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Prologue

All around Caj sirens blared and warning alarms were sounding. In the distance he could still hear the sounds of screams punctuated by the high-pitched sound of A’snkarnt particle weapons, followed first by the crack and bang as the bursts moved toward their targets, ionizing the atmosphere in their path. Then the inevitable explosions that followed as mechs and tanks alike were blown apart. 

He imagined that if he were closer, he would be able to smell the spent energy cores combined with the seared flesh and various fluids from the cybernetic bodies of his soldiers. The one thing that was not and never would be present was screaming. There was always plenty of that when they were overrunning the planets of the so-called lesser races. 

Not so with the Forlorn, his soldiers were at one with their fate. If they were atomized, then it was only a part of their cycle of existence. As much as he condemned the enemy, the A’snkarnt likewise never cried out. They were no less futile than the other races in their resistance to the inevitable, but at least they faced it bravely. 

The surprise of their attack had been almost complete. His ship had detected a flurry of signals sent off moments after the armada had exited their portal windows. Those signals had only lasted for two seconds before the barrage of weaponry unleashed upon the enemy had silenced their communications. 

That was always the first step. The Forlorn were nothing if not systematic. Silence communication, cripple the engines, destroy weapons and then shield generators; always in that order. The A’snkarnt needed to be isolated into bite-sized pieces if they were going to be overrun. Their technology was still superior to that of his people. Yet they had developed tactics to stop them from fleeing as much as fleeing fate was ever possible. 

The one thing that they almost never succeeded in doing was keeping the enemy from destroying their own ships. The A’snkarnt would rather slag their own technology and obliterate their own bodies than be merged into the greatness which they called the Forlorn. Even the ship that they had captured to discover the location of this base had had its technology almost completely scrambled beyond use. 

Salvaging and repurposing what was captured by Caj was not his task. Other Over Minds worked toward those goals. His goal was to keep the A’snkarnt on the run. An enemy on the run made stupid mistakes, rushed things, and didn’t always plan for the future clearly. 

The sounds of battle had begun to die down around him, and it seemed as though Caj Decius had accomplished what no other Over Mind had been able to. He had captured an intact enemy vessel, but this was not just any vessel. This was one of the enemy's leviathans. Their huge moon-sized floating research facilities. Intel said that only four such vessels existed and one had never been destroyed, let alone captured. It was well worth the loss of more than half his armada. 

Then the sound of twisting metal split the air as the wall in front of him was ripped apart by some impossibly powerful creature. Its base form was that of an Elefantis, one of the lesser races. This one was the largest of its kind that Caj had ever seen, standing at least twenty feet tall and nearly half as wide. It was equipped with its own crude cybernetic enhancements, nothing nearly as refined as his people. 

He saw its deadly intent, though. This creature thought it would stop him. Its central trunk reached out and grabbed one of his guards, crushing it against the bulwark. At the same time the laser guidance system which had replaced one of its eyes homed in on him as a payload of ballistic rounds were launched. 

Once again three of Caj’s guards were blown to pieces, but his personal shield kept him safe if buffeted by the shock waves. All of this was to plan. The capabilities of the large gray creature before him were well known to the Forlorn and all inferior. His guards' weapons were already cutting apart the technology attached to the attacker and turning the solid metal into so much decayed junk. 

What was unexpected was the way the weapons were having little to no effect against the creature’s flesh. Normally any living thing decayed and lost its life spark when hit by their necro blasts. The weapons accelerated the atomic decay in all matter, but excelled at doing it to living flesh. Yet somehow this lone Elefantis was resisting them. 

His soldiers would have continued futilely blasting away because that is what good drones do. It was the task of an Over Mind to adapt to a different scenario, and Caj felt a rush of excitement. He was not meant to feel such things, but still he did. This would be an interesting challenge. 

He rushed past his own guards and engaged directly with the brute. It slammed a bulky fist the width of Caj’s body down upon him with enough force to rend metal. Caj could have ignored it and allowed his personal shield to stop it. The fusion cell which powered his body’s cybernetic components was among the best technology that his people possessed. That however would not have been as satisfying.

Instead, Caj impossibly twisted his body around the descending fist and came in close. He extended his own fist in a punch but instead of physical contact released a charring burst of plasma into the flesh of his foe. It caused a searing wound, and the creature recoiled, but nothing like what Caj had expected. This Elefantis reacted more like its flesh was stone than actual living matter. 

Its huge hands came slamming back into Caj, and impossibly his shield wavered. It held, but there was no way that an organic life form even with some minimal cybernetic enhancements should be able to hit that hard. A chest compartment in his exo-skeleton opened, and he blasted out a jolt from his neuro-inhibitor. This creature bore further looking into. 

That thought was put on hold though as a series of massive explosions rocked the leviathan from within, traveling up to where they were fighting. Everything flashed bright white and moments later, Caj’s consciousness was waking up again inside his node on board the command ship. 

Frustration ran through him. So much for capturing the leviathan intact. Apparently they had not been as successful at disarming its self-destruct as he had hoped. Almost equally he was disappointed by the loss of the creature to examine. It had some unique properties that he knew for a fact were not natural to its species. 

Oh well, it wasn’t a total loss. At least some of the signals gave him insight into where the other leviathans might be located. Now he just needed to rebuild his armada. Time didn’t worry him. If there was one thing that being Forlorn meant, it was patience.





Chapter 1 - Starting Fresh

Jay woke up. He was almost surprised that he hadn’t experienced another of those weird dreams. They often seemed to come after momentous events, and yesterday had certainly qualified for that. Learning that there were other humans here had been game-changing enough, but then seeing the hostility of those humans was crazy. 

Still, if he was honest with himself, life had become something of a dream all by itself. He was bouncing between the terrors of a dungeon to the wonders of his very sexy companions. Speaking of whom, he woke to find Amelia tucked in under his right arm, her head on his chest and the curly blond hair tickling his nose. Under his left arm, Huong was pressed up against him with her leg splayed across his. The sheet was only partially covering them, but he didn’t mind.

He looked around to see if he could find Meikiyo, but she wasn’t in either this bed or the other. Immediately he felt a wave of concern. He had to admit that he was growing very attached to each of these lovely ladies, not just for the obvious benefits but because he respected each of them as teammates. 

Jay tried to shift and untangle himself so that he could get up, but Amelia’s hand pressed against his chest. She mumbled, “No, too early. Don’t leave.” 

Jay ran his hand down her arm and gently moved it while leaning his neck down to kiss her forehead. “I have to find Meikiyo. Gotta make sure nothing is wrong.”

She mumbled back, “She’s fine, just jealous,” but didn’t offer any further explanation as she pulled the pillow over her head. 

Getting Huong’s leg unhooked from around him proved even more challenging, not the least of which was how enticing it was as he ran his hand along it. At least she didn’t wake up. Once he was out of the bed, he pulled the sheet up over both of them. They deserved their sleep. The past 24 hours, no, the past week had been tumultuous to say the least. 

After dressing, Jay grabbed a quick drink and then walked out of the bungalow. The sun was just now breaking the horizon and there were only half a dozen people up that he could see. All of them clustered around Jasmine, except for Meikiyo. He saw her off at the terminal and immediately headed for her. He hoped that he could engage with her before the inevitable conversation with the council that he knew was going to be just a bundle of joy. 

He strode purposefully across the space, but when he got to the terminal, he couldn’t talk to Meikiyo as she was protected by the barrier. He thought about doing some shopping with the new 1.1 options himself, but decided that it would be better to just wait for her. He wanted her to know that she was an important part of the team, and it didn’t set the right tone if he was too bored to stand there for a few minutes and wait. 

At one point Mia started walking over towards him, waving. Her tall, slender form was clearly athletic and drew his immediate attention. That was it, he told himself, he needed to buy some of the aphrodisiac purifiers. He needed a clear head for today. As he presumed she was sent by Jasmine, but Jay just waved her off. “I will come find you later, but I need to take care of something else now.”

“Jay, Jasmine says the council needs to talk to you. It’s important,” Mia replied. 

“This is important too. Besides, I know for a fact that one of the council members was still sound asleep in bed just a couple minutes ago.”

“Okay, well maybe not the council, but we need to talk to you. Everything has changed now and people can’t go their own way. We need to work together and pick a new council. She just wants to talk to you before the vote later.”

“I promise, I will come find her, but that is the best that I can do for now.” Then he turned his back towards her to make it clear he wasn’t going to continue the conversation. He activated his Life Sense and could tell that she stood there for about 30 seconds before finally giving up and turning around. 

It was good timing too, because just then Meikiyo stepped away from the terminal. When she saw him, her face lit up briefly with a smile and then she got all flushed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were there.”

“Well, how could you? You were busy shopping. Even I know a girl’s gotta get to do shopping at some point.” Jay tried to put on his best smile before adding, “I don’t mean to be stalking you. I was just worried about you. After everything that happened yesterday when I woke up and you weren’t inside the bungalow, my mind went to the worst possibilities.”

She appeared confused at first but then that smile started to creep back onto her normally stoic face. “You were worried about me? Does that mean….” she asked as her voice trailed off.

“Yes. You don’t ever have to wonder. I want you on my team in every way possible.”

“Every way?”

“Yes, every way. Were you worried about that? Was that why you left the bungalow without telling us?” Jay asked.

“I just thought you might like some privacy. You have a special kind of relationship with Amelia and Huong. I wasn’t sure if you, well, you know.” Meikiyo fumbled over her words. 

“Why wouldn’t you think that? I would fight for you. I will protect you. I have proven that haven’t I? Haven’t I earned your trust?”

“Of course,” Meikiyo said while biting her lower lip.

“Then what?”

“Amelia and Huong have each gotten you to themselves. I thought maybe I was just an add-on.”

Jay crossed the few feet between them and took her in his arms. “Never. You are a bright jewel all your own. I could no more pick one of them over you than I could pick you over one of them. I may be a lecher, but I’m truly smitten with each of you.”

“Then you want me just for myself?”

“Yes, how many ways do I have to say it?” Jay asked. 

“I don’t know but, I’m not tired of it yet.”

Jay looked down and smiled into her pretty doll-like face. “Let me make you this promise. As soon as things calm down a bit, I will organize some time for just you and me.”

“I’m gonna hold you to that,” she said with a smile, and Jay almost swore that flames flashed in her eyes. “Just don’t burn me on this.”

Jay laughed to himself, not sure whether to be excited or nervous, so he changed the subject. “Did you find what you needed in the terminal?”

“Yes,” she said as she walked away. 

He watched and swore that she must be taking lessons from Amelia to learn that captivating way of swaying her hips.  Then he followed after her.

Once they made it back to the bungalow, he found the other two in various states of dress, but surprisingly neither made any move to cover up. His experience with girls back on Earth was that even if they slept with you, they didn’t necessarily want you watching them dress. Even the most beautiful girls he had known were somehow self-conscious.

In typical Jay fashion, he blurted that observation out before he thought about whether it was a good thing to say out loud. Amelia and Huong both looked at him, then at each other. Amelia was the first to speak, “Why don’t you like watching?”

He started to fumble over an answer before Huong said, “Oh, don’t worry. We can all feel the passion you have for us. Knowing how you feel removes all embarrassment.”

Between the conversation with Meikiyo and now with the two of them, Jay felt like things were getting very serious, faster than he wanted. Or were they? He had amazing girls with him. They were committed to each other as a team. “Would it really be so bad if they were committed in other ways?” he asked himself.

He shrugged. “So we need to talk about Jasmine and the council. She is planning on forming a new council and calling for a vote today. I want to make sure we are all on the same page.” 

Amelia let out that light-hearted laugh that so rarely broke through her cynical outer shell. “So typical, Jay. A shrug for everything. Always ready to run into danger but afraid of a deep conversation about feelings.”

Meikiyo came to his rescue. “I don’t like her.”

“Who?” Jay asked.

“Jasmine. I don’t like the way she looks at you. I don’t like the way she treats you.”

Jay expected a sarcastic comment from Amelia about jealousy, but instead she said, “I agree. I don’t trust her either.”

“She isn’t that bad,” Huong protested, but it sounded a bit feeble.

“What is your problem with her then?”

“I think she is looking out for herself. You have that Boy Scout attitude and she can take advantage of you because you assume everyone else is like you and looking out for what is best for the group,” Amelia answered.

“I think she wants what is good for the group, but is completely sure that she is the only one who knows what that is. I have seen people like her before. It was like that with my mother. She loved me but didn’t care that I hated the piano, she just knew it was the best for me,” Meikiyo said. 

“You both are too harsh on her. Trying to get a bunch of terrified people organized is not an easy task. But I will agree with you both on one thing. I don’t like the way she looks at Jay. As someone who was in her inner circle for a while, I’m pretty sure she wants to lay claim to him,” Huong added.

“Well, I’ve already got first dibs on him and I don’t think we should share him with her,” Amelia said.

Huong and Meikiyo huffed at her assertion but Jay simply said, “You realize I’m standing right here, don’t you.” He was surprised when Huong of all people held her finger up to her mouth and shushed him.

Amelia continued, “He is right. We need to decide where Team Jay stands on this. For my part, I think that we should just continue taking care of ourselves, but the bone head over there is going to insist that we somehow provide for the entire cluster.”

“Of course I am. I will always put you three first, but it would be irresponsible not to look out for the others. There are only 25 out of 100 left and if this keeps up, the entire cluster will be gone in less than a month. We also don’t know for sure when we will next get visitors from outside or if those visitors will be friendly or hostile,” Jay said. 

“So we agree though that we insist our team stays together?” Meikiyo asked.

“Oh, we are staying together for sure,” Jay answered.

“But what if some of the others need help with the first dungeon floor? I mean I assume that we are going to be moving onto the second floor, but most of the rest are only level 1 or at most 2. We have grown far beyond them, especially Jay and that isn’t even counting whatever changes happen when things reset this morning,” Huong said.

“Okay, I know I sound heartless, but I’m not. I don’t mind the idea of helping the others, but it needs to be on our terms. We need to keep descending. Isn’t that what the dream said?” Amelia asked.

“Yes, and you are right. We can’t stop descending or if the dream voice is right, then nothing else we do is going to matter. I don’t know about you, but I also have skills that I have neglected and need to start working on. Hopefully if we keep our purchases down, then there will be enough credits to get what we need while helping the others level up and practicing our skills.”

“So then we are basically on the same page, then?” Meikiyo asked.

They all nodded and said yes before Huong added, “One other thing. I don’t think we should ever leave Jay alone with Jasmine, or even with her little group. One of us always needs to be with him. He is only a guy after all.”

“Um, I think I can take care of myself. If I can kill giant apes, I think I can handle Jasmine,” Jay protested.

“That’s exactly what we don’t want: you handling Jasmine,” Meikiyo said softly.

Amelia just laughed and said, “Oh, aren’t you so cute. Those big muscles won’t help you with Jasmine. You just stick to handling the monsters and let us handle the bitches.”

This time Jay had the common sense to keep his mouth shut.





Chapter 2 - Jay’s in Charge?

After another half hour of talking, they decided that they couldn’t put it off any longer. The curious thing for Jay was how much he was enjoying his time with all of them. Each had their own personality, and somehow he felt more complete for having them around. 

Amelia was snarky, but he could tell that she cared and she had a way of seeing to the central issue of anything. Huong was always compassionate, but her scientific mind was first rate and made him question his thought process about everything. Some of her insights were going to be invaluable in his further training as she helped him come up with ways to utilize his abilities and the entire team in unison. Meikiyo was still the least talkative, but what she did say was usually right on point. He liked the way she could be so decisive. 

He found himself lost in thought as they walked to where Jasmine and company were. It wasn’t that he was exactly glad to have been yanked out of his life and forced into constant peril, but to quote Monty Python, with them by his side, he wanted to say, “Let me face the peril.” If they could ever stabilize things here, this would be his own little Eden. 

When they reached Jasmine, she was with Mia, Kenzie, Emma, Daphne, Ava, and Charlotte. Between their two groups, they represented 40% of the remaining survivors of the cluster. Jay broke the ice by saying, “You wanted to see us.”

Jasmine gave him that secret smile that somehow felt like it was just for him, and a sense of contentment washed over him. “I wanted to see you… but this is fine. We all need to talk, anyway. The reset or whatever we are calling it will happen within the next hour or so if it keeps true to the past week. After that we don’t know what will have changed, but I think we need to vote on leaders first and then afterwards formulate a plan for how we can survive. Actually, more than survive. I’m already tired of being worried about food and shelter and all that. Who knows how many bungalows will even be left after the reset.”

“Fair enough, but shouldn’t everyone be involved in talking about leadership?” Huong asked. 

“Why, of course, but I have a proposal and I wanted to make it to Jay privately first. Are you sure you don’t want to just go talk with me?”

“No, I’m comfortable here. I’m not even sure that we need a specific leadership. There are only 25 of us left. Maybe we could count on one another to do the right thing,” Jay said.

Jasmine gave him a look like you might give a cute puppy that just made a mess all over the carpet. “Well, if this is how it has to be, so be it. I wanted to tell you that I think you should be our leader. The council might have seemed like a good idea at first, but now there just aren’t enough of us for that and beyond that we now have a much better understanding of what we are facing. This is the time for strong leadership, and no one has proven themselves to be stronger than you. We don’t have time for committees, we just need a person who can make decisions as required.”

Of all the things that he had expected, this was the last Jay had thought he would hear. “Uh…”

“As eloquent as ever, oh great leader, but this time I have to agree with Jasmine. You are the only person who fits the profile of a leader, so you will have my vote,” Amelia said.

The rest of them all nodded and chimed in that they would vote for him. Jay simply said, “But I still need to be able to descend in the dungeon. I won’t have time to be sitting around settling squabbles and things.”

“We all know that, but you would truly be the leader. The chief of our little tribe, if you will. You would tell us what to do and we would all take turns going down with you. Whatever you decide,” Jasmine said. Her voice was practically a purr, and Jay couldn’t help but feel an overwhelming sense of excitement. 

Fortunately, a small part of his brain stayed clear enough to channel PSI energy into his Iron Will skill. Immediately, it was like a fog lifted from his mind. What Jasmine said still made sense about there being one leader, and he guessed it was better that he did it than risk it going to someone he didn’t trust. Her words were still enticing as was she, but it wasn’t that overwhelming excitement or urge to please her that he had been feeling a moment before.  

He really needed to remember that she was dangerous with her emotional influence. Although a part of him was worried, another wanted to excuse it as likely an unavoidable run-off of her own emotion. The chemicals in the water were messing with all of them and he knew how his sensual projection would fire off without him even meaning for it to. 

“Mia and Kenzie, will you go get the others? We need to vote before the reset. We can talk about advisors, partners, and sleeping arrangements afterwards,” Jasmine said. The two named girls ran off to do as asked, but the rest started arguing. 

Jay just walked away because he needed to be able to think on his own. As he walked away, he heard the girls of Team Jay saying how he was part of their team and that the others had to go through them. Meanwhile he heard the others complaining that it wasn’t fair and they couldn’t hoard him. It was definitely better to be a hot commodity than to be trying to figure out if he could find a date for Friday night. At least he thought it was. 

While the others were assembling and Jasmine was trying to get everyone calmed down and organized for a vote, Jay wanted to take a few minutes and start feeling out his formation-based abilities. Obviously the one that he was most interested in was Temporal Manipulation, but that one was still locked. 

That left Body Manipulation and Psionic Construct. Jay had a vague idea about what psionics were. To him it was mostly the mind reading and mind control but his experiences since being taken proved that it was equally things like pyrokinesis and telekinesis.  He wasn’t sure if enhancing his body was the same thing as skills like his Accelerate.

They required different types of energy, and he could feel the stamina being drawn from what he would call a core within the center of his body. He didn’t know quite how to describe it. There was something like a vessel that stored the energy deep within his being. Physically, it felt like it was in his chest.

The same thing could be said for his PSI energy, except that the core was in his head. They both required the same type of mental tugging, and they both could cause pain if he drew on them too heavily. He just couldn’t decide if they were two different types of energy or the same energy channeled through two different lenses as it were. 

Either way, he felt more comfortable with the physical changes, so he wanted to try Body Modification. It seemed like that was what Brent the were-wolf had done, and it seemed to have benefits in many ways. So that was what he thought about first. 

Focusing on his hands, he concentrated on turning his fingers into claws, toughening the skin and modifying the bone structure to allow for it. The energy that he needed clearly came from his head in the form of PSI rather than from his chest, despite the fact that this was a physical effect. It worked and his hands started to change faster than he had expected.

What he wasn’t ready for was the pain. It felt like every bone in his hands was being broken, no more like they were being ground into dust. In his mind’s eye, he could almost envision the process. The flesh at the tips of his fingers ruptured and bony claws extended out, and then the flesh sealed back around it as though he had always had the claws. It wasn’t simply extensions of his fingernails, which disappeared entirely but true razor-sharp claws.

His hands widened and the bone structure changed to accommodate the strain that swiping at something with his hand or rather paw would place on him. When it was done he let out his breath and tasted a bit of blood in his mouth where he had been biting down on his tongue to keep from crying out. It was nothing for his enhanced regeneration, but still drove home how this was not as simple as Brent had made it look. 

More time must have passed than he thought because he heard a voice calling his name, “Jay, we are done voting.”

He turned his back to hide his hands while he grimaced and worked on returning them to normal. Interestingly, unlike his enhanced strength or speed, he didn’t have to continuously channel energy into the transformation. Once his body was modified, it maintained the new shape until he put energy into shifting it back. 

He had only just finished when Huong put her hand on his shoulder. “You really should come over and talk to everyone. We finished voting.”

Wiping the sweat from his brow, Jay turned to her and asked, “Wait, don’t I get to vote?”

“Well, of course you can, but it doesn’t really matter. The other 24 of us were all unanimous. We all agreed with Jasmine’s idea. It really was a good idea. She has some of the best ideas and now you are the chief.”

“Are you feeling okay?” Jay asked.

Huong giggled in a bubbly way that wasn’t normal for her. “Of course, chief. I’m just excited. Why wouldn’t I be feeling okay?”

“Just the way you were talking about Jasmine earlier versus how you are talking about her now. That’s quite a difference.”

“What do you mean? I’ve always thought that Jasmine was super smart. She will make the best advisor to the chief. We really should go over so you can talk to everyone. They all want to see the chief.” With that, she tugged on his hand and pulled him along after her. 

When he got over to the rest of the cluster, all of them were waiting for him. Within seconds he found hands all over him as though they all wanted to just get a chance to touch him. He heard things like, “Hey Jay, do you like blonds?” or “I need you to take me hunting?” even “Jay, look over here.” 

Then the crowd parted seemingly by invisible hands and Jasmine grabbed his hand, pulling him to a slight rise in the ground so that he could be free from the others. A second later he felt his other hand be latched onto and turned his head to see Amelia had his other hand. There he stood, as the two of them tugged on him until they finally worked together to get him free of his adoring and pawing fans. 

“You can’t treat the chief like that. He will let you know when it’s okay to approach him. He is gonna be very busy today planning out what our little village needs to do and then after that he is going to have to make sure that we are safe from the monsters on the first floor,” Jasmine said.

“Okay, and now, Jay needs to pick his advisor,” Amelia said.

Jay felt all eyes upon him and an invisible pressure building inside of him. He again channeled PSI into his Iron Will skill and felt the pressure ease, even if it wasn’t entirely gone. He kept looking back and forth between Jasmine and Amelia. He knew that he had promised Amelia, but Jasmine just looked so right. Fortunately, he was saved from having to make the decision as the reset happened and they all lost consciousness. 





Chapter 3 - Newcomers

Jay came to and found himself once again on his back, staring up at the sky. It was a brilliant blue with wispy clouds moving along. All around him he heard others waking up. 

He immediately called out, “Status” as he sat up and got a notification followed by his status sheet.

Congratulations on surviving stage one of the experiment. As four of you have succeeded in clearing the first floor of the dungeon, the second floor is now open. This means increased dangers but also increased chance for growth. Continue to descend and prove yourselves worthy of staying alive. Make your race proud. Figure out the experiment parameters to gain advantages. 

Note that you are all no doubt feeling the effect of the increased stimulants in your drinking water. They automatically increased once the first floor was cleared. Those of you who have not crossed the first threshold may find that you have trouble tolerating the increase and may experience some unpleasant side effects. You are all warned and encouraged to cross the first threshold as quickly as possible. 

M1789
Level: 13

Awareness: 14
Precognition: 10 - 99%
Sensual Projection: 6 - 1%
Life Sense: 7 - 81%
Iron Will: 7 - 14%
Telepathy: 2 - 5%

Durability: 18
Hardened Body: 11 - 38%
Enhanced Strength: 9 - 27%

Kinesis: 14
Kinetic Bolt: 5 - 96%
Accelerate: 6 - 74%
Kinetic Dampening: 6 - 49%

Metabolism: 17
Regeneration: 11 - 78%
Enhanced Speed: 8 - 18%

Formation: 33
Body Modification: 4 - 0%
Psionic Construct: 1 - 0%
Temporal Manipulation: 33 - 0%   LOCKED

PSI Pts: 610                          Stamina: 350

Current Credits: 15960

The notification helped make more sense of what he had been experiencing. The stimulant or whatever they wanted to call it that was in their water must become less effective as you reach the peak of one threshold. So they had all noticed it affecting them less and less, and especially once he had crossed that first threshold.

Now though, it had seemed like it was in full tilt again. The efficacy of the compound must have been increased, and so he was susceptible to it again. He didn’t mind staring at pretty girls, but he did want to be able to keep his mind clear. The thing was that he had no idea what the next threshold would be. It clearly wasn’t ten because he had passed that the day before with his quest reward. It also explained why the girls had been so handsy with him this morning. It was almost like they couldn’t control themselves. 

Thinking about levels, he was surprised that he had only gained one level, but supposed that the messages had all said that it was unusual to get a double awakening, so maybe that would be slowing down. That was consistent with games that he had played. In the beginning levels came easily, but then it began to take more and more effort to improve. Heck, that was consistent with many skills in regular life. It was just quantified here inside the experiment. 

He couldn’t complain though. As awful as killing all those invaders had been, he was massively powered up by the 23 stat points that he gained on top of his one for leveling. That brought another concern to mind. He hadn’t had even a single nightmare about killing those people. That didn’t set right with him. He wondered if the experiment was messing with his mind too. That worried him more than a little, but he wasn’t able to dwell on it for long. 

As everyone woke up they all started to gather around Jay. It was clear that the message had scared them. Multiple voices were asking about how to clear the first threshold. He knew this was gonna give him a headache really fast. Beautiful or not, no man wanted to hear that many women speaking at one time. 

“Everyone calm down, please. We will have a plan in place in just a few minutes. Right now, I need to ask you all to go find a partner and start practicing your skills. Give us a couple hours and then we will call everyone back together,” Jay yelled out over all the other voices.

They all stopped and stared at him but he maintained a stern face and one by one or two by two they all moved away and gave him some space. “Not you, Amelia and Jasmine. Can you two stay and talk to me for a minute.”

“Of course, chief,” Jasmine said, and he’d be damned if she didn’t positively radiate triumph.  Amelia didn’t say anything but stood there and waited for the others to go away. 

“So, there is no way that I am going to be able to deal with that every day and still be able to do what I need to do,” Jay said.

“That is why you need an advisor,” Jasmine said.

“Yes, his first teammate is his advisor,” Amelia said as the two of them glared at one another. 

“Yes, Amelia is correct. She is my first teammate,” Jay began and for an instant he felt a dark mood of deep anger and depression settle onto him that he was barely able to fight his way through, “but there is too much work for any one person.” With that, the pressure eased up.

Jay looked from Amelia to Jasmine and took a deep breath. “So here is what I am going to propose, Amelia will be my advisor on all things dungeon-related. She will plan out the parties into the dungeon and help me know where I am most needed. She and I have trained together more than anyone else so she has the best grasp of my capabilities and I trust her to make sure that I have enough time to keep descending the dungeon as I need to.”

Amelia gave Jasmine that cutting smirk of hers as she said, “That’s right. I have been with Jay more than anyone else and gotten to see his abilities up close.”

Before Jasmine could snap back, Jay said, “I will also need someone to manage the non-dungeon functions. So, Jasmine, can you take care of the food supplies and make sure that everyone is staying productive? Our lives all depend on this, so there can’t be any more moping around scared. We can’t take resources from those who are working for those that won’t. So if they aren’t on a dungeon team, then they need to be doing the various tasks we need to turn this into a loveable camp. We need permanent shelters that don’t disappear every morning.”

With that statement, they all looked over at the bungalows. Jay had honestly expected there to be only two or three at the most left after the reset, given the reduction in population. Nonetheless, there were still five of the small buildings there. That didn’t make sense with how things had worked before. “I think we have to assume that means there are going to be others coming here,” he said as he pointed at the number of bungalows.

Both girls looked at it for a second and then nodded. Amelia said, “We need to get scouting parties to look for more invaders and get everyone organized to fight.”

At the same time Jasmine said, “We need to scout them out and find out what they may want. Maybe we can turn them to our side.”

“Yeah, I bet you tried that with Kenley, didn’t you. The only side of you that he was interested in was your backside,” Amelia snapped. 

“Do you always have to talk like this? Not everything is a fight. Maybe we can work with the new people and if we can’t then we have Jay and you to kill them for us,” Jasmine asked.

“I just call things the way I see them,” Amelia replied.

“You two can’t fight all the time, not if you want to be my advisors. I am asking you to put this squabbling aside.”

Amelia said, “I will for you.”

Jasmine echoed, “I will for the group.”

“Do it for me or do it for the good of the group, but just do it.”

“Fine, so blondie, I mean Amelia is in charge of the dungeon parts and I will be in charge of the rest,” Jasmine said.

“Um, not quite. Keeping people training and busy is going to be a full-time job. So I am going to name Huong to be in charge of health-related things. She can consult with you about farming we may be able to do but you will be in charge overall. She will also come to you if she needs resources for a medical clinic or whatever that looks like with healing powers.”

While clearly not happy, Jasmine nodded and said, “Okay.”

“One more thing. I’m going to put Meikiyo in charge of orchestrating the sleeping arrangements each night. She will work with you and determine if we have enough credits to put everyone up in the bungalows and so on as well as assigning who will sleep in each bungalow. Again you will be overall in charge of the base camp but she will have control over that aspect.”

Jasmine seemed even less happy about that and looked like she was going to say something angry at first but then put on a smile that never touched her eyes and said, “As you wish, chief.”

“We will also tell everyone about what each of your responsibilities are and then let them know that if they want to talk to me about any of these things that they will have to schedule an appointment through one of you. Otherwise I will just reject their requests outright.”

“Makes sense,” Amelia said. “Now can we make these announcements and then get started on finding the newcomers wherever they may be?”

“Okay, Jasmine, you are really good with the group. Do you mind telling them? I need to go check on my gear and see about getting some upgrades.”

This time the smile seemed more genuine as she said, “Don’t worry, I will let everyone know the plan.”

Jay turned and headed for the terminal. He was shrugging to no one but himself. Leading this group might end up like sticking a bunch of cats in a bag. It was gonna be far easier to say than to do. He just had to put that out of his mind and try to focus on what was coming. He hoped it wasn’t another group of invaders like those sickos that Kenley had been leading. Another shrug and he realized, he would just have to wait to find out. 

Accessing the terminal worked the same way, but it came up as terminal 1.1 and showed the new options in gold print versus the older items in black. He narrowed his focus just to the new things. 

Items that drew his attention the most fell across various categories.

Water Purifier 2- removes the aphrodisiac effect from 1 gallon of water. - 60 credits

Basic Birth Control- effective up to a level 15 male: 30 days duration - 200 credits
Standard Birth Control- effective up to a level 30 male: 30 days duration - 800 credits

Standard Weapons- 
Dagger-                                         50 credits
Spear-                                            75 credits
Hatchet-                                         75 credits
Hand Axe-                                    125 credits
Mace-                                             125 credits
Shortbow-                                    125 credits
Longbow-                                      200 credits
Arrows-         8 credits/per
Light crossbow-                          250 credits
Quarrels-                            15 credits/per
Heavy crossbows-         400 credits
Quarrels-         20 credits/per
Short sword-                                300 credits
Long sword-                                450 credits

Leather Armor-                              200 credits
Chainmail Armor-                         400 credits
Wooden Round Shield               150 credits
Quality Light Buckler                   175 credits
Metal-trimmed shield                   225 credits

Standard Healing Potion: 30 days’ worth of healing instantly and regeneration +10 for 1 hour                                                                      200 credits
Standard PSI Potion: +500 PSI, +50 PSI/minute for 10 minutes
200 credits
Standard Stamina Potion: +500 Stamina, +50 Stamina/minute for 10 minutes
200 credits

The potions were expensive but he could see the value of them in a pinch. Gear seemed to be all more expensive but hopefully that meant that the weapons were stronger. The meals and housing as well as most of the personal comfort items remained the same. 

The only real item that was shocking was the new level of birth control. Coming in at 800 credits it was staggering. There was no way that most of them could afford that even with the 1000 credits from clearing the first floor. He shrugged though. It wasn’t like he had to worry about many girls for that, just those on his team. 

It also provided him an insight into what the likely thresholds were. Based on the information he had, he was assuming the next thresholds would be 15 and 30.  That would make sense as it was 5 levels, 10 levels and then 15 levels between thresholds. So each next step required an additional 5 levels more than the step before it. 

For now he purchased chainmail, a new dagger for each of the team members, leather armor for the three girls, and a new spear for himself. The quality of the weapons were clearly greater than the original spear that he had but still fell somewhat short of the spear the girls had crafted for him. He also purchased 3 healing potions and an assortment of meals and extra clothing. Altogether it set him back by 2140 credits.

After that he started practicing his Body Modification again. He found that he could grow each arm or leg. He could thicken his bones or grow claws. It seemed to be beyond him to do an entire body transformation, but figured that was because his skill level was at four and it was his first day of practicing. 

Two hours later, he sensed Amelia sneaking up on him. He waited till she was right next to him before he maximized precognition and enhanced speed. Then as she kicked at him he caught her leg, hooking his arm underneath it. Instinctively he pushed forward and hooked his leg behind her other leg, taking it out from underneath her. 

At that point, her enhanced reflexes kicked in and instead of falling backwards, she was able to buck her hips and wrap her leg around him. Between the leg that Jay was holding and the leg that she hooked behind him she was able to hold her weight off the ground. He just smiled and pulled her close. The attack quickly turned into a kiss as their faces met and he pressed his mouth to hers. She responded in kind and opened her mouth to receive his tongue as she then began to apply a gentle suction, kissing him passionately.

Jay shifted his hands to better hold her up against him while she wrapped her legs tighter and he pulled her ass into him. The excitement of their little mock ambush game turned into an entirely different energy between them. She squirmed and moaned softly into his mouth and his body responded to her. 

He knew that if he didn’t nip this in the bud right now he was gonna be out in the open and pushing far more than his tongue into her in a couple of minutes. The most challenging part of it was that she wasn’t slowing down at all. Apparently modesty wasn’t in her vocabulary as her hands alternated between running through his hair and fumbling with the buckles of her armor. 

He pulled back his mouth, gasping for breath. “We need to stop.”

“Why? You started this.”

“But we are out in the open where everyone can see us.”

“I don’t care. I’m not ashamed. They will all just want to be me.”

“What about the invaders?” Jay asked. He was grasping at straws as his resolve even with Iron Will started to crumble. 

“None of us found any. Besides the only invasion I’m interested in is you invading me. Don’t worry, I won’t put up much resistance.”

“Gah, woman. You are going to drive me to insanity,” Jay said as he hooked his arms down and through her legs and using his superior strength was able to push her off of him. He took a step back and kept her at arm’s length. “We need to prepare. Where did you find them?”

Amelia gave him that pouty face that she had perfected. “Fine we can talk about this, but you owe me now.”

“Deal, you just have to get in line behind Meikiyo.”

For a second Amelia looked like she was gonna protest but then she said, “Okay, fair’s fair. Just no adding more girls to Team Jay without us voting on it.”

Jay shrugged. What else could he say when his team was part babysitter and part wingman? “Now, where did you look for them?”

“I had half a dozen of us looking all around the clearing and up at the top of the ziggurat. We covered pretty much everywhere on this side of the hills,” Amelia said.

“So that means if they are coming from anywhere it is from the beach. That is good.”

“Oh, because we can set up an ambush?” she asked.

“Yeah, although let’s not give up on finding a peaceful resolution. Although I agree with you that it would be better to be prepared,” Jay replied. Then he added, “Here this is for you,” as he gave her the dagger and new leather armor he had bought for her. 

As she started to change right, there she smirked and Jay went off to find Huong and Meikiyo before he lost his resolve. He heard peals of laughter coming from Amelia as he fought every instinct in him. Being responsible sure stunk at times. 

Half an hour later, Team Jay was set up on an overhang watching the passage and soon saw a group of people moving their way. Amelia’s eagle eye was able to count them while they were still pretty far off. 

“There are twelve of them, two guys and ten girls from what I can count,” she said. From there she kept giving a blow by blow while the group got closer. “They look pretty ragged. I don’t see much in the way of armor or weapons.”

“I think with that number, I should just go down there and meet them. Amelia can stealth down behind me and you two can provide ranged support,” Jay said.

“Are you sure that is a good idea? If they attack you, we may not be able to respond quickly enough,” Meikiyo said.

Huong added, “I don’t know that I can do much with roots. It is all rocky here and there isn’t much plant life.” 

“I think I can handle them and my premonition will warn me before they attack. They don’t exactly inspire fear. Honestly they just look beat down.”

“I’ll be right behind you but they won’t see me,” Amelia said as she started to climb down. 

Once Jay was down on the trail he started walking towards them with his hands up. When they saw him in his new chainmail armor with the spear strapped across his back, the guys got in front and one drew out a short sword and another had a mace. 

“Welcome, I’m Jay. The cluster sent me here to welcome any newcomers. Is this all of you?”

The man with the sword said, “Maybe. Are you the only one here?”

Jay weighed his options and decided to be truthful. “No we have you covered but we would rather be friends than enemies. We just had a recent bad experience with some others who came into our cluster and killed half of our people.”

The two men and one of the women all put their heads together and started to whisper. Finally the man with the sword spoke up again, “I’m Tyler, and this is Miguel. Anne is the pretty girl who is a mean shot with a crossbow.”

“Thanks for making the point, but I’m not here to fight unless we have to. If it comes to it I’m not really worried about a crossbow,” Jay said. He didn’t want to be baited but he also wasn’t gonna back down either. This was his cluster and he sure as hell was gonna protect them. 

“So how are we gonna do this?” Miguel asked. 

“I think we all put our weapons away and then I walk back with you. The rest of my people will escort us back from behind. That way you all and I can have a nice friendly chat,” Jay replied.

They whispered again and said, “Okay that seems fair since it is twelve of us and one of you.” 

Jay carefully schooled his face so as not to let a smug look show as he thought about the much tougher-looking opponents that he had handled yesterday. Instead he reached his hand to Tyler, who grasped it and they gave a firm shake to each other. They both squeezed harder than necessary but Jay stopped once he felt that the other guy had reached his limit. 

Walking back he learned that they had lost many people the first two nights to creatures coming out of the dungeon. No one had organized them and very few finished the first quest until too late. Most of their money got spent on food and clothing and then weapons which were lost in the dungeon by others who tried to go in once it became apparent that was their only choice. 

Jay tried as much as possible to listen to their story. At first some of the group seemed suspicious but once they got to talking, they wouldn’t stop. Obviously the experience had been traumatic and while Jay could easily see in retrospect the poor choices they had made which worsened their situation, he just listened. 

As they got it off their chest, the group started to talk more and more. Jay learned all their names: besides the first three there was Chelsea, Latisha, Chunhua, Areum, Elea, Kristin, Irina, Adelaide, and Maria. The walk back took an hour because of how slow this group was walking and that gave him an opportunity to learn a few facts about their background. Interestingly enough most of these were all from other countries unlike Jay’s cluster which had been mostly American. 

“So wait, do you all speak English?” Jay asked.

Miguel said, “No, I’m speaking Spanish right now. Didn’t you realize that we all are speaking and hearing our own languages?”

“No, as far as I knew all of our cluster was from the US and so it didn’t seem odd that we would all be speaking English,” Jay replied.

“Interesting. No we learned the first day that somehow they have like a universal translation program going or whatever. It doesn’t really matter though, it hasn’t kept our friends alive.”

“That is a good point. So, you all are gonna have to decide if you want to fit in with us or if you are going to create your own separate group. There are twenty-five of us and you will be welcome to join us but you will have to follow our rules.”

“Do we get any say so in this?” Anne asked.

“Of course, you can decide to join us or not. And if you decide to join us, then you get full votes just like everyone else, but I don’t want you to decide today. Your group can have two of the bungalows tonight. If you are short on credits, I will rent them for you. We will take the other three for our twenty-five,” Jay answered. 

Once they were back, he turned them over to Jasmine. It was interesting looking on from the outside seeing her power take hold on them. Jay wasn’t very worried about it but asked Amelia to make sure that a couple people were always watching them. Going into the dungeon today wasn’t going to be practical. He couldn’t risk what might happen while he was gone, especially if his entire team was with them. They were clearly the most leveled and the best fighters. 
 





Chapter 4 - A Day of Winding Down

The rest of the day was spent in a variety of tasks. Jay trained with most of the girls for at least half an hour in groups of three or four. He also cut down some wood with a hand axe. They needed to get lumber supplies so that they could build permanent housing and not be stuck relying upon the bungalows. As they talked, it became clear that none of their 25 had any real construction knowledge, so they decided just to cut down some trees and build up a supply of logs until they figured out how to build walls. Jay proposed doing it like Lincoln logs. 

By the time that the sun was setting Jay was pretty worn out. Everyone had wanted his input on the tasks and that was even with each of his advisors covering part of the chores. Jasmine handled her tasks well and made Jay feel like she was really on top of it. Amelia likewise worked on a schedule for the dungeon but couldn’t really instigate it until they were sure what was happening with the newcomers.

Huong didn’t have much to do. She healed a couple of burns, cuts, and bruises after minor training accidents but overall it was a peaceful day for her. Meikiyo on the other hand was frazzled most of the day. Girl after girl came to her asking to be assigned to Jay’s bungalow for the night or insisting that they needed private time to talk to him. 

She finally gave him a list of who was gonna be in each bungalow. It had been very awkward but essentially, Jay was going to have to share the bungalow with his party and four other girls. Jasmine and Mia would head up the other bungalows of nine and eight, respectively. 

Jasmine warned everyone that they had not cleared the dungeon out today and so it was important for people to stay in the bungalows. Once all the newcomers were in their respective places, Jay and his team went to the dungeon under Amelia’s shroud. 

When they reached the top of the ziggurat, monsters were starting to come out. They killed an owlbear and three lizats then they made it inside. It was simple for them to kill two more owlbears and another dozen lizats. The creatures seemed to be drawn to the exit and made it much easier than hunting them down. Eventually some creatures came close but turned tail when confronted. 

Jay couldn’t help but grin. The beasts that were so terrifying before were almost effortless to kill. “I could get used to this,” he said.

“I doubt that the second floor will be that easy,” Amelia said.

“Of course not, but just let me have some fun now.”

Huong said, “You are such a child sometimes.”

“So, do you think that we have cleared enough to be safe outside?” Meikiyo asked.

“Oh is somebody anxious to get outside? Maybe someone has a date?” Amelia teased.

The normally quiet Japanese beauty blushed and just stared at the ground.

“Don’t worry, I think we have cleared enough out. The rest of the beasts seem to be afraid of us,” Jay said. 

Meikiyo perked up. “Then can we go?”

“Sure, but you don’t wanna seem too anxious or it will go to his head,” Amelia said. 

Meikiyo didn’t respond but simply turned toward the exit and headed out. Jay started to follow her but Huong put her hand on his arm to hold him back. “You better treat her right. She is very nervous about this.”

“Uh, I wouldn’t dream of hurting her,” Jay said defensively. 

Amelia added, “Don’t you forget that or you may find something that you need cut off.”

“Quite a sisterhood that you three are developing,” Jay said.

“What of it? We’ve got your back so why shouldn’t we have each other’s backs too,” Huong asked. 

“Okay, well whatever gets you working together is a good thing. Maybe we can all be besties now.”

Amelia looked from Jay to Huong and said, “Oh, she’s still a slut, but she’s our slut.”

Jay heard Huong start to argue with Amelia but he just left the dungeon. 

The other two girls headed to the bungalow while Jay used Life Sense to track down Meikiyo. She had gone to the same spot in the shadow of the ziggurat that he had first found her when she was fleeing from the lizat. When he saw her sitting there with her back against the side of the stairs, he asked, “Are you sure about this place? Does it carry bad memories for you?”

“Yes and no. I was very scared here. I don’t want to be that person anymore.”

“I already don’t see you like that person anymore. You have overcome your fears and reforged yourself in fire quite literally,” Jay said while beaming at her.

“This is also the first place that I saw you. I was scared and helpless and you appeared to save me. You were trustworthy even when I didn’t know it. Now I want to give you something back.”

“Oh Meikiyo, I don’t want you like that. I want you. Don’t get me wrong, but I don’t want you because you feel like you owe me something. We are a team and you have paid me back more than I would have asked. If we do this, it can’t be something you feel obligated to,” Jay lectured.

“Dammit,” Meikiyo said and Jay was shocked to hear the curse word come out of the normally proper woman, “will you just fuck me, already? I’m saying this all wrong, but I need you.”

Jay dropped down to his knees next to her. He put one arm around her waist and pulled her away from the wall and up against his chest. His other hand pushed her long jet-black hair out of her eyes. “I want to see your eyes. They are such beautiful pools that I could drown in them.”

She leaned in then pressing her lips clumsily against his. Her back arched when he began kissing her and she put her arms on his shoulders. As her neck was exposed he began kissing his way down her neck making her shiver. His hands felt like they were being guided with supernatural grace as he undid all the buckles on her armor helping her out of it. The light shirt underneath it was damp and clung to her small perky breasts. Her nipples poked out like little bullets and drew his immediate attention.

Jay lifted her up further so that he could press his mouth against her breasts. He kissed them and then nibbled on the nipples through the cloth of her shirt. Her moaning increased and Jay felt his passion swelling him. Waves of it started to roll off of him and she could feel his urgency. It pushed all of her inhibitions away as she sensed his desire for her. She moaned out, “Oh god, yes. That feels so good.”

The chainmail shirt that he was wearing bothered him. He didn’t want to scratch her flawless skin with it and wanted to be able to feel her when he pulled her tight against it. So he lowered her back to the ground, setting her ass up against the side of the stairs while he stood up again. 

“No, don’t stop. Please.”

“I’m not stopping, but I don’t want there to be anything between us,” Jay said as he rushed to get out of his clothes. First the armor came off, and then his shirt. He could tell that she appreciated the view of his muscles just as much as Amelia had that first night. 

He knew that looking down at her in the moonlight was definitely exciting for him. She mirrored him and lifted the white shirt up and off revealing breasts smaller than Huong’s and certainly Amelia’s, but no less desirable. They were less than a handful but from her response a moment ago he already knew that they were delightfully sensitive and he couldn’t wait to devour them. 

Still, he took the time to pull down his pants next, taking his underwear with it and putting his very erect member on display. It wasn’t that he was in a rush, just that he didn’t want to have to stop again to take off more clothes. He was rewarded by Meikiyo again following suit. She stripped down the loose pants she had been wearing since he had first met her. The way that she moved in them as she fought had always seemed enticing but nothing compared to the sight of her lithe legs laid bare before him.

Even better, now her womanhood was on display. She kept her legs tantalizingly close together, perhaps out of nervousness or perhaps out of a desire to drive him crazy. He didn’t care because she was certainly doing the latter. Again she was different in that she had more hair, but it was thin, wispy dark hairs, neatly trimmed into a bush that enticed more than concealed. 

He dropped back down to his knees in front of her. Because she had her legs together, he put his knees on either side of her legs and felt tingles shoot up and down his spine first as the inside of his thighs made contact with her legs and then as she ran her hands through the light hair on his chest. 

She was so small beneath him. Since the increase in his size he must have been closer to 6’2” now than his original 6’0” and if he had to guess he would have weighed a good 210-220 lbs of solid muscle. In contrast, he doubted that she weighed over a 100 lbs so she was literally dwarfed beneath him and something about that was so erotic to him. 

He leaned in again and started to kiss her, starting with the top of her head. He loved her silky hair, it was one of the things that drew his eyes to her every day. Then working his way down to her forehead. She could have had a fever, she was so hot and bothered. Apparently he was going too slowly with his kisses though because she tried to pull him down to her mouth. It was futile though, given the disparity in their strength she might as well have tried pulling a tree over with her bare hands. 

Jay was confident that he knew what she needed. In her desire to please him and to feel more a part of the team she might rush it, but he wasn’t impatient or greedy. He wanted this to be every bit as amazing for her as it was for him. He placed one hand on each side of her face as he gazed into her eyes. “I want you so much. I have had trouble thinking about anything else today,” Jay said and knew that his words carried even more weight as he boosted his sensual projection and she felt an even stronger wave of his desire rush through her. 

Then his lips made contact with hers again and she parted hers in a sigh of passion. Their tongues tangoed and Jay felt a moment of doubt about his ability to delay his need to just take her. There was something about her, different from his other lovers, yet no less intoxicating. Where Amelia was pure sensuality and Huong was barely restrained eagerness, Meikiyo was a smoldering fire of lust waiting to explode but wrapped up in an aura of innocence. 

Their kissing extended on from seconds to minutes and soon their hands began to wander over each other’s body. Jay felt her hands first on his chest, then scratching lightly against his back, before working down till he thought her shoulders stretched forward and she grasped his ass. It made him want to thrust forward, but he held onto his control, if only barely.

He began working his mouth down her neck and the way that her throat gulped in her excitement. He didn’t pause long there though as he was anxious to once again taste her breasts. This time without the barrier of her thin shirt. Just as he had thought he was able to practically take her entire breast into his mouth and she reacted with a moan. 

He backed off slightly and began to tantalize her nipples with his tongue while his hands roamed over her tummy and hips. He could feel her muscles tensing from the attention to those pert little buds as he transitioned from one breast to the other, not wanting either to feel left out. 

His left hand took one of her breasts into hand and massaged it while his thumb worked up against her nipple and his tongue tantalized her other breast. His right hand moved down her tummy and grazed ever so lightly against her bush. The feel of the light hairs felt good against his fingers and was enough to confirm that she was already soaking wet.

Meikiyo first tried to push her pelvis up into his hand while arching her back and feeding him her breasts. When that failed to get more attention below she resorted to grabbing his hand with hers and trying to pull it in to her. A moan escaped her lips, “Please, more.”

Her begging drove his passion to new levels which in turn rocked through her. He redoubled his efforts on her breasts all the while refusing to do more than just lightly brush her labia. He wanted that wetness so badly but he wanted what he was doing to her even more. 

Even with as much as she was clearly responding to the attention on her breasts, Jay was surprised when her first orgasm rippled through her causing unmistakable shudders to rock her body. He had never made a woman orgasm just with attention to her breasts. He felt like the king of the world. 

Jay continued as she was gasping to catch her breath and knew that she was ready. He slid his hands down under her firm ass and lifted her up first against him while still kneeling and then came up to one foot before finally standing up fully as he leaned in to her with her back against the wall. The entire time he kept his mouth’s ministrations to her breasts going and her orgasm rolled on. 

Once he had her against the wall, her legs parted around him and in one smooth motion he pushed his tip in. She was so wet that it taunted him that he couldn’t slide all the way in. She was simply too tight and the heat of her body was like a furnace and served to only stoke the fire inside him even more. 

With each small thrust of his hips he felt her give way more. He worried at first that she was a virgin, but as he finally sunk into her, she moaned. It was only that she was naturally very tight and as she shuddered against him, he felt her nails scratching against the back of his shoulders. He raised his head and looked into her eyes again. The dark pools were still there, but they gleamed with an inner fire. 

That look of lust pushed him to thrust into her. Her breasts pressed against his chest as he drove himself forward repeatedly. He had to consciously will himself to be careful not to crush her against the wall. Her second orgasm made him lose control as her already vise-like pussy clamped down even harder and her natural heat raised his own temperature. 

He came in a deep guttural burst that came up all the way from his toes and he squirted deeply into her in a futile attempt to quench the endless flame of her desire. They both rocked to orgasms together while he held her up against the wall. Her legs wrapped tightly around him as her natural timidity gave way to lust with abandon. 

Holding her up was effortless for Jay but his strength still gave out purely from the release that he felt. He gently lowered her down to the blanket that she had spread out under where she had been waiting for him. He silently thanked her for thinking ahead as the blanket felt soft and inviting as they lay tangled up on it. 

A moment later he caught his breath and started to enjoy her again. He thrust in deep slow pushes, even feeling his tip hit her cervix. She moaned, “More, yes, oh god, more.” 

If she wanted it, then he would give it to her and the animalistic part of Jay took over. He fucked her with abandon and felt her body orgasm repeatedly as his pelvis ground into her clit while his cock thrust deeply. Her body became a sheath for his sword and she couldn’t seem to get enough. 

This time though he was able to last longer even with her eager squirming and incessant moaning. Yet a few minutes into it he felt his need swell to a level that it couldn’t be constrained. He slid his hands up from under her ass and held her face gently so that their eyes were locked as he once again emptied himself into her. Gush after gush of his seed erupted from him and coated her fiery pussy.

After that he rolled over onto his back, pulling free from her. She gasped as she felt the emptiness left behind by his withdrawing member and then slid over so that she was halfway lying across his chest. He sighed deeply and felt more relaxed than he had been all day. It was gonna have to end though as he realized that the others would worry if they didn’t get back, eventually. 

“That was amazing. You were amazing. I’m so glad that you are part of the team. Your courage in overcoming fear and the way that your fiery power reflects your inner spirit is so encouraging,” Jay said.

“Thank you, but it's me who feels lucky. That was far different from the couple times I have done it before and I don’t just mean because of your sensuality projection. That part was amazing too, but I already knew about that. It was just the way you made me feel like I was the only person in the entire world and had all your attention.”

“Right now you are the only person in the world to me. I feel a connection to you and I want to see where this goes, but I do want to be upfront. I feel the same connection with Amelia and Huong. Although it is different with each of you, just like each of you are unique blossoms of exquisite beauty. This probably means that I’m a horrible lecher but I can’t help but have these feelings.” Jay paused but when she didn’t say anything he added, “Please don’t hate me.”

Still Meikiyo was quiet for at least a minute until she finally said, “I could never hate you. In fact I probably feel the opposite, but I know you don’t want us to say words like love. I’m not trying to trap you in any kind of relationship. Oh and just so you don’t have to worry, I splurged and bought the standard birth control so I’m safe up to when you pass level 30.”

Jay wasn’t sure what to say. If he was honest with himself, he had been feeling a confusing jumble of emotion about each of the girls. Amelia was the most clear, but he felt like he was falling for each of them. When he didn’t say anything more Meikiyo continued, “I am sorry if that word upset you. Please know that I care about our entire team and I want you to be happy with both of them too. I don’t mind sharing. You are an amazing guy and somehow it seems like there is enough of you for all of us.”

“I do feel something for you. Apologies that I haven’t sorted it all out yet. Just give me some time, okay?”

“Of course.”

“Now sadly, we should probably get back to the others,” Jay said.

“Do we have to?”

“Even with the partial clearing we did, it probably isn’t the smartest thing for us to stay outside all night and you know they will worry,” Jay responded.

“Oh that isn’t what I meant. I just meant do we have to go now? Are you up for it once more or don’t I entice you enough?” Meikiyo asked as she got up on all fours and looked back over her shoulder at him with a crooked grin on her face. 

He immediately sprang to attention and said, “Oh, it wouldn’t hurt if we stayed out here a little longer.”





Chapter 5 - Adopting New Rhythms

It took six days before Jay was able to make it back to the dungeon again other than for the partial clearing that they performed each night. Most of the time was spent training and organizing teams of people. The rest of it was spent trying to integrate the newcomers. Truthfully, Jasmine did most of that but Jay had to keep some watch on her because he didn’t completely trust her. 

When he was with her, he fought against the sense that he needed to trust her and the overwhelming desire to be pleasing to her. It didn’t help that he still found her to be hot even if he had started to think of her as manipulative. Then when he wasn’t with her, his mind would feel clearer.

One of the main things that he had been looking out for was to see if she tried to latch onto either Tyler or Miguel. Both the guys were good company, and he spent at least an hour each day split between a bit of joint training and sharing a drink. The girls of Team Jay were awesome, but there was no replacement for having the proverbial beer with the guys.

Surprisingly despite not being able to fully bring Jay under her sway, she showed little to no interest in the other guys. Jay realized that it might be because he was now leveled up to 15 from his training and both of them were level four, but it still shocked him that she didn’t at least make a run at one of them. 

In fact she seemed to be the only one of the girls outside of his team who hadn’t made a run at them. They both had a revolving door and seemed to sleep indiscriminately with different girls every day. Not that Jay was complaining. Their presence eased some of the pressure off of him. Some of it, but not all of it, as he still had girls trying to find their way into his bed. If anyone had told him that he would have a problem like this even a month ago, he would have laughed his head off. 

Not that Jay wasn’t getting enough even as he stuck to being faithful to his teammates. A part of him wondered if you could call it being faithful when you were with three girls, but each day he had a morning rendezvous with Amelia. They would train before the sun was even up and then fuck like minxes. She was insatiable, and he took a particular joy in making her beg. 

It wasn’t that he didn’t also romance her in a way. Those morning training sessions became his daily attempt to crack her shell. He would ask about her past, her interests, even what she expected from the future. Jay came to truly appreciate how pragmatic she was. She had a true realist’s view of the life they found themselves in and had adopted a carpe diem philosophy. 

Each midday with Huong was different. He would get reports from her about her medical efforts and what she was planning in terms of training a couple of the others who had skills that could be used for healing. They had failed to build a clinic. All the wood that they cut down was reset each day. Repeated attempts to build a structure all failed and after the 3rd day, Jay was ready to give up. 

Huong though never gave up on trying to please him. She took a particular delight in displaying her willingness to satisfy him however she could. He would almost say that she had an oral fixation but who was he to complain. The trick for him with Huong was that Jay wanted her to learn to take their time as an equal relationship. He wanted to make her happy and went out of his way complimenting everything about her. 

He found that little gifts like flowers he could buy from the terminal were a sure-fire way to win her over. They were simple enough for him to obtain for a handful of credits but seemed to mean the world to her. He remembered something from a psychology class that he had taken freshman year about there being different ways that people received and displayed love. 

The presence of things like flowers, candies, even jewelry all for relatively low costs were an issue of some frustration to him. Who would create a system that made it impossible for them to build functional housing but thought that it was important to put such trinkets in the shop? He did learn to be careful about the gifts he bought though because on the second day he had bought Huong a necklace with a small jade flower. She had loved it and ended up showing it off all over, which sparked an increased fervor in a variety of girls all trying to convince him that he would never regret taking them into his circle as most of the others called their team. 

Meikiyo had made special mention of it that evening when he had his time with her. She had been rushed again by an increased number of requests for being put in Jay’s bungalow that evening and it had even come to blows, apparently. It was hard for him not to laugh about it and Meikiyo had a way of putting him at ease enough that he could laugh in front of her even while comforting her after the stress it had caused. 

Each night, the time that he spent with her was the most relaxing. Amelia kept him on his toes and he appreciated that more than words could say. They verbally sparred and had fun doing so. Huong was fun even though it was a strain sometimes the way she wanted to dote on him. Maybe it was because he had grown up most of his life without a mother that he didn’t know how to handle that sort of reaction from a girlfriend. He felt it was safe at the least to call her that. She was a lover certainly and more but it was clearly not just physical. 

In contrast to both of the others, Meikiyo was the girl he could just lie there quietly with and look up at the stars without speaking. Holding hands or spooning after other activities, it didn’t matter, being with her was peaceful. They did talk, but there was never the pressure to say words just to fill space or to prove that he was able to keep up with her. The words they shared were fewer but more meaningful for that. 

In fact it was the quiet time that he spent with her that gave him another clue about what was happening to them. He knew that he had learned something before back in the jungle, but couldn’t remember what it was. It was like it was in his head but just out of reach. 

Then as he lay there cuddling with Meikiyo on what felt like a warm summer evening with a pleasant breeze across this shirtless frame, he saw it. Whatever it was took him a moment to process. Then he started putting pieces together. He remembered how each time the reset occurred that there was almost a sense of things glitching. Like when there is a graphics error in a game. 

