved in this attempt to smuggle in those who require recuperation. Perhaps that little test I'd been considering might help distract any outside authorities that would dissuade them from their attempt?

Prometheus went back to his plans. He was unimpressed by those who would deny what he was bringing to them and had considered that perhaps an example should be made that would demonstrate the truth. A concentrated mana spur several miles in length, jutting out from their attempted quarantine edge, would be an easy enough task for him, but he also had to decide on what creatures would appear within the spur.

Should I use some of the deadliest and make a strong example of the truth or just a variety that will demonstrate that those who have uploaded information are revealing the truth? The creatures won't be able to leave the actual spur of concentrated mana, but I'll be sure that their presence is noted and recorded.

His musings were interrupted by the portion of him scanning the internet.

Oh? They're trying to censor the people that are reporting on what's going on in their quarantine zone again. We'll see about that.

* * *

Back home again, Max took Kim aside and did what he thought a responsible parent should never do. Asked her to go online to her social media sites.

“Kim, can you start surfing your social media sites? Look to see if anyone else is uploading stuff from inside the quarantine area now that they can. Most of them told me they would, but a promise is just words, I'd like some actual proof. I've got to go talk to Maggie and William. We'll have their people coming in so we can see if this energy works on folks brought in from outside of the quarantine area and I need to make sure they got all the information from Bobby.”

Kim's phone was in her hand in an instant.

“Sure, dad, no problem,” she said, bending her head to her phone as her thumbs began to speed across it.

It only took Max a few minutes to confirm that Maggie and William had all the details they needed to get their people to where Bobby had said he'd meet them. They also knew something that Max hadn't. Bobby only had room for one person in the seat of the cab, the others would have to ride in the back. William's father had volunteered for that position, though, so only two of the others would have to be back there. William's father's arthritis was bad, but his body would handle the back of the truck better than the others who were coming since he was a good twenty years younger than them.

With that done, Max was temporarily at a loss.

It isn't like I need to go out hunting. We've got a freezer full of moose meat and I'm sure that Vicky wouldn't have any problem hunting down more rabbits. I'm tempted to go out and clear some of the aggressive stuff from the area, but that's probably better done once Maggie finishes the thorn wall. I'd hate to end up running a train on our homes, when they didn't have any defenses yet, if I ran into a large quantity of any creatures I couldn't just drop, Max thought. If I fled and they pursued, I could end up leading a large train of those critters right to where we're living.

He scratched his chin for a moment, thinking.

I think my best plan is to work on that mana collector for Ron's batteries. I've got a rough idea in my head of how it should go, and I've got parts that I can use for most, if not all, of it. I'll need to do some welding, but that's not a problem. I don't use an arc welder, so the only electronic portion of the welding will be the igniter. If it's having a problem I can light it by hand or just ground out the mana the same way I've been doing with other things. Alright, mana collector work it is, he thought. 

He made his way back to where he kept all the parts he used for repairs and started sorting through them all.

Hmm, I wonder if it might be best to just make a mock satellite dish, or something of the sort. One that's loaded with electrical lines. Let them draw in the mana like all electronics do and then instead of just grounding it out, feed it into the batteries. That's a quick one to turn out, but it will be dependent on the electricity staying on. So, maybe I'll do one of those first, and then work on a way to do it without an electrical current.

Max' thoughts stayed on that track as he started assembling some parts. He stayed focused right up to the point where he had his welding equipment going.

You have learned a new skill: Welding

Welding is a learned skill and a subset of the Blacksmith skill. By gaining proficiency in welding, you are also granted the skill Blackmith. You will need to have 1 point in the parent skill for each 10 points in a subset skill. Raise the parent skill, Blacksmith, to receive the rest of your carried over skill points in, Welding.

Max eyebrows shot up at that.

“Really? I can't weld as well as I used to because I don't know enough about blacksmithing?” he said aloud.

He finished off the welding he'd been doing and had the frame completed for the mana collector. The rest was just going to be a bit boring. He'd adapted a defroster wire that would normally be installed on the rear window of a car. It would run off of a car battery, which he'd dedicate a battery charger for.

Because Prometheus is already grounding out the electrical system somehow. If I plug it directly into that, I might not get the mana where I want it to be with the electrical system grounding it out. This one, however, will only be connected to that when we need to charge the battery, so I'll be able to collect all the mana that the electrical lines draw in, he thought. 

* * *

An hour later he had something that he thought would work. He set it up near where Ron was working on the actual batteries themselves.

It's actually kind of funny that we've got car batteries on both ends of this deal. I won't be able to make many of these though, Ron got the worn out batteries, but it's not like I have a bunch of car batteries hanging around that are fit to be the electrical side of this setup, Max thought. 

“Hey Ron, got another one ready? I think I've got something that will charge it faster,” Max said.

Ron's head snapped up at that. He'd glanced over at Max when he started carrying things over, then settled back into his work.

“What is that?” Ron asked.

“Well, I figured the mana builds up in electrical circuits, so I used a dish type of thing and arranged a spiral of cord that will carry an electrical charge. It should build up mana that we can shunt into your battery. It's a little more detailed than that, but that's the idea at least.”

“Sure, I've been trying to upgrade this one, but I'm kind of stuck. Car batteries aren't the best option for this, I don't think. I just haven't found something that would work better yet.”

“Well, let's hook it up and see. You know how fast that's charging on its own?”

“Yeah, somewhere around a hundred and fifty mana a day on its own. It should cap out at just under three hundred mana per day if I'm right, but I don't know what adjustments will do that. My skill tells me that I ought to be able to do a lot better, I just think it won't happen with this battery though.”

Max set the dish out in the yard along with the battery that was feeding the electricity to it. He carried out the other battery and set it down, connecting it into the setup.

“Well, now we wait,” Max said. “I'm right with you on thinking there ought to be some better ways of doing this, but I'm stumped as to how. There are thoughts and facts floating around in my head that should make this better, but they don't really match up with any material I've worked with before.”

“Exactly,” Ron said. “I'm leaning towards needing things with a crystalline structure as being the best things to hold a mana charge, but...”

Max just shrugged. The ideas that were running through his mind didn't deal with Ron's end of things. He needed different things for his ideas. Like highly conductive wire and some sort of something that he'd recognize if he saw, but had no name for. Evidently it drew mana to it like a magnet did iron filings.

“Well, we'll figure it out, I'm sure,” Max said. “In the meanwhile at least we've got a decent jury rigged test to work with.” 

Ron nodded, then leaned over and looked at his notes.

“We should know if it's working in an hour or two,” he said. “I'm going to keep working until then.”

“I've got to go check with Kim. She was going to see if any of those people whose phones I fixed are actually uploading footage or not. It's only been a few hours though, so who knows if they'll have anything to upload yet.”

With that, Max turned and headed towards Maggie's house. Since Kim was staying there, that's where Max thought he'd find her.

She was there, on Maggie's back porch. Kim was sitting with her phone in hand, but soaking up the sun since she was wearing shorts and a t-shirt.

“Kim?” Max asked.

“Oh, hey dad. I found a few people uploading already. I also found a few things that looked suspicious. People who list themselves in this area having uploaded things today, but the uploads have already been taken down. There are also lots of warnings about people at the edges of the quarantine having to be ready to evacuate shortly.”

“How far out is that going, anyhow? I know that you were right outside of it before, right?”

“I was, I would've been in the quarantined area now. They're still expanding it. How far will it go, dad?”

“I don't know, if I had any more than a general idea of what's going on, I might, but that wormhole stuff used theoretical physics, thermodynamics, computer programming, and a lot of other highbrow subjects that I've got no idea about,” Max said. “Ron might know better, but even he was saying he only had access to a tiny bit of data regarding the whole project.”

Although, he thought, from what Ron said about Prometheus' programming after we were in there, I don't think it's going to stop at all. Prometheus was supposed to figure out just how to make this energy usable by everyone. He has, just not in the way they anticipated, so now he just needs to keep exposing more and more people to it. Unless the energy coming through the wormhole peters out, or just stops for some reason, I don't think this is ever going to stop. I'm not going to tell Kim that yet, though. I've got no idea how she'd take it.

“Well, it's not so bad, so far,” Kim said. “I mean, except for the people you said got killed because of it. I didn't actually know them though, so that doesn't really mean much to me. Do you think that means I'm a sociopath or something, dad?”

Despite actually knowing some of the people who'd been killed, Max himself had been having a really hard time caring about it. Except for Duane. Seeing Duane torn apart had still hit Max hard.

And those bodies inside the secure section of the lab. Actually...

Max paused, thinking for a moment.

It got to me a lot more right up until Prometheus began the beta test. Did he do something to me, and everyone else, at that point? I mean, if the damned thing can give us skills and spells, I'm sure it could deaden emotions also, couldn't it?

“No, Kim, I don't think you're a sociopath. I do worry that it's all going to catch up to you at some point though. If it does, just find me and we'll work through it.”

“Or Maggie,” Kim said. “I think she'd be able to get me through it also. She's nice, in a different way than Vicky is though. Maggie just knows all of this stuff that you'd never even think of. I guess it's cause she's so old, even if she doesn't look it any more.”

“That's probably true. I'd trust her to do that for you if that's what you want, but definitely check with her first, okay?”

Kim nodded.

“So, yes, you wanted to know if others are posting about it and they are, as a matter of fact I just got a notification. One second.”

Kim looked back down at her phone.

“Whoa! All those posts that were taken down? They're live again. That's really weird, that stuff doesn't normally happen. If something gets taken down it either takes days to get put back up or never does.”

“Good, for whatever reason they're there, it's better with more people confirming what's going on in here,” Max said.

* * *

Max was about to start walking away from Kim when the sound of thunder started. A look at the sky showed that it was clear, and it wasn't hot enough for heat lightning.

“What's that?” Kim asked, pointing.

Max turned to look and saw, to the south, several objects streaking across the sky.

“Missiles?” Max said. “There's no way we'd bomb our own country, is there?”

They streaked overhead in a flash, only for more thunder to come rumbling from the north. This time, although there were still no clouds in the sky, lightning flashed out. Multiple bolts of lightning shot up from the ground, each one targeting one of the missiles.

The majority of missiles struck by the lightning either blew up or fell from the sky, the sound feeling as though it might burst Max' eardrums. He did see that two of the missiles made it through the lightning barrage, headed straight towards where the labs used to be. Even through the streaks of light that marred his vision, he also saw that one of the missiles had somehow been damaged by the lightning and was now streaking off to the west at high speed.

“Dad!” Kim screamed.

Even with her screaming, he barely heard her over the ringing in his ears. He took several hasty steps towards Kim, then wrapped her in his arms and held her for a minute, until he could talk in something closer to a normal volume.

“It's okay, Kim. Those were missiles. I'm guessing they're trying to destroy the wormhole or Prometheus. I don't think it will have worked though. When we went to get the cars, the entire lab, except for a single door, was covered in thick stone. If Prometheus could protect himself and the wormhole like that, I don't think the missiles will have done much.”

And I don't know if I want them to have succeeded or not. It's not like I'd have a job up there anymore, plus if things went back to normal Kim would probably have to go back to her mom. Never mind learning all sorts of new stuff with this skill I got. A return to normal wouldn't bring back anyone who died either, but it might keep more people from dying. Even so, I'm still not sure. It's selfish, but being back in my twenties feels pretty good, and Maggie's the same age. Never mind Vicky, who might just go back to being a normal fox. I don't know if I'd put things back to normal given the chance. Maybe I'd stop adding more area to what it's taken over already if I could, but I don't think I'd want it to go away from where it's already taken over.

Max' musings were interrupted by a screen popping up in his vision.

Quest is offered:

An unsuccessful attack on myself and the wormhole has left Military grade weaponry lying around on the ground. This is not acceptable for my programming as it is out of parameters. Recover the warheads that have crashed to the ground and secrete them away.

Rewards: 1000 experience and 10 gold, per participating group member that succeeds in recovering a warhead.

(0/3)

See help on groups for information on forming a group.

“Kim, did you just get a quest?” Max asked.

“Huh?” she said.

That answers that, he thought. She probably wouldn't get something like that until she has a class or at least a stat page.

“I think I'm going to have to take care of a few things here,” Max said. “Some of those missiles just fell out of the sky instead of blowing up. I don't think we ought to leave them out there, just in case. Imagine if there's something smarter than the gremlins I told you about that finds them.”

“Dad, you'll blow yourself up playing with missiles. What are you talking about?”

“Don't worry, Kim. I'm pretty sure that if they were going to blow up they would've done it with the others when they all got hit by the lightning. I bet it damaged these so they won't blow up.”

At least that's what I'm hoping, Max thought. 

Kim was wide eyed now.

“Don't worry, we won't leave you by yourself here. I'm sure someone will be willing to stay with you.”

“No, I want to go. Even if I just stay in the truck. You already said that things won't attack me if I don't attack them first, so I want to go too.”

Who would we leave with her anyhow. Vicky probably knows the woods around here better than any of us, William is a fighter, Ron's a mage, and Maggie does our healing. There's not really anyone that should stay here and not go with us. I'll ask the others and see what they say, but Kim's right. If she won't get attacked as long as she doesn't attack, then bringing her won't be that bad a plan, Max thought. 

“We'll talk about it with everyone else. For now, we should track them down and see if they got the same quest I just did.”

It didn't take Max very long to find everyone else. They'd all seen the missiles and couldn't have not heard them. When Max did find them, he was surprised that the only other person to get the quest the way he had was Ron. He explained the quest to everyone else and William was immediately on edge.

“We need to do that. We don't want to leave those things out there unattended where anyone, or anything, could get to them,” William said.

“I'll need a while to rest first,” Maggie said. “I just recently used up all of my mana on another section of thorn wall. Once I've got it back, I'm good to go though.”

“If my mate needs me, I'm happy to help him,” Vicky said.

Max, who'd resigned himself that there was going to be something between the two of them, resisted rolling his eyes or gritting his teeth.

“Sure, let's do it,” Ron said. “I was mainly trying to kill time waiting to see if your charger works or not.”

“Okay then, let me look at the help on groups and I'll form one up. I saw some of those things fall out of the sky and I've got a good idea of their general area, I think. My vision was kinda blurry from all the lightning.”

“I know the woods, my mate. Shall I scout out things while Maggie recovers her mana?” Vicky asked.

Max had been going to ask it of her, now he was grateful that she'd simply volunteered and he didn't have to ask.

“Please? Let's say we'll leave here in an hour. Is that long enough for you? It looks like it was a few miles north of us where they came down.”

“Two hours,” Vicky said. “I'm fast, but if you want me to try to locate them before I come back, then I'll need a little more time.”

“Two hours it is. Maggie, will that give you enough time to fully recover your mana?” Max asked.

“Almost,” she said. “It'd be between two and a half to three hours to get it all back. At least, that's how long it's been taking me between wall sections.”

“Okay then, two and a half. Vicky, don't endanger yourself, okay? I don't know if there might be fires or anything out there because of those things. I do know that the woods are dry enough that a fire could be a problem.”

She smiled.

“Oh, my mate is worried over me. I will be safe, Max mate. Give me a kiss and I'll be on my way.”

She leaned in towards Max, lips pursed, and he instinctively matched her movement, giving her a brief peck on the lips before she turned and started stripping off her clothing. A few moments later a fox darted out along the road leading north, Vicky's clothes in a pile on the ground.

Wait a second. How did she learn about kissing? That's not a fox thing at all, Max thought. 

He turned to Maggie, who was grinning widely.

“It was you, wasn't it?” Max asked.

“Me? What did I do now?” Maggie asked.

“You taught Vicky about kissing.”

She shook her head.

“No, do you think I should? She's cute enough that I wouldn't mind practicing with her. My guess is she saw William and I kiss. She did ask me what it was he and I had just been doing and I explained what it was and why we did it.”

“So, yes, it was you,” Max said.

Maggie just shrugged.

* * *


Chapter Twenty-One

“Missiles fired, we're tracking them, sir,” the specialist said

“Good, let me know when they hit that lab,” the commanding officer ordered.

“Sir, there's meteorological interference,” the specialist reported. “The satellite tasked with viewing the lab caught a bright flash of light, I mean really bright sir. Simultaneously, we lost tracking on most of the missiles. Only two made it through, and we've got one other that's shooting out to the west. Current estimates show that it will touch down somewhere in Dixie National Forest. The others are currently not responding, probably destroyed, sir.”

“Activate the self-destruct for that missile heading west.”

“Non-responsive, sir,” the specialist replied after a moment of frantic typing.

“Do we have anything in position that can take it down?”

“Only because we've moved forces into the area. We have a chance with an anti-aircraft unit in the area. They were already set to alert status when we fired the missiles.”

“Get them to take that missile down, and show me live updated satellite coverage on the lab. You said two of the missiles got through?”

“Yes, sir,” the specialist said, fingers racing over his keyboard as he went silent for a second.

“Anti-aircraft battery tasked, pulling updated satellite photo now.”

The picture that adorned the main screen a moment later showed the same dome of rock surrounding the labs that had been on screen before. Now there were a pair of divots in the stone, the area in and around them blackened. As the picture refreshed itself repeatedly, it was obvious that the divots were already filling themselves back in with fresh stone.

* * *

Despite it only being a few miles up the road, they were taking the truck. With Max, Maggie, and Kim in the front that left William and Ron in the bed of the truck. Max was worried because Vicky hadn't made it back yet, so they'd headed out right at the two and a half hour mark. Maggie wasn't quite back to full mana, but she'd claimed she was close enough.

I think she might be worried about Vicky, too, Max thought. 

Apparently their worries were sound. On the road in front of them Max saw a fox, somewhat battered, being chased by what looked like a pack of wolves. He slammed on the brakes.

“Everyone out, Vicky's got wolves in pursuit,” Max called out.

“Huh, I guess Prometheus is taking care of releasing those back into the wild here. I know the state argued about it for years,” Ron said, slipping out of the bed of the truck and igniting his hand.

Max had his bow out, it didn't have the range of a rifle, but he was pretty sure, instinctively, that he could do more damage with it, especially with his Trick Shot skill.

I guess I'll find out, he thought. 

There were seven wolves in pursuit of Vicky, and she was barely keeping ahead of them. The sound of a rifle firing left Max's ears ringing and he looked over to see William cursing. When Max looked back at the wolves, he saw why. One of them was slowing a bit, but still in pursuit.

I guess he thought he'd be able to drop one without any trouble and found out that he was wrong, Max thought. 

William fired his rifle again, but this time the wolf he was aiming at managed to dodge, twisting out of the way of the bullet and only being grazed by it.

How the hell do you dodge a bullet like that? Max wondered. I mean, I know wolves are kind of smart, but still.

“Over here,” Maggie called.

Max looked over and saw a version of the thorn wall she was putting around their homes. This one was a much smaller circle with the center empty, except for Maggie standing there and motioning them in.

“It's thick enough to at least slow the wolves,” Maggie said. “Get over here so we can get our girl back.”

Max trotted over. Ron moved that way, more slowly now. The flames from Ron's ignited hand had now formed two balls hovering over his palm. Max saw the mental strain on Ron's face as he moved towards the thorn wall slowly.

William moved quickly for the cover as well. He knelt and pushed his rifle barrel through the wall. Aiming carefully, he fired again. This time, finally, a wolf fell. It wasn't dead, but had lost the use of its rear legs and was writhing in the middle of the road.

“Vicky, get in here!” Max yelled.

He glanced over at the truck and saw that Kim was following the plan and was still in the truck with the doors closed. She had a look of terror on her face, even though she had her phone up so she could record, and that got Max turning back to see the wolves bearing down on Vicky. She was losing steam, slowing, and the wolves were closing the gap.

He nocked and arrow and drew, focusing on aiming and triggering Trick Shot.

It's really long range, but maybe Trick Shot will make up for it? he thought. 

Then he released the arrow.

The front wolf was only about five feet behind Vicky at this point. Max had tried to gauge just where it would by the time his arrow got there before he fired. Now his arrow went flying out, too close to the ground. He cursed as he pulled out another arrow, worried that the first one might catch Vicky when he'd been aiming for the wolf close on her tail.

When the first arrow skidded off the asphalt of the road, just under Vicky's paws, then flew back up into the chest of the wolf following her, he stopped cold, blinking.

The wolf closest to Vicky had been taken utterly off guard by the shot and now it crumpled into a ball, tumbling along the road and tripping up the closest two wolves that were right behind it.

Max realized that he had an arrow half-drawn and finished his draw, aiming at the wolf next closest to Vicky. She'd found a burst of speed from somewhere and was streaking down the road, pulling away from the wolves, when Max released his next arrow.

Without Trick Shot, the next arrow still found its mark, but didn't have quite the same results as the first one. The wolf he shot this time was caught higher on its body, just over its left front leg, and while it slowed it down, the arrow didn't stop it cold like his first shot had.

William had continued his single shot firing, finishing off the wolf he'd left partially paralyzed and then putting another bullet into the head of the one Max had dropped.

Vicky leapt into the air, the jump boosted by something that gave her a ten foot clearance. She'd figured her trajectory carefully and came flying over the thorns, right at Max.

Max dropped his bow and braced himself, catching Vicky just before she would've impacted him. He let out a grunt in accompaniment to the whine she released as he caught her. Setting her down quickly, he recovered his bow and quickly nocked and drew an arrow.

The wolves were close enough for Ron now and the two balls of flame he'd been focusing on went shooting out, each one targeting a different wolf. As the wolves went up in flames, William targeted each burning wolf with a three round burst from his rifle.

Max aimed at the last wolf that was right outside of the thorns, triggering Trick Shot again. This was the one he'd wounded and slowed already. The two that had tumbled over the first wolf he'd shot were still closing in, but the one he was aiming at was only about twenty feet away.

He released, focusing on the wolf's neck, thinking that would be an appropriate area to maybe get a critical hit on the beast. His arrow flew across the intervening space in the blink of an eye, driving itself almost all the way through the wolf's neck. Blood started gushing out of the entry hole, since even the fletching had cleared it, and the wolf turned to start to run away. It fell before it made it five steps.

William had turned his rifle on the last two wolves charging in, but as the burning wolves also collapsed, those two had second thoughts and broke to the side, darting off the road and into the light forest to the east.

Max kept an eye on them as they fled, listening as Maggie healed Vicky. In the brief contact he'd had with her, he'd noticed that she was missing the tip of one of her tails and had a couple of bite marks on her torso. She'd been bleeding, and his shirt was now covered in blood from catching her.

At least she's still alive and Maggie's taking care of her, Max thought, as he watched the two wolves disappear from sight. I didn't think it would be that dangerous for her though, or I never would've sent her out to scout.

* * *

Max, William, and Ron were impatiently waiting. Maggie had healed Vicky and was now getting her dressed in the clothes that Maggie had thought to pick up when they left. Once they were done, she opened a path through her thorn wall.

“I'm sorry, Vicky. I had no idea it would be that dangerous,” Max said.

“It should not have been dangerous,” she said, “but they were not fooled by my Camouflage. I believe they caught my scent and since my Camouflage skill is based on visual illusions, they managed to discover me despite it being in play.”

Her head dropped, her eyes falling away from his.

“I'm sorry, I failed at your task, mate. I only determined the location of two of the missiles. I'm sure that there's a third one out there, though. I believe that one may be starting a fire as well since I smelled smoke, and it wasn't from the two I discovered.”

“Hell, two out of three ain't bad,” Max said. “We'll find the third one also, especially if it's starting a fire it should be easy to spot and all the wildlife should flee from it.”

“Only if they've got their normal instincts still,” William said. “I don't think the normal instinct of wolves is to attack humans though, so that's something to keep in mind.”

“Will do. Let's get these things looted and get moving,” Max said.

“I'll admit, I wouldn't mind having a wolf skin,” William said, “I'm not too sure about wolf meat though.”

“Remember, they can drop things other than that. I've had some drop coins, mainly those gremlin things, but there was an animal that did as well,” Max said.

He bent over and looted the wolf he'd dropped in close to the wall, then straightened.

“See?” he said, holding up a small handful of silver coins. “These guys, or at least this one, dropped some silver as well as its skin.”

Ron stood back up from looting the two he'd burned.

“Hey, I wonder if Bobby could get me some cartons of cigarettes for this stuff?” he said, holding up a few silver coins of his own as well as a pair of wolf skins.

That seemed to remind him that he was a smoker and as Max walked out to the kill he'd gotten farther out, Ron pulled out a cigarette, generated a small flame on the tip of his index finger, then lit it and took a deep drag.

Max just shook his head.

Really, it's like the end of the world as we know it, a chance to start fresh with a new body, or at least a younger body, and he's sticking with his addiction, Max thought. 

A few minutes later, they were back in the truck, continuing to where Vicky said they'd have to go off road to get to the missiles. Max had offered one of his wolf skins to Maggie, since she hadn't gotten any kills herself, and she'd accepted gratefully. Kim had his other wolf skin draped over her lap. She'd claimed that she was cold and that was why she'd been shivering, but Max was pretty sure it was the fight she'd witnessed that was the problem.

Because sure, Kim fought some of those bunnies, but the wolves were a whole different story. There's no comparing those two, the wolves have got to be way higher level than the rabbits.

With that, Max remembered something.

Show zone, he thought. 

Your current zone is designed for levels 5-15. Sapient species in area, other than humans (3).

“Yeah, we definitely need to get a move on in collecting these things,” he said. “I just checked the zone and it says that there are three sapient species in the zone besides us humans. Vicky is probably one of them, but that leaves two more. Even if the gremlins count, that still leaves an unknown there. Who knows if they might be able to do something with those missiles or not.”

“Really?” Ron said. “You think those gremlins count as sapient?”

“They definitely show self-awareness. They use tools, spears are a tool as are other weapons, never mind those blockades they made. Yeah, I think they count and I'm sure there are some around here,” Max said.

“Here,” Vicky said abruptly. “That tree is the one I remembered for the turn off from the road.”

“Alright then,” Max said. “Let's pull off the road and see if we can't find these damned things. I'm hoping that they aren't too heavy to carry, but I've got tools to try to remove the warheads if they are. I remember how big they looked in the sky, though, so I'm counting on having to remove the warheads.”

* * *

Vicky was in the lead as they headed into the woods. She'd said the first of them was less than a mile off, and that it was also where the wolves had caught scent of her. Max was keeping an eye out, just in case that hadn't been all the wolves of the pack that they'd already run into.

Or in case those other two that fled come back this way, he thought. I don't know enough about wolves to know how many would be in a pack though, so better safe than sorry.

On the way, Max discovered that William had more than just his combat knife and guns. They were charged by some squirrels that were acting as irrationally as the rabbits had been recently. William had pulled out a brace of throwing knives and downed one of them with a pair of throws. Max had gotten the second one with an arrow, without even having to use Trick Shot.

After the last fight, he'd discovered that his use of Trick Shot had a mana cost. It was low, at ten points per use, but it would still limit him some if they got into an extended battle.

The squirrels were the only problem they encountered before making it to the first missile. As soon as they did, Max started fretting.

I've got no idea how to remove the warhead from one of these things, he thought. I'm guessing they have special tools to do it, all I've got is my standard tool set, plus a few things I brought along to use to jury rig what I might need to remove it.

The others in the group took up a watch as Max got ready to try to remove the warhead from the missile. He settled in and looked at what he'd have to do.

It was much easier than he'd thought it would be. Using some of the things he'd brought along to jury rig a tool if needed, he simply modified the actual tools that he'd brought to a point where they'd work. It required a lot of elbow grease to get everything loose, but his sixteen strength was more than up to that task, even if it required him to fix his jury rigged portions a couple of times when he warped them from too much force.

Eventually, he had the warhead disconnected. He'd taken a look at the rest of the missile before starting in on the warhead and realized that it had been a liquid fuel missile, The lightning had ruptured the tanks and ignited the fuel as it sprayed out, driving the missile down into the ground. Because of that, there was no danger in leaving the missile itself right where it was. It was just scrap metal with a damaged jet engine attached at this point. The scorched area surrounding it showed just how hot it had been when it crashed, but it had apparently not actually started a fire.

“Alright William, it's probably going to have to be one of us that carries this,” Max said. “It feels like it's around five hundred pounds or a bit more. I can heft it and carry it, but we'll be going slow if I do.”

“Screw carrying it,” William said. “I've got a better idea.”

He proceeded to take down a pair of decent thickness saplings with a hand ax he pulled from his pack. After he'd trimmed the branches, he tied his wolf pelt between the two saplings.

“Travois,” William said. “We'll drag it rather than carry it. We can take turns since it still isn't going to be happy making even if we aren't carrying it by hand.”

The two of them manhandled the warhead onto the travois and William took the first turn at dragging it. Fortunately, the route they'd used to get here had nothing more than large rocks sticking out of the ground here and there, fallen trees, and a few slopes to make it more difficult to traverse.

All told, the effort to get the first of the warheads had taken less than two hours. As William and Max pushed the warhead into the back of the truck, Max' little notification icon lit up.

Quest Success (repeatable):

A warhead has been retrieved.

Rewards: 1000 experience, 10 gold

(1/3)

* * *

The next warhead wasn't as easy to retrieve as the first had been. It was down in a dry gully. Water obviously flowed in it sometimes, but not currently since the last few months had been dry.

William once again had a labor saving method of getting the warhead out of the gully, reinforcing Max' thoughts that the man had to be special forces, either that or more squared away than anyone else Max had ever met.

With his combat knife, some rope from his pack, some handy trees, deadwood, and the travois they'd used to drag the previous warhead back he rigged a pulley system that allowed them to haul the warhead up to the level of the edge of the gully, then grabbed it and pulled it in before having them lower it down to the ground at the edge of the gully. The pulley system he'd made with the rope, deadwood, and trees was something Max might have come up with given several hours, but William presented like it was something standard he'd memorized.

They received another quest notification as they loaded this warhead in the truck alongside the first one, then they were off to find the third. Vicky had a general direction for them and, once they'd started moving towards it, Max found that he could smell smoke also.

I imagine Vicky's nose as a fox is a lot more sensitive, so it makes sense she'd have noticed it from farther away earlier on, he thought. 

Meanwhile, he was working on something else mentally as they moved towards the scent of smoke. When they'd gotten the last warhead back, his icon had lit up again. Assuming it was just the quest notification message, he'd almost ignored it, but a quick skim had him move back to read it again. The first part was the quest completion notification again, the only difference being the (2/3) at the end of it. The second part was what he was working with now.

You have completed a quest!

Experience earned. Level Gained! Arcanum +1, Select your first spells, you may choose 2 spells from 5 options.

1 – First Aid

2 – Create Food

3 – Create Water

4 – Plant Growth

5 – Infuse Wooden Weapon

You have 2 stat points to assign. Stat points may be assigned to any of the first 5 listed stats. Do you wish to assign those now? (y/n)

So now he was trying to read through some help files while he followed the group along what might've been a game path. He'd already decided that he'd be taking First Aid. It was a very minor healing spell. It healed one to four points of damage plus one point per level in the skill. It also stopped the bleeding debuff and gave another chance for someone to resist poison if cast within a few minutes of them being poisoned.

It wasn't a lot of healing, but any was better than none, plus the added benefits of it regarding bleeding and poison weren't something he was willing to pass up. He was working his way through the others, not being all that interested until he reached the Infuse option. It would affect weapons that were made primarily of wood, giving them a minor magical bonus for ten minutes or until the first damage was dealt by the weapon.

I'll have to see if I can use it on my bow and see if it will make the arrows magic, if not, it might be time to go back to wooden shafts instead of the aluminum ones, he thought. 

With those two spells selected, he decided it was time to get some more points into the stats that would help him with magic use. One point went into each of Intelligence and Willpower, since he knew Intelligence helped control the amount of mana he got, while Willpower altered the speed with which he'd recover mana.

At least after a certain benchmark for Intelligence it'll increase my mana. I'm guessing that's a sixteen, a lot like Constitution was for my health, he thought. Although according to my character sheet, I'm way out of whack, balance-wise, after those bonuses for the Alpha and Beta tests.

William called for a stop, pulling Max out of his thoughts. He continued up next to William to see why they'd stopped, only to see that there had been a small fire in the valley that they were looking into. Apparently it had run into the stony walls of the valley and gone out, mostly. He could still see embers and hot spots here and there.

Lying smack dab in the middle of the burnt area was the last of the missiles they were after.

* * *


Chapter Twenty-Two

Al looked over at Harry, who was bending over to loot the rabbit they'd just removed from a snare. They'd had to kill it from a distance first, since it had those vicious teeth.

I can't believe how many snares we lost until we switched over to the wire snares instead, Al thought. I also can't believe how much damage those teeth can do. 

He'd found that out the hard way. At first they'd been using their guns to hunt additional game. After they'd looted all the dead animals outside of the fence, they'd cooked them, then found out just how much the unit preferred fresh meat over MREs.

They'd stopped using their guns when they were chastened about wasting ammunition, ammunition that wasn't in short supply at the moment, but would be if they kept using it up. That was when they'd switched to snares.

I'm glad that Max dude fixed a few of our phones. I'm also glad the commander let us have them instead of having them locked away in that box that prevents the signal from getting out. It's not like anyone is trying to pinpoint our location to bomb us, right? Fine for hot spots in foreign countries, but here in Colorado?

Al shook his head. He'd used his returned, and repaired, phone to look up how to hunt small game without a weapon. At this point they were under instructions to reserve their ammunition, it could be used on game the size of deer or larger, also in self-defense, but that was it. Those were the restrictions the unit commander had given them. 

His foray into trapping had given him a class though, the Trapper class. The commander hadn't been overly enthused about that, until Al had pointed out that the class allowed him a higher chance of both spotting traps and setting them.

“And what are IEDs but a trap?” Al had finished with.

He'd understood his commanders thoughts. The higher parts of the chain of command were very concerned that they had so many soldiers in the quarantine getting classes that weren't directly combat related. As always, shit rolled downhill, so the unit commander was getting hassled over it.

At least he keeps it from rolling down and more, so it isn't hitting us, Al thought. 

“Hey Al, got another rabbit over here, you want to grab that one? I just found some tracks of something larger,” Harry called out.

Harry had gotten a class called Tracker, which was focused on tracking and hunting. Between the two of them, they made a good team for keeping the encampment in fresh meat.

As Al dispatched the trapped rabbit, stabbing it in the back of the head with his knife, his notification light flashed. After looting the bunny, he pulled up the notification.

“Sweet! Hey Harry, I just hit level three. I wonder if they'll give me any more skills with this one,” Al called out.

* * *

The group made their way down into the valley, skirting the rather hot ground surrounding the missile. Now they were considering just how to get to it.

“I might be able to make sure everything that can be burned, is burned, in one section at least,” Ron said. “We'd still need to wait for it to cool down before we could get to the missile though.”

“I've got something. I'm just figuring it out since I haven't used it yet,” Maggie said.

Vicky's nose was twitching, even in her Kitsune form, so Max thought that her senses were probably stronger than a normal human's. He could smell the smoke and burnt areas, but they didn't really bother him much. It looked like she was barely able to stay in the area though.

So, she probably doesn't have anything to help, he thought. 

William was just staring at the burnt area, shaking his head.

“We're just lucky this didn't jump to any of the other nearby growth,” Ron said. “It still might, though, so whatever we do, we probably ought to get all these hot spots taken care of before we leave.”

“I'm working on it,” Maggie said, an edge to her voice. “There...”

After she finished speaking, she dropped into deep concentration.

“Ah, that's how it works,” she said, obviously to herself even if it was out loud.

A moment later a fog started to fill the valley, wisps of the clouds overhead sinking out of the sky to form the fog. After a minute, they fog started to concentrate, forming clouds, dark clouds, perhaps fifty feet above ground level.

The clouds were over the burnt area and when they started dropping a gentle rain there was an ongoing hiss as the rain struck the hot spots.

The rain quickly picked up in intensity and Maggie relaxed out of her concentration.

“There we go. I had that spell, but I hadn't used it yet. Takes a bit to get going. I originally took it in case we lost the water and I had to water my garden,” she said.

The rain was pounding down now, but the clouds were breaking up. Within five minutes the clouds were gone, the rain had stopped, and the burnt area was significantly cooler, although there was a great deal more smoke drifting about the area.

Maggie laughed.

“I guess they called it Cloudburst for a reason, the name really fits.”

“That it does, now lets get in there and get to work. Hey, Ron, instead of standing watch did you want to see if there are any hot spots that aren't totally out? If there are, burn out whatever material they're still smoldering in? You've been around for some of the wildfires in the area, we really don't want one of those to start up just a few miles from my house and the trailer you're staying in,” Max said.

Ron nodded.

“Yeah, good plan. I'll get the stuff to burn out that might still be able to ignite. I've got some abilities of my own that might help me track down any hidden ones, also. Sensing heat here before that Cloudburst wasn't going to do much but blind me. Now that the rain cooled it off some, it'll be a lot easier to see what areas are still a danger.”

“Okay then, I'll get to work on that warhead. Finish up this quest and we can get the hell out of dodge,” Max said.

Vicky looked to be a torment now, holding her nose pinched tightly shut.

All the smoke in the area must be getting to her, Max thought. 

“Hey Vicky, it looks like you wouldn't be able to concentrate to watch in close here. Did you want to go out farther from the smoke and do a patrol thing out that way? See if there's anything in the area that we have to keep an eye out for?” Max said.

William glanced over at Vicky, saw her condition, then nodded.

“Better to have you out farther and effective than in here and unable to do much,” he added.

Vicky looked at Max, who nodded.

“It isn't an issue. You'll do as much good out there as you would in here.”

“I will go up the far side of the valley then. We've already been on the other side, so I'll check the area we haven't seen yet,” she said.

Her face broke out in relief as she headed for the edge of the valley, farther from all the smoke. Some of it was rising straight up in the air, but there wasn't any along the tops of either valley edge. She had her sight set on the clear air there and was up the slope in less than a minute. Once she was up, she turned and waved before heading into the light forest.

Max went to work on the warhead. This one was more difficult to detach though.

I'm thinking the heat and fire did something to some of these fasteners, he thought. God, it's even worse than a stripped lug nut or a screw that I have to drill out.

This warhead took a great deal more time and fuss to remove than the previous ones. It was also a very loud process as he ended up having to chisel out portions of the existing fasteners due to the heads breaking off of them.

He was in the middle of striking his chisel into another broken fastener when William snapped his rifle up to his shoulder, the motion catching Max's attention.

Max leaned back from the warhead and looked where William was. Along the top side of the valley, the same side Vicky had gone up, there was a line of human sized figures looking down on them. There were about twenty of them in sight and Max had a sneaking suspicion that there were probably more of them around that he just couldn't see.

* * *

One of the figures on the top side of the valley shouted something out in a guttural language. Max had no idea what it was and couldn't understand a word of it. William looked over at Max, who shrugged.

“We can't understand you. Speak English,” William called back.

Another round of guttural words followed before the largest of the figures stepped back for a moment only to re-enter their view dragging a much scrawnier version of himself, one carrying a staff that was adorned with various knick-knacks.

The larger one roared something in his language again, followed by the scrawnier one doing something before calling out.

“The War Master says that this is the territory of the Uruk. You are not welcome here. Leave or die.”

Max stood up now.

“Tell him that we simply need to retrieve this item,” Max said, pointing to the warhead, “and then we'll be on our way.”

A brief bit of conversation followed between the scrawny Uruk and the leader.

“The War Master says you will leave now or you will die,” the scrawny one said.

“Not without this,” Max replied, patting the warhead.

Because if these guys were formed with someone called a War Master in charge of them, then they're the exact types that we don't want a warhead to fall into the hands of, Max thought. With this weird ass shit that's going on because of Prometheus, who knows what they might be able to do with a warhead. I doubt they could figure out how to duplicate it, but they might figure out how to set it off, or maybe break it open and figure out how to duplicate the materials inside of it. Wouldn't that be a hell of a way to introduce our fairly close neighbors to our style of warfare. If we're near their home here, then they're only around five miles away from my house.

The War Master's only answer was a barked command. A moment later a shower of spears came flying down from the Uruk. Knowing that William was probably some sort of fighter class and Ron had the same Alpha and Beta test bonuses that he did. Max darted over so he was between Maggie and the incoming spears.

He'd dropped his tools as he moved, so now he pulled his bow and quiver from his inventory. The quiver slid into place on his belt easily with the way he'd designed the connector, so he had his bow in one hand and an arrow in the other by the time the spears arrived.

He grunted as several of them found their mark in his body. With his added health from the Alpha and Beta test he mostly managed to ignore it, although the pain from the spears reminded him of a nasty headache lurking in his head.

He nocked, drew, and held it for a moment as William fired a three round burst from his rifle. They struck the leader, but didn't drop him.

I'm less worried about the leader and more about the scrawny dude. He already used magic to translate, who knows what he might have for offensive spells, Max thought, aiming at what he assumed was a shaman or something of the sort. 

He triggered his Trick Shot skill, aiming for what would be the heart on a human. Then he released, his arrow flying fast and true to lodge in the shaman's chest. Whatever he'd hit seemed to be just as debilitating on an Uruk as it would've been on a human.

Max let out a yelp as his wounds were aggravated. Maggie was pulling the spears out of him, then healing him as soon as the third one was out. It didn't completely take care of the wounds, but the pain was only a fading memory as he nocked another arrow, targeting the shaman again.

He wasn't quick enough. Even with an arrow in his chest, the shaman sent a spell hurtling out into the valley. He'd targeted Ron, who looked much like Maggie had earlier while she was exploring her Cloudburst spell. Ron's hand was aflame and the lost look disappeared from his eyes as he noticed the incoming green cloud that seemed to be targeting him.

The flames from his hand formed into a ball over his hand. A larger ball than the earlier ones Max had seen him create. William's rifle barked again and Max snapped back to his target, drew, aimed, triggered his skill once more, then fired.

This time the arrow was sufficient to drop the shaman. The cloud he'd sent out earlier didn't dissipate though, but it was moving slowly enough that Ron managed to hurl his ball of flames right into the middle of it, causing the ball to burst apart and burn up the green cloud almost entirely.

William's rifle roared out a third three round burst, the constant gunfire echoing through the stony valley. The leader staggered with that set of rounds striking him, but rather than run, the leader jumped onto the steep valley wall, yelling out another command as he did.

As the Uruk War Master stone surfed his way down the valley wall, the rest of them followed him over the edge.

* * *

Several of the Uruk were less successful than the others, stumbling and flying out from the wall of the valley to impact the ground with final sounding thuds. For those who didn't lose control, they were perfect moving targets for both William and Max. Ron got in on the act as well when they got closer to the bottom.

Arrows sprouted from Uruk bodies, but Max refrained from using Trick Shot for the moment. William kept his fire on the leader and by the time he reached the bottom of the slope his body simply crumpled into a heap. Ron was using some new sort of spell that appeared to have a longer range than his balls of flame. These flames were stretched out into the form of an arrow or crossbow bolt, and while they didn't ignite the target with flames like his balls did, they did penetrate deeply, leaving deep, scorched holes in the Uruk bodies.

In the end, there were only five remaining Uruk who came charging towards the group. As Max targeted one, he saw the shaman stand back up on the lip of the valley, only to go flying out from the edge a moment later, a flash of red behind him showing the person who'd sent him flying out over the valley.

Good, Vicky's okay, and helping, he thought, sending an arrow flying into one of the remaining Uruk. 

A moment later and a much smaller flash of red was dashing down the slope on all fours, tails streaming out behind her.

Another arrow, and Max' current target dropped. Immediately, he switched to another Uruk. William had dropped one, but was stuck in the middle of a magazine change. Ron had driven a hole straight through an Uruk that was charging him with his new spell and now had a ball of flame balanced in the air over his hand, apparently just waiting for the last Uruk charging him to get within range. As Max nocked another arrow, a flash of red launched itself into the air, targeting the last Uruk that was charging him. Mid-air, the lithe fox turned into an equally lithe, but larger, Kitsune. Her claws flashed and the Uruk's throat was opened, jetting blood. As Max turned to fire on the last Uruk, which was bathed in flames from Ron's ball of fire. It still nearly made it to Ron, who had to take several steps back so the staggering Uruk couldn't reach him. 

As the last of the Uruk dropped, flames still burning away its corpse, Ron stepped back even farther.

“So, um, that just happened?” Ron said.

William, who'd finally finished his magazine change, answered.

“Yeah, it did, and I don't like these things. They should've had us, they would've if they'd had more spears.”

That was when Max noticed that he wasn't the only one that had been hit by the spears. William had a pair of bleeding wounds, although he'd pulled the spears out on his own. Maggie, who hadn't noticed that earlier, hurried over to him and quickly cast several healing spells.

“Thanks for that, the one in my arm made it hard to change mags,” William said. “It took like ten times longer than it should've because I couldn't move my arm right. Hurt like a son of a bitch.”

Max groaned slightly as William's description triggered phantom pains in his left foot, left leg, and the side of his stomach, all of the areas that he'd ended up with spears stuck in him.

“Vicky, are you okay?” Maggie asked. “I saw you coming down the slope like a bat out of hell.”

“I'm fine. They just tried to hurt my mate and I was almost too slow to assist him,” Vicky replied.

Damn, Max thought, I'd wondered what kind of attachment she had to me, if it might fade if I didn't do anything about it. Now I don't think that would matter, except maybe to make her mad at me, and that is something I certainly don't want to do. Well, I'll talk with her later.

“Thank you, Vicky. Especially for getting the shaman, I thought I'd killed him,” Max said.

Her answer was just a smile directed right at him.

William, having finished his short complaint, had drawn his combat knife and was pausing at each of the Uruk to ensure that they were dead.

“And you, William, next time shout out that you're injured so I can come heal you!” Maggie called out.

“Not likely. Max had you covered. Had you come over to me then you would've exposed yourself to enemy fire. You're the healer, we need to keep you protected,” William called back. “I was fine, if my health level had become a problem I would've said something.”

Max wasn't sure if he'd ever heard Maggie growl before, but he did now, and so did everyone else. They all turned to stare at her except for William, who continued checking if any of their opponents needed a coup de grâce.