Up in the sky amidst the stars, he saw the same thing. A cluster of four stars that he just happened to be looking at flickered. He stared, and it happened again. He ruled out that he had just blinked. When it happened, a third time, he became sure that it wasn’t something that he was imagining. 

No, the actual stars in the sky were appearing and disappearing. He was no astronomer, but he was pretty sure that wasn’t possible. At least it wasn’t possible if these were real stars. 

That caused him to start running through other possibilities in his mind. His first thought was to wonder if he was lying somewhere on Earth plugged into a virtual reality machine and being used as a tester. Perhaps he had been seriously injured in an accident. The thing was he didn’t remember being in an accident, but then would he? He wasn’t sure. 

The other option that came to mind seemed more farfetched, but then again some of the people here still insisted that they were in some form of purgatory and that the testing was about if their eternal souls got to move on from here. Jay didn’t know what he believed about all that spirit and soul stuff but he preferred a more physical solution. 

So he began to wonder if they had all been kidnapped by aliens. They would have to have an astounding level of technology. The ability to modify the human test subject and stimulate their brains, perhaps even evolve them. The technology or some type of meta-science approaching magic in its application which could create such an amazingly convincing environment around them. Heck, they would need some type of Time Lord Technology to make the huge jungle fit inside the tower. That or perhaps the doors were portals to other worlds. Either way it was astounding. 

The more he thought about it the more he decided that it was more likely that he was in a coma and attached to a machine. He wondered if all the others were likewise hooked up to machines and their brains were interacting or if he was somehow the sole test subject in his own private world. Maybe it explained how he was the center of so much. He just didn’t know. It was telling though that he enjoyed his time with Meikiyo so much that he didn’t mention any of it to her; not the flickering stars and certainly not his theory that this was some virtual reality world. He simply enjoyed the peace and quiet with her too much. This time was an emotional release for him. 

Equally, his love making with her was more emotional, slower paced and more deliberate. By the end of the day it was just what he needed. It was one of her favorite things to stare into his eyes as they lay together and he couldn’t seem to get enough of it either. The bonds that he was forming with each of them confused him because each felt genuine and he had always wondered if he would be able to create a lasting relationship with one woman, let alone three. 

He couldn’t have asked for better teammates though. They all worked hard at their tasks and Amelia for all her complaining about helping the entire world had them each leading a team through the dungeon each day at least once. 

On the morning of the sixth day after the newcomers had arrived, they were starting to feel like it was all one happy cluster. There were family squabbles but nothing that got out of hand. Then something happened that scared the daylights out of Jay, Tyler, and Miguel and forged a unique bond created out of shared trauma or challenge. 

The reset went just like normal. Everyone was knocked out and the changes they had made to the environment were all altered back to the defaults. What was different afterward though was the notification that Jay got. While he got some of the standard skill-ups for the things he had worked on during the day, there was still no level increase. 

He wondered if it was was more difficult to gain this next level because this was another threshold. Honestly, remembering how unpleasant the last threshold had been he wasn’t in a huge rush to repeat the experience. His speculation about that however quickly fell away as he read the other notification.

All F units in the cluster will experience a syncing of their menstrual cycle over the next two daily cycles. This process is for the convenience of all test subjects. Note that crossing thresholds will alter the way that menstrual cycle occurs and how the body processes it. Emotional instability will be at a high during the syncing process and test subjects should be careful with how skills are used. 

Jay honestly felt a moment of panic go through him. He was now essentially trapped in a limited space with 34 already emotionally needy women due to the chemicals in the water. Now their hormones were all going to be out of whack as they were forcibly synced. The thought was more terrifying at a primal level than the dungeon monsters. 

Before he even thought about it Jay decided he needed some space and didn’t want to be around while the girls were all coming to terms with this. A part of him felt cowardly about it. He even felt like he was letting his team down. He would take a lizat claw to the face for any of the three of them, but this was something that they needed to deal with on their own. Not having grown up around women at all, this part of the female experience had always mystified him. 

Apparently as he ran for the ziggurat and the dungeon entrance, he wasn’t the only one with that thought. As he neared the stairs, he saw both Tyler and Miguel running up. Both had their gear flung on indicating that they had been in a hurry. Jay laughed, “I take it the dungeon sounded safer than this to you too?”

“Oh hell yeah. Back home whenever my girlfriend was getting a visit from Aunt Flo, I always needed to study for a test at the library,” Tyler said. 

Miguel simply said, “This place is gonna be loco. They are gonna all either want to cry on our shoulders or scream at us and blame us for everything. I’m pretty sure that the two of us can handle most of the stuff in the dungeon, but if you come along, then it will be easy. You up for joining us?”

Jay shrugged and said, “Why not. If we are gonna be stuck here for the rest of our lives, we might as well learn how to fight together.”

They had been climbing the dungeon and then working their way down the stairs even as they were talking until now they were in front of the entrance to the first floor. “After you,” Tyler said. 

Jay grinned and stepped through, marveling again at how it was bigger on the inside. The thought crossed his mind that perhaps it wasn’t that it was bigger on the inside. Perhaps it was that he was being teleported to another place when he stepped through. The oddity of that though was that he could stick his head through the door while his body was still on the outside. It was time for another classic Jay shrug though because whatever was going on, it was clearly technology far beyond anything he understood. 

Once inside Jay said, “Okay, so I learned the hard way before that we need to have a brief rundown about what each of us are capable of doing. That way we can work together better. I will go first.” Jay explained about several of his powers without going into everything. He left out his Formation skills as he was still working on those and even though he had made significant progress, he still didn’t feel as competent with them as the others. 

Tyler said, “I have thermal sensing, enhanced strength and durability, psychic drain which I haven’t really perfected but seems to drain mental energy, regeneration, and mimic formation which allows me to duplicate a nearby object.”

“Cool, that psychic drain seems like it might be more useful in more of a PvP setting but I can already think of ways we might be able to use your mimic formation. What about you, Miguel?”

“If I wasn’t forced to fight for my life in some experiment with captors that I have never seen, I would be pretty psyched about my powers. I have a sonar-type sense, enhanced speed, aerokinesis, regeneration, and body modification which I have learned to grow wings with,” Miguel answered. 

When Jay heard what Miguel’s skills were he laughed inside that the guy had chosen to carry a mace-like weapon. It was almost as if the guy was trying to be Hawkman from the old DC comics. He kept the thought to himself though as he didn’t want to mess with their ability to fight together. This might not be Team Jay but they were the team that he was stuck with till whatever was going on topside ended.

“So what now?” Tyler asked. 

“Now we start hunting and see how much of this we can clear. I am going to let you two fight and only use my offensive abilities if we get in trouble. Since we all have regeneration, hopefully we can manage this without a healer. Ok?” Jay said.

“Yeah, soloing with my hunter was always one of my favorite things. No healing so I felt really alive. If I screwed up kiting something, then I bought it,” Miguel said.

“You do realize that this is real life? How many times have I tried to remind you of that?” Tyler asked.

Jay grinned at the friendly banter back and forth. He understood the temptation to treat this like a game but Tyler was right it was deadly serious. That was even true for those that weren’t getting weird dreams talking about dire things if he didn’t get his act in gear.

“Yeah, yeah, I know. Sometimes it is just more fun to think of this as a game rather than be terrified all the time,” Miguel replied.

Jay shrugged at Tyler as if to say Miguel had a point. He just shook his head at the two of them and said, “Well I guess we know who will bite it first. Remember what they always say, you don’t have to be faster than an owlbear while trying to run away, just faster than your friend who is trying to run away too.” 

Tyler laughed at his own joke until Miguel said, “In that case, you are completely screwed, and Jay and I both have enhanced speed.”

“Oh yeah,” Tyler said glumly. 

With that Jay sent out a pulse of Life Sense and told them what he found. They both tried practicing their heat sensing and sonar abilities. The heat sensing was able to find the larger creatures just like Jay had but for some reason the lizats were much harder for Tyler to detect than the owlbears were. 

Jay speculated that it was because the lizats were cold-blooded and so didn’t have as great of a heat signature, but he knew it was just his speaking out of his backside. His knowledge of alien zoology was non-existent, and it made him miss Huong who had been able to figure out so much of this stuff. 





Chapter 6 - Male Bonding

The first target they picked was a single lizat. Jay thought that the two of them should be able to take it out but he was ready to step in as necessary. When it charged, Tyler lashed out at it with his sword. The strike was strong and made a deep cut sending the creature to the side but wasn’t fatal. 

The half cat, half lizard whirled around and moved to attack the one who had just hurt it. Jay watched to see how Tyler would respond but he wasn’t reacting nearly fast enough. While Jay didn’t want to interfere in valuable training, he also didn’t want to have Tyler skewered in their first engagement.

Jay reached out with his kinetic dampening field and slowed the cat’s strike. It was hard to refine the field so precisely since it was much easier to just use in a bubble around himself or even in a broad cone. So even if he hadn’t needed to do it, this was still good practice. 

The field slowed the beast down enough that Miguel rushed in from the side and struck it a solid blow across its crown. Tyler then lunged in and finished it off. They were far from smooth but at least they seemed to trust each other.

“Did you do something to it there? It was almost like it started to move slower,” Tyler asked.

“Yeah, I wasn’t sure if you had it and I figured better safe than sorry.”

“Okay, I think we would have been fine, but thanks I agree with keeping me safe as a high priority,” Tyler said with a grin on his face.

The next kill was another single lizat. Jay’s Life Sense was helping them to avoid groups of monsters. This fight went much easier as Miguel attacked it first with speed knocking it off balance and Tyler stepped in with a spear that he borrowed from Jay and finished the creature with a powerful thrust.

“I see what you mean. The sword is cool and all but I have more range with this,” Tyler said after the creature stopped moving.

“And face it, none of us are exactly weapons masters so I think that the spear is good for the untrained. You can keep it for now and just buy me a replacement when you get the money,” Jay said.

“Hey speak for yourselves. I am all grace here,” Miguel protested playfully.

“Yeah graceful if you count swinging that thing like a baseball bat.”

It was like that between almost every kill. The banter was fun and refreshing in a way but by the middle of the day Jay was missing Amelia calling him a bone head, and Huong constantly checking up to make sure he had enough water or whatever other thing crossed her mind. Even Meikiyo’s quiet peacefulness would have been greatly welcome at this point. 

That wasn’t who he had with him though so he tried to make the best of it. They talked about which girls that they were active with. Jay didn’t tell them much but everyone in the camp knew who was on Team Jay by this time. While he listened to their stories about aphrodisiac-fueled conquests, it only served to help Jay make a list of girls who were no-fly zone. He definitely didn’t want to share when it came to Team Jay. 

There weren’t any solo creatures that Jay could find and in fact if anything the creatures seemed to be grouping up into even larger groups. He couldn’t help but wonder if his higher level had something to do with that. Either way the next fight was going to involve 4 lizats or Jay wasn’t sure if they were ready. 

They stopped for lunch and started discussing tactics. Jay said that seeing the sword earlier had given him one idea. He wanted to see if he could shape the psionic construct into a sword. So far he had only been able to make a simple ball that he could pass from hand to hand but which dissipated if it got too far from his body. Anything more than two feet appeared to be too much. 

He focused on visualizing the sword that he wanted. Visualizing and conviction seemed to be the key as much as PSI energy was. Once he had that image clear in his head, he began to activate the skill. PSI energy rushed out of him and he inherently knew that his technique must be sloppy because it wasn’t very efficient. 

By the time he finished he had spent nearly half of his PSI but held in his hand a translucent sword. The blade was a good four feet long, which would have presented quite a problem except that it weighed next to nothing. A few practice swings again assured him that was easy to use and even if he didn’t really know anything about swordsmanship, it still would be easy to wield.

As the blade zipped around with each move he made, he felt the tiny drain upon his PSI from maintaining the blade. So far that was the way that it worked with the items he created. It took a huge amount of energy to make them, but very little to maintain them. 

Realizing that the blade lacked much mass and so he couldn’t count upon the weight of it to deliver force made him realize that this was going to be more of a precision item not a hacking weapon. With that he thought about how he wasn’t limited by his normal conceptions of a sword so he set out to reshape it. 

Changing the shape of it felt different than forming it in the first place, more complicated but less energy-intensive. He lessened the thickness and width of the blade while extending its length out to five feet. By the time he got done he actually felt a little silly about it. The blade wasn’t more than half an inch wide and the edge thickness was little more than a piece of paper. 

“I need to rest for five minutes before I am fully recharged and then we can take on the next group. I will have to fight this time though because there are four lizats,” Jay said as he sat down cross legged. It wasn’t necessary for him to assume such a position but he found it easier to meditate if he did so. He shrugged as the thought crossed his mind. It was probably a faulty misconception, but he had his limits.

“If you can make stuff out of thin air why not just poof up a few guns for us?” Tyler asked.

Jay didn’t open his eyes but instead continued to relax and breathe deeply as he answered, “One step at a time.” He felt his PSI energy regenerating and visualized it as a swell of energy each time that he took in a deep breath. 

When he reopened his eyes, both of the other guys were ready for battle. Miguel would go airborne and strafe the enemy from the air while Tyler would try to pick them off from the ground. Jay was to be the center of attention. He honestly felt by this time that the lizats didn’t pose much of a threat to him but he didn’t want to become too cocky so he was still going to allow the others to help. They needed the practice anyway.

Jay found clearing the underbrush with his new blade was effortless. It had such a razor-sharp, fine edge that it cut through the vegetation with little more difficulty than the air. He felt a tiny drain upon his PSI every time the blade made contact with anything. Apparently it required energy to maintain the form, but it was insignificant. 

They reached the lizat nest when Jay sliced through a wall of bamboo-like reeds and then the creatures attacked. Their snarls as he invaded their home were likely no less indignant than he had felt when Kenley’s group attacked his cluster. Still this was necessary. 

Given the deadly nature of his blade, Jay maintained both his precognitive ability and his Life Sense at the lowest minimum active level. He wanted to make sure he didn’t cut one of his allies in half and honestly he felt a bit like a Jedi at this point. 

The first lizat’s leap was cut short as an upward swing took its head off. The cut was just a thin red line at first and didn’t even register with the creature until an instant later it head was gone and then nothing registered with it. Jay sidestepped with enhanced speed and was already swinging into the next attack which severed both the outstretched front paws of the next creature.

The fight was happening quickly. Too quickly for Tyler to react yet, but Miguel had dove hard at the lizat furthest from Jay. His aerokinesis made his motion both swift and perfectly silent. For that matter moving the air flow probably even prevented the creature from smelling his approach. 

Since its eyes had been on Jay, it never saw the heavy mace head that crashed into the side of its oblong head crushing bone and ruining the eye. It certainly screeched in pain but wasn’t even able to make a counter attack as the winged human’s momentum carried him past it while redirected currents of air provided lift and forced him up and away. 

Tyler took the opportunity to run in from the flank and finished the lizat with a strength-enhanced spear thrust. Jay could only laugh as both men looked for their next target only to find him standing amidst the cut-up remains of the other three lizats. It had been almost too easy. These creatures clearly weren’t going to be challenging him. 

“We need to move on to clearing this floor. I’m not gonna get stronger here. So we need to get both of you past this level,” Jay said. 

“Don’t we have to take out the boss for that?” Miguel asked.

“And have the quest for it?” Tyler added.

“Yes and yes, but I’m hoping that if you go outside to the terminal at the foot of the ziggurat that you can activate the quest and we can finish it all up in one day. I was level eight when I fought that thing before and today has shown me that I am far stronger than I was back then,” Jay said.

“Wait? You want us to go out there? With a bunch of hormonal women?” Tyler asked.

“Well we don’t know how bad it is, but we do know that we need to get you guys leveled up and that me being here isn’t going to do much for me. I need to keep descending. I think bad things will happen if we don’t keep pushing ourselves.”

The two guys both looked at him with consternation on their faces. His points were valid, he knew it. He knew it far better than they did and even if he wasn't sharing about the dreams, they could tell he was holding something back. He never really had much of a poker face. 

“So what aren’t you telling us?” Miguel asked.

“Nothing that is concrete, just suspicions that I have. When I know something for sure then the entire cluster will know. Leave it at this, though. I am 100% certain that we need to keep descending and that we have less time than we think.”

“Fine, I will risk it, but if I get mobbed by a swarm of girls who want to talk about their feelings, then I expect you to come save my ass,” Tyler grumbled.

Laughing, Jay said, “Fine if you aren’t back 10 minutes after you leave then the cavalry will come running.”

By this point they had made it back to the entrance in the cliff and Tyler exited. Miguel looked back at Jay and said, “I don’t know how much it’s about the cavalry coming in as it is about misery loves company.” Then he too walked out of the dungeon. 

Jay sat down to meditate and focus on his Body Modification skill. He still felt funny using it in front of other people, but now he had at least 5 minutes of alone time. 





Chapter 7- A Big Fish in a Small Pond

Their worries ended up being all fuss and no muss as both the guys were able to sneak down to the terminal, get the quest and return without being seen by any of the girls. When they told Jay that, at first he was worried, thinking that something had happened to them, but they assured him that they had heard the girls’ voices and thought they were all somewhere around the bungalows. 

Once Jay was sure that it was okay for them to continue without checking on the girls he said, “So, I was thinking about this. I want to get you guys as leveled up as possible and that requires you fighting and training your skills. The more skills you can practice at a time the better, but if we want to finish this quest before dark, we are gonna have to really up our pace. It is already past noon.”

“What are you suggesting then?” Miguel asked.

“Don’t want this to sound bad, but you guys just can’t keep up with me yet. So for the next hour, I am gonna move through the jungle killing stuff as fast as I can. You two just try to follow as closely as you can. Keep as many skills active as you can and push yourself. Then let your energy regenerate some after you hit half energy. Don’t want you to be dry in case the fit hits the shan,” Jay said. 

“Ha, okay, but I’m not sure how many skills I can keep going at once. Maybe two,” Tyler said.

“It gets easier with practice. When we attacked that last group of lizats I was keeping at least four skills going but I wanna keep working up. I think it is one of the best ways to improve. You can never be content.” 

Tyler grinned and looked at Miguel. “Guess we got a life coach too, not just a leader.”

“Look, we don’t have to do this if you don’t want to,” Jay said as he glared at Tyler.

“Don’t mind him, he is just feeling inadequate,” Miguel said as he elbowed his friend. 

In that moment warning bells went off in Jay’s head. It wasn’t a sense of anything imminent so it felt different. Yet he recognized it as an extension of his precognitive ability. He hated it but he just kept getting the sense that he couldn’t trust any other guys. Liam hadn’t been so bad and he never really got a chance to know Oliver.

Since his interactions with the invaders he had been hesitant to trust Tyler and Miguel. Yet the desire for camaraderie was a strong motivator and they seemed very different. Maybe he was just jumping to conclusions, but he didn’t like to be ribbed by people that he was helping out of the goodness of his heart. 

“Let’s get started. We are burning daylight.” With that Jay activated Life Sense and Precognition to level one then formed his sword. It came much more quickly this time now that he had a better idea of what he wanted. Also having wielded it before seemed to have created a better mental image so that he didn’t have to shape what he formed. It came out as he intended the first time and with far less wasted PSI.

Once the weapon was formed Jay activated his enhanced speed and wanting to show the others up pushed it all the way to level four before he bolted out at a pace that would make an Olympic sprinter drool with envy. He weaved his way through the jungle flawlessly thanks to the combination of skills.

Initially he had only meant to use the Life Sense and precognition to help him control the deadly blade. Now though he realized it could be so much more. He internally kicked himself for not realizing it before. With these skills his awareness of his surroundings was greatly enhanced. He knew the proper place to put each foot without even looking and so was able to move without diminishing his speed in the thickest undergrowth.

The others would undoubtedly have lost him if it weren’t for the fact that his swiping slices with the blade left an unmistakable trail behind him. As he sensed a pair of owl bears in a small clearing ahead, he slowed slightly and then strained as he magnified his strength to level 1 as well. Five skills running had his head swimming, but it was only for a second. 

He used the blinding speed and the extra burst of strength to practically fly through the air. The beasts never knew what hit them. He had taken the head off the first and eviscerated the second before it struck back with a feeble slash of its claw-tipped paw. Not one to be cruel he quickly ended its suffering and then didn’t even stop as he rushed towards the next pocket of life he felt. 

After an hour of this he had killed over 20 more lizats and 13 owlbears. Tyler and Miguel had managed 3 lizats between them. He didn’t want to be too hard on them as he knew that they were capable of more if he had given them time but it was taking everything they had just to keep up with him. 

The more that he learned to balance his speed with his extra sensory skills the more he felt alive. It was like he knew where everything around him was at all times. He had a sense of being in touch with the world in a way that he never felt before. 

Still, he kept pushing himself, pushing his skills. He worked on maintaining five skills until he had a splitting headache and that core deep within his chest felt like it ached. It wasn’t that he was running out of stamina or PSI points. Rather it was that five skills stretched him in ways that he didn’t know he could be stretched. It was sorta like trying to rub your belly and pat your head at the same time while also blowing bubbles and riding a unicycle. 

As much of a strain as it was, he felt alive. The fights were all trivial, and he knew he wasn’t going anywhere near his most deadly. Rather, he was trying to balance a new set of skills in a different way. He didn’t know exactly why, but he strongly felt that diversity would be important. Being a one-trick pony seemed like a sure way to die. 

Now he sat down to meditate and allow his cores to refill with their respective energies. He was getting better at this and had realized that he was now able to recharge from empty to full in nine minutes rather than ten. That only applied though if he meditated and focused on recharging. 

He could feel the PSI and Stamina building back up within his cores. At first he had thought that he was drawing it in from the world around him. Now he wasn’t so sure. He wondered if that was part of his preconceived notions about how things would work. The thing is that where was the power coming from if he wasn’t absorbing it from the environment. He tried to still himself enough to trace the tendrils of power to some kind of source.

Then a voice broke his concentration, “Any idea how many are left?” Tyler asked.

Jay growled under his breath. He knew the guy didn’t mean anything by asking the question and had no way to know he was interrupting but it still irked him. The thing is though that Jay was almost more bothered by how he felt like snapping at Tyler than by the interruption itself. 

This was not who he was. Maybe the tension in this place was getting to him. Then a thought crossed his mind. Maybe it was because he wasn’t getting his time with his team like usual. Could he really be that attached to them? Or worse was he beating himself up for fleeing when they were having a regular biological process? Did that make him an awful person?

The questions shot through his mind rapid fire. To ignore them he focused on his Life Sense. He was gonna push it and see how far he could reach. “Just a sec, let me check. I need to concentrate,” Jay said as he closed his eyes again.

He first felt through his passive Life Sense. At first it had not really extended beyond his own body. Now he could automatically detect other life within a few feet of him if he allowed himself to. The sensory information seemed to default to a background noise if he didn’t focus even with the passive level. 

Before he activated the first level he had the passing thought to wonder if he could send the sense inside himself and detect things about his body or if it could only go outward. Something to consider later. Then he activated it and the range now shot out for about 300 feet in every direction. 

The deluge of information was great and his mind did the best to prioritize it. He was accustomed to looking for life forms that were large enough to be a threat. By this time he could pick out an owlbear or a lizat just by the feedback in his Life Sense. Something was different this time though. He had gotten accustomed to only reaching out from ground level to about 20 feet above ground. 

This time though, either because of his guilty feelings or just because he was trying to test out the extent this skill had grown to he had sent it out in every direction. Or at least he was trying to. If he focused he could feel bugs and worm-like creatures in the ground. For some reason he couldn’t detect plant life with his skill as it only worked on sentient life so far. 

The odd thing though was that while he could detect some of those rabbit-like creatures he had encountered the first day as far out as nearly 300 feet to his left, he couldn’t seem to reach more than about twenty feet into the ground. He narrowed his focus and tried only to reach down. Thankfully the other guys must have seen the furrowing of his brows as he concentrated because they didn’t say anything.

Even focused he couldn’t pass that barrier at 20 feet down. It was a strangely uniform barrier and was completely dead as though there was no life at all. It felt different even from the plants that he couldn’t truly sense but which he had learned to identify by how life forms would be all over them. 

Not wanting to be stymied he boosted the power to level two and pushed harder down. Still nothing. It was frustrating to say the least but then he decided that instead of allowing this to be a failure he was going to explore more. He realized earlier and now again that he had some preconceived notions and maybe it was time to explore those. He pushed harder trying to map the borders of whatever it was that was blocking him. 

It stretched out past his range which at level two was at least 900 feet in each direction. Letting a mix of curiosity and frustration fuel him he pushed right past level three and activated level four of Life Sense. His range was now a good mile in all directions. He detected one massive life form that was moving in their direction. 

That would be the boss tri-ape headed for them. So that meant that they had finished off all the creatures. He didn’t have the quest so hadn’t been able to check and while the guys told him that they had hit 99% on it he had the mindset of trust but verify. Still it was far enough away, and he did not want to be denied this.

He pushed down and felt the barrier, but was not able to reach past it. It was like his Life Sense was completely absorbed into the barrier or there was literally nothing beyond it. He thought at this level he should be able to detect even large clusters of bacteria. What environment could exist that didn’t even have germs?

Jay was puzzled and wanted to explore this more but didn’t completely lose sight of what was going on around him. “Tyler and Miguel, get ready, the boss monster I told you about is incoming. He will be here in less than a minute.”

“Shit, aren’t you gonna help?” Miguel asked.

“Yeah, yeah. Just a minute. You two ought to be able to occupy it for a minute. Just don’t let it hit you,” Jay responded, perhaps a little smugly. Now they would realize just how thankful they should be for him being there with them. 

Besides it afforded him a minute more to scan downwards. He wished that he had another skill for sense but all he had was Life Sense and he didn’t want to share about the barrier just yet with anyone outside of Team Jay. He had the feeling that it was significant and it kept ticking a memory in the back of his mind that he couldn’t quite grasp. It had something to do with the last fight against the boss ape, but he wasn’t able to recall it. 

He opened his eyes a minute or so later and saw Tyler scrambling to avoid those massive fists that he had experienced before. Now he summoned his sword calmly and deliberately while watching to see what these two could do. As he did, he realized that but for Miguel, Tyler would already be a splattered mess on the jungle floor. 

The winged man was flying just out of reach and strafing the ape with projectiles that he controlled with his aerokinesis. They didn’t pack a punch like Jay’s accelerated rocks but were enough to distract the beast. So, Jay sat back and watched. They were keeping ahead of it if only by a little bit. 

“Aren’t you gonna help?” Tyler screamed.

“If you need it, but you will never grow fast enough if you don’t face some real peril.”

“Screw you, I don’t wanna get squished.”

“Fine when I say get out of the way, make sure you aren’t in my line of fire.”

While sitting there watching them a random thought had come to him. The more he considered it the more he thought it would work, even if it was based on one of his favorite animes. So he held the sword out away from his body, then modified it so that the handle was more like a sheath which would pull away from the blade while making sure that both ends were balanced in weight. 

All of this took time, but Jay could tell by the frustrated whining from Tyler that they were still alive. First, he maximized his strength and then he took the sword and flung it so that it started to spin end over end in the air towards the tri-ape. He yelled, “Look out.” 

Even as the words left his mouth, he immediately maximized his Accelerate ability on the blade. What was different about this was that it required him to split his focus and increase the speed in two different planes. First, he had to increase the spin rate and then secondly he had to increase the speed it was traveling forward at. 

Further, he instinctively knew that he had to balance those two things. They couldn’t be separate processes but one simultaneous action of accelerating his throw. It was another way that he strained himself and he felt the splitting headache as the PSI drained out of him faster than ever before. 

Still by the time the blade hit the ape’s chest it was spinning as fast as a buzz saw. It was caught completely off guard and the blade spun into its chest and was soon buried in the massive body. A thin red line blossomed on its chest as the only side of the blade’s penetration but the reaction was almost instantaneous as the creature fell to the ground coughing up great gouts of blood. 

Jay was a bit disappointed that the spinning blade had not cut all the way through and exited the creature’s back. As it was, it must have cut through lungs and from the way its legs were not working damaged the spine. All in all not bad.

Although it looked sorta pathetic dragging itself forward by its massive arms. Apparently even the mortal wound was not enough to stop it from seeking to wreak its vengeance on him. “Do you two think you can finish it off now?”

They both nodded in the affirmative so Jay focused on trying to restore his depleted PSI. He heard a few grunts and a final death rattle before Tyler said, “It’s done.”

Jay opened his eyes. “So, I’m feeling like maybe we should go out of the dungeon. It’s what about dinner time now?”

“Are you crazy? We just cleared the dungeon. It’s safe for us to sleep in here. I heard stories about how you did that with your other team,” Tyler said.

Jay laughed, “Well there are three things wrong with that idea. First, it was the skills of one of my teammates that made a comfortable place for us to sleep. I guess we could probably rough it on the ground but still not the same. Second, there is no other team. I only have one team. I mean I am happy to help you guys out but no one can replace Amelia, Huong, and Meikiyo.”

“And?” Miguel asked.

“What?” Jay asked as if he had been lost in thought.

“You said there were three things.”

“Oh yeah, sorry. Was just thinking about what a lousy teammate I am to leave them just cause of a little thing like a period. Anyway, the third thing is that, there is no way a night in the jungle with you two would be anywhere near as fun as it was with them.”

At that both Miguel and Tyler grinned and nodded. Tyler added though, “Do what you need to do. I’m not gonna put my nose in that hornet’s nest.”

“You don’t feel any connection to your friends out there?”

“Flings are not the same thing as girlfriends. Miguel is my bro. You could be too if you weren’t always so worried and uptight.”

“Not even Anne?” Jay asked, referring to the girl who he had observed with Tyler the most.

“I guess she is more than a fling, but a girlfriend and a friend are not the same thing. You know bros before hoes.”

Jay wanted to be angry about that statement. He still was confused about his connection with his team but he knew that he would deck anyone that called them hoes. Try as he might though he couldn’t really muster up the energy to get upset with Tyler. Part of it was that he had heard this attitude going all the way back to high school. There was this faulty assumption that to be the alpha you had to look at girls as less than and assert yourself on them all the time. The other part of it was he just didn’t care enough about these guys, especially Tyler, to get that worked up. 

“Then I will see you tomorrow. Remember that after the reset tomorrow the dungeon will be full again. If you train really hard tonight, you might be able to make it across the threshold.”

“That would require going from level four to level six though. I thought you could only go one level at a time,” Miguel said.

“I can tell you for a fact it is possible to double awaken but whatever creates the messages says it's not a good thing to do too often.”

“Okay, well then see you tomorrow. Good luck… Oh and thanks,” Tyler said. 

Jay just shrugged. Why was it when he was ready to write the guy off, he had the courtesy to say thanks and Jay thought maybe there was a glimmer of a decent human being and not just a frat boy in there?

Without another word, Jay turned and started running back to the exit. It wasn’t that he was really in a hurry but rather that he needed to maximize his training. He had allowed himself to get distracted. No more. He needed to descend. He needed to get to the next floor and both he and the rest of Team Jay needed to cross the next threshold although only he was close. 





Interlude 1- Accelerated Timetable

D’varn Nitor was rushing around this lab, or at least as much as A’snkarnt rushed. His hover pod which served as his mode of transportation, bed, and life support system all wrapped up into one flitted from terminal to terminal checking readings. His assistants were good at their jobs or he would not have picked them but that didn’t mean that he didn’t want to personally oversee every aspect. 

This experiment after all was his brainchild. He was the one who had seen potential in the hoomans even after all the other A’snkarnt scientists had determined that they were too limited. He was the one who had petitioned the Supreme Council to allow him to move to live trials.

The testing and experimenting had been going on for millions of cycles, since before D’varn had been born. It was far from the center of their A’snkarnt power and considered a fringe system. Considering that when the testing first began hoomans were little more than apes, he felt that the progress was impressive. 

Some of the other three current test species were far more advanced. All of them had physical capabilities which would make them a match for many hoomans. That was not to mention that each of them had at least progressed as far as to be able to colonize nearby planets and were unified as a species. 

Hoomans were the anti-thesis of unity. Their world was divided into various nations which were constantly in states of conflict with each other. Even within their own countries they fought with each other. This was but one of the reasons that some voices on the Supreme Council had been in favor of moving the leviathan that was currently in orbit around the hoomans’ home world, regardless of the consequences to the hoomans and other species on their planet. 

Still, D’varn had become the foremost expert on hoomans and his proposal had met with enough support to move to its current live testing stage. He had argued that it was their very chaotic nature which made them worthy of study. The A’snkarnt and certainly their enemy, the Forlorn, were examples of ordered existence. D’varn argued that if a means of winning the war existed, then it would come from outside of their normal channels. 

Now though the chaos had progressed even faster than he had expected. Worse, his time may be shorter than originally allotted. The unthinkable had happened. Core-frame had delivered the news that the leviathan where the Elefantis were being tested had been somehow discovered by the enemy. It had been overrun despite all of its weapons and technology and while the self-destruct protocol was believed to have stopped the enemy from recovering any further technology there now remained the risk that other leviathans might be discovered. 

D’varn had lost colleagues, dare he think the antiquated word, friends, in that attack. He couldn’t spare time to focus on that though. It was true that the hooman chaos had gone beyond even the bounds of all the core-generated models which they were working from. 

The hooman penchant for stupidity had reduced his initial 100,000 test subjects down to less than 25,000 in a dozen cycles. They reacted to situations without thinking, rushed into danger, or simply refused to do the work necessary to survive. His detractors blamed this on the inherent instability of the race.

When he looked at the behavior of some of the hoomans in killing off their own species in the midst of life-threatening danger, it was hard to deny. Killing breeding females should be against the evolutionary mandate in any primitive species. Yet more than one cluster had seen that very act played out again and again. 

The behavior became so extreme that D’varn had spent almost an entire cycle trying to find signs of tampering with the experimental protocols. He found some. It didn’t do him any good though. Whoever had tried to sabotage the test had done too thorough of a job of integrating their changes into the protocols. That or they were so highly placed that they could change things without even informing him. Both possibilities were frightening in their own way. 

It wasn’t all bad news though. A little fewer than 200 of the test subjects had passed the first threshold and more were on the cusp. One test subject was even on the verge of crossing the second threshold. That one had been at the center of more anomalies than any other but his progress was what D’varn had dreamed of when arguing for the potential that hoomans possessed. 

What the species lacked in physical or mental prowess they made up for in the ability to evolve. What they lacked in technology they made up for in adaptability. Now though due to the threat of discovery by the Forlorn he would have to move up his time table and push that adaptability to its limits. Hopefully they would be able to keep up with a 20% increase after the next reset.





Chapter 8- Unexpected Complications

Jay exited the dungeon and with half a dozen running steps made it up the stairs. Thankfully the room at the top of the ziggurat was empty. He wanted a minute to compose his thoughts. At least that had been his thought until he heard voices raised, yelling in anger. 

Flashbacks of what had happened when Kenley led their attack on the cluster raced through his mind. The guilty feeling of having abandoned his team filled his mind. He had spent a lifetime fighting feelings of guilt. His dad had been an expert at blaming Jay for everything that went wrong after Mom and Kari died. He realized he had never been responsible for any of those things but this time… could he say the same if something bad happened while he had been in the dungeon. 

Not even waiting to climb down the stairs, he maximized his strength and durability for a moment and leapt from the top of the stone structure. His enhanced muscles were easily as strong as ten or more men so the leap carried him the length of a football field. He hit the grassy ground and sunk into the ground a couple inches from the impact before he switched to maximized speed and sprinted for the sound of the yelling. 

When he got to the bungalows, he stopped to take stock of the situation. What he saw both relaxed him and scared him at the same time. There were two groups of girls yelling at one another divided by Jasmine in the middle. 

The smaller group was only six girls, but they were the ones that mattered the most. His entire team along with Anne and a couple of the other girls that he recognized as being the most frequent flyers with Tyler and Miguel had their backs up against another of the bungalows.

Facing them down were the other 27 girls, excluding Jasmine, in the form of an angry mob. The larger group was yelling at them and Jay had trouble picking out individual statements but saw that the leaders of the mob appeared to be Jessie, Mia, Kenzie, and Daphne. 

The first clear statement that he heard was, “It’s your fault that they all left.”

Then, “What do we do now?”

And, “If you hadn’t been so greedy…’

Amelia was of course yelling back as she refused to appear intimidated. He heard her and shook his head because he knew that she was definitely not a peacemaker. “I called dibs on Jay first, so suck it. You all are just a bunch of horny wannabe sluts who can’t even get a man of their own.”

After that the mob surged forward and Jay tensed up preparing to act, as Amelia pulled out a dagger in response. Fortunately, Jasmine held out a hand to both sides. “Girls, girls, this isn’t going to get us anywhere.” 

Jay watched her closely and not just because he liked the way her curvy backside looked. He could see the strain, she was clearly using her emotional ability. Even at this distance he felt a wave of calm wash over him and saw visible signs of both groups easing up. 

She continued, “We can all agree that we are upset that Jay and the others left, but we have to assume that they just went hunting in the dungeon. It’s almost sundown and there haven’t been any roars coming out so they are probably just killing all the monsters for us.”

Jessie called out, “If that is the reason then why aren’t they back yet?”

He thought he heard Huong say, “And why didn’t he tell us what he was doing?”

Jasmine held up her hands again. “Look, we all know that emotions are running high. We can’t let hormones control us. Certainly having a period in this primitive setting isn’t any fun, but it's not like this is the first time for any of us. Grow up. Instead of getting angry we need to get organized. Instead of being divided we need to be a unified sisterhood.”

Jay listened and watched as all the others seemed to be listening too. Fists which had been raised in anger were lowered to the side. Bodies which had appeared tense were now stepping back and shoulders were slumping. Even Amelia was listening, if still guardedly.

“Good, see we can talk this out. Daphne, will you come join me?” Jay watched. He wondered why she had been singled out but watched as the very buxom redhead walked over to stand next to Jasmine, who whispered something in her ear.

When next she spoke, Jay felt the emotions that she was projecting but they were much stronger. If he felt them like this at nearly 50 feet away, they must be hitting the girls nearby like a jackhammer. He watched them as over a few seconds their body language changed even further. They went from a half guarded posture to open and receptive.

The waves of emotion fluctuated with what Jasmine was saying and who she was speaking to. There would be highs of excitement and joy followed by lows of shame and sadness. Jay was uncertain whether he should try to interrupt or wait till he could find his team without Jasmine around. 

He had known that she used the power to influence the group before and it didn’t bother him too much. Of course now he wondered how much of that was his emotions being toyed with. Even now she didn’t seem to be doing anything other than helping the group out. He kept asking himself if it was hypocritical of him to judge her for using the abilities she had, when she seemed to have everyone’s interests at heart.

Yet he wasn’t quite as gullible as had been before. He felt his Iron Will skill helped and thought that having people he truly cared about also helped. Not that he didn’t think she was still hot. Looking at her in the little tank top she was wearing, her cocoa skin glistening in the fading light of the sun, made him remember that first dream he had about her. 

Wait, a minute. He just had a recollection. He had dreamed about Jasmine even before he was brought to wherever this was. That dream in his dorm room the morning he was taken, the first weird dream with the voice, she had been in it. He didn’t realize why he hadn’t put two and two together before now. It had been one of the most vivid dreams of his life and even now faded he still remembered enough to know who the two girls with him had been.

He scrolled through his mind and thought hard. It had most definitely been Jasmine and now he just had to figure out who the other girl was. Looking back at the group and seeing Daphne next to Jasmine was all the trigger that he needed. He remembered a flash of that dream and it had in fact been Daphne with him and Jasmine. 

Now though he was perplexed. How could he have dreamed about people he had never met? He searched his memories again and was certain. It wasn’t just girls that looked like them. No, it was Jasmine and Daphne in his dream. What was more was that they hadn’t exactly been fully dressed in the dream. 

If he had dreamed about them dressed as he saw them on a daily basis then he might have believed his subconscious had superimposed their image onto his memory of the dream. That wasn’t it at all though. It wasn’t like he hadn’t wanted to see Jasmine without those tantalizingly tight shorts on before or had wondered just what Daphne’s clearly abundant bosom would look without a shirt on. Yet the simple truth was he hadn’t seen those things and so he shouldn’t have been able to dream about them. 

Then add to that the fact that it was his voice speaking out of Jasmine’s mouth in the dream. Somehow knowing who was in that first dream made it even creepier. He didn’t know what to say and this worried him far more than just watching Jasmine manipulate people. Was she somehow behind all of this? He didn’t think so but still…

Jasmine’s voice got a bit louder and his focus was drawn back to the events unfolding before him now. “I understand that there is a great deal of jealousy. There are only three guys and whatever is in the water is making it hard for me not to jump each of them every time I see them. Trust me, I feel what you are feeling.”

There was a great deal of mumbling as she said that. Several girls shook their heads as though to clear those while others were nodding along. “It isn’t the guys’ fault any more than it is ours and personally I think we are lucky.”

Jessie demanded, “Lucky? How? This is intolerable. I feel like I can’t even control my own mind.”

Jasmine smiled. Jay thought what a lovely smile she had with perfect white teeth that sparkled when contrasted with the richness of her skin. Now it was Jay’s turn to shake his head as he berated himself, “Gotta focus.”

With that smile still upon her face and waves of peaceful feelings rolling off of her, she said, “I just admitted how horny I am all the time. I haven’t been with anyone since we got here either.”

Jessie interrupted her, “But they have,” as she pointed at the smaller group. 

“Yes, but not just them. Some of you have too,” Jasmine said calmly. She waited for the words to sink in as some in the larger group looked at the ground. “No don’t feel shame. It’s a perfectly natural thing and I am pretty sure it is part of the test they are putting us through.”

“What do you mean?” one of the new girls asked. Jay knew her name, but for some reason it was evading his mind right now. 

“I can answer that,” Huong said. Amelia had her hand on the Vietnamese girl’s arm and the two exchanged a look before the blond finally nodded with a bounce of her curls. 

“You know something?” Jessie asked.

“Not exactly know, but we have used deductive reasoning to figure out at least some of the objectives of this experiment. The final piece really came into place today,” Huong said.

Even Jasmine looked interested at this point. “You all know Huong, she has helped heal several of you. She has a background in science. If she has learned something don’t you think we should hear her out?”

Everyone nodded along that time and even Jay wanted to know what she had learned.

Huong started out slowly and began speaking faster as she got excited. It was so typical for her and one of the cute things she did that endeared her to Jay. “So a few key facts first. We know that whoever is running this test is conducting experiments on us including putting aphrodisiacs in the water. Now I think it is pretty obvious from the abilities that we are all developing that creating a bunch of horny test subjects is not the sole purpose of whatever is in our water. At first, I thought it might even be an unwanted side effect because they put the option to buy something in the store which would counteract that effect.”

Even as she started to speak quickly, everyone seemed to be following along. She just had a way of explaining things that made people want to listen. “But then you have to calculate in the birth control prices. It is designed so that the stuff that is effective with low-level guys is cheap and anyone could get it. The price goes up though the higher the level of the guy you are with, rather steeply at that. How much does it cost for the level 30 birth control, Meikiyo?”

She answered the question simply, “800 credits.”

Outrage blew through the listeners including even Amelia and the other girls with her. 

“The only way that we will be able to afford that is to keep descending in the dungeon. There aren’t enough credits from the gathering quest or from killing monsters on the first floor to be able to afford that. Certainly not with other essentials.”

“So what does that mean?” Jessie asked. 

“The logical conclusion is that they want us to get pregnant…” Huong had to raise her voice to be heard over the clamoring of all the girls trying to talk at once, “but only by the higher-level guys.”

After she managed to get everyone calmed down, Jasmine asked, “Are you sure? Couldn’t it just mean that they are pushing us to go further into the dungeon?”

“It could,” Huong conceded before adding, “But there are still two other facts and one tidbit that suggest otherwise. First consider the message that we all got. It is not abnormal for a group of girls to have their menstrual cycle sync up but it takes time and close proximity. Our captors are doing it now rather than waiting, which implies that they want us all on the same cycle. That is the tidbit. The first of the other facts is the obvious gender disparity in the people who were brought here. It is something in the range of 30:1. Ironically do you know what the gender ratio is on most cattle farms? That’s right, it's 30:1.”

Again the murmuring of numerous voices rose up all at the same time. Some were complaining about being compared to cows while others were saying it wouldn’t be that bad to have babies if they were going to have to live here forever. Huong coughed though and continued, “I understand what you all are feeling and while I am happy that I didn’t get pregnant during an indiscretion I had the first time with Jay, I am not repulsed by the idea. Which I suppose is not hard evidence but the fact that we are living in this place and yet are still open to that idea seems to imply that there is more to this than we thought. But wait, the final fact is something that most of you won’t know. I assume most of you are still on your periods. Right?”

Huong waited as almost the entire group nodded, other than Amelia and Meikiyo. When everyone was focused on her again she said, “So you will probably all be interested in knowing the message that the three of us got just a short time ago.” She waited again for nods of agreement before saying, “We were notified that since we have passed the first threshold that our menstruation has changed permanently.”

At that moment, Jay thought you could have heard a pin drop. “We were notified that we are now perpetually fertile except when pregnant and will not have to shed our uterine lining but instead it will regenerate naturally. Which is interesting because in the reset this morning we all got the skill Regeneration added to our status sheet.”

“That is crazy,” Jessie said.

“Well it just makes all of this much more important,” Jasmine said. “Remember we are a united sisterhood and we aren’t gonna let the guys come between us.”

“Fine, but then how are we gonna share the guys. I don’t know how much longer I can go on like this,” another of the new girls said from the back.

“We are just gonna have to take turns,” Jasmine said, “We all learned how to do that in kindergarten right?”

“Screw that, Jay only sleeps with the girls on his team,” Amelia said. Jay was proud of her. She seemed to be resisting Jasmine’s influence the most although it was hard to say. Meikiyo was standing silently behind her and kept rubbing her temple as if she had a headache.

Amelia’s words set off a number of the girls. Some barked angrily that this was all her fault and others said, “I wanna be on Jay’s team.”

Jasmine calmed everyone for what must have been the 10th time before saying, “Amelia, that is fine, then you are just going to have to convince Jay to take on some more girls. There are just over 11 girls for each guy, so it is only fair. Does Jay simply decide who he is willing to sleep with and then make them part of the team?”

Amelia said, “Not likely. We take a vote on it and majority rules.”

“Oh so you could decide to add girls to Team Jay if you three all decided to?” Jasmine asked.

The three of them looked at each other before Amelia slowly nodded. 

Jasmine clapped her hands and said, “That is great then. You all are his advisors. He is a strong leader, but we all know that men need to be guided sometimes. You need to convince him to take me onto his team and then I can help him see that we need this to be fair for everyone.”

Jay sat here listening to the conversation and couldn’t help but be astonished. It had followed a logical path and if the chemicals truly had a greater impact on those of lower level, then it stood to reason that many of these girls must be going out of their mind with wild urges. Still, they were talking about him like he was the prize stud bull and didn’t even realize that he was hearing it all. 

The other thing was that he already felt guilty about sleeping with three girls. He laughed at what a silly problem this was. His gaming buddies would have hit him over the head and thrown him in the river just for the chance to have to deal with this problem. Most confusing of all was that even with his Iron Will skill active he couldn’t help but ask himself if he was truly being selfish by not taking one for the team and doing as they seemed to want. It wasn’t like he would exactly be suffering. 

He was drawn back by an argument then Jessie was asking, “Why do you get to be on Team Jay. I was already almost on it but she,” and she pointed at Meikiyo, “kept saying, ‘I’ve got fire.’ If anyone should get to be on Team Jay it is me and Daphne. We were the ones that were up for consideration before. Tell them, Amelia.”

Jasmine spoke before Amelia could answer, “If Jay wants to keep a limited team we will have to respect that. From what I have seen, Tyler and Miguel are not so discriminating.”

Anne said, “Hey wait a minute.” 

Jessie spoke over her and said, “But I don’t wanna be with them. I want Jay. He’s been kind to me every time I have been around him. He is hot and nice. He helps us train and we already know he can protect us.”

This sparked an argument but surprisingly it was Meikiyo who brought everyone to heel with a flaming burst. She held her hand out with the palm up and shot a burst of fire straight up like a flare but the explosion rocked the surrounding air. “Enough. Team Jay picks those who are best suited to be on the team. We won’t be told who has to be on the team or how many we will accept. What we will do is talk about it.”

After that she grabbed Amelia’s and Huong’s arms. As she tugged on them, they both shook their heads as though not quite sure where they were. Then they followed her. 

Jessie called out, “This isn’t over.”

At the same time Jasmine said, “Can’t we keep talking? We can work this out.”
Jay felt the pulse of emotion that surged out of her as she spoke but at the same time Meikiyo extended her hand behind them as they walked away. A jet of flame shot off into a long line cutting them off from the others. Then the wall sprung up higher till it was at least ten feet, undoubtedly fueled by her power.

Jay needed to figure out how to get to his team. He owed them an apology, but he also wanted to see what they were thinking about what Jasmine had said. It could be a sticky situation and while he wasn’t opposed to pretty women fighting to be with him, he also wasn’t gonna be dictated to. 

As he snuck between two bungalows he was struck by an imminent sense of danger. He turned his head to the right just in time to see a flash of blue hair flying at him as fast as a lizat. He didn’t want to strike out at her so he instinctively activated his hardened skin and barely felt it as he was slammed into the wall. 

He was held up against the wall and despite the situation now that he knew what he was facing, he didn’t really feel any danger. She was probably 5’6” and muscular in a fitness model sort of way that didn’t detract from her femininity at all. Even then he dwarfed her with his new more muscular frame.

“I thought I smelled you,” Jessie said as she sniffed at the air. 

“Whoa, I know I probably need a bath, but I didn’t think I smelled bad enough to warrant being attacked.”

“It’s a new development in my abilities. I’ve learned to take on the traits of the animals I have seen.” As she spoke her smile caught his attention. 

“That is amazing. All your hard work is paying off,” Jay said back. “Now how about you set me down. You know you can’t take me.”

She grinned and there was a certain feral look to her. “I’m not trying to take you. I just wanted to talk.” She lowered him back to the ground and then pressed herself up against him. “But maybe you want to take me. Take me for your team. Take me right here. Take me every way you want.”

Jay would have been lying if he said he wasn’t tempted. If he hadn’t been high enough level and possessed of the Iron Will skill, then he would have given in. “Jessie, it doesn’t work like this. I told you that the next spot we got on the team, I would consider you for.”

“Fine, go have your vote, but that doesn’t mean you can’t have some fun now. I can see the way you are looking at me. I can smell the desire on you.”

“You know I won’t betray the team. I’m not free to just stick it wherever I want to. I’m committed to them,” Jay said.

She slammed her fist into his chest and Jay could tell that she was much stronger than she probably should have been, presumably another aspect of her new powers. She stomped her foot and looked up at him. “Why can’t I have that? I want someone who treats me like that. What’s wrong with me? Aren’t I pretty enough?”

“You are beautiful and you know it, but it doesn’t work like that.”

Jessie screeched and turned and walked three steps before she turned and gave him the finger and then kept walking. He didn’t know what to say to make it better. He needed to talk to his team first. So he turned and continued sneaking off to the bungalow at the end. He assumed that was the one they had gone into. 

All of a sudden he stopped cold in his tracks. He felt another tingle of danger but this time it had a different intensity to it. His guard was immediately up as his hardened body and strength skills surged to maximum while he simultaneously conjured a sword. 

A part of him wondered if it was Jessie coming back to express her anger with more than a finger but the intensity was too great. He couldn’t take that chance. This place was very unforgiving. 

No sooner had he formed the sword than he saw a chitinous form burst forth from the shadows. He reflexively slashed the sword as he stepped to the side. The creature that was coming at him was the size of a bear but covered in chitinous armor. It looked something like a beetle but was thicker up front. 

It has three legs on each side that propelled it along the ground with the speed of a car and two thicker, wider barbed front legs that extended out of the front of its shoulders right under the lip of the armor. A conjured sword composed of psionically generated particles as thin and sharp as the edge of a razor met a chitinous, barbed claw. The result was predictable as the claw was sheared off and green blood gushed out. 

A high-pitched screech escaped the creature. The follow-through of the slash scored the creature’s armored shell as it slid off. An absent thought crossed Jay’s mind to wonder just how tough this thing’s armor was that it could even partially stand up to the sword. The creature fell forward on the severed leg. 

Jay surged forward and brought the sword down on the area that he thought was the head. The blade pushed hard into the tiny brain but the beast's legs lashed around and struck Jay in the chest sending him flying across the open space into the side of the bungalow. Once he lost contact with the sword, it only lasted a few seconds, but the damage was done and the creature continued to thrash about. 

Jay’s precognitive sense continued to scream that the fight wasn’t over. He sent out a pulse of Life Sense. It lit up as Amelia, Meikiyo, and Huong ran out of the bungalow. Over by the other bungalows he sensed other people but most of them were staying indoors. Then there were also five more life forms that seemed shaped like the creature he had just killed, but these life readings were very faint as though something about the creatures resisted being detected. 

“Watch out, girls,” Jay yelled before charging into the creatures as they swarmed out of the darkness. He would be damned if he let any of these creepy crawlies get to his team, even if they were the size of bears. 

From the side, he saw another human rushing by. He couldn’t yet identify individuals by their presence in his Life Sense but a flash of blue hair told him everything he needed to know. Jessie may have improved in her skills but these things were far tougher than the lizats or owlbears. 

Now he was torn. He had his team to protect on one side and the girl he had scorned to protect on the other side. He felt obligated on each side. Sure he hadn’t asked the team to come out of the bungalow but that was just the kind of people they were and he certainly hadn’t asked Jessie to attack massive beetles, but she probably wasn’t in the right state of mind and at least part of that was on him since he couldn’t find a way to get through to her. Or even if it wasn’t really on him, Jay was the kind of guy to take up that burden.

So faced with an impossible choice of whom to defend first, he did what any overconfident hero would do. He didn’t run towards either side, but instead decided that the best defense was a good offense or in other words, the only good bug is a dead bug. He pushed himself to new limits as he channeled stamina into maximizing his strength, speed, and hardening. Even as he was running at the creatures, he funneled PSI into precognition, Life Sense, and into strengthening his sword. 

He had never tried six skills at once like this. His body felt impossibly powerful. His mind was precisely aware of everything around him.  In a way it made him feel as though he had been blind his entire life. 

Yet his head was splitting with a headache and his chest felt like he was being hollowed out. He knew he only could maintain this for a few seconds. It would have to be enough.

The creatures were completely silent as three of them charged straight at him while one veered to his left towards Amelia and the rest of the team. The other split off towards Jessie on his right. He would have to be faster than ever before. 

His sword struck through the armor of the first. The reinforcing had worked to make it so he could shear through them easily. One slash, two slashes, and then a third slash and the closest of the creatures was legless and headless but still squirming around. 

Jay slid underneath the next of the giant beetles as it tried to leap over its fallen kin. The sword extended straight up and cut open the entire underside of the creature. Its insides gushed out all over Jay who was back upright a moment later. 

He jumped high into the air and came down on the back of the third beast. His sword was shoved down into the top of its head. He twisted and yanked the blade to send the head flying. As he did so he coughed with the exertion and saw his own bright-red blood speckled over his arm. He might be pushing too hard, but he didn’t have a choice. 

Jay turned and took stock. The beetle attacking them was being forced back by whips of flame that Meikiyo whipped around it. The vines that Huong had summoned up around its legs did little more than slow it. Its barbed claws cut through them as fast as they sprouted from the soil. Even the flames while clearly helping push it back didn’t seem to be able to leave any lasting damage. 

The strain started to tell and the first thing to falter was Jay’s sword. He didn’t know how much longer he could maintain it so he flung it at the beetle Jessie was fighting. It severed one of the barbed front legs before dissipating as the thread of PSI maintaining it broke. 

Jay didn’t even see how successful his throw was as he bull rushed the beetle attacking his team. He leaned his shoulder into it and heard a loud cracking sound as the impact knocked the creature over. He wasn’t sure at first if it was the carapace or his shoulder which had given way until he found he couldn’t raise his right arm. 

It didn’t matter. He dropped all of his skills other than strength as he conjured a new sword faster than he ever had before. Before he could strike though, Amelia appeared from her cloak and drove a dagger straight into the creature’s head. Her shadow power somehow allowed it to pass through the carapace unhindered. 

A groan of pain escaped Jay’s lips. He was drenched in sweat. His body trembled as he tried to deal with the shock of the injury to his shoulder. Behind him he heard a scream of agony and ignored his own pain long enough to get to his feet.

He saw Jessie impaled on the remaining barbed claw of the creature she had been fighting. Its carapace had deep scratches from claws but none of them penetrated to the soft insides. The few moments of recovery allowed Jay to reactivate his speed and hardening. 

Jay surged across the ground littered with the ruined corpses of the slain creatures. His sword sped out in front of him as he treated it like a projectile, flinging and accelerating it. The blade severed that barbed claw and dropped Jessie to the ground with another scream of agony. 

Then he focused all of his remaining PSI into the tightest Kinetic bullet that he could form. It burst through the creature’s head as a shadow bolt from Amelia slammed into its side. The beetle lay there thrashing about too stubborn to know that it was dead. Jay reached out his left arm and tried to crawl to where Jessie had fallen, but his body was completely drained of energy. Darkness found him as he passed into the land of dreams. 





Chapter 9- Guilt and Apologies

Jay’s eyes popped open as he felt a pair of soft hands against his thigh. He didn’t know where he was. It didn’t look familiar. More like some kind of tent. There was a campfire flickering somewhere a few feet away. He could smell the smoke and feel the heat as well as seeing the shadows dancing all about. 

The hand moved further up his leg and he shivered. His eyes followed the hand up its arm, noting the lovely nutmeg skin even in the dim fire light. He saw Jasmine’s face, but it was hidden too well in the darkness for him to make out more than a rough outline and her bright smile. 

“Relax, let me make you feel better,” she said as her hand encircled his manhood. He was confused and went to move his arm to slow her down but the shoulder exploded with pain and he was unable to make his arm move. 

He heard a voice from his side. “Don’t move, you are still hurt.” Jay turned his head and saw Daphne. She had a long scar running down her cheek which caught his attention even more than her bare breasts. 

“Where is Amelia?” Jay croaked, barely able to speak his throat was so dry. 

“She died with all the rest. We are the only three left,” Jasmine said.

“No,” was the only word that Jay could manage to form but the question in his eyes must have been apparent.

“You’ve been out for three days. You fought bravely but after you collapsed another wave came. They destroyed the bungalows and killed everyone. Your team fought on to protect you till the end. Meikiyo was the last one standing, and she held them back with her flames and asked Daphne and me to carry you away. It was all that we could manage, but we escaped.”

Jay shook his head. He didn’t want to believe it, but the pain in his shoulder and the parched throat argued for the truth of her words. Daphne leaned in and dribbled a tiny amount of water from a canteen into his mouth. He yearned for more but she pulled it back. “More please,” he croaked. 

“We would love to give you more, Jay. We want to give you so much more but we barely have any water left. It is too dangerous for us to move to the water supply. The creatures still move around that area sometimes,” Jasmine said.

“What then?” Jay asked.

“We want to give you more but we need you too. We need you back in fighting shape but all the healers are gone. You have regeneration though so you will be able to heal up. You just need to be able to speed it up and then Daphne will magnify your ability.”

That made sense but Jay still felt hollow inside, which didn’t really make sense. If he had been out for three days, he should have long since regenerated his Stamina. Jay said, “Okay, I will start now.”

“First we need something else from you,” Jasmine said as she slid her hand up his leg to his manhood once again. Jay felt ashamed that with his friends dead and his arm broken, he was still becoming aroused. His first thought was to blame Jasmine’s power but there was no sense of her using it against him. 

He couldn’t help it. Was he really this shallow? She was so very fine, but still he shouldn’t be this eager. He watched hypnotized as she stood up. Her hips shimmied as she lowered her shorts in front of him. He looked on at the beauty of that treasure he had wanted so much when they first arrived here. 

He gasped as she dropped down on top of him, impaling herself upon him. There was no subtlety, no build-up, just raw abandon and need and she bounced upon him. With each downward return she would bury him full into her. She moaned out, “That’s right. Give us what we need.”

Some small sliver of his mind that wasn’t focused on the bliss that he was feeling thought to ask, “What do you need.”

Jasmine moaned out, “Your seed.”

Almost in echo to her, Daphne said, “Your soul.”

Jasmine finished their chant, “Your life.”

Then the darkness of the sky shattered. He saw holes punched into the canopy of the stars as creatures like men but not men rode beams of light to the ground. Neither Jasmine nor Daphne so much as flinched, both oblivious to what was happening overhead. 

Jasmine continued to moan but from her open mouth he no longer heard the sounds of pleasure. Instead he heard a voice as familiar to him as any. Once again he heard himself speaking out of her mouth. 