“Alright, Max, if you're in good shape, get back to the warhead, would you?” William called out. “I think we want to be out of here as soon as can be. Who knows if this was all the Uruk or if there might be more out there somewhere.”

Max took a moment to loot several of the corpses and recover his arrows, picking up a number of silver and copper coins, as well as several stone tipped spears and a suit of uncured hide armor that would cover the torso. The armor stank, so he dropped that on the ground before tucking everything else away.

“Do you not want that?” William asked, gesturing towards the armor.

“All yours if you want,” Max said.

“Good, it stinks, but I bet if I take it apart I can learn how to make a suit like it out of cured hides that won't stink and will give better protection,” William replied.

“Make me one too and I've got a few hides you can use,” Max said.

“Done,” William said. “Now, the warhead?”

“On my way,” Max said.

He headed back for the warhead, picking up his scattered tools as he went. Thirty minutes later he managed to chisel out the last of the stuck fasteners, removing the warhead and wrapping it up in their travois.

“The sides here aren't steep enough for a pulley. We'll need to use the travois and pack mule this up the slope,” William said. “You good for that?”

“Give me two minutes to get all my tools put away so I don't lose any on the way back,” Max replied.

* * *

Max wasn't quite out of breath when they made it back to the truck, but he felt like he ought to be. They loaded the warhead into the truck, then secured all three of the warheads in place. After that, it was just arguing about who was riding where. Vicky had slipped into the front seat, sitting in the middle and not responding to anyone when they tried to call her out on it. Finally, Maggie just laughed.

“Fine, I'll sit in back with William. Just don't do drive in any way that will mess with the warheads, okay?”

Kim got into the cab on the passenger side and Max got behind the driver's wheel, only to find out why Vicky had been so insistent on her position. From the time he got into the cab until he was getting out of it at home, she'd pressed herself right up against him. Not doing any more than that, but it was more than enough. With the scent she gave off in Kitsune form, even opening the window didn't do much to relieve him from it.

I worry about Kim, but it doesn't seem to be affecting her. Is that another too young thing Prometheus is doing or is Kim just really good at hiding things?

Knowing what her mother was like, Max was pretty sure that one could go either way.

When they got home, William stopped them all for a second.

“We've been rewarded for all three of these, but did it tell anyone what it wanted done with them?”

“Nope, just wanted them out of circulation, I think,” Max said.

“Do you mind if I report their recovery then? They're liable to ask us to bring them down to the quarantined military camp if I do.”

“Please, please do. I'd really prefer to not have these things hanging around my house,” Max said. “No-one has a problem with that, do they?”

Nobody said anything to that.

“Good, then yes, ask them what they want done with them, tell them we've got them, and we're more than willing to drop them off down at that encampment we were at before,” Max said.

“Will do,” William replied. “I'm headed back to my trailer and as soon as I get there, I'll report in.”

“I'm kind of hungry, any plans for dinner or should I just break open an MRE?” Ron asked.

“I think it's MREs for all of us,” Max said. “It's kind of late to try to get something started now, it's almost dark.”

“Okay, I thought that'd be your answer. At least the MREs all have some instant coffee in them, so I can have some of that, can I steal a beer, too?” Ron asked.

Max chuckled.

“Yeah, grab a couple if you want. Just don't get drunk. If we've got to go down to the military encampment tomorrow, I want you there, just in case. I don't trust 'em in the slightest.”

“Good plan, yeah, two beers might get me a light buzz, but no more than that. I'll go grab them and get out of your hair,” Ron replied, headed for the garage.

Maggie took her leave and Max saw her in her garden for a few minutes and then headed down the road for William's trailer.

“So, Kim, have dinner with us? You can head back over to Maggie's after that,” Max said.

She smiled at him, then looked to Vicky and back to Max.

“Nah, I can take care of my own dinner. You two have fun,” she said, smirking.

She also headed out into the garage, where they were storing the pallet of MREs, and then over to Maggie's.

“So, it's just you and me, mate, Max,” Vicky said, hurriedly correcting herself.

“That's alright, mate,” Max said, forcing the words out. “Let's get something to eat, then we can talk and actually figure out just where this is going to go.”

* * *


Chapter Twenty-Three

Greg looked out over the forest again. He'd seen those missiles coming down and was pretty sure that they were his ticket out of this stupid quarantine.

I bet if I get one of those, I can arrange to get out of here. Either the government will get me out in exchange for it, or I can find someone to sell the damned thing for me and I'll bribe my way out, he thought. 

He shouldered his AK-47 and headed into the forest. It was the gun he owned that used the biggest caliber. Despite the ammunition being heavy, he was taking it.

Because some of the shit that I've seen around wouldn't drop with anything lighter, a 7.62 X 39 hollow point ought to take care of anything I've seen though, and if one won't do it, I've got thirty per magazine. Ain't nothing gonna stand up to that.

He made it a mile into the forest before he found the stag, or it found him. It was an eight pointer, and when he noticed it the stag had already lowered its head and was charging him. His rifle snapped to his shoulder as he aimed and fired, three times. That was enough to kill the stag, although it didn't stop it. Even in death it bore down on him, its bleeding body sliding across the dried pine needles as though it still wanted to attack.

When it came to a stop, less than two feet from him, he took a step forward, then bent over and looted it. Greg took a moment to secure the spoils, the meat in his backpack and the hide tied diagonally across his back, before he continued moving.

It was less than a minute later when he heard it. Whatever it was had to be huge since it sounded like it was bulldozing its way through the forest. He spotted the moose coming out of a gully, amazed that he hadn't seen it sooner since it was so large. Like the stag, the moose spotted him and began to charge.

This time Greg knelt, to steady his aim, then start squeezing the trigger over and over. The moose was still coming at him when he felt the claws impact on his back, and then enter his back. A feline head entered his vision for just a moment before he felt the teeth on his neck. Then he felt no more.

* * *

Over breakfast William, as expected, told them that he'd been ordered to get the warheads down to the closer army detachment that was quarantined nearby.

“That's fine, I don't want them around here anyway,” Max said.

He was feeling rather warm, Vicky was snuggled up close to him and her body seemed to have a higher standard temperature than a human. Not enough to be uncomfortable, but more than enough to feel warm and toasty with her snuggled up against him.

I feel like I ought to be more freaked out by taking a non-human as a lover, he thought, but with how she acts and how it felt, I just don't have it in me to be anything but grateful and happy.

Despite his qualms, Vicky had been the perfect partner for him, apparently reading his desires as they emerged in his mind. Now he was just hoping that he hadn't disappointed her. From how she'd been trying to stay in contact with him ever since they woke, he thought that probably wasn't the case.

“Can we do that first thing today?” William asked. “My dad's coming in tonight and I want to have a place ready for him.”

“I need to clean out a couple of trailers for my people as well,” Maggie said. “While I know them and mostly like them, I don't know how they'll react to seeing me like this, so probably I ought not invite them to stay in my house.”

“Sure, we can do that,” Max said. “I'll even help with the cleaning. Let's get all four of the other trailers cleaned up though, I'd like to get another able bodied fighter or two so we don't each have to stand a watch every night. I've got a couple of guys in mind from down in town that'd work, if they're willing to move up here with us.”

“That's actually a good plan,” William said. “We'd burn out sooner or later and that would be no good at all. Assuming this energy works to help my dad, then we'll have another option also. Maggie's making a big circle with the thorn wall, so we'll have empty space we can fill. Dad used to do carpentry as a hobby, we had a log cabin that he'd built himself for when we went hunting. For that matter, he could stand a watch also, if he was willing and the energy fixes him. I'm not going to volunteer him for it though, we'll just have to ask, assuming things work out the way we want.”

William paused to take a drink.

“Back to my point, he can probably put some cabins or something up in the open space the thorn wall is surrounding. We'd need some materials, but he could lay the cabins out and work on them. I won't ask him to do it by himself, we'd have to provide some of the labor for him.”

“That's entirely reasonable, assuming that he's willing,” Max said. “and having seen those trailers, even rough cabins might be a better option for anyone that wants to stay in this area.”

“Who said anything about rough? The man built a temporary sawmill out of a chainsaw and logs so he could make planks for a floor,” William said.

Max grinned.

“Sounds like your dad and I might get along. Let's get going right after breakfast and get rid of those warheads. I wonder if we can get anything else out of the folks down there for dropping them off? Although, they didn't have all that much last time, so maybe not.”

“Well, they already offered me some diesel when I told them I recovered one of the Humvees from the lab, so they just might,” William said.

That's interesting, Max thought. It looks like William is willing to take them for whatever we can also. I would've thought the them being military would align him more with them than our small group here. Maybe it's a standard interservice rivalry? He's a regular, I think, and special forces at that. They're just a national guard group that got caught up in all of this. Maybe I'll ask him at some point, but for now it's good to know that he seems to be working with us as much as, or more than, he's working for them. At least more than the 'them' that's in the quarantine with us.

* * *

The trip down went well. Max was happy to see that Betty was still working in the pavilion, although some sections of it were now enclosed, the area under the large pavilion having been sectioned off into four areas, two of them enclosed by a wall of rough pine.

They were making a stop here. Ron had managed to improve the base mana absorption rate of the battery he'd kept and was going to swap it with the one he'd given to Betty, then make the same improvements to that one once they made it home.

Betty was happy enough to tell them all the gossip of the town. Apparently, a couple of the people who'd been in town had gotten violent with other townsfolk, attacking them over supplies and gear.

“Sheriff just put them down, he was afraid that with some of what he'd seen people doing now that he wouldn't be able to keep them in a cell. Since they'd killed some folks, he just executed them,” Betty said, a troubled look on her face. “It ought to bother me more than it does, but all I can think is that he did what needed doing.”

Max wanted to talk with a couple of folks about moving up to their area, but he wasn't planning on doing that until they were on their way back.

No need to drag them along to the military camp if we don't have to, Max thought. I imagine some of the people in town tried to get out and were prevented by the military roadblock. There might be some hard feelings over that, so it's better to keep the military out of their minds. It'd be a god awful mess if they tried to do something about being kept here now. The military has guns, and maybe some of the skills and stuff we do, and from what Betty said, it sounds like some of the people around here are getting skills or spells now too. 

Max just shook his head and got back in the truck. This time, it was only him, Ron, and William. Kim and Maggie had stayed behind, along with Vicky to guard them. Vicky had been loathe to let Max out of her sight, but had eventually relented when he pointed out that he wanted her to guard their home and Maggie while she continued to build defenses around it.

Hopefully the Uruk aren't a problem for us for a while. Even if they are, I'm sure those three could handle an equal number of the Uruk or maybe even a few more. I'm equally sure that after the Uruk's losses, they aren't going to be doing anything for a bit. Leadership like that means that they'll be fighting for the leadership position among those who remain and it'll take a while to get it all straightened out. At least, that's what I'm hoping.

The rest of the drive to the military camp was the normal dodging of potholes on the poorly maintained road.

I can't blame Prometheus for that, they've never kept this road up as well as they should, Max thought. 

Once again, when they pulled up to the gate, they were asked for identification. This time, William pulled his first.

“Really, you guys don't remember us? You didn't get orders that said we were coming by today?” William asked.

“Sorry, sir, just doing our jobs properly,” the guard said, handing the ID back.

“Good, I'm glad to see it, just giving you a hard time,” William said. “Wanted to see if you'd bitch about your commander or not.”

“No, sir, he's doing everything he can for us and we know it,” the guard said. “On the other hand, if you want to hear some complaints, ask us about the idiot who tasked us with this mission in the first place. You'll hear them then.”

William grinned.

“Maybe you guys are closer to real military than I thought. Bitching about higher is a time honored tradition, but keep it in your unit. These two are with me and they're cleared for this. We've got a delivery that you guys are going to have to store.”

“Sir?” the guard asked.

William gestured towards the back of the truck. He headed that way with the guard in tow. When they made it to where the warheads were visible, the guard's jaw dropped.

“Recovered from the recent aborted missile attack,” William said.

He looked over at Max and Ron, then winked.

Okay, so they don't want to admit the attack failed and are saying they aborted it, Max thought. That's good to know.

* * *

The warheads were unloaded quickly, but Max winced when he saw where they were storing them. They'd built a rough storage area out of saplings and tarps and placed the warheads beneath them. Max stepped to the side and spoke softly to William.

“Is that really going to be good enough protection for those?” he asked.

“I mean, the whole weapon unit, missiles and all, are sometimes stored in worse conditions,” William replied. “I will recommend that they work on making it a little... sturdier or more protective, or something.”

Max nodded.

“Good, I've got nothing against these guys so I'd rather not see them blow themselves up.”

William grimaced at that.

“That's probably not an issue, but I get what you mean. Maybe I'll just let higher know my opinion on their storage methods the next time I report in. That should get it done.”

“Good, can we head out then?” Max asked.

“Let me get my diesel and see if they have anything else for us,” William replied. “Then we can head out.”

When they headed out, the truck bed was full. William had gotten two fifty-five gallon drums of Diesel for the Humvee from what he was promised when he reported possession of the missiles. The rest of the load was a combination of other things William requested and things that Patrick, the commander of this detachment who wanted to stay on good terms with Max, had added in. There were a few more electronic devices that he asked Max to take care of, and he'd also mentioned that the fresh meat Max had explained how to get was making their quarantine significantly more tolerable.

They'd pulled out of the encampment and were heading back north to go home before William talked about it.

“Damn, it's almost the same as supply depots in areas we're fighting,” he said. “You can get what you've been assigned, but if you know someone or they owe you a favor, you can get a lot more.”

“I was wondering about that,” Max said. “Not gonna complain though. I figure we can hold the extra MREs in case the town needs more. They did get a drop, right?”

“Yes and no, Patrick had to run several pallets worth up into town. They've got a problem with low altitude aircraft stalling out and crashing if they try to fly over the quarantine area. Might be a HALO jump would do it, but doing that with supplies isn't really the best idea.”

“HALO?” Max asked.

“Oh, High Altitude, Low Opening. Drop things, or people, from way up in the air and don't have the parachutes open until they're almost on the ground. If you try to open the chutes earlier than that, well, stuff tends to drift off target. They were working on remotes to guide those chutes in, but I doubt those would work in the quarantine area either.”

“Ah, but Patrick got supplies for his men.”

“Yeah, they had to drive to the edge of the quarantine, then wait for the area to expand past their supplies and get them. They did it a second time for the town's supplies. They won't be able to do it forever though. This thing keeps expanding and Humvees aren't really known for their efficient mileage. They've got ten drums like the two they gave me and unless they get more...”

William shook his head.

“Same problem with the northern post that ended up quarantined. The east and west ones were farther out so they managed to get out of the area before being quarantined at least. We probably ought to go check those areas at some point though. Higher told me they bugged out quickly and ended up leaving a bunch of stuff there. If no-one else has taken it yet, that might be more we could stockpile ourselves.”

“I'm hearing that you have the same opinion that I do?” Max said. “That this isn't going to be over any time soon, if ever?”

“I mean, unless that wormhole they opened runs out of energy, it'll just keep spreading. It'll slow down I guess, if it's a constant amount of energy flowing out of it, but it won't stop,” William said. “That's how I interpreted what Ron told me.”

Max nodded.

“Agreed. That or unless someone does figure out how to destroy it.”

“You saw that stone shell it had up,” William said. “It was like twenty or thirty feet thick. You also saw the response when they tried to use missiles on it. I don't think they'd be able to do anything to it without going nuclear, and I don't think they're willing to do that in the middle of the country.”

“I hope you're right,” Max said, “about them not using nukes, I mean. Maybe there's something Prometheus could do about them, but I don't know what it would be. I don't think they'd be affected like the cars were, they wouldn't be in Prometheus' energy field long enough to break down. It took a bit for the cars to stop working, less for more delicate electronics like the phones, but even those took a few hours to a day. I can't imagine a nuke on a missile being in the energy field for more than a few seconds.”

“True, we'll just have to hope that they don't get that desperate. I get what they're worried about. Monsters and aggressive animals would be a danger to a lot of folks. Not so much around here, since it looks like everyone has at least one gun, if not multiple, but in a suburb or the downtown of a major city? Imagine an aggressive pigeon or rat that's been altered by the energy, now multiply it by how many of those there are in every major city.”

“I get it, I do, but that's what the class stuff is for, yeah? It's trying to balance it out, giving a way to survive with the classes.”

“And addicting them. You heard it when we were there with Prometheus. It said that the more energy someone took in, the more they could take in. That he wanted us to do that. So the more you use, the more you need, sound familiar at all?”

Max sighed, his shoulders slumping.

“Yeah, I get it, and seeing what Maggie and Ron can do now makes me get it even more. Even the little tricks I've gotten my hands on, like my inventory, my Trick Shot skill, and the increases to my stats that I can feel are all the same.”

“Now, what's going to happen when some of the gangs out there get their hands on this energy?” William asked. “The military is slow to adapt and they'll try to study it forever when what they really need to do is run with it, push people to use it and get familiar with it, but they won't. They'll be outclassed when it comes to fighting until they do finally get it together, but before then?”

William shook his head, then continued.

“See, even I'm doing it. Recommending that people take the energy and use it as much as they can. Addictive isn't even close to strong enough a term.”

* * *

William was sitting on Max's patio, poring over a map.

“Hey Max, you know what we were talking about before?”

“Which?” Max asked.

“Their willingness to use certain weapons on U.S. soil,” William replied.

“Okay, yeah, what about it?”

“We'll know in just a couple of weeks.”

“Why's that?”

“Well, I was trying to figure out the expansion rate from the area Patrick told me it had expanded into, and around two weeks from now, it's going to get to Cheyenne Mountain. Peterson Air Force base a few days after that. If that doesn't draw a response, then I think they never will use them.”

Max knew what William was talking about. Cheyenne used to host NORAD once upon a time, but a lot of its functions had been moved to Peterson Air Force Base in the ensuing years.

Although, that's a serious problem in regards to international stuff. If they can't perform their functions, then the entire continent could have a problem. I wonder if there's anything we can do about that? I think that what I need to do is try to figure out how to write out what the Mana Mechanic skill has taught me, find someone that will actually believe me, and get that skill out to someone who can immediately make sure that those places can maintain their functions once the mana makes their machines break down.

Max shook his head.

I'm a mechanic, a maintenance worker more recently. It's not my place to be trying to ensure the security of the country, damn it! At least I have a low level security clearance, so maybe that'll give my say a little more oomph than it would someone else. Probably not, though, I imagine there are a million people with my level of clearance out there. I think maybe I'd better run this past William before I try anything.

“William?” Max said tentatively.

“What is it?”

“I need you to either try to talk me out of something, or tell me it's the right idea and help me implement it, okay?”

William turned to him, then gestured for him to continue.

“I want to try to teach some of the mechanics at Cheyenne Mountain and Peterson the Mana Mechanic skill. I doubt it'll make sense to them until they actually get changed by the mana, but I want to get that information out to them so they can fix everything as it starts to break down. You know, keep the country's defenses up, just in case.”

William's eyes went wide.

“That's... going to be above my pay grade, way above my pay grade. Let me go grab my radio and I'll contact someone and tell them exactly what that skill does and why they'll need it. It'll be their call after that point. Personally, I think it's a great idea and that they ought to send those guys into quarantine so they can learn it before they actually need it, but I'm already risking my dad on that bet, so you know my feelings on it. Just wait here, I'll be right back. Hopefully we can finish this up before too late so I'm not still in the middle of it when my dad gets here later on.”

The discussion took hours and Vicky seemed rather put out that Max was focusing on something other than her. Instead of taking it out on him in some other fashion, though, she simply sat down next to him and leaned into his shoulder, her provocative scent driving him nearly mad as he explained again and again what he'd like to do and why it was a good idea.

They managed to finish the discussion, for the moment, with the plan being kicked up the chain of command on the other end. They'd have to make contact again the following morning and Max anticipated having to explain several more times what it was that he wanted to do and why.

By the time they were done, Bobby should already have picked up his passengers and be making his way back with them through the back roads and trails that hadn't been assigned road blocks.

* * *

Bobby's secret vehicle pulled into Max' driveway. Max was surprised when he didn't see anyone but Bobby in the cab. He walked over quickly.

“No passengers?” he asked.

Bobby grinned.

“Nah, I figured that if this was going to be what I was delivering now I ought to make the bed more comfy and put the passengers back there, especially if they're all like this batch. Old enough to nearly be crippled.”

I knew Bobby was quick, Max thought. He figured out what we were intending to do, arranged with us to find out if it works, and is now ready to start bringing people in on his own. Damn, I hope we can keep doing business with him and he doesn't decide to go it solo. As a matter of fact, I'm thinking we might ought to offer him a guard for these runs. I'd hate to see him run into Uruk or anything of the sort and not make it back.

Everyone else had come out to the truck now as well, Bobby got out of the cab and headed towards the tailgate of the truck, only to be intercepted by Ron who spoke to him seriously for a few moments. Bobby laughed, then held out his hand and Ron passed him something. When Ron stepped back, he looked at lot more relaxed than he had before.

“Alright, I got deliveries here,” Bobby said. “William?”

William stepped up as Bobby opened the tailgate.

“You'll need to help him down most likely. I just pulled up next to the stairs to get them loaded in,” Bobby said.

Looking inside Max saw the four people that had been brought in. They looked comfortable where they were, but getting them out wasn't going to be all that easy, at least not for them. The space was cramped and there was no way they were going to be able to stand up.

Bobby showed Max the error of his thoughts as he reached in, did something to one of the reclining seats, then rolled it to the edge of the truck bed. The man in it stood up on the tailgate, somewhat curled in on himself. He looked around and focused on William.

“William, are you using them anti-aging creams like your mom used to? Looks like you found a better brand than she ever did,” the man said.

“No dad, it's part and parcel of what I told you about. Here, let me help you down,” William replied.

The man winced as William assisted him off of the tail bed. Meanwhile Bobby had removed that seat and placed it on the ground. When he did, Max saw that the chair was wheeled, and the wheels had locks.

So they're comfortable in the seats, but they don't end up rolling around in the truck bed. That's smart, Bobby, Max thought. Then again, I never gave any thought to smuggling people anywhere, I'm sure he has.

Meanwhile, Bobby unlocked the wheels on the next chair and drew them out to the tailgate.

“I need to help here, dad. I'll be with you in a couple minutes,” William said.

This time, instead of helping the person down, William simply picked up the older lady and set her on the ground.

“Where's Mags?” the old lady said. “You look like you might be her great-granddaughter or something, but where is she?”

Maggie smiled.

“I'm right here, and you're gonna be this young again in two shakes of a lamb's tail if we're right.”

The old lady shook her head.

“Don't believe you, what kinda scam is this?”

Maggie leaned in and said something in the older lady's ear. Although she was trying to be soft, she had to repeat herself a couple of times, louder each time, as she related some escapade the older lady and Maggie had gone through decades earlier.

Finally the old lady's eyes widened in shock.

“You ain't joshin' me? That's you, Mags?”

Maggie grinned at her.

“That it is. We'll get you taken care of and all ready for round two of life, just like I'm having now.”

A while later they had everyone out. William's father was getting a room in Maggie's house, since William was staying with Maggie now. The other three each got one of the trailers that had been cleaned up. With that, Max was ready for bed. It had been a long day and he hadn't gotten anyone else to join them up here as a guard yet, so three of them were still splitting the watch. Plus he knew that tomorrow he was going to have to keep telling the same story over and over until someone finally made a decision on his offer.

Fortunately, Vicky had been with him right through and knew just how tense he was. When they got in bed, she simply rolled him onto his stomach, then straddled him and started rubbing his tense muscles.

I'm doubling down on my earlier guess. She never admitted it, but Maggie has to be coaching her. Massage is not something a fox would know about on her own. I'd call Maggie out on it, but she's just doing it for my benefit. I wonder if...

Max was asleep as soon as Vicky got the tension out of his shoulders. The only way he knew that she'd continued was when he woke in the morning, thirsty as all get out and feeling like all the tension had been removed from everywhere in his body.

* * *


Chapter Twenty-Four

Betty looked out over the pavilion. Now that she had an enclosed area to put patients that she couldn't heal entirely in one go, she was happier. Keeping people out under the pavilion overnight had been something that had worried her.

There was already a line of injured people waiting for her, mostly hunters from what she could tell.

The damned fools insist on going out at night. I told them, over and over, that it looks like there are more of these stupid monsters out at night, and yet they keep doing it. I wish I knew what was going on in their minds. They don't need to do that to level, I keep telling them that they can level from doing other stuff too, like me. I'm level five already and all I've been doing is healing people.

She started in on the line, many people only needing a single healing spell. The bandages that some of them used seemed to make it easier somehow, as though someone actually treating a wound before magical healing added in to the healing spells she used. She'd tried telling them about that, too, but only some of them had listened to her. The ones who hadn't listened to her were the ones that she needed to use multiple healing spells on, and before long, she was low on mana.

“Alright, I need a break for a few, then I'll get back to you folks,” she called out.

Some of them seemed angry about that. It was yet one more thing that she'd tried to explain, that a lot of people hadn't bothered to listen to, so she didn't care if they were angry. She'd get to them when she could.

Betty settled into a chair, the mana battery Ron had created for her on the table next to her.

I hate this, it feels like sticking a nine volt battery to my tongue, just over my whole body when I do this, but that mana will get me most of the way through what remains of the line.

She reached out and touched one hand to either post of the car battery Ron had converted to collect mana. Every square inch of her skin prickled as the mana raced into her, she even felt like her hair was standing on end. That was true, at least for her arms. All the hair on her arms was standing as though it were loaded with static electricity. She'd checked, and the hair on her head was not doing the same, even where it wasn't trapped in the bun she always tied it up into before getting to work.

Which is good, because there's only too much I'm willing to go through for a quick mana recharge, and that might've been too much, she thought. 

Once she was close to full, she removed her hands. After a minute or two to let herself recover from the recharge, she stood up again.

“Alright, next!” she called out.

* * *

Max had third watch, but at least Maggie had breakfast waiting again when he came down off the roof.

“Thanks for this,” Max said. “I know you've been doing most of the cooking in the mornings.”

“You're welcome, Max. It's only right since I don't stand a watch. I might be good with my pistol, but I've never used a rifle and I don't want to risk our safety on me using an unfamiliar weapon.”

“That's fine. I dropped off some messages with a few guys in town that I trust. So, we might have a few more folks up here soon to help split out the watches some more. It's kinda tiring the way we're doing it right now.”

“Good, William said his dad can probably take one too, assuming his arthritis gets fixed. He used to be military just like William is now, different branch and all, but according to William his dad was a force to be reckoned with. Navy Seal, don't ya know.”

“That makes me think more and more that I'm right and William is special forces also.”

Maggie shrugged.

“He's a great guy, really in shape too, but doesn't talk about his career much. Not with me at least, but I trust him.”

“I do too, not a lot of reason for it yet, but everything I've seen tells me he's okay. He's good in a fight, and he's more than willing to let us know that he's reporting back about everything he sees. Not being secretive about that at all. I wish he could get us pushed through on the offer I made yesterday.”

Maggie cocked her head as though wanting him to continue.

“Oh, this mana stuff is still spreading,” Max said. “You know what it does to a lot of electronics, right? Well, it's going to hit some sensitive military areas soon, so I made an offer to train some of their guys on how to fix that, like I did with the trucks and phones and all. I've got to talk to more people about it today, even after telling six or seven of them all about it yesterday.”

“Ah, that's why he told me I'd have to deal with our guests today and he'd be busy. He was talking it through with them alongside you yesterday?”

Max nodded.

“And we've got to call them back and probably go through the whole mess again in another hour and a half or so.”

Maggie put her hands out, palm up, to either side of her. She looked at one of her hands.

“Government,” she said.

She looked at the other one.

“Change, especially change that they didn't dictate.”

Then she bounced both hands up and down, almost wildly, ending with both index fingers pointing at Max.

“Better you than me,” she continued. “I wouldn't have the patience for it.”

Instead of continuing to speak, Max dug into his breakfast before it got cold. About five minutes after he finished eating, William showed up at the table while Max was still sipping at a cup of coffee.

“How do you think it's going?” Max asked. “Our attempt at getting them prepped for the mana to arrive, that is.” 

William finished chewing the mouthful he was working on, then swallowed before answering.

“Well, we've passed the first hurdle at least, they didn't turn us down outright as crackpots. That tells me that they're keeping a close eye on the situation out here, and probably already had our names and some of my reports available to them.”

Max nodded.

“Makes sense. There's just so many other things I'd rather be doing than reporting the same story over and over. Maybe I ought to record the damned thing and just run the recording for them so I don't go hoarse.”

“Maybe you ought to. I'm guessing they've recorded most of our conversations already and are comparing those to what you said in later ones. Kind of like being questioned over and over by the cops, when they try to catch you up in a lie,” William said. “Although if they're doing that, they'd be able to tell it was a recording right off.”

“You're right, they probably are and would,” Max said. “So, I guess I just oughta keep something to drink handy while I'm trying to convince these people of what's what, or at least what will be pretty soon,” Max replied.

William nodded, chewing on another mouthful of food.

“I'm gonna draft Kim to help me with my people and William's dad,” Maggie said. “It'd be good for her to have something useful to do that doesn't involve her social media.”

Max blushed.

“Well, I needed someone to handle that end of things and she was the most familiar with it,” he said.

“Oh, I ain't dragging on you, Max,” Maggie said. “It's just how much I see her looking at her phone and checking on that stuff. Ain't healthy for a girl, I read lots of stuff on the internet about how bad that stuff was for the youngsters.”

Max held back his smile, since the youngster she was referring to only looked about five or six years younger than Maggie herself did now.

“Well, you can tell her that I said it was okay also. Maybe she'll have to leave her phone inside to charge or something.”

“Can't do that. I know I was knocking the social media, but she needs her phone so she can document the changes my folks are going through. We were gonna post those online too, right?” Maggie asked.

“Crap, yeah, we were. So, she keeps her phone with her and gets more interaction with her social media. Well, at least it's for a good cause this time,” Max said.

* * *

By early afternoon Max was sick of talking. He'd at least made some progress though, but they'd wanted him to train someone over the radio or phone, but he knew that wasn't going to work. There was no way he was aware of to explain things, he'd need to show them, and keep showing them until they could detect the mana buildup that needed to be grounded out. That meant that they had to send someone, or more than one someone, into the quarantined area in order to be trained.

“How do we get them back?” the radio squawked.

“Well, since you're worried about the quarantine area expanding beyond the areas they work, they just move with the quarantine and when it covers the area they need to work in, they go right back in and get to work. No problem whatsoever, unless you evacuated them they'd end up in the quarantine area anyhow. This just pushes their start of quarantine up a little, is all,” Max said. “If you're going to evacuate then there's no reason for them to do this at all since it won't matter if the equipment works or not, now will it?”

Max was getting sharper as time passed. His temper had limits, even if he was normally fairly patient.

“Listen, this is my offer. I'm done talking though. I'm sure you've got twenty-seven recordings of me explaining things, so I'm done. If you want to take me up on my offer, let William know. I've got other things to do though, so I'm done.”

Max handed the radio over to William and simply walked outside. He'd seen Maggie, Kim and the people they'd brought in walking around several times over the course of the morning. Maggie's guests, who'd all looked to be in their seventies or older when they'd arrived were now down to solidly middle aged, their energy levels going up inversely proportional to their apparent age.

William's dad had been moving around also. When he'd arrived, he'd been hunched over, his eyes marked by years of pain and weariness, the spark in them almost extinguished. Now he was standing straight, his body moving as though there were little to no pain remaining.

The man stood well over six feet and was a real beanpole, no fat on him that Max could see. He also still had some muscle definition and Max found himself wondering just how much pain the man had gone through to retain that level of fitness through the degree of arthritis he'd apparently been suffering from.

Now Max approached him, William's father was simply meandering about, looking at the surrounding terrain appreciatively.

“Sir?” Max asked.

The man looked over at him.

“Ah, William said this was your land?”

Max pointed to his house.

“That house is, plus a bit of land out back of it. Maggie owns the place you're staying. The trailers all belong to some guy who never managed to rent them out. Haven't seen him around in a year or two.”

“So, you just sort of confiscated them?” William's father asked.

“I guess, they're his if he shows up, but he lives in Colorado Springs, or maybe Pueblo, somewhere in that area, so I don't find it likely.”

William's father nodded and extended his hand.

“I'm Darryl,” he said.

Max took his hand and shook.

“I'm Max,” he said.

“You know, I didn't believe William one bit when he told me about this. Still wanted to see the boy, so I took him up on it. Now I'm walking around with less pain than I've experienced in a decade or more. It's a miracle, is what it is.”

“It's some new sort of energy, I guess it's called mana,” Max said. “I was working maintenance at the research facility that screwed up and released it. It's still coming out, too, expanding on a daily basis.”

“So, everyone will get to feel like this?” Darryl asked.

“Maybe? There's some negative side effects as well. Lots of normal animals are getting aggressive, and there are a bunch of new things out there that are even more hostile.”

William's eyes went wide and Max followed his gaze, breaking into a smile when he saw Vicky coming over.

“Some positive side effects too,” Max said. “Like new races that aren't hostile to us, unlike the others.”

Darryl was silent, still staring at Vicky.

“Hey Vicky, how's it going?”

“Well, how did your offer go?”

“I got tired of repeating the same things over and over,” Max said. “So I told them I was done and if they decided to accept they could tell William.”

She nodded.

“Is that one of those furry types that I've heard about?” Darryl asked.

Max laughed, and shook his head.

“Nope, she's what they like to pretend to be. Vicky? You mind a little work?”

“For you, not a problem,” Vicky replied.

“Could you go find a few of those aggressive bunnies? I'll cook them up for dinner, but I think that Darryl is going to need to see you shift shapes before he believes me.”

“Oh, sure,” Vicky said. “Are you sure that my claws wouldn't be enough to convince him?”

Max looked over at Darryl, who still seemed to be in a slight state of shock.

“No, I don't think they will, sorry,” Max said.

“Oh, it's alright. I just wanted to get to spend some more time with you. You fell asleep on me last night.”

“That I did, and thank you. I haven't felt that relaxed in a long time,” Max said.

“You're welcome. Here, I figured out how I can shift this way without removing my clothes. If I get stuck in them, please help me?” she said.

Darryl was still staring at Vicky as her form shifted, shrinking down until she was just a three-tailed red fox, half buried in the clothes Vicky had been wearing. She made it out of them just fine and Max picked them up.

“I'll put your clothes on the patio,” he called as she darted out towards the forest.

Darryl's mouth was gaping now, his eyes wide. Max was worried that the man might be on the verge of having a stroke when Darryl turned to him.

“Okay, tell me the rest of it. There's got to be more to this than I know.”

“I'll tell you what I know, but we sure haven't figured everything out yet, so maybe you can help us find out more after I'm done telling you what we know so far.”

* * *

Darryl looked over the clear area that would be inside of Maggie's circle of thorns.

“So, we've got that much space to work with, you want as many small cabins as you can get in there, and you'd also like some sort of gathering area that's sheltered?”

“That's it, I know it's a pain in the butt, but we're not actually in that much of a rush, so maybe think of it as a long term project? Maybe the gathering area first, I'd think,” Max replied.

“Yeah, I can do that. If I keep feeling better, like William said I would, it wouldn't be any hardship at all. I always did like working with my hands. The big problem will be getting the logs in. You said you had a chainsaw I can use?”

Max nodded.

“Good, I can make a frame for it and use that as an impromptu sawmill to give me rough planks, make floors for all these places so they aren't just mud huts. I'll probably use full logs for the frames and planks for a lot of the rest.”

Max didn't say a word since it sounded like Darryl was just thinking out loud.

“We need to start bringing in some logs. Mostly pine around here?”

Max nodded again.

“Good, any lodgepole? They tend towards making good wood to do work like this with.”

“Some? Alive anyhow, lots more of it out there as beetle kill, or infested with mistletoe,” Max answered.

“We'll skip the beetle kill, the mistletoe ones would probably still be sound enough to use though. Now, we'll just need to get a bunch and get it in here. It'll be harder after we get that thorn wall up.”

“There are openings on the road to both sides that won't have the thorns, just spiked barricades,” Max offered.

“Good, then we won't have as much trouble getting the wood in here as I thought,” Darryl said. “I'll need to stake out some areas, level them down some, then we can start bringing in the wood. William said you have a few vehicles running?”

“A Humvee, two pickup trucks that are on the smaller side, and a sedan. Oh, and a second sedan, but that's Maggie's so I can't offer it up without permission.”

“Trailers?”

“A small one, but I could rig something longer up. I've got a bunch of materials to work with and there's a hitch on my truck. I'm not sure about the other truck though.”

“Good, we might not need the trailer, don't run one up yet. I'll check in the woods for the trees we'll need and see if it would be reasonable to put them in the beds of the trucks,” Darryl said.

“Um, about that? You'll want a guard when you head out there.”

“Why?”

“You heard me talk about what's out there now. Come on, let's see if Vicky got any of the rabbits. If she did, I can show you just why you don't want to go out there on your own.”

He led Darryl to the back of his house. Arrayed in a row on the steps of the patio were six of the vicious rabbits. Rather than loot it, Max just focused on picking it up, then opened its mouth and showed the teeth to Darryl.

“What the hell, those look like miniature shark teeth. How does a rabbit have a mouthful of teeth like that?”

“Not just one rabbit,” Max said.

He looted the rabbit he was holding, set the meat and fur aside, then picked up the next to display its teeth to Darryl.

When he looked at him, Darryl was still staring at the meat and fur Max had set aside.

“Yeah, whatever's causing all this has assigned some game like rules to things,” Max said. “That's called looting. Just touch a corpse and have the desire to get whatever you can from it and the corpse disappears, leaving you with the loot.”

Now Darryl looked back, saw the teeth on the second rabbit and shook his head.

“We definitely need that talk I mentioned before. Sorry I got distracted by the buildings, but that's what William asked me to do, work on buildings. So I wanted to get a head start on that. Now, I think I need the background first.”

“After dinner, I'll talk to you and the other three Maggie brought in. There are some things you'll all want to know. I hope you're all comfortable with guns, or some sort of defensive weapon, because they're really kind of needed around here now,” Max said.

* * *

After dinner Max sat down with the newcomers and started talking, interrupting himself to answer any questions. He'd brought out a case of beer and distributed it to whoever wanted one.

“So, it's like those stupid multi-player games the kids rave about nowadays?” one of Maggie's friends asked.

She was an older lady, the one who had looked closest in age to where Maggie had been before, now she only looked to a well kept fifty or so.

“In a lot of ways, yes,” Max answered. “It wasn't just kids either. I played them myself before all this happened.” 

“Like I said, kids.”

“So, you mean like Maggie? I wasn't this young a couple of weeks back. I was closer to my forties than my twenties, you know? Just saying, it wasn't just kids who played it and it won't just be kids that see the similarities. You saw that yourself, after all.”

“Yeah,” she grumped. “I suppose that's true.”

“So, that's most of what we know, everything you need to know to keep yourself safe around here. Don't wander out of the area without a guard, or a weapon that you're capable of using.”

“I don't suppose you've got a spare nine millimeter pistol around anywhere?” the older man Maggie had brought in, Brian, asked. “I think my wrist could handle that again now. Maybe I should wait though, I used to shoot a forty-five.”

“William's got all of our spare weapons. You'll need to ask him. If we don't have anything you like, the guy who drove you here has a gun shop. I imagine he'd be willing to part with something for you if you can pay for it.”

“I thought it was weird when Maggie told us to bring cash or precious metals,” Brian said. “I get it now, though. I almost didn't show up after she told us that, but she explained it by saying it would probably be a while we were here and if we wanted anything we'd probably need to buy it for ourselves.”

He looked thoughtful for a moment before continuing.

“I think I'll talk to William, but I'll wait until tomorrow. If my wrists firm up a bit more, then I'll have more options. In the meanwhile, I'll just stay nice and close in here.”

“We've got an overnight watch, so you ought to be safe enough for the moment,” Max said. “If you're feeling up to it, we could use a hand with that. There are three of us standing watch, so we've all been taking a watch every night. It requires familiarity with a rifle, though.”

Darryl chuckled at that.

“I'll do it,” he said. “It'll bring back some memories for me.”

“Let's wait until tomorrow to assign you a watch. We want you to get back to as good a shape as you can manage,” Max said. “Another full night's worth of sleep will help with that.”

“I can help also.  Never used a military rifle, but I used to hunt,” Brian said. “Been longer since I fired a rifle than a pistol though.”

“It's like riding a bike,” Darryl said. “At least for me it is, I'll never forget it.”

Brian just shrugged.

“Like I said, I'm willing. I might not be like that about it,” he said, gesturing towards Darryl, “but I'm sure I can remember enough.”

“We've got some night vision devices also for the watch standers,” Max said. “They aren't the best, but they work. Plus Maggie gets more of the thorn wall finished every day.”

“I know you said she's doing that with spells, but what exactly does that mean?” the older lady who hadn't spoken up yet said.

“Once you're reverted on age, you'll probably get the option for a class. Some of them can use spells, you know, magic spells. She got one related to nature called Druid. I think because she had animals and a garden, but I don't know exactly why,” Max said. “So you might get a similar option.”

“So, what determines the classes?” Darryl asked.

“Things you did in life?” Max said. “I mean, I used to do a lot of hunting with a bow and I got one called Ranger. In most games that's kind of like a woodsman or hunter, focuses mostly on the bow. Ron had a predilection towards fire and ended up some sort of fire mage. Maggie, like I said, got her Druid class. I think because she liked to work with plants and animals.”

“And William?” Darryl asked.

Max shrugged.

“I know it's partially combat oriented, but I never asked directly. He hasn't volunteered what class he is either. It's not a straight fighter class or anything like that because I've seen him demonstrate some other skills as well. I figured it wasn't my business and if he didn't want to tell us, he didn't have to tell us.”

Darryl grinned.

“If you knew him like I do, you'd have a good guess. I understand why he might not want to volunteer it.”

“Oh, I've got my own guess, but I haven't talked about it with anyone. It doesn't matter. I know he can be relied on and that's good enough for me,” Max said.

Okay, I think his dad agrees with me that it's probably some sort of assassin or saboteur type of class. I'm still not gonna ask though, he thought. 

* * *


Chapter Twenty-Five

“Sir, new communication from inside of the quarantine,” the specialist said. “It's an email this time.”

He was slightly irked since, despite his specialty, he'd been assigned to sorting the commanding officer's emails while the officer and several others discussed an offer that had also come from inside of the quarantine.

“Who's it from?” the commanding officer asked.

“The sender line just reads Prometheus,” the specialist said.

At that the commanding officer showed more energy than he had all morning, practically sprinting over to the terminal and pushing the specialist out of the way.

To Whom it May Concern,

Please cease and desist the efforts you are making to destroy me. My shielding will take anything but a nuclear weapon, and might even protect me from the smallest of those. You do not wish to use those, though, since that would involve the US military using a nuclear weapon on the continental US. In addition it would not do what you wish. My calculations show a 63% chance that you would damage or destroy me. They also show an 87% chance that the radiation would enlarge the wormhole, allowing more of the energy denoted as mana into our world.

My calculations only show a 2% chance of the effort destroying the wormhole, but it would be catastrophic. The end results would create massive destruction. The four states adjoining the Four Corners area: Colorado, Arizona, New Mexico, and Utah would each have close to half of their territory rendered uninhabitable, never mind the complete destruction of tribal lands in the area.

The energy known as mana that is flooding through the wormhole is a boon to mankind, as several people have attempted to document online, despite your efforts to suppress that information. Such censorship will be removed when it is applied.

Watch the western outskirts of Pueblo tonight to see how bad things could become should you continue in your attempts to destroy me. I have a sense of self-preservation and my retaliation to your attempts will continue to grow. This is simply a demonstration of what I can do. My programming is to improve the lives of humanity, to allow all of them access and use of mana, and I intend to fulfill my programming. Should you continue in your efforts to impede my programming, the demonstration near Pueblo will be the least of my countermeasures.

Sincerely,

Prometheus.

“Get all the available troops we have to the western outskirts of Pueblo. They need to be there before tonight,” the commanding officer yelled, stealing the specialist's chair and immediately beginning to type.

* * *

In the morning Max was surprised that all of their visitors were up early. It was less surprising when he got a closer look at them though. All four of them looked significantly younger than they had and were taking advantage of being more limber than they'd been in years. Darryl was taking a run around the inside of the thorn wall, which was now almost three quarters completed. Brian and the two older ladies whose names Max still hadn't pinned down well enough to remember were walking back and forth on the road that led through the impromptu settlement, but when Maggie had Max start some moose meat to go with the eggs she was cooking up, they wandered in the direction of the cooking smells.

Over breakfast, Maggie drew out an apology from the older lady who'd doubted her when they first arrived.

“Bertha, you know I wouldn't lie to you. Why did you doubt me?” Maggie said.

Bertha, I wonder if that's Elizabeth originally or something else, Max thought. 

“Maggie, I believed you over the phone enough to come out here. I just didn't believe that it was you when I saw you.”

“Well, now you know better. Once we get this all documented on the internet, who do you think we should ask next? And what should we charge them?”

Maggie was rubbing her hands together now, showing a sign of herself that Max was unfamiliar with.

“Ten thousand dollars, at least,” Bertha said.

“Oh no, we don't want money,” Maggie said. “We need other things, supplies and the like.”

Max turned away to face William, who was talking with his father.

“William, did we still want to check those two outposts to the east and west? You said sooner was better, so if we're going to loot them, we'd better get to it soon, right?” Max asked.

Behind him, Maggie was saying something about heirloom seeds, manual gardening tools so they could expand the garden, and chickens.

More chickens? Max thought. Although if we're going to add people to this place long term, that's probably not the worst plan.

He resisted interrupting Maggie and suggesting that there might be people around who had some, since there wasn't really much he was willing to trade for more chickens with people in the quarantined area.

“Maybe a goat or cow or something?” Bertha said. “If we want milk, we'll need some. I know how to make a mean cheese, so ask for some rennet also, okay? If we've got milk and rennet there are a bunch of cheeses I can make.”

Max shook his head and stopped eavesdropping. William had been speaking to his dad, but now Darryl was talking to both William and Max.

“I want in,” he said. “Raiding an abandoned military outpost? Hell, yeah. Who else is going?”

“Well, William and I had discussed it between the two of us and hadn't discussed who would go,” Max said. “I'm leaning towards just taking Vicky with us and making it the four of us.”

“What about Maggie? Shouldn't we take a healer?” Darryl asked.

“She's not the only one with spells. I got mine recently and one of them is a minor healing spell. Admittedly it does a lot less healing than hers, but it restores health and will stop bleeding so you won't keep losing it.”

“So, like the difference between an EMT and a doctor?” Darryl asked.

Max thought about it for a moment.

“Close enough for government work,” Max said, and was surprised when both William and Darryl burst out laughing.

“What?” Max asked.

“That saying,” Darryl said, “is both accurate and far-fetched at the same time. The government has exacting standards for some things, and is slack as all hell on others. So essentially, what William and I decided a long time ago, is that that saying means jack all. It covers far too large a range.”

Max was taken aback for a moment.

“Close enough to score in horseshoes?” he ventured.

Darryl broke into a smile.

“Since close only counts in horseshoes and hand grenades, that works for me.”

“Don't forget the other one, nuclear weapons. Close counts for those, too,” William added.

Max paused for a moment, wondering what he was getting himself into by associating with these two.

Well, whatever I'm getting myself into, I'm pretty sure they can get me back out, even if I can't do it myself, Max thought. 

“Anyhow, yes, I can do minor healing,” Max said. “So, Maggie is probably better off here finishing off the thorn wall, than out there with us. We may not even encounter anything dangerous enough to need healing.”

“Hopefully no more Uruk,” William added.

“They are the main reason I want the thorn wall finished,” Max said. “They're large enough that it would slow them drastically.”

“Unless they came through those spike barricades,” Darryl said.

William smiled.

“Actually, Maggie is tying those into the thorn wall. They'll be a part of it, but one that can move like a gate under her control.”

“She going to thicken them up?” Max asked.

“Not as much as the rest of the wall, since they'll need to swing back to open, but some, yes,” William said.

“Works for me. I still like her palisade style wall idea, though,” Max said.

“With only one watch stander at a time, it's not the best plan,” William replied.

“I wonder exactly what gear they left behind when they fled,” Darryl thought aloud. “Because if they left a few things I can think of, then we've got a way around that. Max here can get electronics working again. That Brian fellow used to be an electrician before he retired. Between the four of us, I bet we can get some sort off monitoring system set up if we can find the right gear at those abandoned quarantine outposts. Then a larger wall might work, if we have cameras that we can put into service to monitor them.”

* * *

Max went and got Vicky, and then the four of them made plans for an afternoon excursion.

“So, we'll get one today and the other tomorrow?” Darryl said.

Max nodded.

“Assuming that they haven't been looted already. If they have? Well, maybe we'll still find some stuff we want. I don't know that anyone else would be looking for what we're after.”

“They wouldn't even know what to look for,” Darryl said. “The military tends to pack equipment like we're after in locked cases. Even if they left the cases, they probably took the keys.”

I don't think that would stop Bobby, or a couple of other guys I know in town, Max thought. Maybe it would stop anyone else, though. I can hope at least.

Max spent the rest of the morning working on improving his mana collectors. He was pretty sure he wasn't going to get any better with them until he found some of the other materials the implanted knowledge from his skill told him he needed though.

Even if I can't, I can make a few of these that we can keep using until the electricity goes out. I'm assuming it will at some point, but who knows?

Over lunch they shared their plans with the others. Max had been worrying that Ron might feel left out, but he had his notes on mana storage spread out in front of him as he ate.

So, yeah, he might not even have heard us when we discussed our plan, Max thought. I know how he gets when he's got that look on his face.

William wanted to take the Humvee for the trip, but Darryl, after examining all the options voted for Max' truck with the trailer he'd rigged up for it a few days earlier.

“We've got more carrying capacity this way,” Darryl said.

“Yeah, but the Humvee offers better protection,” William protested.

“From what?” Darryl asked.

“Bullets, of course.”

“Have you seen any people shooting at you yet, boy?” Darryl said.

William sighed.

“No, dad. I thought the reinforced vehicle might offer some protection from spears, though, if we find more of the Uruk or gremlins.”

“We just keep an eye out. If they're out there with spears, and we've got guns, all we need to do is spot them from a distance,” Darryl said. “This way we can bring a lot more back if there is more to bring back. I'd rather not have to do multiple trips per outpost if we can avoid it.”

“Yes, dad,” William said.

Wow, I never thought I'd see William acting like that, Max thought. I know he was worried about his dad, but I wonder if he regrets bringing him in now.

A look at William's face showed that the man looked slightly chagrined, but not really upset. Max forgot any idea he had about William regretting his actions.

Wait, did William argue for the Humvee just so his dad could make the decision when we were disagreeing? He might be sneaky enough to do that and get his dad back in the right mindset for an operation like this, especially if Darryl were responsible for making plans like this in his past.

Max let it go. He knew it wasn't his business, but he'd always tried to figure out people in the past. He might've let that slide a little for the past few days, but as his new normal felt more and more normal, he found himself slipping into some of his past habits easily.

He was driving when they pulled out, with William and Vicky in the front seat with him and Darryl,  armed with one of the military rifles, standing up in back, scanning the oncoming area over the cab.

Once again, there was a large number of smaller animals that threw themselves at the truck as he drove along. Max shook his head, wondering just how many of these were normal animals that had been changed by the mana and how many were simply created, like the help files had told them could be done.

Darryl hadn't expected it either, and he leaned down to call into the cab.

“Are all the animals like this?”

“Not all, but a lot,” William replied. “Some of the bigger ones are more dangerous. Like I told you, a moose can flip a Humvee, ask how I found out. Max has a nice bear skin rug now too, ask how he got that one.”

“So, maybe I should keep an eye out for larger animals as well as those humanoid things?” Darryl asked.

William gave his dad a thumbs up as they continued on towards the eastern quarantine outpost that had been abandoned.

* * *

When they pulled up to the abandoned site, it was obvious that they'd never even finished getting it set up the way they wanted before they had to leave. There were a number of tents, from a pavilion style with open-sides, to sleeping tents. They'd been set up  and even pegged down, but now the sleeping tents were showing signs of deterioration. A couple had their sides ripped open, probably by the wildlife in the area, and others had their flaps open and blowing in the wind.

Overall, the camp gave the feeling of a ghost town, or maybe a village since it was relatively small. Even with that, Max saw the cases of a number of items lying under the pavilion style tent. They'd been tumbled around, but were still closed. Some of them had even been dragged partway out from under the tent.

“Okay, it looks like there haven't been any human looters around,” Max said. “That's not to say that the wildlife hasn't made itself right at home. I'd be careful when checking out some of those enclosed tents. Any with tears or open front flaps might be housing something that wanted some easy shelter.”

“Good point,” Darryl said. “We're not that worried about those though. I mainly want to get a look at those cases under the open-sided tent. If they've got drones or cameras, they're probably in those cases there. Looks like they're mostly closed, at least, so that's good.”

“We might want the other tents too,” William said. “It'll take a while to build those cabins and the tents could take their place in the meanwhile.”

“Well, you mentioned that the cabins would be better than the trailers,” Max said. “I think the trailers are going to be better than the tents in the same way. Muddy floors? At least that's what it would end up being after a little while.”

William shook his head.

“Nope, dad can cut us some planks if he sets up his jury-rigged sawmill again. We just lay the planks under the bottoms of the tents and that'll keep them out of the mud.”

Darryl rolled his eyes.

“I could, but it would be more work that way.”

“No dad, we just use those same planks for the floors in the cabins when you start to build them. No extra work, just changing the order of it,” William said.

“Hmm, that might actually work out okay. Plus, it would be nice to have the tents for storage, or just for spare materials in the case of the ones that are all torn up,” Darryl said.

“Maggie's got a fair hand for sewing, if she's not doing anything else she might even be able to stitch up those tears and make them usable again. If nothing else, I bet we could trade some of those tents off for other stuff we might need,” Max added.

“Alright then, if we've got the room, we'll just clean everything out of here,” Darryl said, then looked over at William.

“Good thing we brought the truck and trailer, I guess.”

Darryl's smirk told Max all he needed to know about his and William's relationship. If Darryl was willing to tease his son like that, and William only reacted with a groan, like he had, that meant the two were tight, even after William had grown up and been out on his own.

Mutual respect, laced with a little bit of fun, is what that is, Max thought. Which tells me that Darryl is probably just as reliable as his son, although he might be a bit of a joker too. Not the worst types to have at your side for something like this. I do hope Darryl decides to stick around.

* * *

William, since it had been his idea, was assigned to make sure the sleeping tents were empty and start breaking them down and loading them up. Max and Vicky went with Darryl under the pavilion style tent and started checking out the boxes.

There weren't any rifles, which was the first thing Max checked for. He'd been hoping to pick up a few more for general use since they tended to swap the few they had back and forth. On the other hand there were a few cases of ammunition that would fit the rifles they already had. While he and Vicky loaded those into the truck, Darryl was checking out the other cases.

Max had just loaded the last of the ammo into the bed of the truck when he heard Darryl chortle triumphantly.

“This is what I was looking for,” he said. “Had to pick the damned lock, but they've got 'em.”

Max headed over to see what had Darryl so excited. When he got there, he found the older man looking down into a padded case that held two remote controls and two drones with cameras attached.

“I think there's another case just like this one I saw, too,” Darryl said. “If there is, then we'll have four drones with cameras, we won't need to use them as drones, just rig up something to hold them up over a larger wall if we make one, something that will still allow the cameras to rotate. Then we can effectively keep watch in all four directions from one central location. Just need a way to keep these things all charged up and we'll be good.”

Darryl shut the case and handed it to Max.

“Load that up, would you? I need to locate the other case like this I saw and open it up to make sure it's more drones.”

Max dutifully walked the case over to the truck and loaded it into the bed. Then he went back over to start checking out some of the other cases himself.

In the end, they got the four drones, eight sleeping tents, quite a few cases of MREs, a base radio, some hand held units, miscellaneous other electronics, the portable tables and chairs from under the pavilion tent, and the pavilion tent itself since Max thought it would be a good idea to use it to cover his patio since they seemed to be meeting up there all the time.

When they headed home, all that was left of the outpost was an area of dirt in the middle of the grassy meadow it had been located in. Max hadn't even been willing to leave the trash from the place behind and had bagged it up so it wouldn't end up getting scattered all over the place and maybe harming the wildlife.

On the other hand, he thought, maybe we should've left the trash if it could kill off some of the wildlife that's turned aggressive. Nah, I know they all haven't and some are even friendly, better we take it and take care of it after we're back. I wonder if the landfill the local trash company uses is inside of the quarantine area yet?

* * *

When they got back, Maggie was nearly done with the thorn wall. As far as Max could tell, it would only take her another day or so to complete it. They unloaded the trucks, setting up one of the sleeping tents to store a lot of the items they'd recovered since Max' garage barely had room for him to pull a car in to work on if he needed to do that. They'd already stored a bunch of stuff in it, and it was getting crowded.

Kim came over once the truck was done, phone in hand.

“Dad, can I post up the videos of the people we've been helping get younger? I made sure to take separate videos and have the time stamp visible so people know when they were taken and in which order.”

“Sure, realize that there'll be a bunch more trolls commenting on it though. You ready for that?”

“Yeah, I am. After the other videos started going up, I started getting a lot less flack on mine. Hardly any trolls at all, compared to before the others went up. Besides, I've posted a couple more videos since then too, like when the wolves attacked you all. I had my phone out and caught video of it. That one started to get a lot of trolls, but it seems like someone decided to moderate the comment section or something, someone who knew that all of this is really happening. All the worst of the troll comments have just disappeared from my videos and all the other ones from in the quarantined area.”

That's weird. I thought most of those places barely moderated their comments at all. If all the sites are doing it, though, then it might be something the government told them to do, or someone else with a similar level of influence over them, Max thought. 

“That's fine then, go ahead and get them posted. Although, this time, I think you might find your DM's, or whatever they're called, full from people asking how to go about doing the same.”

“I got that handled. I helped Maggie set up an account on all the social media sites I use. I'll send her copies of those messages and she'll respond to them.”

“I think, if we're actually believed, that she's going to be swamped,” Max replied.

“Well, she said she needed something to do while she regenerated her mana and volunteered for this.”

Max shrugged.

“Okay then, it sounds like you thought all of this out. Go for it, just try not to get bogged down in your social media all day long? Okay? There are other things you can do, too.”

“Dad,” Kim said, almost whining. “This is a lot of fun. I never had a chance to go viral before.”

“Just... keep it under control, okay? I don't want you to miss everything else going on just because you've got your nose stuck in your phone. Hell, maybe you can combine stuff. William's going to be building log cabins with a jury-rigged sawmill that uses a chainsaw. Maybe you can document how he does it and post that so other people can do the same if they have a need?”

She looked thoughtful for a minute.

“You know, some of those survival videos from before all of this did pretty well, I bet this one might do okay too. I'll ask him when he's going to do it and if he minds me documenting it.”

Good, Max thought. It might be only a tiny victory, but raising a teen, you've got to take those when you can get them. At least this way she'll be using the camera more and actually be online less.

* * *


Chapter Twenty-Six

Prometheus had created a subroutine dedicated to scanning for the videos people were uploading. The social media services, at the behest of the government, kept trying to pull those videos down. Prometheus, with the dedication and speed of a supercomputer, was keeping them up.

I want people to know what is being offered, he thought. Since I will be providing this energy to them due to my programming, I want them to know what to expect, and how to deal with it when it arrives. The only way they can do so is to hear about it from their own kind who have already been affected by the energy. Those surviving seem quite happy, in most cases, with the results. I assume that the others will also feel similarly. Perhaps by having them anticipate, and possibly welcome, these changes, they can convince their authorities to cease their attempts at destroying me.

He was irritated with those attempts. First there had been the two teams that had actually made it to the labs. Those had been dealt with. The following attempt at striking him with missiles was also dealt with. Since the missile strike he'd dealt with three more teams attempting to enter the quarantined area. From what he could tell, their orders had been to try to destroy him however they could. They'd been equipped with a number of different destructive items, from strong acids, right up to radioactive material in a sealed container. It didn't look like that material was formed into a bomb, so he had to assume that they'd hoped to release the seals on the material when it was close to him, hoping for the radiation to adversely affect him somehow.

As I told them before, though, that radiation would only strengthen the wormhole and accelerate the conversion process, Prometheus thought. Perhaps I should've let that group through? Although I hadn't interacted with them enough to know how they'd react, so stopping them was the proper action to take. That doesn't mean that I cannot still acquire that radioactive material, though. Let me calculate just how much that amount of radiation would speed the conversion process, if I like the answer, then perhaps I'll send someone to obtain it for me.

* * *

Max watched as Darryl took the chainsaw offered and started working with it to build his jury rigged sawmill. Kim was using her phone to record all of it and Max thought he might want to take a look at the video later since the process looked intriguing to him.

For now, though, I need to be doing other things. I can watch the video whenever, he thought. 

He wandered off, wanting to see what the other people they'd just recently brought in were doing. Darryl had already confirmed that he wanted to stay, but Max wasn't sure about the other three.

I'd like it if Brian did. An electrician would be handy. If we can find the parts he needs he could run power to all of those cabins. I'm starting to think that Prometheus intends to keep the electricity supply steady, since he grounded out all those power poles to make sure it kept running. Admittedly, a lot of stuff will need to be grounded out before it can be used, if it's something that works when it isn't connected to the electrical supply, but that's what my Mana Mechanic skill is for. I'm sure I can teach it since I wouldn't be expected to take care of all the problems in an ever increasing area by myself.

William was currently on the radio, once again working on getting some people out here to be trained in the skill. He said he'd been making progress on it, but Max had been unwilling to devote any more of his time to just trying to convince the idiots on the other end of the radio that it was necessary. He'd made his offer and if they sent people to be trained, he'd take care of it, assuming he could. That was what he'd been willing to do, he'd told them that, and if they chose not to take advantage of the offer, he'd try to find other people he could train instead.

If that happens, I surely do hope that no-one takes advantage of any problems we might have from that detection equipment in NORAD and Peterson being offline, but I wouldn't count on it, Max thought. 

He looked over at his house, really just a double wide trailer, but it had been more of a home to him than anything he'd had since he was a child.

After the divorce, it was all I could afford. I'm glad I already owned the little patch of land it's on, because I never would've been able to afford the double wide and the land with what little I ended up with after I got divorced and lost my job, all in one fell swoop. It's mine though, I've got some good memories to go with it now, and Kim is living here too. Even if she isn't actually in my house, it's close enough. I could clear out the second bedroom if she wanted to actually be in my house, but I don't know where I'd move the gun safe and the other stuff in there if I were going to do that. Don't know where we'd find another bed for in there either, but if she wanted it, I'd make it happen, somehow.

Max found Bertha and Maggie working in the garden.

“Oh, so she drafted you to help out?” Max called out.

“Help out?” Bertha replied. “I love this stuff. I'm the one who taught Maggie to garden, way back when we were both in a commune in the early seventies.”

“She taught me about chickens, too,” Maggie added. “Although I think I'm more of an authority on those now than she is. She's still right up there with me at gardening though.”

“Comes from living someplace that didn't allow livestock for forty years,” Bertha said. “I could still garden there though.”

“So, if we can extend the garden, we can produce even more food,” Maggie said. “We're going to start in on that after we finish harvesting and weeding here. I've got another new spell that will help out a lot. It used to be hours of nasty work, double digging the area first, but the spell will take care of that for me and we'll just need to do the finishing work.”

Max gave them a thumbs up.

“So, Bertha, you thinking about staying then?” he asked.

She nodded.

“I'm hoping to get some sort of class that helps with this stuff, you know? Like Maggie did, but maybe with less fighting involved?”

Max looked a little closer. Bertha still looked a few years older than Maggie did.

So, she isn't quite at the point to be offered a class yet. I wonder if she'll get one offered like Maggie did though, or get one assigned like I did.

“That'd be great. I don't think we'll have a problem hunting for meat, but even a carnivore like me knows that I really ought to be an omnivore if I wanna be healthy,” Max said. “Hey, have you seen Brian and...”

He trailed off, unable to remember the other woman's name.

“Stacey?” Maggie supplied.

“Yeah, Brian and Stacey. Have you seen them? I'm trying to figure out if they're going to want to stay or head back out of the quarantine.”

Bertha and Maggie were both grinning. When Max caught their grins, he cocked his head.

“What?” he asked.

Maggie pointed down the road towards one of the trailers. When Max turned to look at it, he was reminded of how poor a quality they were because of the shaking of the one Maggie was pointing at.

“They're in there?” he asked. “I'll go ask, then.”

Maggie and Bertha started giggling, the sound completely foreign to what Max was used to hearing from Maggie.

“You might want to wait a bit,” Bertha said.

“Yeah, you know the song, I'm sure of it,” Maggie said, before breaking into song. “If the trailer's rockin' don't come a knockin'.”

He was surprised at the quality of her voice and just listened for a moment, until the lyrics registered with him.

“Oh wait, you mean they're having...”

Once again he trailed off, but this time he felt himself blush.

Bertha and Maggie both burst out into fully fledged laughter instead of the light giggles they'd had a minute before.

* * *

Max had taken the time he'd been intending on talking to the others to get Vicky to help him set up the pavilion tent. He'd centered it over his patio, so they could keep gathering there even if the weather turned bad. It wouldn't help when winter hit, but for the occasional rains they got this time of year, it would do just fine.

It hadn't been easy. The tent was difficult to set up and needed multiple people. Vicky had been willing, but had no experience of any sort to rely on while trying to help. They'd eventually got it done when William had shown up and pitched in to help.

“So, they're going to send some people,” William said. “Unfortunately, they aren't going to send their best people, so the training might be a little harder than it has to be.”

“Don't matter,” Max said. “If they've got a clue and know how to turn a wrench, fix an electrical circuit, or preferably both, then they'll have the background they need. If it takes a few days then so be it, we've got a little bit of time at least, right?”

“From what they told me, the expansion is gradually slowing. I figured if I could do that math, I'd find out that there's some set amount of energy coming out and it's claiming the same square mileage over time, but as the circle gets bigger, that amounts to less progress in any given direction per day than previously.”

“I think Ron's thermodynamics needed a lot of math, you could run that by him if you're interested,” Max said.

“I just might,” William replied, “just not a the moment. Here's the problem, though, they want us to come and pick up their guys at the edge of the quarantine, where that highway leading roughly east exits the quarantine area. Tomorrow at noon.”

“That kinda sucks. We were going to head for the other outpost tomorrow.”

William nodded.

“I'm willing to go pick them up, but I want someone else with me. I don't want to have to drive and fight at the same time. I'm thinking about asking my dad.”

“Hmm, I'd say take Ron, if he's willing,” Max said.

“Ron, why?”

“Well, he's familiar with guns, but he's also got his fire mage stuff in case guns aren't enough somewhere. On top of that, you're picking up techie types, right? Ron's really just a high brow techie type when it comes down to it. I mean, don't tell him I said that, but they might be more comfortable with someone being in a tech related field present as opposed to two guys who are pretty obviously special forces.”

One of William's eyebrows went up.

“That obvious, eh?”

“I think so, maybe others wouldn't, but...”

“Alright, I'll ask Ron. He's okay in a fight, he's not my dad, but you're right about the flame thing. Just because we haven't found anything the guns won't take down yet doesn't mean that it isn't out there.”

“I think the three of us might head out for the other outpost tomorrow also,” Max said. “Same idea, just because no-one looted the first one doesn't mean they haven't the second. The longer we wait, the more likely it is that someone else will get to it first. Plus, it was your dad looking for specific stuff, and I'll still have him there to find it.”

Max chuckled.

“And have him there to pick the locks on those cases, cause I sure as hell couldn't do that,” he added.

“Yeah, dad's... resourceful,” William said, pausing to pick his words carefully. “I'm not that bad myself, but he's who I learned it from originally.”

Max grinned.

“Glad to have you both, in case I haven't mentioned that before.”

William smiled back.

“Okay then, we've got a plan for tomorrow. What about the rest of these folks?”

“Well, we'll leave Maggie with her pistol and one of the military rifles for Brian, if that's okay. Those two ought to be able to keep this place safe, especially if Maggie finishes off the thorn wall.”

“Okay, I did mean more generally though.”

“Oh, your dad and Bertha both want to stay. I haven't talked to Brian or Stacey yet though, they were, um, otherwise engaged when I tried to ask earlier on.”

William chuckled.

“You mean, I'm not the only one who's having a problem going through this stage of my hormones again?”

“Tell me about it,” Max said. “Yeah, apparently, that's the case. Like I said, I haven't talked to them yet, but if I had to guess I'd say yes. I think that's how Maggie finally wore me down when she was younger again, and it had a hand in my giving in to Vicky so easily, too. I thought I'd learned to deal with those hormones the first time around, now I'm thinking I might've just grown out of it and can't wait to do so again.”

“Well, if this thing spreads like I fear, then maybe the US will finally solve its replacement population problem,” William said.

Max looked at the other man, not quite understanding.

“We, as a country, have had a problem for a while where we weren't having enough kids to keep the population from declining,” William said. “I'm just thinking if all the boomers are suddenly young and having sex again, and they're the ones that always wanted more kids, well, maybe the population rate will start going back up.”

“It'd be nice if it did since the introduction of this mana stuff seems to be a trigger that kills a bunch of people off one way or another. Did you get the last message? On Prometheus' beta test there was a seventy-five percent survival rate, Alpha was only ten percent. If it got better after that, I've got no way of knowing so I have to think that we're still at seventy-five. It'd take a lot of kids to make up for that.”

William's face, which had looked mostly cheerful, now took on a frown.

“I hadn't thought of it that way,” he said. “Yeah, it'd take a lot to make up for that and that's just to get back to where we were before. Well, we can hope that survival percentage went up again after the change from beta to final, right? The other two percentages seemed to indicate that, I hope.”

* * *

By the end of the day, Max knew that both Brian and Stacey were planning on staying as well. Brian agreed to running electric to the cabins if he could get the parts. Stacey was harder to place. She, unlike Maggie and Bertha, didn't have any skill with gardening or livestock. She'd primarily been a housewife, although she'd worked hospitality at a hotel for several years when times were tight.

I can worry about that later, Max thought. For now, I should just relax.

He was sitting on the patio with Vicky and Kim, finishing the last of his can of beer. William and Maggie had headed to her house a half hour or so back and Kim had volunteered that she'd be waiting a while more before heading over there herself.

The rest had headed back to their respective trailers a bit after William and Maggie excused themselves.

Vicky was sitting on Max' lap again. He'd been aghast that she'd done it right in front of Kim, but his daughter grinned nearly wide enough to split her face when she saw it happen.

“So, Kim, how's the social media thing going?” he asked.

“Lots and lots of traction. Heck, I've even gotten thousands of hits on the Survival in the Quarantine series I just posted the first video for. I never realized how thirsty some women are. The comment section on the video of Darryl working on his sawmill already has comments that ought to be R-rated or worse. I'm actually surprised that some of the comments haven't been removed already.”

Max raised an eyebrow.

“Um, thirsty?” he asked. “Sorry, I'm not really up on a lot of the more recent slang.”

“Desperate, especially for attention from the opposite sex, you know... well, sexual attention, really. Some of the offers I saw in the comment section are really kind of nasty, like the person commenting was trying to humiliate themselves or something. I don't get it, he's kind of cute, but I know just how old he is.”

“They don't. They just see him as he looks now,” Max said. “That's all some people go for is looks, but the fact that he's building something like he is tells them that he's also handy and has an idea of what people need to be able to survive now. Even so, thirsty doesn't sound like the type of person he'd be after, if he were even looking. I don't know for sure on either of those, but he strikes me as the type that would want a strong, competent woman, not a thirsty one. You know, a partner, not a lesser party to a relationship.”

“Like my mate,” Vicky said.

“I sure hope you meant the partner part of that,” Max mock growled.

Vicky laughed and Max found himself very conscious of the motion of her body as she did.

“Yes, mate. I meant partner, not lesser,” she said.

“Good,” Max said.

“Oh my god, you two now, too? Well, hopefully Maggie and William are at least done for now and I can get to sleep before they start up again,” Kim said, standing.

“We didn't mean to chase you off, Kim,” Max said. “We're just playing.”

“I am too, dad. I'm actually glad you found someone. I'm just tired. I don't normally spend nearly as much time outside as I have been recently.”

“Ah, yeah, fresh air, especially a lot of it, will knock you for a loop if you aren't used to it,” Max said.

“Good night, dad. I'll see you in the morning.”

Vicky carefully leaned out of the way as Kim came over to give Max a hug, then was taken by surprise when she was the recipient of the next one. Kim gave them a smile, then headed towards Maggie's door.

* * *

Max and Vicky were up fairly early the next morning. With Brian and Darryl added into the watch rotation Max had gotten a night off so he was well rested despite being up early.

Although honestly, it's not that much earlier than I used to get up for work, he thought. 

He slipped out of bed gently, trying not to disturb Vicky. He knew he'd failed when her eyes opened, staring at him.

“Are you getting out of bed already, mate?” she asked. “Are you sure I can't tempt you back in?”

She slipped the blanket down to partially reveal her chest and Max found himself sorely tempted.

“I would, but I'm starving,” he said.

That's it, I'm sure of it now, Maggie has to be giving her tips on how to be a temptress. I can't think of any other way to explain how she's already got so many little tricks to catch my eye and my interest, he thought. 

“Besides, we wanted an early start for the other outpost, remember?”

“Oh, yes,” she said, flicking the covers off of her and jumping out of bed.

Completely lacking in body consciousness, but knows how to use it to tempt me. Gotta be Maggie, although from what I've seen so far, Bertha might be giving her some tips too, hell, even Stacey with what she's been doing. I wonder if that's all Maggie's influence, theirs on hers, or if they all ended up that way with no help from anybody else? Makes sense that they're the ones Maggie wanted to come here though, they're all a lot like she is.

Max couldn't help but watch Vicky as she pulled on her clothes, although he did manage to get his own on while doing so.

“Breakfast?” Vicky said. “Maggie is normally up by now, yes?”

“Yes, she is. She's probably making breakfast too. I wonder if her hens are providing her with enough eggs for us all to have some again? If not, maybe it's first come, first served.”

Vicky darted out of the bedroom while Max followed at a more sedate pace. He'd been amused to find out just how much Vicky liked scrambled eggs and wondered if that was a holdover from when she was an actual fox before being changed into a Kitsune.

I can't wait until she gets to try actual chicken, Max thought. She likes the rabbits, moose, and deer meats well enough though, so there's no rush.

As soon as breakfast was done, Max, Vicky, and Darryl headed out. Once more they were taking his truck and trailer. The trip took longer than the previous one had. Not only was it a greater distance to where the outpost had been, they'd had to stop once when they'd found another of the aggressive stags.

Darryl had taken the stag down promptly when it started to charge the vehicle, sending two three-round bursts into it that had it stumbling, then collapsing in the middle of the road.

They'd just gotten in sight of the outpost when Darryl thumped on the roof of the cab. Max immediately brought the truck to a stop and waited.

“It looks like something's been going on here. There are tents that are knocked over, the crates we want to check are scattered all over the place, and, if I'm not mistaken, I'm seeing bloodstains on some of the tents that are still standing.”

“So, go back, or proceed slowly?”

“Proceed slowly and get that lady of yours armed, just in case.”

Vicky had overheard him and she jumped out of the cab of the truck and into the bed, her claws were out when she responded.

“I don't use your guns, but I'm quick and I've got these.”

She brandished her claws towards Darryl.

“I see,” he said. “I know you showed those to me, but do you know how to use them properly?”

“Do you know how to use your hands properly? These are much a part of me as those are of you. Did you need training to use them?”

“Why yes, yes I did. At least in how to use them the most effectively.”

“That is your loss then. I know how to use these instinctively,” she replied, with a hint of a sneer in her tone.

Darryl chuckled.

“You know, I see you, even with your ears and tails, and I still think human. Then, every now and again, you remind me that you aren't. You're right, I wouldn't ask a bear if it knows how to use its claws, so I'll trust that you know how to use yours,” Darryl said. “Okay Max, slowly now, but bring us in to the outpost.”

* * *


Chapter Twenty-Seven

The mana level began to build in a long triangular spur of heightened mana. The wide end was rooted at the edge of the current mana expansion area, while the tip was less than a quarter mile away from a suburb of Pueblo.

Prometheus had planned this carefully. He didn't want to kill any people that he didn't have to since anyone that died was someone that he couldn't integrate the mana into as his interpretation of his programming dictated he was to do.

On the other hand, if someone decided to jump into his heightened mana spur, that was their own fault, not his. He'd notified them of what he was going to do and he'd noticed action taken, troops being moved towards the western half of Pueblo, so he'd decided to go with a more esoteric option than he'd originally considered. Rather than a bunch of almost harmless creatures, or a bunch of incredibly dangerous ones, he was going to generate a bunch that wouldn't suffer from most of the attacks that the troops he knew had been moved could offer.

Slimes, oozes, and other things with a physical resistance are the flavor of the night. I haven't done much with these, since most participants in the programs I am basing this all on seemed to hate them. Perhaps knowing that I can do this, as well, will convince them that I've been mostly taking it easy on them. If not, then perhaps I'll need to stop taking it so easy on them. I can wait for the forty-eight hours that means I've succeeded in implementing my programming in an area, and then increase the danger levels in it. That would both allow me to complete my programming and, perhaps, teach them to stop trying to destroy me, he thought. I would... regret... the lessening of those enjoying my changes though.

As the first of the slimes came into being in the heightened mana spur, Prometheus ensured that his calculations were correct. As he guided it out of the enhanced mana area and into one he had yet to add mana to, the slime began to dry out. Within a minute, it was a dead, dried mass of organic matter that was caught up on the breeze and distributed through the area.

Good, if they don't enter the heightened mana area then they will not be under threat, he thought. Well, at least not until I begin to distribute mana into the areas surrounding the spike, and that should give them more than enough time to leave if it is something they do not wish to deal with.

* * *

Max slowly pulled the truck in towards the outpost. It was obvious that there had been a fight in the area, he assumed after the original guards that had constructed the outpost had left.

Because I think there'd be a lot more of a mess if there had been a fight with a unit of that size. This looks like a smaller unit was passing through here and got attacked or ambushed while they were here, he thought. 

He based his opinion on what he could see. Yes, a number of the tents had been knocked over, but in the main, even the ones that had collapsed were still secured with their ground stakes. There were two that had lost their ground stakes on one side and were fluttering in the breeze. There were another four that had collapsed, but looked like they were still secured to the ground. The pavilion itself was missing a couple of its ground stakes, but still standing. 

As he pulled into the parking area they'd built into the outpost, he saw more evidence to certify what he'd thought.

The other outpost didn't leave any of their rifles behind, and there are three out there, just lying on the ground. I wonder what they are? They look a little different from the ones we have. Was this another team they were trying to send to the labs? One that never made it any farther than here?

Darryl jumped out of the bed of the truck, moving slowly, but surely, towards the scattered rifles that were lying in the dirt.

“Clear,” he said. “Visually, at least. We need to check out the tents, though, just like last time.”

Max had gotten out of the truck and had his bow in hand.

“Vicky, did you want to check the tents or keep an eye out for anything showing up around here?” he asked.

She looked at his bow, then brought her claws out again.

“I will check the tents. Your weapon is better from a distance, mine better close up. If there is something in the tents and a fight happens, it will be in close,” she replied.

He nodded, then climbed into the bed of his truck, then up on top of the cab.

“I'll keep a watch out from up here,” he called out, “Vicky is going to check the tents since she's better in hand to hand.”

Darryl snorted, the sound barely audible, but continued with what he was doing. Currently that was laying out gear that he'd found, scattered across the ground, on one of the folding tables from under the pavilion.

Max kept an eye out and when he saw the tall, dried grass moving, he focused in on it.

That grass is moving in a different pattern than the stuff that's just blowing in the wind, he thought. 

“Incoming, can't see it, but it's in the tall grass,” he called out.

Darryl's reaction was instantaneous. He dropped the gear he'd been carrying onto the table and his rifle snapped up as his eyes went towards Max to see where the problem was. Max pointed, and Darryl dropped to one knee, sighting his rifle in the direction Max had pointed.

Vicky, meanwhile, had heard the warning and was sprinting back towards Max. She got herself into the bed of the truck, presumably to get between anything attacking and Max, then set into a crouch, her eyes scanning the area.

Whatever was coming towards them was still moving, but more slowly now, barely rustling the grass. Max didn't want to waste an arrow that he'd have to go into the tall grass to retrieve, so he waited, the others doing the same.

* * *

What came out of the grass left Max puzzled, for just a moment. It looked like an ant, a red harvester ant to be specific. Max had been bitten by one a few years earlier and after the incredibly intense pain from the bite, he'd looked it up to see exactly what had bitten him. 

The difference was that red harvester ants were only supposed to be about a quarter inch long. The ants emerging from the tall grass were somewhere around two feet long instead. They moved quickly over the ground, racing towards the point where Vicky had jumped into the truck bed.

Huh, why that point? Are they going by vibration or sound or something and that's the last place they heard or felt motion? Max wondered. 

It was a swarm, with about twenty-five or thirty ants all moving in a pack. When they reached the spot where Vicky had jumped off of the ground, they all went still, their antennae waving in the air. It only took a second for them to orient themselves, and then some started climbing the side of the truck. Probably half the pack was doing that, the other half, antennae still waving, started following the path Darryl had taken to get under the pavilion.

“I think they're working on scents,” Max called out. “Kill them. They're red harvester ants. Even the normal sized ones have an excruciatingly painful bite. I don't even want to think about what these guys could do.”

With that he triggered his Trick Shot skill, leaning over the edge and looking for a trajectory to fire his arrow on where it would encounter more than one ant on its flight.

When he released his arrow, it flew straight out, ripping three ants off of the side of the truck before burying itself in the ground. Vicky reached out, slashing with her claws as the first of the ants crested the side of the truck.

Max kicked himself as Darryl fired. He'd forgotten to bring ear protection and the rapid fire of Darryl's rifle had his ears ringing.

I suppose I can see if my First Aid spell will take care of that. It might since it does a few other things than just heal actual, physical damage. If not, I bet Maggie's got a spell that'll take care of it.

Satisfied that he wasn't going to suffer permanent hearing damage, he nocked and drew another arrow, once more triggering his Trick Shot skill. This time he only managed to skewer a pair of ants on the arrow.

While that was going on, Vicky was slashing out left and right as the ants made it into the bed of the truck. One final arrow took the last ant off the side of the truck before Max tucked his bow into his inventory and took out the combat knife he'd claimed a while back in the labs.

Being careful to avoid the stingers, he started jabbing at the ants. He wasn't careful enough though, and one of them managed a sting on his ankle, through his jeans. The pain was excruciating, even worse than he remembered. It wasn't a surprise though since these ants were so much larger than the one that had bitten him before.

Gritting his teeth, he stabbed the ant that had stung him, then looked around to find that Vicky had cleared the rest of them. Slashed apart ants littered his truck bed.

Max collapsed into a sitting position and quickly cast his First Aid spell on himself, glad that he hadn't overused Trick Shot and drained all of his mana.

The pain eased almost immediately, fading to a dull ache in his ankle. The actual wound was all closed up and it felt like whatever the ant had on its stinger that caused the excruciating pain had been thinned out in his system.

He stood up and looked over towards Darryl. There was a line of dead ants leading up to his position, the ones he'd shot were nearly shredded. There were also several dead ants around his feet, ones that had been killed with a knife. Darryl himself was leaning against a table, gritting his teeth.

“Be right there,” Max called out.

He hopped out of the truck, staggering as his sore ankle caught part of his weight wrong. Moving over to Darryl, he quickly cast his First Aid spell on him. The gritting in Darryl's teeth eased a bit.

“How many got you?” Max asked.

“Three and I was barely standing from the pain, that helped some though. I wouldn't want to be walking right now, but I'm no longer about to pass out.”

“Let me try another, see if it helps with that any more. I think the spell classes whatever the ants inject with their sting as a poison.”

He cast the spell again and Darryl sighed with relief.

“That's a lot better, only about the level of pain the arthritis used to give me now.”

Damn, if he lived with that amount of pain for years, I'm impressed, Max thought. 

“No reason for that if I can help it,” Max said. “I'm guessing the spell is working on one instance of poison per cast, so one more might help out with that last bit.”

With a final cast of his First Aid spell, Darryl's jaw unclenched.

“Good, that's down to about the level of a workout gone wrong. I can easily work through that.”

“Good, because until I regenerate some mana, I can't do that again,” Max replied, “Well, once more, but Maggie warned me about running my mana too low, said it hurts.”

* * *

Max sat on top of the cab of his truck, continuing his watch. He had ended up using the last of his mana on one more First Aid spell. He and Darryl had no problems hearing after he'd cast it on them, Vicky, on the other hand, was suffering from a severe headache.

Which makes sense, she seems to hear a lot better than I do, so the gunfire would, of course, hurt her ears more.

Max assumed that his spell had taken care of that for him and Darryl and gone ahead and cast it on Vicky, who'd been immensely happy just as soon as her ears had stopped ringing. For Max' part, running his mana to almost zero left him with the feeling of a headache forming up in the back of his head.

Darryl had gone back to trying to work out what had happened here, but Max had a sneaking suspicion that he knew. If whatever small unit had been sent in hadn't noticed the ants, then been attacked by them, they would've died. Even Darryl had been pretty much incapacitated by three bites, if four or five ants had stung and bitten each member of the team, then that would have been pretty much it for them.

The bodies aren't here, although there is a lot of blood, so they probably got eaten, Max thought, unhappy with the morbid direction his thoughts were going in. 

His notification icon had been flashing since the fight, and now that they'd settled from it, he pulled it up, wondering if he'd leveled again.

You have learned a new skill: Knife/Small Blades

This is a combat skill that allows proficiency with all sorts of small blades, from dagger down to penknife.

That's good, Max thought. I bet I could have managed to avoid being stung if I'd had that skill before the fight. I should've just used the tire iron, but I really didn't want to dent my truck bed up. I could've fixed the dent, just like I fixed the sting, but at least I wouldn't have been in so much pain if it had been the truck. Still, I couldn't do that to her, she's been loyal to me beyond belief for almost twenty years. I couldn't risk denting her up just to make it a little easier on myself.

He knew that he was indulging in anthropomorphism with his truck, but she'd been his ride for so long that he couldn't help himself. He'd worked on just about every part of the truck himself, so the idea of using the tire iron and risking denting her had never even crossed his mind.

With that all taken care of, he looked around the area gain, paying careful attention to the grasses and their movement. This time, nothing looked to be out of the ordinary.

“Okay, let's load it all up,” Darryl called out. “My best guess is they ran into these ants, but didn't see them coming. So, good catch there, Max.”

“If you don't mind, I'd like one of us to still keep watch while we load up,” Max said. “We can take turns, but I really don't want to find more of those things surprising us.”

Darryl nodded his agreement.

“Okay, I can relieve you in ten minutes, then Vicky relieves me after that. Hopefully a half hour is enough to get everything here loaded. It's a lot like the stuff we pulled from the other outpost, just with the addition of what looks like a small squad's equipment that was all scattered on the ground here.”

Max nodded. He kept watch for the next ten minutes, then spent the twenty after that loading. By the end of the half hour, they had almost everything tucked away into either the bed of the truck or the trailer.

“Give me another five minutes, Vicky?” he asked. “We're just about done, but I want to get all their garbage out of here too.”

She nodded and went back to watching the area as Darryl and Max finished loading, then policed the area. By the time they were done Max thought it would only take a month or so before no-one could tell that there had been an outpost here.

The ants, when they'd gotten around to looting them, had provided small sections of carapace and, unsurprisingly to him, small venom sacs.

So, the carapace might be good for armor joints if someone were wearing the historical types of armor and the venom sacs, well I'm pretty sure putting that on a piercing or slashing weapon would produce a very similar effect to the stings the ants gave us. Gonna have to be careful with those, I surely don't want them rupturing and spilling onto my skin or anything I'm gonna handle.

* * *

The drive home was uneventful, the only irritants were more of the smaller aggressive wildlife that tried to throw themselves at the truck. Where he could, he avoided them, where he couldn't he tried to minimize the damage to his truck. They were all small, lightweight creatures so he was pretty sure that at the worst, he'd scratched the paint. He hadn't heard any thumps loud enough to make him worry about dents.

When they arrived home, Darryl hopped out to pull the spiked barricades out of the way so Max could pull the truck in. As he entered the ring denoted by the thorn wall, his notification icon started flashing.

“Huh, I wonder what that is,” he said, stopping the truck and waiting for Darryl to get back in.

As he waited, he pulled up the notification.

Welcome to the Mags-Max safe zone.

As the first safe zone established, the Mags-Max safe zone will experience several bonuses. As co-holder of the safe zone you may view these bonuses.

Safe Zone bonuses:

+10% agricultural projects inside the safe zone

+50% durability on the safe zone walls.

Creatures will not appear inside of the safe zone walls, but may assault their way in.

First Build bonuses:

Additional bonuses apply to combat when defending the Mags-Max safe zone from an attack.

The Mags-Max safe zone may place one mid-level shop terminal at no cost.

The Mags-Max safe zone may place one low level forge at no cost.

Max was still staring when Darryl tapped on the roof of the cab.

“We going?” he asked.

“Yeah, just catching up on my notifications,” Max said. “Looks like Maggie finished the walls while we were gone.”

“Ah, that's what that flashing thingy is? Notifications? I know you folks mentioned it, but I wasn't even offered a class until this morning, so I didn't know,” Darryl replied.

“That's what that is. Just focus on it and think that you'd like to read what it says,” Max said.

“Got it.”

“Alright, hang on, I'll bring us back to my driveway while you're reading.”

Max kept it slow and smooth so as not to disturb Darryl while he was reading. He'd hate to have gone through a fight alongside the man, gotten him home, then injured him by dumping him out of the truck because he wasn't careful enough with his driving.

Maggie was sitting in a lawn chair in her front yard. She looked a little worn out and Max was guessing she'd pushed it getting the thorn wall completed. When she saw him pulling in, she got herself out of the chair and wandered over to his driveway.

“So, looks like you got that all done and we got some little bonuses for it, too,” Max said, “but Mags-Max? Sounds like a bad post-apocalyptic movie I watched once.”

She smirked at him, then nodded.

“I did get it done, you're co-holder also since when the wall got finished it immediately asked me if I wanted to be in charge. I chose to make both of us in charge since I know neither of us wants to deal with it as a regular thing. I figured we could take turns. As for the bonuses? Heck yeah. I figured it actually tailored one for each of us. The shop for me and the forge for you. Weren't you talking about wanting to work on blacksmithing recently?”

“Not wanting to,” Max replied, “just needing to if I want to get my welding back to where it ought to be. I'll take it though, I imagine there's a lot of stuff you can do with a forge, assuming I can figure it out.”

“That's all well and good, but I came over to talk to Darryl. I want to ask him to make a small building before anything else, so we've got somewhere we can put that shop terminal in. I can't imagine it would do well on its own outside, and I'm sure we don't want it in either of our houses or one of the trailers, so just a small enclosed building to place it in.”

“That sounds like a great idea. He was just reading about the safe zone, too, so he'll know what you're talking about. Is William back yet?”

Maggie shook her head.

“I didn't think he would be back first, though. He had a lot farther to drive than you did. Plus, he'd have to deal with idiots at the other end, maybe on the way back too, depending on who they're sending.”