While he listened to the words, he felt a pressure building in his cores, especially within his head. The pain became so intense, but he wasn’t able to even pass out. The words he heard were seared into his mind to digest later.

New dangers. Unforeseen. Future changing. Final message. Stop being distracted. Focus. Take charge. Alone die. Forge a new path. Not all at once. Cycles unsure.  Must descend. Grow more. Two together too much. Find the behind. Giving all.

Jay woke up on a soft bed. He felt the sheets against his skin and realized that he was naked as the day he was born. More than that, he had to have been bathed. The blood and guts from those creatures, whatever they were, was gone. Was this another dream?

He wondered how long he had been unconscious that they had been able to carry him inside, undress him, bathe him and then get him into the bed. He felt himself from head to toe and noticed right away that his shoulder while stiff was clearly not broken. Jay wondered what was going on. The dream had been so real it was hard to discern from what he was experiencing now.

Jay looked around. Huong was the first person he saw. She was sitting at the top of his bed with her back to him. At the table, Amelia and Meikiyo were both sitting and eating in silence. The mood was very somber.

She must have felt him move on the mattress because Huong immediately turned towards him and placed her hands on his shoulder. He felt warmth from her hands and then heard her say, “He’s awake.”

Both the other girls jumped up from the table. Amelia rushed over first. Jay could have sworn he saw concern in her eyes but the words that came out of her mouth said anything but sympathy. “You idiotic boneheaded man. What the hell do you think you were doing? You almost got yourself killed.”

“Uh, well I…”

“You weren’t thinking. Yeah, I know. You don’t have to say it. I mean for a while there I had started to think that you were better than 99.9% of your gender but then you go and prove me wrong,” Amelia said.

“I’m sorry,” Jay mumbled as he shrugged, although whether the shrug was for her or himself was anyone’s guess.

“That’s all you can say? ‘I’m sorry.’ Then you do that damn shrug. So what are you sorry for? Sorry for abandoning us? Sorry for trying to fight an army of monsters by yourself? Sorry for almost getting killed and leaving us alone again?” Amelia stared at him intently while she fired her questions at him. 

She pounded her finger into his chest hard enough that he was sure if he hadn’t developed a hardened body he would have been bruised. He could see she was angry, but he also saw beneath it. Her concern was there. This was just how Amelia expressed it. She was right though. He did owe her more than an apology. 

Still she wouldn’t let him get in a word edge-wise. She kept berating him. Huong started to tell her to back off. She warned that he might still need to regain his strength, but Amelia ignored her after barking out, “Even a slut like you doesn’t deserve to be treated like this.”

Jay had enough of it though. He reached out and grabbed the elbow of the arm that was poking him. Pulling hard enough that she couldn’t resist he tugged her down against himself till her breasts pressed against his chest and he pressed his lips to her mouth. 

Then he released her, but she continued to lie there. So he said, “Sorry but you wouldn’t let me apologize. I am truly sorry and if you let me get you something to eat, then I will tell you in detail everything that I am sorry for.”

She looked down at him and he was lost for a second in her beautiful blue eyes. They were the color of the sky on a brilliant, spring morning. Her full lips quivered for a moment as indecision danced across her face. She leaned in pressing herself against him and kissing him. This time with an open mouth. 

No sooner had she begun to shiver with the kiss than she pulled away and sat upright on the edge of the bed. “Oh no, don’t you think just cause you're so dreamy that you can get out of this that easy. You promised to be there for us.  You swore that we were a team. You were always gonna have my back. That’s what you said. Isn’t it?” Amelia stood up and walked out of the door. 

Huong called out, “Wait, you shouldn’t go out yet. The sun hasn’t come up yet.” 

She stood up to chase after Amelia but Meikiyo stepped in front of her. “If anyone will be okay out there, it’s her. She can hide in plain daylight.”

“We don’t know what senses those creatures have. For all we know they can see right through her shroud,” Huong protested.

“Didn’t look that way earlier. She snuck right up on that one that she stabbed through its skull.”

Huong hung her head and walked over to the other bed and lay down curling up. Meikiyo walked over to her and massaged her back. She leaned over and whispered something that Jay couldn’t hear. 

He watched them and was glad that they had each other but he couldn’t stand to see any of his team in danger. Amelia shouldn’t be outside alone at night, not with this new danger that they didn’t understand yet. So he stood up and grabbed his backpack to pull out a spare pair of pants. 

After he pulled the pants up and put on his boots and shirt, he finally headed for the door. Without looking at him, Meikiyo said, “And where are you going?”

“She isn’t safe out there. I have to protect her.”

“What about her heart? What about her honor? What about her trust?” Meikiyo spoke so calmly. There was something serene about her as she stood up to face him. It wasn’t the serenity of a still night. Rather it was the serenity of a sword’s edge, the calm of potential violence left unexpressed. 

“I don’t understand what you are talking about.”

“God, Jay, I love you so much, but Amelia is right. Sometimes you truly are a bonehead.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you, Meikiyo. You are a precious flower to me.”

“And I forgive you. I love you. I am at peace with the fact that you mean more to me than I mean to you.” Her words cut him to the chase worse than the way Amelia had been berating him. He felt as though he had been cut to the quick. 

She looked at him in silence for half a minute before continuing, “Don’t say sorry to me. If you want to apologize, then understand what I need. Understand what my sisters need from you. You give with all your strength but you don’t give with all your mind.” 

Once again it made him strangely happy to see how the girls of his team were getting along so well. “I would fight for you, for any of you. I would kill for you. I have done both those things and I will do them again. I would even die for you.”

“There you are giving with your strength and I love you for it. When I was scared and lost in the night, you came for me. You were my hero, my lifeline,” Meikiyo paused and moved her mouth like she was tasting something unpleasant, “but you don’t give with your mind. You only see me as a flower. A flower is beautiful, yes. A flower is fragrant and to be enjoyed. Yet a flower is also fragile. Well this flower has thorns.” 

As she finished speaking, flames burst out from her eyes. A jet of flame burst up from her palm and then tendrils of it danced along her skin. Her beautiful skin was made more so by intricate designs of fire whipping around her body. Jay stood there captivated. 

Her words sunk into Jay like the creature's barbed claw from earlier. It tore at him, not because he was angry and not because she was trying to hurt him. It tore at him because it was true. He had failed them. 

He had failed Huong because all she wanted was to be pleasing. She needed him to allow her to give. She needed him to receive from her and give back in kind with kind gestures and tender words. 

He had failed Meikiyo because he had seen her grow and change into more than she had been before. He had seen her reveal the burning strength that was inside of her. She loved him more purely than he deserved and was willing to give him time to muddle through his own feelings. 

Most of all he had failed Amelia. When he was being manipulated and used, she had spoken truth to him. She had offered him her trust when he knew she had been hurt in the past. He didn’t know all the details, but he knew that she had deep wounds. He had failed her because he had taken her trust lightly and then not lived up to it. 

“You are right. She is brave and strong. She is my partner. She is our partner. I won’t soon forget that again. I will make amends however is needed. I can learn to give you what you all want, not what I think you need. You will have not just my strength but also my respect,” Jay spoke calmly at first but became more impassioned as he continued. 

“Then sit and eat. Give her some space.”

Huong had sat up partway through his speech. He looked over at her and smiled. “Thank you for healing me. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

The smile he received in return was worth the pain of the lesson that he had learned. A part of Jay realized that he might have to learn the lesson more than once. For now though he realized that it wasn’t flowers to look at and enjoy that he wanted. It was a team that he wanted. A team could only be composed of equals. 

This sentiment didn’t dim the desire he felt to protect them. It just made him realize that they might know better than he did what they needed. Maybe it would pay to listen. The trick was going to be knowing when to listen and when to just act, but anything of value was worth some work. He looked at both of them and knew they were worth a whole lot of work. 

He sat at the table and ordered a meal from the mini terminal that each bungalow had. “Do either of you want anything. I’m starved but I feel guilty eating in front of you.”

“No you need food, we already had dinner hours ago. You were out for several hours. Oh that reminds me. When I was healing you I learned how to scan a body for injuries. It is a new Awareness skill. I think it is going to really come in handy,” Huong said.

“I could imagine as a healer that it would come in handy.”

“Well yeah, that is the obvious application but I think it is gonna come in handy in some other ways. One that is fun and one that is serious.” Huong had a strangely crooked grin on her face as she spoke. 

“Okay, I’ll bite. What is the fun way?”

“No, I don’t think you have earned the right to hear about that. I’m not sure that I’m entirely ready to forgive you yet, but I will tell you about the serious application.”

Jay shrugged and said, “Whenever you are ready.”

“It isn’t that shocking. I just think that I will be able to use it to study the bodies of our enemies and find weak spots. Like those new creatures that we fought last night. My vines weren’t able to contain them so I need a new way to contribute. Now I think I can. I will be able to scan creatures for weaknesses in their biology.”

Now Jay was truly intrigued. “So did you learn anything about those creatures?” he asked.

“Yes, I did. They are obviously alien. You already knew that, but they are more alien than the lizats and owlbear. Their bodies don’t contain any water. I believe that their internal tissue is in part composed of lithium.”

“And is that a good thing?”

“Yes and no. It makes them strong and durable but also vulnerable to water. I believe that under the right circumstance that water could harm them.”

“That is very cool.”

Then just as Jay was going to ask more questions the door swung open again and Amelia walked in. Jay simply watched her in silence. She didn’t have the seductive sway that Jasmine seemed to perform so effortlessly. That didn’t mean though that he didn’t like just watching her walk.

She stared at him as she crossed the room to the table. Then sat down and put her hands under the table as she positioned herself across from him. “I’m ready to listen.”

“Thank you. You are right. I didn’t treat you fairly. I had a gut reaction and the thought of being around a bunch of hormonal women freaked me out,” Jay said and as Amelia started to interrupt him he quickly added, “Please let me finish and then you can judge me.” 

She sighed as Huong poked her side and said, “Okay.”

“I don’t know that I have ever fully shared what I am about to tell you with any friend and certainly not with any girlfriend. Of course I never really thought I could be as close to any girl as I am with any of you and now I’m connected to three of you.

“You have to understand this is hard for me to talk about. When I was eight, my mom and sister were gonna go get a surprise for my birthday. I had been whining and begging for the new Pokémon game for my Switch and the only place that had one was in the city. So Kari, my sister, talked my mom into driving in to get it.”

Jay looked down at the table and got teary eyed. Before he knew it, Meikiyo was sitting on one side of him and Huong on the other both cuddled up to him as if to reassure him. Even Amelia’s hand shot out from under the table and grabbed his. “They were hit by a semi-truck. My dad told me that Mom was tired after working all day and then drifted into the wrong lane and got hit. They both died, and it was all my fault. If I hadn’t been so selfish then they never would have gone into the city.”

A single tear dropped from his eyes onto the back of Amelia’s hand. Both girls on his sides pressed even closer and Huong said, “It’s okay. You can cry if you need to.”

Amelia sat quietly for a minute before she suddenly slapped Jay. Not hard enough to hurt but enough to make a smacking sound against his cheek. “That is total bullshit.”

Meikiyo snapped, “That was the truth if I have ever heard it, don’t be a bitch.”

“I believe the story. The bullshit is thinking that it is his fault,” Amelia said as she looked at Jay. “You weren’t driving. You didn’t hit their car and even if you asked you couldn’t have made them go to get the game.”

“I don’t know… my dad always said it was my fault.”

“Then he was a lying bastard taking out his grief on a little boy. Look, I understand you believing that shit when you were a kid. But you are grown up now. You face down monsters for fuck’s sake. No one would ever call you selfish. Maybe it’s about damn time that you got a little more selfish.”

“That sounds kinda messed up. Even if you are right. I mean I guess a part of me knows you are right, but it is just ingrained into me,” Jay said in a low mumble.

“Well then un-ingrain it. I call you a bonehead but part of that is because you are so busy looking out for everyone else that you can’t even see what is around you.”

“You want me to be selfish?”

Amelia said, “Not all the time, but some of the time, yes. I admit I was pissed, but I get it. I understood why you left even without you telling us your story. I assume the point was that you don’t know how to relate to women and always feel like you are at fault when anything goes wrong. Well I am here to say that there are three women sitting here right now who would beg to differ. We all like how you relate to us. Just get out of your own way.”

“She’s right. Respect us, don’t coddle us,” Meikiyo said.

“It’s okay to get what you want, Amelia is right about that,” Huong added.

“And don’t pull that shit again. We are a team and if I feel like being moody one day, then you are just gonna damn well have to deal with it,” Amelia said.

“Besides, it was a good thing. Because we are past the first threshold, we all gained regeneration as a skill and won’t be having any more periods,” Huong said.

“I know,” Jay said.

“How do you know?” Meikiyo asked. 

“I felt bad and came back, but when I got here, there was a big meeting going on. I wanted to talk to you three alone but everyone was there and Jasmine was using her emotional persuasion thing. Honestly, I’m a little worried that I would fall under her influence.”

All three girls stared at him intently and then began speaking over one another, Huong to assure him that Jasmine only wanted what was best for everyone. Meikiyo in contrast agreed with him that she couldn’t be trusted and most surprising of all was Amelia’s response, “She isn’t that bad. Think about it. If she was on Team Jay, then all of that influence would be on your side and you would have all the advisors in one group. Besides, I know you think she’s hot.”

Amelia’s transition from pissed off to her own harsh method of buck up camper to pimping wingman almost gave him whiplash trying to keep up. “So, you are saying you would be okay with adding more girls to the team. I thought that you had dibs.”

The confused look on Amelia’s face spoke to the effects of Jasmine’s ability. “Well uh yeah, I do have dibs. I mean so do the slut and the sweetie,” she said as she pointed to Huong and Meikiyo in turn. 

“Do you hear yourself? Turn on that critical mind of yours and think this through. How do you really feel about Jasmine?” Jay asked.

She stared back at him blankly for a minute. “Freak, you are right. That bitch was manipulating us. How did you resist her, Meikiyo?”

“It was hard, but I developed the Iron Will skill. I think it is similar to Jay. I fueled it with thoughts of how she wanted to control Jay and dishonor you two, my sisters. My anger pushed me through it. Even then it was hard for me to think bad thoughts about her. I didn’t start to feel free till after the fight,” Meikiyo answered. 

“I still think you two are being too hard on her but maybe she can be a bit manipulative,” Huong said.

Amelia slapped the table. “That settles it. Jay and Huong can never be left alone with her. Honestly none of us should be alone with her.”

“There are a couple more things that I need to tell you about but first, I need to know if we are good here,” Jay said. 

Again the three of them looked at each other. Then Meikiyo said, “I already told you that I love you. Love and forgiveness are playmates as my mother used to say. Each can exist on its own but they are most complete together.”

Huong hugged him and kissed his cheek before saying, “If you want, I’ll show you just how much I forgive you.”

Amelia playfully slapped Huong’s arm. “You slut.” Then she got serious and looked at Jay. “You know how I feel about second chances. It isn’t that you needed to leave, or that you wanted some space or anything like that. You didn’t communicate with me. Then when those monsters showed up, you just tried to fight them all on your own. We can’t be a team if we don’t talk and how can I trust you if you don’t trust me. So just promise me that you learned something from this.”

Jay looked at her very solemnly as he took her face in his hand. “Absolutely. I won’t forget this lesson, but remember, I am just a guy so I may still slip up.”

“Okay then you are forgiven, but you still owe me and I intend to collect.” Amelia’s voice shifted from soft to sultry and he shivered in part at her sexy smile and in part at the foot she started to work up against his groin under the table.

“Whoa there,” Jay said.

“What don’t you like it?” Amelia asked seductively.

“Hell yes, I like it,” he replied as he looked from girl to girl. “But shouldn’t we finish our conversation first?”

“Tsk tsk,” Amelia said. “And here I thought you were gonna stop being afraid of going after what you want.”

“Fine you asked for it,” Jay bellowed as he flipped the table up to the side and flung it onto one of the beds, ripping it right out of the floor. Despite the show of strength and intensity he was still careful to make sure that it didn’t hit any of the girls. Even going so far as to use his Kinetic Dampening field to guide its flight. “You want the alpha, you get the alpha.”

Jay surged forward and took Amelia in his arms, smothering her face with a kiss. 

Behind him heard Meikiyo say, “Oh but wait, I wanna hear about the two other things that you needed to tell us.” Jay heard her but wasn’t paying much attention as Amelia had one leg up and over his thigh as she tried to grind herself up against him.

“No seriously, you two, we need to talk about this.” Meikiyo said. Then just as quickly as Jay had ripped up the table, Amelia slid out of his arms in her ectoplasmic form, moving back just out of reach. 

Jay growled out a low, “Grrr…”

Amelia laughed as she reformed. “God, you are so hot when you can’t restrain yourself, but hot stuff over there is right. We need to finish hearing about these important things you had to tell us. Then we might have something else to talk about.”

Jay saw her mouth moving but the words barely registered with him as he went to take a step forward. “Talking can wait.”

She just danced further out of reach, which was impressive enough given the small size of the bungalow. “Now, now, work first then fun. Anticipation only makes it better. Besides, I told you, you owed me and revenge is a bitch.” That time all the girls laughed. 

Jay shook his head and then did the only thing he could do. He shrugged and sat back down on the bench that had been under the table. Huong ran her hand across his cheek making him shiver but then she looked at the ruins of the table and said, “Well at least we know you feel just as horny as we do.”

Jay felt the tension build in him, but guessed that he had this coming. He sat but couldn’t help tapping his foot, a fact that he saw the girls notice. The sly smiles on their faces convinced him just how much they liked messing with him. 

Or maybe it wasn’t really messing with him they liked. They liked to know that they were on equal footing with him. Which made sense to him. No one wants to be the person in a relationship who is desperate for the other person while the one they are chasing is ambivalent. He mentally determined to make sure they knew just how much he thought about them. Besides that would probably lead to a lot of fun. 

They were all sitting on the benches now without the benefit of a table. Jay just ignored that though as he thought about how lucky he was. 

“You had other stuff to talk about, Jay?” Huong asked. 

“Yes a couple but before the most important part, I need to tell you about Jessie.”

“What about her?” Amelia asked suspiciously.

“Well nothing happened, but she found me on the way to this bungalow. She kinda tackled me and held me up against the wall with my feet off the ground.”

“I will burn her to a crisp if she attacked you,” Meikiyo declared. 

“Nothing like that. She didn’t hurt me. I think that her beast control power has expanded. Now she can take on the traits of various animals.”

“That would line up with some of what I observed last night,” Huong said. She had that look like she was doing calculations in her head. 

“So if she didn’t attack you then what was going on?” Amelia asked.

“Well um… she basically was begging to join the team. She cried that it wasn’t fair that you had someone who cared about you so much and she had no one. I think she is just crazy from the aphrodisiac, but she more or less tried to get me to take her right there out in the open,” Jay said.

“Oh now, I’m really gonna kill her,” Amelia said. 

“I didn’t do anything. So don’t get all worked up,” Jay said. 

“Why? Didn’t you find her to be attractive? I know I think she has a certain animal magnetism if you pardon the expression,” Huong mused. 

“Um, cause I wouldn’t cheat on the team.”

All three of the women looked at him with the same deadpan stares as if they had rehearsed it ahead of time. After a few seconds, Huong started laughing out loud before looking at Amelia. “I’m sorry, I couldn't keep a straight face any longer.”

“What? What’s going on here?” Jay asked.

“Huong was helping Daphne and Kenzie with healing her after the attack. For a while it wasn’t clear if she would survive and probably wouldn’t have but for her own animal-based regeneration skill. So she kept grasping at Huong’s arm and trying to apologize for trying to take advantage of you,” Meikiyo said. 

“Oh so you already knew. Fine, I guess this is part of getting even with me for leaving without telling you all.”

Amelia had her hand up against her face with her fingers curled into a fist like she was hiding the smile creeping onto her lips as she nodded. “Mhmm.”

“I probably deserved that, but I wouldn’t cheat on you. I mean not with anyone who wasn’t on the team.” Jay paused while speaking. “It’s sorta weird saying I won’t cheat on you when I’m sleeping with all three of you.”

“Not to us it isn’t. We have come to an understanding with each other. We’re sisters of a sort now,” Meikiyo said.

“The sisterhood of Team Jay,” Huong added.

“Don’t get me wrong, I wouldn’t have been cool with this back home. We all know I don’t play well with others, but this isn’t Earth,” Amelia said.

Huong interrupted her by saying, “Clearly,” but shut up when Amelia glared at her. 

“The rules are different here. For all intents and purposes we might as well be Adam and Eve,” Amelia continued.

“And Eve,” Huong said.

“And Eve,” Meikiyo chimed in. 

Jay’s eyes got big as he heard what they were saying. He really was a lucky man to have such a great team, even if they had to fight for their lives. Maybe something about the way that he smiled at them worried Amelia because she quickly added, “Not that I’m planning on populating a new world anytime soon.”

A spike of terror ran through Jay. He covered it with a shrug. It wasn’t that it would be the worst thing. It was just that he had only been thinking about the fun parts of playing Adam and Eves, not the ultimate responsibility. 

“On that note, in case you didn’t overhear, nothing happened from our little indiscretion,” Huong added.

“I heard. I assume you are happy,” Jay half said, half asked.

The Vietnamese beauty smiled at him. “I would have been fine either way, but it is probably for the best. This isn’t a very safe place.”

“Speaking about that, I had another dream. You know one of those dreams.”

“Where your own voice speaks to you out of the mouth of a half-naked woman?” Amelia asked.

“Well yeah, but I was more focused on the warning part,” Jay answered. 

“Okay but who was it this time?” 

Jay blushed a bit. He would have thought he was past that with everything that had been going on but he still knew how Amelia felt about Jasmine. Finally he croaked out, “Jasmine and Daphne.”

“Her again,” Amelia mumbled.

Huong said, “You promised to at least vote on letting her join the team.”

Jay ignored that statement and said, “Yes but I think I discovered something else about it.” He waited a second before continuing, “I’m pretty sure that they were the same two girls from my dream before I was taken.”

“How is that possible? I thought you said you hadn’t met anyone from here prior to being taken.” Amelia asked.

“I hadn’t, so it leaves two possibilities. One, this is all a dream that I am having and you all are just figments of my imagination, but I can’t imagine a dream this detailed. Either that or I’m getting messages from a future version of myself,” Jay said. 

“Oh, oh time travel is so cool even if no one really knows how it would work,” Huong said, revealing her inner geek.

“There is another possibility.” Amelia said with that critical tone she adopted at times. “We could all be plugged into a machine somewhere living in a virtual world and our brainwaves got jumbled just enough that you thought you dreamed about them before in the virtual world.”

“I don’t think you really believe that and I know I don’t, but even if it is true, we likely can’t change it. This is our new reality and we need to adjust to it,” Jay said.

As critical as she could be, Amelia was ultimately pragmatic, and she nodded in agreement a moment after the other two did. Jay then filled them in on the dream and what he thought the messages meant. Ultimately they agreed on parts of the dream and were confused by others. 

They all agreed it stressed the importance of growing in power and descending in the dungeon. If they assumed that the message was from his future self, which seemed possible given his locked skill of Temporal Manipulation, then it was clear that the voice was trying to get him to do something different. 

“It’s frustrating, why can’t you just tell yourself what to do differently?” Huong asked.

“I don’t know but I get the sense that future me is under a great deal of stress. Maybe even trying to send coded messages,” Jay answered.

“So then we have to figure out what it means by unforeseen dangers unless you think it was those creatures from last night,” Meikiyo said. 

“I think that has something to do with the figures that smashed through the sky in beams of light, but beyond that I have no idea. Even that is only a guess. It is just that those creatures last night for all that they were tougher did not inspire the fear in me that I got during that part of the dream,” Jay said before asking, “What do you make of the ‘cycles unsure’ part? In the past it has always given a number of cycles remaining.”

“Something has changed and we don’t have as much time as future Jay expected. At least that seems the logical conclusion,” Huong said. 

Amelia who had been uncharacteristically quiet during their discussion then said, “I want to know what, ‘Find the behind’ means.”

“Yeah, I keep thinking of Oz when I remember those words. Do you think that there is some kind of scam going on?” Jay asked.

Amelia scoffed. “I always think that, but I’m not so sure it is that simple here. I think there has to be more going on than some cosmic human farm.”

That reminded Jay of what he had sensed when trying to detect life below him. He filled the group in on that and they discussed back and forth what it might mean. Ultimately just as he had concluded it would require further research, and they decided not to go digging down looking for more trouble than they already had, at least for now. 

“The last question about the message is what was meant by ‘two together too much’,” Meikiyo said.

“I have a thought about that but not sure,” Jay said.

“Well do tell,” Amelia said. 

“You know how Daphne has the ability to increase metabolism powers, but what if she has developed a skill that allows her to magnify other types of powers?” Jay asked.

“Oh, you mean like if she can magnify the bitch queen's manipulation powers?” Amelia asked in response. 

“She doesn’t use her powers for bad. You saw last night. She was just trying to bring peace. She wants us all to work together,” Huong said, defensively.

“I don’t see it like that. Even now, I am having trouble disagreeing with her in my head,” Amelia said.

“The sun is coming up soon. We will have to be out of the bungalow in the next two hours, so can we finish this discussion?” Meikiyo suddenly asked. 

Both the other girls looked at each other and then Amelia burst out laughing as she said, “Well look who's horny now?”

Meikiyo stood up with her hands on her hips. “Well night time is my turn.”

“Shouldn’t we talk about the stuff Jasmine wanted us to talk about?” Huong asked, ignoring the other two.

Both Amelia and Meikiyo said, “No,” in unison while Jay said, “Tomorrow.”
 





Interlude 2- Shifting Futures

Over two years later: 

Jay woke up from his brief sleep with a spike of pain through his head. It felt like someone was driving a railroad spike through his temple. More than that he felt uneasy, unstable. Looking at his hand it flickered before his eyes momentarily, before settling in. It was almost as though there had been another reset, like in the early days of the testing before their captors had become as much the hunted as the humans were. 

Those days were gone and Jay laughed to think that he almost felt fondly about that past as if it had been better times. Certainly he had gotten more sleep back then. Even if he didn’t physically need much sleep anymore he still missed the blissful escape it offered. 

The past was what woke him. There must have been another shift. Jay looked around anxiously to see what had changed. Thanks to his temporal manipulation skill he was the only one who ever recognized any of the changes. Even he had trouble sorting through what was what sometimes. 

Each attempt that they made altered the universe around them in ways that he didn’t understand. Huong had once warned him that it was called the butterfly effect. That had been before she was killed on the seventh floor by the gaze rippers. It was still painful. He had truly cared about her and she was just another on a long list of those that he had failed, or perhaps not.

As he scanned the room with his Life Sense, he felt multiple humans or at least as human as the awakened could be called. He actually felt that he ‘saw’ better with his Life Sense than he did with his eyes now and some of those presences he felt were familiar if slightly different. 

Jay leapt to his feet and ran to where they were. A smile broke out across his face. Huong, Amelia, Meikiyo, Jessie, they were all alive there. Something in the last message, the power he had tried to send, must have made a difference. There had been a change, but he didn’t know what had changed beyond the fact that these women he loved were here now. 

He was fairly certain that when he had lain down to rest, there had only been three humans left. Now there were seven of them. The shifting past made his present uncertain. All the others never seemed to realize that there were any changes, but Jay could always tell the difference.

Sometimes it was hard to tell what was real amongst the various pasts that he remembered. He had found that it was best to simply focus on what was in front of him now. Unlike so many of the changes this was a change for the better. 

“How are you all this morning? You are such a welcome sight…” Jay trailed off as his eyes fell upon the babe nursing at Amelia’s breast. Those perfect breasts that he had enjoyed so many times before. There was something so right about those breasts being the source of life for his son. 

Son, he had a son. Adam. Memories that felt both like his and not rushed into him and he remembered the birth of his son a week ago. Already the boy looked like a month old, but part of the awakenings was that both gestation and child growth were shortened. Not enough though, for the women’s abilities became unreliable while they were pregnant and this was no place for babies. None of them had survived. 

Except now he was looking at his son. They had tried their best to stop having kids after the pain of losing the first few, but Amelia kept asking. She was a different woman now. They all were, and he had never been good at saying no to her, not even under Jasmine’s influence. 

The four women looked back at him as he was lost in thought. “Good morning, mate,” Jessie mumbled while her eyes flicked to her left.

Jay followed them and found Jasmine walking over to them. “Good morning husband, how are the concubines this morning?” The tug of emotion that he felt roll off of her pulled his full attention to her as though she were the only thing in the world. He couldn’t help but think about how beautiful she was, how perfect. Why had he been so fascinated in the concubines just a moment before when he had Jasmine?

Inside him a part of him groaned but he couldn’t seem to focus on it. “They seem to be doing well. My son is growing quickly. How are you, my love?”

“I am well, but I could use a kiss this morning,” Jasmine replied. 

“Of course, how thoughtless of me.” Jay stepped towards her and took Jasmine in his arms. They passionately kissed right in front of the others. Why that should bother him, he couldn’t quite put a finger on but he could tell that it bothered them. Equally he could tell that Jasmine was deriving some pleasure out of their reaction. 

A voice called out then, “Mistress, the barrier is breached.”

Jay looked towards the sound and found Daphne. She looked distressed. Jasmine pulled away from him. All sense of the peace and smug satisfaction which he had felt rolling off of her in a strange mix was gone and replaced by a root of fear.  

“Is it dungeon monsters?” Jasmine asked with a faint sliver of hope in her voice. 

Daphne simply shook her head. Immediately, Jasmine began barking orders. “Amelia, go and scout out how many. Jessie, do a full transformation and prepare to fight. Meikiyo and Huong, protect Daphne till she can open a portal. Oh and keep that baby quiet.”

Something felt off about this. It wasn’t right to make Amelia leave her baby behind, but it seemed wrong to question his wife. She was after all their leader. Jay shook his head and then said, “No, all of you stay here and protect each other. I will buy you the time to escape.”

“We’ve been through this before, husband. The concubines must give up their lives to protect you. You are our future, the last living human male, since Earth is gone,” Jasmine said as though lecturing a particularly forgetful child.

“No, I think you will just have to leave the fighting to me, wife. Things have changed. I can feel it.”

With that Jay streaked away to engage the enemy. For some reason he couldn’t scan them with his Life Sense, but these creatures called the Forlorn, could still be detected by the void that they left within his senses. Three. There were only three of them. 

Glancing at the changes to his status sheet since waking up, he could tell that it had worked. His past self must have gained far more power, and that translated over to him. “Three drones should be no problem,” he thought even as he began to distort the flow of time around himself. 





Chapter 10- An Apology’s Reward

“So, um do you two wanna go outside for an hour or so?” Meikiyo asked.

“Hell, no. The sun is about to come up so it’s my turn,” Amelia said.

“Maybe, it’s time,” Huong said while looking between the other two. 

Amelia was quick to say, “Sure why not.”

Meikiyo was a bit more hesitant but finally said, “Okay, I trust you like sisters.”

“What are you all talking about? We can take turns. I care about all of you,” Jay said, feeling like a lecher. He had basically just told them that they could form a line to take turns with him. He would have proposed a more group-oriented activity but didn’t want to risk pissing them off, especially after he was just getting back into their good graces.

The night in the jungle had been amazing but not a true group activity. Even then though, hearing and catching little glimpses of the other two had been almost as amazing as Huong’s mouth had been. Amelia’s intervention had only made it hotter. Now though he was like a kid in a candy store and was having trouble picking which one he wanted to be with. 

“What we are talking about is rocking your world. You are about to find out just how much of a team we are, but there are a couple of ground rules first,” Amelia said. When Jay grinned and nodded she continued, “Rule number one: you aren’t done till we are all satisfied. Rule number two: no being selfish. Rule number three: no one has to do anything they aren’t comfortable with. Specifically, Huong and I are open to more sharing than Meikiyo is and you shouldn’t suggest that she try anything with us.”

Jay said, “Simple, courtesy, sharing, and respect. I can handle that but I have one more rule of my own. Rule number four: everyone has fun.”

“Oh you have no idea how much fun you are about to have,'' Huong said as she spun from her spot next to him on the bench to straddle his lap. The dress she was wearing rode up to allow her to grind down against him and he was instantly hard, although truthfully he had been mostly there just from the conversation.

Meikiyo leaned in and kissed his cheek and then moved over to the bed. Meanwhile Amelia stood up and walked over behind Huong. “Sluts don’t need this much clothes.”
Then she pulled the light dress up even while Huong continued to grin against him. 

Underneath she only had a bra, the under-wire kind that pushed up her breasts to maximum effect and a lacy, light-blue thong which matched. Jay was excited to see her like this and let his passion take over. As he leaned in to passionately kiss her mouth pushing his tongue into her mouth and tasting her for himself, they all moaned from the projected sensual energy. 

Then Amelia whispered something in Huong’s ear. She shook her head at first to disagree but then looked over at Meikiyo before she placed her hands on his chest to push herself up and away. He could have stopped her and in fact had to be careful to use only a fraction of his strength with them. As she stepped back from her, he took in the beautiful sight. 

Amelia undid her bra from behind, leaving Huong topless and standing just out of range. He murmured, “Don’t be mean.”

Amelia answered back, “Don’t be impatient. Remember the stew has to simmer. Besides, I think you are gonna like this and someone is waiting for you in the bed over there.”

Sure enough when he looked over at Meikiyo she had her hand in her pants and was obviously already at work on herself. Seeing her beautiful face so focused on pleasure drove him crazy and he covered the floor to the bed in one leaping step before landing on the bed next to her. “Let me do that for you.”

The next minute or two he was lost in a deep embrace and passionate kisses with the one he found quiet intimacy the easiest with. That gave way though to need as soon his roving hands had pushed her tied-off top up and he leaned in. His mouth found her small breasts and regardless of size he enjoyed them. 

She quickly arched into his mouth as his tongue flicked across her nipple. Her responsiveness always made him feel like a king. He might have even forgotten that anyone else was in the room but she put her hands on both sides of his face and turned it so he could see Amelia and Huong locked in their own tongue-tying kiss. 

A minute before Jay would have said that he couldn’t have gotten more turned on, but he would have been wrong. He didn’t know what it was about watching two girls kiss, but it triggered something in a primitive part of his brain. Two hot girls, even better. Two hot girls that he knew the taste of, wowzers.

He looked on for a second while continuing his ministrations on Meikiyo’s breasts much to her delight till she slid down further on the bed and started trying to tug his shirt up. The other two stopped for a second and looked on with obvious hunger as his rippling muscles were revealed and his shirt thrown across the room. They had all seen one another before but it didn’t stop him from getting aroused by the sight of their skin so he could just be happy that they got so turned on by the sight of his. 

Meikiyo then scooted up and shimmied out of her pants. He loved these loose pants and the way she moved in them, but his favorite thing about them was taking them off of her. She was always the most intimate if the least adventurous of his lovers and he wasn’t about to try to change her. She liked him in her and who was he to argue. 

Jay pushed his own pants down while admiring Meikiyo spread out beneath him. The sounds of passionate kissing next to them only spurred him on more. He knew that she would want him in her right away and he always denied her far less than the other two but she could handle a little teasing. 

He leaned in and kissed her neck, holding himself up on his knees only thanks to his enhanced strength. Then he ran his hands all over her. Her back arched again as his hand found her wetness and he slipped a finger in. She was so delightfully tight that it took a moment to get her relaxed and open enough to accommodate more.

That of course didn’t stop her from starting to hump his finger with her hips. He kissed her and focused on making her want it so bad that she would beg for it when the other two moved to the head of the bed and into his line of sight again. There was no high headboard to obstruct his view. So he was able to witness as Amelia dropped to her knees and hooked her thumbs into Huong’s blue panties. 

She expertly worked them down and laid kisses all over the lips that waited beneath. If Jay had been turned on by the meeting of their other lips, the meeting of these lips pushed him over and Meikiyo reaped the benefits. In his passion he couldn’t drag it out any longer and instead thrust deeply into her.

She hooked her legs behind his thighs and spasmed as he spread her with each thrust. Her cries of bliss were accompanied by Huong moaning, “God yes, don’t stop.” Amelia’s mouth was fully engaged and he could see her tongue working the little bud of Huong’s clit. Jay instinctively fell into a rhythm with his thrusts that matched the way Amelia’s tongue was working against Huong.

His sensitivity and excitement were getting the better of him and he couldn’t help it as his Sensual Projection went beyond its passive state and immediately everything he felt washed over them. Amelia reacted by grabbing the tiny cheeks of Huong’s ass and pulling her more tightly against her eager mouth. 

Jay moaned as he watched and then looked down into Meikiyo’s eyes as she was staring back. That moment of intimacy pushed the Japanese beauty over the edge and her body started to spasm around Jay. The glove of her pussy tightened down on him demanding its reward as she was rocked by orgasm after orgasm. 

The massaging channel was heaven for Jay and try as he might he couldn’t help but erupt within her. The intensity of his orgasm rushed over them and first Huong covered Amelia’s face with a glaze of her juices and then the blond orgasmed on her own fingers with a hand down her panties. 

Meikiyo pulled down on his shoulders and bit his earlobe as soon as he was close enough before whispering in his ear, “Don’t think I’m naughty please, but I want to see you take them. Show me what you can do.”

He didn’t need any further encouragement before getting up off the bed. Meikiyo pulled the sheet up around her as she watched him get up and he couldn’t see the thrill of excitement in her eyes at seeing his backside. Instead he was entirely focused on the two morsels before him. Both looked delicious beyond comparison. How could he choose? 

Huong spared him the decision as she got a wicked look on her face before looking down at Amelia and saying, “Turnabout is fair play.” Then she looked up at Jay and said, “She hasn’t been touched except by herself yet, so it should be her turn next.”

Jay was rock hard, so that wasn’t going to be a problem. Whether it be superhuman durability or metabolism he didn’t care, as all he knew was it gave him more chances with his lovers. He looked about but his rash action earlier meant that the other bed was covered in the shattered remains of the table. 

So as he reached Amelia he started to yank down her shorts, intending to just bend her over one of the benches. Huong intervened though and said, “Oops, she didn’t get undressed. Well we can’t keep you waiting so she must just want you in her mouth.” The wicked grin on her face was priceless as she pushed Amelia back to her knees, with her elbows on the bench and face right in front of Jay’s erect member. “Take it like a good girl. You did call dibs after all.” 

Jay still couldn’t tell how much of the banter between these two was playful and how much they were genuinely antagonistic but at the moment he didn’t care. He brought the head of his cock right up against her lips. He could feel the warmth of her breath as she exhaled from her nose before inhaling while she opened her mouth to invite him in. 

He slid in again as she showcased her oral talents. He had to say that Huong was slightly better, but it wasn’t for lack of trying on Amelia’s part. Besides who cared about little differences at a time like this. He started to rock his hips pushing into her mouth and heard Meikiyo gasp. He looked over to make sure that she was okay, but she was more than okay as she was clearly working herself into a lather. 

Amelia’s mouth felt divine around him and he worked it slowly but steadily. He was careful to moderate his strength and gauge how much she could take. Apparently this wasn’t enough for Huong who had already yanked off Amelia’s shorts and then peeled off her panties.

The Vietnamese girl was normally so sweet to everyone but something about Amelia and her got them both riled up. She lifted up the panties and sniffed them before showing Jay. “See how soaked she is for you. She wants it. You don’t have to be so nice.”

Amelia tried to say something, but a mouth stuffed with cock prevented that and all that came out was distorted groans. It was enough though and something clicked in Jay. “Enough of this. If you two wanna compete, then we are gonna make a game of this.”

Jay stepped back pulling his cock out of her mouth and they all sighed. He knew that during moments like this his pleasure oozed over into them and it was unbelievably hot to see that he wasn’t the only one who missed having his cock in such a warm, wet place. But, he had an idea and wasn’t gonna stop.

Jay pulled Amelia up and had her sit on the bench before pulling Huong down next to her. Then he lifted the blonde’s shirt off so that she could be as naked as the rest of them. Each of the girls had a trait that was the best of any of them. For Meikiyo it was her toned tummy. For Huong it was her perfect face and the amazing lips. With Amelia it was her obvious assets. Those perfect breasts weren’t the biggest in the cluster but they were full C cups that seemed to defy gravity in their perkiness. 

He dropped to his knees and leaned in to her and buried his face in those breasts. His hands and mouth both going to work as she moaned, “God just take me.” He ignored her pleas but did slide one hand between her open legs. Sliding two fingers in was only natural, and she bucked against his hand. 

Between those sensitive nipples and his fingers she was brought to the edge in only a dozen seconds. Then Jay shocked her by pulling away and moving over to Huong. “God, no. You want me. I can feel it. Please don’t stop. Don’t take her first,” Amelia pleaded. 

Jay would have answered but his mouth was busy on Huong’s breasts. She never seemed as sensitive as Amelia and especially Meikiyo were to this type of stimulation but it didn’t mean that she didn’t enjoy it. She put her hands out and tried to pull his head lower but when he didn’t want to be moved, she had no chance. 

A moment later Huong gasped as two of his fingers penetrated her and Jay began working her. She redoubled her efforts to move him but that only amused him and encouraged him to keep stringing her along. A minute later she was on the edge and just when he thought she was going to pop he pulled back. 

He went over and sat on the bed next to Meikiyo leaving both girls looking confused. Before either of them could say anything he whispered into his bedmate’s ear, “I think you are gonna like this, try to hold off for the end.” Her only answer was a nod.

Then he looked back at Amelia and Huong with his own wicked grin. “Okay, so you two like messing with each other. Fine, I can go with that. We are gonna have a little competition. The winner is the one who can make me cum first.” 

He had to stop talking as they both tried to speak at the same time. “Shush, you don’t have to play but if you want a chance, you have to listen to the rules of this game.” They both clammed up and Jay loved the competitive spirit and tension between the two. “So I will go for thirty seconds in each of you doing my best to make you orgasm but then I will switch over. Meikiyo, can you count for me?”

The normally quiet Meikiyo grinned and said, “Anything for you.”

“Just so you don’t forget that we are all a team during this little competition, I’m going to position you so that you can help each other out too. I expect you to do your best and besides if you do a good job maybe they will be too distracted to push me over the edge.”

With that, Jay laid Amelia down on the bench on her back. She grinned in anticipation as he stood over her, his member at attention. She pouted when he stepped back and then shivered when he pulled Huong down on top of her in a 69. 

Seeing their naked bodies against one another was erotic at a whole new level. Breasts pressed against tummies and lips against lips. Then Jay moved into position behind Huong. Her wet slit welcomed him as he called out, “May the best girl win.” 

From there he started to piston himself into her. Good to his word he focused entirely on fucking her. Hands on her hips she was squealing into Amelia but her sounds were muffled by the fact that her face was stuck between those gorgeous legs. Huong’s body was shuddering in seconds. The sense of his deep thrusts into her alone would have been enough but adding to that the flicking of Amelia’s tongue against her clit and the pleasure that passively rolled off of Jay resulted in her orgasm before Meikiyo reached 25 in her count. 

Still when he heard 30, he pulled out mindless of how the petite girl under him shuddered and tried to push back as though she could capture his cock. He moved to the other end of the bench and squatted down low enough to plunge into Amelia. As her wet panties had indicated before, she was more than ready for this. She tried raising her hips up to meet his thrust in an attempt to get more of him into her. That had the added effect of pushing her against the willing tongue that was lapping up her wetness as fast as she produced it. 

Meikiyo only managed to count to 22 before Amelia was shuddering in the throes of an intense orgasm. The clenching of her pussy around Jay was almost more than he could handle. Still, he wouldn’t give in this quickly. He wanted to make them work for it. 

He activated Sensual Projection to level one and all the girls moaned as all the sensory input they were receiving from him was doubled. Then he slid into Huong again and she trembled instantly. Feeling him enter her at the same time that she felt how her pussy made him feel almost pushed her over the edge in one stroke. 

Underneath all the passion though she felt something more. She could sense the way that Jay cared for her. It made her feel protected in a way she had never experienced before. His words weren’t saying that he loved her but she just knew it in the vibes that rolled off of him. The psychic and emotional bond that was forged left no doubt. 

That didn’t stop her from crying out, “God no. Give it to me,” as he pulled out when she orgasmed again. Jay just looked over at Meikiyo as he switched sides again. She was caught up in her own pleasure but seemed engrossed in watching what he was doing to them, especially since she could feel so much of what he felt. 

The next few minutes consisted of Jay switching up between them as he continually increased the levels of Sensual Projection. The fourth level had them all twitching in orgasms till their abs ached from tensing up so much. Even workouts in the jungle weren’t half as intense as this. 

The only thing that was keeping Jay from exploding was the delight he was getting in driving them crazy. He had to use body hardening on himself to dull the sensitivity just so he could last longer, while still being careful not to hurt them.

Finally though he came to the end of his rope. Sweat was running down his back as he held Amelia’s hips driving her to what must have been her tenth orgasm. This time though she wouldn’t let him go. She slid her knees off the bench and hooked her ankles around the back of his thighs.

Counting on Jay to hold her up so she didn’t smother Huong, she was able to hold him up just enough that with one final squeeze she made it impossible for him to hold back. He thrust in with as much strength as he dared use and gushed into her. 

It was the most intensely satisfying experience of his life, not just because of the physical buildup. The buildup was intense but the emotions that he felt for these three women were bared for them to experience. He had messed up, but he convinced himself that he would never do that again. 

He would always be there for them. He wasn’t ready for the ‘L’ word but his heart still expressed itself to them. He still ached and yearned to make them safe. 

It would be a hard road. He knew they were worthy partners, but he knew there were some things he might be the only one equipped to handle. In that moment he determined to be open and honest with them, even if that meant telling them he had to do something for them. 

Then he collapsed to his knees, completely spent. Even watching Huong dutifully cleaning up the deposit he had made in Amelia wasn’t enough to get him off the floor. 

They were all so spent that when the reset came, they were still lying strewn around the room. The three girls woke to Jay screaming as he crossed into the next threshold, his body once again literally tearing itself apart and reforming. 

System settings that he had no idea about had been upgraded and his body was pushed harder, forced to endure more changes as D’varn’s extra 20% came into play. Crossing a threshold was always going to be painful but even more now as the changes would now come faster. 

Jay was experiencing that firsthand as the implant and chemicals within him worked to accelerate changes that his progeny would have had the potential to develop over millennia. What he had no idea about was how the technology within him was pushing those changes to happen now. Ignorance of the process however proved to be no shield against the pain of the changes.

He screamed for what felt like an eternity to him but was in actuality only a couple of minutes. His DNA was rewritten and his body was reformed. Bones were lengthened and their composition was altered slightly to make them both stronger and more flexible. His tissue was optimized from improved efficiency in his heart and lungs to expanded neural pathways. 

The beauty of the test protocols was that it didn’t force specific changes but only encouraged the natural chaotic mutations within the human race to manifest more rapidly. The results were unpredictable, but that was the objective all along. Jay was being shaped into a weapon of chaos against the forces of a type of order which regulated all it came into contact with. 

The screaming stopped as the worst of the changes ended and Jay faded off to blissful oblivion. The girls had experienced their own awakenings, but theirs ended much more quickly because they hadn’t passed another threshold. Still, as much as they wanted to help Jay they knew they couldn’t so long as he was glowing. 

Eventually it all ended though and Jay sat up. Fortunately he had been naked when the process started otherwise his clothing would have all been ruined. He had grown another four inches and was just over 6’6” now with increased body mass to match it. 

Whereas before he had a light tan from living outside so much, his skin now had a rich bronzed hue like a perfect suntan. His already-muscular frame added further mass to keep up with his height increase but more significantly more definition. From an outward perspective the threshold change made him a better version of himself in every way.

“Are you okay? You scared us, Jay,” Huong asked when he sat up.

“I crossed another threshold. I’m sure you remember what that was like.”

“Yeah, not looking forward to that. It felt like I was being forced through a strainer and reassembled on the other side,” Amelia said.

“Well if anything this second threshold was worse.”

“Still a few levels away. I hit level nine with this awakening,” Amelia said as the other girls nodded saying that they had too.

Jay looked around the room and couldn’t help but feel like he was the luckiest man alive. Both Amelia and Huong were still sitting there naked as the day they were born and his little brain had definitely already noticed. Even Meikiyo who was wrapped up in a sheet was still showing off her very toned legs. 

“I may hate myself later for saying this. I need to check my notifications but maybe you all could put on a little something otherwise, I’m not sure that we are gonna be leaving this bungalow all day,” Jay said with a grin. 

“Hmm, that doesn’t sound like such a bad idea,” Amelia said.

Huong purred as she said, “Look who’s talking.”

Jay almost had a pained look on his face as he said, “Hey, I’m the guy. I’m not supposed to have to be the responsible one when it comes to stuff like this.”

His head spun as Amelia walked over to him and kneeled down over his thighs. “Says who? Why can’t we girls be the horny ones?”

“Uh… because I can’t say ‘no’ to you, when you act like this.”

She smiled from ear to ear, as she leaned in and lightly kissed his lips. “Thanks to your sensual projection skill we can all tell how you feel about us. It’s good for you to know that the sentiment is mutual. Now check your notifications before I lose control and just remember, today isn’t over yet.”

He closed his eyes, but could still smell her scent as she moved away from him. He needed to focus. This was fun, but it would all come to an end if they died because they weren’t ready for whatever new dangers were coming. Jay wasn’t going to allow that to happen. 

Stuck in this hellish experiment, he had found the first true happiness he remembered since his early childhood. He wasn’t going to lose that. The creatures last night proved that they still didn’t have everything figured out. So he had to get stronger. 

The first notification he got was another error message. 

Error…. Searching parameters….. 
Outside influence noted.   
Trace failed.
Excess PSI distributed as additional stat points

He hadn’t seen that message since the first time. It made him wonder if whoever was sending him the dreams was able to somehow influence the awakening process. Maybe that was the source of the temporal manipulation ability that he still couldn’t access. 

It was cool to think that a future him was reaching back through time and throwing him aid. Sort of the ultimate power leveling, but he had no control over it. He wondered if he would remember having these thoughts now. 

Then he realized that thinking about it was a rabbit hole that he couldn’t worry about going down. Right now he needed to secure their immediate future. He would just have to let future Jay take care of himself. 

Next he got a notification about overstaying the time in the bungalow. The message said that he was being charged 20 credits per hour that he stayed in the bungalow. That was as good a reason as any to get out now. 

The next notification explained some things. 

Timeline for the experiment has been accelerated.  Hence forth, unslain monsters from dungeon level two may exit the dungeon at night as well as those from level one. Safety will be even more of a premium. 

Descend the dungeon and gain levels to prove your worth. Expect other changes. 

It wasn’t exactly an open book, but it was at least a bit of information. Jay tucked it away since it didn’t really change his plans at all other than to say that if both floors weren’t cleared, then anyone outside at night was going to be vulnerable. It meant either more work or an end to his rendezvouses with Meikiyo under the stars. 

That left only his status page.

M1789
Level: 16

Awareness: 19
Precognition: 13 - 17%
Sensual Projection: 11 - 99%
Life Sense: 11 - 6%
Iron Will: 9 - 54%
Telepathy: 2 - 63%
Assessment: 1 - 0%

Durability: 23
Hardened Body: 13 - 82%
Enhanced Strength: 12 - 11%

Kinesis: 19
Kinetic Bolt: 6 - 78%
Accelerate: 7 - 94%
Kinetic Dampening: 7 - 38%

Metabolism: 22
Regeneration: 14 - 22%
Enhanced Speed: 11 - 43%

Formation: 40
Body Modification: 5 - 49%
Psionic Construct: 7 - 65%
Temporal Manipulation: 40 - 0%   LOCKED

PSI Pts: 780                          Stamina: 450

Current Credits: 13060

He experienced significant jumps in all of his stats beyond even what the threshold jump explained. The extra power was evident in every movement. His body just felt like more, superhuman almost. 

The biggest jump was in his formation skills followed by awareness. The physical skills in durability and metabolism remained very useful and were coming along nicely. He had however slacked off on developing his kinesis. He couldn’t stop that just because he was focused on formation skills. 

As he looked at the sheet he also realized that he had neglected to develop telepathy. That was another oversight that he intended to correct. He also wondered if the girls had gotten telepathy when they crossed the first threshold but none of them had mentioned it to him. 

He put that away in back of his mind to discuss later though as he noticed a new skill. Under Awareness he now had the skill Assessment. It was only at level one with zero percent development. As was par for the course he wasn’t given any insight into how it worked. 

This experiment seemed messed up. He was granted these special abilities but then had to fumble around learning how to use them. Whoever was doing this to them must like seeing them make asses of themselves. 

With that though it was time to get going for the day. All the training stuff that he had to do really cut into his time and he intended to hit the second dungeon floor today. Those monsters had been worth a good amount of credits and so he hoped that there were new quests on the second floor. 





Interlude 3- Lies in the Code

Ironically, it was another power surge which resulted in an error message and core-frame detecting a temporal anomaly which gave D’varn his first real lead. One temporal anomaly was an improbability outside of his expectation. Two occurring within a span of a few cycles was a statistical impossibility. 

Or perhaps they weren’t. Core-frame had been able to identify at least part of the nexus for the anomalies. M1789 was somehow involved. Normal A’snkarnt protocol would call for the immediate destruction of such a nexus. 

The general thinking in scientific circles of the higher races was that the fabric of time was too complex a pattern for finite beings to tamper with. It was deemed to be both infinitely powerful and ultimately fragile at the same time due to that complexity. So any attempts had been banned by the Supreme Council millennia ago. 

The issue was that the other issues he had discovered led down paths he was completely terrified to pursue and caused him to not know who to trust. M1789 had already proved useful in dispatching the kin slayers who had been killing so many of his test subjects. Perhaps he could make use of him again. After all a slightly evolved hooman was nothing compared to the fears he had.

It was enough that he had found evidence that the chemical compound which was used to promote their genetic material had been altered from his original recipe. Then to realize that the information had been almost perfectly covered up. The formula had been made more unstable and undoubtedly had been affecting much of the behavior of the hoomans including their sexual urges. 

Without more study though, he couldn’t be sure what the effects would be if he withdrew the substance or even if he was able to create a supply of the original compound to substitute in. So despite the high mortality rate he decided to stay the course. At least a handful of the subjects were showing increased results. Thus he stuck with his plan to increase the dosage by 20%. 

It was perhaps the other piece of information that he discovered hidden within the systems of the leviathan that made him less worried about the effect on the hoomans. It shook him to his core, and he had no real response. Yet it was the only thing that fit. Someone had sent a signal directed at an enemy vessel. It was brief, but it was there. 





Chapter 11- Exposing Level Two

He stood up and looked around. The girls were all dressed and waiting for him. Each of them had a slight gleam in their eyes when he noticed that they were staring at him. He was gonna have to get new clothing and new armor because the old stuff wouldn’t fit anymore. 

Nothing for it but to bite the bullet. So he walked over to the mini terminal in the bungalow and tried to order up the clothing. Much to his frustration the terminal would not activate. He only got a message saying that it could only be activated during normal hours of operation. 

“So we have a problem. I can’t fit into my clothes and the terminal in here isn’t active.”

“I doubt anyone will see a problem with that,” Amelia said laughing. 

Jay looked at her with a pained look till she finally said, “Don’t worry I will cloak you on the way to the terminal. It wouldn’t do to have a stampede rushing on you before we decide who the next team member should be. I assume we are adding a member before we hit the second floor?”

“Are you all ready for it? Those creatures last night were no laughing matter,” Jay asked. 

“If we work together, I’m sure we can handle it,” Huong said.

“Especially now that we know what we are facing,” Meikiyo added.

Jay grabbed a blanket to cover up and said, “Should we discuss who we think should be added to the team before we go outside?”

“I think that we have to give them all a chance to speak up. Otherwise everyone will be upset,” Meikiyo said. 

“But we promised Jasmine that we would take a vote on letting her join the team,” Huong said, looking all around. Then she focused on Jay. “Besides if she joins the team that means you might be able to hook up with her. I’ve seen the way that you look at her.”

“I don’t want her on the team. I don’t trust her,” Meikiyo responded.

“I have to agree with Meikiyo. She keeps using her power to manipulate people. As far as the other thing, I worry that if I ever formed any kind of emotional attachment to her that I would never be able to resist her. Heck, I can’t even say no to you all and you aren’t manipulating my emotions, or are you?”

Amelia laughed, “That is every woman’s birthright.”

Jay said, “Seriously though, please don’t let me be alone with her and please try to keep her and Daphne apart.”

“Does that mean we should add Daphne to the team? Do you think that we could win over her loyalties?” Meikiyo asked. 

Jay looked at Huong, who was clearly uncomfortable with this discussion. Then he asked, “Huong, what do you think that Jasmine would bring to the team? Could she help us in a fight? Would she even be willing to go into the dungeon with us?”

“I… uh… I don’t really know. I just know that she is a natural leader and with her on your side the rest of the cluster would fall in line,” she answered.

“Okay, I think we just have to let everyone who wants to have a chance to interview. Maybe we could take groups into the first floor this morning. Any of us should be strong enough to carry a team in there. I feel much better now that you all got the regeneration ability. Oh and that reminds me, did you get telepathy like I did when you crossed the first threshold? I can’t believe I haven’t asked before now,” Jay said. 

They all smiled like the cat that ate the canary, giving Jay his answer. “Why haven’t we started practicing it then?”

Amelia said, “Oh we use it all the time. How else do you think we can talk about your cute butt without you hearing? Girls have to compare notes and all.”

Jay started to protest but then he realized that they had been sharing notes about what he liked and that had resulted in his life being easier. Who was he to complain if he had three caring girlfriends? He just never would have expected to have them all at one time and certainly to have them talking about if he needed another one.

“So, maybe you could use your shroud now to walk me to the terminal?” Jay asked Amelia.

“Fine, but I wanna see you without the blanket one more time. Gotta give me something to remember you by if I have to run a bunch of wannabes through the first level today,” she replied.

“Very funny,” Jay said as he gave a weak little chuckle.

Suddenly all seriousness, Meikiyo said, “I don’t think she was kidding.”

Huong added in, “Yeah stop being sexist, can’t a girl enjoy the view too?”

Jay realized the only way to deal with this kinda teasing was to do so head on. If he acted the least bit embarrassed, they would tease him about it, not out of spite but just good-natured fun. Still, he wasn’t fond of it.

He thought to himself that if he could stare down a charging owlbear, then why not show the full Monty off to the girls he cared so much about? Better yet, do it with some swagger. So he stood up from the bed and dropped the blanket before moving into a hip roll and flexing to show off chest, abs, and biceps. 

Then in a single, rapid stride he crossed the space between himself and Amelia and took her into her arms faster than even her enhanced reflexes could respond. The boost from crossing the new threshold and whatever the extra PSI had done was far more noticeable than when he gained a single point in a stat. He still wasn’t able to boost his speed more than four times but the base speed was so much greater now that multiplied to maximum he felt like he was at least 50% faster than before.

As his arms encircled her, he lifted her up to him. Acting firmly enough to demonstrate his control but gently enough not to hurt her. He now stood more than a foot taller than her. So as he pulled her up and laid a kiss on her, her feet were entirely off the ground. 

While his tongue explored her mouth, he felt her go limp in his arms like he could do whatever he wanted with her. Best not to let his mind go too far down that path or they really weren’t going to be leaving the bungalow. His little brain was already focused on that thought. 

Setting her down, he said, “Hopefully that gives you something to remember me by.” He was pleased to discover that for once he had left Amelia speechless. Then as he looked at the other two they seemed to alternate between jealous frowns at her and wistful looks at him. “Can we go now?”

Amelia didn’t answer other than to take his hand and raise her shroud around them shutting them out from prying eyes. Jay found her ability fascinating. The world around them looked gray and muted through the shroud as if seeing it through a veil of ash or perhaps shadow. 

As amazing as it was seeing through the veil, there were a good number of the girls from their small community out and moving around near the terminal. There was something odd about passing within a couple feet of them without being seen, especially given that he was buck naked. When he got to the terminal, he was able to pull up the goods that he needed and get dressed without anyone but Amelia staring at him. He was gonna owe her for this but also made a mental note to be prepared the next time he had a threshold to cross. 

Once he was dressed, Amelia dropped the shroud. “Thanks, I owe you,” Jay said. 

“Yep, and don’t think I won’t collect,” she laughed in response. 

“I’m counting on it, but how do you want to handle this?”

“You mean Team Jay’s matchmaking service?” Amelia asked.

“Do we have to call it that?”

“I just call it like I see it. The easiest way will be to have us each lead a team into the dungeon, like you suggested. We need to add one more for sure, but you also need to consider the possibility that we need to add backups to the team,” Amelia said.

“Are you suggesting that I need more girlfriends?”

“As long as you remember I have dibs.”

Jay just shrugged and said, “Well I guess a guy’s gotta do what a guy’s gotta do.”

He hopped away from Amelia when she tried to slap him. His pace was just too fast for her to keep up without running as he strode over to the main group of people who were gathered around Jasmine. The rest of the team were already waiting there.

“Just the person we have all been waiting for. Can you tell us what those creatures were, Jay?” Jasmine asked with a completely business-like tone. 

Her question caused all eyes to fall on him and immediately he saw several girls who were eyeing him. He had never really thought about what it must feel like to be a hot girl on campus. To constantly be being undressed by the eyes of half the people looking at you. 

Now, he was getting a taste of that feeling and was of two minds. There was a part of him that was completely digging all the attention. Yet he was smart enough to know that it wasn’t necessarily all it was cracked up to be, which made him feel sorry for those girls he had known who experienced that. For some reason that brought his ex-crush back to mind. Trina had been that kind of girl.

“I don’t know their name or haven’t made one up for them yet, but it is likely that they were from the second floor. Which means that if we want to be safe at night, we are going to have to clear the first and the second floor both each day.”

That brought up a round of fearful questions and pleading to be allowed to just stay in Jay’s bungalow. Jay did his best to ignore it as many of the girls were still obviously very moody. “Has anyone seen Miguel and Tyler yet?”

Kenzie said, “Yeah the asses came out long enough for me to heal them and then ran back into the dungeon.”

Jasmine brought everyone back under control. “So do you have a plan for dealing with this, Jay? That is beyond getting a tan and apparently growing taller.”

“It is simple really. We are going to lead four teams into the dungeon today. I will lead one, while Amelia, Huong, and Meikiyo will each lead their own team. These teams will have two purposes. First, we will be trying to clear as many of the monsters from the first floor in the next four hours that we can. Second, anyone who wants to apply for the open fifth spot on our team can apply. As far as the tan and new height, I crossed the second threshold. This is how I look now, sorry if I shocked anyone.”

Some girls murmured about it looking great until Mia demanded, “On what team?”

“Team Jay,” Meikiyo answered simply. 

“What does Team Jay do?” Daphne asked. 

“This is it,” Jay thought. “This is the point where someone accuses me of taking advantage of these girls, of using my position to collect girlfriends.”

Instead Amelia answered, “Team Jay looks out for each other, but our primary purpose is to descend further into the dungeon. We are trying to get stronger so that we can beat this test whatever it is.”

One of the newcomer girls whose name Jay couldn’t remember asked, “Do we have to go into the dungeon if we are on Team Jay or can we do other duties?” He couldn’t help but grin at the suggestive way she said it. She had a certain sassy Latino attitude about her. He couldn’t help but think she would be a firecracker in the sack, but then he caught himself. He needed to focus. “Look them in the eyes,” he told himself, but it was so hard when there were so many interesting places to look. 

“No to be on the team you need to bring some sort of tactical skill to the party beyond spreading your legs.” Jay couldn’t even say he was surprised by how catty Amelia sounded. 

“So first you will have to go into the dungeon and prove you can be part of the team. Then you will have to have an interview with one of Jay’s advisors. If you obtain a recommendation from one of Jay’s advisors then you will get to interview with him. After that the entire team will vote on who to add to the team,” Huong said. 

“And just so you bitches don’t think all you have to do is show a little skin to our erstwhile if easily distracted leader, you need to know that the team is a democracy. Jay is the leader but the other three team members can outvote him,” Amelia said.

Meikiyo jumped in then. “None of you have to try to join Team Jay. You can decide you don’t want to now, or after you see what the dungeon is like. You may also decide that you want to group up with Tyler or Miguel. You can stop at any point up until you fully join the team. At that time you are one of us and that is the way it is.”

“Do all the team members get to…uh… well you know… with him?” Daphne asked. 

“God stop being such a prude, just ask what you want to know,” Kenzie said. When the large-bosomed redhead clammed up, she added, “She wants to know if she gets to fuck Jay.”

The team all looked at one another before Huong answered, “We can’t force Jay to do that anymore than he would try to force you.”

Amelia interrupted, “But the short answer is, yes. Jay wouldn’t leave you abandoned. But all of you sluts need to remember that I have first dibs.”

Jay leaned in and whispered something to Amelia who looked back at him questioning. He offered up his trademark shrug, and she just shook her head as if she didn’t agree but then she said, “At this time any of the girls who have slept with Tyler or Miguel are not eligible to apply. Jay doesn’t want to cause any issues between the three guys here.”

Jasmine shook her head and Jay felt a rush of calm go out from her. The grumbling and fearful complaints came almost to a complete stop. “So will you make a second trip after lunch for those that couldn’t fit on the teams this morning?”

Jay answered, “No this afternoon me and the team are going to be checking out the second dungeon floor. We will need to clear it to keep people safe, anyway.”

“I thought you were going to pick new team members today?” Jasmine asked.

“Well, yeah…” Jay began before she interrupted him.

“It isn’t really fair to make all these girls wait. Some of them have been wanting to get a spot for a long time.” As Jasmine spoke he felt a not-so-subtle compulsion fall over him. He began to wonder why he was being so unfair. He needed to treat these girls better. They only wanted to be with him. Why couldn’t he see that?

Before he could be swept away in the emotion, Jay activated Iron Will to its maximum level. The pressure and feelings of guilt faded but were still there in the background. He was gonna have to figure this out. 

Amelia came to his rescue. “We will be picking a fifth because we are allowed to take a group of five into the second floor. Then we will be picking three or four alternates because not everyone will always be able to go on every dungeon run. Those choices will be made tomorrow and will be based upon what you bring to the team, how well you can mesh with the rest of us, and if you can impress whichever advisor you interview with.”

The break gave Jay’s head a moment to clear, so he asked a question which had been on his mind, “Is Jessie okay after last night?”

Kenzie answered, “She is fully healed back up, but it was touch and go for a moment.”

“That is good to hear, she helped save us all last night just as much as me and deserves everyone’s thanks,” Jay said. He was a bit surprised at the reaction he got. Instead of a bunch of people thanking the blue-haired girl that he now saw in the background, he heard them saying things about how sweet it was that he had been concerned about her and what a great guy he must be. The chemicals must be in overdrive now, so he needed to get these girls some levels so that they would be better able to resist its effects.

He cleared his throat to get attention again. “Okay so if you don’t meet the requirements for joining the team, or simply don’t want to, you should go off and practice your skills or form your own teams. Heck, even just wait for Tyler and Miguel, but anyone who wants to join Team Jay should meet at the foot of the ziggurat in 15 minutes.” Jay felt silly calling it Team Jay, but he figured they had accepted his word for the lizats so he could go with it. 





Chapter 12 - Team Tryouts

Jay felt fortunate that he had gotten to go into the dungeon first. There had been a fair amount of bickering when he just called out Jessie, Mia, and Kenzie’s names. They were as surprised as the others but that surprise quickly gave way to preening at being chosen to be in his group for the tryouts. 

He largely ignored the complaints and took the girls to the terminal to help equip them with anything else that they needed. Kenzie was immediately willing to take a new dagger and better leather armor along with an assortment of personal items. When the other girls looked at her she had simply said, “What? He offered.”

As he went through a rundown of each girls’ skills he tried to help them pick the right gear. They each told him that they had been practicing during the past week but none of them had trained with him. He had avoided Mia and Kenzie because they were on the council and Jessie had apparently done mostly solo training. 

Kenzie was going to be their healer. Her healing didn’t work quite like Huong’s though. Instead of promoting cellular regeneration her ability drained the heat out of wounded areas and replaced it with some lattice of energy that promoted healing. She didn’t know exactly how it worked but called it cryo-healing. Apparently it was quite painful. 

Beyond that she had the ability to conjure ice although she mostly had practice creating either walls or jagged blades she could send flying through the air. Jay said, “Okay, so she is our healer. Everyone’s job is to keep the healer alive so that they can keep the rest of us alive. Her backup role will be as ranged DPS or if the fit really hits the shan, she can create a wall to buy us time.”

“Um, DPS? What’s that mean?” Mia asked. 

Before Jay could answer Jessie piped up, “It means damage per second, duh?”

Mia glared at Jessie but she didn’t seem to notice. Jay however asked, “What’d you play?”

“A bit of this and a bit of that. WoW when I was a kid. Some first-person shooters but never really got into those. I got into Sky Realms for a while. It was really cool with all those different islands that you could visit, but then their whole system crashed or something like that. Heard weird rumors about what happened to some of the players.”

“I knew you were weird with the blue hair and all, but what are you two talking about?” Kenzie asked.

“Just gamer stuff. I finally found a kindred spirit,” Jay responded.

Kenzie and Mia looked at each other while Jessie beamed. Then Kenzie quickly said, “Oh I always wanted to learn how to play games.”

Mia added, “Me too.”

Jay smiled trying not to exclude them while Jessie snickered, “Sure you did.”

Kenzie turned on Jessie and said, “Well I’m the healer, what can you do?”

This time Jay beat her to the punch. “I picked her to be this group’s tank, after what I saw her doing with those creatures last night.”

“Um, I sorta figured you would be the tank,” Jessie said.

“Whoa, you two have to explain these gamer terms. I don’t want to miss out,” Kenzie said. 

“It’s very simple. The basic elements of a well-rounded group are a tank that is the person who keeps the attention of the monsters and gets hit so the others don’t have to. Then there is the healer, that is the person who keeps the tank and to a lesser extent everyone else alive. The final main piece is the DPS, which can be ranged like Kenzie’s ice attacks or in close like stabbing a dagger,” Jay said as though he was explaining the most obvious of things. Jay looked at her for a moment longer. 

Healers were all too rare here as was typical of his previous gaming experience, just with more serious consequences. That aside though her attitude was getting on his nerves. He didn’t really care how cute she was and normally she had a very bubbly personality but today she seemed irritated. On second thought maybe she was just nervous. That could be it. 

Jessie added, “There is also crowd control. That is the person who deals with any additional creatures and helps to control the environment. With practice Kenzie’s walls could help serve that purpose but there is also my ability to control animals. I can make one animal fight for us against other animals.”

Jay whistled. “That so would have come in handy in the first couple dungeon runs. What else can you do?”

“Well, you know I can take on the traits of creatures, transforming parts of all of my body to utilize those traits. Can be claws and fangs, or armored scales, or pretty much anything that I can envision. Truthfully, I’m still figuring it all out. I also have heightened senses of smell and hearing all the time,” Jessie answered while positively beaming at the attention.

“Oops, sorry. I didn’t have a chance to shower this morning. Hope it isn’t too rough on your nose,” Jay said.

Jessie chuckled. “Nope but I can smell what else you’ve been up to or should I say into.”

Jay blushed a bit before shrugging. He was beginning to decide there was nothing to be ashamed of. He cared about the girls and they cared about him. If this was the end of the world, then he wasn’t gonna go down with regrets. 

“So thanks for the praise, but why aren’t you gonna be the tank? There is no way that I am as tough as you are.”

“True but if I do all the tanking, then none of you will get any practice because it will be over too quickly. Instead I am going to practice some of my other skills, but don’t worry. If it ever gets too dangerous I will step in.”

Then Jay looked at Mia. She was the exact opposite of Kenzie in appearance but at least normally shared her pleasant personality. Both could be snippy at times as he had seen on the council but now she looked terrified. It gave him a second to take in her long legs, legs that went on for miles. He couldn’t help but wonder for a second how those would be wrapped around him. He had to shake his head to clear it, before asking her what she could do.

No sooner had the words left his mouth than she looked like she was going to cry. It was an odd look on her classically beautiful face. She had so much grace and poise that with her height, face, and figure he doubted she had ever been the odd person out in any social situation back on Earth. That wasn’t stopping her from breaking down here, which was something Jay was poorly prepared to handle.

He walked over to her and put his arm around her. “It’s okay. You aren’t being tested now. We are just learning about each other and trying to figure out how we can best work together.” 

She shuddered against him, seeming to struggle to speak. When the words came out, he understood her concerns. “You won’t want me. Everyone else has such cool abilities, but I didn’t get anything. I’m worthless.”

“It can’t be that bad and I know you have already been working hard on the original council to help everyone.” When that didn’t seem to encourage her Jay said, “Why don’t you show me your Status and we can work out together how to use it.”

She hesitated before eventually saying, “Share Status.”

F49381
Level: 2   

Awareness: 6
Empathetic Bond: 1 - 0%
Expanded Mind: 1 - 34%
Tactical Probability: 1 - 18%

Durability: 2
Enhanced Flexibility: 2 - 99%

Kinesis: 1
Shared Potential: 1 - 0%

Metabolism: 1
Borrowed Adaptation: 1 - 0%

Formation: 1

PSI Pts: 80                          Stamina: 30

Shop Credits: 5

Reading her sheet made it easier for him to understand how her nerves seemed so frayed. She was almost out of credits and had only managed to gain one level while almost all the other girls had managed to reach at least level three and many like Kenzie had reached level four. Beyond that her skills seemed vaguer than many others he had seen. Well except for the Enhanced Flexibility but it looked like she had maxed that one out until she leveled again or otherwise gained a point in Durability. She was also the only person he had ever seen without at least one skill in every category.

“So have you experimented trying to figure out how to use your abilities?”

“Of course, but other than lots of stretching I haven’t been able to figure out a way to activate any of the skills,” she replied.

“To be fair, Jasmine keeps her running all over so she has had less time than the rest of us to do things,” Kenzie said.

“Well I can’t promise you a spot on Team Jay but I can promise that we will help you work through this. I don’t believe for one minute that your skills are worthless.” Her frown lessened as he spoke but she was clearly still sad. So he switched gears for a minute to let her process. Turning to Jessie he asked, “Do you need weapons, armor or anything else?”

The pretty girl with her short, blue hair smiled and said, “Nope, I’ve got a dagger already and my skills are my armor and weapons most of the time, anyway.”

“What about any personal goods?”

“If I get a spot on the team, then I will earn all those things myself,” Jessie said with a coy smile. She turned to walk away and ran her nails lightly across her chest as she said, “Kenzie, come wait with me at the top of the ziggurat. Let Jay finish up with Mia.”

Jay couldn’t help but get a silly grin on his face as he watched the two petite girls walk away, with Jessie doing her best to work it. 

He told himself to focus and took a deep breath before shrugging it off. Then said to Mia, “So what sort of gear do you need?”

“I just don’t know. I’m afraid I will get in your way.”

“Let me worry about that. We will pick at least one of your skills and work on it. What would you like to try first?” Jay asked.

“Um…” she said and Jay immediately wanted to avoid an experience like when he had asked a date where she wanted to go for dinner.

“How about we try your kinesis skill? Those tend to be fairly straightforward and easy to you. So you have something called Shared Potential. Have you tried using it before?”

“No, I think I need someone else to use it with.”

“Do you know how to apply PSI to activate a skill?” Jay asked.

“I remember the lesson that you gave everyone, and I have tried it but all that happens is I get this sense that a little hollow tube is coming out of the center of my head and looking for something to attach to.”

Jay laughed and said, “Oh that sounds kinda creepy.” He almost immediately regretted it when her shoulder slumped and she looked like she was going to cry again. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to laugh at you. The image was just a little weird.”

Looking at the ground, Mia replied, “It’s not like a real tube comes out of my head, it just how the power feels.”

“Okay, well you can try it with me if you want.”

“Are you sure?” she asked hesitantly.

He reached out and put his hand on her arm in what he hoped was a comforting gesture. “Don’t worry you can’t hurt me and I wouldn’t have offered if I didn’t mean it.” She didn’t need to know that he activated his Hardened Body skill just in case. 

She reached out and put her hands on his chest. He wasn’t sure if that was necessary for the skill but it seemed to relax her. Suddenly, Jay felt a tickling at the core in the center of his chest.

“The tube is going to your chest, do you feel anything?” she asked.

“I can’t see any tube but I feel a tickling at my stamina core.”

“Does it hurt?” she asked nervously.

Jay smiled at her as he said, “Not at all, it’s actually sorta pleasant. Try to activate it to the second level.”

Suddenly her eyes got really wide, like someone had just pinched her ass. “Oh my god, it’s so big. How are you this strong?”

Jay felt an increased bit of pressure but it didn’t feel wrong or harmful, just like a bit of suction. Then there was a rush of energy back into him. It wasn’t significant, but he looked at his status sheet to confirm his assumption. Sure enough he found that he had 15 Stamina over his cap and his Durability had increased by one. The notification explained it all.

F49381 has triggered the Shared Potential Ability with you. 

Stat targeted: Durability            Shared %: 50

M1789 gains temporary Durability: +1 and Stamina: +15

F49381 gains Durability: +12 and Stamina: +225

When he opened his eyes, he saw her staring at him. “How do you have this much power? You barely got anything from me but I feel like I’m as sturdy as a brick wall now,” Mia asked. 

“You are what, level two now. I am level 16 and have gained a ton of power along the way. Just think though, if we could get you some more skills what you could do with that extra Durability. I wonder how long it lasts.”

“Only a couple more minutes based on the rate that it is draining my PSI,” she answered.

“What would be cool would be if you could do it for more than one stat or more than one person. This definitely has to be tested more, but right now we need to join the others. Would you feel better with a weapon and some armor or any basics?”

“No I agree with Jessie about that, but I wouldn’t mind if you got me some leather armor and a spear. I’m gangly enough that I can probably keep something away with a spear long enough for you to finish it off.”

Jay gave her an appraising look. “Gangly is not a word that comes to mind to describe you at all. You are beautiful and don’t let all the stress we have been going through convince you of anything else. With your height, I sorta figured you were a model back home.”

She blushed but gave him a big smile as he went to the terminal and bought her armor. Then he took the new spear off his back and handed it along with the armor to Mia. “This is one of the new higher-quality spears. I haven’t had that much chance to use it because I still like the one the girls made for me.”

Mia said, “Thanks for the armor and thanks for letting me use your spear.”

At that moment the 5th grader in Jay burst out as he chuckled.

Mia blushed again, which he was finding strangely endearing given her tall model-like beauty. “Oh I didn’t mean it like that. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that as a come on.”

Jay shrugged and said, “I know. Ignore me. Amelia would just call me a bonehead and remind you how sometimes I think like I’m still in middle school.”

After that, he herded her to the top of the ziggurat where the other two were waiting, not so patiently. He turned his back to allow her to change and then they followed him into the first floor of the dungeon.





Chapter 13- Rookies

The next two hours were a little rough on Jay. He thought he had appreciated the feeling of teamwork that he got with Amelia, Huong, and Meikiyo, but now he knew that he hadn’t appreciated it enough. He missed the way that they worked together so well. It had gotten to the point where it was almost easy to take it for granted.

“Never again,” he swore to himself. These girls had real potential but couldn’t seem to get out of their own way. Jessie was fierce, and that wasn’t just a turn of phrase. When she went full beast mode, she was easily a match for a single lizat. 

She was also full-on reckless and not only did Kenzie have to heal her more than once, Jay also had to step in to save her. The first time she disregarded his warning that there were three lizats. She could only see one and so leapt at it, eager to prove her worth.

At least it gave Jay a chance to practice his spinning psionic construct blades. He was starting to get good at making them smaller and even had come up with a way to form a fixed center point around which the rest of the blade spun. This made accelerating them into a buzz saw much easier. 

Practicing his Psionic formations was one of the main skills that he worked on while babysitting the rookies as he started to call them. He made blades of varying lengths and then realized that he was limiting himself again and so started trying to work the constructs into other shapes. 

He managed whips and shields as well as even walls. The spinning blade was a relatively simple design in theory but actually harder to form than it seemed at first as it was essentially one formation wrapped around another. Once he had the hang of it though he felt confident that he would be able to start making more complex moving parts, maybe even some type of gun in the future. 

Beyond that he spent most of his effort in practicing his Precognition. It was a particularly taxing skill and hard to always quantify how he used it. During battle it was clearly useful but he couldn’t help but wonder if it had other uses. He used the new Assessment skill as much as possible but found that at the lower level it only gave very limited information about the creatures and plants that he scanned. 

Using his telepathy, however, was distinctly fun. The girls were all shocked the first time that he called out to them. He finally explained after making them each jump a couple of times. None of them found it as funny as he did but even the aggressive Jessie let it go. 

This only encouraged him and after the first hour he hadn’t spoken verbally once. Instead he relied upon mental communication. This turned out to be quite handy, and he wondered why he hadn’t insisted on doing this more with the main team. 

Of course throughout the time that he was working on these skills he kept stretching himself by constantly practicing at least one of his physical abilities at the same time. He would move with sudden bursts of speed or smash a tree with an empowered punch. That and using his Life Sense to make sure that they didn’t run into one of the other groups that was clearing the dungeon along with them.

Kenzie for her part was little better than Jessie and far more annoying to him. He couldn’t help but call her Frosty in his mind. She was always trying to get one up on the other two and point it out to Jay. She obviously wanted his attention and flirted shamelessly to get it. 

The top two buttons on her blouse had mysteriously come undone. She even managed to wear the leather armor that Jay had gotten her so loosely that he didn’t see how it would provide any benefit. Of course, who was he to complain if she wanted to show off some cleavage? 

When she was called on it by Jessie, she claimed that she was hot. Never mind that she quite literally had ice powers, she still claimed heat as a reason for her wardrobe malfunction. 

Mia was as quiet and bashful as Jessie and Kenzie were reckless and outgoing. If it weren’t for the fact that she was constantly maintaining the Shared Potential between the two of them he could almost have forgotten she was there. In reality she wasn’t needed, but Jay couldn’t shake the sense that her abilities could be far more useful than she thought. 

Whenever he sent a telepathic message to check on her, she would tell him that she was great. Apparently, she liked the way that she felt stronger from having the extra durability. He had to coax her to try on other stats but was disappointed when she could only seem to forge the connection to either Durability or Metabolism and not any of the more mental stats, at least not yet. 

After the two hours, Jay called for a break. “That’s enough. Let’s all sit down and have a snack. We don’t want to kill all the creatures so the others don’t have any fun,” he projected telepathically to all of them at once. 

“That’s fine for when we are fighting, but would you mind actually speaking with your voice, now that we are resting?” Jessie asked. 

“Yeah, I kinda like the sound of your voice,” Kenzie said as she tried to scoot closer to him in the circle they were all sitting in. 

“Fine,” he said out loud, “but I want us to help Mia work on something.” The other two girls nodded while Mia got pale and gulped nervously. 

“It will be fine,” Jay assured her. “What I want you to do is try to form a Shared Potential with all three of us at the same time. I know it will be harder, but you need to push yourself if you are going to grow.”

While Mia focused and gathered herself, Jay explained to the others what she was attempting. They were a bit unsure at first but accepted his word that it wouldn’t hurt them. Jay knew it was working when both of their eyes bulged wide and he felt more energy flow into him. 

The notification that he got showed that he got a single point of Durability and 15 stamina from each of them and that they all got an enhancement equal to 50% of his scores. They were thrilled, and it was cool to Jay that her ability could do exactly what it said. It shared a portion of each of their potential without actually taking anything from the one who was sharing. 

“This is killer. I have to fight something with this,” Jessie said.

Jay ignored her though as Mia swooned and then passed out. Without even thinking about it, he sent his Life Sense flowing into her in a channeled beam and was able to sense that her PSI core was drained. Then as he ran the beam down her body, he could tell that her normal bodily functions were operating as they should be but she was very tired from the strain. 

While they were waiting for Mia to recover, Jay got a ping on his Life Sense. The boss was on the move. That meant that their groups must have been able to kill off everything on the first floor within a little more than two hours. It felt impressive how far they had come in barely two weeks. 

Mia regained consciousness and slowly sat up. Jay smiled at her and said, “As soon as you feel up to it we need to go and take out the boss of this level. Don’t wanna let the other teams get a leg up on you right?”

She groggily replied, “Boss?”

Kenzie said, “Don’t worry it is just another of those game terms for the final and most powerful monster in here.”

Mia replied, “I’m already feeling better. That was the weirdest feeling being connected to all of you.”

“I wish you could do it all the time. I’d be invincible with all that Durability and Stamina to power my skills,” Jessie said. Her enthusiasm was clear. Jay worried about her impetuous nature but it also drew him to her. He liked that she was confident and unafraid of asking for what she wanted. It also didn’t hurt that if she joined the team, she could be a backup tank of sorts to help protect the rest. 

Jay stood up. “Okay, we need to get moving. I will find the closest group of the others so we can join up. We need to run though and it will help build your stamina, anyway.” Kenzie groaned, but she did a good job of keeping up which was no small thing. Mia had much longer legs and Jessie’s abilities just made it easier for her. 

The first group they ran into had Daphne, Emma, and Ava in it. Other than the buxom redhead, Jay didn’t know much about the other two’s abilities. He really needed a cheat sheet of some kind. The simple fact that he couldn’t see the team member who was supposed to be chaperoning them was enough to tell him who the leader was. 

A second later the tingling of his Precognition confirmed how it was. He immediately maximized the skill as well as his Kinetic Dampening in a sphere around himself. He pumped Stamina into Enhanced Speed and so he was able to move quickly as he perceived Amelia’s exact trajectory to him. 

Or at least he thought he had. He saw a ripple in the air in front of him and knew she was coming from that direction but his senses were screaming for him to defend his back. In that moment he decided to trust his precognitive abilities and spun quickly. He raised his arm just in time to catch a punch from Amelia.

Once he made contact with her the shroud around her which kept her invisible shattered and he pulled her in. Her reflexes tried to compensate but the field slowed her while his speed was already pumped up, so she might as well have been swimming in molasses. He grinned and pulled her into him. 

His arms encircled her and he picked her up off the ground. His new height made that easier than stooping and he was overwhelmed by the urge to plant a kiss upon those luscious, full lips of hers. She couldn’t really resist as even his passive strength was several times greater than hers, but as soon as their lips made contact she gave up all pretense.

He felt her mouth envelop his tongue eagerly and her passion only served to ignite his. There was something about this game of theirs where she tried to sneak up on him that lit him up just as much as the aphrodisiac. Before he knew it her legs were hooked over his hips and her oh so perfect breasts were pressed tight against him. Even through their armor he could feel them well enough to trigger his memory of their splendor.

When she moved to start undoing her armor he realized that things were getting out of hand. “Whoa, I just wanted to kiss you. You know, to the victor go the spoils and I caught you again.”

“And I’m offering you the spoils right here, right now.”

“Um we have an audience.”

“So, maybe they will learn a thing or two. Either way they will all be even more jealous of me.” Her smirk told him that he might have won their game of hide and seek but he wasn’t going to win this game of chicken. Amelia was bold enough to let him take her right there on the jungle floor. As tempting as that might be he had a mission to finish here. 

“Not now, but I will be sure to claim the prize later. We have to finish off the boss now. I worry that someone might get hurt if we don’t handle this properly.”

“See that you do, but I suppose you are right,” Amelia said as she slid down off of him. “You have to remember that you can’t always be there to save everyone. Oh and I am gonna get you at some point so don’t get too full of yourself.”

“You get me in here and in here every day,” Jay said as he tapped his temple and then his chest above his heart. “Maybe not every time but today I can make sure we stay safe.”

Jessie chimed in and said, “We have to take our own risks if we want to grow strong enough to be worthy of walking beside you.”

Both Jay and Amelia looked over at the infectious smile plastered on her face. “I like her,” Amelia said. 

Jay then looked around at the rest of the girls. He saw wistful looks on more than one face and realized that his flirt with Amelia might not have been appropriate in front of a bunch of girls who were pumped full of whatever alien chemicals they all ingested. The best plan was to get everyone focused on the task at hand so they wouldn’t get carried away and try to swarm him.

Jay was confident he could escape them. The problem was, would he want to? 

“We need to move to the next group. I will be in front and Amelia in back. There shouldn’t be any danger here but we need to move quickly. It looks like one of the groups is already closing with the boss and the final group is moving towards it now,” Jay said.

The command in his voice must have worked as everyone started running along behind him. He kept cutting the path in front of them to make it easier for the girls by sending lawnmower-like spinning blades to clear a three-foot-wide swath of undergrowth. In nothing flat they had caught up to Meikiyo’s group.

The slender Japanese beauty was wielding a sword of pure fire and cutting her own path through the vegetation. He admired how great her control had become. He supposed she could have blasted a path clear but this surgical finesse took a higher level of concentration even if it required less raw power. The extra touch was the way she seemed to effortlessly extinguish every flame that her blade left behind so no forest fire was created. 

He sent a telepathic message ahead to her and she stopped. The girls behind her stopped with her. Jay took a second but didn’t know any of them too well. Two were newcomers, Madison and Olivia. One of them did something with mass and the other had electrical powers of some kind but he couldn’t remember which was which.

The third girl with her was a beautiful brunette with smoky eyes named Samantha. He had to remind himself that he should be used to looking at gorgeous women by now, but somehow it never got old. Each one had their own beauty that made them unique in and of themselves. It brought a smile to his face and Meikiyo frowned when she saw the direction he was looking and the look on his face.

He sent a quick mental message to her, “Don’t worry she doesn’t have anything on you.”

It was a bit shocking to him even though he knew she had the ability, when he heard Meikiyo’s voice in his head say, “I know that, but just make sure you do too. Sharing may be inevitable here but I want to see you looking at me like that too.”

With that he favored her with a full-on stare and instead of getting his head bit off for gawking at a girl he saw a smile of approval on her face. Women were so strange and he was likely never going to understand them. 

All of the playfulness ended though when Jessie yelled out, “I just heard someone screaming in pain up ahead.”

Jay was all business in an instant. “Bring the rest of them and stay together,” was all he said before taking off at full speed. It took him less than a minute to burst through the vegetation into the clearing where Huong’s team was fighting the boss. The scene only took a second more to evaluate. 

Vines as thick as a firehose were ripping up from the ground and entangling the giant, three-legged ape’s arms, legs, and neck as fast as the petite Vietnamese beauty could manage. Jay was again struck by the development in one of his team. She never could have managed anything like this a week ago but now she was holding her own.

Unfortunately, the beast was ripping the vines apart just as quickly as she was creating them. Jasmine was on the ground with a clearly mangled arm and a broken spear at her feet. To one side, Charlotte was firing a bow as fast as she could string the arrows. Jay didn’t know exactly what her power was but he knew she had some kind of accuracy. 

There was also an ominous purple and black energy that surrounded each arrowhead as she launched the shaft. They caused explosive impacts that destroyed the arrows and ripped open parts of the beast’s skin but hadn’t brought it down yet. 

On the other side was another girl, but she was lying unmoving and Jay’s Life Sense told him the sad story there. He tried to remember what he could about her but all that came to mind was that her name was Emily and she liked puppies. Such a pathetic way to die and an even more pathetic epithet. 

Then it hit him. Waves of desperation rolled off of Jasmine. The emotion washed over him before he could raise his Iron Will and was no doubt fueled by her fear. 

Jay surged forward before he could even think, his body moving in reaction to the need to protect Jasmine. Oh his psychology professor might have called that toxic masculinity but at some level it was hardwired into him and her Empathetic Persuasion brought it out. 

All his training paid off as without even thinking about it, Jay maximized his strength, speed, and hardened body all while forming a psionically constructed sword in his waiting hands. The blade was ready by the time his leap reached its apex and he slashed down with it as he descended upon the beast.

The first time he fought this creature he was level eight. Now at sixteen it was trivial and as it had been distracted, its skull was split from the top to the bottom of its jaw before there was a chance for the monster to react. Jay rode its body to the ground as it fell. Then he bounced off of it to run and check on Jasmine. 

With the imminent threat gone, her emotions died down and by the time he reached her Jay had enough presence of mind to activate his Iron Will. He struggled between a lingering concern for her and anger at how she had manipulated him. Though he wasn’t sure if he was angrier at himself for allowing it to happen or with her for the way that she did it. 

The rest of the group was now caught up. Dumbfounded looks on many of the girls’ faces told the realization that they had come to know just how much stronger than them Jay was. Daphne, Huong, and Kenzie were all around Jasmine talking about the best way to heal her arm. 

“Step back,” Jay ordered.

He kneeled next to her. “Don’t ever do that to me again or our friendly relationship will become very hostile.” He whispered the words into her ears but saw Jessie’s eyes get wide as her keen hearing must have picked it up. 

Out loud he said, “I want to try something first before we heal her.”

“You aren’t a healer and she is in obvious pain,” Huong replied. 

“Yes, but I think my Life Sense can be used to determine the best way to go about healing her.”

“I can help with the pain,” said a new voice and everyone turned to look at Emma. 

Jay was too busy right now to do more than notice her striking green eyes so he simply said, “Do what you can.” Then he started trying to focus his Life Sense down into her arm. 

At level four he was able to almost make out the way the bone was mangled. It was broken in three places and was cutting into some blood vessels. His skill was not quite like an X-ray in that he couldn’t see it that clearly. Yet he had a clear sense of what needed to be done. 

He explained what he was seeing to the healers and then asked Huong, “So what I am thinking is that Kenzie can take down the swelling. Then I can manipulate the bone fragments back into place, trying not to nick anything. After that it should be simple enough for you to heal the wound by regenerating her cells. Daphne can amplify your power. Does that sound like it would work?”

As he spoke Emma laid her hands on Jasmine’s head. A moment later all signs of pain disappeared. Jay’s questioning look prompted her to answer, “I can deaden pain.”

“Oh cool. So will that work?”

Huong answered, “That makes sense. Probably better that we get the bone back into basic shape before I regenerate her too much.”

“Yeah and honestly, it already looks like her cells are trying to regenerate but the damage is too great. I didn’t expect to be able to notice regular human regeneration though.”

Before Huong could say anything, Jasmine told Jay, “I’ll explain later in private.” 

Jay chose to let it go without a challenge. “Okay, Emma, this may hurt her so please try to keep the pain deadened. I don’t want her to jerk while I am trying to move the bone.”

Everyone did their part and while a couple of grimaces crossed her face, Jasmine was eventually able to move her arm. Jay did notice though that Daphne had placed her hands on both Huong and Jasmine during the healing process like she was magnifying something in both of them. Again though he decided to let it be for now.

“Okay, everyone. The first floor is cleared. Let’s exit the dungeon with the team you came in with then maybe debrief about what happened. After that, I will need to meet with Team Jay and see what the consensus is. Please believe me that we will consider everyone equally and it will be your actions and how well you fit with the team that will make up our minds.”

With that he gathered up Jessie, Kenzie, and Mia before heading out. He pushed them to run as fast as they could going back and this time Mia was able to maintain a link with Jay and each of the other girls kept practicing while still moving. 

Once outside the dungeon he moved a good bit away from the ziggurat and asked them all to sit down with him while they ate lunch. While they were all sitting and had mouths full of food Jay said, “So, I don’t know how the decision is going to go. I want you all to understand that even though they call it Team Jay, I am only one part of it.”

“Yeah, I don’t believe that for one second,” Kenzie said. “I saw what you did to that huge monster. You took it down faster than I could even think of something to do.”

“I’m gonna have to agree with Kenzie here. I had been feeling pretty good about myself until I saw that,” Jessie said. 

“All of you outclass me,” Mia said glumly.

“I don’t want to hear that. Your abilities are more support type, but I think they have amazing potential. No matter what the team decides, I will work with you to help figure them out,” Jay said.

“Oh great, so she is on the team already then,” Kenzie complained.

“I didn’t say that and I just told you that I am only one vote.”

“Whatever,” Kenzie said as she shook her head. 

Jessie was quiet but staring intently at Jay. It was almost like she was trying to sniff the air.

“Look if you are ever going to make it onto the team then you need to understand it is a team. I will do my best for every human being that got sucked into this crazy experiment, but there are priorities. My first allegiance is to my team members, then this cluster and then all the others who may be out there,” Jay said as he waved his hand as though to signify somewhere off in the distance. 

“And what other perks do your team members get?” Kenzie asked. 

“Duh,” Jessie said and then laughed. 

“I think we’ve all heard what the benefits are,” Mia said.

It was about then that Jay realized they had been sitting down just eating and talking for too long. The aphrodisiac seemed easier for him to handle but it was clearly having an effect on them. All three of the girls had slowly but steadily inched closer to him. 

He stood up. “Well I need to go and meet with the team. We will let you know our decision within the next hour.” Jay simply turned and walked away before he got dragged into more questions or something else. 





Chapter 14- Adding to the Team

On his way to the top of the ziggurat, Jay saw Miguel and Tyler speaking with some of the girls from their group. He assumed they were getting lectured for running out on them. Jay grinned, happy to see them catching some wrath, especially since he had got his own dose of it. 

He ended up being the first to reach the top and was able to sit and wait for the others. It was oddly refreshing to have some personal time. Back home, he spent too many nights playing video games alone. Now he had barely had a moment to himself for more than two weeks. 

He started parsing the lessons he had learned while practicing as much as about the dangers Jasmine presented. Even knowing that, he still felt the residual compulsion to want to help her. He figured that her hips didn’t help make things easier on him.

Instead of thinking about all the beautiful women around him though, Jay wanted to turn his thoughts inward. He wanted to get a better handle on his powers and thought that it wasn’t just as simple as continually hitting trees and killing monsters. He thought there was more to it.

Heck, he was literally rebuilding his body.  He had the skills. He could become better than he was. Better, stronger, faster.  He was already six inches taller and at least fifty pounds of muscle heavier than he had been.

These physical traits had come in handy many times and he wasn’t going to discount them. Yet, Jasmine proved the deadly power of purely mental skills even more pointedly than Meikiyo’s flames. Sure it was all situational, but he felt like he would be left behind if he didn’t focus more on his mental-type skills. 

The mind was what set man apart from monkeys and he wasn’t going to be a monkey. So he cleared his mind. Then he focused his Life Sense into himself while at the same time maximizing his Iron Will to practice that and his Hardened Body. Whereas before such a thing would have made him pass out he was almost able to do it on instinct now.

The Life Sense automatically wanted to expand from him. That was how he had used it so many times before. So he narrowed the focus. He bent it to his will and turned it first into a cone. Then he refined it further into a slender beam and finally into a knife-thin sliver. 

It helped that he had done this earlier with Jasmine but it was still different to do it to himself. It felt unnatural, but he forced it inward. Of course, introspection had never been Jay’s strong suit. He had always felt like things were his fault. That was after all what his dad had told him and so he never really wanted to think too much about himself for fear that he might come to truly loathe what he found. 

He visualized the Life Sense as a beam extending from his head and that made it easier, both the visualization and the way that he could then project it as a flashlight at his feet. He could feel the effects of his Hardened Body. It wasn’t just about skin, even the bones became stronger. Yet he didn’t appear to have added more mass. It just appeared that their structure became stronger, more resilient. 

This was definitely out of his depths when it came to science but he could tell what he felt. The bone structure seemed pretty much like what he remembered from biology. He had an interest in science but more for sci-fi purposes than for any practical application. 

As he ran the scan up his legs, he saw the flow of blood and how his muscle fibers seemed more tightly spun. At least that was the only way he could think of to describe what he was sensing. The most interesting thing he had found came when he reached his knees.

The meniscus in his knee seemed more fibrous and stretchy, perhaps more durable. Then there was the fact that there was an almost-crystalline casing around the joint itself. It was a given that it would be stronger but also seemed designed to absorb kinetic energy from impacts. This would be something to talk to any of the girls who might have more knowledge of biology. Huong was great, but she knew more about things at a cellular level. 

As the scan ran up his legs, he skipped past his junk. He wasn’t sure he was ready to see if there had been any changes in there. He already knew that it had grown proportionally with the rest of him but that was enough for him now. 

The scan showed the functioning of his organs and this was where he got the third shock. His liver, stomach, lungs, and heart all had strange nodules growing off of them. One per organ. They were attached to the larger organ and almost looked like a miniature version of the full organ. The heart one was even beating in rhythm. 

He watched and tried to magnify his power as much as possible as he looked into those organs. He got only an overwhelming sense of health and wellness from those little mini organs. Jay just wasn’t sure what their purpose was. 

In his shock about the little organs, Jay almost missed his fourth shock. There was a very nebulously defined core in the very center of his being. With his Life Sense he could see tiny tendrils of power flowing into it and then back out to every bit of his body from the tips of his toes to the ends of his fingers. 

Time seemed to be lost to him as he felt the flow and ebb of the power through this core. He knew subconsciously that this was the center of his Stamina. It was what powered his Durability and Metabolism-based skills. It was also the life-giving force that animated his cells and kept his body in its constant state of change, while still maintaining the same form. 

His mind almost seemed to become disembodied as he lost the larger picture of the world around him and for an unknown amount of time he rode the currents of this strange yet oddly familiar energy as it traversed channels in his body. It was separate and distinct from the electrical impulses that he felt running through his nervous system or the blood coursing through his veins. 

Yet it was no less fundamental. If anything this seemed more fundamental. It was like learning that the bread crusts didn’t really crawl out of the trash to get you if you didn’t eat them, like his dad had told him as a child. His eyes were opened and he realized that he had never truly understood the universe at all. 

He exulted in the feeling of traversing back and forth and all around in his body. Over time he began to realize that the ebb and flow of the energy was not random. There was a pattern to it, a cadence of sorts. 

He was sure of it. Yet he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. He knew the rhythm was there but couldn’t time it out just right. Somehow he felt that understanding that cadence would be a fundamental breakthrough, but it escaped him at the moment. 

Then he was brought out of his inward view and found that three irritated girls were looking down at where he sat as Amelia shook him. He smiled at them. 

“Oh, now he smiles. First, he makes us wait for almost two hours and then he smiles,” Amelia said in one of her more caustic tones.

“Well it is a nice smile,” Huong said.

“That’s beside the point. He said to meet us here but then he goes off to dreamland and sleeps while we stare at him.”

“I wasn’t really sleeping,” Jay objected, “I was using Life Sense to explore inside my body rather than out of it. But what do you mean by two hours? I have only been sitting here for like two minutes. I mean maybe five or six if I lost track of time.” 

“See, I told you he was meditating. It is like Elder Tanaka did in the village my parents grew up in. They told me the stories about how he could sit there motionless for hours in the rain or snow or even with children trying to tickle him with blades of grass,” Meikiyo said. 

“I don’t know anything about old men or meditation but I do know when someone stands me up,” Amelia said.

“How could I stand you up? I had lunch and debriefed the group I took into the dungeon and then I came up here. Since I got here before all of you, I just sat down to practice a few skills while I waited. I swear it couldn’t have been more than a few minutes ago.”

Amelia huffed, “He swears.”

“Actually, Jay, this time she is right,” Huong said hesitantly.

“Of course I’m right, slut.”

Meikiyo got a slight grin on her face at the banter between the other two girls before saying, “Maybe check the clock on your Status sheet, Jay.”

So he called out Status and then looked at it. Sure enough it was 2:20 in the afternoon so he had been sitting down for two hours. Actually a few minutes more than two hours. Jay shrugged at them. “I’m sorry. It only felt like moments to me, but I learned all kinds of cool things.”

Amelia and Huong looked at each other. The former like she was asking permission to throttle him and the latter shook her head almost imperceptibly. Meikiyo was the first to speak though, “I personally want to hear all about that under the stars, lover, but shouldn’t we focus on what we are supposed to be talking about, namely adding another Eve to our team.”

Still focused on what he had been perceiving before and even feeling the flow within his body without looking at it, Jay took a second to catch her meaning. “I mean, aren’t we just trying to add another member who will help us on dungeon dives.”

The three girls looked at each other again and strangely enough it was once again Meikiyo who spoke, “We had plenty of time to talk about it while you were meditating and have decided that at least for now it wouldn’t really be fair to add another member to the core of our team and not count her as another sister.”

“You mean another wife,” Amelia said, cutting Meikiyo off.

“Whoa, whoa, since when did I get any wives let alone another wife,” Jay protested.

“Be fair, Jay, and be smart. You are both those things,” Meikiyo said.

“The dungeon messages and you yourself have pointed out that this is likely where we are going to spend the rest of our lives. However long that may be. Hopefully we all grow old together, but it is unlikely that we are going to be able to escape from here and if we do, it will be a good long time from now,” Huong said.

Jay started to mention his dreams but Amelia cut him off, “No, I don’t want to hear about the dreams now. Yes, they are important, but so is living in the now. We have a goal. Descend the dungeon and try to find a way out. Get ready for whatever new threat is coming. Oh and find the behind, whatever that means. But, I for one am not willing to give up on having a life. I will work just as hard as ever. I just want us to acknowledge that if this is all the life that we have that our prior plans and pre-conceptions just don’t work anymore.”

“Fair enough but what does that have to do with the entire wife thing. I thought that you decided we were just enjoying each other’s company,” Jay said.

“We are,” Huong said, “but we also all care for you.” 

When Amelia crossed her arms, Meikiyo lightly slapped the back of her head. “No don’t clam up again, we know that you feel at least as strongly as the rest of us about this.”

“Fine,” Amelia mumbled.

Huong looked at her to make sure she was done before continuing, “Since you gave us so much time to talk when you went and hid in the dungeon and again now we decided that we want to make this formal. We want you to marry all three of us.”

“Isn’t that rushing things a bit? I mean I care about all of you. I want to be with you. I may even be falling in love with you, but marriage?”

“You sure don’t mind being inside of me, and if you want that to continue this is my condition. I want a formal status with you announced to the entire community,” Amelia said.

“Me too,” Huong added.

“And me,” Meikiyo chimed in. 

“Uh, we don’t exactly have a church or flowers or fancy dresses or anything like that.”

“We aren’t asking for some fancy ceremony. We are asking for a brief exchange of vows and a commitment made in front of the entire community. They should all know our standing with you. They shouldn’t think that we are just opportunistic sluts who are spreading our legs to get what we want from you,” Amelia said. “Well except for Huong. That description fits her to a tee.”

Much to his surprise instead of Huong exploding or anything she leaned in and kissed Amelia on the cheek while saying, “Aw, I like you too.”

Equally surprising was the fact that Amelia actually smiled bigger from the kiss than when she was delivering the insult. 

Jay shook his head. The world was turning upside down around him. “So can I have some time to think about this?” he asked.

“Yes some,” Huong said.

“If you have to,” Amelia added.

Meikiyo walked over and looked up at him. He now towered over her by almost a foot and a half but somehow her look made him feel like he was shorter than she was as she said, “Don’t wait too long.”

“Okay so why are you calling the girl we add, another Eve?” Jay asked, trying to buy himself time to think. 

“Because whoever we choose is going to be spending a ton of time with us and she is ultimately going to want to be made into a wife as well. That means it is important that she can be a sister to us as much as a good part of our dungeon team. Getting along with us is just as important as you liking to be with her. Don’t you think?” Huong asked in response. 

“Uh… sure… I guess so.”

“Oh bonehead, if in doubt just do what your future wives tell you,” Amelia said. “Actually, no scratch that. Even if you think you know what you should do, probably run it by one of us.” 

Jay almost would have been offended by the way she continued to talk down to him but then she pinched his butt and flashed him a smile. No way could he be mad at that. “Or at that,” he thought as his eyes trailed down to her ever-present cleavage.

“I thought we were going to add three or four alternates to the team to round out our skill sets and in case anyone is ever down and needs a replacement. You aren’t expecting me to marry every girl who joins the team. Are you?” A note of panic must have entered Jay’s voice because they all giggled at him. 

The more he thought about it the more he realized that he might love these beautiful women in front of him, each as unique as the powers they wielded. Sure it might be a love forged of shared turmoil and being forced together, but it could have been worse. Back home he would have dropped to one knee for a chance to get with any of these girls. Not only were they gorgeous, but they were fun and smart and caring.

“Oh boo hoo, poor Jay is gonna have to fuck more girls. I’d play my violin for you but they didn’t bring it when we got kidnapped by aliens or whatever,” Amelia said.

Meikiyo stepped in, “No we actually aren’t asking you to marry all of them. Maybe some. Well maybe all. Who knows exactly how it will work out? But just cause we all get along so well with you doesn’t mean that you will hit it off with every girl who joins the team. So we sorta thought there would be three levels.”

Huong seamlessly took over speaking for her. Even Jay realized it was never a good thing when the girls were so in sync that they could do that. “Really more like two levels with an intermediate step. There would be wives. They get full privileges with you and can expect romance not just sex. Then there would be concubines. I mean we wouldn’t actually call them that but that is sorta what they would be.”

She paused to make sure that he was following what she was saying so he politely nodded along even though his head was spinning. “There would be two types of those. First would be the ones who are on the dungeon diving teams but just don’t click it off with you that much. They might or might not want to sleep with you but given what’s in the water it’s pretty likely they would want to take you out for a spin every now and again.”

“And the second type?” he asked.

“The ones who are too afraid to go into the dungeon but still wanna have babies with you.” Amelia answered, obviously taking pleasure in the way he threw his arms up in the air and started walking around the small room at the top of the ziggurat. 

Before he could speak though Meikiyo said, “You know this is inevitable. If this is where we will spend the rest of our lives then we are going to need more people to colonize this place. There may be other clusters but from everything we have heard they all are mostly women with only a small number of men. So each of you are going to have to sire many children. Don’t worry though, it isn’t like you will have time to change diapers or anything. You are going to be busy trying to descend the dungeon.”

Shaking his head again he said, “Okay and what is the in-between category or whatever you are calling it.”

Amelia grinned again. “Those are the concubines who want to become wives, but they will have to first convince the other wives that they are committed and worthy as well as being able to get along with the rest of us.”

“Don’t I get any say in this?” Jay asked.

“Of course, it’s not like we can force you to do anything, but you know what the old saying is. My dad used to mumble it under his breath all the time, ‘happy wife, happy life’ and you are gonna have a lot of wives to keep happy unless I miss my guess.”

Jay didn’t know why she was getting such a perverse pleasure out of this unless she really just liked messing with him that much, but then she reminded him of the Amelia that made him so crazy when she said, “But I still get first dibs.”

Jay shrugged and the other girls laughed. He thought for a second and said, “Ok, I just need to think on this, okay?”

They all nodded until Huong said, “So who do you think we should add to Team Jay?”

“Well at least one more person so we have a full party of five for the second dungeon floor,” Jay said.

“The good news is that everyone who went with us today is eligible for the second floor now that they have cleared the first and they all got the 1000 credits so that is a positive,” Jay said.

Meikiyo mumbled something and Jay looked at her. “What’d you say? Sorry I didn’t hear you, sweetie?”

The petite girl’s light skin blossomed a bright-red blush when he said that and both the other girls looked at her. Jay looked around, confused. “What’s the matter? Did I say something wrong?”

“You just called her sweetie in front of all of us. Don’t think I’ve ever heard you use a term of endearment or pet name for any of us and certainly not in front of the rest of us,” Amelia said. Then as Jay continued to stare on unsure what to say she added, “Go on, kiss the girl. Let her know it wasn’t a fluke or slip of the tongue.”

Jay didn’t need to be told twice. He might not know much about girls but if Meikiyo needed reassuring, he could do that. He pulled her into him and planted a tender kiss on her lips. She wasn’t having any of that though and a couple seconds into what he had meant to be a light display of public affection, he found her kissing him with gusto.

It was all that he could do to end the kiss when through the rushing of blood in his ears he heard Huong say, “He’s never called me sweetie.”

Jay smiled at Meikiyo who was positively beaming. Her eyes which he had lost himself in so many times already were alight with her happiness. Her heart must have been racing from the way that her breasts were rising and falling. As much as Jay wanted to be able to focus on her he turned to the other two.

“I’m an awful lecher, but don’t for one second think that I feel any differently about both of you. I couldn’t imagine going on without all of you.”

“Oh we know it, but she was the first to get a pet name. Now you are gonna have to come up with ones for us, but you are gonna have to make it seem natural not forced,” Amelia said.

“Yeah, and I wanna be kissed like that,” Huong said.

At that Amelia snapped, “You insatiable slut. If he starts kissing us all like that we aren’t gonna get anything productive done.”

“Whoa, maybe let's just all suggest someone for the fifth spot on the team,” Jay said, trying to get them back on track.

“Okay, but I want us to add a core member and at least three alternates. I would like to spend some time seeing if I can craft more items like your spear. Nothing from the store yet is quite as good and I think working with some of the others that we might be able to make even better stuff,” Huong said.

“Okay, well if no one else wants to go first, then I will make my recommendation. The girls with me were good for the most part but none of them have what I think we need for the fifth slot. Some of them would be good alternates. Actually all of them could be, but we can’t add to the team too quickly. So I think we should add Jessie, because we need another close-range fighter, Amelia said.

Jay said, “That is exactly what I was thinking, but didn’t know how you all would feel about it after the way she jumped me the other night.”

“Look, I’m not saying what you have to do but if she is gonna be a core member, it is pretty clear that you are going to be sleeping with her and probably sooner rather than later. I just hope she is the adventurous type because I had too much fun in our little group last night,” Amelia responded. 

“Can’t we at least consider someone else?” Huong asked.

“I agree with them. All three of the girls who were in my group have some skills that could work well, but none of them are close-up fighters. Right now Jay is really the only one of those. Amelia can sneak and I can use my flame sword but neither of us can take a punch so to speak. You saw how Jessie wasn’t afraid to go at it with those creatures last night and she said she passed the first threshold this morning so she will be even stronger.”

“But Jasmine deserves a spot on the team. She can help us so much. She will make sure the rest of the cluster does what Jay needs them to do,” Huong protested.

“That bitch is still controlling you. I don’t blame you. I hate myself for it but when I’m around her everything she says just seems to make so much sense. You need to clear your head when you aren’t around her though,” Amelia said.

“I got a new skill that is allowing me to resist her sometimes. It isn’t as consistent as Jay’s Iron Will but it’s called Flames of Devotion. When I feel that someone I care about is being hurt in some way a fire rises up in me and seems to burn away everything else so I can think clearly. It happened when she was trying to control us and get us to invite her to Team Jay. I got so mad, not at what she was doing to me, but how she was doing it to both of you.” As Meikiyo spoke she looked at Amelia and Huong. “That was when I knew that you two were sisters to me.”

“That is super cool, Meikiyo, and makes me feel better about you all being around Jasmine,” Jay said.

“Come on, Jay, I have seen the way you look at her,” Huong said. 

“I’m not gonna lie. I think she is hot,” Jay began.

Amelia said, “You’d have to be blind not to, but that doesn’t change that she is a manipulative bitch.”

“This is just gonna devolve into an argument, so let’s take a vote. I vote that the fifth slot goes to Jessie,” Jay said.

Meikiyo and Amelia quickly agreed and Huong sighed and said, “Fine, but we still need alternates.”

“So, how do you want to decide on alternates? Just let each of us pick one?” Amelia asked.

“Is that what you all want or do you prefer to have a say in everyone on the team?” Jay asked in response. 

“It sorta depends if the alternates are full team members or probationary,” Meikiyo said. 

Jay shrugged and said, “Why does this have to be so complicated?”

“Men aren’t good at this sort of thing, but you have us here to help,” Amelia said.

“I don’t deserve you.”

“Nope you don’t but you are stuck with us all the same,” Amelia said and gave him one of her few warm smiles. 

“So Kenzie would probably be a good addition as another healer but I don’t completely trust her. Mia is someone I really want to help out. I have a feeling that her powers are going to be amazing but she isn’t able to use them very much yet,” Jay said.

Then when no one responded he added, “Look, why don’t we just table this for now and get Jessie then we can do the dungeon floor. Maybe things will feel clearer tonight.” 

They all looked at him, Huong seemed very reluctant but eventually they agreed. So he went off to find Jessie saying that he would bring her back here. 





Chapter 15 - Off to the Races

It had been a bit awkward once he got back with Jessie. She was sorta like the new dog being introduced and they all had to sniff one another. Of course, even Jay was smart enough to realize he could never let them know that he had made that comparison in his head. 

Things got easier once they went to the terminal at the base of ziggurat for quests related to the second floor. It was simple, in that there was only one quest for this floor. 

Quest 2.1 Race to the Finish

You may attempt this quest any number of times but can only pass this floor if you can complete it within 1 hour of beginning it. You must find and reach a red and silver pole which is 5 feet high. All members of your team must complete it. Death or failure of any member to touch the pole within the hour time limit results in an incomplete quest.

Reward: Access to 3rd floor of the dungeon and 2,000 credits per team member. 

Reward: Access to Terminal 2.1

They were all kinda hyped up about the idea of a race rather than a purely combat-oriented mission. The monsters from the other night clearly would still pose a threat but they hoped that it would be more about figuring out the best way to get to the finish line than dealing with those giant beetle things. 

The trip down to the second door was uneventful and once they opened it they had the same experience of stepping through the doorway into a larger space. Instead of a dungeon though this seemed to be a desert wasteland. As far as the eye could see it was nothing but dunes of sand broken by patches of rocky outcroppings. The wind gusted and blew the sand through the air thickly enough that it got in their noses and mouths. 

Jay signaled for them all to leave so they walked back out into the ziggurat.

“What’s wrong, the timer started as soon as we accepted the quest or didn’t you notice that?”

“No I saw it just fine, but it doesn't really matter if we beat the quest but then die of thirst stuck in the desert,” Jay replied. “Wait right here, I will run and get a few supplies that we will need.”

Without another word Jay burst out of there at a full sprint to save as much time as possible. While running, he went through the list of things that he thought they might need in order to survive. Their skills would take care of many of the items but what they definitely needed was face covers and more water. At his level of strength he could afford to carry another backpack filled with canteens.

It took him all of two minutes to buy the items but another ten to fill all the canteens from the little spring. From there he raced as fast as possible back and so when they entered the dungeon with light clothing covering as much of their skin and three times as much water, Jay felt much better prepared. 

“Can anyone see any indicators of what direction we need to go?” Huong asked. “I can’t feel much vegetation in here, so I may be somewhat limited.”

“I can’t see that far in the blowing sand and there is so much heat rising from the sand that my infra-vision isn’t going to be very effective either,” Meikiyo said.

“I can’t see anything, and Life Sense is not showing me much. There is life here but a lot of it must be hiding from the sun now,” Jay said.

Amelia and Jessie were both focused. The former had an absent look as though she was looking at her status screen. Jessie was walking around like she was trying to catch the scent of something. 

Seeing them diligently searching, Jay said, “I’m gonna try combining Life Sense and Precognition to determine which way to go. Use whatever skills you have and see if you can get any clues.”

With that they all sat down and were in their own little worlds working their skills while Jessie walked around them using various animals' sensory functions as they came to her. 

Eventually, Amelia said, “I can’t tell for sure but I think we need to head that way.” She pointed towards the direction that the sun was starting to set in. “I used Eagle Eye to see as far as I could and then used my Clairvoyant Sense to search the areas I could see in more detail.”

Jessie said, “The scent of those creatures from last night is everywhere here. I worry that they hide in the sand, so we will have to be careful.”

“I feel so helpless. My Residue Reading might work if there had been other people through here, but as far as I can tell we are the first sapient beings to be in this area ever,” Huong said.

Jay looked at Amelia before asking, “Do you trust me?”

She stared at him and all the others looked at her to see how she reacted. “You know that I do, but what sort of boneheaded idea has gotten into your head now?”

“Well, if you got higher, then you could see further correct?” 

Amelia nodded in response to his question.

“And then if you can see an area, you can use your clairvoyant sense to search it in more detail, right?”

“Yes, as long as I have either been to an area or I have seen it recently, I can scan it, but it isn’t like there is a tree for me to climb here.”

“Oh wow, I just thought of something. Before I tell you my brilliant idea, which you are just gonna love, can you see what is happening back at the base camp?” Jay gave Amelia his best foppish smile.

“I already thought of that, but I can’t see to either when we are in the dungeon or here, but if I were to step back through the door, then I would be able to easily.”

“Okay, I guess that would have been too easy. So, what I want to do is throw you up into the air and then slow you enough with my Kinetic Dampening for me to catch you.”

Huong and Meikiyo snickered as they watched Amelia biting back her initial response. Jessie just watched everyone’s faces trying to figure out the dynamics while having her usual cheery smile. “Fine but you better catch me.”

“As if I’d ever let go of you.” Jay’s response must have pleased her because her frown shifted to a smile. 

Just as he was picking her up, he got a premonition of danger followed almost instantly by a blip on his Life Sense from under the sand. “Everyone behind me, now!” Jay yelled as he enhanced his physical stats and grabbed the spear off his back. 

No sooner was the spear in his hands than one of the giant beetle-like creatures exploded up out of the sand. Jay maximized his precognition too and the path of his spear was almost highlighted for him. Spear and carapace met with a sharp bone-cracking impact but the weapon crafted by his girls proved to be the stronger of the two. 

As the spear skewered the monster from underneath, Jay lifted it up so that those deadly barbed claws couldn’t reach him. It must have weighed 400 lbs but with his new levels of strength felt like little more than an inconvenience. It thrashed about making it harder to hold still, so he said, “You can finish it any day.”