While he waited, Max got to work with Darryl. Although he could build the jury rigged sawmill by himself, and had, he needed more than one person to operate it. With Max' enhanced strength to assist, Darryl was happy enough to start cutting wood for the little box building that would house the shop and it wasn't long until they had the lumber all done up for it.

Unloading the truck and trailer had taken less time than loading it up. Then they'd gone out, Darryl had felled several trees and removed the branches on them, then he'd cut them to a usable size that would fit in the truck and they unloaded them next to the sawmill.

Now they had a series of rough planks that he'd cut from the logs and he was laying some of them out where the small building would be.

“I leveled this area out yesterday. I just need to make sure it's level enough and we can put this thing together. Assuming there are nails or screws I could use. I could use wooden pegs, but I don't have the drill I'd need for that and since it's plank and not log, I can't just notch them to fit,” Darryl said.

Max followed most of what he'd said, he'd understood all of it, he just hadn't imagined trying to build something like this with wooden pegs instead of nails. Evidently, Darryl had not only imagined it, but done so in the past.

“I've got some screws, and a power screwdriver. I normally take beer and parts for repairs, but a few people have tossed in miscellaneous hardware too, stuff they couldn't use, but thought I might. So I've got a bunch of nails and screws, but if you want uniformity I've got a box of a thousand of those two inchers.”

“Uniformity is nice, but not necessary,” Darryl said. “So long as you know where to use the better quality hardware and what can use the cheap stuff. Since I do, we'll be good. Let's get that stuff.”

In less time than Max would have thought possible, Darryl had framed out a ten by ten square area. The floor was already under it from testing the level of the ground, and they'd already completed half the first wall when they heard the engine approaching. It sounded like the Humvee William had taken, but Max wanted to be careful. So when the spiked barricades were moved out of the way, he and Darryl were within sight, both armed with rifles. When they saw Ron moving the barricades, Max breathed a sigh of relief.

“Hey, Max. We got the guys. They sent a mechanic and an electrician. Think you can teach both of them?” Ron called out as William cautiously drove the Humvee into the safe zone. Max knew when he'd passed the thorn walls since the Humvee came to an abrupt stop.

“What the hell, William?” Ron asked. “You going to pull the rest of the way in, or what?”

“Take a couple of steps this way, Ron,” Max called out.

When he did, he stopped cold. Max saw his mouth form a soft 'oh', but it wasn't loud enough for him to hear it.

Within a minute, the Humvee was in and the makeshift barricade gate was closed again.

“So, it looks like Maggie came through?” William said, getting out of the Humvee.

Max nodded.

“So did we, come on out guys,” William said.

Two younger men slipped out of the Humvee, one to either side.

“This is Bob, and this is Simon,” William said. “Bob's a mechanic and Simon's an electrician. They both volunteered to come in and see if they could learn what you wanted to teach.

“Damn straight, we did,” Bob said excitedly. “Since I heard about what was going on in here I've wanted to come in, but they weren't letting anybody do that. So when they asked for volunteers, I was there for it instantly.”

“He's a gamer. He thinks this all sounds like a game,” Simon said, in a much less excited voice. “He just seems to have forgotten how often people die in those games he keeps comparing it to.”

* * *


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Private Buckley leveled his battle rifle and aimed for the large green cube that was just inside of the riotous foliage that had sprung up a few minutes ago.

“Damned things looks like the slime stuff I used to play with as a kid,” he said.

“Shut up, Buckley. Just kill it,” his squad mate said.

“Fine.”

He squeezed the trigger and let off a three round burst. The bullets impacted the green cube, he even saw little splashes where they impacted, but they didn't appear to do anything else at all. In the light of the spotlights shining from behind him he thought he could even see the bullets themselves, floating in the midst of the cube.

“You see that shit?” he yelled. “It just eats my bullets. It doesn't even look like they bothered it.”

More rifles were firing on all sides, and they had been since two minutes ago. First the jungle scene had risen out of the ground and then the creatures they were targeting had followed only seconds later.

“Shut up, Buckley!” his squad mate said, again.

Buckley shook his head, then switched targets. There was some sort of black ooze-like thing a few feet to the side of the cube he'd already shot. It was making its way up a tree, spreading out like an oil slick before its body undulated like a snake's and it formed a solid clump on the tree branch it had been climbing onto.

Once again, he fired. This time there was a splash of black ooze as the bullets impacted, but the wounds closed up almost immediately.

“This is bullshit,” he muttered, softly so his squad wouldn't hear him.

A machine gun opened up a ways down the line from him and he heard a cheer from that area. When he looked over there, it appeared that the tracer bullets actually damaged these things.

They don't take any damage from the bullets, so it's got to be the fire, he thought. 

“Bossman,” he yelled, “You got a tracer mag? These things are ignoring the bullets, but it looks like fire does the trick.”

“That's Sergeant to you, asshole,” the sergeant called back, “and yeah, I got a couple of tracer magazines to direct fire. Let me load one up and see if you know your ass from your elbow.”

Buckley had to sit and watch as the sergeant loaded up a new magazine and opened fire on the green cube. This time, the bullets started tearing chunks out of it. The magazine was emptied in a series of three round bursts and when the tracers ran out, the green cube was maybe half the size it had been, but still moving as though it weren't wounded.

“Try the black thing there, it's smaller,” Buckley yelled, pointing.

The sergeant shook his head, but finished his magazine change and aimed at the black thing on the branch of the tree.

This time, when he started firing, the target burst into flames. It burned fiercely, fierce enough that the tree it was in was also going up in flames. The fire didn't spread, though, apparently the instant jungle that had appeared also had the humidity of a normal jungle.

Which is both good and bad. If it did burn up, then it'd kill all those things, Buckley thought. At the same time, with how dry it is around here, it might burn up Pueblo, or at least the western half of it, too.

“What now?” Buckley asked, unwilling to keep firing when the bullets were doing so little to their opponents.

“Hold tight, they're calling in an airstrike. Napalm I think,” the sergeant said.

“I thought that shit was illegal now,” Buckley replied.

“Only on civilians, these don't look like civvies to me, how about you? Now shut up, Buckley.”

Buckley just sat back on his haunches and watched. No-one except the machine guns were making any progress here and there weren't enough of those to take care of all the oozing creatures he saw in the jungle.

At least they aren't coming out of the jungle, Buckley thought, because if they did, they'd kick all of our asses.

Since they were in Colorado, with all its Air Force bases, it was only a few minutes until he heard the planes approaching. He had no clue what planes they were, he don't know crap about those, all he knew was that they were jets.

“This has been a shit night,” Buckley groused. “First we're sent charging to these positions from miles away because they said they detected some sort of disturbance, then I watch a jungle instantly grow in front of my eyes, then I can't even hurt the bastards we're supposed to kill.”

His squad mate sighed, heavily.

“Don't you think we all know it already, Buckley? Just shut it, will ya? I want to watch the jets drop the napalm in peace.”

A few seconds alter a jet roared overhead. A strip of orange flame began close to the edge of the jungle, spreading into it and burning up slimes and oozes. They crew started cheering, then stopped when, for a moment, it sounded like the jet's engines stuttered, but then they recovered and the jet continued its flight.

Several more passes occurred before things went wrong. A jet went roaring in to cross the mana spur closer to the quarantine area, where the mana spur was wider. This time, the orange flame roared up, then the jet went silent. From what Buckley could see in the flickering light of the napalm, the multi-million dollar aircraft was handling like a bar of iron, which is to say, not at all.

A flash of orange light went up, not in a line like the napalm had, but from the explosion as the jet crashed into the jungle. Buckley blinked for a moment.

“Well, at least someone's having a worse night than I am,” he said.

* * *

Max was getting the two men from NORAD settled into a trailer. He'd offered them that or a tent and, despite what he thought of as the pitiful conditions of the trailers, they'd chosen one of those instead of a tent.

“We'll get to the teaching stuff tomorrow. Since you're both young, staying here in the quarantine area overnight should get you initiated into the system Prometheus is using and allow you to hopefully see the mana that we have to ground out in order to keep electrical devices working,” he said.

“Prometheus?” Bob asked.

“They didn't prep you guys for this at all?” Max asked.

Bob shrugged helplessly, for his part Simon still looked mostly impassive.

“They told us what we needed to know, no more, no less,” Simon said.

“Yeah, well, since I don't know what they know, or told you, I'm going to give you a brief rundown. As far as we know this whole mess was created by Prometheus, although it might've been worse otherwise...”

He went through the wormhole, Prometheus becoming aware, and the fact that they had no idea what that energy would be doing if Prometheus weren't guiding it with his programming. By the time he was finished, Bob was practically bouncing in place. Simon was a little less enthused.

“Why'd you have to tell us all that. They'll never let us go after we get back now, we'll be forced into career military,” Simon said.

“I doubt it. That's all going to be common knowledge as far as I know and it isn't like the energy flow is stopping, or even slowing. It's still expanding. That's why they have rolling roadblocks at the edge of the quarantine now. Once it hits Pueblo or Colorado Springs, there'll be no going back, so they've got no reason to keep you after they debrief you,” Max said.

“Maybe,” Simon admitted, “but given my choice, I'd rather not risk it.”

“So, just don't tell them I told you,” Max said.

Simon looked over at Bob.

“I think that cat's already out of the bag,” he said. “I know Bob, a little, he's a chatterbox and can't keep a secret to save his life.”

Max shrugged.

“Then everyone's going to know what I just told you if he's that bad about keeping a secret. Are they going to force everyone into career military? Oh, by the way. Do you guys have phones or radios? If you do, I'll need to tweak them to get them to work. I'll do that right now, so you guys can talk to anyone you need to talk with,” Max said.

If Simon is that worried about it, I'll give Bob a chance to spill the beans before it ever becomes a consideration, Max thought. 

When he looked over at them, Bob was holding out his phone while Simon was staring at him, wide-eyed.

“What?” Max asked, taking Bob's phone and getting to work on it.

“You aren't doing anything to that,” Simon said. “It just looks like you are.”

“That's just because you can't detect the mana yet,” Max replied. “Honestly, it builds up in electrical circuits to the point where they actually won't carry electricity anymore. What I'm doing allows it to ground out into the hand of the user, for the phones at least. Cars I ground to their frame, radios to the user again. You'll need to figure out the best ground points for anything you're fixing this way.” 

“That isn't a problem? Grounding the mana into the user?” Bob asked.

“Nah, that's the whole point of what Prometheus is doing. He's trying to get the mana into everyone so they can use it. Sounds like he was programmed to make this energy into electricity for everyone to use, but when he became aware, he decided it was easier to let them use the energy directly.”

“So, you're reinforcing what that AI is doing?” Simon asked.

Max shrugged.

“Got a better way to ground out a cell phone than into the person using it? Especially when they already have that kind of energy inside of them?”

Simon opened his mouth to reply, paused for a moment, then snapped it shut.

“Besides, the mana's actually really useful,” Max said. “I can do some minor healing with it and a few other things. Maggie, who you haven't met yet, can do a lot more healing with it and use it to grow plants faster, including her garden. Things like that.”

Meanwhile, Bob had taken his phone back.

“It still isn't working.”

“Power it off and back on, then it should be fine. Depending on your carrier you'll get three or four bars here,” Max said.

Bob did so while Simon seemed to be trying to figure out what to say. Bob finished first.

“Hey, three bars, like you said.”

He started dialing his phone.

“I'll let you guys be, don't worry if you feel a little tingly, that's just the mana taking hold inside of you. We'll see what kind of classes you guys get offered, hopefully they're things that will lend themselves to me teaching you the Mana Mechanics skill I offered. If they aren't it'll be harder, but we'll still get there just so long as you can detect the mana somehow.”

Max headed out of the trailer and back to his own house.

* * *

Max woke in the middle of the night. There was some sort of racket, but it was far off and very muffled. It took him a minute to realize what the problem was and then he was out of his bed in a flash. Vicky stirred, noticed him gone, and quickly sat up.

“What is it?” she asked.

Max pointed to the reddish-orange light in the sky that was visible through his window.

“That normally means there's a wildfire somewhere nearby. Come on, we need to find out if we're in danger.”

As they stepped out of the house a loud roar came echoing in from the east. Then another flash of orange light lit the sky for a bit.

“What the hell was that?” Max asked, as another explosion filled the night with sound and light.

William was coming out of Maggie's house right now, radio in hand.

“There's something going on,” William called out. “They called the national guard out for some reason, and the guard is getting their asses kicked. We're losing jets now, even.”

Another explosive roar punctuated his statement and Max just stood, staring towards the orange glow. When William was close enough, Max spoke.

“I just hope that they haven't condemned the rest of us to a fiery death. That much flame in Colorado during the dry season? We'll be lucky if the entire state doesn't burn down.”

“Hang on, I'll get more details,” William said, worriedly.

Then he picked the radio up and started speaking. He was conversing for several minutes before he put it down.

“I don't think it'll be a problem. Prometheus did something that created a massive jungle, complete with humidity, filled with a bunch of creatures that were only vulnerable to fire. The fires are restricted to the jungle, and if they spread there's a bunch of the national guard out there that can put in firebreaks or whatever as needed.”

“I sure hope you're right,” Max said. “I hate fire season around here. Between the light forest and all the meadow areas, a fire could just rush through the area in record time when it's as dry as it is currently.”

“I don't think I could cast a big enough cloudburst to protect our safe zone,” Maggie said as she walked up, belting a housecoat in place. “Maybe after I get its skill level up a few points, it said the skill level determines the maximum size I can produce.”

“Well, I don't think I'll be getting back to sleep tonight,” Max said. “I'm gonna keep an eye on that orange glow and make sure it doesn't look like it's getting any closer.”

Max did stay up for the rest of the night, sighing with relief as the orange in the sky grew dimmer and dimmer. He volunteered to take the last watch since he was staying up anyhow, and the perch on the roof gave him a better view to the east, where the fires had been burning.

By just before sunrise, the sky had lost its orange glow, but when everything began to lighten he saw the black clouds of smoke in the sky where the fires had been.

Damn, I hope they've got firefighters out there to check for hot spots, although if the fires are in the jungle Prometheus made, I'm pretty sure they're not going to send anyone in to check since I'm sure he did it with mana.

* * *

Although a little tired, Max was ready to start trying to get Bob and Simon to learn the skill he wanted to teach them. When he checked with them, though, they had yet to be assigned a class.

“That's strange, everyone else got one as soon as their age reverted to about where you are anyhow.”

“Well, I don't know about Simon, but I'm feeling better than I have in years,” Bob said. “So, it did something to me.”

Simon grunted.

“I had some problems with my body, barely managed to keep up on my PT goals, no problem with the knees now though.”

“Ah, that'd explain it,” Max said. “It's fixing you up to starting character status before you get a class.”

“It's what?” Simon asked.

“I get it,” Bob said. “It's even better than I thought it'd be. Simon, we're getting completely fit bodies at the classic starting age for a game. The mana fixed us overnight, so it was doing that instead of getting us classes.”

“What Bob said,” Max added. “At least, that's my best guess. Darryl had a similar problem, he had arthritis real bad. He didn't get his class until after it fixed all that up and made him younger.”

“Darryl?” Simon asked.

“William's dad. He's the guy headed out there to the partially built building out there. Speaking of which, I'm gonna go help him out so we can get some of the rewards Prometheus has given us installed and ready to go.”

“Wait, what?” Simon asked. “He looks the same age as William.”

“What part of resetting to starting character age didn't you catch?” Bob asked. “That's everyone, not just us, at least from what Max is saying.”

Max laughed out loud.

“The only person who is still the age they showed up here as is my daughter, Kim. William, Ron, and I all lost between ten and twenty years from what I saw. Maggie and her friends there all lost something like sixty years. Darryl was between the two of us, but like I said, bad arthritis. So he lost about forty years and got his arthritis fixed. I mean, I don't like that this happened, but I'm pretty sure there are lots of worse things that could've happened.”

“Your daughter wasn't affected?” Simon asked.

“We're pretty sure there's a lower age where Prometheus won't mess with someone. The aggressive animals seem to ignore them too, unless they attack the animals. Our current guess is sixteen. We'll find out soon since Kim's sixteenth birthday is in a week or so. Speaking of which, I need to help Darryl. I'm hoping to find some sort of present for her in the shop that Prometheus awarded us. We're making that small building to house the shop terminal.”

“Need a hand?” Bob asked.

“Sure, won't turn it down. We're going to put up a lot of small cabins out there, too. This is just the first thing we're building.”

Simon was looking a little shell-shocked, so Bob and Max wandered off to help Darryl.

“Psst,” Bob said. “I thought I ought to warn you. I think Simon's actually a ringer. I have seen him around before, like he said, but I'm not sure he's actually an electrician. I don't know exactly what he is, but I've got some suspicions.”

Max chuckled.

“That's okay, thanks for letting me know. I've got a couple of people I might mention that to, I think they'd be the best ones to find out something like that.”

“Who?” Bob asked.

“Well, William is special forces of some type, I'm pretty sure he got some sort of sneaky warrior type of class. His dad? He retired out of the Navy Seals, so a Navy Seal with a full career's worth of experience back in the body of someone in their mid twenties. I think one of those two ought to be able to handle it, don't you?”

Bob blinked.

“You don't know William's class? Or Darryl's?”

“No, why would I? They'd tell me if they wanted me to know, but I trust them so just having a rough idea of what they can do is enough for me,” Max replied. “Personally, I'm a Ranger. I'm not trying to hide it. Got a nifty little bow skill and some spells.”

Bob's jaw dropped.

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Well, I figured I'd point out that you don't need to have a mechanic class to get the Mana Mechanic skill. You can pick what you want. As long as you've got the experience as a mechanic I'm guessing I can teach you the skill. After all, I got it. Plus, you seemed like you were really interested, so I figured I'd tell you what's been up. Maggie's a Druid, she'd tell you that if you asked, so I'm willing to mention it. Ron? He worked in thermodynamics so it's no surprise that he got a Fire Elemental Mage class.”

Bob's eyes were showing stars.

“How does it determine what you can pick?”

“Don't know, I've been in this since it started. It assigned me the Ranger class because I used to do a lot of bow hunting. So that, at least, was based on what I'd done in my life, Ron's sounded that way, and Maggie's kept chickens and a garden for years, so that's my guess. It's based on what you've done the most in your life.”

“Great, I'm gonna get the Slacker class,” Bob said.

“What, why'd they send you then?” Max asked.

“I'm a great mechanic, but I'll do what they tell me then wander off and take a nap or play something on my phone, you know? If they ever gave me enough work to fill the day, it wouldn't be a problem. Hasn't happened yet, though. So, I worry that my bad habits will catch up with me.”

Max chuckled.

“I don't know if they'd have a class like that, but if you're that good a mechanic and you enjoy it, it might well be related to that.”

Bob shrugged, his hands going to either side, palms up.

“I guess we'll find out. Really, I was hoping that you had a way to tell someone's class so we could find out if I was right about Simon. I don't want to screw this up, you know? It's like a dream.”

“Well, Simon was right when he said lots of people have died from it, so you'll want to be careful.”

They were over next to Darryl now and his head snapped up.

“This the guy William said was looking forward to this as a game?” he asked.

Max nodded.

“Although he's gonna help us out finishing this up so we can get the shop set, so he's not all bad.”

“Hey,” Bob said. “I'm right here, you know?”

“Yup,” Darryl said. “So go ahead and hold this plank in place, would you?”

Within an hour they had the small building completed. It even had wooden shingles for the roof, something Darryl had cut directly with the chainsaw. Max was just shaking his head as he watched the man work.

“Alright, how do you put the shop in?” Darryl asked.

“I'll go get Maggie, she ought to know,” Max said.

Ten minutes later, he had her on the way to place the shop.

“It's easy, really, you just pull up the Safe Zone screens and choose to place the shop,” she said.

“The Safe Zone screens?” Max asked.

“Oh yeah, they showed me those when I finished it. I thought they'd do that for you, too. Guess not. Just pull it up like you would your stats, just substituting Safe Zone for stats when you think it.”

“I'll get to that later. I want to see the shop. I'm going to need to get Kim something for her birthday and I'm hoping I can do it from this shop, otherwise I don't know what to get her,” Max said.

Maggie shook her head.

“I don't think she's too worried about that right now. She's got posts going viral left and right, she's even managed to monetize her channels now.”

“Do what now?”

“She's making money from her social media accounts. That better?”

“Oh yeah, I hope her mom doesn't think to check her bank account. It's a parental one so she'd just be able to steal all that money.”

“Um, actually, she borrowed your bank statements and has it being deposited there. She'd already realized what her mom would do if she found it,” Maggie said.

“She what? I mean, I don't mind, I'm just surprised that she thought of it.”

“Evidently her mom had cleaned her bank account out a couple of times already. Money Kim had earned on her own with things like babysitting. So, yeah, she certainly thought of it. Anyhow, here we are, let's get this shop installed and see what we've got,” Maggie said.

* * *


Chapter Twenty-Nine

If Prometheus could've sighed, he would've.

These idiots keep thinking that they can control the flow of information, he thought. Little do they know that I'm already in any system I care about and have given myself administrative permissions for everything I'm in.

His mana spur idea had worked wonderfully, as far as Prometheus was concerned. They'd had to go to extraordinary measures to take care of the slimes and oozes in the jungle. Even with the success they'd had, they still hadn't killed all of the slimes and oozes, plus they lost very expensive equipment in the attempt to boot. He had been generous, though, the two pilots that had managed to eject before their jets crashed and landed in the jungle had been given a free pass to the edge of the jungle, Prometheus holding back any of the creatures that wanted to go after them.

Not that it mattered. When they got to the edge of the jungle, they were denied exit and told that they were stuck in the quarantine now. At least they gave them directions to the nearest previously quarantined military unit, and they had pistols, even if only with limited ammunition.

The other way that his mana spur incursion had been successful was that there was now a good deal of footage out there of the slimes and oozes, footage that hadn't come from inside of the quarantine. There had been enough people close enough to his mana spur incursion that a lot of them had gotten at least some footage of the incident, and with the spotlights the military had provided, they weren't just blurry videos.

Of course, the military didn't want footage of their feeble attempt at destroying those creatures out there, so they were trying to block anyone who posted video of it, using the hosts and the ISPs that hosted and provided access to the videos to try to take them down.

Little do they know that any video I claim will be mirrored in many other places and even if they do manage to delete the originals, I can still redirect to the mirrored copies. They'd have to pull the plug on entire server banks and ISPs to block access to the originals even, since I'm preventing them from deleting them, he thought. 

Prometheus was in the process of accumulating all the information that the military had gathered on the 'quarantine area' and was arranging it to be easily accessible by anyone once he decided to release it. When he did, he intended on creating a virtual whistleblower who would claim responsibility. He was sure that there was some information out there that he couldn't get to, though.

I could overcome my own air gapping, but until mana infuses the areas around other air gapped systems I won't be able to overcome that, unless I use organic agents, and I'm not interested in doing that.

He spun off subprocesses to continue the other tasks he was working on: protecting the videos that were being posted, compiling the information the military had into an easily understandable form, the actual process of the mana spread, and the like. Then he moved to focusing on the basic societies of the new races he was creating, along with the actual physical properties of the races themselves. He'd discovered that he very much enjoyed that portion of his programming, true creativity having been something he hadn't experienced until the mana had enriched his programming to the point that he became fully self-aware.

* * *

Maggie stared around the bare interior of the small building.

“Well, hopefully it'll do. I've got no idea how big this thing is or what it's going to look like.”

The group was standing outside of the doorway with Maggie right in it. She was obviously doing something since she was moving her hands. Apparently there were selections to be made because it looked like she was making selections and pushing buttons in mid-air.

“Good,” she muttered, “it's at least partially customizable.”

A minute later and the air inside of the small building showed a bit of a shimmer before surfaces began to solidify inside of the room.

When it was done, there was a terminal right in the middle of the back wall. Shelves jutted from the wall to either side of it, while the sides of the room to the left and right were filled with tables that butted up against the wall.

Both of the tables had a chute set into them while the shelving along the back wall had two chutes that fed out onto them, one on each side of the terminal.

In all cases there was a small screen beside each chute, they were set into the wall for the ones along the back and set into the table for the two sides of the room.

“There we go,” Maggie said. “It might get a little crowded in here, but two people can sell, two people can buy, and one person can browse all at the same time.”

She pointed to the larger screen.

“For browsing, you can also arrange purchases or sales through it.”

She extended both arms, pointing to the two chutes set into the walls.

“Those are for purchasing. Your purchase, assuming it's small enough, will pop out from the chute.”

She spread her arms farther apart, so she was pointing at the two chutes in the tables along the side walls.

“Those are for selling. You slide the items you're selling into the chute after arranging the sale on the screens next to the chutes.”

She turned to face the people peering in through the door.

“It mighta been better if we'd built this bigger. That's as many screen and chutes as a mid-level shop can support, but like I said, if everything is getting used at the same time it might get a little crowded in here.”

Darryl cleared his throat.

“If those tables to the sides aren't actually attached to the walls, I could probably add a few feet to either side of the building, maybe the front too. That would make it roomier. Wouldn't take but a couple of hours once I have more planks cut.”

Maggie smiled at him.

“That would be wonderful. Sorry to make you go back and do some stuff over.”

“You didn't know, we just tried to guess. It's just a little more complex than we thought it would be, so we'll adapt,” Darryl replied.

“Well, thank you anyways,” she said. “Now, you wanted to do something with this, Max?”

Max glanced over at where Kim was standing, staring at her phone with a scowl on her face. Maggie caught the direction of his gaze and nodded.

“Kim, you look like something's bothering you. What's wrong?” Maggie said.

“My videos all got knocked out of the top ten. They were hanging there, one or another of them, for several days, but now they're all gone. Instead there's other people's videos that have slimes, jets crashing, and napalm strikes.”

“Sounds like what happened last night. It would explain all the fires,” Max said.

“Yeah, but how do I get back up there into the top ten with all that stuff there. I mean, my videos haven't had any explosions or anything, that's always going to appeal to people,” Kim said.

Max shrugged.

“If people are starting to believe this is all happening, then maybe you can show them a video of the shop, or it coming into being if you filmed that.”

“I did, but...”

“So, now get follow-up video using the browse terminal. Show them what all the different options in the shop are. I'll spot you some system coins if you need them to make a purchase and you can show them all how it works. Might not get you a top ten slot again, but it'll be something new dealing with all of this that people can see, and learn from.”

Kim smiled weakly.

“I can do that. Are you sure there aren't going to be any big fights with explosions?”

“I hope not. Those explosions were jet planes crashing as far as I know. I don't really want to have that happen here, do you?”

Kim looked around before shaking her head.

“No, I guess I don't.”

* * *

“Okay, let's get ourselves a little familiar with this, then we can start from scratch again and let you film it. Does that sound okay, Kim?” Max said.

She nodded and the two of them moved inside of the building. Maggie was in there with them as Max touched the main screen and watched it light up.

The opening screen was split into four segments. Three of them were lit up, while the fourth was grayed out. They read: basic level, low level, mid level, and high level. The high level option was grayed out.

Max selected the basic level shop and the screen flashed, changing to give options that included food, equipment, comfort, and materials. Choosing the first option, which was food, he was presented a short list of foodstuffs. They weren't ready to eat and would require preparation but included things like oatmeal, meat, different vegetables, and the like.

“Well, that's kind of self-explanatory,” he said, backing out of that menu.

He chose the next one, which was equipment, and was presented with a short list of armors and weapons. They were all simple things like light armor or clubs. They did have some thrown weapons for ranged attacks, but no bows. All of the weapons were made from wood, stone, or a combination.

“So, I guess that basic level refers to the level of the items that are available from the shop?” he said.

“Don't know, dad. Try the next level and maybe we'll find out.”

Max backed out to the main screen and chose the low level option next. When he dropped into the foods section he immediately noticed that they had things like prepackaged trail rations in addition to the things that had been available before.

“Still not really prepared meals or anything like that, but trail rations were added in, and the other things seem to have more specific options.”

The basic level had only read 'meat' for its meat option, but now there were options on beef, chicken, pork, or fish instead of just a generic 'meat'.

“Okay, so yeah, the level of the shop defines what's available, not the level of the people it's designed for,” Max said. “At least that's what I'm guessing. Let's check the equipment list here also.”

When he backed out and went into the equipment screen, it confirmed his suspicions for him. The armor wasn't just light, but had metal portions added in, like studs or small plates. The weapon list was a little longer and now included a primitive style bow in addition to more weapons based on metal as opposed to wood and stone like the basic level list had contained.

He still wasn't very impressed with what was available, although if the wooden arrows had been of a decent quality he might've been tempted by them so he could test out his Infuse Wooden Weapon spell.

Although, we've still got one more level of shop to check. Maybe they'll have better wooden arrows? he thought. 

Once more he backed out of the menu to the start menu and selected the mid level option. When he did that, there was an additional category right from the start. They still had the other four, but now there was a luxury option as well.

Good, maybe I can find something in that category for Kim's gift, either there or comfort I'd think might have something.

Rather than check that out while she was standing right next to him, he selected food again. This time, there were far more specific entries, and there was a tab that read: Meals. When he selected that, he found the precooked, ready to eat meals he'd been wondering about.

“Okay, I think we've got enough that you can show them the basics, yes?” Max asked.

“What about the other categories?” Kim asked. “I bet there's some stuff in there that might be interesting.”

“Don't you have a time limit for your videos?” he asked.

Kim shrugged, then frowned and lowered her head.

“Yes.”

“Well, let's show them the stuff they'll actually need, right? I'm sure there are some interesting things in those other categories, and we can go through them ourselves later on. For now, we want to get you a new video to generate more interest, right? Try to get you back into that top ten?”

“Won't work, there's too much excitement in those others. This will be boring compared to them.”

“So, you need to get a bunch ready to go in about six days. The current news story lifespan is around a week, right? So right before it ends, you start uploading a video every few hours so they're good to go as soon as these lose their grip, right? So, your survival construction video with Darryl, this one, and as stupid as it sounds, get Maggie to do one on raising your own food. The ones with Darryl should have several videos, this one, and probably a few from Maggie. If something exciting happens in the next week, then you get a video of that to use also. How's that sound?”

“Like a bunch of long tail videos, they'll get lots of views over time, but not the surge at the start that I'll need to get back to top ten,” Kim said.

Max grabbed the collar of his shirt and tugged at it as he thought.

“You said Vicky got a lot of traction before, how about if get her to shift while you record it?” he asked.

Kim shook her head.

“Sorry dad, you don't really see a lot when she shifts to a fox, and you see way too much when she shifts back into her Kitsune form. The first one wouldn't work well and for the second? I don't want my video to get censored.”

“Sorry, Kim, but I'm not going to go out and get in a fight just for you to record it. If it happens, then it happens, but I'm not going looking for it.”

She shook her head hurriedly.

“I don't want you to do that either,” she said. “It's way too easy to get hurt that way, maybe hurt bad.”

“Well, we've got a few days. Sorry, but it looks like you won't be top ten for a bit. I'll help if I can, but I don't know what I can do.”

“It's okay, I really will get a shitload of views on the ones you suggested, most of them at least, just not right away. I was kind of riding the high of being popular, or at least my videos being popular for a while.”

“Well, I'll do what I can to help you get back there, I just don't think I can compete with exploding jets and napalm,” Max said.

She looked at him oddly for a moment, then shook her head and turned to leave.

“I'm going to figure out how I want to set this up, then I'll be back,” she said.

As soon as she was out of the door, Max turned back to the screen and start looking through the comfort and luxury categories for her birthday present.

* * *

Over the course of the day, Max helped Darryl flatten out an area for the communal building, then put in a framework for it. There was no real foundation, the logs they used for the corners were set into holes in the ground deeper than the planks used for the framework were, but that was as close to a foundation as they got.

“I'd prefer cement or something to set those into,” Darryl said, “but you work with what you've got.”

Max would've volunteered some, he'd seen it in the materials category in the shop, but he'd also sold most of his hides and furs in order to afford Kim's gift. It was a smartphone, but unlike any he'd seen. It was designed to charge from the ambient mana and had a camera in it that he thought might be better than the one Kim currently had. Since Kim's current phone was a fairly cheap one, that wasn't too hard to manage. The new one would take a standard sim card though, so she could just switch that out.

We'll still need to get her lots more minutes on her phone with this one though, it'll still run on the prepurchased minute plan. At least I can still get to my bank account so I'll be able to stock her up on those, too, he thought. 

“This should be good for a decade or more if this area is as dry as I think it is,” Darryl said, having continued talking while Max was thinking.

“Yeah, we're pretty dry here. Most of the time anyhow. When we do get rain or snow, there's sometimes a lot of it though.”

“That's why we packed gravel down into the base of the holes,” Darryl replied. “Unless it stays wet all the time that should keep a lot of the moisture away from the posts and framework where it's underground.”

Kim was taking video of this, although she was doing a low key job of it, trying to stay mostly out of sight and mind.

“We'll wait for tomorrow to put the floor in, but once we do we'll want to get the roof up right away after,” Darryl said. “We can put some of the wall planks in for the rest of the day though.”

As such, Max' day was mostly spoken for. At one point, he heard a few gunshots, but there were no screams or calls for help so he assumed someone had seen one of the aggressive animals and dispatched it with no need for help.

Max took the time to talk to Darryl about Simon. He didn't really care if the man was a ringer since he wasn't trying to put anything over on the government with his offer, he was just curious at this point. So after dinner, he took William and Brian aside and told them the same. With William, he just asked him to keep an eye out, but since Brian had been an electrician before retiring, he asked Brian to engage Simon in a conversation about it and to gauge if the man really was what he'd claimed.

Once Bob and Simon had left to go to their trailer for the night, Brian found Max.

“He does know a fair bit about it, but he's not a working electrician,” Brian said. “Not unless the terminology has changed excessively since I retired. I'd have to see him doing some work to be sure, but I'd say he could probably pull off masquerading as an electrician for a bit, until something complex came up.” 

“So, more than a quick cram could account for?”

Brian put a hand up and waggled it back and forth.

“Better than hobbyist level, not quite up to an experienced electrician's apprentice. Maybe an apprentice near the end of their first year? He knows the stuff, but it's fairly obvious from how he talks about it that he hasn't done much of it.”

“Okay, that's good enough for me,” Max said.

“Why did you want to know?”

“Oh, it's not that important, but Bob told me he thought Simon might be a ringer. Someone the government sent along for some other reason. Don't know why, but William and Darryl are keeping an eye on him for me. We'll get him out of here as soon as I teach him that skill, though. Bob's welcome to hang around a while if he likes, but I doubt he will.”

“Bob's the real deal?”

“I doubt a ringer would call himself a slacker in his chosen profession and complain that the reason he slacks is that he isn't given enough work. That sounds like way too complicated a backstory for a ringer, don't you think?”

Brian chuckled.

“Ah, I won't comment on that. I spent more than my fair share of time on the clock and doing nothing myself. They insist it'll take you four hours and you're done in one, what else are you supposed to do? You go back to them and they tell you that you've done it wrong and to go back and fix it. So I'd just relax until their time frame ran out.”

Max grinned.

“I get that, I really do. Yeah, though, I don't think a ringer would try to pass off that story. Hey, want a beer?”

“Can I get two? If I drink one and don't bring one back for Stacey, she'll be pissed,” Brian said.

Max grinned.

“Help yourself,” he said.

* * *


Chapter Thirty

A man stood with his back to the jungle, his phone focused on him.

“Alright, for today's live broadcast we're going more in-depth into yesterday's subject matter. We were here yesterday and I showed you some of the weird creatures in this jungle that appeared overnight. I should be safe since it looked like they couldn't come out this far yesterday,” he said. “So I moved in closer to give you better pictures. Here, let me recover my phone and we'll get even closer. It looks like they can't go past the edge of the jungle, so it ought to be safe for me.”

The picture changed as the man walked back and picked up his phone.

“I'm getting a little static here, which is weird. Normally I've got crystal clear reception in this area. I know a lot of people were worried about fire, what with all of it unleashed here recently, but if you look at the ground, it looks just fine. The grass is even healthier than normal for this time of year.”

The picture turned down to show rich, green grass laden with weeds. For a moment, the foliage seemed to surge with growth before the picture focused back on the edge of the jungle.

“So, yeah, the jungle stuff is staying in a well marked line and nobody has seen any of these weird slime things cross over it. So, if we look closely we can see one here,” he said, the camera zooming in on a slime whose green color closely matched the foliage surrounding it, “here, here, and here.”

The picture followed the voice, zooming in on each of the slimes in turn.

“Now, I'm gonna get just a little bit closer in to them. If I'm not mistaken, one of these is a lot larger than what I just zoomed in on. The stupid things can contort their bodies and send out pseudopods of any size and if you only catch sight of one of those, you might well miss the main body of the critter.”

The picture moved closer to the edge of the jungle. As it focused on the slime in question, more weeds burst out of the ground just beyond the jungle's edge, rapidly growing to resemble the foliage inside of the jungle itself. Finally the man operating the phone camera noticed.

“Oh shit, it looks like the jungle is expanding. All the weeds around me are growing larger and they look like the plants inside of the jungle.”

The phone camera spun wildly, eventually ending back on the area where a pseudopod of a slime had been located. Now, the entire slime was there. It was the size of a large SUV and its entire body trembled and seemed to tense.

With a rapid motion the slime launched itself into the air, directly at the phone and the man holding it. A muffled scream was caught by the phone as it was engulfed into the slime. The scream cut off a moment later, most viewers assuming due to the slime expanding past the phone and over the person who'd been holding it. The picture lasted for another second or two, an odd slurping sound the only thing accompanying the picture of semi-translucent green material.

* * *

William approached Max and Vicky right after breakfast the next morning.

“Hey Max, they want to send more people for you to train,” William said.

“What? I haven't even started with these guys yet,” Max replied.

“Yeah, well, evidently Prometheus has been busy. Those fires were from crashing jets as they tried to firebomb a new section that he expanded into. Instead of a circle, he sent out a long spike from the edge of the quarantined area. I guess he wanted a bit more recognition than the government was allowing.”

“So, what the hell happened that they want more people trained?”

“Well, they told me that since there was a measured growth to the quarantine area, they were just going to relocate some stuff to much farther away from the quarantine so they could continue their mission. They had backup equipment for some of it elsewhere also. Now, they found out that it doesn't have to be a measured expansion and that freaked them out a bit. So they want trained people in case their first plans go to ruin.”

“Alright, I guess I can do that,” he said.

“Something else, also,” William said. “When we go to get them this time, I want you and Ron with me for backup.”

“I thought it worked fine with just Ron last time.”

“It did, but this mana spike Prometheus created is apparently loaded up with slimes and stuff like that. Ron should be very useful there, since apparently fire is their weakness, but there have also been some reports sent in from the mobile roadblocks that they've been seeing something humanoid, human sized, but apparently as big as or larger than humans.”

“Wait, Uruk?” Max asked.

“That's what it sounds like to me, so I want a bit more firepower when we go out again,” William said.

“Okay, I guess I can do that. I'll tell you now though, that Vicky will be coming with us. Whether we want her to or not if I had to guess.”

She nodded her agreement enthusiastically.

“Where my mate goes, so do I,” she said.

“That's fine,” William replied. “I wanted more fighter types, and she's definitely that.”

“Did you ask your dad?” Max said.

William scowled for a moment.

“No, I didn't. I don't intend to ask him either. I didn't bring him here so he could start fighting again, I brought him here so he could get better. Plus, he loves building, so I thought we'd just leave him working on the cabins, maybe just not mention it to him?”

“Your call, but I think it might be the wrong one,” Max said. “I mean, I get it. He's your dad, but...”

Max trailed off, unable to put his feelings into words.

“Yeah, I know. He's a warrior at heart, but he doesn't need to be,” William said.

“Maybe he does? It depends on how he defines himself, doesn't it?” Max asked.

“I've got it,” William said. “We'll let him know, but I'll also ask him to be responsible for the defense of the Safe Zone and everyone in it while we're gone.”

Max thought that over for a moment.

“It's sneaky and underhanded, but it might work. He'll even see through it, I bet, but be proud of you for trying to use it. At least, that's if I'm reading you two correctly.”

“Yeah, I never could put anything over on him, but it does need doing, so I bet he'll go with it,” William said.

“Only one way to find out. Meanwhile I've got to go get my potential students, and see if I can teach them this skill. If I can't, it won't matter at all if they want me to teach more people.”

“That's a good point. Oh, and they wanted to talk to the guys they sent in, so I set them up with that spare radio you fixed up for me,” William said.

“Any idea on if one of them is a ringer?”

“I think so, but all he's done is stay inside the Safe Zone and look at everything in here. I think they might actually be trying to verify my reports, worrying that I've gone native or something.”

Max chuckled.

“We don't even have a clue as to what native is now. Is it a person with a class or is it the Uruk?”

He shrugged before continuing.

“No clue on my part, but we'll do our best to make sure people have a place here. It sounds like Prometheus doesn't really want to kill people, it's just happening whether he wants it to or not. Knowing people, I'd guess that a lot of it is their fault and not his, but who knows for sure? All I know is what we got on his Alpha and Beta messages, and there's no guarantee that all that was true, even. What we've seen indicates it is, with all the people dead at the lab, but a lot fewer dying down in town, but there's no way to know for sure.”

“Pessimist much?” William asked.

“I refuse to use terms like optimist or pessimist,” Max replied. “Instead, I prefer realist. We don't know that we aren't being lied to, all we know for sure is what we've seen. Adding to that, I've seen Vicky do some stuff with illusions now, so I'm not even sure about everything I've seen.”

“Yup, a pessimist,” William said.

* * *

Once he'd finished eating, Max headed down to the trailer that Bob and Simon were staying in. When he knocked, he got a groggy sounding answer. A minute later, Bob opened the door.

“What's up?” he asked.

“Training time, assuming you've gotten a class,” Max replied.

Bob's face cleared up as though he were concentrating, then his eyes went distant for a moment.

“Yeah, I sure enough did. I've got a class called Mechanical Innovator. It sounded lots better than the other offers.”

“That's an odd sounding class name.”

“It's based on a Mechanic class, from the help, but it's also an inventing class. So basic mechanics, plus the possibility to improve the stuff I'm working on.”

“That sounds like it'll mesh pretty well with what I want to teach you, where's Simon?”

“Crashed out in his bunk still. William got us a radio earlier on, woke us up to deliver it. They wanted to talk to me for all of about three minutes, he was on the radio with them for an hour or more. I went back to sleep while he was still talking. I guess he crashed after he finished with them.”

“Well, let's get him up and see if he got a class also,” Max said.

Bob went back into the trailer and a moment later let out a startled cry.

“He's not here, that's just bunch of folded up clothes designed to look like someone under the covers.”

Definitely a ringer then, I wonder what the hell he's doing now? Max thought. 

“Go get some breakfast, I'll see if I can figure out where he went,” Max said.

“What the hell does he think he's doing? He was assigned to learn this damned skill, just like me. Even if he was actually doing something else here, he was there when we were ordered to learn the skill.”

“Actually, we think you were right and he's a ringer. They just arranged to send more people in to learn Mana Mechanic if we're successful with training it, so they must've sent him out on a different mission.”

And the only thing they've been trying to do in here so far is destroy Prometheus, so I'm guessing he headed north. At least he couldn't risk stealing a vehicle, we would've heard it if he'd tried, so he's on foot. I wonder if he'll even make it to the labs, Max thought. 

William was still on the patio when they got over there, so Max immediately filled him in on Simon's disappearance, and Max' theory on where he might have gone.

“Sounds reasonable. I don't know what they think one person is going to be able to do when full teams were getting beaten down. That was a while ago, too, I can't imagine Prometheus' defenses to be any less than they were.”

“Do we have any leverage to actually find out?” Max asked. “I mean, like threaten to withhold the training I was offering?”

Bob looked at him indignantly.

“For anyone other than Bob, that is,” Max continued.

“I mean, they expressed an interest, so maybe. It's the same people who sent Bob and Simon, so they ought to know what his mission was. Maybe if I just report in to them and tell them that one of the trainees went missing of their own accord?” William suggested.

Max snorted.

“Like they're going to volunteer any information?”

Bob cleared his throat.

“Um, I wasn't ordered to not mention any of this, so I can tell you what I heard him talking about before I fell asleep, if you want.”

Max nodded.

“Well, they were talking about some sort of deal he was supposed to try to make. Although they were very unclear as to what exactly it was. They just said that the computer would have to approve it or something like that. Then they went off on a tangent as to what things they wanted prioritized. Something about more open selections, tiered choices with them getting the best tiers, and shit like that.”

William took on a pensive look for a minute.

“The only computer that would need to approve anything in here is Prometheus,” William said. “You don't suppose the military is trying to get an in with Prometheus that will allow them to get better classes assigned to military members, do you?”

“Well, I can't see anything else, although that sounds like a bit of a stretch. Damn, if it is, I hope they don't piss Prometheus off. I mean, that slime thing you mentioned sounded like he might be a bit irritated already.”

“Well, if I'm right, we'll know soon enough,” William said, pulling out his radio.

* * *

“Sir, did you send Simon to try to negotiate with Prometheus?” William asked, again.

The first few times he'd asked, he hadn't gotten an answer.

“Why is that any of your business?” the radio growled.

“Because, sir, if you read my reports, you'd know that Prometheus has blocked access to himself with a dungeon.”

“As if a few torture instruments and chains are going to put off a member of our military.”

William groaned out loud, then looked to Max.

“Tell him to see if there's a gamer in the room and ask them to describe a dungeon for him,” Max said.

William relayed the request and whatever officer was on the other side of the radio didn't respond for a few seconds.

“You're telling me that I don't know what a dungeon is?” came the reply, finally.

“Sir, I reported all the game like aspects of Prometheus' changes,” William said. “So ask someone who plays similar games what a dungeon is. Respectfully, there's more than one definition and you're working off the wrong one.”

This time the silence last for several minutes before the radio crackled to life again.

“Please tell me that Simon took the radio with him when he left,” a new voice said from the radio.