Lances of shadow and fire streaked out at it. The shadow lance did that thing which Jay found to be so cool and partially phased through the armored carapace before ripping apart the squishy insides. The beam of fire took a second to cut through the hide but Meikiyo had learned her lesson from the previous night and concentrated her flame into a more intense attack rather than covering a wider area. The smell of cooked bug was not pleasant.

When it stopped moving, Jay flung it off his spear so that it landed a ways from the group. Brief cheers and even high fives were shared within the group as they were all pleased with how easily the monster had been taken down. Then Jessie asked, “Holy crap, how strong are you? You threw that thing like twenty feet like it was nothing.”

Jay smiled and said, “My base Durability is at 23 now and Enhanced Strength is 12. By my calculations I think that when I boost strength a full four times that I’m as strong as approximately 200 men of my size.”

“So you can still only boost four times after the second threshold?” Huong asked in her scientist voice.

“Yeah, no change on that front. This threshold seemed to be more about changing my physical form. Maybe it is helping me adapt for future upgrades.”

“Well none of us are complaining about the new tanned look or the size increase, although if you keep growing bigger, it could become a problem at some point,” Meikiyo said.

When Amelia and Huong giggled, she blushed and said, “I mean because I’m so short and if he is like eight feet tall, it will be really awkward.”

“Sure, sure that’s the size you were talking about,” Amelia said as she chuckled. 

“I just passed the first threshold this morning. Why didn’t anyone tell me that you could now magnify skills four times?” Jessie asked.

Jay said, “Sorry, now that you are on the team we will try to remember to share everything with you, but you also have to always be pushing and trying to get better.”

Again Amelia snickered and said, “Jay will be sure to share everything with you.” The way she drew out the word everything left no doubt as to her meaning. 

Ignoring Amelia, Jay said, “Maybe now would be a good time for you to show us your Status sheet so that we can all have a better idea of what you can do. We all know some of it.”

Jessie simply reached out her hand and put it on his shoulder as she said, “Share Status.”

F49383 
Level: 6   

Awareness: 9
Bestial Control: 5 - 18%

Durability: 4
Toughness: 3 - 69%

Kinesis: 3
Ossein Kinesis: 1 - 0%

Metabolism: 6
Primal Adaptation: 5 - 7%
Regeneration: 1 - 4%

Formation: 3
Stat Enhanced Constructs: 1 - 0%

PSI Pts: 150                         Stamina: 100

Shop Credits: 380

This led to everyone sharing their Status with each other just to see the changes. Finally though Jay realized that their limited time was running out and even if they didn’t expect to beat the quest, the first time they should still see how long it would take them. “Okay, minds on the task. The clock is still running. Are you ready to go flying?” Jay asked Amelia. 

“Well now that I saw how far you threw that, whatever we are calling it, I’m a little worried about how far up you are gonna throw me.”

“I promise I will catch you and you will feel like you are landing in a pile of feathers. I won’t let you get hurt.”

“Okay, well I guess thinking about it doesn’t make it any easier, so just do it.”

Jay grabbed her with one hand on each of her hips and then with a burst of strength threw her up at least 150 feet up into the air. Her squeals could be heard all the way up but strangely seemed to stop when halfway down her descent dramatically slowed as the Kinetic Dampening field caught her. 

The closer she got to the ground the stronger the field’s impact was as Jay was able to focus it more, till by the time she reached his arms she was barely moving. She smiled at him and kissed his lips before he could set her down.

“That wasn’t so bad once I got used to it. Kinda terrifying at first though.”

“Did you see anything?” Huong asked.

“I think so, now just give me a moment to focus.” They all watched as Amelia closed her eyes and scrunched up her nose. Jay couldn’t help but think how cute she was, even though he knew she didn’t like that word as a descriptor for herself.

“So yeah, who would have guessed it but bonehead’s plan worked. I found where the pole is, but it is quite a distance from here. I would guess that it is five miles although I can’t be sure. There are a couple of places where we will have to weave through rocky canyons with dead ends and twisting paths near the end, but at least 80% of it is just these sand dunes.”

“It will take hours to make it across four miles of sand dunes and that is assuming we don’t get attacked along the way,” Huong said despairingly. 

“Well, let’s see how long it takes us to get there. That will give us some idea of what we have to work on to be able to pass the quest.” With that Jay started to stride off across the sand. 

The sun overhead was hot but he would have been sweating even without it. Within fifteen minutes he had a good idea of just how impossible this would be without some further strategy. Knowing where the finish line was all fine and good but they still needed to be able to reach there. 

With each step, he sunk into the sand and disturbed the ground all around him. He was much heavier, weighing more than twice what any of the girls weighed and probably realistically getting closer to three times their weight. Even they were having trouble. 

The sand gave way for them and soon all but Jessie were saying that they were not gonna be able to keep this pace up for long. A few minutes after that, Jay had Meikiyo straddling his shoulders while he carried Amelia and Huong each in one of his arms. He could bear the weight but it only made him sink further into the ground. 

His durability and metabolism granted him what had seemed like an endless amount of endurance but he thought that even he might be tested to cross four miles carrying the three girls. Jay was just grateful that Jessie didn’t need to be carried. She seemed to be able to skitter across the top of the sand while barely disturbing the surface. Whatever animal adaptation that was, certainly came in handy. 

Despite his concerns Jay was able to make it another hour and a little less than halfway across the desert before he got another premonition of danger. In the time that it took for the girls to get down safely off of him two of the beetle creatures erupted from the sand. Almost immediately Jessie let out a low snarl and was upon one of them in a flurry of claws. 

Jay likewise had to act instantly to protect their more vulnerable companions and threw himself at the other one before he could even draw his spear or conjure a blade. He engaged with it, lifting it off the ground and hardening his skin. Even still he felt cuts in his side as its barbed front claws cut through chainmail and skin that was harder than wood alike. 

He roared in pain but used it to push himself harder. He was stronger than he had been the night before. While holding it up he pushed it away with his foot and sent it a good twenty feet. Almost instantly whips of fire lashed out at it. No, not at it but at the surrounding sand. 

The fire wasn’t hot enough to melt the sand apparently but Meikiyo improvised and entangled the creature's legs with her whips. The heat was intense enough to make the creature screech and Jay could feel it on his face as he whipped one and then another accelerated rock at the creature. The rocks traveling faster than bullets shattered the carapace and exploded out the back side leaving huge exit wounds.

At that point Jay glanced over at Jessie. She was holding her own but not inflicting much damage. Amelia’s shadow bolts were hurting it but didn’t have enough impact to take it down. As he conjured his psionic blade to finish the creature he was fighting he yelled, “Use your Shadow Sheath on her claws.”

Then he turned back to the grim work of taking the beetle apart. It was still fairly easy, and he realized that he was probably over leveled for this type of challenge but it was still dangerous. Whoever had thought up this dungeon had not planned it well for regular people who didn’t have his cheat with the extra stats. 

When he turned back, he was glad to see that the results were working out much better after they had implemented Jay’s suggestion. Jessie’s claws were now cloaked in the same shadowy darkness that Amelia could create around her dagger. Now instead of merely scratching the armored carapace they were shredding through it. The shadow power seemed to allow them to partially phase through and thereby do more damage. 

Jessie had gotten wise at some point though that the best strategy was for her to work her way around the creature and sever one leg at a time. Till finally she leapt up on its back and drove her six-inch-long bony claws completely into the back of the beetle’s head. She then pulled them back, and it exploded like an overripe pumpkin. 

The most startling part though was when she lifted her head up and howled into the sky. There was an almost-feral gleam in her eyes and instead of her normally cheerful smile she was baring the fangs of a predator. Then just as quickly as his hands had gone to his spear, she jumped down from the top of the beast. Her claws retracted and left petite well-manicured fingers just as the fangs disappeared and she smiled warmly. 

“That was kinda fun. It is different fighting with people who have my back,” Jessie said. 

They all looked at her and then Amelia said, “It was definitely cool combining our powers like that, but why didn’t you just take control of the monster? Isn’t that one of your powers?”

“Yeah, I tried that at first even after it failed last night. I thought I might be strong enough to make it work now, but no such luck. The animals on the first floor, no problem. I don’t know if it is because this is like a bug and works on all instincts with no higher thinking functions for me to influence.”

Jay looked around and said, “Look, the sun is gonna set in a couple of hours. I think we should just chalk today up as a learning experience and turn back. I don’t want us to be tired and exposed out here.”

The girls all looked at him and while both Amelia and Jessie looked disappointed at first they all eventually agreed that he was right. Huong however complicated things when she said, “Do you think that you could carry one of those things back with us? I have some ideas for crafting with its carapace.”

“What carry that thing and all three of you?”

“Oh yeah, I forgot about that. Well what if we walked back?” Huong asked, still obviously fixated on getting the bug’s remains back to camp. 

Meikiyo came to his rescue, “Then it would probably take us four hours to walk back instead of two.”

“I could cut off a big piece of its armor for you to test. Would that be good enough?” Jessie offered.

“Oh yeah, I guess that would work. Could you get the barbed claws too?” 

“I’ll carry one piece of carapace and one of the claws along with the three of you,” Jay said.

“Um… one will work,” Huong said before walking over to Jay and kissing him on the cheek. “Thanks.” 





Chapter 16- Why Is This So Odd?

By the time that they exited the second floor, they were in for an unfortunate surprise. All five bungalows had been rented and so they were without one. The girls who had gotten the extra credits from clearing the first floor had spent theirs rather than waiting for Jay to get back. 

He was tired of carrying the bug parts and so went to stash them in the first floor of the dungeon. He figured he could pick them up in the morning before the reset to save for Huong. Hopefully they would remain after whatever happened during the reset returned everything to its base condition. The one good thing about the bugs was that they were worth 40 credits a piece to whoever delivered the killing blow. 

Of course Miguel and Tyler had also rented bungalows and allowed other girls to join them. Seemingly a number of the girls had decided that if they weren’t going to make it onto Team Jay that it was better to be with one of the other guys. That part at least was honestly a relief to him. 

Jay would have been lying if he said that he didn’t like the attention from so many beautiful women but he also knew there was a realistic cap to how thin he could spread himself so to speak. Maybe he was being old-fashioned, but he didn’t want a revolving door in his bedroom. Rather, he wanted women he could develop relationships with.

That didn’t mean that he had reached his cap by any means. It might make him feel like a lecher but he still thought he had room for more on Team Jay. Since the girls seemed to be up for adding “reserve” members who was he to argue. 

The harder part was when the girls who had rented the other three bungalows all took turns propositioning him. Two of them even offered to let his team stay with them. Kenzie was the first to reach him when they left the dungeon. Her normal frosty edge was gone, and she was nothing but warm and inviting, all but throwing herself up against him. 

She argued that they were going to need another healer, so she was sure to get a spot on Team Jay and they might as well skip to that now. Jay took a couple of kisses from her but then the girls’ voices telling him about how they wanted more formal commitment from him came back and he disengaged from Kenzie as gently as he could. 

He tried to soften the rejection by saying that she was still very much in the running to be added next. When that seemed to only agitate her he said, “Think of it this way. If you see how faithful I am to my team now, then you will know that you will have that same faithfulness from me when you are on the team.” 

That worked a little better, but she still walked away in a huff. At least she walked away and didn’t make him have to retreat. Mia’s invitation was harder for him to resist. He felt oddly drawn to her even before she had forged the link to share their stats. Now he couldn’t stop wanting to help her out.

When he told her the same line about faithfulness, she said, “You have no idea how hard it is for me to control myself, but I’m trying to respect you. You’ve done nothing but be kind to me so far and that was even when no one thought I had anything to offer. I appreciate that and won’t forget it, but god, I want you. It is so hard not to force myself onto you.”

Jay got a bit concerned since he didn’t know exactly what she meant. “Well you know that I would never force myself on you, so how could we ever have any sort of trust if you tried to force yourself onto me?”

“I know but it’s hard. Whatever these chemicals are that are rushing through me are making it hard to think straight. The only thing I can say is that I don’t want to be like Jasmine.”

“Well at least you seemed to get more confident today,” Jay said.

“Yes, I owe it all to you. Once I started exploring my powers, well let’s just say that you are in for a surprise. Trust me, it will be worth it to have me on your team. It won’t just be you who thinks so either.”

Then without another word she walked away, leaving Jay more than a little confused. The rest of the team came up to him and Amelia said, “It looks like we are sleeping outside tonight. Kenzie and Mia will both let us join their bungalows but there are strings attached. Jasmine rented the other one and she and Daphne are waiting over by it for you. You might want to avoid them.”

Jay looked over at Jessie with a raised eyebrow. Amelia simply said, “We filled Jessie in on the basics. Don’t worry, she will help protect you from big scary Jasmine too.”

“Very funny.”

“She’s only half-way kidding. If that manipulative bitch tries to get her hooks into our man then she will have all of us to deal with. So just make it easier on everyone by avoiding her unless one of us is with you,” Meikiyo said. Jay’s eyes got wide at the impassioned way in which she spoke. Clearly Amelia was rubbing off on her too. 

Jay said, “I guess the jungle won’t be so bad. All the predators are gone and we can set up a nice camp spot next to the stream. The sound of the water is soothing. Unless you all want to set up a platform.”

“I think camping beside the stream sounds nice, actually. Kinda pretend we are just roughing it rather than being stuck in some sick experiment,” Huong said before adding, “But we may need to set up two campsites.”

Jay must have had a confused expression on his face because Amelia elbowed him and said, “That’s up to Jessie, really. It’s her right to some privacy if she wants it.”

“Don’t I get a say in this?” Jay asked only to be answered by three resounding, “No’s” and a smiling Jessie.

“I wouldn’t mind a little alone time if that is okay with you three,” Jessie said.

“You are one of us now. Not an inferior member. We invited you into the core and you committed to all that means. You don’t need our permission. Each of us got private time with him,” Amelia said warmly. Then she grinned and said, “Just remember, I’ve got first dibs.”

Huong said, “You wish.”

Jay started walking for the dungeon as they did their playful bickering thing. Jessie ran ahead of the others and caught up to him. He felt her hand slip into his and marveled at how small it felt in his grasp. He was honestly still adjusting to adding four inches of height and forty pounds of mass. 

She was petite like Amelia, not like Huong and as he looked at her, the brilliant smile that met him back made him return it in kind. Her smile was definitely her best feature, not that the rest of the package was anything to complain about. She was toned and fit like Meikiyo but more filled out with more curves. Her blue hair instead of distracting seemed to just crown her beauty.

“Hey, I was wondering about your hair. I would have thought that your roots would be growing out by now, but it still all looks bright blue.”

If possible, her smile only intensified. “Yeah, I found that I can color the hair anyway I like. It is like a bird’s plumage so my ability allows me to modify it. Is there a color that you’d like better than blue?”

As she spoke her hair flickered to a lush rich green, then a vibrant neon red, followed by a natural-looking blond before returning to its blue. “See anything you like?”

Jay looked at her, and not at her eyes, as he said, “I see lots that I like. But keep your hair whatever color you like. I don’t expect you to change your appearance for me and why would you have to, you are gorgeous.”

She smiled and then got a serious look on her face. By this time they had reached the first-floor dungeon and entered before waiting for the others to catch up. “I think we need to talk about the other night. I’m so sorry for how I treated you. There really is no excuse and I’m just lucky that all of you were willing to accept me, even if it mostly was because my skills are a good fit.”

“I never would have guessed that it was possible for a girl as hot as you are to be insecure but…”

“Wait, you think I’m hot?” she asked but before Jay could even answer she pounced on him and had her legs wrapped around his middle and was kissing his face and neck with little nips.

Just about that time, the other three girls walked in and Amelia said, “Eww, get a room, you two.”

Jay managed to set Jessie down, but she was flush and her chest was rising and falling rapidly with her breaths. At least she managed to calm herself down while they walked to the stream. Jay helped do the manual labor of setting up their tents and then starting a fire. 

As a group they sat down to eat dinner and talk about the failed attempt on floor two. Soon, though conversation drifted to simpler things. They talked about their lives back on Earth and shared bits of themselves with each other. A couple hours passed faster than Jay realized as it felt like such a normal event. 

Finally, though he could sense that Jessie was getting more and more impatient. Huong said, “I’m getting tired. I think I will call it a night. Maybe you two should move down the stream a little ways.”

“There shouldn’t be anything hostile here, but if there is, call. We won't be that far away,” Jay said as he stood up. Jessie practically leapt from the ground and was headed down the bank of the stream so that Jay had to move right away to keep up with her. 

He heard Amelia behind him say, “Should we warn him?”

Then Meikiyo answered, “No, let him find out for himself.”

After that he was too far away to hear any more of their conversation. 

When he caught up to Jessie due to his longer strides he said, “So tell me a little bit more about yourself. I'd like to get to know you.”

“You mean you don’t want to just fuck me?” she asked with a pouty face.

Jay started to stumble over his words trying to find just the perfect cool guy thing to say but she saved him. “Don’t worry. If I didn’t know it already, the other girls clued me in that you aren’t just a hunky guy working to save all of our lives but you are actually a bit of a boy scout too. I have to admit instead of detracting from your appeal, it makes me all that much hotter. I really wanna see if I can crack that nice guy exterior and see what lurks inside. They wouldn’t give me the details but they said you showed them a little of that last night.”

“I may be a boy scout but it doesn’t keep me from staring at the asses of every girl here. But are you gonna tell me about yourself? I need a few minutes to set up our tent and it would be nice to talk while I’m doing it.”

“We can talk, but if it wouldn’t bother you too much, I’d rather just sleep on a spread-out blanket. I don’t want the tent blocking this beautiful sky. Oh and I might be more mobile than you are used to, so the tent may not be big enough.”

Jay wasn’t sure how to take that, so he just started laying out the blankets in the little spot they had found nestled against the stream. It was smaller than the large clearing the others were using and surrounded closely on all sides by trees. He had to use his psionic blade to slice down some underbrush because he wanted a little bit of space around them. 

He figured he should probably broach the awkward subject since she clearly had something she wanted to talk about but seemed nervous. “So, I didn’t think you would have enough credits to buy the necessary level of birth control now that I’m level 16. It cost 800 credits. I hope you aren’t offended that I went ahead and bought it already for you. If you need it, I’ve got it right here in my pack.”

She got a coy look on her face for a moment before asking, “Hmm, you didn’t make it to the terminal after we got back from the second floor. I would have noticed that. So when did you buy that?”

“Um… I got it earlier after we decided to invite you to the team. I just wanted to be prepared.”

“Yeah, boy scout motto and all. I guess you weren’t that unsure about what was gonna happen.”

“Sorry if that bothers you. I just know this is pretty expensive and didn’t want it to cause any problems.”

“No, I’m happy that you were confident about it. It makes the rest of this conversation that we need to have a little easier for me.”

“What has you so worked up? If it is about last night, it is flattering. I’m not upset about it. I didn’t feel threatened by you. Trust me if I wasn’t so committed to the team, I would have taken you up on it right then and there.”

“Now that I know just how much stronger you are, I can understand but it doesn’t change the intent that was in my mind at the time. I want to try to explain that and hopefully you can forgive me, but if not then I will accept if you kick me off the team.”

“Life is rarely simple and we are under the most stressful situation imaginable. Add to that the aphrodisiac effect of the water and it’s a wonder that the three guys aren’t getting jumped on all the time.”

“Maybe, but there is more to it for me.”

“Okay, so tell me about it.”

Jessie looked at the ground and then slowly started to speak, “Back home I was going to school to become a veterinarian.  I have always felt a connection with animals and now I know why. Latent within me were these abilities. At least that is what I think is going on. I think this experiment is evolving us far faster than would be naturally possible.”

“Huong and I have talked about that some before. I think that is probably fairly likely. I would still like to ask the people conducting this experiment about it someday, maybe as I’m choking the life out of them.”

She smiled and then continued, “For sure, but there are side effects to some of our powers. I always studied animal behavior, well I have been studying the behavior of the people here now. Let me give you some simple examples. Meikiyo’s flame has made her more confident and more passionate. She is still reserved but not like before. I saw her the night that you saved her. The girl with us now is a very different person.”

“That is because she has worked so hard to overcome her fears,” Jay disputed.

“I am not discounting that, but there is more to it, or so I believe. Consider Huong. I watched in the beginning. She was helpful and curious, but she has become more nurturing and more of a people pleaser than she already was. That is again consistent with her powers.”

Jay started to say something, “Or consider yourself. In the beginning you volunteered and wanted to help but didn’t want to lead. The girls told me about your dreams, so I know that may be playing a factor too, but you have become more confident. Look at the way you attacked all those monsters last night all on your own.”

“Maybe, I would like to think that was just my concern for all of you.”

“Okay two more examples to prove my point. Kenzie was pretty friendly in the beginning. I remember when she was first on the council. She was always checking up on everyone. Now she is fairly cold to most people. It seems like her ice powers are affecting her disposition.”

“Now that one doesn’t make as much sense. Sure she has ice powers but she is also a healer.”

“True but not like Huong. She doesn’t coax damaged tissue to regenerate, she sucks out damage in some weird process that we don’t really understand and let me tell you that her healing is fucking painful.”

“I don’t know. You could be right.”

“My last example proves it. Jasmine was very clearly concerned about everyone in the beginning but as her power to control people's emotions has increased, she clearly cares less about everyone else and has become very manipulative. Maybe she always had some of that inside of her and getting the power just revealed it or maybe the power is corrupting her. The point is that she is changing in conjunction with her power.”

Jay sat there pondering her words. It did make sense. It also gave him a way out of being quite so hard on Jasmine which was a plus to him. It didn’t make her any safer to be around, but at least he could understand. “Okay but none of that explains what has you so upset about it. Are you worried that you are going to change to become more like the animals that you take traits from?”

“I already am. That’s the point. I just worry about how far it will go. I didn’t just jump you because of the water. I jumped you because of an animal instinct that I felt to breed with the alpha male. It was almost overwhelming and I can’t promise that it won’t come back again. Even now, I feel it in the back of my mind. There is an impulse to not take that birth control.”

Jay could feel the heat drain out of his face and expected that he probably went white because she almost immediately said, “Don’t worry I’ll take it. Give it to me now.”

He reached into his backpack and pulled it out for her. She set the pill on her tongue then swallowed it and made a show of showing him her empty mouth. Jay suddenly felt very uncomfortable. “Look, you don’t have to do that. I trust you. That is what this team has been built on. I will never lie to any of you. I mean. I will either keep my mouth shut or I will tell you the truth. You may not always like it but what I tell you will always be the truth as I understand it.”

“Thank you, I just felt sorta weird after confessing my strange desires. Please believe me that I wouldn’t go and get pregnant without talking to you about it first. Certainly not in a place like this, but you do have to understand that I have real impulses that are a side effect of my power and if I act too weird, please tell me.”

“Look at where we are. I think I can handle a little weird.”

“Let’s see if you still think that in the morning.”





Chapter 17- Wild Thing

For the next half an hour Jay and Jessie talked. They cuddled as he lay back watching the stars, and she laid her head across his chest. The noises of the jungle were an ever-present background. The monkeys and other smaller creatures seemed even louder than usual, probably because there weren’t any predators around.

Against that was the counterpoint of the soothing sounds of the stream only a few feet from their bed beneath the stars. Jay shared about his mother and sister. It was becoming easier to talk about it after sharing it with the other three. Then there was also something about Jessie’s vulnerability in her fears about losing herself to the animals she borrowed traits from, which made it easier to talk to her. 

Jasmine might have been the first girl here that he had a thing for, but she was more like Trina, his old crush back home. Admired from afar but never a relationship that really had a chance. This time, the failure was because of the corrupting influences of Jasmine’s powers. 

In contrast, Amelia was a confidant. Someone he felt like he was able to trust implicitly and yet who he counted on to keep him on his toes. There was just a chemistry that he felt with her whether in or out of bed that made for a special connection. 

Huong was different but still the same. He trusted her. He knew her need to nurture him and so in some ways she became that mothering figure to him. Except if he thought about the things he did with her, then there was nothing motherly about that. 

Meikiyo was the one that he would have most considered like a lover. She was delicate but also had a fierce side. She could be strong when necessary but also didn’t mind depending upon him. Their conversations under the stars had always been the deepest since he arrived here. Talking about dreams and aspirations, the intangibles of life. 

With three girlfriends already in his life, he didn’t think there would be room for more but somehow, Jessie was filling a niche that he didn’t know was missing. She was like a buddy. He could already talk to her openly, but about nothing and still feel like he was having a good time. 

She didn’t challenge him like Amelia, nurture him like Huong, or dream with him like Meikiyo. She was someone he could just shoot the shit with and not feel like he had wasted his time. Of course she was better than any buddy he had ever had before with that killer smile, perky breasts, and tight backside. 

Those stories from history about the ancient kings, emperors, and sultans with all the wives had never really made any sense to him. Perhaps because of the death of his mother and sister or perhaps because he had trouble maintaining a serious relationship with a girlfriend, either way it was not something he could have foreseen. Now there were certain practicalities about the future of the human race and he was glad to be finding women that he could, respect, like and dare he say even learn to love. 

Those thoughts were ripped from his mind though as Jessie suddenly nipped rather sharply at his ear. He jerked his head to look at her as if to say, “What was that for?” 

She looked up at him while pressing herself against his chest still as she asked, “Are you sure that I can be myself?”

He grinned as he thought for a second. She was very intent about this but how could he not give his all to her. Who knew he might even like whatever her kink was. “Yes, I promise you can be yourself. I won’t judge you.”

“Okay, just remember you said that,” she said as she got up and stepped away from him. She began to perform the most delicious dance, peeling off her clothing slowly as she swayed her hips hypnotically in front of him. 

First her leather armor came off, followed by her shirt. He had been right. Her breasts were perky and firm. The perfect indication of healthiness and sexuality standing put on display right in front of him. 

Then as she worked out of her shorts, he couldn’t pull his eyes away. Underneath she had a flimsy pair of pink panties. He thought they were what were called boy shorts style and loved the way that they framed her toned ass. 

She pushed it up a level as she turned away from him while she started to work her panties to the floor. She leaned forward and gave him the most inviting sight any man could ever see in the perfectly bare lips of her womanhood. As he was staring and stripping his own clothes off as quickly as he could, she looked back over her shoulder and the look on her face promised a night of delights.

He was a bit shocked as he finished taking off his clothes and saw her legs twitch as the thighs and calves thickened. It wasn’t that they were unattractive, the overall shape was still very feminine but now a female form with the muscles of a fitness model only denser. More changes followed as she grew a light almost snake-like set of scales across her torso while leaving her breasts unaffected.

Her arms came next as they filled out with more muscle and her nails grew into a shorter version of the talons she had been wielding earlier. Her back twisted some and suddenly her breasts jutted out in an even more gravity-defying manner while her waist narrowed and her hips widened. He almost didn’t notice the final change as her teeth grew back into those of a predator. 

Where moments before a girl that he could relax and just have fun with had been curled up against his chest, now this creature of feral lust stood before him. As much as the physical changes were significant, even more was the aura that she exuded. He had to have her. There was a scent that she was putting off that made him feel more beast than man himself.

Jay beckoned to her asking her to join him on the blanket again, but she shook her head. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Only the strong get to mate. You have to prove yourself. You have to catch me. You have to dominate me,” she spoke barely above a throaty whisper but the sound carried clearly to him. 

Normally Jay might have not really been into the entire chasing after a woman thing. In the modern world that was done over coffee, dinner, and witty Snapchat banter. Maybe for the rich, with fancy cars and expensive presents. Now though whatever pheromones she was putting off had taken hold of him. Combined with his natural desire for her and the effects of the chemicals already surging through his blood and Jay was lost in lust. He leapt right at her. 

She nimbly dodged to the side and laughed. Clearly she enjoyed being chased. He turned on her, amplifying his speed and said, “Careful, I could hurt you.”

She side stepped his lunge once as she taunted, “Prove it.”

So he ramped his speed up another level. Whatever combination of beast traits she had taken on were making her both strong and agile, but perhaps most importantly it was enhancing her reaction time. She might not be faster than him and certainly wasn’t stronger but all she had to do was make minor adjustments to avoid his arms as he reached for her. 

If Jay had been a simple beast, they would have gone round and round till she slipped up or one of them grew tired. He was more than a beast though. He had abilities beyond that. So while keeping his speed at the second level he also activated his Precognition to maximum. 

This time as he started to move for her, he saw in his mind’s eye almost a map of how she would move in response. So he was able to pivot a split second ahead of her with the result that instead of avoiding him she threw herself into his arms. Jay drew her close and kissed her neck while pulling her in to him. 

She pushed to test his strength but only for a moment. His arms were bands of steel and she couldn’t budge them at all. So she reversed course and angled her back to push her breasts up into his face. He didn’t fight it but put his mouth to his prize. He could only think in the most primal of ways now. 

His body was awash in her scent and he saw her as a mate to be had. Mindless of her sharp teeth he moved his mouth from tasting her nipples to lock lips with her and kiss her. Then he dropped to the ground carrying her with him, their tongues entwined. She had a sweet taste like strawberries and he wanted more of it. Jay didn’t know if that taste was another aspect of her power, nor did he care. It was driving him crazy.

As he relaxed his arms to move her around, she pulled away from him. Jay couldn’t be sure but it was almost like a low growl came from him and he prepared to catch her again. She was already caught though and just wanted to show it. 

She moved only a foot away and then dropped to all fours on the ground. Lowering her head, in submission, she pushed her back side up and her thighs parted to present herself to him. Even as he moved to her, she whimpered with her need for him in her. 

This wasn’t like with any of the others. He wasn’t teasing her. She wasn’t teasing him. Nor was this the gentle lovemaking he shared with Meikiyo or the passionate play with Amelia. It wasn’t even the same as Huong’s urge to be pleasing. 

This was more primal. He has proven his might in multiple battles throughout the day. That had caught the attention of this lovely female. When the time came, she had tested his worthiness one more time, and he had proven himself capable of catching her.

Now all that she wanted was to offer up her waiting body to him, to her mate. She wanted him in the most basic of ways, with a passion that only a bitch in heat can know. And he accommodated her. His hands slid to her hips as his cock drove into her with force. 

He wasn’t trying to hurt her, but nor was this some feeble attempt to please her. What would please her was his seed poured into her to enable her to bear strong offspring. He thrust with a single-minded purpose. The passion of their joining was intense as she pushed back trying to take more of him and he felt like her pussy had been crafted for the sole purpose of holding his cock. 

Thrust after thrust and her stomach rippled as he shoved himself up into her. She moaned and begged for more. She wanted it harder. She wanted him to take her. Then as the walls of her velvet slit massaged him he lost control and erupted inside of her. 

Still she wouldn’t stop but kept pushing back into him trying to keep him buried deep within her. Her snake-like torso tensed and he felt her clamp down on him even harder. As the fog of passion lifted, he felt a euphoria beyond what came with a powerful ejaculation. This was the pride of the male who has taken his mate. 

The two of them collapsed to the ground with him still buried in her. His arms instinctively wrapped around her protectively and she spooned in against him. When he leaned his head in towards her and began kissing her neck, he could hear her purring softly.

As he lay buried within her, Jay felt her body transform back to its normal sexy self. The softness returned and the vise-like grip on his cock loosened. She squirmed until she turned to face him and threw her leg over him pulling herself right up against him.

Her breasts which were good enough to give Amelia a run for her money pressed up against his chest and he could feel the way the nipples still stuck out. It was a pleasant sensation against his body and a reminder that he wasn’t the only one who was still horny.

Jay felt her shudder and then sigh, “Thank you.”

He bent his neck to kiss her mouth warmly, with affection more so than passion. “I should be thanking you. That was amazing. I would be afraid to let loose like that with the others for fear of hurting them.”

She gave him that smile of hers that lit her face up but somehow he knew it was a special smile just for him. “Then it will be our little secret. But, just so you know, I may need you like that again. There are times that the instincts just seem to get out of control within me. Not that you have to wait for me to ask. If you need to fuck me harder, just let me know. I can adapt my body so you don’t have to worry about holding back.”

“I will be here for you,” Jay said as if that wasn’t the most obvious thing in the world. 

“Okay, I will take you up on that, often. But now I want to make love to you as a woman does with her boyfriend.” She pressed Jay over and slid up on top of him, straddling his member and began to slowly work up and down in a delightful rhythm. Soon Jessie was riding him with a vigor almost as intense as she had in her transformed state. 

He laughed to himself that apparently she could change shapes but there would always be a little bit of the beast in her. Then he stopped worrying about details or dungeon levels or even what the next day would bring. Instead he just lost himself in passionate lovemaking which lasted until two hours before dawn when she finally collapsed asleep in his arms, completely spent and a huge smile on her face. 

Jay didn’t know how it was possible but he had four women in his life and he couldn’t have possibly picked his favorite. They were all precious to him and he didn’t know if there were enough hours in the day to show that to them. The last thought as he drifted off was to wonder how well they would play together if it came to that. 





Chapter 18- Grinding


The next three weeks settled into a truly joyful time in Jay’s life. Every day he dedicated two hours to running groups through the first floor of the dungeon. Then he would spend time with his main team trying to improve their time on the second floor. He started to figure out patterns to the barbed beetle attacks. 

It wasn’t the most creative name, but it was apt and once he started calling them that it caught on quickly. Both Miguel and Tyler worked together to try to take a team into the second floor but after two of their members died on the first run, they went back to farming the first floor. They learned how to do the gathering quest and started to make a fair amount of credits that way. 

Within Team Jay the joke was that they had the hunter male, while the others were just gatherer males. They kept that to themselves though because tensions were already building for Team Jay to expand again. Others kept bringing up the idea that the team needed alternates and by the three-week mark thanks to a combination of the team and their own efforts everyone in the cluster was at least level 10. 

The girls of Team Jay had all reached level 15 with the awakening that morning and they had a serious debate about whether to try to make the race time or just focus on training for a day to try to cross the second threshold. Jay was pushing for training as the extra stats that they would gain would be tremendously useful in crossing the desert. With practice the girls had learned to do it without him carrying them but none of them could keep up with him except for Jessie.

Jay himself had made good progress and worked harder than anyone else, usually only getting three or four hours of sleep per night. Part of that was the training and part of it was the fact that he was pulled four directions by four equally gorgeous women who all wanted intimate time with him. Yes, indeed these had been a good three weeks for Jay. 

This morning he had hit level 29, and he was starting to worry about what would happen once he crossed this next threshold. The progression was steady but without a Wiki he didn’t know if there was a max level or anything like that. Besides, the skill increases were more important since he only got one stat increase at each level as compared to crossing a threshold and not only getting ten stat points but also having his body scrambled and put back together all improved. 

The other thing that had taken up a good chunk of his time each day was training with Mia. He always made sure that he trained with two of the girls who wanted spots on the team but somehow, she always ended up being one of them. The other girls all got time but her skills just interested him more. 

Speaking of the others, the cluster had pretty much divided up into three camps but Tyler and Miguel’s camps might as well have been one. Jay was still the de facto leader, and no one had gone against his instructions yet, except maybe Jasmine behind his back, but he couldn’t prove that. The simple truth of it was that as long as she was still trying to be on his good side she kept everyone else in line and that made training simpler. That was all he cared about right now. 

Jay’s camp was composed of thirteen people, the five official members of Team Jay and the eight hopefuls, Jasmine, Mia, Kenzie, Emma, Ava, Charlotte, Samantha, Daphne, and Madison. Tyler’s group was him and four of the girls after the deaths on the second floor, while Miguel’s was him and five of the girls. 

This left a block of ten girls who were for the most part too scared to enter the dungeon. They trained some but only if they were pushed to it and all of them were still level two or three while everyone else in the cluster had passed the first threshold and most were approaching level ten. Some like those on Team Jay and the trainees who took things the most seriously were already past that point. 

Both the other guys thought Jay was crazy for not sleeping with all the girls who wanted him. Whenever he explained that he liked to build a connection with them, Tyler would crack a joke or make a circle with one thumb and index finger while pushing another finger saying that was all the connection he needed. Truthfully though, Jay didn’t really care what they thought. Miguel seemed decent enough when Tyler wasn’t around but the two together were insufferable so Jay focused on the others. 

His team was still the most important part of his day but Jay had actually really come to look forward to the one-on-one training he had with each of the other girls. Well except for Jasmine. He always avoided her. That might not work for much longer though as he could tell even through her calm exterior that she was getting tired of it. 

Today he was gonna train with two of the girls as he wanted to start helping them learn to combine their powers. The way in which Amelia and Jessie had worked together had opened his eyes to a whole new world of possible combos. For that, Madison and Charlotte were an obvious first choice. 

It wasn’t that he liked them better than any of the other girls so much as that their abilities would combine so easily and even work with one of his. It didn’t hurt that they were sort of polar opposites. Madison was super chill and very relaxed about almost everything. She still hit on him, but it was more of a “don’t you want some of this” way rather than an aggressiveness that he got from so many of the others.

Charlotte made him laugh. When he first met her, he would have taken her for one of the popular girls that every school has. After their first one-on-one training session he had managed to break through her shell. Honestly, he had been able to connect pretty well with each of the girls, which to his mind was saying a lot about how far he had come. Amelia would undoubtedly claim credit for that.

The thing was with Charlotte that she turned out to have a sense of humor and not like he would have expected at all. She was downright perverse in her jokes, not in a creepy old man sort of way but more in a middle school boy sorta way. She turned everything into an innuendo. Every time she shot one of her arrows it became a joke about penetration or hitting the target.  Amidst all the seriousness of their situation it made him laugh. That was worth quite a lot to him. 

Today he found both girls at the agreed training spot on the first floor of the dungeon. It had already been cleared of predators and so was relatively safe. He was able to catch a snippet of their conversation. 

“So how do you think he is gonna take it?” Charlotte asked.

“Most guys don’t like to be pushed into things but then again most guys would have already been making the rounds. He is an odd one, but I like him. I mean even if we weren’t stuck here, he would be quite a catch,” Madison answered.

Jay stood very still now, as he wanted to know what they were talking about.

“Well if anyone can get him to agree to it, Jasmine can,” Charlotte said.

“Yeah but am I the only one she sorta creeps out. I mean I never know if I agree with her because she makes sense or because she is manipulating me.”

“That’s true, but it’s also hard to argue with her reasoning on this. It isn’t really fair. Like she said, if he was the only bottle of water, we couldn’t let just four girls have it. They would have to share with everyone.”

“The real question though is do I just want a ‘drink of water’,” Madison said while making air quotes, “or do I want the whole package. You’ve seen the way he is with his team members. Those four have it bad for him and if they aren’t girls in love, then I’ve never seen love before.”

“I’m not bashful about what I want from him. I want to have a grin on my face like Amelia does when she thinks nobody is watching her. I mean not only is he hot and I’m sure a great lay, but he is so cute too. You should have seen the look on his face last time we were training. He was helping me retrieve arrows from the trees and one of the times when he went to pull the arrow out, I started to moan. He stopped and stared at me like he thought I was hurt.”

Madison started laughing before Charlotte had even finished her story. The two of them just giggled at each other. Finally she asked, “Well what did you say to him?”

Charlotte continued as soon as she got control of her laughing, “I managed to totally keep a straight face but it was harder than it sounds. Then while I was moaning, I said, ‘Oh don’t pull it out. Leave it there, it feels so good.’ He doesn’t think my jokes are juvenile, he ended up laughing right along. Better yet though, I could see that I clearly got a rise out of him and he spent the rest of our training session distracted and staring at my ass.”

By this point Jay had heard enough so he coughed and walked in. Both girls giggled and then acted as though nothing was going on. Charlotte said, “So what’s this about combo training? If you wanted to have a threesome, you should have just told us.”

Even knowing that she was trying to mess with him, Jay still felt his face got hot and saw both of them struggle not to laugh again. The situation wasn’t made any easier by the fact that he had no doubt he could have pulled it out right there and been busy with both of them in five seconds flat. 

“No, only a way to improve our powers by working together. You know I’m faithful to the team members.”

“Yes, we know and it’s part of what makes you so adorable,” Madison said.

“Okay, well let’s get down to it. Charlotte, you have a number of skills that combine to make you the most amazing archer. Your Zealous Fury can add a significant amount of damage but only if you feel threatened or someone you care about feels threatened. We haven’t been able to repeat that effect in plain training, only when hunting. So we have to find other ways to make your arrows more powerful. How many arrows can you fire per second?”

She answered, “If I’m going all out I can fire three arrows per second but I also have been practicing since last time. I hit level eight and can put all three of those arrows tip to tip in the target. You might say it’s sort of like triple penetration.”

Jay did his best to ignore the comment as he turned towards Madison. “So have you had any more luck with your earth form?” 

“A little, but not as much as I want. The skill is only at level four and I can’t seem to maintain it for longer than a minute so far before I'm fully drained. I still feel more comfortable with my ability to increase or decrease mass. I’ve also worked on my Tremor Sense, so I know you were listening to our conversation before you coughed,” Madison said while grinning at Jay.

“Uh… yeah… sorry about that.”

“No biggie, but you should know that I have learned another skill called Multiply Object. It duplicates the mass and shape of an object but so far it can’t be very large. If I go all out now, I can make four copies at a time. They only last a few seconds but I think as I practice more I will be able to increase that.”

“That is even better than what I had in mind. First, though, do you think you could increase the mass of Charlotte’s arrow in flight?”

“Never tried it with something moving that fast, but I can do it with a rock that I throw, so I guess it should be possible.”

“Okay, so let’s experiment with how much mass you can add before you throw the arrow off course. Charlotte, we will have to count on your skill to keep adjusting accordingly.”

Both girls nodded and over the next few minutes they tested it with two dozen arrows. They found that she was able to add more than triple the mass before the arrows deviated too far from their course because Charlotte’s accuracy was so great. 

“Next phase, I am gonna add my power to the arrow too. I want you to keep adding the same mass but I will be making the arrows go faster.” 

The explosion that occurred when the first arrow hit the tree was loud and brought most everyone who was in the dungeon running to see what happened. Now with an audience they started repeating it. The impacts absolutely destroyed the arrow each time and any tree that wasn’t six feet across or more was brought down. More than one time, Jay had to speed over to save someone from being crushed by a falling tree. 

Once they got that down, Jay said, “Okay, I want you to maximize the mass you add, but only after I maximize the speed. So, we will need to back up a bit. You may feel some strain trying to work on the arrow that far away but I think this could be devastating.”

With that they moved till they were exactly 800 feet from the target tree. It was a good-sized one with a trunk about 12 feet across. They could be precise because Charlotte’s skill allowed them to measure the distance with much more accuracy than Jay could eyeball it.

The first arrow struck the tree before Madison could increase the mass. So Jay told her to start an instant earlier. Even without the extra mass the arrow still sunk into the tree until it couldn’t be seen. This time though with the added mass, the arrow weighed a good twenty-five pounds, and the explosion split the tree right down the middle. 

Everyone cheered and Jay was happy. An attack like that would one shot anything they had faced so far easily. “Okay, one more experiment. This time, Madison, I want you to add mass and then multiply the arrows. Charlotte, you will have to adjust your aim because she will have to add the mass sooner and it may throw your aim off even with the arrow moving thousands of miles per hour.”

Happy with their previous success, both girls smiled and Madison said, “I’ll do my best.”

They all focused and Jay could sense the tension from the others. Charlotte stood in the middle with Jay on one side and Madison on the other. The energy gathered around them made the hair on his arms stand up. Most astonishingly, the tip of the arrow that Charlotte had nocked was glowing with the same energy that signified her Zealous Fury. 

She said, “I guess strong emotion can work to activate the skill too.”

Her focus was intense as she pulled the string back to her ear and then the swoosh of the release caused Jay and Madison to activate their abilities. He was faster because of his greater skill level but she was only a split second behind him. When the arrow finally reached the target, it was not a single arrow but five. Each of them weighing 25 lbs and each had a glowing tip. 

The trajectory of the arrow had an arc as Charlotte had adjusted and they rained down on the spot where the huge tree had already been split in half. Each arrow boomed and flashed with the light of emotion turned into deadly energy. The crater left by each charged projectile was a good five feet deep and ten feet around. 

After that, Jay let everyone else know the show was over while he finished up training with Madison and Charlotte. They experimented with trying to add mass to his psionic blade but found that she wasn’t able to. Then adding mass to his fists even as he increased the size of them with his body shaping. They tested Charlotte’s accuracy in hand to hand combat and both the girls sparred with him till they ended up on their backs.

At one point as he pinned Madison despite her trying to decrease his mass, she snuck a kiss from him. A second later, Charlotte hopped up from her back and took advantage of Jay’s reduced mass and his shock from the kiss to lift him up. It was a testament though to the non-stop training Jay had been doing that he quickly flipped her over and managed to pin both girls to the ground again. 

“Oh, I like this,” Madison said. 

Charlotte added, “If you wanted us on our backs, all you had to do was ask.”

Jay quickly got up before temptation got the better of him. “Thank you for training. What was incredible is what you two can do together and the three of us even more. Both of you still need to work on your hand to hand but you are making real progress. So maybe we can try this again in a few days. Gotta run off to my next training session.”

Both girls pouted but knew better than to try to convince him to stay, so they just watched him leave in a blur of motion as he ran at full speed. 

A few minutes later he reached the training spot he and Mia always used. It was a short distance down the trail into the rocky hills that separated the beach from the clearing around the ziggurat. It was not too far away for her to get to and yet out of the way enough to be private. 

When she saw him arrive, Mia smiled and said, “It is always so amazing to see you run that fast. You must be going over a hundred miles per hour. I hope you don’t do everything that fast.”

Jay smiled back and sat down next to her as he opened a canteen to drink some water. Days of training with him had relaxed Mia enough that she felt comfortable teasing him now too. They had made a great deal of progress on her powers. 

She was able to link a single stat at a time for extended periods or could link up to three stats between two people for a short time. She was now so good that she could link a single stat so that they got a 60% exchange and she could maintain the link at any range. It was the closest that they had to a true buff that didn’t have to be actively maintained. 

Jay was really proud of her. She had made it to level nine, and that was without any real combat. Her skills still were not suited to combat, but he saw a ton of potential in them. Her Empathetic Bond would allow two people to move in a much more coordinated fashion. He had visions of being able to apply that to an entire team in battle. 

Expanded Mind was a prime example of why he was so impressed with her. It allowed her to think at a rapid rate and seemingly draw knowledge in from an unknown source. With it she was able to design an intricate alarm system to protect the area around the bungalows from incursions by the barbed beetles. One of the girls was able to weave a metallic thread and others combined to make various components, but it was Mia who put it all together. 

She swore she had no technical experience before but was already displaying master-level engineering skills. The problem was more than any other skill, Expanded Mind took a physical toll on her. She also could only retain the knowledge she gained for a limited period of time. 

Her most promising combat skill was Borrowed Adaptation. As close as they could figure it allowed her to temporarily copy an ability that someone else possessed. Yet due to Jay’s desire to keep her working on the other skills they had not pushed that. 

She even developed a Formation skill. She could now create small constructs called PSI Crystals. They appeared to be a cloudy type of quartz with an intricate web of lines running around inside of them. So far they had been able to store both PSI and Stamina in them but only she had been able to access the energy once stored. Jay was hoping that would change and this would provide a means to power others up and possibly even create their own form of enchanted weapons. 

“So, have you been practicing since yesterday?” Jay asked.

“For hours, I managed to hit level nine at the reset today.”

“Great, proud of all the work you are putting in.”

Mia smiled at the praise and said, “How could I not. I see how hard you work for all of us. I know you do it because it’s the right thing, but you motivate me. I just wish my abilities were more useful. I hope you know how much we are all thankful for everything you do.”

“Oh, I get thanked plenty. Besides as you said, I’m not doing this for the thanks. I am doing it because it is the right thing to do. And, you shouldn’t underestimate your abilities. I think it might be time to put you and Huong to work on trying to craft some powered armor and weapons. She has made some good progress on working with the carapaces from the second floor but if you two could find a way to embed your PSI crystals in them… well let’s just say I think that could be impressive.”

“I’ll try it for you. I’ll work till we get you what you need,” Mia said.

“For now, how about we practice some hand to hand? I know that it isn’t your strong suit, but it serves two purposes. I will feel better if you have at least some ability to defend yourself and it will test your ability to maintain your other skills at the same time.”

“Okay, so, should I use Shared Potential?”

“Yes, on both Awareness and Durability, but what I want you to do is gonna be hard so don’t push any one skill too hard. You will be trying to run three skills at one time. I want you to use Empathetic Bond so that you will be able to sense how I am going to react and Expanded Mind to try to learn fighting techniques. Hopefully you will be able to keep them all running with the extra PSI you will get from me. I don’t want you to hurt yourself but you need to push hard in order to grow as quickly as possible.”

Mia gulped, knowing how hard what Jay was asking of her would be, but she had seen him use at least four and maybe five skills at the same time. “I won’t let you down.”

A moment later, Jay felt the connection establish between them. First as they began sharing their stats, he gained two Durability and six Awareness from her. The latter had a greater impact as he felt more in tune with the world around him. His perceptions seemed to speed up, and he almost felt smarter. 

Then the connection deepened as he felt her forge an Empathetic Bond between the two of them. He could tell how the air tingled across her skin or the way that she kept getting annoyed when her bangs fell in front of her eyes. He felt an underlying level of insecurity that he always felt from her but at the same time could tell that she understood he thought highly of her. 

The one part of the bond that he tried most to close himself off to was the attraction that he felt from her. He wondered if this was what the other girls felt when he was using his Sensual Projection. This seemed more delicate yet more intimate at the same time. He hoped that he was keeping a lid on his own attraction for her. It wouldn’t be appropriate to let that leak out. 

Then all of a sudden her eyes popped wide open, and she gasped, sucking in air. Jay would have been worried except that he had seen this reaction before. It was the same each time. She had expanded her mind and was now getting knowledge that she didn’t naturally possess but which was at least temporarily hers. 

Then a wicked smile crossed her face. “That was a first,” Jay thought as she said, “Oh this is so on. I know kung fu now.”

A moment later and Jay was stepping back on the defensive. He was still stronger and had the ability to harden his skin as well as further enhancing his speed and skill but he wanted this to be a meaningful sparring session for her. The thing was that she moved unlike any of the other girls he sparred with. Even the ones like Amelia, who had some kickboxing in her past, couldn’t move like this. Jessie, maybe, but none of the others. 

There was a grace to her movements like a dancer and her flexibility clearly came into play. Even with the empathetic bond he wasn’t able to predict her movements quickly enough. She was all instinct and no thought. All he could do was react. 

Every time that he pushed forward with a punch, she would turn his own momentum against him and send him flying head over heels to land on his back. He began having to incorporate more skills in order to keep up. A grin came to her face and he could sense the satisfaction that she felt at his frustration over having so much trouble keeping up with her. 

If nothing else it was showing Jay just how much he actually had to learn about hand to hand combat. Clearly, all of them were going to be taking lessons from Sensei Mia at this rate. Now when a kick came into him, he would harden the part of his body at the point of impact just enough to keep from having the wind knocked out of his lungs or his knee from giving out. 

It was good practice managing the skill so precisely. He would activate it with just a moment’s notice and then turn it off just as quickly to focus on something else. Now when she flipped him, he would use his Kinetic Dampening field to slow his descent enough to land on his feet. 

Eventually they were both drenched in sweat and he was forced to keep a low level of his Precognition active just to be able to keep up with her. She was beautiful and clearly in her element. However, the strain of maintaining all the skills started to get to her, when she tried to activate a fourth skill. 

She borrowed his enhanced speed and suddenly her punches and kicks were a blur. None came in straight, but all a series of curves and angles so he couldn’t keep up. Midway through a particularly graceful aerial kick, Mia’s body stiffened under the strain and Jay was barely able to move quickly enough to catch her. 

Her arms fell around her and through their link he felt the pain she was in. He recognized it as the pain of a depleted core. “That’s enough. Turn your skills off,” he said. 

She must have been too lost in her own pain as she dropped all the skills except for the Empathetic Bond which seemed to magnify. It went from him feeling surface sensations to having a deeper connection with her. His own head felt like it was splitting open even though he knew the pain was hers. 

Still the two of them collapsed to the ground in a tangle of limbs and both fell into a shallow unconsciousness as the bond consumed them.





Interlude 4- Trouble on the Horizon

Alarms were going off all over the leviathan. It was not just in D’varn’s lab. These were the sort of alarms that sent every A’snkarnt flying in their hover pod to their respective stations. It was a proximity alarm. A spatial disruption consistent with a wormhole was opening less than ten million miles from their location.

Once upon a time, such an event would not have been anything to worry about. In the glory days of the inter-galactic alliance there had been a dozen races with similar technology. Now most of those races had been exterminated. The Skiorth had fled known space. The Dellan and Kriero existed only as tiny remnants of a few hundred surviving members. Once proud races and allies, they were now left to the mercy and hospitality of the A’snkarnt.

Only two races, the A’snkarnt and Forlorn, still regularly made use of such technology. That was if the Forlorn could be properly called a race and not a tribute to the systematic elimination of life and diversity. 

D’varn checked his scanners and saw that a single cruise ship had exited the portal in the expanse between Earth and Mars. The location for such a portal was troubling but when combined with the things that D’varn had uncovered over the past twenty cycles worked to further confirm his suspicions. 

Still core-frame had determined that a single cruiser represented little to no threat to the leviathan. Of course, it also extrapolated the fact that if one ship had this location, then others might as well. There was also the fact that at this distance the hoomans of Earth would be detecting the ship even with their primitive technology. The Forlorn were many things but subtle was not one of them. 

The concern that D’varn had foremost in his mind was what would happen if the Forlorn tried to co-opt the hoomans. They would have no choice but to respond to that. Billions of hoomans converted by their enemies and another planet of raw resources was not something that could be allowed. It wasn’t that he was super concerned about what happened to hoomans as a whole. 

They were not yet advanced enough to contribute to the war in any meaningful way. Yet they were like a fascinating ant colony. He was curious about the frenzied lives and motivations which moved them along. Motivations which his people had long since evolved past. 

The leviathan’s technology was still advanced beyond anything the Forlorn possessed and unless they had a specific location, it would appear as nothing more than a lifeless moon floating in the vastness of space. The concerns about the spy made D'varn concerned though that they might know the exact location. 

Even then the leviathan had many times the firepower that a single cruiser possessed. It was not a warship. The A’snkarnt possessed far too few of those. They never had been truly a war-like people. Still their shield, cloaking, and particle weapons were enough to rip the cruiser apart. 

He watched it on the tracking system rather than using a view screen. It moved in their general direction but not on an intercept course with the leviathan. All too quickly it became apparent that the ship was headed towards the Earth. Probe ships launched out of it. 

Connected as he was, D’varn saw the calculations that core-frame ran about the best course of action now. There was a distinct possibility that the attack against the Earth was only meant to get the leviathan to reveal itself. Yet, they had so many resources invested in this planet. 

The hoomans were not much now, but the testing was showing that at least a small percentage of them were able to adapt quickly enough to possibly become of use. For all that the sabotage had increased the level of the chemicals intended to stimulate evolutionary change in the hoomans’ DNA, it had not worked out quite as badly as it might have.

Nearly 90% of the hooman test subjects were now dead. At least almost all the rest had progressed past the first threshold. It had been less than 40 cycles since the experiment had begun and this progress was more than satisfactory. All the simulations run by core-frame even with their flawed data had shown that the early stages would be the hardest for the hoomans.

The difficulty of adapting to a new environment was always difficult for any species. Likewise the initial evolutionary changes often culled the weaker members of a race. The hoomans had shown an incredible ability to adapt that was only matched by their capacity for poor decision making. 

Most exciting now was that a second cluster had started to show real potential. M1789 was still far and away the leader but one of the females, F00917, had just passed the second threshold and was gathering quite a following amongst her hooman compatriots. Several of the females associated with M1789 were also on the cusp of the second threshold. 

Still if this much progress had been made in less than 40 cycles, D’varn was truly excited to see how far they could go in another few hundred cycles. The simulations all showed that their growth, leveling, and evolution would all accelerate and it was difficult to predict the upper limits. No race with this level of adaptability had ever been discovered before. That alone was enough reason to make sure that they were not incorporated into the Forlorn. 

The only real problem was that there might not be enough time for the experiment to run its course. Breeding was the eventual goal but the timetable for that might have to be pushed up the same as the rest. The A’snkarnt needed warriors to do what they were no longer capable of doing.

Another alarm sounded then. One which D’varn had never expected to hear. Apparently core-frame had reached a decision on the best course of action and the Supreme Council had approved it. Now for the first time in millennia the leviathan was about to move. 





Chapter 19- Putting the Pieces Together

Jay woke up feeling strong arms wrapped around him. The ground around him lurched, but the arms gave him a sense of security that he hadn’t felt in so long. Wait, no one was holding him. Instead as he opened his eyes, he found Mia cuddled into his arms and nuzzling her head against his chest. She felt soft and warm against him, and if he wasn’t so confused by the duality of what he was sensing he would have said it was quite pleasant. 

Somehow though he was feeling not only what he felt but also what she felt. Now that he was awake the sense of her was just a distant bubble in the back of his thoughts, but no matter how he shook his head he always knew exactly where she was. He even felt the contentment that she felt right now.

Gently, he shook her. “Mia, something happened. I can still feel the Empathetic Bond with you. Are you still maintaining it?”

Groggily, Mia said, “No, my head felt like it was gonna split open then I think I passed out.”

“I saw you falling, and I caught you, but then I must have passed out too, because the next thing I knew was I was waking up with you in my arms.”

“That’s not entirely bad is it?” Mia asked, a hopeful expression on her face.

“That isn’t fair. You know I like you quite a lot, but you also know the rules,” Jay replied.

“Ugh… you and your rules. You are the only one making those rules. Look, you are a great guy and plenty of us are waiting around for you. We appreciate everything that you do but already a couple of the girls have gone over to Tyler and Miguel. I’m not saying they were the best or the brightest. Tammy and Sienna were probably not any loss at all, more trouble than they are worth. But that doesn’t mean that you want all the girls here going to other guys do you?”

“Um how many girlfriends is one guy supposed to have?”

“You are making this too complicated. I know that you have this code or something that you live by. We all see it, and it has a certain draw to it, but this isn’t Earth. You have to adapt to the reality that we live in.”

“I see your point. I guess, I just always had hoped that I would get this one girl who would be amazing, and we’d live happily ever after. Something that I never got to see with my parents. Now I have a whole group of girls interested in me and almost every one of you is that type of amazing girl I dreamed of before. The thing is that I worry that all of you only like me because I’m what Amelia would call ‘a limited resource’.”

“Oh I see. So you’re struggling with the pretty girl, rich guy dilemma. Pretty girls always think that guys are only after them because of how they look and rich guys the same just about their money. There is some truth to that. It is the natural order of things and even more so here. Nothing wrong with that. It is about what happens after the relationship starts. Do you develop a connection? And one bit of advice. When a girl is hitting on you, don’t quote other girls.”

“So you’re saying that it’s okay for me to be a womanizer as long as I try to develop a relationship with each of the girls?”

“Uh, not exactly. Think of it like this. You asked how many girlfriends one guy can have let me turn it around. How many friends can one guy have? Would it be bad if you had twenty friends?”

“No, nothing wrong with that,” Jay answered.

“And you wouldn’t feel bad if you were closer to some friends than others, right?” Mia continued her questioning.

“No, not really.”

“So why feel bad if you are closer to some girlfriends than others?”

“I see your point.”

“That’s cause I’m not just a pretty face. I used to be on the debate team,” Mia said.

“I love learning about all of you and the cool things you’ve done,” Jay said, smiling at her. 

“Then you have to take the time to get to know us. Something which I might say that you are very good at, but you don’t have to hold back on the other parts while you are waiting.”

“You’ve given me a lot to think about.”

Mia scrunched up her lips like she had more to say but wasn’t sure if she should. Jay waited but when she didn’t say anything he asked, “Is there something else?”

“Yeah… but not sure you are gonna want to hear this,” Mia said hesitantly.

“I promise to listen.”

“Okay, well you know how you are always talking about how you have to get more powerful so you can protect us from jerks like Kenley, the dungeon and even whoever put us here in the first place, right?”

Jay closed his eyes as he thought about her question. He remembered the urgency conveyed to him in his dreams, which he had begun to think were messages from the future. “Basically, everything I do here is so that I can become more powerful.” Then thinking about how that sounded he added, “Not selfishly, but because I want to save all of us.”

“If you really mean that then you are overlooking one of the most important sources of power here. You need to be in control of this cluster. Right now you are the leader but some of the girls are already unsure because they feel rejected by you. You don’t want Tyler or Miguel to end up being the leader do you? Think about how screwed up that would be.”

“So you are saying that I need to be a politician, not just a fighter?” Jay asked.

“I am saying that whichever guy has the most girls on his team has more power. We are a source of power that you can’t afford to turn a blind eye to. You need to embrace that power and bring us onto your team all the way.”

Jay felt uncomfortable thinking of the girls as a means to power but he could also understand that there was an element of truth in what she said. This wasn’t Earth and the old rules didn’t apply. Was he really limiting himself purely because of some concern about being seen as a lecher? 

He thought back to the way that Amelia and Jessie had combined powers and the combo practice he had today with Madison and Charlotte. They really were stronger as a group. He couldn’t afford to squander that resource. 

“I need a little time to think about this,” he said.

“No one is forcing you to do anything and some of the girls don’t talk to me as much as they used to because they see how much time I get to spend with you, but if I had to guess, they are going to force you to make a decision soon.” Mia’s tone changed from comforting to grim as she spoke. 

Jay smiled at her. “I will keep that in mind. So now maybe we need to talk about how long this connection is going to last between us?”

“Hopefully forever, as far as I’m concerned, but I didn’t do it on purpose. So, I can’t really say,” Mia said and as she spoke he found that he could focus on that little bundle of emotion inside his head that he instinctively recognized as her. When he did, he could sense how genuinely happy she felt to have this connection with him. It was oddly reassuring after their conversation about using girls to gain power. 

Jay started to tell her that he needed to go but she cut him off, “Yes, I know you have to leave. Don’t worry, I’ll miss you but I understand.”

“Are you going to be reading my mind now?” Jay asked but this time he used telepathy to say it. 

She didn’t miss a beat and answered right back with telepathy, since it seemed that it was a generic ability they all gained when they crossed the first threshold. “I can’t read your mind, silly, but I can feel what you are feeling. You were anxious about keeping the rest of your team waiting but at the same time, regretting that you couldn’t stay with me longer. I can tell that you genuinely enjoy talking to me, so I can be okay with you leaving. Like I said, this is a new world.”

Jay kissed her forehead and then hopped up before he lost his resolve. Then they ran back to the main area while sharing Durability and his Enhanced Speed. When they were back, he had an idea. “Why don’t you come with me to the training with the rest of the team? I have ideas about how your powers could be combined with some stuff they are making.”





Chapter 20- Crafting Combos

When Jay arrived at the top of the ziggurat with Mia, the other girls looked from him to her and then Amelia said, “If I didn’t know you so well, I would say that you had just added another Eve.”

Jay and Mia explained about their training session. Interestingly the others also had felt the ground move under their feet, like a sudden lurching. When it came time for him to explain about the empathetic bond formed between the two of them all three girls got angry looks on their faces. 

“You didn’t have any right to do that to him,” Huong said.

Meikiyo added, “Jay can be naïve sometimes about girls. It was wrong of you to take advantage of that. I had thought better of you than this.”

Surprisingly it was Amelia who said, “Maybe she can explain herself,” but when Jay started to speak for Mia she said, “Shhh boy scout, we want to hear it from her.”

Mia looked like she was going to wilt again. Jay groaned inwardly. He had spent much of his effort over the last three weeks not just training with her but convincing her that she was as good as any of the others.

She started to mumble, “I…uh...didn’t mean…well you see what happened.” 

Then all of a sudden she felt her draw on his Awareness as she forged a link using Shared Potential and she stomped her foot on the ground. “No, I won’t apologize for something that I didn’t do on purpose. It was an accident.” 

Then she put her hands on her hips and looked down on Amelia who was almost a foot shorter than her. “But you know what? I’m not sorry it happened. I wouldn’t have forced it on him, but I’m glad it happened. Now I can feel him in here all the time.” She tapped the side of her head as she finished speaking.

The three girls all looked at each other and it was clear as day that telepathic communication was going between them. They all had frowns on their faces and Huong was even glaring at Mia who defiantly stood her ground. Suddenly, Jessie jumped into the conversation and said, “Okay, that’s enough. Stop messing with her. She is showing spirit standing up to you all, which I know from personal experience is not an easy thing. You know that she is telling the truth.”

Huong smiled, Meikiyo relaxed, and Amelia looked at Jessie and said, “Yeah, yeah. You didn’t have to spoil our fun.” Then she looked at Mia and said, “We all know that Jay likes you and it’s obvious that he keeps putting off adding extra members to the team.”

“Although, why he would do so is beyond me,” Jessie said.

Huong added, “I know. What man has to be told repeatedly that he can have more girls in his bed? I swear we practically have to beg him.”

“You know, I’m right here don’t you. It’s not polite to talk about someone in front of them,” Jay said irritated. 

“Well better than talking behind your back. At least you know where we all stand on the issue. Besides, we talk about you all the time in front of you and you are none the wiser, telepathy really is a wonderful thing,” Meikiyo said. 

“All kidding aside, you know that I really care about each of you and will never take that lightly, but does this mean that we are adding Mia to the team, because I think she would be a great fit.”

One by one the girls voted yes, although Meikiyo was noticeably slower than the others. Then Amelia said, “So if you care about us so much, how come you haven’t acted on our request to be publicly acknowledged?”

Instantly five sets of eyes were on him all with varying expressions on the faces that held those eyes. “I told you I need some time to process this. I am dealing with a lot here.”

“And we aren’t?” Huong asked, interrupting him.

Jay shrugged and said, “That’s not what I meant. I just mean that the responsibility for protecting all of you…”

Meikiyo interrupted him this time, “Don’t go there again. We already discussed your problem with trying to decide for us instead of sharing with us.”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m sorry. You all are the source of my strength just as much as I am to you.”

“Before we came over here, I was telling him that I think something is going on. I think that the other guys and some of the girls are going to make a play to take over the cluster. He needs to collect as many of us to himself as he can so he will have the strongest force,” Mia said.

Jessie growled from deep within her throat, “Then we should kill them.”

Jay shook his head. “That only makes us all weaker. We need as many humans as possible if we are going to defeat whoever has taken us.”

Huong said, “We could always make more humans.”

A flush came to Jay’s face at that suggestion as words wouldn’t come. He simply didn’t know how to respond to that and was surprised that his face was not the only place blood rushed to, at Huong’s words.

Amelia snapped her fingers. “You aren’t getting out of answering the question so easily. So if it isn’t any of those things what is it then? Are we just good enough for your bed but not good enough for a commitment?”

“Wait, a damn minute here. You were the one who said no commitments, when we started this team,” Jay protested.

She stared at him defiantly and said, “I’m exercising the universal prerogative of all women to change my mind. I’ve decided I want to keep you around. I don’t want this to just be a temporary alliance for mutual benefit.” 

Jay had seen Amelia be snarky, untrusting, and cynical. He had seen her be funny or passionate and even fierce in battle. He had even seen little glimpses of the wounded and vulnerable woman beneath the rough exterior. 

What he had never seen was her laying her heart out so bare for the world to see. It would have been shocking enough if she had done it in private with just him. If he had rejected her, then she could have saved face still because no one else would have known. 

Now though she had laid her feelings out for all to see. Looking at her, he saw her lower lip quivering. The rapid rising and falling of her breasts spoke to her tension. As the seconds ticked by, he realized that he was leaving her hanging. Soon, it wouldn’t matter what he answered.

Yet he didn’t want to lie to her. He didn’t want to promise something he couldn’t deliver. It was all too quick. Or was it? What did he know about any of this? He had never felt worthy of being loved and yet four of these women had expressed love for him in multiple ways. 

He told himself, people just don’t fall in love that quickly. If they do, it’s just infatuation or physical attraction. The lie to what he said was that people don’t move things with their minds, shoot fire from their hands, or grow eight inches in two weeks. If his physical and mental evolution could move so quickly, then why not his emotional? 

Ultimately what it came down to was a pair of questions. Did he truly believe this was the rest of their lives? He knew without a doubt that he did. He had no idea where they were or how they would escape but even if they survived the dungeon, this was his new life and he needed to adapt to it. 

Following that answer, the second question was even easier to answer. Did he want Amelia in his life for good? Yes, a resounding yes. Even with all her teasing insults and probing to keep him on his toes. He wanted her. Not just for her beauty or body or even as a partner in the dungeon. He wanted her for himself, not selfishly but because she completed a part of him that he didn’t even know had been empty before. 

If this wasn’t love then he didn’t know what was. He wanted to keep her safe but always have her at his side. Honestly if he contemplated a future, he wanted little children of their own with her curly blond hair running all around. Where that thought came from was anyone’s guess, but he chalked it up to the chemicals in his system. 

The problem was that he didn’t just love Amelia. He didn’t just want her. He loved and wanted Huong with all her nurturing and Meikiyo with her quiet wisdom. Even Jessie was someone that he was growing to love. She, like the others, completed a part of him. Hell, the lecher that he was, he had found yet another type of soulmate in Mia. 

Maybe Mia was right and all these rules that he had in his head were self-imposed. His expectations might have made sense on Earth, but this was a different place. There was no justice in it, and it certainly wasn’t fair to any of these women but he knew in that moment that if they would have him, if they would share him, then he would have at least the first four of them as his wives. 

Mia he was still getting to know, although admittedly the empathetic bond that he now shared with her was a big stepping stone. He still had a ton of thinking to do. And had visions running though his head of himself becoming the leader of some big sex cult, but that was just fear and imagination run wild. He would adapt to this new world and he would give fully of himself to them. 

All those thoughts and more passed through his head in a handful of seconds but to the girls watching, especially Amelia, it must have felt like an eternity. Once the decision was reached a firmness settled into his expression and he saw the smile of mixed hope and fear upon her face fall into sadness. It was the look of resignation from one who is used to being let down. 

In that moment, Jay fell to one knee in front of her. “Amelia Carter, will you do me the great honor of becoming my wife?” 

Tears filled her eyes and the lip quiver she had been fighting so hard gave way to the biggest, most genuine grin he had ever seen upon her beautiful face. She threw herself upon him and if it weren’t for his superhuman strength would have bowled him over. As it was, he caught her in his arms and stood up in one smooth motion. Then he whirled them around and she squealed for joy until he covered her mouth with hot kisses and tasted the salt of her tears. 

Jay held her close while she trembled. This moment of his life felt like an old John Hughes movie. He telepathically sent to her, “You had me all along, you know that right?”

She responded in kind, “I hoped, but I didn’t know.”

He had found that emotion could be conveyed along with the words in telepathy so he projected reassurance to her as he said, “No, you knew.”

As he set her down, he looked at Huong and Meikiyo and then Jessie. He stepped forward and pulled them all in for a hug. He projected into each of their minds privately one after another. “You know I love you too, but she was first. It would cheapen her moment if I went around declaring my love for you all.”

Jay was pretty sure that they all knew he was speaking to them one at a time telepathically, but everyone had the good grace not to reveal it. Either way after the hug, he said, “So I want to try a couple of combinations and see what Mia can do with the rest of you, but I also have a hardcore training exercise that I want to do with the three of you. I am trying to push to break the next threshold as soon as possible.”

Ever the scientist, Huong said, “What kind of combinations can Mia do? You have only talked a little bit about her powers.”

With that they first ran some drills with her combining their physical attributes. Each of the girls marveled at what it felt like to have even a portion of Jay’s strength. After a solid hour of that they were all covered in sweat and Jay decided to move onto her more cerebral powers.

They all got to experience the empathetic bonds. At one point, Mia pushed herself and for a few minutes was able to form a bond between all six of them. It was fairly overwhelming for Jay to feel the emotions of five different women. He would have equated the sensation to becoming sea sick because it was so topsy turvy. 

The problem was that having tasted that they all started asking Mia if she could form a permanent bond between them and Jay like she had for her. Jay didn’t know whether he should be flattered or terrified about the thought of all five of them tucked away in the back corner of his mind all the time. The permanent bond definitely seemed more passive than the active bond and easier for him to partition off, but that wasn’t to say that he wasn’t always aware of Mia even if it felt more distant. 

After that they explored some options for using her Tactical Probability skill but she didn’t have enough true experience in the dungeon to utilize it so they shelved that one till later. They all got a kick out of watching her borrow powers from different ones of them and then struggle to control them. Right in the middle of it she burst out, “Just think what kind of fun we could have had back home with that shroud of yours, Amelia?”

Amelia gave her a wicked grin. “Oh I have fun with it now. I can sneak around and almost no one is able to detect me. But for sure, I think about what it would have been like back on Earth. I would have gotten into so much trouble though.” 

This prompted several suggestions from the other girls about what they could have done with that power back on Earth. Jay kept quiet during that time. It wasn’t that he didn’t have thoughts about how it could have been used. Nor was it that he didn’t like joining in with them in their laughs. Rather, he wanted to encourage any opportunity for the girls to bond outside of combat. 

They might all say they were okay with him having other girls. They might even really accept that it was necessary in this new world. That didn’t mean that they stopped being female, and every movie or TV show that Jay had ever watched told him that women could be very jealous. He was far from an expert but even he knew them bonding was a good thing. 

Finally after Mia had regenerated all of her PSI, he asked her to try sharing potential with him to gain access to his larger pool of PSI and then doing something she had never tried. She agreed even if it was reluctant, but he thought it would be a good experience. So she braced herself and he could see the tension build in her as she forced the skill to work in a different way. 

Suddenly all of them felt her Expanded Mind skill force their minds open. She had said it was usually easier to expand it into an area she had already worked on and that each time she did a small portion of the residual knowledge remained with her. 

Once they all finished staggering, she gasped from the strain and said, “I can only keep this active for about one minute.”

Jay said, “That will be long enough. Now all the rest of you, come at me!”

The next sixty seconds were filled with a kung fu battle that would have made the masters of the old movies jealous with envy. Even the physically weakest of them was by this time at least four times as capable as they had been before. So flying kicks gave way to complex spinning combinations and joint locks turned into throws, which were in turn countered by ground fighting maneuvers. 

The last 15 seconds of it was down to just Jay and a transformed Jessie. She went full-out beast mode against him but with the skills of a thousand generations of kung fu masters. The sparring match between the two of them was filled with kicks that could shatter trees and moves so fast that the naked eye could barely follow. It only came to an end when Mia had to rest and deactivated the power. 

While everyone was catching their breath, Jay who just recovered that much faster said, “Now, I’d like to work on a couple of crafting projects with Huong and Mia if you don’t mind. Then I have one more thing that I want to do with the rest of you. If the rest of you could work on trying to find ways to combine your powers, then I will be with you in about an hour.”

While Jessie, Meikiyo, and Amelia all walked off to the far end of the training area so as not to interfere with the crafting stuff, Jay sent a telepathic message to Amelia.

“Is tonight too soon?”

Jay could swear that he felt a smile come through with her response. “Not at all. I would have been ready right away.”

“Well it will have to wait for tonight. I want to make my vow to you in front of the entire cluster and I need to get a gift I have for you finished up first.”

“You don’t have to get me anything. I don’t need any more of the trinkets from the Shop.”

Jay projected a sense of mystery as he said, “No, I have something more personal in mind.”

“That isn’t really fair. You aren’t giving me enough time to get you anything.”

“I’m getting you and that will make me the happiest man alive.”

Laughter echoed through his mind as she projected a sense of overflowing sensuality. “Well you will feel that way when I get done with you on our wedding night.”

After that he had to refocus his thoughts back to crafting. He let Huong show him and Mia the various efforts they had made. The carapace apparently was very tough stuff to work with and Mia had after significant efforts found a couple girls who could help her. Nalani could weave a type of organic steel fibers and Sofia had a kind of molecular separation ability that allowed her to easily cut the shells up into pieces that could be crafted into armor.

She was still working on ways to make it fit the best as well as ways to harden it further. One of the things about Huong that Jay loved the best was her curious mind. To her a failed experiment was never bad as long as she learned something in the process. 

Once Jay and Mia explained about her PSI crystals, Huong had about a thousand questions and was speaking a million miles per hour. Eventually though they were able to take filaments of organic metal fibers that Nalani had left. Then through a creative use of Huong’s cellular regeneration power and Mia’s crystals they finished crafting the item that Jay needed for the ceremony tonight. 

Both girls had tears in their eyes but he swore them to secrecy as he didn’t want Amelia to find out before he gave it to her. He didn’t need to worry though as both of them were super inquisitive and seemed to feel comfortable with each other right away. When he left them, they were already talking about how to use powers and her crystals to charge the armor and weapons that they could make. 

Jay was happy about it because he truly believed that they would be able to make items that would empower the entire cluster. With that in mind he joined the other girls to see what kind of combos they had come up with. Their powers didn’t meld so easily as when he had been working with Madison and Charlotte, but not every power lent itself so well to a combo. 

He was still impressed with what they had come up with. They made him feel that their chances of finishing the race quest tomorrow were much better. “So, the thing that I wanted to do with you all is two part. First, you know that Huong will do her best but especially in an environment without her plants, she will be largely limited to healing. Outside of the dungeon may actually end up being where her real strength lies as she is coming up with some great options for gear that will change everything I hope. That means though that each of you are going to be on the front line and need to be as strong as possible. I am hoping you can each break past the second threshold at the reset in the morning.”

“We are all working for that,” Jessie replied.

“Yes but now we are going to try to pick one skill and push it to its limits and beyond. I want each of us to push ourselves hard enough to try to reach the point that we feel like we are gonna pass out. Experience shows us that breaking these threshold levels takes more than minimal effort.”

“Okay so what do you have in mind?” Amelia asked. 

“Simple, I want Meikiyo and you to go all out on your most powerful ranged attack. Most piercing shadow bolt and most intense flame. Then hold it for as long as you can and keep pushing yourself every time you feel like you have the least bit of PSI available.”

“Okay but what about me?” Jessie asked.

Jay just grinned at her. She stared at him until he could see the realization dawn in her eyes. There were two things that Jessie liked doing better than anything else with him. Maybe it was because of the way the bestial traits she incorporated into her body affected her, or maybe she had always been on the aggressive side. He couldn’t really say, but either way they were about to do her second favorite activity. 

Jay saw Amelia and Meikiyo smirk at one another as he and Jessie stripped off their clothes until they were only in undergarments. He could only imagine the telepathic conversation they were having, but he was sure it was spicy. 

As soon as she was down to her bra and panties, Jessie started transforming. Her skin took on the toughness of a crocodile while still remaining feminine-looking. Her nails grew into claws and her face took on a more feral look while still being beautiful. She sprouted a long monkey-like tail. Jay noted that was new and he would have to ask her about it later. Whereas a moment before she had been a petite, sexy woman with a toned tummy and just the right amount of curves now she was leaner, more muscular and clearly deadly. 

Jay had to rush to activate his Hardened Body and Regeneration to maximum while also triggering lower levels of his Enhanced Strength and Speed. To push his efforts to the maximum he also activated his Precognition to level three. He had been distracted by watching her transformation, and if he was honest with himself, just plain admiring her figure. 

That had cost him the initiative, and she was going to get the first attack in their sparring match. These matches were less about who won and more about pushing their skills. They both would end up taking an awful beating but that was how they had been growing their durability and regeneration so much. 

In a surprise move, Jessie chose a distraction tactic. Normally, when she went full transformation like this, she tended to be feral and all aggression. They had been working on her fighting smarter, not just harder. So when her first move was to unfasten her bra, allowing it to fall to the ground, Jay’s sight was immediately caught up by her perky breasts. 

Even precognition couldn’t save Jay with his mind stuck for that one critical second in a more primal state. So when Jessie’s claws sliced across his chest and cut bloody furrows, he was shocked enough to jump back twenty feet. He smiled, she was improving at making her claws stronger. She had been able to pierce his skin which was essentially as hard as the barbed beetles’ carapaces when he maxed out Hardened Body. 

Regeneration was already doing its thing, but Jay could tell this was gonna hurt. 





Chapter 21- Race Day Preparations

Last night had been the first night that Jay had slept by himself in weeks. It was strangely refreshing, not just because he actually slept the entire night but because as much as he enjoyed time spent with the women in his life, in and out of the bedroom, a little space to clear his head was never a bad thing. 

He couldn’t help but think that he needed to come up with a better term for the girls. Teammates was accurate to an extent, but it was obvious that they were becoming so much more than that. If he expanded Team Jay dramatically, like they were suggesting, then he would have to come up with some sort of tiered system for how the women related to him. He didn’t think the term concubine would be overly popular.

The thought made him shrug his shoulders and laugh out loud, even with no one around to hear him. Jay now felt strangely akin to the princesses he had read about in history who had to commit to arranged marriages with men that they barely knew or perhaps didn’t even like at all to stabilize the political landscape or empower their kingdom. As a modern-day American that kind of thinking had seemed foreign to him, perhaps even barbaric. 

Yet now he found himself in a similar position. Again though he laughed to himself. Who was he kidding? There were probably millions of men on Earth who would have lined up to trade places with him, dungeon terrors and all. Yes he was probably going to have to give in and forge some kind of alliance with as many of the girls as he could. Yes he was likely going to have to sleep with most if not all of them. Yes he was going to have to probably father children with many of them. That last part was still a bit jarring. 

Yet for all that, why was it that he felt trapped by the situation? Shouldn’t he be jumping for joy? He had girlfriends in his life that he was coming to admit he truly loved. They completed him in so many ways and they were pushing him into bed with other beautiful women. He shook his head but couldn’t shake that feeling of being trapped. 

Maybe that was it. He wanted to feel in control. The voice in the dream had repeatedly told him to focus and to take control. Was this a way of taking control or giving up control? Either way, the question reminded him of what he was going to be doing with Amelia tonight after the dungeon run. 

It was a big step. So how could he feel at peace about this but not about sleeping with a laundry list of beautiful and even eager women? There was a part of him that wanted to embrace his role here. This new life had been forced upon all of them. Maybe that was how he needed to think about it. This was just the way it had to be. Now, though it was time to get back to the others.

He had slept in the first floor of the dungeon and now needed to make it back to rendezvous with the rest of the team. He wanted to be with them when the reset happened. Jay was also curious about what Huong and Mia had managed to accomplish last night. 

When he had left them, they were so caught up in their inventing that they hadn’t even noticed him leaving. He had high hopes that given enough time they would create tools that would allow the humans to turn the tides on their captors. Never underestimate necessity as the mother of inventions. Buying them that time fell to him, though.

As he ran through the jungle at full speed, he thought about what he could do to push his own leveling. He knew he would be very close to breaking the 3rd threshold after this morning’s reset, but wondered if he had been slowing his own development in his desire to strengthen the cluster as a whole. It was a tightrope that he would need to learn to balance on. 

Moments later he burst out of the dungeon and cleared the stairs in a single leap. From there he ran straight out and leapt from the top of the ziggurat. He both hardened his body and slowed his descent with his kinetic dampening field so that he landed smoothly. After that it only took him another thirty seconds to reach the training spot that he had left the girls at the night before. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, they were all eating breakfast together. Once again, Jay wasn’t sure that it was a blessing how well they were all starting to get along or a terrifying sign of how outvoted he was going to be in the future. Even Mia was being included in the circle. 

He noticed that they weren’t speaking out loud. It became clear that they were practicing their telepathy. That suspicion was confirmed as a moment later, four voices echoed inside his head, with various greetings. A second afterward he got a shy, bashful good morning from Mia. 

Despite knowing that telepathy was more efficient, Jay still preferred to speak out loud. Maybe it was the level of emotional connection that was forged through telepathy that made him uncomfortable. “So how are all of you lovely ladies this morning?”

“You are gonna have to do better than that, fiancée of mine,” Amelia said verbally in response to his greeting.

That answered Jay’s question. Their bonding boded trouble for him. How was a man to keep up with even one woman, let alone five? Still, Jay manned up and decided that he had to take a stand, now or never. He needed to give as well as he got in order to maintain equilibrium in their relationships. 

“Is something wrong with me greeting the most beautiful women in all of this experiment?”

Meikiyo frowned. Mia giggled. Jessie ignored him. Amelia and Huong looked at each other and giggled. 

Huong said, “Look at him trying to be cute.”

“Well in his defense he does have that cute backside,” Amelia said.

Jessie stood up and walked around behind him. “Yes, I can confirm that it is still quite cute.”

“Oh turn around and show us all,” Huong said and when he didn’t respond she added, “Please.” She spoke with a pouty face.

“Fine, fine, what did I say wrong?” Jay asked.

Meikiyo stood up and stomped off. Now Jay started to get really worried. 

Amelia came up against him and ran her finger under his chin and then ran her other hand across his chest. She leaned in and kissed his neck. In his mind he heard her voice very clearly, “You can’t treat us all the same. We aren’t a single unit. We are individual women who all want individual relationships with you. We may be willing to share because that is the world that we are in now, but that doesn’t mean we want a cookie cutter greeting from you. And don’t forget that I’ve got dibs.”

Jay needed to act quickly and decisively. He recognized that this was no less a battle than the dungeon was. He boosted his strength and immediately jumped into the air and soared thirty feet over their heads. 

He landed and then sprang again so that he landed in front of Meikiyo. She was startled by his sudden appearance. With boosted speed he surged forward and pulled her into his arms.

“Good morning, my precious. I missed you last night. I missed our time. I am sorry that I needed some time to think but perhaps I would have been better off spending time with you. Rarely do I find my thoughts as clear as when I am staring at the stars with you in my arms. Will you forgive me for my selfish evening?”

Her frown didn’t instantly fade but as she stared at him, he could see her break down. “I can’t seem to stay angry with you. It was okay that you took some time for yourself. I know that this is as hard on you as it is on all of us. I see into your soul and I have heard your dreams expressed when no other ear could hear. Just remember that I am my own woman, not part of a collective.”

“I could never forget that, and if you have truly forgiven me, may I have a kiss?”

She hesitated before speaking into his head, “You know I can hardly deny you anything, my savior and lover, but you know that I’m not really comfortable with PDA.”

He spoke right back into her head, “Then you will have to feel the sincerity of my intentions. I love you.”

Jay felt warm as he said the words that knew she had been longing to hear. He surprised himself, but he truly meant it. He had said something similar the night before, but this was more intimate. The telepathy created a shared emotion, not as strong as that tangle of nervousness that he felt in the back of his mind from Mia.

From there Jay sent more specific telepathic greetings to each of the girls. He included pet names for them. Huong was his flower, Jessie his kitten, and Amelia his joy. That last was something of a play on her often contrary personality. 

The last greeting went to Mia. He assured her that he was glad to see her and that they still needed to test out the limits of the bond that she had created between them. Her words back to him were far more direct than he had anticipated. “Did I do something wrong? I thought I was supposed to get initiated into the team last night.”

With practice conversing with telepathy could be much faster than speaking aloud but it also was harder to hide surprise and more prone to allowing him to stick his foot in his mouth. “What? Oh no, you don’t have to do that. We want you on the team for your brilliant mind. You have so much to contribute.”

Hurt washed over him through the bond. Jay knew it wasn’t his emotion, and it certainly wasn’t like the emotions that Jasmine forced on people. Yet the bond made him feel the cutting pain that Mia was feeling at that moment and more than anything he wished he could take back his words.

“Oh so you are only using me for the team’s benefit. What am I to be Q and not Pussy Galore?” There was almost an indignant tone to her words, if such a thing was possible in telepathic communication.

Jay wasn’t sure whether he was more worried about having upset her or impressed with her use of James Bond characters. She really was a keeper. “No, I didn’t mean it like that. I just didn’t want you to feel that you had any obligation to do that.”

“Fuck you, Jay. For a guy who cares so much about the people around him, you can be a royal ass sometimes.” After that she put up some kind of wall and Jay felt his further attempts at telepathy rebound away. That was certainly a useful skill and something that he needed to get her to teach him, but she wasn’t likely to be receptive to anything that he had to say now. She then sprinted away. 

“Fiancé, you really need to learn that it’s sexist to think that only men want sex,” Amelia said out loud once Mia was gone from sight. 

Jay didn’t know what to say to that, so he pivoted towards Huong, and asked, “Did you make any progress last night.”

“A ton, with Mia’s crystals we were able to finish armor suits for Meikiyo, Amelia, and myself. We haven’t yet been able to figure out how to make an armor suit that will work for Jessie because she has so many variations to her form.”

“That is great, what do they do?”

“First, I hope it’s okay that we made the armor first instead of making weapons for you.”

“Yes, yes, Huong. You don’t need to worry. I trust your judgment about what is needed first.”

“Okay, well then you need to get Mia back here because we need her and you to finish the armor. I mean they will work now, but they may slow us down. So you better go help her clear her head.”

“Get to it, the reset is gonna be in like an hour, and I thought the plan was to get to the dungeon as early as we could this morning.”

“Fine, I’ll fix this. Back as fast as I can be,” Jay said as he ran off in search of Mia.

“Don’t rush too much. We want her to stay on the team,” Amelia yelled after him and he could swear that he heard her burst into laughter along with Huong and Jessie.

Fortunately, the emotional node in his head that was linked to Mia made it easy to find her. “Note to self, probably can’t hide from Mia now,” he thought. Once he came up on her, he found her back in their spot. She must have run all the way to make it the three miles or so to the pass. Then it dawned on him that she had probably borrowed his speed while she ran away. 

“Mia, I’m sorry. Will you please talk to me?”

“Go away. I need time to think.”

“I am willing to listen, you can think out loud with me,” Jay offered.

“Sometimes, I just need to be alone. Isn’t that what you said last night?”

“Yes, but I can feel your emotions. You don’t really want to be alone now,” Jay said.

“Oh so now you give a shit enough to bother checking the emotions I’m having. You know that bond goes two ways. I don’t control it anymore. It just exists between us.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” Jay was starting to get upset. He was just trying to give her space and not make her feel like she had to be pressured into anything. She was always so nervous and insecure. It seemed like the thing to do. They had welcomed her into the group and he wanted her to know that it was on her merits, not just cause he thought she was hot, and certainly not because he couldn’t stop wondering what uses he could find for her Enhanced Flexibility. 

“It means that I could sense your emotions last night. You were relieved to be going off alone. You didn’t even consider how I might feel and you couldn’t have possibly bothered checking on my emotions or you would have known how nervous and excited I was,” Mia said.

“I guess it feels like it’s intrusive for me to listen in on your emotions, so to speak. I don’t want to invade your privacy.”

“Oh so now I am invading your privacy. You know what. I take it back. I don’t want to be on Team Jay. Maybe Miguel will respect me more.”

She seemed to be twisting everything that he said. “Whoa, I respect you. I am the one who wanted to train with you every day. I am the one who saw potential in you. I still am the one who thinks that you are amazing.”

“But you just said that it is an invasion of privacy to try and sense what the other one is feeling through the bond. So you must think that I have been invading your privacy. If I knew a way to get rid of the bond, I would.” She looked to Jay like she was about to cry. He couldn’t handle that. 

“No, I don’t think you are invading my privacy. I trust you. I know you didn’t mean to form the bond with me. Honestly, I am happy that it happened though. It creates a special relationship between us. I just meant that I didn’t want to invade your privacy by peeking on you through the bond.”

“Oh so it’s fine when I do it, even good, but it’s an invasion when you do it? God, I swear, Amelia is right. You can be so clueless sometimes. You can literally feel my emotions and still you are this blind. What am I supposed to think but that you don’t want me?”

“Fuck, I want you so badly. I wanted you that day in the jungle when we were training. Heck there were even times back when I was on the council that I wanted you. You are gorgeous and sometimes I can’t help myself. I just stare at your long legs. Then I feel like a cad.”

“I like you staring at me. Especially now that I can feel you through the bond. I don’t know everything that is going on in your head but it is a huge boost to my confidence to know how you feel about me. So why don’t you want to know how I feel about you? I’m not a porcelain doll.”

Jay realized this was more self-sabotaging behavior. He had taken the instructions in his dreams about focusing and not being distracted to mean that the girls and the romantic entanglements that came with them were a distraction. He had been allowing that to make him question everything about himself. 

There might never come a day that he didn’t have some twinges of doubt about if it was right for him to get attached to so many women. Yet, he hadn’t created this scenario. Those feelings weren’t helping him and they certainly weren’t helping the women. Focus was going to require moving past those feelings and accepting reality for what it was. 

How much potential progress had he already lost because instead of training he had been fretting about being a lecher? How much had he held back some of the other girls because of a moral concern about bringing them onto the team? If he was back on Earth, he would say that those were legitimate concerns.

Now though, they were in a fight for their survival. He would be a fool to not take advantage of every opportunity that he had to grow stronger. In that moment, Jay realized that growing stronger didn’t just mean him leveling. 

It also meant him becoming a better leader. It meant consolidating his power-base. He couldn’t let Tyler, Miguel, or even Jasmine stand in the way of that. His will toughened, and he decided to do what was necessary for them all to survive. 

He felt a twinge of guilt, not about the new plan but about his previous failure to do everything within his power to secure a future for all of them. The details still had to be worked out. And, wow, if they ever did make it back to Earth, things would be complicated. 

Today had enough problems for him to tackle though. A tomorrow which might never come would have to take care of itself. The decision was strangely painful to make but as it solidified in his mind it was also freeing. 

“Mia, I’m sorry. I do want to know how you feel,” Jay said as he opened himself up to the cluster of emotion in his mind that was the bond. He could feel her hurt and confusion. As he focused though and pushed deeper he could feel more.

Jay felt her attraction to him. She seemed to adore him. There were all kinds of jumbled emotions. Her feelings of inadequacy were woven all through the feeling she had of him as a hero. 

When he pushed past that, there was yet another level. There was a young woman who wanted to be seen. She wanted to be understood, and she wanted to be loved. Seething beneath that was a storm of need, passion, and desire. Jay looked forward to tapping into that but first he needed to address her self-esteem. 

“I see you.” The words were simple. At first they had no effect. 

Then after perhaps five seconds Mia asked, “Do you mean it?”

“Yes, I see you for who you are and who you can become. You are nothing but amazing and beautiful to me both inside and out. I’m glad that this bond happened and sorry for not trying to understand it better yesterday.”

Mia reached out with her arms and encircled his neck. She started to kiss all over his face. “I’m not used to being this much shorter than a guy. I kinda like it.” 

She had to have been just over 6’0” tall and so he could understand what she meant. “Mia, we don’t have much time now before the reset. I don’t want to wait, but I also want to give you the time that you deserve.”

“There will be plenty more opportunities to take it slowly, right now I just wanna wrap my legs around you.”

With that the last of Jay’s resistance faded away and he embraced her, both in body and bond. Their kissing became urgent as they both felt the shortness of their time and the needs of their bodies. It was intoxicating as he learned to open himself up more to the bond to feel her desire echoing and even eclipsing his own. 

This wasn’t quite like his sensual projection which shared physical sensations. This was a more emotional link but in some ways richer in its depth. Even rushed, Jay wanted to take the time to explore her. For now that meant, his tongue exploring her mouth and its full luscious lips and eager tongue.

She was built so different from any of the other girls. More the classic model. Mia was tall and slender but still had just enough curve to her hips. Her breasts were perhaps smaller than he would have liked but as her top came off, he saw that they were larger than he had expected.

It was probably just because at her height they seemed smaller. They still filled his hands, and he ran his thumbs over her nipples. She moaned into his mouth as they kissed demonstrating just how much she liked being touched. Why he had ever put this off was beyond him now.

It was rocky all around them and while that was fine for sitting, he didn’t want to bruise her up against the ground. A new solution came to him and he used his formation ability to create a bed of sorts.

It took a minute to get it to feel right. After a couple of tries though he managed to create a platform about as big as a king-sized bed. The hardest part was getting it to have just the right amount of give. 

Up to this point all of his constructs had been made for combat. They were hard and sharp edged. He only wanted one hard thing to be poking Mia. 

The breakthrough came when he realized he could tie the form of the construct to her emotions through the bond. He still had to supply the PSI but the firmness of the construct fluctuated to match what she was feeling. 

As he laid her down onto the psionically crafted bed, he felt it give just enough. It was like a high-end bed that he had read about that shaped itself around them, holding her up for him to get at but being soft enough for her to relax into. 

Time and desire combined to push Jay to unwrap her further. He pulled down her skirt first. Left in just her panties and shoes, she kicked the latter off while trying to get his shirt off. 

Rushed or not though, he still had things he wanted to try. He had a burning desire to pleasure her. The more he opened himself up to the feelings flowing through the bond the more delight he found in her reactions. 

Jay began kissing down her body, tracing his way from the valley of her neck, over and around the mountains all so slowly and with deliberate care. Then he descended onto the plains and kissed while she shivered. 

He hooked her panties with his thumbs and lowered them as his mouth approached the cradle of life. Jay paid close attention to the way she looked. Each time he saw the womanhood of another of his lovers, it was a joy. They were all so distinctive and yet whenever he gazed upon one of them he couldn’t help but think of it as the sexiest thing he had ever seen. 

In Mia’s case he found a neatly trimmed bush that was light and wispy and matched the chestnut brown of the hair upon her head. He ran his nose through her patch and took in her scent. As his breath rushed along her labia, rustling her bush, he sensed the urgency that she felt for him to press in more forcefully. 

Then he ran a finger up, parting her lips and brushing lightly against her clit. She shivered and he could see how ready she was by the sheen of glistening wetness upon his finger. A finger that he now inserted into her even as he lowered his mouth to engulf her little bud. 

His tongue went to work and small moans followed by gasps escaped her mouth. “More please,” she pleaded. Still, he worked her right up to the edge and then backed away. He never cut her off entirely but would lessen the pace of his fingers pistoning into her or the pressure he applied with his tongue. 

For at least five solid minutes he strung her out. He felt her desperation rise. Then Jay learned a bit about her flexibility. 

She sent her legs out snaking around her. She hooked them up and over his shoulders and then was able to stretch them so as to lock her ankles together underneath him. The effect was that she could both pull her pelvis up towards him while at the same time pulling him forward by flexing her legs. 

Jay knew he was strong enough to resist her but chose not to. His mouth pressed in and she was grinding against his face. Her wild abandon in a desire for release was a massive turn on to him. So much so that he almost lost control of himself and let her have the orgasm she craved. 

Then he gently flexed his strength and unhooked her ankles. He slid out from between her legs. Leaning forward he pushed her legs forward now. Jay had hoped but didn’t know for sure till he tried. 

There was no resistance. No tension in her muscles as they stretched till her ankles were now locked behind her head and her womanhood was spread wide open before him. He shifted as she lay there and began pulling down his pants and underwear all at once to free his cock. 

When Mia saw that she said, “God yes, give it to me.”

A momentary concern must have flashed across his face because Mia said, “I’m protected.” 

With that issue removed Jay plunged himself into her. They were already bonded emotionally. Now their bodies were one as well. He thrust into her and felt her tight wetness around him and moaned out. 

As much as he didn’t want it to end, Jay knew that the reset had to be less than a minute away. The time spent tantalizing her had been well spent though as they were both dancing along a knife’s edge away from a complete explosion. 

“Time’s almost up,” Jay said.

Mia moaned back at him, “I want us to cum together.”

Jay tried to thrust faster and sent out a huge pulse of his Sensual Projection aimed solely at her. Just as much as he upped his game she did too. Showcasing just what her flexibility could do, her hips rotated forward, and this caused her pussy to clamp down on him so hard that he was stopped as his thrust bottomed out in her and he exploded. 

He felt his seed empty into her even as she was screaming his name while waves of orgasm rocked her body. Just as they reached this apex of emotional and physical unity, the reset triggered.





Interlude 5- Collateral Damage

Sek Mapor was running everything by the books. Of course. The Forlorn always ran everything by the books. Order was the litany of their existence. This was the 17th star system that the cruiser he commanded had been to search. 

Each system was a possible hiding place for another one of the A’snkarnt leviathans. Each system was also the possible home planet of another lesser species that the enemy was experimenting upon. Just like they had discovered the home planet of the Elefantis. The harvest had been plentiful on that world. 

This galaxy was not one where the Forlorn had established order yet. It was too far from their current operations and it would be millions of cycles at a minimum before the swarm of the Forlorn reached this out of the way star system with its tiny yellow star and a mere nine planets in orbit. 

The time didn’t really matter to the Forlorn. Order was inevitable, and the Forlorn were the tool of order. They would wipe the scourge of individuality from the universe and create a homogeneous civilization free of strife, passion, and even death. For under order, life and death were but two sides of the same coin. 

As soon as they entered this system, their sensors picked up the signs of a primitive but fruitful civilization on the 3rd planet from the star. Billions of what appeared to be the dominant life form and countless other varieties. It was a very chaotic system. 

If Sek’s central objective was not so important he would have taken this opportunity to begin harvesting this world. The search for the leviathans could not be put off though. Scans didn’t reveal anything but if there was one thing that the A’snkarnt were good at, it was hiding. 

Then orders came through the central communication hub. Sek downloaded them immediately and left nothing to guesswork. It was a logical plan and he would see it carried out. 

While he had no way to detect the leviathan, perhaps they could make it act. Either way, it would have a benefit. If it was close, and they acted to stop him from carrying out his orders, then the A’snkarnt position would be revealed. And if they were not present, then he would be able to harvest some of these life-forms and bring a bit more order to the universe. 

Commands were conveyed to all the warriors and drones. The cruiser was not large enough to have more than two harvesters so they would have to suffice. The warriors went to their various positions either in a harvester, an accompanying fighter or one of the gun stations. All units were active for this. 

The drones went to various repair substations to be ready and plugged into the primary, backup, and tertiary systems for engineering, navigation, and other critical systems. Once the ship was at maximum operational capacity, he ordered its course changed to take it to the small blue planet. 

Once the cruiser was within a million miles of the target, they began picking up chatter that the primitives had discovered them. Sek realized that he should not find joy in this but he did. He told himself that it was joy at commencing the spread of order, but a part of him realized that he liked the terror his ship provoked in the little beings below. 

The order to fire was given and their high energy weapons began to rain death and destruction down upon any location that the collective identified as being a military installation. 

It wasn’t like this world’s military had any hope of overcoming the Forlorn. Simple experience had taught that harvesting was quicker if the target was softened up first and while the planet didn’t possess any technology capable of attacking his cruiser in high orbit, their fusion weapons might be dangerous to landing parties if detonated. 

After a few minutes of sustained fire, the key cities of their most populated nation had been reduced to rubble. From the signals they were intercepting, and the interpretations made, it appeared to be a place known as China. The bombardment had not been overly severe but only eliminated twenty percent of this country’s citizenry. 

All of this became moot a moment later. Gravitation fields in the area fluctuated slightly and motion was detected by short-range sensors. His initial suspicion was that the enemy had opened a gateway nearly on top of them. Of course scans quickly said that was not true.

Impossibly the blue planet’s single moon had broken its orbit and was headed toward his ship. Slowly, but inexorably it was breaking inertia and moving. The primitives certainly didn’t have any technology which could displace a moon. 

That left one reasonable conclusion based upon the available evidence. They had found the leviathan. Sek ordered the drones in the communication array to send signals back to Overmind Caj Decius. Only then did the drones realize that they were being blocked. 

It wasn’t the way of the Forlorn to panic, so orders were changed and the cruiser turned away from the planet and began to engage the oncoming satellite. Lasers cut huge swaths of the moon’s surface away. Pulse weapons blasted craters hundreds of feet deep. 

Sek even ordered the main weapon to fire. The typical Forlorn weapon was essentially a disintegration ray which caused rapid acceleration of atomic decay. Still, no A’snkarnt ship came into sight. Only the moon kept moving closer. 

In their attack against the Earth, the cruiser had moved into low orbit, no more than 100 miles from the planet’s surface. Even as every forward weapons battery was firing still the moon moved closer and the gravitational fields continued to shift. Stranger still was the fact that the cruiser had not received any return fire. 

Sek didn’t understand the enemy’s plan. Clearly he would move his cruiser before it could be crushed between the two bodies. They were far smaller but equally more maneuverable. Still, he ordered the harvesters and their escort fighters to return. 

He wanted to collect samples, but it was not important enough to prevent him from getting word to the over-minds about the leviathan’s location. The moon was accelerating faster still though. It had already crossed half the distance to the planet. Within less than a minute it would be upon them. 

One of the drones alerted him to a discovery. Some of the lasers had cut two miles into the moon’s crust. Once they reached that depth they were reflected back. So the leviathan was not the moon but actually a ship hidden by the outer crust of the moon. 

A moment later particle weapons fired into their shields. It was unbelievably powerful and the drain on their shields could not be sustained. Immediate orders were sent. The dead-drop drone was released. Harvesters and fighters didn’t dock with the cruiser but instead launched themselves at the surface of the moon. 

Seconds later the particle weapon still had not fired yet, but the moon was now less than 100 miles away from the cruiser. A tractor beam was trying to lock onto their ship while being resisted by shields that were already buckling. Sek went to his escape pod. All available pods were filled with warriors and he left final orders for the remaining warriors and drones to engage the leviathan until destroyed. 

The gravitational balance between the Earth and the moon had already shifted destructively. Tidal waves sixty miles high rushed across half the globe. The tectonic plates shifted and mile-wide crevices split the surface of the planet. The molten core was tugged at by the dramatically increased pull exerted by the moon and erupted all over the planet even causing parts of the oceans to begin to slowly boil. 

The crust of the moon fared no better. It was torn apart revealing the actual leviathan which was a smooth shiny ship in the shape of an ellipsoid more than 2000 miles across.

Below on the surface of the planet the few remaining humans who soon would join the billions that had already died finally had an answer to one of life’s great questions. They were not alone in the universe. 





Chapter 22- Realizations both Harsh and Pleasant

Jay woke up to a series of notifications. Some were flashing an angry red. That was something he hadn’t seen before. It just beckoned to be opened first. 

Warning! Experimental environment’s integrity has been compromised.

Outside life forms have entered the clusters. Avoid these life forms at all costs. They are considered terminally dangerous. 

It is recommended that all test subjects enter the dungeons permanently. 

Emergency scaling protocols enacted so the test may continue to run with limited input. 

Following changes have been enacted: 

1) All clusters will share the same dungeon space divided into 10 sections and 50 levels. 

2) Stimulants and implants will automatically scale up 10% every two cycles based upon the most advanced test subject. Warning- failure to level up quickly enough will result in injury or death from stimulant overdose.

3) One housing unit per ten test subjects on each dungeon level will activate one hour prior to sundown

4) Dungeon floors will no longer reset during this crisis. Population, quests, and rewards have been changed accordingly. 

5) To prevent an awakening occurring at a time when a test subject is vulnerable- future awakenings will have to be consciously activated. 

Once security has dealt with the intruders, further revisions may occur. 

First, he tried to open his eyes. As soon as he did though, his vision got all blurry. It was like he was seeing out of four eyes instead of two. Wait, he could see himself but he could also see Mia sitting up groggily right next to him, still just as naked as she had been when the reset hit.

That didn’t make any sense. He moved his arms and felt himself. Except four arms moved and not just two. He didn’t just feel his own muscled chest. He also felt the same breasts under his hands that he felt when he was with Mia. 

Oh but something was different. They felt much larger in his hands, yet somehow more familiar. He looked down then and saw the hands he expected against his own chest, but also much smaller hands with long slender fingers cupping his breasts. 

No not his. Mia’s. Then without even meaning to his arms moved on their own. Shaking themselves first and then patting across his face. Pulling back as they felt the stubble he was accustomed to waking up with. Somehow as normal as that was, it felt completely alien to him. 

His head hurt, but then his vision went blurry again and some part of himself withdrew. It pulled back up into himself. Lodged inside his PSI core now. It was completely connected to him but somehow separate. That little bundle of emotions that he recognized as Mia. 

A part of him but not. So much closer and more present than before. He wasn’t even able to fully push the sensation into the back of his mind. Even as he worried, he felt her worry. 

Wow, that notification and now this. It was too much to take in. Jay didn’t know what to say. He needed to process it so he closed his eyes, lay back and looked at his other notifications without saying a word.

Error… Searching parameters… 
Test Subjects Compromised
M1789 and F49381 partially fused. . .

Separation failed. . . Searching for options. . .

Level gains magnified

Stats gains balanced
   
Greetings M1789/F49381

You experienced a partial fusion. This is outside of test protocols. Results unanticipated. Dual Status Sheet now activated. Future impact still being examined. Fusion had a multiplicative effect upon both test subjects. Implants have guided awakening as best as possible. Further fused awakenings are not recommended at this time. Complete loss of individuality or death are highly likely. The highest stat was stacked with other half. F49381 stats insufficient to balance so additional stats utilized until equilibrium achieved. 

M1789 subject has crossed the third threshold. 

F49381 subject has crossed the second threshold. 

F subjects undergo additional changes upon crossing the second threshold. 
Gestation duration is reduced by 50% as the subject’s body becomes more efficient. 
Offspring maturation period is reduced by 50%. 
Offspring acquires genetic memories from parents with a level equal to 25% of parents’ combined level and a random combination of skills from parents. 

M1789
Level: 37

Awareness: 41
Precognition: 23 - 47%
Sensual Projection: 18 - 22%
Life Sense: 22 - 76%
Iron Will: 22 - 85%
Telepathy: 7 - 91%
Assessment: 3 - 8%
Empathetic Bond: 1 - 0%

Durability: 36
Hardened Body: 25 - 16%
Enhanced Strength: 25 - 17%

Kinesis: 34
Kinetic Bolt: 14 - 64%
Accelerate: 19 - 11%
Kinetic Dampening: 18 - 97%

Metabolism: 33
Regeneration: 25 - 55%
Enhanced Speed: 24 - 32%

Formation: 58
Body Modification: 10 - 79%
Psionic Construct: 29 - 3%
Temporal Manipulation: 40 - 0%   

PSI Pts: 1330                          Stamina: 690

F49381 
Level: 25   

Awareness: 13
Empathetic Bond: 13 - 0%
Expanded Mind: 11 - 32%
Tactical Probability: 1 - 88%
Telepathy: 6 - 72%
Assessment: 1 - 0%

Durability: 8
Enhanced Flexibility: 8 - 0%
Enhanced Strength: 1 - 0%

Kinesis: 11
Shared Potential: 11 - 0%

Metabolism: 9
Borrowed Adaptation: 8 - 4%
Regeneration: 7 - 63%
Enhanced Speed: 1 - 0%

Formation: 58
PSI Crystal Formation: 16 - 0%

PSI Pts: 820                          Stamina: 170

Joint Shop Credits: 11227

After Jay finished reading everything he remained lying on his back. He couldn’t help but be a bit overwhelmed.  First, it had already been nearly impossible to keep everyone alive. Now, he couldn’t help but wonder how this was going to be achieved.

Next, what was he supposed to do with Mia? He could feel her. More than that, he knew she was happy about the situation. He didn’t even need to have a conversation, verbal or otherwise. He already had a perfectly clear sense of how she felt. Worse, she undoubtedly knew how terrifying he found the entire situation.

Suddenly Mia’s voice popped up in his head, “I think it could be good. Look at the amazing stat changes that we got. I know it may seem bigger to me than to you, but I am so much more powerful than I was before. I even gained Enhanced Speed as a skill of my own.”

It freaked Jay that not only could they speak to each other mind to mind, but she had instantly known how he felt about it. Yet, she was right. The stat increases were amazing. He had gained eight levels and crossed a threshold. It had also been the first threshold that he crossed without experiencing body wrenching pain.

That in and of itself should have been an amazing boon. Beyond that he had gained another forty-six stat points by his math. He had gained Empathetic Bond, although he wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. His stats and skills were reaching a level that dwarfed any point before this. He had to believe that the second floor would be a cinch now, especially with whatever gear the girls had cooked up. 

Still the biggest bonus was that his Temporal Manipulation skill was no longer locked. It was a level 40 skill with what he hoped was more than a cool name. The trick was that as he had learned many times before first while playing various games and then here, simply having a skill or a set of powers didn’t mean that you knew how to use them. 

The combos that they had started to develop showed the untapped potential waiting for them to discover. If they could figure out the best uses for individual powers and then how to combine them. Well, he just grinned and shook his head. 

Next on his list though was to try to assess himself to see if he had experienced any further changes with crossing the third threshold. Normally, he would at least in part feel the changes being made. People usually screamed when they crossed a threshold but something about the partial fusion had changed how things worked. 

Jay Miller                         Designation: M1789
Species: Evolved Human    Age: 22 
Height: 6’10”Weight: 314 lbs
Level: 37Rank: Supreme Alpha
Level for next threshold: 50

Threshold Gains: Telepathy, Assessment, Level Progression: +20%

Sure enough, he had grown another two inches. He also had managed to pack on a fair amount of weight. Yet as he felt himself and then used Life Sense to check himself out, it wasn’t that his proportions had changed. He still had a figure that would make a Greek god jealous. 

Somehow his body was just denser. As he had used it before he channeled his senses inward and was able to determine a great deal about his body’s makeup. The cellular structure of his bones was denser and his muscle fibers while being more pliable were also more like iron cords. 

Eventually, Jay couldn’t put it off any longer. He opened his eyes and found Mia gazing down at him with a smile on her face as she dressed herself and hummed a little song. All he could tell for sure through the bond was that she was very satisfied about something. 

He looked at her in more detail. Not using his extra senses but just as a man does with a beautiful woman. It wasn’t that he was above assessing her or scanning her with Life Sense it was that he just sorta liked to appreciate the view for what it was. He had decided last night to stop fighting the idea that he needed to bond these women to himself. So he couldn’t be bashful about admiring one of them who was half dressed in front of him. 

If anything his staring made her feel even more satisfied to him. He finally just asked, while he dressed himself, “What’s got you in such a good mood?”

She smiled coyly, and he got the sense that she wanted to toy with him a bit like his sister's cat had with a ball of yarn when he was little. 

Mia must have sensed the twinge of sadness that went through him with that memory because she instantly said, “Did I do something wrong.”

He shared the memory, and she stepped up to him and kissed his cheek. “You never have to be alone again. I can’t return your losses but I can bear them with you.”

Jay shrugged and smiled back at her. The shrug was habitual but felt a bit out of place as it was a mechanism for denying emotion, and he couldn’t really do that with her. “You didn’t tell me what has you humming.”

“Oh a little of this and a little of that.”

“Don’t leave me hanging. I can tell how satisfied you are but can’t read your mind.”

“Well it’s a little thing but I am glad that I gained four inches. I want my man to be taller than me but not to tower over me.”

“Is that all?” Jay asked doubtfully.

“Of course not, a girl always needs to keep her secrets, but it’s hard not to hum when I know how you feel about me. You really care. You really want the best for me and not just because I can put my ankles behind my ears. You are a really good person,” Mia beamed as she spoke.

“Well, you are pretty amazing yourself too. The ankle thing doesn’t hurt, but it has always been your mind and your gentle spirit that I have been attracted to. I mean you are gorgeous…” Jay faltered a bit as he spoke, not wanting her to think that she wasn’t physically attractive to him.

“Relax, Jay. We are bonded. I know how you feel. Really know, not just guess based on what you say and do. I am the one person in the world who truly knows how you feel.”

“The other girls might beg to differ with you. They all say that my Sensual Projection lets them know how I feel.”

“Oh, that was incredible. I can see why they like that. I can’t imagine ever going back to making love with a guy and not being able to feel the physical sensations that he feels too. It helped me move and flex just right to please you the best. But that isn’t what I’m talking about. That is passion and things of the body. What we share is a bond of the soul. That’s why I will ultimately be your number one.” Mia appeared enraptured as she spoke. 

Jay wasn’t sure that he even believed in the concept of a soul but realized fairly quickly that it didn’t matter. He liked Mia and if she wanted to believe that, he wasn’t going to stomp on it. 

“So we better get the others. If they crossed the threshold, it may have been bad for them. And we need to get everyone organized to deal with the changes,” Jay said and then he grinned as he started running and yelled over his shoulder, “Think you can keep up with me now that you’ve got your own speed.”

He ran along at 50% of max knowing that even though she had the skill, it wouldn’t be nearly as fast as his. She just laughed in return and said, “Just watch me.”





Chapter 23- Mechas?

Half a dozen minutes later they met up with the rest of the girls of Team Jay in an area that Huong and Mia called the workshop and the rest of them called the training grounds. Jay sent ahead a telepathic message to Amelia and the other three. He couldn’t seem to figure out how to include Mia who was running next to him in a message that he was projecting a couple of miles ahead of him. 

“I’m on my way there now. I hope the awakening wasn’t too bad for you.”

“It was awful, but that is what you told us to expect, so forewarned is forearmed, sorta,” Jessie replied. 

“Did you all get the same message about intruders and suggesting that we go into the dungeon permanently?” Jay asked.

“Yeah, but don’t think that gets you out of marrying me today.” Her telepathic voice conveyed both a stern tone as well as an underlying insecurity that she likely didn’t intend. 

“Wild horses couldn’t… or wait, let’s keep this more topical. A swarm of barbed beetles and tri-apes couldn’t keep me from making you my wife today,” Jay responded.

Strangely, he felt a blossoming warmth and joy coming from Mia. “Is she feeling his emotions as he spoke to Amelia? Crap. Does she think that what I am feeling now is because I’m thinking about her? This could be bad. I definitely need to figure out how to build psychic walls,” Jay thought. 

Huong interrupted his concerned thoughts, “Did you manage to find Mia? I really need both of you in order to finish this armor.”

Leave it to Huong. The girl could be crazy passionate, but when she was in science mode, it was all about whatever she was working on. “Yes, I found her. She is coming with me now.”

As soon as he answered his mind was hit by a barrage of questions from each of the girls.

Meikiyo asked, “Did you show her respect and apologize for disregarding her feelings?”

Amelia’s comment was a bit more in the gutter. “I bet she was cumming earlier too wasn’t she?”

Jessie’s was in much the same vein. “Did you make her yours? A woman wants to know that her man is powerful enough to protect her. Strong enough to take her and gentle enough to make her enjoy it.”

Huong seemed to be giggling telepathically at the other girls’ comments as she said, “I’m sure that she will give us all the juicy details but what I need to know now is if she will still work with me to finish these.”

Jay answered the final question out loud as he and Mia came to a sudden stop from their 60 mph run right in the middle of the others, “You can ask her yourself.”

On the outside he was doing his best to appear calm but a part of him was panicked. “Do they always talk about my time with the other girls? Does that mean they are comparing notes? Wow, I’m gonna have to up my game aren’t I?” he wondered silently.

Jay made circles saying a more intimate good morning to each of the girls. First, he kissed Amelia and whispered in her ear, “Can’t wait for later, but we may have to move it up if we are all going to be moving into the dungeon.” He realized that he didn’t have to even speak out loud but to him there was just something more about a well-placed whisper with his breath against her ear rather than a telepathic message. 

As he turned towards Huong, Amelia pinched his backside, and said, “You didn’t even comment about how I got taller.”

Jay inwardly groaned, “Note to self, always comment on a woman’s appearance and don’t miss the changes.”

He hugged Huong so that she could get back to her work with Mia. She paused long enough to brush their lips in a light kiss and then said, “More to come later,” before turning back to the little work bench that she had constructed out of vines and which appeared to be fire hardened. When Huong was on a task, she was single minded. 

Jay then grabbed Meikiyo and pulled her close. She had seemed a bit distant since Mia had been inducted to the team. He projected his words into her mind, “Did I do something wrong?” 

Her already somewhat stiff hug got even tenser but all she said back was, “Nothing to talk about now. You have to figure out how to save us all from whatever this new danger is. Duty knows no lover.” The last part had actually come through as ‘Gimu wa koibito o shiranai’ which he assumed was Japanese yet somehow the meaning still was perfectly understandable. Yet another fascinating aspect of telepathy.

“You are still my fire goddess. I will make this right, whatever it is.” 

His words only brought a sad smile to her face before she leaned in and kissed him again, lightly upon his cheek. “Go be our hero.”

He wanted to linger. Meikiyo was amazing. They had confided so much in one another and he didn’t want to lose that connection but his own dream voice echoed in his head, “Focus.” 

So from there he turned towards Jessie. She looked to be bracing herself almost as if for a fight. Jay had to remember that each of his girls had different traits and each needed to be handled differently. Jessie’s was a bit more out there but it made sense given her powers and how they might be affecting her psychologically. 

Instead of the gentle embrace with Huong and Meikiyo or the more passionate one with Amelia, this one required something more extreme. Jay immediately activated his speed and strength to maximum, which given his recent stat boost was fairly significant even compared to yesterday. He charged the two steps that were between them and as gently as he could swept her off her feet with one hand under her knees and one across her upper back. 

Then he pushed off with both feet and flew up fully 100 feet into the air. Jessie squealed in delight and started kissing him all over his face and neck as they surged upward. All too quickly their momentum came to an end, and he immediately applied his strongest kinetic dampening field in as narrow a cone as possible, right below them. Instead of plummeting to the ground, they started to drift down slowly like a leaf upon the breeze. 