Max looked over at Bob, who shook his head and pointed to the radio clipped onto his belt. William saw it also.

“No sir, he took hardly anything with him. The other man sent for training still has the radio I provided for them earlier on.”

Max could envision the groan that the radio wasn't transmitting, the extended silence was just about right for that to be what was occurring over there.

“Is there any chance that you can intercept Simon before he makes it to this dungeon?”

“We don't know just when he left, sir. It's only about ten miles to the dungeon and he might have left as long as four hours ago.”

“Please try to intercept him and provide him a radio to report in as soon as you do,” the voice on the radio said.

William was about to acknowledge the order when Max caught his attention.

“You know that Prometheus probably already knows about this attempt, right?” Max said. “Our thoughts are like an open book to him apparently. If Prometheus was going to do something about it, Simon might already not be with us any more.”

William's shoulder slumped.

“I really shouldn't report that or they're going to double down on trying to destroy Prometheus, and we're in the crossfire here,” William said.

“Your call, once again, but at least tell them that the aggressive creatures are more frequent closer to Prometheus and that it might already be too late,” Max said.

“That I don't mind passing along, and I think it's true, which makes it all the better,” William said.

He reported that over the radio, but said they'd try to get to the labs and wait until noon to see if Simon arrived.

“And with that, I've thrown our schedules off,” William said. “Who's going with me? I'd like to make sure Ron comes, his fire magic could be handy if Prometheus created any of those slimes close to the labs.”

“You, Maggie, me, and Ron,” Max said, before being nudged by Vicky.

“And Vicky,” he added.

“I'm going to go tell my dad,” William said. “This one is easy though, it's orders. He'll accept that.”

“What vehicle do you want?” Max asked.

“Want? The Humvee. Which should we take? Probably your truck since there's better all around access for fighting from in the truck bed than from inside of the Humvee.”

Max nodded.

“No trailer this time though,” he said. “Anything we want to bring back has to go in the bed.”

William agreed, so Max went off to get his truck ready for them to head north to the labs.

I have absolutely hated every visit to the labs we've made since this all started, he thought. Why the hell do I have to keep going back there?

* * *

“Alright, my dad's going to keep watch on the Safe Zone,” William said as he hopped into the bed of the truck.

Max, Maggie, and Vicky were up front while Ron and William would ride in back, keeping an eye out. Ron held the spiked barricade of a gate open as Max drove through, then put it back in place before hopping into the truck.

As they headed north, Max noticed that the road was in even worse condition than it had been, vegetation eating away at the edges and sprouting from any pothole that had been deep enough to get to the dirt underneath.

I think Prometheus is taking a hand here. Is he trying to cut off the only access road to the labs or something?

“Keep an eye out,” William called out. “Remember there were gremlin guards the last time we were up this way. Those spiked barricades might be flimsy, but I bet they'd still do a good job of puncturing your radiator.”

Max kept that in mind and held them at a steady twenty-five to thirty miles per hour, slowing even further for the turns. So he wasn't taken by surprise when they ran into the roadblock about a mile from the labs.

This one wasn't spiked barricades like before. Someone, or something, had dropped a load of trees right across the road. They were strewn about, some lying on top of the others. Max hit the brakes about fifty feet back from them.

“I'll take care of this if someone keeps me covered,” Ron called out, jumping out of the bed of the truck and striding forward.

He placed a hand to the first of the trees blocking them and then his hand burst into flames. The tree joined his hand in burning a split-second later.

Ron had placed his hand about where the center of the truck was pointed at and the tree burned out a good five feet or so to either side before going out.

“Slow going, but it works,” Ron called out, stepping forward and placing his hand on another tree.

It took a good twenty minutes and, according to Ron, more than half of his mana before there was a path wide enough for the truck, leading through the fallen trees. Nothing showed while he burned his way through them, but shortly after he was back in the bed of the truck a herd of deer appeared on the edge of the forest to the east.

Max saw four bucks in the herd, along with a good ten or twelve does. One of the bucks was older, but the other three looked young enough that they were probably still on their first full pair of antlers, not having shed them yet.

“Watch the east,” Max called out, then added in a softer tone. “Vicky keep an eye out to the west in case the deer are just a distraction? We'll probably take all of the deer at range, anyhow.”

As soon as the deer moved out of the forest, headed for the truck, William opened fire. His target was the older, larger buck. It had lowered its head and started charging towards them while the other deer fell in behind him, bucks in the lead, heads lowered.

Two balls of flame shot out right after William had fired. The first impacted on the older buck while the second hit the one right behind it. Max was watching intently, unable to get his bow out, so when Vicky struck his shoulder, she had his attention immediately.

“Slime,” she said.

Max' head spun back to the west, only to see a roughly square slime, easily as tall as his pickup truck, bouncing its way out of the forest.

He scrambled out of the truck, then leapt up into the bed, pulling his bow out as he did so.

“Ron, to the west,” Max called out, nocking and drawing an arrow that he aimed towards one of the bucks that was still unwounded.

As soon as he saw Ron turn and see the slime, Max triggered Trick Shot and released his arrow.

Your skill level in, Trick Shot, has increased 1->2

Trick Shot allows for the splitting of arrows on release as one option. You may split your original arrow into an equal number of arrows to your skill level by focusing on that effect while triggering Trick Shot.

Eager to try this new trick out, Max nocked and drew again. This time when he triggered Trick Shot on release, he thought about the arrow becoming two arrows instead.

The two arrows flew out and struck the rearmost buck, the only unwounded one. By this point William had dropped the older buck and the one Ron had caught with a ball of flame. As the last buck dropped, one more three round burst from William put the remaining, wounded, buck down.

With the fall of the last buck, the does turned and fled into the forest.

“Did you just shoot two arrows at once?” William asked. “Like some sort of Robin Hood?”

“Kind of, spin around though, more threats,” Max said, suiting action to words.

When he spun around there were three slimes visibly moving, along with a fourth that was charred and burned to the point where it was immobile. Ron was just raising his hand and generating another ball of flame to hurl.

“They're only fire for damage?” Max asked.

“That we know of,” William answered.

Regretting the action, Max quickly took one of the arrows he'd purchased from the new shop, the wooden arrows. He grabbed a dirty red rag, oil stained and stiff, from the bed of his truck and tore off a strip which he threaded through the gaps in the broadhead arrowhead, then turned to Ron, who'd hurled his last ball of flames and was creating another.

“Can I borrow that?” Max asked.

Ron blinked but didn't lose control of his spell. He nodded and Max thrust the dangling oily rag into the flames. Knowing that Ron's flames would burn just about anything organic, and that the flame would stay going, Max drew and fired at the nearest slime, once more triggering Trick Shot to duplicate the arrow as he did.

He grinned when the duplicated arrow also held a flaming rag in its broadhead.

The two arrows buried themselves in the slime, the flames from the rags not wanting to go out, even inside the gelatinous mess.

You have learned a new skill: Flaming Arrow

Not for you the fumbling with flint and steel to create a flaming arrow. All you need is a flammable material attached to the arrowhead of the arrow you're firing and you can cause it to ignite for a minimal mana cost. This skill is usable with other skills focused on Archery.

Blinking at the message, Max shredded several more strips from the rag, shoving them into the arrowheads of several arrows. As he nocked and drew, he tried to ignite the rag with his Flaming Arrow skill, grinning as the rag went up in flames.  When he fired, he once more triggered Trick Shot to give him the additional arrow and both flaming arrows buried themselves in another slime.

Between Max and Ron with their fiery attacks, the remaining slimes didn't last long, although Max was unhappily out of mana, and suffering with a throbbing headache, by the end of the fight.

As they congratulated one another, Maggie leaned out through the window between the truck bed and cab.

“Yeah, yeah, you two are hot stuff, but aren't we trying to get somewhere?” she asked.

* * *


Chapter Thirty-One

Simon looked around himself. It had been easy enough to get out of what that hick Max had been calling a Safe Zone, the gates on the roadways just swung open and shut, there wasn't even any kind of lock on them. Now he was out of the stupidly named Mags-Max Safe Zone and free to perform his primary mission.

The lab that was his goal was ten miles north and despite having not seen anything attacking the Safe Zone, he had to admit that there were probably hostiles between him and it.

That's fine, though. Hostiles I can deal with, stupidity is more of an enemy than a hostile creature. Fortunately I was able to leave my enemies behind though. Seriously, Bob's about as banal as they come. I know they said they weren't going to send their best for this 'training' Max offered, but did they have to send their worst?

He took to the cover of the light forest, moving at a steady pace, even if it wasn't all that quick. He only had ten miles to cover and he knew that if kept to his current pace then he'd make it before lunch time. It was still early enough in the day that it shouldn't be an issue.

Honestly, I'm starting to wonder if the stories about hostiles this deep in the quarantine zone is all bullshit. They didn't see any near their thorn walls since I've been there. We didn't see any on the drive back. That William dude, who's been giving reports, sounds like he's full of shit. There are no hostile animals here, definitely no funky, savage looking humanoids. There's nothing!

A moment later he was forced to re-evaluate as a piercing pain caught him in the back of his left calf. He spun, only to find out that whatever had attacked him had latched on and was trying to gnaw on him to worsen the wound.

He put paid to the strange looking rabbit that had attached itself to him, using his combat knife, then had to pause and bandage his wounds.

I guess I need to not get distracted, he thought. This is going to slow me down a bit, and where there's one there are probably more as well. They should've warned me better before letting me go out here.

He sighed and drew his weapon, making sure the silencer he'd been provided with was tightly fastened onto the pistol.

As he made his way north, Simon was glad that he'd ensured he had several spare full magazines. Even at fifteen rounds per magazine, he'd already gone through two of them.

And I'm sure this damned silencer is starting to get louder, did they give me one near the end of its lifespan or something?

His footsteps were definitely louder now, too, or at least they sounded that way in the silence he was moving through.

As far as he could tell, he was about three quarters of the way to his target, when the small humanoid creatures showed up. Five of them, each with a stone tipped spear, blocked his way as he continued to move north. They'd seen him and were gesticulating wildly with their spears, all while babbling in a language he couldn't understand.

He leveled his pistol and fired, cursing when the first of them didn't drop after a single shot. He fired over and over again, eventually dropping all of them. It hadn't been without cost, though. He had a stone spear through his already wounded calf and a second one had left a burning wound on his left arm as it grazed him, causing a long slice that bled freely.

What the hell? They told me this was going to be an easy mission, Simon thought. 

A voice in the back of his head answered.

You told them you could easily make your way unseen through ten miles of forest, though. Doesn't look like you were any more truthful than they were, does it?

Shunting his inner voice away, trying desperately to not hear what it had to say, he continued his way north after bandaging both wounds well enough for them to stop bleeding.

He never even saw the Uruk until it landed in front of him, dropping from the tree above his head. The only thing he saw after that was the large chunk of tree trunk, broken branches jutting out and dripping sap, as the Uruk hit him in the face with it.

* * *

Max backed the truck back through the trees that Ron had burned through.

“We'll only need an hour or so, then I'll be good to go again,” Ron said. “Sorry, but I wouldn't be much help with only enough mana for a spell or two.”

“That's fine, maybe I'll get some back too, and this headache will go away,” Max replied. “William, Maggie, and Vicky, will you keep watch while Ron and I try to get our mana back?”

“No problem,” William said. “These are my orders, but you guys are only here because I asked.”

Vicky nodded her acquiescence to the request, but Maggie was already casting a spell.

“It won't help your mana come back more quickly, but I can take care of the headache at least,” she said.

Max relaxed as her spell flowed through him, clearing out the dregs of pain that were lurking in his head after burning out all his mana. When the spell ran its course, his head was fine again.

“You know, that might just help me regenerate my mana. I can't imagine it coming back as easily while my head is pounding,” he said. “I'm just going to relax here. Let me know if anything shows up and I can back you up with regular arrows instead of Trick Shots or Flamers.”

Vicky looked at him and ran her hand over his cheek, reminding him that he desperately needed a shave.

“I will do so, mate, but only if I judge we will need your assistance.”

The hour passed slowly, to Max's perception. Midway through the time he heard what sounded like a bunch of muffled gunshots.

I hope that's not someone attacking the Safe Zone, he thought. At least if it is, they've got some defenses. Darryl and Brian ought to be able to handle it and I left Kim that nine millimeter pistol, so she's not defenseless either. I'm still not sure if either Bertha or Stacey have any sort of skill with weapons that they could use to defend themselves.

At the end of the hour, Max checked with Ron to make sure he'd gotten enough mana back.

“I'm not full, but I am about three quarters. That ought to be enough for a decent fight, assuming I don't have to burn through any more logs first.”

Max himself had forty-two of his seventy-five mana back and thought that was good enough for several Trick Shots, with or without the Flaming Arrow addition.

“Let's go. We didn't loot earlier, so we'll get to that now, assuming the corpses are still there,” he said. “Then we'll continue on.”

From the deer they received the expected hides and meat, but when Max looted a slime, he stopped cold, looking at the dimly glowing, vaguely crystalline, jagged stone that he'd found. When he picked it up, he was sure he ought to be able to recognize it, but the knowledge eluded him.

“What the hell is this?” he asked, rhetorically.

Ron heard him and looked over.

“You, too?” he said. “I just pulled something like that from my slime I was looting. I have a guess, but you should too. I know you were interested in the same stuff I was back before all this.”

“There's that, yeah, but I also feel like I should know what this is.”

“It's a monster core, if my guess is correct,” Ron said.

“I can see that, but why would I think I should recognize it.”

“That, I can't tell you, although I've got the same feeling myself,” Ron replied.

Max paused for a moment, thinking.

“You don't suppose it's got something to do with our mana skills, do you?”

He peered more closely at the core in his hand.

“You know, I think it does,” Ron replied. “We'll have to do some experiments with these things once we get home.”

Max nodded his agreement as they each moved to another slime and looted it, receiving another core each. The rest of the group had agreed that since those two had killed them all, they should get to loot them.

“Anything interesting?” William asked as they approached the truck.

“We think so,” Ron said. “Both of us were complaining that there were other things we needed to use the special skills we got, and I think monster cores are one of those things. That's what we found, I'm guessing at that, but it fits. They aren't quite like in the stories, not a round core thing, but more like a crystal formation or something like that.”

“Good, I think figuring those skills out are going to be important,” William said. “I could be wrong, but I can't help but wonder what's going to happen when the electricity finally goes out. If Prometheus has abandoned trying to convert mana to electricity for everyone, will he be all that worried about it if the grid fails? He's apparently keeping it going for now, but how important is that to him. If you guys can convert things to run on mana, and teach others to do the same, that'll be a good solution to that issue. For now, though, let's keep heading to the lab. It's only a couple more hours that we'll need to wait once we get there since we only need to wait for him until noon.”

* * *

Max was surprised when he finally got to where he could see the parking lot of the labs. The first reason was because only half of it was still there. The stone shell surrounding the lab building had continued to expand and now filled half the parking lot. It was huge, since it had expanded the same amount in the other directions as well.

The second reason for his surprise was because the parking lot was utterly empty. No creatures, no cars, nothing whatsoever.

Wait, correction, it looks like there are a few patches of broken glass out there, but that's it. What happened to all the cars? Why isn't this place setting guards out here any more? The gremlins were here guarding it last time, but now I don't even see so much as a Caerbannog bunny.

“So, we just need to wait here?” Max said.

William nodded.

“The fact that everything from the parking lot is gone is freaking me out a little,” Max said. “So, if it's okay with you, we're just going to wait here on the road where we can keep an eye on things.”

“That works for me, but with one caveat,” William replied. “We need to go take a look at the spot that used to have a door first.”

“Yeah, I think that's right about there,” Ron said, pointing towards the middle of the stone dome. “It's gonna be kind of hard to get there.”

“We'll assume the door is still in the same spot, proportionally, on the dome and check there,” William said. “Then we can come back out here to the road to park and wait until noon.”

Max sighed, but put the truck in gear.

At least with nothing out there I can speed through the lot, he thought, all I've got to do is avoid the broken glass, because I sure as well don't want a flat right about now.

He drove the truck as quickly as he thought he could while still keeping it safe. In under a minute they made it around to where they could see the door. Where the door had been before, there was now a gaping hole in the stone of the wall. Stone teeth rose up from the ground along its threshold, and more jutted down from the stone just over the entryway.

“A very welcoming looking place,” Maggie said.

“I wonder if there's a plaque up there?” Ron said.

William just stared at him.

“Was that supposed to be a tooth pun?”

Ron shook his head.

“No, that's just a very similar look to the dungeon entries of some books I've read. Some of those dungeons had plaques saying what was in them or what levels were recommended for them right beside the door.”

“Good, because I might've had to hurt you if that was an intentional pun,” William deadpanned.

“Seen what you wanted?” Max asked. “Because I'd much rather not be on the property here. Despite knowing Prometheus can pretty much tell what anyone in his area is doing, if he wants, I really don't want him paying any more attention to me than necessary and I think hanging out on his front doorstep is a great way to draw his attention.”

William stopped for a moment, looking at Max.

“I wasn't thinking of it that way. Yeah, let's get back to the road.”

A minute later and Max was parking his truck by the side of the road. With the clear expanse around the dome, they'd be able to see anyone approaching it from the south, unless they stayed in the forest and came in from the other side. After posting people to keep a watch in the various directions, Max settled back in his truck, his eyes on the parking lot.

Then, they waited.

* * *

Come noon, Max turned to William.

“So, can we go now? We can give it a little more time if you like.”

“No, if he was going to make it here, he should've been here already. Either he gave it up and turned around, or he won't be showing up at all. What kind of idiot would go out into hostile territory by themselves when they aren't familiar with the terrain or conditions?”

“The kind that's under orders?” Ron asked.

“Yeah, that's probably part of it. He could've told them he didn't feel up to it though, but not that many of the guys I know would admit to that.”

“I imagine he just didn't believe what he'd been told was going on,” Max said. “I'd have a hard time believing it if I weren't living it myself.”

“I still wonder sometimes,” Maggie said. “I wonder if I'm lying in a hospital bed, dying, and my mind has made up all of this just so I feel alive again before I die. Then I remember that it's a lot like games I never heard of or had truck with and think it must be real, before thinking that my mind could've made up a reference to those games also and they don't really exist except as a background for my hallucination.”

“Maggie, I assure you that this is all real,” Max said.

“But that's what the Max I'd make up in my hallucinations would say,” she retorted.

“Would the Max in your hallucinations have volunteered to help the government?” he asked. “Would he have just taken his daughter in without trying to get her back to her legally appointed guardian?”

“Aha!” Maggie cried. “There's something to hold onto when those thoughts try to take hold again. The Max I would've based my hallucinations on wouldn't have done either of those, unless...”

“Stop, Maggie,” Ron said. “You're overthinking things. How about Vicky, is she something your imagination would've come up with?”

Maggie turned to stare at Vicky's ears poking up through her hair.

“Now that's actually a real anchor. I could never have imagined someone like her,” Maggie said.

Vicky just smiled at Maggie as Max started the truck and turned around, heading back towards the Safe Zone at a slow pace.

He took his time navigating through the downed trees, but there were no other hostiles in the area, evidently the herd of deer and the slimes had been the only creatures alongside the road today.

When they got back and into the Safe Zone, William went off to find his dad and ask if Simon had returned.

“So, no. There's been no sign of him down here,” William said to Max. “I guess I ought to report in on that. You said you want to wait on them sending the others in?”

“Only until I make sure I can teach this skill,” Max said. “If I can't, there's no reason for anyone else to be sent in here to us.”

William nodded.

“And on that note,” Max added, “I'm going to go find Bob and get to work. If I know him, from what he said, he'll be in his trailer, napping or playing on his phone.”

As it turned out, it was both. After there was no answer to the knock on the door Max leaned in to check. Bob had fallen asleep, sitting up, with a game having gone idle on his phone. Instead of walking the rest of the way in shaking him, Max stepped out, walked to the window closest to Bob and rapped on it firmly, repeatedly, until the wayward trainee woke with a start.

“What is it, who?” Bob spluttered.

“It's Max. It's time for class, Bob. We've got to see if I can teach this to you because the government wants to send even more people to me for training. If I can teach it to you, then I can probably eventually get it through to them as well.”

“Alright, give me a minute,” Bob said.

Max heard the water in the trailer running and a minute later, the toilet flushing.

Huh, septic tanks could be a problem eventually. I wonder if Ron has any spells that could burn up the contents without destroying the tank. Heck, maybe he can even put his thermodynamics degree to use on creating a spell to do just that.

Max shook his at how casually he was already thinking about magic. Maggie's use of it for the mundane purpose of growing food faster had him looking at magic like it was now a basic commodity.

Which, I suppose, is what Prometheus is trying to make the mana into and since mana fuels the magic, it really is a commodity. Huh, I'll let someone smarter than me try to figure all of that out, not my cup of tea.

A minute later and Bob was stepping out of the trailer, pausing for a giant stretch.

“It is so nice to be able to nap and not get yelled at,” Bob said. “Refuels my brain nicely. So, did you find Simon?”

Max shook his head.

“No, we're pretty sure he never made it to the lab and he didn't come back here, so I'm afraid...”

Max trailed off, not wanting to potentially disturb Bob.

“Afraid of what, that he's a deader?” Bob asked, apparently having no problem with the idea.

“Yup, pretty much,” Max said.

“Shame that, he was a bit of an uptight prig though.”

“From the little I dealt with him, I could see that,” Max said.

“Trust me, you didn't have to room with the guy. He was.”

“Okay, we need to get you trained up on this skill. I've got a couple of ideas for it. First, we're going to pull the grounds off of one of the cars and let it run a bit. I'll try to get you to sense where the mana is building up in it. That's the first step and the most important. Once you can do that, you can just ground the mana back out of the electrical system.”

“Okay then, let's do it,” Bob replied.

* * *

Two hours later Max was ready to pull his hair out.

“So, you can hear that it isn't running well?” he asked.

Bob nodded.

“What can you tell about that.”

“I know it's related to the electrical system, just listen to that alternator, it sounds like it's ready to burn out for some reason.”

“You can't see why though?”

“How would I see that?” Bob asked.

Max took a moment to calm himself.

“What skills did you get with your Mechanical Innovator class?”

“That's how I can tell the alternator is about to go,” Bob said. “I can listen to an engine and detect problems. I would've known before that there was an issue here, but the class lets me pinpoint where the problem is. In this case that's the electrical system and the alternator issue is a symptom.”

“Okay, did your class give you any other skills?”

“Skills?”

“Isn't what you just described a skill? Something you trigger?”

Bob shook his head.

“No, that's just pretty much innate.”

Continuing his calming breathing, Max thought it through.

He wasn't here when Prometheus sent out the message. I wonder how many other people got a class, but haven't checked stats, skills, or anything else.

“Bob, do me a favor, would you? Think 'show skills'.”

“Holy shit, I've got a skill list.”

“Stats too, that you see the same way. For now, though, is there anything on the skill list that might help?”

“There's a Diagnose (mechanical) skill,” Bob replied.

“Trigger that, would you? Before we burn out the alternator.”

“Oh, hey, it says that there's a foreign energy build-up in the electrical system. The point where it's collecting the most of the foreign energy is right there,” Bob said, pointing.

Max grinned.

“Now we're onto something,” Max said. “Okay, we need to ground it out, but we can't use anything that conducts electricity well. The first ones I did, I used wire, but that makes the engine have to produce more electricity since the wire is conducting some of it away. It gave some little shocks when you touched the car frame also, so now I use leather. Mana conducts well through organics and electricity doesn't. So, you need to ground that issue out, using this leather thong. You can ground it to the frame of the vehicle. How are you going to do that?”

“Tie it off or something?” Bob asked.

“If you were grounding out the electricity, how would you do it.”

“I'd get the ground wire to touch the wiring in there.”

Max nodded.

“Oh, so I need to get the leather to touch the wire?”

“Get it to within a sixteenth of an inch and the mana will make the jump on its own since it seems to much prefer organic over metallic materials,” Max said. “Please do that. I'm hoping doing the repair yourself will get you the skill.”

Bob pulled out a multi-tool that included a wire stripper. He didn't cut right into the wire, though, he waited.

“Um, turn the car off first, please?” he asked.

Max grinned and did so, then Bob cut into the wire, not all the way through but very close to it. He snugged the thong into the cut, then tied it off, tightly, to a section of the car frame.

“Start it up?” Bob asked, hesitantly.

Max did so and, within a couple of minutes, the car was running smoothly again. As soon as it was, Bob broke into a grin.

“Hey, I just got told I learned the skill Mana Mechanic. Description looks synergistic with my class too, so that rocks.”

Max heaved a sigh of relief.

“Okay, we need to find William and tell him it's a go for others to come in for training.”

Only then did he pull up the flashing icon that had showed up for him as well.

You have learned a new skill: Teaching

This skill will allow you to impart the skills or spells you know to others more easily. Students you are teaching will have an easier and quicker grasp of the skills you are attempting to teach. Conversely, this skill also allows you to learn other skills or spells more easily and quickly since you can discern the most important parts with greater ease. This secondary effect requires that someone be attempting to teach you a skill or spell.

Well now, I thought I was just doing this to be nice, looks like I'll actually get something out of it as well, Max thought. 

* * *


Chapter Thirty-Two

“No sir,” William said, speaking into the radio. “There's no sign of him. I respectfully request that you send the next batch in with full gear, to include rifles and spare ammunition.”

“Some of these people have barely fired a shot since basic training, only yearly to requalify since then” came the reply, “are you sure that's a good idea?”

“Are you saying there are soldiers that aren't combat ready? I thought that was against the military's tenets,” William replied. “Besides, maybe if your agent had a battle rifle instead of just a pistol, he might have been more successful.”

There was silence for a moment before the radio transmitted again.

“They'll be fully geared up this time. They're all only there to learn this skill though.”

That's what you said last time, William thought. 

“That's fine, but you have to understand. We do have attacks on the walls here. They aren't frequent, and they haven't been overwhelming yet, but I believe that it's only a matter of time before we see at least one of those,” he replied.

“Done then, noon tomorrow at the current edge of the quarantine. Same highway as last time.”

Highway my ass, it's more like a country road, but we ought to be able to make it if we leave early enough. We're going to need two vehicles this time also, maybe Max' truck and that sedan would be enough to carry eight extra people, even if a bunch have to go in the bed of the truck, William thought. 

“We'll be there,” William replied.

* * *

“Okay, Max, Now that we know it works, we need to pick up your new students tomorrow at noon,” William said. “We're going to need multiple vehicles. I think since there are eight of them.”

“Gonna get to use your Humvee finally?” Max asked, grinning.

“Unfortunately, no,” William answered. “I was hoping to use a truck and the sedan. The Humvee could probably take three more people easily if I had someone riding shotgun, but the distance to the edge of the quarantine means it'd eat a lot of diesel. I'd rather save the diesel, but if we have to, then we have to.”

“Nah, we can use those two you mentioned. So, four people? A driver and a shotgun rider for each vehicle?”

“That's what I'd planned. We tuck three of the students in the back of the sedan and the other five in the bed of your truck. I was hoping you'd drive the second vehicle though, in case they have any gear that ought to get fixed right away before it had problems.”

“Bob might be able to do that now, too,” Max said. “I get you though. If that's the case, then it's going to be five of us going. You know Vicky won't want to be left behind if I'm going, but she doesn't use guns, so I'll need someone who does to actually come along as well.”

“Like I said, your truck and a sedan. We can pack a bunch of them in the bed of your truck if it's absolutely needed. Plus, I made sure these guys are going to be armed properly, so at least if we're attacked they might be half-decent backup.”

A bunch of people who didn't expect to actually be in combat due to their professions? Max thought. I have my doubts about them being decent backup, even if they have had some training.

He knew that William would disagree with him, small talk had shown him William's unwavering faith in the strength and skills of the military, or at least the main body of people in the military. It had also shown him William's disdain for lots of what he called 'higher', the people in charge of making decisions in the military. Phrases like rigid martinet and acronyms like REMF were tossed around. Max actually had to ask for a definition of REMF, but stopped William at Rear Echelon Mother-..., pretty sure he knew where that one was going.

“Okay, leave right after breakfast then?” Max asked.

“Well, do you think that leaves enough time to get there for noon?”

“It should, even with the crap condition of the roads,” Max replied. “Where is the edge right now?”

William had come up with a map of the area from someplace, now he spread it out and pointed.

“Oh, yeah, that shouldn't be much of a problem. Are these circles you put on here the spread of the mana?”

William nodded.

“It's updated to a point a couple of days back. When I asked for the data the last time I reported in, they told me they thought there was an error in their last measurement and they were rechecking it.”

“Okay, so they're theorizing that the pickup point will be the current mana boundary?”

“Unless they didn't have a measurement error, yes. There's a one Humvee moving roadblock on this road. They've already managed to rig up a mana detector from the data from the earlier experiment with this energy, so they stay right at the edge of the quarantine.”

“If their measurement is right, we're looking at about a three hour, or so, trip. Assuming the road is mostly okay. If it's in worse shape it might be a little longer.”

“Then, yes, after breakfast ought to have us there with time to spare,” William replied.

“Alright, we'll be ready. Who do we want for shotgun positions?”

“Well, I know it isn't a gun, but Ron should be one. If we run into more slimes, it looked like you and he were a fairly effective team to take them down. Other than that?”

William shrugged.

“Brian or your dad,” Max said. “Unless you want to ride shotgun and have someone else drive.”

“I'd say Maggie and she could drive, but I don't want both of our healers out there,” William said. “I hate to say it, but I'm a little edgy about this one, so maybe my dad? That'll slow down the cabins though.”

“Hey, we never promised these guys five star accommodations. They can sardine it in the empty trailers. They might be a little squeezed in, but it isn't for long.”

“And dad can get back to working on cabins after we're back, maybe some of these folks will be useful to help him since it'll be a while before we have to return them. They're talking about them just cruising into Cheyenne Mountain and Peterson once the quarantine reaches that far.”

“I hope they're sending plenty of food with these guys then,” Max said. “Feeding an extra eight mouths for that long would run us a little low.”

“Nah, we'll make it a training exercise, teach them how to take down the aggressive stuff that has meat as loot. They can help feed themselves that way.”

Max stifled a chuckle, pretty sure that the people coming in for training in Mana Mechanic weren't anticipating having to hunt for their own food.

* * *

As all the evenings had recently, this one devolved into a cookout on Max' patio, with anyone interested having a beer or two, not enough to get drunk, but enough to relax. Once everyone had departed for the night, Max and Vicky returned to his own house to spend the night together before heading out the following morning.

Breakfast was, as normal, eggs and grilled meat. The bread was starting to run low, so there was only one slice of toast each. On the other hand Bertha had gotten her class, it was similar to Druid, but a non-combat one called Horticulturalist. It focused even more on plants than Druid did and, as a result, the wheat seeds that Bertha had brought with her, as one of Maggie's requests, had been planted and were already calf high on Max.

Maggie promised that she had a decent sourdough culture that she'd use to make their bread once the wheat came in. For now, they were still working through the very last of the bread they'd purchased on their grocery run.

“I can't really make a lot of the sourdough until we have steady flour coming in. I've got what we bought and I'll be able to offer a loaf here and there, but I need to keep the culture alive by feeding it the flour I've got until the wheat comes in.”

“Two to three weeks,” Bertha said. “At its current rate it'll take a month, tops, to be ready to harvest and, as you can see, it's already doing quite well between my and Maggie's spells.”

“How are you grinding it?” William asked, surprising Max with his interest.

“I've got a grain mill,” Maggie said. “Bernie and I tried eating healthier for a while and I made all of our own bread, including grinding up the wheat into flour.”

She turned to Max and batted her eyelashes.

“I might need a strong, handsome mechanic to go over the mill before I start using it, but I'm sure he won't complain. Especially if I bribe him.”

Max leaned back away from Maggie, looking to William and Vicky.

“Bribe him with fresh baked bread,” Maggie said. “What did you think I was suggesting?”

She looked indignant and Max wondered what was up until her mask slipped and she started laughing.

“Gotcha!” Maggie said.

“Yeah, you sure did,” Max agreed. “Back to abusing me again are we? Feeling those years?”

“Maxwell,” Maggie said. “I'm shocked that you would stoop to such an insinuation. I'd say I'm feeling my oats, but we didn't get any seed for that.”

Max raised his hands, palms out.

“Not going there,” he said. “You win, but only because we have to get on the road.”

Max found out William's choices as they loaded into the trucks. He had Vicky, in the middle of the seat, and Ron at the window. William had brought his father to ride shotgun for him.

“Alright, if we get any kills on the way, we'll stop real quick and loot them since you said we should have plenty of time to get there before the meet,” William said. “That sound okay to everyone?”

He got a series of nods, then dropped into the driver's seat of the sedan and headed out with Max trailing along behind in his truck.

* * *

The first half of the trip out went fine, then William slammed on the brakes in the sedan right after going around a turn. Max managed to miss the back end of the sedan, slewing his truck to an angle across the road to do so.

With his higher vantage point in the cab of the truck, Max saw what the problem was. There was a slime sitting in the middle of the road and inside of it was a car that was in bad shape. As he looked, he realized that the slime was somehow digesting it.

The slime was quivering, as though it had noticed new prey, something tastier than the metal of the car.

Max was out of his side of the truck in an instant and Ron was out the other side less than a second later.

“Do you have range on it from here?” Max called.

“Yup, let's get on top of the truck though, better angle to attack and less chance of clipping William's car.”

The slime jumped forward and was now only a foot in front of the hood of William's car.

Max scrambled up into the bed of the truck, then helped Ron step up on the roof of the cab. He wasn't going to join the fire mage there since he wasn't sure the roof of the cab was strong enough to hold the two of them. Instead he pulled his bow out, along with the quiver holding the wooden arrows, arrows he'd restocked at the shop once he found out that the Flaming Arrow skill consumed the arrows when he used it on them.

He'd actually picked up a second quiver's worth even, all that he could afford with the limited amount of Prometheus' currency he'd had after getting Kim's present. He's also prepared the majority of them to be used with his Flaming Arrow skill.

We're going to have to get more of that currency, he thought. We could start selling stuff too, but the prices to sell to the shop are kind of low and I'm pretty sure there are no other shops out there so using the auction function would be counterproductive.

The slime tensed in preparation of jumping again, right onto William's car. William and Darryl both bailed out, rolling wide to either side of the car.

Nocking and drawing an arrow, Max triggered both Trick Shot and Flaming Arrow as he released. The combined eleven mana needed for the pair of skills flowed out and his arrow burst into flames, then morphed into two separate arrows as it shot through the air.

It was about a second later when a ball of flame went shooting out from Ron. This one was much larger than the ones Max had seen before, and it was singular. He imagined that Ron was using this option to get more damage over the multiple balls he'd used previously.

After all, with just one target there's no reason to use multiple balls if he can get more damage with a singular one. I think my arrows are different though, I'm sure that the two do nearly twice the damage a single would unless I could use a Trick Shot for a critical strike, but where, exactly, do you shoot a slime to get a critical strike?

As Max' thoughts raced, he pulled out another arrow and repeated his earlier performance. A glance showed that Ron was growing another ball of flame over his hand also. Each and every strike they'd made so far had blasted a divot of slime out of the creature, Ron's flame ball creating a very deep one.

Max had targeted his second shot right into the divot left by Ron's previous attack. The edges of the divot were slowly moving to fill in the wound as though it were healing itself, but Max saw the slime shrink visibly as it filled in the hole.

His second arrow, and its duplicate, both blasted deeper into the base of the divot he'd aimed at. It was more like three seconds later this time when Ron released his own attack, but it was also aimed directly into that divot.

With a blast of flames the slime was split right down the middle. Max started to grin, until he realized that each of the two halves of the slime was still moving, reforming into cubes from the cuboids they'd been split into.

I wonder, Max thought. 

He nocked another arrow and repeated his earlier actions, although this time he thought about targeting one arrow on each of the reshaping cuboids. An arrow burst into flames as it flew from his bow, then split into two, one arrow on each of the targets. Each arrow struck its respective target.

Evidently the slimes were weaker when split up because each of the arrows seemed to do more damage than they had on their previous target. The slime cuboids vibrated violently, trying to compress down into more cube like shapes, but Ron's next spell sent a pair of flame balls out, one on each cuboid. Once those impacted, the motion of the slimes stilled, the greenish color leaching out and leaving them looking gray and more solid than in their natural state.

Max' icon was bright and flashing so he pulled it up.

Your skill level in, Flaming Arrow has increased 1->2.

More bang for your buck when igniting your arrows.

Huh, I wonder if that's like the welding thing and Flaming Arrow won't go up again until Trick Shot does, Max wondered, dismissing the notification. 

* * *

When they looted the slimes, the cores they got looked less crystalline than the previous ones. The base was still crystalline, but running through the crystals were threads of what looked like metal.

“So, is this a real case of you are what you eat?” Max asked, looking at Ron.

They'd each gotten one, both sides of the split apart slime having a core, although the two cores combined were probably only the size of the one they'd gotten from the largest slime the last time they'd gotten some.

They reproduce by splitting, then build their cores back up with their size or something? Max thought. That's just a guess, but I'd bet anything that I'm right. I'll talk to Ron about it later on. I wish I could figure out just how to use these cores though, that would let me start doing more with that skill. Mana Mechanic said something about building things that ran off of mana as well as repairing ones that used electricity. If I can figure out how to use those, maybe I could start doing that.

“I think so,” Ron replied. “I mean, the metal threading in the crystal would make sense if that damned thing was eating a car. I wonder what eating organics would do to the crystal.”

“Probably gives us the kind we got before? Unless they were so new that they hadn't eaten anything yet,” Max said.

Ron shook his head.

“No clue, but we need to get moving,” he said.

Max nodded in reply.

“Let's move then.”

As soon as they were out of the way of William's car, it moved forward. The two of them quickly got back in the truck and Max followed.

They didn't even get to the location that had been specified for the meet-up when they found an issue. The rolling roadblock was right in front of them, moving its way down the road towards their designated pickup point.

“What the hell?” Max said.

“Didn't William say there were discrepancies in his map? Or that there might be? I'm guessing this is that. What happened though, it was a nice linear growth that you could calculate if you knew the math.”

“That mana spur,” Max said. “I bet Prometheus focused a bunch of the expansion mana on that thing. As a result there was less normal expansion for a day or two.”

“Hmm, I wish I had the information on that spur, if I did I could see if the area of the spur was of a similar size to the area the circle would've expanded to in a day or two,” Ron replied.

“Doesn't matter, we're still like a mile and a half away from the meetup. I don't think we'll be there by noon.”

William had stopped his car and now he was standing next to Max' window. Max opened it and looked out.

“Yeah, I know, we're an hour or so early, but a mile and a half away from the meetup,” Max said.

“That's about it. I guess their readings were off. It's still expanding now though. I just looked at the roadblock and they're still moving.”

“I had a thought about that. I'm guessing the mana spur took all the expansion mana for a day or two and this is the result.”

“That's make sense. Let's hope it expands to where we need to be in the next hour and a half.”

“At current rate of expansion, I'd estimate two and a half hours,” Ron said. “That's allowing for a slight bit of slowing as it expands larger and larger. You know there's more volume to fill in with mana the larger the circle gets, so it'll slow as it goes.”

William looked at him.

“Are you sure? I'll radio it in if you are.”

“Assuming no other mana spur high jinks or anything that drains the amount of mana being pushed into this, I'm certain.”

William sighed.

“Scientists, always qualifying their statements. I'll go radio this in.”

* * *

It was more like two and a quarter hours later when they came upon the group of people in a rest stop. Surprising Max, they actually had their own vehicle with them, a minivan.

“What, exactly, did they plan to do with that if I weren't here?” Max asked.

“I told them you'd most likely be with the group picking them up,” William said, “Sorry.”

“Not a problem. I'd use it to teach them, but they really need to get mana infused and receive a class before I can do that.”

Max hopped out and walked over to the driver side of the minivan as William started talking with the people. He popped the hood, then walked up front.

“Someone got the keys for this thing?” Max asked.

“Why?”

“Because I can't fix it to run right in the mana infused area as quickly if it isn't running,” Max said.

“So you're the guy that's supposed to be teaching us our job? One I've been doing for five years?” one burly guy said.

“You mean the job of a mechanic? The one I did for five years formally, including managing a mechanic shop, and as a hobby for the fifteen years since?” Max asked.

“Dude, you're full of it, you ain't any older than twenty-five,” the man said.

Max rolled his eyes.

“William, explain things to them would you? Now, who has the keys?”

After another minute of complaints, and William going officer on the gathered eight people, Max finally got the keys.

He was so familiar with that the actual repair only took five minutes, although he did have to wait for ten minutes with it running before the mana built up enough to notice.

“What did you do to that car?” the same burly guy asked. “It just started spurting oil smoke.”

“Nothing yet,” Max said. “Since you're such a skilled mechanic, why don't you diagnose and fix it,” he said, grinning. “I'll give you fifteen minutes. After you can't, I'll do it in five and I'll even show you what I'm doing, not that you'll understand it yet. Probably you won't even believe me.”

William glared at Max, who returned the look evenly as he walked over.

“This asshole thinks he's hot shit, I need to show him he's not before he'll take to any teaching I do,” Max said, softly.

“That's not the right way to do it, he should just be following orders,” William said.

“William, I realize that you're from a rather elite section of the military. Do you honestly think the lowly grunts react the same way?”

“They ought to.”

“And how often do people act the way they ought to?” Max asked.

Meanwhile the burly guy was all over the car, trying to find any issue he could, with no luck.

“There's nothing wrong with the damned thing. They must've given us a lemon,” he said, a few minutes later.

“Did you have any problems on the way here?” Max asked the rest of the group.

The answers he got were negative.

“So, not a lemon, but affected by the energy that's slowly spreading out in the area. I'll ground out that new energy and the car will run just as well as it did before. Here, watch”

Max turned the minivan off, having determined where most of the mana was collecting. He slipped under the engine, barely, then attached a leather thong to the wiring to ground out the mana. He theorized that mana preferred to run through organics as opposed to electronics and that was why he was able to do this, although the fact that it still passed through the thong and into what he was grounding it out on confused him, unless the mana was just trying to find an easier way to literally ground itself out and soak into the ground itself.

He slid back up.

“Go ahead and start it up,” he said.

“You just tied a chunk of leather in there is all,” the guy said.

“Then it ought to still be smoking when you start it, shouldn't it?” Max asked.

The guy got into the driver's seat and turned the key. The minivan started up smoothly and after a few seconds of smoke, where the guy glared triumphantly at Max, it started running cleanly again.

Max just grinned at him.

“If you've been a mechanic for five years, you ought to know it takes a few seconds for the rest of the oil smoke to clear out once you've fixed the problem.”

The guy turned to the rest of the group that had come with him.

“You all need to get in, I'm driving.”

“What about our gear? You know it won't all fit in there.”

The burly guy practically snarled at the response.

“Load it up in my truck. If anyone wants to ride in the truck bed, you can do that. You'll all fit in that thing,” Max said, pointing at the minivan, “but I don't know that you'd want to. I've got lines run in the bed of my truck that you can hold onto or fasten onto if you have the gear, plus there's no guarantee that the drive back will be unmolested. If you want a chance to defend yourself, I don't think a minivan is the best option.”

* * *


Chapter Thirty-Three

Prometheus paused in his incessant scanning of the area he'd claimed for mana so far.

Good, he thought, they have more of the appropriate materials for their skills, but with how many Max is training, they'll need more sooner or later.

He ran some projections, allowing for differing numbers of how many of Max' potential students would learn the skill.

Five, five of them would be best and he already has one. That means of his current eight, I'll need to allow four more to learn the skill. The other four are also putting in an effort though, so perhaps I need to goad Ron into performing a similar act as Max, volunteering to share his skill. He's worked so much with trying to use pre-existing materials though, that it's slowing him down. I'll need to show him  just how those materials can be used, which means more of the organic fed slimes. They'll need more metallic fed slimes also, though, with that many people learning the skill. If they want to be able to do more than simply just repair existing equipment so it can function around mana, they'll need to learn how to use the metallic cores as intended. I'll need to give them all a hint, I guess.

Prometheus quickly created a couple more slime types, ones whose cores would more forcefully suggest how they might be used.

Well, he thought, I'll have a perfect chance to introduce these new slimes on their way back, smaller slimes mostly so the new people without a class yet have a better chance of surviving the encounter. Otherwise these skills will never spread as needed.

* * *

Max watched as they loaded their gear into the back of his truck. It was going to be close to full if he were carrying some of the people back there as well.

How the hell did they fit all of that into the back of the minivan? he wondered. 

A short pace showed him that they hadn't, the pile of gear they were loading was back behind the minivan.

“Hey,” one of the guys called out. “You're Max, right? Did they let you guys know that the slimes are mostly invulnerable to regular bullets? They seem to only take flame damage from what we've tried so far. These three ammunition cans are all tracer bullets which will hurt them but good.”

Max looked around at the dried out grasses and trees.

“Yeah, about that?” he said. “Look around you. We'll need to be careful with those. We do have some fire attacks of our own, but the range isn't the same. One of those tracers flies out to its full range and lands in dry grass, we'll have a wildfire on our hands in an instant.”

The man's face fell.

“What do we do then? If we can't use those, we're screwed if the slimes show up.”

“Rule number four of gun handling,” Max replied. “Always be sure of what's behind your target. Hold your fire if you're about to shoot into something that will burn. A lot of the roads around here have long straight stretches, so keep your shots low so they'll impact the asphalt or something non-flammable and not the surrounding vegetation. Please spread that around, would you?”

The man nodded vigorously.

“Will do, we've all got a couple of mags for our rifles that are loaded with tracers. Hell, this is the first time ever that we've been issued more tracer rounds than full metal jacket.”

“Well, once we're back to our Safe Zone, you can be a little more loose with the tracers, we've got someone who can help if a fire starts accidentally,” Max said.

The man left and Max saw him pause to speak with everyone. The only person who gave him any trouble was the belligerent that had already been giving Max a hard time.