By the time they landed, if it weren’t for his naturally hardened skin, Jay’s neck would have been a mass of hickies like some middle schooler who just made out for the first time. She was purring and whispered, “You can take me now, my mate.”

Whatever she did that put off those pheromones clouded his mind, and it was only by quick thinking that he activated Iron Will quickly enough to fight off the urge to throw her down. Through gritted teeth and a deep sense of remorse he said, “I passed the next threshold and that wouldn’t be safe until we get access to a new level of birth control.”

She gave him a wicked grin back. “Oh, I know. Trust me, I know.”

God, she was beautiful, but he knew that a relationship with her was always going to be a struggle, not because she was gonna truly fight him for dominance but because she would always be pushing at the edges. He smiled and said, “We can talk about that once we are all safe.”

Even though he knew her lip being stuck out in a pouty expression was halfway just for show, it was still tantalizing. He shrugged and shook his head as he said, “So I take it that everyone broke through a threshold.”

The girls all talked about what they got by leveling. They discussed stat increases. He was surprised by how much each of them were happy about having grown taller. Their proportions remained the same and even Mia still seemed petite compared to his ever-growing frame. 

It was fascinating to learn that all the girls had gained Assessment as a skill. That must be a standard skill for crossing the second threshold. Amelia also gained a new skill, Phase Burst. She didn’t know how it worked yet, but he grinned when he saw her excitement to learn about it. 

Huong’s new skill was something called Scavenger Crafting. Unlike Amelia though, her new skill was already at level 9 - 98%. She said she thought it was what was allowing her to create gear out of the parts that they recovered from the creatures they slew.

Meikiyo’s new skill was something called Burning Defiance. She felt like it was what was allowing her to resist the influence that Jasmine exerted. Again hers was not just a level one skill it was set at 5 - 22%. 

Jessie only got Assessment and didn’t end up with a new skill. The truth was that she still needed to master her Stat Enhanced Constructs but had no idea how to go about the process since she had no idea what it was. Even Jay admitted that the name was vague at best. 

After talking about new skills the girls all wanted to tell him about the message that they got about crossing into the second threshold. When Jay already knew about it, they asked him and he simply said that Mia had crossed and so he knew because of her. 

He immediately felt guilty. It wasn’t technically a lie, but it was he knew that he was withholding information about the fusion from them. He was scared about how they would take it since they hadn’t really taken the Empathetic Bond very well, especially Meikiyo. Jay told himself that as soon as they figured out the new danger that they would discuss the fusion. 

“So, you are pretty quiet, Jay. I am shocked that you crossed the third threshold. Was it as painful as the second or even worse?” Amelia asked.

Jay’s brain spun around as he tried to figure out how to answer that. “So I got access to Temporal Manipulation. I am psyched to try it out. Now, the question though is what we need to do about the new threat. Do you all think that we should move into the dungeon?” 

Jessie and Meikiyo both started to argue at that point. It appeared that they had been discussing this already. Jay’s habitual response would have been to just ignore it, maybe walk away. That simply wasn’t going to work. 

Whoever had put them here could have killed them at any time. They had shown that more than once. The simple fact that they hadn’t showed that they wanted something more from Jay and the others than to simply off them. 

It was that thought alone that crystallized things for him. “Stop it,” Jay called out louder than he had meant to. All eyes turned towards him. Not just the three he had been talking with. Even Huong and Mia stopped whatever had been going on.

“We are a team and we need to take a vote on this but I can tell you right now that I am voting for us to move into the dungeon at least for the time being. I take the message at face value and think there may be a threat that is beyond us.”

“I will do whatever you want,” Jessie said. He nodded at her even though she had already been arguing for that. Both Huong and Mia mumbled their agreement. 

Meikiyo looked at him and had that same look of hurt upon her face. “I trust you, Jay. I don’t want to move into the dungeon, but my trust in you is greater than my fear of the dungeon.”

Amelia’s expression was inscrutable. She was only staring at him and hadn’t said a word. She didn’t even look to the other girls as they so often did. Jay realized she could have been having four different telepathic conversations at the moment and he wouldn’t have been able to tell, but he didn’t think that was the case. 

In fact, Jay was pretty sure he knew what was going on in her pretty head. He had almost made two catastrophic errors. Just an hour ago he had first truly come to the realization that he needed to stop sitting back. It was time for him to truly take control.

So, he shrugged and sighed. Missteps and backsliding were likely inevitable but not so close to first truly understanding his role here. “I’m sorry,” he spoke the words out loud but barely loud enough to be heard. 

No one said anything in response as they waited to see what he was talking about. “I’m sorry that I am struggling so much with growing up. You trust in me, but I trust in you to keep reminding me of my duty to all of you. Please don’t grow tired of reminding me, like I won’t grow tired of fighting for you.”

If he thought he had their attention before, then they were now all focused on him like the edge of a razor. They each had moved closer to him and he clearly had the stage. “I came to the realization that I have not been doing everything that I could for you all. This realization has come in phases over the past few weeks that we have been here and another important piece fell into place this morning.”

“It all began when Amelia pointed out the need for a team. How I couldn’t act alone, nor could I treat everyone equally. If I am the center then there are going to be circles out around me. The closer circles will of necessity be smaller with each circle out expanding more. The inner circle is you. The ones I love and trust, the core of Team Jay.” 

“The next circle will be those that we bring into the team but who are adjunct members. They may eventually earn a spot in the inner circle. I can’t predict the future, well at least not like that. Then there will be a greater circle around that, which is all the rest of humanity here in this experiment. Team Jay will fight for them but we won’t be dictated to by them. 

“The second realization came from Huong when I realized that it was okay to be loved. It was okay for someone else to take care of me. I don’t have to be stoic in my approach, and her tender attention to my needs has reminded me it is okay for me to be cared for. “

“Next came a particularly harsh lesson which Meikiyo taught me. She showed me that even if I am the leader and even if I believe all the weight rests upon me that does not give me leave to treat you as less than. You are bright, independent women who deserve to be heard and trusted as equals. We are all stronger together.” 

“Jessie’s lesson to me was a reminder that those on the outside may yearn for what we have. They may think that we are keeping them away on purpose. I need to be open to expanding the team and I need to look for those who are already going beyond in their efforts. She was willing to put her life on the line fighting those barbed beetles the night of their first attack. She wasn’t part of the team. She could have gone and hidden. In fact, she had every reason to want to do so. I had pushed her away moments before that. Still she almost paid with her life fighting to protect us all.” 

“Finally, in chasing Mia tonight, I realized that despite training up the team, I have still been failing to utilize the resources that we have. There are a number of other girls who are willing to join the fight, but they need to be invited by me and yes, that likely will mean more of them sharing my bed. I didn’t make the rules and truthfully, I would condemn this sort of behavior back on Earth as impractical and perhaps even out of the cult leader’s playbook. This isn’t Earth and those old rules don't apply. So I determined this morning to do what is necessary to recruit the rest of the girls who are willing and able to participate.” 

“I know that it sounds like I am just trying to bed more girls, or at least that is what I hear when I say that.” Jay paused in his speech. He was sorta surprised that he had been allowed to go on for so long but also emotional about laying out both his shortcomings and his commitment. 

“For all my jokes about dibs, I have always known this day was coming. The attack by Kenley only made it clearer. Then lately the incompetence of Tyler and even Miguel have shown that only if you truly take charge can we have any sense of security. So, no, we don’t think you are just being a horn dog,” Amelia said before pausing briefly.

“And while if you were my fiancé back on Earth telling me you were going to recruit more girls to sleep with, you might not feel safe falling asleep if I had access to a pair of scissors, yet here I acknowledge this is just the life we have been dealt.  As the dungeon said when we first left it, ‘Welcome to the rest of your life’,” Amelia said.

Jay smiled at her. “Thank you for that. Now there is one other thing and it may make some of you unhappy. I didn’t lie but I did sorta hold something back.” With that he explained about the fusion and about what they were doing at the moment of the reset. 

He didn’t hold back, explaining the huge stat buffs that they had gained and how she had gained Enhanced Speed from him while he had gained Empathetic Bond from her. It was clear to see that they were jealous of her gains but more so of her connection to Jay. It was however equally clear that they appreciated his honesty.

“So, can you fuse with me?” Amelia asked only to be echoed by a chorus of “And me’s”.

“I have the skill now, so it is possible. I don’t know if it was a fluke. I don’t know if it was because of what we were doing, although that doesn’t seem likely since I have shared orgasms with all of you. Maybe it was because of the reset occurring at that exact same moment.”

“I volunteer to test out the theory, no matter how many times we have to try. I mean in the interest of science,” Huong said. She added the last part once the others were all glaring at her.

Amelia mumbled, “Slut,” but didn’t add more. Huong smiled. By now she was taking that slur as a compliment.

“There is more,” Jay said and then he explained the warning about the risks of attempting further fusions. That didn’t seem to dissuade the others though who were already trying to devise a system for who got to try it first.

Jay coughed to interrupt them jockeying for position. A part of him felt like he was a horse and they were competing to see which of them could ride him the hardest. Normally that might be many a guy’s dream but he needed to keep them focused. 

“Enough, we will discuss this later. I need you all to respect my wishes on this. Now, can we see what they have crafted?”

That was all the invitation that Huong needed in order to take center stage. She showed three fairly massive suits of beetle carapace armor clearly meant to be worn by Amelia, Meikiyo, and herself. The carapace had been cut down into leg and arm guards, body armor and even boots, gloves, and a helmet. 

Each piece had two or more slots that were filled by the PSI crystals that Mia made. A larger crystal in each piece then led through channels carved in the carapace to the smaller crystals. Huong explained that these crystals were formed to either hold PSI or Stamina and that the smaller crystals were formed to be able to hold a specific skill or ability within them. 

They asked Jay to channel Enhanced Strength and Enhanced Speed into two of the smaller crystals that were in each side of a set of boots. A few crystals were broken and had to be reformed by Mia, but eventually they learned that he could only put the equivalent amount of skill equal to the level of her crystals which were sixteen despite the fact that his skills were at a higher level. 

Once they figured this out it didn’t take long for them to figure out that anyone could charge the Stamina into the larger crystal. It looked like the battery crystals, which is what they took to calling them, could hold exactly 20 points of Stamina per level of the crystal or in this case 320 Stamina points.

Amelia then volunteered to try out the boots. Once she had them on it took her a moment to figure out how to activate them, but then she was able to run and leap with a great level of speed and skill. Certainly far beyond what she could normally do.

One limit that they learned was that the abilities activated in the crystals had a passive low-level effect which made the user faster and stronger in terms of their walking, running, or jumping. The passive level seemed to drain Stamina from the user at about the same rate that they could naturally regenerate. Which Huong pointed out made sense given that Amelia was level 16 now and so were the PSI crystals. 

The second limitation that they learned was that the abilities in the crystals could not be activated beyond the third level of activation. The first level drained stamina at double the normal rate. The second level doubled that drain and the third doubled it again. 

The result being that Amelia was able to keep both strength and speed active at level one for approximately 16 minutes. Level two was half of that and level three for a mere four minutes. Moreover the crystals didn’t passively recharge, but could only be filled if she stopped moving and rested. Then she was able to fully charge within 10 minutes. 

For the next hour they worked together to help create and fill all the crystals. Amelia’s armor was most charged with her own shadow-type powers, with the exception that one of the chest and head gems were filled with Hardened Body Gems and one of the gems on the hands were filled with Strength crystals. They took to using the term gem and crystal interchangeably.

The end result was that they had three sets of powered armor. Meikiyo said they were almost like mechas. Huong and Mia were understandably proud of their creations and wanted to be able to make more combinations but needed more scavenged materials. 

It was mid-morning already and Jay pointed out that the rest of the camp was being a bit too quiet. He was worried that something else was going on. They discussed a plan and formed a list of who they thought were the best candidates to bring on as adjunct members and then they split off to go and try to recruit them. 

If all went well, Team Jay was about to swell from six members to twenty-two members. Each of the girls were sent out to recruit two or three more members and explain what it would mean to be an adjunct member. Meikiyo laughingly referred to them as concubines but Jay couldn’t tell how serious she actually was. 

There were a few members who were felt to be more significant to the overall future strength of the team, and so Jay was personally sent to recruit those three, with everyone having instructions to avoid Jasmine as much as possible. Once they controlled a clear majority, they would confront her. Jay very much wanted to find a way to save her but wondered if her own power had corrupted her too much. 

Chapter 24- Tribal Council

The team spread out to try and find the various girls they were looking for. Of those on his list, Jay only managed to find Charlotte and Madison. They were once again practicing. It was extremely re-assuring to him that they were a good fit for the team just based on how seriously they were taking their practice. At this pace, they would cross the second threshold in a few days. 

When he walked up to them, they both got a funny look on their faces before Charlotte asked, “Is it time already?”

“Time for what?” Jay asked back.

They exchanged glances and Madison said, “I thought we were having like a tribal roundtable this morning.”

Jay was confused now. “Oh, I suppose we are, but who told you?”

Again with the nervous glances before Charlotte answered, “Jasmine said she was going to hold a meeting.”

Suddenly that made sense. Jasmine must be making her play. He kicked himself for being so slow to realize what was needed of him. All that was left was for him to try to determine if this could still be salvaged.

“Actually, Team Jay is calling a meeting this morning. It is our intention to offer adjunct spots to most of those who remain. I want to personally ask you to join the team.”

“Oh, but you didn’t talk to Jasmine already? She said she was gonna make it so we could all be on an even footing with you,” Madison said.

At the same time Charlotte asked, “What do you mean by adjunct?”

“To answer your questions, no I haven’t talked to Jasmine yet about this. As far as what adjunct means, I think that it will help if you think of Team Jay as one of the bulls-eyes that you carve into the trees for target practice. 

“In the very center there is me. Around that is the closest circle that constitutes the core of the team, then there are outer rings that represent the level of connection that an individual has with the team. Adjunct means that you are on the team but are not part of the core. 

“That doesn’t preclude you from moving up at some point based upon fit and need, but there can likely only be so many who are the closest. The outermost ring represents the rest of the people in the experiment. We will still be working to help them and will try not to come into conflict with them, but they are not part of the team and the team will always come first.”

“Oh, so it’s like second-class citizens. Jasmine warned us about this. I suppose that the core members would have more rights and authority than the adjunct members,” Charlotte said.

“Well there would be a command structure of course. We are effectively in a war for our survival. That doesn’t mean that I think of anyone as a second-class citizen.”

“Oh so we would get to sleep with you? Or is that reserved for the core members?” Madison asked. 

Jay couldn’t help but feel like she was bitter about this. He again wondered if he had waited too long. Honestly, the idea that gorgeous women such as Madison and the others were bent out of shape because he hadn’t let them join him in his bed yet was still a bit much to wrap his head around. He had to remind himself again that this is not Earth and a different set of rules apply. 

“If that is something you want. It wouldn’t be forced on you.”

“Oh so it’s like a pity fuck?” Charlotte asked.

“No, nothing like that. You are both beautiful women and I have enjoyed every bit of my time training with you. I am constantly amazed by how lucky I am to be around women like you and trust me, I live in a perpetual state of being turned on.”

“Just not turned on enough to act on it. I don’t see you having that problem with Amelia or the others,” Madison said. The snappiness in her voice told Jay that everything he was saying was making this worse. 

Thankfully, he heard voices behind him and thought maybe the rest of his team had come to rescue him. When he turned to look he saw the entire cluster there. They were all walking towards him. His team seemed to be in on it, although Meikiyo had a very concerned look on her face. 

In the front of the group was Jasmine with Daphne and Huong on either side of her. Tyler and Miguel were a bit further back with their own little harems as Amelia called them. The rest of his team and the girls they had been sent to recruit were boxed in by Jasmine on the front and the other guys’ groups on the sides. 

This didn’t bode well. For a minute he wondered if Huong had betrayed him, but then discarded that thought. She had worked closely with Jasmine in the past and seemed to be very susceptible to her influence, but Jay didn’t believe for a second that this was a willing betrayal.

Jasmine called out, “Oh good. There you are. This is everyone so we can have our tribal council now. There are some decisions that we need to make about our future.”

“Yes, I know. I was going to come find you but needed to talk to some people first,” Jay replied. 

She had a dangerous half-smile on her face. As Jay took her in, he noticed that she was taller than she had been the last time he saw her. She must have crossed the second threshold. What he couldn’t figure out was how she did that without ever going in the dungeons. 

Then it dawned on him. Danger wasn’t inherently required to improve skills or force awakenings. It certainly helped, but what was truly necessary was pushing yourself. She must have been pushing herself and developing her power non-stop. 

Which meant that she had been at a minimum influencing people and at the worst outright controlling everyone. He supposed that included an element of risk and a need to properly time the powers. There was a tactical element to it.

“No, Jay, I think the time for private meetings is over. We are all calling for an official tribal council and you as the leader need to hear the wishes of your people. Isn’t that right?” Jasmine said. Jay tensed himself as he felt the surge of emotion wash over him even with his Iron Will at level three. He could maintain it indefinitely there, but not if he pushed it to level four. 

“So what is it that you are asking for?”

“Simple, name me as your first wife and co-leader, then agree to take on the rest of the unaffiliated girls. If you don’t do that, then we will have to look to Tyler or Miguel as a leader,” Jasmine said. Confidence just oozed off of her and was probably warranted by the nodding of heads behind her. 

Tyler however wasn’t so happy with her proclamation. “Wait one damn minute. That isn’t what you told me. You said that you were going to use your influence to get me named leader as long as I promised to make you my number one. Then I was supposed to get the rest of the girls.”

Jasmine laughed. “I also said you might have to fight Jay for control. Take one look at him and tell me how you think you are supposed to take him on. You have only just passed into the second threshold and from the look of things he has passed into the third.”

“Well, I didn’t think I would actually have to fight him. He can keep his four women and go somewhere else,” Tyler said.

That prompted grumbling from the other girls. “No, don't send Jay away. Who will lead us? Who will protect us?”

Tyler turned on them. “Just shut up. I am going to be the leader here.”

Again Jasmine laughed. She looked at Huong and said, “You have Assessment now. What do you see when you assess Tyler?” 

Huong answered in her clinical, scientist voice, “Level 16 mid-range beta male. Viable mate.”

“I’m no beta. I’m an alpha,” Tyler sputtered. “I’ve got my own harem.”

The women ignored him and Jasmine asked, “And what about when you assess Jay?”

“Level 37 Supreme Alpha Male, most desirable mate.”

“You see, Tyler, how you can compare with that. So just be a good boy and do what I say. That way you can still get Jay’s table scraps,” Jasmine said. All the mirth was gone from her voice as she sounded dead serious.

Tyler’s face was beet red, but he still managed to draw his sword. He stepped out and shouted out an order and the four girls who were still faithful to him moved with him but only after receiving a nod from Jasmine.

“Well, looks like there is going to be a fight after all,” Jasmine said. “Jay, he has four helpers, you can pick four girls to join you as long as they aren’t from what you call Team Jay. Time to bring in some fresh blood, so to speak.”

“You have been setting this all up. Don’t think I don’t see through you. I’m not here to kill other humans. There already are too few of us.”

“Whatever, even if I am, I can feel you starting to give in. This is all for the good of the race. Only the strong are worthy of living and there are none stronger than you and I. You are the brawn to my brain. Together we will rule over all the clusters,” Jasmine said. Jay looked at her closely and realized that she was serious. She must genuinely think that this was the best course of action. 
Chapter 25- Enemies from the Stars

Jay looked around assessing his options, but then it all became moot. There was the sound of metal being ripped apart, that same screeching that was so distinctive. All eyes looked up and Jay more than any was shocked.

A beam of light seemed to descend from the sky above. It was as though a hole had been ripped in the sky. Out of that hole a man-shaped creature came floating down, almost like dust motes in the sunlight as it streams in when a curtain is pulled back. 

Jay’s attention was torn between the gaping wound of a hole in the sky that wasn’t closing up. It was a very Truman Show moment for him as he realized that all those weird feelings he had suffered with over the past few weeks were true. The sky was not the sky. It was a metal dome of sorts. 

The other part of his attention fell on the newcomer. He hit the ground with more impact than Jay had expected and adopted a stooped-over posture with both hands against the ground just as much as his feet. Then pushing himself up, Jay saw what he could only call a cyborg.

There were clearly organic parts. The man or thing or whatever it was must have been ten feet tall and had a light-bluish tint to his skin. The skin that was showing though didn’t look healthy at all but more like a corpse. At least 80% of his body and head were covered in technology, from a missing hand that appeared to be a weapon to a cybernetic eye.

It appeared that his dream and the notification had both been telling the truth. There were now invaders in wherever they were being kept for this experiment. Jay performed a quick assessment, and the data came back as: 

Designation: UnknownRace: Forlorn
Type: Warrior modelRating: Extreme Danger- do not engage
All test subjects should flee if confronted by any of the Forlorn.
Warriors exist to crush the enemies of the Forlorn and allow their Overminds
to absorb more technological or organic matter into their service. 

That wasn’t very promising, but Jay couldn’t afford to delay. The creature had landed not more than a dozen feet from the back of their group. Both Jay and Jasmine acted at the same time. Jay acted to erect a psionic construct in the form of a wall behind the group, while Jasmine used her power to order Tyler to attack the creature. 

Jay felt sick to his stomach as the fear on the man’s face was evident. He might be an asshat but he was still a human being and as far as Jay knew she was sending him and the four girls to their deaths. That however didn’t stop them from obeying her. 

“Amelia, Huong, Meikiyo, Jessie, Mia, come with me. Any of the rest of you that want to live follow us to the dungeon.”

Jay’s voice shook some of them back to alertness while others just started to scream in terror. Tyler and his group struck the creature with everything they had. A flurry of electrical blasts, flying stone discs, and some strange liquid blasted into it. None of the attacks made any contact with the creature as it had some sort of personal force field that stopped everything mere inches from its body. 

It didn’t utter a single sound as it raised the arm which ended in a weapon and fired a blast of brilliant green energy. Tyler’s group was already on the far side of Jay’s barrier so there was no defense for them. The ray struck Tyler and latched onto him for the span of a breath; the man seemed to hang on and then was dissipated like so much dust in the wind. 

The girls with him screamed but before they could even move the creature charged among them. It blasted another with the same bright-green ray while its organic hand grabbed and broke the neck of the nearest girl. The last two turned to run, but the creature showed no mercy. It shot down one and then the other.

Fortunately by this point most of the girls were already running towards the ziggurat. Jay kept his barrier moving behind them and hoped it was wide enough to shield them all. 

The cyborg moved quickly but not in a run. Its walking pace was simply fast and purposeful. It called out now for the first time, “Escape is pointless. We are inevitable.” Jay couldn’t help but draw immediate comparisons to the Borg of Star Trek fame. If nothing else the diction and tone of voice was much the same. 

When it did fire at the running group, its green beam struck Jay’s construct. He felt an immediate backlash and strangely enough heard Mia’s voice cry out in pain. He looked back at her but was sure the attack had not penetrated his shield. 

The creature seemed even more baffled by that. It raised the weapon arm again and fired another blast. Actually there were three fired in quick succession. None of them lasted for more than half a second but they hit different portions of the shield.

With each blast, Jay felt a bit of pain and a minor drain on his PSI reserves, but strangely enough felt quite able to keep this up. In fact, by the third blast he would have called it discomfort more than pain. 

The cyborg stopped moving and seemed to be trying to scan or assess them. Half the girls were already running up the stairs of the ziggurat, when the creature pulled something off its back and shot a projectile up and over them in an arc. 

Jay reacted assuming that it was an attack to land amongst the girls and kill them. Since he didn’t know what the weapon did, he didn’t take a chance at trying to divert it with kinetic dampening. Instead he just put up a second barrier over their heads, relying up his PSI reserves to be enough. 

This time though he had misconstrued the cyborg’s intent for the projectile flew over the barrier and struck at the doorway leading into the top of the ziggurat. When it reached its target, it expanded or rather unfolded with a clanking metallic sound. It formed a seal that completely blocked the doorway with a dull gray metal. 

Then it started to fire a concentrated beam at Jay’s barrier. This time the stabbing pain returned to his head, and he was forced to drop the overhead barrier. Then as the assault kept up, he kept shrinking the size of the barrier that he was maintaining. He had to push the construct to level four but while it was little more than six foot by six foot, it was holding. 

For a solid minute the creature maintained the beam and Jay began to worry about who would run out of energy first. Then without warning it angled the beam away from Jay’s barrier and fired for one of the unprotected humans. 

Jay felt an almost overwhelming sense of danger. He had never had his passive precognitive ability go off like this with danger to another person but in his mind’s eye he saw the path of the beam and that it was being strafed so that it would first hit two of the girls with Miguel and then would hit Amelia. 

He tried to burst into speed charging forward while sending a new psionically constructed wall in front of the strafing beam. As fast as Jay was though he was no match for a weapon that traveled at the speed of light. 

Jay saw Amelia dissipate into so many motes of light. The intensity of the beam was so great that she didn’t even get a chance to cry out, but he would have sworn that there was a look of fear on her face as she made the briefest moments of eye contact with him. Yet for all that she trusted in him, he had failed to save her. 

“No!” Jay’s scream echoed his internal monologue. “This would not stand.”

In desperation, Jay’s mind reached out for a completely untested ability, Temporal Manipulation. He didn’t know how it would work. He only knew that it had to work. He cared too much about Amelia to see her fall like that. 

His first thought was to travel back in time, but he had no idea how to do that. As he focused on the ability though, he saw that there were flows of something all around him. Like waves radiating off of everything. 

In that altered state, Jay saw Amelia being disintegrated and saw her just before that moment. Perhaps traveling back in time was too much. Maybe though he could nudge things. Instead of trying to reach back he just tried to hit rewind. 

Everyone else continued to move as they had been but for perhaps three seconds, Amelia, or more specifically those fluxes of energy flowing off of her, reversed and she was pulled back to an earlier state. The beam had just passed through her but still she reformed where she had been standing. 

Jay didn’t know what it felt like to Amelia but to him it looked like she had been blasted into atoms and then reassembled a second later. 

It must have appeared the same to the cyborg for he stopped firing. In fact it stopped doing anything for half a dozen seconds. Jay kept an eye on it but rushed to Amelia. 

She smiled and said, “Wow that was close. I could have sworn it was gonna shoot me.”

Rather than trying to explain Jay took on his most commanding voice, “Listen to me. I don’t care if you disagree. Right now I’m the only one with a chance. I need you to work with Daphne to extend your shroud to cover all of you and then hide. I will try to buy you as much time as possible.”

If it had been a movie undoubtedly, she would have fallen into his arms as they passionately kissed. The enemy would have of course kindly waited for their tender moment to be over. Instead, as much as her expression said she didn’t like it, Amelia was pragmatic enough to recognize the truth of what Jay was ordering and sprang into action. 

Freed up, Jay moved to attack the creature before it got its bearings or sorted out whatever was confusing it. As he charged forward, he heard Amelia say something about death not being a valid excuse for missing their wedding.

Jay ramped up his speed, strength, and body hardening all to level three. He wasn’t sure how long the fight was going to last but he wanted to be both empowered and able to hang in for the long haul. At the same time he kept a Psionic Construct in the form of a transparent wall between him and the enemy. Adding to that the strain from upping his Precognition and he was draining PSI fast. 

He had never been happier than now for extra levels and stats which had increased the size of his PSI pool. Then he got a pleasant surprise. Mia established a Shared Potential link with him. A part of him was frustrated that she wasn’t getting further away, but he was very glad for the extra 40 points it provided him in Formation. The boost to the power of his constructs was going to be noticeable and of course it added 400 more PSI to his reserves.

Through the bond with her, he could feel both her fear for his safety and her confidence in his ability. It was strangely intoxicating that he didn’t sense any fear for herself in her. She truly believed he could take the cyborg down. 

Jay wondered if he should shout out some kind of battle cry or maybe give it an ultimatum to leave them in peace or he would turn it into pieces. Those thoughts came and went quickly though as he realized that this was real life, not a TV show. 

So thanks to the extra energy he had just gotten he charged forward while forming a long PSI blade. His wall construct took a couple green blasts of energy and then he was upon his foe. He slashed with the blade and felt it meet resistance from whatever the field was around the creature. 

Still the blade did manage to make its way through and scored a shallow line against the metallic leg of the creature. He was far off the mark he had aimed for as the blow had been diverted by the shield. The creature moved slowly and didn’t seem too concerned about Jay even though he had proven able to counter its energy blasts and actually penetrate its shield.

Its own lackadaisical attitude worried him as much as anything. Finally it spoke again in that same dead voice, “Stop fighting. You will only harm yourself. We will study you. Alive or dead does not matter. All are just states of existence. You are already part of the universal order, you just don’t know it yet.”

Jay didn’t bother to answer as he sent a flurry of sword blows at it. He felt like some of the knowledge he had gained when Mia had uploaded his mind with martial arts had stuck. His movements were more precise with less wasted action. His power was more focused into each strike as he combined both PSI and Stamina for maximum effect. 

He had already tried to scan it with Life Sense but it all showed up as dead matter. There was no life force within it, not even in the organic parts. At least nothing that he could detect. 

It just continued to fight him slowly but steadily, not seeming to be in any rush despite the fact that he was slowly cutting it up. That was when he realized he was being played for a fool. It wasn’t fighting to win. It has as much as told him that it would capture and study him. That must mean it was waiting for reinforcements. That was not good. 

Jay was gonna have to up his game. He thought of using his Temporal Manipulation, but decided against it. It was a new skill, and he didn’t understand how it worked at all. He had only used it instinctively to save Amelia and because there were no other options. 

He decided to go old school on this one. He shrunk his psi barrier and charged in while forming a second psi blade in his other hand. His rush caught the creature off-guard apparently and sent it stumbling backwards. Given that he had hit it with the force of a small truck it must be inordinately strong. 

His first blade sliced through the shield leaving a light mark across its legs, but his second blade followed the path of the first. That brief opening in the shield was all that he needed to slice off the creature's left leg. It was unnerving that even as it fell backward and the leg went in the opposite direction that there was no scream, no blood, and no signs that it had even been injured except what he saw with his own eyes. 

Not so for him. He cursed himself for a fool as when it fell down a burst of green energy came up under his barrier and blasted him square in the gut. He cried out in pain as it felt like his body was ripping itself apart. The very essence of his being was being drained into the blackened tissue. His chainmail had provided no defense. 

He immediately dropped his strength and speed as he focused all of his Stamina into Hardened Body, trying to stabilize himself. Jay reached out a hand and forced a PSI construct as a cap over the enemy’s weapon, something he should have thought of before. Maybe it was the fact that he was sure he was dying but he had a greater level of clarity than ever before. 

He formed a dozen small blades in the air as he dropped his barrier and started each of the blades spinning by fluctuating his kinetic dampening field and then accelerated them all. This task would have been far beyond him yesterday, or even this morning. The extra power that he was sharing with Mia was all that was getting him through. That and an Iron Will that said he would not allow this monstrosity to harm his girls. 

When he released the spinning blades, the amount of force behind them was intense. The shield couldn’t stand up to so many attacks all at once and when Jay passed out, it was only because he could see that the cyborg was cut up into hundreds of pieces. 





Chapter 26- Enemies from Within

Jay woke up as he was being jostled around by a number of hands. He felt healing energy striving to fix him and immediately pushed his own natural regeneration up to level four. Still something didn’t feel right. He kept his eyes closed and tried to breathe deeply. He needed to focus. 

Turning his Life Sense inward he noticed the problem almost immediately. There was a gaping wound in his gut. At least he wasn’t feeling any pain. He had to assume that he owed that to Emma. 

The wound was not just physical, but it was a disruption of the natural processes of his body. Worse, it was spreading, eating away at the edges of the injury like a cancer. Healthy cells were being drained of their vitality. 

It was almost as though life force had a quantifiable energy. Whatever the weapon had done to him, it had not just disintegrated his cells but also accelerated the decay of the cells all around it. The other effect was that it seemed to interfere with the pathways of energy that he had noticed inside himself earlier. He was far from understanding any of this but knew it was bad. 

The spread was being slowed by Huong’s healing. Her power attempted to regenerate his cells, but she was losing. Even after he ramped up his own regeneration up to maximum, it was still not keeping up. 

Then he heard Jasmine’s voice saying, “Kenzie, I told you to get in there and help heal him.”

The icy girl answered back with true terror in her voice, “I told you I reached out to touch his wound. Whenever I heal, I pull out the harm. That is the only way I can describe it. It works best with anything inflamed. This is not like that at all. I’m scared that either my power won’t help at all, it will worsen his condition, or it will transfer whatever is doing this to him into me.”

Jay felt a swell of emotion coming off of Jasmine. She was clearly trying to push her will onto the other girl. He thought she was right and that it would likely hurt her to heal him based on the little he knew about her powers. So he opened his eyes and said, “No, don’t make her do it. She is right. It is more likely that she will either worsen my condition or injure herself.”

Jasmine’s voice sounded like she was lecturing a particularly slow child. “Jay, you aren’t thinking clearly now. We all owe our lives to you. She needs to do her part to help save our savior.”

“Well if she owes her life to me, then I don’t want her to waste it by doing something that may hurt more than it helps. I could use Daphne to amplify my regeneration rate though,” Jay retorted. 

“As you wish.”

Suddenly, Amelia and the rest of the team were near his head and he heard them each asking what they could do. Mia said, “I’m sharing Kinesis with Huong to improve her healing.”

“It’s too bad you can’t shape change to heal,” Jessie said.

An idea ran through Jay’s mind at that point. “I could kiss you, Jessie.”

“Uh, I never wanna say ‘no’ to that, but maybe we should save your life first,” she said back to him.

“I think you gave me a way to save myself. But it is gonna take a bunch of us working together.”

Jasmine kneeled down by him. “Tell me who you need and I will get everyone organized.”

He didn’t have time to fight with her and even though she was still trying to take control with his life on the line, he decided she probably was the best for getting everyone organized. “Okay, I am going to need Huong, Daphne, Mia, Ava, Emma, and Madison. Oh and everyone else should back up. This may be slightly dangerous.”

Jasmine replied, “Don’t worry, I’ll save you.” Then she started shouting orders. The rest of his team moved away and those he had asked for were around him within a few seconds. Jasmine was nothing if not efficient. 

“Everyone is here. Now what do you want us to do?” she asked.

“I need Daphne to augment Huong’s healing because I am going to have to turn my own regeneration off to conserve energy. Don’t try to regrow tissue as much as just try to slow the spread of the decay.”

Huong and Daphne both nodded as the former said, “Yes my love.”

“I am going to do the next part. I have a skill that I don’t use very often called Body Modification. I am going to use it to try to expand the wound. I will be trying to separate from my body as thin a layer of tissue as possible but it is going to require ripping myself up even more. So, I will be counting on Emma to stop the pain so that I can focus.”

“You could kill yourself, if you damage your organs too much to be healed,” Huong said.

“Yes, but if I lose the battle to this cellular decay, I am definitely going to die.”

None of them seemed happy, but they weren’t going to argue with him. “Then I will need Madison to lighten the mass of the tissue as much as possible. I am hoping that you can make it lighter than air, since it is a very bad idea for anyone to touch it,” Jay said. 

Jay glanced from side to side until he saw Mia. For someone so tall, she could certainly disappear into a group. “Mia, I need you to share Formation with me, because that will boost my Body Modification skill. I need it to be as powerful as possible. I’ve never really used it like this before.”

An excited voice started speaking way too fast, “Okay, like what do you need me to do. They said you asked for me. Like I don’t see what I can do to help, but I came. How can I like help? I’d really like to be able to help. I mean you just saved us all, again. So it’d be like really cool if I could like help you out. Like saving the savior.”

Jay held in a sigh. From the little interaction he had had with Ava, she was just as beautiful as all the rest, but a little hyperactive. “You have the most important job of all. I need you to dispose of the material after Madison floats it up away from me.”

“How would I do that? Like, didn’t you just say that it would be dangerous to touch?” she asked.

“Yes, but you make extra-dimensional portals right?”

“Oh you mean my holes. Yeah, I can make holes in the air, but I don’t know where they lead to.”

“That’s fine as long as it isn’t here. Can you do that? Can you open one of your holes to catch the stuff?” Jay asked. 

“Sure easy peasy. Happy to help.”

Jasmine spoke up then, “Okay everyone should know their job now. Let us know when you are ready to begin, Jay.”

Again, trying not to fight her, Jay just said, “Okay, on three. One, two, three.”

Jay felt the surge of connection with Mia as his Formation stat once again shot up by 40 points. He used a combination of Life Sense and Body Modification to start cutting away the strips of his own body. It was disconcerting enough that he almost lost his concentration. He tried to think of it as a body piercing but that didn’t help. Body piercings weren’t six-inch holes in your gut.

Then as Madison’s power took effect, and the pieces started to float up, it became surreal. He wasn’t in pain even though he was literally dissecting himself. As soon as he started to cut away tissue, it would float up into the air. He just had to focus.

The minutes dragged on and he felt both his concentration and his PSI reserves being tested. This was far from the flashiest thing he had used his powers for but it was definitely the most precise. That in and of itself seemed to place an exponential factor on the drain. 

After checking for the third time without finding any more of the necrotic tissue, he started pouring his Stamina’s full power into Regeneration and combined with the efforts from Huong and Daphne began to watch the tissue literally grow back in front of his eyes. It was disconcerting but strangely fascinating. Perhaps it was due to the fact that Emma had his nerves so deadened that he might as well have been watching it happen to someone else. 

He noticed a continued drain on both his Stamina and PSI. To his vision under Life Sense he saw the network of channels through which the unidentified energy in his body moved. Everything was being restored to normal, but he was almost completely empty of all his strength. The last thing he heard before passing out again was Jasmine saying, “Everyone get back from him.”

When Jay awoke, he wasn’t sure how much time had passed but the area around him was in complete disarray. Everywhere that he looked there were girls scattered about on the ground. Some conscious but many of them unconscious. The ones who were awake sported a wide variety of injuries ranging from broken bones and jagged cuts to burnt or frozen flesh. Many were crying in pain. 

He immediately jumped up to his feet. His drive to protect them taking over beyond any concerns for his own wellbeing. First, he had to locate his team members. His anger surged as he saw all the team but Meikiyo unconscious on the ground and clearly worse for wear. Even gentle Huong the healer was going to need some healing of her own. 

As for Meikiyo, she was standing with her flame sword drawn and held out in front of her like a noble samurai of olden times. Her hair was a brilliant orange flame rather than its normal midnight black. Opposite her was a topless Jasmine holding up her hands and trying to reason with the quite literally fiery little Japanese girl. 

“Isn’t that for Jay to decide? Do you own him?” Jasmine asked. 

“No more than he owns me, but that doesn’t mean that you will lay a hand on him,” Meikiyo responded.

“It’s not like he wouldn’t enjoy It.” 

“What you are proposing is tantamount to rape,” Meikiyo yelled back. Her back was to him, so she hadn’t seen him pop up. While Jasmine clearly had and made a point of showing off her half-naked figure to full effect.

In that moment, Jay hated himself because as dire as the situation was he couldn’t help but be attracted to her. Her body was exactly like he had dreamed about which again made him think that future him must have been in a relationship with Jasmine. That only added to his confusion about what to do now. That and he could feel the waves of emotion rolling off of her, enticing him to see her as the most desirable thing in the world.

He reached out telepathically to Meikiyo, hoping that it wouldn’t break her concentration. “I’m here. How can I help?”

Disciplined as she was, Meikiyo’s sword dropped just a fraction of an inch. In that instant, Jasmine’s hand shot out in a palm strike. She was nowhere near close enough to reach the fiery girl standing between her and Jay, but a fanged tentacle suddenly burst forth from her open palm. It latched onto Meikiyo before she could respond. 

Jay took in the entire scene before him. He saw another similar tentacle lying on the ground seared as if by a flaming sword. The one that latched onto Meikiyo bit into her with four short but sharp fangs. Almost immediately the flames in her hair began guttering in and out of existence as if she struggled to maintain her power. She dropped to her knees and the sword in her hands winked out of existence. 

Reflexively, Jay lashed out with a rapidly summoned PSI blade and cut the end of the tentacle off. He instantly dispelled the blade and caught Meikiyo before she could hit the ground. The remaining tentacle slithered back into Jasmine’s hand as she screeched out in pain. 

Jay set Meikiyo down before standing back up and looking at Jasmine. “What have you done?”

“Nothing, my mate. You are meant to be mine. It is destined. I am almost past the third threshold. I am the only one fit for you. We shall be the new Adam and Eve. Our children shall rule over this new world, such as it is.”

“You can’t treat people like this,” Jay replied.

“Of course I can. They only are here to obey us. I’ve been draining energy from these pawns from the very beginning.”

“If you can’t understand how wrong this is, then you leave me no choice,” Jay said. 

Anger burned through Jay, protecting him from the tug of her emotions. He was furious and yet didn’t trust himself to stand there staring at her. He just couldn’t take the chance. Still killing her outright, without knowing exactly what had happened seemed a rush to judgment. 

He opted for what he hoped would be a middle ground. Instantly his strength and speed hit maximum and burst forward before she could say more than a single syllable. His open hand hit her across the back of the head and she instantly lost consciousness. Jay caught her as she was falling and lowered her to the ground without further injury. He hoped he hadn’t caused her permanent injury, but it was a risk that he had to take. 





Chapter 27- Passing Judgment

After that he went to Meikiyo and woke her gently. She seemed weak but otherwise unharmed. Even the small puncture wounds were healing with her passive regeneration. When her eyelids opened, she started and her entire body jerked, until she realized that he was holding her against him. Then the smile that lit up her face made him feel all warm and tingly inside just as he lost himself in the deep pools of her eyes, promising all the inscrutable mysteries which a woman was. 

“Oh, I’m so glad you are safe. Did you manage to kill her?”

“No, but I have incapacitated her,” Jay answered.

With that, Meikiyo bolted up to a sitting position. “She is too dangerous. We have to remove her.”

“I have her under control for now. I’m pretty sure that I fractured her skull when I knocked her out. Now what we need to do is wake up everyone else starting with the rest of the team.”

She smiled back at him. “Yes of course you are right. I will wake up my sisters on the team and you start helping the others. Okay?”

Jay had really wanted to be the one to wake up Amelia and the others, but he couldn’t deny Meikiyo anything when she looked at him like that, so he acquiesced to her request.

One by one he walked around and woke up each of the girls. It was some strange blend of gratifying, flattering, and scary how each of their faces lit up when they found him leaning over them. More than once he got kissed, but in the end he had each of them up. 

It was only after he got the last one up and moving that he saw Amelia standing over Jasmine with her dagger shrouded in shadows and raised in preparation to bury it in her chest. He reached out his hand to direct a broad cone of force. It knocked her away. He hoped that it didn’t hurt her too much or there would be hell to pay. 

“All of you stop. We will decide together what happens to her, but we will not kill her out of hand,” Jay yelled. 

“We have to, Jay. I know you…” Jessie began.

“No, no. You don’t get to decide what I think. There are too few of us already. We can’t be killing each other.”

“Then what, Jay. She is out of control. She was going to take advantage of you. She wanted to use you to control the rest of us. Do you think she would have had the same mercy on all of us?” Amelia asked. 

“I’m not saying that, but we don’t have to be her. Besides, it has to just be the chemicals in the water. Otherwise why would she be in such a rush to jump my bones? We have to remember that we are all victims here,” Jay said.

“I know why,” Meikiyo said. All eyes turned towards her. “I know why she wanted to sleep with you.”

Mia laughed. “You mean besides the obvious.”

“Not the time for jokes. This is serious,” Huong said. 

Jay said, “Enough. We need to make a decision before she wakes up. I don’t know how to restrain her power.”

“Actually, I think I can help with that,” Emma said. 

“What? How?” Amelia asked as she had gotten herself up off the ground. 

Jay saw the ugly look that she gave him and thought there was gonna be hell to pay for knocking her over, but at least she looked mad and not hurt. He didn’t like it when she was mad but hurting her would have killed him. 

“I have another skill called Intellect Fortress. I can create an entire dreamscape of sorts and it feels entirely real. I go there sometimes when the stress of all this gets to me. The point is, that I discovered when I am there, I can’t interact with the world around me.” Emma paused before continuing, “I had imagined that it was purely a defensive thing and that I would learn to use it like that, but I think I could take someone else in there with me. I would be able to contain her safely.”

“But you have to stay there with her?” Amelia asked.

“Until I figure it out better.”

“As much as I would like to find a way to constrain the people who are acting out, it isn’t right to ask you to be stuck in mind prison with her all the time,” Jay said.

“It’s not like I have much of anything out here for me,” Emma said. Jay couldn’t help but feel like she was asking him a question when she made that statement though.

“Yes, you are valuable and before Jasmine started this shit, we were going to invite you, actually all of you to join Team Jay,” Amelia said. “That is if you want anything to do with this big bonehead over here.” She pointed at Jay with her thumb as she said the last part. 

Her statement brought about an immediate clamoring from almost all the girls. Only Miguel and the girls with him were silent. The team members were all inundated with questions and finally Jay said, “Stop. Everybody just stop.”

Once he had all eyes on him, he asked Meikiyo, “You said you knew why she was trying to… uh… well you know.”

Before Meikiyo could answer, Mia said, “Why she wanted to screw you. Sometimes you are so cute. You are hot, brave, and kind. Every girl here wants to get with you. I thought you were coming to terms with the new reality here.”

Meikiyo jumped in then, “It was more than that. She wanted to do it to take control of Jay. I’ve been thinking about this for a while and her insistence on getting alone time with Jay. It finally dawned on me. Her powers manipulate emotions not thought. And when is a man least likely to be thinking clearly?”

More than half the girls giggled and the other half all had grins on their faces. Even a couple of Miguel’s girls were nudging him. Charlotte answered though, “When he wants to get laid.”

“Yeah, or right after he gets laid,” Madison echoed.

“We’ve all heard it. Guys who profess their love for you after finishing. It is the time that a guy is most pliable and will say almost anything to make you happy. They might even mean it at the time. So what if you had a power like Jasmine’s? She wanted him vulnerable and open to suggestion,” Meikiyo said.

“Good thinking, Meikiyo,” Amelia said.

Huong looked thoughtful before she added, “Actually, I guess that makes a lot of sense. It probably also explains why that is always happening in those dreams of yours. You are in a heightened state of awareness but also more open-minded.”

“Wait, what dreams?” Emma asked. 

“Something for us to discuss later, now can we talk about how Jasmine has sucky tentacles coming out of her hands?” Amelia asked. 

Jay looked around at everyone. “I am not the only one here. I propose a vote for leadership. One that we can have without any influence from Jasmine. The last vote for me may have been tainted so let’s clear the air.”

“Okay, that sounds fair. I just want to say though that we should have an election every year. Whoever gets voted in doesn’t get to stay there forever. I also think we should vote in the advisors rather than letting the leader pick them,” Charlotte offered.

“So you want a council again?” Mia asked.

“The question is if we ever had a council in the first place, with the way that Jasmine manipulated everyone,” Charlotte responded. “But no I am not proposing a council. This is more like a military thing. There needs to be a firm chain of command. I just think maybe we should elect a leader, and a couple of advisors.”

“Okay, and then, no matter who the leader is, we take a vote on what to do with Jasmine,” Jay added. 

It didn’t take much time at all for the entire group to vote for Jay. A couple of Miguel’s girls threw his name out but when he said he was voting for Jay it quickly became unanimous. The votes for advisors were much more hotly disputed and even came down to yelling and name calling at one point. 

Jay had to step in and calm everyone down. There was obviously tension between the girls who were part of Team Jay and those who had not been. In the end even with his support the only core member who was named an advisor was Meikiyo. The way she stood up to Jasmine carried weight with many of the girls.

They ended up naming two other advisors, Charlotte and Samantha. He didn’t know Sam all that well but it helped that she had an ability which could force people to tell the truth. It was actually a little shocking and scary as an ability. 

Once the elections were over, the rest of Team Jay seemed a bit miffed that they wouldn’t get to stay with him and Meikiyo while Jay and the advisors discussed what to do with Jasmine. He did at least find a moment to talk to Amelia. “I’m sorry about knocking you over. I just didn’t want you to do something in the rush of the moment that either you would regret or would cause problems for you with everyone else.”

She looked up at him and he marveled again that he had such a beautiful girlfriend, or fiancée or whatever she was. He had only known her for a few weeks but if this was the rest of his life he was gonna get busy living it rather than holding back. Amelia finally sighed and said, “It’s no use. I can’t seem to stay mad at you. I get why you did what you did. I wouldn’t have felt any regret but maybe it would have caused problems if people thought I was murder happy.”

“Thank you. I really had your interest at heart.”

“I believe that, but I also believe that you have a thing for Jasmine. Let’s just say that it is the lingering effects of her emotional manipulation.”

“Maybe, I don’t know,” Jay said as he shrugged. “What I do know is that I will always have your back.”

Amelia threw him off guard when she suddenly switched gears. “I watched you fighting that thing, what was wrong with your pre-cognition? Why didn’t you see it was gonna shoot you like that?”

Jay frowned at her. “You were supposed to be running and hiding, not watching me.”

“We already discussed this and don’t try to avoid the question.”

“Okay, fair enough. I don’t know to be honest and it has bothered me but I haven’t exactly had much time to think about it. Now are you gonna forgive me?”

“Oh,” Amelia said with a purr. “I don’t know. I guess it depends on how hard you work to make it up to me tonight.” Then she smiled, winked, and walked away. 

Jay could only stare. Gah, how did she do that to him? Worse, how did they all do it to him? He was such a lecher, but he was gonna embrace it and be the best lecher he could be. 

“Can we get down to business, Jay?” Charlotte asked. Jay followed the rest of them up to the top of the ziggurat where they had decided to meet. It was clear that Charlotte was going to be a handful. She was as direct as the arrows she shot. That brought a smile to his mind as he thought about shooting his own arrows at her. 

“I will just say that I think she is too dangerous to keep alive,” Charlotte said as soon as they had all sat down. 

“You may be right, but what if we could banish her to a floor of the dungeon or something?” Samantha asked. 

Before Jay could say anything they all felt a stabbing pain in their heads as they received a notification. Jay looked at it as soon as he wasn’t seeing stars.

Forced Download-

Failure to move into the dungeon immediately will result in certain death. Upper floors have been breached. Security can not hold the safe zones. The dungeon entrance will be sealed in three minutes. Barriers between floors will be erected to try to slow outside incursion. 

Descend or die.

As soon as he finished reading the message, the countdown began. 
 





Interlude 6- Tests Within Tests

D’varn hated to violate the protocols of the test, but sending the message to the hoomans was the only option he could come up with. Almost universally the remaining clusters had stayed still and sat around discussing what to do rather than acting on it. He could not figure out these hoomans.

Even after centuries of studying them they confounded him. They were impetuous when caution was called for and yet slow to act on urgent issues. The first message should have sent them all scurrying down into the dungeon. 

Their failure to act had cost many of them the ultimate price and come close to utterly ruining his experiment. The attack by the Forlorn was already causing disastrous problems. The council’s response had resulted in his test subjects becoming the last of their species. The Earth was now completely unsuited to life and would require either seeding or hundreds of millions of cycles to evolve any sapient races. 

He scanned the various clusters and found it was as he feared. Time and again they had been wiped out. Most of the clusters had been slain completely without any survivors by one or two Forlorn. The soldiers were higher than the drone units that most of the enemy race consisted of, but below the commanders which were below the overminds. 

They now had at least 50 of the soldiers on board the leviathan. This ship, in fact all of the A’snkarnt ships, had been built with other purposes than combat. It wasn’t really in the nature of his race. Oh sure they had made some cruisers that were fast and loaded down with weapons, but even then his people were more scientists than fighters. 

Security units consisting mostly of robots were being dispatched to deal with the Forlorn but experience taught them that once on board a ship it was hard to dislodge them. As long as no more ships appeared they would eventually be able to do so but it would take time. He just hoped that they had been able to successfully jam any outgoing signals. 

Final sensor readings were tallied and his worst fears were confirmed. There were just under 1000 hoomans left. Less than 1% of his experiment had survived. Ironically they had killed as many of themselves in battles for dominance as the dungeon or the Forlorn. Maybe S’vanth was right, and they weren’t worth saving let alone placing any hope on. 

At that moment a hooman expression came to his mind as his hover pod’s sensors detected the approach of another A’snkarnt. He thought it went something like, “Think of the devil and he shall appear.”

Rotating his pod around, he saw S'vanth enter his lab. “What brings you down here? I would have thought the council would have you performing more important tasks during this time of invasion.”

“Why would you think that? I am the science liaison. Military matters don’t have anything to do with me.”

“Then what brings you down here. Can’t you see that I am busy? The Forlorn have been slaughtering most of the remaining test subjects.”

“And that is exactly why I am here. We can’t allow that to happen. You still have important work to do.” S’vanth gave him the A’snkarnt equivalent of a sly smile.

“You have been opposed to this experiment from the beginning. Why the change of heart?”

“It is not so much that I have been opposed to the experiment. I simply didn’t believe that it had any merit. I have done my duty to you. You might even say that I have played both sides and you should be glad.”

“What is it that I am supposed to be thanking you for now?”

“I had two different labs running different tests on some of your subjects and by putting their work together with yours, we think we have a more promising outcome for this experiment. That is if you can keep enough of your test subjects alive. Oh and by the way have any of them successfully bred yet?”

“No, all of the pregnant females were killed by the Forlorn. Why does that matter?”

“That is unfortunate. They got here before we were ready.”

“What do you mean by that? And I will ask you again. Why do you care if the hoomans are breeding?” D’varn demanded as sternly as his race was wont to do. 

“Oh, nothing. It was just a stray thought. As to breeding, it turns out that is the only true purpose that these hoomans have.”

“Explain yourself.” D’varn felt his intracranial pressure rising in a way that only S’vanth could trigger. 

“It turns out that if we can evolve them sufficiently that newly bred hoomans can be taken and their higher brain functions wiped while still allowing them to keep their genetic memory and access to the strange powers they manifest. Then as unbelievable as I find it, the test results strongly suggest that if the hooman is advanced enough, an A’snkarnt mind could be downloaded into their brains.”

“What... those experiments were abandoned centuries ago. None of the lesser races can hold one of our minds. Even the Forlorn have not been able to integrate us, which is part of why we are such a threat.”

S’vanth said, “It turns out that the potential you saw all along was there, just not in the way that you thought. Now you just need to push your test subjects further. We aren’t sure how far they have to advance but the thinking is the minimum of the sixth threshold. There is no more time for you to coddle them. You must push and do everything to protect the more promising. I shouldn’t need to explain this to you but remember we only need a dozen males or so as long as we have enough females for them to breed with.”

Suddenly so much made sense to D’varn. Yet what he knew and what he could prove were not the same thing. More time was needed and S’vanth was right about one thing. If the hoomans were going to survive, they would need to increase in power, and rapidly. 





Chapter 28 - Fleeing into the Dungeon

Jay wasn’t sure if he could reach all the girls telepathically but he sensed that his bond with Mia would allow him to reach her virtually anywhere. He hadn’t had a chance to explore the bond since the notification had called a partial fusion. Whatever had happened though, he felt her ten times as strongly as he had before. 

“Mia, get everyone here as quickly as possible.” So sure was he of their connection that he didn’t even question whether she had gotten the message. 

As he ran out of the ziggurat, he yelled to the advisors, “Samantha, make sure everyone goes into the second floor. Meikiyo and Charlotte, go and guard the entrance. Don’t go too far into the desert and hopefully you won’t be attacked, but protect everyone as they come in. If necessary try to combo your powers into flame arrows to keep the beetles away.”

Jay then spent the next minute running around at maximum speed and getting any of the slow-moving girls into the ziggurat. He took to carrying them up in a single leap. It had been a while since he felt a strain in his muscles but he was definitely pushing himself to his limits. 

Then he grabbed Emma and Jasmine and started running them up to the top. The disturbance was fortunately enough that it woke Emma out of the trance.  He set her down and Samantha directed her to the dungeon. When she tried to protest about Jasmine, Jay just shook his head. 

Jay had to make the hard decision of ignoring Miguel’s group. He needed to be harder and more focused if he was going to survive. He told himself, leaders can’t afford weakness. It still made him glad to see Miguel running into the ziggurat at the one-minute mark with the last of his team. 

Jay stopped Daphne and Huong from going down the stairs, while sending Samantha scurrying down. “Heal her as much as you can in thirty seconds and then run for the dungeon.”

The girls at first acted like they wanted to argue with him but one quick look at his stony expression apparently changed their minds. With Daphne boosting her, Huong started healing the fracture in Jasmine’s skull. A quick touch of Life Sense told Jay that her natural regeneration must be significant because it had already halfway closed the wound. 

When the timer ran out, Jay ordered them to run for the dungeon saying he would be there on time. He then lifted Jasmine up as he boosted his Iron Will as high as possible. 

“I know you're awake. You have 15 seconds to convince me why I shouldn’t leave you here.”

Jasmine’s eyes opened up and her expression instantly went so sweet that she would probably rot your teeth. “I’ll make you so happy. I know you want me. I can feel it. Just take me and make me yours.”

He tensed up and all too sadly she reached out with her power and tried to push a rush of desire into him. Well he had tried. He could act with a clear conscience. Without another thought he flung her hard enough against the inside wall of the ziggurat that she bounced off. 

Jay immediately sprinted down the stairs to the second doorway but not before he heard her screaming, “You’re mine. You are ruining everything.”

Then he was inside the dungeon with seven seconds to spare. He stood guard to make sure that she didn’t follow but doubted that she had the necessary speed to do so even if she tried. A grinding sound soon followed and the world seemed to turn slowly as the doorway was sealed, but not up and down like normal. Instead it seemed that the desert he was standing in was revolving and the opening to the door slowly disappeared to the side. 

Jay did a quick survey to find that everyone was still gathered near where the door had been and while weapons were out and powers were active, there hadn’t been any attacks. He quickly called everyone together. Miguel and his group stood off a bit away from the rest.

“Dude, this isn’t gonna work. If you are gonna be part of the cluster here, then you have to be part of the cluster. Yes, you have your specific group but you all voted for me as the leader and these girls as the advisors. For the next year this is not a democracy and I need to know that you will obey orders.” Jay’s words were clearly directed at Miguel but he also looked around and made eye contact with anyone who would look at him. 

“So you aren’t gonna hold it against me that I went along with Tyler thinking he could take over?”

“No, not as long as you are willing to take an oath under Samantha’s powers.”

Miguel seemed to consider it for a moment. “Fine, if that will make everything square. I owe you that much.”

Jay then pulled Samantha aside and the other advisors followed without him saying anything. He spoke telepathically to them to keep it private. “You can tell if he is speaking the truth or you can compel him to tell the truth?”

She seemed nervous but Meikiyo said, “It’s okay, Jay won’t be disappointed no matter what you say.”

That seemed to comfort her some so she finally responded back in kind, “I can compel him to tell the truth unless he has some special ability to protect himself, like Emma can.”

Something about her expression made Jay ask, “Is there more?”

“Um... I can also place what are called judgments on him. The more he agrees the more binding it will be but, ultimately I can make him give a promise that he can’t break.” Samantha said.

“Wow, that could be very useful,” Charlotte said. 

Jay was nervous about the morality of it but Charlotte and Meikiyo didn’t seem to be bothered. When they started to pull Samantha over to Miguel, Jay objected but Meikiyo responded, “They voted us to be your advisors, let us advise and do our job. We have to protect you from your better nature.”

He recognized some truth in what she said but still didn’t want to fall short of making the hard decisions so he felt at least a bit more confident when he responded, “Okay do it.”

Daphne was called over to boost Samantha’s powers and Miguel was asked to kneel before her. She placed her hands on the sides of his temples and said, “Do you agree to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, upon pain of death.”

He nodded his head but when she coughed he answered out loud, “I do.”

“Do you have any intention now or in the future to disobey or otherwise act against the interests of the cluster in general or Jay specifically?”

“No.” Miguel winced as he answered and Jay wondered if that meant something but Samantha telepathically told him it was okay.

“Will you voluntarily take a pledge of loyalty to be in effect for 365 days from today?”

“Yes.”

Jay and everyone else had to avert their eyes as her hands glowed with a bright, yellow luminescence. “Do you pledge yourself as a servant of the cluster secondarily and Jay foremost?”

Jay wanted to say that she had it backwards but there was a power building around her. Whatever she was doing with Daphne’s help, he could literally feel it tugging on the energy inside of him. It must be so much more intense for Miguel who groaned softly. 

“I do.” 

Samantha’s voice had been a bit odd throughout the entire ceremony but now it took on a downright crypt-keeper-like solemnity. “Then you are bound as a servant of Jay. Should you break this oath then I judge that your very essence in both PSI and Stamina shall be transferred to Jay and you shall become an empty husk, devoid of life.”