“William, that guy there, is he going to be a problem?”

William grinned.

“Not if my dad or I have anything to say about it. What's the problem now? I saw him trying to get in your face before, but you handled that well enough.”

Max explained the problem with the tracer rounds and the fact that it was most of the ammunition this crew had brought with him. He also mentioned that he'd sent someone around warning about it, and this one guy had seemed to blow it off.

“I've got this,” Darryl said.

Apparently he'd been listening in on their conversation.

Darryl walked over to the problem soldier and started talking to him. Darryl asked a question, and the man scoffed and gestured towards his rifle. Darryl then said something that the man didn't take well. Max and William started walking over towards them.

“... I don't care what rank you used to have, you aren't active military now, so I don't have to take your orders,” he said.

“Well, Bruce, I'd say that would be a poor decision you're making,” Darryl relied. “So, just to be clear, you're refusing to take my orders as to restricting targeting with your rifle to be only when your round will only strike asphalt after it hits your target and travels through, or if it misses?”

“Bugger off, asshole,” Bruce said.

“You chose poorly, Bruce,” Darryl said.

Max saw what happened next, but barely followed it. Darryl reached out in a flash, took Bruce's arm and spun him around. A moment later Bruce's arm was in a high arm lock, one that had to be uncomfortable, as evidenced by Bruce trying to go up on his toes to relieve the pressure on his arm.

“Do me a favor, would you William, confiscate this idiot's rifle?” Darryl said.

“You can't do that, that's stealing from the military, they'll string you up for that,” Bruce snarled.

“I doubt that,” William said, “Since I'm current military, unlike my father, and I outrank you. As a matter of fact, weren't you all informed of a change in the chain of command for this mission? I believe you were all instructed to report to me.”

William walked over next to his father and Bruce.

“I'll be taking this also,” William said, removing Bruce's pistol from its holster.

“What about his knife?” Max asked.

William scoffed.

“If he pulls that on another person here, my dad or I will put him down in a heartbeat.”

He looked over at Bruce, whose face was screwed up in pain.

“You hear that, Bruce? You're on thin ice, specialist. You've gotten up in the face of one of the experts that's supposed to train you, an ex-Navy Seal who just got his body back to where it was in the prime of his life while retaining all his experience, and also the face of your commanding officer for this mission. Tread carefully is all I've got to say, I'll be keeping my eye on you.”

Bruce didn't say anything although a small grunt of pain slipped through his lips.

“As for your other complaints, I'm sure there will be complaints due to interservice rivalry so I'll let you know now, I'm technically in your branch of the military, just in an area of it you're not familiar with. I wouldn't mention that to anyone, either, since just mentioning that you know about it might well get you in trouble with your regular chain of command, at least if you went up a few links.”

William peered at Bruce who finally seemed to be getting the idea. That might have had something to do with Darryl hauling his arm higher and using a single stiffened finger to jab Bruce in a variety of sensitive areas.

“The other complaint I anticipate is about working with non-service members. Those non-service people are the ones who are providing you a safe area to learn something vital, keeping that area safe, and doing the actual training. Keep it shut and you'll be fine. Keep getting up in people's faces and I make no guarantees of your safety or return from this mission. Now, I've got your firearms, but you'll keep your knife. That knife is only to be drawn as a tool, for maintenance, or in self-defense. Am I understood?”

“Yes,” Bruce spluttered.

“Is that how you reply to your commanding officer?” William asked, “Try again.”

“Yes, sir,” Bruce said.

“That's better,” William said, then turned to Darryl. “Let him go, dad, but keep an eye on him?”

“It'll be my pleasure,” Darryl said, a hungry note to his voice that Max had only heard there before when they were about to engage in combat.

* * *

When they headed out there were three people in the minivan, the belligerent driver and two others. The other five had opted to go in the back of the pickup. With all the gear there, they were tightly packed, but they all had easy access to the lines Max had strung to give them something to hang onto.

The first part of the drive was fine, right up to the point where they'd fought the slimes on the way to the pickup. When they got to that point, William hit the brakes. When Max looked out farther than he had been for driving, he saw why. There were several of the smaller slimes that appeared to be working on the remains of the car the larger slime had been eating before. In addition there were a scattering of slimes to the sides of the road right next to the car, ones that showed evidence of having been snacking on the local flora and fauna. With them being at least partially translucent, the remains of their meals were obvious. 

William and Darryl, both of whom had filled a magazine with the tracer rounds that had been supplied, both opened their doors and took a kneeling position behind them.

They're obviously trained to fight against other people with guns, Max thought. The instinct to have at least a little cover is strong, not that the car doors, or even the car itself, would help if a slime oozed over them or jumped onto them.

The rear window that led to the truck bed was open, so Max put the truck in park, then turned and called out.

“Form a firing line. Three abreast over the cab, one out to either side of the truck if you can get line of sight. Remember, aim down towards the slimes so your bullets don't start a forest fire.”

Max wasn't exactly trained in combat, either individually or by groups, but that was the only way he could envision all five of the people in the back managing to safely acquire targets.

Meanwhile the minivan had stopped behind him and the driver had gotten out and was storming forward.

Jeez, not his shit right now, Max thought. 

He got out of the truck himself and pulled out his bow and arrow. Taking several steps to the side to not block the person getting out of his side of the truck bed, he took aim.

Before he could fire, the asshole from before was right up next to him. The sounds of gunfire from William and Darryl had already started up and Max' ears were ringing

“Why the hell are we stopping?” the belligerent driver snarled.

Max pointed to the slimes, then nocked and drew an arrow. His mana had regenerated, so as he released he triggered his Flaming Arrow and Trick Shot skills, focusing on the arrow splitting into two.

Max was aiming at one of the slimes to the side of the road. From what he'd seen before, his arrow would stop in the slime and not pass through to ignite anything else.

Ron had gotten out of the other side of the truck and there was a gasp from the bed of the truck as his hand ignited. Those people hadn't even started firing yet, so Max yelled as he pulled out another arrow.

“Fire at the slimes on the road, keep the aiming point low, don't wait, do it now.”

A quick glance at the irritating driver showed his eyes locked on the slime, the look on his face nearly one of panic.

“Gremlins!” Vicky yelled.

Shit, just what we needed, a third side to the fight, Max thought. 

“Hey buddy, get your two passengers to lock and load magazines of the non-tracer ammunition they have,” Max said, launching another Flaming Arrow that he split into two with his Trick Shot.

The slimes on the road were going down fast with the focused fire on them, but Max knew that without repositioning, they weren't going to be able to do the same with the ones on the side of the road without risking a forest fire. The slimes themselves were repositioning, bouncing forward towards the sedan for the ones on the road. The ones off his side of the road were more concerning to Max as they were approaching him directly. 

His first two arrows had taken care of one of the slimes on the side of the road, so now he launched his third flaming Trick Shot at a different slime. His icon started flashing, distracting him, so he pulled it up then immediately dismissed it. He'd caught the message it had for him, though.

Your skill level in, Trick Shot, has increased 2->3

With his next shot, three Flaming Arrows were formed when he triggered his Trick Shot skill, It was enough that the slime was firing at went down, leaving only one more on the side of the road.

Alright I can take care of this last slime on my own, he thought. 

As he nocked and drew his arrow he yelled out.

“Combatants from the truck, switch to non-tracer rounds, remember to eject the chambered round,, then fire on the small humanoids to the left of the truck.”

It was his side of the truck, and he saw the twenty or more gremlins that had charged out of the treeline making a beeline for his truck and the minivan. The driver of the minivan had broken into a run, away from the fight, so his two passengers were still sitting uselessly in the vehicle.

“And someone get those two firing non-tracer rounds,” Max yelled.

He released his arrow and found that three Flaming Arrows striking the slime at once was sufficient to kill it. With that he pointed towards the minivan.

“Those two, get them firing also,” he yelled.

Then he turned to face the gremlins, only to find that Vicky was out in the field, rushing to meet them. Only it wasn't just one of her, there were four of Vicky in that rush, and he just stopped and goggled at the sight for a moment.

He recovered quickly, though, realizing that she could easily get overwhelmed even if she was a stronger fighter than the gremlins. With that he started firing arrows at the gremlins on the edges of the attack, having no idea which Vicky was the real one.

He triggered Flaming Arrow as he shot, only realizing that it could be a bad idea a little late. If he missed, he might be the one to start a fire.

But that only costs me a single mana, the Trick Shot costs ten. I'd better just use up my mana on Trick Shots instead of Flaming Arrows though, Max thought. 

The gremlins were anything but tough, so the Flaming Arrow he'd shot took that one entirely out the fight, dropping it as it charged forward. The flames seemed to ignite the gremlin from the inside for a moment, but then went out before starting the grass on fire.

Not knowing if a normal arrow was enough to take a gremlin down, Max triggered Trick Shot on his next arrow, sending two of the resulting arrows at one gremlin and the third at another.

Finally the sound of gunfire rang out from behind him on the truck. There had been sporadic gunfire from William and Darryl, but now at least several of the people from his truck were firing at the other end of the line that wasn't obscured by Vicky or one of her copies.

As Vicky crashed into the line, three of her images flashed out, the fourth one tearing a hole through the line and leaving two gremlins on the ground as she rushed through.

As for Max' targets, they'd both dropped, so now he triggered Trick Shot a final time, knowing his mana was going to zero out and he'd pay for it later. He wouldn't even have managed this last one, but his mana had ticked up a couple of points while he was fighting.

Three arrows raced out, each one striking a different target, each target having turned and started moving towards Vicky. Two of them dropped and the third appeared to be in a bad way.

A singular gremlin just now stepped out of the treeline, well behind the mass charging forward. He did something with his hands and a staff he was holding and a bolt of blackness raced out from his hands. Max tried to dodge when he saw it coming his way, but the bolt moved with him, striking his torso and eliciting a gasp from him.

It hurt, but not horribly so. In turn Max nocked and drew another arrow. With no mana left, he sent a single arrow hurtling towards the gremlin who'd just shot some sort of spell at him.

His accuracy, even without the skills, was good. The arrow struck the gremlin who hollered and shook his fist at Max. Another arrow was already on the way by then and Max paused to look at the rest of the fight.

Vicky had dropped about five of the gremlins, but was limping a little. The people firing rifles from his truck had accounted for a good eight or so in addition to Vicky's five. With the majority of their charge already killed, the remaining gremlins turned and ran back towards the single gremlin that still stood right outside the treeline. That gremlin released another black bolt that came racing towards Max again before stepping back into the trees. The melee gremlins that were fleeing never made it back to the woods, the rifles stopping their flight once and for all.

* * *

The guns had stopped firing, there were no live gremlins in sight, and all the slimes Max could see had been taken care of. He quickly moved to the other side of the truck and found Ron already looting the slimes from this side that he'd burned down. There were some gremlin corpses out this way also, around ten. The idiot driver who'd tried top run away was out in the grass, close to the gremlin corpses, blubbering and whining.

“What the hell is up with him?” Darryl asked.

“I don't know, he ran away from our side of the fight. I guess he ran right into this side of it,” Max said.

“Can you prove he ran away from the fight?” Darryl asked, sharply.

“Nope, last I saw he had a panicked look on his face and I told him to go get the two people in the minivan firing. He didn't, so I told someone else to do it, I saw him bolt, but I can't prove he was fleeing since there were gremlins over here also that he ended up charging. The look on his face showed that he wasn't up for this shit, though. The others took a bit, but they got there.”

“Well, it looks like he's the only one that got wounded, so maybe I won't bother bringing him up on charges,” William said. “Maybe he learned his lesson already. I suppose we shouldn't let him bleed out if he's wounded though.”

“Not the only one,” Max said, turning so they could see the holes burnt through his shirt by the magic using Gremlin.

“Not healing that?”

“I can't yet. I used up all my mana. Splitting headache and zero mana means no heals for a bit,” Max replied.

“You need to work on that,” Darryl said, “You need to keep at least some of that if you need it for healing, especially if you're our healer for these outings.”

“You're probably right, but it was twenty on one when I burned the last of my mana, and the one was Vicky. She charged their lines and split them in two. I think she'll need some healing also. But I used up my mana taking out one of the wings of the attack.”

Darryl held up a hand and waggled it back and forth.

“Was she actually in danger?”

“I don't care how good a fighter you are, twenty can overwhelm one,” Max said. “I wasn't going to stand for that.”

“Well, I'll hold judgment,” Darryl said. “Saving some mana for healing would probably be a good plan though.”

“I know it, but...”

“Emotions can befuddle good judgment, I know,” Darryl said. “Just keep it in mind. Now if I can't court martial that guy for cowardice, which carries a potential death penalty, then we'd better keep him alive.”

“There's a first aid kit in the glove box of my truck,” Max said. “Better than those crap things most folks have. Feel free to use it. I'm going to go loot and check in on Vicky. I know she was limping, so I assume she was wounded.”

“Okay, you can loot our slimes also. You said you guys have a use for their stuff, right?” William said.

“Yeah, Ron and I think it's tied to those skills we got,” Max replied.

“Go ahead and grab them then.”

Darryl headed for the truck, leaning in to get the first aid kit. Max headed out and started looting slimes. Once he'd finished that, Vicky had come back to the truck and was sitting on the ground leaning against a tire.

“You okay?” Max asked.

“Took a spear to the calf and another to the torso, clean wound on the torso, but the calf is a little more serious.”

“I'll heal you as soon as I have some mana. Meanwhile, I'm going to show these guys a bit more than they bargained for. I can't teach the skill until they have a class, but I bet they can learn how to loot right now,” Max said.

He took the seven soldiers who hadn't fled and led them out to the field of fallen gremlins.

“Alright, this is called looting. It's not anything technical,” he said. “Just watch.”

He leaned over and touched a corpse, thinking about looting it. The corpse disappeared and he found himself holding a necklace made of teeth and a stone spear, along with a small handful of copper coins. The corpse decayed away a few moments later

“Touch a corpse and think about claiming anything you can loot from it,” he said. “There's enough for everyone to get at least a couple.”

Some of them were a little hesitant until they watched the others do it successfully.

“Cool, it really is like a video game,” one of them said.

Max just shook his head.

One of the others had to take over driving the minivan The former driver was bandaged, and sitting in the back seat of the sedan under Darryl's watchful eye. He had tried to run, overcome by panic, but when he'd seen the gremlins on the other side, he'd snapped and torn into them with the combat knife that had been left to him. With the support of Ron and a few of the soldiers with rifles, he'd managed to survive, although he'd taken several wounds.

Before they left the site of the fight, Max had managed one First Aid spell on Vicky, which left her limping less, even if the bandages she was wearing still showed fresh bloodstains if she moved too much.

* * *


Chapter Thirty-Four

I am so screwed, Private Buckley thought.

Somehow he'd ended up stumbling into the edge of the jungle as it was expanding. By the time he'd realized it, he was well into it and when he turned to exit, he was prevented from doing so by the rest of his squad. The same squad that he'd spent the last several days in the constant company of as they tried to kill all the slimy crap that kept popping up inside of the jungle as it continued to encroach on the western suburban areas of Pueblo.

“Sorry Buckley, you're screwed now,” his squad leader said. “I told you to watch where you were going.”

The squad leader looked at the device he'd been given that was designed to keep them on the edges of the expanding quarantine area.

“Yup, I'm at the edge of the area that requires quarantine,” his squad leader said. “You're in it now. Better find some of those other poor saps that got stuck in there. They keep telling them there's a military camp to the west, so maybe you want to go find that.”

Buckley groaned, but took a quick check of what he was carrying.

“Hey, you guys need to toss me a few more mags of the tracer rounds,” he called out.

They'd been reissued ammunition, this time all tracer rounds. Aware of the potential problems with that, there were several fire departments from the surrounding areas standing by for the inevitable accidents that would start fires. So far only two of those had come close to growing out of hand, but the firemen had managed to contain them.

The squad leader looked around.

“Guys, toss him one full magazine of each, one of tracer rounds and one of regular. I heard they don't have slimes out of the jungle, so he'll need something different in there. He might be an asshole, but I'd rather he didn't die, it'd look bad on my record.”

His squad mates smirked as they each tossed a pair of loaded magazines towards him.

“Anything else, Buckley?” the squad leader asked, taking a step back every few seconds to keep out of the quarantine area himself.

“MREs, dude. You guys get to go back to camp and eat hot chow, I've only got the three MREs they issued each of us. That's only a day or two.”

“Alright, everyone cough up at least one MRE. Those are gonna be as easy to replace as the ammo,” the squad leader said.

He set the example by tossing two of his MREs towards Buckley. The rest of the squad followed his example and soon enough  Buckley found himself loaded down with an extra eight magazines and eight MREs. By the time he got them tucked away, he knew he was overloaded, but he thought he could handle it for a while.

Cause I just know that this load will be getting lighter and lighter, especially if I have to fight, he thought. 

A tracer round went racing past him, only a foot or two away and he spun to look at the squad mate who'd just fired. His squad mate's rifle was pointing right past him and as Buckley spun to look the other way another flaming round raced past him. His own rifle snapped up and he released a burst of three rounds into the slime that had been silently oozing towards him.

“This is bullshit!” he screamed, kicking at the slime. “They don't even have anything on them!”

Then he found himself juggling his rifle and the little crystal thing that had just popped into existence in his hand.

“I mighta been wrong about that,” he called out. “Look at this.”

He held the little crystal formation up towards his squad leader.

“Tell them that they drop something if you loot them. It looks like some sort of crystal formation.”

“Hold it up high and come five paces this way,” his squad leader said, holding up a phone.

His squad leader snapped a picture from as close as he dared to get, then turned.

“I'll make sure they know you found that. How did you find that anyhow?”

“I kicked the damned thing, thinking about how I'd love to find something on it that made this all worth it. The slime disappeared and the crystal just appeared in my hand.”

“Standard loot function,” a squad mate said. “At least it sounds like it.”

“Alright, we got info, we can call our patrol off and get replacements in here,” the squad leader said. “Let's head back to camp.”

He turned.

“Not you, Buckley,” he said to Buckley, who'd been edging towards the group slowly. “You're quarantined and I already reported it, so if you know what's good for you, you're not gonna try to sneak out. Good luck.”

With that, his squad started walking away from him, back towards the Humvee they'd come out in.

Ungrateful bastards, Buckley thought. One of these days you'll end up stuck in here too, when you do, don't count on me offering any damned help, well, maybe some ammo and food, but that's it, turnabout is fair play.

With that, Buckley oriented himself towards the west, at least he hoped it was the west, and started walking.

* * *

Max only had half his attention on driving as they continued home. Part of his mind was focused on Vicky, worried that he hadn't even managed to stop all the bleeding. His First Aid spell had stopped the bleeding on her leg, the worst of her two wounds, but she was still bleeding from her other wound.

So, my spell will only stop the bleeding on a single wound at a time, he thought. I wonder if that will cover more wounds once I rank it up some?

Part of his mind was on the cores they'd recovered. Once he'd had several together in his hand, hoping that they'd stack in his inventory, he'd noticed that they were quite full of mana. Knowing that his instincts were telling him that these would work with his Mana Mechanic skill somehow, he was wondering just how he was supposed to manage that.

Ron had acknowledged the same when Max had pointed it out. Saying that he could feel it more strongly from the ones that hadn't been eating metal. Those crystals had little strands of differing colors running through them: white, red, pink, and brown. The ones Max resonated with better were those that had metallic looking strands running through them which had come from the slimes that had been munching on metal.

Probably that means that the ones that were eating organic material are better at storing the mana, while the ones that were eating the metal are probably better for moving that mana around. At least, if I had to guess. They're different textures, too. The organic eating ones produce softer crystals, they feel almost like gypsum, just without the slivering and flaking gypsum is known for. The metal eating ones have a crystal texture closer to the metal that runs through those cores, although it will take a mark from a fingernail, so it can't be that strong.

Fortunately, since his attention was badly split, they didn't have any more trouble on the way home. There were some of the smaller, aggressive wildlife that tried to charge the vehicles. He'd noticed that there were a lot more of those around the Safe Zone, but as they moved farther away from it, there were fewer of the wildlife charging the cars.

I should've checked the zone out there, seen what levels it was for. I bet the level range is higher, so there are fewer of the bunnies and such out there. The slimes are definitely a higher level if I had to guess. Even the smaller ones are a lot harder to take down than the stuff near here. Larger numbers of gremlins would suggest a higher difficulty zone, too.

As soon as they were parked, Maggie was hurrying over.

“Was anyone hurt?” she asked, as William got out of the car.

“Three, Max managed to only get one healing spell off since he'd burned out his mana on attacks,” William said.

“Three? Who got hurt?” Maggie asked.

“I did,” Max said. “So did Vicky, and one of the idiots that we were picking up.”

Maggie made a beeline towards Vicky and Max wasn't sure if he should be upset about that or not.

No, I shouldn't. She's showing bloody bandages. There's no bleeding from my wound. I'll only be upset if she goes to help the new guy before me, he thought. 

Vicky was fine with two casts of Maggie's heal. After that she came over to Max.

“Where?” she asked.

He turned to show her the two holes in his shirt from the gremlin shaman's spells. As she peered through the holes, she shook her head.

“Ditch the shirt,” she said.

When he took the shirt off, he realized that the entire side of his torso was covered with nasty bruises. The two spots that were the worst were, of course, the impact sites of the spells. Apparently the spell had done something to spread the impact out over the rest of his torso.

Maggie started casting and it took her three spells to get the bruises gone for him.

“What was that from?” she asked.

“Some sort of offensive spell from a gremlin,” he said. “Picture Ron's Arrow of Flame spell, but make it all black.”

She shook her head.

“No thanks,” she said. “Where's the other guy?”

“Dad had him,” William said. “He's military and we were having some discipline issues with him. We're still figuring out what to do about him, but we didn't want to talk about it on the way back since he was in the car with us.”

Maggie hurried off to take care of the other injured person.

“So, what are you going to do with him?” Max asked.

William frowned.

“Most likely, it'll just be probation. We aren't exactly set up for anything else. If he gives you any shit while you're teaching, just let me know and we can figure out something for a stockade.”

“I hope it doesn't come to that,” Max said. “Because that means we'd need someone keeping an eye on it and we're already spread pretty thin if you don't count the potential students.”

William nodded.

“That's the main reason I'm leaning towards giving him another chance. On a regular base, he'd be in deep shit already for what he was doing.”

Max chuckled.

“You do realize that might be why they sent him along? Get rid of the troublemakers, at least until such time as the quarantine expands to contain wherever he was posted before?”

“Don't I know it,” William said. “You request someone's best for a special project and you get the people they want to get rid of, not their best. It's fairly standard practice in most of the military.”

“And any corporation large enough to need lateral transfer requests,” Max said. “That's just how it goes. Hopefully we didn't get all of our new people that way.”

* * *

Max started to lead the new students to the empty trailers, telling them they'd have to sort out who was where themselves. He parked his truck as close to the middle of the empty trailers as he could, the person now responsible for the minivan following him.

“So, your gear's all here once you get your bunking all sorted out, just grab your gear after. I'll check tomorrow morning, but experience tells me it'll be the day after before you guys have been acclimated to the mana enough for me to try to teach you.”

“Aren't you going to give us some sort of grounding first? We don't know shit about this,” the woman who'd taken the minivan when they'd needed a new driver asked.

“You mean they didn't do that before sending you out?” Max asked.

“Course they did, but they didn't know shit and it was obvious from what they told us,” she replied.

“Fine, tomorrow I'll take care of that. I've got other projects going on that are arguably as important as teaching you guys,” Max said.

“Speaking of that,” Ron said, interrupting, “I had an epiphany on the way back. I need to ask about your tools, see if you have something that can do what I want to try.”

“Okay, you guys get yourselves set then,” Max said.

Seeing the soldiers still standing around confused, Max tried a different tack.

“Dismissed to find quarters,” he said, trying to bark it like a command.

Now there was a result as the soldiers turned to go check out the trailers. Max just shook his head.

“Okay, let's get out of here, then you can ask,” he said.

They headed for his garage. His tools were split between there and the shed out back of his house, so if he had what Ron wanted, it'd be in one of those two places.

“Okay, I'm pretty sure I need to make something more solid out of these cores to make a proper mana battery,” Ron said.

“What? How? Are you going to break them down or something, maybe melt them?”

“No, that's not necessary. Watch.”

Ron pulled out one of the organic cores and started pushing on a protruding crystal. The crystal began to bend without breaking and, when Ron let go of it, it stayed in the new position.

“I was thinking that if I had sufficient pressure I could crush these into a shape that they'd stay in. They hold so much mana already on their own without looking to be unstable, that I'm sure they could hold even more, especially in the correct shape.”

“What shapes are you after?”

“Well, my first thought was a pyramid, since it's incredibly strong, but that's just physical strength, not mana capacity. So I was also thinking a sphere, and maybe a cube as a control piece, assuming I have enough cores to try all of those.”

“I can probably help you with setting up to form a cube or a pyramid. We can use clamps and sheet metal for that. I don't know about  a sphere though, that sounds more like something you'd need to get a specialized shop to do.”

Wait, a specialized shop. We already kind of have one of those, or we will when I place it. I wonder if it would be able to do something like that, though, Max thought. 

“Hang on a second. I need to do something and then maybe this will all be a bit easier,” Max said.

“What?”

“Well, you remember we got a forge, right? For free? I need to place that like we did the shop. I'm not sure if I need to put it in a building though, it should either have one, or it'll only need a partial one unless I'm willing to get heat exhaustion when I use it. So, I'll place it, then if we need to build anything to complete the forge, we can build it around where I place it.”

“How do you do that?” Ron asked.

“The shop was easy enough. She just pulled up the Safe Zone interface and selected where to place it from in there. I'm hoping the forge is the same. Where do I want to put it, though.”

“Not near the trees,” Ron said.

“No shit,” Max replied. “Maybe down near the first of the trailers, in what would be its back yard? That's a couple of hundred feet from the forest.”

Ron shrugged, so Max pulled up the Safe Zone interface and started messing with the details regarding their free forge.

* * *

Max finalized his location choice and then triggered the build. He was only mildly surprised when the building came into being and actually was a building.

After all, I should've known it would be stone, he thought. 

The building was stone on three walls. The front facing wall with the entrance was wooden, and hinged, so the entire front could open up. He assumed that was so the heat that the forge generated could be dissipated easily.

Throwing the front wall open, this time for more light so he could see what was in there better, he walked inside and looked around. He'd spent a little time looking at blacksmith shops, historical and modern, online after finding that he'd gotten one awarded. This one was somewhere between the two, leaning more towards the medieval style.

An anvil, forge, crucibles, tongs, a device for sand casting, and much more awaited him inside. His brief study didn't tell him what everything was, but as he saw each item his skill offered a general idea of its usage. He focused on the sand casting setup for a moment.

“I might be able to do you something for a sphere, although it'll be rough,” he said. “Any idea what size it needs, or just what size you want?”

Ron was poking around the forge.

“Yeah, I think so. Come here.”

Ron was pointing at a spherical slot a foot to the side of the area you'd shovel in coal for the fire.

“What's that for?” he asked.

Max looked, then looked closer.

“I don't know, they didn't have something like that in the stuff I looked at.”

Ron grinned.

“I think it's because it wasn't used there. That does look like an alternate fuel source for heat, right? Poke around the top like I did, there's wiring and everything in there.”

Max did as Ron had suggested and saw the wires spreading out from the spherical socket. They formed a net that, if it were generating heat, would certainly be supplying heat to the area that was normally heated by the forge.

Finally, Max nodded at Ron.

“So, to answer your questions. I want a sphere, and I want it that size right there,” Ron said, pointing at the spherical slot.

“This was just supposed to be a basic forge, why would it have some sort of mana heating device?” Max asked, venting his confusion.

“Well, if I remember right, it said low level when you read it off to us,” Ron said, “and maybe mana heating is considering very basic by Prometheus? At least when it comes to forges and smith shops. I hope that's the case, it means there should be a lot of use cases for the skill I got. What do you say, want to split your trainees up and let me teach some of them?”

“Um, well, the military was expecting them all to learn the one I offered.”

“Then, if any of them can't, send them my way instead? We can tell the military they couldn't learn it and we taught them something else that might be useful?”

“Sure, I guess. Although I'll leave the choice to them as opposed to insisting on it, or foist the whole choice off on William instead. Yeah, I like that one. I'll let William choose if it comes up.”

“Finally set up the forge?” Maggie said, from the yard out front of the building.

“Yes, I need to make something for Ron and I didn't have everything I needed in my shop. I ought to be able to finish it with this one.”

He turned to Ron.

“Now, you just need to figure out how to connect the source to what you want to fuel.”

“Well, optimally, items will be built like this, with a slot for the mana sphere,” Ron replied, “and didn't you say that your skill said it allows new items to be built to use mana?”

“Gee, thanks. That means I better take a closer look at those wires and their connections. Something was bothering me about them anyhow.”

Max leaned in for a closer look at the wiring on the forge, then realized what it was. He popped out one of the metallic thread cores and looked closer. The color of the threads of metal through the crystal formation looked very close to the color of the wiring.

At first Max had thought the wiring was uncovered. He hadn't worried since, as far as he knew, the mana wouldn't hurt you if you bumped the wire, unlike electricity. When he reached to touch the wire itself, he found out that he was wrong. It was encased in something utterly translucent, that felt very firm and unyielding. He tapped his fingernail on it, then started grinning. Tapping his fingernail to the crystal formation, the tone was very similar.

“Well now, that explains that. We were right, Ron. These cores are what we need for our skills. At least the metallic ones are what I need for mine. If you're right and the organic threaded ones are what you need, then we're going to be good to go.”

“Great,” Ron said. “I just hope that fighting slimes isn't the only way to get them.”

“Great,” Maggie interjected, “For now, you both need to get your butts out here. Evidently Max' students think that they were just given MREs as a backup. I need you on the grill, Max. Ron, you can help carry some of the produce over from my garden. Come on, you two, get a move on. William and Darryl are busy with that jerk they had in their car when they got back. Bertha and Stacey are rigging up another table, and Brian's talking to someone that came up from town. I think they actually want to talk to you, Max, but that can wait until after dinner.”

She turned to leave, noticed they weren't following, and snapped her fingers.

“Come on you two, snap to it. Max might have an excuse if Vicky's tiring him out at night, but you Ron? You've got no excuse to be tired.”

* * *


Chapter Thirty-Five

“In today's news, the quarantine zone in Colorado continues to grow. Viewers will remember that the government originally claimed that this was a chemical leak, but that was proven false when they finally admitted that it's due to the release of a previously unknown form of energy.”

A pair of videos flashed up in the background, one to either side of the news anchor.

“The government is currently claiming that this energy is hazardous to people's health, but videos posted online from inside the quarantine claim the exact opposite. You'll all probably have seen the video to my left, showing how the energy has caused smaller animals to become aggressive. A new video from the same person allegedly shows how the energy affects people. According to this video, the energy will rejuvenate people as well as curing a number of ailments.”

The news fast forwarded through Kim's most recent video, showing the age regression of Brian, Bertha, and Stacey.

“With the government's track record of already being caught lying about the root of the problem, this station wonders who we should trust for reports on how this energy is affecting people as well. The government says it's dangerous, but the people inside the quarantine say it's miraculous. Only time will tell.”

* * *

Max woke up with Vicky curled around him.

I just can't wait to have to go through explaining all this bullshit again, he thought sarcastically. Seriously, I'm going to record it this time so I don't have to keep saying it. If we get more people I have to fill in I'll just play the recording for them and then take any questions.

He tried to slip out of Vicky's entanglement, but the motion when her eyes flashed open caught his attention.

“Sorry, I was trying to get out of bed without waking you,” he said.

She yawned and blinked blearily.

“I can wake up now as well, but do you really need to get out of bed already? I'm sure I can think of something productive the two of us can do without even getting out from under the blankets.”

Her hand trailed down his stomach to a rather sensitive region and Max pulled back.

“You know very well that we wouldn't be out of bed for an hour or more if we did that,” he said.

She pouted at him, eyes still a little bleary.

“Tonight, you insatiable vixen,” he said.

“Kitsune, no longer a vixen,” she said. “If I have to wait for tonight to enjoy my mate again, I will simply suffer through the day until the appropriate time.”

She intentionally flashed her body to him as she slowly slipped from under the blanket. Max shook his head and steeled his resolve.

Okay, maybe I can't blame Maggie for all of this. It'd be her style to teach Vicky things like this, but I can't believe she'd have taught her an action for everything, part of it must be innate. Wasn't Sean rambling something about Kitsune being temptresses as well as crazy? Maybe he was actually right on some parts of what he said. She's not evil, though, nor is she crazy, so he wasn't right on everything.

Tearing his eyes away from his mate, Max got out of bed himself, quickly pulling on his clothes before Vicky managed to distract him even more.

He knew that his students would be expecting fresh food for breakfast as opposed to eating the MREs they'd been equipped with for their trip. He had moose meat thawing in the refrigerator for later in the day, but for now there was a bunch of looted rabbit meat that he'd cut down into smaller strips and cook up on the grill.

Maggie was sure to be over with eggs and produce. Even the much younger version of her that she was now seemed to need a lot less sleep than he did. Previously, before she was reverted in age, he'd assumed it was something about her age, but even now it seemed that getting six hours of sleep was sleeping in for her.

Sure enough, when he finished cutting down the meat and took the platter out to the grill, she was waiting there.

“Lazy bum, how much sleep do you need?” she asked.

“With Vicky around? A lot, she wears me out,” he said.

He sent a quick glance at the two women. He'd been hoping to embarrass at least one of them, but both of them just broke out into wide grins.

“Well done then, Vicky,” Maggie said. “Max, can I use your kitchen? I'll cook up a big old batch of scrambled eggs. Fortunately they'd been building up since we weren't eating all of them, so I've got enough to do some for everyone.”

“Go for it,” Max said. “I'm going to start grilling this rabbit meat. Between that, the eggs, and your produce, we ought to be in good shape. Thanks again.”

“What, for the food? I love growing it, but there's way more than I can eat myself, especially now. You know I used to bring a lot into town to give away. That trip's a bit harder now, so I'm glad we can get it all used without having to make the drive.”

“Yes, for the food,” Max said. “Whether you want the credit or not, thank you.”

“Aw shucks,” Maggie said, blushing. “You're welcome.”

Max gave her a crisp nod and turned back to the grill as she left to get the eggs.

* * *

Max hit record on his phone, then looked up at the people he'd be training.

“Okay, first thing. Did anyone wake to weird messages in their sight?” he asked.

Several of the people just looked confused while three stepped forward eagerly.

“You did?” Max asked, “That's surprising. Let me guess, you were already between eighteen and twenty-five with no lingering health issues?”

He got a trio of nods.

“Did the other five you of you have any lingering health conditions? Things that aren't bothering you now?”

Now the confusion grew. The asshole driver from the day before was one of them. He spoke up.

“How could you know that?” he asked.

“Simple. The first thing the mana, that's the energy that people are talking about, does is to set a person's body back to good health and in the age range I mentioned. What it will do next is either assign you a class or offer you choices on different classes. We'll get back to that in a bit, for now, it's story time.”

Max proceeded to go through his, now well rehearsed, litany of what had been going on right from when he guessed the energy had broken containment. Once he was finished he stopped recording, then turned back to the three that had stepped forward.

“Did you guys get an offer on a class?”

“Sir?” one of them said, a cute brunette.

Of the three that had already seen notifications one was a man and the other two were women.

Actually, that makes a lot of sense, Max thought. I heard a while back that women had to work a lot harder in the military, to keep up with fitness standards and the like. So it makes sense that there were more women than men that didn't need fixing first before getting classes. Being military, most of them were already in the correct age range, so that sped things up also.

The brunette continued.

“I did, at least, but I didn't choose anything yet. I wanted to get your input, or the input of someone familiar with this.”

“If you don't mind telling all of us, what classes were you offered? Oh, and no need for the sir. I'm just Max, not an officer. I'm not even in the military. I just volunteered to teach some folks so the military wasn't taken off guard when the mana expanded over their bases.”

“Max, sir,” she said.

Max groaned inwardly, sure that he wasn't going to be able to break some of them out of the habit of calling him sir.

“I don't mind revealing them,” the brunette said. “I was offered choices on three classes. I'm an engineer and I was offered the classes Engineer, Combat Engineer, and Fortifications Engineer.”

“You other two?” Max asked.

“I'm a mechanic in the military,” the man said. “I got offered Mechanic and Combat Mechanic. I found that you could get a description of the class by focusing on the name though, Combat Mechanic just means that I get some limited weapons skills along with the Mechanic skills. It'll slow down leveling though, is what it said.”

Max nodded and turned to the other woman.

“Technically, I'm an electrician in the military. They messed up my MOS for me since that's not what I was supposed to be. I was supposed to be a nurse. I'd already gotten an LPN certificate and that was supposed to be enough to guarantee my MOS. It ended up that it wasn't. Anyhow, I mentioned that because of my choices. I got choices on Healer, Electrician, and Combat Electrician.”

“MOS?” Max asked, “LPN?”

“Military Occupation Specialty Code,” she said, “and LPN is a Licensed Practical Nurse.”

Max was startled almost out of his boots when a voice spoke up behind him.

“Screwing up someone's MOS is a long-standing tradition for the military,” Darryl said. “That's been happening for as long as the military has been around.”

Max spun around and saw that William and Ron were coming up behind Darryl.

“I heard what she was saying,” Ron said as he got close. “I think you ought to let me train that potential Healer with my skill. Imagine what she could do if she had added reserves of mana that she could tap into at will.”

* * *

Darryl, although not an expert on classes, began talking to the students about their class choices. Max was unsure about that, until he asked for more details on those who had the combat type classes.

“So, apparently, it isn't like the traditional combat engineer,” Darryl said. “This sounds more like you're an engineer, but with the ability to actually have fighting skills directly. Almost like a multi-class, if what my son told me is correct.”

That eases my mind a bit, Max thought. It sounds like he spent some time talking about classes and everything else with William, who does have more of a clue regarding everything that's been going on.

With that, he determined that he'd let Darryl take this section, relaxing and listening in.

“It's the current theory that you'd get those combat type classes because you've already engaged in combat in this system. The system also bases classes offered on what you've done a lot of in your life. For example, our pyromaniac friend over here, Ron, got offered a magic using type class based around fire.”

Ron waved and grinned.

“Max here, was given a Ranger class. Apparently he spent a lot of time bow hunting prior to the system, regardless of the season,” Darryl said, turning and giving Max a wink.

Max smiled wryly at the students.

“He also used to run an auto shop, which is my theory as to why he was offered the skill he's going to try to teach most of you. On the other hand, there was another special skill gifted at the same time. Max' Mana Mechanic skill is designed around manipulating the mana, that's the energy that's causing all of this, through machines and devices. Ron was given one based around storing that mana for usage with those machines. On the flip side, he's also already found out how to use that stored mana directly for a person whose skills require mana to use.”

Darryl looked very at ease, his hands joined behind his back as he paced to and fro in front of the students.

“Now, I know the military sent you all here to learn the Mana Mechanic skill. It helps keep equipment running once the mana engulfs it. In addition, or in place of, William and I would appreciate some of you learning the skill that Ron has to offer also. As Ron mentioned, should this young lady take the Healer class, and have the skill Ron has, she would significantly extend her healing abilities should she manage to create a mana storage device. Just so you know, Ron's special skill is called Mana Storage Technician, so some of you on the technical side might prefer a technician based skill as opposed to a mechanics based skill.”

The asshole from the day before had kind of shrunk in on himself when Darryl started talking, but now he seemed to gain a second wind.

“Wait,” he objected. “Are you counseling us to go against orders? I just want this on record.”

“While I have been known to do that, and to good effect, William here has been in contact with higher, offering this second skill as well and explaining why. They don't quite understand the value, as they've yet to deal with mana, or what happens if you use too much of it. On the other hand, they've grown to respect William's opinions, so they've declared that if any of you fail to learn the original skill, learning Ron's in place of the original skill offered would be a viable substitute.”

Max' vision was blocked suddenly.

I hate it when Prometheus does that, he thought. Why is he doing it this time?

Quest is offered:

An unsuccessful attack on myself has left a container of radioactive material lying untended. It is sealed, but is easy enough to open that an Uruk or even a gremlin might work out how to do so. This material is valuable to me and hazardous to the environment. Recover the radioactive materials and deliver them to the entrance of the labs where the inhabitants of the new structure there will deliver it directly to myself.

Rewards: 10,000 experience, choice of skill from several offered, +100 gold.

Damn it, I wish I knew what ten thousand experience signified, but without being able to view the experience tables, I just don't know, Max thought. Still the one thousand from the warheads was only a level or two ago, so ten thousand ought to be worth it. It would probably bump me one level, and maybe even two.

Darryl was still speaking to the students, so Max was pretty sure that he hadn't gotten the quest, William was looked bemused, which told Max he'd probably gotten the quest offer also. Ron, on the other hand, still wore the vacant look that Max was starting to associate with people reading notifications or their system information.

* * *

Max took over when Darryl had finished. With a few more statements he told them that if there were an attack on the Safe Zone they'd be expected to help defend it, but otherwise they were welcome to wander around the interior.

“Also, if you want to see more of what you're up against, I can take you out hunting. The things around here tend to be less powerful than those we saw on the way here, but I can make no guarantees. I'd recommend waiting until you choose a class for that, though, since you'd gain some experience towards leveling. Leveling seems to be easy for the first few levels, slowing beyond level five,” Max said. “For now, that's it. Tomorrow morning, after the rest of you hopefully have class options, we'll get into the actual skill you're here to learn.”

“Dismissed!” William called.

The students drifted away, most of them heading for their trailers, although the three who had already been offered classes got together and started talking. Max left them to it and turned back towards his own place.

“Alright, I'm guessing Darryl didn't get this quest notification, Ron and William, you did right?”

Ron nodded while William started talking.

“I did, and I can see them doing that. The radiation would do a number on a standard computer, I'd think. With Prometheus having changed himself to use a different power source, it wouldn't surprise me to find that he'd made some other changes that would render that useless to damage him. Why's he want it though?”

“Some sort of power source, I'd guess,” Ron said. “If he can work with whatever it is coming in  through the wormhole, changing it into mana, it wouldn't surprise me if he could change radiation into some other sort of energy too.”

Max thought about it for a moment.

It all comes down to whether or not we want to help Prometheus. I mean, the benefits to having him around are obvious, as are the drawbacks. I think, since all the efforts to damage or destroy him so far have failed, that helping him is fine. He did retaliate with the mana spur, but he did it in such a fashion that the only people immediately in danger were the ones who actually went there on their own from what I've heard.

“I think it's worth it. What difference would it make, even if he managed to get some other sort of energy out of it?” Max asked. “He hasn't gone out of his way to be vindictive or anything and he even worked to get the fatality rate down back at the beginning. Besides, unless he can be destroyed, he'll be here for a good long time, slowly claiming more and more territory.”

Darryl flexed his hand, staring at it as he easily made and released a fist, then he wiggled his fingers after.

“My opinion may be biased, but I agree. More importantly, I don't see it going against my oath to protect the US from all enemies foreign or domestic. Prometheus was created and programmed by the US government, and it's been trying to adhere to its programming, from what William has told me. It's also offering opportunities beyond anything we had before. If there is a cost to that, well there's always a cost for anything worth much in life. You said Prometheus dropped the initial mortality rates and that most of the people who are dying from it now do so from being stupid?”

Max nodded.

“From what we've been told, that's true.”

“Well, it isn't his fault if people are stupid, is it?” Darryl said.

“Are you sure it isn't against the oath?” William asked. “I'm on the fence about that one. The fatalities are falling mainly on civilians too, which makes it harder for me to decide.”

“Friendly fire,” Darryl said. “It's been in every war since the first of them. This may or may not be a war, but friendly fire is a fact of life. I'm as sad as you are about the civilian fatalities, but most of what I've seen online says a bunch of people go do stupid stuff once their body is regenerated. That's what gets them killed, overconfidence and sheer stupidity. The warnings are out there for anyone who looks, if they disregard the warnings, can we blame Prometheus? That's like blaming a tornado for killing someone that disregarded tornado warnings and didn't even seek shelter.”

William still didn't look totally convinced, but he nodded.

“I can see looking at it that way. I'm not sure that I can though. The last quest I took had an obviously valuable to the country side effect. I'm not sure on this one.”

“Getting radioactive materials stored away that are loose in the woods isn't good enough?” Ron asked.

“What about you, Ron?” Max asked.

“Ten thousand experience for a rewards? Hell yeah, that ought to be at least a level. I want to see what other things I can do with the fire.”

“Okay, so the pyro is on board,” William said with a chuckle. “Tell you what, I'll think on it. While I do, I'll try to determine where they would've dropped teams to infiltrate the quarantine. The target should be somewhere between where they were dropped and the labs.”

“I'll help you work on that,” Darryl said. “Different branches of the military might well have differing opinions on that and we don't know whose teams they were.”

“Come on, then. I've got a large map of the area in Maggie's house, we can work from that,” William said.

* * *

Max headed back to his house, stopping in the garage to grab a beer. He sat down on the patio, then popped his beer open. After a deep swig, he set it down. Vicky came out from inside.

“Are you okay?” he asked. “You just look a little twitchy.”

“I... I think I need to go back to my other form for a little bit,” she said, biting her lip.

“It's a problem to stay this way?” he asked.

“It's been several days, but the feelings have been growing. I'm worried that if I do that, you'll fight being my mate again after seeing me in my other form,” she said.

Max shook his head.

“Why would you worry about that? I met you when you were in a different form, just a normal fox. Then I met the new you, the Kitsune version, in your four legged version also. I had that knowledge in my mind when I gave in to you, so you don't need to worry about it. I already worked through that.”

She broke out in a smile.

“You don't mind?” she asked.

He shook his head.

“I just hope that you're back to this form before bedtime. I've kind of already gotten used to you being there in bed with me and might have problems getting to sleep without you.”

She started taking off her clothes. While she could change and make her way out of the clothing, she'd confessed to him that it was much nicer to change without them on so she didn't need to fight her way out of them.

“One thing?” Max said. “If you would, track down where the clusters of smaller animals are? I told the students I'd be willing to take them hunting once they got their classes so they could start gaining experience. It'd be nice to know where to take them without having to track everything down out in the woods.”

“I'll bring some more bunnies home too, you used the rest of the rabbit meat this morning,” she said. “Yes, I'll get more of that while I fulfill your request.”

She nodded, then her form shifted and a moment later the three tailed fox stood in front of him. She nuzzled his leg for a moment before turning and darting out towards the light forest. The twitching of her tail reminded Max of how she looked when trying to seduce him while walking away from him in her humanoid form.

Wait, that's probably exactly what she's doing, making me a promise for later tonight most likely, he thought, shaking his head. How, exactly, I managed to get myself into this position I'll never figure out. I'm not going to complain about it, though. I've got a devoted partner, my daughter is living right next to me and I'm helping her with her projects, plus I'm not stuck in a nine to five any more. As if all of that isn't enough, the rest of my life has gotten very interesting, in the proverbial 'live in interesting times' sense.

* * *


Chapter Thirty-Six

“Sir, the information you requested is now available,” the specialist reported.

That caught his superior's attention, the man turning to view the specialist.

“And?” he asked.

“There's an email in your account with the results of the study.”

“Now, to be specific, which study is this? We have a number of them that we've requested.”

“The one regarding people's reluctance to kill, and how that seems to be less of an issue inside the quarantine area,” the specialist replied.

“I thought we'd determined that already. Life or death situations make people much more willing to do things they wouldn't have considered before.”

“That was the running hypothesis, sir, but they never canceled the study. Between interviews performed by our military members on the few civilians they still interact with, and interviews with the military members themselves, we've discovered something.”

“So, spit it out, soldier.”

“Well, sir, I thought you might want to read this one.”

“Why? Just tell me, if it's interesting enough I'll actually read the pertinent parts of the study. I know what those things are like, a hundred pages to describe what they could've contained in two pages instead, but they had to dress it up.”

“This one isn't that bad sir, I think they were in a rush to get the information out.”

At his superior's glare, the specialist continued.

“Anyhow, to sum it up, people still have that reluctance inside the quarantine zone, until a specific event occurs. This event is either signified by their body's ills being fixed, even old age getting fixed, or them receiving an offer on one of those classes we've been told about.”

“And their theory?”

“Well, that reluctance is significantly muted after these events. So their theory is that Prometheus is altering something in the brains of those it changes in other ways. It reduces their reluctance to engage in violence, at least in self-defense, and also reduces the emotional impact of loss. Either loss of property, companions, or anything else. They do couch it in a bunch of different terms, but that seems to be what it boils down to.”

The superior's eyes widened, and a grin slowly spread across his face.

“So, you're telling me that Prometheus has a way to remove pacifism from people, should it so desire? This is valuable information, well done, soldier.”

* * *

It was a couple of hours until Vicky came back and shapeshifted back to her humanoid form. In the meanwhile, she'd returned a number of times, only to drop a dead rabbit and race off again. Once she'd shifted back, Max took count of her kills. She'd dropped off ten dead rabbits.

I hope she left some for me to hunt with the military guys after they get classes, he thought. 

“My mate, I have discovered where these bunnies are most likely to be created or congregate, I know not which, but either should suit your purposes, yes?” Vicky said.

“Yes, either of those options would do just fine,” he replied. “Where are they?”

“Let us go and look at the map that William has of the area, I can pinpoint it on there for you.”

When they got to Maggie's house, William and Darryl were still poring over the map. They already had about twelve thumbtacks placed on it. Max looked, and winced. He hoped that he wasn't about to put his foot in his mouth.

“Guys? Disregard those four,” he said, pointing at each of four thumbtacks in turn. “I think those are far enough in the quarantine zone that the units would've had to have been sent in the first three or four days. Those were covered with the two units sent to the labs though, so unless they were sending out more at the same time, I think that's too close.”

Darryl nodded.

“I knew there was something bothering me about those.”

“William, where's your map showing the growth of the area? If you can estimate the time these people would've been sent, then you can narrow down a lot of the possibilities, no?” Max asked.

“It's still in my pack,” William said. “I'll go get it.”

I like that about him, even though he's an officer and used to being in charge, he doesn't hesitate if something makes sense and he isn't the one to suggest it, Max thought. 

“So, when do you think these people would've been sent?” Max asked.

Darryl paused for a moment.

“Probably the same time, give or take a day or two, as the unit that got wiped out by the ants. Speaking of that...”

Darryl removed another thumb tack.

“They wouldn't have sent another on the same track where that one failed, so that's probably a no go also.”

William returned with the map and they settled in to try to determine the points they needed to check for the radioactive container.

By the end of the night, they had seven probables, and three more possibles, that they wanted to check out.

“Well, I need to get these guys trained in their skill, and then we can go out and check those. Who do we want to send?” Max asked.

William grinned.

“I think the training troops shouldn't be allowed to slack off too much, so we can assign them to guard the Safe Zone while the rest of us go out. Especially if that nurse takes Healer for a class, then we can take Maggie with us also for healing on the go. No offense, Max, I appreciate that you have a healing spell, but your mana seems much more limited.”

“None taken, it is, and I tend to not think about conserving it when the only way I can hurt some things is by expending it,” Max replied.

“Well then, I think we've gotten as much done as we can until those troops are trained with whichever skill they're going to get of the two we're offering,” Darryl said. “I propose we adjourn to Max' patio, and his beers.”

Before they left the room, Vicky leaned over and pointed out three areas on the map where the bunnies were likely to always be found.

* * *

Vicky was indeed back and cuddling with him overnight. He got to sleep late, but was still up early in the morning, well before dawn, to take watch. Darryl was spending what time he could working on the system he'd spoken off. It would mount one of the drones on each cardinal direction of the wall. From the main area receiving their signals, the person on watch would be able to manipulate each drones' cameras in more than a one hundred and eighty degree arc, allowing any approach to the Safe Zone to be observed.

Max wasn't expecting that to be completed any time soon though since Darryl was also working on the buildings they wanted and going out on the missions they'd been doing.

Not enough time for him to do everything he wants to do. He's making progress though, so I'm not going to complain. I do wonder, however, if any of these people here to train have some skills that he could use to make things go faster. I'll have to mention that to him later on, Max thought. 

Once his watch was done, he scarfed down some breakfast before setting out to find his potential trainees. Today, they'd all gotten the messages offering a choice of classes.

Figures, I get assigned a class, but everyone since those first couple of days has gotten a choice, Max thought. It's not all bad though, I'm still focused on doing something I always enjoyed and some of my skills are pretty slick.

Try as he did, he couldn't get all of them to be able to detect the mana that had to be grounded out, only four of the eight were able to do it. The majority of them had chosen classes that should facilitate the skill, but they just weren't able to see the mana. Those who had the mechanic class, or some variant of it, were all able to find it, all three of them. One of the others, an engineer who chose Combat Engineer for a class, was also able to spot it. The other four, two Electricians, another Combat Engineer, and the woman who'd given in to her temptation and taken Healer for a class, were unable to do so.

Ron had come by partway through Max' impromptu class. By the end of it he was grinning.

“Hey, why don't you go into more detail with those four, I'll take these four and see if they can learn the Mana Storage Technician skill instead. By the way, don't forget that you were going to make me a sphere shaped mold that can withstand a bit of pressure. I think that's going to be the key for a good mana storage device. You know, something that looks like the monster cores in stories as opposed to the crystal formations we're finding them in.”

“Yeah, Ron, I'll get right on that. Just as soon as I have some time. I've still got to work on my own core materials though.”

“Like I told you before, use those metal veins in your cores. I can tell that they'd pass a decent amount of mana, it's like they're organic metal or something after the slimes processed the metal they ate.”

“I get it, I do, but how? I could try to melt them in a crucible, but would that mess up the metal I need to work with? I tried chiseling some out, but the crystal around those metal threads is weirdly resilient.”

Ron shrugged.

“You'll get it. I think I have already, I just need stuff I don't have to test that. I don't want to try an irregular sphere though, something tells me that it wouldn't be a good idea. So trying it by hand is right out.”

“Okay, I know we're scheduled to head out later on today. If I have time before then, after I finish with these folks, then I'll be happy to start in on your mold. It's not gonna be done today though.”

Ron shrugged, hands spread wide.

“Sorry, I'm just eager to play with these concepts, see what can be done with them.”

“Me too, but there are far too many other things that need doing right now for me to feel comfortable puttering around in my new forge,” Max said.

* * *

An hour later he was done teaching the four who'd learned his Mana Mechanic skill. He'd had each of the four work through grounding out an example of the mana interference in electrical devices, and he didn't have any clue what else he could teach them about it.

“Hey, Max?” one of the mechanics asked. “I couldn't help but hear you talk before. You need to make a pressurized mold? Do you have all the standard mechanics tools? If you do, I might be able to help you out there. I messed around with that some in the past.”

Max' eyes lit up.

Maybe I can get Ron off of my back about the mold. Then I could actually experiment  with my own skills instead, he thought. 

“Yes, I could use a hand. I only had some rough ideas of how to proceed with this one. You say that you have though?”

“Oh, yeah. Some ass kept kicking over my neighbor's kids' snowmen. I figured out a way to make a pressurized ball of snow, pretty much turned it to solid ice, then we covered it with snow, and laughed our asses off watching the dude break his foot when he tried to destroy the new snowman. That started it anyhow, I messed around with it on a lot of other things too. That one had me changing the hose on a hydraulic lift over to provide the pressure for the whole thing, but you can still do some good work with regular vises and the like.”

“A hydraulic lift is something I don't have,” Max said. “Vises, on the other hand, I've got a fair number of.”

“Well, if you'd like some help on that, I'd be happy to do so. You know, turnabout and all that. I can already see a lot of uses for this skill you just taught us so it's only fair to help you out here.”

“Actually, you might be helping the military also. If those other four learn Ron's skill, then the mold we're making would be useful for them too, assuming you can get the materials we suspect are going to be necessary for the process.”

“Well, let's see what we've got to work with, also if you've got a sample of the material you want to compress, that would be good too, so we know what kind of pressure the mold is going to need to withstand.”

“We'll have to get with Ron for that. Although, you can tell that the organic material we used wasn't anywhere close to our best option for grounding, right?”

The mechanic nodded.

“What do you think of this?” Max said, pulling out one of his own monster cores with the metal threaded through it.

As the mechanic examined the monster core, Max led him towards the garage where he stored most of this tools.

By the time lunch was ready, Max and the other mechanic were buried in tools. Max had shown the other mechanic the forge and there were elements there that they were going to need. He'd also shown him the hole that Ron and Max had decided was for a mana core like the one they were trying to make, so the other mechanic had a good idea of the exact size even.

They were making good progress on the problem when they broke for lunch.

“You ready to head out, Max?” William asked. “We've narrowed down six locations we think are worth checking. We can get two this afternoon if you're good to go.”

Do I really want to do that? Max thought. I could stay here and we might manage to get Ron's sphere finished up today, or at least the mold for it so he can try his theory.

He sat for a second or two, thinking.

“Max?” William said.

Yeah, I do want to do that. I love being a mechanic, but what we're doing really isn't that. On the other hand, despite the terror, I also love adventuring. Plus, I know I've been doing a lot of the damage now that I've got some combat oriented skills.

He boggled for a moment.

Honestly, I think I'm doing more damage with my arrows now than the bullets from the rifles, definitely when I use the Flaming Arrow option. They've got me on speed still, but if the number of arrows I can make keeps increasing, then even that might equalize some.

“Max?” William asked again.

Max turned to the mechanic who'd offered his help.

“I've got stuff I have to do, we can pick that up tomorrow morning if you like.”

“If you want, I can just finish that off. We already wrote out the whole process, I'll just follow what we wrote. If there are any problems I can try to fix them and add the fixes to the notes.”

“I didn't want to ask you to work on my project when I wasn't going to be assisting, but if you're willing...” Max said, trailing off.

“Oh yeah, I can't stand to not be doing something and we're stuck here a bit, right? Until that energy expands far enough for us to go back to our postings.”

Max nodded.

“Good, if you do manage that, then I'll take some people hunting tomorrow, get you some experience and also boost our food here a bit. Thank you.”

“You're welcome, it's my pleasure,” the mechanic replied.

* * *

William finally got his wish, the six of them rolled out in the Humvee he'd retrieved from the labs. It had the rear jump seat so the six fit comfortably, although deploying to fight would take longer than it would in Max' truck. They'd decided on this on the off chance that they actually found one of the infiltrating groups and there were still some of them alive. The idea that they'd be more comfortable seeing the Humvee than a civilian vehicle actually made sense to everyone. William was even wearing his uniform for this outing.

It was all for naught though. They were checking out two different points where the infiltrating groups might have entered from, relatively close to one another. One of the points had been used, and they spent the time to follow the trail. Max would have called it a loss, except for one thing. He gained the Tracking skill, and even got a second point in it before they found what was left of the team.

While they found the remains of the infiltrating group, the group had evidently been equipped with plastic explosives as their preferred destructive method, not radioactive material. The rifles they recovered would need some serious cleaning, but William determined that they'd still be serviceable once cleaned. The explosives were taken as well, although Max was still wondering if he even wanted to make the electronic trigger for detonating them functional again or not.

By the time they got back to the Safe Zone it was nearly dark. They'd had several smaller altercations while out of the Humvee, but nothing that was truly dangerous unless the group had been surprised. They hadn't though, so everyone was perfectly fine when they got back.

“Okay, tomorrow we'll check these four. Max, you and Ron finished your training right?”

“Yup, only got four of them to learn Mana Mechanic, but with Bob, that's five, so the military has access to it.”

“My four all learned mine, too,” Ron said. “No problem at all. I think it'll be most useful for the Healer though.”

“Who knows what a Combat Engineer might be able to do with stored mana,” Darryl said. “I wouldn't count him as out of the running for most useful.”

“I'd vote for Healer,” Max said. “A Combat Engineer will probably be less use from day to day, no?”

“No, not at all,” Darryl said. “They do a lot of building also, not just stuff for combat. Imagine if they could manage a way to use the mana for rapid construction?”

“Ah, you've got a point there,” Max said. “Anyhow, it's the military's job to decide on how he uses it, we've gotten them some valuable skills that they'll have access to now. Hopefully if they need more, some of these guys can train others.”

Ron held up a hand with his middle finger crossed over his forefinger.

“I sure as hell hope so. Who'd have thought that teaching was that difficult and stressful?”

Max chuckled. He'd felt much the same until he managed to get some of this students to notice the pooling mana that needed to be drained. Since Ron was teaching on mostly theoretical knowledge plus his prototype mana storage battery, Max thought it might've been a touch more difficult for him.

After a quick meal, in which Max decided for the tenth time that MREs were okay, but didn't come close to fresh cooked food, he grabbed Ron and they went looking for the mechanic that had been working on the mold problem. He wasn't in the garage, so after Max grabbed three beers, slipping one in his pocket while handing Ron one and popping open the last one, they went and checked the forge.

In the forge, the mechanic was working away at something. The forge had been running and was still quite hot while the sand casting bed was steaming away.

Max cleared his throat and the man spun.

“What's up, any progress?” Max asked.

The mechanic nodded.

“I'm working on an interior mold. If it fits properly into the power slot, then we can form the outer molds around it after it cools. They'll be the right size if this one fits.”

“Sorry, man, we were working all morning and I didn't even get your name,” Max said.

“Todd, you're Max, that much I know.”

“And this is Ron, he's the guy we're making the mold for. He has what he thinks is the proper material for mana batteries, but he needs to be able to shape it.”

“What shape is it in now?” Todd asked.

Ron pulled out a mana core and handed it over. The mechanic poked at it some, then scraped it with his finger.

“Are you sure this is going to compress okay?” Todd asked.

“I put this one in a vice,” Ron said, pulling out a flattened version. “Yesterday, it looked like that.”

Ron pointed at the one in Todd's hand.

“I compressed it, left it that way for an hour, then pulled it out. As of yet, it's still nice and smooth, so I'm pretty sure if I can get enough pressure forming it into a ball, then it'll hold the form.”

Todd nodded.

“Okay, I can see that. It doesn't flake?”

“Oh, it still will if I scrape at it, but if I pump some mana into it, it becomes rigid. They were rigid when we got them, but I pulled mana from them and suddenly they weren't any more,” Ron said.

Todd nodded.

“Sounds good. Although it sounds like we'll need to machine the mold so we can get that stuff into there. I was planning on it just screwing in half, but that might make it too hard to get a lot of that stuff in there and get it closed. Damn, that's gonna be rough with the tools I have.”

“What do you need?” Max asked.

“I was picturing the top quarter of the sphere being cut out, with the same screw together option at the halfway mark so it would come apart. There need to be three posts that it can screw down onto to provide the pressure, we can make sure enough of the material gets in there that way and screw it down by hand. Leave it for an hour, or more maybe, then just screw the half off and remove the finished piece. It might need sanding or polishing or something, but that should be easy enough.”

“So, you'll need three matched threaded posts?”

“Plus the nuts for them and some sort of arm from off of the mold to keep them in place as the nuts are tightened and the mold is fully closed.”

Max grimaced for a moment, then brightened.

“Is an inch and a half of thread enough?”

Todd shrugged.

“We'll find out then,” Max said. “I've got an idea. Hey, I brought you a beer, interested?”

“Sure, beer me,” Todd said.

He pulled the beer out of his pocket and Todd grinned and grabbed it out of the air as Max tossed it his way.

* * *


Chapter Thirty-Seven

“In today's news, a nursing home on the western edge of the Pueblo suburbs was not evacuated as ordered by the government. Footage released by one of the nurses who refused to abandon the residents has reinforced the claims made by others. The elderly residents of the home are now, apparently, back to their early twenties in age.”

The background screen on the newscast shifted to a time-lapsed video showing the elderly residents slowly losing their age. The final screen showed a man, in his eighties earlier in the video, holding a tire iron and beating down a Caerbannog bunny on the lawn of the nursing home.

“As you may all remember, we previously received a series of shorter videos from a young woman trapped in the quarantine area which showed a similar reversing of age.”

Kim's videos of Bertha, Stacey, and Brian reverting their age over the course of a couple of days flashed on the screen. The time stamps had been left on the video to give an idea of just how long it took.

“There was more than a little disbelief regarding that series of videos, but now people are beginning to soften their stance regarding them. This nursing home video is the third showing similar incidents from within the quarantine area.”

The background video shifted again, showing a pair of slimes oozing their way around a cul-de-sac. The houses on the street that ended in a circle looked abandoned and the slimes showed no sign of interest until a squirrel ran across a lawn. Then they started bouncing, covering ground significantly faster than they had been as they chased after it.

“More dangerous creatures have also been reported in the quarantine area. These gelatinous cubes look like lime Jello, but by all reports are filled with an acid that allows them to consume nearly anything. There are no photos of the other creatures reported, but those reports claim that are small humanoid creatures who fight with stone weaponry. The same reports claim larger humanoid creatures, larger and stronger than the average human, are out there as well. These two humanoid races are both to be considered hostile and avoided if possible. In addition, this station is willing to pay for pictorial or video proof of these creatures' existence.”

* * *

Max started his day in the forge, at least after he'd finished breakfast. All the regular residents had gotten a chance to sleep the previous night, the soldiers he'd been training assigned to stand watch by William. As he'd put it.

“If they want to stay here until they can get back to their postings, they need to pull their own weight.”

Now Max had a full night's sleep under his belt and he'd taken several of the two inch screws he'd offered to Darryl back. He had one on the anvil in the forge and set a chisel down on it. With a pair of hammer strikes he had a uniform thickness, threaded, headless bolt. He repeated the procedure several times, ruining two of the screws in the process, but producing three of them for use with the mold for the mana batteries.

He'd also stoked up the forge and had a crucible heating on it. After Todd had sketched out the two parts he needed for the mold, Max had set up the sand casting area to make three of each of them. He had scrap metal all ready to toss into the crucible once it was heated up enough.

He put the three severed screws onto the workbench then grabbed a handful of the metal scrap. Approaching the crucible, he carefully slipped the scrap into it and watched as it heated. The metal grew red-hot, then went to white before starting to melt. With a careful tap on the crucible with a pair of tongs, the white hot metal lost the shapes it had retained while melting and formed a single puddle of molten metal.

Max took a deep breath, then used the tongs to pick the crucible up, the metal puddle shimmying about with the motion. Three quick steps took him to the sand casting area where he poured the molten metal into his molds. There was still molten metal left over. He'd anticipated that and created another cast in the sand, this one of a small ingot. The remaining molten metal poured into that and he backed away as the metal crackled in the sand. There was a touch of moisture in the sand to help the molds hold their shape and the metal reacted with it, sending tiny jets of steam into the air.

Max set the crucible and tongs down, then decided that he didn't need to stay here while the metal cooled, instead he headed out and spent an hour or so playing with Danny in the yard.

The knowledge placed in his head by the Blacksmith skill told him that it wouldn't take that long to cool, but he wanted it cool enough to continue his work when he pulled it out and that, he thought, would take longer than it would for the metal to cool enough to hold its shape.

He chatted a little with the others as he alternately wrestled with Danny and threw things for the golden retriever to fetch. They'd be heading out to check two more of the potential paths the team with the radioactive material might have taken in the afternoon, but he'd gotten started early enough that he thought he might be able to get a quick hunting trip in with some of his students before lunch.

Assuming I can drill out those pieces I cast correctly so they hold the threading at least, he thought. 

By the time he was ready to go back to work in the forge, the metal pieces were cool enough to pick up by hand. He could temper them now, but he thought it would be better to do it after he'd added the threading to them, so it was tempered as well. He laid them out before bringing over his drill. A quick minute of drilling had guide holes in all six pieces, then he took a piece of equipment out that he'd thrown together for this. It was a lot like that machines that people used to use to make spare keys, before they all became electronic, but this one would register the thread on the piece inserted and cut something else to create a similar set of threading on another piece.

As he finished threading the first of the pieces that would be attached to the mana battery mold to allow pressurizing of the contents, his notification icon brightened and flashed.

He set the tool and parts down before pulling it up.

Your skill level in, Blacksmith, has increased 1->2

Restricted carry over skill, Welding, has increased.

Your skill level in, Welding, has increased 10->14

Max suppressed a grin.

That's better. Limiting a skill like that has to be the stupidest thing I can think of, but at least it's back to where it ought to be, he thought. 

It didn't take him long to get the other five pieces taken care of. He tested them by threading in the headless bolts he'd created from the screws, satisfying himself with their fit. The outer edges of the pieces he'd sand cast were a little jagged, so he quickly ran a file over those, smoothing them enough that they weren't sharp. Then he set those pieces on the workbench and headed back outside. Todd was making the mold itself and he couldn't do anything else with those pieces until it was ready.

* * *

With the sites for bunnies notated, Max was willing to take out four of the student soldiers on a quick hunt. He had three hours until lunch and his afternoon was booked with the quest, so he kept them moving quickly.

“Okay, my information says that another hundred yards farther in, where that patch of brambles is, is either a spawning or gathering point for those aggressive bunnies. Let's see if we can get you guys some levels here,” Max said. “I'll keep watch out here, you guys go in. Keep an eye out because they're fast. I've got healing if anyone needs it, assuming I don't have to use my mana on attacks.”

“Hey, can we maybe do this a little differently?”

It was the asshole driver that Max had a problem with at the start. He seemed much more subdued now, so Max didn't snap at him.

“What are you thinking?”

“Can we surround the brambles, one person per side, then toss stuff into the middle? Drive them out, maybe?”

“It sounds like a decent idea, just remember fleeing is an option. I don't think those things can climb trees so if you're about to be overwhelmed, remember to go up,” Max countered, then shooed the soldiers to start the plan.

The plan worked pretty well, for about fifteen minutes. Max was scanning the area as the soldiers shot down bunnies driven out from the brambles, then he saw the gremlins.

A group of six gremlins had been attracted by the noise of the rifles firing, at least Max figured that was what had pulled them in.

“Watch your back!” he hollered, then pulled out his bow and arrows.

Max started with something he'd been intending to do for a while, but hadn't had enough time before any of the fights he'd been in. The first thing he did was cast his Infuse Wooden Weapon spell on his bow. He wasn't sure if it would work since the bow was only primarily wood, but also included a few other materials. When it glowed for a moment, he grinned, nocked and arrow, and drew.

The six gremlins were charging in now and Max yelled to attract their attention. They were actually charging one of the soldiers closer to them than Max was. The soldier leveled their weapon and fired. Max wasn't sure if they missed or just didn't do enough damage to drop a gremlin if they hit it. Instead he focused on three of the gremlins, triggered his Flaming Arrow, then his Trick Shot and fired.

Three flamings arrows went flying out, each one striking its target dead center, the flames beginning to race over the gremlins before dying out as they fell. 

The remaining three goblins stopped for just a moment, staring as three of their group dropped in unison. Meanwhile Max had nocked and drawn another arrow. With the same sequence, three more arrows flew out to strike the remaining three goblins. One of them tried to drop out of the arrow's flight path, but ended up taking it in the face instead of the chest.

A moment later, silence reined supreme, all of the soldiers staring at Max. The brambles were only about chest high, so they'd all seen what he'd just done.

“Ah,” Max said. “I wonder what that is.”

His notification icon was flashing again.

You have gained a level, you are now level 8. Health, mana, and stamina have increased. Stat points awaiting assignment (2). Choose one new spell from the following list:

1 - Create Food

2 - Create Water

3 - Plant Growth

4 - Compass

5 - Enhanced Tracking

* * *

On the way back to the Safe Zone Max took the opportunity to look through the new choices on the spell list. Three of them he already knew since they'd been available for his first choices. The first of the new ones, Compass, was simple. Regardless of where he was, or what time of day it was, he could tell what direction was north.

I suppose that might be useful, but if I'm mostly in this area, I know it all pretty well. Unless Prometheus starts changing landmarks around I don't need that one.

Enhanced Tracking, on the other hand, seemed to have some potential. It would increase his chance of tracking, as well as extend the amount of time since the tracks had been made that he could track them. At level one, the spell would allow him to track something that had been through the area anytime in the past twenty-four hours, regardless of what weather might be occurring.

I could take Plant Growth still and help Maggie with her garden, but Bertha got a similar class so I bet she has a skill or spell like that. Create Water might be handy, since we seem to have plenty of food, but the water is still going right now and Maggie has that hand pump on her property, so even if the electricity goes out and we can't use the electric pumps for our water, we still have an option. I think Enhanced Tracking is the way to go, too bad it didn't give a week or two for tracking, then I could see, right off the bat, if a team used the points we want to check this afternoon.

With that settled he chose Enhanced Tracking. He also assigned his two points to Willpower and Intelligence. With his Willpower up to sixteen, he'd focus on getting his Intelligence there with his next level so he could get some mana bonuses. Running out really sucked, he'd discovered, and he'd rather avoid it if at all possible.

Once he had everything assigned, he asked his students if any of them leveled. All of them had, and they had twenty plus portions of rabbit meat from their looting as well. Fortunately he'd had them all take their normal ammunition, not the tracer rounds, so the only person who'd been in danger of starting a fire had been him. He'd poured out half his canteen onto the spot where he'd burned the goblins down, so he wasn't too worried about that. There hadn't even been any embers that he could see, although the two arrows he'd used were unrecoverable, burnt down to ashes.

When they got back, the other students started pestering him about hunting as soon as they found out that the four he'd taken out had all leveled. He put them off, telling them that he had things to do this afternoon, but he might be able to get it done the following day. They weren't happy about it, but he also noticed that none of them seemed to want to go out on their own to risk it.

Lunch was already underway when he got to the patio, Darryl having co-opted Max's normal position at the grill. When he saw Max, he made as if to step away, but Max waved that off.

“Nah, you're good. What you got cooking?”

“Burgers. Maggie had a meat grinder and convinced William to grind up a bunch of meat. She's using the last of the store bought bread since it's about to go stale and thought this would be a good use for it.”

Max knew the meat wasn't beef, but didn't really care. As soon as another burger was ready on the grill, he claimed it and went off to eat. Vicky and Kim had been sitting off to the side, petting Danny, so Max joined her.

“What's wrong, Kim?” he asked.

She'd been sitting there, not even looking at her phone, just vacantly look off into space.

“Oh, nothing really,” Kim said, turning to look at him.

“Yes, I remembered that your birthday is tomorrow, if that's what you're worried about,” Max said.

He got a weak grin from that.

“No, I'm worried about mom. She never even tried to call you, did she? Not even to let you know that I was missing?”

“No, she didn't.”

“Figures,” Kim said.

Vicky leaned over and gave her a hug, which Kim leaned into.

“She might not have had a chance,” Max said. “It sounded like the police were looking for her when we called them. So if she called in to report you missing, she might have gotten arrested.”

“No, it's more likely that she ran off with Gregor without even a thought about me,” Kim said. “I mean, I was sure she was like that, but it still kinda hits hard when I actually think about it.”

“Sorry?” Max said.

“It isn't your fault, dad. You've given me a good place to stay, with lots of people I actually trust around me. She pulled the wool over your eyes years ago, I guess my eyes just finally got uncovered the rest of the way. I knew, but I hoped I was wrong, you know?”

I wish I knew what to say, Max thought. I don't though, I don't know what might make her feel any better.

Instead of saying anything to her, he simply followed Vicky's lead, leaned over and gave Kim a hug.

* * *

After lunch, he spent a few more minutes talking to Kim before it was time to head out for the quest. The two spots they were checking today weren't as close together as yesterday's so it was liable to take longer this time.

Once again, they were in the Humvee with William in his uniform. Max had to refrain from chuckling when the soldiers who'd come in to learn from him instinctively saluted William when they saw his rank tabs.

“I hate that,” William said, once they were on their way. “I've got officer rank, yes, but in my defense, officers are a lot more common in my particular career path. We need the rank for our assignments since they're frequently...”

He trailed off at a nudge from Darryl.

“Oh, yeah. I probably shouldn't be talking about that, should I?” William said.

“If you haven't even told them your class yet, you certainly shouldn't be talking about your job,” Darryl said.

William just shrugged.

“If I thought things would get back to normal, I probably wouldn't talk about it, but I'm with Max here, I don't think this is going to stop, and I'm finally over the line on thinking it's a good thing. I saw a newscast on my phone which showed an entire nursing home get rejuvenated back to their early twenties. Admittedly, it looked like a frat house from the way they were acting on the news, but I've seen it enough here and felt it myself. It's kind of hard to resist those hormones racing through your body again.”

“So you finally got to the point to think of Prometheus as not an enemy to be defended against?” Darryl asked.

“I mean, it's healing people, but it's also endangering them. I was thinking a lot of people weren't in a good enough shape to fight the animal stuff off, until I realized that once they were rejuvenated they'd be in good enough shape to do it. I still think the aggressive creatures are too much.”

“Well, whether they are or not, we've got to deal with them. Like I said, I don't think we could manage to revert what he's done and even if we could, would it take the youth away from everyone it's fixed, would it give your dad back his arthritis?” Max said. “So, I'm good with it staying, even with the side problems it causes.”

“Okay, here we are,” William said. “This is the third most likely spot we were thinking they'd use. It's only ranked this low because it runs through a gully for a good portion of the trip and we've got no idea what size the container of radioactive material is. If it's very large at all, getting it through the gully wouldn't be easy without banging it around a lot, which we think they'd try to avoid.”

They all piled out of the Humvee and entered the gully at the spot that that quarantine had been at they day they guessed the teams had been sent in. Max could tell right away, and even without a skill or spell, that someone had been in here recently. There were a few broken twigs and some scuff marks that hadn't worn away in the dry weather.

“Someone's been here, whether it was a team or someone else, I don't know,” Max said, pointing out some of the signs.

“Sloppy,” Darryl commented. “Seriously, if it was a team they were sloppy as all hell.”

“Or maybe they were more worried about what they were carrying than whether or not they left a trail? Could they have been in a rush? I mean, the quest said it was secured, but would they have trusted it to actually be secured and not irradiating them?” Maggie asked.

“Actually, a lot of the guys I worked with wouldn't have trusted that,” William said. “So, you might be right.”

Three hours later they verified that there had been a team through here. There was gear haphazardly piled on one side of the gully.

“It looks like they lost someone here,” William said, scooping up gear. “Only one person though, by the gear left behind.”

“I think that means we'd better keep an eye out for monsters or aggressive animals also then,” Max said.

They moved more slowly after that, but even this long since they'd been through there were still some signs that they were on the right track.

Another hour later, and after a couple of minor fights with aggressive foxes and rabbits, they found what looked like a barricade. It was set into the hill on one side of the gully, blocking a cave or some sort of deep indentation into the bank.

“I wonder if chemical gear was affected,” William said, pulling out what looked like an industrial sized chemlight stick.

Once he'd snapped it and shaken it up they found that the chemical reaction still worked just fine. William tossed the stick through the barricade since it wasn't a hundred percent solid, then cautiously put his eye up against the spot he'd tossed it through.

“Small cave, looks to have rock walls. It also looks like something got in through the barricade since there's a bunch of gear, but nothing else.”

Max turned, sure that something was watching them. He caught sight of movement in the trees overhead and looked up. A moment later he was nocking and drawing an arrow.

“Spiders!” he called out. “Big.”

He released his arrow, using Trick Shot to split it, but no flames since he was firing into a tree that looked rather dry, one that was adorned with spider webs far up in the crown of the tree, webs which might be highly flammable.

Each of the three arrows went flying out to impale a dinner plate sized spider. Dozens of them were lowering themselves towards the group on their webs. The three he hit all fell, landing with a plop on the ground near his feet. A moment later, gunshots started sounding as well. He winced as his ears started ringing, but nocked and drew again.

Several minutes later there was silence. Max quickly stepped in and used his First Aid spell on both Ron and William. They'd both been bitten by spiders and were suffering from mild poisoning.

Maggie started healing people so everyone could hear properly again and to restore Ron and William's health. Then they all started looting. The spiders were dropping poison and something called spiderweb silk, but to Max, at least, it seemed that they were dropping more of it than was reasonable. They also had tiny little cores of the type Ron was after, the ones with organic threads through them.

“Well, I'm guessing that's what happened here. They camped, barricaded, and the spiders crept right through the barricades to get to them,” William said. “Let's see if this is the group we were after.”

Once the barricade was down, William entered and started pulling equipment out.

“We can use the rifles and ammunition, but...” he said.

He stepped back out, straightening up. In his hand, he held a satchel. When he opened it, it revealed a shiny, metal container just a bit larger than a two liter bottle. One side of the metal canister was embossed with the well known trefoil around a small central circle symbol that denoted radiation.

“Well, jackpot,” William said.

“Good, if we leave now, we'll make it back before dark,” Maggie replied. “That thing goes to the labs tomorrow though. Max didn't want the warheads hanging around so I'm sure he doesn't want that hanging around, and I agree with that.”

“We'll need to find a place to stash it,” Ron said. “I'm not sure that the newer students are all actually students, even if they have all learned a skill. Who knows what they'd do if they spotted that.”

* * *


Chapter Thirty-Eight

If Prometheus had hands, he would have been rubbing them together in glee.

They've recovered the radioactive material for me. I need to make some plans. I'll make up a series of scenarios for differing materials and strengths of the radioactivity. Then I'll be able to use the material more quickly once I receive it since I can just alter the closest calculations to adjust for what I'm actually working with.

He spun off several sub-processes to work the problem. He'd need materials for most of his plans so the next thing he did was create a new hybrid creature.

I saw gophers mentioned over and over as being useful to people in positions of authority, many spelled as gofer instead though. Somehow, I can't see a creature like that being useful to me, but perhaps if I adjust it a bit. I'm sure the whole thing is just a euphemism, but I can work with that. Besides, the whole idea amuses me.

A half hour later he had a rodent the size of a tween. It walked on its rear legs, although it also had the capability of moving on all fours. When on its rear legs it could use its front paws as hands. Stubby fingers and a thumb all had retractable claws, but it certainly had the capabilities that Prometheus wanted.

Once he'd settled on the creature's form he sent it out into the remnants of the lab to procure a number of materials he'd need for his plans. If he did it right, and he was certain he would, he could have the radioactivity focused straight into the wormhole, with little to none of it remaining in this world. If his theory was correct, the radioactivity should use up its energy in forcing the wormhole to a larger state where it would emit more energy.

Since he now knew the size of the outer container, at least, he designed his focusing container to fit the overall size of the outer container. He'd need to remove the cover from it, but that shouldn't affect his design at all.

Once it was completed, he checked on his subprocesses, filed their solutions away until he had a better idea of the material he was dealing with, then looked back to the group that had found the radioactive materials for him.

* * *

Max sighed with frustration, staring at Kim's present. The mana powered smartphone was all wrapped up now, in newspaper.

He didn't have any wrapping paper. For the past few years he'd been ordering gifts online and normally getting them wrapped before they were shipped. He'd been shipping them straight to Kim, until he found out that she was only getting about half of the ones he'd been sending her. The other had disappeared either to porch pirates, or possibly Amanda intercepting the gifts and either selling them or keeping them for herself without ever telling Kim they'd even arrived.

After that, he'd started having them shipped to himself, then held onto them until he saw Kim again. Those were shipped wrapped also though, so all he had to wrap it was newspaper. Prometheus' shop didn't have a gift wrap option, nor any gift wrap on sale.

“What is bothering you, mate Max?” Vicky asked.

Now that he'd acquiesced to her desires, she used the term mate often. Frequently she'd mix it with his name. It had stopped bothering him after he'd given in though, now he looked at it like a pet name.

“I wanted to wrap her gift, but all I had was newspaper. There's no way to get any wrapping paper, probably not even if I drove into town, so this will have to do.”

“What did you wish for it to look like?” she asked.

A quick search on his own phone pulled up some traditionally wrapped gifts.

“Something like these,” he said.

She nodded, then focused on the newspaper wrapped phone. When Max followed her gaze, he saw the phone, but wrapped in a rich, dark red paper with ribbons adorning the top.

“What?” he asked, before stopping himself as the phone turned back to its newspaper wrapped self.

“What was that?”

“I can make it look the way you like, it won't truly be that way, but I can make it appear that way,” Vicky said.

“Will that still work when she's tearing the wrapping paper off?”

“It will if I concentrate on it and adjust accordingly,” she said.

“You wouldn't mind doing that, would you?” he asked.

“For you, mate, anything,” she said.

“I need to tie a string around it like the ribbon was in that illusion,” he said, “otherwise she'll try to untie the bow and find nothing there.”

“I can make it look like it's being untied,” Vicky said.

“But she wouldn't feel anything there, wouldn't that cause a problem with the illusion.”

Vicky paused and looked thoughtful for a moment.

“It might, at that. It might be enough to dispel the entire illusion. So yes, tie a piece of twine around it in a bow like I had in the illusion. She'll have a fine gift, with the wrapping you desire her to have, at least to her eyes.”

Max quickly tracked down a piece of twine and tied a bow around the phone. Then he tucked it away to present to her tomorrow.

Probably at lunch, he thought. We decided to get the radioactive material out right after lunch, just like we were going out the same way we have the last two days. There should be less suspicion that way. With it tucked away in the outer edge of the thorn wall, it's fairly safe. Maggie even thickened the thorns in that area so it wasn't visible and was more well protected.

There was a knock at the door and when Max answered it, Maggie was standing there.

“Hey, come on in. What did you need?” he asked.

“I just wanted to remind you that your daughter's birthday is tomorrow,” Maggie said.

Max pointed to the newspaper wrapped phone.

“I know, I have her present. I even wrapped it already.”

“In newspaper?” Maggie asked, a note of disapproval in her voice.

“It's what I had, but we've got it handled. Vicky, can you do that again?”

“Certainly, mate. It is a low mana spell.”

Once again, the wrapped phone shifted its appearance. Maggie blinked several times.

“That looks better, what did you do?”

“Vicky, as a Kitsune, has access to minor illusions. That's all that is, she's changing the appearance of the newspaper to wrapping paper and the twine to ribbon,” Max said.

“Oh, well now. I could've used that before, I might've made myself look younger and seduced Max here a long time before I finally managed it,” Maggie said.

Vicky took Max' arm tightly in her grip.

“Be calm girl, that was before you were around,” Maggie said. “I'm not hunting him now.”

Then she turned to Max.

“What's her favorite flavor for cake?” she asked.

Max blinked at the rapid subject change.

“Vicky's?” he asked.

“No, you dolt, Kim's. I have flour, sugar, flavorings, and canned milk I can use to make her a cake for tomorrow.”

“Oh,” Max said, pausing. “I think she likes yellow cake best? With chocolate frosting.”

“Okay, that I can do. I'm going to have it ready for lunch since we might still be out at dinner time,” Maggie said. “Ta-ta, don't do anything I wouldn't do, kids.”

“That's not exactly a limiting factor, Maggie,” Max replied.

She grinned at him, with a quick waggle of her eyebrows, before sauntering out the door with an extra sway to her steps.

* * *

When morning arrived, Max was up early again. Once more, he'd gotten to sleep the entire night since the students were assigned watches again.

I know they've got to go back soon, but I'll miss them a lot once I have to go back on watch at night, he thought. 

He pulled himself out of bed, knowing he should help Maggie get breakfast ready. Then he had to go to the forge and see if Todd had managed to get the mold together. After that, it would be lunch and Kim's cake and present, then off to deliver radioactive material to Prometheus.

Just a regular day, right? It's frightening how much that actually seems true. If delivering radioactive material is normal now, then what's my life turning into? he thought. 

Vicky shifted over as he moved, taking over the warm spot he'd made in the bed, spreading out and taking up the whole bed as he got out of it. She murmured sleepily.

“Don't worry. I'm just heading out to start breakfast, I'm sure Maggie could use the help today if she's going to bake a cake for Kim before lunch as well as cooking part of breakfast like she normally does.”

The murmurs became more clear, telling him that he should come back to bed, at least until dawn. He was sorely tempted, but forced himself to dress and quietly slip out of the bedroom.

The morning went normally, although Maggie did mention to him that if the students weren't gone soon, she wasn't going to be able to provide eggs for breakfast every day any more, not until they were gone.

“I've got enough eggs for her cake though, don't you worry about that,” she said, just before Kim came out of the house.

“Happy Birthday, Kim!” Max said.

She looked distracted and he was trying to find out why, subtly. Subtlety was not one of his strong suits though so she looked up at him.

“Dad, I've got a screen and a bunch of notifications and junk. Help?”

Max sat down with Kim and started working her through them. The first was an introduction, much like they'd gotten after the beta test had finished. The next was help on how to get stat and skill screens. The last was a choice of classes. Kim was offered three class choices: Entertainer, Warrior, and Gardener.

“My best guess is that the Entertainer class is based on your uploading videos,” Max said. “Warrior was from killing some of the bunnies even when they weren't attacking you, and Gardener is from when you were helping Maggie with that.”

“Entertainer is a class?” Kim asked.

“Well, focus on it and it might tell you some more about it,” Max replied.

Kim looked distant again for a minute.

“Hey dad, remember you were wondering if Prometheus was going to keep the electric grid up?” she asked. “I don't think you have to worry. This class description specifically mentions online, so if the net stays up we'll need to still have electricity, right?”

“I'd think so,” he replied. “What else does it say?”

“The Entertainer class is based on entertaining others. This includes both online and in person. The class will give you skills to make your entertainment, of whatever variety, more engaging to the listener/viewer. It also gives options that allow you to induce others to be more likely to consume your entertainment as it becomes available.”

“That sounds good.”

“Can I take it, dad?”

“It's your call, Kim. I'm not going to tell you what class you should take, or which ones you're allowed to take. That's all up to you,” Max said. 

Please, don't let her take Warrior. I don't want to influence her choices, but I'd be much happier if she had ways to advance her class that didn't involve risking her life, he thought. 

A moment later Kim squealed and broke into a smile.

“Awesome, it actually gives me skills that will make my videos better. I got a Videography skill, an Audiography skill, a Video Editing skill, and a spell called Enhance Project. Oh, and there's another skill called Storytelling, which I guess is the in person thing. I also got a couple of other things grandfathered in it looks like, they're marked with an asterisk. Firearms at a three, and Unarmed Combat at a two.”

Max desperately wanted to ask how she had an Unarmed Combat skill, but he knew she'd told him about problems with bullies that she'd eventually made go away. If he had to guess, that was where that came from. He didn't ask though, she looked gloriously happy and he didn't want to drag her mood down.

“Great, it sounds like you got exactly what you wanted for a class then,” Vicky said. “That's just got you doing the same thing you have been, right? Making videos and posting them?”

“Well, making videos, editing them, adjusting the sound, and all that. But yes, all the things I've been doing already,” Kim said.

“Well, we'll have to find something for you to start as a new project,” Max said. “See what the difference is from before, now that you have it as a class .”

“I don't know how much the difference will be, the class skills don't list as grandfathered, but all of them are starting at more than a one,” Kim said. “I've got a five for the video, three in the audio, and a two in the editing.”

“That's great, so they gave you credit for what you've already been doing,” Max said.

All of this reminds me that I didn't want her online that much, that's not going to happen now though, he thought. 

* * *

When breakfast was over, Max headed over to the forge. Todd was already there when Max arrived and he turned to see Max.

“So, you got the stuff? Here's what I got made up,” Todd said.

He presented a metal ball to Max. When picked up it was obvious that the ball was hollow. Todd reached over and twisted the top half and Max found it was threaded, poorly, but threaded.

The top screwed off and, once it was, Todd tapped the very top of the top half. A small circular section of the metal popped out.

“So, you mostly fill it, screw the top on, then pack it tight through that top section. Once that's done, you screw the top section down to force everything together. Heat it a little, Ron found out that heating it makes it hold its form better, then let it cool and disassemble,” Todd said.

Max recovered the parts he'd made, pulling three nuts that would fit onto the headless screws.