“What? You weren’t supposed to do that,” Jay yelled.

“It was necessary and the three of us agreed. Do any of you disagree with what was decided?”

Most of the girls said things to affirm that they thought it was a good idea although Miguel’s girls were clearly nervous. Charlotte said, “Now everyone else form a line, starting with you four,” as she pointed at the girls attached to Miguel.

“What are you doing?”

Meikiyo said, “Love, let them do this. Everyone needs to be bound to you. You said it. This isn’t a democracy anymore. This is life and death and we have to act with one mind.”

“No, I forbid it. I will not have a relationship or sleep with any woman that takes an oath like that. I couldn’t look at you the same and I want equals by my side, not slaves.”

“We aren’t slaves because we are voluntarily doing this for the benefit of everyone,” Jessie chimed in. 

Jay looked around and saw nodding heads. He could feel through the bond that Mia strongly agreed with this. “Well be that as it may, my statement stands. I will not have a relationship with or sleep with any woman who takes that oath. I expect that those women will be bound to me in other ways.”

Meikiyo said, “Fine, but Miguel’s group still needs to take the oath, so that we know that we can trust them.”

“I will agree to that on two conditions,” Jay responded. “First, they have to take the oath willingly. If they don’t want to, we will just know to watch them more closely. Second, the oath has to put the good of the cluster ahead of me. No one person is more valuable than the whole.”

Samantha said, “I can modify it like that.”

Jay was surprised that over the next few minutes all four of the girls underwent the same process. He couldn’t help but feel that he was being turned into a slave owner but what was done was done. It seemed that no matter how hard he grew, that at least some of the girls were willing to go further than he was. He pondered if that would end up being a bad thing. 





Interlude 7- A Fate Worse Than Death

Outside in the ziggurat, Jasmine pulled herself up off the ground. Her regeneration was already healing the deep bruises she sustained when Jay threw her against the wall. She screamed out loud with no one else to hear her. 

Then all around her the ziggurat started to shake. It freaked her out, so she went running down the stairs. By the time that she made it to the ground the entire structure was halfway sunken into the ground. Another minute later and it had disappeared beneath the surface entirely. Shortly afterwards there was no sign it had ever been there in the first place. 

As she looked around the terminals, bungalows and in the distance even the water source had all disappeared. The trees all started to shrink as though they were being sucked dry from the roots up until they too disappeared. The grass followed and soon it was nothing but a rocky barren surface in all directions. Not even the sand of the beach to soften her footfalls. 

She wandered aimlessly, shrieking out her rage. “They will pay. I would have saved them all. They will regret this. They will beg me to take them back. They will beg me on their knees while I laugh in their faces. And him… I will take him for mine. I won’t give him a choice, but I will keep him forever on the cusp. He will always yearn for me. He will be tantalized like I have been. I will keep him there till it breaks him. Then he will be my toy till I tire of him.”

Then she looked up as though speaking to the heavens, “Mark my words, they will all bow before me.”

It was then that she noticed that the sky was gone. Well more precisely it was a transparent dome. As far as the eye could see. There were stars in the sky but they were out beyond the dome. It looked so different, so artificial. Somehow though she knew this was the truth. 

Then a sight seared her to her core. She had learned where they were. They were on a spaceship. She could see the earth hanging in the sky. It took up the entire southern hemisphere of the sky. Something was wrong with it though. It looked as though it was on fire. Not just a part of it, but almost all of it. 

A fire so huge that she could see it from space. Then she laughed. None of the others knew the truth. They had escaped into the dungeon. Escaped, she laughed. They were fools. There was no escape from this. Their plans to beat the test and return to Earth was so much foolishness.

She and she alone understood the predicament that they were in. With this knowledge she would regain control. Then she heard a sound behind her. She spun quickly, her hands up and ready to launch her fanged tentacles at whatever threat was sneaking up on her. 

Cold fear ran through her, for she saw not one but three of those things that Jay had fought earlier. The half-men, half-machine monstrosities were as ugly as anything she had ever seen to her eyes. She liked beauty of form but they were designed with function over form in mind.

The one in back was slightly larger than the others. She took it to be some kind of commander amongst these creatures. Jasmine laughed out loud. Her mind, already a wreck, was broken further by the terror before her. 

Yet she was the one who commanded, not the one who obeyed. So she would seize control. They were partially flesh, so they must have emotions for her to manipulate. 

Her cracked mind reached out with an intensity that was beyond her normally. Her rational mind even subconsciously would protect her from using her power in such a way, knowing that it would cripple her mind just as much as those she attacked. Now though, she had no such control and lashed out wildly.

At first nothing happened. The two creatures walked towards her. How dare they deign to lay a hand upon her person? Her power surged again and this time they both faltered. Emotions which were thought to be completely eradicated from their dead flesh were awakened, even if dimly. 

They both spun around uncontrollably. Never in all their existence as Forlorn had they felt such emotions. So even this tiny taste sent them out of control. Not so for Sek Mapor. He was of a higher tier than these warriors. He withstood her assault and then charged into her body with the force of a Mack truck. 

Her body broke to match her mind as she bounced across the ground. Both arms and legs as well as ribs and skull were fractured, but still she lived. A moment later, Sek was standing over her. She didn’t know his name yet but at that moment she heard his cold methodical voice. 

“We can’t have that implant active in you. You might prove to be useful.” Then she felt his finger touch the side of her skull and a drill bit into her bone. She screamed in pain, but they didn’t care. Sek first dug out the A’snkarnt implant inside her brain and then went to work making the limited modifications that he could make to her while out here with very limited materials to work with. 

Throughout the hours that followed, she drifted in and out of consciousness. He never stopped, never faltered. The only way to tell if she was awake or not was by whether she was screaming.





Chapter 29- Wedding Rings

After the last of the oaths were given, Jay looked around. There was another difference that he noticed. In fact he wasn’t sure why he hadn’t noticed it before. There was a terminal here. 

Walking up to it he activated it with his hand. Immediately the shop came up as well as a modified quest for level two. Before focusing on the quest he looked at the differences in the shop. A few things stuck out at him. 

First under housing it appeared that “environmentally adaptable housing units” could be rented every night for the cost of 100 credits but that any number of individuals could use one unit at the discretion of the renter. There was now also a luxury housing option at 500 credits per night that had a cap of ten people. 

There were also a wide number of options under personal comfort items and most significantly three new levels of birth control were available. 

Enhanced Birth Control: 3200 credits- provides 30 days protection from males up to level 50.

Superior Birth Control: 12,800 credits- provides 30 days protection from males up to level 75.

Peak Birth Control: 45,200 credits- provides 30 days protection from males up to level 105.

Those prices were staggering. He didn’t even know what to say to that. If he kept leveling, he would basically be racing to see if he could get enough credits to protect the girls with him before he reached a new threshold. Craziness was all he could say. 

The next shocker was the water purifier. The item was crossed out with a message next to it that read: 

Due to the rapidly increasing levels of aphrodisiacs in the water this product is no longer viable. Your only means of counteracting this is to level faster.

There still weren’t any new armor or weapon options but honestly the stuff that Huong could make with Mia’s help was already outclassing anything the shop had to offer. He wondered now that they were all going to be working together on what sort of options there might be for skill combos, not only in combat but in crafting.

Feeling like time was short for some reason, Jay focused on the revised level two quest. 

Quest 2.1 Race to the Finish (adapted)

This race will begin when the timer reaches zero. Each of the 22 surviving clusters will be allowed to field a team of five for the race. The rest of the cluster may follow 300 feet behind the racing team. 

Those following will be completely safe from all attacks by life forms indigenous to this desert so long as they maintain that distance. However, any attempt to aid the racing team or hinder other racing teams by those viewing will result in immediate disqualification of the cluster and forfeiture of all credits from all members of the cluster. 

18 hours after the end of the race all remaining clusters will be combined into 10 clusters based upon the leaderboard (see below). Positions on the leaderboard will be updated daily and are subject to change. Combination will take place on the 3rd floor and the first two floors of the dungeon will be forever sealed. 

To facilitate ease of communication leaders of each cluster will be identified by their native name rather than their test designation. All male and female units who are currently assigned to one of the top 10 clusters will remain in that cluster. 

Assuming that at the end of that all current test subjects remain alive then there are 27 male test subjects and 970 female test subjects. 

The remaining male test subjects will be assigned first to the lower five clusters to promote competition for leadership of those clusters. The top five clusters will not have any male units assigned which are not already part of the cluster. 

The remaining female subjects will all be ranked based upon a combination of: level, race results, power progression, and breeding potential. The top female units will all be assigned to Cluster 1 until it reaches a maximum capacity of 100 test subjects. Then onto Cluster 2 and so on until all female units have been assigned. 

Regarding the race, the first team to the central column wins. Note that as soon as the race commences, the stimulant level in all water supplies will be reset to halfway between the third and fourth threshold. This is intended to generate faster growth but may have side effects in the lower-level test subjects including but not limited to: headaches, random power activation, poor decision making, and uncontrollable sexual urges. 

Descend to survive and thrive. 

General rewards upon completion of this quest: Access to 3rd floor of the dungeon for all test subjects. 2000 credits per male unit and 100 credits per female unit. Access to terminal 2.1.

2nd place reward: Racing team members will all gain an additional 5000 credits and double experience gains for twenty-four hours. Free luxury housing for 1 night. 

1st place reward: Racing team members will all gain an additional 10,000 credits and quadruple experience gains for forty-eight hours. Free luxury housing for 2 nights. 

Timer: 1:57:32

Leaderboard:

Cluster 1- Jay: Level 37

Cluster 2- Li Wei: Level 24
       
Cluster 3- Hwa-Rang: Level 23
      
Cluster 4- Michael: Level 22

Cluster 5- Aroon: Level 21

Cluster 6- Jeff: Level: 20

Cluster 7- Lars: Level 20

Cluster 8- Kwame: Level 20

Cluster 9- Rangi: Level 19

Cluster 10- Pietro: Level 18

Leaderboard points moving forward will not be solely determined by level but will include the following factors (not necessarily in this order of significance): number of dungeon floors descended both personally and on average by all cluster members, level, development of stats and skills, survival rate of cluster members, mating frequency and diversity. (Breeding success will be added as a criteria at a later stage)

Once Jay explained the new quest, the changes to the shop, and the leaderboard, several of the girls wanted to go and read the message on the terminal themselves. In the end there was a fair amount of grumbling about it as well as fear over the part about the stimulant in the water. 

“Now what do we do?” one of the girls asked. Jay knew most of their names but he really needed to get better with them. Especially since if he understood the message then there were soon going to be many more faces for him to learn. He really needed to come up with a system of organizing the cluster into mini clusters.

“Nothing has changed. We still need to win the race. There is just more on the line now. We also know that we will be getting 68 more girls to join the cluster tomorrow.” 

There was a bunch of complaining at that point. “That isn’t fair,” was said repeatedly. 

“Hold on. I will talk to the advisors and I promise you that we will create a fair system. As far as I am concerned those who were here first rank higher in my mind, but I don’t want to speak out of turn.”

That seemed to appease many of the girls and Jay began to wonder just what he had gotten himself into with this. He was gonna be being pulled in so many ways by different girls. There was a part of him that was excited by it, another part that was terrified, and another part that felt guilty because of the connections he had made with the girls on his team. 

This did bring another thought to his mind. So he called out for everyone. “Hey, there is something I want to do now. I was gonna wait till tonight, but I think now is better. I want to do this in front of all of you so there are no doubts about my intentions.”

If he wasn’t being stared at before, he was absolutely the center of attention now. “Amelia, will you please come over here?” 

She sent him a telepathic message, “Are we doing this now?”

Jay replied, “I want to. Are you still saying yes?”

Her words in his head made him strangely happy. He had literal lines of girls wanting to hop into his bed but she had been the one who had first kicked him down the path he needed to be on. Amelia would forever hold a special place in his heart. He knew that things were moving fast, but that was pretty much just the nature of the existence they were living now. 

When she came and stood in front of him, he smiled down at her. She really was a lot shorter than him, but it was somehow crazy sexy. It probably didn’t hurt that from this vantage he had a great view of some of the best cleavage a man had ever laid eyes on. 

He called out, “Samantha, will you come over here, I want to make a vow and want you to sorta officiate it with your power. Okay?” 

“Uh okay,” she replied, clearly unsure what was going on. 

While Samantha walked over, Jay continued to stare down at Amelia and heard in his head, “Those aren’t my eyes.” The telepathy conveyed a sense of amusement mixed with an undercurrent of excitement.

“Oops sorry,” he thought back at her. 

“Nothing to be sorry about, I like knowing that I drive you to distraction.”

Jay shrugged and smiled, a secret smile for just the two of them in response to a private conversation no one else could hear. Now that Samantha was standing next to them, Jay said, “Can you just use your power to bind my promise to her. Nothing lethal, just a testament of my sincerity.”

“Yeah, I can do that,” Samantha said.

Jay dropped down to one knee so that he was at an eye-level with Amelia. “Before all these witnesses and acknowledging that we as a cluster are the only authority that we have to rely upon, I want to pledge myself to Amelia. I name myself your husband and claim you as my first wife. I pledge to love you, protect you, and honor you with all my strength. Given the world that we live in now I can’t say that there will be no others, but I will always be faithful to you and never go behind your back. So, I pledge with all my heart and all my strength.”

Samantha’s hand grew bright but not the same blinding light from before. “I judge your words to be true and said with faithful intent. Should you break this pledge you will suffer in heart and body till it can be made right.”

Amelia then seized Jay’s hands. She squeezed them and spoke with an intensity like a woman possessed. “I name myself your wife and claim you as my one and only husband. I give you my heart, my mind, my body, and my trust. I am completely yours and you can have me in any way or anytime that you want. I will be faithful to you always and as your wife in this new world, I will seek to build up your home with other wives and concubines as they may be found to be fitting. I offer my body to give you children and I will love them all the more because you have given them to me.”

Again the glow developed around Samantha’s hand as she pronounced, “I judge your words to be true and said with faithful intent. Should you break this pledge you will become barren and unable to produce children. Your name will become a pariah to all those who meet you.”

Jay might have worried about such a pronouncement but he was too smitten with Amelia. He picked her up and in front of everyone there, he kissed her deeply and passionately. He wasn’t able to see the looks of envy that Amelia received or sense the rising heart rates of almost every other girl around him. He didn’t need to, because he was willing to admit that he might truly be in love. 

Then Jay set her down and said, “I almost forgot this.”

He fished into his pocket and found the ring that he had made with Huong and Mia earlier. They both sighed when they took out the ring for they knew what it had cost him to make that ring. He reached out and took Amelia’s hand that seemed so small in his and placed the ring upon her finger just like a real wedding ring. 

The crystal on it pulsed with a faint green light and soon the pulsing was in perfect rhythm with her heartbeat.  “This ring is a symbol of not only my love and dedication to you but also of your position within the cluster. It is filled with my power freely given to you. I believe that if you ever find yourself badly injured that this ring will restore you to full health. To activate it all you need to do is think a very specific word into the ring. It is synced to you though now and will only work for you.”

She looked at the ring and then at Jay with a huge grin that was so uncharacteristic for her cynical personality. “What’s the trigger word?”

Jay got a grin to match hers and said, “Dibs.”





Chapter 30- Winning the Race

After all the girls talked and Jay got more than one look, appraising him differently than they had before, they all got down to adding finishing touches to the girls’ armor suits. While they were doing so, it became clear that the ground around them was changing. 

Jessie’s new ability to grow bird wings was able to give them an aerial view. The desert was shifting into a sort of spoked wheel. There were forty-four spokes that were each about a half mile wide and five miles long. They all led from a section where there was a group of humans toward the center where the end of the race was. 

No matter how she tried, she couldn’t see the very center of the race. It was covered in some kind of thick clouds. After a bit she stopped trying. The armor was finished and none of the girls could think of anything more to add to it in the limited time, of which they were down to less than ten minutes. 

“Everyone needs to get into positions. Me and the team up front. The rest of you be sure to stay at least 300 feet behind us. Leave extra room to be sure.”

Charlotte responded, “Don’t worry, Samantha and I will make sure that they stay back.”

Jay nodded but then put the rest of them out of his mind. He looked at his teammates. Even all decked out for battle, it was impossible for him not to get caught up in their beauty.

Amelia, his wife… wow was all he could think. He had a wife, at 22. With his past and his luck with girlfriends, he wasn’t sure he would ever get married. Then again, all it took was being transported from Earth by magic or science so advanced that it seemed like magic. There she was though. 

He took in every inch of her with his eyes. From her bouncy blond curls to, well, other bouncy assets, she was simply gorgeous. And she had pledged herself to him, body and mind. He loved her mind as much as he loved her body, but one was just easier to admire. 

Then he looked at the others. Each held his attention in their own way. Huong, with her inquisitive mind and adventurous attitude in the bedroom was amazing. She was a petite beauty, and he loved every inch of her subtle curves.

Next to her, Meikiyo who could be so demure at times and yet as fiery as her pyrokinesis at other times. She would never back down and insisted he give his best just as she gave her best for all of them. Her tenacity was incredibly cute coming out of her tiny doll-like frame. Her pristine skin and those dark eyes he could lose himself in. He shuddered just thinking about it.

Then there was Jessie. Not counting Mia, she was the newest to the team. Yet, he had felt that she had brought back some fun to the team. She could be reckless and wild in training but she gave it her all. And looking up and down those shapely legs, toned tummy, and breasts to give Amelia a run for her money he had to admire her all. 

“How does the armor feel?” Huong asked, breaking him out of his thoughts. 

The other girls all started to respond that it felt great or how powerful they felt in it. Jay simply said, “You all look amazing in it.”

The girls looked at each other and then giggled at his statement.

Amelia said, “Well hopefully, the beetles all feel the same way you do and decide not to bother us.”

Jay just shrugged. He wasn’t nearly so easy to embarrass anymore. 

“Does everyone understand how the armor functions?” Huong asked. She was definitely in her scientist mode.

“Yes, you have explained it three times already. I know exactly how to channel my PSI into the various crystals to make them work. I already feel five times stronger than I was before,” Meikiyo said. 

“Only five times? I had calculated that it should be more like six or seven times,” Huong said with concern in her voice.

Amelia laughed. “She was just generalizing. Give it a rest, slut.”

Jay watched to see if Huong would get angry but apparently the insulting term was one that Huong had come to recognize as friendly banter from Amelia and she visibly relaxed. “Ten seconds on the timer. Remember, I go first. Jessie brings up the rear. Call out any targets you see. If the attack is small enough, I will handle it myself while the rest of you keep going. The main thing here is speed, well and surviving.”

With that the countdown reached zero and they took off into the dunes of sand. Moving across them still wasn’t easy, but it was far more so than it had been. The training had paid off as well as the extra stats Jay had gained. The fusion as unplanned as it was had made him remarkably more powerful than before. 

Jessie took up a position flying behind them. The wings were fairly draining on her but the advantages both in movement speed and scouting were too great to give up. The other girls were moving like they were kids in a snowsuit for the first time. They seemed awkward but were quickly getting the hang of it.

The armor plates added a fair amount of bulk but through some crafting genius that Jay didn’t need to understand, Huong had made it so the armor was powered by a combination of Mia’s PSI crystals and stored Stamina-fueling crystals with the stat of Durability. The armor was not only made to provide protection but even more so to ease their movement. 

It was working too, as Jay found they were able to keep up with him. He wasn’t boosting his speed, but this was a first. Meikiyo especially had an easy time of it as she could channel PSI into the crystals that were synced to her fire abilities and lift off the ground on thermal currents. So much so that she was actually pushing Jay to move faster. 

Amelia called out, “Not fair,” but then she triggered her own crystals and gained a shadowy property so that the sand produced little to no drag against her and she was able to move even faster than the pyrokinetic. 

Only Huong couldn’t keep the pace so they were all forced to slow down. When they did she said, “You really should be saving those crystals for combat.”

“Yes, teacher,” Amelia replied.

Jay was about to say something when he felt a tremor in his Life Sense. The beetles were very hard to detect when they were burrowed in the sand. Something about the sand seemed to refract his senses if he pushed too deep into it. Only when they were about to erupt from the sand did he sense them.

“Incoming,” he shouted and all the playful bickering stopped. He instantly conjured a PSI blade and watched as two of the creatures burst forth. He sped forward into the first one and the sword sliced through its carapace like warm butter, ending its assault. 

The second one was a few feet from him but he hit it with the most focused Kinetic Bolt he could muster. With his new levels it punched straight through the beast’s head even. In the same instant a ball of black flames struck it head on and disappeared. It was as though the creature’s carapace had simply absorbed the attack. Jay looked back at the girls to see Amelia and Meikiyo standing side by side with huge grins on their faces.

He whipped his head back to look at the beetle. It was already dead from his attack but they clearly thought their attack had done something so he wanted to see. Sure enough less than a second later, gouts of flame burst out of every orifice and even consumed its legs from the inside out. All that was left was a hollowed-out carapace. 

“That’s how you do it,” Amelia shouted. 

Jay whistled and said, “Wow, cooked from the inside out. Remind me not to get on your bad sides.”

“Oh do I have a bad side?” Amelia asked as she then pushed out her chest showing off her breasts which were impressive even covered in armor. “Is it this side?” Then she turned around and bent over partially jutting out her butt. “Or is it this side?”

Jay grinned and shrugged but Huong said, “You need to be careful not to waste more power than necessary.”

“What are you complaining about?” Meikiyo asked. “Now you don’t have to clean the guts out of the carapace before using it.”

“Oh, good point,” Huong admitted. 

“Not to break up the fun, but this is a race,” Jessie called down from above. “I can see some of the other teams. We’ve made it about one-fifth of the way to the center and only one of the other teams that I can see seems to be even close to as far as we are, but we don’t wanna lose.”

“Right, back to it,” Jay replied. Then they were off racing again. 

Jay thought that someday when he was telling this story to his children, he might have to embellish the story. They were attacked multiple times, but the girls almost never had to lift a finger and even when five of the barbed beetles came at once, the fight only lasted a few seconds. The simple truth was that they out-leveled the challenge of this floor. 

From the shadow fireballs to shadowy claws or even shadow seeds that could burst forth from inside a creature, Amelia’s power combined magnificently with all the others. Even Meikiyo and Jessie had learned to combo up, with Jessie manifesting different animal powers from a gaseous cloud that could be exploded to a giant scorpion tail that Meikiyo outlined in fire. Jay would have been jealous of how well they could combo together if he hadn’t been so proud of them. 

When they reached the fog cloud that covered the center of the spoked wheel they had been racing down, Jessie informed them that there was one team about a mile behind them and three others about 1 ½ miles away, but the rest were at least two and mostly three miles behind them. Their speed had been truly impressive. 

The third and fourth-place teams were both led by guys with one team having a second guy on it too. The closest team strangely enough was composed of five women. Whenever she was giving status updates on the progress of their competition, she took to calling the leader of that team the Amazon, because apparently she was at least as tall as Mia. 

As they stepped into the fog, visibility dropped to nothing. Jessie stopped the wings and was down on the ground with the others. They all drew in instinctively closer. Jessie must have enhanced her senses because she said the air smelled coppery like blood. 

The further they walked into the fog, the more they came across the ruined and still-bleeding bodies of the dozens of the barbed beetles. Huong said. “If the entire center is covered this densely, then there must be hundreds maybe even thousands of dead beetles. I’m glad we didn’t have to fight all of them.”

Never one to be an optimist, Amelia said, “Yeah but we probably have to fight whatever is killing all of them.”

Jay couldn’t see Huong’s face but since their communication was telepathic, he could feel her uneasiness as she said, “Good point.”

From some distance away they heard screeching as beetles were being killed. That didn’t seem to matter though as a few minutes later they found the silver pole in the middle. Jay touched it and immediately a terminal came up from the ground.

Congratulations! All prizes have been assigned to your group and a door to the third floor has been opened up where the rest of your cluster is waiting at the edge of the fog. 

Fortune has shone on you and you did not encounter the kinslayer. Will all your kind be so lucky?

You have won the race. Now will you save your race?

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Jessie asked when Jay read them the message. 

“Unfortunately, I think it is fairly obvious. There is a creature, probably a beetle of some kind out here killing all the other beetles. It must be considerably stronger and so if another of the race teams runs into it they could easily be slain by it. So do we just abandon them, or do we go out hunting for it?” Jay replied.

“You know, I’m always up for a good hunt, but something that killed a thousand beetles is maybe something we should just be glad to have avoided,” Jessie said. 

“I keep telling you that you can’t save everyone, just be glad that you saved our cluster,” Amelia said.

“I will do whatever you decide, Jay,” was all that Meikiyo added.

“Thinking about this logically, the only reason that we were able to avoid it was because we managed to get here so fast. It is still busy killing all the other beetles out there somewhere. By the time the other teams, especially the slower teams, make it here they won’t be so lucky,” Huong said.

“That was kinda what I was thinking. Look, maybe you all should go back and lead the rest of our cluster through the portal. I can’t abandon the other humans. You read the notification before. There are 997 humans here and only 28 of them are in our group.”

As one all four of the girls started to shout at him telepathically. Finally, Meikiyo’s voice cut through the rest, “We have told you that we are in this together. We may love you, but that doesn’t mean that you make all our decisions for us.”

“You are right. Forgive me. Sometimes my concern for your safety makes me speak before I think. I want you with me because I feel like we are an amazing team, but I also want you to be safe. I have to go hunt this creature down but each of you will have to make your own decisions.”

Amelia snapped, “Like I’m losing my husband just hours after we got married.”

“I already said I was doing whatever you were doing,” Meikiyo added. 

Jessie and Huong both said that they were in. They all stopped to drink from their canteens and eat a little food. Jessie estimated that the closest team wouldn’t be here for another few minutes and the next two after that should take at least ten minutes. 

Then the five of them headed off in the direction of the screeching beetles. It appeared to be coming from the direction that would put them on an intercept with the team that had two guys on it. Five minutes of winding their way through shattered beetle carapaces and severed body parts led them to their target. 

Jay’s Life Sense told him that it was big and his precognition gave him a generalized warning of danger. Yet the warning wasn’t very strong and so Jay wondered if they didn’t still out-level this thing. And then it became visible.

It was just another beetle in the same way that a lion is just another cat. The thing must have been 50 feet long and even with all its legs on the ground it was still at least 15 feet tall and wide. Its barbed mandibles were leaking a viscous green fluid while its movements seemed to have cleared the surrounding fog. 

At that moment, a streak of lightning hit the creature and battle cries were heard as five people came running up from their spoke to engage the monster. If the lightning had any effect, Jay couldn’t tell. 

The two guys in the group were in front. One carried a spear and the other a long sword. Jay could tell that they were both Asian and looked like brothers. Jay thought they likely were related and hoped that wasn’t his American self thinking that all Asians looked alike. 

He worried that they would be cut down by the giant beetle that was turning towards them. Then the one with the spear threw it. A small tornado seemed to appear at the tail of the spear and caused it to spin as fast as a drill. When it contacted the beetle’s carapace it actually managed to bore in half of the spear’s length. It was a wound, but far from a fatal one. 

The two of them weren’t done though as the one who had just thrown the spear dropped to a knee, held out his hands and caught the foot of his brother as he leapt into the air. Then pushed up and propelled him just like the spear but without the spinning. 

The brother in the air shouted out, “Sanyang Hokeu.” Even though Jay knew the words were spoken in Korean, he somehow understood them to mean “hunting hawk”. A moment later he understood why.

A translucent form of a giant bird appeared around the flying man as he landed a series of aerial kicks against the side of the beetle. Each of his kicks was mirrored by an attack from the giant bird. Cracks appeared in the carapace and it was knocked over and flung backwards thirty feet. 

Jay began to think that perhaps he had overestimated the danger of this creature. The rest of the racing team reached the two brothers and another lightning bolt matched by blasts of red and blue energies from the other two all slammed into the giant beetle. Jay called out to congratulate them when the beetle flopped back over. 

One of its barbed mandibles flashed out with shocking speed and cut the lightning girl in half. She didn’t even have time to cry out as she died. Her two companions dropped to their knees next to her ruined body while the brothers attacked again. This time with more mundane attacks. A burst of air or a swing of the sword. Perhaps they had shot their wad on the big attack. 

Jay didn’t wait to find out but instead conjured a dozen foot-long PSI blades and sent them spinning into the creature. The effect was disappointing to say the least. While some blades punctured its hide, all they did was get it to turn its attention towards him.

Jay wasn’t willing to risk any of his girls being killed as the other had been. He yelled out, “Jessie and Huong, protect those girls. Amelia and Meikiyo, shadow fire from a distance. Leave it to me to engage.”

He didn’t wait to see if they followed orders but maximized strength, speed, and hardness while conjuring an extra-long sword. This one would have worked for Sephiroth but because it was a weightless PSI blade, he could still move it with ease. 

Jay rushed forward in a blur and sliced his blade all the way through one of the mandibles. Then danced out of the way as the creature’s bulk moved through the space he had just been in. It lunged at him again but he leapt over it, landing on it and driving his blade down into its back. 

He saw three of the fireballs sink into it and then felt a blast of heat that seared his hands come up from the cut he was making in its back. The fire clearly caused deadly wounds but for the moment it was still very much alive. 

Then the part of the carapace he was standing on gave way, likely through a combination of the cuts he was making and the heat of the explosions inside its body. Jay fell entirely inside the innards of the beast. The smell was overwhelming. This must be what roasted cockroach smells like. 

Jay didn’t know if the girls had seen him fall inside and so expected to be roasted himself any moment. He had to think quickly. So he conjured a different type of construct. All around him he formed a suit of spiked armor, almost as though he was at the center of a giant morning-star. 

With a supreme effort of will he pushed hard, using his force bolts in an explosive form to expand his PSI construct. The effect being that spikes burst through the body in every direction from the inside out. It was ripped in half just as simply as the girl it has struck.

Jay was grateful as the construct contracted and reformed around him as armor. For in that instant another ball of shadow fire exploded right next to him. He instinctively strengthened the construct as much as he could and when he was still breathing a moment later was glad to learn that his PSI constructs could resist the girls’ combo attack. 

He was a little seared but actually didn’t mind that. The armor had saved him from most of the heat and what had gotten through had cleaned off much of the bug guts that had been all over him. Even now his regeneration was working to fix him up and a few seconds from Huong would make him good as new. 

The thrill of a hard-fought battle surged through him. It hadn’t been a long fight but then most anime were probably wrong about that. Life and death battles were most often going to be short as both sides put their all into it. 

Something about the win, the thrill he felt made him look at the rest of his teammates. He felt pride in them, but also an unabandoned lust. To the victor went the spoils after all. 

After confirming that the girl who had been cut in half couldn’t be saved, Huong healed Jay up. The two teams made their introductions. The leader of the other team was a Korean guy named Hwa-rang, so that would make him the leader of the 3rd cluster. His brother was named Hyu-yung. 

Just as quickly, Jay said their goodbyes and his team raced back to find the rest of their cluster. All around them the fog was clearing up. 




Chapter 31- Settling into Level 3

Victory had been great on so many levels. The feeling of teamwork with the others was top on the list. Right behind it was the knowledge that they had demonstrated who the strongest were. Jay had always gone after accomplishments in his games, but was never much for PvP. At this moment he could see the appeal.

It was even more significant now because that strength meant that he was better able to protect the ones that mattered to him. The prizes that they won were also a great incentive for the race and drove home the value of what they had accomplished. Probably the last accomplishment was the sense of having striven against monsters and crushed them. The rush of adrenaline was certainly addictive. 

Now they had a portal to walk through that led to another floor of the dungeon. This one looked like an ancient city long abandoned and mostly reclaimed by vegetation. It was certainly more like what he would have expected a dungeon to look like even if it wasn’t a dimly lit gloomy place. It wasn’t an open jungle or barren desert. 

Really nothing to do for it but to step through. “Okay, I’m going first. Then I want you to come through in pairs after that. Samantha, can you organize that? Make sure that the pairs come through as thirty-second intervals so we aren’t overwhelmed in the event we get attacked.”

“No problem, Jay,” she answered. 

“And, Miguel, do you mind being the rear guard? I don’t think there are any more hostiles here but wanna play it safe.”

“Sure thing, boss,” Miguel said with a smile. Jay really hoped he could count on the guy but too much was riding on him now. If he stepped out of line, Jay would end him. 

As soon as Jay stepped through, he could feel something was off. The air was heavy around him. That wasn’t all, though. If he didn’t miss his guess the gravity was significantly heavier here. 

It was a bit hard for him to say exactly. Even without boosting his strength, he was 35 times stronger than he would have been on Earth. His muscular 6’10” frame would have been a beast on Earth. 

Now with the stat boosts he had gotten in the past few weeks it was next level. He constantly had to be careful to always be gentle with the surrounding girls. He didn’t want to accidentally crush a pelvis while being intimate.

He began to scout the area with Life Sense while also boosting his precognition and speed. Good to know if there was a threat. Better to be able to respond to said threat. 

The results he was getting back from Life Sense were strange. There was life all over the place. By this point he had learned how to separate vegetation from animal life. What he was feeling now was very clearly spread out far too broadly to be animal life, but it didn’t feel like plant life. Honestly, it didn’t feel like animal life either, though. 

“Meikiyo, do you get any heat readings from out there? I am sensing something like animal life all around the ground, ruins, trees, everywhere but I can’t see anything,” Jay asked. 

The petite Japanese girl he liked so much stared off and focused for a moment before saying, “Actually I don’t see any heat signatures, not even from small creatures like rats.” 

Jay had been so distracted by what he was sensing that he hadn’t looked for similar creatures. As soon as he did he was shocked. He couldn’t even find any insects. No discrete animal life forms at all. That couldn’t be natural. 

Within a few minutes everyone had made it through the doorway to this floor. No sooner had the last person made it through than the doorway closed and a timer appeared on it: 17:47:16. A moment after that and a series of five cabins appeared a few hundred feet away on the only truly open area of land that didn’t have any signs of ancient ruins.

So that was how long they had before the newcomers would arrive in their cluster. At least they knew where they were going to be staying tonight and those cabins were each more than four times the size of the old beach bungalows. Well then down to business. 

“Everyone listen up. Something is not right here. There are no animals or life forms that we can detect. If anyone senses something different, please let me know. There aren’t even any bugs,” Jay said as everyone came around him.

“Yeah, no bugs. Tired of getting bitten up in the jungle,” Alexis cheered. She was another of the girls that Jay didn’t know very well, but he knew he needed to. 

So he thought, “Note to self, Alexis is not an outdoorsy girl.”

A couple of the other girls joined in with weak clapping but most seemed to realize that no matter how much they hated bugs, this was more of a foreboding sign than a happy circumstance. “As much as I hate bugs too, this isn’t a good thing. I can sense life all around us but can’t seem to find anything. So we have to assume that whatever I am sensing is so hungry that it has killed everything living here down to the last mosquito.”

“Right, and anything that could do that is probably smacking its lips at the smorgasbord that just walked through the door when we came,” Charlotte added. 

Jay looked at her and made another note to self, “Charlotte really likes to take charge. Make sure to keep that energy directed so we don’t have another Jasmine.”

“There are five luxury cabins over there that we get for free for the next two days. It is already starting to get late. The sun will be down in a couple hours. I am asking everyone to stay inside of the cabins tonight. They should be large enough for all of us. The race team should each be assigned one of them. Since Amelia and I both have one but this is our honeymoon of sorts, Miguel, your team can have Amelia’s cabin for the two days unless she has a problem with that.”

“Not like I was gonna need it tonight since I’ve got dibs on you all to myself,” Amelia responded.

“I don’t want to complain, but there is a bigger problem than no bugs,” Samantha said.

“You mean the gravity?” Jay asked.

“Yeah, I can barely move. My entire body feels like it is weighted down,” she replied and many of the other girls echoed her. 

“I can tell that the gravity is heavy but I’m already starting to adjust to it. Then again, my Durability is 36. As far as I can tell that makes me about 35 times stronger than I normally would be. Add to that the extra muscle I’ve gained since getting here and this isn’t bothering me at all.” As Jay spoke he saw a longing come over many of the girls’ faces. He needed to be sensitive to the fact that many of them had been suffering for weeks now from an incurable horniness that was chemically induced.

“Maybe the right question to ask though is, what is your durability, Samantha?”

“Um, four, but if that makes me three times stronger than I was before, I definitely can say that the gravity here is heavier than three times Earth’s.”

Many of the other girls called out that their Durability was only three, which of course meant that they had only started with one and gained two more when they crossed the first threshold. “Hmm, okay well maybe it will be easier inside the cabins. I would suggest that we all split up into groups for the cabins. Huong, Meikiyo, and Jessie, would you please all work with Charlotte and Samantha to make sure that everyone is assigned a cabin for the night. And thank you for sharing.”

Jay and Amelia moved a short distance away from everyone else. They could of course have a private conversation with telepathy but it still felt more private if they weren’t in the middle of 26 other people. 

She smiled at him. “So ready to go make it up to me for pushing me over so roughly?”

“You mean for keeping you from killing Jasmine before we voted and possibly being seen as a murderer?” Jay asked back.

“Potato, potato, I just wanna have you all to myself tonight.”

“I meant what I pledged today, Amelia. In many ways, I owe all of this to you. You helped put me on the right path. We still have a long way to go, but I feel like we are starting to come together and maybe, just maybe we can beat this test thing and find a way back home.”

Amelia didn’t sound nearly as confident as she responded, “Maybe, but I don’t really care. Would you give up all of this for your old crappy life on Earth?” As she spoke she wreathed her hand in shadows to demonstrate her power. “Or all this?” she asked while she waved her hands down, highlighting her figure.

Jay didn’t really even have to think about that. “Earth isn’t my home. My home is with you, now. Wherever that may be. Whether this is some odd purgatory or an alien experiment. You are my home and I love you.”

Amelia crossed the few inches between them and pressed herself up against him. He felt her breasts squish between them and couldn’t help an immediate physical response. “You know I love you too, but more importantly, I trust you.”

Knowing even the parts that he did about her past, Jay knew that was a significant statement for her to make. It pained him but he needed to say something in response. It probably wasn’t the most romantic thing, but her trust in him demanded no less. “I appreciate your trust in me which is why I have to say, as much as I love you, you know I love the others on the team too, right?”

There was a brief pause before Amelia said, “Yes, I know. I actually like Huong, Meikiyo, and even Jessie quite a bit. Mia seems okay too. I understood when I started to fall for you that I was going to have to share you. Like we keep saying this isn’t Earth anymore. New rules apply.”

“I’m glad for that, more than you may know. This has torn me up inside.”

“That’s cause you’re such a boy scout. Oh and don’t you dare tell that slut, Huong, that I said anything nice about her.”

Jay shrugged and laughed. “Okay, okay, but just to be clear, you know that I am going to marry the others too.”

“Yep, but I will always be your first wife. I figure that there are going to be lots of the others who are jockeying for favor with you and trying to become wives too. Just make sure that you treat your wives better than the concubines. And yes, I know you are going to be fucking most every girl here. The rest of us already discussed it and came to peace with it. Not Earth after all. In fact, if you don’t recruit enough of the girls to your bed then we will think you don’t care about us enough.”  
”Say, what?” Jay asked. 
 
”Adding more women to your team only makes you stronger. The stronger you are, the better you can protect us. So yes, you have to sleep with other women to show us you love us.”

All he could do was shake his head before speaking. “How did I get so lucky to get you in my life?” Jay asked.

“I don’t know, but right now I wanna get lucky. I’ve been married for like two hours and you haven’t ravished me yet. Can we go to our cabin already?”

“In a minute. I am worried about what is out here and I don’t want to go to the cabin until everyone else is already inside. Okay?”

“Yeah sure, but if you don’t mind I think I will, as they say, go slip into something more comfortable. I’ve got a few purchases to make.”

Jay leaned down and kissed her gently on the lips. “I will be there in a few minutes.”

As she walked away, he shook himself from admiring the view and called out to everyone. Most of the people appeared to have been broken up into groups by now. “One other thing. Remember that all the water that we get from now on is going to have a much higher level of whatever the stimulant is in it. If it has the same effect that it did on us in the beginning that we need to assume everyone is going to become very horny. So please let's try to work together and be understanding with each other. Finish off any of the bottles of water that we already had tonight, because those shouldn’t have the new levels in them. Then tomorrow we are going to have to get busy leveling up.”

Jay heard some grumbling but chose not to focus on it. As he waited for all the groups to go into their cabins, he felt Mia approaching him. Her presence was always there in his mind, but he knew she was right next to him now. A second later she ran her hand across his arm. 

“What was that for?” Jay asked.

“Can’t a girl touch her boyfriend?” she asked back.

“Oh is that what we are calling this now?”

“I thought you would prefer that to bonded soul-mate. Especially since you are soon off to spend the night with your new wife.” Jay could feel the jealousy coming through the bond. It wasn’t bitter, but it was there.

“You know that as much as I like you, Mia, there are others too.”

“Oh, I know. I don’t even begrudge that. The bond lets me feel your emotions far better after the whole fusion thing. During the race when you were fighting, I could actually feel some of the pain that you felt every time you got hurt.”

Jay got concerned. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, it is weird. I could feel the pain. If I focused on it, it felt as real as any pain in my life. I had to dull the bond a bit so I wouldn’t be screaming in pain. Not really sure how you handled the blows you took. They made me whimper, and I wasn’t actually feeling it directly.”

“So do you feel everything I do?”

“You are bonded to me just like I am to you. Or fused. You should know the answer, but from what I can tell, I only feel powerful sensations that you feel. Even then I can close off the bond or narrow it so the feelings only trickle through or I can open myself to it and feel fully the same sensations you are feeling.”

“Well as Huong would say, we will have to do some experiments with that. For the sake of science and all,” Jay said with a grin. 

Mia nodded eagerly. “Yes we shall. And as to why I touched you, I find it easier to borrow your abilities when I touch you.”

“Oh, so you borrowed my Enhanced Strength to deal with the gravity?” Jay asked.

“Nope, I’m strong enough and already have Enhanced Strength now, remember. It may not be as developed as yours but I’m doing fine here. I shared Metabolism with you and borrowed another one of your abilities for personal reasons. Amelia can thank me later for increasing your stamina.”

“I have plenty of stamina, thank you very much. But seriously, what power did you borrow?”

“Let’s just say that I think my cabin is going to be a very popular place to be after tonight. Oh, but I think they are calling me. I need to go. See you in the morning.” With that she ran off in the direction of the cabins. 

Women. Jay was never going to understand them. He could spend time guessing about what she had borrowed or he could go join his wife. In the end the decision wasn’t a hard one to make.

 




Chapter 32- To Bond or Not to Bond

When Jay got to the cabin, he found that it truly was luxury housing. Inside the vaulted ceiling gave an open feel. The main area of the house was all one massive room. The kitchen with a table to one side, a set of couches and chairs to the other. Then off from there were four bedrooms. Each with its own huge bathroom with a tub for two and for the first time since he had been here, a shower. 

Amelia had everything set up with candles burning and a meal on the table. As he tried to walk over to her, she said, “Nope, go take a shower first. I don’t want you getting this dirty and you might have some of those bug guts on you still.” 

By this she meant the flimsy black nightie that she was wearing. It worked exactly as intended covering up just enough but yet hinting at everything. “You, know that isn’t gonna be on you for very long.”

“We’ll see. I want to eat a meal with you first,” she said with a tease in her voice. 

“Arghh you know how to drive a man crazy. I sure have something I want to eat.”

“You know I love a double entendre as much as the next girl but like I told you after that first night, let it simmer a bit. You’ve slain the monster and won the girl. Be grown-up Jay, go have a shower, shave, and then come back here. They have some delicious-looking food. After that, grown-up Jay gets some grown-up sex. I’m gonna have to up my game after all, now that I’m a wife. I wouldn’t want you to think that I used all my tricks to bag you.”

That was enough for Jay, he smiled and rushed off to a shower. She was right. The water felt amazing. Just the right temperature. It was amazing to have the comforts of home. He could really get used to this. Then he shaved and brushed his teeth. As he drank some water to rinse his mouth out, he immediately felt the difference.

The notification wasn’t kidding at all. This stuff was calibrated for midway through the third threshold or about level 40. He had gotten used to being ahead of the stimulant in the water but this stuff hit hard and made him hard. He hadn’t felt this horny since he was a thirteen-year-old and saw his first pair of breasts in a magazine. 

Iron Will was the only thing that kept him going and he braced himself, because he knew that Amelia was planning on dragging this out. She probably even had hoped that he would drink some of the water and start to lose control.

When he walked back out to the main room, dressed in nothing but a thin shirt and a pair of gym-type shorts that she had laid out for him in the bathroom, he found her waiting. “Well, are you ready for the wife experience?” she asked. 

Jay had no idea what that meant but vaguely remembered seeing an episode of a show called The Girlfriend Experience and thinking that it was hot. So he just decided to go with it. She escorted him over to the table.

He couldn’t help but kiss her and felt her melt into him as he did before she pulled back. “Oh not too much of that or dinner will get cold.”

Jay sat at the table. The spread was impressive. She had ordered gourmet meals that were a step up. It was man gourmet. A huge steak, potato, and a salad. It wasn’t that he hadn’t enjoyed the other kinds of gourmet meals, just that they had been a bit foo-foo for his tastes. This however was exactly what he wanted. Well glancing at her, it was at least part of what he wanted. 

She sat next to him and poured him a beer into a large mug. He couldn’t help thinking, “God, I could get used to this.”

As they ate, she asked him questions about how he felt the race had gone. Then listened intently each time. She seemed enraptured in hearing what he had to say and strangely that was every bit as much of a turn on as the cleavage that her nightie revealed. 

Dinner must have gone on for almost an hour as even with an erection in his pants, he was deeply enjoying the conversation. Lately he was on the run so much that he didn’t get enough of this kind of connection. Actually, who was he kidding? He had never gotten this kind of connection in his life prior to coming here.

As he was eating his dessert, a delicious white chocolate cheesecake with a crumb crust and a raspberry drizzle, she made a statement that caught his attention. “I want you to form a bond with me like you did with Mia.”

Jay understood. She wanted connection with him just as much as he wanted it. This evening was perfect, and he wanted it to go on forever. Still, he had to say, “You know I’m not the one that instigated that. I can probably form a bond but the notifications warned against the partial fusion thing.”

“Well is the bond just as close as the fusion.”

Not wanting to lie to her Jay said, “The bond is close. We can share emotions and almost know what each other are thinking, but the fusion transcends that. We shared one body in many ways. Our abilities merged and we have only one status sheet now, even though it is divided into a separate section for each of us.”

“I want to be one with you. And no, this isn’t just about the power. I admit that is a nice side effect, but I have been thinking about this all day. Jay, I love you. I am glad that we were sent here. I am glad for all the horrors we have had to face. It was worth it because it got the two of us together.”

Jay felt both thrilled and tense at the same moment. His understanding of the depth of feelings out there was growing by leaps and bounds. He felt things for Amelia he had never felt before. “I don’t regret it either. I’m glad you said it, because I felt kinda selfish for thinking that.”

“Then you will do it, or at least try it. I know you don’t have total control over it.”

“I will try to form a permanent bond with you. As far as the fusion… if it was just my safety on the line I would be willing to try. It's not like the trying isn’t fun. But this is about your safety too, and I won’t risk that, not like that at least. I grant you that I can’t and won’t make decisions for you but nor can you ask me to go out of my way to endanger you.”

“But I’m willing to risk it.”

“And I’m not. You are precious to me.”

“How about this? Tomorrow we can discuss it as a team. We will take a vote and if they decide with me, then you have to try it during the reset. If not, then I will respect the decision and just enjoy the bond we will have,” Amelia said.

Jay teetered in his head. He wanted to make a clear-headed decision but knew that his lust for her was probably impacting his decision making. “Okay, I will agree to that. We are a team after all.”

Then he reached out his hand and grabbed hers. “My Empathetic Bonding skill is only at level 1 - 0%. Mia’s was at level 13 the last time I looked. So I may not be able to make the bond permanent, yet, but I promise you this. If it is at all possible, then we shall be bonded.” 

She smiled at him and he opened himself up to the skill. It was very different from his other skills. He couldn’t seem to force it to do what he wanted but more had to relax and give in to it. He had to be open with himself and with Amelia. Then it was there. At first it was just a small thread between them. Nothing like the connection between him and Mia. 

The thing was though that this felt more genuine. He liked Mia, but she wasn’t the one he loved. Not yet at least, not like Amelia. The connection surged and thickened. Carrying more and more emotional input back and forth.

He knew how she felt about him. Oh he had believed it before. She had made it clear often enough. Now though there couldn’t be doubt. They were linked emotionally and as much as he felt her love and trust in him, he also felt a deep sigh within her person as she could feel his love for her. He knew that she was feeling more emotion and not just the desire that his Sensual Projection skill could manifest. 

Jay was so entangled in their shared emotions that he didn’t even realize that he had actually carried her to the bed. Their kissing took on a deep passionate tone, and he mindlessly allowed his hands to wander over her body. It wasn’t long though before she was angrily trying to pull his shirt off of him. “I don’t want that in the way,” she murmured.

It was too tightly on him so he had to pull back and lift the shirt off. She gleamed at him while her eyes ran over his chest and shoulders. Then he pushed back into her and started kissing his way down her. Taking time at her neck as she moaned with delight. Then working down further to tease the cleavage her flimsy nightie revealed.

As he went down another inch he began to play with her nipples through the lacy material. She moaned as it must have produced an exquisite feeling in her. He could feel her desire building to uncontrollable levels. Normally, he liked to tease her, to drag it out. That certainly had a place in a good bedroom relationship, but tonight he wanted her to feel his love. 

He didn’t want to deny her anything. So knowing what she wanted, he worked his way down her toned tummy, enjoying the way it felt through the thin wisp of material that separated it from his lips. When he got below the nightie, he slid his hands up under it and hooked his thumbs in the lacy red thong that matched the nightie. He pulled it down, and she shivered in an anticipation which he could now quite literally feel. 

Moving in closer he tossed the panties to the side of the bed and began working his mouth up her thigh. She shuddered before he ever got to her labia and when he finally did, she started to moan in earnest. He liked to think that he had gotten to be a good lover in the past few weeks. He certainly had enough opportunities to practice, but knowing what she felt even if it wasn’t truly physical sensations and simply her emotions was a better guide than he could have imagined.

His tongue made love to her womanhood. Teeth tantalized her labia while his tongue worked away at her clit. Her resistance was short lived and as soon as he knew her first orgasm was upon her he slid two fingers into her. She was so wet that there was very little resistance. 

Her body began to spasm around him and he kept at it guiding her through that first orgasm and into another before she finally collapsed backwards. He took that moment to pull his pants down and then moved to part her legs.

“No, not yet, just a minute,” she said weakly. 

At first he thought that she was just totally drained from the orgasms and needed to catch her breath but then he sensed a bit of delight and mischievousness mixed up in her emotions along with another feeling. He wasn’t sure what it was at first but it was intertwined with the others. 

She stood up off the bed and he watched as she started to play with the spaghetti straps of her nightie. “I want to unwrap myself in front of you. I’m a gift for you and I need you to know I meant everything I said earlier at the pledging. I was worried that it would freak you out, but I meant it all.”

Then he understood what he was feeling from her. It was fear, anxiety, a sense of not being good enough. They were wrapped around her hopes and delights like choking weeds in a garden. It made sense. Her statement had been bold. She basically gave him ownership of her body and even went so far as to say she wanted his children. 

This might not be the time and place for children, but feeling the bond with her, there was no doubt in his mind that he would want children with her. She would be as wonderful of a mother as his vague memories said his had been. 

“I accepted your pledge today. I accept it now. And I feel exactly the same,” Jay said, but by that time the words were superfluous. She had already felt his emotions. She knew that he genuinely wanted her even to that most intimate of ways that a man could want a woman. 

“Not yet. I took precautions for your new level, but someday, sooner rather than later, I want to make you a father. I know what you have told me about yours. You will be a better father than he ever was.” With that she dropped her nightie to the ground and revealed her body, his property. 

He pulled her up onto the bed and laid her back down. They met at their mouths as their tongues swirled together. They met at their chests and he felt her amazing breasts pressed up against him. They met in their centers as she spread her legs to welcome him. His cock slid into her and she moaned as even if it wasn’t a fusion their two bodies became one. 

The next couple of hours were a jumble. Sometimes he was on top. Sometimes she was on top. It never really mattered. They both gave their all physically and emotionally and were lost in one another. Jay couldn’t have kept track of the number of times he exploded into her but they kept going till he felt he had to drink more to avoid dehydration.

Even after that they continued till she collapsed completely exhausted. Jay remembered he needed to be careful. She had neither his Durability nor Metabolism and the latter was boosted even as a shared attribute with Mia. 

Unbeknownst to Jay though, Mia was at that very moment shuddering from yet another uncontrollable orgasm and she wasn’t alone. The other six girls in her cabin were also all panting and gasping on the floor, each of them in various stages of undress. Some with their fingers inside themselves but that wasn’t really necessary. They were all completely taken by the effect of the Sensual Projection that Mia had borrowed from Jay. There were even pleas saying that they couldn’t take anymore.

The bond allowed her to feel what he was feeling physically. Pain wasn’t very much fun to share, but whatever Amelia was doing to him sure made him feel good and she could share in all of that. Even better since she had borrowed Jay’s skill she was able to project it out and the entire cabin was moaning non-stop with the bliss that Jay felt even though he had no idea. 





Chapter 33- A Familiar Face

The next morning, Jay and Amelia overslept. It probably wasn’t surprising, but they slept right up to the awakening and by then it was too late to have a team meeting about it. They were both excited to have gained more levels and determined to spend all day training while they still had the quadruple bonus. 

He instructed everyone to stay away from the ruins until the newcomers arrived. That led to a long breakfast for some and to various training groups being set up. Jay moved around from camp working with different groups but kept finding himself drawn back to Amelia. Last night had definitely forged a bond and while he couldn’t feel her as clearly as he could Mia whenever she was around he knew exactly how she felt. 

Then Charlotte called out that the time was about to hit zero. Everyone gathered around Jay as he waited near the door. It opened and a stream of girls started to pour out. Jay had assigned the advisors as well as the rest of Team Jay including Mia to act as chaperones and guide the women away from ruins and over by the cabins. The reset had expanded the housing and instead of just the five luxury cabins there were also seven smaller cabins that looked to be more like the single-room bungalows. 

Jay watched and nodded at each of the girls as they came through. Many of them looked at him with wanton desire but everyone walked through and allowed themselves to be guided to various sections. It was agreed that even though they didn’t want to waste any of their bonus training time with other things that they still had to at least get lists of names and find out basic information about this group. 

He became distracted near the end and had to start answering questions from the newcomers so that he didn’t get to see the last group come through. From what he found out most of them were from clusters where all the guys had died early on and then their clusters had been merged with others and so on. They had all managed to make it to Tier 2, but that was it and only barely for most of them.

Then Jay heard some yelling, and he looked over in the direction of the door. He saw Jessie trying to talk to a group of eight women. Their leader was rather tall and Jay heard Jessie say, “I’m not trying to offend you by calling you Amazon, you are just really tall.”

The woman responded with a voice that sounded strangely familiar, “Well I’m not an Amazon and we expect a little respect. My team was second place in the race. For some reason, apparently you need a dick to lead a cluster, but that doesn’t mean we are just gonna do whatever we are told. I’m the only woman to pass the third threshold, so don’t get in my way.”

Jay could see that Jessie wasn’t taking that very well and knowing her he realized this was going to come to blows very quickly. He rushed over and said, “Whoa, let's not get angry. We are all part of one cluster now.” Then he went slack jawed as the tall, caramel-skinned woman turned towards him. “Trina?”

The woman looked back at him, dumbfounded for a second then said, “Oh my god, is that you, Jay? You look so different. Wow. If I’d known you would turn out like this, I would have snatched you right up back at college.” Then there it was. That smile. The way she looked at him that had always made him weak in the knees. 

Jay felt a sense of worry go through him. He had almost forgotten that his ex-crush had been taken at the same time that he had been. Now here she was standing in front of him. She had been hot on Earth, a solid nine. Just like him though this place had been kind to her. She was busting any ranking chart now, and it was hard to tear his eyes away from her. 

In that moment he worried about what this would mean and how Amelia and the other girls would take this. What he didn’t see was how that worry translated through the bonds and both Amelia and Mia popped their heads up and looked in his direction trying to figure out what had made Jay feel like that.





Epilogue

Nearly three years into the future-

Reality kept shifting around Jay. Each day that he woke up there were changes. It was frustrating because he was the only one who realized that things hadn’t always been the way they were now. Even his wives, who trusted him with their very lives, had trouble accepting some of the things he said had changed. 

Up until now most of the changes that he experienced had been increases in power and more survivors. All of that seemed good, even though none of it had dealt with Jasmine’s iron grip over their group.

This morning was entirely different. When he woke up, they were no longer on the 10th floor of the dungeon. Instead they were on the 24th floor. As shocking as that was it was small potatoes compared to the other changes. 

Where he had expected to find Jasmine cuddled up next to him, keeping close to her prize hound, he had instead woken up in an actual bed. It was actually quite huge, and would have put a king-size bed from back on Earth to shame. How they got that into the dungeon was beyond him.

He wasn’t alone in the bed, but instead there had been six women with him. Somehow he knew them all as his wives and knew how very precious they were to him. Each of them had a ring upon their fingers that he remembered giving to them, even if those memories felt like they belonged to someone else. 

Even more shocking was the pair of cradles next to the bed and the swelling belly of one of the women. In his original timeline all the children had been slaughtered. It brought pride to him to think that perhaps his messages to the past had saved the human race. 

Looking around her realized how massive this circular room was. There were alcoves and beds filling those alcoves covered most of the wall. At least half of the alcoves had a cradle in front of it. His Life Sense let him know that there were 27 women and 12 infants sleeping in the room. His head was definitely spinning trying to take in all the changes that had resulted in this future. 

When he managed to make it out amidst the legs and arms entwined with his, he pulled his pants up and put on a shirt quickly, before walking outside. There were two dozen structures all similar to the house that he was staying in. Even a wall had been built up around the settlement and guards patrolled the streets. 

Jay knew one thing for certain, some big things had happened and he was going to need to sort them out. He could feel that the timeline was still in flux. He was going to need to sit down and sort through his memories to figure out what was going on. 

The strangest thing that he saw was a small red-skinned alien in a floating chair, or hoverpod he realized was the proper name for the device. Seeing it drove home more of the new memories. The creature was an A’snkarnt. They were the race of aliens that had taken him and all the test subjects from Earth. 

Yet for some reason this creature was here in their camp without any guards around it. It even seemed to be teaching some small humans. They looked like children of six or seven, but he instinctively knew that they were actually much younger than that and from what he could tell they quite adored their alien teacher. Truly there was much for him to try to remember. 

______________________________________________

Meanwhile back in the present of this changing timeline. 

The drone was 95% mechanical. Its only organic components were hidden deep inside of it to protect them from exposure to the vacuum of space. It had no name, drones never did. Merely a designation which in this case was DSRP-100345 or Deep Space Recovery Pod. 

It was all that remained of the cruiser that had located the human world and engaged the leviathan. It was not for it to question why such a course of action had been taken. No, it was the last-ditch effort to get information back to the overminds. 

If it had been deployed, then that meant the enemy had been successful in jamming all of their subspace communications. DSRP-100345 was left to float amongst the debris of the former cruiser. It was meant to appear as nothing more than inert junk. Yet, when the enemy ceased scanning the area, it would become active and relay vital mission information back home. 

For now though, all it could do was float in orbit above the burning world. That was fine though. The Forlorn were patient.
 





Jay’s Character Sheet at end of Book 2

M1789
Level: 41
Partial Fusion: F49381
Bond: 49312
Awareness: 41
Precognition: 25 - 62%
Sensual Projection: 22 - 88%
Life Sense: 26 - 14%
Iron Will: 28 - 39%
Telepathy: 9 - 73%
Assessment: 5 – 19%
Empathetic Bond: 4 – 69%
Durability: 37
Hardened Body: 28 - 38%
Enhanced Strength: 29 - 27%
Kinesis: 35
Kinetic Bolt: 16 - 6%
Accelerate: 21 - 56%
Kinetic Dampening: 20 - 24%
Metabolism: 34
Regeneration: 28 - 71%
Enhanced Speed: 26 - 35%
Formation: 59
Body Modification: 16 - 11%
Psionic Construct: 33- 32%
Temporal Manipulation: 40 - 58% LOCKED
Psi Pts: 1350
Stamina: 710
Joint Credits: 22,474
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