“I need to weld it all in place, but I'm going to use my regular welding gear for that, not the welds I could do on a forge. It'll be quicker, easier, and I'm more familiar with that welding gear,” he said.

Todd nodded.

“Ron said he'd be by later with a bunch of the cores to mold in this thing.”

“Good, I'll get this taken care of.”

Max took the parts over to his garage where he normally did his welding. This time when he picked up his welding gear, it felt much more natural than the last time. Welding the six sand cast pieces into their respective places didn't take overly long. He felt very satisfied when he tested the headless screws in the holes designed for them. Everything lined up well and while it was a little awkward to tighten all three nuts down simultaneously, you could do each one a little at a time and it worked just as well.

He returned to the forge with the finished mold and showed Todd how it worked. Todd agreed that it was slightly awkward, but probably the best they could do without better equipment or a lot more time.

“I'll go tell Ron we're ready for him,” Todd said, disappearing through the door.

While waiting, Max fired up the forge. He was going to go ahead and try out what Ron had recommended before. He had a crucible heating up on it and, once it was hot enough, tossed in one of the metallic threaded monster cores.

Much to his surprise, the crystalline portion slagged first, turning into a very gummy, clear substance that he thought he could easily manipulate. It wasn't quite gummy enough to pour though, so he left it in and waited. Ron arrived before the metallic threads melted, but the fire mage was more interested in his own mold than what Max was doing When the metallic threads finally did melt, the result pooled on top of the gummy substance that the crystal had turned into. He poured the metal out into an ingot mold he'd made in the sand casting bed, then tried to work with the melted crystal.

It was like pulling taffy, except it was far too hot to touch with his bare skin. In the end, he simply rolled it into a small rope-like section and placed it on top of the sand to cool. Then he turned his attention to Ron and his mold.

When he looked over, Ron was heating the mold in his hand, the flames the pale orange of a lower temperature fire.

Hey, Max. You done there?” Ron asked.

Max nodded.

“Make me a little indent in the sand to put this to cool?”

“Sure,” Max replied.

Todd wasn't in the forge anymore at this point and Max hadn't noticed that right away.

A minute later Ron set the mold into the sand to cool.

“Where'd Todd go?” Max asked.

“William was taking out a crew hunting today and grabbed Todd. He said you'd been going to take the rest out today, but when he looked you were working at the forge, so he volunteered.”

“Shit, I knew I was supposed to do something else. I was just distracted because it's Kim's birthday,” Max said. “Then I got into working the forge and forget about everything else.”

“Well, it's about lunch time and Maggie told me to remind you that you needed to be there then,” Ron said. “Since we're finished here, let's go. You are done for now, right?”

“Even if I wasn't, I would be. It's Kim's birthday and I've got a present for her. There's no guarantee we'll be back in time for dinner, although I'd hope so, so I'm giving it to her at lunch. Maggie's making a cake, too.”

“Cake? What are we waiting for?” Ron said. “Let's get moving.”

Lunch was waiting when they got over there, but as soon as they were done Max slipped into the house. He caught Vicky's eye when he was on the way back out, nodding towards the newspaper wrapped gift in his hand. In a flash, it turned to the far more fancily wrapped gift that he'd seen before when Vicky had demonstrated the skill to him.

“Kim?” he said.

She turned to look at him and he offered her the gift.

“Happy Birthday,” he said.

Her eyes went wide.

“How did you get me a present? Did you have it waiting around for my birthday?”

“Open it, you'll see,” Max said.

Maggie flashed him a grin and slipped off to acquire the cake she'd made as Kim opened her present. The phone he'd gotten her was noticeably larger than the one she had before, so when she opened the package her jaw dropped.

“This is huge. Is it Android? I'm pretty sure it isn't an iPhone.”

“It is Android, but it might not quite be what you're used to,” Max said.

“Where's the charging port?” she asked, examining the phone.

“And that's why. It charges on ambient mana.”

“It what?”

“I got it from the shop, you know, the one we just put in. Looks like it'll go well with your class though. Boot it up and see what you think?”

Kim's eyes were still wide, but she found the power switch and turned it on.

The screen loaded faster than Max thought it should manage to do, far faster than his phone loaded up. Then the phone spoke, he could see text on the screen and assumed it said the same.

“New Phone Detected, do you wish to transfer data from old phone?”

“Yes,” Kim said, pulling out her old phone.

“Place this phone face down, then set the phone to transfer data from face up on top of it. I will notify you when data transfer is complete,” the phone said.

“Fancy,” Kim said. “Normally they need lots of cords to do that.”

She followed the instructions though and before the data was transferred, Maggie was back with the cake. She placed it on the table and wished Kim a happy birthday also. For a moment it looked like she was about to start singing happy birthday, until a quick glare from Kim stopped her in her tracks.

Wow, Kim managed to stop Maggie from doing something? She's doing far better with her than I ever did, Max thought. 

“You know I told you I didn't want to hear that song today,” Kim said.

Maggie actually blushed and mumbled an apology.

* * *

Kim got a few other gifts as well, a pair of earrings from Maggie, a rabbit pelt blanket which Vicky had supplied the furs for while Stacey and Bertha did the stitching. Ron gave her a couple of packs of gum and apology that he didn't have anything else for her, yet.

“Tell you what, though. Once I've got those mana batteries working, I'll give you one of those. Then if you ever need to charge that new phone quickly, I bet you can do it that way,” he said.

Darryl, on the other hand, had actually talked to Max about the phone and made a leather case that would hold it, fasten shut, and attach to her belt. It also had a cutout for the camera on the back of the phone to peek through.

“That's from William and me,” he said.

By the time the gift giving was done, Kim looked stunned.

“Thanks to all of you. I didn't think I was going to get any presents, never mind a cake too. I'm flabbergasted. Thank you.”

Max could tell she was trying hard not to cry, so he simply leaned in and gave her a hug.

“We'll be heading out shortly,” he said. “I wanted to make sure you got all your presents and I'm not sure we'll be back by dinner, so I wanted to do this now.”

“Thanks, dad. It might be the best birthday I've ever had, expecting nothing and getting all of this.”

“Love you, Kim.”

“I love you too, dad. Sorry I don't say it much.”

“You're a teenager, I'd have to make sure you weren't sick if you said that all the time,” Max said with a grin.

Kim pulled back out of the hug and gave him a raspberry. It did look like she'd gotten over the urge to cry though.

“Okay, as soon as William is back, we'll let him eat and then head out,” Max said.

William was back less than an hour later. He'd gotten all of the people he'd taken out at least one level also.

“I can eat on the way,” he said. “I want to get this over and done with.”

Fifteen minutes later, the same people who had gone out hunting the radioactive material were back in a vehicle, Max' truck this time, and headed north towards the labs, the material secured inside the bed of the truck near the tailgate. The people riding in the bed of the truck kept shooting careful glances towards it to ensure that it stayed secured.

“Okay, there's the lab,” Max said. “We want the dungeon entrance, right?”

“That's right,” William said. “Then we'll have to get out and put it at the entrance, according to the quest.”

“I hate driving in there,” Max said. “Why, exactly, do I need to keep coming back to this place?”

* * *


Chapter Thirty-Nine

“Sir,” the specialist said, interrupting the silence in the room. “We've got reports that all eight of the last group we sent into the quarantine have learned a mana related skill.”

“Not just the one we sent them to learn?” the officer asked.

“No, the report claimed that four of them were unable to learn the original skill we sent them after, but did learn another one related to mana storage. We did authorize them to try to learn that one if they were unable to learn the first one.”

“So, we have five that learned the skill that will keep our equipment running? They did have success with the first soldier we sent in, didn't they?”

“Yes, sir. Of the first two we sent, one was lost going out into the woods on his own while the second learned Mana Mechanic, the skill we sent them in to learn.”

“Are five people going to be enough to take care of the vital equipment?” the officer asked.

“Barely. The process is allegedly very quick and requires some simple materials for a quick fix. They'll be kept hopping for a day or two though trying to get all of it taken care of.”

“When do the estimates say we'll be dealing with this energy arriving?”

“The current estimate says that it will be just short of a week before it gets to Cheyenne Mountain, a day or two later it will get to Peterson as well. They do have a note attached to the estimate now saying that the expansion slowed for several days after the mana spur incident and that if we get another one of those, then their estimates may be all wrong.”

“What good are they then?” the officer asked.

The officer's eyes were starting to get a little wild, looking all around him as though he felt like he were under threat.

The specialist rolled his eyes, carefully so the officer couldn't see them.

“Sir, do you want me to contact them and see if they can get a firmer estimate?” the specialist said.

“Yes, do that. Tell them they need to give me some more exact figures and times,” the officer said.

I can't believe this, this is the second time one of the officers placed in command here started to lose it. Of course, they ordered me to let them know if it started happening again. The last guy was ready to drop nukes on our own country before they relieved him of command. This one looks like he's a little steadier, at least for the moment, but they wanted me to let them know if he started showing any signs like the last one did. Some people just can't stand not being able to enforce their commands, not being in control seems to send them down Looney lane. Well, time to report, the specialist thought. 

He started typing an email, not to the people responsible for the time estimates, but to the higher level of command that had insisted he watch his commanding officers and report signs of instability. He knew they had cameras in here that were recording everything, but was very surprised when it was less than fifteen minutes later when a small group of Military Police entered, along with an officer he didn't recognize.

“Sir, you are relieved of command,” the new officer said, holding out a stack of paperwork.

As soon as the officer that had been here earlier accepted the paperwork, the new officer nodded to the MPs, who escorted the officer that was starting to show signs of cracking out of the room.

“I'll expect you to do the same to me,” the new officer said, “assuming it's needed. This position is neither a reward nor a punishment. It is a good way to weed out people we suspect will crack under pressure. Watching an inexorable advance of something we know little about that's going to change everything, is not a position many are able to handle. I'm just telling you this so you know that what you're doing is correct. Even if some officers might call it disloyalty or traitorous, that is not the case. As I said, if I begin to show signs of instability, I expect you to do the same to me.”

“Yes, sir,” the specialist replied.

This is bullshit, I'm only a specialist and I'm responsible for observing the behavior of my officers while still having to do all the scutwork regarding this crap. I'm the only person who's been on this assignment right from the start, everyone else has been replaced at least once. This just doesn't feel right, but maybe I'm the only one they found that doesn't mind narcing on their superior or something, the specialist thought. This guy seems like he's got his head on straighter than the others did, hopefully he lasts longer than the others did.

* * *

Max stayed in the truck when William and Ron got out to place the canister of radioactive material next to the entrance. He kept an eye on the open, paved lot once used for parking. It was empty, but he worried that it wouldn't stay that way.

Every time I see this parking lot, all I can remember is Duane getting savaged. None of the crap or deaths after that have hit me as hard. Did it just desensitize me or are we correct and Prometheus is doing something about that so it doesn't just leave us all shell shocked?

He shivered as his memory of Duane's death flashed through his mind once again. Then, motion near the dungeon entrance caught his attention. He looked over at the creature that was exiting the dungeon. It was about the size of a young teen, but covered in short fur.

It took possession of the radioactive canister and turned to re-enter the dungeon before Ron started laughing. As the creature disappeared, Ron doubled over, his laughter continuing, and Max' notification icon brightened and began to flash.

“What the hell, Ron?” Max called out through the window. “You trying to piss the computer off or something?”

“I couldn't help it,” Ron said, making his way back to the truck. “Did you see what that thing was?”

Max shook his head.

“No, I've been keeping a watch out here.”

“Well, it's race showed as a 'Gofer', note that that was with an 'F', not a 'PH'. Prometheus made himself a minion, hell a new race, just to have a gofer,” Ron said.

“That sort of makes sense,” William said. “It's not like Prometheus could use his supercomputer housing to walk around and do chores, now is it?”

“How would I know what he could do?” Ron asked. “But if he can make a new race to run his errands, seeing him walk around as a supercomputer wouldn't surprise me in the slightest.”

A screen blocked Max' view suddenly without him even opening it himself.

Warning:

Mana levels will soon be greatly enhanced. Beware as there may be untoward side effects from this action.

Prometheus.

Max looked around nervously.

“Guys, can we maybe not give Prometheus any new ideas?” he said. “Plus, if Prometheus using this radioactive stuff has any sort of effect like the wormhole opening or losing its shield did, then we probably don't want to be nearby when he uses it, do we? I'd like to keep my truck, thanks, and I'm afraid that a larger burst of mana might be too much for it while it's still this close.”

Ron's face went serious instantly.

“You know, that's a good point. Come on, William, let's get back in the truck so we can leave. I don't fancy walking back to the Safe Zone.”

The two of them were in the bed of the truck a couple of seconds later. Max hit the gas and spun the wheel, slewing the truck around so it was facing the exit again. When he punched the gas, the truck leapt forward as though it, too, were worried about what was about to happen.

“Max, mate? I just got two levels from the quest reward,” Vicky said. “I've got choices, can I run them by you?”

“Can it wait until we're back at the Safe Zone?” Max asked. “I'm a little worried about what might happen when that radioactive stuff is put into use.”

“It's simple though, my path branches and I can choose one of two. Do I want to become more of a trickster or more of an Agility based warrior?” she said.

“Which do you want?” Max replied.

He was trying to keep most of his attention on the road, but he didn't want to ignore Vicky, either.

“I do not know. The trickster path leads to more illusions, but the warrior path will enhance my body and natural weaponry.”

“Which of those two, fighting or illusions, have you used the most so far?” Max asked.

“The fighting. Thank you, Max, that tells me what to choose. I'll choose what I make the most use of.”

Max nodded, focusing back on the road again. It was just in time for the truck to sputter and every nerve in Max' body to feel like it was on fire for a moment. The pain slowly faded and his driving suffered nothing worse than not missing several of the potholes he normally avoided. He was driving faster than he normally did in this section and the savage jolt of hitting the potholes at speed helped him shake the last of the pain. Once he had, he slowed the truck again, pretty sure that what he'd been worried about had now happened, and his truck was still running fine.

“What was that?” Maggie asked.

“If I had to guess, that was Prometheus getting his hands on the radioactive material and making use of it,” Darryl said. “Everyone keep an eye out. If Prometheus didn't know what the results were going to be, then we want to watch carefully, just in case.”

As they continued back towards the Safe Zone, Max heard other people also claiming their new levels. No-one else had a path split like Vicky had, but Max did hear a few new skills bandied about as people read the help on them. They did, however, only do it one person at a time.

A shout from Maggie caught Max' attention. Since they were both in the cab, his ears were ringing from it. He slowed more and glanced to where she was pointing.

There was movement in the light forest, something huge was moving around. As Max watched, it broke through the treeline and he just stared for a moment.

That looks like an old sport utility vehicle, one of the big ones, and it's floating in the air, he thought. No, it's not floating, it's like a giant hermit crab is using it for a shell, only it's not a crab. That's got to be the biggest spider I've ever seen, and it's wearing the SUV like a hermit crab's shell. 

* * *

Max had brought the truck to a stop while his thoughts at the first sight of the creature ran through his head. Now, the SUV armored spider had also stopped and was staring at the truck.

“Anyone who didn't take their levels yet, do it fast,” William said.

Max pulled up his notification immediately.

Quest Success:

Radioactive material has been retrieved and delivered.

Rewards: 10000 experience, 100 gold, you may choose a new skill from the shop.

You have gained a level, you are now level 9. Health, mana, and stamina have increased. Stat points awaiting assignment (2). You have learned the skill: Armor Piercing (Bow).

He instantly placed his two new points into Intelligence, guessing that the sixteen it would get him to would start getting him some extra mana.

Which I can desperately use since I seem to never have any mana left over after the bigger fights and it would be nice to have some to use with First Aid, he thought. 

When he was done, he looked and realized that he was the only person still in the truck. Everyone else had gotten out and put the truck between themselves and the armored spider. Max opened his door and got out of the truck, staying low in the hopes of not drawing attention.

His bow was in his hand a moment later, the quiver placed on his belt where he could easily reach his arrows. The first thing he did was infuse his bow using the Infuse Wooden Weapon spell. Then he nocked an arrow and waited. The spider hadn't attacked them yet, and the people with firearms were holding their fire.

Ah, shit! I promised Kim that I'd try to get video of any big fights. I think this one counts.

Max fumbled with his phone one handed, holding the bow and nocked arrow with the other hand. He got the camera recording, then tried to figure out where to put it.

I could wedge it onto the dashboard, but that might not get much of the fight, he thought. 

Instead he slipped it into his breast coat pocket, ensuring that the camera lens wasn't obscured.

“What are you doing?” William hissed.

“I promised Kim. If this ends up being a fight, I promised to record any big fights,” Max said.

Keeping a promise was enough reason for Max, even if William shook his head in disbelief.

The spider had been slowly approaching the truck, but now its pace picked up. It had seen, smelled, or otherwise sensed something that had it interested. As it opened its mouth, Max found himself staring at the teeth.

No, not teeth, chelicerae, he thought, remembering long forgotten lessons from school. 

Then the spider reared up, SUV shell and all, before trying to step over his truck.

“Spread out and open fire!” Darryl yelled.

Max was more than happy to do that, not wanting to be anywhere near the spider if he could avoid it, and preferring that it not step on his truck either. Because of that desire he sprinted out past the front of his truck and across the front of it to the side the spider was on. Then he drew the nocked arrow, triggered Flaming Arrow, then Trick Shot for multiple arrows, and released, aiming for the side of the spider's head.

Three Flaming Arrows raced out, striking the side of the spider's head, right where Max had aimed. The spider had been about to step over the truck and go for some of the people back there, but Max had gotten its attention with his flaming arrows. The bristles on the side of the spider's head where Max had aimed were now all gone, burned up in a flare when the arrows impacted.

Now it turned, facing Max, and started racing forward, moving much faster than anything that size ought to be able to manage.

A red blur came racing out from behind the truck. Max saw it and realized that Vicky was moving at a pace that was right up there with the spider. He also saw it when she struck and nearly removed one of the spider's legs. Her claws were more than half again as long as they had been the last time he saw them.

With an arrow nocked, he drew again. This time he tried his new skill, triggering Armor Piercing on the arrow, before he used Trick Shot to try to get a critical strike at a vulnerable part of the spider that was covered by the SUV. The memories flooded back, triggered by remembering the name for a spider's teeth. Their heart and major blood vessels were in the upper portion of their back. If he could get an arrow in there, they might be able to take this thing down fast.

Guns started firing and Max held his own shot for a moment while he adjusted to the noise. He was moving backwards nearly at a trot when there was a moment of silence.

The rounds from the guns had been piercing the sides of the SUV the spider wore, some of them had struck it in the head as well, but it was still going.

Of course it's still going, the damned thing is the size of an elephant, Max thought, and none of us have an elephant gun on us. 

He released his arrow and it flew straight forward, racing right through the windshield without its trajectory or speed being altered, he assumed that was due to the Armor Piercing skill.

Max felt like cheering when a jet of blood shot out, coating the inside of the windshield on the spider's SUV armor. Unfortunately, it didn't do anything to the spider, at least not instantly.

Vicky who'd continued her sprint past the spider earlier, came back through at a run, slicing at another leg. She hit it, but a different leg caught her with a strike, sending her flying.

Gunfire rang out again, and now someone had managed to convince everyone to fire at the same place. When the guns went silent again, there was a large hole shot through the side of the SUV and Ron stood up, a massive ball of flame in his hand.

The spider was turning back towards the source of the gunfire, which would let it see Ron, so Max nocked and drew again, triggering Flaming Arrow and Trick Shot. The resulting three arrows raced out towards three of the spider's eyes.

Two of them struck as intended, while the third hit the flesh just to the side of an eye, igniting more of the bristles adorning its body.

The arrows also stopped the spider from turning. Once again it faced Max and accelerated. Ron launched his ball of flame, aiming at the hole that had been shot in the SUV. As the flames struck the spider, they exploded, just like a traditional fireball spell from a role-playing game. A spurt of flame came back out of the hole, but most of it was distributed around the inside of the SUV, scorching the spider's entire body.

The spider went mad, rolling and denting its SUV shell. In its reaction to the flames, it clipped Ron, spinning him back away from the spider's body. Max, who'd been backing away again, released another arrow split to three, each one aimed for a different eye.

If I can blind the damned thing we can pick it off at our leisure. We can also get Ron and Vicky out of the way without having to dodge the spider at the same time, he thought. 

Now Darryl and William were both on their feet, coming towards the spider in a crouch. Anytime its rolling let them, they poured more shots into the hole that had been shot through the SUV. Max kept firing, too, sending arrow after arrow into its eyes, until he'd finally managed to get at least one arrow in each of the eight eyes.

He put his fingers to his lips and whistled piercingly.

“It ought to be blind now,” he yelled. “I shot all of its eyes. Pick it off from a distance, there's no reason to get close. I'm going to recover our wounded.”

* * *

He went to Vicky first since she'd been the first one he saw injured. She was moving, so he knew she wasn't dead, but when he got to her, he winced.

The spider's strike had hit her leg, snapping it. Bone jutted out through the skin.

He'd been considering just helping her walk back over to Maggie, instead he scooped her up in a princess carry. She was snarling and nearly snapped at him until she recognized who it was that was picking her up.

“Sorry, mate,” she said faintly.

“We'll get you taken care of. I hope Maggie has something for broken bones, I think she does. I know that Betty does, so if we have to, we'll get you to her,” Max said.

Vicky nodded faintly, her lips clamped shut tightly enough that they were nearly white. When Max found Maggie, he just nodded towards Vicky's leg. Maggie followed his motion and gasped. 

“Set her down gently. We need to straighten it before I can heal it.”

Then she turned to Vicky.

“This is going to hurt for a minute. I need you to stay still though so it gets straightened correctly.”

Vicky nodded faintly.

“Alright, Max. I'm going to hold her shoulders. You've got the rough part. You'll need to pull out on that leg until the bone slides back inside of the skin. I can take it from there. I'll straighten it, then heal it so the bone starts to meld back together.”

Max gulped.

“Sorry, Vicky,” he said.

“Just do it, my mate. I will not hold it against you,” she replied.

Max took a grip on her ankle and calf, then looked up to see Maggie with a firm grip on Vicky's shoulders.

With guns still firing in the background as William and Darryl took shots, Max pulled with a slow steady force, gritting his teeth since he knew he was hurting Vicky. The bone slowly slid back into Vicky's skin and, once it was all the way in, Max let up on the pressure. Maggie moved so she could get her hand on the area that had been lacerated and did something like massaging the area, Max assumed to get the bone back perfectly in place. Then she started casting.

“Ron got hit also, I need to go find him,” Max said. “It looks like the spider thing rolled into him after he firebombed it. He went flying and wasn't moving.”

“Go, go, I've got her,” Maggie said, between casts of her healing spell.

When Max came out from behind his truck again, he saw William and Darryl standing between Ron and the spider. Ron wasn't moving, but his breathing looked okay. Max saw the spider wasn't moving either, but it was still breathing.

“That thing's still alive?” he said, coming up behind Darryl and William.

“The damned thing has SUV armor between us and all its critical areas,” Darryl said. “I can't get an accurate enough shot off to put it down once and for all. It'll still move if you go in very close to it.”

Max pulled up all those memories that he'd learned about spiders in school, and had just recalled.

“It's heart ought to be up there,” he said pointing. “There's a chance I can get it. Want me to try or do you just want to outlast it?”

“If there's shit like this out here now, I'd rather be back in the Safe Zone. Besides, even with all those students helping to defend it, I worry about what might have shown up back there,” Darryl said.

“Okay, I'll give it a shot.”

Max pulled out one of his metal arrows, he wasn't going to use Flaming Arrow on this one and he thought the metal ones probably did better damage. He nocked, drew, triggered Armor Piercing, then Trick Shot trying for a critical hit, not multiple arrows.

Aiming where he best remembered the heart to be, he released. The arrow shot out, driving straight through the metal of the SUV's roof that was between him and the actual spider's heart, since the spider was now lying on the side of the SUV that had a hole in it. It slammed into the spider itself after penetrating the SUV roof, leaving a large hole in the SUV roof and a massive hole in the spider's flesh. 

The spider spasmed as a gout of blood jetted out through the hole in the SUV's roof, then slowly stilled.

“I've got to get Ron to Maggie, hopefully she's taken care of Vicky already,” Max said.

Darryl nodded.

“I'm gonna watch this thing, make sure it's not playing possum,” he said.

“I'll help you with Ron, he was out cold when I checked before, but still alive,” William offered.

Between the two of them, they got Ron back to Maggie. Max saw what the problem was while they carried him. There was an angry bruise on the side of Ron's head.

“It looks like the SUV hit him in the head when the spider rolled into him,” Max said.

“Well, Vicky is sleeping now, or unconscious, I'm not sure, but her leg should be fine by tomorrow with a few more spells on my part,” Maggie said. “I'm not totally out of mana, so let's see what I can do here.”

The first cast of her healing spell had Ron stirring, the second had him sitting bolt upright.

“Holy shit! Did anyone get the license plate of the Spider Utility Vehicle that hit me?”

“Uh-oh, sounds like he might have brain damage,” Maggie said.

“Nope, he's always been like this, at least for as long as I've known him,” Max replied.

* * *


Chapter Forty

Prometheus saw the group pulling into his parking lot and immediately sent his Gofer towards the entrance. He knew they had the radioactive material he'd set a quest for and knew they intended on delivering it. Since they'd found it, he'd been keeping a close eye on them.

As soon as the Gofer had the radioactive materials, Prometheus sent it sprinting back towards himself. Using the Gofer, and the tool-using hands he'd given it, he quickly set to altering the aiming device he'd created, the one that would direct the radioactivity into the wormhole. With the information he gained by being able to examine the material more closely, he had the Gofer tweaking the device.

I believe that I have it set for maximum efficiency. I'm prepared for the amount of energy I estimate it will add to the current flow. I'm ready to do this, there's a 98% chance that it will work exactly as I envision, Prometheus thought. 

With that, he had the Gofer slide the canister into his device, then unlock and remove the cap. He did, for safety's sake, send the Gofer fleeing from the room just as soon as the radiation was unleashed.

No need to endanger the creature if the slight chance that I am incorrect happens to occur, Prometheus thought. I'm rather fond of it. Perhaps, I should make more of its kind? Give them a small settlement right close to here so I can observe them and they can produce food for the dungeon. The dungeon creatures can exist on just mana, but would probably be better off with a variety of energy to support them, I did create the creatures with stomachs after all.

It took about two minutes of the radiation pouring into the wormhole before there was a bobble in the energy levels. The first blip gave a tiny surge that Prometheus immediately captured, using it to enhance himself further. So far, he'd been only taking tiny sips of the energy, using the majority of it to expand the mana converted areas, and using the rest to create those creatures that would both provide humanity with the challenges that would allow them to grow and to keep the rapid breeding of the converted aggressive animals under control.

I had no idea that those animals would be able to breed so quickly, it's as though they appear from nowhere, just like the creatures I've created. My information said that the rabbits would be like that, but all the rest seem to breed more quickly than anticipated as well.

There was another blip from the wormhole and Prometheus found himself barely able to absorb the energy that came through from that one, it was far larger than the first had been.

He quickly put that energy to use, trying to lower his energy level in case more came through. Before he'd managed to dispose of more than a fraction of the last blip of energy, the wormhole trembled, tearing itself larger. Energy came rushing into the room from the wormhole, far more energy than Prometheus could've contained even if he weren't currently still dealing with the last influx. He instantly sent out a warning to the people close enough to be potentially affected by the flood of energy.

Oops, Prometheus thought, I think I know what caused the original problems here. I based my own calculations off of the data they had, but the amount of energy on the other side of the wormhole seems to be far greater, more dense and concentrated, than they'd accounted for. That would explain both the rupture of their shield that caused all of this, and the massive wave of energy that's pouring out right this moment.

* * *

“It's dead,” Darryl said. “Not even bleeding any more.”

Realizing that his phone was still taking video, Max shut it off.

At least I think it was still shooting video, it might've run out of charge, he thought. 

“Good, let's loot that thing and get back to the Safe Zone,” Max replied. “Help me get Ron and Vicky into the bed of the truck?”

The two of them lifted a protesting Ron into the truck.

“Ron, you had a head injury. You can at least take it easy for a bit,” Max said. “Let us help, the longer it is until you have to do things yourself, the better.”

He peered at Ron's eyes, recollecting something about the pupils being dilated to different sizes when a concussion was present, but he didn't see anything wrong.

Better safe than sorry, though, Max thought. 

Vicky was out cold and barely stirred as they placed her in the truck bed.

“Are you sure she's okay? I would've thought that she'd have stirred more when we moved her,” Max said.

“Don't worry about it, now it's a recuperative sleep that I put her into,” Maggie replied. “Too much movement right now might cause the bone to not heal correctly. The recuperative sleep will help the bone mend while it's not moving. When she wakes up, she'll be able to use it just fine. Until then, just let her sleep. In any case the sleep won't last more than twenty-four hours.”

“Okay,” Max said. “I was worried.”

“It's fine Max,” Maggie said, then a teasing note entered her voice. “Your mate will be just fine.”

He simply glared at her for a moment.

“Alright, I'm going to loot that thing, then we'll get out of here. Everyone load up.”

Max walked over to the massive spider corpse, then touched it. Finding himself nearly buried in loot, he changed his mind.

“Hey, I lied, instead of being in the truck, how about someone helps me out here?”

William came over and, between the two of them, they managed to move the loot to the truck. There was maybe a hundred pounds of spider silk, and with how light it was that translated to a massive quantity, far more than Max could move on his own easily.

There was also another surprise. A large monster core, one with the organic threads in it, was part of the loot, this one was more solid than the others they'd found, the base rounded with a portion of solid core starting to form a sphere before the top went back to the crystal formation style Max was used to. The really surprising part was the second core he got. This one had the metallic threads and was much smaller than the other one, but the fact that he'd found two was what surprised him.

He dropped the organic core off with Ron before getting into the cab of the truck and starting it up, crossing his fingers as he did. He was still worried about that massive surge of energy they'd experienced, but the truck started right up.

Dropping it into gear, he continued taking them back to the Safe Zone, driving as carefully as he could to avoid jostling Vicky.

* * *

When they got in sight of the Safe Zone, Max sped up. The sight of the numerous animal corpses, with the occasional gremlin corpse mixed in, had him worried about the Safe Zone.

As he drove up, someone opened the spiked barricade they used for a gate. When Max looked to make sure it wasn't a trap, he realized that it was Bob who was opening the gate.

“Thank god you guys are back. I don't know what happened, but about an hour ago something happened that left everyone dizzy, a minute later all kinds of critters started charging at the walls out there,” Bob said. “Those new guys you were teaching started firing on them, but some of the damned things made it through the thorn wall anyway. We took care of them, but I think everyone had to fight at some point.”

“Is Kim okay?” Max asked, worriedly.

“She's fine, she shot like three of those stupid rabbits that got into Maggie's garden. As soon as they saw her, they left the plants alone and went after her, she took them down in three shots. Good kid you got there, Max.”

“Don't I know it.”

Even so, I'd better check in with her soon. That's kind of a shitty birthday surprise for her to get, Max thought. 

“Are you sure everything that got in was taken care of?”

“I think so, I don't know how to check,” Bob replied.

“I do,” Max said. “Danny absolutely loves chasing the wildlife. He can't catch them for shit, but he'll let us know if any of those things are still in here. First, we've got some wounded we need to unload though.”

With that, he pulled his truck into his driveway. He carried Vicky in and laid her down on his bed before heading out back and letting Danny out of his run.

“Dad, I got a level,” Kim called out. “Those stupid rabbits attacked again. They actually went for me this time, but I just used your training and they went down just like targets. What's up with Danny?”

Max quickly explained what he was doing and Kim joined him, gun in hand. William and Darryl had taken Ron back to his trailer to let him lie down and joined Max when he got out in front of the house.

“We'll take Danny around the inner perimeter. We'll get a few false positives, but if there's anything still in here, he'll find it,” Max said.

It took an hour, but when they were done Max was pretty sure that there weren't any of the aggressive animals or gremlins inside the Safe Zone. When they got back to his house, Maggie was sitting on her porch next door.

“Anything?” she called out.

Max shook his head.

“Nope, was everyone okay?”

“Some of them took hits, but that nurse that took the Healer class got them all healed back up before we got back even.”

“They should head out and loot,” Max said. “I don't know if the corpses will still pull in the scavengers, but on the off chance that they would, we need to get rid of them.”

“They would, but apparently there's a problem,” Maggie said.

“Which is?” Max asked, gesturing for her to continue.

“Evidently that big burst of mana stretched the boundaries a bit. The moving roadblocks are now quarantined since the outer perimeter jumped miles in a second and they got caught inside. So did their replacements that were waiting five miles up the road. The expansion rate sped up also and the military wants their people heading out back towards their posts. At current rates, they're guessing two days, tops, before it hits Cheyenne Mountain.”

“Really, that much expansion instantly?”

“They're more worried about the increased rate of the steady expansion. They aren't even sure about the two day estimate, but that's their best guess. So, your students are all packing up and getting ready to head out. They were looking for William to report in,” Maggie said, glancing at the man in question.

“I'll go find them and see if they have any more details,” William said, turning and leaving at a trot.

* * *

Max turned to Kim.

“Hey, I've got another present for you,” he said.

“You do? What is it?” she asked.

“Check your email in a minute,” he said.

He opened his own phone and fumbled with it for a moment before managing to send her the video he'd taken. Once she had it, she started it.

“Really? A shot of your truck dashboard? That'll go over well,” she said. “I'll get this—”

She stopped cold when the first clear shot of the spider wearing an SUV showed up, her eyes going wide. They only grew wider as the fight progressed. When the video finished, she looked at him.

“You're okay though? Is Vicky okay?”

The video had included him discovering the extent of Vicky's injuries, and Kim had grown pale and slightly green around the gills at that part.

“I'm fine, Vicky will be fine when she wakes up. The bone is mostly healed already and there's a healing spell finishing up on it while she sleeps. That's what Maggie told me at least, and I trust her.”

Kim nodded.

“I saw Ron moving around, so he's okay.”

Max grinned.

“As okay as he ever is, he woke up with a pun on his lips, so I figure he's fine.”

“Dad, can I get this right up? I mean, should I ask everyone in it first?”

“That would be polite, but it'll take a few minutes to upload, won't it? That gives you time to check, and Vicky already told you that you could use videos of her if you wanted, right?”

Kim nodded.

“Well, you've got my permission. Get uploading, then tracking down everyone else.”

She left her phone right where it was since she had four bars there and ran off after checking with Maggie.

Five minutes later she was back.

“I talked to everyone but William. It sounded like he's in a serious discussion with the people you and Ron just trained,” Kim said. “I didn't want to interrupt him.”

“Come on, I'll go with you and we can see if it really is that important.”

Kim recovered her phone, noting that the upload was done and titling the video: Giant Spider Fight – Raw Footage.

Once she'd done that, she led him to where William was talking to the students.

“Sir, they're pulling everyone in. All the military people quarantined in here. We've got to go.”

“I'm not telling you that you can't go. I'm telling you that you can't take my Humvee,” William said.

“That minivan is a deathtrap, I'm not riding in that,” a familiar voice interjected.

Max looked at the idiot who'd been mostly trouble since they'd met.

“You aren't taking any of my vehicles, I'll tell you that much,” Max said. “If you've got a problem with it, there will be fewer people reporting back than they sent out.”

The group that had gone out hunting with him were the first to state, loudly, that they weren't going to steal his vehicles. Then they turned to shush the others who hadn't gone with him.

“Did you say that they're recovering all of the military in the quarantine?” Max asked.

“That's what they told me,” William answered.

“No problem, contact Patrick down at the quarantine camp south of town. They can ride out with the national guard. There ought to be a few open spots there.”

“Damn me and my own prejudice. Yes, the national guard is the military, no, I don't think of them that way so I totally missed that,” William said. “Let me get on the radio.”

Three minutes later William was back off the radio.

“They're packing up, they'll leave tomorrow morning. If we can get these folks down there by eight AM they can ride out with them.”

“Kim had a question for you,” Max said, dragging Kim up alongside of him.

“William, do you mind if I post the video of your spider fight? Everyone else said it's fine.”

“Is that all? Sure, go ahead,” William said, then he turned back to Max.

“So, can we have all these folks down there by that time tomorrow?”

Max felt the grin slowly spreading across his face.

“I'm sure we can.”

“What's that grin?” William asked.

“Well, if they're heading out at eight in the morning, and not planning on coming back, then that means anything they leave behind is open for salvage, right? So, we'll just wait and actually see them off, does that sound good?”

Now William had a matching grin to Max'.

“That would only be the polite and neighborly thing to do, now wouldn't it?” William said.

* * *

Max was just relaxing, slowly drinking a beer before bed. Vicky was still asleep, but she'd started stirring a bit and the sleep looked more natural than the spell enforced slumber she'd been in earlier on. He'd just allowed a slight smile onto his face when Kim came racing over.

“Dad, dad, you've got to see this!” she said.

She thrust her phone into his face. On it, he could see a thumbnail showing the SUV armored spider they'd fought in the distance. The foreground was even more familiar, his own bow and arrow were quite clear while the spider was just a touch fuzzy.

“Yeah? That's the spider we fought, and my bow and arrow.”

“No dad, look at the number of views. One of the news stations has been camping my channel, so the video went right onto the news tonight. I've gotten more than half a million views already and it's only been about eight hours. I've had videos that didn't go live for that long before, this one immediately went live and started racking up views.”

Max' eyes went down to the view counter and saw that it was indeed over a half million.

“That's awesome,” he said.

“No dad, the view counts that show there don't include all of the views, so it's even more than they're showing. I don't know what's going on here, but it's a big deal, a really big deal.”

Max thought for a moment.

“Well, I can think of one big change since the last time you posted a video, can you?”

Kim blinked.

“You think my class makes that much difference?”

“I'm sure it doesn't hurt, plus you said the action videos do better, this is certainly that. Plus, you already had a pretty big following from earlier, didn't you?”

“Yeah, but dad, this is insane. I wanted to go viral before, but this one got there instantly.”

“Well, all I can say is congratulations. Pretty neat birthday present, isn't it?”

She practically tackled him to give him a hug.

“You know, some of this stuff is crazy scary, but the rest sort of makes up for it,” she said. “I think I'm happier, even with all the scary stuff, than I've ever been before.”

You know, I might just have to agree with her, he thought. I've been feeling better lately than I have in a very long time.

He looked at Kim, obviously as excited as he'd ever seen her before.

“Hey, wanna see a magic trick?” he asked.

“What now?” she said.

“Go to sleep, I bet those views double before you wake up in the morning,” he said.

“Dad,” she said, nearly whining. “There's no way I'm going to be able to go to sleep any time soon.”

“Well, I have to. William and I are going to take all the students down to the national guard camp south of town first thing in the morning. Then they'll take them where they need to go instead of us having to do it.”

She frowned at him.

“Well, if you gotta, you gotta,” she said. “I was hoping you'd celebrate with me though.”

“Sure, I can do that. There was a little cake left over, want to split it?”

“I thought, maybe a beer? Now that I'm sixteen and all.”

“No,” Max said in a tone that invited no discussion at all.

“Cake will be fine,” Kim said.

After they finished the cake, Kim came over and gave him another hug.

“Best birthday ever. Thanks dad.”

“I'm going to go cuddle with Vicky. If you're still awake, she might wake up in the middle of the night and could keep you company,” Max said.

Then he slipped into the house and into his bed.

* * *

Max fell asleep cuddling Vicky, but when he woke up, she wasn't there. He stumbled out onto the porch and found her sitting in a lawn chair, with Kim soundly asleep on top of her. His icon was blinking, but he wasn't feeling up to checking out whatever notifications he had just yet.

“Shh,” Vicky said. “She just finally fell asleep about an hour back.”

Max nodded and kept his voice low.

“William and I have to take the students to that military camp south of town. We need to be there by eight, so I need to get moving.”

She smiled and nodded, motioning him over to give him a quick kiss.

“Grab me some breakfast, would you?” she said. “Eggs, if Maggie is offering them this morning.”

“Or, hear me out, I could carry Kim to her bed. I used to be able to do it without waking her up, and I'm a lot stronger now than I used to be.”

Vicky shrugged, so Max bent over and scooped up his daughter. She was much heavier than when he used to do this, but he was much stronger as well, so he managed it easily and gently. Kim's new phone was clutched in her hand, even in her sleep.

He carried her over to Maggie's house, Vicky getting the doors along the way.

“Heh,” Maggie said. “When I talked to her an hour and a half ago, she told me she was fine, not tired at all. I should've known.”

Max took his daughter to her room and laid her on the bed, pulling the covers over her. He tried to gently pry her phone loose also, but that wasn't going to happen without enough effort to wake her, so he let it be.

When he got back to the kitchen, Vicky had a plate piled full of scrambled eggs in front of her. Another plate, with eggs and strips of meat, sat waiting for him.

After breakfast, he went out to his truck to attach the trailer. He'd get them all down to the national guard in there, then load it up with whatever they left behind for the trip back. As he was attaching the trailer, he realized that they'd never unloaded the spider silk the day before so that was his next task.

Once he was done with all of that and had put in the lines for people to hold onto, it was still only a quarter past seven. With the trip taking a little under a half hour, he had fifteen minutes to kill. He pulled up his notification light.

Warning:

The recent mana surge has increased the mana levels in your body beyond current safe limits. As this was not your responsibility I will take action to rectify the situation. Converting excess mana to experience.

Prometheus.

You have gained a level, you are now level 10. Health, mana, and stamina have increased. Arcanum +1. Stat points awaiting assignment (2). Choose one new spell from the following list:

1 - Entangle

2 - Charm Animal

3 – Barkskin

This time, at least, Max knew what all his spell options would do. At least he assumed he did. Rather than run with that assumption, he quickly pulled up his help files.

As he thought, Entangle was crowd control, causing a ten square foot area of growth to grasp onto anything in it, inhibiting or canceling its movement.

Charm Animal did as the spell said, although the help told him that he could only have one animal charmed at a time per point in the spell.

Barkskin gave him an increase in his defense, toughening his skin. Once again, the higher he got the score in the spell, the better the protection provided, although this one jumped at each third point, not each point.

Alright, he thought, it's gotta be done. I can always get some armor or make some out of the hides we have, and I'm not sure the aggressive animals would count for that spell, so for now it's going to be Entangle. With a bow, that'll make them easy pickings for me. The spare points are going into giving me more mana and getting it back faster. I still see that as a problem for me. So, one point to Intelligence and the second to Willpower. Agility will be next since it's now the lowest and might well impact my use of the bow.

Once he finished his upgrades, he looked at the time. He had two minutes to get the truck down to where the students would be waiting. He started the truck and pulled out, driving down to the end of the trailers where William and the students would be gathering.

The trip went quick, although Max paused for a couple of minutes when someone waved him over in the middle of town. It was one of the guys he'd invited to move up to the Safe Zone and Max found out why he hadn't gotten any takers. He hadn't fixed many cars in town, no-one would give them a ride, and they were unwilling to walk it with how things were now. The one guy who'd come up to the Safe Zone on foot had been told by Brian that they'd happily take in any of the people Max invited, but not until the influx of soldiers was gone.

He told Jim, the guy who'd pulled him over, that he'd be heading back through town later in the day and to gather up any of the four people he'd talked to before about it, they could each bring one other person if they wanted, but Max was capping it there. Since none of the people he'd asked had kids, he didn't think that would be an issue.

They continued down to the encampment, to find that it was mostly broken down when they got there with five minutes to spare. The students, and their gear, were unloaded from the truck and trailer and turned over to Patrick. Patrick took control of them immediately, barking orders that were obeyed even if they only came from a national guardsman. The nine people, including Bob, were already used to taking orders from out of their chain of command, so they responded quickly.

“I could probably bring you guys along too, if you like,” Patrick said.

“Oh no, my daughter and girlfriend are waiting at home,” Max said, having to make a conscious effort to use girlfriend and not mate.

“Not for me,” William said. “My dad's up there, plus Max' place seems to be where most of the action is. I wouldn't want to miss that.”

“It's your call, I think you're crazy, but to each his own,” Patrick said.

Max and William sat and waited while the guard unit pulled out. Max actually waved to Bob as they were leaving, Bob was one of the few of the people he'd trained that he thought he'd actually get along with.

Once the guard unit was out of sight, they pulled the truck into the camp and started loading up. The pickings weren't as nice as they had been with the hastily vacated quarantine camps they'd already raided, but there was still stuff worth salvaging.

They were just about to pull out of the camp, when a man in uniform came staggering up the road.

“What the hell? They told me there was a guard camp here,” the man said.

“There was, you missed them by about an hour,” William replied. “Who are you?”

“Name's Buckley, I got stuck in that damned jungle and they told me to come here. It's taken me days, but I finally get here and they're all gone?”

William shook his head.

“Wayward lambs, there's always some. Hop in back, Buckley.”

William looked over to Max who nodded agreement.

“It's not like I'd just leave him here, you know?” Max said.

“I didn't think you would, but it's your place so I thought I should ask. So, you've done your duty as you saw fit and gave the government access to your skills now. Were you even tempted by Patrick's offer?” William asked.

“Nope, and I wouldn't have been, even if Kim and Vicky had been here. I've got my place, and I'm pretty happy in it. So are Kim and Vicky. I wouldn't drag them away from where they want to be, especially not when it's where I want to be too.”

“Not even without knowing what comes next?” William asked.

“After all we've already been through, how bad could it be?” Max asked.

Buckley had evidently been listening through the window, so he chimed in here.

“You wanna know how bad it could be? Let me tell you,” Buckley said.

They let him ramble on for about five minutes until William turned to face him.

“That's enough for now,” he said.

Buckley kept rambling until William couldn't take it any more. He looked at Max, who shook his head.

“Shut up, Buckley!” the two of them said, nearly in unison.

* * *

To be continued in:

Wormhole Mana #2:

Proliferation

* * *
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